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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A. BACKGROUND 
This study was initiated by the City Manager to conduct an organizational and 

operational analysis of the Department in an effort to increase process efficiency, 

customer satisfaction, and delivery of accurate and timely services. 

Zucker Systems of San Diego, California was selected to conduct this study. The firm 

specializes in planning and development departments and has completed 170 studies 

throughout the United States, Canada, and the Caribbean. The consultant’s five staff who 

worked on the Austin study are seasoned professionals who have all managed 

government programs similar to Austin’s and they all have also had  private sector 

experience.  

Zucker Systems uses a proprietary methodology as shown below. It looked extensively at 

records, conducted many interviews, and observed operations. It worked extensively with 

staff, Stakeholders, and policy makers.   
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Stakeholder Perspective 

The Austin Stakeholders are not pleased with the current level of service being provided 

by the City Planning and Development Review Department (PDRD) as well as some 

related City departments. The call for this study was an outgrowth of those feelings. 

While we found many strengths, good features and processes in PDRD, along with many 

competent staff, we generally concur with the Stakeholder perception and we found many 

areas needing attention. The customer survey we conducted for this study had the most 

negative scores we have seen in our studies of 170 communities in 31 states.  

The Backdrop/Changes Underway 

There are a number of actions underway in Austin that will impact the Planning and 

Development Review Department and the entire development review process. These will 

impact the processes and will need to be considered as improvements are implemented. 

They include: 

 The CodeNEXT project; 

 The new Mayor and City Council; 

 The new Civil Service system; 

 The possible consolidation of some of the Boards and Commissions; 

 The two new Assistant Directors in PDRD;  

 Ongoing retirements of key PDRD experienced employees; 

 The move to accept plans and credit cards over the Internet; 

 The move to electronic plan check; 

 Splitting PDRD into two departments; 

 A new electric code; and  

 Involvement of the Texas legislature and Attorney General in Austin issues, (more 

extensive than we see in most states). 

While most of these will have a positive impact in the long term, the changes can put 

extra pressure on PDRD and other departments as they work to implement this report.  

B. HISTORY 
According to the Stakeholders we contacted as part of this study, there have been 

problems with Austin’s development process for many years. Although there have been 

many improvements through the years, the system remains a major problem. The 

applicant survey we conducted for this study resulted in some of the most negative scores 
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and responses we have seen in our many national studies. Some of the key history is 

outlined below.  

1987 National Experts Report/”The Austin Way” 

In 1987 Paul Zucker, President of Zucker Systems led a team of five national planning 

and development experts on a three day trip to Austin and issued a report called, 

Improving the Development Regulatory Process in Austin. Many of the issues discussed 

in 1987 (some 27 years ago) still remain. A critical issue that we found in 1987 still exists 

– the so called “Austin Way.” The 1987 report described it this way:  

The so called “Austin Way” contains an unhealthy dose of suspicion. This lack of 

trust became evident in the desire by both staff and citizens to over-document 

everything, to dot every “i” and cross every “t”, the tendency to create new 

commissions along with each new ordinance, unwillingness to delegate more 

decisions to staff and staff’s feelings that if they make a mistake, they may be 

crucified. In the long run every detail cannot be documented. This kind of system 

will break down and sink of its own weight. We are not suggesting that the Austin 

Way be abandoned, rather that it be kept in perspective.  

 

We agree with the finding in the 1987 report. Neither we, nor do we think anyone else, is 

smart enough to write a Code, policies, or regulations that covers all likely situations that 

occur in most development projects. Staff needs to use some common sense, solve 

problems, and use whatever discretion the codes may allow. Some discretion is generally 

allowed in the building codes and engineering standards. The existing land development 

code may be more limited in this respect. 

2004 One-Stop-Shop 

In 2004 much of the development process was re-located to One Texas Center within the 

Watershed Protection and Development Review Department. The Department created 

what is called the “One-Stop-Shop”. The idea was to integrate the reviews of all 

departments. In some cases staff was collocated and a series of MOU’s between 

departments were negotiated. While these efforts had some success, the development 

process continued to experience problems.  

2009 Planning and Development Review Department (PDRD) 

In 2009 a new department (PDRD) was created to merge the One Stop Functions with the 

planning functions. Again some staff were collocated. As with the One-Stop-Shop, some 

improvements were made but as evidenced in this report, major issues remain.  
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2013 Two Day Meeting of 18 Key Stakeholders 

In October of 2013 a group of 18 key Stakeholders agreed to meet with City staff and a 

facilitator to discuss issues with the development process and look for solutions. As part 

of this study, we met with most of the participants in this 2013 meeting who indicated 

that there had been only minimal progress since that time. As a follow up to that meeting, 

the City Manager and PDRD launched a search for a consultant to address the issues 

which resulted in this current study.  

As can be seen, there have been many attempts in the past to fix Austin’s development 

process including soliciting a review by 5 national planning and development experts in 

1987, the creation of the One-Stop-Shop in 2004 the creation of PDRD in 2009, and 18 

key Stakeholders meeting with staff and a facilitator in 2013 to address the issues. 

Although some useful changes resulted from these efforts, overall there has been only 

limited success as indicated by Stakeholders today.  

 

 

 

C. KEY PRIORITY AREAS 
We have prepared an extensive detailed 783 page Report that includes some 462 

recommendations for improving PDRD and Austin’s development process. The detailed 

Report can be accessed on the City’s website. We look forward to Stakeholder review. 

Please email your comments to paul@zuckersystems.com or mail to Zucker Systems, 

3038 Udall St. San Diego, CA 92106.  

A new customer-focused culture is required within PDRD and other related Austin 

departments. This culture will need to be supported by new resources (an immediate 

addition of $4,250,000 million to the PDRD budget), improvements to management 

(creation of a deputy director for operations), having other departments delegate their 

development plan review functions to PDRD, changing and meeting specific 

performance standards, moving aggressively ahead with current efforts for accepting 

plans over the Internet and using electronic plan check, immediately adding 23 new 

positions to PDRD, and development of a true project manager system.  

While all the recommendations in this report are important, we believe there are seven 

key areas that need improving and should have the highest priority as follows:  

Austin must decide if it really is serious this time. If 

so, some dramatic actions as outlined in this report 

will be necessary. 
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1. FINANCES 

Findings  

PDRD’s budget is part of the City’s General Fund. However, experience throughout the 

country has shown that planning and development departments cannot compete with fire 

and police services in a General Fund budget process. We also understand that there is 

continued pressure on the General Fund including likely actions by the new City Council. 

The solution to this, which is used by most Best Practices communities, is the use of 

either an Enterprise Fund or at least a way to isolate fee revenues to be used only for 

development functions. Adding to this dilemma are studies showing that Austin fees are 

amongst the lowest of comparable cities. In our experience, most developers are willing 

to pay higher fees in exchange for shorter timelines and improved service. Best Practices 

cities also create substantial reserve accounts to support key staff in a time of a 

development downturn.  

While Austin has been adding some staffing to PDRD to meet Stakeholder needs 

(residential plan review being an example), it appears that staffing has generally been 

added well after the problems have occurred.  

There are a variety of ways to illustrate this financial issue. For example in FY 2013-14 

the budget estimated revenue of $17,178,668 while the actual revenue was $24,448,282 a 

difference of $7,269,614. Yet these excess revenues did not go back to help PDRD but 

went into the General Fund. The same thing happened in FY 2012-13. Revenue was 

estimated at $13,152,168 with actual revenue of $20,723,468, a difference of $7,573,600. 

In our experience, the development community is willing to pay for good service, but 

their fees should be used to improve that service.  

Recommendations 

 An initial $4,250,000 million should be set aside for PDRD to implement this 

report. A detailed listing of proposed expenditures is included in the this 

Report;  

 Budgets and revenues for the development related activities of PDRD should 

be isolated from the General Fund in a separate account;  

 Comprehensive Planning and Current Planning would continue to be General 

Fund accounts;  

 A reserve account should be established for the One-Stop-Shop with an initial 

deposit of $2.0 million and a target to build a 22 million reserve; and  

 The equivalent of 23 staff should be added to PDRD. Additionally, consultants 

should be used as needed to support permanent staff and remove backlogs.   
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2. MANAGEMENT AND COMMUNICATION 

Findings 

While selected PDRD Divisions may be operating efficiently and effectively, there is no 

overall strategy in PDRD to address Stakeholder or employee concerns. There is no clear 

customer service focus and a lack of clear and effective management. For example, in the 

2013-2014 budget, commercial plan review was meeting only 24% of its performance 

standards. Yet with no real increases in resources, the budget initially indicated meeting 

80% performance. Following criticism of this, the performance standard was again set at 

24% which we consider unacceptable. There is no program in place to meet a reasonable 

performance standard. 

It has taken simply too long to fill vacant key management positions. One vacant 

Assistant Director took close to 9 months to fill, another over 7 months, a Manager 

Engineer, close to 5 months, and a Chief Plans Examiner close to 4 months. In an 

organization suffering from poor management, this timing is not acceptable.  

In our meetings with staff and in our staff questionnaires, it became clear that there are 

major communication problems within PDRD. Many employees are simply not aware of 

fundamental resources and issues within the Department. The goals of the One-Stop-

Shop which was created in 2004 and the creation of PDRD in 2009 has not been 

achieved. There are also major coordination problems between PDRD and other City 

departments.  

PDRD has made some strides internally in the way it organizes functions. However, there 

are a number of instances where like or highly related functions are under different 

managers. This will become even more important if functions are moved to PDRD from 

other Departments as we are recommending. 

Recommendation 

 A new Deputy Director for operations should be appointed to allow the 

PDRD Director to focus on setting a clear customer focused mission and on 

external and governance issues;  

 Managers and all staff should return all phone calls and emails the same day 

received;  

  The PDRD culture should be changed to one focused on the customer and 

problem solving;  

 Relations to neighborhoods should be strengthened;  

 The PDRD Director should focus on setting the mission and strategy for the 

department and delegate certain functions;  

 A 360-degree evaluation should be conducted for all managers and supervisors;   
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 All PDRD budget and accounting functions should report to the Chief 

Administrative Officer, including the Financial Manager;  

 Inspectors should use City issued cell phones and use them to communicate with 

builders; 

 Training program should be substantially expanded for all staff with an additional 

$175,000 budget; and  

 The PDRD culture should be changed as shown in the Table below. 

 

3. OTHER DEPARTMENTS 

Findings 

Plan Review and Inspections: There are at least 12 other departments involved in some 

aspect of the Austin development plan review and inspection process (see the red arrows 

in the diagram below). In 2004 there was an attempt to work these departments into a 

One-Stop-Shop system. MOU’s were negotiated with some of these and some staff were 

collocated with PDRD staff. However, this system was only partially implemented and 

has remained uncoordinated. In addition, there are some 15 specialty sections or 

functions within PDRD (see the blue and green arrows in the diagram below). Developers 

are often left to negotiate through this maze on their own. Many plan reviews tend to be a 

joint effort between PDRD and the operation departments as do some of the inspections. 

Other communities have managed this issue by simply merging functions into one 

department, setting clear rules as to who handles which issues, and creating project 

managers with some decision power.  

Existing Culture Suggested New Culture 

Interpret Codes with no deviation 

Recognized that real projects may need creative 
interpretations. Use whatever discretion the Code 
suggests or allows 

Nit-pick submissions. Cross every “t” and dot 
ever “i”. 

Recognize that nit picking seldom builds a better 
Austin, so stop doing it 

Do a first review that is incomplete just to meet 
the timeline performance goal 

Conduct a comprehensive first review. If this 
impacts the performance standard, work with 
managers to obtain more staff or whatever is 
needed to meet the performance standards along 
with complete first review.  

Answer phone calls and emails whenever 
Return all phone calls and emails before going 
home at night. 

Add new conditions or requirements each review 
Do a comprehensive review the first time and 
only add new items if project changes. 
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Organizations and Functions Involved in Austin’s Development 

 

Standards: In order to have good and timely plan review, it is also essential that 

constructions standards are up to date. The operating departments are currently 

responsible for the construction standards and rules however, many of these are either not 

up to date or are confusing.  

Recommendations: 

 PDRD would take full responsibility for plan review and inspection for all 

applications. The standards to be implemented would remain the key 

responsibility of the operating departments;  

 Operating Departments should up-date all of their standards and rules within 

four months;  
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 MOU’s should be adopted between PDRD and all the relevant departments. These 

would document all responsibilities, assigning plan review and all inspections to 

PDRD, and as needed, transfer some staff and funds from other departments to 

PDRD; 

 A consultant should be hired to analyze delegating certain functions from 

operating departments to PDRD;  

 The number of reviewers who specialize in only one aspect of the project should 

be reduced or combined for plan check in residential and commercial plan check; 

and  

 The resulting structure is shown below. 

Organization of Standards, Reviews, and Inspections  

 

 

4. PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 

Findings 

Applicants for development projects have two key complaints: 

1. It takes too long to get an approval; and 

2. There is inconsistency in requirements and new items are added during each cycle of 

review.  

Good planning and development systems require good performance standards that are 

monitored and used as management tools. The City has one of the most extensive 

performance management systems we have seen in our many studies. However, many of 

the standards simply measure the wrong things or key measures are not being used by 

managers and supervisors to manage their functions.  

Although many of the stated performance standards are reasonable and meet normal Best 

Practice standards, they simply are not met. Many staff tend to do a somewhat superficial 

review on the first round of review which leads to many cycles of review. Additionally, 

new items are being added as projects proceed and many staff tend to nit-pick 

Standards Reviewers Inspections Operations

Operating 

Departments
PDRD PDRD

Operating 

Departments
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applications. Additionally, averages are being used for measurements which can be very 

misleading.  

Some of the functions are short staffed and thus have backlogs of review. It is not 

possible to use a performance approach to processes if there is a shortage of staff or a 

backlog of applications. We estimate a backlog of 119 cases for residential review, 79 for 

commercial review, and 76 for site plan review. 

Recommendations 

 Performance standards should be set for each cycle of review and should be 

cut in half for each cycle, i.e. if the first review is set for a standard of 20 days, 

second review should be 10 days and third review, 5 days;   

 Whenever performance standards cannot be met, managers should use 

overtime, temporary staff, or well qualified consultants to meet the 

performance standard 90% of the time;   

 All backlog of permits should be reduced to zero;  

 The first review should be comprehensive and new items should not be added in 

subsequent reviews;   

 Averages should not be used for performance standards;  

 Counter wait times should be no more than 15 minutes;  

 The types of reviewers who are specialists for only one aspect of a project for plan 

check should be reduced or combined; and 

 All external departments should agree to specific performance standards.  

5. TECHNOLOGY 

Findings 

As outsiders to Austin, we have viewed the City as a high-growth community attractive 

to technology companies. We were surprised to see that PDRD is behind Best Practice 

development processing departments in the use of technology. Some processes are still 

using hand written notes. This is an issue, not only for the Planning and Development 

Review Department but appears to be an issue in many other City departments as well. 

While PDRD has a robust software package, AMANDA, it is not being used by all 

planning and development functions and related departments and many of its features 

have only been expanded or improved.  

On a positive note the City has successfully begun to accept credit cards over the Internet 

for development applications, broadening its Internet application filing capabilities, and 

initiated implementation plans for electronic plan review. Best Practice communities 
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have had these features in place for some time. Communities that have made this 

transition have found that it requires major commitments to train staff, have the 

appropriate equipment, and often backfill selected staff positions while the system is 

being designed and implemented. We are concerned that the City is underfunding this 

effort, particularly in light of the many other issues within PDRD and the implementation 

of this report.  

Recommendations 

 Proceed rapidly with expanded Internet Plans, implementation of electronic 

plan check, and update of the AMANDA system;  

 Expand the training programs and backfill positions as necessary for a successful 

transition to the information age; and 

 Add additional features to AMANDA with its impending version update. 

6. STAFFING 

Findings 

Many of the functions within PDRD are short staffed. There may also be staffing issues 

within other development related departments. Although some staff has been added for 

the development process through the years, generally it has been added too late in 

relation to the problems and not always at a sufficient level. Customers have major 

complaints about how long it takes to have plans approved, while there are many related 

issues to shortening timelines, they cannot be addressed without adequate staff. There are 

also major backlogs of permits, in residential, commercial and site plan reviews. These 

cannot be solved with existing staffing. A number of other aspects also address the need 

for more staff including extremely long wait-times at public counters, some as long as 

two hours. All the managers and staff need to spend more time in training, pressures will 

be on staff to implement this report as well as CodeNEXT, and extra staff resources and 

training will be needed as the department transitions to Internet Permits and Electronic 

Plan Check. 

Recommendations 

 Add staff or consultants to the equivalent of 23 new positions;  

 Increase staff judgment and approval of minor modifications in the field;  

 Use overtime, temporary staff and contract staff as necessary to meet performance 

standards; and  

 Give preference to overtime, contract staff, and consultants vs. permanent staff. 
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7. PROJECT MANAGERS/PROCESSES 

Findings 

When there are numerous functions and departments involved in the development 

process it often leads to long timelines, lack of coordination between functions, and lack 

of clarity regarding requirements and conditions. The applicant is often left to fend for 

themselves and weave their way through the system. That is the case in Austin. One way 

many communities have addressed this is through the use of case managers or project 

managers. In Austin, a staff member is assigned to a building permit, site plan, 

subdivision, or zoning permit. However, they tend to play a much more limited role than 

true project managers. 

Another Best Practice used in communities across the country is the use of a development 

review committee that reviews plans across all functions. We were surprised not to see 

this in Austin. 

Recommendations 

 Develop a Project Manager Program; 

 Building plan examiners should be project managers for building plan check; 

 Current Planners should be empowered to be project managers for planning issues; 

 Site plan staff should function as true project managers for site plans; and   

 A Development Review Committee should be created for complex zoning 

projects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

To assist the reader of this report, key recommendations in the 7 key priority areas are 

cross referenced to specific recommendations in this report as follows. Additionally, in 

Table 1, all the recommendations are coded to relate to the seven key priority areas.  
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1. Finances 

 An initial $4,250,000 million should be set aside for PDRD to implement this report. A detailed 

listing of proposed expenditures is included in Tables 9A, 9B, and 9C.  

 Budgets and revenues for the development related activities of PDRD should be isolated from the 

General Fund in a separate account, Recommendation 17;  

 Comprehensive Planning and Current Planning would continue to be General Fund accounts, 

Recommendation 17; and  

 A reserve account should be established for the One-Stop-Shop with an initial deposit of 2.0 

million and a target to build a 22 million reserve, Recommendation 19.  

2. Management and Communication 

 A new Deputy Director for operations should be appointed to allow the PDRD Director to focus 

on setting a clear customer focused mission and on external and governance issues, 

Recommendation 33;  

 Managers and all staff should return all phone calls and emails the same day received, 

Recommendation 8;   

  The PDRD culture should be changed to one focused on the customer and problem solving, 

Recommendation 12; 

 Relations to neighborhoods should be strengthened, Recommendation 56;  

 The PDRD Director should focus on setting the mission and strategy for the department and 

delegate certain functions, Recommendation 34;  

 A 360 degree evaluation should be conducted for all managers and supervisors, Recommendation 

383;   

 All budget and accounting functions should report to the Chief Administrative Officer, including 

the Financial Manager, Recommendation 37;   

 Inspectors should use City issued cell phones and use them to communicate with builders, 

Recommendation 82; and  

 Training program should be substantially expanded for all staff with an additional $175,000 

budget, Recommendation 380.  

3. Other Departments  

 PDRD would take full responsibility for plan review and inspection for all applications. The 

standards to be implemented would remain the key responsibility of the operating departments, 

Recommendations 43, 44, 45 and 46;  

 Operating Departments should up-date all of their standards and rules within four months, 

Recommendation 43;  
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 MOU’s should be adopted between PDRD and all the relevant departments. These would 

document all responsibilities, assigning plan review to PDRD, and as needed, transfer some staff 

from other departments to PDRD, Recommendation 113;  

 A consultant should be hired to analyze delegating certain functions from operating departments, 

Recommendation 47;  and 

 The number of reviewers who specialize in only one aspect of the project should be reduced or 

combined for plan check in residential and commercial plan check, Recommendation 41.  

4. Performance Standards 

 Performance standards should be set for each cycle of review and should be cut in half for each 

cycle, i.e. if the first review is set for a standard of 20 days, second review 10 days and third 

review 5 days, Recommendation 54;   

 Whenever performance standards cannot be met, managers should use overtime, temporary staff, 

or well qualified consultants to meet the performance standard 90% of the time, 

Recommendations 52, 53, 99, 107, 253, 254, and 296;   

 All backlog of permits should be reduced to zero, Recommendation 253;  

 The first review should be comprehensive and new items should not be added in subsequent 

reviews, Recommendation 116;   

 Averages should not be used for performance standards, Recommendation 9;  

 Counter wait times should be no more than 15 minutes, Recommendation 10;  

 The types of reviewers who are specialists for only one aspect of a project for plan check in 

residential and commercial plan check should be reduced or combined, Recommendation 41; and 

 All external departments should agree to specific performance standards, Recommendation 97.  

5. Technology 

 There are 75 specific recommendation to improve PDRD technology in order to:  

 Proceed rapidly with Internet Plans, electronic plan check, and up-date of the AMANDA system; 

 Expand the training programs and backfill positions as necessary for a successful transition to the 

information age; and 

 Add additional features to AMANDA. 

6. Staffing  

   Add staff or consultants to the equivalent of 23 new positions, Recommendation 18.   

 Increase staff judgment and approval of minor modifications in the field, Recommendation 341.  

 Use overtime, temporary staff and contract staff as necessary to meet performance standards, 

Recommendations 53, 100, 107, 253, and 296.   
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 Give preference to overtime, contract staff, and consultants vs. permanent staff, 

Recommendations 296, 334, and 335. 

7. Project Managers/Processes 

 Develop a Project Manager Program, Recommendation 291. 

 Building plan examiners should be project managers for building plan check, Recommendation 

112.  

 Current Planers should be empowered to be project managers for planning issues, 

Recommendation 147. 

 Site plan staff should function as true project managers for site plans, Recommendation 239.    

 A Development Review Committee should be created for complex zoning projects, 

Recommendation 166.  
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II. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 

A. BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
This study was initiated by the City Manager to conduct an organizational and 

operational analysis of the department in an effort to increase process efficiency, 

customer satisfaction and delivery of accurate and timely services. Specifics included 

examining current workflows, organization structure, facilities, staffing, and service 

delivery of each division within the department and to identify recommendations for 

improvements.  

The RFP for the study was issued March 17, 2014 with a pre-proposal conference on 

March 28. Proposals were due April 17, and interviews were held May 13. Zucker 

Systems was notified of its selection on May 19 and the City Council approved the 

contract on June 26. Zucker Systems staff spent time in Austin on August 5, 6, 7, 

September 2, 3, 4, 30, November 1, 2, October 28, 29, 30 and April 7, 8, 9.  

B. METHODOLOGY 
Zucker Systems used a proprietary well-tested, integrated methodology for this study, as 

shown in Figure 1. We brought our extensive experience to the study, worked closely 

with Department staff, and solicited input and observations from customers and policy 

makers. The methodology is built on interrelating records, observations, and interviews. 

Each is necessary for valid studies. National research has shown that each one of these 

three—if relied upon exclusively—can be subject to substantial error. For example, 

record systems are often found to be as high as 50% in error, or the wrong things are 

measured. We used observations and interviews to verify records. Records and interviews 

were used to verify observations. Records and observations were used to verify 

interviews. Each group of people, shown in Figure 1, was an important part of the 

process. 
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Figure 1 

Methodology Overview 

 

 Specific activities conducted for this study included the following: 

 16 Stakeholder focus groups of 132 people; 

 A mail survey to 2,101 applicants for development approvals or permits; 

 Met with 274 employees in group meetings; 

 Short questionnaire completed by 274 employees; 

 Interviewed the chairperson of 9 Boards and Commissions; 

 Long questionnaire completed by 204 employees; 

 Interview with the City Manager; 

 Interview with Assistant City Manager; 

 Confidential interviews with 13 employees who requested individual interviews; 

 Review of extensive background data and reports; 

 Tour of the Department’s offices; and 

 Meeting with CodeNEXT Advisory Group. 

C. FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This assessment found many exemplary features within the Planning and Development 

Review Department as well as a number of areas where improvement is possible.  

Areas of Strength 

Specific strengths include: 

 Collocation of many planning development related functions; 

 Website reports on activity numbers and performance standards; 

Operational
Analysis

Recommendation
and Action Plan

Customers

Observations

Records Interviews

Consulting
Experience

City Staff

Policy Makers
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 Partial use of a robust software program, AMANDA; 

 Work underway to upgrade AMANDA, accept plans and credit cards over the 

Internet, and electronic plan review; 

 Good technology to manage customer wait and service times at the counters; 

 GIS system and Web Viewer; 

 Adoption of the Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan;  

 Work underway to update the Development Code, CodeNEXT; 

 Willingness of staff to participate in this study;  

 Detailed organization charts; and  

 Detailed process for setting construction standards (Rules). 

Opportunities for Improvement 

Problem areas and opportunities for improvement are described throughout this report. 

Many of these were pointed out to us in the employee surveys. What we consider to be 

seven key areas, or themes, are discussed in the Executive Summary, the first chapter in 

this report. 

Table 1 summarizes the 462 recommendations and opportunities for improvement made 

throughout this study. To assist the reader, each summarized recommendation is cross-

referenced to the page on which the supporting text appears. Although all of these 

recommendations are important, each was given a priority number in order to help the 

City with implementation. There are 125 priority number one recommendations, 266 

priority number two recommendations and 71 priority number three recommendations. 

We are recommending an initial appropriation of $4,250,000 million to implement this 

report. The funds should be made available immediately.  

To further help the City and the Department in implementation, we have also coded all 

the recommendations. “Phase One Actions” are recommendations that we believe should 

be completed in the first twelve months. “Phase Two Actions” we believe should be 

completed within 24 months.  

There are 342 Phase One Action recommendations. Some of these are given priority 1, 2 

or 3. However, that does not mean that only the priority 1 recommendations should be 

addressed. There are 120 Phase Two Action recommendations. PDRD should develop a 

detailed implementation plan with time targets for these recommendations.  

For each recommendation, we also indicate a preliminary responsible party for 

implementation. The final column show how each recommendation relates to the seven 

key priority areas. Some recommendations may relate to more than one of the key 

priority areas.  
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Note: This report and its topics are in most cases arranged in alphabetical order to 

assist the reader in finding material. The order of presentation has no relation to 

priorities.  

While the above priorities and action schedules should help the City with its 

implementation plan, it’s essential to initially focus on the seven key priorities discussed 

in the Executive Summary. Additionally, we have highlighted a number or key 

recommendations’ in bold type.  

Table 1 

Table of Recommendations 

# Recommendation Responsibility 
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1.   Agree on an implementation plan 
PDRD Director, City Manager 
and the Mayor and City 
Council  

41 1 X   
All 

ISSUES REATED TO ENTIRE PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT  

   

2.  Explore broken window theory issues in PDRD Managers and Supervisors 43 3   2 

3.  
Develop an approach for continued Stakeholder 
involvement in PDRD activities Managers and Supervisors 43 1 X  2 

4.  
Develop strategy to improve communication in 
PDRD Managers and Supervisors 44 2 X  2 

5.  Continue internal newsletter and expand content Public Info & Mktg Mrd 44 2 X  2 

6.  Update and redesign all handouts Managers and Supervisors 45 2 X  2 

7.  
Consultant to design signs and examine 
wayfinding for PDRD. Support Services 46 2 X  2 

8.  
Return all phone calls and emails same day 
received Managers and Supervisors 46 1 X  2 

9.  
Use percentages rather than averages in 
counter software Bans System Analyst Supv 47 2 X  4 

10.  Serve 90% of customers within 15 minute wait 
time at all counters Managers of all counters 48 2 X  4 

11.  Develop time strategy for all counters and 
monitor performance Counter managers 48 2 X  4 

12.  Change culture in PDRD regarding plan 
reviews and responding to customers Managers and Supervisors 48 1 X  All 

13.  Begin a phased in expediting process Managers and Supervisors 54 2  X 4 

14.  Review methodology for Expense Refunds Financial Manager and Budget 
Officer 57 2  X 1 

15.  Consider Expense Refund from Code 
Compliance 

Financial Manager and Budget 
Officer 57 2  X 1 

16.  Annual review of Transfers and Support 
Services for PDRD Financial Manager 58 2  X 1 

17.  Develop separate account for One-Stop-
Shop 

Financial Manager and City 
Budget Office 65 1 X  1 

18.  Appropriate $4,250,000 million to implement City Council 65 1 X  1 
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this report 

19.  Establish reserve account for the One-Stop-
Shop  

City Budget Office and Legal 
Department 65 1  X 1 

20.  Do not reduce fees for large projects Financial Manager 66 2  X 1 

21.  Add fees after third review Financial Manager 66 2  X 1 

22.  Pursue grants for PDRD Assistant Director, 
Comprehensive Planning 67 2  X 1 

23.  Develop annual projection of development 
activity Financial Manager 69 2  X 1 

24.  Uniform office hours for all planning and 
development functions 

PDRD and related 
departments 70 3 X  2 

25.  Note office hours on handouts, website, etc.  Public Info & Mktg Mrd 70 3 X  2 

26.  Appoint single attorney for Land Division  Legal Department 70 2  X 2 

27.  Evaluate role of Code Enforcement and Legal 
Services Team 

SSI Manager and Legal 
Department 71 2 X  2 

28.  Clarify legal issues and services related to 
PDRD PDRD and Legal Department 71 2 X  3 

29.  Evaluate compensation level of PDRD legal 
advisor position.  HR 71 2  X 2 

30.  Locate PDRD and related departments in a 
one floor building City Council 74 1  X 2 

31.  Remove words, “One-Stop-Shop” from signs Public Info & Mktg Mrd 75 2 X  2 

32.  Explore option of office trailers to address space 
needs Chief Administrative Officer 75 2 X   2 

33.  Add Deputy Director for Operations to PDRD PDRD Director 77 1 X  2 

34.  PDRD Director to re-set priorities and 
increase delegation PDRD Director 77 1 X  2 

35.  DAC, Plan review and Permit Center to report to 
the same Assistant Director PDRD Director 78 2 X  2 

36.  Land Use and Site/Subdivision Inspection to 
report to the same Assistant Director PDRD Director 78 2 X  2 

37.  Financial Manager to report to 
Administrative Officer  PDRD Director 79 1 X  2 

38.  Change topics for Lead Team and Division 
Manager meetings PDRD Director 81 2 X  2 

39.  Have agenda for Lead Team and Division 
Managers meetings PDRD Director3 81 3 X  2 

40.  Review attendance for Lead Team meetings PDRD Director 81 3 X  2 

41.  
Reduce or combine the number of reviewers 
for plan review in residential and commercial 
plan review.  

PDRD Director 83 1  X 2 

42.  All reviewers of plan review should have times 
recorded in AMANDA 

PDRD Director 83 1 X  5 

43.  Operating departments to be responsible for 
construction standards and up-date 

Operating Departments 86 1  X 3 

44.  Consolidate plan reviews and inspection in 
PDRD City Manager 86 1 X  3 

45.  Transfer operating department plan review 
staff and resources to PDRD as needed City Manager 86 1 X  3 
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46.  Consolidate all infrastructure inspection to 
PDRD City Manager 87 1 X  3 

47.  
Hire consultants to analyze the 
recommendations re plan review and 
inspections 

PDRD and all operating 
departments 88 1 X  3 

48.  Use three performance measure techniques as 
outline in the report PDRD managers 92 1 X  4 

49.  Present performance measures in more usable 
format  Chief Administrative Officer 93 2 X  4 

50.  Modify website performance standards  PDRD and all departments 93 1  X 4 

51.  All performance standards to be in business 
days 

PDRD and all operating 
departments 95 2  X 4 

52.  Establish 90% target for meeting 
performance standards  PDRD and all departments 95 1 X  4 

53.  Use additional staff or consultants as 
needed to meet performance standards PDRD and all departments 97 1 X  6 

54.  Adopt new performance standards as shown 
in Table 16 PDRD and all departments 101 1 X  4 

55.  Develop program to improve relation to industry Public Info & Mktg Program 
Manager 102 2 X  2 

56.  Strengthen relations to neighborhoods Public Info & Mktg Program 
Manager 102 1 X  2 

57.  Develop strategy to relate to all groups Public Info & Mktg Program 
Manager 106 3  X 2 

58.  Use consistent terminology Public Info & Mktg Program 
Manager 106 2  X 2 

BUILDING INSPECTION  

Organization Issues  

59.  
Combine Building and Fire Board of Appeals, 
Electric Board, Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar 
Boards 

City Council 114 2 X  2 

60.  Remodel inspector office space Support Services and Assistant 
Director 114 2  X - 

61.  Revise inspector job qualifications PDRD HR and Assistant 
Director 115 2 X  6 

62.  Revise Municipal Code re references to prior 
supervisor experience 

PDRD HR and Assistant 
Director 115 3  X 6 

63.  Add qualitative standards for building inspection Assistant Director, CBO 117 2  X 4 

64.  Add fees for excessive re-inspections Assistant Director, CBO, 
Finance Officer 118 2   1 

65.  Add the equivalent of three Combination 
Inspectors and one supervisor 

Assistant Director, CBO, 
Finance Officer 120 1 X  6 

66.  Monitor the need for additional combination 
inspectors Assistant Director, CBO 120 2  X 6 

67.  
Use contract inspectors or retired inspectors to 
supplement staff while permanent staff are 
undergoing additional training 

Assistant Director, CBO 123 2 X  6 

Policy Issues  
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68.  Adopt International Code Council national codes Assistant Director, CBO 124 2 X  7 

69.  Work to eliminate local code amendments Assistant Director, CBO 124 2  X 7 

70.  Change approach to expired permits Assistant Director, CBO 125 2 X  7 

71.  Record expired permits with life safety concerns 
against the property Assistant Director, CBO 125 2  X 7 

72.  Conduct site visits on projects approaching 
expiration date Assistant Director, CBO 125 2 X  7 

73.  Treat expired permits as part of work load Assistant Director, CBO 125 3  X 7 

74.  Extend active permits from 180 days to 365 
days Assistant Director, CBO 126 2 X  7 

75.  Monitor third-party Special Inspections Assistant Director, CBO 127 2 X  7 

Process Issues  

76.  Resolve inspection concerns with Austin Energy Chief Electrical Inspector and 
Austin Energy 127 2 X  3 

77.  Expedite upgrading of field inspector computers Assistant Director, CBO and IT 128 2 X  5 

78.  Front counter staff to become Certified Permit 
Technicians 

Assistant Director, CBO and 
PDRD HR 128 2  X 6 

79.  Modify IVR system for better usability Assistant Director, CBO and IT 129 2 X  5 

80.  Contact other communities re IVR use Assistant Director, CBO 129 3  X 5 

81.  Post daily inspection schedules on-line Assistant Director, CBO and IT 130 2 X  5 

82.  City owned cell phones for inspectors Assistant Director, CBO and 
Financial Officer 130 1 X  5 

83.  Inspector cell phone numbers to be available to 
public Assistant Director, CBO 130 2 X  2 

84.  Update the Building Criteria Manual Assistant Director, CBO 131 2  X 7 

85.  Review use of G Drive Assistant Director, CBO and 
Support Services 131 2  X 5 

86.  Notify customers if next day inspection cannot 
be met Assistant Director, CBO 132 1 X  2 

87.  Redistribute inspection requests to meet 
performance standards Assistant Director, CBO 132 2 X  4 

88.  Implement an inspection audit program Assistant Director, CBO 133 1 X  4 

89.  Implement on-going in-house training program Assistant Director, CBO, 
PDRD HR 33 2 X  6 

90.  Training program for historical preservation 
developments Assistant Director, CBO 133 2 X  6 

91.  Improve Residential Combination Inspector 
Program 

Assistant Director, CBO and 
State of Texas 135 2  X 6 

COMMERCIAL PLAN REVIEW  

Organization Issues  
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92.  Review if all management positons are needed Assistant Director, CBO, 
PDRD HR 142 1 X  2 

93.  Increase qualifications for Plans Examiners Assistant Director, CBO, 
PDRD HR, and HR 142 1 X  6 

94.  Immediately fill the vacant Plan Review 
Coordinator positions 

Assistant Director, CBO, 
PDRD HR, and HR 143 1 X  6 

95.  Managers and supervisors to become more 
responsive to staff Assistant Director, CBO 143 2 X  2 

96.  Improve definitions of what is being measured 
for each performance standard Assistant Director, CBO 45 3  X 4 

97.  
Include performance standards for Austin/Travis 
County Health, Austin Fire, Austin Water and 
Austin Energy 

Austin/Travis County Health, 
and City Manager 145 1 X  4 

98.  Monitor performance standards for all groups re 
staffing implications Assistant Director, CBO 146 2 X  4 

99.  
Set standards for commercial projects 
exceeding $1 million valuation to 20 work 
days 

Assistant Director, CBO 147 1   4 

100.  
Use outside consultants to eliminate commercial 
plan review backlog Assistant Director, CBO 148 1 X  6 

101.  Establish plan review workload units Assistant Director, CBO 148 2  X 6 

102.  Monitor workload units re staff capacity Assistant Director, CBO 148 2  X 6 

103.  Use fee study to help determine workload units Assistant Director, CBO and 
Financial Manager 148 3  X 1 

104.  
Use consulting contracts to help develop 
workload units  Assistant Director, CBO 149 2 X  6 

105.  
Complete plans examiner job descriptions and 
hire as necessary 

Assistant Director, CBO, and 
HR 149 2 X  6 

106.  Add five position to commercial plan review Assistant Director, CBO, and 
HR 149 1 X  6 

107.  
Add consultants for peak demand during 
training of new employees.  Assistant Director, CBO 150 1 X  6 

Policy Issues  

108.  
Create career ladders for Commercial Plan 
Examiners 

Assistant Director, CBO, and 
HR 150 2  X 6 

109.  
Encourage experienced inspectors to pursue 
employment as Plans Examiners  Assistant Director, CBO 151 3  X 6 

Process Issues  

110.  Cross train commercial intake staff Assistant Director, CBO 151 3  X 6 

111.  Hire designer for consolidated counters Assistant Director, CBO and 
Deputy Director 151 2  X - 

112.  
Plans Examiners to perform Project Manager 
responsibilities Assistant Director, CBO 152 1 X  7 

113.  
Update or add MOU’s as needed to set Project 
Manager system Assistant Director, CBO 153 1 X  7 

114.  
Modify the way projects are assigned to Plans 
Examiners Assistant Director, CBO 153 2 X  7 

115.  Audit work of Plans Examiners Assistant Director, CBO 153 2 X  7 
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116.  First reviews to be comprehensive Assistant Director, CBO 154 1 X  7 

117.  Use audit results to improve in-house training Assistant Director, CBO 154 2  X 7 

118.  
Audit program to include review of outside 
consultants Assistant Director, CBO 154 3  X 7 

119.  
Review how Quick Turn-Around projects are 
determined Assistant Director, CBO 155 1 X  7 

120.  
Assign Quick Turn-Around reviews to Plans 
Examiner I’s Assistant Director, CBO 155 3   7 

COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING  

Organization Issues  

121.  Have consistent entry of task orders Assistant Director 163 3 X  7 

122.  Create monthly performance reports Assistant Director 163 2 X  4 

123.  
Create management plan for updating 
neighborhood/small area plans Assistant Director 163 1 X  - 

124.  Prepare work program for Demographer Assistant Director 164 2 X  6 

Policy Issues  

125.  Focus on Imagine Austin implementation Assistant Director 165 1 X  - 

126.  
Add emphasis to nodal activity centers in 
CodeNEXT Assistant Director 166 2 X  - 

127.  Prepare and adopt an infrastructure plan City Manager 166 1 X  - 

128.  Work with CapitaI Austin Assistant Director 167 2 X  - 

129.  
Consider the three strategies suggested in the 
report Assistant Director 167 3  X - 

130.  Redefine neighborhood boundaries City Council 169 3  X - 

131.  Define neighborhood advocacy approach Assistant Director 169 2 X  - 

Process Issues  

132.  Delegate FLUM constituency review Assistant Director 169 3 X  7 

CURRENT PLANNING  

Organization Issues  

133.  
Eliminate and replace the OSS position on 
organization chart Dvpt Srv Mgr 176 3 X   6 

134.  
Provide adequate administrative staff coverage 
for Board and Commission meetings Dvpt Srv Mgr 176 2 X  6 

135.  
Administrative staff to complete work 
assignments Dvpt Srv Mgr 176 2 X  4 

136.  Update application forms and packets Dvpt Srv Mgr 177 2 X  7 
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137.  All application forms to be computer fillable Dvpt Srv Mgr 177 2 X  5 

138.  
Application forms to be available in Spanish and 
posted online Dvpt Srv Mgr 177 2  X 2 

139.  
Work on changes to AMANDA to support 
managing Current Planning Dvpt Srv Mgr, and IT 178 2 X  5 

140.  Use out-cards for files  Dvpt Srv Mgr 179 3 X  7 

141.  Develop protocols for electronic files Dvpt Srv Mgr 179 2 X  5 

142.  
GIS system to use both assessor parcel 
numbers and address numbers Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 180 2 X  5 

143.  
Revise reoccurring meetings as outlined in the 
report Dvpt Srv Mgr 181 2 X  2 

144.  Discuss mission and training in staff meetings Dvpt Srv Mgr 181 2 X  2 

145.  
Code Amendment Planner to attend CodeNEXT 
meetings Dvpt Srv Mgr 182 2 X  2 

146.  Create a policies and procedures manual Dvpt Srv Mgr 183 2  X 7 

147.  
Empower current planners to be Project 
Managers Dvpt Srv Mgr 185 1 X  7 

148.  
Solve technology issues related to the Current 
Planning Division PDRD IT staff 186 3 X  5 

149.  
Conduct internal training sessions on topics 
outlined in the report Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR 188 2 X  7 

150.  
Identify training needs related to customer 
service and the AMANDA system Dvpt Srv Mgr 188 2 X  7 

151.  Provide cross training for current planners Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR 189 3  X 7 

152.  Create an annual Work Program Dvpt Srv Mgr 189 2 X  4 

Process Issues  

153.  Create policy to reject incomplete applications Dvpt Srv Mgr 193 1 X  7 

154.  
Give priority to electronic submittals and 
payments for Administrative applications  Dvpt Srv Mgr, and IT 193 2 X  5 

155.  
Full processing of Administrative applications 
electronically Dvpt Srv Mgr 193 1 X  5 

156.  
Following electronic process delegate case 
management to principal level staff Dvpt Srv Mgr 193 2 X  7 

157.  
Update MUD and PID policies and provide an 
growth management framework City Council 195 1 X  - 

158.  Create and electronic Annexation Module Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 197 2 X  7 

159.  
Create a staffing model for the Code 
Amendment function Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR 198 2 X  6 

160.  
Create an electronic Code Amendment Process 
Module Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 201 2 X  5 

161.  
Create a staffing module for the Historic 
Preservation function Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR 201 2 X  6 

162.  
Provide for online submittal and payment of 
Historic Preservation applications Dvpt Srv Mgr 205 1 X  5 
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163.  
Post flow charts of Historic preservation process 
on-line Dvpt Srv Mgr 205 3  X 5 

164.  
Do completeness checks for Zoning application 
if 5 working days Dvpt Srv Mgr 209 1 X  4 

165.  Distribute all applications in 1-2 working days Dvpt Srv Mgr 210 1 X  4 

166.  
Establish a DRC function for complex zoning 
projects Dvpt Srv Mgr 212 1 X  7 

167.  
Purchase I -pads or laptops for all Commission 
members IT Manager 214 2  X 5 

168.  Distribute packets electronically Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 215 2  X 5 

169.  
Use electronic system for ordinance drafting 
process 

Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 215 2 X  5 

170.  Modify City Council post postponement policy City Council 217 3  X 7 

CodeNEXT Team  

171.  
Appropriation for mapping and an electronic 
code City Council 225 1 X  5 

172.  
PDRD Director to actively participate in 
CodeNEXT PDRD Director 225 1 X  2 

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTAMCE CENTER (DAC)  

173.  Designate several lead employees Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services, PDRD HR 233 1 X  2 

174.  Establish employee performance standards Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services, PDRD HR 233 2 X  2 

175.  Establish approach to staffing levels Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services, PDRD HR 235 2 X  6 

176.  
Provide backup for Environmental Review 
Specialists 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services and Land Use 
Division 

236 1 X  6 

177.  Examine how DAC specialists are managed 
Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services and Land Use 
Division 

236 2 X  2 

178.  
Examine if Records Management needs 
additional staffing 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 237 2 X  2 

179.  Add four staff or consultants to DAC Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 238 1 X  2 

Process Issues  

180.  
Deliver plans approved by Commercial and 
Residential Plan Review to first floor DAC for 
distribution 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 238 2 X  7 

181.  Improve signage in DAC Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 239 2 X  2 

182.  
Complete meeting summaries of customer 
meetings 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 239 2 X  2 

183.  
Manage to methodically disseminate information 
to all employees 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 240 1 X  2 

184.  
Schedule staff meetings to disseminate 
information 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 240 2 X  2 
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185.  
Communicate process and interpretation 
changes to employees 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 240 1 X  2 

186.  Place public notices in secure location Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 241 3  X 2 

187.  Use large print for posted notices Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 241 3  X 2 

188.  Make handouts attractive and readable Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 241 2 X  2 

189.  
Examine availability of technology to redact 
confidential information from documents 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 242 3  X 5 

190.  
Examine possibility to eliminate maintaining 
approved site plans 

Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 242 1 X  7 

191.  Move large files of site plan mylars off site Mgr Develop Assistance 
Services 243 3  X - 

LAND USE REVIEW  

192.  
Examine possibility to increase cost 
reimbursement for PIRs 

Managing Engineer and Legal 
Department 254 3  X 1 

193.  Review legal support for Land Use Documents Managing Engineer and Legal 
Department 254 2 X  2 

194.  
Configure AMANDA to collect and report on 
data for Intake/Notification 

Administrative Supervisor and 
CTM 255 2 X  5 

195.  
Address Managing Engineer span of control 
issues 

Managing Engineer and 
supervisors 256 2 X  2 

196.  
Revise content and approach to reoccurring 
meetings Managing Engineer 256 2 X  2 

197.  Update Land Use training manuals Each section manager 259 2 X  6 

198.  
Policy and procedural changes to be discussed 
and announced to all staff in advance of 
implementation 

Managing Engineer 259 1 X  2 

199.  Add one customer service representative Managing Engineer 260 1 X  6 

200.  
Create a staffing model for Intake and 
Notification Managing Engineer 260 2 X  6 

201.  Carefully monitor staff turnover in Land Use Managing Engineer, PDRD 
HR,  and HR 261 2  X 6 

202.  Correct Land Use related AMANDA issues Managing Engineer and CTM 262 2 X  5 

203.  
Examine if walk-in City Arborist customers could 
be included in CWS system Managing Engineer and CTM 262 2 X  5 

204.  Expand internal training re consistency Managing Engineer and PDRD 
HR 263 1 X  2 

205.  Expand AMADA training Managing Engineer and PDRD 
HR 263 2 X  5 

206.  Conduct staff cross training Managing Engineer, and 
PDRD HR 263 2 X  6 

207.  Clarify responsibilities re Travis County Managing Engineer and Travis 
County 264 3  X 3 

Specialized Land Use Division Sections  

208.  Solve coordination issues with City Attorney Managing Engineer and City 
Attorney 265 2 X  3 
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209.  
Conduct detailed staffing analysis for 
Environmental Section 

Managing Engineer and Env 
Prgm Coord 266 2 X  6 

210.  
The 245 Grandfathering meetings should be 
open and include an applicant presentation Managing Engineer 267 1 X  7 

211.  
Review option of moving Barton Springs 
Operating Permits to Site and Subdivision 
Division 

Managing Engineer, Assistant 
Director and Division Manager 
Construction Inspection 

267 2  X 2 

212.  
Examine if General Permit Program is 
sufficiently offset by franchise fees Managing Engineer 267 2  X 1 

213.  
Add transportation engineer to Transportation 
Section Managing Engineer 267 1 X  6 

214.  
Review job qualifications and specification for 
Planner Seniors in Transportation Review 
Section 

Managing Engineer, PDRD 
HR,  and HR 268 2 X  6 

215.  
Determine how to meet AMANDA timelines 90% 
of the time Managing Engineer 268 1 X  5 

216.  
Review staffing levels after job specification 
review Managing Engineer and HR 268 2 X  6 

217.  Review Supervising Engineers delegation Managing Engineer and 
Supervising Engineer  269 2 X  2 

218.  
Review reporting relation of Engineer B located 
within DAC 

Managing Engineer and DAC 
manager 270 1 X  2 

Process Issues  

219.  
Application review process to follow four items 
outlined in the report Managing Engineer 271 1 X  4 

220.  
Set site plan and subdivision review times as 
shown in the table Managing Engineer 272 1 X  4 

221.  Update Administrative Site Plan flow chart Managing Engineer 274 2 X  7 

222.  
Update Administrative Subdivision review flow 
chart Managing Engineer 275 2 X  7 

223.  
Update submittal checklist for Commission 
approved applications Managing Engineer 275 2 X  7 

224.  
Assign Completeness Check Review process to 
Intake/Notification function Managing Engineer 276 2 X  7 

225.  
Update Procedure Manual for submittal 
processes Managing Engineer 277 2 X  7 

226.  Automate completeness check process Managing Engineer 277 2 X  7 

227.  
Review site plan and subdivision submittal 
checklist Managing Engineer 278 2 X  7 

228.  
AMANDA to calculate accurate review due 
dates Managing Engineer and IT 278 1 X  5 

229.  
Correct AMANDA re reviewers in completeness 
check process Managing Engineer and IT 278 2 X  5 

230.  
Configure AMANDA to accurately handle all 
fees Managing Engineer and IT 279 1 X  5 

231.  
Set AMANDA so customers can see comments 
and check progress 

Managing Engineer and PDRD 
IT 279 2 X  5 

232.  Completeness review in 5 business days Managing Engineer 279 1 X  4 

233.  
Configure AMANDA for autofill and automatic 
emails Managing Engineer and IT 280 1 X  5 
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234.  
Amend Interlocal Agreement with Travis County 
re performance standards 

Managing Engineer, Travis 
County, and Assistant Director 283 2 X  4 

235.  Update administrative checklist to reduce copies Managing Engineer 284 2 X  7 

236.  
Add temporary or contract staff to remove intake 
function backlog Managing Engineer 287 1 X  6 

237.  
Provide early notice within 3 days of application 
receipt Managing Engineer 288 2 X  7 

238.  
Narrow criteria for invoking Appeals for time 
extensions Managing Engineer 291 2  X 7 

239.  
Site Plan staff to act as true Project 
Managers 

Managing Engineer and 
Director 291 1 X  7 

240.  
Review the qualifications for site plan case 
managers Managing Engineer 292 2 X  7 

241.  
Streamline site plan and subdivision staff 
reports Managing Engineer 292 2  X 7 

242.  
Expand items for administrative subdivision 
cases City Council 293 1  X 7 

243.  
Allow some final plats to be approved 
administratively City Council 293 1  X 7 

Site Plans  

244.  
Consolidate site plan application to single 
Master Application Managing Engineer 298 2 X  7 

245.  Publish Development Guide for Site Plans Managing Engineer 298 2  X 7 

246.  
Configure AMANDA to collect and report on 
case load by reviewer 

Managing Engineer, PDRD IT, 
and CTM 299 2 X  5 

247.  Use out card system for paper files Managing Engineer 299 3 X  7 

248.  
Training policies and procedures to reflect code 
and operational changes 

Managing Engineer and PDRD 
HR 300 2 X  7 

249.  Integrate additional GIS data into AMANDA Managing Engineer and IT 300 2  X 5 

250.  Simplify the site plan flow chart for the public Managing Engineer 306 2  X 2 

251.  Add a planner to the site plan function Managing Engineer 307 1 X  6 

252.  Develop staffing model for site plan review Managing Engineer and PDRD 
HR 308 2 X  6 

253.  
Hire contract staff to remove site plan 
backlog Managing Engineer 308 1 X  6 

254.  
Develop a strategy to remove the site plan 
backlog Managing Engineer 308 1 X  4 

255.  Conduct internal training on site plan process Dev Svc Proc Coord and 
PDRD HR 308 2 X  7 

Subdivisions  

256.  Update subdivision flow chart Dev Svc Proc Coord 310 2 X  7 

257.  Add drafting table for short term needs Dev Svc Proc Coord 314 3 X  - 

258.  Add Adobe Reader software Dev Svc Proc Coord and 
PDRD IT 314 3 X  5 
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259.  
Update subdivision policies and procedures 
manual Dev Svc Proc Coord 315 2 X  7 

