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City of Burlington, Vermont
FINAL REPORT ON THE ASSESSMENT OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

1.

INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This initial chapter of the report introduces the approaches utilized in this study
and provides an executive summary of key findings, conclusions and recommendations
to be found in this report.
1.

INTRODUCTION
The Matrix Consulting Group was hired to conduct an evaluation of the

development permitting process for the City of Burlington, Vermont. This study focused
on plan review, permitting, and inspections activities in the City’s Planning and Zoning
Department, Public Works Department (primarily the Inspection Services division), and
Code Enforcement. The purpose of the study was to assess the process for obtaining
approvals in the development and construction permitting review process. Concerns had
been raised by Burlington residents and industry professionals that the approval process
was complicated, inefficient, expensive (for selected permit types) and lengthy.
Mayor Weinberger identified improving the permitting experience for homeowners
and encouraging solar installations as key priorities in his campaign. The Administration
has taken a number of steps to improve the permitting process, included hiring a new
building inspector, exploring implementation of Form Based Code, and taking steps to
streamline solar and hot water energy installations, as well as initiating this review.
Specifically, in September of 2014, a Council resolution requested that the Mayor
“develop a plan to reform our permit system ‘from soup to nuts’ to make it more fair,
efficient and more predictable with a goal of eliminating duplication and combining offices
into a ‘one stop shop’”.
The key focus areas of the study included:
Matrix Consulting Group
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•

Identifying public perceptions and expectations,

•

Revising the permitting process to address identified issues,

•

Ensuring codes and standards are appropriate and reflect the goals of the City,
and

•

Streamlining the process for solar permitting to enable SolSmart certification.
In addressing these areas, the goals of this study were to improve the permitting

process to:
•

Provide consistency, efficiency, transparency, and predictability,

•

Ensure public health and safety,

•

Support energy efficiency, and

•

Encourage investment and reinvestment.
Based on this assessment, a set of recommendations were developed for changes

in technology, staffing and organizational structure, and processes aimed at improving
operations while ensuring that the City’s objectives of safe, code compliant, and
appropriate development are not compromised.
A separate assessment is being prepared by another consulting firm to look at
specific issues related to historic preservation. Historic preservation issues are only
addressed in this report to the extent that they relate directly to the permitting process.
2.

STUDY METHODOLOGY
As part of this study the consultant conducted the following activities:

•

Conducted detailed interviews with staff in Planning and Zoning, Public Works,
Fire, Code and Burlington Electric who are directly involved in the permitting
process.

•

Collected and analyzed data and sample reports regarding the services provided,
the volume of work staff has to manage, and the time frames in which the work is
completed;
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•

Conducted a stakeholder survey to collect input from the public regarding their
experiences with the permitting process.

•

Held a series of stakeholder workshops and public meetings to obtain direct input
from various applicant groups regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the
permitting process. Stakeholders included both homeowners, and professionals
(architects, real estate developers, contractors, etc.) who has been involved in the
development review and permitting activities with the City in recent years.

•

Completed a best practices comparison that gauged the current practices in the
department against a set of “best management practices.” The results of this
assessment are attached as an appendix to this report.
These process components provided an in-depth understanding of the City’s

permitting operations and served as the foundation for conducting an analysis of the
improvement opportunities for the City of Burlington.
3.

KEY STRENGTHS
Several aspects of the City’s permitting operations are exemplary. Examples

include:
•

The public is provided with numerous opportunities to learn about the requirements
of the permitting process through available online materials.

•

The City web site has extensive information on the permitting process, in particular
the steps required to obtain planning approvals. Extensive handouts are available
in Planning to provide additional information on those processes. Inspection
Services also makes materials available to the public.

•

Burlington employees are generally available on a walk-in basis to provide
feedback and information to members of the public.

•

Many building permits are issued same-day, and few require revisions and
resubmissions by applicants. Trades staff assist applicants, many with little
experience in the trades, with understanding the code requirements and achieving
approval.

•

The City makes available online copies of the City’s regulations, codes, and
ordinances that impact the development review or permitting functions.

•

The trades inspection program provides hard copy reference codes available to
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the public at the Library and the City Clerk’s Office.
•

Informal pre-application meetings with planning staff are encouraged for applicants
to discuss their project and gain input from staff.

•

The City of Burlington schedules all building trades inspections for a specific time.
This is a higher level of service than most communities provide.
These existing strengths provide a foundation for increasingly sound operational

practices and future efficiency improvements in the City’s development review and
inspection processes in particular and the provision of all services in general.
4.

KEY THEMES
The overall findings of this assessment can be summarized by the following key

themes that emerged from the evaluation:
•

Service levels are generally acceptable with review times and quality of reviews
conducted in alignment with comparable communities. However, there are several
notable areas where improvement opportunities exist to streamline efforts and
increase customer service including: increasing the use of administrative
approvals on planning applications; reducing timeframes from trades inspection
request to inspection completion, and reducing the number of permits required.

•

Technology utilization is not currently meeting the needs of either staff or
customers. The existing permitting system lacks many of the functionalities typical
in high-performing permitting operations of comparable communities. Expected
functionalities that should be available including online permitting, online
payments, online permit status inquiries, inspection requests and scheduling, and
electronic plan review capabilities. Until recently there have been limited
resources (both staff and financial) allocated; there, the existing system has not
been appropriately maintained and upgraded to remain current and meet the City’s
needs. Additionally, the current system or a new system will need new business
processes workflows implemented to address new processes outlined in the
report.

•

While improvements in inter-departmental cooperation have been made
there remains opportunities to improve in this area by having a centralized onestop approach to permitting with a single department and/or person responsible
for the majority of permitting activities.

•

Staffing levels are not the most critical issue facing the City. However, some
additional staff and changes to existing staffing are recommended to enhance
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service levels and ensure an appropriate technical service level to customers
where warranted. These positions include a permit technician, planning
technician, and planning reviewer / inspector.
•

Communication, training and educational materials should be enhanced to
provide greater information to applicants and the development community
regarding application requirements, processing times, and project status.
Additionally, the City should focus on providing training opportunities to staff and
volunteer boards to increase the effectiveness of processing applications / permits.

•

Current resources are insufficient to implement all recommendations in a
timely manner. In the short-term, there will be a need for additional resources to
implement many of the recommendations outlined. This could be accomplished
either through contracted services or short-term employees. These resources are
most critical for development and update of new public education forms and
documents, and the implementation of the new permitting system.

•

A greater focus on customer service should be a City priority. Processes,
technology, and service delivery should be viewed from the impact on applicants
rather than the impact on staff to ensure improvements are made that provide a
timely, predictable, and consistent outcome for applicants.
The following section summarizes the key recommendations made in these key

thematic areas. These should be viewed as approaches to enhance the current level of
service, enable the City of Burlington to build upon the strong foundation in place and the
progress that has been made in the last year or so, and continue to move forward towards
a best in class approach to development review and permitting activities.
5.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS.
The following table summarizes the key recommendations contained within the

report. These are grouped by the following key areas: Organization and Staffing, Service
/ Process Improvements, Technology Utilization, and Customer Service. A detailed listing
of each specific recommendation is contained within Appendix A at the end of this report.
This detailed listing also includes additional information regarding priority and costs
associated with specific recommendations.
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Focus Area
Organization and Staffing

Service / Process Improvements

Customer Service and Training

Technology Utilization

Matrix Consulting Group

Key Recommendations
A centralized one-stop permitting department should be
established at a single city facility. (1, 2, 3)
An ICC-certified Permit Technician should staff the permitting
counter. (4)
One administrative position in Planning should be converted to a
Planning Technician position. (5)
Add a position within Planning to enable all Planning and Zoning
inspections to be conducted by planning staff rather than Code
Enforcement staff. (19, 20)
Implement additional inspection resources if workload prevents
achieving adopted inspection standard. (25)
Monthly performance reports tracking permitting activities;
including timeframes for processing, timeframes for inspections
and associated workloads should be developed. (6, 7)
Eliminate the non-applicability zoning determination process. (11)
Consider implementation of new codes: the IRC to provide clarity
of requirements related to single family residential construction
and the Existing Building Codes to provide greater flexibility on
review of projects of existing buildings; and periodically review all
development codes to maintain them up to date. (53, 29)
Revise the Planning Review process to increase administrative
approvals and enhance the functioning of the Technical Review
Committee. (12, 13)
The City should adopt objective development standards that
delineate by-right approvals and utilize the DAB and DRB
process only for discretionary approvals. (14)
Reduce the number of permits required for a single project by
eliminating duplicative permits. (15)
Issue more basic trade permits over the counter. (16)
Revise the Unified Certificate of Occupancy process. (17, 18)
Continue the city’s efforts to close old outstanding permits and be
more proactive in monitoring permit status. (21, 22)
Adopt a defined inspection standard and automate inspection
requests and scheduling. (23, 24)
Implement expedited permitting process for projects that meet
designated City priorities. (38)
Provide education materials and incentivize universal design. (31,
32)
Additional staff training should be provided to ensure a consistent
and customer-focused service approach by all permitting staff. (8,
9)
Develop additional informational materials, including a
development guide, to educate applicants on the process and
development / permitting requirements and interpretation
documents (10, 34, 35, 36, 37)
Conduct an annual customer satisfaction survey. (33)
Develop an RFP for a replacement permitting system. (39, 40)
Implement new functionality within the permitting software
including: online portal for applications and payments, inspection
scheduling, online permit status checking, etc. (26)
Implement tablet or laptop use for all field inspectors. (27)
Explore options to increase accuracy of GIS data. (41)
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Focus Area
Fee Related

Key Recommendations
Ensure fees are established at a level sufficient to provide
necessary revenue stream for needed technology and software.
(28, 42, 50)

This table summarizes the major recommendations contained within the report and
represent tangible ways for the City to address the key concerns and issues identified
during the study. Each of these recommendations are explained in greater detail in the
following chapters and a comprehensive listing of each recommendation is provided in
Appendix A. Additionally, Appendix B sorts the recommendations in order of priority.
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2.

ANALYSIS OF MANAGEMENT AND REPORTING

This chapter provides an evaluation of the oversight, management and
organization of the permitting process with key recommendations for improvement.
1.

THE CITY SHOULD IMPLEMENT A CENTRALIZED DEVELOPMENT REVIEW
AND PERMITTING OPERATION.
Burlington’s permitting departments and divisions act very much as stand-alone

entities located within three separate City departments (Planning, DPW, and Code
Enforcement) spread over two different locations (City Hall and Pine Street). This is a
function of the City’s historic organizational structure, as well as the varying
responsibilities and requirements being undertaken within each permitting entity.
However, no one unit or individual is accountable for the permitting process as a whole
which can make streamlining and higher levels of coordination and collaboration more
challenging. Over the last several years, the City has begun to address this though the
use of a coordinating committee that meets monthly to focus on the permitting process
and efforts. This has resulted in greater communication across departments, increased
understanding of the role of each department, and created a culture of commitment to
continued improvement with a focus on the overall permitting process, and the impact on
customers, rather than individual departments.
In interviews, focus groups, and survey responses, consultants were given dozens
of examples describing situations that required permit applicants to shuttle between
departments, located in two buildings approximately a mile apart, to obtain signatures,
sign documents, pick up permits, make payments, and get questions answered. An issue
referenced by some participants was that permit approvals would get held up or delayed
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when there were conflicts between the requirements of two different departments. In a
few of these cases, city staff did not, or felt they could not, take responsibility for
addressing the conflicting requirements and even minor projects could have delays as
homeowners, contractors, or builders tried to work out an arrangement that met the
requirements of all City departments. Changes to processes and physical structure must
be implemented to better enable staff to resolve these conflicts in a timelier manner to
eliminate the negative impact on applicants.
In an on-line survey of permitting customers, almost 80% of applicants disagreed
with the statement that “Departments do a good job coordinating with each
other throughout the process.”

Despite the recent efforts of City staff to increase

coordination and communication across departmental boundaries, clearly the perception
remains from the public that there is room for continued improvement.
While there is benefit to maintaining clear roles regarding subject area (zoning
requirements, structural code issues, fire code issues, stormwater standards), high
performing permitting organizations strive to act as one city and one organization in terms
of process and customer interaction making any internal divisions transparent to the
customer. In addition, where conflicts occur between departments, it should be city staff,
not the applicant, who work to resolve the internal disagreement on an issue.
Many recommendations provided throughout this report, in particular process
changes and more comprehensive public materials, should contribute to a more coherent
permitting process. However, these are necessary but not sufficient to address the
segmented permitting process currently in place on their own. Ultimately, it will be
necessary for the city to create a more centralized permitting function within City
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government in order to make the significant and long-lasting improvements to the
permitting process that the City desires to achieve.
While there is no one right organizational structure for a city in terms of permitting,
cities with fractured processes can greatly benefit from centralization of services. The
consultants recommend that the city begin to explore options to create a centralized
permitting and development review department, to include, at a minimum, planning and
zoning, building permits, and code enforcement. This department would also be expected
to coordinate closely with those employees responsible for engineering, fire, stormwater
management, right of way, and electric who can still be located within different
organizational units.
The establishment of a centralized permitting department may require ordinance
changes (and Charter changes related to the Planning and Zoning Department) and
would also require re-writing of job descriptions, organizational charts, and re-design of
the city’s web site and public materials. Given the complexity of this process, the reorganization should be considered a medium to longer term goal. However, this should
not prevent the City from moving forward with many of the other recommended changes
outlined in the report that will provide an important first step toward improving services
overall.
As a best practice, the City should implement an on-going process of routinely
reviewing and updating codes and ordinances to keep them current and prevent outdated
requirements from remaining on the books. This is an issue that the City has already
identified as an important one to address moving forward, and has begun efforts to do so
with the current updating of the zoning ordinance a notable example.
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Because organizational change cannot be implemented immediately, the City
should put in place interim mechanisms to create greater oversight and accountability for
the permitting process. This should include an inter-departmental managerial committee,
responsible for:
•

Implementation of the recommendations in this report related to process,
technology, management, customer education, and reporting.

•

Tracking and reporting on performance for the overall permitting process.

•

Addressing and resolving issues caused by code conflicts between departments.

•

Assisting the city in speaking with one voice.
A coordinating Permitting Oversight Committee, consisting of the Planning

Director, Inspection Services Official, Director of Code Enforcement, Water Director,
Electric Director and Fire Marshall, as well as the Chief Innovation Officer and the City
Attorney’s Office should be continued for the ongoing oversight of the implementation
efforts.

