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On November 18, 2009, there was a discussion at the Community Development and Transportation Committee meeting regarding the operation of the Community Development.  The discussion was inspired by a reputation of the Department not being “developer friendly.”  The Mayor and City Council asked the Community Development Director analyze Community Development to determine the Department’s effectiveness and report back to the Committee in December.

By its nature, an analysis like this one tends to focus on deficiencies and identifying operational improvements opportunities.    However, this analysis provides an opportunity to direct and support the staff of the Department by drawing focus to the mission statement, establishing goals, objectives and recommendations to enhance Department functions.   The desire is to improve the planning culture within the City of Roswell.   
In most cities, and Roswell is no exception, the Community Development Department is:

· usually the most visible Department; 
· the face of the City to the public regarding land use and land development issues;  and 
· serves the public best when it provides consistent answers and follows established policy, efficiently takes in applications, has a standardized and integrated development review process that works within the Department and across other City Departments, provides accurate and consistent information, performs inspections and issues permits in timely manner, insures adherence to the City’s rules and regulations and demonstrates a willingness to help. 

The City of Roswell Community Development Department is responsible for; 
· undertaking current and long range planning;
· promoting economic development;
·  enforcing the zoning regulations and issuing building and land disturbance permits; 
· registering businesses; and 
· providing geographic information (GIS) on a citywide basis.  
Community Development is the bookends of the development process; development starts and ends with the Department. While the responsibilities of the Department are important, it is also necessary to put a face on Community Development.  The Department consists of 42 dedicated and knowledgeable employees.    The years of service range from over 30 years to 3 months with a cumulative of over 400 years of experience.    The average tenure with the City of Roswell is about 10 years.   Most of the staff has college degrees and several staff members have master degrees.  The certifications are most impressive – Registered Landscape Architect (RLA), certified arborist, American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), GIS Professional (GISP), National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), Georgia Soil and Water Conservation Commission (GSWCC), Georgia Association of Code Enforcement (GACE), Professional Engineer (PE), Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design(LEED AP), Certified Professional in Erosion and Sediment Control (CPESC), International Code Council  (ICC) and other state and national certifications.  Staff has the education, experience, knowledge and desire to perform all the duties and responsibilities assigned to the Community Development Department.
To adequately complete this assessment, it is also important to give some background.  Over the past few years, the Department has taken steps to improve customer service and service delivery.    This effort started with an assessment of the Code Enforcement Program.    On September 6, 2007, at the Community Development and Transportation Committee meeting Community Development presented an assessment of the Code Enforcement Program.  It was stated that the current system is complaint driven.  One of the challenges facing Code Enforcement is the ability to be proactive while maintaining a very high level of customer of service.  The Council indicated a desire for the code enforcement officers to be more aggressive with the repeat offenders and a desire to shorten the 10 day warning period. Recommended improvements that came out of that meeting were:

1. Provide the officers with tough books to allow information to be put in the system in real time - Complete
2. Addition of an Administrative Assistant to help with the calls, research, prepare correspondence, coordinate work orders and handle administrative duties that will free up the supervisor - Complete
A subsequent presentation was held on February 21, 2008 as a follow up to the September 9, 2007 presentation.  At that meeting staff presented the following update related to the Code Enforcement Program:

1. Decrease the amount of warning time from 10 days to 72 hours - Complete
2. Identification of Trouble Spots that generate the highest number of complaints.  Staff recommended having an educational flyer written in English and in Spanish and the addition of another code enforcement officer assigned specifically for these “trouble areas.”   At that time Council support the recommendation. 
3. Staff recommended several ordinance amendments including,

a.  to decrease the length of grass from 18” to 6” and create a chart for different types of grasses - Complete
b. Code enforcement officers and not just sworn police officers to enforce junk vehicles and vehicles parked on the street - Complete
c. Prohibit hanging clothes outside visible from the street – Complete 
4. Reorganize the Citizen Deputy Program (CDP) and combine it with the Keep Roswell Beautiful Program (KRB).    Council did not support combining the CDP with KRB. Further discussion on the need and  usefulness of the CDP Program is needed
5. Phased approach to providing additional staffing and equipment, including:
a. Administrative Assistant - Completed

b. Additional Code Enforcement Officer – Not requested in the budget
There has been much improvement in the service delivery aspect of the Department since that time.  Those improvements that have occurred include:

