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If you’re thinking of developing a piece of land, you might be wondering where to begin.  Here are 
a few steps (eight, to be exact!) to help guide you.

a. Location.  What 
jurisdiction is the property 
located in?  The city shown 
on the address does 
not mean the property 

is within the City Limits.  However, some cities require review of 
certain developments (or pieces of the development) within a certain 
distance of their city limits.  It’s important to determine where the 
land is located before you start planning your project.

b. Zoning.  Does the current zoning meet your projects needs?  If not, 
how difficult is it to request a change?  Zoning can be complicated; 
having an experienced professional help walk you through it with the 
jurisdiction can save a lot of time and money.

c. Flood Plain.  Is the property in the floodway or at risk of flooding?  
It is important to know if a portion of the land can’t be developed 
and/or the insurance implications of developing in a flood prone area.

d. Available Utilities.  Are adequate public utilities such as water, 
sanitary sewer, electric, gas, or fiber available to the site?  If not, 
does the developer bear the cost of extending or improving these 
facilities?

e. Easements.  Is there a 100’ sewer easement across the middle of 
the property?  It’s best to know this right away.  Many jurisdictions 
can use GIS software to show you public easements.  However, the 
only real way to know all easements, liens, and encroachments is to 
perform a Title Opinion and an ALTA Survey.

f. Development Standards.  Development Standards vary greatly.  
Some jurisdictions may not require much of anything and 
others may require very specific items such as soil amendments, 

landscaping, and percentage of brick coverage.  A 
qualified professional can help you identify the impact 
of these standards on your project.

g. Jurisdictional Approval Process.  
What applications (Annexation Request, Land Use 
Policy Plan Amendment Request, Site Plan Approval, 
Building Permit, Subdivision Approval) are required for 
approval by the Jurisdiction and who is the approving 
body (staff, Planning and Zoning Commission, 
Zoning Board of Adjustment, City Council, Board of 
Supervisors)?  Many applications require a fee and take 
time for review so make sure you understand both 
costs and review time.
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Step 1. Complete Due Diligence
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h. Attributes.  If fire service, school district, public transit services, or specific 
amenities are important for your project success be sure to identify these 
early in your due diligence process.  If you are examining multiple sites, it 
may be beneficial for you to hire a design professional to assist you with a 
Site Decision Matrix.  

a. Conceptual Layout.  It’s important to know if your 
vision fits the actual site.  Your design professional 
can use quick design tools to determine if the site is 
feasible or if you can achieve the number of parcels or 
buildings you desire on a specific site. 

b. Conceptual Pricing.  Your design professional uses 
industry standards and local bid information to assist 
you with construction costs for budgeting purposes.

c. Conceptual Approval.  The design fits and is in 
your budget.  Now is a great time to hold a Kick-off 
Meeting with the jurisdiction to discuss your project.

a. Topographic Survey.  This step sometimes is the very first one.  The only way to get accurate 
elevations and to know where existing features truly fall on your site is for field data to be collected 
and a background map to be created.

b. Boundary Survey.  Locating property pins and/or resetting pins that are missing is the only way to 
be certain your development is in compliance.  The property lines dictate the locations of setbacks 
and easements as well as determine what improvements or vegetation may or may not be located on 
the property.

a. Preliminary Design.  This is the point where you place your concept on the background map 
and make needed adjustment to ensure everything fits.  Grades are also examined at this time to 
ensure drainage and that slopes on paved surfaces are within standard design parameters.  Will that 
stormwater detention facility be large enough?  That question is answered during this phase.

b. Preliminary Plat.  Are you relocating property lines or splitting the land into multiple lots?  This is 
done during this phase.

c. Preliminary Estimation of Costs.  The estimated costs are updated at the end of preliminary design 
to ensure the project is within your budget.  If not, maybe the cost estimates help determine how to 
phase the construction of the project over several years.

d. Preliminary Approval.  This is the time when you officially submit plans to the Jurisdiction for 
review.  Review comments may require adjustments to the plans and it is better to do this before 
completing Step 5.