One individual should be designated as the coordinating position for this

committee for scheduling meetings, developing agendas, and reporting on progress to
the Mayor. This committee should function at least through the implementation of the
technology solution. The CAO’s Office (Finance) and the Mayor’s Office (Accountability
and Leadership) should be kept updated, and included in decisions and planning as
necessary.
In developing a plan for the consolidation of permitting activities, the City should
consider a common approach utilized elsewhere– a combined Development Services
Department that includes all planning, building, code enforcement, and inspection
functions. Fire and Utilities activities related to permitting would remain within their
respective departments. This Department should be led by a Director responsible for the
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majority of the permitting activities and serve as the primary coordinating entity.
The following functional organizational chart provides a sample organizational
structure that would accomplish this.
Proposed Organizational Structure

Development
Services Department

Planning and Zoning
Division

Building Division

Code Enforcement
Division

Even under the current structure, where Planning is not under the Mayor’s direct
oversight, this approach could be utilized with an informal reporting relationship of
Planning to the Development Services Department by having the Development Services
Director responsible for setting performance levels, driving implementation of the
recommended changes, and resolving process issues.
Recommendation #1: Continue a dedicated Permitting Oversight Committee
consisting of the City Attorney’s Office, Planning Director, Inspection Services
Official, Director of Code Enforcement, Water Director, Electric Director, Fire
Marshal, and CIO to oversee implementation of permitting improvements and
oversee the permitting process as a whole. The Committee should engage the
CAO’s office as appropriate. The Committee should report to the Mayor’s Office
and be accountable for a clear work-plan with specific deadlines and deliverables.
Recommendation #2: Develop a plan for creation of a single Permitting and Land
Use department, to encompass Planning and Zoning and Inspection Services. The
urgency of this organizational change would depend somewhat on whether the
Permitting Oversight Committee is successful in addressing current issues without
an organizational change.

Matrix Consulting Group
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Recommendation #53: The City should implement an on-going process of routinely
reviewing and updating codes and ordinances to keep them current and prevent
outdated requirements from remaining on the books
2.

A CENTRALIZED
ESTABLISHED.

PERMITTING

‘ONE

STOP

SHOP’

SHOULD

BE

A consistent concern brought up in focus groups, surveys, and meetings with staff
was the fact that Planning and Zoning and Inspection Services are in separate buildings
and different locations throughout the City. This situation forces permit applicants to
travel between (and find parking at) two different locations and inhibits effective
communication and coordination between staff. In responding to survey questions about
making changes to the permitting process, the desire for a single permitting office was
essentially universal:
How helpful would the following changes be to
making the permitting process more efficient?
Co-locate departments or review agencies at a
single location

Helpful / Very
Helpful

Not Helpful / Very
Unhelpful

99 %

1%

Creating the central permitting center would provide an opportunity to consolidate
public information, administrative staff, and subject matter experts in a way that can
create a “one stop shop” for permit applicants that is focused on providing a high level of
coordinated service.
An additional benefit of a permit center is to facilitate greater communication and
coordination among different review disciplines (for example, Inspection Services, Fire
and Zoning). The location, layout, processes, and customer service standards in the
permit center and throughout the permitting function should be focused on promoting
collaboration and problem solving.
Best practices elements of a permit center would include the following:
•

A single location to access staff and literature so that applicants can get
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information, forms to fill out, checklists, and access other materials on a selfservice basis.
•

A “self-help” kiosk with access to land use information (GIS) so that customers can
look up zoning, historic data, and other information. When the city’s on-line
services are expanded to include on-line permit applications this should also be
available at the kiosk.

•

Staffing a cross-trained permit technician who could answer basic questions, take
in applications, and provide information regarding the status of a project.

•

Utilizing a planning tech to staff the planning counter rather than an administrative
professional position.

•

Access, if needed, to a planner, building inspector, or other subject matter expert.
Customers appreciate co-location of functions, but will still become frustrated if

they need to speak to many different people or if information given is inconsistent or
conflicting from staff member to staff member. Where possible, employees should be
cross-trained to provide a broad range of information and services, so that “one stop” is
not just one building, but as few lines/individuals as possible.
The permit counter for Inspection Services should be staffed by an International
Code Council (ICC) certified Permit Tech (a proposed new position, recommendation 4),
who could answer process questions and take on some basic functions currently
performed by the inspectors. This position would also be responsible for handling routine
zoning reviews and outlining permitted versus discretionary activities related to
applications. The existing customer service staff at DPW who interact with the public on
development review functions, as an ancillary duty, would longer be responsible for these
duties and would continue to perform their primary duties related to DPW customer
service.
Similarly, the planning counter should be staffed by a Planning Technician. This is
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a semi-professional position that has more technical knowledge and authority than the
current administrative positions, but not at the same level as a Planner. This position
should be responsible for the majority of intake and answering of general questions
regarding the planning approval process.
With these changes, the permitting counter would be staffed with one building
permit technician and one planning technician who are responsible for all intake,
customer service, and scheduling activities. They would handle issuance of approvals
and permits (on behalf of and under the direction of inspectors and planners). Given
overall space constraints at most City facilities, the City will need to evaluate – perhaps
as part of a larger discussion on space allocation - where an appropriate location would
be for the consolidated permitting function.
The building Permit Tech and the Planning and Zoning administrative staff
(currently a clerk and an administrative assistant) should be cross trained as much as
possible so that they can provide back-up to each other and provide as broad an array of
services as possible to walk in and telephone customers.
Staff who spend the majority of their time reviewing plans or answering telephones
should be located in a quiet place away from the public. However, they should be
accessible to staff in the permit center to answer questions, resolve issues, and provide
backup support.
Recommendation #3: Create a centralized Permitting Center where all staff whose
primary function involves Permitting and Land Use are located. Include desks and
office hours for other employees. Implement office hours at the center for all staff
involved in review of plans or permitting activities.
Recommendation #4: Add a Permit Technician to staff the Inspection Services
counter in the permit center.
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Recommendation #5: Convert one of the administrative positions within Planning
and Zoning to a Planning Technician position.
3.

THE CITY SHOULD DEVELOP AND PUBLISH CLEAR REPORTS TO TRACK
WORKLOAD, TURNAROUND TIMES, AND INSPECTION LEAD TIMES FOR
ALL DISCIPLINES.
Burlington’s software system collects most of the data needed to track workload

and turnaround times; however, this information is not typically used to generate
management reports or to communicate with the public.
A review of data provided by the city showed that turnaround times for Planning
and Zoning permits are generally within acceptable norms, in particular for administrative
review.
Burlington Zoning Permits Workload and
Turnaround Times

Number
Issued (20132015)

Average Days
(intake to
issuance)

Administrative Review (30 days permitted by state statute)
Awning(s)
24
Basic
254
Certificate of Appropriateness
1,936
Fence
167
Lot Line Adjustment
26
Non-Applicability
1,243
Sign(s)
195
DRB Review
Appeal of Enforcement Decision
10
Certificate of Appropriateness
62
Certificate of Appropriateness and Conditional Use
46
Certificate of Appropriateness and Home Occupation
4
Certificate of Appropriateness/Unknown Work Code
1
Conditional Use
30
Home Occupation
11
Lot Line Adjustment Final Plat
2
Master Sign Plan
3
Planned Unit Development Final Plat
5
Planned Unit Development Preliminary and Final Plat
1
Planned Unit Development Preliminary Plat
6
Sketch Plan Review
24
Subdivision Final Plat
1
Subdivision Preliminary and Final Plat
9
Variance
5

9
13
14
10
45
3
12
107
94
90
70
44
57
41
89
30
57
28
92
36
43
73
46

Building permits are typically issued the day of application, a very high level of
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performance compared to other communities.
While current timeline performance is generally within acceptable levels, the City
should systematically produce reports on work-loads and time-lines so that it can identify
major trends and take action, if needed, when turnaround / processing times reach an
unacceptable level (i.e. – beyond the adopted City standards for plan review and
inspection timeframes).
In many cases performance is at an acceptable level; however additional
improvement opportunities exist to enhance service. Some important performance
metrics are not tracked. In particular, the City does not analyze building trade inspection
volumes and the time-frame from inspection requests to actual inspection (by inspection
type), and building permit issuance to CO sign-off. Additionally, the City should track the
number of failed inspections to identify reasons for failure. This information can be utilized
to determine if additional educational materials would be beneficial for applicants to
clearly delineate requirements prior to requesting an inspection.
The following is a recommended approach to developing a performance report on
the completion of building inspections.
Recommended Report – Building Permits
PERMIT INSPECTIONS
Month:
Total inspections
requested

% Next Day

% Next 2 Days

% more than 2
days

Building
Fire
Electrical
Plumbing
Mechanical

Recommendation #6: The City should track workload and review times for
planning and building permits in greater detail and prepare monthly performance
reports, which should be shared with the public and used by managers to make
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decisions regarding resource deployment and workload management.
Recommendation #7: The Department should develop more detailed monitoring
reports on building permit inspection volumes and scheduling, implement the
tracking of those measures in the permitting software, and use this to monitor and
address delays.
4.

A GREATER FOCUS SHOULD BE PLACED ON CUSTOMER SERVICE AND
PROBLEM SOLVING, IN ADDITION TO TECHNICAL ABILITY.
Staff involved in permitting and inspections demonstrated pride in their work. The

City of Burlington places a heavy emphasis on ensuring that development is safe,
environmentally sensitive, and in keeping with the City’s character and long term planning
goals. While issues related to development in Burlington tend to be somewhat more
complex than other communities due to the very high level of public input / involvement
on individual projects, the city received generally good marks for the outcomes of the
permitting process.

1. The permitting process is effective at protecting the
City's character.
2. The permitting process is effective at protecting public
safety.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

9%

45%

28%

17%

12%

59%

19%

10%

Interviews, surveys and feedback from stakeholders indicate that there is less
emphasis on customer service, problem solving, or providing applicants with a clear path
forward for their projects when issues are identified. As described earlier in this report,
this is particularly true in those situations where city departments disagree about the
appropriate resolution of an issue.
Staff deal with me using a positive approach of "here's how
to get your application approved", rather than a punitive
approach of "you can't do it that way".
Planning
Building (Inspection Services)
Inspectors (Building)

Matrix Consulting Group

Agree
52 %
48 %
52 %

Disagree
48 %
52 %
48 %
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Stakeholders and community members who participated in stakeholder meetings
indicated a mixed perspective on the customer service focus of staff – it was generally
viewed as either very good or very poor. The lack of consistency in this area is an
important issue to address within the permitting process to provide a consistent level of
service.
There are several steps that managers can take to promote a culture of problem
solving and facilitation. One key item is to communicate that there need not be a tradeoff between acting as a facilitator and maintaining rigorous approval standards. Where
possible, staff evaluations should also take into account the ability to demonstrate strong
customer service skills. Additionally, the City should consider the implementation of a
specific training program, appropriately funded, for all staff involved in the development
review and permitting functions, to provide a high level of customer service that is
consistently provided by all employees.
Recommendation #8: Department staff should be hired, trained, and rewarded
based on a balance of technical and customer service skills. Department managers
should model, promote and encourage problem solving and customer service.
Recommendation #9: The City should provide periodic customer service training
to all staff involved in the development review and permitting functions to ensure
a consistent approach.
5.

THE PLANNING AND ZONING DEPARTMENT SHOULD PROVIDE GREATER
CONSISTENCY & TRANSPARENCY IN INTERPRETATIONS AND DECISIONMAKING.
Many stakeholders expressed the opinion that planning and zoning interpretations

and determinations made by both staff and boards are inconsistent. Some stated that
answers to questions varied depending on which planner was involved; others expressed
concern that there was inconsistency from project to project.
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Agree
Staff are consistent in applying
the City’s ordinances to my
application and plans.
Decisions made by the boards
and commissions are consistent
from project to project.

Disagree
54%

46%

20 %

80 %

There is no one change that can address the consistency issue; managers, staff,
and board members must enhance their focus on consistency and maintain a strong
awareness that consistency in code interpretation and implementation is critical to a fair,
predictable permitting process. The City is moving toward the implementation of a form
based code. The adoption of this will enhance the ability of the City staff to provide a
more consistent review and level of service for reviewed projects.
Planning and zoning staff should develop an interpretation log that records how
various provisions of the city’s Comprehensive Development Ordinance have been
interpreted in cases where the application of certain regulations is not entirely clear; staff
should refer to this log when making future determinations. This log should also be used
to identify high priority areas for changes in regulations to clarify requirements.
Interpretations should be compiled into a document that is posted to the city’s website.
The interpretations should be developed in a consistent format that provides, at a
minimum, the following information:
•

Effective date of interpretation.

•

Section of the Ordinance referenced.

•

Description of the interpretation.

•

Legal basis for the interpretation (if applicable).

•

Applicability of the interpretation – outline of the circumstances under which the

interpretation is applicable and not applicable.
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This sharing of information will increase the ability of applicants to prepare
submissions that are in line with the policies and procedures being enforced by staff and
may eliminate the need for revisions to be made in applications.

Only those

interpretations that have been fully reviewed and that are intended to be utilized for all
future applications should be included.
In addition, Staff reports to the involved Boards should include a discussion of how
any issues under consideration have been addressed in the past. In conjunction with a
later recommendation, the City should seek to expand the implementation of greater byright approvals enabling increased staff reviews and limiting the number of discretionary
approvals.
Recommendation #10: The City should increase the focus on providing consistent
information and feedback to customers, including ensuring that interpretations
made by staff and decisions made by boards are consistent over time.
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3.

ANALYSIS OF BUSINESS PROCESSES AND
PRACTICES

This section examines the specific processes used for intake, review, approval,
and inspections related to projects and provides recommendations for streamlining the
steps involved.
1.

PLANNING AND ZONING’S DETERMINATION OF NON-APPLICABILITY
PROCESS SHOULD BE ELIMINATED.
The City of Burlington provides an optional process for building permit applicants

to obtain, at their discretion, a “determination of non-applicability” from the zoning office
for projects that do not require a zoning permit, prior to applying for a building permit. The
certificate is obtained for work such as interior remodels and renovations, which do not
affect the use, location, or footprint of the building. This process, while optional, once
pursued by the applicant subjects the application to the potential for an additional public
appeal process that otherwise would not be present.
While the non-applicability process can be relatively brief, it requires any applicant
desiring the determination to go to the planning and zoning department for a
determination, as well as to post a notice on the property indicating that the applicant is
planning to do work and that the zoning office has determined that no zoning permit is
required and be subjected to an appeal period prior to being able to receive a building
permit. This adds little value to the permitting process and simply represents a
bureaucratic step that applicants go through.
Other Vermont communities do not have a similar process – this is unique to the
City of Burlington. For example, in Bennington, if there is no required zoning approval,
Planning staff are authorized to sign off of the permit application with a NA (not applicable)
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designation indicating that no zoning review is needed and the permit application is routed
for building review.
In order to maintain the original intent of the non-applicability determination (which
was to clearly note which projects do not require zoning approvals), Zoning staff should
review the list of items that are currently covered under the non-applicable permit. The
list should be updated, if necessary, and officially adopted by ordinance.

All staff in

Planning and Inspection Services should be jointly trained on the items that do not require
zoning review to provide consistent service to the public. Items in this list would include:
•

Interior renovations or remodels except where there is a change of use or, for
residential buildings, addition of a kitchen.

•

Exterior repairs or replacements if the envelope of the building is unchanged,
including roofing, windows, siding, steps, porches, etc. (Eligible historic structures
would require zoning approval.)