260.  Add one employee to subdivision function Dev Svc Proc Coord 316 1 X  6 

261.  
Integrate variance and waiver data into 
AMANDA PDRD IT 316 2  X 5 

Tree Process – Arborist/Urban Forestry  

262.  Configure AMANDA for the Arborist functions Prgm Mgr. Urban Forestry, 
PDRD IT and CTM 319 2  X 5 

263.  Develop procedures for file management Prgm Mgr. Urban Forestry 319 3  X 7 

264.  
Modify reoccurring meetings as outlined in the 
report Prgm Mgr. Urban Forestry 320 2 X  7 

265.  Reconfigure 4th floor reception area Support Services 320 2  X  - 

266.  
Create a staffing model for the Arborist/Urban 
Forestry function 

Prgm Mgr. Urban Forestry and 
PDRD HR 321 2 X  6 

PERMIT CENTER  

Organizational Issues  

267.  
Establish career ladder for Permit Review 
Specialist 

Permit Program Supervisor, 
PDRD HR, and HR 326 2  X 6 

268.  Cashier to report to Permit Center Permit Center and Support 
Services 327 3 X  2 

269.  Conduct monthly staff meetings Permit Program Supervisor  327 2 X  2 

270.  
Develop improved method to communicate with 
staff 

Permit Program Supervisor 
and Support Services 328 2 X  2 

271.  
Residential Review Manager and Permit Center 
Supervisor to meet weekly 

Permit Program Supervisor 
and Residential Review 
Manager 

328 2 X  2 

272.  
Train for enhanced leadership for the Permit 
Center Supervisor 

Assistant Director, Division 
Manager, PDRD HR,  and HR 328 1 X  2 

273.  
Revise the Permit Center Performance 
Measures table Permit Program Supervisor  330 1 X  4 

274.  Update activity levels quarterly Permit Program Supervisor  332 2 X  4 

275.  
Add 3 Permit Review Specialists to Permit 
Center City Council 333 1 X  6 

276.  
Require Permit Review Specialist to possess 
certification as a Permit Technician 

Permit Program Supervisor, 
PDRD HR, and HR 334 1  X 6 

Policy Issues  

277.  Establish weekly in-house training program Permit Program Supervisor 
and PDRD HR 334 1 X  6 

278.  
Reception desk to be permanent highly qualified 
position Permit Program Supervisor 335 1 X  6 

279.  Develop comprehensive training program for 
new employees Permit Program Supervisor 335 1 X  6 
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Process Issues  

280.  Develop employee audit program 
Permit Program Supervisor, 
Finance Manager, PDRD HR,  
and HR 

335 2  X 6 

281.  
Following on-line permits, phase out escrow 
accounts 

Permit Program Supervisor 
and Finance Manager 336 2  X 1 

282.  Reassign staff re fax function Permit Program Supervisor 336 3  X 2 

283.  
Use technology to track and locate plans and 
documents 

Permit Program Supervisor 
and PDRD IT 337 3  X 5 

284.  Expand Permit Center Permit Program Supervisor 
and Support Services 338 2 X  - 

285.  Create a policies and procedures manual Permit Program Supervisor 339 2 X  7 

RESIDENTIAL PLAN REVIEW  

Organization Issues  

286.  Provide workspace to accommodate plans Dvpt Srv Mgr and Support 
Services 346 2 X  - 

287.  Add conference rooms to second floor Dvpt Srv Mgr and Support 
Services 346 2  X - 

288.  
Adopt new performance standards for 
residential review Dvpt Srv Mgr 347 1 X  4 

289.  Revise Performance Measures Table Dvpt Srv Mgr 349 2 X  4 

290.  
Combine Residential and Commercial Intake 
counters 

Dvpt Srv Mgr and Support 
Services 350 2  X 7 

291.  Formally develop Project Manager Program Dvpt Srv Mgr 350 1 X  7 

292.  Revise reporting for counter wait times Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 351 2 X  5 

293.  Be more specific on purpose of customer visits Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 351 2 X  5 

294.  Staff to track time in AMANDA Dvpt Srv Mgr and PDRD IT 352 2  X 5 

295.  With new data, establish staffing levels Dvpt Srv Mgr 352 1  X 6 

296.  
Hire contract staff to meet performance 
standards Dvpt Srv Mgr  354 1 X  4 

297.  
Residential Technical Plan Review to report to 
the Chief Plans Examiner 

Dvpt Srv Mgr and Chief Plans 
Examiner 354 2 X  2 

298.  
Expand staff training program for residential 
plan review Dvpt Srv Mgr 355 2 X  2 
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299.  
Joint training Residential Review Planners and 
Current Planning 

Dvpt Srv Mgr and Current 
Planning 355 2 X  2 

300.  Additional computer training Dvpt Srv Mgr and IT 355 2 X  5 

Policy Issues  

301.  Develop staff audit program Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR,  and 
HR 356 2  X 2 

302.  
Improve communication between Current 
Planning and Residential Review 

Dvpt Srv Mgr, Current Planning 
manager, and Assistant 
Directors 

357 2 X  2 

303.  Document meetings with customers in AMANDA Dvpt Srv Mgr 357 2 X  5 

304.  
Create an inspector ride-along program for 
plans examiners Building Official 358 2 X  2 

305.  Identify expired permits with life safety issues Dvpt Srv Mgr 358 2  X 7 

306.  
Plans Examiners to be certified to perform 
residential plan review 

Dvpt Srv Mgr, PDRD HR,  and 
HR 359 2  X 6 

Process Issues  

307.  
Develop audit program for zoning plan review 
and technical plan review Dvpt Srv Mgr 360 2 X  4 

308.  Periodically audit intake staff performance Assistant Director, CBO 360 2  X 4 

309.  
Do not Assign express plan reviews to Sr. level 
Plans Examiners Dvpt Srv Mgr 361 3  X 2 

310.  
Develop simple flow chart for the permit 
submittal process Dvpt Srv Mgr 362 3 X  7 

311.  Enter all required information into AMANDA 
before saying permit is ready Assistant Director, CBO 362 1 X  5 

312.  Purchase additional scanning machines Support Services 363 2 X  5 

313.  
Prepare comprehensive Zoning interpretations 
Manual Dvpt Srv Mgr 363 2 X  7 

SITE AND SUBDIVISION INSPECTION (SSI)  

Organization Issues  

314.  
Bi-weekly meetings SSI and Land Use 
Managers 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and Land Use 
Manager 

370 2 X  2 

315.  
Develop notice system for Land Use projects to 
be permitted in next 30-45 days 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and Land Use 
Manager 

370 3 X  4 

316.  Fill vacant Engineer C position Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 370 1 X  6 
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317.  
The supervisors for R/W Excavation, and 
Utilities (“Tap”), should report to the 
Professional Engineer (Engineer C) 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 370 2 X  2 

318.  
Review workload for Excavation and R/W 
inspection group 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection  371 1 X  6 

319.  
Environmental Inspection Group to be more 
integrated with SSI division management 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection  371 2 X  2 

320.  Add Administrative Supervisor position Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and HR 372 1 X  6 

321.  
EV Admin specialist to report to Administrative 
Supervisor positon 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 372 2 X  2 

322.  Increase delegation to key supervisors Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 372 2 X  2 

323.  Revise SSI Organization Chart as shown Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 373 1 X  2 

324.  
All calls for inspection to come through Intake 
and Acceptance work group 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 374 2 X  7 

325.  
Show incoming work group at a staff level 
position 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 375 3 X  2 

326.  Review if three offices is optimal Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 375 3  X - 

327.  
If PDRD moves to new facility, include SSI 
Division 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 375 3  X - 

328.  Expand content of SSI meetings Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 377 2 X  2 

329.  Have quarterly division wide staff meeting Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 377 3  X 2 

330.  
Rename Tap group to reflect actual 
assignments 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 377 3 X  2 

331.  Conduct tailgate safety meetings Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 378 3 X  7 

332.  Develop policies for City vehicles Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 378 3  X - 

333.  
Provide on call consultants for field inspection 
staff 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 381 1 X  6 

334.  
Use on call consultants prior to adding any 
permanent staff 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 381 1 X  6 

335.  Develop a staffing model Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and PDRD HR 381 2  X 6 

336.  Use Land Use Division data to project workload Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 381 3 X  6 

Policy Issues  

337.  
Modify the way testing laboratories are assigned 
for SSI 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and Public Works 382 2 X  7 
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338.  
Testing lab to be available within 5 days of 
request for service 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 383 2 X  4 

339.  
Testing labs to provide same day testing for 
calls made prior to 10 am 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 383 2 X  4 

340.  Update website re SSI functions Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and web master 383 3 X  5 

341.  
Increase staff judgment and modifications in 
the field 

Division Manager 
Construction Inspection 384 1 X  2 

342.  
Document plan changes or deviations in  
AMANDA 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection, PDRD IT, and CTM 384 2 X  5 

343.  Complete a policies and procedures manual Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 385 2  X 7 

344.  Acknowledge inspection requests in 24 hrs. Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 386 2 X  4 

345.  
Forward advance notice of pending Land Use 
approvals to SSI Land Use manager 386 2 X  7 

346.  Monitor response times for call for inspection Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 386 2  X 4 

347.  
Have calls for inspection via Internet as well as 
IVR 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and IT 386 2  X 7 

348.  
Set per-construction conferences within 5 
working days of request for inspection 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 387 2 X  4 

349.  Provide dedicated phone line for IVR calls. Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and IT 387 2  X 2 

Process Issues  

350.  
SSI and Land Use to review how well they are 
partnering 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and Land Use 388 2 X  2 

351.  Initiate partner process with other departments Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 388 1 X  3 

352.  Full size plan sets to be on all job sites Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 390 2 X  7 

353.  Develop a mobile paperless system Division Manager Construction 
Inspection and IT 391 1 X  5 

354.  
Continue to evolve work assignment scoring 
system 

Division Manager Construction 
Inspection 394 2 X  6 

SUPPORT SERVICES, BUDGET, ACCOUNTING & FISCAL SURETY  

355.   
All Budget and accounting functions to 
report to Chief Administrative Officer PDRD Director 399 1 X  1 

356.  
Provide smart boards for all the conference 
rooms IT 399 2 X  - 

357.  Up-date facilities with paint and carpets Support Services 399 2  X - 
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358.  
No city vehicles to park in surface lot outside the 
building 

Support Services and Building 
Management for One Texas 
Center 

400 3 X  - 

359.  Modify Support Services performance measures Chief Administrative Office 401 3 X  4 

360.  
PDRD revenue to indicate in CAMPO booking is 
part of the revenue Financial Manager 401 2 X  1 

361.  Conduct review of cashier function Accounting Manager 402 2 X  2 

362.  Monitor impact of new credit card system Accounting Manager 402 2  X 1 

363.  Undertake a review of the Surety system Accounting Manager 402 3  X 1 

364.  
Accounting Manager to report to Financial 
Manager Chief Administrative Officer 403 2 X  2 

365.  
Determine how Tree Mitigation fees show in 
PDRD budget Financial Manager 403 2 X  1 

366.  
Create career advancement plans for all PDRD 
employees 

PDRD HR, HR, and 
Department Director 405 2  X 6 

367.  
Conduct detailed review of professional 
registrations and memberships 

PDRD HR and Department 
Director 406 2 X  6 

368.  
Add $15,000 to 2014-15 budget for professional 
registrations City Council 406 1 X  6 

369.  
Prepare and circulate clear policy on Conflict of 
Interest 

PDRD HR and Department 
Director 407 2 X  6 

370.  Address any conflict of interest issues Human Resources Manager 
and PDRD Director 407 2 X  6 

371.  Develop employee orientation program Human Resources Manager 408 2  X 6 

372.  
Improve communication re the hiring and 
promotion process Human Resources Manager 408 2 X  2 

373.  Conduct training session on hiring process Human Resources Manager 409 2 X  2 

374.  Review and update all job descriptions PDRD HR and all managers 
and supervisors 409 2  X 6 

375.  Update pay and classification study for PDRD PDRD HR and HR 409 2  X 6 

376.  Develop performance standards for all position PDRD HR and all managers 
and supervisors 410 3  X 4 

377.  
Review handling of certification requirements 
during probation 

PDRD HR and all managers 
and supervisors 410 2 X  6 

378.  
Develop transition plans for turnover and 
retirements 

PDRD HR and all managers 
and supervisors 410 2  X 6 

379.  
Develop program where new hires can be on 
board prior to position being vacant 

City Human Resources 
Manager 411 3  X 6 
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380.  Add $175,000 for training budget City Council 413 1 X  6 

381.  Review training budgets, section by section 
Human Resources Manager 
and all managers and 
supervisors 

413 3  X 6 

382.  
Increase use of supervisors and managers 
academy 

Department Director and 
Executive Teamr 414 2 X  2 

383.  
Conduct a 360 degree evaluation for all 
managers and supervisors City HR or consultant 415 1 X  2 

384.  
Hire a consultant for creation of PDRD logo and 
branding 

Public Info & Program Mktg 
Mgr 415 3  X 2 

385.  Update SOP for receptionist function Public Info &Program Mktg Mgr 
and HR 416 3  X 6 

386.  Add button for receptionist desk Support Services 417 3 X  - 

387.  
Add one Public Information Specialist for public 
information  Public Info & Mktg Mgr 417 2 X  6 

388.  Conduct detailed analysis of phone issues Public Information Specialist 418 1 X  2 

389.  
Add one Public Information Specialist for 
website Public Info & Mktg Mgr 419 2 X  6 

390.  
Change checklist and forms outside the Rules 
process Support Services 420 2 X  7 

391.  Develop SOP for Rules process Support Services 424 1  X 7 

392.  Automate notices to stakeholders  Bus Proc Spec 424 2 X  7 

393.  Reduce timelines for Rules process Bus Proc Spec 424 1 X  4 

394.  Clarify Stakeholders in Rules process Bus Proc Spec 424 2 X  7 

TECHNOLOGY  

395.  
Set three day standard for certain AMANDA 
changes 

Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 439 2 X  5 

396.  Enforce AMANDA data entry requirements Bsns System Analyst Supv 439 1 X  5 

397.  Improve smart data entry in AMANDA Bsns System Analyst Supv  
and CTM 440 2  X 5 

398.  
Automate interface between AMANDA and 
AFS3 General Ledger Bsns System Analyst Supv 440 2  X 5 

399.  Expand AMANDA training program Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
HR Manager 441 2 X  5 

400.  
Prepare regular reports on application 
performance Bsns System Analyst Supv 441 1 X  4 
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401.  
Prepare weekly or bi-weekly performance 
reports Bsns System Analyst Supv 441 2 X  4 

402.  Provide online training materials for AMANDA Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
HR Manager 441 2 X  5 

403.  Integrate AMANDA 6.1 with EDIMS software Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 442 2  X 5 

404.  Deploy AMADA Mobile to inspectors Bsns System Analyst Supv 442 2 X  5 

405.  Explore field printing for inspectors Bsns System Analyst Supv 442 2 X  5 

406.  Proceed to implement AMANDA 4.4 to 6.1 Bsns System Analyst Supv 443 1 X  5 

407.  Work on new reporting software Bsns System Analyst Supv 443 1 X  5 

408.  
Look ahead to updated AMANDA or 
replacement Bsns System Analyst Supv 444 2  X 5 

409.  Media campaign for online applications Bsns System Analyst Supv 445 2 X  5 

410.  Complete AMANDA Customer Portal II Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 445 1 X  5 

411.  
Expand AMANDA Customer Portal to all PDRD 
application 

Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 445 1 X  5 

412.  Intake digital plans at all intake counters Bsns System Analyst Supv 446 1 X  5 

413.  Relax scaling requirements for paper submittals Bsns System Analyst Supv 446 2 X  5 

414.  Implement ProjectDox Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 446 1 X  5 

415.  
Integrate ProjectDox with AMANDA Customer 
Portal II 

Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 446 1 X  5 

416.  
Implement EDIMS for all PDRD document 
management functions Bsns System Analyst Supv 447 2 X  5 

417.  Formalize document retention policies Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
document librarian 447 2 X  5 

418. E Expand Use of GIS Bsns System Analyst Supv 448 3  X 5 

419.  Add two GIS staff Bsns System Analyst Suprv 449 1  X 6 

420.  Automate maintenance of land use data Bsns System Analyst Supv 449 3  X 5 

421.  Add an additional IT staff to PDRD Bsns System Analyst Supv 449 1 X  6 

422.  Update Development Web Map software Bsns System Analyst Supv 450 3 X  5 
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423.  
Provide direct two-way linkage between 
AMANDA and GeoCortex GIS viewer Bsns System Analyst Supv 450 2 X  5 

424.  
Purchase additional copies of Adobe Creative 
Suite Bsns System Analyst Supv 451 3 X  5 

425.  
Create additional statistical reports on customer 
wait times Bsns System Analyst Supv 452 2 X  4 

426.  Change video feed in DAC 
Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
Public Info Program Marketing 
Manager 

453 3 X  2 

427.  Improve website to improve intuitiveness 
Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
Public Information Program 
Marketing Manager and CTM 

454 2 X  2 

428.  Designate person re oversee PDRD Website Public Information and 
Program Marketing Manager 455 2 X  2 

429.  
Implement changes to PDRD website as 
identified 

Public Information and 
Program Marketing Manager 455 2 X  2 

430.  Provide telephone system training 
Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
Public Information and 
Program Marketing Manager 

456 2 X  2 

431.  Prepare reference guide for misdirected calls 
Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
Public Information and 
Program Marketing Manager 

456 2 X  2 

432.  Implement automated voicemail-to-text Bsns System Analyst Supv and 
CTM 456 3  X 5 

BOARDS AND COMMISSIONS  

433.  
Reduce the number of Boards and 
Commissions City Council 468 2 X  - 

434.  Keep size of Boards and Commissions to 5 or 7 City Council 468 3 X  - 

435.  
Boards and Commission members to undergo 
training City Council 468 2 X  - 

436.  
Joint bi-annual meetings with BOA and City 
Council City Council 470 2  X - 

437.  Improve noticing for BOA hearings DAC 470 1 X  7 

438.  
Require technical staff report on BOA 
applications DAC 471 1 X  - 

439.  Increase fee for BOA cases Financial Manager 471 2 X  1 

440.  
Consider reassigning BOA cases to another 
group PDRD Director 471 2 X  2 

441.  
Set minimum qualifications for Building and Fire 
Code Board of Appeals City Council 472 2  X - 

442.  
Change by-laws for Building and Fire Code 
Board of Appeals City Council 472 3  X - 
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443.  
Consider increasing members of Design 
Commission while keeping member 
qualifications requirement 

City Council 474 3  X - 

444.  
Consolidate Electrical Board with Building and 
Fire Code Board of Appeals City Council 475 2 X  - 

445.  Change member qualifications for Electric Board City Council 475 2 X  - 

446.  Expand responsibilities of Electric Board City Council 475 3  X - 

447.  
Consolidate Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar 
Board with Building and Fire Code Board of 
Appeals 

City Council 479 2 X  - 

448.  
Change qualifications for Mechanical, Plumbing 
and Solar Board City Council 479 2 X  - 

449.  
Expand responsibilities of Mechanical, Plumbing 
and Solar Board City Council 479 2 X  - 

450.  
Schedule bi-annual meetings between the PC 
and City Council City Council 482 2 X  - 

451.  
Commission action should not be postponed to 
a future meeting because one member cannot 
attend the meeting. 

Commission chairpersons 482 2 X  7 

452.  
PC and ZAP to use same citizen comment sign-
in system PDRD staff 482 2 X  7 

453.  Determine which items require legal council Current Planning Manager 483 2 X  7 

454.  
Add revision notes to Board and Commission 
work books Current Planning Manager 483 3 X  7 

455.  
Additional training for all Board and Commission 
members Current Planning Manager 483 2 X  - 

456.  
Assign responsibilities of the Residential Design 
and Compatibility Commission to the Board of 
Adjustment 

City Council 485 2 X  - 

457.  
Encourage members of the RDCC to seek 
appointment to other City Commissions RDDC members 485 3  X - 

CUSTOMER PERCEPTIONS  

458.  
Review customer material to determine 
improvement areas and forward comments to 
appropriate chairpersons 

PDRD, other departments, 
Boards and Commissions 491 1 X  - 

459.  
Review detailed comments in Question 42 and 
forward comments to appropriate chairpersons 

PDRD, other departments, 
Boards and Commissions 495 1 X  3 

460.  
Review detailed comments in Questions 18 and 
19 

PDRD, other departments, 
Boards and Commissions 495 1 X  3 

461.  Review all customer negative responses All PDRD managers 496 1 X  2 

462.  Review three questions related to website Website manager 497 2 X  2 
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Before the City begins implementing this study, we suggest that it take the following 

action. 

1. Recommendation: The Director of the Planning and Development Review 

Department, and the City Manager should review the study and agree on an 

implementation plan, which should include: 

 An agreed-upon timetable and work program; 

 Costs estimates and method of funding;  

 Methods to communicate with Stakeholder groups; and  

 Action on budget and policy matters by the Mayor and City Council.  

 

The Planning and Development Review Department already has many important tasks 

they are undertaking and may find the 462 recommendations overwhelming. However, as 

improvements take place and staff becomes empowered to change, the City may be 

surprised at how fast implementation can occur. 
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III. ISSUES RELATED TO ENTIRE 
PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 
REVIEW DEPARTMENT  

For additional issues related to the entire Planning and Development Review 

Department see Chapter XIII on Support Services. 

A. COMMUNICATION 

Broken Window Theory 

A number of police departments are using what has become known as the broken window 

theory. The idea is that if a broken window is not fixed it leads to other broken windows. 

This same theory relates to how customers experience the PDRD offices. In our tour of 

the offices, we noticed a number of things that give the customers a poor impression 

including: 

 Torn Notifications: Special notifications and reports are often taped to various 

counters. However, many of these are torn, ripped, and/or dog-eared. It simply 

gives the impression that nobody cares; and  

 Lack of Maintenance: A few of the offices have maintenance issues and also 

dirty rugs. Again, this gives a poor impression to customers. 

2. Recommendation: Managers and Supervisors should develop an approach to 

broken window issues within PDRD.  

 

External 

Most Best Practice communities have a deliberate and formal approach to working with 

the development interests and other Stakeholders. Often City staff is even invited to 

attend certain routine meetings. Active use of up-to-date Stakeholder email lists is 

essential. There lists can be used to inform of pending policy or ordinance changes being 

considered, request input, disseminate information, etc. It can also be useful for PDRD to 

formally join these groups.  

3. Recommendation: PDRD should develop a specific formal approach to 

continually involve Stakeholders in all relevant issues and officially join these 

groups.  
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Internal 

There is a major lack of internal communication within PDRD. It became obvious in our 

eight meetings with staff that managers and supervisors are not communicating with 

staff. We raised numerous issues that one would expect staff to know about and saw 

mostly blank stares. Various policies and procedures are changed and employees hear 

about them second hand or in some cases from customers. Managers and supervisors 

need to do a better job of communicating amongst themselves and then communicating to 

all employees. Different divisions have different agendas, which are reflected through 

their respective interpretations of code. Accordingly, staff comments and reviews can be 

contradictory across divisions and counterproductive for staff and the Stakeholders.  

In addition to communication on specific items, some form of routine communication to 

all staff may be appropriate. At our urging, during the course of this study, we suggested 

creating a staff newsletter. The first monthly newsletter was published in November. This 

was a good start, but we suggest the newsletter be issued at least by-weekly and include 

mission discussions and training articles amongst others. Additionally, the number and 

type of employee meetings will be reviewed in various parts of this report. 

4. Recommendation: Managers and Supervisors should develop a specific 

strategy to improve communication throughout the Department.  

5. Recommendation: The Department should give high priority to continuing the 

newsletter to all employees and expanding its content. It may also be useful to 

post the newsletter on the website.  

 

Handouts 

Good handouts for the public are very useful. The data should be the same as that posted 

on the website. Data on the handouts and website should be 100% up to date at all times 

and be readily available to customers. This relates to the theory called “false maps.” 

Would someone prefer to have a false map or no map at all? We were not able to review 

all the handouts but staff indicated that some are not up to date and the ones we did 

review need improving. Another issue is how handouts are designed and displayed. 

Generally the titles of the handouts are too small. They should be a minimum of 22 pts 

and located at the very top of the handout. When placed in a handout rack, the titles 

should be readily visible for the customers and accessible to customers using 

wheelchairs. The rule on this is nothing below 15” or above 48”. Accurate and reliable 

information available in lobby areas could save PDRD staff time at all levels.  
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As an example, there are several handout racks in the Development Assistance Center as 

shown in Figure 2. Some of the titles are readily readable, others are not. The titles and 

handouts on the rack to the left are hard to read. The titles on the colorful handouts on the 

rack to the right are much better, although they should be arranged in alphabetical order.  

Figure 2 

Handout Racks In The Development Assistance Center 

 

6. Recommendation: PDRD should review all handouts to see that they are up to 

date, readily available and they should have a uniform design with easy 

identification for customers, including wheelchair users.  
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Signs, 

The various signs for PDRD in the building are not particularly attractive, and somewhat 

confusing to the customers. It would be useful to have a sign/wayfinder expert design and 

construct new signs. Appropriate signage and departmental explanations would be 

extremely helpful for navigating within the department.  

7. Recommendation: Have a consultant develop new signs and wayfinding for 

PDRD functions. 

 

Telephones and Emails 

PDRD customer are extremely frustrated in not being able to contact a live person via 

telephone and not having voice mails and emails returned. We are told that some staff 

never return phone calls or emails, or if they do, it is a day or several days after the 

customer’s contact. Phone statistics show that 7 of the 10 PDRD Divisions never 

answer their phones from the mainline and all calls go to voice mail. Building 

Inspectors have a policy that if a call comes in after noon they answer the next day. This 

is the information age. Customers expect to be able to contact an organization and get a 

timely response. Austin has a policy of returning phone calls and emails within 24 hours. 

However, this is too long a time from a customer service perspective, is too hard to 

monitor, and many calls are not returned in the 24 hours. We prefer a very simple policy 

that all phone calls and emails be returned the same day received. The supervisors and 

managers should lead the way on this and monitor performance by their staff. Staff will 

complain that they are too busy to return emails and phone calls the same day. However, 

when asked if it takes longer or shorter amount of time returning them the next day, the 

answer is the same amount of time. So, unless staff simply does not return phone calls 

and emails, they should do it the same day received. This will have a major positive 

impact on the customer’s view of PDRD. In order to implement this policy, it may be 

necessary for staff to set aside the last 30 minutes of the day to return calls. This may 

impact the amount of staff needed for each function. Through expanded use of phone 

trees and better information on the website, it may also be possible to reduce the number 

of calls and route them to the appropriate person.  

8. Recommendation: All PDRD phone calls and emails should be returned the 

same day received.  

Additional analysis of PDRD’s main phone lines is included in the Support Services 

Chapter of this report.  
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B. COUNTER WAIT TIMES AND SERVICE TIMES 
The Planning and Development Review Department includes an excellent software 

program that monitors the number of customers, wait times, assist times, date and time of 

day, customer name, staff person who helped, and the reason for the visit for six different 

counters. While an excellent system, it could be even more beneficial if it were 

programmed to provide a variety of reports useful for managing the functions. We 

received reports for the month of August 2014. These reports summarized by average 

wait times and average assist time. Averages can be very misleading. Instead, we suggest 

a desired performance standard be set with a goal to meet the performance at least 90% of 

the time. We normally like wait times of no more than 15 minutes. We used the data to 

prepare some rough estimates as shown in Table 2 

As can be seen in the Table, none of the counters serve 90% of customers in 20 minutes 

or less. The DAC and Land Use Intake are close at 87% and 84%. The other counters are 

substantially less with the Permit Center being the worse at 21%, followed by Austin 

Water Utility at 29%. The average wait times are also very high with the Permit Center 

over an hour. Since these are averages it is likely than some customers wait two hours.  

Managers need to work with these numbers and others that can be produced to analyze 

the services and decide how to meet a target wait time of 15 minutes or less.  

Table 2 

PDRD Counter Wait and Assist Times August 2014 

 

9. Recommendation: The PDRD counter intake and assist software should be 

programmed to use percentages rather than averages. 

Percent 
One

 Hour or 
Longer

Austin Water Utility 147 0:39 0:14 29% 81% 1%

Building Plan Review 1303 0:17 0:18 68% 70% 4%
Development 
Assistance Center 2361 0:09 0:18 87% 74% 1%

Land Use Intake 643 0:10 0:58 84% 39% 1%

Permit Center 3017 1:02 0:11 21% 83% 44%

Residential Review 1195 0:24 0:19 56% 69% 3%

Percent 
Service 

Times 20 
Minutes 
or LessCounter

# Walk In 
Customers

Average 
Wait 

Times

Average 
Assist 
Times

Percent 
Wait 

Times 20 
Minutes 
or Less
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10. Recommendation: All functions should adopt a performance standard of 

serving 90% or more of customers within a 15-minute wait time.  

11. Recommendation: All managers of intake counters should develop a strategy 

aimed at meeting wait time targets and carefully monitoring performance. 

This will likely mean changing processes and in some cases adding staff.  

C. CULTURE 
One of the most difficult area for change is the culture of an organization and staff. In 

order to assist in this area we have prepared Table 3, our understanding of some of the 

existing PDRD culture and areas we suggest for change. 

Table 3 

PDRD Culture 

 

12. Recommendation: Managers should work on changing the culture of PDRD as 

outlined in Table 3.  

 

Existing Culture Suggested New Culture 

Interpret Codes with no deviation 

Recognized that real projects may need creative 
interpretations. Use whatever discretion the Code 
suggests or allows. This may require some code 
amendments. The focus should be on problem 
solving. 

Nit-pick submissions. Cross every “t” and dot 
ever “i”. 

Recognize that nit picking seldom builds a better 
Austin, so stop doing it 

Do a first review that is incomplete just to meet 
the timeline performance goal 

Conduct a comprehensive first review. If this 
impacts the performance standard, work with 
managers to obtain more staff or whatever is 
needed to meet the performance standards along 
with complete first review.  

Answer phone calls and emails whenever 
Return all phone calls and emails before going 
home at night. 

Add new conditions or requirements each review 
Do a comprehensive review the first time and 
only add new items if project changes. 
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D. DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 
The City’s overall planning and development process is shown in Figure 3 and the 

development phase is shown in Figure 4. The detailed processes will be reviewed 

throughout this report.  

Figure 3 

Austin’s Planning and Development Process, Summary One 
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Figure 4 

Austin’s Development Process 

  

E. EXPEDITED PERMITS 

Background 

The contract for this study and City Council Resolution No. 20130214-051 requested a 

report on possible expedited review. This would include any new fees or new positions 

necessary to implement such a service.  
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Theory 

Applicants and developers throughout the country have two key issues. They want 

shorter timelines and more consistency and clarity as to requirements. Expedited permits 

primarily address the timing issue. There are several schools of thought on expedited 

permits. 

1. Why Expedite: One suggestion is that if the process works well with reasonable 

timelines, then there would be no need for expedited permits. While this has some 

merit, many communities have trouble either having a good process or sustaining 

it over time. However, even with a good process, some developers may still want 

to expedite a process for even faster timelines. In many ways, the worse the 

process, the more the need for expedited permits.  

2. Just Correct Deficiencies In The Current Process: If the recommendations of 

this review of PDRD and Austin’s development process are implemented, Austin 

will have a well working permit process. However, realistically this will take time 

and an expedited process could help to bridge the gap. It could also test out and 

demonstrate ideas that could be used in the non-expedited processes.  

3. Costs for Expediting: Most developers are more than willing to pay extra fees for 

shorter timelines. The cost for any extra fee is often minimal compared to savings 

related to the shorter timeline. We have proven this many times in all of our 

studies.  

4. Impact on Non-Expedited Permits: Applicants who do not want to pay the extra 

fees and use expediting are generally concerned that an expediting program may 

add time to the normal process. This is a reasonable concern that we share. Thus, 

any expedited program needs to be designed to not impact the normal processes.  

5. What Is a Process: A good process provides adequate time for review against the 

city’s standards and also time for interested parties and citizen input. It should be 

clear that excessive timelines add to the cost of a project and this added cost can 

actually work against achieving city goals.  

Key Features 

Staffing 

In order to avoid impacting current processes, it is normally necessary to add extra staff 

or resources. Options include: 

1. Overtime 

Existing staff work overtime extending the day or week-ends to work on expedited 

projects. This works well when the demand for expedited projects is low and many 
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staff even welcome the opportunity for extra pay. However, if overtime becomes 

too extensive it can impact the normal work. As such, most communities would 

set a limit to the amount of allowed overtime per employee.  

2. Retired Employees 

Some retired employees often welcome the opportunity to work part time and 

periodically. The advantage is that these employees may already know the 

functions and codes they would be using. They would need to be briefed on any 

changes since they retired.  

3. Experts Out Of The Workforce 

In today’s society, there are many people who do not want to work full time or 

work a routine schedule. Many people also may prefer to work at home. They 

often find it difficult to find jobs that fulfill their desires for flexibility. 

Government has not been particularly well equipped to work with these people. 

These are often women (but could be men) who do not want to work full time 

while raising young children and need lots of flexibility as well as a desire to work 

out of the house. We have seen this work particularly well with some highly 

qualified people like engineers.  

4. Consultants 

The use of consultants has worked well in many communities for expediting 

permits. We have also used them for what we call a blended staff. The 

organization has a base staff and whenever performance standards cannot be met, 

consultants are hired to help out. This can be a benefit during a down cycle in 

development to avoid laying off permanent employees. This options is a 

frequently used option in California for building plan reviewers, building 

inspectors, engineers, and even planners.  

In discussing this with PDRD staff, they raised the following points to be considered: 

 Many of Austin’s processes involve multiple departments and divisions. It doesn’t 

do much good to have expedited staff for one division if the other functions cannot 

meet the same timeline. We agree with this point and all departments or divisions 

could utilize the various approaches to staffing, whichever works best for their 

function. We also recommend that many of the review functions from these 

departments be turned over to PDRD.  

 Austin’s processes are so complex that it takes a year to understand or get 

proficient in the process. It was even suggested that for some of the engineering 

and environmental positions it may take as much as three years. To the extent that 

this is true, it is a real indictment of Austin’s codes, policies, procedures, and 

rules. In our current study, we found much of this to be true. This would mean that 

staffing options 1 and 2 would work better for Austin than options 3 and 4. 

However, another approach would be for managers to segment the work and find 
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aspects where training is less extensive. This means that existing staff might be 

used for some expediting and other staff and consultants used to back up their 

positions. Finally, consultants doing a review could have their review audited by 

experienced staff. This will add cost, but would help establish consistency.  

Timelines 

For expediting, processing timelines would need to be set for every process. As a rule of 

thumb we suggest that expedited timelines be half or less of all the non-expedited 

timelines we have suggested elsewhere in this report. In some cases it may be possible to 

make them much shorter. As an example, we are told that Fire Inspection may take 5 to 7 

days for an inspection but for a fee, Fire will expedite to next day inspection. As a rule of 

thumb we believe all inspections should be made the next day after requested, however, 

when not possible, then a next day expedited approach should be available. This could 

even include after-hours inspections or weekend inspections. Keep in mind that some 

timelines may be set by code to ensure adequate opportunity for public input and unless 

the code is changed, these timelines would need to be respected. Both we and the 

stakeholders support adequate public notice and involvement in many of the processes.  

Fees 

The expedited fees should be set to cover all direct cost, indirect cost, plus a premium to 

the extent allowed by Texas law. This would not only be a benefit to the applicant but can 

also be used as one more revenue source for PDRD. This would need to be established so 

as not to violate any State laws. The beauty of any fee schedule, is that once it is set, the 

decision to pay the expedited fee is made by the applicants and private enterprise, not the 

government.  

One of the more successful examples we have experienced is a system used by Los 

Angeles for subdivision approvals. The process was taking 3 to 6 months or longer. The 

expedited process set a target of 45 days. The applicants paid the normal subdivision fee 

for the non-expedited process. Then, the cost of any staff who worked on the project plus 

expenses were billed back to the applicant. This billing also included a charge for 

overhead. The process was very successful with a high percent of applications being 

expedited. This was accomplished with a major expansion of staff. The City Council 

approved 40 positions with the understanding that the City Administrator could release 

positions for hiring as needed to correspond to the demand. A similar approach would be 

needed in Austin using any of the four staffing approaches outlined above. The only 

difference is that the decision on adding staff or consultants should be left with the 

relevant managers. 
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What Could Help To Make Expediting Work In Austin 

Many of the recommendations in this report will assist and in some cases be essential for 

an Austin expediting approach. These include: 

 Standards: All construction standards need to be up to date. In Recommendation 

42 we suggest these be the responsibility of the operating departments and be 

completed within four months.  

 Number of Reviewers: In Recommendation 43 we suggest that all plan reviews 

and inspections be the responsibility of PDRD and no longer involve the operating 

departments. Fire reviews may be an exception to this approach.  

 Operational Policies and Procedures: In order to supplement staff for expediting 

it will be necessary to have the operational policies and procedures up to date.  

Will Expediting Work In Austin 

The answer to this question is yes, at least for some functions. It is already working for 

Fire Inspections. The approach we suggest has the following features: 

1. The City Council should set as a policy direction the desire for staff to work on 

expediting approaches for all processes; 

2. Expediting should be phased in slowly as time and experience dictate;  

3. Timelines should be at least half or less than the new performance standards 

recommended in this report; and  

4. The fee should be the normal fee plus the full cost of anyone actually involved in 

processing the permit or inspection plus an administrative charge.  

13. Recommendation: Austin should begin a phased in expediting process for all 

functions.  

 

F. FINANCES/BUDGET 
The City’s fiscal year starts 10/1 and ends 9/30.  

Budgets/Revenues 

Budgets: The budgets for the Planning and Development Review Department are shown 

in Table 4.  
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Table 4 

Budgets for Planning and Development Review Department 

 

An examination of PDRD’s detailed budget reveals the following categories of interest:  

Expense Refunds: The budgets for PDRD include what is called Expense Refunds. 

These refunds are transfers of funds from other City departments such as Austin Energy 

and Watershed Protection that support PDRD staff working on issues related to that 

department. The Expense Refunds are shown in Table 5. These refunds are based on 

Function
2010-11 
Actual

2011-12 
Actual

2012-13 
Actual

2013-14 
Estimated

Campo 1,254,639 1,374,043 1,505,708 1,486,391

Building Inspection 4,152,833 4,384,330 5,170,509 5,700,465

Commercial Building Plan Review 1,226,468 1,383,552 1,692,422 1,712,735

Development Assistance Center 1,143,946 1,217,862 1,581,699 1,996,393

Land Use Review 5,263,748 6,303,251 5,910,429 6,297,186

Permit Center 640,691 737,279 823,926 831,894

Residential Review 996,859 1,048,592 1,600,520 1,554,332

Site/Subdivision Inspection 4,866,945 5,270,915 5,772,186 6,328,905

One Stop Shop Total 18,291,490 20,345,781 22,551,691 24,421,910

Current Planning Code Amend 88,315 87,004 78,466 76,824

Current Planning, Annexation 211,170 216,749 249,790 274,845

Current Planning, Zoning 975,914 1,037,635 1,124,608 1,194,131

Current Planning Total 1,275,399 1,341,388 1,452,864 1,545,800

Neighborhood Assistance Center 162,066 171,548 184,035 202,269

Neighborhood Planning, Comp Plan 1,718,996 1,753,206 1,748,019 1,954,634

Urban Design, Comp Plan 730,787 720,791 855,332 877,193

Comprehensive Planning Total 2,611,849 2,645,545 2,787,386 3,034,096

Support Services 2,847,813 2,639,162 3,931,323 4,408,582

Transfers and Other 22,446 22,822 19,512 19,968

Total 26,303,636 28,368,741 32,248,484 34,916,747

1,788,529

2014-15 
Proposed

2,022,681

5,992,753

1,789,775

164,062

6,779,533

719,358

1,576,865

6,485,709

25,132,522

387,007

347,025

1,254,701

1,988,733

6,610,443

43,873,155

1,902,737

973,053

3,039,852

5,078,924
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budgets for each division. We were unable to determine exactly how these numbers are 

arrived at but they are important for the support of PDRD.  

Table 5 

Expense Refunds for PDRD 

 

Function
2010-11 
Actual

2011-12 
Actual

2012-13 
Actual

2013-14 
Estimated

CAMPO 1,254,639 1,374,043 1,505,708 1,486,391

Building Inspection¹ 0 2,487 126,000 146,957

Commercial Building Plan Review² 142,040 186,280 58,000 58,000

Development Assistance Center³ 214,208 191,375 247,409 286,560

Land Use Review 3,172,132 3,029,327 3,198,895 3,471,115

Permit Center 0 0 0 0

Residential Review 0 0 0 0

Site/Subdivision Inspection 1,639,281 1,587,313 1,705,567 1,813,614

One Stop Shop 5,167,661 4,996,782 5,335,871 5,776,246

Current Planning Code Amend 0 0 0 0

Current Planning, Annexation 135,000 129,712 131,222 135,000

Current Planning, Zoning (grant) 0 0 0 40,000

Current Planning 135,000 129,712 131,222 175,000

Neighborhood Assistance Center 0 0 0 0

Neighborhood Planning, Comp Plan 1,079 0 0 0

Urban Design, Comp Plan 75 0 0 0

Comprehensive Planning 1,154 0 0 0

Support Services⁴ 158,675 159,245 176,731 271,970 3,367 ⁵

Total Support and Other Transfers 158,675 159,245 176,731 271,970

Total 6,717,129 6,659,782 7,149,532 7,709,607

135,000

³ Watershed Protection reimbursement for engineering and environmental staff budgeted in PDRD. Revenue 
comes from a drainage utility fee and environmental fees. 

 ⁴ Watershed backcharge for award and recognition program for personnel budgeted in PDRD.
⁵ A PDRD Assistant Director was previously financed by the Code Compliance Department but this expense 
refund was eliminated in FY 15.

2014-15 
Proposed

2,022,681

126,000

58,000

302,082

0

135,000

0

0

0

0

3,598,772

0

0

2,070,607

6,155,461

0

3,367

8,316,509

¹ Austin Energy reimburses PDRD for energy Inspections, comes from Austin Energy's overall revenue.

² Austin Energy reimburses PDRD for energy reviews, comes from Austin Energy's overall revenue.
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A PDRD Assistant Director was previously funded by the Code Compliance Department 

but this was eliminated for 2014-2015. There is a close relation between the Code 

Compliance functions and PDRD and Code Compliance has a pre-set source of revenue. 

As such, we believe that PDRD should still receive some Expense Refunds from Code 

Compliance.  

14. Recommendation: PDRD should review the methodology used to determine 

the amounts for the Expense Refunds.  

15. Recommendation: Discussions should be held with the Code Compliance 

Department concerning the appropriateness of a Code Compliance Expense 

Refund for PDRD.  

 

Google: The City is underway in working with Google to establish a high speed 

Broadband Fiber network for the City. A variety of temporary staff have been added to 

PDRD to implement this program. For FY 2014-15 the City Council has made a special 

appropriation to fund these positions. However, in FY 2013-14 these positions were paid 

for out of the yearly budget for PDRD. This was accomplished by use of vacant position 

funds for some 28 PDRD positions. While we are supportive of active use of vacant 

positon funds, this system was undertaken at the same time the community was 

concerned about lack of performance in PDRD. This raises the question as to how serious 

PDRD or the City Council was to solve PDRD issues. This reinforces our view that the 

City will need to be more aggressive and consistent with the way it handles funds for 

PDRD if it really wants to correct the current situation and Stakeholder concerns.  

Transfers and Others: There has historically been a small category in the budget called 

“Transfers and Others.” However, for 2014-15 this category was increased from $19,968 

to $6,610,443. This is based on a new City-wide approach to the budget that distributes 

service costs and external overhead to operating departments. These costs are shown in 

Table 6. This is a standard budgeting process used in many communities. 
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Table 6 

Transfers and Other Budget Costs for PDRD 

Item Cost 

CTM (technology cost) $3,079,011 

Support Services $2,876,040 

Workers Compensation $499,171 

Liability Reserve $37,200 

Accrued Payroll $119,021 

Total $6,610,443 

 

The proposed new budget for 2014-15 also includes items for what many communities 

call external overhead as shown under Support Services of $2,876,040 in Table 6. PDRD 

should conduct an annual review of the budget office’s Support Costs and External 

Overhead. In many cities, it is not unusual that there are over charges or double counting 

in these accounts.  

16. Recommendation: PDRD should conduct an annual review of the budget 

office’s Transfers and Other Budget Costs including Support Services Costs.  

 

Support Services: The Support Services category and funds in the PDRD budget are 

used to support all of PDRD programs and divisions. In order to determine what percent 

of Support Services relates to the development process (One-Stop-Shop), Table 7 shows 

the expenses for Comprehensive Planning, Current Planning, and CAMPO, and 

calculates these as a percent of the total PDRD budget. These functions are not part of the 

One-Stop-Shop and should continue to be supported by the General Fund. These totals 

are then deducted from the Support Services budget to arrive at the portion of Support 

Services related to the One-Stop-Shop. The same approach was also used to distribute the 

Transfers and Others to the One Stop Shop.  
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Table 7 

Total Costs for One-Stop-Shop 

 

Full Cost Recovery: Table 8 has been prepared to relate the One-Stop-Shop costs to the 

revenue from fees and refunds to determine what percentage of fees and refunds cover 

the costs. The budget used for OSS revenue in 2013-2014 was $17,178,668, but the 

actual revenue for 2013-1014 $24,448,282 resulted in what could be considered a 

General Fund windfall of $7,269,664. The same thing occurred in the 2012-2013 FY 

where the budget was $13,152,108 and actual revenue was $20,725,468, a difference of 

$7,573,360. The budget office indicated that they use low revenue projections for the 

budget in order to be conservative. However, we assume that these numbers were used 

along with others to set the City tax rate. One could argue that this excess revenue should 

be used to add needed resources to PDRD or begin to build a development process 

reserve for future years. Using these revenue numbers results in a revenue/refunds as 

percent of cost to 108 percent for FY2013-14 and 93% for 2014-15 as shown in Table 8. 

In Table 9 we also estimate One-time and On-Going cost needs for PDRD. We believe 

the City should appropriate funds for the One-time costs based on underfunding PDRD in 

prior years. In Table 8, we added the proposed new on-going costs of $2,379,368 which 

Function
2010-11 
Actual

2011-12 
Actual

2012-13 
Actual

2013-14 
Estimated

2014-15 
Proposed

Total, Exp/or Budget, Table 4 26,303,636 28,368,741 32,248,484 34,916,747 43,873,155

Comprehensive Planning, Table 4 2,611,774 2,645,546 2,787,386 3,034,096 3,039,852

Current Planning, Table 4 1,275,399 1,341,388 1,452,864 1,545,800 1,988,733

CAMPO, Table 4 1,254,639 1,374,043 1,505,708 1,486,391 2,022,681
Total, Comp Plan,  Current Planning & Campo 5,141,812 5,360,977 5,745,958 6,066,287 7,051,266
As a % of total budget 19.55% 18.90% 17.82% 17.37% 16.07%

Support Services, Table 4 2,847,813 2,639,162 3,931,323 4,408,582 5,078,924
Minus % Support for Comp Plan, Current & Campo 729,040 633,399 880,616 956,572 816,281
Net Support Services for One Stop 2,118,773 2,005,763 3,050,707 3,452,010 4,262,643

Transfer and others, Table 4 22,446 22,822 19,512 19,968 6,610,443
Minus % transfers and others for account plan, 
current and Campo 4,388 4,313 3,477 3,469 1,062,426
Net transfers and others for one-stop shop 18,058 18,509 16,035 16,499 5,548,017

One Stop Shop, direct expenses, Table 4 18,291,490 20,345,781 22,551,691 24,421,910 25,132,522
Support Services  for One Stop Shop 2,118,773 2,005,763 3,050,707 3,399,592 4,262,643
Transfers and Others for One Stop Shop 18,058 18,509 16,035 16,499 5,548,017
Total One Stop Shop Cost 20,428,321 22,370,053 25,618,433 27,890,419 34,943,182
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results in full cost recovery of 86%. Additional fee increases will be needed to bring this 

to 100% and begin an Enterprise Fund or its equivalent.   

Table 8 

PDRD Revenue/Refunds as % of Cost for One-Stop-Shop 

 

Budget /Revenue Strategy  

For FY 13-14 the fee revenue was $24,448,282 with a budgeted revenue of $17,178,668 

resulting in $7,269,614 revenue over the budget. The items listed below are used in many 

communities. Austin will need to compare these to Texas law and if necessary attempt to 

change Texas law.  

Comprehensive Plan and Current Planning: In most communities we work with, 

Comprehensive Planning and Current Planning are supported by the General Fund while 

the direct development activities are supported by revenues. In the case of PDRD, we 

also show CAMPO as General Fund since this is primarily an accounting transaction. It is 

also reasonable to pay a percent of the Support Services account from the General Fund. 

We suggest that Comprehensive Planning and Current Planning continue to be supported 

by the General Fund.  

Function
2010-11 
Actual

2011-12 
Actual

2014-15 
Proposed

Total One Stop Shop Cost 20,428,321 22,370,053 34,943,182

Refunds, Revenue, Table 5 5,167,661 4,996,782 6,155,461

Fee, Revenue for OSS 11,996,011 15,831,945 20,725,408 ³ 21,185,668 ² 19,285,693

Total Revenue/Refunds 17,163,672 20,828,727 26,961,914 ¹ 25,441,154

Total Revenue/Refunds as % of Cost 84% 93% 73%

Revised Revenue for OSS 26,433,146

Refunds, Revenue, Table 5 6,155,461

Total Revenue/Refunds 32,588,607

Revised % 93%

Minus On-going cost, Table 9 2,379,368

Revised revenue/refunds, minus new costs 30,209,239

Revised % including new on-going costs, 

Table 9 86%

¹ Includes $20,000 annexation revenue

² Budget was $17,178,668

³ Budget was $13,152108

102%

5,776,246

30,224,528

2013-14 
Estimated

27,890,419

5,776,246

97%

24,448,282

2012-13 Actual
25,618,433

5,335,871

26,061,279

108%
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One-Stop-Shop: As can be seen in Table 8, revenues versus expenditures for the One-

Stop-Shop have ranged from a low of 86% in 2010-11 to a high of 111% in 2012-13. The 

average for the four years is 99%. However, we have also shown the actual Revenue for 

2013-2014 as $28,994,663 resulting in 125%.  

 Cost Recovery: The norm for many communities in the U.S. and Canada is to 

have 100% cost recovery. 

 Isolate Revenues Outside the General Fund: The fee revenue is either set up in 

an enterprise fund or is at least isolated in the financial system. In many states it is 

illegal to transfer any of these fee revenues to the General Fund.  

 Reserve Accounts: Many communities build a rainy day reserve account for 

development activities. We used to suggest that the reserve be equivalent to 3 

months of expenditures which for the One-Stop-Shop development functions in 

2014-15 would be $5,766,399. However, we currently suggest instead that either a 

9 month or 12 month reserve be established. For Austin a 9 month reserve would 

be 22 million. In Calgary, an organization similar to PDRD with twice the staff of 

PDRD we recently recommended that their reserve for the development activities 

of 30 million be increased to 60 million and the City Council has adopted that as a 

policy. See a more detailed analysis of a possible Austin reserve in a separate 

paragraph at the end of this section.  

 Planning Fee Override’s: Some communities also include a fee override where a 

certain percent of the development fees are set aside for long-range and current 

planning. These are set aside in a special account for use when a plan update is 

required. While this could be a good long-range approach for Austin, it should not 

be used until the problems of the One-Stop-Shop are resolved and the reserve 

account of $22 million has been achieved.  

 Carryover Expenditures: The more sophisticated communities also do a year 

end analysis of carry over expenditures. For example, a high rise project may take 

several years to complete. Revenue may come in one year but then expenditures 

occur over several subsequent years. This type of analysis could be particularly 

relevant for Austin.  

