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Dealing with Site Issues
Each time a design ýrm produces a set 
of construction documents, they hope that 
what has been designed will not lead to 
future legal problems. Recently, an article 
was printed illustrating how some design 
ýrms were being sued over alleged prob-
lems with the design and detailing of a 
project they had worked on. It was alleged 
that there were problems with the grading 
of the site as well as improper placement 
of some of the designed items.

Water movement, site placement of 
designed items as well as adhering to ADA 
(American Disabilities Act) standards must 
be taken into consideration throughout the 
entire design process. If these items are 
overlooked, a project may be prone to 
problems such as placing the building at 
too low of an elevation, thereby not allow-
ing the water to drain to catch basins and/or 
not having enough pitch within the pipe 
to properly discharge the storm water. 
Another problem may be one of incor-
rect grades within a parking lot. Again, 
not allowing the water to be collected and 
moved off site or to the detention basin. 
Issues could also be created should the site 
grading allow water to run across sidewalk 
areas. Other troubles may arise with ADA 
issues if the building is set too high. In this 
case, handicap access may become an issue 
if the grade is too steep. These problems, as 
well as others could start to show as soon as 
the project is completed or they may show 
over a period of time. Whichever the case, 
effective analysis and design development 
of a project is a key to producing an end 
product that is not only aesthetically pleas-
ing but is also functional.

At Burnidge Cassell Associates, we start 
each project by looking at the scope to see 
what type of project it is and then deter-
mine what issues we may have with regards 
to grading and ADA standards. Typically 

each project has its own set of criteria, 
however projects can be broken into two 
main categories - new construction and 
addition/renovation.

If the project is new construction we 
as designers have the luxury of starting 
from scratch. Unless the site is a tear-
down of an existing building, there is 
usually ample room to determine proper 
grades for the building and site features. 
If the project consists of a teardown in 
an established community, we work with 
the grade, as well as the building design 
to create a site plan that will work. BCA 
starts by determining the layout and 
size of the parking lot, the layout of the 
walks and the placement of the building 
on the site. From there we analyze the 
topographic survey, set the ýnished þoor 
elevation of the building, set some spot 
grades in the parking area and along the 
walks and set the storm sewer inlet rim 
elevations. We manipulate the building 
elevation so that we do not create any 
ADA problems along the walks or in the 
parking lot. We will also work with the 
grades to make sure that we can get the 
water off site or into the detention area. 
Coordinating all of these items helps us 
to make sure that we have set the building 
correctly, moved the water to where it 
needs to go efýciently and have respected 
ADA standards.  

If we are working with an addition or 
remodeling project, our job as design-
ers becomes more difýcult. We work 
with the existing grades at the limits of 
construction in order to design a func-
tional site. This means having to match 
existing grades that are typically paved, 
work with the placement of the site 
features, alter elevations in the parking 
and along the walks as well as change 
the site grading. Doing so in a smaller 

area than if we were working with new 
construction. More often than not, we 
have found that buildings are set too 
low, creating a problem for water move-
ment or there are ADA issues we have to 
address in order to bring the building up 
to standard. These issues may be items 
such as steps at entry doors or ramps 
that may be too steep. All of these items 
become even more critical when working 
with remodeling or additions. We also 
encounter situations where there may 
be no storm sewer inlets. It may not be 
possible to move the water to an existing 
catch basin. It may not be possible to add 
a catch basin or be very difýcult to bring 
the grades in the paved areas or entry 
areas up to ADA standards. All of these 
items call for creative solutions. The site 
details must be clear so that contractors 
bidding the project can understand the 
design solution and so that he or she 
can build them correctly. These factors 
become more compounded when the 
construction budget does not allow for 
large changes to the site. 

BCA strives to produce for our clients a 
creative solution that is functional. This 
is not always easily accomplished when 
working with adverse site conditions. We 
also work hard at producing construc-
tion documents that first address the 
critical items such as grading, location 
and orientation or site items and ADA 
compliance. Once these items have been 
addressed, we use our creative abilities 
to give the client a unique and functional 
end product.




