
 

CITY OF SANTA BARBARA
COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE: August 8, 2017

TO: Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM: Building & Safety and Planning Divisions, Community Development 
Department 

SUBJECT: Citywide Building Permit Plan Check Improvements And Expedited 
Customer Service And Permitting For Businesses Along State Street

RECOMMENDATION:  
 
That Council receive a report regarding strategies to significantly improve customer service 
by reducing the current building permit plan check backlog and expediting the design review 
and plan check processes for State Street businesses, from Gutierrez to Sola Streets. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Since 2014, the building permit plan check workload shared among four City departments 
(Community Development, Fire, Parks and Recreation, Public Works) has steadily 
increased, and now that workload has surpassed staff’s ability to keep pace without hiring 
additional hourly and/or contract staff in the Community Development Department. In 
addition, the State Street retail corridor is experiencing higher than normal vacancy rates 
in commercial tenant spaces, and changes are needed to expedite the design review and 
permit plan check processes for projects proposed along this corridor, from Gutierrez to 
Sola Streets. This report discusses these challenges and describes the solutions that will 
now be implemented.

DISCUSSION:

Plan Check Timeliness:  Challenges

Driven by increasing land and property values and other favorable economic conditions, 
the local land development and construction industry is seeing a sustained post-recession 
surge.  As seen in Table 1 below, the overall annual number of plan submittals has 
increased substantially since 2014.  
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Specifically, the City has experienced a 15% increase in new permit applications and a 
22% increase in total plan checks (new submittals and resubmittals), between 2014 and 
2017.

Table 1. Building Permit Workload Increase

Fiscal
Year

New Permit 
Applications   

(Initial Reviews)

% Change Total Plan Checks Completed 
(Initial & Resubmittals)

% Change

2014 2,697 5,212
2015 2,921 8% 5,730 10%
2016 3,085 6% 5,992 5%
2017 3,101 1% 6,413 7%

Total % Change 15% Total % Change 22%

Given this increase, staff has been unable to keep pace with workload, and additional 
staff resources are needed.  Particularly over the past seven months, many applicants 
have experienced exceptionally long wait times for building plans to be reviewed, and 
this has resulted in both applicant complaints and staff concern.  The causes of this 
backlog are many and include:

• State (e.g., Accessory Dwelling Units) and local (Average Unit-Size Density 
Incentive Program) housing initiatives, along with the strong economy, have 
induced an increase in the number of building permit applications during the 
current calendar year. For example, only 16 Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) had 
been permitted in the City between 1993 and 2016, whereas staff has received 
124 building permit applications for ADUs since January 2017.

• Staff responsible for reviewing plans have noticed a general decrease in initial plan 
submittal quality as design professionals are pressured to make applications for 
building permits before regulations change.  With Council appointment of a 
Housing Task Force and work now underway on a local ADU Ordinance, changes 
are nearly certain.

• Other major work efforts in the Community Development Department have 
competed for plan check staff resources (e.g., New Zoning Ordinance, 
Substandard Housing Enforcement, Accessory Dwelling Unit Ordinance 
amendment, Infill Design Guidelines, Accela Implementation).

• Complexity of development regulations (accessibility, energy codes, stormwater 
pollution protection, etc.)  continues to result in an ongoing increase in the number 
of plan check reviews needed to reach approval and permit issuance. 

In addition to the points above are the ongoing and dynamic staffing challenges 
experienced in the Department over the past two years.  In Fiscal Year 2015, City Council 
authorized an additional Assistant/Associate Planner position in the Planning Division to 
assist specifically with zoning plan check duties. With that additional staff, zoning plan 
checks were completed by the P3 performance objective target dates, with increases from 
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65% for initial reviews and 75% for resubmittal reviews to 85% for both initial and 
resubmittal reviews.  
Similarly, in Fiscal Year 2016, City Council authorized an additional Building Plans 
Examiner position in the Building & Safety Division. With this additional position, the 
Building Division plan check objectives were met. In Fiscal Year 2017, the Planning and 
Building & Safety Divisions were on track to meet their P3 plan check objectives until both 
Divisions experienced unexpected staff vacancies. The Building & Safety Division filled 
one of two vacancies last month; however, the other position remains unfilled due to a 
long-term worker’s compensation leave. The vacancy in the Zoning section remains but 
is expected to be filled in late August 2017. These unexpected vacancies, combined with 
staff’s commitment to other major initiatives (deliver the New Zoning Ordinance [NZO] 
project in 2017, continued work on the Local Coastal Program Update, the Accela Project 
[building permitting and land development project software] and substandard housing 
enforcement) has necessitated staff allocations to these projects. 
Plan Check Timeliness:  Solutions

By way of background, it is important to note that since October 2016, Planning staff have 
accumulated compensatory hours or paid overtime that equates to an additional part-time 
employee (0.5 FTE). In that same time period, Building & Safety has contracted for 
$195,000 of plan review services. During the last three quarters of Fiscal Year 2017 and 
in the absence of revenue beyond that forecast in the budget, many staff in the Planning 
Division worked overtime to assist the Zoning section with plan checks.  It was anticipated 
that this type of “push” would result in catching up with backlogged plan reviews.  Most of 
the Planning Division staff who worked extra hours are not regular zoning plan checkers 
and thus consume more time to complete reviews. This inefficiency, combined with the 
nine months of overtime, resulted in the Division’s P3 zoning plan check performance 
falling short of the 85% on-time goal for Fiscal Year 2017. 

During this same timeframe, Council authorized additional appropriations to existing 
contract plan check service agreements for the Building & Safety Division. This Division 
initially met its performance objectives and then, after experiencing additional staff 
vacancies, came short of its plan review goal at the end of Fiscal Year 2017. 