 General Fund Competition: Given the financial concerns in most communities, 

including Austin, it is difficult for development activities to compete with fire and 

police in a General Fund analysis. As such, development activities are placed in a 

special revenue account that is separate from the General Fund. 

 Management Controls: Once revenues and budgets are stabilized, managers of 

the functions can manage the functions in a more contemporary and aggressive 

approach.  

 Fees: As can be seen in the fee discussion below, Austin’s development fees are 

substantially below comparable communities. Most applicants and developers, 
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including those in our Austin focus groups, would be willing to pay higher fees if 

they could receive better service.  

In order to implement this study we recommend that Austin immediately appropriate $4 

million to implement this study. An additional $2 million should be appropriated to begin 

to build a reserve account for the One Stop functions. Table 9A indicates the addition of 

23 staff. We show 21 of these as on-going and they would be part of the proposed 

Enterprise Fund. The two GIS staff (419) are also likely on-going but would be funded 

from the General Fund.  

Table 9A 

Additional Staff to PDRD 

 

Table 9B shows the dollars for consultants or contract staff. One-time costs are estimated 

at $574,580, mostly to remove backlog. These would be the equivalent of 5 to 7 staff. 

On-going costs are estimated at $496,692. These would be the equivalent of 6 or 7 staff.  

Recommendation Item Cost per Item One-Time On-Going

33 Deputy Direction for Operations $183,963 $3,000 $183,963 
65 Combination Inspector Supervisor $101,391 $4,500 $84,384 
65 3 Combination Inspectors $88,585 $13,500 $265,754 

106 1 Commercial Plan review staff $136,314 $3,000 $136,314 
106 4 Commercial Plan review Staff $101,091 $12,000 $404,364 
199 Customer Service Representative in Land Use review $79,698 $3,500 $62,430 
213 Transportation Engineer $136,314 $3,500 $136,314 
251 Add employee for site plan function $70,392 $3,000 $70,392 
260 Add employee for subdivision function $88,585 $4,500 $88,585 
275 3 Permit Review Specialists for Permit Center $60,591 $9,000 $181,772 

320 Add Administrative Supervisor position in SSI $60,591 $3,000 $60,591 

387 Public Information Specialist for public information $93,834 $3,000 $93,834 

389 Public Information Specialist for website $93,834 $3,000 $93,834 

419 Add two GIS staff (General Fund) $82,414 $0 $0 

421 Add one IT staff to PDRD $98,591 $3,000 $98,591 

Sub-Total Personnel $71,500 $1,961,122 

Operating = Salary + 6.2% FICA + 1.45% Medicare + 18% Retirement + Insurance + office supplies & training

STAFF 

Cost updates provided by City of Austin staff. These updated numbers reflect estimated FY16 costs.

One-time = Computers + other equipment
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Table 9B 

Consultants or Contract Staff to Implement 

 

Table 9C lists one time equipment and other support needs to implement this report 

totaling $877,300 dollars and on-going costs of $235,000 dollars. Table C also shows 

possible remodeling costs of $1,150,000 dollars.  

The cost, excluding remodeling to implement this report is estimated at $4,215,994 

dollars.  

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation Item Cost per Item One-Time On-Going

53
Additional staff, overtime or consultants to meet 
performance standards $150,000 $150,000 

100 Contractor to remove commercial plan review backlog $50,000 $50,000 
107 Supplement inspection staff for training $20,000 $20,000 
176 Back up for environmental review in DAC $50,000 $50,000 
179 Add four staff or consultants to DAC $69,173 $276,692 
236 Temporary employee for subdivision intake $62,430 $62,430 
253 Hire contract staff to remove site plan backlog $100,000 $100,000 

296
Add contract staff to meet performance standards for 
Residential Plan Review $50,000 $50,000 

333 On call consulting for SSI (5 inspectors) $62,430 $312,150 

Sub-Total Personnel $574,580 $496,692 

Any staff, salary + $3,500 office supplies +6.2% FICA +1.45% Medicare + $11,390 Insurance

CONSULTANTS
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Table 9C 

Preliminary Budget for Equipment, and Other Support Needs to Implement Report 

and Solve Development Problems 

 

181 Improve signage in DAC $10,000 $10,000 
257 Drafting Table $400 $400 

258, 424 Adobe Software, Creative Suite, 5 $600 $3,000 
286 Work Space for residential plan reviewers $50,000 $50,000 
312 3 Scanning Machines for Residential  Plan Review $600 $1,800 
349 Dedicated phone line for SSI inspection requests $1,000 $1,000 
356 5 Smart Boards in Conference Rooms $12,000 $60,000 
257 Up-date facilities with paint and carpet $200,000 $200,000 
368 Add $30,000 for professional registrations $30,000 $30,000 
380 Additional Training Budget $175,000 $175,000 

383
360 degree evaluation for all managers and 
supervisors $30,000 $30,000 

384 Consultant for logo and branding $50,000 $50,000 
386 Electronic button for reception desk $200 $200 
405 Field Printers for Inspectors, 60 + 40 $300 $30,000 
409 Media campaign for Internet permits $30,000 $30,000 

Sub Total Equipment and Supplies 877,300 235,000

$1,523,380 $2,692,814 

30 Locate all planning and development in one floor ? ?
32 Temporary office trailers in parking lot $200,000 $200,000 

265 Reconfigure 4th floor reception area $200,000 $200,000 
284 Expand Permit Center $250,000 $250,000 
287 Conference Rooms for second floor $250,000 $250,000 
290

Combine Residential and Commercial Intake 
Counters $250,000 $250,000 

$1,150,000 $0 

2,673,380 2,692,814Grand Total 

TOTAL STAFF, EQUIPMENT, CONSULTANTS

Sub Total Remodeling

REMODELING
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17. Recommendation: The City should develop a separate account for the One-

Stop-Shop removing it from the General Fund. Comprehensive Planning and 

Current Planning would remain in the General Fund. 

18. Recommendation: The City should make $4,250,000 million available 

immediately to begin to implement this report for the One-Stop-Shop and set 

up an additional rainy day reserve for PDRD. 

19. Recommendation: The City should establish a reserve account for the One-

Stop-Shop with a target of 22 million. An initial set aside for 2014-15 should 

be roughly 2 million or larger.  

Fees 

A consultant completed a review of the PDRD Fees on February 22, 2012. The study 

compared Austin to 11 other communities and found that the Austin fees were 

substantially below the other communities for virtually all categories. Additionally, the 

study found that Austin does not have a user fee policy that outlines guiding principles 

for establishing and updating fees and permits.  

The study outlined seven policies recommended by the National Government Finance 

Officers Association. Which included, “shows intention of collecting 100% of cost of 

service.” We also consider full cost recovery a national best practice. Without a full cost 

recovery, planning and development functions must compete with other city services for 

General Fund revenue. National experience has shown that it is generally not possible for 

Planning and Development to compete with police and fire services.  

Based on the fee study, the City has decided to gradually phase-in suggested fee increases 

by 25 percent per year. This work was updated in an August 2013 report that 

recommended seven new fees, two fee updates, and three policy changes that will 

enhance the City’s cost recovery. These changes would be projected to add $1.5 million 

to the annual revenue. We also asked staff to estimate how the fee increases would 

impact revenue for 2014-15. Based on this study the revenue should increase by $2.2 

million.  

However, in discussing this with the PDRD budget officer, it was indicated that the 25% 

annual fee increases are only for the smaller projects and that the larger projects are 

actually paying fees higher than the costs. Therefore, there will be a program to bring the 

larger project fees in line with actual costs. We are not supportive of this approach. The 

norm across the country in the building code is that larger projects tend to pay more than 

actual costs and smaller projects less than actual costs. If actual costs are charged for 

smaller projects like minor remodeling, water heaters, etc. these fees are much higher 
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than reasonable. As such, the larger projects, such as high rise buildings and shopping 

centers, actually subsidize the smaller projects. This is a reasonable approach.  

20. Recommendations: The City should not pursue the approach of reducing fees 

for large projects and also keep fees for smaller projects in line with Best 

Practices across the country where they are generally lower than actual costs.   

 

One issue that surfaced in virtually all the PDRD Divisions and Sections we reviewed is 

the problem with numerous cycles of review. Many of the recommendations in this report 

will address the City side of this issue. However, it is not unusual that applicants are not 

completing the requested changes which then leads to additional reviews. Given PDRD’s 

slow processing times, it is also not unusual that applicants submit incomplete 

applications in order to get their projects in line for service. Many communities address 

this by having extra charges after the third review. We are supportive of this approach. 

However, it is not reasonable to have extra fees if the problem resulted from an 

incomplete City review in the first place.  

21. Recommendation: The fee structure should be reviewed to add extra charges 

after a third review.  

See the Building Inspection Chapter for a recommendation to add certain re-

inspections fees.  

 

The Auditor’s Office has pulled a small sampling of PDRD fee-based transactions and 

identified a >50% error rate, likely with undercharges. Their next step is to work with 

staff through those individual transactions. This is a key issue as we have seen there can 

be delays in calculating fees and it is also important to keep the fees intact to support the 

full cost recovery recommendations.  

Grants 

We find that many planning and development departments, both large and small, have 

managed to receive major federal and private grants, normally in the million dollar range. 

Austin has had only minimal success in this area with a small $40,000 grant for zoning. 

The PDRD managers in all the functions, particularly the Comprehensive Planning 

Division should be monitoring the Internet and publications for possible grant 

opportunities. Then in each case, a staff member should be assigned to pursue the grant.  
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22. Recommendation: PDRD should develop a program to aggressively find 

grants to supplement the PDRD budget and expand the program.  

Reserve Account 

We have seen a variety of approaches for the use of reserve accounts for the development 

process. Generally reserve funds are: 

 Collected as available and spent judiciously as needed to ensure service levels to 

citizens are maintained;  

 Used to carry forward funds designed to finance particular expenditures in a future 

fiscal year; 

 Fund operating expenditures for one-time projects/pilot programs;  

 Stabilize operating budgets for unanticipated fluctuations in revenues or 

expenditures; 

 Used to keep current service levels high; and 

 Retain competent trained staff for the next up-turn in development activity. This 

could be particularly important for Austin given its complex code which requires 

long staff training times.  

In prior studies, we have examined a few cities in relation to downturn in activity. During 

the last downturn in activity, San Diego, California had a reduction in revenue ranging 

from 4.7% to 19.2% per year. San Jose, California ranged from 6.8% to 16.9%.  

We analyzed the history of Austin fee revenue in Table 10. Although there were some 

changes in fees during this 15-year period, the data is sufficient to examine a possible 

reduction for Austin. As can be seen, Austin had a drop in activity in the 2001 to 2003 

period and again in 2009 and 2010.  

The One-Stop-Shop budget for FY 2014 was $27,821,502. The FY 09 revenue drop of 

23.0% would be $6,398,945. If this drop were repeated for three years it would total 

$19,196,835. Thus it is easy to see that the reserve account should at least equal our 

recommended 22 million if not more. Of course other expenditure reductions would be 

practiced during this 3-year time period, but the reserve account should allow PDRD to 

retain its core staff and expertise.  
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Table 10 

One-Stop-Shop Revenue 

Year Revenue 
Percent Change From 

Prior Year 

FY99 $11,657,765  

FY00 $11,842,085  

FY01 $10,604,443 -10.5% 

FY02 $8,361,621 -21.1% 

FY03 $7,257,241 -13.3% 

FY04 $7,903857  

FY05 $9,954,401  

FY06 $13,876,789  

FY07 $18,201,521  

FY08 $16,085,635 -11.6 

FY09 $12,651,929 -21.3% 

FY10 $9,736,544 -23.0% 

FY11 $11,994,288  

FY12 $15,830,823  

FY13 $20,725,318  

FY14 $24,447,682  

 

In order to think about both the past and the future, we collected some of the 

development and population history in Austin as shown in Table 11. While the data 

provides some information it tends to be unreliable from a number of perspectives. The 

categories of how building permits are calculated changed in 2007, population increase 

does not take into account for internal births and deaths vs. migration (roughly 35% of 

Austin’s growth come from natural increase), and does not isolate out annexation. 

However, the table does provide a beginning perspective on the issue. 
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In order to do proper budgeting and use of a reserve account, PDRD should develop a 

refined model that correlates development activity and revenue.  

23. Recommendation: PDRD should develop a projection of development activity 

and revenue to be used in budgeting and setting of a reserve account. 

Table 11 

Austin Development History 

G. HOURS OF OPERATION 
The various PDRD departments, divisions, and functions have different office hours. For 

example Trees 12:30 to 3:30, Water 8 to 11 and 1 to 2, closed Thursdays, Residential 

Reviews 8 to 11, M, W, F, etc. While there may be some staffing or other rationale for 

some of these, it would be useful to the customers to have the same hours whenever 

possible. This was a major complaint we heard from customers in the Stakeholder 

meetings. If there are to be differences, the office hours should be very transparent to 

customers through handouts, postings, and prominent displays on the website.  

Year
Building 
Permits*

Site 
Plans Subdivisions

Sub. Div. 
Lots

No. Res. 
Units

Pop increase 
from prior year

1999 13,496 7,956
2000 12,765 8,833
2001 8,152 6,839 14,834
2002 8,781 6,655 13,386
2003 9,345 6,534 6,677
2004 19,207 6,480 4,000
2005 23,059 454 443 9,216 9,000
2006 26,254 769 699 9,202 8,766 20,091
2007 12,286 723 506 5,405 11,124 16,165
2008 11,083 636 318 4,611 7,233 14,426
2009 11,304 383 122 582 3,350 26,414
2010 12,177 414 145 1,096 2,753 11,996
2011 12,587 387 160 1,234 4,331 21,168
2012 14,077 473 222 1,595 9,499 12,168
2013 15,301 577 254 2,843 11,756 18,532
2014 22,742

*1999 to 2006 data was from PIER and 2007 to 2013 from AMANDA, data catagories 
have changed so this is not a uniform set of data.
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24. Recommendation: Departments and divisions in the planning and 

development process should conduct a study and have uniform office hours 

whenever possible. 

25. Recommendation: All office hours should be clearly noted for customers on 

handouts, postings, and website.  

 

H. LEGAL DEPARTMENT 
Site Plans and Subdivisions 

Staff indicated that Site Plan and Subdivision applications routinely require preparation 

of legal agreements (e.g., Unified Development Agreements, etc.) through the legal 

department as part of the review and approval process.  

 

Staff reported that the completion of legal documents is very slow and often delays 

processing. In addition, Commission members reported that legal staff that are assigned 

to attend meetings, when needed, are not well-informed about issues and are unable to 

provide comprehensive responses to legal questions.  

 

Staff suggested that the Legal Department assign a designated attorney to perform 

reviews, draft legal documents, and attend commission meetings as needed to provide 

more decision-making continuity, a higher level of service and greater accountability to 

the Division and Commissions. This approach is often used by best practices 

communities and we agree.  

 

26. Recommendation: The Legal Department should establish an attorney to act 

as the single attorney for the Land Use Review Division to perform reviews, draft 

legal documents and attend commission meetings as needed.  

 

Site/Subdivision Inspection Issues 

Within the environmental group (EV) in the Site/Subdivision Division there is a legal 

code enforcement team tasked with the responsibility to monitor and enforce the city’s 

environmental code as well as issue citations for violations when appropriate. This 

responsibility includes enforcement of the environmental code for Austin that may not be 

associated with ongoing new development. The “policing” team is supervised by a 

licensed attorney. This supervisor also reports that he routinely serves as an informal 
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legal advisor to the PDRD Department Director on land use development and related 

matters.  

Concerns have been relayed to the Zucker Team that services from the City Attorney’s 

Office have often been inadequate, and at the same time PDRD has been admonished by 

the City Attorney’s office that they may file a complaint to the State Bar Association 

about the work of the PDRD staff member. While it is important to recognize that the 

formal legal representative for Austin should always be through the City Attorney’s (CA) 

office, it is apparent that there is a need for a higher level of legal services to help PDRD 

maintain timely action on development and environmental responsibilities. 

We believe that the conflict described above between the CA and PDRD does not serve 

the best interests of the City of Austin. It is appropriate that a resolution be found within 

the City organization, and that outside agencies should not be involved. We also believe 

that it is necessary and beneficial for PDRD to have a legal expert on their staff, in this 

case a licensed attorney, within the Department. The volume of development cases and 

environmental code enforcement requiring proper legal advice warrants this inclusive 

approach.  

In addition to the processing of code enforcement cases for judicial proceedings, it is 

apparent that the Department relies on this SSI staff for a wide range of land use and 

development related legal advice. Last, but not least, the compensation for the 

supervising staff is actually less than the investigators working under his supervision.  

27. Recommendation: Evaluate if it is appropriate to have the Code Enforcement 

and Legal Services Team leader have formal responsibility for coordinating 

all related land use legal issues advice as well as environmental code 

enforcement matters.  

28. Recommendation: The Department Director should work with the City 

Manager and the City Attorney to develop a cooperative understanding and 

communication system regarding the various legal services required by the 

Department including response times resulting in a formal Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU’s) between the Departments.  

29. Recommendation: Human resources (HR) should conduct a 

classification/compensation review and adjust the compensation 

commensurate with the management level for the PDRD staff attorney/ legal 

advisor position 

Also see our recommendation under the “Current Planning” section to automate the 

drafting and review of legal documents related to development review so that review 

periods are documented and meet established Performance Standards. 
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I. OFFICE ISSUES 

One Floor 

The Planning and Development Review Department functions are located on five floors 

at One Texas Center. Functions are located as shown in Table 12. Having development 

related offices collocated is excellent but having them located on multiple floors is not an 

ideal situation.  

Table 12 

Office Locations and Signs 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 73 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 74 Zucker Systems 

A much better approach, when feasible, is integrating functions on one floor. A good 

example is San Antonio which was one of our clients. They constructed a new two story 

building for all the planning and development functions. Long-range planning and 

administration was located on the second floor, but all development and permitting 

functions along with public counters and meeting rooms are located on the first floor. We 

have pieced together a picture of the San Antonio permit lobby as shown in Figure 5. 

This facility along with others is included in a DVD we have prepared for permit centers. 

Figure 5 

San Antonio Permit Center Lobby 

 

We understand that Austin has discussed a plan to either build a building or locate a 

building for the Planning and Development Review Department with a one floor 

approach. We are very supportive of that approach.  

30. Recommendation: The City should continue to pursue the option of finding a 

way to relocate the Planning and Development Review Department to one 

floor type layout.  

If a new building proves not to be feasible, we have indicated a number of remodeling 

needs within the current building. These are listed in other sections of this report.  

“One-Stop-Shop” Signs 

The words, One-Stop-Shop were originally used in 2004 to designate the development 

related functions in the Watershed Department. When PDRD was created, these words 

continued to be used to describe the same functions. The Planning and Development 

Review Department is located on five floors in the One Texas Center building. The signs 

on four of the floors say “One-Stop-Shop.” This is very confusing to customers and is not 

consistent with the way these words are used in many communities throughout the 

country. We suggest these words no longer be used on signs and replaced for words 

directly related to the functions. For example, PDRD Permit Center, PDRD Development 

Assistance Center, etc.  
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31. Recommendation: The words, “One-Stop-Shop” should be removed from 

signs and replaced with words related to specific functions.  

Space 

There are a variety of recommendations in this report to re-configure some of the existing 

PDRD spaces in One Texas Center. It also appears that some additional staff is needed, at 

least until new efficiency approaches are implemented, along with the Internet plans and 

electronic plan review. We are not in a position to examine the space needs in detail, and 

any remodeling could be contingent on possible plans for a new facility. In the interim, as 

the implementation program is put together for this report, the possible use of extra space 

through the use of work trailers in the parking lot should be explored. Some Stakeholders 

are concerned about a reduction in parking spaces so this may require a detailed parking 

study as well as options of locating certain functions in other government buildings. In 

the longer term, it is hoped that electronic plan submittal and plan check can reduce both 

staff and parking needs.  

32. Recommendation: Explore the possible use of temporary work trailers or 

office trailers in the parking lot to handle space needs.  

 

J. ORGANIZATION ISSUES WITHIN PDRD 

Upper Management/Leadership 

The overall organization of the Planning and Development Review Department (PDRD) 

is shown in Figure 6. This may not match the current staffing but was accurate at the time 

we did our research. The Department is headed by a Director who reports to an Assistant 

City Manager. Reporting to the Director are three Assistant Directors, a Chief 

Administrative Officer, a Financial Manager, and an Executive Assistant. This is a 

typical organizational structure found in many similar departments. During most of our 

study, two of the Assistant Director positions were vacant.  



 

Austin, Texas 76 Zucker Systems 

Figure 6 

Existing PDRD Organization  

 

All else being equal, we believe that the upper level of organizations should be set by the 

style and wishes of the Director. However, for the Planning and Development Review 

Department there are several changes that should be considered: 

 In large organizations such as PDRD (341 employees), it is not unusual that the 

Director must spend a high percent of time on external policy and political issues, 

leaving inadequate time for operations. This is the case in PDRD and there is a 

lack of strategic planning and management in the Department. Organizations have 

handled this issue in a number of ways including: 

 

a. Having a Deputy Director who handles operations while the Director focuses on 

leadership, political and external issues; 

b. Forming a tightly knit team of the Assistant Directors and the Administrative 

Officer who handle all the operational issues as a team. While we have seen this 

work in two or three person teams, it is more difficult with four positions; and  

c. Having a Director who is highly skilled at both operations and political external 

issues. This works better in smaller organizations but tends to be difficult in large 

organizations like PDRD. It is difficult to find directors who are competent in 

external issues (politics and vision) as well as operations (managers).  
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For PDRD we suggest a modified approach be used. The One-Stop-Shop and Support 

Services Divisions should report to a Deputy Director/Operations Manager with the 

Comprehensive Planning and Current Planning reporting to the Director. This also 

matches our suggested approach to the budget as outlined in an earlier section.  

33. Recommendation: PDRD’s budget should be changed to add a Deputy 

Director for operations to include the One-Stop-Shop and Support Services.  

We also have observed that it would benefit PDRD for the Director to re-set his priorities. 

He could delegate his work on grandfathering (245), delegate presentation of zoning 

issues before the City Council, and in general do less micro-managing of certain 

functions in favor of more delegation. This would free his time for very important 

functions including: 

 Clarifying the mission and overall change strategy for PDRD; 

 Implementing this report; 

 Completing and implementing CodeNEXT; 

 Implementing the part of the Comp. Plan that goes beyond Zoning, i.e. building 

over the next 30 years the Austin with a population growth of 750,000 along with 

6 Regional Centers, 8 Town Centers, 12 Neighborhood Centers, and 9 Job 

Centers;  

 Building the needed bridges between the development community and the City’s 

strong residential focus;  

 Assist the new City Council in their adjustment and leadership; 

  Provide much needed community outreach for PDRD; and 

 Work to bridge trust with the neighborhoods.  

34. Recommendation: The PDRD Director should re-set priorities and increase 

delegation. 

Up-date 

Since preparation of our draft report the City Manager has split PDRD into two 

departments. By having an Acting Director focus on the development process and the 

existing PDRD Director focus on CodeNEXT and other Imagine Austin implementation 

measures, this can be a useful approach to short term implementation of this report. 

However, in the longer term, we believe the organizational pattern as outlined in our draft 

report and repeated above is the best solution for Austin. While we have seen this split 

work in some communities, it is not our generally recommended approach. It often 
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creates difficulties in having the intent of the Comprehensive Plan fully implemented in 

development approvals. 

Our analysis of Austin’s zoning and development activities and the benefits of having a 

single leader for these activities should be part of a premier city like Austin’s approach to 

planning and development for the city. Based on our analysis, our previous suggestions 

remain. A joint department should be headed by an outstanding planning leader with the 

assistance of a strong Deputy Director for operations. 

Building Plan Review and Inspection  

Previously the building plan review and inspection functions were located under different 

Assistant Directors. These functions were merged under one Assistant Director in 2009 to 

improve communication and efficiency. We are very supportive of that move. 

Development Assistant Center 

The Development Assistant Center currently reports to the Assistant Director over 

Current Planning and Land Use Review. We believe a better location would be under the 

Assistant Director that handles all the building review, permit center, and building 

inspection. 

35. Recommendation: The Development Assistant Center should report to the 

Assistant Director that handles plan review and the permit center.  

 

Land Use Review Section and Site/Subdivision Inspection Section 

The Land Use Review and Site/Subdivision Inspections Divisions currently are located 

under two different Assistant Directors. Because the functions are so closely related, we 

believe they should be under the same Assistant Director. 

36. Recommendation: The Land Use Review Section and the Site/Subdivision 

Inspection Section should be under the same Assistant Director.  

 

Support Services and Budget 

The various support services functions were previously distributed amongst the PDRD 

Assistant Directors. However, in May 2014 the functions were consolidated under an 
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Administrative Officer. We are highly supportive of this approach. However, the 

Financial Management (primarily budget) has remained as a separate function reporting 

to the Planning and Development Review Department Director. Based on the employee 

questionnaires, our interviews and observations, there is a need to better integrate the 

budget function into the entire department. As such, this function should be consolidated 

with the other support functions and should report to the Administrative Officer.  

37. Recommendation: The Financial Manager should report to the 

Administrative Officer. 

Summary 

The resulting organization with the above recommendations is shown in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7 

Proposed Organization of PDRD 

 

Management Meetings 

Every Friday morning, for 60 to 90 minutes there is a Lead Team meeting that includes 

the Director, 3 Assistant Directors, Budget Officer, Chief Administrative Officer, Public 

Information & Marketing Manager, and the Business System Analyst Supervisor. 

Generally the Director speaks on his topics and there is insufficient time for round table 

discussion. There are no agendas used for this meeting. There is no overall discussion of 

the mission, strategy, or manager training. There are key missing ingredients for the 

department. We suggest that at least half of the meeting be devoted to these broader 

topics and always include at least 15 minutes of management training. There should also 

be more participation by those in attendance.  
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The first Wednesday of every month there is also a meeting of 18 Division Managers. As 

with the Lead Team meetings, there is little or no discussion of mission, strategy, or 

manager and supervisor training and no agenda.  

38. Recommendation: The topics for the weekly Lead Team meetings and 

monthly Division Mangers meetings should be changed.  

39. Recommendation: There should be an agenda for the weekly Lead Team 

meetings and the monthly Division Managers meeting.  

 

Although we believe a director should have wide latitude regarding the kind of meetings 

he wants to hold. There is a major need in the Department for a true Executive 

Management team. A more normal approach would be the group indicated above less the 

Public Information & Marketing Manager and the Business System Analyst Supervisor.  

40. Recommendation: The PDRD Director should review the attendance list for 

the Lead Team meeting.  

 

K. OTHER DEPARTMENTS/SPECIALIZATION 

Overview/Theory 

There has been a national trend in government in general as well as in the development 

process to have more and more specialists involved in plan review and inspection. It used 

to be, and in small communities still is, that a building, engineering, and planning 

department conducted all the reviews and inspections. Some communities have even 

combined these into one department.  

However, as communities grow in size and reviews become more extensive, it is not 

unusual to see 10 or more departments or functions involved. One of our clients, a mid-

sized Colorado city, even had over 20 separate specialists, just within the engineering 

functions alone.  

The results from this approach is the creation of silos where communication breaks down 

between staff and where customers and applicants get caught between multiple functions. 

Typically, no one on the government side is authorized to pull all of this together and 

make decisions. Instead, everyone fends for themselves, doing what they believe is a 
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right decision, but in the process it breaks down. In reality, if 20 specialists all have a 

veto power, it is hard to believe that anything can get built.  

The Existing Austin Situation 

In addition to PDRD, there are at least 12 other Austin departments or functions involved 

in some aspect of the development process as shown in Figure 8. There are also 

additional specializations within these departments. Also, within PDRD there are 8 

separate organizational divisions. Some of these Divisions also have specialization, for 

example there are 7 functional topics or sections within the Land Use Division alone. 

Furthermore, the Land Use Division has a list of about 100 specialist from other 

departments that may be involved in some of the applications as listed in Table 13.  

Figure 8 

Organizations and Functions Involved in Austin’s Development Process 
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Table 13 

Possible Other Department Plan Reviewers for Land Use Division Applications 

Organization  
Number of 

Possible Staff 

Austin Energy 7 

Fire Department 9 

Transportation 
Department 16 

Water Utility 49 

CTM 14 

NHCD 2 

Real Estate Services 3 

Total 100 

 

A look at the Austin Residential Review process illustrates the problem. In Best Practice 

communities many of the needed reviews are conducted by the plan reviewers with 

perhaps a separate planning review. Austin reviews typically involve Austin Energy, 

Austin Water, Fire Department, Land Use, Environmental Hazards, Flood Plains, Trees, 

Transportation, Historic, and others. Even if Austin wants this level of review, it should 

be possible to reduce the number of reviewers by cross training or combining functions. 

Additionally, any of these that review should have times recorded and monitored in the 

AMANDA system.  

The same system of multiple reviews exists for commercial plan review. 

41. Recommendation: An attempt should be made to reduce or combine the 

number of reviewers in both PDRD and in other departments for both 

residential and commercial plan review.  

42. Recommendation: All reviewers of plan review should have times recorded 

and monitored in the AMANDA system.  
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Austin History 

In 2004 there was an attempt to work these multiple functions and departments into a 

One-Stop-Shop system. MOU’s were negotiated with some of these and some staff were 

collocated with PDRD staff and are still collocated with PDRD. However, this system 

was only partially implemented, has remained uncoordinated, and both staff and 

developers are often left to negotiate through the maze on their own. However, the 

approached used in these MOU’s is excellent and can provide the foundation for new 

MOU’s. The MOU’s we were able to locate include the following 13: 

 Austin Energy/Watershed Protection & Development Review 

11/21/2004 Makes available 1.0 FTE for subdivision and site plan applications, 

appears to co-locate but is not clear on this point.  

1/20/2005 Co-locates 1.0 FTE in the DAC for the Green Building issues 

 Communication and Technology Management/Watershed Protection & 

Development Review 

29/9/2004 Provides for services of three staff to locate in GIS and handle GIS base 

mapping and addressing.  

 Fire Department/Watershed Protection & Development Review 

1/11/2004 Provides in part 28 FTEs to locate on the second floor of OTCto handle 

fire related services.  

 Health and Human Services/Watershed Protection & Development Review 

9/27/2004 Transitions Food Establishment Permit issuance function to One Stop 

Development Center 

9/27/2004 Provides for WPDR to issue swimming pool permits.  

 Neighborhood Planning and Zoning Department/Watershed Protection & 

Development Review 

1/4/2005 Co-locates 1.0 FTE to DAC to assist the public in understanding the 

city’s neighborhood planning & zoning regulations and processes. 

 Parks and Recreation Department/Watershed Protection & Development 

Review 

8/27/2004 Co-locates 1.0 FTE for Boat Dock land use review. 

 Public Works/Watershed Protection & Development Review 

2/12/2004 Provides for site and subdivision applications with staff to remain in the 

Public Works Transportation Office.  

2/12/2004 Sets forth responsibilities between WPDR and Public Works.  

 Water Utility/Watershed Protection & Development Review, 

 11/5/2004 Co-locates 15.5 employees to Watershed and sets out responsibilities. 

 Watershed Engineering Division of WPDRD/Watershed Protection & 

Development Review 
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2/1/2005 Transfers one Engineer C to Land Use Review Section for drainage and 

stormwater reviews. 

10/21/2004 Transfers one Engineering Technician B to Land Use Review to 

review subdivision, site plan and building permits.  

Alternative Approaches 

1. Setting a Clear Line of Responsibilities  

There is considerable confusion between the responsibilities and functions of PDRD and 

the related departments. There are four aspects to this relationship including:  

1. Setting the Construction Standards; 

2. Reviewing and Approving Plans;  

3. Field Inspection; and 

4. Operation of Functions. 

One approach to this issue would be to simply have PDRD be responsible for all four 

aspects. This approach is used in some best practices communities. However, this could 

be extremely difficult in a complex City like Austin. For Austin we suggest the operating 

departments continue to set the standards but they delegate all or most plan reviews and 

inspection functions to PDRD. The operation departments would continue to be 

responsible for operations. MOU’s would be needed to accomplish this and it could result 

in some plan review staff from other departments being transferred to PDRD. It is also 

likely that there would be need for some exceptions as discussed later in this section. The 

approach is illustrated in Figure 9.  

Figure 9 

Organization of Standards, Reviews, and Inspections 

 

Standards: The setting of the standards should be a key responsibility of the operating 

departments. However, if standards are out of date, there is no practical way for a 

reviewing function to do a competent and consistent review. Austin does have a complex 

Rules setting procedure that allows all functions to comment on and participate in Rules 

proposed by any operating department. We were not in a position to review all the Rules 

but based on interviews and questionnaires, it appears some, or perhaps many, of the 

Rules need updating. The CodeNEXT project will also likely have a major impact on the 

Standards Reviewers Inspections Operations

Operating 

Departments
PDRD PDRD

Operating 

Departments
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Rules. We suggest that the operating departments have responsibility for the Rules and 

they should agree to any needed updates to be completed within four months.  

As suggested in one staff questionnaire, “The standards are not current. There is a lot of 

City Maintained infrastructure being built with standards.” For example, “The Austin 

Transportation Department has changed their idea of the definition of a street, thus the 

geometry tables and limits, but has not updated their Criteria Manual and every project 

requires waivers from them.” 

43. Recommendations: The operating departments should be responsible for the 

construction standards (Rules) that relate to their responsibilities and they 

should be up to date at all times.  

 

Reviews: The application reviews and approvals should all be consolidated within 

PDRD. Today, many of the operating departments as well as PDRD are involved in plan 

reviews. The external departments would no longer review projects except for a few 

isolated incidence’s that could be specified in MOU’s. The MOU’s will also address the 

topics of staff and funding. While the external departments would continue to fund the 

reviews, some of their staff that currently are conducting reviews should be transferred to 

PDRD. A typical type of MOU we have used elsewhere is shown in Appendix J.  

Part of the problem was created when Watershed Protection and the Planning Review 

Department were in 2 departments. The Environmental Review Code mentions 2 

different directors. Evidently there has been discussion of an MOU to clarify this but it 

has not progressed.  

44. Recommendation: All, or most, development application plan reviews and 

approvals should be consolidated within PDRD and the processes should be 

memorialized in MOU’s.  

45. Recommendation: Review staff currently in operating departments should be 

transferred to PDRD as needed. 

  

Field Inspection: Field inspection would be a PDRD function. Although this is currently 

more or less the case, there are many exceptions where an operating department 

duplicates or does not trust or rely on a PDRD inspection. These would all be clarified in 

operational MOU’s.  
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46. Recommendation: Infrastructure field inspection for private development 

should be consolidated in PDRD’s Site/Subdivision Review Division.  

 

Operations: Operations would continue in the operating departments as currently 

practiced. 

2. MOUs 

The use of MOU’s can be a good way to work out relations between functions. One of 

the more successful approaches from our consulting practice was when we created a new 

development department for Columbus, Ohio. We negotiated MOU’s between the new 

department and the Public Services Department (engineering and transportation), and the 

Utilities Department. The MOU’s basically collocated staff from both departments to the 

new department. Although the staffs remained staff of the parent department, supervision 

was from the new department. The MOU’s spelled out how much authority the new 

department and the collocated staff had and also the timelines for process reviews.  

3. Integrated Reviews, Calgary, Canada 

One of our clients, Calgary, Canada, has developed an integrated review process called 

CPAG. In 2010 we were asked to conduct a review of this system. We found many good 

features but it may be difficult to duplicate in the U.S. systems. Nevertheless, it offers 

some ideas that may have merit for Austin. 

The Calgary system began in 1997 and was designed to address projects where reviews 

were required by more than one function or specialist. It was intended to address 

customer concerns and to specifically integrate the planning, engineering, transportation 

and park issues along with related specialists. A number of four person teams were 

created representing these four specializations. The teams were collocated and processed 

projects as a team. Each team had full decision making authority. The goal was for the 

team to make a “corporate decision,” or a decision to the overall benefit of the City. The 

teams had more flexibility in decision making than occurs in the Austin codes and rules.  

As is the case in many communities, Calgary also had many specialists including: 

 34 specialists in planning; 

 17 specialists in parks; 

 23 specialists in transportation; and  

 44 specializations in engineering.  
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However, in the CPAG system, the four CPAG members made a decision if any other of 

these 118 specialists were needed, and if needed, one of the four members was 

responsible for coordinating and integrating the specialist.  

An Approach for Austin 

We were not under contract to review all the operating departments involved in the 

development processes. As such, we had only limited contact with these departments and 

a more detailed review would be necessary to develop and refine these recommendations. 

Additional consulting assistance will likely need to conduct this review. 

47. Recommendation: Hire consultants as necessary to analyze the 

recommendations concerning plan review and inspections using the five steps 

outlined below. 

We see the changes both within PDRD and with the other departments taking a number 

of steps. Some of these are already in place.  

1. Cross train and delegate some functions so fewer staff are involved. This should take 

place both within PDRD and within the operating departments and could start 

immediately.  

2. All reviews by both PDRD Divisions and Sections as well as review by all external 

departments to agree on performance standards which would be recorded and 

monitored in AMANDA.  

3. Collocate any functions from other departments involved in the development process 

not already collocated in PDRD to PDRD, and relocate related staff.  

4. Collocated staff could remain as staff in the operating department but daily 

management and decision making to be by PDRD managers under an MOU 

agreement.  

5. All operating department plan reviews is totally integrated in PDRD, both staff and 

decision making.  

L. PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

Theory 

We have discussed performance issues with hundreds of developers and applicants 

throughout the U.S., Canada, and the Caribbean and consistently they are always 

interested in two key issues. First, how long will it take to get approval and second, how 

to get clear consistent answers from the reviewers. These issues will be discussed in 

various parts of this report. In doing so, a number of key issues need to be addressed. 
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1. Self-Fulfilling Prophecy – Clear Performance Standards 

Research has shown that simply having a clear deadline or a clear performance standard 

can increase productivity without adding additional staff. Although many of the PDRD 

programs have performance standards, they either measure the wrong things or set 

timelines that are longer than necessary or productive. These can work against economic 

development goals and, because “time is money” can actually impact the quality of 

development.  

2. Backlogs 

If a process is established with clear performance standards, it cannot function if there is 

a backlog of cases. An example of this can be seen in Figure 10, which is a chart we 

completed for another study. Our goal was to reduce the backlog to zero before the new 

performance standards could be fully operational. As can be seen on the chart, although it 

took a year to remove the backlog, once accomplished the backlog remained low. This 

was the best this particular community could accomplish. A better approach would be to 

remove any backlog in a month or two at the most.  

Figure 10 

Reducing Backlog 

 

Once a performance standard is set, a simple calculation can be made to determine if 

there is a backlog in any given program. For any given process, the average number of 

intake volume per month is calculated. This is multiplied by the process cycle 

(performance standard) in months or weeks to arrive at the normal number of projects in 

process at a given point in time. Any number of projects higher than this number can be 

considered backlog.  

In order to estimate backlog the Dept Quality Analyst in the Support Services Division 

made a calculation on 12/16/2014 for projects with an initial 7 day or 21 day performance 
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standard as shown in Table 14. Column 3 and 4 were added together to obtain the total 

cases in review. Column 6 was a calculation of the normal number of cases that should be 

in process based on the 7 or 21 day standard. Column 6 is deducted from Column 5 to 

estimate the backlog. As can be seen, all three functions have a very substantial backlog 

of cases. Unless this backlog is eliminated, it is not possible or reasonable to use 

performance standards for these functions.  

Table 14 

Trial Backlog Analysis 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Type Plan 
review 

Annual 
Cases In 

This 
Category 

Cases In 
Review, 

First Cycle 

Cases In 
Review, 1st, 
2nd, 3rd, or 
4th. Cycle 

Total 
Cases In 
Review 

Normal Number 
of Cases Based 

Normal case load 
during normal 7 
or 21 day review 

period Backlog 

Residential 3109 134 44 178 59** 119 

Commercial 313 56 41 97 18* 79 

Site Plans 409 52 48 100 24* 76 

*21 days divided by 365 days in the year equals 5.8%. This is multiplied by the annual cases to arrive at 
the normal cases using a 21 day review.  

**7 days divided by 365 days in the hear equals 1.9%. This is multiplied by the annual cases to arrive at 
the normal cases during the 7 day performance cycle.  

3. Productivity Base Line 

Normally a base level of staffing is set as part of the budget process. This base level of 

staff should be capable of meeting performance standards at least 90 or 95% of the time. 

Whenever performance standards cannot be met or are projected to not being met, 

managers should add resources so that performance standards are met. This could be 

overtime, temporary help, call back employees, or consultants. An example of this for 

one of our clients is shown in Figure 11. All the applications that were above the base 

line required the use of consultants or call back staff.  
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Figure 11 

Base Line Staffing 

 

Managers need to be aggressive in managing their workloads in order to meet 

performance standards.  

48. Recommendation: The Planning and Development Department managers, as 

well as related departments, should use the three key performance techniques 

outlined above.  

 

Austin Performance Measures 

Good performance standards and measures are essential for all well operating 

contemporary organizations. Austin has an extensive Performance Measures system that 

is accessible on the Internet. It appears to cover all departments and functions in the City.  

We examined the Performance Measures for the Planning and Development Review 

Department and the development process. There are 50 to 100 measures for many aspects 

of the Department. These will be reviewed in sections of this report related to specific 

topics. Some of the measures are appropriate, others should be modified and some new 

ones should be added. Many of the measures are simply reporting on the number of 

different types of applications received or processed. While this data is useful, we 

normally do not consider this type of data performance measures. 

The biggest problem we see is simply how the data is presented. Background data is 

repeated over and over again. The listings are so long that it is hard to access the data. 

Much of the information could be presented in summary color coded tables that would be 

much easier for citizens and policy makers to access. While the Department may be 

required to present the data to meet the overall City approach, it should be possible to 

supplement the data with a more accessible format. Some communities use a simple 
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report that uses colors as shown in Figure 12. Green means processes are on schedule, 

yellow indicates they may be falling behind and red is a sign of serious problems. The 

goal for this community was to meet performance standards 95% of the time.  

Figure 12 

Color Coding For Performance Standards 

 

49. Recommendation: The Planning and Development Review Department should 

present the Performance Measures data in a more usable format similar to 

the example shown above. 

  

Development Process Performance 

In another section of the website called Development Process Tracking there are tables 

summarizing development process performance. We show these for six years in Table 15. 

This is excellent data that we seldom see in our studies. However, there are a number of 

ways the data could be improved including: 

 Average days tend not to be a meaningful measure since it can combine very short 

timelines and very long timelines. The use of a mean would be better but even this 

can be misleading. The only value in use of averages could be to give some 

indication of time to applicants; 

 A much better approach is to set a performance standard and then indicate the 

percent of applications that meet that standard. The tables do indicate the % on-

time for Initial Application Review Times which is an excellent way to do it. 

On-Time Performance Backlog
Building Division Commercial 95% 2

Residential 97% 1
Development Engineering Area Reviews 32% 60 new

Survey Review 98% 0
Single Family 93% 4

Planning Current 95% 13
Resource Management 90% 4

Red - Significantly Below Target, action plan required 
Yellow - Below Target, monitoring required, action plan recommended
Green - Meeting Performance Measure Target

Section
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However, it would be more useful if the tables also indicated what the % on time 

is being measured against, i.e. the performance standard. Our normal approach is 

to meet at least 90% as the desired performance;  

 It is not clear what the performance standards are from Initial Application to Final 

Approval. This should be listed on the table. The 120 days appears to be a 

standard but we assume this is simply a standard set by the state or ordinance. This 

is too long for most of the activities; and  

 It appears that the days are calendar days. Many communities have converted 

performance standards to business days which we consider to be best practice. 

50. Recommendations: The Performance Standards set out in the website should 

be modified as outlined above.  

 

It is also not clear from the information in the Department’s table as to whether the 

number of days measured represent business days or calendar days. The language of 

Section 1-1-2 General Definitions of the Municipal Code implies that anytime the term 

“day” is stated in the Code it means a calendar day. We will therefore assume the intent 

was to report timeframes in calendar days. However, we suggest that all references to 

turnaround times be specified on documents and website information as business days. 

51. Recommendation: All documents and website postings that reference 

turnaround times should state that the timeframes are measured as business 

days. 

Table 15 

Development Process Performance 

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Days 

Commercial Building 14 15 18 34 33 33 

Residential New 17 6 3 5 11 12 

Site Plan 21 18 22 28 29 27 

Subdivision 22 28 27 30 33 33 

Percent That Meet Performance Standard 
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 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Commercial Building 71% 69% 56% 22% 25% 23% 

Residential New 75% 67% 94% 84% 82% 38% 

Site Plan 81% 69% 65% 42% 42% 39% 

Subdivision 74% 58% 65% 59% 41% 39% 

       

Commercial Building 54 56 71 45 94 94 

Residential New 12 13 11 14 21 27 

Site Plan * 110 114 117 112 114 119 

Subdivisions* 127 163 124 102 108 112 

Combined 
Subdivision/Site Plan 

206 196 186 188 209 214 

       

Commercial Building 89% 90% 89% 80% 67% 66% 

Residential New 99% 99% 99% 99% 96% 95% 

Site Plan* 53% 53% 54% 50% 49% 45% 

Subdivisions* 63% 50% 72% 65% 51% 57% 

Combined 
Subdivision/Site Plan 

29% 29% 34% 32% 25% 23% 

*These are times without Extensions. Times with Extensions are longer but the Extensions are 
requested by the applicant.  

The biggest issue with the performance measures for the development process is that the 

data is collected and analyzed from submission date to completion. However, the amount 

of time it takes the applicant to make amendments to the application is not analyzed.  

Actual Performance 

We will comment on specific performance standards and performance in various parts of 

this report. Of interest in Table 15 is the % On Time data which varies from a low of 22% 

to a high of 94%. For 2014, the range was a low of 23% and a high of 40%. These are 
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some of the worse results we have seen in our numerous studies of other cities. The 

approach should be to set clear performance standards and organize to meet them 90% of 

the time. This often means adding extra staff, using overtime, or bringing in stand-by 

consultants to assist in meeting the standards.  

52. Recommendation: The Department should establish 90% as the target for 

meeting performance standards. 

53. Recommendation: Whenever a performance standard cannot be met, 

additional staff, use of overtime, or consultants should be added to the 

function.  

 

Performance Standards 

The performance standards being used by PDRD are shown in Table 16. The standards 

include Initial Review and then Update Reviews. Having both initial and update review 

standards is a good approach, however the recording system does not record all the 

Update Reviews. Table 16 shows the standards for Initial Review and an Update Review. 

We suggest review times be reduced for each cycle of review as indicated in the table. 

We also have suggested a few of the standards be changed. We have also converted the 

standards to business days rather than calendar days. Some of these standards may 

require code changes. These standards should be reviewed with Stakeholders and then 

formally adopted.  

Table 16 

Department Performance Standards In Business Days, Existing and Recommended 

Activity 
Initial 
Review 

Suggested 
Initial 
Review 

Update 
Review 

Suggested 
Update 
Review, 
First Cycle 

Suggested 
Second 
Cycle 

Suggested 
Third 
Cycle 

COMMERCIAL 

Asbestos Certificate 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Concurrent Medical Gas 15 15 10 10 5 3 

Concurrent/site plan 15 15 10 10 5 3 

Demolition 3 3 1 1 1 1 
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Activity 
Initial 
Review 

Suggested 
Initial 
Review 

Update 
Review 

Suggested 
Update 
Review, 
First Cycle 

Suggested 
Second 
Cycle 

Suggested 
Third 
Cycle 

Concurrent/site plan, 
Smart Housing 5 5 2 2 1 1 

Quick Turnaround 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Quick Turnaround, 
Smart Housing 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Remodel 3 3 0 1 1 1 

Seven Day Review 5 5 5 3 2 1 

Seven Day Review, 
Smart Housing 5 5 2 2 1 1 

Twenty-one Day review 
> $1 Million 15 20 15 10 5 3 

Twenty-one Day review 
< $1 Million 15 15 10 5 3 1 

Twenty-one Day review, 
Smart Housing 5 5 5 5 3 1 

RESIDENTIAL 

Addition 5 5 5 5 3 1 

Demolition 3 3 0 1 1 1 

Relocate 3 3 0 1 1 1 

Remodel 2 2 2 2 1 1 

Residential 5 5 5 5 3 1 

Smart Housing 5 5 5 5 3 1 

Volume Builder 5 5 5 5 3 1 

Volume Builder, Smart 
Housing 5 5 5 5 3 1 
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Activity 
Initial 
Review 

Suggested 
Initial 
Review 

Update 
Review 

Suggested 
Update 
Review, 
First Cycle 

Suggested 
Second 
Cycle 

Suggested 
Third 
Cycle 

SCHOOL 

Concurrent School 15 15 10 10 5 3 

Non Concurrent School 15 15 10 10 5 3 

Non Concurrent Medical 
Gas 15 15 10 10 5 3 

SITE PLANS 

Small Project 9 10 10 5 3 1 

Other Site Plans 20 20 10 10 5 3 

SUBDIVISIONS 

Preliminary <60 acres 15 15 10 10 5 3 

Preliminary >60 acres 
and <250 acres 20 15 10 10 5 3 

Preliminary <250 acres 25 20 10 10 5 3 

Vacation 15 10 10 5 3 1 

All Others 20 15 10 10 5 3 

 

54. Recommendation: The City should review the performance standards shown 

in Table 16 with Stakeholders and then formally adopt them. Best Practice 

communities also post them at counters and on the website.   

M. SMART HOUSING 

Overview 

S.M.A.R.T. Housing is a City of Austin developer incentive program governed by 

ordinance and administered by the City’s Neighborhood Housing and Community 

Development department. It was first introduced to the City in 2000 and set by resolution 



 

Austin, Texas 98 Zucker Systems 

in 2004 and by ordinance in 2007. It provided developer incentives of development fee 

waivers and expedited development review in exchange for housing that includes: 

  10% of unis affordable o households at 89% MFI and below; 

 Minimum 1-Star Austin Energy Green Building rating; and 

 10% of units must meet building code accessibility requirements and all units must 

meet SMART Housing visitability requirements.  

Issues 

According to information supplied by the Neighborhood Housing and Community 

Development Department, feedback gathered from staff and the development 

stakeholders indicated the following challenges: 

 Certified projects are no longer experiencing expedited review or development 

review advocacy from the City’s Planning & Development Review, Law 

Department, Austin Energy, and Austin Water Utility; 

 Frequent development review staff turnover makes consistency challenging;  

 Expedited review is the most valued incentive; and 

 Difficulty in securing review times from PDRD. 

Suggests From The Feedback 

 Reinstate a dedicated review team with representation from various departments as 

well as an ombudsman or similar position; 

 Clearly lay out expectations up front so reviewers and developers could work 

together to identify ways to expedite a project; and 

 Many developers would be willing to pay a fee for predictable review times.  

 

Although we did not specifically talk to Stakeholders about SMART housing, the 

analysis above is very consistent with the findings in other parts of this report. Of 

particular importance are the recommendations on expediting found in Section E of this 

chapter. Organizational recommendations to focus most review staff within PDRD will 

also be important as related to this issue.   

N. STAFFING 
Staffing for PDRD is shown in Table 17 and will be discussed in separate topic Chapters.  
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Table 17 

Department Staffing 

Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013  2014 

Comprehensive Planning 

Neighborhood 
Assistance Center 

  4 4 4 4 

Neighborhood 
Planning  

  21 20 20 22 (20) 

Urban Design   9 9 9 9 

Total   33 33 33 33 

       

Current Planning 

Annexation   2 2 2 2 

Code Amendment   1 1 1 1 

Zoning Case 
Management 

  11 11 11 11 

Total   14 14 14 14 

       

One-Stop-Shop 

Building Inspection   48 51 51 60 

Commercial Building 
Plan Review 

  16.5 19.5 19.5 19.5 

Development 
Assistance Center 

  17.5 18 18 22 

Land Use Review   66 62 62 65 

Permit Center   12.25 13.25 13.25 14.25 

Residential Review   16.25 17.25 21.25 18.25 
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Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013  2014 

Site/Subdivision 
Inspection 

  60 58 58 62 

Total   236.5 239 243 261 

       

Support Services 

Support Services   20 23 28 33 

Total   20 23 28 33 

       

PDRD Department 

CAMPO   16 16 16 16 

Rest of PDRD   304.5 309 318 341 

Grand total   320.5 325 334 357 

 

O. STAKEHOLDERS 
Austin has a large number (we estimate 810) of stakeholders interested in the planning 

and development process. The groups are described below.  