•

All electrical, mechanical, plumbing, fire alarm, and fire sprinkler work. (This work
typically does not currently require a non-applicability permit but this should be
memorialized in code.)
Planning and Zoning staff prepare an SOP and train Inspection Services staff on

what permits do and do not require zoning. Inspection Services staff (in particular the
permit technician or any other administrative staff working the front counter) should also
have access to information to allow them to easily identify whether a structure is historic,
so that any exterior changes to a historic structure could be referred to Planning and
Zoning.
With the implementation of a new permitting software, the processing of
applications should include a notation or sign-off within the system that the permit does
not require zoning approval. This notation provides the official documentation that many
applicants are seeking without the City having to process a non-applicable determination.
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Recommendation #11: Eliminate the “non-applicable” zoning determination
process.
2.

FOR PLANNING AND ZONING PERMITS, THE REVIEW PROCESS SHOULD
INCLUDE A FORMAL FEEDBACK LOOP FOR OTHER DEPARTMENTS.
Burlington’s administrative review process for planning permits is very

straightforward. The number of administrative reviews, if expanded, could provide a more
streamlined review process providing more timely approvals for applicants rather than
having to go through the committee review and approval with takes longer than an
administrative review.
The following table compares “Best Practices” for planning permits with the
process currently in place in Burlington and highlights the change necessary to bring
Burlington’s process more in line with best practices.
Step
Pre-Application

Intake

Routing and Distribution

Matrix Consulting Group

Best Practices
Pre-application meeting with
Planning and other key
departments (typically
engineering, public works, fire,
Inspection Services, parks, and
police) to review the project and
provide key feedback. Following
the meeting a summary of key
points and decisions are
provided to the applicant in
writing.

Planning staff take in the
application, and ensure that it is
complete.
Planner acts as a project
manager and routes plans to all
departments who may have
input into the application.

Burlington
Currently offers pre-application
meeting for any project, but
typically required for major
projects.
Pre-planning TRC meeting with
Planning and other key
departments (typically
engineering, public works, fire,
inspection services, parks and
police) to review the project and
provide key feedback.
Following the meeting, a
summary of key points and
decisions are provided to the
applicant in writing.
Currently using this approach.

Planner acts as a project
manager, and as necessary,
plans are sometimes routed to
other agencies but no formal
feedback is required unless the
project qualified as a major
impact project.
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Step
Review

Comments provided to applicant

Best Practices
Planning reviews for compliance
with zoning code while other
departments review for specific
issues. Examples of issues
reviewed by other departments:
 Engineering – ROW,
erosion control.
 Fire reviews - Fire truck
access, water availability.
 Stormwater – Need for
stormwater plans.
All reviewing departments
provide comments back to
planning.
Planning consolidates the
comments into a single letter for
the applicant.

Re-Submission

Re-Review

Approval and/or Committee
Review

If necessary, the applicant resubmits the plans, addressing
comments from the DRC.
The planner ensures that
comments have been
addressed. If major design
changes were made that may
affect other departments, the
plans are re-routed to them.
Permit is issued or application
referred to appropriate board.

Burlington
Planning reviews for compliance
with zoning code and either
issues a decision or prepares
recommended conditions of
approval if going to a review
board.
Other departments may provide
feedback but it is sporadic
because they are not required
(or do not follow through) on
providing the input.
Departments are inconsistent in
providing comments back to
Planning. All departments
should be required to provide
formalized feedback to the
applicant in advance of a
hearing or decision. The City
has a 30 day statutory deadline
for administrative decisions –
making timely responses from
reviewing departments difficult
at times.
Applicants make necessary
adjustments based upon staff
and board comments.
Typically uses conditions of
approval after the fact to
address outstanding issues.

Permit is issued or application
referred to appropriate board.

A flow chart of the current process is provided below.
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The proposed revised process, below, includes two significant changes: first,
instead of other departments providing informal input, they are part of the official review
for the project. Second, the applicant is provided comments and given an opportunity to
revise the plans, in particular to address any issues that were identified during the review
process.
The extent of involvement of other departments, as well as the need for a revision
cycle so that plans can be revised, is more critical for larger projects. This approach will
add some time to the initial review but should reduce the number of issues that need to
be addressed after the fact and be more clear for the applicant.
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Critical to the revised process is the expanded role and responsibilities of the
Technical Review Committee which is currently composed of representatives from each
reviewing department (Planning, Public Works, Fire, Electric, etc.) who provide input
regarding compliance with adopted regulations. Currently that group only provides input
prior to submission of an application, and only for major projects. Under the new process
the committee would be apprised of all planning applications that require review by
external departments and have an obligation to provide feedback, even if the feedback is
as limited as stating that the department has no concerns. For larger projects, reviewers
may be required to attend an in-person meeting with the applicant to discuss feedback.
For smaller projects, feedback can be provided in written format only.
The expanded role of the TRC will allow for better coordination of application
review between all departments. When implementing this, it is important to incorporate
the following elements:
•

Ensure that the TRC includes all departments and personnel that are involved in
the review, permitting, inspection, or certificate of occupancy issuance.
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•

Set a standard meeting time and location.

•

Develop and distribute TRC meeting agenda at least 3 days in advance of the
meeting.

•

Place electronic versions of all plans in a shared file accessible to all TRC
members. (Routing of paper plans should be avoided unless a detailed review is
required.)

•

With the meeting agenda, provide links to the application and subsequent related
documentation.

Recommendation #12: Enhance the role of the Technical Review Committee to
expand departmental review and comments on planning applications once
submitted.
Recommendation #13: Revise the Planning review process to include: providing
written consolidated TRC comments to the applicant and requiring meetings (on
larger projects) to review comments prior to resubmittal.
3.

THE CITY SHOULD INCREASE THE USE OF ADMINISTRATIVE APPROVALS.
The criteria for zoning projects that are approved administratively (vs. requiring

board review) are set forth in the City of Burlington’s Development Ordinance in Section
3.2.2.

The application types that are administratively approved are as follow:

•

Basic

•

Awnings, Fences, and Signs

•

Certificate of Appropriateness I (COA I)

•

Some Certificate of Appropriateness II (COA II)
The types of applications that are approved administratively in the Development

Ordinance are outlined in 3.2.2 of the Code.
The City could also facilitate the permitting process by expanding the application
types that are approved administratively. This will have a twofold result: first it will
decrease the volume of applications that must go through the public hearing process thus
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reducing the burden placed on volunteer boards; and second it will expedite the approval
process and reduce the permitting costs for the applicant.

Both of these efforts will

increase the timeliness of decisions for the applicant.
Currently, any application that has a construction value greater than $24,000
requires review and approval through the DAB and DRB. The $24,000 threshold is not
based upon a specific factor, is somewhat arbitrary in nature, and may cause applicants
to limit the size and scope of improvement projects to avoid having to go through the more
costly and lengthier discretionary review process. This level requires relatively small
projects to proceed through the DAB and DRB process – the threshold should be
significantly increased. In the short-term, the City of Burlington staff, City Council, DAB
and DRB members should work with the community to determine and adopt an
appropriate threshold that automatically triggers applications necessary for being
reviewed through the public hearing process. Given the length of time this standard has
been in place, the City should be able to raise to $50,000 immediately to provide shortterm relief. Longer-term, the City should seek to eliminate the threshold requirement
entirely and adopt objective development standards that provide for by-right approvals
(conducted administratively) with only DAB and DRB approvals required for discretionary
approvals. The City’s current effort to develop a form based code for the downtown area
will address this issue and should provide a more efficient and effective administrative
approval process.
Recommendation #14: The City should adopt objective development standards
that delineate by-right approvals and utilize the DAB and DRB process only for
discretionary approvals.

Matrix Consulting Group

Page 29

City of Burlington, Vermont
FINAL REPORT ON THE ASSESSMENT OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

4.

THE CITY SHOULD COMBINE VARIOUS REVIEWS AND APPROVALS
CONDUCTED ON A SINGLE PROJECT UNDER A SINGLE COMBINED
PERMIT.
The current building permit process involves several separate and distinct

processes:

a stand-alone zoning permit followed by a stand-alone building permit

followed by stand-alone permits for electrical, mechanical, plumbing, and fire suppression
as required. If ROW or other engineering permits or stormwater approvals are required
these are also separate. While Burlington’s permitting software links these permits, the
process undertaken by the applicant is different for each, with no one individual
responsible for coordinating the process overall.
For projects that require zoning review (e.g., there is a change of footprint, building
height, etc.) but not necessarily a traditional “entitlement” permit (those where the use is
not permitted by right but rather is a “discretionary” use or where a variance or specific
approval is required), the zoning review should be part of the building permit review
process, not a separate permit. The zoning review would continue to be conducted by
Planning and Zoning staff – the major difference is that it would entail a sign-off on the
building permit rather than the issuance of a separate permit.

If the zoning review

determines that an entitlement is required, the building review would be put on hold until
this has been obtained.
Another example would be the currently separate permits for fire sprinklers –
permits are issues by both Building and the Fire Department. In the future, a single permit
– with a single application fee – should be issued with all departments / divisions that are
conducting a review signing off of the same permit.
Planning would continue to process and handle dedicated planning and zoning-
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only permits individually as currently exist. However, any permit where zoning is simply
a “sign-off” would be eliminated. This same approach should be used for all other
departments.
Recommendation #15: Replace separate zoning, inspection services, and fire
permits (where currently separate permits are required from each department for
the same project) with a single permit on which each department signs off and the
applicant is issued a single permit.
5.

THE ISSUANCE OF OVER THE COUNTER PERMITS FOR TRADE ACTIVITIES
SHOULD BE ENHANCED.
Burlington issues permits and inspects projects under a Municipal Inspection

Agreement with the State of Vermont.

The State, in lieu of issuing permits for basic

electrical, mechanical, and plumbing permits, instead requires the licensed professionals
undertaking this work to file a “work notice,” which is essentially an over the counter
permit, which is subject to inspection by a qualified, approved inspector.

Nationally,

many communities offer basic trade permits such as these over the counter or on-line
with no review.
Generally electrical and mechanical systems should be subject to a thorough plan
review prior to issuance of a permit to ensure that the systems as designed are safe and
code compliant. However, many could be issued as over the counter permits subject to
inspection, saving time for inspectors and applicants. The City should designate those
permits which are eligible for over-the-counter issuance. This is typically those where no
or limited plan review is required.

For permits where no plan review is required, the City

should seek to enable the technology (both permitting software and online payments) to
allow these permits to be issued on-line and over-the-counter. These types of permits
can be handled by the permit technician.
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Recommendation #16: Identify basic trade permits that could be issued as “over
the counter” permits, issued by a permit tech or clerk, or on-line (where no plan
review is required) subject to inspection.
6.

THE PROCESS FOR ISSUING THE UNIFIED CERTIFICATE OF OCCUPANCY
SHOULD BE MODIFIED.
Upon completion of a project, applicants must often obtain signoff by both building

(when a building permit is issued) and zoning (for any project that required a zoning
permit, including signs and fences) to obtain a unified certificate of occupancy. The
certificate of occupancy must be requested in person by the applicant. The request for
the CO is made not to Planning and Zoning but to the city’s code enforcement office, and
the applicant must bring copies of the approved zoning permit, copies of the approved
site plans and elevations, and copies of all conditions of approval even though the city
already has all of these documents in its possession. The process also requires an
additional fee to be paid, and there is a schedule of escalating fees if the zoning approval
is not obtained on a timely basis. An overview of the process is provided below. A staff
member from the code enforcement office reviews the project permit and conditions of
approval and then inspects the project, on behalf of the Planning and Zoning Department,
determining if the project was built as approved and if all conditions have been met. If it
is not, the project fails inspection and the applicant is sent a letter detailing required
changes. The applicant may receive a temporary CO while making required changes,
especially for changes that can’t be made at the time (e.g., landscaping in the winter
time.).
A diagram of the process is provided below:
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Burlington’s process for completing a project is a source of frustration for many in
the city. Although they are told about the requirement, some fail to apply for a zoning CO
at all. Others abandon efforts to obtain a UCO if their project fails inspection. Often,
people do not realize that their property has an outstanding UCO requirement until they
attempt to sell, at which point a significant amount of time has passed. In surveys and
stakeholder meetings several issues were communicated:
•

Builders failed to seek the UCO but did not notify the homeowner; as a result, the
homeowner did not realize that there was an outstanding requirement. While
processes have changed and this is no longer a major current issue, there remains
a large backlog to be addressed.

•

If the inspector discovered issues that involved inconsistencies between multiple
departments, the applicant had a very difficult time reconciling the different issues.
As in other cases, the applicant was required to run interference between multiple
departments.

•

Applicants would receive approval of their final building inspection, and not realize
(or not follow through) on obtaining the separate zoning approval and the issuance
of a final unified certificate of occupancy.
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•

The additional fee may be a deterrent to requesting a CO.
Burlington’s CO process appears unique, within the State of Vermont and

nationally. A more typical approach is for a municipality to issue a single Certificate of
Occupancy which requires sign offs from multiple departments and does not require
submittal of additional documentation from the applicant.

These sign offs are

programmed into the permitting software so that until each entity signs off no CO can be
issued.

Applicants do not need to provide additional documentation regarding permits

when applying for the CO as this information is already possessed by the City. They
simply call for a CO inspection and the appropriate inspectors are assigned to conduct
the CO inspections.
Typically, the final sign off is from the Building Official, and only occurs once
zoning, electrical, plumbing, fire, engineering, stormwater, etc. have confirmed that the
project was completed as permitted and that all conditions are satisfied. This would not
prevent the issuance of temporary certificates of occupancy – as currently is provided,
when minor non-compliance (such as completion of site work / landscaping) is present
that does not impact the use or safety of the facility. Significant duplication of effort on
the part of both applicants and Burlington staff could be eliminated by adopting a process
found elsewhere in Vermont and nationally. Benefits would include:
1.

The individual inspecting and signing off on zoning compliance prior to a CO would
be the same person who reviewed and approved the application, avoiding the
need for a new person in a new department to research and become familiar with
the complexities of the project, including conditions of approval.

2.

Projects that required a building permit but that have no zoning impact (e.g., no
change of use, no change in footprint/location of an existing building, no historic
consideration) would only require inspections and sign off from the Building Official
instead of from the Building Official and a Code Enforcement Officer.
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3.

