Wnere Are
Those Files
When You
Need Them?

The Problem

Crealing a Comprehensive
Records Management System
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Because of the frequency of use,
these road right-of-way and project
files are often in poor and tattered con-
dition. For this same reason, many of
the files have been misplaced or filed
incorrectly. As a land acquisition agent
and manager since 1978, T have become
painfully aware of many wasted hours
involved in trying to find files that I
know are somewhere in that maze.

Added to the time and worry
element, consider the loss of revenue
suffered by acquiring property and
property rights which our agency may
already own. If your agency is anything
like mine, you probably have project
files in a number of different locations.

For instance, we have the general
road right-of-way files in one group of
file cabinets in our office. These
contain the rural post road right-of-way
deeds that we have accumulated over
the years, conveying 60-, 80- or 100-foot
rights of way to the county. Many of
these have multiple signatures of
landowners on them.

Most of the old right-of-way deeds
do not reference a tax parcel number,
or other information identifying the
precise tract of land for which the right
of way is granted. Consequently, when
a landowner sells a parcel of land, the
succeeding owner is not aware that
right of way has been granted. The
previous property owner might forget
about the deed and sell the new owner
property that is already county right
of way.

Without a thorough and profes-
sional title report, these recorded
documents are not found when
properties change hands. I have also
noticed that even the tax assessor’s
office does not find many of these
transactions. Therefore, a landowner
may pay taxes on property that is in a
road right of way for many years, un-
less the owner brings it to the attention
of the tax assessor.

Another problem caused by
frequent use of files, is the fraying of
the file folders, labels coming off, and
correspondence and other documents
inside the file folder getting damaged,
destroyed, or lost during handling.
Most files too, have excessive paper-
work in them. Files need to be
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reviewed regularly, and unnecessary
duplicate forms and correspondence
need to be discarded.

Additional problems result when,
due to space limitations, files are stored
in several locations. This is complicated
when both private contractors and
in-house personnel are used in acquir-
ing property. For instance, we have
active project files in our own offices,
usually in the individual agents office
space. These files are forwarded to law
and finance departments for closing
papers to be prepared. The package is
then processed and sent back to the
individual agent for closing. After

Recommend File
Review and Scanning
Procedure

o fefrieval of files from present
storage sife

e Thorough review of the project
parcel file, including discarding
of duplicate copies and unnec-
essary paper work

e Scanning of right-of-way deeds.
warranty deeds. quit claim
deeds and permanent easements
with the parcel file cover sheet

e Forwarding of files to records
management or a permanent
storage location

» Training of personnel on the
procedures, so files can be
scanned as each project is
completed

closing, the file is sent back to the law
department for review and recording.
After recording, the documents are
returned to the agent for filing in the
project files. Sometimes, several
months later, a law department file is
sent to the agent for combining with
the remainder of the file. This same
procedure is followed when private
acquisition contractors are used, except
there are also files in the private con-
tractors’ offices, in the law department
and in the real property or right-of-way
section, where files are maintained.
Trying to access files anywhere
along the project chain of activity can

_ .

become a nice piece of detective work.
Therefore, file condition, file location
and the speed and convenience of file
accessibility are major factors in a local
public agency’s real property acquisi-
tion and management operation.

File condition concerns more than
the physical condition of the file fold-
ers, such as missing labels, tattered,
torn and worn file folders. 1t also takes
into consideration the contents of the
individual file folder. More often than
not, a file folder will have duplicate
copies of forms, correspondence and
documents.

File location concerns how many
copies of the file exist in how many
different locations. For instance, as
noted, it is common to have a working
file in the agent’s possession, a file in
the law department, and in the case of
private contractors, a review file in the
acquiring agency’s hands. In the case of
condemnation or expropriation cases,
there could even be additional files, in
the court record room.

Location and condition mainly gov-
ern the accessibility of files. In
addition to these two factors, the speed
of accessing files is of chief importance.
Most files have to be retrieved and
reviewed time after time. This may be
because of preparation for court cases,
reviewing past property values, review-
ing some agreement that was made
with a property owner in times past, or
just to assist the present negotiator in
knowing whom to contact and how to
reach them. Additional considerations
include the wasted hours in locating
files time after time, the time spent in
returning them to their file location
and the amount of storage area used to
keep all those files.

The Solufion

o solve these problems, our agency
ll.proposed to implement a file

scanning system, using optical imag-
ing. The backlog of files was scanned
onto computer disks and the physical
files were forwarded to our records
management deparlment for retention.
It might be necessary to purchase hard-
ware and software suitable for scan-
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ning, or perhaps to develop our own
software. After viewing what the indus-
try had to offer, it was decided that we
would use our existing hardware and
purchase the software.