Industry Groups 

We met with 10 industry groups in preparing this study as shown in Figure 13. PDRD 

needs to communicate and work with these groups by having comprehensive email lists, 

developing joint training sessions on new codes or policies, and periodically attending 

industry meetings. PDRD needs to do a better job of relating to these industries. Twenty 

other industry groups in Austin include: 

 Air Conditioning Contractors of America 

 American Society of Landscape Architects 

 Asian Contractors Association 

 Associated Builders and Contractors 

 Associated General Contractors 
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 Austin Area Black Contractors Association 

 Austin Asian American Chamber 

 Austin Gay & Lesbian Chamber of Commerce 

 Austin Independent Business Alliance 

 Central Texas Commercial Association of Realtors 

 Greater Austin Asian American Chamber of Commerce 

 Greater Austin Black Chamber of Commerce 

 Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 

 Greater Austin Merchants Association 

 Guadalupe Neighborhood Development Corporation 

 Institute of Real Estate Management 

 International Brotherhood of Electrical Contractors – Local Union 520  

 Plumbing, Heating and Cooling Contractors Association of Texas 

 U.S. Hispanic Contractors Association of Austin 

 Women’s Chamber of Commerce of Texas 

55. Recommendation: PDRD needs to develop a methodical program to relate to 

the relevant industries.  



 

Austin, Texas 102 Zucker Systems 

Figure 13 

 Austin Industry Groups 

 

Neighborhoods/Citizens 

Neighborhood organizations in Austin are illustrated in Figure 14, and described below. 

These are some of the most extensive neighborhood organizations we have seen in our 

many studies. In our stakeholder meetings, the neighborhood representatives expressed 

major concerns about PDRD as related to transparency and providing useful data. This is 

an unhealthy relationship that works against building a better Austin. Some communities 

have a much more extensive and organized way to relate to citizen concerns. Examples 

that Austin may want to review include San Diego, California and Washington D.C.  

56. Recommendations: PDRD should review its approach to working with 

neighborhoods in an attempt to strengthen relations.  
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Neighborhood Plans: there are 29 officially-adopted neighborhood plans in Austin. 

Many of the plans are in the central core and can be roughly broken down to 8 north, 13 

central and 8 south.  

Contact Teams: Each neighborhood plan has a citizen contact team that are stewards of 

the plan. They work with the City staff towards the implementation of the plan 

recommendations, review and initiate plan amendments, serve as community points of 

contact, and work on behalf of other neighborhood stakeholders. Each group has adopted 

Bylaws. The Planning and Development Review Department publishes a quarterly 

newsletter (Plan-It) to highlight neighborhood Plan Contact Teams information.  

Austin Neighborhood Council (ANC): The Neighborhood Council is an independent 

community-based organization of “member” neighborhoods broken down into 10 sectors 

and each sector has a “sector representative.” It represents many neighborhood interests 

but not all.  

Neighborhood Groups: There are 244 neighborhood organizations listed on the City 

website, not all of which are dues-paying members to ANC.  

Community Registry: The community registry is a tool the City uses to communicate to 

neighborhoods and others to be notified of land use issues relating to their area. Any 

group can register, and declare themselves a “neighborhood” association, creating its own 

boundaries and registering itself on the City’s “community registry.” There are over 500 

groups on this list and some feel the list is quite outdated.  



 

Austin, Texas 104 Zucker Systems 

Figure 14 

Neighborhood Organizations 

 

Other Groups 

There are a variety of other groups interested in Austin’s planning and development 

process including the 36 listed in Table 18. It is important that PDRD have a clear 

strategy as to how to best relate to these groups.  

Table 18 

Groups With Some Interest in Austin Planning and Development 

 AARP 

 ADAPT 

 Alliance for Public Transportation 

 Austin Apartment Association 

 Austin CHDO Roundtable 

 Austin Community College 
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 Austin Habitat for Humanity 

 Austin Heritage Tree Foundation 

 Austin Revitalization Authority 

 Austin Sierra Club 

 Bike Austin 

 Building Owners and Managers Association 

 Central Health 

 Certified Commercial Investment Members Institute 

 Clean Water Action 

 Community Advancement Network 

 Congress for the New Urbanism Central Texas Chapter 

 Downtown Austin Alliance 

 Foundation Communities 

 Green Doors 

 Hill Country Conservancy 

 Housing Works 

 Livable City 

 Movability Austin 

 PODER 

 Preservation Alliance 

 Save Barton Creek Association 

 Save Our Springs Alliance 

 Seton 

 St. David’s 

 State of Texas 

 University of Texas 

 Urban Land Institute – Austin District 

 USGBC-Central Texas Balcones Chapter 

 Walk Austin 
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57. Recommendation: PDRD should develop a clear strategy as to how to best 

relate to a variety of groups interested in Austin planning and development. 

 

P. TERMINOLOGY 
There is a lack of consistency in the way the Planning and Development Review 

Department presents data. Similar items are often given different titles on handouts, the 

website, and other documents. There is confusion related to how the words One-Stop-

Shop and OSS are used. Consistent terminology is not only useful for Stakeholders but 

also for staff.  

58. Recommendations: The Planning and Development Review Department 

should use consistent terminology for all publications, signs and the website.  

 

Q. WORKLOAD 
The Department posts a monthly item on the website called Development Process 

Tracking that indicates the monthly development activity as well as review and cycle 

times. The annual activity is shown in Table 19. This data is used throughout this report.  
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Table 19 

Annual Development Activity 

Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014*

% Change 
2014 vs. 

same time 
in 2013

New Zoning 181 212 189 173 191 217 11%
New Subdivision 184 219 217 267 315 367 12%
New Site Plan 439 413 425 415 502 530 7%

Sub Total, Land 
Development 
Applications 804 844 841 855 1008 831 9%

New Construction 292 234 263 303 326 280 -11%
Remodel/addition 2235 2566 2550 3180 3203 2961 -10%

Sub Total, New 
Commercial 
Applications 2527 2800 2813 3483 3529 3241 -10%

New Construction 2178 2129 2076 2515 3231 3280 -3%Remodels & 
Additions 3556 4593 5659 4904 5046 5155 -1%

Sub Total New 
Residential 
Applications 5734 6722 7735 7419 8277 8435 -2%

Single family 
building permits 1827 1666 1574 2126 2544 2492 -8%

Duplex building 
permits 120 32 51 128 126 126 17%

Multi-Family 
building permits 58 60 101 148 282 281 -1%

Sub Total 
Building Permits 
Issues 10697 11801 13087 13740 14726 15525 4%

Inspections 
Performed 177891 150763 131519 186737 220881 228314 6%

* through June 14
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IV. BUILDING INSPECTION 
The Inspections Division of the Planning and Development Review Department is 

responsible for conducting field inspections of construction projects to confirm 

compliance with the City’s adopted codes within the City limits and perform electrical 

and plumbing inspections in the extra-territorial jurisdiction (ETJ). This responsibility 

typically involves responding to specific inspection requests by driving to the 

construction site and conducting inspections to confirm the project is being built in 

accordance with the plans previously approved by staff in the Plan Review sections. For 

minor projects there may not be an approved set of plans so the burden of confirming 

code compliance is based on the code knowledge of the inspector when compared with 

the inspector’s observations on the site. 

The Inspections Division has placed a strong emphasis on ensuring the technical 

knowledge of their inspection staff as demonstrated by their practice of requiring 

inspectors to possess appropriate state and nationally recognized certifications and 

licenses. The Division has also implemented an innovative program to gain efficiency by 

distributing their inspection assignments electronically to their inspectors who are 

stationed in their inspection districts. 

A. PROFILE 

Organization 

The organization for the Building Inspection Division is shown in Figure 15. The 

positions and functions are shown in Table 20. These may not match the current staffing 

but were accurate at the time we did our research.  
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Figure 15 

Organization of Building Inspection Division 

 

Table 20 

Positions and Functions of Staff in Building Inspection Division  

Position Title 

Number 
of 

Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 

Manages Building Inspection, Commercial 
Building Review, Permit Center, Residential 
Review, Site/Subdivision Inspections and is 
the Certified Building Official Director 

Jose Roig Zayas
Supv Inspection

Trebor Brown
Supv Inspection

Carl Thompson
Supv Inspection

Joe Ramirez 
(Lead) 

Inspector C

Guy Brown 
(Lead)

Inspector C

Carl Wren
Assistant Director

Randy Rosman 
Inspector C

Jesus Licerio
Inspector C

George Nance
Inspector A

Gilbert Villa
Inspector A

Julio Molis
Inspector C

Carl Winn 
(Lead)

Inspector C
Tommie Tarvin

Inspector C
Mech/Plmbg 
Change-Out

Carlos Botello
Inspector C

William Meuth
Inspector C

DeeAnn Afra
Inspector C

Mark Hill
Inspector C

Douglas McAfee
Inspector C

James Smith
Inspector C

Byron Kurka
Inspector C

Kelly Stillwell
Supv Inspection

Vacant
Div Mgr Building 

Inspection

Jessie Scott
Inspector C

Tony Hernandez
Prgm Mgr Constr & 

Insp Svcs

Rick Arzola
Admin Specialist

Julie Kirby 
Tech Writer

Georgina Mitchell
Admin Senior

Building 
Inspection

Dearl Croft 
(Lead)

Inspector C

Residential Inspection

Victor 
Acquarola

Inspector C

Wes Buckner
Inspector C

Erineo 
Benavidez
Inspector C

Vacant 
Inspector C

Enes 
Constancio
Inspector C

Mark Springfield
Inspector C

Doug Williams 
Inspector C

Eric Zimmerman
Inspector C

Julian Laney
Inspector C

Vacant
Inspector C

Terry Hurd
Inspector C

John Brown 
Inspector C

Michael Franke
Inspector C

Marlin Hartman
Inspector C

Special 
Inspections

Electric Change-
Out

Oscar 
Gonzalez

Inspector C

Marvin Pace 
(Lead)

Inspector C

Hyatt Dunn
Inspector C

Mark 
Thompson
Inspector C

Mike Haley
Inspector C

Bruce Crosby
Inspector C

Daniel Barrera
Inspector C

Chris Corbitt
Inspector C

Martin Starrett
Inspector C

Alan Johnson
Inspector C

Alan Anders
Inspector C

Electrical Inspection

Nelson Rivera-
Libran

Inspector B

Chris Phillips 
(Lead)

Inspector C

Rick Holloway
Inspector C

Philip Sughrue
Inspector C

Chad Watson
Inspector C

Michelle Riffe
Inspector C

Leonard 
Gonzales

Inspector A

Phillip Cantrell
Inspector C

Joe Parker
Inspector C

Timothy 
Hooper

Inspector C

Plumbing/Mechanical Inspection

Katherine Clark
Admin Sepcialist
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Position Title 

Number 
of 

Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 1 Manages the Building Division Assistant Director 

Progm Mgr. Constr 
& Inspe.Svcs 1 

Ensures compliance with Codes and resolves 
customer complaints, Assists Division 
Manager 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Admin Specialist 1 
Provides administrative support to Division 
staff 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Admin Senior 1 
Provides administrative support to Division 
staff and acts in lead capacity 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Tech Writer 1 
Develops materials for publication and creates 
and distributes detailed activity reports 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Building Inspection 

Supr. Inspection  1 
Supervises day-to-day activities of 
Commercial Building Inspectors Section 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Inspector A 2 
Entry level Building Inspector performs basic 
building inspection activities Supr. Inspection 

Inspector C 4 

Building Inspector performs building 
inspections on more complex projects based 
on job experience and attainment of nationally 
recognized certifications Supr. Inspection 

Residential Inspection and Special Inspections 

Supr. Inspection 1 
Supervises day-to-day activities of the 
Residential Combination Inspectors Section 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Residential Inspection 

Inspector C 21 

Combination Inspector performs building, 
plumbing and mechanical inspections on one 
and two family residential projects. Inspectors 
must possess both Texas Inspector Licenses 
and other related nationally recognized 
certifications Supr. Inspection 
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Position Title 

Number 
of 

Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Mech/Plmbg Chang-Out 

Inspector C 2 
Provides inspections for water heater change 
outs on an appointment only basis Supr. Inspection 

Electric Change Out 

Inspector C 2 
Provides inspections for electrical change outs 
on an appointment only basis Supr. Inspection 

Electrical Inspection 

Supv. Inspection 1 
Supervises day-to-day activities of the 
Electrical Inspectors Section 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Inspector C 12 

Performs electrical inspections of both 
residential and commercial projects. Must 
possess Texas State Inspector License with 
experience as Journeyman or Master 
Electrician Supv. Inspection 

Plumbing/Mechanical Inspection 

Supv. Inspection  1 
Supervises day-to-day activities of the 
Plumbing/Mechanical Inspectors Section 

Div Mgr. Building 
Inspection 

Inspector A 1 

Entry-level Plumbing/Mechanical Inspector 
may not have attained required Texas State 
Plumbing Inspector License. Performs 
inspections on less complicated projects Supv. Inspection 

Inspector B 1 

Plumbing/Mechanical Inspector with 
intermediate level of experience and 
certifications Supv. Inspection 

Inspector C 8 

Plumbing/Mechanical Inspector with highest 
levels of State Licenses and national 
certifications assigned to most complex 
commercial and large residential projects Supv. Inspection 
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B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 City pays for Inspection and Plan Review certifications, renewals, and required 

training; 

 City pays skill-based pay to building inspectors for certifications;  

 Residential inspectors are cross-trained in four disciplines and perform 

combination inspections; 

 City tracks status of employee certifications to ensure CEUs are earned to qualify 

for certification renewals; 

 Inspection Sections place emphasis on achieving State and National Certification 

to demonstrate competency;   

 The City utilizes technology to enhance inspector productivity by sending their 

daily inspection workload electronically to their field computers and thereby 

avoiding the need for every inspector to come to the main office to receive their 

daily assignments; 

 City has adopted a Registered Industrial Plant Program that allows qualifying 

facilities to avoid the need to obtain permits for work that is inspected by an in-

house certified electrical inspector; 

 The Inspection Sections Supervisors (Residential and Commercial) receive 

comprehensive weekly and monthly activity reports that measure performance 

against established standards. Great emphasis is placed on tracking ability to meet 

expectation of providing next day inspection;  

 Customers can use either the City’s Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system or 

an on-line approach to request inspections. A customer instruction page has been 

provided on the Department website;  

 The Commercial Inspections Division has created numerous flow-charts that serve 

as checklist for inspectors to use to confirm they are performing a comprehensive 

inspection in the field; and 

 Inspectors can e-mail correction notices to contractors while still in the field. 

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Boards and Commissions 

The Building Inspection Division provides support to the Building and Fire Code Board 

of Appeals, the Electric Board, and the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar Board. The 

description of each of these Boards and our specific recommendations are provided under 

the Boards and Commissions section of the report. In summary, we believe the three 



 

Austin, Texas 114 Zucker Systems 

Boards should be consolidated and the language in the adopting ordinances and by-laws 

be updated to reflect these changes.  

Under the new City structure discussions are underway to merge these three Boards and 

we are highly supportive of this approach. As part of this study we did interview the 

chairperson of each Board. Based on our review we suggest: 

59. Recommendation: Combine the Building and Fire Board of Appeals, the 

Electric Board, and the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar Board. 

 

Inspector Office Space 

The Department has taken a very good approach in improving the overall effectiveness of 

the inspection program by increasing the amount of field time available to the inspectors. 

Through the use of technology, inspectors are not required to drive to the main office 

every day in order to retrieve their daily inspection workload. The inspector’s daily 

inspection schedule is sent to their field computers electronically and is immediately 

available to them upon their arrival at the various sites where the City inspection vehicles 

are stored overnight. This process allows inspectors to park their vehicles within or near 

their assigned inspection districts, which increases the amount of time the inspectors may 

spend within their assigned inspection district. This arrangement dramatically reduces the 

morning and afternoon competition for parking spaces between customers and inspectors 

at the main office and also eliminates the need to provide a large office space that would 

have been otherwise required for all inspectors to gather at once to receive their 

inspection schedules. Under this arrangement individual field inspectors are only required 

to come to the main office one morning a week to meet with their supervisor.  

Given that each inspection group only comes to the main office once per week for a one-

hour group meeting, we were surprised to find that the inspector’s area contains 

numerous work cubicles equipped with desks, computers, and landline phones. 

Interviews with staff revealed that these spaces are rarely utilized. We recommend that 

those cubicles be removed and a more open floor plan be created that would better serve 

the needs of a single inspector group gathering for a one-hour morning meeting. This 

type of remodel should free up space that could be used to provide better office 

configurations for the staff that is assigned full-time to the main office and provide a 

private conference room that could be utilized by supervisors when confidential meetings 

are required. 

60. Recommendation: The Inspector’s office space should be remodeled to 

eliminate the individual cubicles that are rarely used and replaced with an 
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open floor plan that better accommodates group meetings. It should include 

appropriate office spaces for all inspection staff assigned to the main office 

and a private conference room. 

 

Job Descriptions 

The City of Austin has chosen to establish minimum inspector certification requirements 

by incorporating them into the Municipal Code. Nationally the practice has been to 

identify these minimum requirements in the approved individual job descriptions that are 

readily accessible on the jurisdiction’s website. This practice makes it much easier for 

potential job applicants to identify the minimum job requirements and also makes the 

process of modifying job descriptions less burdensome than adopting new ordinance 

language. 

61. Recommendation: The Building Official should relocate the minimum 

inspector qualifications from the adopted ordinances and place them in the 

approved job descriptions. 

 

Several sections of the Municipal Code establishes minimum qualifications for inspector 

positions that are inconsistent with national best practices. Examples include requiring a 

minimum of (1) one year of experience as a supervisor prior to appointment as a 

Residential Building Inspection Supervisor or as a Commercial Mechanical Inspector. A 

literal reading of these requirements would necessitate that an existing employee leave 

the City to obtain a supervisory role in another jurisdiction before they could qualify to 

be promoted in the City of Austin. This language precludes an existing employee from 

being promoted from within the organization. It may have been the intent of the authors 

of this language to require that a prospective supervisor have actual supervisory 

experience while they worked in the private sector, but that approach works to the 

disadvantage of existing employees who did not come to the City with prior supervisory 

experience. The City should have the ability to accept an equivalency to this requirement 

such as having attended the City’s Supervisor Academy. 

62. Recommendation: The Building Official should review the Municipal Code 

and add an “or equivalency” clause to the need for prior supervisory 

experience in order to be hired as a supervisor or entry level inspector. 
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Performance Standards 

Table 21 below includes those items the Department currently considers performance 

standards for the Inspections Group. Our review of these “standards” suggests that most 

of the identified measures are in fact simply measurements of activity levels. The 

exception to this statement is the performance standards to provide next-day inspections a 

minimum of 90% of the time, and the failure rate for residential inspections. While the 

other information on the table provides useful insights regarding potential trends in 

activity levels, they don’t actually represent performance standards. These “standards” 

should be replaced with performance standards that are more indicative of the desired 

level of service to be achieved. While the performance standard for next-day inspections 

should be retained, additional standards should be added that monitor the quality of 

inspection services being provided. Such standards should include the results of customer 

satisfaction surveys, the frequency and results of a supervisor audit program, and the 

percent of staff fully certified to perform their assigned inspection duties. 

Table 21 

Performance Standards For Building Inspection 

One-Stop-Shop 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

FTEs 51 51 60 60 60 

Citywide Cost per inspection $31.12 $28.07 $26.66 Not tracked  

# of inspections 161,519 186,737 220,881 228,314 230,000 

# fire technical inspections  7,645 9,633 10,636 10,945 10,500 

# initial food establishment inspections 402 493 491 607  

% building inspections performed within 24 
hrs. of request 94% 94% 91% 91% 90% 

% residential inspections that fail 24% 24% 26% 26%  

 

The Building Inspection Section has placed great emphasis on having the inspectors meet 

their established performance standard of providing next-day inspections. Each 

inspector’s ability to provide the inspection on the day requested is tracked on both an 

individual basis and for the Section as a whole. The records provided to us indicate they 

are able to achieve this performance standard in excess of 90% percent of the time. We 

strongly support management’s commitment to providing next day inspections and their 

dedication to tracking and reporting this information.  
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While we support the establishment of next-day inspections as a performance standard, 

without also considering the importance of maintaining quality standards, the intense 

focus on meeting this single performance standard can overshadow other important goals 

of the Department. The need for a comprehensive supervisor-auditing program as a 

means of ensuring that inspection quality does not suffer is discussed elsewhere in this 

report. 

The supervisors currently assigning the daily workloads for the inspectors appear to have 

established the number of inspections a specific inspector can consistently complete 

within their daily available work hours. Meeting the next-day inspection standard does 

not, however, give any indication of the quality of inspections being performed by 

individual inspectors. This arrangement lends itself to assigning fewer inspections to 

poorly performing inspectors and loading up inspections on highly efficient inspectors. 

The performance standards established by the Inspection Section should be expanded to 

include not only quantitative measures but also measures to confirm quality of 

inspections. Such measures could include not exceeding a specified number of 

deficiencies observed by supervisors during field audits and achieving a high level of 

customer satisfaction as reflected on customer comment surveys that are mailed to 

contractors after jobs have been completed. 

63. Recommendation: The Building Official should augment the current 

qualitative performance standards for next-day inspections with an 

qualitative standard to ensure quality inspections. 

 

The other actual inspection related performance standard that the Department is tracking 

is the failure rate for residential inspections. This rate is higher than we have seen in other 

jurisdictions and has increased over the last several years. A high rate of failed 

inspections has a significant impact on staff resources because it requires staff to revisit 

the site on some future date. While it is not possible to eliminate all failed inspections, 

when the failure rate reaches these levels, then some effort should be applied in 

determining the source of these failures. It has been reported by staff and customers that 

one source of these failures is the practice of contractors calling for an inspection prior to 

the work being ready for inspection because the contractors anticipate they will not 

actually receive the inspection on the day they requested it. By doing so, they are 

virtually guaranteed to receive the inspection within 48 hours of their request. It is 

reported that this practice originated during a period of time when the City was 

experiencing difficulty in meeting their next-day inspection performance standard. It is 

also reported that contractors that engage in this practice are not routinely penalized 

through the assessment of additional re-inspection fees. Based on a review of the City 

reports from AMANDA, customers should be able expect that their inspection request 
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will be honored at least 90% of the time. Allowing this practice to continue also creates 

the appearance of a system that rewards contractors that violate the spirit of the 

inspection request process and penalizes other contractors by not allowing them to 

receive their inspections because their assigned inspector is “tied-up” on jobs that are not 

ready. Other jurisdictions have implemented these re-inspection fees successfully by 

imposing the extra fee after the applicant has failed two (2) inspections because the work 

was not ready. 

64. Recommendation: The Building Official should encourage the assessment of 

re-inspection fees on residential projects that demonstrate a pattern of calling 

for inspection before the work is completed.  

Staffing Levels 

The tables and figures below indicate the inspection activity levels for the last seven (7) 

years. These tables are specific to each inspection group and reflect considerable 

variation between the groups. We generally find that a range of between 10 and 15 

inspections per day per inspector provides sufficient time for inspectors to perform 

quality inspections and still participate in meetings and training classes. There are factors 

that can influence this range either up or down. These factors can include excessive travel 

time, complexity of projects to be inspected, and the method used to count the 

inspections. Given that the City of Austin has implemented a program to have inspectors 

park their vehicles at various off-site locations in general proximity to their inspection 

districts, and that the inspectors only come to the main office once per week, we do not 

believe excessive travel time is a significant factor.  

Many jurisdictions simply count the number of stops (construction address) assigned to 

an inspector, while Austin counts the number of inspections performed, including when 

multiple inspections are performed at a single location. For example a framing inspection 

request for combination inspectors can result in counting three (3) inspections for that 

single stop (ex: framing, rough plumbing, and rough mechanical inspection). While there 

is nothing inherently wrong with this approach, and in fact it highlights the benefit of 

having a combination inspector program by allowing a single inspector to perform more 

than one type of required inspection on the site, the counting method needs to be factored 

into the overall target number. This way of counting would tend to increase the amount of 

daily inspections that are reasonable. This affect is offset somewhat for the combination 

inspections because these inspectors are also expected to perform a level of plan review 

in the field that we have not observed in other jurisdictions. With this additional burden 

for performing plan reviews in the field, it should be expected that the number of quality 

inspections that can be performed per day be in the lower range of our recommended 

inspections per day. A review of monthly inspection data provided to us indicated a range 

from a high of 28.9 for Residential Combination Inspectors to a low average of 12.3 for 

Commercial Mechanical. It should be noted that these numbers were generated based on 
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a total of 249 business days per year (accounting for holidays). Our recommended range 

of inspections per day per inspector is consistent with our use of this method in other 

jurisdictions nationally. It should be noted that AMANDA does not currently reflect 

combination inspections done at a single sit;, nor multiple inspections at a single site.  

Table 22 

Residential Combination Inspections 

Residential 
Avg. 

Insp/Month FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  114,160  22 20.8 

FY 08-09  88,040  19 18.6 

FY 09-10  71,655  12 24.0 

FY 10-11  86,295  12 28.9 

FY 11-12  99,774  17 23.6 

FY12-13  115,393  17 27.3 

FY 13-14  115,138  16 28.9 
  

From the table above it is clear to see that the average number of inspections performed 

per inspector per day is substantially above the range we have recommended for other 

jurisdictions in the past. Current staffing (16) is also significantly below the number of 

inspectors (22) available during the City’s previous peak period of FY 07-08, which was 

prior to the implementation of many new code requirements. To bring the average 

number of inspections per day per inspector in alignment with our traditional 

recommendation would necessitate nearly doubling the number of existing residential 

combination inspectors. This level of increase appears to be excessive given the historical 

staffing levels maintained in the group. A more reasonable approach would be to add ten 

(10) additional positions at this time and then closely monitor the activities of this group 

to confirm that both qualitative and quantitative performance standards are being 

achieved. Adding these additional positions would bring the average number of 

inspections per day per inspector to 17.8. While this number is still above our 

recommended range of 10 to 15, we believe this variance is an appropriate response to 

reflect the efficiencies gained by utilizing a combination inspection program. The 

addition of ten (10) combination inspector positions should be accompanied by the 

addition of two (2) first-line supervisor positions in order to maintain an adequate span of 

control. This would be particularly important given the anticipated close supervision that 

should be afforded new employees. While we are recommending a total of ten (10) 

additional combination inspectors be hired to reduce the average number of inspections 

per day per inspector to be consistent with what we believe are best practices observed in 

other jurisdictions, we also recognize that doing so would have a significant impact on 
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the operations. We therefore recommend that the process of adding additional 

combination inspection staff and supervision be approached with a two-phase project. 

The initial phase would be to add there (3) combination inspectors and a supervisor. Once 

these additional inspectors have been successfully trained and incorporated into the daily 

inspection scheduling, then it will be possible to make a much more accurate evaluation 

of the impact of these additional resources on the Division’s operations and the potential 

need to hire additional staff.  

65. Recommendation: The Building Official should hire the equivalent of three (3) 

additional Combination Residential Inspectors and one (1) supervisor as part 

of a multiphase staffing augmentation program. 

66. Recommendation: After hiring the first phase of additional combination 

inspectors, the Building Official should evaluate the need to hire additional 

combination inspectors and a supervisor in order to improve quality and 

training and reduce daily workload to an acceptable level.  

 

A practice we see successfully implemented in other jurisdictions experiencing increased 

workload is the use of contract staff. We support this practice because it allows 

jurisdictions to quickly react to changing staffing needs and reduces the turmoil 

associated with the practice of hiring full-time staff and then quickly laying them off. It 

also gives management the opportunity to more accurately evaluate the likelihood of 

whether a current spike in workload activity will be sustained for an extended period in 

the future. Another benefit that jurisdictions have received by initially utilizing contract 

staff is they have an opportunity to evaluate the quality of work provided by the contract 

staff. Many times well-qualified contract staff ultimately becomes successful full-time 

employees of the jurisdiction. Use of qualified contract staff can also provide welcome 

relief for those current inspectors and supervisors who are tasked with the on-going 

responsibility to both perform inspections and train new staff.  

In Chapter II, Recommendation 49 we recommend use of additional staff or 

consultants as necessary to meet performance standards. 

A review of the inspection history for the remaining groups (Electric, Commercial 

Building, Commercial Mechanical, and Commercial Plumbing) indicates that they have 

been able to respond to inspection requests within the established performance standards 

by adjusting staffing levels in proportion to the increase or decrease in annual inspection 

requests and using overtime/comp time. The current staffing levels for these groups 

seems to be appropriate to meet the next day inspection standard; however, as the Section 

places more emphasis on enhancing uniformity and consistency among the inspector 
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ranks it may be necessary to add additional staff to compensate for the lost field time 

dedicated to additional training. 

Table 23 

Electric Inspections 

Electric 
Total 

Inspections FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  45,002  12  15.1  

FY 08-09  38,157  10  15.3  

FY 09-10  33,316  10  13.4  

FY 10-11  35,644  10  14.3  

FY 11-12  40,786  11  14.9  

FY12-13  48,067  12  16.1  

FY 13-14  53,429  14  15.3  
 

Table 24 

Commercial Building Inspections 

Commercial 
Building 

Total 
Inspections FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  26,137  6  17.5  

FY 08-09  21,174  6  14.2  

FY 09-10  21,005  6  14.1  

FY 10-11  19,124  6  12.8  

FY 11-12  17,806  6  11.9  

FY12-13  24,519  6  16.4  

FY 13-14  25,888  7  14.9  
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Table 25 

Commercial Mechanical Inspections 

Commercial 
Mechanical 

Total 
Inspections FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  14,922  4  15.0  
FY 08-09  9,133  3  12.2  
FY 09-10  7,406  3  9.9  
FY 10-11  7,387  3  9.9  
FY 11-12  7,536  4  7.6  
FY12-13  11,071  4  11.1  
FY 13-14  12,209  4  12.3  

 

Table 26 

Commercial Plumbing Inspections 

Commercial 
Plumbing 

Total 
Inspections FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  22,250  8  11.2  
FY 08-09  21,350  8  12.1  
FY 09-10  16,846  7  10.9  
FY 10-11  18,017  7  11.7  
FY 11-12  19,956  5  18.1  
FY12-13  21,475  6  16.3  
FY 13-14  22,938  6  15.4  

 

Table 27 

Total Inspections 

Total 
Inspections 

Total 
Inspections FTEs Avg/Inp/Day/Inspector 

FY 07-08  222,471  52  17.2  
FY 08-09  177,854  46  17.6  
FY 09-10  150,228  38  18.0  
FY 10-11  166,467  38  19.9  
FY 11-12  185,858  43  19.6  
FY12-13  220,525  46  21.8  
FY 13-14  229,602  47  19.6  
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It is recognized that the process of adding new staff can be very burdensome for existing 

staff and generally has a negative impact on the group’s ability to continue to respond to 

an increased workload. This impact will continue, not only through the actual hiring 

process, but last until the new employee is deemed fully capable of performing the full 

range of inspections appropriate for the position. Frequently this ride-along training 

process can take up to a year or more. During this period, not only does the City miss the 

benefit of a fully trained new employee, but the effectiveness of the Inspector assigned 

the training role is reduced. Many jurisdictions have recognized and addressed these 

challenges by temporarily employing qualified contract staff or by temporarily bringing 

back recently retired employees on a part-time basis until the new staff has become fully 

trained. This approach helps ensure that the existing inspection workload is being 

addressed and helps avoid employee burnout for those individuals tasked with the 

responsibility of completing both their daily inspections and training new employees. 

67. Recommendation: The Department should temporarily hire qualified contract 

inspectors, recently retired inspectors, or third party inspection firms to 

perform routine inspections while new inspectors are being hired and until 

they are fully trained. 

 

D. POLICY ISSUES 

Code Adoptions 

Unlike many other states, the State of Texas does not mandate that local jurisdictions 

adopt and enforce a specific set of construction codes. This list of adopted codes in 

Austin generally represents the most current editions of the nationally recognized codes. 

The Department should be commended for adopting the current set of codes. While we 

generally recommend that jurisdictions adopt a set of codes that utilize a process that 

helps assure compatibility among the codes, the political forces present in Austin has led 

to an approach that incorporates codes adopted by both the International Code Council 

(ICC) and the International Association of Plumbing and Mechanical Officials (IAPMO). 

In some cases, trade codes published by both organizations have been adopted in order to 

fully address the types of projects that Austin routinely reviews. We also encourage 

jurisdictions to minimize the number of local amendments that they incorporate into their 

local code adoption process. We feel that the existence of a large number of local 

amendments helps contribute to confusion on the part of both designers and contractors. 

As Austin continues to compete to attract world-class development, the need for 

designers to comply with both a combination of national codes and a large volume of 

local amendments might be a disincentive for some nationally recognized design firms to 

participate in design competitions in Austin. In addition, contractors working in multiple 
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jurisdictions in the region are placed under an additional burden to know and apply these 

differing regulations based on which jurisdiction they have chosen to build in.  

Those Codes adopted with amendments by the City of Austin include the following: 

 International Building Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Residential Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Existing Building Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Plumbing Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Mechanical Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Fuel Gas Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 International Property Maintenance Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 Uniform Mechanical Code, 2012 Edition (IAPMO) 

 Uniform Plumbing Code, 2012 Edition (IAPMO) 

 Uniform Solar Energy Code, 2006 Edition (IAPMO) 

 International Energy Conservation Code, 2012 Edition (ICC) 

 National Electrical Code, 2011 Edition 

68. Recommendation: The Building Official should adopt the International Code 

Council set of national codes in order to achieve a more harmonized set of 

codes. 

69. Recommendation: The Building Official should work to eliminate existing 

local code amendments whenever possible. 

 

Expired Permits Program 

The City of Austin has implemented a very comprehensive program to identify properties 

with expired permits. While we support the need for obtaining permits for construction 

projects, it appears to us that the City of Austin has taken the obligation to resolve all 

expired permits to a level that we have not seen anywhere else in the country. Comments 

from customers and staff reveal that frequently the existence of an expired permit does 

not become known until the customer is ready to obtain a new permit for unrelated work. 

In many cases these expired permits are decades old and have little or no impact on the 

life safety of those individuals utilizing the property. Resolving these expired permits 

usually requires a very large expenditure of resources on the part of City staff and the 
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applicant. When a life safety issue has been previously identified through code 

enforcement action, we agree it is appropriate that the City focus resources as necessary 

to resolve the outstanding life safety issues. Many jurisdictions will have the existence of 

these violations also recorded in the County Recorder’s Office so that the issue can be 

identified during routine Title searches. However, for the very large proportion of expired 

permits that do not represent a life safety concern we question if resolving these minor 

permits represents an efficient use of City resources. Many jurisdictions we have studied 

do not have any follow-up program for expired permits while others send notification 

letters alerting customers of the pending expiration of their permit. In other cities, the 

field inspectors are provided with lists of properties that have permits nearing expiration 

and are assigned to incorporate these properties into their daily inspection schedule. 

These inspections are treated similar to their other inspection requests and contribute to 

identifying the average number of inspections performed per day per inspector so they 

can be considered in determining appropriate staff levels. These jurisdictions believe they 

have satisfied their obligation by providing these notices. They cite the language in the 

adopted Codes that clearly place the obligation for calling for inspections on the permit 

holder rather than the jurisdiction. In those cases where the City believes there is a pattern 

by a contractor of not calling for final inspections and that such a practice jeopardizes the 

public welfare, then the City may choose to utilize the capabilities of the AMANDA 

program to identify these repeat offenders. Such offenders could be notified by mail and, 

if they fail to address the outstanding permits, they could be referred to the appropriate 

State Licensing Board for potential disciplinary action.  

70. Recommendation: The Building Official should reevaluate the existing expired 

permit program and redirect resources to only those projects with 

outstanding life safety issues. 

71. Recommendation: The Building Official should have staff identify projects 

with expired permits that represent life safety concerns and have those 

concerns recorded against the property. 

72. Recommendation: The Building Official should assign inspectors to conduct 

site visits on projects with current permits that are approaching their 

expiration date. 

73. Recommendation: The Building Official should treat expired permit 

inspections similar to other inspections for the purpose of establishing 

minimum required staffing levels. 

Another area to consider for revision in the current permit expiration program is the 

timelines established in the adopted codes that trigger expiration of the permit. Other 
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jurisdictions that have been faced with a high workload associated with monitoring 

expired permits have chosen to modify their code language. Rather than have permits 

expire when no activity has transpired on the project for 180 days, they have extended 

this provision to 365 days prior to expiration. This has reduced staff’s workload and there 

have been no reports that this change has created any significant fire and life safety 

problems.  

74. Recommendation: The Building Official should modify the code to extend the 

period that a permit can remain active to 365 days without inspection rather 

than the current 180 days. 

 

Special Inspections 

The City of Austin has adopted Chapter 17 of the International Building Code covering 

Special Inspections and Testing. While the term special inspection as it applies to Austin 

covers inspections for electrical change-outs and water heater change-outs, in most other 

jurisdictions the term “special inspections” refers to inspections performed by highly 

qualified inspectors who observe and test the placement of specialized structural 

components during construction. Examples of these components include the placement 

and testing of high-strength concrete, structural steel welding, and certain types of 

masonry and prefabricated wood components. Third-party inspectors who have 

demonstrated their competence through achieving nationally recognized certifications in 

the field for which they are assigned to inspect perform these inspections. Given the 

quantity and type of large commercial construction projects under construction in the 

City of Austin, it must be assumed that there is a large demand for these types of 

inspections.  

Communities with substantial commercial construction typically have a section of the 

building department assigned to ensure that special inspections are being properly 

performed. Employees in this section monitor the work of the approved Special 

Inspectors and initiate appropriate disciplinary actions when their work does not meet 

minimum standards. Employees in this section typically have experience and 

certifications in the specialized fields and the section is under the supervision of a 

qualified engineer. Staff interviews failed to reveal the existence of this type of special 

inspection monitoring program. Examples of highly respected Special Inspection 

Programs include Clark County, NV; Phoenix, AZ; and Kansas City, MO. The building 

Official should contact these jurisdictions to gain an understanding of the scope and 

effectiveness of their programs. 
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75. Recommendation: The Building Official establish a program to monitor the 

effectiveness of third-party Special Inspectors assigned to projects in Austin.  

 

E. PROCESS ISSUES 

Electrical Inspections of Utility Services 

Employee surveys and our interviews with staff identified a high level of concern about 

the current practice of directing Department Electric Inspectors to perform inspections 

based on criteria established by staff from Austin Energy and not contained within the 

City’s adopted provisions of the National Electrical Code. Some staff comments 

suggested that they are uncomfortable in conducting these types of inspections due to 

lack of training specific to those types of distribution related installations and concerned 

about their authority to perform such inspections. We are not in a position to provide 

specific recommendations on resolution of this conflict, but we do believe that it needs to 

be brought to the forefront so that appropriate management staff can develop a procedure 

that adequately addresses all party’s concerns. It is our understanding that the Electric 

Board may have been reviewing this issue within the last twelve months. 

76. Recommendation: The Chief Electrical Inspector should meet with Austin 

Energy staff to discuss and resolve inspector concerns about inspecting per 

utility standards. This should be memorialized in an MOU. 

 

Field Inspector Computers 

We believe it is essential for field inspection staff to have real-time access to the permit 

system database via wireless connections between their field computers and the permit 

system server. Having reliable access to permit and inspection information allows the 

inspectors in the field to easily adjust their inspection schedules to respond to changing 

conditions and also gives customers near instantaneous access to inspection results. 

Unfortunately, for many inspectors the current wireless arrangement results in numerous 

“dropped” connections every day. For those inspectors experiencing this problem the 

procedure for logging back into the system is both cumbersome and time consuming. We 

have been advised that some of the existing tablet computers (Toughbooks), while 

several years old, have recently been internally upgraded in an effort to enhance the 

reliability of the wireless connection. Inspectors using these upgraded field computers 
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have indicated that the upgrades have improved performance but there are still issues 

with reliable connectivity. 

77. Recommendation: The IT Department should expedite the current process of 

upgrading existing inspector field computers to enhance in-field 

communication reliability.  

 

Front Counter 

Often customers arriving at the first floor PDRD office are directed to the third floor 

Inspections Counter in anticipation that that general questions can be answered. The role 

of the staff assigned to the Inspections Counter frequently involves calling on one of the 

Inspections Supervisors to come to the counter to respond to the routine question being 

asked by the customer. Staff interviews suggest that it is rare for a customer to ask a 

question that demands the knowledge and experience of a supervisor. Having supervisors 

interrupted to respond to these types of requests is not an efficient use of them as a 

resource. As a minimum, a list of frequently asked questions should be compiled and 

available to the staff at the counter so they can take a more aggressive role in responding 

to these routine questions. In the long term, these positions should be required to have a 

minimum level of technical knowledge that would allow them to be more responsive to 

customer inquiries. The International Code Council (ICC) offers training programs and 

recognition as a Certified Permit Technician upon passing an exam. Staff with this type 

of Certification should be expected to provide a greater level of customer service at the 

counter and also help relieve supervisors from responding to routine counter inquiries. 

Establishing a minimum requirement of obtaining recognition as a Certified Permit 

Technician for the Inspections Counter should also trigger consideration for 

reclassification of the position. An alternative to requiring Certification as a Permit 

Technician would be to utilize Customer Service Representatives that have demonstrated 

an appropriate level of technical knowledge to allow them to relieve the Inspection 

Supervisors of the responsibility to answer routine questions. 

78. Recommendation: Inspections front counter staff should receive sufficient 

training to become qualified to relieve supervisory staff of the burden to 

respond to the counter to answer routine customer questions.  
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Inspection Request Process 

While we have identified the City’s efforts to allow customers to request inspections 

through Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system or on-line as a positive 

accomplishment, there are areas where these systems can be further enhanced. Both 

Inspectors and customers have commented that the IVR system seems to be overly 

complex and lacking in flexibility. Customers cite examples of the difficulty in 

requesting multiple inspections at a single property. Such requests apparently require the 

customer to exit the system and re-enter again to request multiple inspections. In 

addition, contractors complain that it is not easy to gain access to a full description of the 

corrections that an inspector has entered into the system when they consist of multiple 

lines of text. We recognize that programming an IVR system can be complex if numerous 

restrictions are placed on use; however, the volume of complaints regarding the current 

system suggests that the City explore opportunities to further streamline the inspection 

request process. Our experience has shown that sharing information with other 

jurisdictions that are also using the same IVR software often leads to ideas for improved 

performance. 

79. Recommendation: The existing IVR system should be modified or replaced to 

reduce complexity and add flexibility for customer use. 

80. Recommendation: The Chief Building Inspector should research what 

technologies or IVR systems other jurisdictions are using that would improve 

the customer’s experience.  

 

Inspection Routing and Posting 

A common source of frustration expressed by inspectors is the large number of daily 

requests they receive from customers inquiring about the inspector’s anticipated time of 

arrival. Inspectors state that they must spend a substantial portion of their day responding 

to these inquiries rather than actually performing inspections. During our staff interviews 

a number of possible solutions to address this problem were discussed. The elimination of 

the use of pagers in favor of exclusive use of cell phones would help reduce the steps 

necessary to get back with the customer, but this would only be a partial solution. 

Ultimately, it was suggested that a process be developed to allow each inspector to post 

his/her inspection schedule directly to the City’s website. While not a perfect solution, 

such a process would provide customers a general idea of the time of the day when they 

should expect the inspector based on where their project was listed on the inspector’s 

daily schedule. We believe this additional information would be sufficient for the vast 

majority of customers. For example, a customer knowing that their project was listed 12th 
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on a list of 15 inspections for the day could anticipate the inspection would be in the early 

afternoon.  

81. Recommendation: The Chief Building Inspector should work with the IT staff 

to allow the inspectors daily schedule to be posted online for customers to 

view.  

 

Inspector Cell Phones 

Numerous employee surveys and interview responses stated that the City’s current policy 

regarding the use of cell phones as means of communication with inspectors in the field 

as well as customers’ needs to be revised in order to enhance customer service. Currently 

the City provides individual inspectors with a stipend to assist them in paying for their 

personal telephones. One of the negative repercussions of this policy is that Inspectors are 

not permitted to make their cell phone numbers available to the public based on the 

premise that the phones are the personal property of the individuals. Regardless of the 

appropriateness of this interpretation, we believe that both customers and Inspectors in 

the field should have the ability to easily communicate as needed to make the inspection 

process efficient. The current system relies on customers to contact the inspector through 

pagers and then necessitates the Inspector to call the individual back when they are 

available. It is easy to see why this arrangement has led to a high level of dissatisfaction 

on the part of customers. The inability to reach an inspector was one of the most 

frequently cited complaints in the customer surveys we collected. Rather than rely on old 

technology pagers and personally owned cell phones, the City should purchase cell 

phones for all field inspectors and require them to provide those cell phone numbers to 

the public so they can be contacted during normal working hours.  

82. Recommendation: The use of pagers and personal cell phones should be 

abandoned in favor of City owned cell phones provided to field inspectors.  

83. Recommendation: The cell phone numbers of all phones provided by the City 

to field inspectors should be available to the public via business cards and 

website directories.  
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Interpretation and Procedures Manuals 

The Department has established an extensive list of procedures and interpretations under 

the heading of Building Criteria Manual. A brief review of the criteria indicates that 

many subjects are covered in only the broadest terms and would therefore benefit with 

the addition of more detailed description of the intended procedure to be followed. In 

addition, some criteria use outdated information (ex: Section 4.8.0 (C)) Energy Code 

Compliance references inspectors certified by the International Conference of Building 

Officials (ICBO) rather than the current organization of International Code Council 

(ICC). Staff should review this Manual and sections should either be updated or deleted 

as needed to reflect current requirements. We understand that PDRD staff will be meeting 

with HBA to review the Criteria Manual which is excellent. In addition, interviews with 

several staff members indicated that there is a common practice in place for staff to store 

relevant information on the City’s “G” drive. While we support the need to maintain 

copies of approved policies and procedures, the informal use of the “G” drive to store 

important information, such as revised staff procedures, invites communication gaps. The 

information on the “G” drive should be reviewed and documents that should be shared 

with staff should be identified and subjected to an appropriate internal review process so 

they can be validated and then placed in a more appropriate location that is indexed and 

available to all impacted staff (ex: SharePoint).  

84. Recommendation: The Building Criteria Manual should be carefully reviewed 

and updated to reflect the Department’s current policies and procedures. 

85. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct staff to review the 

contents of the City’s internal “G” drive and relocate pertinent documents 

into the Criteria Manual or other approved locations readily available to 

staff. 

 

Roll-Over Inspections 

A component of maintaining good communication with customers is notifying them 

when their customer service expectations cannot be met. We believe a lack of timely 

communication to be a major contributor to the often-cited statement by customers that 

there is a lack of trust between customers and City staff. An example of failed 

communication is when an inspector assigned to perform an inspection at a job site fails 

to notify the customer when he/she is unable to perform the inspection on the day 

requested. Inspector interviews indicated that they are under no direction to attempt to 

contact customers to advise them they will not be receiving their inspection on the day 

requested. It has also been reported that it has not been normal practice to contact other 
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inspectors in the field to request assistance when it is apparent that the inspector will not 

be able to complete the assigned inspections. Many jurisdictions have established a 

process that requires all inspectors “check-in” with their supervisors in the early 

afternoon to confirm they anticipate completing their assigned inspections. This process 

helps identify those inspection areas that may need additional inspector assistance and 

which inspectors may be available to assist. A general statement supporting this concept 

has been incorporated into the Building Criteria Manual (Section 1.1.4 – Completions in 

a Timely Manner) but it apparently is not being emphasized by current supervisory staff.  

86. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct all inspection staff to 

notify customers when they will not be able to perform the inspection on the 

date requested. 

87. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct Inspections Supervisors 

to develop and implement a process that allows inspection workload to be 

redistributed as needed to help ensure all outstanding inspection requests are 

honored.  

F. QUALITY CONTROL 

Overview 

A review of both the customer supplied comments and employee surveys revealed that 

there is a significant problem with lack of consistency in the way field inspection staff 

conducts their inspections. Our experience has indicated this problem arises when there 

are insufficient resources allocated to the quality control program.  

An effective quality control program must include several components. Such a program 

would include minimum education, experience and certifications, on-going training 

program, establishing and measuring employee performance standards, a comprehensive 

auditing program and integrations of audit results into periodic employee performance 

evaluations. Each of these components will be discussed below along with specific 

recommendations. 

Field Audit Program 

Providing comprehensive on-going training programs and establishing employee 

performance standards will establish a set of expectations, however, to ensure that a high 

quality inspection program is actually being achieved in the field it is essential that 

individual inspector performances be audited in the field. Such a program would consist 

of periodic inspector/supervisor ride-alongs, supervisors conducting on-site interviews 

with contractors regarding inspector performance, and the mailing of customer comment 
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survey forms to contractors at the conclusion of a project. As mentioned above, these 

field audits also provide the supervisor the opportunity to identify inconsistencies 

between inspectors so that those subjects can be addressed during future in-house training 

sessions. 

88. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct the inspections 

supervisors to implement a comprehensive audit program.  

 

In-House Training 

The Department has made a significant commitment to training staff through an annual 

three (3) day off-site training program presented by national and regional experts. We 

support such programs but also believe the key to providing uniform and consistent field 

inspections lies in having a comprehensive on-going in-house training program. Such a 

program would allow supervisors to provide clear direction to staff regarding how 

specific sections of the adopted codes should be enforced in the field. Such a program 

would include a written training schedule to ensure all pertinent subjects were being 

addressed. Subjects to be included in the program should be a reflection of any 

inconsistencies observed by the supervisors during field audits. Additionally, an 

attendance sheet should be kept for each session to confirm all staff has had an 

opportunity to benefit from the training.  

89. Recommendation: A comprehensive on-going in-house training program 

should be established for each inspection group. 

 

An example of an area that we believe warrants some additional training emphasis is 

inspection of qualifying historical properties. Customer surveys and comments provided 

during meetings with neighborhood groups suggest that subject area may not be receiving 

the attention that the neighborhood residents and business owners believe is needed to 

ensure their community is properly preserved.  

90. Recommendation: The inspector training program should include a program 

on inspecting properties for historical preservation. 
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Minimum Employment Qualifications 

The key component to providing a quality inspection program begins with the hiring of 

individuals who meet the minimum experience, education, and certification qualifications 

for the position. A typical way of demonstrating that employees are capable of 

performing their responsibilities as an inspector is to require the inspector to possess the 

nationally recognized certifications appropriate to their specific assignment. These 

certifications are available through a testing process administered by the International 

Code Council (ICC) and International Association of Plumbing and Mechanical Officials 

(IAPMO). The State of Texas has also established minimum qualifications for inspectors 

who inspect electrical or plumbing installations.  

The City of Austin has done an excellent job in recording and tracking the certifications 

obtained by each inspector and has a program in place to ensure that each inspector is 

knowledgeable of their responsibility to keep those certifications current. Certifications 

expire unless the individual has accumulated a specified number of Continuing Education 

Units (CEUs) specific to their certification category. The City should be commended for 

their practice of reimbursing staff for the cost of obtaining, renewing, and attending 

training in order to retain these certifications.  

A reality faced by many jurisdictions, including Austin, is that it is not always possible to 

attract applicants who possess all of the required certifications prior to appointment. The 

City therefore has established a probationary period during which a newly hired 

employee has the opportunity to obtain the required certifications within a specified 

period of time from their hire date. Staff interviews suggested that the tests to qualify for 

certification as a State electrical and/or plumbing inspector are very rigorous and 

extremely difficult to pass unless the candidate has considerable construction experience 

in the designated field.  