After considering several options, staff has concluded that a combination of filling vacant 
positions as soon as possible and increasing plan check contract services will begin to 
address the backlog of plan check work and enable staff to keep up with the trend of 
increased development permit activity through February 2018. In addition, staff will 
increase education efforts for permit applicants and closely screen all incoming 
applications for completeness before accepting them for staff review. In addition, Planning 
staff is currently in the process of drafting local ordinance amendments to regulate ADUs, 
which we anticipate will likely slow the rate at which ADU applications are submitted.

Once the Assistant/Associate Planner position is filled, the Planning Division can reduce 
reliance on overtime or accrual of compensatory time to catch up on the backlog of zoning 
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plan checks. Until a local ordinance is adopted to regulate ADUs and the New Zoning 
Ordinance is fully implemented (e.g., stakeholder outreach/trainings, staff trainings, and 
updated public handouts), the Planning Division will need another 0.5 FTE to meet 
performance objectives for Fiscal Year 2018. Likewise, the Building & Safety Division 
needs to increase plan check contract services and hire a 0.5 FTE hourly Building 
Inspector Aide to keep the plan review routing process flowing quickly and advise 
applicants of the status of their plan reviews.  These incremental costs would be offset by 
potential salary savings.

Table 2. Plan Check Staffing and Additions

Additional Staffing Needs for Six Months Salary
Planning

Contract Planner (0.5 FTE @ $100 per hour) $52,000
Building & Safety

Contract Service-Plan Check $120,000
Hourly-Building Inspector Aide (0.5 FTE) $13,500

TOTAL $185,500

Enhanced Services for State Street Corridor (Gutierrez to Sola)

Among numerous other challenges, commercial tenant space along the State Street 
corridor, between Gutierrez and Sola Streets, is experiencing higher than normal vacancy 
rates. As of June 29, 2017, thirty (30) tenant spaces in that ten-block corridor were vacant. 
A Retail Study commissioned by Downtown Santa Barbara concluded that the mix of 
shops on State Street could be better suited to local shoppers, and that storefronts, 
especially those that are currently vacant, are in need of aesthetic improvements. In 
addition, comments made at meetings with property and business owners, commercial 
real estate brokers, the Mayor, councilmembers and staff indicate that State Street 
property owners and existing and prospective tenants could benefit from enhanced 
service by the Community Development Department in order to minimize costs and 
delays involved with permitting and constructing improvements necessary to improve and 
re-occupy tenant spaces. 

The following recommendations outline a six-month pilot program that is designed to 
provide enhanced services:

1. Dedicated Staff and Phone Line for State Street-Related Business
Within 10 days, a new phone line will be established for the exclusive use by those 
needing assistance with commercial tenant space on State Street.  Primary 
responsibility for answering this line will be with a newly re-established Executive 
Assistant.  Reporting directly to the Community Development Director, in addition 
to other duties, this staff member will track and monitor projects, complaints and 
other issues.  
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This position currently exists in the approved budget but has been underfilled by 
an Administrative Specialist for the last five years.  Recent staff vacancies and a  
reorganization of the Administration, Housing and Human Services Division makes 
this possible at no additional cost.

2. Assign Dedicated Planning Staff as Downtown Liaisons 
Planning Division staff will designate two staff members, the HLC staff person and 
a Zoning plans examiner, to help guide downtown business owners and 
commercial real estate brokers through the discretionary review processes. 
Likewise, the Building & Safety Division will create a single point of contact for 
building permit processing. Staff will be available to consult with owners, tenants, 
prospective tenants and design professionals over the phone, through e-mail 
and/or at the public counter.  It will cost approximately $52,000 to hire a part-time 
contract planner to backfill duties of two staff members for six months.

3. Priority Placement on Design Review Board Agendas 
Applications within the pilot program area will receive priority placement on design 
review board agendas.  A similar program was successfully implemented for 
homeowners affected by the Tea Fire following that disaster. While there is no 
additional cost associated with this option, it will likely result in other projects being 
delayed or HLC meeting agendas being lengthened.

4. Pre-Application Review and Expedited Plan Check of ADA, Trash, Maximum 
Occupancy, and Restroom Fixture Counts
With increasingly complex accessibility laws and the presence of three Certified 
Access Specialists (CASp) on staff, the Building & Safety staff will offer (for a fee) 
a code compliance assessment of existing tenant spaces, including a CASp 
review, to identify and inform potential tenants and building owners of 
improvements that will be required by law during the next tenant improvement 
permit process. This option will cost approximately $30,000 for contract plan check 
contract services to backfill duties of the staff person who would provide this 
service for six months.

Table 3. Costs for Enhanced Service for State Street Corridor

Additional Staffing Needs for Six Months Salary
Planning

Contract Planner (0.5 FTE @ $100 per hour) $52,000
Building & Safety

Contract Service-Plan Check $30,000
TOTAL $82,000
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BUDGET/FINANCIAL INFORMATION:

The total cost to implement the above-referenced improvements is estimated at $267,500 
over the next six months. It is expected that plan review service can be brought up to 
performance expectations at an estimated total cost of $185,500.  With a cost on the 
order of $82,000, enhancement to design review and customer services for businesses 
along the core of the Downtown can be realized for the duration of the six-month pilot 
program. It is estimated that these expenses can be covered by salary savings and/or 
increased revenues in the Planning and Building & Safety budgets. Staff will update 
Council by the end of the six-month period on the effects of these measures and to ask 
Council for an appropriation of General Fund revenues to cover any shortfall, if needed.   

PREPARED BY: Renee Brooke, AICP, City Planner
Andrew Stuffler, Chief Building Official

SUBMITTED BY: George Buell, Community Development Director

APPROVED BY: City Administrator's Office


