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Agenda
9:00 to 10:30

Within the Bldg dept

• Common considerations 
for bldg departments

• Balancing services

• Managing productivity

• Surges in demand

• Innovation

10:50-12:00

Bldg Within the system

• Integrating with the 
broader system

• Reconciling priorities

• Sub optimization

• Role in land use, civils

• System improvement



The Latimore Company

• Specializes in permit process improvement

• 18 Western Washington counties and cities served
– Recently completed assessments for

Whatcom County, Olympia and Gig Harbor

• Works within the team to analyze and improve process
– Normal permit flow and spikes in permit demand

• Customized to your goals, policies, codes and trends

• Leads the Model Permit System



Model Permit System

• Initiative by the Snohomish County EDC
• Designed by jurisdictions, developers, interests

– Refined during the course of a 2003-04 pilot program
– Goal of predictability, efficiency, collaboration

• Techniques
– Enhanced pre-submittal collaboration
– Completeness determination at intake
– Single points of contact
– Coordinated departmental reviews
– Staff decisions and use of the hearing examiner system
– More…



System View









Theory of Constraints

• Eliyahu Goldratt (physicist, Israel)  “The Goal”
• Modeled organizations as systems
• All systems have a constraint
• To improve performance:

– Define the system and its goal
– Identify the constraint
– Maximize performance of the constraint
– Sync other depts with the constraint
– Increase personnel (rarely need this step)



Today’s Presentation

• Predictability, efficiency and collaboration
1. Within the Building dept

2. Building dept within the overall system

• Present common situations

• Considerations for Building Officials

• Backdrop
– The bldg dept is rarely the constraint of the system

– Affects and affected by other depts and approvals



Within the Building Dept
• Transaction standards, expectations, examples, prerequisites
• Permit technicians, coordinators, clerks
• Intake rigor, case setup
• Inquiries, back office support, MTBI, an assistance center
• Fast track?
• Appointments vs. intake on demand
• A good tracking system, good practices, online access, velocity
• Know your numbers, total elapsed time, measure weekly
• Handling application spikes, manage WIP
• Scaling, outside review and checking
• Mixing plan review and inspections, a 2-4 hour time block
• Consolidated fire and bldg review



Transaction Standards

• Transactions
– Intake
– Comment letter

• Standards, expectations
– Reinforced at pre-app, inquiries, handouts
– Intake

• Intake checklists that prescribe completeness
• Full checklist screening at intake counter
• Incomplete applications explained and remanded back
• Prerequisites as appropriate…

–Resubmittal
–Issuance



Prerequisites

• Choose what occurs in parallel vs. sequentially
• Everything is there by the start of bldg review
• Sample prerequisites

– Water availability
– Septic approval (or soils)
– Critical area review
– Lot certification
– Preliminary plat approval
– Civil plan (engineering) approval

Choose based on
the needs and 
trends of your area



Transaction Standards
• Standards, expectations

– Comment letter
• Review checklists
• Consolidated or dept letters OK for bldg (depends on your team)
• Monitor trends for checklist revision (quarterly tech evaluation)

– Resubmittal
• Test at counter for responsiveness (based on the comment letter)

– Issuance
• Tracking system: all reviewers, fees OK (avoid brittle failure)
• Initialize the inspection list
• Distinguish standard conditions from special requirements

– BMP
– Requirements for all applicants of this case type



Transaction Standards

Examples: show applicants what success looks like



Permit Technicians, Coordinators, Clerks

• I’m a big fan of permit technicians
– They have the best view of the overall system
– Make the most of (and develop) their skill sets
– Intake checklist screening
– Status, routing, tracking
– Zoning criteria

• Lead quarterly process improvement meetings
• Empower with a good tracking system, process
• Broaden responsibility as skill increases
• Bldg officials often manage the techs

– Issuance
– Addressing
– Inquiries



Intake Rigor
• Test for completeness at the counter

– Prescriptive checklists
– Good training
– Experts to draw on as needed

• Initialize case records at intake (don’t lose files)
• Collect fees (once determined complete)
• An hour for a NSFD intake

– Need adequate capacity (manage lobby queues, lunchtime)
– Efficient second tries (if incomplete at first)
– Upcoming technology will help

• The efficiency of the review is set at this moment…



The Effect of Intake Standards

Initial Review vs Approval 2005-2006
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Inquiries, Back office Support, MTBI

• Techs often answer ~50% of the questions
• We want to encourage up-front questions
• Questions often span multiple disciplines

– Need the skills, intuition to recognize issues
– Need continuous access to the dept experts

• MTBI – mean time between interruptions
– Counter calls fragment review time blocks
– Task choice largely governed by MTBI expectation
– Mitigate with on-call hours and one 2-4 DND time block

• Assistance centers are great



Fast Track?