It has been our practice to encourage the use of combination residential inspectors as a 

means of providing greater efficiency in the field. By allowing a single qualified 

inspector to conduct building, electrical, plumbing, and mechanical inspections during a 

single visit to a site considerable efficiency can be gained. Generally, these inspectors 

have achieved certification as a Residential Combination Inspector through ICC. This 

option is not currently available to the City of Austin due to the requirement that State 

Licensed Inspectors qualified in these fields perform all electrical and plumbing 

inspections. The length of time necessary to obtain the minimum knowledge and 

experience in the plumbing or electrical field tends to preclude individuals from obtaining 

the qualifications in both fields. Currently, the combination residential inspection 

program for the City of Austin consist of an individual inspector performing building, 

plumbing, and mechanical inspections, and an additional electrical inspector be assigned 

to perform the electrical inspection on the residential work. This type of program has a 

built-in bias towards providing a high quality plumbing inspection and, unfortunately, the 

potential for less attention given to the other trades. Nationally, participants in 
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combination residential inspection programs tend to have strong trade experience in 

structural framing and then obtain the additional skills in electrical, plumbing and 

mechanical inspection necessary to pass the Residential Combination Inspector 

Certification exam. Recently, the Department has attempted to address this potential 

concern by hiring individuals with strong building backgrounds rather than extensive 

plumbing trade experience. Unfortunately, this has led to a situation where the new 

employees have been unable to obtain the required State Plumbing Inspector License and 

therefore must be either reassigned or terminated.  

While we agree that the complexity of commercial construction warrants special attention 

that may only be achievable by inspectors who have significant field experience in the 

chosen discipline, we believe there should be opportunities to use residential combination 

inspectors for one and two family dwelling construction.  

91. Recommendation: The Department should work with State to encourage the 

development of a Residential Combination Inspector Program based solely on 

ICC Certification as a Residential Combination Inspector. 
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V. COMMERCIAL PLAN REVIEW 

A. PROFILE 
The Commercial Plan Review Section is responsible for the review and approval of all 

commercial and multi-family (3 or more units) building applications for new 

construction, remodels, revisions to approved permits, changes of uses and certificates of 

occupancy/compliance. Building plans are reviewed for compliance with building, 

electrical, mechanical, plumbing, energy, and design standards found in the various 

adopted Codes. The review process also includes review by other departments including 

review of Fire Code requirements by the Fire Department, health review by Austin/Travis 

County Health and Human Services Department, and industrial waste and pipeline review 

by Austin Water Utility. In addition to plan review services, this section also provides 

consulting services by Planners to help customers understand the review process and 

conduct preliminary plan review meetings to advise customers of the items that must be 

included with their submittals. The Section also offers a Quick Turn-around Service for 

small interior remodel projects that can generally be approved on the same day as 

submittal. As an additional service to customers, concurrent reviews of building, 

subdivision, and site plans are a required option under the Land Development Code.  

Organization 

The Section is comprised of 19.5 full-time equivalent positions from the Planning and 

Development Review Department. The organization for the Commercial Plan Review 

section is shown in Figure 16 and includes positions assigned to other departments and 

agencies. Job position descriptions for those positions in the Planning and Development 

review Department are shown in Table 28. These lists may not match the current staffing 

but were accurate at the time we did our research. 
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Figure 16 

Organization of Commercial Plan Review Section 

Staffing  

Table 28 

Job Positions in Commercial Plan Review Section  

Position Title 

Number 
of 
Positions  Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 
and Certified 
Building Official 
(CBO) 1 

Manages Building Inspection, Commercial 
Building Review, Permit Center, Residential 
Review, and Site/Subdivision Inspections Director 

Carl Wren 
Assistant Director

Vacant
Coord Plan Review

Kathy Haught
Div Mgr Development 

Services
Betty Balandran

Admin Asst

Carol Raney
Planner II

Vacant
Coord Plan Review

AWU Industrial Waste 
Review

Angelo Perez
Admin Asst

Gerardo Sanchez
Chief Plans Examiner

Mary Cathey
Planner II

Nicolette Lange
PlannerI

Angelica Yanez
Planner I

Intake

Eleuterio Quiroga
Plans Examiner

Steven Dacke
Plans Examiner

Florin Vasille
Plans Examiner

Ricky Thompson
Plans Examiner

William Waters
Plans Examiner

Bryan Ellis
Plans Examiner

Mechanical 
Review

Electrical 
Review

Plumbing 
Review Building Review

Jan Adler
Plans Examiner

Douglas Votra
Plans Examiner

Ken Klaus
Plans Examiner

Vacant
Plans Examiner

Natalie Olivera
Plans Examiner

Specific Reviews

David Houston
pool Sharon Buckley

John McCullock Michael 
Neverman Mark Whiting

Anne Zulka

AWU Pipeline Engineering 
Review

Daniel Gonzalez
pool Jeff Mantia

Mark Churilla Sandy Collard

Jeff Walters

Matt Cullen
pool Britt Jones

George 
Resendez Alfredo Torres

Public Health Food Service 
Review

Carl Wren
pool Ralph Castillo

Ron Buys Yvonne Espinoza

Manual Pelayo

James Reeves

Corazon Urgena

AFD Building Plan Review

Katherine Clark
Admin Specialist
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Position Title 

Number 
of 
Positions  Responsibilities Reports To 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 1 Manages Commercial Review Division Assistant Director 

Chief Plans 
Examiner 1 

Manages the Plans Intake staff and the 
Plans Examiners who perform technical 
code reviews.  Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Admin. Asst 2 
Provides administrative support to Chief 
Plans Examiner and intake staff. 

Chief Plans 
Examiner 

Intake 

Planner II 2 

Provides initial customer contact for 
receiving plans and applications. Performs 
initial plan completeness reviews on more 
complex projects prior to acceptance for 
formal review. Reviews commercial plans to 
determine if they qualify for the Quick Turn 
Around review process, including a zoning 
review. Acts as Project Case Manager.  

Coord. Plan 
review 

Planner I 2 

Provides initial customer contact for plan 
submittals and enters application data into 
AMANDA, collects plan review fees,  

Coord. Plan 
review 

Coord, Plan 
Review 1 

Provides direct supervision for commercial 
mechanical, electrical and plumbing plans 
examiners, coordinates problem resolution 
with other departments and agencies 
(currently vacant). 

Chief Plans 
Examiner 

Mechanical Review 

Plans Examiner 1 

Performs plan reviews to confirm 
compliance with adopted Mechanical Code 
and local amendments. 

Coord, Plan 
Review 

Electrical Review 

Plans Examiner 3 

Performs plan reviews to confirm 
compliance with adopted Electrical Code 
and local amendments. 

Coord, Plan 
Review 
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Position Title 

Number 
of 
Positions  Responsibilities Reports To 

Plumbing Review 

Plans Examiner 2 

Performs plan reviews to confirm 
compliance with adopted Plumbing Code 
and local amendments. 

Coord, Plan 
Review 

Building Review 

Coord, Plan 
Review 1 

Provides direct supervision for commercial 
building plans examiners, coordinates 
problem resolution with other departments 
and agencies (currently vacant). 

Chief Plans 
Examiner 

Plans Examiners 5 

Performs plan reviews to confirm 
compliance with adopted Building Code, 
including local amendments, accessibility 
regulations and Subchapter E design 
Standards.  

Coord, Plan 
Review 

    

SPECIFIC REVIEWS, NON PDRD 

AWU Industrial Waste Review 

AWU staff 6 

Review commercial projects to assess 
project’s impact on industrial wastewater 
discharge system; determine if 
pretreatment program is required   

AWU Pipeline Engineering Review 

AWU staff 4 

Performs plan reviews for restaurants and 
other food handling facilities for compliance 
with local and state health codes  

Public Health Food Service Review 

Public Health 
Food Service staff 5 

Performs plan reviews for restaurants and 
other food handling facilities for compliance 
with local and state health codes  
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Position Title 

Number 
of 
Positions  Responsibilities Reports To 

AFC Building Plan Review 

Fire Protection 
Engineers 7 

Reviews commercial plans for compliance 
with the adopted Fire Code and NFPA 
Standards Fire Marshal 

TOTAL 44   

 

B. POSITIVE FINDING 
 The Commercial Plan Review Division has published code interpretations in clear 

and consistent format that is readily available to customers via the website. 

 Commercial zoning reviews have been completing reviews within established 

target times over 90% of the time. 

 The Commercial Plan Review staff and Fire Department plans examiners were 

located on the same floor of One Texas Center in an effort to enhance 

communications. 

 A comprehensive flow chart has been prepared to assist Commercial Plan Review 

staff while performing plan reviews. 

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Management 

In comparison with many other jurisdictions, our review of the current organizational 

structure of the Commercial Review Division suggests an excessive number of levels 

between the Assistant Director and the first-level employees. While we certainly support 

the concept of limiting the span of control of supervisors to a reasonable number of 

employees based on their assigned work (i.e. 5 to 10 employees per supervisor), this 

Section appears to have an abundance of manager positions. It is recognized that this 

Section has been operating for a significant period of time with many supervisor and 

manager position vacancies. However, with the recent appointment of an Assistant 

Director and Chief Plans Examiner, it is no longer clear what role the Division Manager 

for Development Services will serve.  
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92. Recommendation: The organizational structure of the Commercial Review 

Division should be reviewed to determine if a management position could be 

relocated or eliminated. 

Employee Qualifications 

A review of the history of this Section indicates that the task of providing technical plan 

review for commercial projects has evolved from a very minimal review prior to 1967; to 

plan review by inspectors in the field; to ultimately creating a plan review staff that 

reviews building, structural, plumbing, mechanical, electrical, fire and energy code 

requirements. During this timeframe, the adopted codes have expanded tremendously and 

have become technically complex. Other jurisdictions comparable to Austin in population 

and development type have responded to the increases in code requirements and 

complexity by continuously increasing the minimum qualifications for those employees 

hired to perform commercial building plan reviews. These comparable jurisdictions have 

established minimum requirements that create a commercial plan review Section staffed 

by Professional Engineers, including Structural Engineers and Licensed Architects. In 

addition, these employees have demonstrated their abilities to conduct comprehensive 

commercial plan reviews by achieving recognition as Certified Commercial Plans 

Examiners in their assigned discipline through a nationally recognized organization such 

as ICC. The current job descriptions for the Plans Examiner and Chief Plans Examiner 

positions do not include a requirement to be a Professional Engineer or Licensed 

Architect, nor do they state any specific requirements for Certifications. We believe that a 

large city like Austin should have a commercial plan review section staffed with 

Professional Engineers and Architects that have also been certified as Commercial Plans 

Examiners. Those individuals performing plan reviews for mechanical, plumbing, 

electrical and energy code requirements need not be Professional Engineers or Licensed 

Architects but should possess Certification as Plans Examiners in their assigned fields. 

93.  Recommendation: The minimum qualifications in the Job Description for 

Plans Examiner should be expanded to include the credentials that will be 

required for candidates and incumbents for these positions which would  

better reflect the demands of the Commercial Plans Examiner.  

 

Management and Supervision 

During the last year, the Commercial Plan Review Section has experienced significant 

challenges due to the lack of staffing in key supervisor and manager positions. With the 

recent appointment of an Assistant Director and internal promotion of the Chief Plans 

Examiner and building code plan review coordinator, the Department has made 
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significant progress in completing supervisory team for this Section. However, one of the 

first line supervisor positions, Plan Review Coordinators, remains vacant. These positions 

are critical to an effective day-to-day operation of the plan review section. It would be 

useful to review the level for these positions as they are basically first-line supervisors. 

94. Recommendation: The Department should immediately recruit and hire staff 

to fill the vacant Plan Review Coordinator positions. 

 

It has also been communicated to us through employee surveys and interviews that 

managers and supervisors as a group seem to be reluctant to provide timely responses to 

staff requests for direction on the proper interpretation of specific code requirements. We 

are aware that employees should be expected to perform basic research and develop 

recommendations for a supervisor to endorse rather than simply expect supervisors to 

perform all research. The problem identified to us was an unwillingness to take 

responsibility for making a decision. This problem may be somewhat attributed to the 

number of supervisor and manager positions that have been vacant for extended periods, 

but employee comments suggest that this is problem that has been engrained in the 

culture of the organization for a long time. 

95. Recommendation: Managers and Supervisors should be urged to be more 

decisive when responding to requests for direction from staff. 

 

Performance Standards 

The table below contains the performance standards that the Department has established 

for the Commercial Plan Review Division. Similar to the comments provided elsewhere 

regarding the City’s choice of Performance Standards, we believe that several of these 

measures need to be further refined if they are to be useful performance indicators and 

those that simply reflect a change in activity level should be removed unless they can be 

restated as a performance standard. We generally don’t encourage jurisdictions to use an 

average as an indicator of performance. Frequently, the use of an average fails to 

highlight cases that deserve special attention. These cases become absorbed in the 

average number when there are large numbers of activities that have very low numbers. 

We prefer to encourage jurisdictions to utilize a percentile approach that states that a 

chosen performance target will be achieved 90% of the time. With the exceptions of the 

last two Performance Standards identified in the table, there are no indications of the 

target level to be achieved.  



 

Austin, Texas 144 Zucker Systems 

See Chapter II where we indicate averages should not be used for performance 

standards and standards should be met 90% of the time. 

Table 29 

Performance Standards for Commercial Building Plan Review 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

FTEs 16.5 19.5 19.5 19.5 20.5 

Average initial review time for new 
commercial (in days) 17 33 33 33  

Cycle time for new commercial (in days) 75 77 96 95  

# of new commercial applications 
reviewed 324 395 457 464 500 

Ratio new commercial apps/FTEs 19.6 20.2 23.4 43.6 24.4 

FTEs based on benchmark comparison benchmark 20.2 23.3 43.4 25.5 

# health applications received and 
processed 444 477 523 533 600 

% initial commercial plan reviews 
completed within LDC mandated time of 
21 days 56% 22% 25% 23% 35% 

% of on-time commercial zoning reviews 92% 92% 91% 90%  

 

As an example of refining the data to more appropriately represent a performance 

standard, the tracking of Full Time Employees (FTEs) by year should be combined with 

the data for the number of new commercial applications reviewed to establish a ratio that 

reflects the number of reviews performed per FTE per year. The Performance Standard 

could be that staffing levels are established to achieve a ratio of reviews to FTEs of 20.2. 

Several of the Performance Standards above attempt to measure an elapsed time that 

includes time that is not within the control of the Department. An example would be the 

tracking of the total cycle time for plan review on new commercial projects. While it is 

appropriate to monitor the time the City had control of the plans during the review 

process, such as is reflected in the second row of information in the table, the total cycle 

time includes the time that the plans were under the exclusive control of the applicant. A 

preferable way to present this information is to identify the specific target time for review 

that should be achieved 90% of the time and then measure how frequently (%) that the 
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target was met. In the case of plan reviews we have recommended times in the table 

below for initial review and have recommended these times be reduced by 50% for each 

resubmittal.  

The Commercial Plan Review Performance Standards include a measurement for new 

commercial applications; however, it is not clear whether this represents all applications 

for commercial review including commercial remodels and repairs or just new buildings. 

As projects such as remodels can represent a significant portion of the total plan review 

workload, it is appropriate that they be included and the description of projects be 

properly identified in the performance standards table.  

96.  Recommendation: The category descriptions in the Performance Standards 

for Commercial Plan Review should be modified to clearly reflect what is 

being measured. 

 

The inclusion of the number of Health applications reviewed in the table but not similar 

entries for Austin Fire, Austin Water and Austin Energy application reviews is confusing. 

On the organization chart for the Commercial Review Division these employees are 

identified as not part of PDRD and collectively as the Specific Review group. We would 

recommend that all of the outside agencies be included in the table and that the 

performance standards be written in the form of achieving a specified turnaround time at 

least 90% of the time. Based on interviews with staff from the other reviewing groups, 

these representatives indicated they consistently complete their reviews prior to Building 

staff finishing their reviews. The amended budget report for FY 13-14 Fire Plan Review 

indicated they expected to meet their plan review turnaround target times only 60% of the 

time. At this rate, Fire staff still believes they complete their reviews approximately one 

week earlier than Building staff. 

97. Recommendation: The Performance Standards table should include 

turnaround time performance standards for Austin/Travis County Health, 

Austin Fire, Austin Water and Austin Energy (Specific Review Group). 

It was clear from our reviews that the current staffing levels fail to provide sufficient 

resources to consistently meet the desired performance standards. We have made 

numerous recommendations throughout this report identifying the need to add inspection 

and building plan review staff in order to achieve the City’s publicly stated performance 

expectations. Our focus has been on those areas most frequently identified as failing to 

meet customer expectations. However, with the implementation of our recommendations 

we anticipate that those functions in building inspection and plan review will demonstrate 

a significant improvement in overall performance. It is very conceivable the performance 

of these Sections will no longer represent the “weak link” in the process. With additional 

tracking of the performance of the other departments involved in the plan review process 



 

Austin, Texas 146 Zucker Systems 

it will be readily apparent when the performance in those Sections becomes the 

“bottleneck” in the process. At that point in time it will become management’s 

responsibility to increase resources as appropriate to achieve the performance standards 

the customers expect. 

98. Recommendation: Enhanced tracking of turnaround times for the Specific 

Review Groups should be closely monitored by Management to determine 

when additional staff resources should be allocated.  

The Performance Standard table includes a measure of how frequently the Commercial 

Section meets what is described as the Code mandated turnaround time for initial 

commercial plan review. We do believe it is important to establish a turnaround time 

standard for initial plan reviews. Reviewing the table data indicates that the Section has 

failed to meet the mandate, in some cases by substantial margins, during any of the 4 

previously recorded years. As written in the Performance Standard table this Performance 

Standard would appear to be a very strong indicator of the overall effectiveness of the 

Section. In our customer surveys and stakeholder meetings customers expressed great 

frustration over what they believed was the City’s practice of ignoring this mandated 

requirement. This perception has contributed to an often-expressed feeling of mistrust 

when dealing with City staff. We believe it is important to establish an appropriate 

performance standard for initial plan reviews of commercial projects.  

In our studies we recommend that plan review turnaround times be prominently posted 

and that extraordinary efforts be taken to confirm these targets are consistently met. 

Further, we believe that it is appropriate to establish different plan review turnaround 

targets for projects based on their size and complexity so as to avoid having small 

projects unnecessarily wait behind large projects. To a certain degree this principal has 

been incorporated into the Department’s practice of establishing 7-day projects and 21-

day projects. Recognizing that we have recommended elsewhere that these standards be 

relabeled to reflect business days rather than calendar days (5 days and 15 days 

respectively), we recommend that those projects currently labeled 21-day review projects 

be further differentiated into categories representing projects above $1,000,000 valuation 

and those below that threshold. Our recommendation is that projects with valuations 

above $1,000,000 be completed in 20 business days and those below $1,000,000 be 

completed within 15 business days. Also, we support a position that would establish 

turnaround times for subsequent plan review to be approximately one-half the original 

submittal target time. We recommend the plan review turnaround times be adjusted as 

reflected in the table below in order to be consistent with those standards we see in other 

jurisdictions with characteristics similar to Austin. The Performance Standard should 

indicate these target time frames are expected to be met at least 90% of the time.  

The Performance Standards for Commercial Plan Review are shown in Chapter II.  
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As reflected in the approved Budget for FY 14-15, the Department only expects to reach 

their established target review times 35% of the time for the coming year. Establishing a 

performance standard that the Department does not intend to meet at least 90% of the 

time has little relevance. The Department needs to either request additional staffing 

sufficient to consistently meet the established performance standard or dramatically 

reduce the standard to reflect the actual performance levels. Continuing the current 

practice simply undermines the public’s trust in the organization.  

In Chapter III, we have calculated the backlog for commercial plan reviews and 

determined that there is a backlog of 79 applications. Until this backlog is removed it will 

not be possible to use performance standards for this function.. The Commercial Plan 

review Division is currently using overtime and two temporary staff but these will not be 

sufficient to remove the backlog.  

Staffing Levels 

A review of the Commercial Plans Review Sections performance indicated that the 

current target date of 21 days for initial plan review is only being reached 25% of the 

time and the average length of time is 40 days. As stated above, we believe there is little 

value in advertising a turnaround time of 21 days when it is rarely met. Given the size 

and complexity of commercial projects currently being submitted for plan review in 

Austin, we believe a more appropriate target turnaround time should be 28 calendar days 

(20 business days). This standard is consistent with the recommendations we have 

provided to other jurisdictions similar to Austin. Adjusting this target from 21 calendar 

days to 28 calendar days will improve the percentage of compliance but still leave a 

significant gap from our recommendation that this new target be achieved a minimum of 

90% of the time. Looking at the current percentage compliance of 25% for the 21-day 

target and an average of 40 days for initial reviews, it could be estimated that achieving 

the 90% compliance level would reveal a number closer to 60 days for initial reviews. 

These numbers indicate there is a serious shortage of staffing resources. 

99. Recommendation: The target turnaround time for major commercial projects 

exceeding $1 million in valuation should be 20 business days and met 90% of 

the time. 

One of the difficulties associated with establishing appropriate staffing levels is the 

existence of a backlog of projects. As discussed elsewhere in the report, it is essential that 

the backlog be eliminated through the utilization of temporary outside plan review 

consultants. Until the backlog is eliminated, it is not possible to identify the actual cycle 

times for a typical project review. Also complicating this effort is the lack of any existing 

process to measure plan review workload units. The process of establishing appropriate 

staffing levels should be a matter of measuring the incoming workload and comparing the 
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total of those units against staff’s capacity to complete those units. It should be the Chief 

Plans Examiner’s responsibility to develop and review weekly reports that compares the 

total workload against existing available resources. When the workload exceeds the 

available resources then actions, including the use of overtime, comp time or retaining 

outside plan review consultants, should be implemented before a backlog is created.  

100. Recommendation: The existing backlog for commercial plan review 

needs to be eliminated through the use of outside plan review consultants. 

101. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner should develop a system 

of establishing plan review workload units. 

102. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner should periodically 

compare incoming workload units against existing staff’s capacity to 

complete the work and adjust resources as needed to maintain target dates. 

 

The City has recently completed a building permit fee study for the purpose of 

establishing the appropriate fees to assess customers to offset the cost of the services 

provided during the permit review and inspection process. In the simplest terms, such a 

study would include determining which staff works on a specific type of permit, how 

much they cost the City, and how long they must work to complete their assigned work 

for that permit. The City, by adopting this fee schedule, has contributed data that would 

help establish the duration of time that a plans examiner would spend on projects of 

varying size and complexity. This data should be consulted as a starting point in 

establishing plan review workload units. 

103. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner should consult the recent 

Fee Study as an aid in determining plan review workload units. 

 

In addition to referring to the recent fee study for guidance on establishing plan review 

workload units, the invoices provided by outside plan review consultants will help 

identify the time duration required to complete plan reviews on those projects that they 

perform. 



 

Austin, Texas 149 Zucker Systems 

104. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner should consult invoices 

provided by plan review consultants to help establish plan review workload 

units. 

It appears clear that additional plan review staff resources will be needed if the City is 

going to commit to achieving our recommended plan review turnaround times at least 

90% of the time. Without a current method for measuring plan review workload, it is not 

possible to use that method to provide a specific recommendation for the number of 

additional plan review staff that will be needed to achieve the new turnaround standards. 

However, the process of establishing a plans examiner career ladder and initial 

recruitment of candidates could be commenced while the process of developing workload 

units is underway.  

105. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct staff to complete 

plans examiner job description revisions and initiate a recruitment process 

concurrent with the development of plan review workload units.  

 

In lieu of having the ability to utilize workload units to establish staffing level needs, the 

use of the previously discussed method of establishing a ratio between activity level and 

staffing (FTEs) as identified specifically in Table 29 (Performance Standards for 

Commercial Building Plan Review) should be considered. Using the data from this table, 

based on a benchmark year of 2011 then the Commercial Review Section should be 

staffed with 25.5 FTEs to be consistent with the staffing ratio established in 2011. 

Achieving this staffing level will require the addition of five (5) new positions. Selecting 

2011 as a benchmark year was based solely on the fact that it was the latest year for 

which we had complete data. To be consistent with the 2011 staffing ratio these position 

should be allocated across all of the positions in the Section. 

106. Recommendation: The staffing level in the Commercial Review Section 

should be augmented with five (5) positions.   

 

As discussed under the prior recommendation to add additional combination inspectors, 

we encourage jurisdictions to utilize qualified outside plan review consultants in 

conjunction with hiring additional full-time staff. The use of consultants can help address 

sudden increases in workload and provide support on day-to-day activities that can 

become very burdensome for existing staff when they are being asked to assume 

additional responsibilities associated with the hiring of new staff. 
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107. Recommendation: The Building Official should utilize the services of 

qualified plan review consultants to immediately respond to peak workload 

demands and to relieve staff during the training of new employees. 

D. POLICY ISSUES 

Plans Examiner Career Ladder 

There should also be a career ladder created for the Plans Examiner position that reflects 

the increased minimum qualifications for the positions. Jurisdictions frequently structure 

the career ladder for the Plans Examiners to start at a pay scale above the highest non-

supervisor level in Inspections for residential plans examiners that are certified but not 

graduate engineers or architects (PE I). This classification would also apply for a 

Certified Commercial Plans Examiner reviewing trade disciplines. Graduate Engineers or 

Architects that have not been licensed but have qualified for Certification would be 

classified as a Plans Examiner II and Licensed Architect and Professional Engineers with 

Certifications would be classified as Plans Examiner III. An example of a career ladder 

for the position of Commercial Plans Examiner is provided below. 

Table 30 

Plans Examiner Career Ladder 

Position Title Qualifications Relative Pay 

Plans Examiner I (PE I) 
ICC Certification – Not Engineer 
or Architect Grad  Inspector C + 5% 

Plans Examiner II (PE II) 
Grad Engineer or Architect 
w/Certification Plans Examiner I + 10% 

Plan Examiner III  
P.E. or Lic Architect 
w/Certification Plans Examiner II + 15% 

108. Recommendation: A career ladder should be completed for the 

Commercial Plan Examiner position to reflect increasing levels of 

qualifications. 

Many Best Practice jurisdictions have acknowledged the benefits of having plans 

examiners with prior field inspection experience. These individuals have a unique 

understanding of the kind of information that needs to be included on approved plans in 

order for field inspectors to be able to do their job. Creating a career ladder for the Plans 

Examiner position that would represent a pay increase for employees currently in the 

Inspector C classification would provide an incentive for these experienced inspectors to 

ultimately transition into an office position that is less physically challenging than field 

inspection.  
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109. Recommendation: Experienced Inspectors should be encouraged to 

pursue employment as a Plans Examiner as a means of extending their career 

with the City.  

E. PROCESS ISSUES 

Commercial Intake Counter 

The Commercial Plan Review Intake Counter is one of three locations where building 

plans may be submitted. This process can create confusion for the applicant and does not 

take advantage of the potential benefits of consolidating all plan intake staff in a single 

location. By consolidating all intake staff in a single location and providing appropriate 

cross-training the Department would benefit by being able to reassign staff quickly to 

respond to changes in workload demands and being able to better respond to both short 

and long-term staff absences. We recognize that currently the job duties of the staff 

supporting the Commercial plan intake and review process differ significantly from those 

of the Residential intake staff. Generally the Commercial intake staff receive and perform 

preliminary zoning reviews for more complex projects and also serve as a “Project Case 

Manager” tracking the project through the review process and frequently until 

completion. Prior to initiating a cross-training program these differences will need to be 

reconciled and appropriate adjustments made to existing job descriptions in order to 

reflect the additional duties that would be imposed upon the current Residential intake 

staff. Due to current office space configuration constraints it may not be possible to 

implement such a change at this point but should be seriously considered in the future if 

office space constraints can be overcome. 

110. Recommendation: Commercial Intake Counter staff should be cross-

trained with other intake staff with the long-term goal of consolidating all 

intakes into single location. 

111. Recommendation: The Department should hire a designer to create a 

space plan for One Texas Center that would consolidate all plan intake 

operations into a single public counter.  

 

Expedited Review 

The customer’s desire to attempt to have their projects qualify for an Quick Turn-Around 

Review when the project clearly does not qualify, demonstrates a service need that is not 

being met. Customers seem to be faced with a choice of a one-day plan review or a four-
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week plan review. We believe customers should have an option to request a quicker 

turnaround for any plan review if they are willing to pay the additional cost associated 

with providing this service. Many jurisdictions faced with this challenge utilize the 

temporary services of an outside plan review consultant. A fee should be established to 

provide this enhanced level of service. Other jurisdictions that have established expedited 

review program have established an additional fee either equal to the normal fee or by 

tracking actual costs as a means of recovering the additional costs for this service. The 

enhanced service is typically provided through the use of overtime for existing staff 

and/or the use of outside consultant services. Other Departments or Divisions that would 

be expected to review and approve the plans in the reduced time frame should also 

establish a fee sufficient to cover their additional costs.  

See the Department wide discussion of Expedited Review in Chapter III. 

Project Managers 

A complaint expressed by customers and confirmed by staff is that correction lists 

provided by the various departments and agencies that review commercial plans are not 

reviewed for potential conflicts before being distributed to the applicant. The approach 

leaves the applicant in the difficult position of trying to resolve the conflicting corrections 

with each group separately. This is an outstanding example of silos existing within the 

Department and the process. We believe the Department should designate Project 

Managers to perform this service of resolving potential conflicting requirements between 

reviewing groups. We also believe a role of the Project Manager is to monitor the 

progress of projects assigned to them to confirm that appropriate progress is being made 

to meet the target timeframes for review completion. In the case of Building Permits we 

believe the appropriate Project Manager should be the Plans Examiner assigned to the 

project. We are aware that one of the responsibilities currently assigned to the 

Commercial Planners is to act as “Project Case Managers” and believe that they can 

make a valuable contribution to the process, however, feedback from customers indicates 

that further improvements in this area is desirable. We have traditionally recommended 

that Plan Examiners assume this project management assignment but also recognize that 

some of these responsibilities could be shared with other staff. 

112. Recommendation: Plans Examiners should be designated to perform 

Project Manager responsibilities for commercial projects. 

 

One of the key components of a Project Manager program is the assignment of 

appropriate authority to the Project Manager to initiate change in the review process. This 

approach has been successfully implemented in other organizations by creating 

Memorandums of Understandings (MOU’s) that define the expectations of all 
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participants and identifies the steps the Project Manager should take to help ensure the 

terms of the mutual agreements are honored. An example of terms of the agreement 

would be for all parties committing to complete plan reviews within a designated 

timeframe. 

113. Recommendation: Existing Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) 

should be updated as necessary to clearly identify performance expectations 

and the authority of designated Project Managers in seeking compliance with 

terms of the MOU. 

 

Quality Control 

It is clear from the number of complaints received from the customers and staff that there 

is a need to improve the overall quality of plan review services. While the section has 

numerous checklists and procedures in place, there is no program in place to periodically 

audit the employee’s work to confirm that plan reviews are being performed in a uniform 

and consistent manner. The level of inconsistency among plans examiners has reached a 

level that has resulted in customers routinely attempting to “game the system” in order to 

avoid some plans examiners. Customers stated to us that they will instruct their 

employees to delay submitting a set of plans on a specific day if there is a chance that the 

project will be assigned to a plans examiner that they have had difficulty with in the past. 

As another example of “gaming the system,” some designers routinely request a pre-

submittal meeting with a specific plans examiner because it has been the Department’s 

practice to automatically assign that project to the plans examiner who attended the pre-

submittal meeting. Customers have rightfully determined that by utilizing this pre-

submittal meeting system they are virtually guaranteed that their project will be assigned 

to the plans examiner of their choice. 

114. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner needs to modify the 

process of assigning projects to Plans Examiners in order to eliminate the 

practice of customers selecting the Plans Examiner for their project. 

115. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner needs to direct the Plan 

Review Coordinators to periodically conduct audits of the reviews completed 

by their assigned Plan Examiners. 
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One of the complaints consistently expressed by customers in confidential surveys and 

focus group meetings was the lack of comprehensiveness of initial plan reviews. 

Customers believe that Plans Examiners, due to workload backlog, rush through initial 

plan reviews in order to try to meet turnaround times and only identify a few required 

corrections as the basis for rejecting the plans. After the designer has made the identified 

corrections and resubmitted the plans, the Plans Examiner then performs a more 

comprehensive review and identifies more items, many of which should have been 

identified during the initial check. This process is not only very frustrating for the 

designer but it also tends to add additional plan review cycles and therefore costs to the 

project. 

116. Recommendation: All first reviews to be comprehensive and included in 

the Plan Review Audit Program.  

 

For the Audit Program to be effective, the observations obtained during the audit program 

should be incorporated into future in-house training programs and reflected on individual 

employee performance evaluations.  

117. Recommendation: Observations for the Audit Program should be used 

to improve the in-house training program and individual performance. 

 

This report is recommending the use of outside plan review consultants to reduce the 

current backlog and to provide short-term plan review services during the process of 

recruiting additional plan review staff. An audit program to confirm the quality of the 

services they provide, particularly when enforcing code amendments unique to Austin, 

should also accompany the use of consultants. 

118. Recommendation: The Plan Review Audit Program should include a 

process for periodically reviewing the work performed by outside plan review 

consultants, particularly as it applies to enforcing local amendments. 

 

Quick Turn-Around Plan Reviews 

We strongly support the need to have a program that accommodates the needs of 

customers submitting minor projects. This type of program is typically designed to allow 
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customers to avoid submitting their projects through the regular system that takes a very 

long time to receive the review. While there is an additional charge to participate in this 

program ($47), the ability have the plans reviewed in 1 day versus 7 days or 35+ days 

provides a substantial incentive for customers to press hard to have their projects 

qualified under this program. Unfortunately, this environment has led some customers to 

suggest that staff favoritism may play a role in determining whether a project would be 

allowed to participate in the process. Some customers complain that this is more likely to 

occur when the submitting customer is a former employee of the Department. To 

maintain trust with the public, it is essential that claims of potential favoritism be 

investigated and corrective actions taken as appropriate for the situation. It would also be 

useful to have the supervisor include the subject of projects qualifying for Quick Turn-

Around in a future in-house training program. 

119. Recommendation: The Chief Plans Examiner should monitor the 

process used to determine when projects qualify for Quick Turn-Around 

Reviews to confirm the absence of any staff favoritism. 

 

The staff assigned to perform Quick Turn-Around Reviews is the same staff performing 

all other commercial plans reviews. These projects, though numerous, typically are of 

limited complexity. Most other jurisdictions assign these types of projects to plans 

examiners with limited experience or qualifications. Currently there is only one 

classification for Plans Examiners. Under our recommendation for a Plans Examiner 

career ladder, these small projects could be assigned to employees in the Plans Examiner 

I classification which would free up more qualified plans Examiners to focus their 

attention on performing the plan reviews of more complex projects that are 

commensurate with their skill level. 

120. Recommendation: With the creation of a career ladder for Plans 

Examiners, Quick Turn-Around Reviews should be assigned exclusively to 

employees in the Plans Examiner I position. 
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VI. COMPREHENSIVE 
PLANNING/URBAN DESIGN 
DIVISIONS 

A. PROFILE 

Authority 

Article X of the Austin City Code establishes comprehensive planning "as a continuous 

and ongoing governmental function in order to promote and strengthen the existing role, 

processes and powers of the City of Austin to prepare, adopt and implement a 

comprehensive plan to guide, regulate and manage the future development within the 

corporate limits and extraterritorial jurisdiction of the city to assure the most appropriate 

and beneficial use of land, water and other natural resources, consistent with the public 

interest." 

Organization 

The organization for the Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions is shown 

in Figure 17. The staff and functions are shown in Table 31. These may not match the 

current staffing but were accurate at the time we did our research. Comprehensive 

Planning and Urban Design are actually considered as two separate Divisions that both 

report to an Assistant Director. This may be primarily a sematic distinction since they 

both report to the same Assistant.  
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Figure 17 

Organization of Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions  

 

 

Staffing  

The staff positions and brief description of their responsibilities, as of October 1, 2014, 

are shown below in Table 31. 

 

Matthew Lewis
Assistant Director

Alan Holt
Planner Principal

Tonya 
Swartzendruber
Planner Principal

Small Area Plans

Elizabeth Smith
Planner Sr

Robert Franco-
Tayar 

Planner Sr

Humberto Rey
Dvpt Srv Prcs Co

Jorge Rousselin
Dvpt Srv Prcs Co

Sylvia Leon 
Guerrero

Planner Sr

Carol Haywood
Dvpt Srv Mgr

Jim Robertson
Dvpt Srv Mgr

Donna Arwood
Admin Specialist

Vacant
Admin Sr

Mark Walters
Planner 
Principal

Katie Mulholland
Planner Sr

Robert Anderson
Planner III

Francis Reilly
Planner Sr

Maureen 
Meredith

Planner Sr

Comprehensive 
Plan

Paul DiGiuseppe
Planner Principal

Jennifer Denton
Planner III

Kathleen Fox
Planner Sr

Ming-Ru Chu
Planner III

Jennifer Todd
Planner Sr

Implementation

Stevie 
Greathouse

Planner Principal

Jackie Chuter
Planner Sr

Margaret 
Valenti

Planner Sr

Neighborhood 
Asst Center

Carol Gibbs
Planner Sr

Vacant
Planner Sr

Jody Zemel
Planner Sr

Vacant
Planner Sr

Demographics

Ryan Robinson
Dvpt Srvs Prcs 

Co

Urban Design
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Table 31 

Staff and Functions in Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions  

Position Title 
Number 

of 
Positions 

Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 Manages Divisions  Director 
Dvpt Srv Mgr 1 Manages Comprehensive Planning Division Assistant Director 

Admin Spec 1 
Administrative support to Develop Services 
Manager 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Neighborhood/Small Area Planning 
Principal Planner 1 Oversees the area planning processes Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Senior Planner 2 
Project leads on specific small-area and 
neighborhood planning projects 

Principal Planner 

Planner III 2 
Corridor and neighborhood planning project 
support 

Principal Planner 

Comprehensive Plan  

Planner Principal 1 
Supervises the Imagine Austin Team and 
provides comprehensive plan support to 
other divisions 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Senior Planner 1 

Supports Imagine Austin Speakers Series, 
reviews zoning cases for plan consistency, 
and provides liaison with other departments 
and PDRD divisions 

Principal Planner 

Planner III 1 
Supports Imagine Austin outreach, media, 
and liaison programs 

Principal Planner 

Comprehensive Plan Implementation 

Planner Principal 1 

Supervision of PDRD Implementation Team 
members and liaison to Capital Planning 
Office and other CIP related planning 
processes. 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Planner Sr 2 
Staff support of Neighborhood Plan Contact 
Teams and maintenance of the Small Area 
Plans' Recommendation Database. 

Planner Principal 

Neighborhood Assistance Center 

Planner Sr 2 

Provides neighborhood advisor services, 
information and referral, liaison with 
CodeNEXT, and outreach to neighborhood 
organizations 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Demographics 

Dvpt Srvs Prcs Co 1 
Performs demographic analysis and 
specialized mapping for PDRD and other 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 
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Position Title 
Number 

of 
Positions 

Responsibilities Reports To 

City departments 
Urban Design 
Dvpt Srv Mgr 1 Manages Urban Design Division Assistant Director 

Admin Sr 1 
Provides administrative services to the 
Development Services Manager 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Dvpt Srv Prcs Co 2 

Project management and plan and program 
implementation for corridor, streetscape, 
and other small area plan areas, and 
project management for  public realm 
design and construction projects 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Planner Principal 2 

Project management, and plan and 
program implementation for corridor, 
streetscape, and other small area plan 
areas, and project management for public 
realm design and construction projects.  

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Planner Sr 3 
Planning and design support for TOD, 
corridor planning, and "Great Streets" 
initiative 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 

TOTAL 26   
 

Performance Measurements and Accomplishments 

Table 32 presents some of the major tasks achieved since 2011 by the Comprehensive 

Planning and Urban Design Division’s staff. The Divisions indicates they are working on 

new performance measures which is excellent. 

 

Table 32 

Performance Measures for Neighborhood Assistance, Planning, Urban Design 

Activity 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

FTEs 4 4 4 4 2 

# Requests for information completed per 
Neighborhood Advisor 

376 269 260 250 275 

# Requests for information submitted per 
Neighborhood Advisor 

374 269 260 250 275 
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Activity 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

Neighborhood Planning      

 FTEs 20 20 20 22 17 

# of neighborhood plans adopted by the City 
Council 

2 2 0 3 0 

# of neighborhood plans scheduled on Planning 
Commission agenda 

2 2 0 3 0 

% participants satisfied with the Planning process 90.50% 94.4% 0% 70% 0 

Urban Design      

FTEs 9 9 9 9 9 

# of downtown Great Streets block faces planned 
per year 

2.5 10 34.5 9.5 14 

# new downtown Great Streets block faces 
completed per year 

3.5 8.5 4 9.5 17.5 

 

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 Recently (2012) adopted comprehensive plan; 

 The newly hired assistant director managing this division (s) has taken steps to 

improve staff morale in the Comprehensive Planning Division (section); 

 The division has been able to recruit highly qualified planners, designers, and 

other professionals;  

 Most staff members participated enthusiastically with efforts during this study; 

and 

 Staff members are located in the same building. 

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Management Structure 

The Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions have experienced 

organizational change over the past year as the City has made the transition from drafting 

and adopting the "Imagine Austin" comprehensive plan to the ongoing support of its 



 

Austin, Texas 162 Zucker Systems 

implementation and participation in the planning for CodeNEXT, the city’s project to 

revise the Land Development Code (LDC). Staff members previously tasked with 

supporting the Imagine Austin comprehensive plan consulting team have been gradually 

reassigned into plan implementation support roles such as GIS support (moved to PDRD 

Information Technology), neighborhood group liaison and continuing public education 

for Imagine Austin. 

The work of the Urban Design Division has remained largely unchanged. Urban Design 

did not play a significant role in the creation of Imagine Austin.   

More significantly, the former assistant director responsible for this division retired after 

the adoption of Imagine Austin, leaving the position vacant between January and October 

of 2014. Because this retirement had been long anticipated, the division staff experienced 

an extended period of uncertainty and speculation regarding its future course of direction. 

With the recruitment and hiring of a replacement, from another nearby community, 

further changes in the Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions  

organization are expected – even during the stages of completing this study.  

In meeting with the divisions staff members just a few weeks after the new assistant 

director started work, there were many expressions of optimism in the Comprehensive 

Planning Division. 

Project Planning and Team Management 

Small area/neighborhood and corridor planning/design activities are organized in project 

teams, with an assigned project lead directing day-to-day work. These are relatively small 

interdisciplinary teams with staff levels adjusted as needed during the various stages of a 

project. Some of the team members, especially those with specialized design skills, may 

be assigned to more than one team at a single time.  

Based on data extracted from the Division staff's timesheets, some of the projects 

executed during 2014 included the following: 

Table 33 

Major FY2014 Project Planning and Support Initiatives  

Project Name or Support Function 
Number 
of Staff 

Assigned 

2014 
Hours 
Spent 

Colony Park (NHCD) 3 139 
South Austin Combined Neighborhood Plan 8 1,863 
Land Development Code Revisions 4 444 
Burnet Rd. Corridor Plan 3 1,009 
Imagine Austin Implementation 7 4,663 
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Organizing and managing project teams with team members drawn, as needed, from the 

line organization is considered a best practice. Missing in this organizational arrangement 

are any truly effective project planning tools or reports. The City's timekeeping methods 

have provided a task I.D. coding system, which has allowed, with some consistencies, 

division staff to include project codes ongoing support task function codes on their 

timesheets. This has allowed the capture of data for hours spent on major projects and 

ongoing support functions over time. Upon request, managers in the division can receive 

reports summarizing this data. This data, when entered consistently allows managers to: 

 Keep projects on track with published schedules and deadlines; 

 Measure the performance of staff members on individual projects and as a whole; 

 Identify staff and resource allocation issues such as overload or assignment of 

redundant skills; and 

 Form project staffing baseline data that can be used for future project planning, 

budgeting, and support of division staffing requests. 

121. Recommendation: Implement the consistent use of and entry of Task 

Order Codes on timesheets used by all Comprehensive Planning and Urban 

Design Divisions staff members. 

122. Recommendation: Create or improve the quality of existing monthly 

project and ongoing task performance reports based on data extracted from 

timesheet data. 

 

There appears to be no management plan or system in place for executing future 

neighborhood/small area and corridor plan updates or master planning efforts for the 

regional, community, and neighborhood centers envisioned in the Imagine Austin plan.  

123. Recommendation: Establish a management plan for updating existing 

neighborhood/small area plans and for creating new plans for corridor 

development, regional/community/neighborhood center master plans for the 

future intensive development areas specified in Imagine Austin. 
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Demographer 

The role of an urban demographer is to document and forecast the demands for future 

city services, infrastructure, and territory needed to direct city investments and growth 

policies in an orderly manner. In Austin, the City's demographer fills a standalone 

position reporting to the development services manager responsible for plan 

implementation. There is little oversight or accountability for this position, particularly 

since the demographer is frequently requested by the City Manager and others to perform 

tasks outside of PDRD. It is important that a city of the size and stature of Austin 

maintains the capabilities of a credentialed demographer, but there needs to be a clear 

understanding of the capabilities, functions, and deliverables of this position--particularly 

now, after Imagine Austin has been adopted. The current role and products produced is 

far too limited. This position should be integrated into the departmental work program 

and include a backup resource (succession planning). 

In implementing the comprehensive plan demographic analysis needs to alter its focus 

toward plan implementation and its related issues and constraints, such as: 

 Continuous validation of past growth projections. 

 Provision of urgently needed detail regarding recent and projected population 

growth due to natural increase versus in-migration and anticipated City 

annexation. 

 Projections of family formation, senior service demands, and single-living 

accommodations. These types of issues have substantial influence on future 

housing needs and resulting development densities. 

 Validation of the holding capacities of areas designated in Imagine Austin for 

redevelopment, future growth areas, and future envisioned activity centers.  

124. Recommendation: Prepare a work program, accountability 

measurements, and schedule of deliverables for the City Demographer that 

better integrates this position's role into the Comprehensive Planning and 

Urban Design Divisions. 

 

D. POLICY ISSUES 

Imagine Austin Implementation 

Imagine Austin was adopted unanimously by City Council on June 15, 2012. From the 

very beginnings of the process to create the plan, the Austin City Council mandated that 
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sustainability, as it would be defined by community input, be the foundation of the plan. 

Upon the completion of the planning process, sustainability became defined, in part, by 

the establishment of complete communities across the city. These are places where one’s 

daily needs (housing, goods and services, employment, recreation, elements of nature, 

etc.) could be available within a short pedestrian, bicycle, transit, or car trip. The 

framework for the development of these communities is expressed in the the plan’s 

Growth Concept Map which directs Austin to grow into a city of compact urban centers 

of varying intensity connected by activity corridors. These corridors serve the dual 

purposes of being multi-modal transportation corridors and becoming places providing 

daily needs. 

Central to Imagine Austin is the projected population growth. The plan projects an 

additional 750,000 people to live within Austin and its extraterritorial jurisdiction by 

2039. The activity centers, activity corridors, and context-sensitive infill development are 

central to accommodating this increase. The centers are distributed across the city and 

ETJ: 

 6 regional centers, each hosting anticipated populations of 25,000 to 45,000; 

 8 town centers, each with populations ranging between 10,000 and 30,000; 

 12 neighborhood centers with populations of 5,000 to 10,000 residents; and  

 9 job centers each accommodating varying numbers of jobs, depending on size 

and location. 

While the plan’s goals of creating a city of more compact and connected communities 

have met community support; they have also engendered vocal opposition from members 

of the community who question the veracity of the benefits of complete, compact, and 

connected communities and view this approach as a way to densify the city. Many of 

these opponents also view the comprehensive plan as a means to undermine the authority 

of neighborhood plans. Attempting to address their concerns while still advancing the 

goals of Imagine Austin has and will be a central challenge for PDRD. This will be 

mainly the responsibility of the Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions.  

A City Council mandate from the late 1990s to initiate a neighborhood planning program 

to develop plans for established, urban core neighborhoods has been a significant City of 

Austin planning function for a decade and a half. During this period very little planning 

attention has been given to developing area on the periphery of the city. Although a major 

focus of Imagine Austin, no significant planning attention has been given to the centers 

and corridors in these areas since the plans adoption.  

125. Recommendation: Comprehensive Planning should focus greater plan 

implementation and master planning resources on the regional, community, 
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and neighborhood centers that are identified in the Growth Concepts Map of 

Imagine Austin. 

 

As time passes, the land areas in the vicinities of the identified regional, town, and 

neighborhood centers will experience increased development pressure. If left unplanned 

and zoned for low-density suburban or estate development, these undeveloped or partially 

developed areas will be at increasing risk of permanent loss due to preemptive low 

density development. Procedures are needed to reserve these areas for future activity 

center development. 

Following the adoption of Imagine Austin, the City of Austin began implementation of 

the priority programs including updating the City's Land Development Code with the 

CodeNEXT project. While the CodeNEXT consulting team's Land Development 

Diagnosis Report identified the future emergence of the proposed activity centers and the 

requirements for appropriate zoning, the report underplayed the importance of these areas 

as the containers of most of Austin's future growth. Most of the CodeNEXT main focus 

to date has been on existing neighborhoods, downtown, and other established areas. The 

greatest opportunities for future community building and implementing the goals of the 

comprehensive plan will be in the Greenfield development center areas where the largest 

share of Austin's future inhabitants will reside. 

126. Recommendation: Add emphasis to Imagine Austin's proposed new 

regional, town, and neighborhood centers in the CodeNEXT LDC update 

process. 

 

Comprehensive plans in most urban cities in the U.S. include infrastructure elements with 

accompanying maps that conceptualize long-range utility service areas, treatment plants, 

and other key utility components. These are not present in the Imagine Austin plan. 

While the plan does provide reference to the need to coordinate with Austin Utilities and 

other agencies in their infrastructure planning efforts, there is little regard to the enormity 

of extending infrastructure and expanding (nearly doubling) capacities to accommodate 

the City's projected growth over the next 25 years.  

127. Recommendation: Working with Austin Utilities and departments 

responsible for other infrastructure services, prepare and adopt an 

infrastructure element for Imagine Austin. 
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The same principle applies to long-range transportation facilities needed to support 

Envision Central Texas. The 2035 Regional Transportation Plan of the Capital Area 

Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) has based its improvement 

recommendations on a series of large, medium, and small growth centers that appear to 

be based in the City's 1979 Comprehensive Plan for contiguous, circumferential 

development rather than the decentralized satellite activity centers in the current Plan. 

Inserting the activity centers depicted in the Growth Concept Map Centers of Imagine 

Austin is likely to have substantial impact on CAMPO's transportation modeling and 

planning outcome, as the organization undertakes its 2040 plan update.  

128. Recommendation: Continue coordination activities with the Capital 

Area Metropolitan Planning Organization to include the Growth Concept 

Centers Map in their transportation planning process. 

 

Although the following may veer off our normal analysis and trend into the planning 

area, we think it is worth the City considering the following alternatives: 

 Hire a seasoned real estate development professional at the Assistant Director 

level to head up a small task force (new hires and/or PDRD staff) aimed 

specifically in forming a New Communities Development Strategy. 

 Based on the priorities established in the New Communities Development Strategy 

(above), retain the services of a real estate development consultant to undertake 

site selection, acquire land options, and lead in the formation of development 

venture entities. 

 At the Mayoral and City Manager levels, ensure that all City departments 

responsible for streets, parks, utilities, and other infrastructure are working in 

accord with the concepts of Imagine Austin and the priorities specified in the New 

Communities Development Strategy. The same applies to non-City entities such as 

school districts, county agencies, and the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning 

Organization. 

129. Recommendation: The City should consider the three planning 

strategies outlined above.  

 

Neighborhood and Small Area Planning 
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Neighborhood-level planning has been integral to the planning process in Austin for 

many years. Through formation of "neighborhood plan contact teams" (NPCTs), the 

current LDC allows NPCT members to initiate amendments to Future Land Use Map 

(FLUM) and affords them greater status in responding to zoning changes through 

submittal of a formal Contact Team Recommendation Letter. The focus on central city 

neighborhoods has also created inequity among those areas with neighborhood plans and 

those without. The capacity of Comprehensive Planning staff to address this inequity by 

creating plans and forming contact teams for those unplanned areas is hampered by 

resources and the time required creating these plans. In addition, continuing the 

approaches used in earlier planning efforts will result in increased staff attrition and the 

loss of experienced and talented planners. Ultimately, the decision as whether and how to 

address this inequality will be a political one and resides with the elected officials. 

The Comprehensive Planning Division includes a group in the organization structure 

called the Neighborhood Assistance Center. It was formed to assist neighborhood groups 

by providing guidance on code enforcement, neighborhood crime watch, trees and 

landscaping, community clean-ups, and similar topics. 

