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Navigating the Complex World of
Pennsylvania Title Search

Title searching in Pennsylvania can be surprisingly complex due to a combination
of historical, legal, and administrative factors.
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Title searching in Pennsylvania presents a unique set of challenges shaped by the state's
deep history and decentralized systems. Searchers must often trace a 60-year chain of
title, combing through handwritten records and legacy grantee/grantor indexes that
vary by county. With 67 independently managed counties and no centralized
recordkeeping, local procedures and access differ widely. Inheritance-related transfers,
unprobated estates, and heirship issues are common, complicating ownership
verification. In many regions, subsurface rights—such as coal, oil, or gas—have been
severed from surface ownership, requiring separate research. Municipal liens and code
violations may not appear in county records, and in rural areas, outdated metes and
bounds descriptions further blur boundary lines.

Together, these factors make Pennsylvania one of the more intricate and time-intensive
states for title research.

Pennsylvania often requires a 60-year chain of title

—longer than many other states—meaning records

must be traced back to the 1960s or earlier. This

can include handwritten deeds, estate transfers,

and obscure covenants that may still impact the

property today. In some areas, the title chain

stretches even further, as much of Pennsylvania’s

land was originally distributed through William
Penn’s land grants in the late 1600s. These early,
often vague or overlapping claims continue to

influence boundaries and ownership in older

communities, where manuscript deeds and maps

dating back centuries are still relevant.

William Penn, Founder of Pennsylvania
1644 -1718

With 67 counties in Pennsylvania, each maintaining its own Recorder of Deeds,
Prothonotary, and Tax Assessor offices, there's no centralized or standardized system for
property records. Instead, each county operates independently, often with its own
processes, technology platforms, and recordkeeping practices. Indexing systems can
vary significantly—even between neighboring counties—with some using
grantee/grantor books, others adopting tract indexes, and a few still relying heavily on
manual or microfilm archives.

Record formats differ as well, ranging from scanned images to typed abstracts or
handwritten entries. Public access rules and online availability also vary widely, with
some counties offering digital portals with limited data, while others require in-person
visits or written requests for copies. This fragmented landscape makes statewide title
research complex, requiring hyper-local expertise and an intimate knowledge of each
jurisdiction’s quirks and systemes.
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3. Outdated Indexing Systems That Limit Search Accuracy

Several Pennsylvania counties still rely on traditional grantee/grantor index books—
some of which are handwritten or scanned from aging microfilm archives dating back to
the 1800s and early 1900s. These legacy systems were never designed for digital search,
and as a result, online access is often limited to partial records or missing entirely. Even
when digitized, the indexing may be incomplete, poorly transcribed, or lacking key
search fields, making it difficult to identify the full chain of title. In many jurisdictions,
researchers must physically visit the courthouse, navigate manual logs, or request
assistance from clerks familiar with older systems.

Understanding how to interpret antique handwriting, abbreviations, and historical
naming conventions is often essential. This reliance on outdated infrastructure not only
slows the title search process but also increases the potential for missed liens,
easements, or ownership breaks without meticulous review.

4. Inheritance Without Probate Creates Murky Ownership Chains

L.\

Van Sant Covered Bridge in Solebury Township, PA

In Pennsylvania, generational land transfer is especially common in rural areas and
family-held properties, where real estate often passes informally from one generation to
the next. Without formal probate or properly recorded deeds, ownership chains can
become unclear over time. This deep-rooted inheritance culture frequently results in
heirship issues, where multiple descendants may have legal claims, but no single party
holds clear title. Resolving these situations can be complex, requiring in-depth research
into estate records, orphans’ court filings, historical wills, and sometimes even
genealogical tracing to confirm rightful ownership and clear the title for future
transactions.

&
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5. Split Estates from Coal, Oil, and Gas Severances

In many parts of Pennsylvania—particularly in Western and Central regions—surface and
subsurface rights were severed decades ago due to the state's long history with coal, oil,
and gas industries. This has resulted in split estates, where one party owns the surface
land and another holds the mineral rights below. These subsurface rights may have
been conveyed over a century ago and can still exist as active encumbrances on modern
properties. As a result, title searchers must investigate both surface and subsurface
ownership, often reviewing separate deeds, conveyances, and associated
encumbrances.

6. Hidden Municipal Liens Not Found in Deed Records

In Pennsylvania, municipalities often have the authority to record certain property-
related obligations—such as code violations, unpaid utility bills, weed abatement fines, or
demolition charges—outside of the official deed or land records maintained by the
county Recorder of Deeds. These types of municipal liens or assessments may be filed
with local code enforcement offices, public works departments, or even third-party
billing agencies, making them difficult to uncover through a standard title search.
Because they are not always formally recorded against the property in the land records,
these obligations can remain hidden, yet legally attached to the property and
enforceable against new owners. This lack of centralized or consistent reporting makes
municipal lien searches a critical step in Pennsylvania real estate transactions, especially
in cities or older jurisdictions where compliance issues are more likely.