• To fast track or not to fast track…
• Three predominant approaches

1. One track
2. Fast track day (and/or dedicated reviewer)
3. Appointments for live review and issuance

• It is valuable to separate small project review
– Improves customer service, economic devel.
– Reduces WIP (work in progress)
– Can be seasonal



Appointments vs. Intake on Demand
• Many applicants like appointments

– Helpful target for them and their subs to work toward
– Promotes more rigorous applicant preparation
– Few lobby waits, very predictable, more relaxed

• But many applicants don’t want to wait for one
– If calendar fills, appt backlog grows (a capacity issue)
– Backlog can extend for weeks or months

• With long timelines predictability falls again
• People begin complaining, tensions rise, code/fee changes

• Some applications warrant more rigor than others
• Best is to offer both options

– At a minimum, intake on demand is necessary (if ready!)



A Good Tracking System

• A whiteboard, spreadsheet or database

• Record of all WIP (cases)

• Queries for case types, oldest, by discipline

• Means of indicating status, approvals, holds

• Management reporting

• Online access



Know your Numbers

• Know your numbers
• Track WIP and aging (case load and age)
• Measure weekly (automated reports preferred)
• Prioritize as a system, based on the constraint
• Reprioritize sparingly

– Beware the feedback loop
• Select performance targets

– Publish current performance
• The majority of total elapsed time is

applicant rework of applications



Online Access
• Highly recommended
• Reduces status sorties
• Improves applicant 

confidence
• Improves community 

access
• Online permitting too
• Requires good user 

practices and design
• But ensure velocity



Bldg, Septic, DRD, Road Approach Cases
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Spikes!
• Hints of a moratorium?  Removing one?
• Magazines saying you’re the new hot spot?
• Permit departments are vulnerable to spikes
• Rushed applications are notoriously poor

– Intake scrutiny also tends to decline when overloaded
– Leads to a surge in comment letters, more WIP

• Tendency to release all cases for review ASAP 
– Multitasking increases, productivity declines, backlog grows, 

complaints rise, interventions rise, multitasking increases….
• Put a buffer (queue) in place immediately

– Hold back work, level load the WIP at the constraint
– Triage queue cases (enable application repair before review begins)
– Synchronize other dept reviews to that of the constraint (measure)
– All cases will clear faster



Sample SFR Task Times (Watershed, CAO and OSR)
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Outside Review

• Bldg depts have become very scalable
(also tend to be first with improvements)

• Plans examiner review is rarely the constraint
• Good to have surge/special capacity available

– Brief outside reviewers on your standards
– Work towards minimum in-house checking
– Generally send resubmittals outside too

• Invoicing and fee tracking can be problematic



Mixing Plan Review and Inspections

• Many plans examiners also inspect
– Inspections generally come first
– Plan review occurs as time pockets allow

• Reserve at least one scheduled 2-4 hour time block 
per week for dedicated plan review
– Review the larger, more complex projects then
– Fill in available gaps with smaller projects

• For greater inspection efficiency
– Make sure applicants have marked their driveways!
– Leave good notes on correction notices
– Territories can lead to diverging standards



Consolidated Fire and Bldg Review

• Great productivity to combine fire review
with plans examiner check for typical projects

• Indicative of a good relationship between 
Building Official and Fire Marshal

• Reduces routing and admin efforts

• Can improve insights at pre-app



Within the Building Dept
• Transaction standards, expectations, examples, prerequisites
• Permit technicians, coordinators, clerks
• Intake rigor, case setup
• Inquiries, back office support, MTBI, an assistance center
• Fast track?
• Appointments vs. intake on demand
• A good tracking system, good practices, online access, velocity
• Know your numbers, total elapsed time, measure weekly
• Handling application spikes, manage WIP
• Scaling, outside review and checking
• Mixing plan review and inspections, a 2-4 hour time block
• Consolidated fire and bldg review