The importance of neighborhood planning was reaffirmed in the 2008-2012 Imagine 

Austin planning efforts through an extensive array of public meetings, workshops, social 

media, and other outreach efforts. The Imagine Austin plan document includes explicit 

reference to the continuing validity of established neighborhood plans and ongoing 

neighborhood, small area, and corridor planning projects. 

It appears, however, that the definition of the actual physical boundaries of 

neighborhoods has been inconsistent and, in some instances, incoherent. In the initial 

stages of neighborhood planning, boundaries were initiated by neighborhood associations 

and defined by those geographies rather than the traditional perception of a neighborhood 

(often based on school attendance patterns or common geographical characteristics). In 

many cases, the boundary line between two neighborhood plan areas would be the 

centerline of a major street--leaving the street faces to be addressed in separate planning 

projects. The acreages and population levels of neighborhood plan areas vary 

substantially. Some neighborhood organizations have been very active, others inactive.  

As of 2014, there are 53 active neighborhood planning areas (NPSs) with approved plans, 

4 that suspended plans, and 3 areas that have been designated as future NPAs. These 

NPAs cover a diminishing fraction of the City's land area. As the City continues to grow, 

it will be increasingly challenging for staff to maintain a cycle of plan updates, provide 

new planning initiatives for existing areas or neighborhoods that lack plans, or to support 

the planning requirements for the new communities that will emerge within the 26 or so 

new activity centers postulated in Imagine Austin. Staff in the Comprehensive Planning 

Division have recognized this challenge and have acted to redefine the neighborhood plan 

update cycle by performing plan updates for combined neighborhoods (such as in South 

Austin) and by placing greater emphasis on small-area or corridor plans, which can span 
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existing neighborhood boundaries. The City's recent "10-1" conversion toward 

representation is likely to influence further the future configuration of NPAs. 

130. Recommendation: Initiate a long-term process to consider redefining 

neighborhood planning boundaries and reorganize neighborhood contact 

groups into a larger, geographically coherent, and more manageable number 

of entities. 

 

The neighborhood advocacy functions of the Neighborhood Assistance Center and of 

some staff members in the Small Area Plan Implementation group are perceived by 

others in the Comprehensive Planning Division as being incompatible to the larger long-

range planning and design functions of the division. This has contributed to 

organizational stress, low morale, and the lack of consensus in the division's mission.  

131. Recommendation:. Provide stronger supervision, better definition of 

work programs, and measurable performance goals for the Neighborhood 

Assistance Center. 

 

E. PROCESS ISSUES 

Future Land Use Map (FLUM) Consistency Review 

The Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions are responsible for reviewing 

all permit applications for consistency with the FLUM. One staff member of the Imagine 

Austin implementation team and a principal planner conducts these reviews. This is the 

only role that the Comprehensive Planning and Urban Design Divisions have in the 

application development process. This is a routine task that seldom requires the 

proficiency of a principal planner. 

132. Recommendation: Delegate the FLUM consistency review to a 

subordinate position, or reassign it entirely to the Land Use Division while 

maintaining coordination with the Imagine Austin Implementation team. 
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VII. CURRENT PLANNING/CODENEXT 
The Current Planning Division is comprised of five (5) functions, including Zoning Case 

Management, Code Amendment, Annexation, Historic Preservation and One-Stop-Shop 

Support (OSS).  

 

Generally, the Zoning Code Management function is responsible for processing zoning 

and comprehensive plan map amendments and the Code Amendment function’s role is to 

manage the Code Amendment Process. The Annexation Function is responsible for the 

preparation and maintenance of the City’s 3-year Municipal Annexation Plan, processing 

Annexation applications, resolving Extraterritorial Jurisdiction boundary issues (ETJ) and 

processing special district proposals (e.g., Municipal Utility District (MUD) and Public 

Improvement Districts (PID). In addition, this program monitors the Texas Legislature, 

which meets every other year, from November to May, to identify, analyze, make 

recommendations on, and sometimes provide testimony at hearings on a dozen or so Bills 

that are proposed. Legislative monitoring is an important activity for the City because 

changes in the law can affect the way the City conducts business.  

 

The Historic Preservation program staff foster and coordinate historic preservation efforts 

in the City, such as permit processing. Finally, the OSS function administers the file 

archiving process for the Division.  

 

The Division is also responsible for interpreting zoning ordinances for community 

stakeholders through the Use Determination process.  

A. PROFILE 

Authority 

The Current Planning Division derives its authority from various local regulations 

contained in the City of Austin Charter and Code of Ordinances, such as Article 1, §6 and 

7, Title 2, Chapter 2-1, 2-5, etc., Title 25, Title 30 and various provisions contained in the 

Land Development Code. In addition, authority is gained from the Imagine Austin 

Comprehensive Plan and various Neighborhood Plans and other land use related codes 

and policies, as well as from federal law and a multitude of land use laws contained in the 

constitution and laws of the State of Texas, such as Chapters 211, 212, 213.002, 216, 242 

and 245, etc., of the Texas Local Government Code. 

Organization 

The Current Planning Division consists of 15 positions plus the Assistant Director as 

shown in Figure 18 with staff listed in Table 34. These may not match the current staffing 

but were accurate at the time we did our research. 
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Figure 18 

Current Planning Organizational Structure 

 

Staffing 

The Current Planning Division consists of 15 FTE’s as shown in Table 34 below. The 

Division is almost entirely funded by the City’s General fund, with some minor 

additional funding provided by the Expense Refund Fund and Grants. The span of control 

of the Division Manager appears appropriate given that the majority of professional line 

staff are managed by Principal level Planners.  

George Adams
Assistant Director

Greg Dutton
Planner Sr

Andrew Rivera
Admin Spec

Dora Anguiano
Admin Spec

Sherri Sirwaitis
Planner Sr

Lee Heckman
Planner Sr

Wendy Rhoades
Planner Principal

Tori Haase 
Planning Sr

Virginia Collier
Planner Principal

Steve Sadowsky
Planner Principal

Heather Chaffin
Planner Sr

Dee Dee 
Quinnelly

Planner Sr

Kalan 
Contreras 
Planner I

Jerry Rusthoven
Dvpt Srv Mrg

Vacant
Planner I

Lei Lonnie La 
Bonte

Admin Specialist

Zoning Case 
Management

Code 
Amendment Annexation Historic 

Preservation OSS Support

CodeNEXT Team

(See last section of this chapter)
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Table 34 

Current Planning Division Staffing  

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions  Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 
Manages Current Planning, CodeNEXT, 
Land Use Review and Development 
Assistance Center 

Director 

Current Planning 

Development Services 
Manager 1 

Manages the Current Planning Division. 
Directs operation of projects and 
programs and develops policies and 
procedures; Prepares financial 
summary/reports for management 
review. Develops and establish goals 
and priorities for departmental 
programs;, etc.  

Assistant 
Director 

Admin Spec 3 

Provides administrative support on 
highly technical and/or specialized 
projects. Facilitates the handling of time 
sensitive requests as well as other 
confidential documents. Verifies 
accuracy and completeness of critical 
documents, requests, records, 
correspondence, regulations, etc. 

Development 
Services 
Manager 

Principal Planner  3 

Manages planning activities for the City 
in regional, urban and transportation 
planning areas and the full range of 
supervisory activities including selection, 
training, evaluation, counseling and 
recommendation for dismissal. 

Development 
Services 
Manager 

Planner Sr 
7 (1 Vacant - 
Historic) 

Under limited direction carries out very 
complex urban planning duties for the 
City. Coordinates division/section 
activities with other division/sections. 
Assists in developing operating 
procedures. Assists in developing 
division/section budget. Assists in 
developing and evaluating plans, 
criteria, etc. Performs as Lead Case 
Manager. 

Principal 
Planner 

Planner I  1 (historic) 

Under direct supervision, responsible for 
assisting in planning tasks, such as 
researching preliminary data, and 
developing charts and graphs to 
accompany urban development plans or 
zoning changes 

Principal 
Planner 

TOTAL CURRENT 
PLANNING 15  
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Activity 

The Current Planning activity levels for the last six (6) years are shown in Table 35 

below.  

Table 35 

Current Planning Activity Levels for Last Six Years 

 

The data in the above table indicates that activity levels for the Annexation Program 

increased significantly in 2010 and again in 2012. However, in 2011 activity levels 

sharply decreased by 82%. Activity also dropped off by 50% in 2013. The 2013 activity 

of 9 was slightly below the 5-year average of 11 cases. Code Amendment activity levels 

saw similar spikes over the 5-year period, including a 45% reduction in activity in 2011, 

no increase in activity in 2012, and a 125% increase in 2013. The spikes in activity in 

these functions are likely the result of market fluctuations in the region. 

Function  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013  2014 
5-yr 

Average 

 Annexations  

Annexation Cases Processed 8   17 3   18 9  8 11 

% Change - +113% -82% +500% -50% -11% - 

 Code Amendment 

Code Amendments Processed 19  22  12 12 27 23 18 

% Change - +16% -45% 0 +125% -15% - 

 Historic Preservation 

Certificate of Appropriateness Processed 43 64 76 99 84 62 73 
Historic Zoning Processed 65 35 3 14 11 16 26 
Other Historic Permits/Reviews1 589 672 708 609 1087 1306 733 

Total 697 771 787 722 1182 1384 832 
% Change - +10% +2% -8% +64% +17% -40% 

 Zoning Case Management 

Zoning (rezoning) Applications Processed2 93 151  137  136 140 189 
131 

Zoning Amendments Processed 17 7   21  17 20 15 16 

Use Determinations 0 0 0 0 0 3 
0 

Development Assessment & Alternative 
Equivalent Compliance Application (Zoning)  1 1  1  8  0  

14 
2 

Total 111 159 159 161 160 221  150 

% Change - +43% 0 +1% -0.6% 
+38% -32% 

 1 Historic Demolition permits (commercial/residential), relocation permits,  National Register Historic Districts (NRHD) 

permits/reviews, sign reviews. 
2 Includes PUD’s, etc. 

http://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Applications_Forms/01_dev_assess_app.pdf
http://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Applications_Forms/01_dev_assess_app.pdf
http://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Applications_Forms/historic-review-nrhd.pdf
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Zoning Case Management Program experienced a significant spike in activity in 2010, 

but has remained relatively stable since 2010. The 2013 number of 160 was only 10 cases 

above the 5-year average. YTD data for 2014 indicates that activity levels for Annexation 

and Code Amendments are down slightly, while Zoning Case Management levels are up 

by 38% from 2013. We requested activity data from the Historic Preservation Program; 

however it was not available.  

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
The following are positive findings for the Current Planning Division: 

 The Division Manager has worked for the City for over two decades, is AICP 

certified and is well respected by staff;  

 Zoning Case Management applications are stored and partially managed through 

an electronic permit tracking system (AMANDA), and the City is actively 

transitioning to electronic submittal and payment, which is a best practice; 

 All of the staff are tenured employees, with several having over a decade of 

experience in the Division. As such, staff is competent, knowledgeable and well 

versed with the City’s regulatory scheme; and 

 Division staff have worked to streamline the Annexation Process.  

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Administration 

There are currently 3.0 FTE Administrative Specialists that provide support for Division 

activities. One Administrative Specialist provides direct support to the Division Manager 

by scheduling meetings and acting as the clearinghouse for all agenda activities. This 

position also provides general support to professional staff on case management 

activities. Another Administrative Specialist acts as the liaison for the Planning 

Commission and Zoning and Platting Commission, including agenda and packet 

preparation, distribution, minute-taking, etc., and provides support for professional staff. 

 

The remaining Administrative Specialist is shown as staff for the OSS Program (One-

Stop-Shop) on the Division’s organization chart. We were confused about the role of this 

position since the OSS is identified as a function within other Divisions of the PDRD as 

well. We discussed this position’s role with the Management team and found that the 

position and the OSS Program within the Division is relatively new. They were created 

about 2 years ago in response to a records management and archiving gap in the Division 

record keeping system.  
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This position is unique to other Administrative Specialist positions in the Division 

because the work tasks associated with the position are not time sensitive, the position 

does not have customer contact, and does not provide direct administrative support for 

professional staff in the Division. Rather, the position enters data from completed files 

into the AMANDA system to ensure files are closed out properly and an accurate record 

is created in the AMANDA system. This position also archives files in accordance with 

records retention policies.  

 

We believe the OSS Program/function shown on the Division Organization chart is 

confusing and should be eliminated. If the Division’s objective is to distinguish this 

particular administrative function from other administrative functions in the Division, 

revise the Job Description accordingly, and if necessary modify the title to reflect the 

independent nature of this administrative function and place the position under the 

Division Manager on the organizational chart, along with the other Administrative 

positions.  

133. Recommendation: Eliminate the OSS Program from the Division 

Organization Chart and replace it with a position as outlined above.  

 

Interviews with staff indicated that Administrative support staff are able to complete their 

work within designated work hours and that no work backlogs exist, which is good. 

However, it was reported that the Administrative Specialist staff are underutilized with 

respect to providing coverage during vacations and absences. For example, our 

interviews indicated that Administrative Specialist staff do not provide backup to one 

another for meeting minutes, or during absences. Rather, professional staff is asked to 

provide the coverage (e.g., attend meetings and take minutes), which is not an appropriate 

use of professional staff’s time. It was also widely reported that Professional staff often 

handle file set up, hearing scheduling, and report set up, rather than designated 

administrative staff, which is inefficient and a misuse of professional staff’s time.  

134. Recommendation: Ensure that Administrative Specialist Staff have 

designated coverage from within the Administrative Specialist staffing resource 

pool to provide coverage for Board and Commission meetings, lunches, breaks, 

etc., to eliminate the current practice of professional staff resource coverage for 

these activities.  

135. Recommendation: Ensure that Administrative Specialist Staff consistently 

fulfill all assigned work flow tasks, such as scheduling, file and report set-up, 

rather than shifting tasks to non-administrative staff.  
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Applications, Guides, Handouts 

The Division has created applications for its various zoning-related processes, which are 

available in the office and posted online, which is good. However some applications need 

to be updated to remove incorrect code references, processing timeframes and filing 

deadlines. For example, the Development Code indicates that the Board of Adjustment 

appeal time frame is 14 days, while the application form says 20 days. In addition, some 

of the electronic links that have been setup within the applications are no longer 

functional, such as the fee link. In addition, not all of the online applications and forms 

are fillable, including various checklist forms and the Board of Adjustment Appeal 

application.  

Staff indicated that the applications created by the staff in the Zoning Case Management 

and Historic Preservation Program serve as “How To” guides for users. However, the 

packets do not fully explain the steps in the process, so it is difficult to gauge the time 

required to complete the various application processes. Moreover, with the exception of 

the Code Amendment process, flow charts have not been created or posted online to help 

explain the various application processes in the Division. We believe these tools are 

especially important given the complexity of the existing development code.  

Finally, we did not locate any materials that were translated into Spanish, which is likely 

necessary given the demographic profile of the City.  

136. Recommendation: Application forms and packets should be up-to-date 

at all times and provide flow charts to help users better under the timing and 

cost of processes.  

137. Recommendation: Computer fillable applications and forms for all 

Division application processes should be created. 

138. Recommendation: Application forms should be translated into Spanish 

and posted online.  

 

Data Collection/Reporting 

In conducting our review of the Current Planning Division, some of the activity data we 

requested was not readily available and had to be generated by staff from each Program 

within the Division. In addition, we requested, but did not receive activity data for the 

Historic Preservation function. Activity data for each Program in the Division should be 

readily available and reported on routinely to assist management in evaluating staffing 

and other needs for the Division.  
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In addition, data corresponding to the length and number of staff reviews for all 

application types, applicant revision periods, and overall approval timeframes (e.g., time 

from submittal to hearing date and decision), was not readily available and had to be 

generated. This type of data is an important tool, which can help management better 

monitor, track and evaluate application-processing systems and respond to processing 

complaints. 

See our recommendation under the Performance Standards heading of this section 

regarding establishing performance standards for staff reviews for up to three review 

cycles. 

Our interviews with Staff indicated that the AMANDA system is not currently configured 

properly to effectively manage various workflow tasks of the Zoning Case Management 

process (e.g., scheduling, staff reports, etc.), nor is AMANDA utilized by the Annexation 

or Code Amendment Programs to help manage their case processing work flows. Zoning 

Case Management Staff has identified these issues and requested modifications to the 

system through CTM Department, which we discuss under the “Technology” heading of 

this section.  

The AMANDA system should be utilized to collect and report on performance standard 

and other processing data so that management can more effectively monitor electronic 

development review workflow in order to improve accuracy and efficiency.  

139. Recommendation: The Development Services Manager for the Current 

Planning Division should ensure that the AMANDA system can collect data as 

needed to manage the Division.  

 

Equipment/Supplies 

Current Planning staff reported that they generally have adequate equipment to conduct 

assigned work, since computers, telephones, printers and other equipment are newer and 

replaced as needed; however, a couple of staff indicated a desire for Adobe InDesign 

desktop publishing software as well as Photoshop software, which do not appear to be 

essential tools for the majority of the work tasks completed by the Division, so it is 

unclear if these should be purchased at this time. However, this software is likely needed 

for the entire Department. 

See recommendation in other parts of this report for Adobe software for the entire 

department.  

Filing/Records Retention Policies 
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Interviewees reported that the Current Planning Division generates and stores both paper 

and electronic files, which are stored in various locations, such as the AMANDA system, 

shared drives, individual computers and filing cabinets that located throughout the 

Division’s office space, and we were able to confirm these reports through our 

observations. Staff further indicated that they are not clear about protocols that may be 

established for setting up, maintaining and storing electronic files. Interviewees also 

reported that some critical file data is stored within the City’s GIS system and that they 

are not able to obtain a complete case file history on any property through GIS because of 

address errors, incomplete cross-referencing and incomplete case number data within the 

GIS system. For example, staff indicated that at least one full year of case number data is 

missing within the GIS database. As such, staff often has to conduct an exhaustive file 

search to obtain a complete file history for new projects.  

 

We also observed that significant office space is consumed by large filing systems that 

hold paper files, some of which are not conveniently located near the staff needing 

regular access to the files. For example, MUD and ETJ files are located in hallways that 

are a fair distance from the staff that regularly use these files. 

Staff indicated that the Division has a file retention and archiving system for paper files 

that calls for paper files to be retained in the office until they their retention period 

expires, at which time they are packed up and sent to an off-site archive storage location, 

which is good. In addition, older paper files are slowly being scanned and digitized into 

electronic files, which is also good.  

However, the existence of paper files and various electronic filing systems has resulted in 

a filing system that takes extraordinary effort to maintain, navigate and research for both 

staff and the public desiring information. An out-card system could assist with this issue.  

The 2014 Business Plan for PDRD acknowledges that the Department as a whole has 

experienced problems “supporting, managing and implementing the PDRD’s Records 

Management Program,” which our interviews confirm. In addition, according to the 

Business Plan, PDRD has not successfully completed the “10-Step Records Management 

Program” mandated by City Code. 

See our recommendations under the “Policies and Procedures” heading of this section 

about outlining the PDRD’s formal file management policies for the Division. 

140. Recommendation: The Current Planning Division should re-establish an out-

card system for paper files. 

141. Recommendation: Develop filing protocols for the set-up, storage and 

maintenance of electronic files to ensure that they are on a shared drive accessible to 

all staff and saved in a searchable format. Paper files should continue to be scanned 
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and converted to an electronic format according to priority to eliminate the need for 

paper office files.  

142. Recommendation: The Current Planning Division should work with the CTM 

(IT) Division to create a complete file record within the GIS system based on both 

assessor parcel numbers and address numbers.  

 

Meetings/Communication/Team Work 
 

There are various reoccurring and regularly scheduled meetings, which are intended to 

advance communication and coordination within the Current Planning Division and 

PDRD, including the following meetings:  
 

 A monthly meeting between the Director, Assistant Directors, Chief 

Administrative Officer and Division Managers to provide updates on the status of 

the budget, personnel and matters of department and city-wide importance; 

 A weekly Monday morning meeting between the Current Planning Division 

Manager, Zoning Case Management, Annexation and Code Amendment staff and 

Administrative Specialist Staff designated Law Department staff to discuss 

program level issues, update staff on matters of division and department-wide 

importance and round table discussion;  

 A weekly one-on-one Monday afternoon meeting between the Division manager 

and the Code Amendment Planner; and 

 A weekly Wednesday morning meeting between the Zoning Case Management 

function, designated Law Dept. staff, the Code Amendment Planner and Division 

Manager’s Administrative Specialist to review and make staff recommendations 

on cases. This meeting is occasionally attended by the Division Manager. 

Although there are a number of meetings scheduled that are designed to inform and 

coordinate staff within and across development-related functions, we still received 

feedback that communication and coordination issues exist within the Division. For 

example, staff indicated that meetings with managers are unproductive and largely used 

to air complaints rather than disseminate important city and Department-wide issues and 

discuss and resolve project issues. Moreover the Division Manager frequently does not 

attend weekly staff meetings, which is a critical forum for discussing and resolving 

project level issues. Staff also reported that they rarely receive important budget and 

staffing information from management.  

 

In addition, staff reported that there are processing inconsistencies among planners within 

the Division, which causes frustration among staff and customers.  
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Also see our recommendations under the Policy and Procedures Manual (PPM) and 

Training headings.  

It was also reported, and confirmed through our observations, that communication silos 

exist between the Current Planning Division and Comprehensive Planning, Land Use 

Review and CodeNEXT teams. Some of the Planners in the Current Planning Division 

expressed a particular concern about not being included in the CodeNEXT effort, even 

though they will be administering the Code once completed. The Division does have a 

member appointed to a Technical Advisory Group.  

Interviewees also indicated that overall morale is low and that there is a need for strong, 

assertive leadership at all management levels to steer internal meetings, ensure adherence 

to policies and procedures and create and foster cooperative inner-divisional working 

relationships to help bridge communication and coordination gaps.  

The majority of staff interviewed indicated that they are no longer clear about the 

Division or the Department’s mission, vision or strategy for service delivery, which 

causes frustration.  

Finally, staff indicated that management does not function as a cohesive, dependable 

management team. Decision-making is reportedly inconsistent, slow and non-existent in 

some cases. For example, it was widely reported that staff is often unable to obtain timely 

management direction on critical issues, which delays problem-solving or forces staff to 

take decision-making risks, which can lead to errors.  

We were not able to observe a Current Planning Division meeting, due to time 

constraints. However, based on staff feedback, it is clear that meetings need to be more 

structured to ensure that they are efficient and effective and that all scheduled participants 

attend regularly and accomplish the intended objectives.  

 

Best Practice Communities create meetings that are effective and efficient and have a 

clear purpose and objective. Meetings are interactive and structured, providing agendas, 

action items and summary notes that are distributed electronically prior to and following 

meetings, so that all actions and decisions coming out of meetings are formally 

documented to ensure that all participants are equally informed.  

 

143. Recommendation: The Development Services Manager for the Current 

Planning Division should revise all reoccurring meetings using the directions 

outlined above.  

144. Recommendation: Weekly staff meetings should include a scheduled time in 

each meeting to discuss the mission and direction of the Department. Additionally, a 

minimum of 15 minutes of each agenda should be devoted to case processing related 
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training to improve processing consistency and expertise among staff. One meeting 

per month, an agenda item should be included for a team-building exercise to 

strengthen trust and rapport among supervisors and staff and help improve morale. 

145. Recommendation: The Code Amendment Planner should attend bi-monthly 

team meetings with CodeNEXT function so that the Code Amendment Planner can 

ensure that the position charged with administering the code amendments fully 

understands new, amended code language and intent. 

 

Policy and Procedures Manual (PPM) 

Staff in the various functions in the Current Planning Division have drafted processing 

procedures to help train new staff and guide processing activities in their Program, which 

is good. For example, Zoning Case Management staff have drafted procedures for 

processing standard zoning cases and staff in the Annexation and Historic Preservation 

Programs have created a procedures for case processing. 

However, interviewees indicated that formal written policies do not exist for returning 

emails and phone calls, and that customer service level of service expectations have not 

been formally established. Additionally, measurable Performance Standards have not 

been established for the Division.  

It was also reported that the Division does not have an equitable policy with regards to 

working at home (e.g., telecommuting) and flex time. For example, some staff have been 

permitted to work from home and/or use flex time for various reasons, while others have 

not. As such, staff is unclear the Division’s telecommuting policies, such as the 

circumstances when it is permitted and corresponding production and accountability 

expectations.  

We believe PPM’s are a necessary tool to help administrators manage programs more 

effectively. They also help train new employees and provide existing staff with a 

consistent procedural decision-making framework and mutual understanding of customer 

service expectations.  

We recommend that the Division create a PPM for the Division that includes existing 

case processing procedures; file management protocols; notary protocols; training 

requirements; performance standards; AMANDA utilization; telecommuting; project 

management protocols for each application type; staff report and presentation formats 

and practices; communication and customer service standards and expectations, including 

return email and telephone policies; field inspection protocols; electronic file and record 

keeping requirements; and other practices to ensure that staff have a clear and consistent 
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understanding of work practices and performance expectations including work quality, 

accountability, professional demeanor, etc.  

146. Recommendation: A Policies and Procedures Manual for the Division should 

be created and include the items outlined above. 

  

Project Managers/Case Managers  

We received feedback that the Zoning Case Management function in the Current 

Planning Division, does not currently have a true Project Manager system in place to 

manage various Zoning Case Management applications.  

  

Staff indicated that the Zoning Case Management function formerly utilized a Project 

Management Team approach for managing zoning cases over a decade ago. The City was 

divided into geographic regions and teams were assigned to each region. Teams were 

comprised of interdepartmental staff from the subdivision, site planning, zoning, 

environmental, engineering and planning functions to manage zoning cases in their 

assigned regions. The Project Managers were generalist housed on the fourth and fifth 

floors of One Texas Center, who was responsible for project oversight, communication 

and coordination of team players that met weekly. Staff indicated that they believe the 

project manager positions were eliminated, along with other positions, due to budget 

constraints and other issues.   

 

Staff indicated that the Team approach was abandoned in 2002 because the generalist 

Project Manager Position did not have the depth of understanding required to manage a 

professional, multidisciplinary team. In addition, the Project Manager office at City Hall 

and was physically separated from other team members, which created chronic 

communication and coordination issues. Finally, development activity varied across 

geographic territories, which caused Teams to battle over uneven workloads and 

territories. 

 

Currently, the Zoning Case Management function utilizes a Case Manager system to 

manage zoning cases. According to staff, Planners generally act as the lead on assigned 

zoning applications to ensure that projects are reviewed by relevant staff from various 

disciplines across the PDRD.  

 

However, our interviews suggest that they have not been given full authority and/or are 

not recognized by other development-related functions as “True Planning Project 
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Managers” with regard to zoning applications. For example, planners have difficulty, at 

times, obtaining timely interdepartmental reviews.  

 

True Project Management systems are those where the planner acts as the lead to drive 

project approvals. We have referred to this system in some of our other studies as a 

“Cradle-to-Grave” system.  

 

We advocate this system because it promotes processing consistency and efficiency and 

facilitates coordination and communication throughout the development review and 

permitting processes, when structured properly. Planners have also told us that they find 

this system more fulfilling because it elevates planning staff from processors and 

regulators to managers and problem-solvers.  

 

Also see our recommendations under the “Performance Standards” heading about 

establishing performance standards for up to three review cycles and tracking and 

monitoring standards to ensure they are met 90% of the time.  

 

True Project Management Systems are those where Planners perform all of the following 

functions.  

 Lead and/or coordinate pre-application meeting discussions that provide formal 

written feedback to applicants from all development-related functions; 

 Conduct qualitative reviews of new planning applications to determine whether 

they are complete prior to processing;  

 Process applications consistently across the function; 

 Drive, coordinate and track plan routing and review to other reviewing functions 

to ensure timely and relevant reviews are conducted; 

 Coordinate input from outside regional, state or federal agencies to ensure timely 

and relevant reviews and help resolve issues that are identified;  

 Challenge other department conditions when they appear inappropriate; 

 Act as a single point of contact for the applicant to resolve issues that arise during 

the multi-departmental review process;  

 Analyze the project to ensure consistency with regulations, policies and long-

range plans; 

 Coordinate with key decision-makers;  

 Write and sign staff reports that provide decision-makers with a professional 

recommendation with enforceable conditions of approval that mitigate issues;  

 Present concise, formal PowerPoint presentations of the project at public 

meetings;  
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Currently, Zoning Case Management Planners perform only some of these functions and 

there are inconsistencies among planners as to which functions are performed. For 

example, it was reported that some planning staff have not been given authority to drive 

the review process across development-related functions, so they have difficulty getting 

timely and/or relevant review comments and/or acting as the single point of contact to 

resolve project review issues. Also focus groups reported that Case Managers have 

difficulty challenging project conditions that may not be appropriate or relevant on a 

particular project.  

147. Recommendation: Empower the current planners to be Project 

Manager and perform all of the functions described above through formal 

policy and inter-departmental/Divisional agreements.  

 

Staffing 
 

Interviews with staff indicated that activity levels are up and workload demands are 

getting more difficult to meet. However, data provided by the various Functions in the 

Division show that activity levels in the Zoning Case Management have been relatively 

stable since 2011. Annexation and Code Amendment activity levels have experienced 

sharp increases and decreases since 2009, however Zoning Case Management Activities 

have remained relatively stable. 

In addition, staffing levels for the Current Planning Division have remained relatively 

level over the last several years.  

Technology 

 

Technology for the Department as a whole is discussed under a separate chapter in this 

study. However, staff indicated that there are some technological issues that chronically 

hinder efficiency in the Division including the following: 

 

 Time sheets are not automated;  

 The AMANDA system is not configured properly for Zoning Case Management 

cases, Code Amendment, Annexation processing or Special District (e.g., MUD) 

workflows;  

 The Zoning Case Review timelines and hearing scheduling have been 

programmed incorrectly in AMANDA; 
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 AMANDA Programming for the Zoning Case Report is faulty, which results in 

auto baseline information being generated inaccurately;  

 The Public Notification scheduling system in AMANDA is inefficient (e.g., 

currently requires approximately 14 separate actions before scheduling is 

complete); 

 AMANDA does not auto-fill comments in case reports, so staff has to cut and fill 

from word documents; 

 Division administrative staff do not utilize an electronic agenda-builder software 

system to create agendas and packets, requiring use of spreadsheets, word 

documents, scanning, cutting, and pasting data in order to create; 

 Some PDRD staff do not consistently use AMANDA, and some development-

related departments do not use AMANDA (e.g., fire, health, etc.);  

 The Historic Preservation Office database is not linked to or integrated with 

AMANDA Data base, which hinders research, review, permitting and inspection 

activities; and 

 Meeting rooms 325 and the DAC Conference Room have to be scheduled through 

Administrative staff, rather than through a scheduling system.  

Staff indicated that these issues have been reported to the Help Desk over the last several 

years, yet they remain unresolved.  

148. Recommendation: The Development Services Manager for the Current 

Planning Division should ensure immediately work with the PDRD IT staff to 

resolve the long-outstanding technological issues identified above to improve 

efficiency in the Division.  
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Telephone/Emails 

 

We received feedback that telephone calls and emails are not consistently returned by all 

staff in the department. Staff indicated that an informal policy exists for staff to return all 

emails and calls within 48 hours; however, this policy is neither adhered to nor enforced. 

A formal return email and phone call policy should be included in the Division’s Policy 

& Procedures Manual (PPM) that requires all staff to return all phone calls and emails 

before the end of the day to further the City’s overall goal of providing excellent 

customer service. This recommendation for the entire Department is included in earlier 

parts of this report.  

 

Training/Cross Training 
 

Budget staff indicated that they move money around in the budget, within certain limits, 

to accommodate training needs in PDRD. A review of the current budget approved for 

the Current Planning Division indicated that training funds are minimal. The Personnel 

Budget for the Division is $967,592.00. The general rule of thumb is to set aside at least 

2% of the Division’s Personnel Budget for annual training of employees, which equates 

to about $19,000.00 (e.g., 2% of $967,592.00). The training budget, which includes line 

items for seminars, education travel, memberships and library is only 0.6%, or $6,150.00, 

which is insufficient to provide needed supervisory training and to send staff to relevant 

conferences and external training opportunities to enhance professional skill levels.  

Some Professional staff indicated that they are expected to receive 8 hours of training 

every six months, however, we were not able to verify this requirement. In addition, some 

staff in the Division indicated that they have or intend to receive “Compact and 

Connected” training, which is training relating to new concepts in the Imagine Austin 

Comprehensive Plan, which is good. However, our interviews with staff indicated a need 

for additional training in the following areas: 

 

 On the AMANDA system; 

 Outlook; 

 New Code Amendments; 

 Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan; 

 Roles of each Division in PDRD; 

 Regional and National Conference Training; and 

 Financial Analysis e.g., impact analysis. 
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Professional Staff indicated that they can attend national conferences on a rotating basis, 

but there is often insufficient time to attend.  

The training budget for the Current Planning Division should equal a minimum of 2% of 

the personnel budget and 5% of staff’s time as recommended earlier in this report. 

Available training budget monies should be communicated to staff at the start of each 

fiscal year and allocated to staff members on a rotating basis.  

In addition to the above training needs, we received feedback from stakeholders that 

suggested a need for additional customer service training for all staff. We also observed 

that supervisory training for managers and supervisors is needed to strengthen leadership 

and management skill levels, particularly in the areas of proactive and timely 

communication and timely decision-making. For example, it was widely reported that 

management staff does not provide timely responses to critical communication that 

affects decision-making.  

In addition, staff reported that the mission and vision of the Department is currently 

unclear, workloads are uneven, and processing methods vary among staff, which creates 

frustration and tension within the Division.  

 

See our recommendations under the “Meetings/Communication/Teamwork” heading 

concerning devoting time on each department meeting to training. 

149. Recommendation: The Current Planning Division should conduct internal 

training sessions with Current Planning staff on process, procedures, code and plan 

amendments, modified forms and zoning policies and the comprehensive plan to 

raise competency levels and processing consistency.  

150. Recommendation: Identify training needs related to customer service and the 

AMANDA system.  

See other parts of the report recommending manager and supervisor training needs.  

 

Planners have little cross-training opportunities within the Division, or between Planning-

related Divisions, such as Comprehensive Planning or Land Use Review, unless they get 

transferred to those Programs. Best Practice Communities strive to provide both 

comprehensive and current planning opportunities for planners to broaden staff’s 

understanding of the roles and responsibilities of each function, expand skill sets and 

provide an avenue to supplement staff in one or the other functions during activity level 

peaks.  
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151. Recommendation: Provide cross-training opportunities within the Current 

Planning Division and between the other Planning-related functions.  

 

Work Program/Business Plan  

We reviewed the 2014 Business Plan for the PDRD, which outlines the charge of the 

Department and includes various accomplishments and goals for the year, as well as 

performance gaps and other data for the Department as a whole. However, it did not 

adequately cover the Business Plan for Current Planning Division activities.  

While we agree with and often recommend preparation of a Department Work Program, 

it should include work tasks and initiatives for each Division, as well as corresponding 

staffing needed to accomplish identified tasks and initiatives. The Current Planning 

Division should create an annual Work Program as part of the budget process, that 

identifies, lists and accounts for all special projects and other initiatives the Division 

needs to accomplish, along with an estimate of the amount of labor hours required and 

projected date of completion for each project, to further assist the Department with 

managing workflow and staffing resources. 

  

152. Recommendation: The Current Planning Division should create an annual 

Work Program as part of the budget process.  

 

D. PROCESS ISSUES 
Overview 
The application processes for the Current Planning Division vary depending on the type 

of application submitted and its location in the City. For example, applications in 

Waterfront Overlay areas may be subject to review by the Waterfront Planning and 

Advisory and the Environmental Board may review certain applications within sensitive 

environmental areas.  

Generally, applications may be reviewed and/or approved by one or more different 

entities, such as staff, the Board of Adjustment (BOA), the Planning Commission (PC), 

Zoning and Platting Commission ZAP), Historic Landmark Commission (HLC) and the 

City Council (CC).  
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Decision-Making Authority 
  
Table 36 below shows the Decision Making Authority for Current Planning applications.  

Table 36 

Decision-Making Authority for Current Planning Applications 

As the above table shows, the Decision-Making Authority for the Current Planning 

Division occurs progressively, starting with Administrative decisions for more routine 

application types, which are made at the staff level. The BOA decides appeals for 

Current Planning 
Applications 

Staff 
  

Director Building 
Official 

 Board of 
Adjustment  

  

 Historic 
Landmark 
Commission 

Land Use 
Commission/Zoning & 
Platting Commission1 

City 
Council  

Administrative PUD 
Amendment (non-
substantial) 

R D N/A N/A N/A A N/A 

Annexations R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

Appeals to Use 
Determinations 

R N/A N/A D N/A B N/A 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness (Historic 
Landmark Commission) 

R N/A D N/A D A A 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness (Staff 
approval) 

D N/A N/A N/A A N/A A 

Development Assessment 
and Alternative Equivalent 
Compliance (Pre-PUD 
zoning application) 

R N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A B 

Historic Demolition 
Application Permit  

R N/A R N/A D N/A N/A 

Historic relocation of 
structures  

R N/A R N/A D N/A N/A 

Historic Sign permit R N/A D N/A D N/A N/A 

Historic Zoning R N/A N/A N/A R R D 

Land Development Code 
Amendments 

R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

Municipal Utility District R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

National Register Historic 
Districts permits  

R N/A N/A N/A D N/A A 

PUD Substantial 
Amendments 

R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

Public Improvement 
District (PID) 

R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

Rezoning R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

Use Determinations R D N/A A N/A N/A N/A 

Zoning  R N/A N/A N/A N/A R D 

 R = Review/Recommendation D=Decision A=Appeal N/A= Not Applicable B = Briefing only 
1 The City has two land use commissions: Planning Commission (PC) and Zoning and Platting Commission (ZAP). 
The ZAP has purview over cases in areas that do not have and adopted or ongoing neighborhood plan  
2 If Historic Land Use Commission fails to act by the 60th day after application receipt 



 

Austin, Texas 191 Zucker Systems 

Administrative Zoning Use Determinations and the Land Use Commission or Zoning and 

Platting Commission decides appeals on administrative PUD amendments (non-

substantial). The Historic Land Commission is the decision-making body for historic 

preservation-related applications and the Land Use Commission or Zoning and Platting 

Commission, depending on the location of the property, are the recommendation bodies 

for the non-historic zoning and code amendments, annexations, MUD’s, etc. The City 

Council is the final decision-making body for non-historic zoning and code amendments, 

annexations, MUD’s, etc. 

The City’s decision-making authority framework is largely consistent with Best Practice 

Communities, except the City has not established a development review board, 

comprised of review staff across the Planning and Development Review Department 

(PRD) to review cases as a team in an organized forum. Best practice communities tend 

to merge the Land Use Commission and the Zoning and Platting Commission. However, 

the City separated these functions in an effort to more effectively manage case volumes. 

In addition, the Board of Adjustment (BOA) remains a separate Board at the City. The 

national trend for Best Practice Communities has often been to combine Board of 

Adjustment duties with the Planning Commission to further streamline processing. In 

addition, some communities have also merged the Historic Preservation/Landmark 

Boards with the Planning Commission, where the volume of historic cases is low or the 

historic program is less prominent in the community, which does not appear to be the 

case in Austin. Given the volume of cases that the BOA and PC/ZAP hears at the City, 

combining these functions at this time is not practical.  

Best Practice Communities have generally embraced the philosophy of allowing 

administrative approvals by staff for routine types of applications, which is the case with 

the Current Planning Division. They also combine the Administrative Approval processes 

with more simplified, electronic submittal requirements, so that trained staff can 

immediately approve these types of applications, within a few days or over-the-counter.  

Austin is currently working towards electronic submittal and payment processes to 

further the “Green” initiatives and simplify and streamline processing, which we support 

because it will help free up staff time to focus on more complicated types of applications 

and continuous process improvements – which is a best practice.  

Application Processes 
 

The following Sections describe the more common application processes that are 

administered by the Current Planning Division. 

E. ADMINISTRATIVE APPROVAL PROCESS 
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Staff has been delegated Administrative approval authority for certain Use 

Determinations, PUD amendments (e.g., updating land use figures) and Certificates of 

Appropriateness, which are minor in nature. These processes have been streamlined to 

the extent possible, except for electronic submittal, payment, review and approval, which 

the City is working towards.  

 

Figure 19 below, shows the general process flow for the Administrative Use 

Determination Approval Process.  

Figure 19 

Administrative Use Determination Approval Process 

 

As the above flow chart shows, the process is straightforward and is concluded within 14 

calendar days. The steps in the process are briefly outlined below, along with our 

recommendations to streamline the process further.  

1. Pre-application. A Pre-Application Conference/Development Assistance Center 

(DAC) meeting is optional. We advocate an optional pre-application meeting, rather 

than mandatory meeting for routine administrative processes.  

2. Formal Application Submittal. An application can be filled out online, but must be 

submitted to the Intake Counter by appointment, Monday through Friday. Fees are 

also paid at the Intake Counter.  

3. Intake staff quantitatively screen applications for all required submittal items. Data is 

entered into the AMANDA system, a case number is assigned and fees are collected. 

Incomplete applications are occasionally accepted for processing. 

Application 
Submitted to 

Intake Any time 
by Apptmnt.

Intake staff  Does 
Screen Check and 
Accepts Application 

submittal for 
processing

Incomplete

Decision Made/
Determination 

Letter Finalized

Dev. Asst 
Center (DAC)/ 
Preapplication 

Mtg  
Encouraged

 Appeals to 
BOA 

Application materials 
scanned to supervisor 

and uploaded into 
AMANDA; Submittal 
distributed to Div Mgr

Staff Review

same
day

Next  
day

Staff gives Notice of 
Determination to 

Applicant,   500' radius 
of property owners/

renters, env., 
neighborhood orgs by 
mail; post on website

14 days

Determination  
Letter Drafted

Next  
day

 Staff Gives 
Courtesy Notice of 

Appeal to PC & 
Zoning, Platting 

Comm

within 14 calendar 
days

determined immediately  

10  
days

2-3 
days
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153. Recommendation: A formal policy should be adopted to reject all 

incomplete applications.  

 

Submittal materials are scanned and forwarded to the Intake Supervisor, as needed, 

and upload into the AMANDA system. Submittal materials generally consist of 2 

copies of a completed application packet and an application fee. Pictures and other 

support materials may also be submitted, if desired. Staff is currently working towards 

configuring the AMANDA system to allow for online submittals and payment, which 

is good since it will eliminate the need for applicants to submit paper files/electronic 

storage devices that require intake staff to scan and/or upload into AMANDA. 

Administrative approval processes are good candidates for on-line submittal and 

payment, since they are less complicated.  

154. Recommendation: Configure the AMANDA system to allow online, 

electronic submittals and payment for Administrative applications as a first step 

towards online, electronic PDRD Application submittals. 

  

Submittal materials are forwarded to the Division Manager in paper and electronic 

format via AMANDA within a couple of days of submittal. The Division Manager is 

the Case Manager for all Use Determinations.  

155. Recommendation: Configure the AMANDA system so that Administrative 

Applications can be reviewed and approved in the AMANDA system, online. 

Approval timeframes should be established in AMANDA for Administrative 

approvals and monitored, tracked, and reported on to ensure that they are 

successfully being met. 

 

Data provided by the Division indicates that the volume of Use Determinations is 

low and as such can be more effectively managed by the Division Manager Directly, 

which we agree with.  

156. Recommendation: Once AMANDA is configured to process Administrative 

applications, the Division Manager should delegate case management to a 

principal level staff, with final sign off in AMANDA by the Division Manager.  
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4. The Case Manager immediately reviews the application to determine if it is 

complete. If it is incomplete, the applicant is contacted via email and/or telephone 

and advised to submit missing information.  

Staff indicated that a completeness review timeframe has not been formally 

established by code or policy, nor has it been programmed in AMANDA so that it 

can be tracked, monitored and reported on.  

See our recommendation under the “Performance Standards” heading about 

establishing Performance Standards for completeness reviews, technical reviews, etc., 

which should be met 90% of the time.  

When necessary, administrative applications are reviewed by other development-related 

functions (e.g., engineering, etc.).  

See our recommendations under the “Performance Standards” heading about 

establishing Performance Standard and the “Data Collection/Reporting” heading 

about collecting, tracking, monitoring and reporting on Performance Standards. 

5. Once the project has satisfied any Case Manager and/or reviewer issues, the 

Division Manager drafts a Decision Letter.  

6. Final Approval is granted by the Division Manager within 14 calendar days (for 

reasons described below), per the City Land Development Code and a formal 

Decision letter is sent to the applicant. 

See the “Performance Standards” heading regarding establishing a shorter overall 

approval period for Administrative applications. 

7. Following the final decision, the Division Manager’s Administrative Assistant gives 

a 14-day notice of determination to the Applicant, property owners, renters, 

environmental and neighborhood groups within a 500' radius of the property to alert 

them that a decision has been reached on the application. In addition, the Notice of 

Decision is posted on the City’s web page, which is a good practice. Not all use 

determination case require notification. 
 

8. Administrative Use Determinations can be appealed to the Board of Adjustment 

(BOA) within 14 calendar days of the decision.  

F. ANNEXATION 

Function 

The Annexation function is comprised of one Principal Planner and one Senior Planner. 

According to staff, the Annexation Program processed an average of 13 annexation cases 
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per year over the last ten years and an average of 5 special district cases (e.g., MUD’s, 

PID’s) per year over the last ten years. Data provided by staff shows that the Program 

processed an average of 11 cases per year from 2009 to 2013. This equates to about 5 

cases per Planner, which is a fairly heavy caseload, given that the process takes months to 

complete and most of the workflow is completed manually (e.g., without workflow 

software). In addition, this function monitors the Texas Legislature to identify Bills that 

may affect PDRD operations. Staff estimated that they typically analyze between 10 and 

20 Bills per session.  

 

This function does not currently use any consultants to supplement staffing resources. 

The Principal Planner manages a caseload while providing oversight to the Senior 

Planner and acting as a resource for PDRD. Staff indicated that other than meetings and 

other administrative tasks (e.g., phone calls, records management, etc.,) the majority of 

their time is devoted to case management and there were no reported backlogs. Thus, 

there appears to be sufficient staff resources available to the Annexation Program at this 

time. In addition, some efficiency in case management will be gained by implementing 

the recommendations contained in this report. 

Annexation Policy/Plan  

Annexation authority is granted to the City through Chapter 43 of the Texas Local 

Government Code and Article I, §6 and §7. In addition, the City has established 

Annexation Policies as part of the Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan, which was 

recently adopted. These policies help create a more rational approach to Annexation in 

the City, which is good. We did not receive any negative feedback concerning the City’s 

Annexation Policies/Plan. 

 

Extraterritorial Jurisdiction (ETJ) /Municipal Utility District 
(MUD)/Public Improvement District (PID) Policies  

In addition to the Annexation policies listed in Imagine Austin, the City adopted an 

Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Adjustment Policy in 2007, a PID Policy in 2008 and updated 

its MUD Policy in 2011. Together, these policies help form a more comprehensive 

Growth Management framework for the City, which is a good practice that we support 

and advocate. We reviewed these policies and they appear to provide an adequate 

framework. However, staff indicated that they felt that the MUD and PID policies should 

be updated to reflect changed and emerging financial and political realities in the City 

and the region.  

157. Recommendation: The City should update the MUD and PID policies to 

provide an updated growth management framework for the City. 
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Annexation Approval Process 

The annexation process in the City is straightforward and the process has been 

streamlined to facilitate completion quickly, on an annual basis. Figure 20 below, depicts 

the basic, milestone steps in the existing process.  

Figure 20 

Existing Annexation Approval Process 

  

The Annexation process is an annual process that begins each February. Generally 

annexation requests are collected throughout the year. In February/March, Annexation 

staff initiate a kick-off meeting with an interdepartmental PDRD Review Team, 

comprised of staff, such as Austin Energy, Fire, Health, Law, Library, Parks and 

Recreation, Solid Waste, Public Works, Transportation, Engineering, Finance and others, 

to begin the review of annexation areas and study the potential fiscal impacts (e.g., 

consistency with Comprehensive Plan, etc.) of each proposal. 

The Review Team studies the impact of each proposal and provides comments to the 

Annexation Program Staff. Annexation Program Staff then narrow the list of proposed 

areas based on the Review Team’s feedback and create a summary profile and Annual 

Program Schedule comprised of the remaining annexation areas under consideration. 

This review process typically occurs in April and May each year.  

In June and July each year, the Annual Program Schedule and summary profile of the 

proposed areas are formally presented to a Management Team, consisting of PDRD 

Management, the Assistant City Manager and City Manager in a structured meeting. The 

Management Team provides Annexation Program staff with authorization to proceed 

with initiation of the list of Major Annexation Actions through City Council. 

Around August of each year, Annexation Program staff proceeds with the Major 

Annexation initiation process, which consists of a multitude of steps that strictly adhere 

to Texas state laws. Generally, it involves preparing public notifications and draft service 

plans, municipal annexation plans, maps, legal descriptions, development agreements, 

etc. and scheduling, attending and presenting proposals to the City Council at multiple 

hearings where the final project is adopted by Ordinance.  

Collect Annexation 
Requests Annually 
in prospective area 

year round  

Annual Kick off Meeting in 
FEB/MAR to initiate inter- 
departmental review Team 
to study annexation areas 
and potential fiscal impacts 

(e.g., consistency with 
Comp. Plan, service 

provisions, etc.)

Annual Program 
schedule and proposed 

areas presented to 
PDRD Mgmt. ACM, CM 

in JUNE/JULY to 
authorize initiation of 

major annexation 
actions 

Review Team 
Feedback collated 
in APRIL/MAY and 

list of areas 
narrowed; summary 

profile prepared

Staff prepared required 
notifications, Service Plans, 
Municipal Annexation Plans, 

maps legal descriptions, 
development agreements, etc., 
and proceeds to Council with 

Annual Program

City Council 
Annexation 
Ordinance 
Adoption
Process

about 9 months



 

Austin, Texas 197 Zucker Systems 

Staff has created an internal procedure for the annual annexation process, which is good. 

We reviewed the process and found it to be fairly comprehensive. We did not receive any 

negative feedback concerning the annual annexation process, which is also good.  

Staff indicated that the AMANDA system is not currently used to manage the annual 

annexation process workflow as it has not been configured for the process. Additionally, 

it would be difficult to utilize AMANDA to manage the process since a number of City 

Departments/Division do not currently use AMANDA, such as Fire, Water, Budget and 

Health.  

However, AMANDA could help further streamline the annexation workflow. For 

example it would eliminate the need for a separate case file log and reduce reliance on 

paper case files. It could also automate the staff review process, provide templates for 

staff reports, etc.  

See our recommendations under the “Development Review Committee” heading of this 

section regarding establishing a DRC for review of annexation and other planning 

application projects.  

158. Recommendation: Configure AMANDA to create an Annexation Module 

for the Annual Annexation process to eliminate the need for paper file creation 

and maintenance, facilitate distribution of review materials and collation of 

review comments, etc. 

 

G. CODE AMENDMENTS 

Code Amendment Function 

The Code Amendment function consists of one, full-time Senior Planner. It was reported 

that the Code Amendment function is short-staffed. Data provided by the City indicated 

that Code Amendment staff is currently directly managing and overseeing the processing 

of 18 active code amendment cases. This is a significant case load, given the existing 

approval process, the difficult Land Development Code and software gaps in the City’s 

AMANDA workflow software which hinders coordination and communication. In 

addition, Code Amendments are, by their nature, politically sensitive, and as such, staff 

responsible for processing Code Amendments is under more scrutiny to perform the work 

as quickly as possible to resolve code issues. Some efficiency will be gained by 

implementing the AMANDA system improvements we have recommended throughout 

this report. In addition, the completion of the CodeNEXT project should help to reduce 

the volume of code amendment processed annually. Labor data was not available for 
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processing time frames for the Code Amendment function, as such a detailed staffing 

analysis was not performed for this function.  

However, the City is currently updating its fee structure for the PDRD and it should be 

possible to develop a staffing model for this function from using the labor hours derived 

from the fee study.  

159. Recommendation: Create a staffing model for the Code Amendment 

Function using application labor hours derived from the PDRD fee study to 

determine appropriate staffing levels for the function to justify the need for 

additional staff.  

 

Code Amendment Approval Process 

The City has created a fairly streamlined process for processing and approving Code 

Amendments, which is summarized in Figure 21 below and the discussion that follows. 

