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Presentation Overview 

Part 1 - Learn about commonly used resources as well as 
lesser known resources that can be used to create an 
accurate history of property uses. 

Part 2 – Learn how Environmental Professionals use 
these resources coupled with  GIS technology to scope 
Phase II Investigations, estimate Remediation Costs and 
create Brownfield Inventories for Area-Wide 
Assessments. 



Aerial Photographs 

City Directories 

Interviews 

Local Property Records 

Sanborn© Fire Insurance Maps 

Topographic Maps 

 

Common Historical Resources for  

Phase I Environmental Site Assessments 



City & County Real Estate Atlases * 

FIMs from other publishers *  

BF inventories based on City Directory research * 

Orthorectified Aerial Photographs * 

Georeferenced Aerial Photographs & Historic Maps * 

Agency File Reviews 

Internet Research 

Additional Historical Resources to Consider 
for Brownfield Sites and Area-Wide 

Assessments 



Aerial Photographs  

Great for 
determining 
the location of 
structures and 
assessing land 
use changes 
over time.   



Aerial Photographs 

 
 
Pros: 

Good quality aerials are 
readily available.  

Little chance for human 
error. 

Cons: 

Poor scale or resolution. 

Search and photo prep 
time.  

Lack of coverage in some 
areas 



Scale: 1:40,000 (1” = 3,333’) 

Date 1940 

Scale: 1:20,000 (1” = 1,667’) 

Date 1940 

Aerial Scale Comparison 



Scale: 1:10,000 (1” = 833’) 

Date 1940 



Scale: 
1:6,000 
(1” = 500’) 

Date 1940 



Scale: 
1:2,400  

(1” = 200’) 

Date 1938 



Scale: 
1:1,200  

(1” = 100’) 

Date 1938 



City Directories 

Books produced for 
populated areas that list 
building occupants in 
alphabetical order by 
street and then 
numerically by address.   

Some also contain a 
business section and/or 
advertising section similar 
to the Yellow Pages of a 
phone book. 



City Directories 

Pros ~ 

Published frequently for urban areas. 

Company names & addresses can enhance research capabilities. 

Cons ~ 

Research and review of CD can be time consuming. 

Suburban and rural areas may have limited coverage or no coverage.  

CD Research challenges ~ 

Property addresses and street names may have changed over time.   

More than one set of publications needed for some locations.   

Great for ~ Determining past occupants and property uses.   



Original City Directories vs. Abstracts 

Review of CD pages can be 
more time consuming but 
abstracts limit the data 
provided. 

Abstracts may not include all 
surrounding property 
listings or listing for former 
site addresses.  

Depending on format, 
abstracts may be 
searchable. 

 



City Directory Research Tips 

Consultant should look for 
previous site addresses during 
interviews and review of other 
historical resources like historical 
maps and local property record 
reviews; then require that all 
historical property addresses be 
researched. 

The EP should define the limits of 
the research and understand the 
assumptions made by the 
researcher; what data is left out?  



Historical  
Maps 
 
Topographic Maps 
 
Real Estate Atlases 
 
City/County Atlases 
Fire Insurance Maps 
 
Property Maps 



Great for ~ 

Determining topography and 
the location of surface 
water bodies. 

Finding the general location 
of wetlands, roads, forested 
areas, rail lines, buildings 
and pipelines. 

 

Topographic Maps 



 

 

Limitations ~ 
 
Land use can be 

assumed but not 
verified.   

Cannot be relied on to 
determine 
groundwater flow 
direction.   

Scale of the map can 
limit its usefulness. 

 

Topographic Maps 

  Scale: “I think  my site is in Chicago” aka: 100, 000 



15 minute 
topo 
 
(62,840 
scale) 



7.5 
minute 
topo 

(24,000 
scale) 



Fire Insurance Maps and Real Estate Atlases  

Great for ~  

Occupant information, structure 
locations and specific property 
uses. 

Location of chemicals, petroleum 
products & raw materials. 

Location of wells, utility lines, rail 
lines, process areas and storage 
areas, street alignments & potential 
disposal areas.   

Identification of construction 
materials used in buildings and 
other structures.  