Applicants would not need to submit requests to an additional department upon
completion of their projects in order to initiate a separate zoning certificate of
occupancy process and would not need to obtain and submit documents that are
already available at the Planning and Zoning office.
This approach would entail the removal of the Code Enforcement staff from the

processing of COO – these would be handled by the Building Department, with Zoning
involved to inspect and sign off on zoning compliance for projects that required a zoning
permit. Code Enforcement would become involved only in the case of violations – for
example, when an applicant fails to receive a CO, ignores a correction letter from the City
(for example, in cases where the project as built is out of compliance with the permit) or
neglects to convert a temporary CO to a final.
This approach would reduce the overall staff time required to inspect projects and
issue COs within the city, but would also lead to a shift in responsibilities from Code
Enforcement to Planning and Zoning. The City should add a position to Planning to
enable planning staff to conduct all inspections related to applications and permits
approved by that office. This position should be filled with an individual knowledgeable
and capable of conducting both planning development review and inspection duties.
Recommendation #17: Issue the Unified Certificate of Occupancy after the
completion of the final inspection without requiring additional submittals by
applicants.
Recommendation #18: Eliminate the separate zoning CO application fee. If an
additional fee is to be charged it should be incorporated into the original permit
fee.
Recommendation #19: Planners should inspect and sign off on projects at
completion to avoid the need for code enforcement officers to inspect projects with
which they have no familiarity.
Recommendation #20: Establish a position in Planning and Zoning to address
shifting responsibilities for conducting planning and zoning inspections under the
new UCO approach.
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7.

THE CITY SHOULD CONTINUE THE FOCUS IT HAS RECENTLY PLACED ON
ADDRESSING OLD OPEN PERMITS.
The number of old open permits within the City of Burlington is high compared to

most communities the consultant team has worked with in recent years. The backlog is
a result of decades of noncompliance and poor enforcement by the City due to a variety
of factors including lack of staff resources and technology limitations. This led to the
creation of a Code Enforcement Office in 1999 to better address concerns. A common
concern expressed during focus groups and meetings with stakeholders and residents
was that they failed to close permits because of the complexity of the process and/or the
time it took to get an inspection. The City has been placing great focus on addressing
this issue and is making good progress; however, it will remain a joint effort of permit
holders and City staff to reduce and eliminate the old permits that remain open from the
historical lack of compliance enforcement.

The proposed changes elsewhere in this

report should eliminate the likelihood that this backlog would develop in the future.
This should remain a high priority and the City should attempt within the one to
three years to address and eliminate all open permits that are no longer active. This can
be accomplished by providing trade inspectors with a listing of open permits, where no
activity has occurred in the last several months, and their proactive follow-up with
homeowners to make arrangements for the necessary inspections to close out the old
permit. The extent of proactivity that inspectors can achieve will be dependent on their
workload.

A letter should be distributed to all individuals with older open permits

requesting that they either request an inspection or provide the necessary paperwork to
enable closure of the permit.

This approach will create a new workload for code

enforcement staff; however, with the transfer of some inspections to Planning and Zoning
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there may be capacity to take on the work with existing staff. For non-compliant
individuals, the permit should be expired – requiring the individual to reapply (and pay a
new permit fee) in the future if they desire to close the permit. This approach will be
viewed as punitive to the applicants, and should be utilized if voluntary compliance cannot
be achieved.
Currently, Planning & Zoning send notices to permit-holders as their permits age
to remind them of the existence of the open permits and the need to close them.
Inspection Services has been less proactive about sending notices about open building
permits. Moving forward, the City should be clearer about the consequences of not
closing permits in a timely manner and incorporate a penalty for applicant noncompliance. However, this should only be adopted once the City is able to implement a
defined service standard (i.e. – completion of inspection within 2 days of request) for all
inspections.
Recommendation #21: The City should continue to focus on closing old open
permits by having inspectors conduct follow-up activities.
Recommendation #22: In the future, the City should more proactively inform
applicants when no action has occurred on a permit within a specified time period
(where not already occurring), should consider issuing permits for shorter time
durations, and expire permits when no activity has occurred.
8.

THE INSPECTION SCHEDULING PROCESS SHOULD BE STREAMLINED.
Builders and homeowners seeking a construction related inspection are directed

to call the appropriate inspector and schedule it directly.

Inspectors use their own

calendars to track their availability and schedule the trades inspections. The city does
not issue any performance goals or guarantee regarding the availability of an inspector
within a given timeframe.
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Some builders stated anecdotally that there could be a several day or longer delay
from when an inspection was requested to when it was conducted. They also indicated
problems reaching an inspector and getting a response. Inspectors interviewed for the
project affirmed that they frequently scheduled inspections for several days out from the
request date and said that next day inspections (a common standard for cities the size of
Burlington) were not possible because the inspectors are too busy, especially given that
they both review permit applications and conduct inspections.
The consultants requested data on how many inspections were conducted, on
average, by each inspector to assess workload. Unfortunately, the way inspections are
tracked (on an outlook calendar versus through the permitting system) limited the
information available and the ability of the consultants to easily analyze inspection
workloads and timeframes.
The centralization of inspection scheduling would allow for better management
and tracking of inspection availability, timing, and workload. The city’s permit software
probably includes an inspections scheduling module; if it does not, another centralized
scheduling system should be used. The inspections calendar should indicate how many
slots each inspector has per day for inspections and allow an administrative staff member
to populate the calendar. Eventually, the city should transition to scheduling inspections
using an IVR (interactive voice response) or on-line system.
The centralized management of inspector calendars will allow managers to better
track inspection workload and timing and identify what changes may be needed to allow
Burlington to guarantee inspections within an adopted time standard. In most
communities, next day inspections are the standard. It will also enable staff to more
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effectively coordinate the scheduling of inspections when more than one inspector needs
to be present (such as a rough inspection where structural, plumbing, and electrical
systems are being scrutinized) and provide better service to customers.
In most communities, next day trades inspections are the standard. However, there
is not the ability to achieve that in Burlington, at this time, based upon technology and
staffing resources. What is most important is that the City define the performance
standard they will commit to completing the inspection in following receipt of a request
from the customer.
Full time inspectors not responsible for office hours or plan review should be able
to conduct approximately 15 inspections per day. If the city adopts over the counter
permits for basic trade permits, as recommended, this may reduce the workload for the
electrical and mechanical inspectors, making the able to conduct additional inspections.
Based on the workload described in interviews, the inspectors should be able to conduct
at least ten inspections per day, and potentially 15, while maintaining office hours.
If the inspections workload is too high to support the proposed next day inspections
standard, the city should consider adding additional inspectors, ideally those with
certifications enabling them to inspect multiple areas (i.e., electrical, mechanical, and
plumbing) work as well as structural if suitable candidates can be found. The specific
areas addressed will depend upon the qualifications of the individual selected. While this
approach is not typical in Vermont it is used elsewhere in the country with great success
and the City may wish to discuss options with the State to change regulations in the future.
One benefit of the combo approach is that a single inspector can sign off on multiple
inspection types (within the limitation of state licensing requirements). The consultants
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recognize that a “combo” inspector would need to meet the state’s standards for
knowledge and accreditation for all relevant trades, at least for the inspection of
commercial construction. For construction on non-public buildings (which is about 40%
of the construction permits issued over the last 12 years), Burlington staff will need to
work with the state to ensure that there is no state legal barrier to this approach.
Recommendation #23: In the short-term, centralize inspection scheduling by
creating an inspections scheduling phone number to be monitored and used by
trained administrative staff. Longer-term, implement on-line inspection requests
and scheduling.
Recommendation #24: Adopt an inspection performance standard that guarantees
inspections within a defined time period following request by the applicant.
Recommendation #25: If the workload level is too high to accomplish inspections
within the adopted time frame consider adding additional inspector resources with
preference given to those with the ability to inspect in multiple disciplines.
9.

A CUSTOMER AND CITIZEN PORTAL INTO THE CITY’S PERMITTING
SYSTEM SHOULD BE IMPLEMENTED TO IMPROVE CUSTOMER SERVICE
AND REDUCE WORKLOAD FOR EMPLOYEES.
Many communities now provide an on-line portal so that applicants can apply, pay

for, and receive permits electronically. Applicants can also go on-line to look up review
status, read comments on their plan reviews, and see inspection results. In their simplest
versions, the portal allows for electronic applications for very simple building permits and
other permits typically considered “over the counter.” More robust systems allow for
submission for any type of permit, attachment of CAD or PDF drawings, re-submittal of
revised drawings, and payment of additional fees such as bonds.
Recommendation #26: The City should implement an on-line portal for permit
applicants allowing them to apply, pay for, and receive permits electronically as
well as look up status of plan review and check inspection results.
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10.

INSPECTOR EFFICIENCY CAN BE ENHANCED THROUGH CREATION OF
MOBILE APPLICATIONS AND THE IMPLEMENTATION OF MOBILE DEVICES
IN THE FIELD.
The City can enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of field inspections through

the creation of mobile apps that allow building and zoning inspectors to perform their
duties from the field, and issuing mobile devices for all inspections. The ability to more
efficiently enter inspection results, especially if the system is connected through cellular
service, will enable the permitting system to be automatically updated and show the result
of the inspection as soon as it is entered in the field by the inspector. Their use will also
reduce the amount of time required to be in the office for data entry and will increase the
number of inspections that each inspector can complete daily.
Recommendation #27: The City of Burlington should implement tablet or laptop
use for all field inspections.
11.

THE CITY SHOULD REVIEW FEES TO ENSURE ALL DEVELOPMENT REVIEW
AND PERMITTING COSTS ARE BEING COVERED.
The City of Burlington should review all fees to ensure that the City is covering all

costs of the development review process (including technology and overhead costs) from
the fees charged for applications and permits.

Most communities have adopted an

approach that includes all applicable administrative costs for general City services
(technology, administration overhead, etc.) are covered by the permitting fees.
In the consultant’s experience across the nation, the standard prevailing practice
is that fees are utilized to support the development review and permitting function and the
general fund should not need to subsidize this service. The establishment of a formal fee
review and rate setting methodology is necessary so that fees can be established and
maintained in the future at the appropriate level to cover full processing costs including
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technology. Future increases in fees should be considered whenever the existing fees
are not covering the cost for providing services. The City should also give consideration
to establishing this function as an enterprise fund to dedicate revenues received to the
provision of services.
Recommendation #28: The City should review all fees association with
development review and permitting activities to ensure that all costs associated
with providing these services, including overhead and technology costs, are
covered by the fee.
12.

THE CITY SHOULD EXPLORE THE ADOPTION AND MODIFICATION OF
EXISTING BUILDING CODES.
The primary reason specific codes are adopted related to construction and

rehabilitation of structures is twofold: (1) to protect the health and safety of the public, and
(2) to provide a consistent and level playing field related to construction activities. The
City of Burlington follows adopted codes as required by the State of Vermont as a
minimum standard. Single family residential properties are handled uniquely in Vermont
compared to many states. The State requirements focus entirely on public buildings.
However, the City has chosen to apply these same codes to single family residential
construction – which represents about 40% of construction activity in the City over the
last 12 years. While the adoption of the International Residential Code would place
Burlington in a unique position of requiring different standards than are required in other
communities in the State, it is already requiring single family review and this would provide
a consistent application of codes for applicants with clear direction and guidelines for
achieving approvals. It provides a common and nationally recognized standard for the
processing, review and inspection of single family residential properties.

The

International Residential Code only includes code provisions applicable to residential
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construction greatly simplifying the code rather than requiring applicants to only review
those aspects of the code that are applicable to them. During adoption, staff will need to
ensure that the IRC is harmonized with the existing adopted reference codes.
The City of Burlington could increase the consistent application of codes, to all
types of properties and buildings, if the entire ICC set of codes were adopted, specifically
the International Residential Code (adopted by both Maine and New Hampshire with state
amendments) and the International Existing Building Code. While the IRC is essentially
a subset of the IBC, it eliminates all non-relevant code sections and provides a more
streamlined, easier to read and understand code for application to residential properties.
This would likely reduce many of the concerns that have been raised regarding the
application of the adopted codes to single family residential and existing buildings.
However, the adoption of the Existing Building Code would represent a deviation from the
current codes utilized.

While it should make the process easier, outreach to the

development community, through public meetings or other similar venues, should be
conducted prior to adoption. In communities where these codes are adopted, there is little
concern expressed about inconsistent application of the codes across different projects.
The adoption of the International Existing Building Code provides a set of
standards that recognize the unique difficulties that often arise in bringing existing
buildings into code compliance. These codes provide alternative means to achieving
public health and safety through code compliance. Additionally, since the state does not
prescribe the code or inspection approaches on single family residential construction, the
City has greater flexibility to consider alternative approaches including the use of multitrade inspectors to handle permitting activities.
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While the consultant team believes that the adoption of each of these codes hold
many benefits for the City in providing more consistent service to the public, the adoption
would run counter to some concerns expressed about enforcing standards in excess of
those required throughout the rest of the State.
Recommendation #29: The City should consider the adoption of the International
Residential Code and the Existing Building Code.
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4.

ANALYSIS OF APPLICANT REQUIREMENTS AND
RESOURCES

The sections and recommendations below focus on promoting greater information
flow between staff and applicants to support and clarify the permitting process as well as
demonstrate the City’s full desire to implement a “culture of service.”
Clear, comprehensive, and accessible public information improves the quality and
completeness of permit applications and reduces the amount of time spent by staff
explaining the City’s requirements and processes. Providing opportunities for applicants
and stakeholders to give feedback to the City promotes good will and ensures that City
staff are aware of issues of concern.
1.

THE CITY SHOULD CONTINUE TO SOLICIT FEEDBACK FROM PERMIT
APPLICANTS AND THE PUBLIC.
The on-line survey conducted as part of this project resulted in an extremely high

response with a total of 614 individuals providing feedback to the survey. This level of
response indicates that permitting is an issue of interest in Burlington among both
applicants and the public.
It is recommended that the City should also implement an annual survey so that
feedback and attitudes can be tracked over time, and so that managers can become
aware of issues of greatest concern. While the baseline survey was extensive, it is
recommended that a briefer survey be used in the future to encourage responses and
provide succinct feedback to managers.
The City should also develop a brief on-line survey that is e-mailed to applicants
at the time of CO issuance. This comment card should ask that the applicant rate the
City on several key factors:
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•

Level of Customer Service Provided (rating each department/division interacted
with);

•

Accessibility of staff;

•

Thoroughness of staff;

•

Satisfaction with the process;

•

Specific areas / individuals that provided exceptional service;

•

Specific areas / individuals where service problems were encountered; and

•

An opportunity for the applicant to make general comments about the process.
An annual report should be developed outlining the level of satisfaction provided

to applicants. Information gathered from this survey should be utilized for on-going
evaluation of staff and improvement of the process.
It is important to note that these educational and outreach efforts will require time
on the part of staff to implement. This will obviously slightly reduce their time available
for performing other primary duties (such as plan reviews and inspections). This survey
should be started in 2017 and conducted annually thereafter.
Recommendation #33: The City should conduct an annual and ongoing customer
satisfaction survey.
2.