Our suggestions for streamlining the process are noted in the discussion. 
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Figure 21 

Code Amendment Process 

 

As the above Figure shows, the process is typically completed in about 8 months and 

involves a series of milestone steps to complete, including the following: 

1. Idea for Code Amendment by staff, community members, the Planning Commission 

(PC), City Council (CC), etc.; An amendment can entail text only or map amendment 

only or both. However, staff indicated that the majority of amendments involve 

amending the text; 

2. Initiation of the Code Amendment(s) by the CC or Codes and Ordinances 

Subcommittee of the PC. If the Subcommittee initiates the Code Amendment(s), it is 

scheduled for consideration by the full PC for discussion and formal acceptance. If it 

is initiated by CC, a resolution is typically adopted outlining CC’s desire for the 

Amendment and their timeline for completing the Code Amendment process (if it is 

an urgent matter). Meetings with the Subcommittee, PC and CC are scheduled by 

respective administrative staff liaisons. An Agenda is posted on the City’s web page 
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and at City Hall 72-hours prior to the scheduled meeting and serves as notice to the 

public of the upcoming meeting. 

3. Once Amendments are formally initiated, the staff review process begins. The 

initiation process can take between 1-8 weeks depending the urgency of the matter 

and whether it is initiated by the CC or PC Subcommittee. A minimum 14-calendar 

day public notice is published and posted prior to the formal PC hearing.  

4. The Code Amendment(s) are typically assigned to the Code Amendment Planner. 

However, some Code Amendments are processed by other staff within the PDRD 

instead of the Code Amendment Planner based on subject matter. When this occurs, 

the Code Amendment Planner is still responsible for overseeing the processing to 

ensure that it is managed properly and as expeditiously as possible. Assigned staff 

then begins the Staff Review process, which consists of a study of the issues, research 

and meetings with relevant PDRD Department staff, Law Department Staff, 

Subcommittees and environmental and neighborhood groups. This process is iterative 

and may result in multiple meetings and multiple, revised draft Ordinances. It 

typically takes 6-8 weeks to complete. Once the review is complete, the Code 

Amendment Planner and designated Law Department staff draft a final Ordinance 

outlining the proposed Code Amendment in a “strike-through” format so that the 

changes are easy to follow.  

5. The draft Ordinance is then scheduled for and considered by relevant Subcommittees 

(if needed), depending on the subject matter. 

6. The draft Ordinance is then scheduled for and reviewed by the Codes and Ordinances 

Subcommittee of the PC. 

7. The draft Ordinance is then scheduled for and considered by the full PC. 

8. Following the full PC review, the Draft Ordinance is heard by the City Council for 

final action. Depending on the number of public meetings and draft revisions 

required, this public meeting and hearing process typically takes 10-12 weeks to 

complete and the overall processing typically takes about 8 months.  

Staff indicated that the Code Amendment process has not been automated through the 

AMANDA permitting software system, as the system has not been configured to manage 

Code Amendment cases. As such, staff uses a spreadsheet to track and assign new case 

numbers and creates a paper file for each case. In addition, the workflow tasks are more 

labor intensive because staff reviews, meeting scheduling, report and ordinance writing, 

agenda packet preparation and overall coordination is done manually, requiring more 

time and effort, rather than through the centralized AMANDA software system.  

Configuring AMANDA to manage the Code Amendment process, would help streamline 

the workflow and provide PDRD and Law Department staff and the community with 
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earlier notice of Code Amendments, as well as keep them apprised of the status of 

pending Code Amendments.  

160. Recommendation: Configure AMANDA/create a Code Amendment 

Process Module for the Code Amendment Process. 

 

H. HISTORIC PRESERVATION 

Historic Preservation Function 

The Historic Preservation function currently has 3 approved FTE positions, including a 

Principal Planner, Senior Planner and Planner I. The Senior Planner is currently vacant 

and Planner I position was recently filled. However, staff believes one additional FTE 

should be added to the function to manage activities more effectively. One of the focus 

groups also indicated the likely need for more staff for this function. As noted earlier, 

activity data for this function was not available, thus we are unable to provide a 

conclusive recommendation about whether the function is staffed appropriately.  

161.  Recommendation: Create a staffing model for Historic Preservation 

Function using application labor hours derived from the PDRD fee study to 

determine appropriate staffing levels for the function to justify the need for 

additional staff.  

 

Applications 

 

Generally, projects that propose changes to buildings, sites, and signage that are a 

Historic Landmark, within a Historic District, National Register Historic District or 

properties that are over fifty years old, are either approved by Historic Preservation staff, 

(e.g., if minor and meet criteria) or the Historic Landmark Commission (HLC), prior to 

construction.  

 

The Administrative and HLC Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) approval processes 

for Certificates of Appropriateness are outlined in of the City’s Land Development Code 

(e.g., Chapter 25-11), as are the sign permit and demolition and relocation provisions for 

historic structures. Application forms and checklists are posted on the City’s website and 

are fillable, which is a best practice. In addition, staff has created an annual “Application 
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Deadlines for Historic Landmark Commission Public Hearings,” to assist applicants in 

the submittal process, which is also a best practice. Staff indicated that they typically 

receive more applications for historic sign permits, as well as demolition and relocation 

permits than COA’s. However, we have highlighted the COA processes as an example of 

the Historic Preservation application process.  

  

Figures 22 and 23 below, are flow charts that show the general flow of the existing 

Administrative COA approval process and the discretionary HLC approval process. We 

were not able to obtain a detailed flow chart of the Historic Preservation application 

processes and recommend that the City generate charts to assist users in understanding 

the processes (see below recommendation).  

 

We did not receive significant negative feedback concerning the Historic Preservation 

Program application processes, which is good. A summary discussion of the process and 

our recommendations follow. 

 

Figure 22 

Existing Administrative Certificate of Appropriateness Approval Process  
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Figure 23 

Existing Discretionary HLC Certificate of Appropriateness Approval Process  

 

1. The First Step in both the Administrative and HLC, Certificate of Appropriateness 

(COA) approval process is to complete the Building Permit /Zoning Review and 

get a copy of the stamped application & Site Plan.  

2. Formal Submittals can be made anytime to the Historic Preservation Office (HPO) 

by appointment. For discretionary applications, submittals should be made by the 

cutoff dates shown on the “Application Deadlines for Historic Landmark 

Commission Public Hearings,” schedule, which is about 4 weeks prior to the 

scheduled hearing so that staff can comply with public hearing notice 

requirements. However, staff will accept applications after the cut-off date if 

public notice is not required. Submittal requirements include one set of 

dimensioned building plans, including elevations, floor plans, site plan, roof plan, 
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etc. showing all exterior changes and materials and finishes proposed. Electronic 

submittals are preferred in .pdf format; however paper copies are accepted if 

reduced to 11”x17” scale. Digital images of the site, structure, and elevations are 

also preferred, however samples and other information may be requested. In 

addition, a completed applications, fee, stamped application authorization form are 

also required at submittal.  

3. Applications are screened, case numbers are assigned and tentatively scheduled 

for an HLC hearing, when required. For Historic Land Mark cases, Historic 

zoning case numbers are utilized for all COA cases. New case numbers are 

assigned for COA’s within historic districts. Cases that require public notice are 

uploaded into AMANDA. Staff makes the determination for public notice based 

on the extent of the improvements. For example, some COA projects involve 

minimally invasive improvement, such as painting, window replacement, roofing, 

etc., and do not require public notice.  

 

4. The HPO Planner reviews the application for completeness immediately to 

determine whether the application is complete. Incomplete applications are 

typically rejected, however, at times they may be accepted, but will not be 

scheduled for hearing until they are complete.  

5. Complete applications may be forwarded to other staff within the PDRD as 

deemed necessary for a technical review. Formal review timeframes have not yet 

been established for COA applications. Review comments are compiled by the 

HPO Planner and sent to the applicant via email.  

See our recommendations concerning establishing performance standards for these 
and all other Current Planning Division applications under the “Performance 
Standards” heading of this study. 

 

6. Some COA projects require public notice.  

 

If the COA is an administrative application and meets the approval criteria, it will 

be approved by staff. Following approval, HPO staff forwards a stamped copy of 

plans to the applicant within 1-2 calendar days. Staff indicated that the project may 

be scheduled for HLC consideration, in those cases where the applicant disagrees 

with staff’s recommended changes for approval. 

 

Formal processing Performance Standards have not yet been established for 

overall processing for administrative applications and we have recommended 

Performance Standards for Administrative applications under the “Performance 

Standards” heading of this section.  
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7. Appeals of an administratively approved COA’s are heard by the HLC.  

 

8. For HLC approved COA applications, the project is scheduled for HLC hearing 

and public notice is sent by mail to interested parties, renter, property owners, etc., 

within 500’ of the property about 11 days prior to the hearing. Applicants are 

encouraged to meet with the Certificate of Appropriateness Committee (COAC), 

prior to HLC consideration, but it is not required. Additionally, applicants can 

seek preliminary review by the COAC at the very beginning stage of their 

development process if they choose. They do not have to wait until they make a 

formal submittal. Staff prepares a staff report from a template, typically 3 days (72 

hrs) prior to the scheduled hearing. The staff report and support materials are 

posted on the Commission’s agenda online about 3 calendar days (the Friday 

before the Monday meeting) before the scheduled meeting. Commissioners view 

the agenda packets on the City’s website, in their electronic form, which is good. 

At times, paper packets are printed for a few Commissioner’s for use at the 

hearing. However, as a rule, staff no longer prints out packets and hand delivers 

them to Commissioners prior to hearings. Staff indicated that computers are 

available at the dais for viewing electronic materials, which is good.  

9. The HLC hearing is held and a final decision is rendered, typically within 30 

calendar days of submittal. However, if the applicant makes a submittal after the 

published cut-off dates, final action is delayed by 30 calendar days, since the HLC 

only meets once a month. HLC can approve, approve with conditions, continue or 

deny a project. Approved applications are issued a signed COA and stamped 

plans, which is transmitted to the applicant by Historic staff immediately 

following the hearing via email or regular mail as needed. HLC decisions can be 

appealed to City Council and must be filed within 30 days of the HLC decision. 

162. Recommendation: Configure AMANDA to allow for online submittal 

and payment of Historic Preservation Applications.  

163. Recommendation: Flow charts of the applications managed by the 

Historic Preservation Office should be posted online to aid users in 

understanding the various processes. 
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I. ZONING 

Zoning Case Management Function 

Staffing for the Zoning Case Management function consists of 5 FTE’s including a 

Principal Planner that manages day-to-day operations of the Program and 4 FTE Senior 

Planners. This function does not currently use any consultants to supplement staffing 

resources.  

The Principal Planner manages a caseload, while providing oversight to Planners in the 

Program and acting as a resource for Planners in Neighborhood Planning and the 4th 

Floor. Planners indicated that other than meetings and other administrative tasks (e.g., 

phone calls, records management, etc.) the majority of their time is devoted to case 

management.  

Activity data provided by the Division, which was shown in the Table at the beginning of 

this section, indicates that activity levels have remained fairly constant since 2011. Staff 
reported that caseloads vary from 15 to 55 on going cases per planner. This 
caseload is impacted in that the City’s system tends to be labor intensive and 
AMANDA system has configuration issues, which hinders workflow efficiency. 
However, this caseload is well within national norms. 

There appears to be sufficient staff resources available to manage current planning 

projects as none of the staff interviewed indicated that there was a staffing shortage and 

reported that they are able to complete assigned work and that no backlogs exist. 

Zoning Case Management Applications 

The Zoning Case Management Program consists of a Principal Planner and four Senior 

Planners that process zoning/rezoning and zoning amendment (e.g., (Restrictive 

Covenants, Site Plan Deletions, PUD Amendments, PDA Amendments) application 

processes. 

 

The approval processes for Zoning Case Management application are outlined in the 

City’s Land Development Code (e.g., Chapter 25-2). Application forms and checklists 

are posted on the City’s website and most are fillable, which is a best practice. We did 

not receive significant negative feedback concerning the Zoning Case Management 

Program application processes, which is good. 

 

See our recommendations under the “Handout” heading about working with CTM to 

make all checklists and applications fillable, etc.  

 

Figure 24 below, is a flow chart that summarizes the standard Zoning/Rezoning approval 

process currently in place. A summary discussion of the process follows along with our 

recommendations for streamlining. 



 

Austin, Texas 207 Zucker Systems 

 

Figure 24 

Existing Standard Zoning/Rezoning Approval Process 
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See our recommendation above under “Historic Preservation Application Processes” 

regarding configuring AMANDA for online submittals and payment of fees for 

Current Planning Division application processes. 

Although zoning staff created a checklist for zoning application submittals, it was 

reported that incomplete applications are routinely received for processing, which 

delays processing and creates frustration. 

See our above recommendation regarding establishing a formal policy to reject all 

incomplete applications for the Current Planning Division. 

3. Intake staff quantitatively screens applications for all required submittal items. 

Data is entered into the AMANDA system, a case number is assigned and fees are 

collected. Incomplete applications are occasionally accepted for processing. 

Submittal requirements typically include one paper copy of the completed 

application, fee, tax plat, tax certificate, acknowledgement form, traffic impact 

analysis (TIA) and other items outlined in a submittal checklist.  

 

Currently, submittals cannot be made electronically. For zoning cases, the applicant 

submits a paper application with paper attachments to Intake and then this 

information is sent to a supervisor who scans the data into the AMANDA records 

system, where it becomes available in the “Attachment” tab. Staff indicated that the 

only submittal information that is scanned for the benefit of those reviewers that do 

not have access to AMANDA, such as the Law Dept, Neighborhood Housing and 

Community Development (NHCD), Austin Energy-Green Building, Watershed 

Protection-Chief Environmental Officer, and Fire Review. 

 

Reviewers that have access to AMANDA typically only receive a paper copy of the 

distribution sheet. However, Zoning Management staff still create and use paper files 

to take to meetings with applicants, neighborhoods, Commission and Council 

meetings. 

 

4. The Paper files travel from Intake to a Supervisor for scanning, uploading and 

distribution. The project is also tentatively scheduled for the next available 

PC/ZAP hearing and other Boards/Commission as may be required (e.g., 

Historic, Environmental, Waterfront, etc.).  

 

5. The Case Manager receives a one-page Notice of (new application) Filing sheet 

that notifies them that a new application has been filed, within 1-2 days of 

submittal. A Notice of Filing is generated by the Notification division and sent 

out within 14 days of the case filing to applicant, owners, renters, environmental, 

and neighborhood groups, etc., within 500’ radius. In addition, notification signs 
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are posted on the site. The Notification staff saves this information in AMANDA 

under the Documents tab once the notice is generated and sent out. GIS also gets 

a notification of a new file and creates a zoning case map.  

 

The Case Manager conducts preliminary research for related cases and 

determines whether the site is located within environmentally sensitive areas, 

neighborhood study areas, etc. The Case Manager conducts a site inspection and 

makes contact with the applicant via email and/or phone and requests any 

additional information deemed necessary. 

 

Staff indicated that zoning cases do not undergo a completeness check as other 

applications, such as site plans and subdivisions do. We advocate for qualitative 

completeness checks for all planning applications because it ensures that staff 

does not waste time processing incomplete applications and it provides early 

feedback to applicants concerning the status of their application. Performance 

Standards should be established for completeness checks to ensure that they are 

completed early in the process.  

 

164. Recommendation: Completeness checks for Zoning Case Management 

Applications should be completed within 5 working days of submittal. The 

Completeness check should be accomplished within the context of the staff 

review (DRC) period, so that all reviewers can help evaluate the whether the 

project is complete and ready to continue through the hearing process.  

 

6. The case manager and review staff have a distribution sheet delivered 

to their “pick up” boxes on the 4th floor, the day after the case has been 

submitted, which is the only information that the review staff receives unless the 

case is a new PUD or a PUD/MUD amendment with redlined land use plans 

attached.  

The zoning case manager will receive the actual case file after it has traveled 

from Intake to Distribution to GIS Mapping and then to Notification, which can 

take up about two weeks after the case has been filed. The review staff, such as 

such as Comprehensive Planning, Drainage Engineering, Electric, 

Environmental, Fire, Floodplain, Green Building, Law Dept., Industrial Waste, 

Mapping, Notice Team, Public Works, Transportation, Water Quality, Heritage 

Trees, Subdivision, etc.  has 14 days to submit comments in AMANDA to the 

case manager. That 14 day period begins the day of distribution (e.g., the day 

after the zoning case is filed).  

The case manager has 28 days from the date of filing to receive the reviewers’ 

comments, do research, conduct a site check, discuss the case with the zoning 
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staff and make a recommendation, draft a case report and schedule/notify the 

case for a Commission hearing. 

 

 

See our recommendation under the “Performance Standard” heading in this 

section about establishing staff review standards for up to three review cycles.  

 

7. The Case Manager introduces the new case to Zoning Case Management Staff and 

other PDRD staff at the regularly scheduled Monday morning staff meeting and 

the group makes a tentative recommendation for the case. 

 

Obviously, the delay in the distribution of the full application submittal materials, 

hinders processing of zoning applications. However, this delay should be eliminated 

once the Division completes the transition to a digital submittal process.  

165. Recommendation: The Development Services Manager for the Current 

Planning Division should ensure that all application materials are immediately 

distributed, within 1-2 days maximum to the case manager and reviewers. Once 

digital submittals are possible, application materials should be submitted and 

distributed electronically only.  

 

 

8. The Case Manager continues the review of the application and presents it at the 

regularly scheduled Wednesday staff meeting with Zoning, DAC and Law Dept. 

staff and a tentative recommendation is made by the group. Case Managers 

contact the applicant once the group recommendation is made to discuss the 

recommendation and scheduling dates. 

 

9.  Staff review comments are due in AMANDA. 

 

Staff indicates that the applicant can review the staff comments once they are sent by 

the reviewers in the AMANDA system using the City’s website link to AMANDA, 

which is good.  

 

10. The Case Manager Compiles comments, conducts research, etc. and conducts a 

2nd Zoning Staff Review at Wednesday’s staff meeting w/DAC & Law Dept. 

and makes a final staff recommendation for the proposal. The final 

recommendation typically occurs within 21 days of application submittal.  
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Zoning Case Management Review 

 

As indicated above, the Zoning Case Management Program has a labor-intensive review 

process, consisting of multiple group reviews. Best practice communities often create a 

Development Review Committee (DRC) instead, in order to make the review process 

more efficient. The DRC is a process where interdepartmental staff from development-

related functions meet to collectively review zoning and other planning applications to 

identify issues, conditions of approval and determine whether the application is complete 

for processing. Some communities create a separate completeness determination step, 

where the Case Manager is responsible for qualitatively reviewing the project for 

completeness before it is distributed to other reviewers.  

 

We are advocates of the DRC process, particularly in communities, such as Austin, where 

development-related functions are dispersed throughout different floors and divisions and 

departments. This helps to bring the related review functions together in one place, at one 

time, to discuss and resolve issues before projects are scheduled for decision-making 

hearings, instead of being independently discussed at Program level meetings.  

 

The DRC also provides the applicant with a structured forum to review to identify, 

discuss and resolve development-related issues with review staff early in the application 

review process.  

 

Moreover, the DRC process facilitates early problem solving so that projects are not 

unnecessarily delayed by repeated reviews with individual reviewers and/or 

postponements/continuances by the decision-makers. In Best Practice Communities, the 

DRC is typically held only for more complicated projects, such as zoning cases, historic 

projects and/or large scale and/or economically significant development proposals (e.g., 

annexations, improvement districts, etc.). 

 

The City should consider establishing a DRC for more complicated projects, such as 

Zoning Case Management cases. The DRC should include senior level decision-making 

review staff from core disciplines, including: engineering (e.g., utilities, transportation), 

planning, building, fire, as well as parks and police, legal and other PDRD disciplines.  

DRC meetings should be led by the Zoning Case Manager/Planner assigned to the case, 

who should act as the Project Manager (see our discussion under the “Project Manager” 

heading, above). DRC meetings should be held within 10 working days of the submittal 

in order give staff adequate review time to identify any “deal breaker issues,” potential 

design and regulatory concerns and make a qualitative determination about the 

application’s completeness. Each designated DRC member should be required to come to 

the DRC meeting with a list of written comments/issues to be discussed during the 

meeting.  
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The lead Planner should steer and focus the DRC discussion by using an agenda and a 

computer and large display screen or monitor, where possible, to display project plans for 

the entire group. The lead Case Manager Planner should present each project to DRC 

members, highlight known issues, and solicit feedback and discussion from each 

discipline. To guide this discussion, lead Case Manager Planners should create a DRC 

review checklist to ensure that projects are consistently reviewed to cover the full scope 

of review of each discipline. The applicant should be invited to attend the meeting and be 

allowed to discuss identified issues with staff reviewers with the goal of developing 

potential solutions to issues. Written comments by DRC Members should be documented 

in AMANDA and collated by the lead planner in advance of the meeting. The applicant 

should be provided with an electronic copy of staff comments at the close of the meeting. 

If changes to comments or conditions occur during the meeting, staff should have the 

ability to change them on the spot, display on the smart board in the room, and print a 

copy for the applicant.  

The Zoning Case Management, Annexation, Historic Preservation and Code Amendment 

functions should determine which of the more complex project types should be subject to 

DRC review, such as certain Code Amendments, Rezoning, and subdivisions, and 

routinely schedule those project types for DRC review.  

All review materials should be sent electronically to DRC members, through the 

AMANDA system to reduce the amount of paper used and provide staff with as much 

time as possible to review project materials before the DRC meeting.  

166. Recommendation: Establish a DRC function, so that it serves as a case 

review function for more complex zoning projects, as described above. The DRC 

should also be used to review complex subdivision and site plan projects. 

 

The DRC should include the following features: 

 An annual “DRC Schedule,” which outlines the dates that the DRC meetings are 

scheduled;  

 A determination of which types of Division Applications should be routinely 

scheduled for DRC, so that they can be automatically scheduled by the front 

counter at submittal (in-take), through the AMANDA system (if possible); 

 The designated Principal Planner should proactively manage the DRC meetings to 

ensure that assigned staff attend regularly, are prepared, and thoroughly outline 

issues, which encompass their entire scope of review; 
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 The assigned Case Manager Planner should lead the DRC meetings and 

discussions, as a project manager, using the agenda, a computer and display screen 

to display project plans; 

 A DRC Agenda should be prepared and posted on the PDRD web page, as well as 

sent to the applicant via email; 

 Members of the DRC should have decision making authority and decisions should 

not be later changed by other review staff;  

 The Agenda should note that all applicants whose projects appear on the DRC 

Agenda are encouraged to attend the meeting to discuss the project with staff; and  

 Create a checklist of discussion items for use by the Case Management Planners 

for each project scheduled for DRC. 

 

Figure 25 below is a flow chart that shows how the existing Zoning Case Management 

Approval process could work with a DRC function integrated into the workflow. This 

process will be further streamlined, once digital submittals are used. 

 

Figure 25 

Zoning Case Management with DRC Flow Chart 
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11. The Case Manager confirms the hearing schedule and Notice of Public Hearings 

are requested for ZAP or PC and CC approximately 14 calendar days prior to 

hearings. The Case Manager requests the notice of public hearing in the 

AMANDA system and within 2-3 business days, the Notification staff alerts 

staff that the public hearing notice is drafted and ready for review. The Case 

Manager reviews, edits and finalizes the public hearing notice and the notice is 

distributed 11 days prior to the scheduled hearing.  

 

As noted under the “Technology” heading of this section, the public notice 

process that was set-up in AMANDA is inefficient and takes up to 14 different 

processes to complete and we have recommended that this and other 

configuration issues be addressed as soon as possible. 

 

12. The Case Manager prepares a Zoning Report about 6 days prior to the scheduled 

Commission meeting(s), from a template created by the Division, which is good. 

Currently, the Land Development Code specifies that Summary Reports are to 

be completed within 28 calendar days of the filing of the application and staff 

indicates that reports are generated within this timeframe. Staff contacts the 

applicant to discuss the report and recommendations. 

 

The AMANDA system was intended to be programmed to automatically generate 

the Zoning Summary Review Staff Report from all of the baseline information 

and staff review comments input into AMANDA. However, staff indicated that 

this feature does not work as intended despite attempts to re-structure the system 

and the report so that this feature is functional. As a result, staff report preparation 

is less efficient than it could be. 

 

See our discussion under the “technology” heading of this section about resolving 

these and other technology issues in the Division. 

 

13. A paper copy of the Zoning Report is forwarded to the assigned Commission 

agenda coordinator on the Wednesday prior to the Tuesday meeting. The 

coordinator scans the report to a .pdf format, adds the case to an agenda 

spreadsheet and creates an agenda in a word document. The agenda, Zoning 

Reports and back-up materials are uploaded into an electronic agenda packet that 

is posted online. In addition, paper copies of agenda materials are sent to an off-

site printing company to make 12-25 copies of the agenda packets. Packets are 

then delivered by car to Commission members, the Friday before the scheduled 

meeting (e.g., 4 calendar days prior to). 

 

167. Recommendation: Purchase iPads or laptops computers for 

Commission members, if they are not currently available in hearing chambers, so 
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that agenda packet materials can be viewed electronically at hearings instead of on 

paper. 

 

168. Recommendation: Once electronic submittals are possible through the 

AMANDA system, the Development Service Manager for the Current Planning 

Division should ensure that agendas packets are only distributed electronically to 

members, as well as posted online to eliminate the time and cost associated with 

copying and delivery of the paper agenda packet.  

 

 

14. PC hearings are held on the 2nd and 4th Tuesdays of each month and ZAP hearings 

on the 1st and 3rd Tuesdays of each month. Staff provides a brief overview of the 

case, followed by a more comprehensive PowerPoint presentation by the 

applicant. Zoning cases must be heard within 181 calendar days of filing or they 

expire, per City Code.  

 

15. The case is required by Code to be heard by the City Council for a public hearing 

within 40-days of a ZAP or PC Commission recommendation. The staff submits 

the posting language for the zoning case to the agenda office 3 weeks and 1 day 

prior to the City Council meeting. The Case Manager updates the Zoning 

Summary Review Report to reflect actions at the PC or ZAP hearing and 

completes a Council agenda and “Request for Readings” sheet.  

 

If a case has a positive recommendation from the Commission and does not have 

opposition, the staff will request an ordinance from the Law Department within a 

week (e.g., 7-calendar days). The Law Dept. has an ordinance deadline document 

that they prepare for the year based on the City Council dates.  

 

Staff indicated that the AMANDA system is not used for the Ordinance 

preparation process through the Law Dept., even though the Law Dept. is set up to 

receive distributions through AMANDA. Instead, the process is completed 

through, fax, interoffice mail or email. Typically, staff scans the ordinance/public 

restrictive covenant/street deed requests along with the case report, maps, legal 

description (field notes) and any other relative information and then e-mails the 

information to the Law Dept. The Law Dept. sends an e-mail back to the Case 

Manager to acknowledge receipt. 

 

169. Recommendation: Use an electronic system for the ordinance drafting 

process to eliminate the practice of email, scanning and interoffice mail 

coordination. 
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16. The updated Zoning Report, Ordinance and back-up materials are forwarded to the 

Council liaison for inclusion in an electronic agenda packet (e.g., SIRE agenda 

builder).  

 

17. Electronic Agenda Packets are posted online and distributed electronically to the 

Council about 7 days prior to the scheduled hearing. 

 

18. The Council then considers the case at a regularly scheduled Thursday Public 

Hearing. The case is presented at City Council as a consent item, and all three 

readings of the ordinance are completed, if the project is recommended for approval 

by the Commission recommendation and there is no public opposition. If not, the case 

is presented to council as a postponement item or a discussion item. If a case is 

contentious, has neighborhood opposition or the applicant does not agree with the 

Commission’s recommendation, then it is typically scheduled as a Discussion item 

and only the 1st reading is completed. It is the ZAP, PC and City Council’s policy to 

grant all first postponement requests by either the staff, applicant or neighborhood.  

 

After the first postponement, a subsequent postponement is usually up for discussion 

by the Council. The City Council then closes the public hearing and makes a motion 

on 1st reading only. After that occurs, the staff requests a draft ordinance for 

2nd/3rd readings as soon as possible (within 2 weeks, or by the next available Law 

deadline request date). According to staff, Austin requires 3 readings to provide time 

for input and the applicant and staff to work through outstanding issues. State law 

requires 2 readings.  

 

When the ordinance is prepared, the staff contacts the applicant about the proposed 

2nd/3rd reading date and then submits the posting language for 2nd/3rd readings to 

the agenda office. This does not require notification because the public hearing is 

closed. In rare cases, a case is scheduled for 2nd reading only to work out 

details/issues that arise after the CC motion at first reading. Then after the 2nd reading 

the staff will request a draft ordinance from Law for the 3rd and final reading. The 

City Code provides Council with 231 calendar days to complete required ordinance 

readings.  

 

We received feedback from interviewees that postponements are excessive and create 

significant processing delays. For example, we were made aware of an existing case 

that has been postponed 8 times and other cases that have almost a dozen council 

actions and several years to complete.  

 

Staff indicated that the City’s existing policy is to grant all first time postponement 

requests, whether they are made by staff, the application, neighbors or a neighborhood 

group. After the first request, the Commission or City Council has discretion 
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(depending on where the application is in the approval process) over whether 

additional postponement requests are granted.  

 

The reasons for postponement requests vary, but are often the result of a pending 

petition of opposition and the applicant needing additional time to resolve outstanding 

issues, such as traffic and/or environmental issues (e.g., hydrology, trees, etc.). In 

addition, staff may have to request a postponement in some cases to keep zoning 

request active if there is an outstanding issue.  

 

170.  Recommendation: Work with the City Council to modify the existing 

postponement policy in order to curb the practice of excessive postponements, which 

is a drain on city resources.  

Application Processing Times 

Table 37 below show sample data on 10 recent Current Planning Division applications, 

including Land Development Code Amendment, Use Determination Historic 

Preservation and Zoning Application cases.  
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Table 37 

Ten Recent Current Planning Division Applications Processed  

 

As the above table shows, staff reviews for Land Development Code Amendment cases 

ranged from 30 to 60 days. Since these cases are generated by the City, completeness 

determinations and the number of staff reviews is less relevant, as these types of cases are 

often studied by multiple groups over extended time periods. Overall processing for the 3 

Case Type  
Name and # 
 

Date 
Submitt
ed 

Date 
Deemed 
Complete 

# of 
Working 

Days 
from 

Submitta
l to 

Deemed 
Complet

e 

# of 
Working 
Days for 

Staff 
Review(s) 

from 
Deemed 
Complete 

# of 
Staff 
Revie

w 
Cycles 

Decision 
Date 

# of 
Calendar 
days from 
Submittal 

to Approval 
Land Development 
Code Amendment 
Mobile Retail C20-
2013-034 11/7/13 6/26/14 158 45 9 6/26/14 231 
Land Development 
Code Amendment - 
Breweries C20-
2013-026 10/3/13 4/17/14 133 30 6 4/17/14 196 
Land Development 
Code Amendment - 
Urban Farms C20-
2013-005 2/26/13 11/21/13 187 60 25 11/21/13 268 
Zoning 
C14-2012-0108 – 
Ross Road Center 8/30/12 8/31/12 1 32 1 12/13/12 

104 Cal/75 
working 

days 

Zoning 
C14-2013-0093 – 
Lynnbrook Condos 5/14/13 7/30/13 77 29  1 10/3/13 

142 
Cal/103 
working 

days 

Rezoning 
C14-2013-0053 – 
Still Waters 5/15/13 5/16/13 1 43 1 8/22/13 

99 Cal/72 
working 

days 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness  

Not 
availabl
e 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Not 
availa
ble 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness  

Not 
availabl
e 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Not 
availa
ble 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Use Determination 
UD-2014-0001 – 
Gorman Use 
Determination 6/9/14 6/9/14 0 71 1 

In process 
(appealed 
to BOA on 
10/27/14 

In process 
due to 
appeal 

Use Determination 
UD-2014-0003 – 
Cross Fit Use 
Determination 7/25/14 7/25/14 0 25 1 8/19/14 

25 (not 
appealed) 
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cases sampled took from 6.5 to 9 months to complete, which is consistent with the 8 

month timeframe outlined by City staff.  

The Zoning cases sampled showed that two completeness determinations occurred within 

1 working day; however, the rezoning case was not deemed completed for 77 working 

days. This seems excessive and is far beyond completeness timeframes achieved by best 

practice communities, which typically range from 5 to 15 working days (e.g., 1 – 3 

weeks). Staff review timeframes for these cases ranged from 29 to 43 working days, 

which is also lengthy and beyond what is typically established in best practice 

communities for zoning cases. Each of the 3 cases were reviewed in one review cycle and 

overall processing for 2 of the cases was completed in just over 3 months, which is 

consistent with the timeframe outlined in the process flowchart. 

Performance Standards 

Performance Measures for the Current Planning Division were identified and established 

in the City’s adopted budget for the Department and are shown in Table 38 below.  
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Table 38 

Existing Performance Measures for Current Planning 

Function 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

Annexation      

Full Time Employees (FTE’s) 2 2 2 2 2 

# acres annexed and served by City of Austin 
water/wastewater service 

1,596 4,544 3,980 3,000 1,202 

% annexed served by City of Austin 
water/wastewater 

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Code Amendment (map and text)      

FTE’s 1 1 1 1 4 

# amendments prepared 18 21 28 20 20 

% of amendments adopted ( text or map) 44% 57% 75% 85% 82% 

Historic Preservation      

FTE’s    3  

No Measures listed      

One-Stop-Shop (OSS)      

FTE’s - - 1 1 1 

No Measures listed      

Zoning Case Management      

FTE’s 11 11 11 11 11 

# applications processed 137 129 140 130 130 

# neighborhood plan rezonings on Planning 
Commission agenda 

2 2 0 3 0 

# neighborhood plan rezonings adopted by City 
Council  

2 2 0 3 0 
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As noted earlier in this report, the Performance Measures established, are not true 

standards and are not effective measures of performance for the Current Planning 

Division, particularly with regards to case processing functions. In addition, some of the 

feedback that we received suggests that these Performance Measures promote a “pro-

development” and/or “pro-approval” culture among staff since staff’s performance is 

evaluated based on meeting these measures.  As such, we have suggested Performance 

Standards in the table below that are intended to provide a measure of staff’s 

performance.  

In addition to the above Performance Measures outlined in the adopted Budget, there are 

a number of Performance Standards established by the Land Development Code and/or 

state law or for the various applications processed by the Current Planning Division for 

completeness reviews, staff reviews and overall case processing. However, Standards are 

not tracked, managed or reported on to determine whether they are being met 

successfully.  

Table 39 below shows the existing Performance Standards, established by various means, 

for the various applications processed in the Current Planning Division.  
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Table 39 

Existing Performance Standards for Current Planning Applications 

 

Table 40 below shows our suggested Performance Standards for the application processes 

listed.  

Application 
Types 

Completeness 
Review 
Performance 
Standard  

Staff Review Cycle 
Performance Standard  

Staff Report 
Completion 
from time of 
submittal 

Processing 
from 
Submittal 
to PC 
hearing 

Overall 
Processing 
from 
submittal to 
Final 
Decision-
body (BOA, 
Council, or 
Staff HLC)  

Established 
Standard for 
% Time Met 

Cycle 
One 

Cycle 
Two 

Cycle 
Three 

Appeals to Use 
Determinations 

None None None None None N/A N/A None 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness 
(Historic Landmark 
Commission) 

Immediate None None None None N/A 
60 Calendar 
days to HLC 

None 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness 
(Staff approval) 

Immediate None None None None N/A None None 

Historic Demolition 
Application Permit  

Immediate None None None None N/A 
60 Calendar 
days to HLC 

None 

Historic relocation 
of structures  

Immediate None None None None2 N/A 60 Calendar 
days to HLC 

None 

Historic Sign permit Immediate None None None None2 N/A None None 
Historic Zoning 

Immediate2 

10 
working 
days/14 
calendar 

days 

None None 

20 working 
days/28 
calendar 

days 

40 working 
days/60 
calendar 

days 

65 working 
days/105 
calendar 

days 

None 

National Register 
Historic Districts 
permits  

Immediate2 None2 None None None N/A 
60 Calendar 
days to HLC 

None 

Rezoning/Zoning 
(standard – e.g., no 
other additional 
boards, 
commissions, 
studies, etc.) 

None 

10 
working 
days/14 
calendar 

days 

None None 

20 working 
days/28 
calendar 

days 

40 working 
days/60 
calendar 

days 

65 working 
days/105 
calendar 

days 

None 

Use Determinations None None None None N/A N/A - None 
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Table 40 

Suggested Performance Standards for Current Planning Applications 

 

J.  CODENEXT TEAM 

Organization 

The CodeNEXT team is a special Section within the Current Planning Division. It 

consists of five staff as shown in Figure 26 and Table 41. These may not match the 

Application 
Types 

Suggested 
Completeness 
Review 
Performance 
Standard  

Suggested Staff Review 
Cycle Performance 
Standard  

Suggested 
Staff 
Report 
Completion 
from time 
of 
submittal 

Suggested 
Processing 
from 
Submittal 
to PC 
hearing 

Suggested 
Overall 
Processing 
from 
submittal 
to Final 
Decision-
body 
(BOA, 
Council, or 
Staff HLC)  

Suggested 
Standard 
for % Time 
Met 

Cycle 
One 

Cycle 
Two 

Cycle 
Three 

Appeals to Use 
Determinations None N/A N/A N/A None N/A 

20 working 
days/30 
calendar 

days 90% 
Certificate of 
Appropriateness 
(Historic 
Landmark 
Commission) 5 working days 

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None N/A 

32 working 
days 90% 

Certificate of 
Appropriateness 
(Staff approval) 2working days 

5 
working 

days 

3 
working 

days 

1 
working 

days None N/A 
15 working 

days 90% 
Historic 
Demolition 
Application 
Permit  5 working days 

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None N/A 

32 working 
days 90% 

Historic 
relocation of 
structures  5 working days 

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None N/A 

32 working 
days 90% 

Historic Sign 
permit 5 working days  

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None N/A 

32 working 
days 90% 

Historic Zoning 5 working days 

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None 

40 working 
days 

 65 working 
days 90% 

National 
Register Historic 
Districts permits  5 working days 

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None N/A 

32 working 
days 90% 

Rezoning/Zoning 5 working days  

10 
working 

days 

5 
working 

days 
3 

working 
days None 

40 working 
days 

65 working 
days 90% 

Use 
Determinations 5 working days 

5 
working 

days 

3 
working 

days 

1 
working 

days None N/A 
15 working 

days 90% 
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current staffing but were accurate at the time we did our research. The Development 

Services Manager reports to an Assistant Director who manages the Current Planning 

Division.  

Figure 26 

CodeNEXT Team Organization 

 

Table 41 

CodeNEXT Staffing 

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Dev Svcs Div Mgr 1 
Manages the CodeNEXT project and 
staff 

Assistant 
Director 

Admin Specialist 1 
Standard administrative support 
functions plus some social media 

Dev Svcs Div 
Mgr 

Dev Svcs Proc Coord 1 

Works with the Code Advisory Group, 
website, invoices, reviews consultants 
reports 

Dev Svcs Div 
Mgr 

Planner 1 1 

Handles Community Character in a Box, 
handles some of the outreach and 
events 

Dev Svcs Div 
Mgr 

Public Information 
Specialist 1 Coordinates consultants and outreach 

Dev Svcs Div 
Mgr 

 
The Project 

The City has embarked on a 2 million dollar multi-year project to revise/and or replace 

the current Development Code. The project is being completed by a consulting team 

headed by Opticos Design Inc., along with 13 sub-consultants. A special 11 person Land 

Matt Duggan
Dev Svcs Proc Coord

George Zapalac
Dev Svcs Div Mgr

Paulina Urbanowicz
Planner I

Katherine Clark
Admin Specialist

Darrick Nicholas
Public Information Specialist

Part Time

George Adams
Assistant Director
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Development Code Advisory Group has also been appointed. The new code is expected 

to go into effect in 2017.  

The Department staff works closely with the consultants and community outreach and 

meetings. The “Character in a Box” processes uses the consultant’s methodology but is 

being implemented by the City staff.  

Our study is designed to coordinate closely with the CodeNEXT work. As part of this 

study we met with the CodeNEXT staff and the consultants. We observed part of the 

public meeting of Code Approaches held on September 4 and have communicated with 

the consultants by telephone.  

CodeNEXT Code Advisory Group 

We met with the CodeNEXT Code Advisory Group on September 3 with 7 members 

present. Although no votes were taken, the following items were discussed: 

 The current consulting contract does not include funds for mapping changes from 

the new code; 

 The current consulting contract does not include funds for computerizing the new 

code;  

 There is a desire for more expedited housing;  

 It was noted that there have been many new plans adopted over the last few years; 

 The City has high paid police but low paid planners; and 

 The Planning and Development Department Director has not actively participated 

in the CodeNEXT project.  

We are not directly involved in the CodeNEXT project but do have a number of concerns 

based on our code work elsewhere. It is essential the budget be found for both mapping 

and a computerized code. We were surprised to see that this was not in the adopted 

budget. This appropriation would come from the General Fund and not out of the One-

Stop-Shop budget. This is one of the major projects for the Planning and Development 

Review Department, and as such we believe it is essential that the Department’s Director 

have a major involvement. 

171. Recommendation: There should be an appropriation for mapping of 

the new code and an electronic code.  

172. Recommendation: the Director of the Planning and Development 

Review Department should actively participate in the CodeNEXT project.  
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Impact on Department Organization 

The CodeNEXT Code Diagnosis report indicates: 

 Department Organization: “The current complexity of the Land Development 

Code has an adverse effect on the organizational structure of the Planning and 

Development Review department.” While we agree that this is likely, it will not be 

possible to fully integrate our workflow study with CodeNEXT since the 

workflow study will be complete before CodeNEXT has its recommendations. 

This means that there may be some organizational changes and a study needed at a 

later time. However, it appears that many of the current issues within the PDRD 

relate to other issues outside the code. If these issues are corrected, it should be 

easier to integrate CodeNEXT recommendations into the organization.  

 Incomplete and Complicated Administration and Procedures: “A lack of 

clarity and consistency in decision-making, interpretation, and review of the code, 

as well as missing or incomplete code administration information, make for a 

lengthy and unpredictable review process.” We agree that this is the case. 

However, there will be additional ways to address the lengthy processes. 

 Workspace Issues: Although the code does impact the workspace issues, the lack 

of good technology and housing the related functions on five floors may have even 

a greater impact on productivity, confusion and timelines. 

Possible Areas to Be Considered in CodeNEXT Work 

In our research we noted the following Code areas that should be considered in the 

CodeNEXT project:  

 Combine Building and Fire Board of Appeals, Electric Board, Mechanical, 

Plumbing and Solar Boards, Recommendation 59; 

 Work to eliminate local building code amendments, Recommendation 69; 

 Examine and maintain rural zoning policies, Recommendation 131; 

 Add emphasis to nodal activity centers, Recommendation 126;  

 Narrow criteria for invoking Appeals for time extensions, Recommendation 238; 

 Expand items for administrative subdivision cases, Recommendation 242; 

 Allow some final plats to be approved administratively, Recommendation 243; 

and 

 Recognize that the new Code will require major amendments to the Rules, i.e. 

technical manuals.  
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VIII. DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE 
CENTER (DAC) 

A. PROFILE 
The Development Assistance Center staff consults with customers on all aspects of the 

development process and applicable development regulations and provides guidance to 

customers on the appropriate process they should follow to get their proposed projects 

approved.  

The Development Assistance Center (DAC) is staffed by consulting planners and their 

support staff, document management and research staff as well as staff co-located from 

Austin Energy and Austin Water. The following is a list of services provided by the 

Development Assistance Center. 

 Board of Adjustment and Sign Review Board support  

 CBD After-hours Concrete Pour Permits 

 Copies of official public records related to development applications 

 Determinations/Outdoor Amplified Sound Permits 

 Development process and regulation consulting 

 Document management and sales 

 Land Status/Legal Tract  

 Mobile Retail Registration 

 Outdoor Music Venue Permits 

 Research assistance 

 Sales of zoning maps and standard GIS map products 

 Sign Applications 

 Site Development Determinations/Exemptions 

 Site Plan Corrections 

 Temporary Use Permits 

 Utility consulting including Electric Service Plan Application (ESPA) 

 Water and wastewater meter sales and electrical meter can sale 

 Zoning verification 

The DAC also has a group responsible for document management and research that is 

responsible for maintaining the official public records of development applications, 
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including case files for zoning, subdivision, and site plan applications, official record-set 

copies of all approved site plans and building plans, as well as copies of recorded 

subdivision plats in accordance with State records retention regulations. Record-set site 

plans are maintained on-site, along with recent zoning, site plan, and subdivision case 

files. Older plans are stored off-site in a third-party controlled warehouse. Staff assigned 

to this group also scan all approved site plans and recorded subdivision plats so they can 

be uploaded to the AMANDA permit systems and be available to the public on-line and 

other staff city-wide.  

The Development Assistance Center is located on the main floor of One Texas Center 

with the Records Research group located to the left of the main public entrance and the 

DAC consulting group located to right of the entrance. Both of these areas are enclosed in 

glass and readily visible to customers entering the building. This location, while 

convenient to some customers, makes the staff in these counters somewhat responsible 

for directing all customers to various other floors of the building depending on the service 

they are seeking.  

Authority 

The activities of the Development Assistance Center are primarily focused on assisting 

customer in their efforts to navigate through the various steps necessary to demonstrate 

that their project complies with the multitude of regulations contained in the local Land 

Development Code (Chapters 25-1 through 25-13) and applicable State and Federal 

Laws.  

Organization 

The Development Assistance Center has an unconventional organizational structure. 

Unlike most organizations that have groups of employees performing the same function 

and supervision provided based on the number of employees in each discipline, the DAC 

has a very flat organizational structure. The customer-consulting portion of the Division 

primarily consists of specialists that provide preliminary information to customers rather 

than in depth analysis and direction. The more in-depth analysis occurs when formal 

plans are submitted to another Division consisting of employees with similar technical 

skills as those in the DAC. This organizational configuration requires a delicate balancing 

act for DAC employees to maintain strong working relationships with their technical 

peers in other Divisions while reporting to a Manager on a day-to-day basis that does not 

share the same technical background. Employee surveys and interview responses indicate 

that that this arrangement may be contributing to a sense that the Division is not 

functioning efficiently. A review of the results of the employee surveys indicated a very 

high level of dissatisfaction with how the organization responds to problems and the 

overall level of communication that exists within the Division. 
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The organization for the Development Assistance Center is shown in Figure 27, with staff 

function shown in Table 42. This data is the organization as it was during our research. 

There may have been changes since that time. 

Figure 27  

Organization of Development Assistance Center 

 

George Adams
Assistant Director

Jennifer Back
Engineer B

Drainage Review
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Admin Senior
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EV Review Spec Sr

Environmental Review

Heather Stewart
Admin Senior
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Site Plan Review

Glenn Rhoades
Coord Dev Svcs Prcs

Land Status/
Subdivision Rev
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Permit Rev Spec

Leane Heldenfels
Planner Senior

Michelle Casillas
Planner Sr
Site Plan/

Transportatoin

DAC Consulting Corrections/
Exemptions Reviews

Brent Lloyd (Law)
Legal Advisor

Research/Document 
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Victor Auzenne
Planner II
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Admin Spec

Daniel Frazier
Admin Asst

Sylvia Herrera
Admin Asst
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Admin Assoc
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Planner I

Cynthia Segura
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Monty Lowell
Austin Water 

Utility

Rick Schieffer
Austin Energy

Andria Burt
Admin Senior

Jerry Mendez
Austin Energy

Ron Humphrey
Austin Water 

Utility

Sallie Correa
Admin Senior

Christopher Johnson
Mgr. Develop. 

Assistance Services

Robert Heil
Planner Senior

Utility Consultants

OSS Support
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Austin Water 

Utility

Eric Gomez
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Program 
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Alice Flora
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Robby McArthur
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Staffing 

Table 42 

Staff Functions In Development Assistance Center 

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 

Manages Current Planning, 
Development Assistance Center, Land 
Use Review and CodeNEXT. Director 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance Center 1 

Manages Development Assistance 
Center 

Assistant 
Director 

DAC Consulting 

Site 
Plan/Transportation   

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Sr Planner 1 

Provides customer consulting for site 
planning and transportation 
requirements 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

EV Review Spec Sr, 
Environmental Revies 1 

Provides customer consulting to resolve 
problems relating to conflicts with zoning 
requirements and neighborhood plan 
overlays. 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Engineer B, Drainage 
Review 1 

Provides customer consulting for 
compliance with environmental 
requirements 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Admin Senior 2 
Provides customer consulting for 
compliance with drainage requirements 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Coord, Dev Svcs Prcs, 
Land 
Status/Subdivision Rev 1 

Provides administrative support to staff 
providing customer consulting services 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Corrections/Exemptions 

Admin Sr 2 

Provides administrative support to staff 
performing review of approved site plan 
changes and exemption determinations 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Research/Document Sales 

Coord, Dev Svc Prcs, 
Site Plan Review 1 

Coordinates review of site plan 
revisions, conducts Development 
Assessments meetings 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Permit Rev Spec 1 

Perform reviews on all residential 
applications for compliance with zoning, 
subdivisions, and site plan requirements  

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Admin Senior 1 

Provides high level administrative 
support for research and documents 
group 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Admin Asst 2 
Performs administrative functions in 
support of research and document sales 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

group. Services 

Admin Assoc 1 

Performs first level administrative 
functions supporting the research and 
documents group 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Planner I 1 
Performs basic research functions in 
response to public information requests 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

AWU Taps Permit 
 

Austin Water Utility 
Staff 4 

Issue water line tap permits and other 
permits related to Austin Water Utility 

AWU 
Supervisors 

Reviews 

Planner Senior 1 
Provides technical and administrative 
support for Board of Adjustment 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Planner II 1 
Provides assistance in support of items 
to be heard by Board of Adjustment 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

Admin. Spec. 1 
Processes notifications and agendas for 
Board of Adjustments 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

NOT PDRD 

Utility Consultants 

Austin Water 

Utility 2 

Utility tap sales, tap receipts, 

service history research 

AWU Taps 

office 

manager 

Austin Water 

Utility 1 

Pipeline engineering/plumbing 

consultation. Assists customers 

with AWU and plumbing 

questions. Reviews 

corrections/exemption for 

plumbing and utility issues 

AWU 

Pipeline 

Engineering 

manager 

Austin Energy 2 

Provides consulting on placement of 
electrical lines and authorizes electrical 
meter can sales 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

OSS Support 

Legal Advisor 1 

Provides legal advice on proposed 
Ordinance changes, assists in 
interpreting existing code language and 
defends City when Department is sued 

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Coord, EV Program 
Enforcement 1 

Coordinates enforcement actions when 
enforcing environmental regulations. 
Works with DAC staff to help violators 
understand required permits.  

Mgr. Develop 
Assistance 
Services 

TOTAL 32   
 

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 The Development Assistance Center was established to provide a single location 

where customers can receive information about the development process. 

 The employees in the Development Assistance Center are selected because of their 

superior one-on-one customer service skills. 

 The City has provided comprehensive on-line video training programs to assist 

customers in understanding the many steps required to obtain a permit to develop. 

 The customer waiting area in the DAC is comfortable and provides a computer 

monitor that tracks wait times for both the DAC and the Permit Center so Permit 

Center customers can wait here when the Permit Center waiting area is full.  

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 
A problem we have observed while reviewing numerous other jurisdictions has been that 

development departments fail to prioritize the need to provide accurate information to 

customers during the earliest stages of development. Frequently jurisdictions will simply 

assign a Planner-of-the-day to be available to respond to customer questions. Because 

this is not the primary assignment of the Planner, there tends to be limited commitment to 

the quality of the services provided at the counter. The City of Austin has made a major 

commitment to assisting customers during the initial stages of a development project by 

creating the Development Assistance Center. Staff appointed to positions in this Division 

have demonstrated good customer service skills and are not expected to treat their 

interactions with customers as a secondary component of their jobs. This attitude is 

reflected by all of the staff assigned to the Division, including staff from Austin Water 

and Austin Energy who are co-located at this site. 

There is one issue regarding the existing organization that should be addressed. A review 

of the Staff Functions Table above will clearly identify what we believe is a problem 

regarding the span of control of the Manager of Development Assistance Services. 