After each file was reviewed, dupli-
cate and unnecessary paper work was
discarded. This required training of
in-house administrative staff on what

to discard, and what to retain in the
project files. It was also necessary to
develop a one-page cover sheet for
each file, showing what was contained
in the file folder that was to be
forwarded to records management. The
right-of-way deed, any permanent
easements and the cover sheet were
scanned into the computer records.

* Appraisal

* Right-of-entry
° Permitting

Corporate Office:
Coates Field Service, Inc.
PO Box 25277
Oklahoma City, OK 73125
Tel. 405-528-5676
Fax 405-557-0433
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Since 1950, Coates Field Service, Inc. has provided compre-
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* Right-of-way project management
* Route selection assistance

* Title search and curative
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This also included the documents
showing the award and date of taking
for condemnation cases.

Once the backlog of old projects
was scanned into the computer, our
next step was to train the land acquisi-
tion personnel in scanning procedures.
In the future, all current projects will
be scanned into the computer at the
completion of the project.

As a follow-up, all existing road
and street right-of-way files were then
scanned. That made it simple to
retrieve the files. When someone wants
to know the existing right of way on
his or her property, it can be pulled up
instantly. We can also provide a proper-
ty owner with a copy of the right-of-
way deed or easement, if necessary.

The cost is relatively
small when compared
with the benefifs we
expect fo realize
in fime saved,
elimination of repetifion,
less wasted hours and
increased productivify.

As the geographical indexing
system (GIS) advances, the file
scanning of roads and other projects
can be merged into the GIS network.
That helps to complete the modern
information network needed by local
public agencies as well as private
industry.

Several companies market both
hardware and scanning software. The
author’s intent is not to recommend
any one company or methodology,
rather, to simply show that it is not
only beneficial, but imperative that we
advance into the electronic age to
access and maintain file systems. I have
given, in the following pages, a break-
down of the estimated cost to acquire
and implement the file scanning proce-
dure that is used by our local public
agency. You may already know of firms
that have hardware and software that is
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more adaptable to your particular
needs.

Our operation is using a Pentium
computer (Gateway P590 XI., with 32
megabytes of RAM, and a 1-gigabyte
hard drive, and a 250-megabyte inter-
nal tape drive. The scanner has an
automatic document feeder, with 50-
page capacity. It is capable of scanning
20 pages per minute, from size 8.5 x 11
inches up to 11 x 17 inches. The
storage device is a WORM (Write Once
Read Many) Drive 1.4 gigabytes. The
indexing database is GUPTA SQL
Compliance. An “Optika” imaging
system is used, and this is manufac-
tured by Servantis.

We use a Ricoh scanner, a Hewlett-
Packard 1300-T Laser Jet printer and a
22-inch monitor. The hardware is
designed to allow for voice and text
annotations. The cost of everything,
excluding the PC, is $19,945.00. (This
includes the first year’s support costs).
The estimated cost of a Pentium 590
computer is approximately $4,200.00.
Our hardware support cost is $600
annually and the software support cost
is $1,500.00 annually.

The cost is relatively small when
compared with the benefits we expect
to realize in time saved, elimination of
repetition, less wasted hours and in-
creased productivity. As our local
public agency moves further into the
property management (abandonment,
sale of surplus, and leasing), 1 believe
the file scanning and storage by optical
imaging will become of greater impor-
tance in a balanced program of land
acquisition, management and disposal. m

Charles Casper is employed as Land
Acquisition Manager for Guinnett County
Department of Transportation in
Lawrenceville, GA., a metro-Atlanta
county. A member of IRWA Chapter 22,
he is Chair of the Local Public Agency
Committee.
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IRWA TRADE SHOW INFORMATION

For more infarmation concerning the 1997 IRWA
Annual Tradeshow in Anchorage, Alaska, please contact
June Housman or John Eaves at (512) 318-8657.

June 15-19, 1997
Anchorage Convention Center
Set-up Day June 14, 1997 Breakdown Day: June 19, 1997
Show times are 7:00 am - 1:00 pm daily

A Continental Breakfast will be served each morning
in the vendor area along with mid-morning breaks.
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Feasibility Studies
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Title Search

Appraisals
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Right of Way Negotiation
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FIELD SERVICES. INC.

800-447-9191

Corporate Offices: P.0. Box 35666 * Tulsa, Oklahoma 74153-0666
(918) 628-1620 « FAX: (918) 627-5045 « E-Mail: UFSRTB@AOL.COM
Division Offices:

Atlanta, GA (404) 351-9528  Brooksville, FL (352) 848-1188
Concord, CA (510) 827-3672 < Dallas, TX (800) 447-9191
Denver, CO (303) 782-4702 = Houston, TX (713) 977-7770
Oklahoma City, OK (405) 946-6870 = Philadelphia, PA (610) 971-1650
Seattle, WA (206) 392-3060
AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER

Relocation Assistance for Displacees

Settlement of Construction Damages