THE CITY SHOULD EXPAND AVAILABLE PUBLIC EDUCATION
DOCUMENTS OUTLINING THE PROCESS, SUBMITTAL REQUIREMENTS,
AND APPROVAL PROCESSES.
Burlington has some very well-written and clear information on-line regarding how

to obtain permits. In particular, the “Permitting Process, Step by Step Guide” is a model
for clear, friendly writing explaining what can be a daunting process. This process
however focuses primarily on obtaining zoning approvals and zoning COs.
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Inspection Services Division does offer a general flow chart for applicants explaining the
permitting process.
A comprehensive development guide document and web page should be created
that covers the entire development review process from project concept through the final
certificate of occupancy.
This guide needs to be more than a simple recitation of the ordinances and codes,
but clearly explain the steps of the process, how to comply and appropriately submit an
application, and identify the review that will be conducted by staff. Within this document,
it would be appropriate to include copies of checklists for each phase of the process that
clearly identify to the applicant the information that must be submitted and why it is
required. Also, included within the document should be a section that clearly outlines the
review time standards that have been adopted by the City. Links to examples of guides
and manuals developed by other communities are included in the technical appendices.
These examples provide alternative approaches that the City can consider for
developing its own guide. While many of these communities are not comparable in size
to Burlington, the guides present differing perspectives on options that the City can
consider for format and layout.
Recommendation #34: The City should develop a comprehensive Development
Guide that provides an overview of the development process. This would be used
to train new staff in the process and improve the public’s understanding of the
process.
3.

THE CITY SHOULD MAKE AVAILABLE A MATRIX OF KEY STEPS,
REQUIREMENTS AND TIMEFRAMES FOR EACH APPLICATION AND PERMIT
TYPE.
The review process for the various application types in the City of Burlington differs

by application type based on the reviewing departments, the number of meetings or
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hearings required, and the complexity of the application. In order to provide clarity to
applicants, the consultant recommends that the City develop an application/permit matrix
to outline key components of the development review process for each application type.
This matrix would include:
•

A list of the major submittal requirements for each application type.

•

A list of the review steps for each application type, including the responsible
reviewing department and the established timeframe for review.

•

A list of the required board/commission hearings and meetings and their
frequency.
When complete, the matrix will provide a clear picture of what applicants can

expect for each application type, which will help to eliminate confusion for applicants and
improve the level of understanding in communication between the department’s staff and
the customers they serve. The document should be made publicly available on the City’s
website and updated periodically.
Recommendation #35: The City should develop an Application/Permit Matrix that
outlines the timeframes for performance, the parties responsible for review, and
major submittal requirements for each type of application or permit.
4.

ALL APPLICATION AND PERMITTING FORMS SHOULD BE AVAILABLE AS
FILLABLE PDF FORMS AND ONLINE FORMS.
The permitting process in Burlington entails the use of various application types

for the various entitlements and permits issued by the department. Physical copies of
these applications are available at the various departments. For most application types,
applicants must print and fill out these forms by hand before bringing them in.
The consultant recommends that the city upgrade all of the existing application
forms from a scanned PDF format to an electronically fillable PDF format so that
applicants can fill in the required fields electronically after downloading the form without

Matrix Consulting Group

Page 48

City of Burlington, Vermont
FINAL REPORT ON THE ASSESSMENT OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

having to write their information in by hand. In addition to making the process easier for
the applicant, this will help to ensure that all necessary information is captured on the
form.

The City may desire to contract for these the services of an individual with the

necessary skill sets to design and develop these forms to enable faster implementation.
Initially, the City should seek to provide all application forms in fillable pdf format.
Longer-term with the implementation of new software, the City should seek to have the
forms available online in a format that will link to the permitting system – eliminating the
need for staff entry of applications.
Recommendation #36: All application forms should be updated to fillable PDF
format and made available online for customers to complete and print out. Longerterm, the City should provide online forms.
5.

CODE INTERPRETATIONS SHOULD BE PUBLISHED ON THE CITY’S
WEBSITE.
The departments involved in land entitlement and permitting processing should

develop an interpretation log that records how various provisions of the zoning code and
building codes are interpreted in cases where the application of certain regulations is not
entirely clear. Those that have applicability beyond a single case – meaning those that
are not entirely site specific – should be formalized and published to the City’s website.
The use of the interpretation log is especially important given that revisions to the land
development regulations and zoning code, while typically done monthly do not cover all
interpretations to date, and to provide consistency in application review.
A review of any and all existing interpretations of the Development Codes, Building
Codes, Regulations and policies should be undertaken to ensure that they are still
accurate and valid. Once completed, these interpretations should be compiled into a
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document that is posted to the City’s website. The interpretations should be developed
in a consistent format that provides, at a minimum, the following information:
•
•
•
•
•

Effective date of interpretation.
Section of the Code / Regulation referenced.
Description of the interpretation.
Legal basis for the interpretation (if applicable).
Applicability of the interpretation – outline of the circumstances under which the
interpretation is applicable and not applicable.
This type of sharing of information will increase the ability of applicants to prepare

submissions that are in line with the policies and procedures being enforced by staff and
may eliminate the need for revisions to be made in applications.

Only those

interpretations that have been fully reviewed and that are intended to be utilized for all
future applications should be included in this manual.
Recommendation #37: Applicable city staff should document interpretations of the
land development code, building code, and internal policies and procedures and
make these available to the public on the City’s website.
6.

THE CITY SHOULD SET CRITERIA FOR AND IMPLEMENT AN EXPEDITED
PERMITTING PROCESS FOR SELECTED PROJECT TYPES.
The City’s development review and permitting process does not currently offer any

expedited permit processing for applicants. Currently, all permits are subjected to the
same goals for review and turnaround time without regard to size of project or urgency of
need.

Increasingly, communities are providing expedited permitting process to

incentivize or attract certain types of development within their communities. These are
typically done for either (1) economic development projects that will expand the tax base
of the community, or (2) projects designed to meet identified community priorities and
needs.
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In the first case, there are often cases where communities want to encourage or
attract a development that will provide desired economic development benefits (increased
tax base, employment, etc.) for the community. As part of the incentive to develop,
communities will often provide a more streamlined development review process – not
relaxing the standards or level of review, but reducing the time to get through the process.
While staff may not always be able to accommodate these situations, the City should
develop and implement a procedure for accepting applications under an “expedited”
review process. Typically, these expedited review process require the payment of an
additional fee – above and beyond that required for normal plan review and permit
issuance – and is designed to cover the actual costs of providing the review on overtime.
The expedited plan review would be conducted based upon the availability and
willingness of staff to work overtime to complete the review. If staff is unable to meet the
expedited review (or are unable to work the overtime to conduct the plan review), the fee
would not be charged to the applicant and the application would be handled through the
normal review process. Alternatively, the City can adopt a listing of qualified external plan
reviewers that applicants may utilize.

These third-party plan reviewers would be

authorized to review the plans on behalf of applicants and against the adopted City codes
and regulations. The cost of this expedited plan review would be paid directly by the
applicant to cover the City’s contracted cost with the third-party reviewer and any direct
administrative costs incurred by the City of Burlington.
In implementing the expedited review, the City should establish reasonable
guidelines and conditions for the types of projects that will be eligible for this program.
They should be focused on those projects that have a demonstrated economic impact for
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the City and the specific criteria should be established in conjunction with economic
development programs and staff of the City. The program should be conducted on a pilot
basis and reviewed after six months. This program should be available for both land
entitlement applications and building permits.
The other case where the City should consider the implementation of an expedited
review process is for projects with designated focus areas of high priority for the
community such as affordable housing, day care facilities, etc. In these cases, the City
is providing support to these projects by again reducing the review time to gain approvals.
The City may also wish to consider reduced application fees for projects that fit within
these designated focus areas. Similar to the first case, the review standards remain the
same – the focus is on providing a quicker approval process, and potentially a reduced
fee, if the City chooses to pursue that option.
Recommendation #38: The City should implement an expedited permit processing
option for applicants that meet criteria designated by the City. Suggested criteria
include project that either support economic development efforts of the City
(increasing tax base, employment, etc.) and projects is designated focus areas for
the community such as childcare facilities, affordable housing project, etc.
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5.

ANALYSIS OF TECHNOLOGY

This section examines the use of technology for accepting, reviewing, and issuing
permits as well as inspecting projects.
Current, Burlington uses CSDC’s Amanda application for permitting.

It was

implemented approximately 12 years ago, and has not always been appropriately staffed
for implementation or maintenance. Burlington is not using the most current version of
the software – and it is expected that converting to the most current version would require
a significant effort by IT and users.
1.

THE CITY SHOULD EXPLORE OPTIONS FOR UPDATING AND EXPANDING
PERMITTING TECHNOLOGY.
Burlington relies heavily on the current permitting software to manage and track

permit activity. As the City’s processes are somewhat unique and suggestions are being
made to revise them, the software will need to be adjusted to match that. At the same
time, Planning and Zoning and Inspection Services would like to expand the use of
electronic site plans, construction plans, and attachments so that information can be
easily shared and the excessive use and distribution of paper can be eliminated.
Ideally, permitting software should be used by staff for the following steps (all apply
to both Planning permits and Building permits):
Task
Intake

Acceptance
Distribution
Review

Description
Record intake date in the software. Attach electronic copy of the application and all
attachments (site plans and drawings). Plans should be provided to the City in
electronic format for attachment to the permit record.
Plan reviewer reviews the application and deems it complete. Notes “acceptance”
in software.
Plan is distributed electronically to all reviewers with a target date for re-review. Date
noted in software.
Reviewers enter review comments into the software. All reviewers should provide
comments or indicate “no comment” or “no issues” in comments.
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Comment letter

Resubmission
Redistribution
Issuance
Project
management
Inspections
Record drawings
CO issuance

Reporting

Description
Project manager consolidates comments into a single document, which is noted in
the software as the complete initial plan review. Comment letter is sent to applicant
electronically, preferably through the software system.
Record intake of resubmission. Plans are resubmitted electronically and attached
to the record.
Plan is re-distributed electronically to those reviewers who had comments.
If all comments have been addressed, permit is issued and accepted. All conditions
of approval are noted in the software.
Software is used to track key “to do” items such as bonds, child permits, erosion
control plans, etc.)
Required inspections are listed in the software. Inspection results are entered into
the software.
The applicant provides record drawings electronically to the City, which uploads the
drawings into GIS and attaches to the final permit record.
All departments / divisions that must sign off prior to CO sign off in the software. CO
can’t be issued until sign off has been made. Once sign offs have bene completed,
CO is issued.
All departments should have access to standard reports that outline workload,
performance in processing permits and related activities, and facilitate the
management of the permitting process.

The permitting software business has changed dramatically in the past ten years,
with costs declining and capabilities increasing.

The applications now available for

permitting offer a range of functionality, including: fully cloud-based systems, mobile aps
for citizens, residents, businesses, and field staff conducting inspections, broad
integration with GIS, assessor and other data, and user-friendly reporting capabilities.
Because there are many new providers on the market, it is recommended that Burlington
explore both alterations to the current system, by allowing CSDC to participate in the RFP
process, and procurement of a new system.
It should be noted that the work associated with development of an RFP including
requirements and functionality determinations, writing the RFP and selecting a vendor
and implementing a new software solution, will require extensive staff time. Based upon
the project teams understanding of existing capacity, the City should consider the
allocation of additional resources to provide dedicated staffing, or outside consultant, to
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this effort to ensure success during the implementation phase.
Since the City may also be seeking an asset management software solution in
the near future, the City should consider the possibility of having a single system that
covers both asset management and permitting. There are several systems available in
the marketplace that provide this functionality. While there are numerous benefits to
having one solution rather than two systems (including cost, data integration, etc.), the
overriding decision should be based upon the ability for the selected software to meet the
key and critical functionality needs for each program (asset management and permitting).
The City should seek the best permitting system possible, and not trade off features that
are needed to improve the permitting process, simply for the benefit of an integrated
system.
Based upon publicly available data from other permitting system acquisitions for
similar communities, the following budget estimates were developed for the technology
enhancement effort. This table outlines the major phases and costs, along with an
estimated timeframe, for the technology implementation.
Cost Element
Consultant to document requirements, develop RFP and
assist with selection
New Software Licensing
Implementation and Training Costs
Annual Support Costs

Cost Estimate
$90,000
$125,000 - $200,000
$100,000 - $175,000
$50,000

Timeframe
FY 18-19
FY19
FY19
FY20+

The City should ensure that sufficient funds are allocated to acquiring a system
that will provide the automation and online services needed by staff and requested by
applicants. Many of the recommendations contained in this report require enhanced
technology. Additionally, the success of the technology improvements will be dependent
upon a successful implementation effort and adequate staff training on the new system.
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Recommendation #39: The City should prepare an RFP for new permitting software
as well as cost estimates for upgrades and alterations to the current system.
2.

A COMPREHENSIVE FUNCTIONALITY MATRIX SHOULD BE UTILIZED IN
SELECTING A NEW SOFTWARE.
A sample functionality matrix is provided in the technical appendices document. This

document outlines a list of functionality requirements that the consultant recommends be
considered for inclusion in the selection of a new permitting system. This ensures that key
functionalities and integration issues are considered early in the process.
If the City desired to procure a new permitting system, the recommended response
categories should be considered for inclusion in the RFP packet for responses by vendors
to enable the City to determine actual available features of the software versus planned
enhancements or unavailable features.

It may be beneficial for the City to evaluate this

listing of functionality, prioritize those they wish to include as mandatory features and those
that are only desirable functionalities.
For each numbered requirement included in this document, the vendor should
indicate the status of the requirement within the vendor's solution by using the following
notation codes and/or a short explanation of vendor’s capabilities. Each statement must be
signed with the original initials of an individual having full authority of the vendor to
execute the statement and to execute any resulting contract awarded as the result of, or
on the basis of the statement.

The detailed functionality criteria are included in the

technical appendices.
Recommendation #40: To ensure selection of the most appropriate permitting
system, the City should utilize a detailed functionality requirements component in
the RFP issued to enable effective comparison of the different systems and
responses received.
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3.

THE EXISTING PARCEL INFORMATION IS NOT SUFFICIENTLY ACCURATE
AND IS IMPACTING STAFF’S ABILITY TO EFFECTIVELY PERFORM DUTIES.
The existing data available in GIS related to parcel boundaries is not at the level

of accuracy that is necessary to enable staff to either rely on this information, or to utilize
it, as a primary data source, when evaluating submittals. This requires many applicants
to conduct their own boundary surveys to enable processing of simple submittals (e.g.,
small storage buildings, stair replacements, decks, etc.). The availability of accurate and
usable parcel boundary information, including one line mapping access for the public, is
a common functionality provided by many municipalities throughout the nation – it is
almost an expectation that this information is available. As long as the City of Burlington’s
information is unreliable and cannot be utilized by the public and staff to make
determinations about compliance with applicable regulations (i.e. – setbacks, property
boundary locations), the City will be limited in its ability to fully streamline some processes.
The City should focus efforts, attention and resources towards increasing the
accuracy of this information. By incorporating a more accurate and verified parcel layer,
that can be overlaid with an aerial photo, it allows staff to make a quick determination if
the customer’s desire may be easily met or if a more detailed survey will need to be
conducted. An example would be when a citizen inquiries about extending an existing
deck, staff can quickly determine if this may be a feasible option or that it may require a
survey, etc. The level of accuracy of the GIS data will directly impact the cost to the City
of Burlington. The greater the accuracy – the more expensive the initial development of
the GIS layer will be. However, an accurate GIS layer – that enables City staff to rely on
common features such as property lines, utility locations, private and public right-of-ways,
will eliminate the need for individual applicants to conduct surveys for many projects.
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Applicant surveys would continue to be required when properties are subdivided,
proposed development is close to setbacks, easements, utilities, or in cases where
accurate data is not available. To rely on GIS for making determinations regarding setbacks and property boundaries, the City would like need to have accuracy at +/- 1 foot.
Recommendation #41: The City should explore options to increase the level of
accuracy of the GIS data regarding property boundaries. Until accurate property
boundaries are available through GIS, the City will be significantly limited in some
efforts to streamline and further automate processes.
4.