1. Enhanced phone protocol  was implemented to require that all  incoming calls go to a single point of contact and not rotate from person to person    
2. A “Planner of Day” position was established to  ensure a planner is available to the public (in person or by phone) Monday through Friday 8:00 AM to 5:00 Pm (including the lunch-hour)
3. Cross-training of administrative staff to assist on business registration

4. All zoning/development/building related forms including the development guidelines are on the web

5. Development Plan Review Team (DPRT)  was established as a means to coordinate the review and discussion of all permit applications  by the relevant departments 

6. The Department uses the Genero automated permit tracking and issuing system.  This system is used to assure that the status of each permit is visible during the permitting review process. 
7. Laptops were provided to the Building Inspectors which allows for real time response on inspections.  According to the Chief Building Official,   “The recent addition of the field laptops has proven to be very beneficial in providing better customer service. This has been through real-time results of inspections, via the web, and the ability to notify the power providers as the results are posted.  The laptops also provide a map for each inspection resulting in less wasted time, while verifying permits in the field without having to place calls for assistance.  I envision several new applications with the field laptops for time savings and conveniences for the inspectors, contractors and citizens.  An added bonus has been to substantially cut the amount of paperwork generated.”
8. Camera provided to the  land development inspections  to allow for real time documentation of  findings in field

9. Planning and Zoning Division now provides monthly reports to the Mayor and City Council of development activities
10. Taking steps toward making all land development inspectors sworn officers, which will allow them the ability to issue citations for violations of development codes
11. Because of the need for emergency contact the City Engineer was provided a Blackberry

12.  Participated in the Lean Kaizen Event – a three day exercise to streamline land development permit process to reduce cycle time/costs and improve quality of customer service

Department Assessment
To prepare for this assessment, the following actions were taken:

1. First, reviewed the Department’s Mission Statement

2. Second, interviewed individuals that have had prior dealings with the Community Development Department; and

3. Third, asked each Community Development Department staff person to provide comments and to suggest improvements

The mission statement of the Department states:
Mission Statement

“To preserve and protect the natural and built environment, promote a balanced economy in the City of Roswell by the use of best planning and development practices and the responsible enforcement of ordinances and regulations, and provide professional and efficient customer service”

The mission statement provides the direction of the Community Development Department.   This statement is a good representation of what the Department should be striving to do.  
As stated previously, developers and/or attorneys representing developers with previous experience with the Department were asked to provide their experience and to give recommended improvements.    The consistent themes of the comments were:

1. Staff needs to more clearly communicate the process and the expectations up front and not make changes as the process proceeds;

2. Staff should make recommendations based on existing policies and the regulations. Staff should not base their recommendations on  perceived personal or political desires and/or opinions at the time; 

3. Staff needs to be open to new ideas and help facilitate such ideas if the project has merit;

4. Provide assistance by offering options and directions 

5. Work with developers up front to make a bad project good and a good project better; and

6. Provide consistent information and openly communicate.  
Most developers want staff to be up front and not try and make decisions based on what the elected officials or community may want or not want.    They expect the staff to be professional and not political, and if a plan meets the policies and plans of the City then staff should have no problem with providing assistance.  They recognize that the ultimate decision is not in the hands of the staff, but expect a level playing field when it comes to dealing with the staff. 

The third component of this analysis was to ask each Community Development staff member to provide what changes and/or improvements he/she felt would improve the operation and reputation of the Department.  While not all employees commented, several provided a laundry list of improvements.     Much like developers, staff comments had a common theme which was morale and a sense of not being appreciated.   Many of the concerns expressed were:

1. Feeling like the scapegoats for decisions and actions over which they had no control.
2. Being labeled the “bad guy” for doing the job for which they were hired.
3. Feeling like they are in a catch-22 situation.  
4. If they require strict adherence to the City regulations, they are accused of being too hard and not developer friendly. 
5. If they relax the interpretation of the regulations and results of the project are not deemed appropriate there is the perception that staff is failing to do their job or are too easy on developers.  
6. Several of the planners feel that the Zoning Code has become too difficult to administer over the past few years.  Staff believes that over time the Code has been frequently amended to address one time issues or a single property.  The result is an ordinance that is often contradictory and open to interpretation.
7. Previous amendments to the Zoning Ordinance have enhanced the perception of being not developer friendly.   

