
Site history is a key consideration in identifying recognized environmental conditions (REC) when
conducting a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment (ESA). The U.S. EPA’s amended All Appropriate
Inquiries (AAI) Final Rule and the American Society for Testing and Materials (now ASTM International)
E1527-13 “Standard Practice for Environmental Site Assessments” specifically lists types of information that
would sufficiently identify uses and related RECs for a property. ASTM Historical Use Information calls out
fire insurance maps as a Standard Historical Source, and provides a limited description of their use:

fire insurance maps—maps produced for private fire insurance map companies that indicate uses of
properties at specified dates and that encompass the property. These maps are often available at
local libraries, historical societies, private resellers, or from the map companies who produced them.

The maps are good sources of information for how a subject property and its surroundings were used or
developed over a period of time. But how can we maximize the information on these carefully produced
and visually pleasing snapshots of history to identify RECs in our environmental site assessments?

The History of Historic Fire Insurance Maps
Fire Insurance Maps (FIMs) are often called Sanborn Maps™, or “Sanborns”, after the D.A. Sanborn
Company. Daniel Alfred Sanborn, a civil engineer and surveyor, began producing FIMs in 1866, and his
company published its first FIM in 1867 for a portion of the City of Boston. The Sanborn Map Company™
quickly grew as insurance providers depended on the map information to underwrite policies. The maps
were at first created solely to aid the insurance industry in determining liabilities based on building
materials, density of development, and proximity to combustible materials (wood construction, gas lines,
etc.) as well as proximity to water lines and fire departments. The FIMs produced by Sanborn™ show
building footprints, construction materials, height or number of stories, locations of windows and doors,
building use, lot lines, road widths, railroads, and water facilities. The maps also show street names and
property boundaries along with the names of most public and commercial buildings. The Sanborn Maps™
are often the best detailed map of a town or city dating from the mid-1800s. As the insurance industry
used other methods of underwriting, the demand for FIMs declined. Sanborn™ map production was
significantly reduced in the 1960s and became limited to occasional updates of previous maps. The
Sanborn™ Company is in business to this day, now providing a range of digital mapping and geospatial
imagery services.
Though dominating the FIM industry for some time, Sanborn™ was not the first or only map producer.
Several companies began producing FIMs in the 1700s in London, and FIMs were produced in the U.S. from
as early as the 1850s in New York City and from 1888 to the 1960s by the Dakin Publishing company of San
Francisco. FIMs produced by other companies are available, including Western Fire Insurance Map Co.,
William E. Baist, and Whipple Fire Insurance Co. The Sanborn™ Company would acquire FIM competitors as
part of its growth strategy and so other company products became part of the Sanborn™ collection. While
it is therefore common to refer to all FIMs as Sanborns, the more accurate and all-inclusive reference
would be simply as Fire Insurance Maps.
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Example Sanborn™ Fire Insurance Map
(Source: Univ. of Utah Sanborn™ Fire Insurance 

Maps, Salt Lake City, UT, 1898)
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How to Use FIMs to Evaluate Recognized Environmental Conditions
Historical research is the most obvious use for FIMs, allowing past insight into urban growth and decline patterns,
evolution of neighborhoods, and simple genealogy. The Environmental Professional is searching for RECs, and the FIMs
can sometimes unveil these like no other source. Maps produced on a one inch = 50 feet (1:600) or 100 feet (1:1200)
scale on 21-inch x 25-inch sheets that are cross-ruled in one-inch squares and color coded offer the best opportunity to
find such relevant clues as:
• annotated information of building types and uses, providing a direct means to locate and identify gasoline stations,

dry cleaners, manufactured gas plant (MGP) sites, and other uses that raise the potential for RECs
• specific hazardous and/or combustible materials identified by name, like gasoline and fuel oil tanks, or asbestos in

buildings (think anything flammable as well as fire retardant would be of interest to insurance companies)
• Color codes to denote function and material (pink = brick; yellow = wood frame; blue = concrete block or stone; olive

green = fire resistant; gray = metal/iron.

The FIMs can be so packed with information, added and updated over time, that using a map legend is essential.
Sometimes these are included on the map itself but it’s best to have one or several at your side to fully understand and
interpret the various building jargon, abbreviations, codes, and symbols that are so prevalent in most all FIMs.