THE CITY SHOULD ENSURE THAT FUNDS ARE AVAILABLE TO IMPLEMENT
AND MAINTAIN THE NECESSARY SOFTWARE AND HARDWARE.
The technology currently in place, and being considered for implementation, by the

City of Burlington is critical to the performance of duties by staff and to implementing
many of the online and more efficient processes outlined within this evaluation. To ensure
that sufficient funds are available to maintain the technology investment, the City should
ensure that the revenues received from permitting activities are sufficient to cover not only
the personnel costs of the permitting activities but also all required technology. This can
be achieved either through the appropriate establishment of permit fees, or through the
addition of a designated technology fee that is added to each permit cost.

The permit

fees should be designed to cover the costs of supporting technology upgrades or new
systems to automate the permitting processes. These fees would be directly tied to the
cost of purchasing, installing and maintaining the systems and are often placed in a
dedicated fund that can only be utilized for technology purchases to benefit the
development process.
Recommendation #42: The City of Burlington, when implementing a new fee
schedule, should ensure that the fees are established at a level sufficient to cover
all costs associated with the permitting process, including the maintenance,
upgrade and utilization of effective technology solutions.
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6.

ADDITIONAL TOPICS

In addition to the overall review of the development and permitting process, several
specific topic areas were also identified for review and comment. These are addressed
below.
1.

INCENTIVIZING CHILDCARE SPACES CAN BEST BE ACCOMPLISHED
THROUGH PROVIDING DENSITY, PARKING OR OTHER WAIVERS FOR
MIXED USE DEVELOPMENT.
The City of Burlington has indicated an interest in evaluating opportunities to

incentivize the development of additional childcare facilities within the community. This
is difficult to do through the permitting and development review process as building and
zoning codes are inherently important to ensuring the safety of users of these types of
facilities. The City has little opportunity to reduce or waive applicable building or life safety
codes (and their costs) to incentivize this type of development.
However, the City could further modify zoning and development codes (currently
Family Day Care Homes as defined by state statute are exempt from zoning review) to
enable consideration of waivers to select code requirements (such as set-backs, density
of development, or parking requirements) for selected developments that include
childcare facilities if the applicant can demonstrate that this waiver would not impact the
safety or health of users.

For example, a greater density of development may only be

considered if the development includes a childcare facility. The development would have
to comply with all other development requirements but would be granted a density waiver
(to make the project more financially feasible) if it included child-care.

This same

approach could be utilized for parking requirements – if sufficient parking is nearby to
service the development or the facility is appropriately serviced by public transportation.
Matrix Consulting Group

Page 59

City of Burlington, Vermont
FINAL REPORT ON THE ASSESSMENT OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

This approach should only be utilized if a policy decision is made that incentivizing
childcare facility development is a greater policy goal than the parking, density, etc. Mixed
use development are the most likely ones that can make this type of effort work both
functionally and financially.
Recommendation #30: The City should consider during the next zoning review,
appropriate modifications of development criteria for developments that include
child-care facilities.
2.

THE CITY SHOULD DEVELOP STANDARD CONSTRUCTION PLANS FOR
COMMON ADA COMPLIANCE ISSUES.
The cost of converting existing properties to comply with ADA requirements can

be significant.

For new construction, it is relatively easy to develop ADA compliant

facilities, existing structures are much more difficult to address. There is little flexibility
in the codes to modify or address deviation from the accessibility codes. However, the
City could assist the public by developing, and making available online, a set of standard
approaches it has seen (or that it can develop) to address ADA compliance for existing
structures by providing example approaches to addressing compliance. This
recommendation is not to imply that City staff would design a project for the applicant,
however, it would provide alternatives for consideration for common concerns, based
upon practices it has approved as compliant.
For example, the City could develop and share approaches to addressing the
following items:
•
•
•
•

Entranceways and ramps,
Stairwell modifications,
Parking lot modifications, and
Ingress / egress.
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From a broader perspective, the City could undertake the development of
educational materials and/or public meetings, to explain to homeowners and development
professionals the concept of Universal Design which focuses on developments /
construction approaches that produce spaces / facilities that are equally accessible to all
individuals including seniors, disabled, and non-disabled individuals equally.
For new construction, the City could develop an incentive program, that reduced
application costs or provides more timely services (i.e. – reduced review or inspection
timeframes), for those projects that are developed and constructed in accordance with
universal design guidelines. This would be a somewhat unique approach that has not
been utilized widely by municipalities but takes a longer-term perspective on accessibility
by encouraging new developments to be universally accessible prior to need. As noted
earlier, it is recommended that the City consider adoption of the existing building code
which may also enable easier achievement of ADA compliance on existing buildings.
Many of the leading communities in promoting universal design are much larger
than the City of Burlington. However, there is much from their work and efforts that can
be beneficial to the City of Burlington in developing and promoting this concept locally.
Several good resources on this topic can be accessed through the links below:
New

York

City

(guidebook

to

accessibility

and

universal

design):

http://www.nyc.gov/html/ddc/downloads/pdf/udny/udny2.pdf
City of Irvine, CA (resource guide on Home Modifications compliant with universal
design):
http://legacy.cityofirvine.org/civica/filebank/blobdload.asp?BlobID=10045
City of Sacramento, CA (copy of local Universal Design Ordinance):
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https://www.cityofsacramento.org/Community-Development/Building/Universal-DesignOrdinance
City of Charlottesville, VA (City website outlining universal design concept and
providing information on State tax credits for incorporation of universal design in remodel
projects):
http://www.charlottesville.org/departments-and-services/departments-h-z/neighborhooddevelopment-services/building-permits-inspections/accessible-housing-incentives/thevirginia-livable-home-tax-credit
We would recommend that the City of Burlington develop a program to incentivize
universal design and prepare educational materials to assist applicants in understanding
the concept and approaches to implement in new construction and remodeling projects.
Recommendation #31: The City should develop educational materials and training
sessions on universal design concepts to provide assistance to applicants.
Recommendation #32: The City should incentivize universal design through the
use of reduced application fees or reduced review / inspection timeframes.
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Appendix A – Recommendation Listing
The following table provides a detailed summary of the key findings and
recommendations contained within this report. The rationale for these recommendations
are provided in the preceding chapters.
Recommendations are listed in the order they appear in the report. The suggested
timeframe for implementation takes into consideration the relative priority of the item and
the ability of the City to implement.

Some items, while perhaps higher priority for

improvement, can only be implemented after certain other recommendations have been
implemented, may require budgeting funds to cover the cost of implementation, or will
require City Council approval for implementation.
Each recommendation has been allocated to a timeframe based upon the following
criteria:
-

Short-term: accomplishable within 18 months;

-

Medium-term: implemented between 18 months and 36 months;

-

Long-term: completed after 36 months.

Report
Section
2.1

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

1. Continue a dedicated Permitting Oversight
Committee consisting of the City Attorney’s
Office, Planning Director, Inspection
Services Official, Director of Code
Enforcement, Water Director, Electric
Director, Fire Marshal, and CIO to oversee
implementation of permitting improvements
and oversee the permitting process as a
whole. The Committee should engage the
CAO’s office as appropriate. The Committee
should report to the Mayor’s Office and be
accountable for a clear work-plan with
specific deadlines and deliverables.

High

Immediate

Staff Time
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

2.1

2. Develop a plan for creation of a single
Permitting and Land Use department, to
encompass Planning and Zoning and
Inspection Services. The urgency of this
organizational change would depend
somewhat on whether the Permitting
Oversight Committee is successful in
addressing current issues without an
organizational change.

High

Long-term

Staff Time

2.1

53. The City should implement an on-going
process of routinely reviewing and updating
codes and ordinances to keep them current
and prevent outdated requirements from
remaining on the books

High

Shor-term (and
ongoing)

Staff Time

2.2

3. Create a centralized Permitting Center
where all staff whose primary function
involves Permitting and Land Use are
located. Include desks and office hours for
other employees. Implement office hours at
the center for all staff involved in review of
plans or permitting activities.

High

Medium

Both (funding
for relocation
and facility
modifications
likely
required)

2.2

4. Add a Permit Technician to staff the
Inspection Services counter in the permit
center.

High

Short-term

$50,000 base
salary to fund
new position

2.2

5. Convert one of the administrative
positions within Planning and Zoning to a
Planning Technician position.

High

Short-term

Additional
$15,000 base
salary to fund
modified
position

2.3

6. The City should track workload and
review times for planning and building
permits in greater detail and prepare monthly
performance reports, which should be
shared with the public and used by
managers to make decisions regarding
resource
deployment
and
workload
management.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time
required

2.3

7. The Department should develop more
detailed monitoring reports on building
permit inspection volumes and scheduling,
implement the tracking of those measures in
the permitting software, and use this to
monitor and address delays.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time
required
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

2.4

8. Department staff should be hired, trained,
and rewarded based on a balance of
technical and customer service skills.
Department managers should model,
promote and encourage problem solving and
customer service.

High

Short-term

Staff Time
Required to
Implement

2.4

9.
The City should provide periodic
customer service training to all staff involved
in the development review and permitting
functions to ensure a consistent approach.

High

Short-term

Estimated
cost of $5,000
if contracted
out.

2.5

10. The City should increase the focus on
providing consistent information and
feedback to customers, including ensuring
that interpretations made by staff and
decisions made by boards are consistent
over time.

High

Short-term

Staff Time
Required to
Implement

3.1

11. Eliminate the “non-applicable” zoning
determination process.

High

Immediate

Staff Time to
modify
ordinance /
process

3.2

12. Enhance the role of the Technical
Review Committee to expand departmental
review and comments on planning
applications once submitted.

Medium

Immediate

Staff time
only

3.2

13. Revise the Planning review process to
include: providing written consolidated TRC
comments to the applicant and requiring
meetings (on larger projects) to review
comments prior to resubmittal.

High

Immediate

Staff time and
Council
Approval

3.3

14. The City should adopt objective
development standards that delineate byright approvals and utilize the DAB and DRB
process only for discretionary approvals.

High

Short-term

Staff time and
Council
Approval

3.4

15. Replace separate zoning, inspection
services, and fire permits (where currently
separate permits are required from each
department for the same project) with a
single permit on which each department
signs off and the applicant is issued a single
permit.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

3.5

16. Identify basic trade permits that could be
issued as “over the counter” permits, issued
by a permit tech or clerk or on-line subject to
inspection.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.6

17. Issue the Unified Certificate of
Occupancy after the completion of the final
inspection without requiring additional
submittals by applicants.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.6

18. Eliminate the separate zoning CO
application fee. If an additional fee is to be
charged it should be incorporated into the
original permit fee.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.6

19. Planners should inspect and sign off on
projects at completion to avoid the need for
code enforcement officers to inspect projects
with which they have no familiarity.

Medium

Short-term

Staff Time

3.6

20. Establish a position in Planning and
Zoning to address shifting responsibilities for
conducting planning and zoning inspections
under the new UCO approach.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time

3.7

21. The City should continue to focus on
closing old open permits by having
inspectors conduct follow-up activities.

High

Medium-Term

Staff time

3.7

22. In the future, the City should more
proactively inform applicants when no action
has occurred on a permit within a specified
time period (where not already occurring),
should consider issuing permits for shorter
time durations, and expire permits when no
activity has occurred.

Medium

Medium-term

Staff time to
develop
process

3.8

23. In the short-term, centralize inspection
scheduling by creating a trades inspections
scheduling phone number to be monitored
and used by trained administrative staff.
Longer-term, implement on-line inspection
requests and scheduling.

High

Short-term

Software
modifications
required to
implement

3.8

24. Adopt an inspection performance
standard that guarantees trades inspections
within a defined time period following request
by the applicant.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
new policy
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

3.8

25. If the workload level is too high to
accomplish trades inspections within the
adopted time frame consider adding
additional
inspector
resources
with
preference given to those with the ability to
inspect in multiple disciplines.

Medium

Medium-Term

Funding
required for
new position

3.9

26. The City should implement an on-line
portal for permit applicants allowing them to
apply, pay for, and receive permits
electronically as well as look up status of
plan review and check inspection results.

High

Longer-term
(following
selection of
software
recommended in
recommendation
5.1)

Technology
modifications
necessary to
implement

3.10

27. The City of Burlington should implement
tablet or laptop use for all field inspections.

High

Longer-term
(following
selection of
software
recommended in
recommendation
5.1)

Acquisition
costs of
hardware and
software
modifications

3.11

28.
The City should review all fees
association with development review and
permitting activities to ensure that all costs
associated with providing these services,
including overhead and technology costs,
are covered by the fee.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
Council
Approval of
Policy

3.12

29. The City should consider the adoption of
the International Residential Code and the
Existing Building Code.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time

4.1

33. The City should conduct an annual and
ongoing customer satisfaction survey.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement

4.2

34.
The
City
should
develop
a
comprehensive Development Guide that
provides an overview of the development
process. This would be used to train new
staff in the process and improve the public’s
understanding of the process.

High

Medium-term

$10,000 if
contracted
out (staff time
if done
internally)

4.3

35. The City should develop an
Application/Permit Matrix that outlines the
timeframes for performance, the parties
responsible for review, and major submittal
requirements for each type of application or
permit.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

Matrix Consulting Group

Page 67

City of Burlington, Vermont
FINAL REPORT ON THE ASSESSMENT OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

4.4

36. All application forms should be updated
to fillable PDF format and made available
online for customers to complete and print
out. Longer-term, the City should provide
online forms.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

4.5

37. Applicable city staff should document
interpretations that have been made of the
land development code, building code, and
internal policies and procedures and make
these available to the public on the City’s
website.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

4.6

38. The City should implement an expedited
permit processing option for applicants that
meet criteria designated by the City.
Suggested criteria include project that either
support economic development efforts of the
City (increasing tax base, employment, etc.)
and projects is designated focus areas for
the community such as childcare facilities,
affordable housing project, etc.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement
(may require
Council
approval to
adopt)

5.1

39. The City should prepare an RFP for new
permitting software as well as cost estimates
for upgrades and alterations to the current
system.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
cost

5.2

40. To ensure selection of the most
appropriate permitting system, the City
should utilize a detailed functionality
requirements component in the RFP issued
to enable effective comparison of the
different systems and responses received

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement or
consultant

5.3

41. The City should explore options to
increase the level of accuracy of the GIS
data regarding property boundaries. Until
accurate property boundaries are available
through GIS, the City will be significantly
limited in some efforts to streamline and
further automate processes.

