
Dear Building members,

It has been a busy month.  Sandra and I are working on a revised budget for 2009.  I am exploring how to conduct a ballot measure under the San Juan County charter to limit future fee increases.  I have been working with the County Council and the Prosecutors office on the 15% arbitrary surcharge charged on permits with over 3,500 square feet of residential development on a parcel.  (The matter is now being reconsidered).  About three weeks ago Terry Gillespie and I went to Friday Harbor for a meeting with Renee and Pete Rose to discuss the ongoing issue of “open” building permits the County claims were never finaled.  I continue on the County’s Critical Areas Committee as the builder’s representative.  We meet twice a month plus homework. I met with a commercial building owner who is having serious ADA compliance problems with the County. Today I attended a meeting at the Orcas Hotel that Ron Hendrickson called as one of three meetings with selected builders on Orcas, San Juan and Lopez.

SAN JUAN COUNTY BUILDERS ASSOCIATION BUDGET
We have received notification from BIAW that the State has told them that a computer error has meant that the State has been overpaying the ROII retro funds to BIAW and all other retro programs.  It is likely there will be a 2% to 8% reduction in the money that comes to the local chapters to support their activities because of the State error.

A LOCAL BALLOT MEASURE TO LIMIT FUTURE FEE INCREASES
Terry Gillespie has suggested that we explore a change under the County charter by which future permit fee increases would be limited.

15% SURCHARGE ON RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT OVER 3,500 SQUARE FEET ON A PARCEL.
The County Council passed a permit fee surcharge of 15% to be collected if a parcel has over 3,500 square feet of residential development.  It appears that this is not a legal charge according to our own reading of State law and the opinion of our BIAW attorney.  While some may want to stick it to someone who builds a home that is “too big” it is illegal to do so unless it can be clearly shown that a residential permit over 3,500 square feet costs 15% more to administer than one that is 3,499 square feet.

OPEN BUILDING PERMITS
Apparently the Building Department  records show hundreds or possibly thousands of building permits that were issued over the years and that went through the normal inspections, but the County has no record that they were finaled and the permit closed.  They have...to this point...gone back through their records of the last 5 years and sent letters to the contractors and/or owners demanding that they bring forward their records that the permit was finaled or, for a fee, bring the permit up to date and submit to a final inspection to close the permit.  It appears that more often than not, the problem is lost County records, not open permits.  After the meeting that Terry and I had with Renee and Pete, the County is considering taking a more flexible and less confrontational approach to their book keeping problems

.

CRITICAL AREAS COMMITTEE
The Critical Areas Committee is an ongoing saga.  On the one side are environmental organizations and State agency policies that put fish and wildlife first.  On the other side is the Builders Association and others pushing for a more balanced approach that protects the environment but also recognizes the rights of property owners to the beneficial use of their property.  The combination of State regulations requires the Committee consider the “best available science” (that largely calls for a wide separation of humans and wildlife), and a concept of “no net loss” of “habitat functions and values” (which advocates for wide buffers), has put a more balanced and common sense approach to local regulation at a distinct disadvantage.

We are having some small victories.  The mailer about critical areas that went out with the recent property tax bills happened because of our insistence that the public be made aware of what is going on. Some of the most wildly unrealistic requests are being modified.  The committee’s work goes forward to the Planning Commission, then to the Council and is subject to appeal to the Growth Hearing Board.

PERMITTING AND PLANNING’S MEETING WITH SELECTED BUILDERS
Ron has scheduled an invitation only meeting with selected builders to get feedback on the departments performance.  I suggested that the meetings should be open to all contractors, but Ron went forward with his more selective program.  His criteria for the invitations was to invite the builders who had pulled about 80% of the residential building permits during 2008.  Five Orcas builders attended on Ron’s invitation.  Ron, Renee and County Administrator Pete Rose attended from the County.

Ron stated that he has been in charge for about 2 1/2 years.  During that time, personnel turnover has been an ongoing problem.  He feels that now he has a more solid base to work from and is encouraged about his program going forward.  They are conducting building inspections 5 days a week and permit turn around time is running at about 8 weeks.  They are on track to have a full time inspector assigned to Orcas Island.  A full time plans examiner has been a big help.

Ron said the automated permit tracking system that has been under consideration for the last few years could be up and running by August.  “Over the counter” permits for simple projects still seems to be beyond their capabilities.  Ron is seeing a drop in permit activity that started in November/December.  He anticipates that he will have to reduce staff, but is concerned that when things pick up again he will be short handed.  He also feels caught between the demands of environmental interest groups for tighter regulations and enforcement and county property owners and the county’s building industry that sees the dampening effect of over regulation and permitting on decisions by customers to do a project.

The builders in attendance at Ron’s meeting on Orcas said they felt that the new inspector was doing a good job and that the overall performance has improved. They pointed out simple permits that should be “over the counter” are still being hung up behind the more complicated permits.  The builders expressed frustration with unlicensed contractors who do not meet the obligations of the licensed contractors.  (The County seemed willing to address the issue).  Builders brought up the issue of a lack of consistency between the interpretations of different building inspectors.  There was also a concern expressed about the greatly increased number of re-inspections.  Renee, Ron and Pete seemed to hear the concerns and be willing to try and resolve them.  Time will tell.

SUMMARY
Everyone seems to recognize that the building activity is slowing down. No one has a firm idea as to when things will take an upturn.  Anything that can be done to keep the permitting costs and regulation compliance costs from going up would be helpful.  The national figures indicate that over 40% of the cost of a construction project are for permitting, not actual construction.  A reduction in those costs could mean that a customer’s project will go forward rather than being cancelled. 

It is not clear that the County recognizes that “permission to build” costs are an issue.  The government’s participation in the growing “permission to build” expense for our customers is actually heading up.  The County is slow to address the storm water compliance problems and cost; permit fees are increasing; the “environmental and critical areas” compliance costs will grow; the added cost of more “expert” reports; the costs mount for added engineering for simple construction...it is a growing list that can discourage a customer from proceeding.

Builders are cutting far tighter bids and reduced profit margins.  The cost of construction materials has gone down.  Builders are doing all they can to keep proposed projects affordable so the customer decides to take the plunge and move ahead.  We hope the County participates as well.  

The County knows the construction industry is an important source of money for County government at a time when overall County revenues are shrinking.  The natural inclination by the County is to increase fees and revenues to fill budget shortfalls.  It is not clear that the County understands that residential and commercial construction is the ONLY source of revenue for the builders, the trades, and and their employees.   County administrative delays, agency inefficiencies and increasing regulatory costs imposed on local construction activity impacts the ability of the industry to be successful.  

These are difficult times with no clear ending in sight.  Now more than ever, our membership needs to stand up and be counted.  If you have issues or concerns you can contact me, John Evans, at 376-4961 any time.  I will bring member comments forward to the Association Board.  You can contact your Board member directly.  You can contact your Council member representative or speak up at the open “citizens access time” at the start of the normal Tuesday Council meetings in Friday Harbor.  You can contract Renee or Ron at the Community Development and Planning Department.  You can talk directly to Pete Rose...the County Administrator.  These are serious times.  Let people know when things are going well.  Positive re-enforcement is a good thing.  When there are problems, don’t suffer in silence.   

Respectfully,

John Evans

Executive Director

San Juan Builders Association   

