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How to Choose a GIS Services Company 

There are many things to consider when deciding on a GIS services company.  This document 

will cover factors to consider and provide you a checklist to compare companies to help ensure a 

decision that is best for your organization. 

Where is the work being performed? 
 You might be surprised to know that even when dealing with a local drafting company that your 

drafting work might be sent off to other countries for completion. In fact, many GIS drafting companies 

send the work out of the country to India or Mexico (the two most common places).  When work is sent 

outside of the country it is less secure and a portion of the fee is leaving the United States economy. You 

have the right to ask your GIS service provider where the work is being done and what safeguards are in 

place to prevent it from falling into the wrong hands. 

 At TractBuilder, we employ drafting personnel that perform the work from our office in The 

Woodlands, Texas; keeping your dollars local. 

How is the data created?  Hand Digitizing vs. Legal Description 
 How GIS data is created is important.  You need to decide what the primary concern is: looks or 

accuracy. Knowing this will allow you to select one of the two common methods for drafting: 1) Hand 

digitizing or 2) using legal descriptions. 

 Hand digitizing can be completed quickly and less expensively.  Typically a drafting firm will use a 

base map comprised of existing GIS layers, aerial imagery, and scanned/geo-referenced documents to 

simply hand-draw polygons.  This method allows the draftsperson to create features that are appealing 

because they close and do not overlap or have gaps.  Data created in this manner may not be legally 

accurate and is dependent on the base layers. 

 Using legal descriptions, a draftsperson uses the metes and bounds or aliquot description of a 

piece of land, ensuring that the polygon created is exactly what is described in the legal documents. 

Processing the legal descriptions in some instances can be time-consuming if there are errors in the 

descriptions; however, the resulting maps are more accurate and reliable than digitized maps. 

 At TractBuilder we have experience doing both kinds of drafting.  For a map going on the wall in 

a planning session hand drawn features are probably sufficient, but for a project such as drilling a well, 

laying cable, or deciding property boundaries you need the accuracy of legal descriptions. 
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Who does the data belong to? 
 Many drafting firms like to copyright the data drafted for clients.  If you contract your work out 

you need to make sure that once the project is done that you are not simply licensing the data created, 

but that you actually own it. Many companies learn this lesson the hard way when the drafting firm 

demands the data be deleted when maintenance fees are no longer being paid. 

 At TractBuilder we believe that the data belongs to the person paying for it: YOU. 

How does the draftsperson get the information they need? 
 Are the documents describing the land to be drafted online?  In a courthouse?  At your home 

office?  Are you going to mail these documents or copies of them?  I know this is quite a bit to ask all at 

one time, but you have to ask yourself “How much leg work has to be done?  And by whom?” 

 TractBuilder’s staff is experienced with file rooms, courthouses, and computerized/online 

document management systems, and is capable of doing the leg-work necessary to get the job done. 

What is the initial cost? 
 Let’s talk about money.  Companies will either charge an hourly rate, a per feature rate, or a 

hybrid of the two.  At the end of the day, the cost  can all be calculated out to a per feature rate, and 

that is the number you should look at.  For example, if Company A charges $40/hr to draft, and gets two 

polygons done per hour, then you are paying $20/polygon.  Now, suppose Company B charge $150/hr 

and gets fifty polygons done, then you are only paying $3/polygon.  You cannot base your decision solely 

on per-hour charges. Ask the drafting firm what their typical number of features drafted per hour for the 

type of data you need drafted. Additionally, take a look at the quality of work that is produced and ask 

for a small sample of your work to be drafted before committing to a large investment. 

 At TractBuilder we charge an hourly rate that varies based on the amount and type of work 

being requested.  Call for a quote: 713-300-9709 or send an e-mail to sales@tractbuilder.com. 

What is the Maintenance Cost? 
 Once you have a data set created it will need to be maintained.  This may be done in-house, or 

you may outsource it to a drafting company, such as the one who initially created it.  5ƻƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜΗ  What do I mean by that?  Some companies charge you a maintenance rate based 

on the number of features in the entire dataset.  For example, if your dataset has 28,700 features and 

grows approximately 1,000 features annually, what should you be paying in maintenance? 

Method 1:  Pay small fee for all features in the dataset.  Commonly companies who use this type 

of method charge about $0.70/polygon annually for this method.  Using our example this would be 

$20,090/yr for maintenance. 

Method 2:  Pay for features that are being updated.  Now you are only paying for the 1,000 

features that change.  This method is often at a higher per polygon rate; to prove a point, let’s say that 

the rate for this method is high: $10/polygon.  Your initial reaction may be that there is no way 

mailto:sales@tractbuilder.com


www.TractBuilder.com                    Sales@TractBuilder.com                     713-300-9709 

$10/polygon can be less expensive than $0.70/polygon; let’s do the math. 1,000 X 10 = $10,000; that is 

less than half the cost of method one. 

We at TractBuilder believe you should only pay for work that is being done; so we employ 

method two, at an agreed upon rate. 

What are the payment terms? 
 Drafting jobs come in all sizes.  Whether you are paying $300 or $300,000 for the drafting work, 

it can be hard to get approval for such a sum all at once, if the money is even in the budget.  Drafting 

work should not be like buying a car or house, where you have sign the dotted line and write a check for 

the full amount on the spot, especially when the project may not be completed for several months! 

Make sure to ask the drafting firm what your options are for payment and to protect your company in 

the event that the drafting firm fails to deliver. 

 We like to have a lasting relationship with our clients and make this process as easy as possible.  

With TractBuilder you can pay on a monthly, quarterly, or annually basis for the work, and we will 

deliver to you what we have completed at each step of the way, so you can review the quality of work 

and be sure that TractBuilder is the right choice. 

Does the drafting services company offer other services? 
Many GIS services providers offer products and services aside from drafting, such as website 

design, data hosting, analysis, and the list goes on.  What is important is not so much what services do 

they offer, as what services do you need?  I know that seems obvious, but think about this:  Of two 

companies, Company A has the higher drafting price, but also does website design.  Company B has the 

lower drafting price, but only does web portals (the GIS part of a website).  You may think you have to 

go with Company A to get everything you need (website, web portal, and drafting services); but chances 

are Company B is capable of integrating their web portal with your website regardless of who designed 

it.  It is just like any other shopping experience, weigh your options and see who and where the best 

deal is, even if you have to “mix-and-match” a little. 

 Aside from drafting services TractBuilder offers tools for ArcView (so that you can do drafting 

and/or polygons maintenance in-house), GIS analysis, data services, custom programming, and custom 

web portal design (visit our sample: http://services.tractbuilder.com/tb/parcelfinder/). 
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Hopefully you find this helpful and informative. Below is a summary chart for you to fill out 

while evaluating different GIS services companies. 

 

Thank you, 

Kyle Souza 
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GIS Services Providers Comparison Chart 

 

 TractBuilder ______________ ______________ _____________ 

Is the work re-
outsourced? 

NO    

Is the drafting 
company capable of 
drafting according to a 
legal description? 

YES 
(Hand digitizing 

available as well.) 

   

Who owns the data? You, the client.    

Is the drafting 
company able to pull 
records for you? 

YES    

Are you able to pay as 
the project progresses? 

YES    

Price (hourly or per 
polygon) 

Call for Quote 
713-300-9709 

   

Are you charged 
maintenance fees on 
the entire dataset or 
just what changes? 

Just the work that 
needs to be done. 

   

What are the payment 
terms? 

Pay-As-You-Go    

Are there other 
services worth 
considering? 

Drafting Tools for 
ArcGIS 

Web Portals 

   

 