High

Medium-term

Unknown

5.3

42. The City of Burlington, when
implementing a new fee schedule, should
ensure that the fees are established at a
level sufficient to cover all costs associated
with the permitting process, including the
maintenance, upgrade and utilization of
effective technology solutions.

High

Long-term (timed
to coincide with
the
implementation of
new technology)

Staff time to
develop and
Council
Approval of
Policy
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

7.1

30. The City should consider during the next
zoning review, appropriate modifications of
development criteria for developments that
include child-care facilities.

High

Medium-Term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
hired

7.2

31. The City should develop educational
materials and training sessions on universal
design concepts to provide assistance to
applicants.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
hire

7.2

32. The City should incentivize universal
design through the use of reduced
application fees or reduced review /
inspection timeframes.

Medium

Medium-Term

Staff time

Discussion and rationale for each of these recommendations is contained in the
following chapters.
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Appendix B – Recommendation Listing (sorted by priority)
Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

2.1

1. Continue a dedicated Permitting Oversight
Committee consisting of the City Attorney’s
Office, Planning Director, Inspection
Services Official, Director of Code
Enforcement, Water Director, Electric
Director, Fire Marshal, and CIO to oversee
implementation of permitting improvements
and oversee the permitting process as a
whole. The Committee should engage the
CAO’s office as appropriate. The Committee
should report to the Mayor’s Office and be
accountable for a clear work-plan with
specific deadlines and deliverables.

High

Immediate

Staff Time

2.1

2. Develop a plan for creation of a single
Permitting and Land Use department, to
encompass Planning and Zoning and
Inspection Services. The urgency of this
organizational change would depend
somewhat on whether the Permitting
Oversight Committee is successful in
addressing current issues without an
organizational change.

High

Long-term

Staff Time

2.1

53. The City should implement an on-going
process of routinely reviewing and updating
codes and ordinances to keep them current
and prevent outdated requirements from
remaining on the books

High

Shor-term (and
ongoing)

Staff Time

2.2

3. Create a centralized Permitting Center
where all staff whose primary function
involves Permitting and Land Use are
located. Include desks and office hours for
other employees. Implement office hours at
the center for all staff involved in review of
plans or permitting activities.

High

Medium

Both (funding
for relocation
and facility
modifications
likely
required)

2.2

4. Add a Permit Technician to staff the
Inspection Services counter in the permit
center.

High

Short-term

$50,000 base
salary to fund
new position
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

2.2

5. Convert one of the administrative
positions within Planning and Zoning to a
Planning Technician position.

High

Short-term

Additional
$15,000 base
salary to fund
modified
position

2.4

8. Department staff should be hired, trained,
and rewarded based on a balance of
technical and customer service skills.
Department managers should model,
promote and encourage problem solving and
customer service.

High

Short-term

Staff Time
Required to
Implement

2.4

9.
The City should provide periodic
customer service training to all staff involved
in the development review and permitting
functions to ensure a consistent approach.

High

Short-term

Estimated
cost of $5,000
if contracted
out.

2.5

10. The City should increase the focus on
providing consistent information and
feedback to customers, including ensuring
that interpretations made by staff and
decisions made by boards are consistent
over time.

High

Short-term

Staff Time
Required to
Implement

3.1

11. Eliminate the “non-applicable” zoning
determination process.

High

Immediate

Staff Time to
modify
ordinance /
process

3.2

13. Revise the Planning review process to
include: providing written consolidated TRC
comments to the applicant and requiring
meetings (on larger projects) to review
comments prior to resubmittal.

High

Immediate

Staff time and
Council
Approval

3.3

14. The City should adopt objective
development standards that delineate byright approvals and utilize the DAB and DRB
process only for discretionary approvals.

High

Short-term

Staff time and
Council
Approval

3.4

15. Replace separate zoning, inspection
services, and fire permits (where currently
separate permits are required from each
department for the same project) with a
single permit on which each department
signs off and the applicant is issued a single
permit.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

3.6

17. Issue the Unified Certificate of
Occupancy after the completion of the final
inspection without requiring additional
submittals by applicants.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.8

23. In the short-term, centralize inspection
scheduling by creating a trades inspections
scheduling phone number to be monitored
and used by trained administrative staff.
Longer-term, implement on-line inspection
requests and scheduling.

High

Short-term

Software
modifications
required to
implement

3.8

24. Adopt an inspection performance
standard that guarantees trades inspections
within a defined time period following request
by the applicant.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
new policy

3.7

21. The City should continue to focus on
closing old open permits by having
inspectors conduct follow-up activities.

High

Medium-Term

Staff time

3.9

26. The City should implement an on-line
portal for permit applicants allowing them to
apply, pay for, and receive permits
electronically as well as look up status of
plan review and check inspection results.

High

Longer-term
(following
selection of
software
recommended in
recommendation
5.1)

Technology
modifications
necessary to
implement

3.10

27. The City of Burlington should implement
tablet or laptop use for all field inspections.

High

Longer-term
(following
selection of
software
recommended in
recommendation
5.1)

Acquisition
costs of
hardware and
software
modifications

3.11

28.
The City should review all fees
association with development review and
permitting activities to ensure that all costs
associated with providing these services,
including overhead and technology costs,
are covered by the fee.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
Council
Approval of
Policy

4.2

34.
The
City
should
develop
a
comprehensive Development Guide that
provides an overview of the development
process. This would be used to train new
staff in the process and improve the public’s
understanding of the process.

High

Medium-term

$10,000 if
contracted
out (staff time
if done
internally)
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

4.3

35. The City should develop an
Application/Permit Matrix that outlines the
timeframes for performance, the parties
responsible for review, and major submittal
requirements for each type of application or
permit.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

4.5

37. Applicable city staff should document
interpretations that have been made of the
land development code, building code, and
internal policies and procedures and make
these available to the public on the City’s
website.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

5.1

39. The City should prepare an RFP for new
permitting software as well as cost estimates
for upgrades and alterations to the current
system.

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
cost

5.2

40. To ensure selection of the most
appropriate permitting system, the City
should utilize a detailed functionality
requirements component in the RFP issued
to enable effective comparison of the
different systems and responses received

High

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement or
consultant

5.3

41. The City should explore options to
increase the level of accuracy of the GIS
data regarding property boundaries. Until
accurate property boundaries are available
through GIS, the City will be significantly
limited in some efforts to streamline and
further automate processes.

High

Medium-term

Unknown

5.3

42. The City of Burlington, when
implementing a new fee schedule, should
ensure that the fees are established at a
level sufficient to cover all costs associated
with the permitting process, including the
maintenance, upgrade and utilization of
effective technology solutions.

High

Long-term (timed
to coincide with
the
implementation of
new technology)

Staff time to
develop and
Council
Approval of
Policy

7.1

30. The City should consider during the next
zoning review, appropriate modifications of
development criteria for developments that
include child-care facilities.

High

Medium-Term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
hired
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

2.3

6. The City should track workload and
review times for planning and building
permits in greater detail and prepare monthly
performance reports, which should be
shared with the public and used by
managers to make decisions regarding
resource
deployment
and
workload
management.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time
required

2.3

7. The Department should develop more
detailed monitoring reports on building
permit inspection volumes and scheduling,
implement the tracking of those measures in
the permitting software, and use this to
monitor and address delays.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time
required

3.2

12. Enhance the role of the Technical
Review Committee to expand departmental
review and comments on planning
applications once submitted.

Medium

Immediate

Staff time
only

3.5

16. Identify basic trade permits that could be
issued as “over the counter” permits, issued
by a permit tech or clerk or on-line subject to
inspection.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.6

18. Eliminate the separate zoning CO
application fee. If an additional fee is to be
charged it should be incorporated into the
original permit fee.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement
(software
modifications
required)

3.6

19. Planners should inspect and sign off on
projects at completion to avoid the need for
code enforcement officers to inspect projects
with which they have no familiarity.

Medium

Short-term

Staff Time

3.6

20. Establish a position in Planning and
Zoning to address shifting responsibilities for
conducting planning and zoning inspections
under the new UCO approach.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time

3.7

22. In the future, the City should more
proactively inform applicants when no action
has occurred on a permit within a specified
time period (where not already occurring),
should consider issuing permits for shorter
time durations, and expire permits when no
activity has occurred.

Medium

Medium-term

Staff time to
develop
process
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

3.8

25. If the workload level is too high to
accomplish trades inspections within the
adopted time frame consider adding
additional
inspector
resources
with
preference given to those with the ability to
inspect in multiple disciplines.

Medium

Medium-Term

Funding
required for
new position

3.12

29. The City should consider the adoption of
the International Residential Code and the
Existing Building Code.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time

4.1

33. The City should conduct an annual and
ongoing customer satisfaction survey.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
implement

4.4

36. All application forms should be updated
to fillable PDF format and made available
online for customers to complete and print
out. Longer-term, the City should provide
online forms.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement

4.6

38. The City should implement an expedited
permit processing option for applicants that
meet criteria designated by the City.
Suggested criteria include project that either
support economic development efforts of the
City (increasing tax base, employment, etc.)
and projects is designated focus areas for
the community such as childcare facilities,
affordable housing project, etc.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop and
implement
(may require
Council
approval to
adopt)

6

43. Establish handout specifically outlining
permitting process for solar permits including
submittal requirements, review timeframes,
and zoning requirements / conditions of
approval.

Medium

Short-term

Staff Time

6

52. Where feasible, seek state approval to
allow cross-trained inspectors to enable
single inspection of solar installations to
streamline inspection process. If this is not
implemented, or workload prevents
completion of solar inspections in a timely
manner, the City should consider accepting
third party inspections from a pre-qualified
list of inspectors (again, state approval or
modification of regulations may be
required).

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
train or
develop
program

Matrix Consulting Group
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Report
Section

Recommendation #

Priority

Suggested
Timeframe

Cost / Staff
Time Impact

7.2

31. The City should develop educational
materials and training sessions on universal
design concepts to provide assistance to
applicants.

Medium

Short-term

Staff time to
develop or
consultant
hire

7.2

32. The City should incentivize universal
design through the use of reduced
application fees or reduced review /
inspection timeframes.

Medium

Medium-Term

Staff time

Matrix Consulting Group
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Category

Location

Structure

Codes &
Ordinances

TRC

TRC

City Team Response

Proposed Timeframe

Priority

Implementation
effort

Ongoing Effort

Cost

High

Easy

Medium

-

Rec #

Matrix Recommendation

1

Continue a dedicated Permitting Oversight
Committee consisting of the City Attorney’s
Office, Planning Director, Inspection Services
Official, Director of Code Enforcement, Water
Director, Electric Director, Fire Marshal, and CIO
to oversee implementation of permitting
improvements and oversee the permitting
process as a whole. The Committee should
engage the CAO’s office as appropriate. The
Committee should report to the Mayor’s Office
and be accountable for a clear work-plan with
specific deadlines and deliverables.

3

Create a centralized Permitting Center where all
staff whose primary function involves Permitting
and Land Use are located. Include desks and
office hours for other employees. Implement
office hours at the center for all staff involved in
review of plans or permitting activities.

We believe that co-locating the teams at one facility is worthwhile,
to better serve the public and to encourage staff collaboration. As
creating space to house all staff at one location may take a
significant amount of time, we propose that the POC develop a
plan for staff to hold office hours at 645 Pine St, and possibly City
Hall, in the near-term. The POC should be tasked with developing
a plan for and overseeing a move to a final, single location.

High

2

Develop a plan for creation of a single
Permitting and Land Use department, to
encompass Planning and Zoning and Inspection
Services. The urgency of this organizational
change would depend somewhat on whether
the Permitting Oversight Committee is
successful in addressing current issues without
an organizational change.

While we believe there is value to exploring this option, we think it
is more important to focus on many of the other
recommendations contained here, including a more formal
Permitting Oversight Committee (1), which will have immediate
and significant impacts to the permitting experience. We
recommend that the POC re-visit this recommendation once other
recommendations are in place to evaluate if there is a need to
more formally combine the departments.

Medium

Difficult

-

53

The City should implement an ongoing process
of routinely reviewing and updating codes and
ordinances to keep them current and prevent
outdated requirements from remaining on the
books.

We believe this is very important, and would like to implement a
regular review of the codes and ordinances. This will require a
commitment of staff time, will need to be prioritized along with
existing responsibilities, and may require additional resources. We
recommend the POC evaluate what would be required to commit
to a regular review and prepare a proposal.

Medium

Medium

Medium

12

Currently, departments attend pre-meetings and are invited, but
not required, to provide comments on applications for major
Enhance the role of the Technical Review
projects. We recommend that the POC be tasked with evaluating
Committee to expand departmental review and the current process for pre-application and post-application
comments of planning applications once
review to ensure critical feedback is provided in a timely manner
submitted.
for all major projects. The new process will need to allow for later
input by trades where reviews are done on early-stage projects
that are not ready for trades feedback.

High

Medium

Medium

13

Revise the Planning review process to include:
providing written consolidated TRC comments
to the applicant and requiring meetings (on
larger projects) to review comments prior to
resubmittal.

Organization

Structure

City of Burlington

Dependency

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Jun 18

Sept 18

Dec 18

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

x

x

x

x

x

Begin plan
single
location

X

We believe this is a good opportunity to make the process more
effective.
A team has been meeting to review more operational issues; we
recommend that team be broadened and refocused to oversee the
implementation of the changes we identify as a result of this effort
and to resolve more high-level issues surrounding permitting, in
addition the operational issues it currently looks at. This
Permitting Oversight Committee (POC) should include
representatives from P&Z, ISD, Water, Fire, Code, BED, CAO, CIO,
City Attorney and the Mayor's Office.

With 12

Difficult

-

$$$

City Hall /
space
planning
efforts

joint office
hours

Begin
evaluation

Proposal
for ongoing
review

Plan for
new
process
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Category

Single Permit

P&Z Staffing

P&Z

Process

P&Z

Rec #

Matrix Recommendation

City Team Response

Priority

Implementation
effort

15

Replace separate zoning, inspection services,
and fire permits (where currently separate
permits are required from each department for
the same project) with a single permit on which
each department signs off and the applicant is
issued a single permit.

We agree there is value to streamlining permits, and recommend
this be accomplished in two steps:
1. POC should identify areas where duplicative permits are issued
(e.g. fire sprinklers) and work toward consolidating them into a
single permit.
2. A working group should be formed to evaluate whether there
is additional value and ability to consolidate other activities into
one permit and make a recommendation back to the POC.

Medium

Medium

5

Convert one of the administrative positions
within Planning to a Planning Technician
position.

This is already underway; modification to change an existing,
vacant position to BOF / CC for approval Jan 2017.