Today’s Presentation

• Predictability, efficiency and collaboration
1. Within the Building dept

2. Building dept within the overall system

• Present common situations

• Considerations for Building Officials

• Backdrop
– The bldg dept is rarely the constraint of the system

– Affects and affected by other depts and approvals

20 min
break



Agenda
9:00 to 10:30

Within the Bldg dept

• Common considerations 
for bldg departments

• Balancing services

• Managing productivity

• Surges in demand

• Innovation

10:50-12:00

Bldg Within the system

• Integrating with the 
broader system

• Reconciling priorities

• Sub optimization

• Role in land use, civils

• System improvement



Bldg Dept in the Overall System
• A plan, a cycle, structured transactions
• Land use application review, Design review
• The constraint and avoiding sub optimization
• Weekly system management, prioritize around constraint
• Calibrate inspection capacity to the constraint
• Workflow distribution and mentoring
• Timing of health, planning, public works, plat reviews
• WRIA: a rising tide
• Passive notification: knowing when it’s OK to issue
• Decorum
• Mission statement
• All-hands meetings, process focus, quarterly (techs)
• Innovation



A Plan, a Cycle, Structured Transactions

• A plan
– Define what constitutes your plan

review (across departments)
– Establish integration points

• A cycle
– Choose a timeline to complete your review cycles

(4 weeks for instance)
• Structured transactions

– Pre-app and scoping
– Intake checklists, meetings
– Debriefing meetings

–Resubmittal meetings
–Pre-con meetings
–After-action reviews

Task Name
Current Land Development Review

Determination of Completeness
Counter intake, routing
Completeness review
SPRC Meeting (Complete?)
Complete/Incomplete Letter (noting deficiencies)
Corrections & Resubmittal
Intake, routing
Completeness Review (if required)
Completeness Letter (if incomplete prior)
Agency/Public notices

Pre-DRB review
Pre-DRB Review
SPRC Mtg. (Ready for DRB?)

Comment Letter, Correction, Resub (if reqd)
DRB notice, packets
DRB (Conceptual)
Substantive Review

Substantive Review
SPRC Mtg. (Compliant?)
Correction Cycle

Comment Letter
Corrections (4 weeks shown)
Counter intake, routing
Substantive Review
SPRC Mtg. (Compliant?)

Correction Cycle
Correction Cycle
Final Review

Final Review
SPRC Recommendation
Staff Report & SEPA Det.
Notices of Hearing & SEPA
Hearing Examiner (HE) Hearing
HE Decision

4/13

5/31

7/18
7/18

8/29

10/30

2/28

4/12

Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 Quarter 5 Quarter 6



Your Current Cycle
Task Name
Current Land Development Review

Determination of Completeness
Counter intake, routing
Completeness review
SPRC Meeting (Complete?)
Complete/Incomplete Letter (noting deficiencies)
Corrections & Resubmittal
Intake, routing
Completeness Review (if required)
Completeness Letter (if incomplete prior)
Agency/Public notices

Pre-DRB review
Pre-DRB Review
SPRC Mtg. (Ready for DRB?)

Comment Letter, Correction, Resub (if reqd)
DRB notice, packets
DRB (Conceptual)
Substantive Review

Substantive Review
SPRC Mtg. (Compliant?)
Correction Cycle

Comment Letter
Corrections (4 weeks shown)
Counter intake, routing
Substantive Review
SPRC Mtg. (Compliant?)

Correction Cycle
Correction Cycle
Final Review

Final Review
SPRC Recommendation
Staff Report & SEPA Det.
Notices of Hearing & SEPA
Hearing Examiner (HE) Hearing
HE Decision

4/13

5/31

7/18

7/18

8/29

10/30

2/28

4/12

Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 Quarter 5 Quarter 6



A New Cycle

ID Task Name
1 Pre-Submittal Collaboration
2 Inquiries
3 Pre-Submittal Intake
4 PSR (Pre-Submittal Review)
5 Pre-Submittal SPRC Meeting
6 Applicant Design (4 weeks shown)
7 Scoping Meetings
8 Application Ready
2 Land Development Review
4 Intake/Completeness Meeting
5 Agency/Public Notices
6 Substantive Review
7 SPRC Meeting
8 Resolve any Dept Disagreements
9 SPRC Applicant Debriefing
10 Corrections & Resubmittal (if needed)
11 DRB (Conceptual) if required
12 Corrections (4 weeks shown)
13 Resubmittal Intake Mtg.
14 Final Review
15 SPRC Recommendation
16 Staff Report & SEPA Det.
17 Notices of Hearing & SEPA
18 Hearing Examiner (HE) Hearing
19 HE Decis ion
20 120days

Inquiries

Pre-Submittal Intake

Pre-Submittal SPRC Meeting

Application Ready

Intake/Completeness Meeting

Agency/Public Notices

SPRC Meeting

SPRC Applicant Debriefing

Corrections & Resubmittal (if needed)

Resubmittal Intake Mtg.