Because the maps were produced and updated in continuing series for each area, FIMs should be used to show changes
over time much like aerial photos depicting the first occurrence of development and later expansions and changes in use.
Many FIMs were produced in volumes that were re-printed over certain intervals to show changes, or updated with
correction slips that overlay areas with changes. This is why some digital scans and prints of FIMs appear to have taped
corrections in some areas. Such a catalogue of progress over time allows the EP to overlay FIMs over photos and provide
a true visual record of site features.
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Availability of FIMs
Environmental professionals performing Phase I ESAs as well as members of the insurance, lending and real estate
industries have become accustomed to purchasing digital versions of FIMs through a number of service providers who
have rights or access to archives. The Sanborn™ Company reports that its archives contain more than 1.3 million Sanborn
Maps™ covering over 12,000 U.S. cities and towns. Access to these maps is still available from Sanborn™ or several re-
sellers.
Many FIMs are in the public domain, however copyright laws for use and reproduction of some Sanborn Maps™ may still
apply. City and town governments and local libraries have partial collections of FIMs available online or to review from
their print collections, and many universities have complete or near complete collections for their particular state. The
Library of Congress also maintains an extensive FIM collection, with approximately 1.5 million original maps from all 50
states. The Library of Congress has contracted over the years to digitize portions of their FIM collection, making available
high resolution color versions that were previously available digitally only in black and white. Links on where to find FIMs
including other service providers from which you can order maps separately or as part of their other environmental data
packages are listed below.

Some Public and Private Sources of FIMs
Library of Congress Geography and Map Reading Room https://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/sanborn/
The Sanborn Map™ Company Inc. http://www.sanborn.com/sanborn-fire-insurance-maps/
University of California Berkeley http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/libraries/earth-sciences-library
Historical Information Gatherers Inc. (HIG) http://www.historicalinfo.com/
Envirosite Corporation http://www.envirositecorp.com/
EnviroCheck Solutions http://www.envirochecksolutions.com/main
Environmental Risk Information Services (ERIS) http://www.erisinfo.com/
Environmental Data Resources (EDR) http://edrnet.com/
GeoSearch https://www.geo-search.com/maps

“Sanborn” and 
“Sanborn Maps” are 

registered 
trademarks of The 
Sanborn Library, 

LLC.
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Case Studies
The requirements of ASTM 1527-13 encourage the use of multiple sources
of information to identify RECs, but sometime it’s that one source which
provides the key element. Fire insurance maps can often be that key
source. A pre-acquisition site assessment at a historic property uncovered
several references to past use as auto repair. A regulatory database search
and subsequent freedom of information act (FOIA) request confirmed that
gasoline underground storage tanks (USTs) were installed in 1985 and
removed in 2002, and closure sampling identified no releases. A No
Further Action (NFA) letter had been issued by the state regulators and
the case was closed. The Sanborn Maps™ were the only source that
showed previous gasoline service stations had operated at the property as
early as 1925. The closure or condition of the previous USTs, which
according to the FIMs included as many as three gasoline tanks, was not
documented. The service station building also was identified on the maps
as conducting auto repair in an area of the building that previously had an
earth floor. A portion of the Sanborn Map™ is shown to the right. The
2002 closure sampling could not be considered sufficient to document soil
and groundwater conditions potentially affected by the previous USTs and
past vehicle repair, so a Phase II ESA was required. The Phase II sampling
was able to pinpoint releases attributed to the previous gasoline tank use,
which still allowed for site closure and issuance of a more accurate NFA.

Almost every urban area has a legacy of manufactured gas plants (MGP)
that produced gas to light streetlamps from the early 1800s into the 20th

century. These industrial sites with remnant storage tanks and disposal
areas for spent coal waste and MGP byproducts, even though many have
been out of use for decades, are difficult to hide. One such MGP property
went unnoticed in a Phase I ESA that was performed when the local
municipality obtained title to the property. A later ESA performed as part
of a U.S. EPA Brownfield assessment grant used a careful analysis of
Sanborn Maps™ that identified a MGP on a 1910 FIM depicting the subject
property. When overlaid unto the site plan and aerial photo, this century-
old FIM clearly showed locations of a remnant gas manufacturing building
and a long overgrown and rusted outline of the “gasometer”, or former
gas product storage tank. The map was accurate enough to show position
of the former MGP works relative to property lines and, more importantly,
allowed a more precise and efficient placement of Phase II ESA sampling
locations.

The map symbols above depict this property had a one-
story gasoline filling station constructed of 8” thick
concrete block (C.B., colored blue) with one-story wood
frame canopy (dotted line colored yellow). The building
had two outside wall window openings and interior wall
openings, and had a partial earth floor where auto
repairing was conducted on the left side of the building
and a “store”, presumably the service or customer area,
on the right side. The property also had three gasoline
tanks, shown as G.T. (Image reproduced with permission
from Historical Information Gatherers, Inc.)

Manufactured Gas Plant depicted on FIM (Source: 
Library of Congress Sanborn ™ Sampler)
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dpSTUDIO environmental consulting & design is an environmental engineering consulting firm anchored by
senior engineers and scientists, each with more than 25 years of experience and supported by project staff and field
technicians across the U.S. Our goal is to provide cost effective service on a fast-turnaround schedule to exceed
your expectations.

Locations in Richmond, VA Denver, CO     Providence, RI

The content in this publication is offered for general information purposes only and should not be considered a substitute for consulting directly with an 
environmental or legal professional. Please contact dpSTUDIO environmental consulting & design for more information.
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