1914 real estate atlas 

The level of detail 
depends on the 
scale and original 
purpose of the 
maps. 



Atlas showing 
owner names 
and property 
boundaries, 
roads, rail 
lines and land 
use features 



Atlas showing company names, property boundaries, 
storage areas, location of docks, rail lines and roads. 



Great for  ~ 

Occupants   

Structure locations 
& construction 
details.  

Storage & process 
areas 

Location of 
flammable 
chemicals, 
petroleum products 
& raw materials 

Wells, utilities lines 
and heating sources 

Rail lines & street 
alignments  



Property Maps and Surveys 



 
 Limitations  ~ 

Only a few years of coverage 
available.  

Poor quality microfilm or scans 
that obscure details.   

Black & white scans that 
eliminate details and text. 

Not all items of environment 
interest are show. 

Many locations have no 
coverage. 

Perception that there is a lack of 
coverage. 

Historical Maps 



 
 

Research a variety of land use maps, including a search 
for FIMs published by all fire insurance mapping 
companies.  Many cities/towns were mapped by 
national companies such as Dakin, Fire Underwriters 
Inspection Bureau, Foote, Hopkins, Manufacturer’s 
Mutual, Rascher and Robinson. There were also 
regional companies as well that produced atlases and 
FIMs.   

Fun Fact! At least 1,144 cities and towns in Iowa have 
FIM coverage; only 364 of these were mapped by the 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Map Company. 

Historical Maps Research Tips 



Building / inspection 
records 
 
Fire department records  
 
Property tax files 
 
Zoning/Planning Dept 
records 

Land title records  

Property Records 



Great for ~  

Fire or chemical spill/incident responses 

Storage tank records 

Construction dates & inspection notes 

Site/building diagrams 

Well and septic system records  

Petroleum and chemical storage/use/disposal information. 

Property Records 



Limitations ~ Many 
cities/counties have 
records in multiple 
locations and in different 
formats including paper, 
microfilm, microfiche and 
scans.  

Records may have been lost 
from fires, floods or 
shredding.  

Potential for human error 
can be high; inspectors 
have a bad days too! 

Property Records 



Check with the county, they 
may have property 
records dated prior to city 
incorporation. 

“Old-Timers” may have good 
information you can 
gather during an 
interview. 

Long time employees may 
know where files are and 
how they are organized. 

Property Records Research Tips 

 
 



Property Records 



Part 2 – Pulling it all together! 

Examples of historical and current data combined with GIS 
technology that can be used by Environmental 
Professionals to scope Phase II Investigations, estimate 
Remediation Costs and create Brownfield Inventories 
for Area-Wide Assessments. 

 

But first – some definitions! 



What is a GIS? 
A GIS is a computer system capable of capturing, storing, analyzing, and 
displaying geographically referenced information; that is, data identified 
according to location. Practitioners also define a GIS as including the procedures, 
operating personnel, and spatial data that go into the system. 



To georeference something means to define its 
existence in physical space; t0 establish its location in 
terms of map projections or coordinate systems.  

 
Examples include  ~ 

Finding the geographical coordinates of a property 
location. 

Establishing the correct position of an aerial photograph 
within a map.   

This method works well for areas with minimal 
elevation changes. 

Georeferenced Aerial Photographs and Maps 



Orthorectified Aerial Photographs 

 
 Orthorectify: Processing an aerial photograph to 

geometrically correct it so that the scale of the 
photograph is uniform and it can be measured as a 
map is.  

Distortions in aerial photos are caused by camera tilt and 
lens curvature, curvature of the earths surface and 
ground relief.    

This method provides more accuracy and is best for areas 
with elevation changes. 



The same site 
in 1939  
 



Regular 
aerial 
photograph 
of the same 
site in 1956  



2009 
Orthophoto 
with street 

map overlay.   



Soils information  

Hydrologically corrected 10 
meter Digital Elevation Model 

Topographical Map 

Information available online. 



 
Well Data  - well locations 
and owner names indicated 
in blue 
 
Soil polygons indicated in 
white 
  



2009 Aerial Photo of 
the Guthrie Theatre 
site and Gold Medal 
Park on the west bank 
of the Mississippi 
River in Minneapolis. 
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