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ilcivil engineer

Agency know-how can
streamline the development process

om Orlando Miquel Jr.

Dewberry

Most developers involved with
commercial and multifamily resi-
dential projects in New York City
understand that the process of ob-
taining city approvals at the vari-
ous stages of development and con-
struction can be complex and time-
consuming.  The most successful
projects, in terms of moving for-
ward with minimal delays and sur-
prises, take shape when an experi-
enced team of design consultants is
on board from the beginning to
guide owners and developers
through the challenging sequence
of reviews and inspections.

Give Engineers an Early Start
It’s imperative in any develop-

ment project to involve the civil
engineer early on in the planning
process.  A licensed engineer will
help to ensure that the project will
meet all required codes (beyond
the requirements of the New York
City Department of Buildings)
while minimizing potential prob-
lems that may involve costly retro-
fits and adjustments later on in the
process.

A common example involves
compliance with ADA require-
ments.  Consultation with an expe-
rienced civil engineer will ensure
that building entrances and lobbies
are designed at an appropriate el-
evation and will coordinate with
the existing profile of city streets
and sidewalks.  Too often, devel-
opers and their architects find that
designs must be retrofitted or build-
ing aesthetics compromised with
costly ramps and other measures
because ADA requirements
weren’t addressed early on.

Opt for Agency Experience
A critical area of consulting ex-

pertise—often overlooked by de-
velopers as they form their design
teams—involves experience in
working with New York City agen-
cies.  Many developers believe that
once the Builders Pavement Plan
has been approved by the NYC
Department of Buildings, their
project will sail forward.  These
plans must also meet multiple codes
involving other city agencies, how-
ever.  Consultants that can help
navigate the process of working
with these agencies may be instru-
mental in keeping project costs and
schedules to a minimum.

Engineers that have worked
closely with agencies such as the

New York City Department of
Transportation (NYCDOT), the
New York City Department of
Environmental Protection, the New
York City Department of Parks
and Recreation, MTA New York
City Transit, and the New York
City Fire Department can provide
valuable input regarding the issues
and challenges that may arise with
each of these reviews.

Many of these issues come into
play with the development of the
Builders Pavement Plan.  Knowl-
edge of NYCDOT requirements,
for example, will avoid potential
problems in meeting the agency’s
criteria for driveway configura-
tions, curbs, sidewalks, traffic sig-
nals, and lighting.  If the project
merits special permission for a non-
standard driveway design, which

requires pre-approval from the
agency (one of the most frequent
“surprises” that developers and
design consultants often overlook),
a civil engineer with a good work-
ing relationship with NYCDOT
will recognize this step and may be
able to help expedite the approval
process.

Similar issues may arise with
existing fire hydrants and emer-
gency pull boxes on the site.  Plans
for driveway installations should
avoid these features, or, if they
must be relocated, early coordina-
tion with the city’s Department of
Environmental Protection and the
Fire Department will be important.

Existing street trees may also
pose a challenge.  Often, develop-
ers become painfully aware of the
NYC Department of Parks and

Recreation’s stringent regulations
regarding existing trees when they
must pay to replace mature speci-
mens elsewhere on the property, or
on adjacent property as may be
required.  This consideration should
clearly impact preliminary deci-
sion-making regarding the loca-
tion of a driveway or other site
development features.

Explore What Lies Beneath
One additional agency may

weigh in when it comes to approv-
als for development projects:  MTA
New York City Transit.  Unfortu-
nately, too many projects move
forward in the planning and design
process with inadequate site sur-
vey information—a situation that
may result in a major surprise and
costly delays down the road.

Development and design teams

should be certain that site surveys
reflect not only topographic and
utility information, but transit in-
frastructure as well.  A major sub-
way line that could be impacted by
surface development is certain to
hold up progress on a project if not
addressed early on.

Selecting a civil engineer with
solid expertise and good working
relationships with key city agen-
cies will help streamline the devel-
opment process from the start.
Once on board, an engineer can
play a vital role in keeping projects
on time and on track.
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