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When it opened more than 100 years ago, Lor-
ton Reformatory was anything but an ordi-
nary prison. 

President Theodore Roosevelt commis-
sioned the novel Northern Virginia correctional facility, envi-
sioning a place that featured an open-air, minimally secure de-
sign with Colonial Revival architecture and a central courtyard, 
in an effort to provide the ideal environment where inmates 
could be rehabilitated through work. Built in the 1920s by 
bricks formed by the prisoners at the nearby Workhouse kiln, 
the reformatory served as a model for the Progressive Era.

So it was only fitting that when it came time to adaptively reuse 
the property after the prison closed, it also required creativity 
and specific attention to data in its construction techniques.
Today, the repurposed site is blossoming into a vibrant urban 
community that when completed will feature 165 apartments, 
157 townhomes, 24 single-family homes, and up to 100,000 
square feet of office and retail space—a $190-million develop-
ment known as Liberty.

Following its closure, Lorton Prison was purchased by Fairfax 
County, which sought to maintain the integrity of the site, listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places. The county hired 
The Alexander Company, a Wisconsin firm experienced in 
adaptive reuse, as the master planner and developer. In turn, 

Alexander partnered with Elm Street Development, based in 
McLean, Va., to handle the infrastructure construction and 
first phase of market-rate housing, with Fairfax County con-
tributing a capped amount toward the infrastructure.
 
Due to the project’s complexities and a need for an atypical 
delivery method, Elm Street says they realized they would 
need assistance with scheduling and management. So they 
brought in SmartSite LLC, a construction management firm 
based in Waldorf, Md.
 
“We had used SmartSite on other sites previously with good 
success,” says Jim Perry, regional partner and vice president 
at Elm Street. “The larger and more complex a project is, the 
more benefit they add. Since this project was big and very 
challenging, it was a natural site to bring them in on.”

The development agreement’s structure essentially required 
SmartSite to create a schedule with the partners starting on 
the same day, and ideally, finishing on the same day.

“That, for a construction manager, is a worst-case scenario,” 
Frank Duduk, of SmartSite, says.
 
SmartSite set out to identify the project timeline and complete 
an early BIM sketch in order to create an interim condition 
model, which shows what needs to happen in order to build. 

How Data Shaped Historic Prison Transformation
During Complex P3

Creative approach to delivery turns Lorton, Va., site into Liberty mixed-use development.



This model creates the quantities, production units and 
schedules, linking time, money, construction, as-builts and 
design in value-engineering. Duduk says typically the collec-
tion of this level of data doesn’t happen until later in the pro-
cess, which is why change-order percentages on earthwork 
can be so substantial. He believes SmartSite’s approach will 
become the future standard for development.

“I think we’re very much at the head of the line when it comes 
to establishing a new best management practice,” he says. 
“It’s really hard to believe that everybody doesn’t do it this 
way.”

One of the emerging ways SmartSite collects the data for 
their models is through drone use during the design, bud-
geting and implementation phases. As work progresses, the 
drones not only provide a visual map of site changes through 
detailed imagery, but also changes in contour, digital volume 
and stockpiles.

SmartSite’s modeling of the dirt operations was especially 
beneficial, Elm Street’s Perry says. The geotechnical investi-
gational report revealed a high level of risk for earthwork, due 
to existing fills. So SmartSite performed extensive field inves-
tigation and analysis. The results allowed them to recast the 
dirt numbers and find places where material could be reused 
instead of removed.

“The way they create these 3D models, you get a level of 
analysis that is just not available otherwise, that allows you 
to make decisions very quickly about how to save money and 
grab the stuff that’s in front of you,” Perry says. 

Though they started the project with $2 million in early risk 
assessment, Duduk says SmartSite’s methods reduced that 
risk basically down to zero by the end.

“It’s the worst possible operational and delivery nightmare 
with the best possible on-time, under-budget completion,” 
he says.

The converted prison is now welcoming its new residents, 
and Fairfax County is excited for the community’s future.

“This has just been a really well-embraced project,” says 
Heather Diez, project coordinator for the Fairfax County Of-
fice of Public Private Partnerships. “To be able to … turn it 
into something unique and just a benefit to the community is 
something we were seeking, and I think it’s definitely some-
thing that we’re achieving.”
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