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Will the inspector do an ADA  
assessment on my building?

Generally, while performing a property 
condition assessment, the field observer 
(inspector) will complete a visual review 
and assessment of the areas at the subject 
property that are considered to be public 
accommodations based on the requirements 
of Title III of the Americans with Disability 
Act (ADA). Title III of the ADA requires 
that any place of public accommodation de-
signed and constructed for first occupancy 
after Jan 26, 1992, be compliant with the 
ADA. Buildings that are considered to be 

places of public accommodations must re-
move architectural and communication bar-
riers that are considered readily achievable 
in accordance with the resources available 
to building ownership. This is intended to 
provide disabled people with accommoda-
tions and access equal to, or similar to, those 

available to the general public. Tenants are 
usually responsible for reviewing and mak-
ing accommodations in 
their leased areas.

The ADA was enacted as 
a guideline for designing 
new buildings and was 
not necessarily intended 
to serve as a regulation for 
buildings constructed prior 
to January 1992. Accom-
modations or upgrades 
may or may not be mandated on buildings 
constructed prior to this date. The extent of 
any upgrade requirements is determined by 
the authority having jurisdiction (AHJ).

The field observer typically will document 
the presence of handicap-accessible parking 

Snapshots from the field

stalls, curb ramps, elevators if the building 
is more than one story, grab rails and fix-

tures in restrooms. Obvi-
ous obstructions may be 
documented as well — for 
instance, stairs leading to a 
building without a ramp 
or a narrow entry door.

In this case, the report 
usually will include a state-
ment such as the follow-
ing:

It appears through the visual assessment that the 
public accommodations of the property are in general 

compliance with Title III requirements. An ADA 
compliance assessment was not completed in this 

assessment.

What’s wrong with this photo?
This photo was taken in the basement of a vacant office building. Note the standing 
water, evidence of excessive rollout of flame based on soot on the side of the unit. 
And who knows what is in the barrel next to the unit.

ask the inspector
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What Is a Visual Inspection  
for Safety?

By definition, the visual inspection of a 
property involves nonintrusive visual ob-
servations — a survey of readily accessible, 
easily visible components and systems of the 
subject property. It usually excludes the op-
eration of equipment by the field observer 
(inspector) and is to be conducted without 
the aid of special protective clothing, explor-
atory probing, removal of materials, testing, 
or the use of equipment or devices.

A building code official, who enforces local 
building codes for new buildings and remod-

els, can also recommend condemning a build-
ing. Building code officials often are referred 
to as an authority having jurisdiction (AHJ).

Structural engineers review structural issues 
in foundations and other structural mem-
bers in the building envelope. Environmental 
consultants and/or engineers perform Phase 
l and indoor air quality issues. Some of these 
specialists can be contacted to help remedy 
issues that are brought forward in the report 
included in a visual inspection.

The following are some common safety issues 
found during a visual inspection:

Lack of ground fault circuits near sinks or ex-
terior electrical elements, open junction box-
es, service entrance masts that are not secured 
and other unsafe electrical items

 » Loose handrails, lack of guard rails 
and uneven stair risers

 » Trip and fall hazards such as uneven 
floors, sidewalks or other walking 
surfaces

 » Fire safety, exit signs that are not lit, 
corroded fire suppression heads

 » Exterior wall coverings that are loose 
and can fall and hit pedestrians or 

property

An inspector perform-
ing a visual inspection 
may not be qualified to 
comment on some is-
sues but he/she can rec-
ommend a specialist be 
contacted to perform 
additional due dili-
gence. A fire marshal, 
for instance, enforces 
fire codes and oversees 
fire suppression and 

alarm systems in buildings. In many areas, a 
fire marshal inspects public buildings annu-
ally.

Loose handrails and uneven stairs represent a 
safety concern as well as potential legal issue 
if not addressed.

Did You Know?

Exit signs must be lit so they can easily be 
found in case of emergency.