8. As various City Departments have been reorganized and duties reassigned from Community Development to other City Departments, the ordinances have not been amended to reflect these changes.  This results in the developer or applicant getting conflicting interpretations of the Code or told to make changes that either conflict or don’t comply with the existing ordinances.  
There were also many specific recommendations for needed improvements provided by the staff. Those recommended improvements include:

1. Amend the Zoning Ordinance so that it is clear, concise and understandable.
2. Amend the Zoning Ordinance to give the Department limited administrative approval authority.
3. More interaction and training sessions across departments.
4. Integrate review process better with other departments so we are speaking with one voice.
5. Map and document all processes, and immediately update handouts, flow charts, guidelines when changes occur.

6. COMMUNICATE – externally and internally. 

7. Enhance and use technology to improve how we get the job done.

This analysis must therefore not only reflect what the Community Development Department Director believes the City and staff must do to change the planning culture and the Department’s current reputation but also reflect input from stakeholders and the staff.    
The assessment focuses on the following themes: 

· Community Development needs to be efficient and effective;

· Community Development must provide clear communication on regulations, requirements and process;
· Community Development needs to consistently interpret and implement  regulations;
· Community Development needs to provide a consistent process and results;
· Community Development needs to develop innovative solutions for complex problems;
· Community Development must be accountable for the quality, timeliness and consistency of recommendations;
· As staff,  Community Development must be responsive in the delivery of services; and

· Community Development must provide exceptional customer service, known as “customer delight”.
Staff recognizes the need to be an efficient, effective, and innovative organization that sets standards for planning in the region, engages the community, empowers staff and provides professional planning and customer service.   This can be accomplished not only by improving customer service and service delivery, but by improving staff morale and streamlining processes. In addition, this analysis does not focus on a single Division, but on the internal and external operations of the entire Department.  These improvements apply across the Department.  However, some divisions are much more visible than others, such as the Planning and Zoning Division and the Code Enforcement Division.  Nevertheless, the following goals will keep the Department focused on the vision and provide the citizens and stakeholders with a clear understanding and set reasonable expectations of the role of the Community Development Department.
Goals
1. To Create an Efficient and Effective Department

2. To Provide the Highest Level of Professional Planning  Services
3. To Develop Innovative Solutions
4. To Engage the public at all opportunities 
The following is a breakdown of the goals and objectives followed by recommendations to achieve the stated goals:
Goal 1 – To Create an Efficient and Effective Department

In order to better serve the public, the Community Development Department must improve efficiency, be accountable and provide both quantitative and qualitative service delivery to all whom we serve.    A qualified, trained and empowered staff is the key to any successful organization.   As indicated previously, the existing staff has a wealth of knowledge, experience, and education.    However, in some areas the staff is working without the proper certifications.  For example, the land development inspectors inspect water lines, back flow preventers, water line taps, gas and some sewer line installations.  This action can easily be remedied by providing the staff the opportunity to obtain the certification needed or to work with the Public Works and Environment Department to use the assistance of their certified staff to perform such inspections. In addition, staff needs to have the resources and equipment to do the job.  This is particularly important for the field staff.   Within the last three months, the building inspectors have asked for and received laptops.  This simple action has added to the delivery of service in that the building inspectors can now give real time responses to inspections or requests for a CO.  Another example is the addition of a printer at the counter for the customer service staff. This has allowed staff to provide copies without having to leave the customer and go to the back to make a copy.   The most important component to an efficient and effective Department is support and leadership from management.
The follow are objectives to achieve Goal 1:
· Create a work environment that motivates staff and promotes professional development

· Empower and trust staff to act in the best interest of the City of Roswell and to do the job for which they were hired
· Make sufficient resources available to ensure Department’s success

· Invest resources in training and staff development
· Improve staff’s effectiveness by providing technology and equipment
Goal 2 - Provide the Highest Level of Professional Planning Services