7. Ambiguous Boundary Descriptions Using Metes and Bounds

In many of Pennsylvania’s rural counties, land
descriptions still rely on centuries-old metes and
bounds—a surveying method that uses physical
landmarks like trees, stone piles, fences, or creek
bends to define property boundaries. These
markers, often referenced in deeds as “the large
sycamore tree” or similar, may have disappeared
long ago, making it difficult to determine
precise boundaries today. Modern GIS systems
and tax maps frequently don't align with these
historical descriptions, leading to ambiguity,
boundary overlaps, or disputes between
neighboring parcels. Title professionals must
often cross-reference outdated surveys with
current maps and, in some cases, rely on local
knowledge or hire a surveyor to interpret the
true extent of a property.
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What Should You Look for in a PA Title Search/Production Company?

Ol
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County-by-County Experience

Pennsylvania has 67 independently managed counties, each with its own
recording system, quirks, and access rules. Your vendor should have established
processes for each jurisdiction and know how to handle everything from urban
Philadelphia to rural Tioga County.

Mastery of 60-Year Chain Requirements

PA requires searches going back at least 60 years, so your vendor must be skilled
in tracking historic title chains, including deciphering old, handwritten, or
microfilmed records.

Familiarity with Estate & Heirship Issues

Properties often pass through generations without probate. A good vendor should
be comfortable identifying and verifying heirs and estate documents—especially in
areas with deep family land ties.

Subsurface Rights Research

In many regions, coal, oil, and gas rights are severed from the surface estate. Your
vendor must be able to research mineral rights, leaseholds, and subsurface

encumbrances, which can affect title validity and insurance coverage.
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Municipal Lien & Code Violation Checks

Municipal liens (for utilities, code enforcement, etc.) may not appear in county
records. The vendor should proactively reach out to local municipalities to uncover
hidden liabilities.

Accuracy and Quality Control

Given the risk of boundary disputes and historical oddities (like metes and
bounds descriptions or overlapping colonial grants), ensure your vendor has
strong QC practices to avoid missed encumbrances or ownership gaps. For
point of reference, Action Title Research boasts a 99.99% non-claim rate with 2
Million+ searches completed.

Technology + Integration

Modern workflows matter. Look for vendors that offer digital delivery, integration
with your title production software, and pre-typed outputs to reduce downstream
manual work. Action Title Research integrates with all the major title production
software.

Scalable System

Whether you're growing or scaling back, you need a system that scales with you.
So, whether you need only 3 searches or 300, there's no need to add or reduce
staff.

Professional Liability Insurance

Errors & Omissions insurance is an essential component in protecting you against
future claims, and professional search agencies will provide some level of coverage,
commonly between $1 Million and $2 Million. For a point of reference, Action Title

Research offers a $5 Million E&O insurance policy.




Not all county searches are equal—particularly in the complex
state of PA. With decades of title research experience, we put even
the most basic county search through our stringent QC process.

We provide expert, statewide coverage across Pennsylvania's 67
counties, and 2400 local municipalities—navigating each
jurisdiction’s unique rules, records, and requirements with

precision.

Upgrade your county search to a SyncSearch: a typed report with
ownership, legal description and liens, delivered to you in either
XML or JSON formats to easily integrate with your title production
software. SyncSearch saves you time and money and significantly

improves your workflow efficiency.

The last thing you want is to be halfway through a file and
discover that you're missing ancillary searches such as taxes,
bankruptcies, PATRIOT Act, etc. SmartStax allows you to easily
order ancillary searches on top of county searches. Our PA
experts will assess your property’s location and needs and bundle

the required searches.

The most comprehensive of our offerings, SmartSearch
automates the busywork, saving your team time and effort. It
combines SmartStax™ ancillary search bundles into a
comprehensive, QC-checked package that simplifies examination
and streamlines commitment letter prep. SmartSearch outputs
are pre-typed, workflow-ready, and integrate with leading Title

Production software.
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Ready to Get Started? Contact me at your convenience:

Brandi Kinsey | Executive Vice President
Action Title Research

Cell: 484-645-4650
bkinsey@actiontitleresearch.com

www.actiontitleresearch.com

ACTION"®

TITLE RESEARCH

About Action Title Research®

Specializing in the Northeast, Action Title Research is a technology-driven title search
provider delivering accurate, efficient, and scalable solutions across the real estate
industry. Leveraging proprietary automation and expert quality control, Action Title
Research streamlines workflows, accelerates closings, and ensures precision at every
step. With a focus on innovation and operational excellence, the platform offers on-
demand access to services that help clients scale with speed and confidence. Backed by
a track record of over two million completed searches and a 99.99999% non-claim rate,
Action Title Research is setting a new standard for reliability and performance in title

search.

To learn more, visit https://actiontitleresearch.com/.
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