Notes for Council meeting
Re:  Permit Time Comparison to Nearby Counties

December, 2007

Of the surrounding counties, the Island County planning and building department seems to be the best managed.  They have 34 employees, a budget of 2.8 million dollars (about 2 million comes from building permits…they issued 560 single family residential permits in 2006 and 580 projected for 2007). Their department operates as a self-supporting enterprise fund.  They have counter permits, fast track…2 weeks on simple permits…and a thru put time of 4 weeks on most single-family residential permits.

Surrounding counties…Whatcom, Skagit, Island and Jefferson all get single family residential permits thru their systems in about 4 weeks.  San Juan County currently takes over 16 weeks!  We issued 171 single-family permits in 2006 and will do 20 to 30 less this year.

Island County has a population outside their incorporated cities of 53,000…4 times that of San Juan County’s 14,000.  Island County has 34 Building and Planning staff.  We have 19.  As a comparison, Island County is staffed at one employee for 1,500 county residents.  San Juan County is staffed at one employee per 737 county residents…a level of staff just about twice that of Island County.

In terms of staff production, Island County’s thru put is 17 single-family residential permits per employee.  San Juan County’s thru put is 9 single-family permits per employee.  

We are told that we have problems that are unique as an excuse for our high cost and low production.  It turns out every county has their own unique serious problems.  The big problem for Island County is ground water and septic issues.  For Skagit County it is floods, salmon streams and ag lands.  For Whatcom it is surface waters issues.  For Jefferson it is growth issues.  All counties have shorelines, GMA and difficult lots.  

The organization, management and production problem in the Building and Planning Department in San Juan County needs to get solved.  It is bad for employee moral.  It means lost work for building industry employees, inflated home construction costs.  For the Council it should be an embarrassment.

While 4-5 months to get a permit only directly affects the permit applicant and those who are going to do the work, there is an extended cost to our community as a whole.  It disrupts and dislocates our working middle class.  By census data as reported in August 9th 2007 USA Today, San Juan County has the second lowest percentage of children under 5 in the nation!  It is middle class working families that by age and demographic have young children.  The State reports our school population is shrinking as well…down 2.41%.  It is this middle class that are our volunteers at the fair, our firefighters and EMT’s, the folks who repair our homes, keep the power and lights on and work in our stores.  Gross inefficiency in any business or organization costs everyone.

I am told that I am going to get excuses and “pushback” by bringing this forward.

1) “San Juan County is unique”.  We are islands with lots of shoreline and growth issues.  I asked other counties what their problems were.  They all had different answers, but each had serious problems to contend with.  As of today, December 4th 2007, flooding is right up there and trumps our issues.

2) “Our code is poorly written and hard to administer.”  The code has been largely unchanged for 10 years.  Several prior administrators seemed to make the code work as intended and get a thru put on single-family home building permits of about 4 weeks.

       3).”We don’t have enough staff.”  We have more staff per county resident....737…      

              than any other surrounding county and twice the staffing level of Island County.

Who gets hurt for failing to correct this problem?  

For starters, the County loses revenue from permits.  Many people who would prefer to do things the right way just say forget it when they learn it takes 4-5 months to get a simple permit.

Most important, our whole community loses.  Jobs are lost.  Workers and families are dislocated.  Construction costs are higher than necessary.  Housing is less affordable and less available.  Suitable housing for working class families is now far out of reach.

Working families, that are the backbone of a healthy community, suffer.  They are leaving and moving to other counties where they have the opportunity to make a living, feed their families and provide for their children without the stress found in San Juan County.  Our employers…including the County have a very difficult time attracting employees to stay or move here.

This continuing problem does not slow growth if that is the intention is some people’s minds.  It does however change the nature of that growth and not in a way that builds a strong and balanced community.  Our members are not stumping for additional growth.  Our members are not developers, but generally build single homes for customers on contract.  Our members are the trades that do the wiring and install the roofs and windows.  Our industry is a major generator of tax revenue for the county.  Our employees are suffering.

The San Juan County can and must do better.
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