The Department should focus its efforts and resources on providing a level of professional planning and customer service that reflects the values of the City and its citizens. Community Development must work constantly to provide and enhance opportunities for all citizens, business owners, clients, elected officials, and stakeholders to participate in the process.   This goal will go the furthest toward ensuring that Community Development addresses the reputation of being unfriendly to developers.  
What most developers or similar stakeholders’ desire in the land development/land use process is to be told upfront what is needed and what to expect.   They want to know upfront the rules, the regulations, the timing, and the process.  Checklists, guidelines and process forms need to be provided at the beginning of any process.   In providing professional planning services, staff must stay within City of Roswell policies, plans and regulations. Also, the Department needs to be able to assist all segments of the City’s population.  The need to produce code enforcement flyers and brochures in Spanish is worth exploring.   
In addition, staff needs the authority to grant some level of administrative approval.  For example, staff needs the ability to issue approval for a subdivision to replace a wooden fence with an iron fence without going to the DRB.  This simple act is very costly and time consuming for the residents of the subdivision and uses valuable staff time as well. The Department must bring forth economic development initiatives.  There are currently no programs or incentives available to attract the appropriate businesses to the City of Roswell. Finally, staff must remember that they do not set policy.  Staff should remember that they are technicians hired to execute Council plans, policies and regulations.  To achieve Goal 2, the objectives are:
· Provide quality planning services and processes that are understandable, predictable and consistent
· Base planning decisions on adopted policies and regulations
· Improve effectiveness by providing appropriate management structures and oversight
Goal 3 - Develop Innovative Solutions 

The City, like most of the cities in the State, faces unique and difficult challenges.  The Community Development Department must be able to proactively recognize these challenges and the need to create innovative and responsible solutions.   The Department must be able to think outside of the box.   It is Community Development’s job to provide the best planning advice possible and bring forth innovations to the Mayor and City Council.  The Department will encourage a planning environment that advances a cultural, social, environmental and an economically sustainable City.    The objectives to Goal 4 are:

· Be proactive and responsive to the needs of those involved in the planning process

· Investigate trends and innovative solutions 

· Identify and address important community planning issues

· Develop a team approach to create an inspired working environment that encourages creative solutions 

Goal 4 -Engage the Public

Community Development must work constantly to provide and enhance opportunities for all citizens, business owners, clients, elected officials, and stakeholders to participate in the process.    This is a key component of being an effective Department.   All efforts must be used to keep the public informed.  Transparency and communication cannot be over stated. Staff recognizes that we are public servants and must include the public in all planning processes.  The objectives are:

· Find and develop effective methods of including all stakeholders in the planning process

· Provide accurate and accessible information

· Provide education and training opportunities to the public so they will understand the process and the impacts on their community. 

Conclusion
The following is a list of recommended improvements to move the Department toward being an efficient, effective, and innovative organization that sets the standard for planning in the region.   These recommendations are broken out by the four stated goals.  Please note that many of the recommendations overlap.
	Create an Efficient and Effective Department

	Recommendation(s)
	Time Frame (TBA)

	Provide laptops or touchbooks to the Land Development Inspectors

Expand Electronic Permit  Tracking to include all Departments involved in the development process– comments and status
Invest in ongoing training of employees (i.e. trade conferences, time management,  certifications, refresher courses, project management) to ensure a better understanding of the City codes, responsibilities and updates on changes and national trends
Zoning files linked to GIS
Clarify roles and expectations and improve communication – Develop a communication plan
Teambuilding work sessions  - internal and external
Encourage employee initiatives in planning activities – design guidelines, parking plans, etc

Improve Department effectiveness by providing appropriate management structure and oversight

Evaluate and, if necessary, rotate Code Enforcement inspectors as a means to analyze case load, prevent burn out, and allow officers to obtain a better understanding of the entire city

Adjust area boundaries  to balance work load among the code enforcement officers

Identify hindrances to and evaluate ways to streamline the various processes

Provide the necessary certification or job share with other departments

Provide software and equipment that would allow staff to provide better information and presentations

Quarterly staff meeting of the Department
	


	Provide the Highest Level of Professional Planning Services

	Recommendation(s)
	Timeframe (TBA)

	Comprehensive re-write of the Zoning Ordinance to streamline, clarify standards, reduce redundancy and conflicts, and ease of understanding
Allow for more overlays and design standards similar to Parkway Village
All city permits creating land disturbance should be issued through Com Dev for expediency, coordination and recording keeping.