Step 2. Conceptual Design/Platting/Schematic Design

Step 3. Existing Site Feature Collection

4. Preliminary Design/Platting/Design Development
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a. Final Design.  The final design incorporates any jurisdiction comments, value engineering 
initiatives, or minor tweaks preferred by the client.  The drawings are detailed during this step to assist 
contractors with accurate bids.  A well developed set of plans reduces questions and changes during 
construction.

b. Final Platting.  Final property lines and accurate descriptions are shown on this document 
developed by a Professional Land Surveyor.  Once approved, this is the document that is filed with the 
County Recorder’s office along with any restrictive covenants or other legal documents.

c. Final Estimation of Costs.  The final estimation of costs are completed and used by the owner to 
compare contractor bids.

d. Specifications/Project Manual.  Additional instructions to bidders or the contractor are developed 
if a Standardized Specification is not referenced.  This document may call out specific product 
requirements and how to install each item in the plan set.

e. Final Approval.  The final plans and any plats are submitted to the jurisdiction for their approval 
and records prior to beginning construction.  If changes are made after construction begins, updated 
plans will be sent to the jurisdiction for their files.

a. Selecting the Contractor(s).  Some developers choose to complete this task themselves.  Others 
prefer for a design professional to procure bids for their review.  Either way, the construction 
documents are distributed to potential bidders and bids are returned by a specific date and time.  Any 
questions that are answered or revisions to the drawings that are made during this time are issued 
via an Addendum to the Construction Documents.  Contract documents are drawn up between the 
owner and the selected contractor(s).

a. Construction Administration.  
During construction, your Professional 
Engineer will ensure that specific 
items used on the project meet the 
specifications (called Shop Drawings), 
answer contractor questions (Requests 
for Information), request additional 
cost breakdowns for scope added to 
the project (Change Order Requests), 
review contract change order pricing 
(Change Orders), and prepare and/
or review payment requests from the 
contractor (Pay Applications)

b. Construction Observation.  The 
level of involvement of the Professional 
Engineer during construction can vary.  
If public infrastructure (roads, water 

main, sanitary sewer, storm sewer, etc) is being constructed than the engineer or the Jurisdiction’s 
engineer is required to observe all construction activity to verify it complies with the jurisdiction’s 
specifications.  This level of involvement requires daily diaries and documentation of quantity 
measurements.  If all improvements will remain private, it is in the developer’s best interest to have 
the engineer complete periodic visits to ensure construction meets specifications.  All site observation 
will be documented.

Step 5. Final Design/Platting/Construction Docs

Step 6. Bidding & Negotiation

Step 7. Construction
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c. Construction Testing.  Some engineering firms provide construction testing 
as well as observation.  This can be very economical to the developer when 
done in conjunction with construction observation.

a. Final Walk-Through and Punch List.  The 
best time to ensure that the project has been 
constructed to your liking is before releasing the 
final payment to the contractor.  This final payment 
is typically called retainage and is not released until 

a final walk-through with the owner, engineer, and contractor is completed and all deficiencies have 
been corrected to the owner’s and/or engineer’s standards.

b. As-Built Survey.  Sometimes 
the owner desires or sometimes 
a funding source requires an 
accurate plan showing the final 
constructed site.  This document is 
called an As-Built Survey.

Each project is unique so 
additional items such as studies 
or acquisitions may be required.  
However, most projects are 
accomplished by completing the 
above steps.  
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Step 8. Project Close-Out

Mindy Bryngelson, P.E., has 19 years experience with planning, designing, 
managing, and building both public and private projects, and has brought 
about hundreds of satisfied clients. She has served as the Site Civil Engineer 
on over 200 sites in the state of Iowa. Mindy approaches all designs with 
the end-user in mind and balances up-front costs with future maintenance 
requirements. Contact her at mbryngelson@cgaconsultants.com or 515-232-1784.
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