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Guidance: Historic Resources Desktop Surveys
Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) continues to implement methods to streamline the Section 106 project review process and reduce project development costs. One such method is to conduct a digital search of online resources to identify and document historic-age properties. This is commonly called a desktop survey.
A desktop survey may be used to update an existing Historic Resources Survey Report (HRSR), or to create a new HRSR report. Desktop survey requests must be approved by the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner and the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO). Consultants wishing to perform a desktop survey must submit their request during the scoping phase of Section 106 project review on TxDOT’s Project Coordination Request (PCR) form.
Do not assume that the use of a desktop survey will shorten project development schedules. Any time savings from a desktop survey should be viewed as a “bonus” rather than the default. If the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner determines that additional in-person fieldwork is required, it should not be viewed as unnecessary or as an obstacle to the project’s environmental schedule.
After completion of a desktop survey, the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner or SHPO may require limited fieldwork or a Reconnaissance Survey, depending on the desktop survey results and or based on the project, the number of historic-age resources present, nature of potential effects to historic resources, stakeholder input, and project controversy.

Update an Existing Historic Resources Survey Report with a Desktop Survey
Updates to Historic Resources Survey Reports (HRSRs) happen as part of the project re-coordination (pre-National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) decision) or reevaluation (post-NEPA decision) process, due to design changes or the passage of time. Projects requiring updates to existing HRSRs may be completed with a desktop survey in certain instances.
In addition to surveying resources in the project’s updated Area of Potential Effect (APE), the desktop survey update shall consider the original HRSR’s historical context statement and Period(s) of Significance and update it, as appropriate.
Applicability
Existing HRSRs may be updated using desktop survey methods when all following conditions are met:
Recent online street view data (within the past one to three years) is available in the project area that accurately captures previous and to-be-surveyed resources, and historic-age resources are clearly visible.
A limited number of historic-age resources are present in the APE (usually ten or less). Consult with the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner should there be more than ten to determine whether a desktop survey is appropriate.
Online Central - County Appraisal District (CAD) information is available to confirm the presence of historic-age resources in the APE. CAD information must be considered a baseline for research as it is not always accurate. CAD information must be used with other sources such as online street view applications, historic aerials, and historic maps (such as those available in the Texas Historic Overlay) to refine estimated build dates.
The TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner and SHPO concur that the desktop survey method is appropriate. The TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner will review any desktop survey requests from consultants submitted via the PCR. If the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner agrees with the approach, he and or she will then submit a written request to SHPO (email is acceptable) for their review and approval.
Research Design
Desktop survey updates to existing HRSRs do not require a new Research Design. Any updates to the original HRSR’s historical context statement and Period(s) of Significance are covered exclusively in the desktop HRSR.
Complete a New Desktop Historic Resources Survey Report
Projects requiring historic resources survey work may be completed at the desktop in certain instances.
Applicability
New Historic Resources Survey Reports (HRSRs) may be completed at the desktop when all following conditions are met:
Recent online street view data (within the past one to three years) is available for the project’s APE to accurately document surveyed resources, and historic-age resources are clearly visible.
A limited number of historic-age resources are present in the APE (usually ten or less). Consult with the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner should there be more than ten to determine whether a desktop survey is appropriate.
Online Central - County Appraisal District (CAD) data is available to confirm the presence of historic-age resources in the APE. CAD information must be considered a baseline for research as it is not always accurate. CAD data must be used with other sources such as online street view data, historic aerials, and historic maps (such as those available in the Texas Historic Overlay) to refine estimated build dates for the resources.
The TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner and SHPO concur that the desktop survey method is appropriate. The TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner will review any desktop survey requests from consultants submitted via the PCR. If the TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner agrees with the approach, he or she will then submit a written request to SHPO (email is acceptable) for their review and approval.
Research Design
TxDOT requires a Historic Resources Research Design (HRRD) for any new desktop Historic Resources Survey Report (HRSR). In the HRRD, state the reasons why traditional field survey methods are not necessary or recommended. For example:
“Based on aerials, street view, and other knowledge gleaned from desktop investigations, an on-the-ground survey is not recommended.”
“Based on aerials, street view, and other knowledge gleaned from desktop investigations, only one resource requires on-the-ground survey, because the resource represents a high-style ranch property.”
Develop a Period of Significance (POS) appropriate to the survey area. Develop a good historical context of the survey area using appropriate sources. In addition to using the Handbook of Texas, use primary sources such as newspapers, magazines, historic maps, and aerial photos. Refer to TxDOT’s Documentation Standard for Preparing a Historic Resources Research Design in the toolkit for more information.

Hybrid Method
A desktop survey may reveal data gaps that require field verification, particularly if online data is found to be insufficient or incomplete. The TxDOT Historical Studies Project Planner may require fieldwork for any historic-age resources not visible from street view applications. In these instances, a desktop survey and limited fieldwork could be combined.
If, while completing limited fieldwork, surveyors notice that a resource initially recorded at the desktop appears different in the field, they must document the resource in the field to capture its current condition.
The desktop survey’s historical context and Period of Significance (POS) statements must be updated to reflect any new data obtained during field investigations.

Revision History
Table 2. Document revision history
	Effective date (month year)
	Reason for and description of change

	August 2026
	Version 3
Completed text edits to provide clarification on survey process and standards.

	July 2026
	Version 2
Updated to comply with accessibility and TxDOT branding standards.

	May 2022
	Version 1
Guidance on how to conduct a digital search of online resources to identify and document historic-age properties.
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