To:  San Juan County Council

Re:  2008 budget for Community Development and Planning
December, 2007
As you make decisions about the budget for the San Juan County Community Development and Planning Department, the San Juan County Builders Association would like to add some information for your consideration.

Time required to get a building permit
First and foremost, the San Juan Builders Association member companies, their employees and families are very concerned about the performance level of the CDPD department.  We have surveyed the permit processing times required for single-family homes in four adjoining counties…Whatcom, Skagit, Jefferson and Island counties.  I talked personally with the directors of those departments or their assistants.  The typical performance level in these adjoining counties, from receipt to issuance of a single-family home building permit, is 4 weeks.  Less complicated permits such as remodels, decks and garages take less time.  The performance level in San Juan County is 16-20 weeks.  San Juan County’s performance has not changed in over two years despite the fact that the number of single-family permits issued has gone down since 2005.  171 single-family residential permits were issued in 2006.  Using the data from the department thru October, it appears single-family residential permits issued by CDPD for 2007 will decline further to about 150.

The survey is also showing that in terms of staffing, San Juan County has a larger staff than any of the other counties when compared to either the number of citizens living in the areas being served or the number of single-family permits issued.  (Cities in each county have their own building and planning staffs so were not counted as part of the population served.)  When asked about the problems they face, each county had numerous issues to deal with.  Each county was different, but no county seemed to have fewer issues or less serious problems than San Juan County.

The current exceptionally poor level of permit processing time effects job-planning, building and trades employment, financing, and the final cost of the home or structure built.  The members of the San Juan Builders Association are small business owners who employ carpenters and trades that are the backbone of our working middle class families in San Juan County.  Few of them can afford to miss weeks of pay because of poor CDPD performance and permit delays.  The irony is that the paychecks for the CDPD are paid dutifully regardless of performance.  The private sector employers do not have that luxury.

2008 Community Development and Planning Budget Request

environmental education:

The 2008 budget request asks that a person be authorized and hired to do “environmental education.”  The San Juan Builders Association is hard pressed to understand why this is a wise use of limited resources.  There is no lack of people, groups and organizations both inside and outside government who are “educating” the public.  The list currently includes citizen committees dealing with critical areas and storm water, aquifer protection, the Marine Resources Committee, a recycling educator as part of our solid waste program, the ongoing activities of the Land Bank and the Preservation Trust, the Conservation District, the County Extension Department, and various other active parties such as the Friday Harbor Labs and the Friends of the San Juan’s.  

re-writing the UDC and Comprehensive Plan:

The 2008 budget request is also asking for someone to rewrite the UDC and Comprehensive Plan.  These documents are the end product of a huge amount of public input and public process.  The documents represent an often contentious but ultimately successful effort at compromise.  To open all of this again at this point and to go through all the public wrangling yet again is not a good idea.  Prior Directors of Community Development and Planning have been able to use the current documents as intended and with good results.  There are always issues and there always will be.  No land-use regulatory document is ever going to be perfect.  The San Juan Builders Association envisions numerous legal challenges if the UDC and Comp Plan were opened up beyond the standard GMA annual docket update.

Increasing fees and restrictions on the owner-builder program:

The owner-builder program is the one program that is in place where by a private citizen can set about building a home or other structure at a pace and with resources that he or she can afford and that are available.  There are sufficient controls in place regarding the use and resale of the resulting structure so that this does not become a way for commercial builders to circumvent the conventional permitting process.  

What this program has and does do is provide a method for some folks with energy and drive to build a home that they can afford.  The San Juan Builders Association supports this program fully. We encourage you to instruct the CDPD to seek ways to make the program easier and less costly than it is now.  The argument that the Owner Builder program is somehow being subsidized by CDPD makes no sense if CDPD is following the intent of the Owner Builder option.  When a citizen is willing to strap on a tool belt and build him or her self a home, that self-reliance and initiative should be encouraged.  It is our County’s only private sector affordable housing alternative!
Summary

The relationship between the homebuilders and the building and planning departments in other counties seems to be one of mutual respect and cooperation. Counties have regulations to administer and the builders understand this.  Local governments and builders can work together to assure the public and the homebuilder’s customers that the home that is built meets the current codes.  The fact that San Juan County taking 4 to 5 times longer to process permits than surrounding jurisdictions puts an unnecessary strain on this relationship.  

Our members are particularly interested in the move toward more “green and energy efficient” structures as are our customers.  We encourage staff focus in that direction.  We do not feel that an increase in fees is appropriate at this time.  It is our understanding that revenues are already running significantly higher (24%) than budget projections. Staffing levels in San Juan County are already higher than surrounding counties while the performance level is four to five times worse.  The solution does not appear to be additional staff.  Affordability for homes is a big issue in San Juan County.  Fee increases only add to the problem.  

The San Juan Builders Association encourages the Council to work directly, “hands on” with the County Administrator, Pete Rose, to bring the performance of our local CDPD more in line with that of other counties.

Respectfully,

John B Evans

Executive Director

San Juan Builders Association