SPRC Recommendation

HE Decision

120days

Week -11 Week -9 Week -7 Week -5 Week -3 Week -1 Week 2 Week 4 Week 6 Week 8 Week 10 Week 12 Week 14 Week 16 Week 18



Land Use and Civil Plan Review
• Few building depts review land use actions

or civil plan (engineering) submittals
– Addressing an exception if bldg issues them
– Land use pre-apps can be highly valuable though

• Land use pre-apps
– Occupancies rarely known at this phase
– Land use choices can really affect bldg costs

• Less experienced applicants especially
– Fire access is key at this step too (especially bldg/fire)
– Your insights at this meeting can really help
– Emphasize expensive or complicated features
– Include key advisories in land use staff reports



Design Review

• Cities (and some Counties) are adding design review 
to their approval processes

• Most focus at bldg permit phase
– Streetscapes, scenic views, zone transitions
– Fit with neighborhood, district special themes
– Sometimes administrative, sometimes Boards
– Scares applicants (many avoid at all costs)

• Some focus at land use phase (or both)
• Design review can be a valuable tool for communities
• But another variable that impacts bldg review



The Constraint
• In urban areas it’s generally engineering

– Municipal system integration
– Source of many resubmittals
– Stormwater and traffic solutions
– Very hard to scale engineering capacity

• In rural areas there is more variety
– Environmental health approvals
– Critical area reviews
– Urban growth services

• It’s rarely the plans examiner review



The Constraint

• Process improvements
– Most effective ones boost the Constraint
– Consider less efficient steps if it helps the Constraint

• Test dept improvements for Constraint impact
• Align review priorities weekly (with Constraint)
• Seek ways for others to perform Constraint tasks

– Completeness tests at intake are an example
– Be liberal starting PE reviews even if it may change
– Inspections (also calibrate inspection capacity)





Mentoring and Workload Distribution

• Mentoring
– Your most senior staff should be assigned the least number 

of cases (to work themselves)
– Rather, senior staff should mentor others
– Develops a stronger, more lasting team, creates more 

assignment options, and boosts skill sets
• Workload distribution

– Avoid teams of one where possible (no statistics)
– UGAs often lead to teams of one in county organizations
– Use queues to pull work to reviewer desks

(instead of pushing work to them)



Timing of 
Approvals

• Water
• Septic system
• Planning
• Environmental
• Public works
• Plat approvals
• Coming soon: 

WRIA



Passive Notification

• Held for planning
• Held for water, …
• The building permit is the control point

– Reviews often proceed while holds are resolved
• Including the plans examiner check

– But, we don’t issue bldg permits until holds are cleared

• But how does bldg know when it’s OK to issue?
– Generally it’s an active process (someone has to check)
– Sometimes the applicant embarrasses us with a call
– The best tracking systems prompt us passively (it tells us)



Decorum

• We need courtesy on all sides of the counter
• Useful to adopt a decorum policy

– Tools to stop a disintegrating interaction
• It’s not OK to berate staff

– Breeds caution (efficiency falls like a rock)
– Reports and documentation grow thicker
– Lose great personnel

• E-mail anger: forward instead of reply



Mission Statement

“Compliant development, courteously, 
collaboratively and efficiently”

• Have a look at your mission statement
– Does it reflect the values of your community?

• Everyone on the team should know it
– It should guide decisions



All-Hands Meetings

• Many jurisdictions never meet as a team
– Quarterly is a good frequency
– An hour in the morning or afternoon
– Close the counter (or a skeleton crew)

• Talk about overall performance, goals, vision
• Have your techs suggest improvements
• Feature a specific area or topic
• Build community
• Managers: leverage these sessions



Innovation

• Building depts are often on the forefront
– Online permitting (even inter-jurisdictional)
– Expanded use of technicians, permit centers
– Informational handouts
– Collaborative interpretation of codes (like WABO)
– Combination fire/building reviewers

• Continue this great innovation
• Watch for sub optimization (of the Constraint)
• Manage the impact of the Constraint on your staff



Conclusions
• Several techniques can improve performance

– Within the building permit review process
– In the broader system context

• Building departments are natural innovators
– Many system improvements begin here
– Best impact if designed to the broader constraint

• Begins with an assessment of how your departments 
are operating today and the needs of your jurisdiction

• Top 2
– Make the most of your intake
– Make the most of your permit technicians



The Latimore Company

• Thank you for this opportunity to share these 
common challenges and effective techniques with 
you today.  Thank you WABO.

• The mission of The Latimore Company is 
predictability, efficiency and collaboration
of the development permit process

• We would like to help your jurisdiction too.
Please give us a call at 888-650-2999.
Or e-mail us at klatimore@thelatimoreco.com

Have a safe trip home.  ☺