14

P&Z supports this recommendation. Form Based Code is a step
The City should adopt objective development
toward this goal in the downtown area, which we believe should
standards that delineate by-right approvals and
be expanded to additional areas. To provide short-term relief, P&Z
utilize the DAB and DRB process only for
will develop a proposal for an expanded threshold for review by
discretionary approvals.
the appropriate boards and Council.

11

P&Z
Inspection

19

P&Z
Inspection

20

P&Z
Inspection

ISD Staffing

City of Burlington

17

4

Eliminate the “non-applicable” zoning
determination process.

The NA decision is not required, but is offered for applicants who
want confirmation before starting work. We recommend that P&Z
work with the City Attorney to determine if there is a more
effective means of achieving the intended outcome that does not
require a delay in issuing a building permit due to the 15-day
appeal time.

Improvements can also be achieved through developing a
standard operating procedure that can be followed by ISD staff.
Further, moving staff to a single location where staff and
applicants can better interact will likely reduce the perceived need
for the decision.
We recommend moving responsibility for performing zoning
Planners should inspect and sign off on projects
permit inspections to P&Z. This would require at least one
at completion to avoid the need for code
additional headcount for that team. A plan for this transition
enforcement officers to inspect projects with
should be developed by the POC, with the goal of moving
which they have no familiarity.
responsibility at the start of FY19.
Establish a position in Planning and Zoning to
See #19. The plan developed in 19 should include exploring
address shifting responsibilities for conducting whether a position could be transferred from P&Z, or whether a
planning and zoning inspections under the new greater focus on closing aged open permits should be followed by
UCO approach.
Code.
Issue the Unified Certificate of Occupancy after
We recommend this change be made with the move of zoning
the completion of the final inspection without
inspection responsibility to P&Z (19). A process will need to be
requiring additional submittals by applicants to
developed to address outstanding permits.
Code.

Add a Permit Technician to staff the Inspection
Services counter in the permit center.

The team recommends that a more formal evaluation of the need
for and appropriate role of a Permit Tech be evaluated, and a
formal recommendation with proposed job description be
developed in anticipation of FY19 hiring, aligned with creation of a
one-stop shop.

Proposed Timeframe
Ongoing Effort

Small

Cost

Dependency

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Jun 18

Sept 18

Improve
duplicative
(1)

X

X

X

X

Dec 18

X
Working
Group
begins (2)

-

within current
budget

High

Easy

High

Easy

High

Easy

Small

High

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

-

19

Plan for
transition

High

Medium

Small

19

Plan for
transition

Medium

Easy

-

X

Proposal

Proposal
for new
process

+60k annual
+benefits

+50k annual
+benefits

Plan for
transition

Proposal
complete

DRAFT 4/13/2017

3 of 6
Matrix Consulting Group Recommendation

Category

ISD

ISD Inspection

ISD Inspection

ISD Inspection

ISD Codes

Education

Education

City of Burlington

Rec #

Matrix Recommendation

City Team Response

Priority

Implementation
effort

16

Identify basic trade permits that could be issued
as “over the counter” permits, issued by a
permit tech or clerk or on-line subject to
inspection.

We recommend that DPW create a task force to identify areas
where OTC permits can be issued providing public value without
risking safety. The team should develop a formal recommendation
for the POC, which will include plans for implementation of any
changes recommended. This should be aligned with evaluation of
need for a permit tech.

Medium

Medium

23

In the short-term, centralize inspection
scheduling by creating an inspections scheduling
phone number to be monitored and used by
trained administrative staff. Longer-term,
implement on-line inspection requests and
scheduling.

In the near-term, DPW will develop an improved process for
scheduling inspections to improve customer experience and
reduce staff time required to support scheduling. Exploration of
possible automated tools will begin in partnership with IT

Proposed Timeframe
Ongoing Effort

Cost

Dependency

tbd

4

New software
(39)

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Small

24

We recommend this be evaluated and implemented at a later
Adopt an inspection performance standard that phase of the project. It will require other recommendations be
guarantees inspections within a defined time
implemented, such as hiring a permit tech and offering online
period following request by the applicant.
scheduling, and those other steps will have more significant impact
on customer satisfaction.

Medium

Medium

tbd

tbd

4, 39

25

DPW is in conversations with the State to understand whether
they would approve hiring a combination inspector to perform
single family inspections DPW has also identified other
If the workload level is too high to accomplish
opportunities to address building inspection volumes and working
inspections within the adopted time frame,
toward a faster inspection standard. Possible solutions include
consider adding a “combo” inspector with cross
staff overtime, maintaining a budget for and list of approved
training to inspect for multiple disciplines.
contractors, and mutual aid agreements with other communities.
Once their research is complete, they will make a formal
recommendation about next steps to the POC and Mayor.

Medium

Medium

tbd

tbd

24

IBC anc IEBC are already adopted as part of State Reference Code.
We recommend that DPW create a task force to consider the
recommendation to adopt the International Residential Code. The
team would work with the State to understand our ability to
implement the IRC, as well as with the development community to
gather their feedback and determine if there is real value in
implementing the change.

Medium

Medium

tbd

tbd

High

Medium

-

$25,000
consultant

Significant
changes
implemented

X

$5k
consultant

with 34

X

The City should consider the adoption of the
International Residential Code and Existing
Building Code.

34

We recommend this be undertaken and the City develop a web
and print guide to help the public better understand the
The City should develop a comprehensive
development process and clearly identify what steps they must
Development Guide that provides an overview
take to successfully complete the permitting process. The project
of the development process. This would be used
should incorporate a guide and a matrix as identified in 35. We
to train new staff in the process and improve the
recommend this be undertaken after significant process changes
public’s understanding of the process.
have been implemented to ensure the guide is useful and up to
date.

35

The City should develop an Application/Permit
Matrix that outlines the timeframes for
performance, the parties responsible for review, see 34
and major submittal requirements for each type
of application or permit.

Dec 18

Identify and
begin
implement
interim tool

Medium

29

Sept 18

Proposal
complete

High

For the longer term, requirements for new software will include
the ability to schedule inspections online.

Jun 18

Develop
proposal

Proposal
complete

Proposal

DRAFT 4/13/2017

4 of 6
Matrix Consulting Group Recommendation

Category

Education

Forms

Training

Training

Proposed Timeframe

City Team Response

Priority

Implementation
effort

10

The City should increase focus on providing
consistent information and feedback to
customers, including ensuring that
interpretations made by staff and decisions
made by boards are consistent over time.

Interpretations are currently tracked, however there is no
mechanism in place for them to be available online. P&Z will work
to post the existing interpretations online. Longer-term P&Z and
IT will explore options for making the interpretations available
online for staff and public access. (Also see 37)

Medium

Medium

Small

tbd

Posted
online

37

Applicable city staff should document
interpretations of the land development code,
building code, and internal policies and
procedures and make these available to the
public on the City’s website.

See 10

Medium

Medium

Small

tbd

Posted
online

36

We recommend quickly identifying an intern or consultant who
All application forms should be updated to
can complete converting the documents to fillable forms and
fillable PDF format and made available online for
posting them to the website. Staff from P&Z, ISD and Code will
customers to complete and print out. Longercatalog all of the forms to be converted. IT and City Attorney will
term, the City should provide online forms.
explore appropriate means for capturing e-signatures.

High

Easy

-

$4k-$5k
consultant

8

Leadership for P&Z, ISD and Code will attend customer service
training and will strive to weave a customer service focus into
Department staff should be hired, trained, and operations and expectations. Leadership will also work to ensure
rewarded based on a balance of technical and standard operating procedures (SOPs) exist for key activities, and
customer service skills. Department managers that regular training occurs for all staff to ensure standardized and
should model, promote and encourage problem consistent customer experiences. They will also work do ensure
solving and customer service.
training occurs across teams and departments to ensure all staff
have the information they need to provide customer support for
all requests they receive.

High

Medium

Small

9

The City should provide periodic customer
service training to all staff involved in the
development review and permitting functions to
ensure a consistent approach.

High

Easy

Small

$7,500 annual

with 8

Medium

Medium

Small

tbd

IT availability,
39

Rec #

Education

City of Burlington

Matrix Recommendation

We recommend that customer service training be provided to all
permitting staff who interface with the public on a regular basis.
This effort should be coordinated with other customer service
training needs/efforts that exist across the City.

Ongoing Effort

Cost

Dependency

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Jun 18

Sept 18

Dec 18

X

X

X

X

X

X

with 9

X

X

X

Customer Service

The ability to deliver detailed workload and performance reports
will be a requirement for any new software to be selected. An
interim solution should be explored for more immediate reporting:

Reporting

6

Reporting

7

Survey

33

The City should track workload and review times
for planning and building permits in greater
detail and prepare monthly performance
reports, which should be shared with the public
and used by managers to make decisions
regarding resource deployment and workload
management.

1. P&Z currently reviews regular reports about permit activity.
These reports will be used to identify if additional data should be
added based on the recommendation.
2. ISD will develop a template for a report to provide data
recommended.

Needs
identified

IT proposal
to POC

Once each request is complete, IT will estimate the effort that will
be required to deliver the reports, and the POC will determine
whether it is worth the effort to implement the changes for
interim reporting.

The Department should develop more detailed See 6
monitoring reports on building permit inspection
volumes and scheduling and use this to track
and address delays.
We recommend members of the POC evaluate the best means of
The City should conduct an annual and ongoing implementing a survey. The team should also consider how to
customer satisfaction survey.
align this survey with other survey/ public engagement efforts that
may be underway.

6

Medium

Medium

Medium

tbd

Proposal

X
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Category

Rec #

Aging permits

Aging permits

Expedited

Software

Technology

Software

22

Matrix Recommendation

In the future, the City should more proactively
inform applicants when no action has occurred
on a permit within a specified time period
(where not already occurring), should consider
issuing permits for shorter time durations, and
expire permits when no activity has occurred.

City of Burlington
City Team Response

ISD will work with IT to evaluate whether an automated
notification can be sent to building permit holders as they
approach expiration.

38

The City should implement an expedited permit
processing option for applicants that meet
criteria designated by the City. Suggested
criteria include project that either support
economic development efforts of the City
(increasing tax base, employment, etc.) and
projects is designated focus areas for the
community such as childcare facilities,
affordable housing project, etc.

39

Ongoing Effort

Cost

Dependency

Medium

Medium

automated

interim
solution cost
tbd

39

Low

Difficult

Medium

significant
staff time

Medium

Small

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Jun 18

Sept 18

Dec 18

Determinati
on of ISD
notices

X

The ability to perform automated notification of upcoming permit
expirations will be a requirement specified for any new software.

21

The City of Burlington should implement tablet
or laptop use for all field inspections.

Priority

P&Z currently sends notification to holders of open permits 60 and
90 days prior to expiration.

On 12/19/16 an ordinance change was approved that allows P&Z
to require zoning permit applicants to close out all open permits
before they are allowed to receive a permit for new work. This
The City should continue to focus on closing old will greatly assist with closing out old permits.
open permits by having inspectors conduct
follow-up activities while in the field.
We recommend a team be put in place to develop a proposal for
addressing the outstanding permits, that considers how to reengage the contractor who performed the original work in the
inspection as required.

27

Proposed Timeframe

Implementation
effort

We do not recommend pursuing this recommendation, as we
believe it encourages perceptions of inequity and favoring those
with more money.
We recommend that an expedited process could be used to
support the policy goals of the City (e.g. creation of child care or
affordable housing).

Proposal

Not
recommende
d

IT is working with ISD and expects to have mobile capabilities by
February 2017. Longer term, our goal will be to identify a new
application that provides more robust mobile functionality.
High

39

X

Tablets have been rolled out and are in use by Code Enforcement,
and could also be made available to P&Z staff to perform final
inspections.

We believe identifying an improved tool is critical to improving our
work, customer service, online services, and reporting capabilities.
We suggest issuing an RFP to identify a consultant to assist us with
documenting our requirements (see 40), which will include
The City should prepare an RFP for new
changes to processes that will be made based upon reform efforts,
permitting software as well as cost estimates for
and selecting an appropriate new tool. The search would be open
upgrades and alterations to the current system.
to our existing provider, CSDC, as well as new providers. The RFP
and search should be started once the key process changes have
been fully developed and approved, to ensure the new software
can support, and is created to, support the new work.

High

Difficult

up to $600k
implementati
on + annual
maintenance

40

RFP issued
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Technology

Category

Rec #

Software

Software

GIS

Fees

40

26

City of Burlington

Matrix Recommendation

City Team Response

To ensure selection of the most appropriate
permitting system, the City should utilize a
detailed functionality requirements component see 39
in the RFP issued to enable effective comparison
of the different systems and responses received
Any new permitting software selected would be required to
provide the ability to apply for, monitor, and receive permits
online. Rolling out this functionality would be included in an
The City should implement an on-line portal for implementation plan resulting from 39.
permit applicants allowing them to apply, pay
for, and receive permits electronically as well as The POC should be asked to explore if there are interim web site
look up status of plan review and check
improvements that can be made, and to identify any simple
inspection results.
permits that could be issued online and evaluate whether there is
value to implementing any interim functionality ahead of the
longer term solution.

41

The City should explore options to increase the
level of accuracy of the GIS data regarding
property boundaries. Until accurate property
boundaries are available through GIS, the City
will be significantly limited in some efforts to
streamline and further automate processes.

The POC should be tasked with researching best practices in other
communities and evaluate our current capabilities relative to
those practices, as well as to develop procedures for when we
require a survey to be provided by an applicant to confirm
property lines and protect the public ROW. Our current process is
typically based on the customer's representation, without
requiring they provide additional surveys in most cases.

28

The City should review all fees associated with
development review and permitting activities to
ensure that all costs associated with providing
these services, including overhead and
technology costs, are covered by the fee.

We recommend that a working group be developed, to include
participation and support from the CAO's office, to evaluate
current fees to ensure they are fair, appropriate, and recover all
direct and indirect permitting costs to the City.

Proposed Timeframe

Priority

Implementation
effort

Ongoing Effort

Cost

Dependency

High

Difficult

-

$70k
consultant

39

High

Medium

with 39

39

High

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Easy

28

Proposal

High

Medium

28

Proposal

Medium

Mar 17

Jun 17

Sept 17

Dec 17

Mar 18

Eliminate the zoning CO application fee. If an
additional fee is to be charged it should be
incorporated into the permit fee.

42

The City of Burlington, when implementing a
new fee schedule, should ensure that the fees
are established at a level sufficient to cover all
costs associated with the permitting process,
including the maintenance, upgrade and
utilization of effective technology solutions.

Fees

18

Fees

The POC should evaluate changing the timing of this fee in the
short-term. Ultimately, this should be included in the plan to
transition responsibility for performing zoning inspections moves
to P&Z (19).

We recommend tech costs be included in overall fee schedule, see
28.

Sept 18

Dec 18

Consultant
selected

explore
interim
solutions

tbd

X

Proposal

Begin
evaluation

Proposal

We recommend this be considered as part of the overall fee
structure review, see 28.
Fees

Jun 18

