360( PERMIT SERVICE STRATEGY

PROJECT STATEMENT:

Marysville successfully reorganized our permitting department and functions, as a cooperative effort of the employees, departments, Snohomish County Economic Development Council, development community, citizen economic development committee, and elected officials.  We invited criticism, communication and input on changing our process; and from that, implemented a permit system that now facilitates our community’s economic development efforts.

PROJECT SUMMARY:

In 2002 our community became concerned about the loss of economic vitality in our City.  City officials and citizens felt we were being out competed by neighboring jurisdictions and regions for business attraction and retention.  An economic development report commissioned by the City identified concerns related to permit review, including a negative business and public perception of permit review in the City of Marysville.  

The Mayor’s office authorized a reorganization of the departments involved in permitting functions to create a single department and permitting face for the public.  This included merging planning, building and engineering staff into a Community Development Department. The new department was charged with incorporating employee and public input into an improved permitting environment.  This ultimately resulted in organizational, physical, administrative, and procedural changes to our business.  We also employed a communication and feedback strategy to publicize our new approach.

The organizational changes were the merging of all staff and duties related to permitting.  This included reassignment of staff, and in some cases, reassignment of duties.  One of the goals was to match employee skills and abilities with duties and in some cases, streamline work functions.  We were able to eliminate similar functions that were previously being performed by staff in separate departments.  This has enabled us to make better use of staff resources.  All planning, building, engineering, inspection and utility permit functions are performed within the Community Development Department at this time.   

Physical changes including relocating staff, minor remodel of what was two entries and two counters in our building into a single counter system.  Our goal was to create a more professional image and customer service environment for the public and City employees.  This has stimulated a more business-like approach to permitting from both.   Some of the other improvements to our front counter were installation of a self-service kiosk and improved and more accessible meeting areas.

Employee morale is high following the reorganization and implementation of the customer service strategy.  Employee turnover is low and staff performance has improved dramatically in terms of productivity, initiative, consistency, communication between divisions, and quality control.  The employees were advised of pending changes and their advice sought in implementing change.  Throughout the reorganization, the City provided resources for employee recognition and rewards for department and individual performance.  This was extremely important, as permit review performance is the result of each employee’s actions and interactions with the customer, application and project team.  Staff was encouraged to take advantage of training, and more cross training has been provided within and between divisions.  

The City sought outside advice.  This wasn’t through expensive contracts or consultants.  There was a general belief that the answers lay in the hands of department employees, the business community, and our customers.    The City signed on as a partner in the Snohomish County Economic Development Council (“EDC”) Model Permit Process to work with the EDC to develop and implement a model system for permitting within Snohomish County.   The process included an audit of existing practices by EDC staff and implementation of the model permit processes developed through the project.  City management staff conducted one-on-one interviews with employees and developers to gain insights into local issues.  The City also formed an economic development committee of citizens and developers on Land Use and Permitting.  One of their first tasks was developing a customer service strategy for the department.    We reinvigorated a past practice of holding “developer breakfasts” to discuss procedural and regulatory issues for the development/business community.  We had over 60 participants at our last breakfast.   The Department director staffs these multiple citizen engagement venues and committees to reinforce the priority that these efforts hold for the department and City.  

Through primarily administrative and a few procedural modifications, we increased speed of development reviews.  Monitoring review times and establishing goals for permit turnarounds has been critical.  Permit and review targets were based on a careful analysis of the city’s regulatory requirements, workload and priorities.  Employees strive to meet these targets and department staff consults with one another to review results.  Fortunately we reorganized and implemented many of these changes during 2003 when permit volumes were down.  As 2004 volumes have increased, our permit review times continue to decrease.   The attached turnarounds for 2002-2004 demonstrate the decreasing permit cycle times in land use reviews.  

Administrative improvements included implementing a computerized permit system throughout the department.  This has coincided with centralized filing systems for all project files, previously being maintained in two separate systems between departments.  All permit staff in Planning, Engineering, Building, Construction Inspection sections utilize the new computer system to track and approve projects and fees.  This provides for better communication and monitoring of project reviews by section staff and management, and has enabled better reporting and administration of fee accounts.

Following is a table listing customer service goals, strategies and cost: 

	Customer Service Goal
	Strategies
	Cost

	Improve communication between key permit staff in Planning, Building, and Public Works.
	1. Reorganize department lines by centralizing staff.

2. Management interviews and surveys with staff and divisions

3. Physical relocation of key employees to one floor and connected work area.

4. Implement computerized permit tracking system and require use by all section staff.

5. Provide greater cross training of staff between and within divisions.
	Strategy 1-3, 5: $0

(Savings in some areas resulted in reassignment of staff to other duties)

Strategy 4: $10,000 to hire temporary intern to set up system, create reports, and train staff 

	Improve communication with business community, developers and citizens
	1. Sign on as partner with Snohomish County Economic Development Council Model Permit Process Project.

2. Feedback interviews with developers and permit applicants.

3. Work with citizen economic development committee on Land Use and Permitting to develop customer service strategy.

4. Host developer breakfasts as a forum to communicate procedural and regulatory changes and obtain feedback.

5. Provide comment cards to customers with each phase of permit approval and review.

6. Create and update handouts for all processes for self service kiosk in lobby

7. Update website to include applications, permit information and expanded GIS maps and resources for public access
	    -$0-

(Management and employee time)

	Increase speed of permit review process
	1. Monitor performance and measure review times 

2. Establish targets for reviews and get acceptance from department staff.

3. Publish and circulate permit turnaround reports.

4. Reassign and train staff so that project teams are assigned from preapplication through project construction.
	$0 

(Time to train and communicate)

	Improve professional image and environment for Community Development and Public Works Departments
	1.  Building and space remodel to consolidate entries, counters, and improve meeting spaces and employee work areas
	$100,000 (improvement cost included scheduled maintenance planned for the building)

	Increase employee morale, productivity, initiative and retention
	1.  Communicate need for change and obtain input on improvements.

2. Active praise and recognition of performance.

3. Provide training opportunities and resources.
	Nominal cost (barbeques, training and time to communicate and respond to issues)


The primary cost for this effort was the time of management and employees in implementing the changes and meeting with the development community, businesses and citizens.  This investment of time has resulted in acceleration of permit and decision turnarounds by 25-76% (varies by review/decision type) between 2002 and 2004.  We continue to see declining review times for the full range of land use, civil, and building reviews.  Marysville has received recognition from the Economic Development Council for its participation in the Model Permit Process, which received an award through the Puget Sound Regional Council.  The City has been featured in newspaper articles on its permit improvements and we have received excellent feedback from permit applicants and the community.  Overall, the public perception of our service and department professionals is vastly improved.  The Department staff understands the role it plays in facilitating economic development and community goals.  
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