Institute mandatory pre-application and pre-development meetings with applicants to discuss the proposal/project before submittal to ensure they know the steps, expectations, and viability of their project  Develop a standard check list and complete and make available to the applicant
Provide training to PC, DRB, HPC and BZA
Use the elements of Lean Kaizen to evaluate the effectiveness of the various processes including zoning and building permitting.  The processes related to PC, DRB BZA & HBC  should be included as well to improve efficiency and effectiveness
Ensure that all recommendations (zoning, use permits) are based on City policy (Comprehensive Plan and Council action)  and not personal opinions 

Standardize staff  reports format 
Develop internal schedule for processing zoning related applications and development permits
Enhance consistent communication – develop communication plan
Update, reorganize, rewrite and illustrate development guidelines to reflect change and communicate change through updated handouts and website

Clarify roles and responsibilities where multiple Divisions and Departments enforce certain sections of an Ordinance resulting in overlapping  and sometimes conflicting responsibilities

Develop written policies and procedures for case management including timeline
Develop, update and simplify forms, flow charts, handouts, checklist, brochures and applications and make available to public in person, at pre-application meetings and on web.  

Revise the applications and guidelines to specify the submittal criteria and include the public notification requirements, timeline and approval process

Enhance Department’s web, including each Division’s page, for ease of use and access to information as means to enhance professional planning services by providing access, application (permits or zoning related applications) checklist, educational videos and presentations;  photos such as frequent code violations,  brochures of process, programs and checklist, demographics, GIS, etc. 
Reconcile FCA zoning with compatible city zoning classifications
Develop packet of helpful information to give to small businesses

Identify opportunities where staff can be given authority to make administrative decisions regarding minor request – amendment to ordinance required – need to bring to Mayor and Council for discussion and consideration
Develop tools to enhance economic development (CID, TAD, Opportunity Zones, Façade Program, incentives for green development, etc)
Develop means to provide information packets on vacant property or dead projects (zoning, project status, etc)

Allow for online submittal of code violations 
Develop a code enforcement report on case load and service  

Centralize entry for code enforcement complaints on web site at one point web address

Allow for online self permitting for certain permits like garage sales or temporary sign permits, etc.
Develop and adopt policy and procedures regarding the timing for closure of permits including notification to applicant

	


	Develop Innovative Solutions

	Recommendation(s)
	Timeframe (TBA)

	Collaborate with other department, agencies, etc to address challenges

Scheduled brainstorming sessions (lunch and learn) with other departments to identify and create solutions
Work with developers to make a bad project good and a good project better 

Be open to new untried ideas – think “Out of the Box”
Research what other cities are doing to handle similar problems – best practices

Provide options to citizens, developers & stakeholders

Ensure that the update of the Comprehensive Plan and other master plans and Studies addresses the current needs and help plan for future needs of the City


	


	Engage the Public At all Opportunities

	Recommendation(s)
	Timeframe (TBA)

	Easy access to publish notices of meetings and agenda on web site
Enhance public participation – expand notification, revise notification signs by color code, standardize staff case report for ease of understanding

Use Nixle notification system to notify subscribers of meetings

Establish briefing for City Council one week prior to Zoning Council Meeting

Work with Community Relations to develop PR campaigns and training videos on the importance of Code Enforcement, the Sign Ordinance, Economic Development, zoning process, how to use the GIS, etc.
Citizens workshop such as Planning 101, Zoning 101, Code Enforcement, How to use GIS, etc. 

Establish a Register of Homeowner’s Associations and use to distribute meeting notices, newsletter, etc.
Expand notification for zoning related application

Explore providing code enforcement brochures and flyers in English and Spanish

Use web to distribute information by providing application information (permits or zoning related applications), project status, checklists, educational videos and presentations, upcoming events, etc.
Create a CORE class for residents, developers/contractors and/or Business Owners/Merchants
Explore the use of  Face book and Twitter as a means to provide  information comments


	


As a Department, we must communicate our success, availability and willingness to help.  Transparency, open communication, a demonstrated willingness to go 110% to help and openness to new ideas are crucial to the success of the Department.  These recommendations will go a long way toward benefiting the businesses/developers of the City while protecting the residential community.    The Community Development Department has the expertise, education and the desire to make 2010 the best year.
The next step in this endeavor is to work with the City Administrator to develop an implementation plan, including prioritizing the recommendations and timeframe.  That plan will be presented to Mayor and City Council in early 2010.   
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