Site Assessment Basics

In the beginning stages of a development project a site assessment will need to be conducted to determine it’s suitability for the proposed development. Typically, the sponsor will already have a project concept in mind for which the site must be tested. Sometimes, a sponsor will offer a proposed site. Other times, the developer will need to seek a site to develop the proposed project. Although the importance of site selection and analysis is an essential step in determining feasibility of the project, there are many factors that must be considered. This synopsis is intended to provide a basic summery of the major areas a prudent developer should assess in his or her due diligence process. It is not intended to cover all the factors that may effect a development project. It is therefore important that the developer seek out other potential information that may effect the development potential for the site.

Problems during the design and approval process can often be linked back to problems that could have been identified in the feasibility process. Site issues may add to the cost, time, and feasibility of the project. Lack of sensitivity to site constraints, environmental concerns, location, and the political environments will inevitably lead to conflict with local regulatory agencies, community groups, and approval boards.  

The purpose of the site assessment is to determine what is necessary to develop the site to it’s intended use. Additionally, a feasibility study will include an assessment of market considerations, estimated costs, and a viable financing plan.

Land Use  

A description of the site boundaries can typically be obtained from tax maps at the assessor’s office. This information will provide boundaries of the proposed site, as well as those of surrounding properties. The tax map will usually provide information on the total lot size, and zoning designation. The zoning designation, as well as the allowable uses of surrounding properties can also be obtained from Master Plan maps.

Once the zoning for the parcel being considered is determined, the developer can obtain specifics as to the development requirements for the specified zoning from local zoning ordinances. The local zoning ordinance will provide information as to allowable uses, density standards, set back requirements, height restrictions, minimum lot sizes, parking requirements, impervious surface restrictions, floor area ratios, and open space requirements. The zoning ordinance will also provide information about conditional uses, density bonuses, and variance requirements. 

By applying this information to a site map, the developer will be able to determine the maximum yield for the site. This will tell the developer how many units may be developed on the site. A local architect may be able to help with this analysis. It is also important to review local special objective area restrictions if applicable (Seattle).

At this point in the analysis it is essential that the developer meet with the local planning department to review the project concept, and interpretation of the zoning information. The planning department staff should be able to inform you of any pending changes to the master plan or zoning ordinance that may effect your project. They will also be able to help you to assess the process, and likelihood of obtaining any conditional use permits, variances, or re-zoning of the property, to meet your development objectives. The planner will also be able to identify additional potential requirements, such as traffic or impact conditions, that may effect the cost and difficulty of developing the site.

Legal Information

A review of the title report and recorded deed will identify any use restrictions, covenants, or other restrictions that may effect the use of the property. The tittle report will also identify any liens, encumbrances, easements, or right-of-ways.

A survey of the site should be conducted to determine the actual legal boundaries, and identify any encroachments. The survey should also locate any physical features on the site, easements, or right-of-ways. 

Off-Site factors

It is important to assess off-site factors. Many of these may have a significant impact on the development and marketability of the project. Existing land uses around the site are of major consideration, but proposed development should also be researched. Local planning staff should be contacted for information on the disposition of land close to the site. 

An evaluation of the relationship of the site to other uses in the area is essential. Proximity to shopping, schools, transportation, and services could have a significant impact on the marketability of the site. Such negative effects as noise, odors, or proximity to dumps or industrial uses could also effect the marketability of the project. Proximity to streams, lakes, or animal habitat has also become a major consideration to the ability to develop property, even if such uses are not located directly of your site.

Location and availability of water, sewer, and other utilities must be determined. Many times, the availability or costs of such utilities are deciding factors in whether a site can be feasibly developed. Information on local utilities may be obtained from the local utility district(s). Practicality of using on-site water and septic sources require further investigation and understanding of building requirements.

Off-site conditions should be documented on a map that identifies the proposed property in proximity to surrounding uses. An areal map is ideal for this purpose when it can be obtained.

Site Conditions 

After a site is determined to be reasonably compatible with the proposed development program, a detailed site analysis should be conducted. At this point the developer has a general idea of the sites allowable uses, its boundaries, surrounding land uses, and significant legal restrictions. The detailed site analysis will require research into the characteristics of the site. This is the point when the developer will begin spending money on third party engineering reports.

The typical information that we will need to assess is information about the topography, soils, environmental, wetlands (if applicable) and biological considerations. This information is typically obtained through commissioning a topographic survey, soils reports, a phase-1 environmental report, wetlands delineation, and a biological study consistent with Section 7 requirements.

Site Planning

After all the information is collected the developer should work with an architect or civil engineer to develop a schematic site plan. Easements, right-of ways, topographic, wetland delineation, utility locations, stream, lakes, and other pertinent information should be overlaid on the survey. Pertinent setbacks should be identified from steep slopes, streams, and lakes. 

The architect would begin to identify basic requirements for developing the site – such as water retention and run-off, buffers, parking, circulation, and location of building footprints. This initial site planning will bring together all the information gathered from site analysis, and identify any additional issues created by building codes.

At this point the developer should be able to prioritize various site limitations, anticipate necessary approvals that will be required, assess potential impacts to the schedule, and determine preliminary estimates of costs. Together with an assessment of the market for the intended project, an evaluation of community and political concerns, and determination of a viable financial program, the developer will be able to determine the feasibility of undertaking the project.   

