Earl F. Burkholder May 6, 2026

Ask Microsoft Copilot: Summarize the pro's and con's for continued use of
the U.S. Survey Foot rather than the International Foot?

Copilot response ***kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkk

Short takeaway:

The U.S. survey foot persists mainly because of legacy datasets,
engineering standards, and institutional inertia. Its downsides are
mounting: it complicates national consistency, introduces avoidable
conversion errors, and conflicts with the modernized NSRS. The
international foot is simpler, globally consistent, and already the legal
standard in most contexts.

Below is a clean breakdown.

Pros of continuing to use the U.S. Survey Foot
1. Legacy continuity in surveying and engineering

e Many historical control networks, plats, deeds, and engineering
plans—especially pre-1986—were computed in the U.S. survey foot.

¢ Continuing its use avoids reinterpreting or re-scaling old
records.

2. Reduced disruption for states that historically used it

e States like Colorado, Montana, and the Dakotas built entire SPCS
zones and statutes around the survey foot.

e Maintaining it avoids short-term administrative changes.
3. Familiarity among long-time practitioners

e Surveyors trained before the 2000s often still think in U.S.
survey feet.

e Some software defaults and local standards still assume it.

4. Avoids redefinition of existing project baselines

e Multi-decade infrastructure projects (pipelines, transportation
corridors, water systems) sometimes maintain a fixed coordinate
basis.

e Switching units mid-project can introduce risk if not managed
carefully.

Cons of continuing to use the U.S. Survey Foot
1. It is not the national or international standard

e Since 1959, the U.S. government legally defined the
international foot as the standard for all non-survey purposes.
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e Maintaining a second definition creates unnecessary dual-unit
complexity.

2. Creates conversion errors and ambiguity

e The difference between the two feet is small (2 ppm), but large
enough to cause:
- Mis-scaled GIS datasets
- Misaligned engineering drawings
- Survey-to-GIS integration errors
- Confusion in multi-state or federal projects

e Many errors arise simply because people don’t realize two
definitions exist.

3. Incompatible with the modernized NSRS (2025+)

e NGS is retiring the U.S. survey foot in federal geodetic
products.

e All new SPCS2022 zones are defined in meters, with the
international foot allowed only as a derived unit.

e Continuing the survey foot undermines national consistency.

4. Software ecosystems increasingly assume the international foot

e CAD, GIS, and geodetic libraries are standardizing around the
international foot.

e Maintaining the survey foot requires special handling, custom
EPSG codes, and extra QA/QC.

5. Creates friction in multi-disciplinary workflows

e Engineering, GIS, remote sensing, and geodesy are now tightly
integrated.

e A legacy unit that differs by 2 ppm becomes a persistent source
of cross-domain mismatch.

6. Adds administrative burden for states

e States that keep the survey foot must maintain dual
documentation, dual definitions, and dual conversion rules.

e This contradicts the national move toward simplification.

% Bottom line

The only strong argument for keeping the U.S. survey foot is legacy
continuity.

Every modern technical, administrative, and geodetic argument favors the
international foot.