Currently there are nearly 20 positions assigned to report directly to the Division 

Manager. While it is apparent that there is a vast amount of diversity among the 

individual job descriptions making the process of grouping similar jobs together to report 
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to a supervisor difficult, we believe there should be an effort made to designate lead 

positions to at least help distribute some of the routine administrative functions that are 

now the responsibility of the Division Manager. Within this Division are two (2) 

Development Services Process Coordinator positions with job descriptions that specify 

they may supervise other staff and there are three (3) Senior Planner positions with job 

descriptions that indicate they may act in a lead role. The DAC Manager should utilize 

these employees to assist him in providing administrative oversight of the employees in 

the Division.  

173. Recommendation: The DAC Division Manager should designate several 

employees to perform lead duties to help reduce the number of employees 

directly reporting to the Division Manager.  

Performance Evaluations 

Maintaining quality control in the delivery of public services can be very challenging, 

particularly when the supervisor’s span of control exceeds industry standards. Currently 

the Manager of the Development Assistance Center has 20 direct reports. Closely 

monitoring the daily activities of this large of a group of both technical and 

administrative staff is unreasonable. It was therefore not surprising to learn through 

confidential questionnaires and interviews that periodic performance evaluations were of 

little value to the employees due to the lack of specificity regarding the individual’s 

performance and responsibilities. We have addressed the need to designate first-line 

supervisors in the Division elsewhere in this report. However, to change the culture of the 

Division to make Performance Evaluations meaningful, it is necessary to establish 

expectations for the employees and to have a system in place to monitor performance 

against those expectations. Elsewhere in this report are more detailed discussions about 

the need for individual job performance standards, the existence of an auditing program 

to confirm performance and the presence of an on-going staff training program to address 

deficiencies observed during auditing. All of these issues need to be addressed in order to 

establish a culture where performance evaluations are treated as valuable tools to help 

ensure that quality service is consistently provided to the City’s customers.  

174. Recommendation: The DAC Manager should establish employee 

performance standards, performance auditing and ongoing employee training 

to bring meaning back to Employee Performance Evaluations. 
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Performance Standards 

Table 43 below represents the Performance Measures currently utilized by the 

Development Assistance Center. 

Table 43 

Performance Measures for the Development Assistance Center 

 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

FTEs 17.5 18 20 20 20 

Customer wait time in minutes 12 14 12 11 15 

# billboard relocation application 
processed 

17 18 18 7  

Number of documents reproduced and 
distributed 

51,384 64,634 67,379 63,678 70,000 

Ratio docs reproduced/FTEs 2,936 3,590 3,743 2,961 3,500 

FTEs based on benchmark comparison benchmark 22.0 22.9 22.1 23.8 

# customers served 28,983 32,362 31,477 33,116 32,000 

Ratio Customers served/FTEs 1,656 1,798 1,749 1,473 1,600 

FTEs based on benchmark comparison benchmark 19.5 19.0 19.6 19.3 

# Board of Adjustment cases reviewed 143 146 142 165  

# legal hours spent on One-Stop-Shop 
issues 

1,200 1,325 1,500 1,500  

 

As explained elsewhere in this report, we recognize the usefulness of collecting data on 

activity levels, but only to the extent that the data is utilized to make critical decisions 

about achieving and maintaining performance standards. With the exception of tracking 

customer wait times, there are no other established performance standards adopted by the 

Division. The Division simply reports on activity levels rather than specifying 

performance expectations. In the case of tracking customer wait times, we believe the 

current level of 15 minutes is an acceptable standard; however, we are concerned that this 

number represents an average rather than a goal to be achieved at least 90% of the time. 

A review of records for the month of August 2014 indicated that eight (8) customers 

waited more than one hour before staff could see them. We would recommend that the 

reports clarify that the Division’s goal is to achieve this standard at least 90% of the time 
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rather than using an average. Based on our calculations for the month of August 2014 the 

wait time the Division achieved for 90% of its customers was 24 minutes.  

See Recommendation 8 where we indicate wait times should not exceed 15 minutes for 

any of the PDRD counters. This standard should be met 90% of the time.  

Staffing Levels 

Our review of records and input provided during staff interviews indicated there are no 

established units of workload that are used to compare against the capacity available in 

the form of existing staff resources. The performance measures table indicates the 

changes in activity levels from the previous year are very small or identify no increase in 

activity levels in those categories we would typically associate with the need for 

additional staffing. As a minimum, the performance measures should combine the FTEs 

and activity levels to establish a staffing ratio. An example would be measuring the 

number of documents reproduced and distributed against the number of staff available to 

perform that function. This measure could then be compared with a new measure that 

evaluates compliance with a turnaround time that meets customer expectations. Table 43 

(Performance Measures Development Assistance Center) includes information based on 

FTE ratios per activity utilizing the total FTEs for the group rather than breaking down 

the FTEs by functions. A more accurate example would be taking the total number of 

documents reproduced and distributed divided by the FTEs available in that specific work 

group (67,379/7 = 9,626/FTE). Assuming the customers are satisfied with the current 

level of service and that level of service can be quantified as a performance standard (ex: 

responding to all records requests within 3 days of request 90% of the time), then the 

FTE ratio provides an example of appropriate staffing. If the customers are not satisfied 

with the current level of service then the desirable ratio should reflect a lower number per 

FTE and the need for additional staff.  

175. Recommendation: The DAC Manager should establish performance 

standards for the Division that identify staffing ratios based on the FTEs 

available to accomplish specified activities consistent with service delivery 

standards. 

 

Using the very simplistic method of comparing activity levels for selected services (ex: 

document reproduction) with the total staff available in the Section suggests that an 

additional three (3) positions could be added to the existing staff in order to maintain the 

same staffing ratio that existed in 2011 (benchmark year). However, we have a more 

specific recommendation later in this Chapter.  
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Comments we have received from both staff and customers failed to suggest that there is 

a consistent and serious problem with wait times in order to receive service from 

technical staff providing consulting services. The exception to this observation is when 

certain key staff is unavailable due to sick leave or vacation. A frequently cited example 

is when the Environmental Review Specialist is unavailable. While staff from other Land 

Use Review sections have been willing to provide assistance to DAC when review 

specialists are on leave, such an arrangement has not been established with the group that 

could provide backup for the Environmental Review Specialist assigned to DAC. This 

issue needs to be addressed by either management establishing an agreement for backup 

for the DAC Environmental Review Specialist or the DAC manager needs to initiate a 

cross-training program utilizing his existing staff. 

176. Recommendation: Backup needs to be available for the Environmental 

Review Specialist in DAC through a cooperative agreement with Land Use 

Review or cross-training within DAC.  

 

It may be useful to examine how all the specialists in DAC are managed since they all 

have parallel Sections within PDRD. One option would be that DAC has daily 

management responsibilities but that the specialty section managers have responsibility 

for content, training, and providing coverage as needed. 

177. Recommendation: Examine how the PDRD DAC specialists are 

managed to ensure both day-to-day operational assignments and on-going 

technical training requirements are addressed.   

 

Staff assigned to the Document Management and Research Services group indicated in 

interviews that their current workload might be preventing them from completing all of 

the requirements established by the City’s adopted 10-point Records Management 

Program. We support the importance of maintaining an up-to-date records management 

program because it is such an essential component of maintaining trust with the public 

and facilitating the work of the various technical experts throughout the City that depend 

on the integrity of the records management program. However, with our recommendation 

to eliminate the program that requires updates to master site plans, we believe there will 

be a sufficient reduction in workload for this group that they will be able to adequately 

maintain the records management system with existing staff. 
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178. Recommendation: The DAC Manager should evaluate the need to add 

staff to maintain the Records Management Program in light of other 

recommendations made that impact workload. 

 

One of the indicators that we believe is appropriate for measuring staffing levels in this 

Division is the amount of time customers wait before they can see a specialist. Such a 

measurement gives a general indication of whether there is sufficient staff based on the 

number of customers to be seen and the average amount of time each customer spends 

with staff. As noted above, the goal of the Division has been to have a customer wait time 

that does not exceed an average of 15 minutes. We prefer to measure performance 

standards based on the ability of the work group to meet a specified target time at least 

90% of the time. When we apply this standard of measurement, as stated above, the 

actual wait time for 90% of the customers is 24 minutes. This number was generated by 

analyzing all of the wait times and utilizing the PERCENTILE function set at 90% in an 

Excel spreadsheet. That number represents a combination of all of the wait times for the 

variety of services being provided. Utilizing the same process produced the table below 

which identifies the wait times achieved for 90% of the customers based on the specific 

service they were requesting during August, 2014. We believe this data provides a better 

indication of where additional staffing should be assigned to achieve the stated reduced 

customer wait times. 

Table 44 

Development Assistance Center (S+DZC) Wait Times 

 (Based on 90% of customers served - August 2014) 

Service Count 
% of total 

90% Wait Time 

90% 

Transaction 

time 

Austin Energy 731 31% 15 minutes 21 minutes 

Zoning/Site Plans 390 17% 35 minutes 29 minutes 

Research 388 16% 12 minutes 46 minutes 

Admin 
Correc./Exempt 214 9% 24 minutes 1 hr 24 min 

Transportation 148 6% 35 minutes 18 minutes 

Environmental 91 4% 24 minutes 28 minutes 

All Others 399 17%  24 minutes 38 minutes 

 

These wait times and the number of times each activity is requested provides general 

guidance of which areas warrant consideration for additional staffing at this time. This 
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table indicates special attention should be given to providing additional staffing resources 

to respond to inquiries in Zoning, Transportation, Administrative Exemptions and 

Environmental Reviews. Additional analysis may be useful related to staff’s handing of 

telephone calls and emails.  

179. Recommendation: To reduce customer wait times the DAC Manager 

should request an additional four (4) staff positions or consultants to support 

Zoning, Transportation, Administrative Exemptions and Environmental 

Reviews 

D. PROCESS ISSUES 

Approved Plans Distribution 

The location of the Research and Document Sales office directly adjacent to the main 

floor’s public entrance provides an ideal location for customers to come to transact 

business, much like they do now, to obtain official copies of documents. The fact that the 

area is currently housing large quantities of plans and permit records suggests that few 

modifications would be required to expand the functional responsibilities of the staff 

assigned to that area. With the proposed elimination of the need to maintain updated 

master site plans, both staff resources and space will become available in the plan storage 

area. As a means of addressing a serious space concern in the adjacent Permit Center 

workspaces, we recommend that plans that have been approved for permit issuance be 

stored in the Research and Documents Sales office area until they are retrieved by the 

permit customer. Staff would be responsible for receiving, tracking and distributing the 

plans to the customer upon the posting of a receipt in AMANDA confirming the 

applicant has paid the outstanding permit fees.  

180. Recommendation: Plans approved by Commercial and Residential Plan 

Review Sections should be delivered to the first floor DAC Research and 

Document Sales Center for retention and subsequent distribution to 

customers after they have paid their outstanding permit fees.  

 

Building Directory 

Given the location of the Development Assistance Center, adjacent to the main public 

entrance to the building, it is reasonable to assume that many members of the public will 

come to their counter or browse around their waiting room in search of information that 

might help them identify where they should go to receive the help they are requesting. 
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Directly outside the glass door entrance to the DAC area is a building directory that 

identifies the names of departments and divisions within the building. For some 

customers who are familiar with the development process and the terminology, this 

directory may provide some guidance. This directory, however, is nothing more than a 

listing of which workgroups are located on each floor of the building. A customer must 

understand how each group is organized in Department, Divisions, and Sections if they 

are to know which floor to go to. A more appropriate form of signage would be to list the 

typical services, in layman terms, that customers may be seeking and then direct them to 

the appropriate location. 

181. Recommendation: Signage should be provided adjacent to the 

Development Assistance Center that lists the type of services provided in the 

building and the location of the group that provides that service. 

 

Customer Meeting Documentation 

We strongly support the concept of conducting preliminary consultation meetings with 

customers seeking guidance on how to navigate the development process. By allowing 

customers to receive guidance early in the plan preparation and submittal process, 

customers should be able to avoid many potential pitfalls. The basic premise behind this 

conclusion is that the customer will faithfully follow the guidance initially provided by 

DAC staff and that the plan review staff will honor the positions previously 

communicated by DAC staff. Unfortunately, employee interviews indicate that there are 

some occasions when customers will state that they are following the directions provided 

by DAC staff but the result is something that the plans reviewer in another Division 

cannot support. The current practice in DAC is to not document the outcomes of the 

preliminary meetings consulting staff have with customers. In some cases, minutes of 

these more formal meetings are created, but they are prepared by the applicant who 

subsequently requests that staff confirm the contents of the meeting minutes. We believe 

it is beneficial for all parties to have a written record of the decisions made during these 

meetings. The record needs only be a summary of the decisions that were reached during 

the meeting with a copy to the customer and a copy retained by the City on AMANDA so 

that other staff can retrieve when formal plans are submitted. 

182. Recommendation: DAC staff should complete a meeting summary 

statement for all formal and informal meetings with customers when specific 

direction has been provided. This information should be available to other 

staff through the AMANDA system interface. 
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Internal Communications 

The results of the employee surveys for this Division indicated that the organization was 

doing a very poor job of communicating with employees. Employees generally felt that 

management was not giving them the information that they needed in order to effectively 

perform their jobs. This included changes in procedures and interpretations that were not 

being provided in a consistent and timely manner. Additionally, employees complained 

that problems are frequently ignored and, once identified, are rarely addressed quickly. 

183. Recommendation: The DAC Division Manager needs to develop a 

system to frequently disseminate important information to all employees in 

the Division.  

 

One of the most common methods for both disseminating and collecting valuable 

information with staff is to have periodic staff meetings. While the consulting planners 

meet daily to discuss individual projects, there does not appear to be any established 

schedule for internal staff meetings. 

184. Recommendation: The DAC Division Manager needs to schedule 

periodic staff meetings to disseminate information from management and to 

solicit input from employees. 

 

When management decides to change existing procedures or interpretations there should 

be an established process that identifies how this information will be initially 

communicated to staff and where a record of the change will be archived for future 

reference.  

185. Recommendation: The DAC Manager should adopt a process of 

communicating process or interpretation changes to employees and establish 

a location where these communications will be archived for future reference. 

 

Public Information and Handouts 

A tour of the building revealed that public information was available in a number of 

different formats. Frequently, they are in the form of paper sheets taped to the counters or 
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pinned to the walls. These sheets, though containing information of value to the 

customer, were frequently ripped or otherwise disfigured to the point they could not be 

read. The status of their appearance did not suggest they contained important information. 

They were also prepared in such a small font that it would be difficult for many 

customers to read. We don’t believe important notices to the public should be taped to the 

front or top of public counters where they can be easy altered or destroyed. Notices 

should be placed in secure enclosures that are readily visible and readable to everyone, 

including for those using wheelchairs. 

186. Recommendation: Public Notices should be placed in secure enclosures 

that are readily visible to customers.  

187. Recommendation: Public Notices intended to be posted should be of 

large print so they can be easily read by customers. 

 

 

The Development Assistance Center has a rotating rack containing a large volume of 

public informational handouts adjacent to their main entrance. We support the concept of 

providing useful handouts to the public as a means of providing guidance about the 

various services available at the DAC. To be truly effective, these handouts need to be 

attention grabbing in design and easy to read. Adjacent to the handouts prepared by the 

Planning and Development Review Department is a rack of handouts prepared by Austin 

Energy and Austin Water. In comparison, these are colorful, interesting and easy to read. 

PDRD should consider taking a lesson from the design of these handouts and incorporate 

some of those ideas into future public handouts prepared for PDRD. 

188. Recommendation: The public information handouts provided in the 

DAC center should be revised to be more attractive and readable. 

 

Public Records Requests 

The process of responding to requests from the public, though an essential component of 

providing a transparent government, can have a significant impact on staff resources. 

With continued advancement in technology, it is our expectation that some of those tasks 

currently performed by staff could eventually be performed independently by the 

customer through appropriate on-line portals. We are certainly sensitive to the need to 

respect the appropriate confidentially afforded to all individuals, however, observing the 
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process currently utilized to redact information from City records appears overly 

cumbersome. We would encourage DAC staff to investigate the availability of any 

technology that would streamline that process. Other major jurisdictions in Texas that 

operate under the same set of constraints may have developed a process that includes 

automating some or all of Austin’s current processes.  

189. Recommendation: DAC Document Management staff should 

investigate the availability of technology to streamline the process of 

redacting confidential information from documents requested by the public. 

 

Site Plan Corrections 

The information provided in employee surveys and interviews and customer comments 

indicate that the City has allocated substantial resources to the process of requiring minor 

changes to site plans to be shown as “corrections” and maintaining approved master site 

plans for virtually every major property in Austin. We question if this is an appropriate 

use of public resources. Other major jurisdictions simply rely on the site plan submitted 

with the permit application to reflect the relevant information necessary to approve the 

project on an existing site. Generally those reviewing the plans will request additional 

information, if necessary, to determine what impact the proposed new project will have 

on any existing projects on the site. An example would be reviewing the total number of 

parking spaces in a lot serving multiple tenants to determine if adequate parking, 

including parking for the disabled, was identified on the plans. If the plan is approved, 

then it is scanned and becomes a record in the permit system for that property. There 

would typically be no requirement for the applicant to also obtain a copy of a master site 

plan for the entire property and to make changes to that site plan to indicate the proposed 

new project. We are not aware of any specific Section of the Land Development Code 

that mandates this process. Discussions concerning this change may need help with the 

Water, Fire, and Public Works departments.  

190. Recommendation: The DAC Manager should eliminate the current 

practice of processing and maintaining minor corrections to an approved 

master site plan for those properties not otherwise exempt. 

 

Eliminating the current practice of requiring master site plans to be continuously updated 

will not only dramatically decrease staff workload for the review staff but also 

significantly reduce the workload of the administrative staff assigned to retrieve and file 
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the plans. This action will also give the City the opportunity to remove the large quantity 

of existing plans on mylars that are consuming valuable space in the Records Research 

area. Even if the City chooses to not discontinue the program, the fact that the 

information on the plan mylars are routinely scanned into the system eliminates the need 

to have them stored on-site.  

191. Recommendation: The large quantity of site plan mylars currently 

stored in the Records Research area should be moved off-site regardless of 

whether the Corrections program is abandoned. 
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IX.  LAND USE REVIEW  

A. PROFILE 
The Land Use Review Division (LUD) is central to Austin’s development review 

process. Together with the Site and Subdivision Inspection Division, most all new land 

development proposed in Austin must process through these two divisions for 

entitlement, detailed engineering plan approvals, and final construction. Concurrent 

review and approval of environmental regulations conformance is also conducted by 

LUD. This “Gateway” for development in the City is critically important to both the 

quality and effective timely processing of new developments both large and small. It is a 

very large division staffed by specialists who focus on the myriad of city code regulations 

applicable to new development. 

Authority 

Chapters 25 and 30 of the City Code define the basic authority of this division for work 

in the city limits and the 5 mile Extra Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ) of Austin. 

Organization 

The organization of the Land Use Review Division is shown in Figure 28, and a list of 

employee positions and functions are shown in Table 45. This Division is under new 

management with a new Managing Engineer and has been undergoing some internal 

reorganization. As such, the data in the Figure and Table may not be totally up to date.  
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Figure 28 

Land Use Review Division Organization 
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Staffing 

Table 45 

Staff Positions and Functions in Land Use Review Division 

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 

Manages CodeNEXT, Current Planning, 
Development Assistance Center, and 
Land Use Review Director 

Managing Engineer 1 Manages the Land Use Review Division 
Assistant 
Director 

Program Spec 1 
General support to the Division including 
coordinating SPOC, CAF and PIRs.  

Managing 
Engineer 

245 Program and Underground Storage 

Env Prgm Coord 1 
Manages the 245 program and 
Underground Storage. 

Managing 
Engineer 

David Gerard 
pool

Gordon 
Derr

PW 
Transportation 

Engineering

Ronnie Bell

Peter Marsh

Tom 
Kennerly

Alan 
Hughes

Continued

Carl Wren 
pool

James 
Reeves

AFD Land Use 
Review

Ralph 
Castillo

Yvonne 
Expinoza

Manual 
Pelayo

Ron Buys

Corazon 
Urgena

Seyed Miri 
pool

AWU Land Use 
Review & 

Industrial Waste 
Requirements

H. Neil 
Kepple

Bradley 
Barron

Judy Fowler 
pool

AE Land Use 
Review

David 
Lambert

Distribution

Jean Evridge
Transmission

Leeanne Pacatte 
pool

Marna 
Clements

CTM GIS 
Mapping & 
Addressing

Richard 
Sigmon

Kelly Delesio

Steve 
Clamons

Tony Castro

Dwayne 
McClam

Ross Clark

Stacy Meeks

John Cook

Kathy Winfrey

PARD Boat 
Dock Review

Randy Scott 
review

Ricardo Soliz
Planning/

design

Tom Ennis 
pool

WPDR ERM

Sylvia Pope

Andrew 
Clamann

Scott Hiers

Not PDRD

Vacant 
Austin Water 

Utility

Neil Kepple
Austin Water 

Utility
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Admin Asst 1 
Assist with the 245 program and 
Underground Storage.  

Env Prgm 
Coord 

Intake 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer Service 1 

Supervises the operations and activities 
of personnel in the administration of city 
services (e.g., Intake and Notification), 
to assist customers in obtaining and 
maintaining services, and to educate 
and inform consumers. 

Managing 
Engineer 

Planner II 1 

Carries out more complex professional 
planning work in the areas of zoning, 
and/or urban transportation design for 
the City. 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 

Admin Asst 1 

Works in conjunction with other 
administrative personnel to perform a 
wide variety of administrative support 
tasks for the Customer Service 
Supervisor. 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 

Cust Svc Rep 3 

Responsible for resolving inquiries from 
customers, contractors, and other city 
departments about services, products, 
billing, and equipment. Verifies 
customer account and active services 
using various databases and software 
applications. Researches customer 
account information to explain services, 
charges, and adjustments. Logs 
customer complaints, creates service 
requests, and routes to the appropriate 
department(s). 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 

Google 

EV Insp Spec Senior, 
temporary 2 Handles google inspections. 

Prgm Coord, 
Env 

Cust Svc Rep, 
temporary 1 

Responsible for researching customer 
questions, complaints, and billing 
inquiries. Leads and train others. 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 

Cust Svc Rep, 
temporary 1 

Responsible for resolving inquiries from 
customers, contractors, and other city 
departments about services, products, 
billing, and equipment. Verifies 
customer account and active services 
using various databases and software 
applications. Researches customer 
account information to explain services, 
charges, and adjustments. Logs 
customer complaints, creates service 
requests, and routes to the appropriate 
department(s). 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Notification 

Admin Senior 1 
Provides various routine administrative 
functions to departmental staff. 

Administrative 
Supv/Customer 
Service 

Admin Asst 3 Assists in the notification process. 
Administrative 
Supv 

Special Reviews (Underground Storage and Barton Springs) 

Prgm Coord, Env 1 

Manages a Special Reviews section of 
PDRD that handles underground 
storage and the Barton Springs Zone 
operating permit program.  

Managing 
Engineer 

EV Comp Spec 1 
Primarily handles the underground 
storage reviews and annual inspections  

Prgm Coord, 
Env 

EV Rev Spec Sr 2 
Primarily handles Barton Springs 
operating permits. 

Prgm Coord, 
Env 

EV Insp Spec 1 Assists in inspections 
Prgm Coord, 
Env 

Special Reviews (Urban Forestry) 

Prgm Mgr. Urban 
Forestry 1 

Manages, plans, develops, oversees 
conservation, preservation, and public 
tree forestry programs and the 
development and implementation of the 
City of Austin Urban Forestry 
Management Plan 

Managing 
Engineer 

Env Prgm Coord 2 

Coordinates interdepartmental and 
interagency environmental and/or 
conservation programs or projects, 
serves as a liaison for interdepartmental 
and interagency issues, and coordinates 
and supports the activities of a 
division/section.  

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 

Conservation Prgm 
Coord 1 

Responsible for coordinating energy, 
water, or natural resource conservation 
programs, projects, and plans. Provides 
leadership; leads cross-functional and 
departmental conservation project 
teams; work assignments; evaluation; 
training; and guidance to others. 

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 

EV Insp Spec Sr 1 

Performs inspections and investigations 
of permitted land developments, 
construction sites and businesses to 
ensure compliance with 
environmental/engineering codes, 
ordinances and regulations. May 
provide leadership, work assignments, 
evaluation, training, and guidance to 

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

others. 

Env Prgm Coord 1 

Coordinates interdepartmental and 
interagency environmental and/or 
conservation programs or projects, 
serves as a liaison for interdepartmental 
and interagency issues, and 
coordinates and supports the activities 
of a division/section for various projects 
and programs. 

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 

EV Insp Spec 1 

Perform inspections and investigations 
of permitted land developments, 
construction sites and businesses to 
ensure compliance with 
environmental/engineering codes, 
ordinances and regulations.  

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 

Temp GIS Analyst 1 

Under general supervision creates, 
maintains, displays and updates the 
GIS. 

Prgm Mgr. 
Urban Forestry 

WQ/Drainage Review 

Supv Engineer 1 
Manages the Water Quality and 
Drainage Review Section 

Managing 
Engineer 

Engineer C 2 

Supervises the Engineer A’s and 
conducts water quality and drainage 
reviews. Supv Engineer 

Engineer C 4 
Conducts water quality and drainage 
reviews.  

Engineer B 3 
Conducts water quality and drainage 
reviews. Supv Engineer 

Engineer A  2 
Conducts water quality and drainage 
reviews. Supv Engineer 

Environmental Rev. 

Env Prgm Coord 1 Manages Environmental Review section 
Managing 
Engineer 

EV Review Spec Sr 5 
Reviews environmental aspects of Site 
Plans and Subdivisions. 

Env Prgm 
Coord 

Planner I 1 
Team support for site plan case 
manager 

Env Prgm 
Coord 

Transportation Review 

Dev Svc Proc Coord 1 Manages Transportation Review section 
Managing 
Engineer 
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Planner Senior 4 
Reviews transportation aspects of Site 
Plans, Subdivisions, and Zoning 

Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

Engineer C 1 Reviews transportation plans. 
Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

Site Plan Review 

Dev Svc Proc Coord 1 

Provides complex technical review and 
analysis to the development community, 
general public and City staff in order to 
ensure plans and specifications of 
proposed land development are in 
compliance with code requirements, 
ordinances and regulations. 
Responsible for supervisory activities. 

Managing 
Engineer 

Planner Senior 6 

Carries out very complex urban planning 
duties for the City. Performs as Lead 
Case Manager. May coordinate the 
activities of other planners. 

Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

Planner I 2 

Responsible for assisting in planning 
tasks, such as researching preliminary 
data, and developing charts and graphs 
to accompany urban development plans 
or zoning changes. 

Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

Subdivision Review 

Dev Svc Proc Coord 1 

Provides complex technical review and 
analysis to the development community, 
general public and City staff in order to 
ensure plans and specifications of 
proposed land 

Managing 
Engineer 

Planner Senior 4 

Carries out very complex urban planning 
duties for the City. Performs as Lead 
Case Manager. May coordinate the 
activities of other planners. Carries out 
very complex urban planning duties for 
the City. Performs as Lead Case 
Manager. May coordinate the activities 
of other planners.  

Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

Planner 1 1 Reviews subdivisions. 
Dev Svc Proc 
Coord 

NOT PDRD 

PW Transportation 
Engineering 6   

AFD Land Use Review 7   

AWU Land Use Review 
& Industrial Waste 3   
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

CTM GIS Mapping & 
Addressing 11   

AE Land User Review 3   

PARD Boat Dock 
Review 2   

WPDRD ERM 4   

Austin Water Utility 2   

TOTAL    

Annual Activity Levels 

The activity levels for six years are shown in Table 46 below. This data is useful for 

setting process and staffing levels.  

Table 46 

Land Use Review Division Six Year Activity Levels 

Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014  

Review Types 

Engineering Review        
Environmental 
Review     816 1821  

Fire Review        

Land Use Review        
Transportation 
Review        

Travis County        

Tree Reviews 881 1535 2143 2794 2700   

Zoning Reviews        

        

Application Types 
Site Plans 439 413 425 415 502 530  

Subdivisions 184 219 217 267 315 367  

Underground storage     480   
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Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014  

Review Types 
Barton Springs 
permits     180   

        
Customer Assistance 
Forms     11   

Grandfather requests     250   
Public Information 
Requests     17   
Total Site Plan, 
Subdivision and 
Trees 1504 2167 2785 3476 3517   
 

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 Most relevant staff are co-located in same building; 

 The Land Use Manager, (Managing Engineer), is new and aware of many issues 

of deficiency in the development process; 

 Early stakeholder notice regarding site plans and subdivisions; 

 Good data available for the City Arborist/Urban Forestry function; 

 Staff participated well with efforts during this study; and  

 The Manager of the Land Use Review division actively uses the reports available 

in AMANDA. 

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES – ALL FUNCTIONS 

Administration 

A Program Specialist directly reports to the Managing Engineer. The Managing Engineer 

believes additional administrative support is needed for the Division and during the 

course of this study was working to add an additional administrative position to the staff. 

The existing position handles a variety of functions including: 

 Customer Assistance Forms (CAFs) 

These are customer requests that come from City Hall via the PDRD Director’s 

Office and then are routed to the Land Use Review Division. Last year there were 

11 forms processed. This function appears to work well. Note, there could be 

different dates used for this information as the PIO/Customer Service Office who 
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coordinates this process indicated referring 15 items in 2013 and 9 through 

October in 2014.  

 Public Information Requests (PIRs) 

PIRs relate to the State law that establishes the public information requests. There 

were 548 of these requests submitted to the Land Use Review Division last year. 

There is a nominal cost of 10 cents a page and $15 per hour to fulfill these 

requests. The $15 per hour cost would be substantially below the City’s actual 

cost. This function looks for documents and does not include any substantive 

review. The Land Use Program specialists works with a Research Analyst Sr in 

the Support Services Division to coordinate PIR requests. Some feel that, although 

requests are appropriate, some citizens are abusing this function and the cost to 

comply substantially exceeds the revenue. This is an issue throughout PDRD. 

Many of these requests relate to underground storage tanks.  

192. Recommendation: The City and the Legal Department should review 

the funding for PIRs and support, if necessary, legislation to increase the cost 

reimbursement.  

 

 Legal Documents (SPOC)  

This position tracks the legal documents related to Land Use Review functions 

including 437 such documents in 2013. Both staff and applicants complain that the 

legal review is often slow and in some cases lacks technical expertise. The Legal 

Department indicates that many issues relate to PDRD staff not providing the 

correct documents for review. We did review a PDRD tracking report for items 

submitted from 1/2/2014 to 7/21/2014 which listed 241 items with return dates for 

only 71 items. This included many items throughout this time period. While we 

did not conduct additional research on this item, it does appear that some attention 

to the issue would be appropriate. 

193. Recommendation: PDRD and the Legal Department should meet to 

discuss timing issues, quality of requests, and quality of response issues 

regarding legal documents for Land Use.  
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Assistant Director 

As discussed in Recommendation 35 of this report we suggest that the Assistant Director 

who handles the Land Use Review Division also handle the Site/Subdivision Inspection 

Division. 

Data Collection/Reporting 

Data that was requested as part of our study was not readily available and had to be 

manually collected. For example, various data on Intake/Notification activity was not 

available through AMANDA or other reporting methods. Staff had to obtain year-to-date 

data from various sources and count it manually, which is inefficient and time 

consuming. Staff indicated that currently, they are not able to use the AMANDA system 

for reporting, due to configuration issues.  

The collection and analysis of activity data at regular intervals is a critically important 

tool for managers because it helps them understand past and current activity trends, set 

appropriate staffing levels based on activity, and monitor timelines. The number of 

applications submitted to Intake and the monthly/annual number of notifications 

completed are tracked but may not being used to full advantage by managers. This 

function should collect and report on data for the following activities: 

 

 The monthly/annual number of walk-in customers served by Intake staff; 

 The monthly/annual number of phone calls handled by Intake staff; and  

 The weekly/monthly backlog of applications.  

194. Recommendation: The Administrative Supervisor should work with 

CTM to configure AMANDA to collect and report on additional data for the 

Intake/Notification Function in the Land Use Review division. 

 

Management of Land Use Review Division 

The Managing Engineer has 9 direct reports plus a Program Specialist and an 

Administrative Specialist resulting in a total of 11 direct reports. While the number of 

direct reports has increased in contemporary organizations, 11 direct reports appears to be 

too large for these sophisticated and technical functions. An Administrative Specialist 

position was recently added (currently vacant) which can help the situation. Nevertheless, 

we believe the span of control for the Managing Engineer is too great. Alternative 

solutions include adding an Assistant Managing Engineer for the entire Division, or 
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merging one or more sections to reduce the number of direct reports. Additional analysis 

and discussion within the Division will be required to make this decision. 

195. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer and section managers and 

supervisors should hold a series of meetings to discuss how to best address the 

Managing Engineers span of control issue.  

 

Meetings/Communication/Team Work 

Separate, reoccurring bi-weekly meetings are held by all sections within the Land Use 

Review Division in an effort to improve consistency and coordination, which is good. A 

monthly meeting is also held between the Supervisor and all staff to identify discuss and 

resolve issues and share Division and Department-wide information. Our interviews 

indicated that the new Supervisor recently instituted these meetings, so staff is still 

reporting a need for improved teamwork and coordination and consistency in the 

application of procedures. To help further structure and focus staff meetings, we 

recommend: 

 All reoccurring meetings held with the function should have a defined purpose, an 

agenda, action items and summary notes that can be distributed electronically to 

all staff in advance of and following the meeting whether in attendance or not; 

 The Manager should include a scheduled time in each meeting to discuss the 

mission and direction of the function as related to processing activities and service 

delivery; 

 A minimum of 30 minutes of each meeting agenda should be devoted to 

procedural training to improve processing consistency and expertise among staff; 

and 

 One meeting per month an agenda item should be included for a team-building 

exercise to strengthen trust and rapport among supervisors and staff and help 

improve morale. 

  

196. Recommendation: Revise content and approach to Land Use Review division 

meetings as outlined above.  

Office Space 

Staff reported and we observed cramped workspaces for Intake staff and some other 

functions that contain insufficient table space for plan review. The city is transitioning to 
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a paperless electronic submittal and plan review system, which will largely eliminate this 

issue.  

 

Also see our recommendation to relocate Intake staff to the front reception area, which 

should be reconfigured to appropriately accommodate Intake staff workstations. 

Other Departments 

PDRD coordinates with other departments in the administration of the development 

review and permitting process which is common in many communities. However, there is 

considerable confusion between the responsibilities and functions of PDRD and the 

related departments. There are four aspects to this relationship including:  

1. Setting the Standards (Land Use Code and Rules); 

2. Reviewing and Approving Plans;  

3. Field Inspection; and 

4. Operation of Functions. 

One approach to this issue would be to simply have PDRD responsible for all four 

aspects. This approach is used in some best practices communities. However, this could 

be extremely difficult in a complex City like Austin. For Austin we suggest the operating 

departments continue to set the standards but they delegate all reviews and inspection 

function to PDRD. The other departments would, of course, continue to be responsible 

for operations. MOU’s will be needed to accomplish this and it may result in some staff 

and funds from other departments being transferred to PDRD. The approach is illustrated 

in Figure 29.  

Figure 29 

Organization of Standards, Reviews, and Inspections 

 

Standards: The setting of the standards should be a key responsibility of the operating 

departments. However, if standards are out of date, there is no practical way for a 

reviewing function to do a competent and consistent review. Austin does have a complex 

Rules setting procedure that allows all functions to comment on and participate in Rules 

proposed by any operating department. We were not in a position to review all the Rules 

but based on interviews and questionnaires, it appears some of the Rules need up-dating. 

The CodeNEXT project will also likely have a major impact on the Rules. We suggest 

Standards Reviewers Inspections Operations

Operating 

Departments
PDRD PDRD

Operating 

Departments
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that the operating departments have responsibility for the Rules and they should agree to 

any needed updates to be completed within four months.  

As suggested in one staff questionnaire, “The standards are not current. For example the 

Austin Transportation Department has changed their idea of the definition of a street, thus 

the geometry tables and limits, but has not updated their Criteria Manual and every 

project requires waivers from them. 

See Recommendation 42 where we indicate the operating departments should be 

responsible for the construction standards (Rules) and requiring that all rules be 

updated.  

Reviews: The application reviews and approvals should all be consolidated within 

PDRD. The external departments would no longer review projects except for a few 

isolated incidences that could be specified in MOU’s. The MOU’s will also address the 

topics of staff and funding. While the external departments would continue to fund the 

reviews, some of their staff that currently are conducting reviews should be transferred to 

PDRD. A typical type of MOU we have used elsewhere is shown in Appendix J.  

Part of the problem was created when the functions of Watershed Protection and the 

Planning Development Review Department were split to create two departments. The 

Land Development Code mentions two different directors. Evidently there has been 

discussion of an MOU to clarify this but it has not progressed.  

See Recommendation 43 suggesting that all plan reviews and approvals should be 

consolidated within PDRD and memorialized in MOU’s. Recommendation 44 indicates 

that staff currently doing plan review in operating departments be transferred to PDRD 

as needed.  

Field Inspection: Field inspection would remain in PDRD similar to the current 

arrangement. This is further clarified in the recommended MOU’s that are developed 

during the “Partnering” process as described and recommended in Chapter XI (SSI) of 

this report.  

Operations: Operations would continue in the operating departments as currently 

practiced. 

Policy and Procedures /Training Manual  

The Land Use Review division has a number of Training Manual for Staff. However, 

portions of the Manuals are outdated and as such cannot be relied upon as a reference 

guide. In addition, the Manuals do not provide sufficient detail for some tasks to serve as 

a Training Manual and therefore serves more as a reference guide. We reviewed some of 

the Manuals and were able to confirm that portions are outdated and lack detailed 

instruction necessary to serve as a Training Manual. A training manual should provide 
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step-by-step instructions including a uniform and searchable format and revision blocks 

that can be used as a tool to uniformly administer policies and procedures.  

 

Staff also reported that they do not receive sufficient notice of policy and procedure 

changes, and that policies are not uniformly enforced, which causes frustration and 

hinders efficiency.  

 

197. Recommendation: The various section of LUR should update their 

Training Manual.  

198. Recommendation: Policy and procedural changes should be formally 

discussed and announced to all staff and Stakeholders in advance of 

implementation.  

 

Staffing 

Staff reported that activity levels are up and workload demands are getting more difficult 

to meet in most sections. For example, it was also reported that Intake staffing (e.g., 

Customer Service Representative) is insufficient in this function. Data provided by 

management staff showed that 21,904 applications have been submitted year-to-date as 

shown in Table 47. 
 

Table 47 

Intake Data 

 

 

Annual submittal data for the previous 5 years was not readily available, so we could not 

confirm the rate of increase in activity levels. However, annual data provided by other 

functions shows that activity levels have generally increased as shown in Table 46 the 4 

Application Type Number 

Completeness Check Applications 1,431 

General Permit Applications 496 

Site Plan Applications 530 

Subdivision Applications 367 

Tree Review Applications 19,080 
Total 21,904 
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year average for Site Plan, Subdivision and Tree Permits was 2,483. The same categories 

for 2013 included 3,517 or a 41% increase in activity.  

Staffing levels for the Administrative function (Intake and Notification) have been 

relatively constant over the last several years. Currently, the function consists of 9 FTE’s, 

including a Supervisor. Recently 1 FTE (Planner II) was transferred to the Special 

Review/Arborist Program to assist with their administrative needs. This position was 

largely performing more routine reception duties and management staff believed the 

position would provide greater benefit handling administrative tasks for the Special 

Review/City Arborist function. There are also 2 temporary staff in the function, which 

are dedicated to the City’s “Google” project. 

The function is generally responsible for taking in new and resubmitted applications and 

permits, resolving inquiries from customers, contractors, and other city departments, 

verifying and researching customer accounts, explaining services, charges, and 

adjustments, providing notification of new applications and hearings and distributing 

application packets/meeting materials for review.  

Our interviews indicated that staff is able to complete their work tasks within designated 

work hours. However, management staff stated that new application submittal 

appointments are backlogged by nearly 1 week. Given the overall desire to shorten 

timelines, this backlog is not acceptable. After observing the Intake process, we believe 

that the backlog is likely the result of the labor-intensive Intake process, which takes 

about 45 minutes to complete, and limits new submittal appointments to 6 per week. We 

noted under the “Applications,” Process Issues,” “Policy & Procedures,” “Technology,” 

and Training,” headings of the Land Use Review section of this report, that AMANDA 

configuration issues, outdated submittal checklists, training, cross-training and procedural 

deficiencies have coalesced to hinder efficiency in this function. As a result, staff has to 

engage in elaborate manual crosschecking efforts and “work-a rounds” in order to 

complete tasks, which slows the Intake (Customer Service Representatives) and 

Notification processes.  

If these issues are resolved as recommended, they will likely eliminate the backlog in 

formal submittal Intake activities. Additionally, electronic submittal, review and payment 

is on the horizon and implementation is underway, which will further improve efficiency. 

As such, we do not believe additional permanent Intake (Customer Service 

Representatives) staff are needed at this time. However, to correct current backlog, we 

recommend adding 1 customer service representative.  

 

199. Recommendation: Add one customer service representative. 

200. Recommendation: The Supervisor should create a staffing model for the 

Intake and Notification function using application labor hours derived from the 
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PDRD fee study to conduct a staffing analysis to determine appropriate staffing 

levels, if activity volumes significantly increase to justify the need for additional 

staff.  

Staff Turnover 

The staff turnover for the Land Use Review Division is shown in Table 48. As a rule of 

thumb we suggest that turnover under 10% may be acceptable but once over 10% it is a 

sign of problems. As can be seen in Table 48. The Land Use Review Division had a high 

turnover is 2011-12 of 12.28%. While not exceptionally high, the three years from 2010 

to 2013 resulted in a fourth of the staff being new. This is particularly critical in Austin 

because of the complex codes and rules resulting in long staff training times. The 

Division should carefully monitor turnover in the next two years. It would be important 

to monitor this section by section. We were unable is isolate the reason for turnover but 

the HR function should work to determine the problem.  

201. Recommendation: The Land Use Review Division and PDRD’s HR 

function should carefully monitor staff turnover for the Land Use Review 

Division. 

Table 48 

Staff Turnover, Land Use Review Division 

Staffing 

The six year staffing for the Land Use Review Division is shown in Table 49. 

Table 49 

Land Use Review Division Staffing 

Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014  

Land Use Review   66 62 62 65  

Technology 

Technology for the Department as a whole is discussed under a separate chapter in this 

study. However, Intake/Notification staff interviews indicated that there are some 

technological issues that chronically hinder efficiency, including the following: 

 

 Inability to pay online; 

Division  2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 

Land Use Review 5.17% 12.28% 5.17%  
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 AMANDA review date configuration issues (e.g., dates are calculated; 

incorrectly), reviewer selection issues (e.g., incorrect reviewers are often 

designated) and fee calculation errors, which requires staff to undertake manual 

data entry, exhaustive cross-checks, and “work-arounds;”  

 The Customer Wait System (CWS) is limited (e.g., doesn’t provide details about 

service needs, doesn’t capture City Arborist walk-in customers, etc.); and 

 While AMANDA’s has reporting capabilities they are not being sufficiently used 

by managers and require simplified formatting.   

 

Staff suggested that a computer Kiosk be placed in the reception area to allow City 

Arborist customers to sign in through the CWS and be placed in a queue for assistance by 

the “on-call” City Arborist staff person, rather than relying on reception staff. We believe 

this is an alternative that the City should explore, in its efforts to improve customer 

service in the Land Use Division.  

 

As mentioned under the “Process Issues” heading of this section, staff is currently 

working to configure AMANDA to allow for online payment and electronic submittal.  

 

202. Recommendation: Confirm the existence of specific AMANDA 

configuration issues that were reported and initiate correction of these issues 

through CTM as soon as possible.  

203. Recommendation: Explore whether the CWS can be modified to 

include City Arborist walk-in customers to facilitate more efficient customer 

service.  

 

Training 

Training for the Land Use Review division is shown in Table 50. While this data is 

impressive, we still received major feedback from customers criticizing the lack of staff 

expertise within the Land Use Review Division. In the Support Services Chapter of this 

report we discuss overall training within PDRD. For the current year, we suggest the 

PDRD training budget be increased by $100,000.  
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Table 50 

Training Performance Measures Land Use Review 

One-Stop-Shop 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Effectiveness rating of training sessions No data 81% 85% 85%  

# training sessions held 9 8 10 10  

 

Staff in this function reported that there is a need for additional supervisory training as 

the Supervisor is new. Also, decision-making is inconsistent and the systems/processes 

need review, analysis and improvement so that they are more efficient.  

In addition, Intake staff should receive on-going training on the AMANDA system to 

limit “work-arounds” and ensure that all staff are equally proficient operating the system.  

 

Focus groups, interviewers and our observations suggest an immediate need for customer 

service training, particularly with regard to customer-facing staff (e.g., reception). Cross-

training between Intake, Distribution and Notification Staff is also needed to provide 

back up and job interest and raise overall competency levels. On-going training is also 

needed on new policies and procedures and the roles and responsibilities of other 

functions in the Division and/or other Divisions within the PDRD. As indicated in other 

parts of this report, we recommend 2% of the personnel budget and 5% of the staff time 

for training. Elsewhere in the report we also recommend supervisory and leadership 

training for managers and supervisors. 

204. Recommendation: The Supervisor should conduct internal training 

sessions with staff on process to raise competency levels and processing consistency.  

205. Recommendation: The Supervisor should identify training needs 

related to customer service and the AMANDA system and schedule training 

accordingly.  

206. Recommendation: Staff should be cross-trained to provide back up, job 

interest and raise over all competency levels. 

 See our recommendations under the “Meetings/Communication/Teamwork” heading 

concerning devoting time at each meeting to training. 
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Travis County 

Travis County and the City have some joint responsibilities for certain subdivision 

activities. There is confusion amongst some of the staff concerning the relation between 

Travis County and PDRD.  

207. Recommendation: The Land Use Review Division Manager should 

prepare a descriptions and SOP concerning Division responsibilities’ related 

to Travis County.  

 

Wait Times, Intake 

The wait times for the Land Use Review Division intake is shown in Table 51. In general, 

the data shows a well operating intake. We do have a few suggestions as follows and as 

suggested in other parts of this study: 

 The use of averages can be very misleading. If they are used at all either a high 

and low number should be shown, or data should have a variety of information in 

a table. A better approach is to simply set a performance standard (15 minutes) 

and indicate the percent that has been completed in the 15 minutes. 

 We suggest the performance standard be set at 15 minutes and the target for 

performance should be 90 or 95% vs the actual of 84%.  

 Without more detailed analysis, it is hard to comment on the service times. If the 

average is 58 minutes, setting a service time of 20 minutes is likely not reasonable.  

Table 51 

Counter Wait and Assist Times August 2014 

 

Percent 
One

Hour or 
Longer

Land Use 
Intake 643 0:10 0:58 84% 39% 1%

Percent 
Service 

Times 20 
Minutes or 

LessCounter
# Walk In 

Customers

Average 
Wait 

Times

Average 
Assist 
Times

Percent 
Wait 

Times 20 
Minutes or 

Less
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E. ORGANIZATION ISSUES – SPECIALIZATION LAND USE 
REVIEW DIVISION SECTIONS 

Environmental Review Section 

This primary environmental review function analyses watersheds, landscape, erosion 

control, and habitats. For review purposes, the City has been divided into watersheds. A 

staff of 7 include geologist, arborist, and landscape architects. The section is headed by 

an Environmental Program Coordinator. Reviews are conducted for site plans, 

subdivisions and zoning.  

Meetings are held every Wednesday with the Attorney’s office to discuss environmental 

issues. There has been a difference of opinion concerning a number of issues such as 

using notes on plats or not. The attorneys are concerned about the ability to both enforce 

conditions and any possible future changes. Some staff feel that the attorneys tend to 

want to direct policy rather than simply provide council to the staff. Staff also feel that 

often the attorneys are slow. On the other hand the attorneys feel that some of the work 

they are asked to review is not complete. In any case, it is essential that PDRD and the 

Legal Department function as a team.  

208. Recommendation: The PDRD Managing Engineer, Assistant Director, 

and the Environmental Program Coordinator should meet with the City 

Attorney and appropriate attorneys to solve coordination issues.  

 

Environmental Review used to be the responsibility of reviewers in the Watershed 

Department and there is an Environmental Officer in Watershed that may have some 

statutory responsibility. However, we believe, as previously discussed that all reviews 

should be within PDRD. Other departments should no longer be involved in reviews. 

This should be memorialized through the use of MOU’s. 

The Environmental Program Coordinator. is also taking a lead with CodeNEXT 

regarding environmental issues. Given the City’s concern about environmental issues, 

this is a key assignment.  

There may be a shortage of administrative support for this function but we did not 

analyze this in detail. However, the Managing Engineer has been looking at 

administrative needs in the entire Division and this could be included in his analysis.  

There were 1,821 review cases for this section in 2014. This would result in 152 cases per 

month or for six reviewers 25 cases per week per reviewer. Some cases cycle more than 

one time. The manager of the section indicates the likely need for two more staff. There 

may have been high turnover however, we did not have that level of turnover data. There 
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may be a need to examine the pay level for this staff which would be included in a pay 

and classification study for all of PDRD. Austin environmental regulations are so 

complex that some feel it takes new staff up to three years to be totally competent. 

209. Recommendation: A detailed staffing analysis should be conducted to 

examine competitive salaries, staffing levels, and career advancement plans 

for the Environmental Review section.  

 

Grandfathering (Chapter 245) 

State Law establishes specific rules for Grandfathering projects based on prior approvals. 

This work is handled by an Environmental Program Coordinator who reports directly to 

the Managing Engineer. There is a fee of $840 for this review. An Admin Assistant 

supports the Environmental Program Coordinator. Last year there were 250 

grandfathering requests. There are two or three court cases per year. The City prevails in 

some of the cases and the applicant in others. A team meets privately for roughly an hour 

and a half twice a week to review grandfather requests. The team includes the PDRD 

Director, up to two City attorneys, a Watershed Department representative and two staff 

from the Land Use Review Division. The approach to Grandfathering is an interpretation 

of State law and City ordinance and in general the City appears to take a conservative 

approach to the topic, i.e., leans toward not approving Grandfathering. 

Stakeholders have been very critical of the lack of transparency in this committee and the 

use of private closed door meetings. We believe this should be an open meeting and the 

applicant should be allowed to make a presentation.  

The City’s law suite history since 2009 includes: 

 3 Settlement Cases 

 1 Loss at appellate court $89,500 

 1 Nonsuit 

 5 Open cases 

 1 Order of dismissal 

Some consideration should be given to the membership of the Grandfathering team. We 

have commented elsewhere in this report for the need for the PDRD Director to spend 

more time on management and leadership needs and do less micro managing. As such, 

we believe he should delegate his role on the Grandfathering team.  
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210. Recommendation: The 245 Grandfathering committee should conduct 

open meetings and allow the applicant to make a presentation. The Planning 

Director should no longer participate in this meeting.  

Special Reviews (Underground Storage, Barton Springs, General 
Permits) 

The five staff in this section handle a variety of special reviews including:  

 Underground Storage 

The City has 480 underground storage facilities and these are inspected annually.  

 Barton Springs 

There are roughly 180 operating permits per year for the Baron Springs Zone area. 

This program includes water quality in ponds. 

 General Permit Program 

The General Permit Program handles permits for other City departments and 

utility companies. It is important that franchise fees cover all of this activity. 

We did not receive or uncover any specific problems with these programs. However, it 

was suggested that there may be some benefit of having the Barton Springs program 

moved to the Environmental Section of the Site/Subdivision Division of PDRD.  

211. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer and the Division Manager 

Construction Inspection should discuss the appropriate organizational 

location for the Barton Springs operating permits.  

212. Recommendation: Determine that the total cost to service the General 

Permit Program including field inspections is sufficiently offset by franchise 

fees.  

Transportation Review Section  

Four planners plus the manager of the section handle transportation reviews.  

Qualifications: The transportation review does not appear to carry the transportation 

degrees or specialization that we would normally see for this function. The official job 

descriptions are the same as for all planners. We did note the lack of a Transportation 

Engineer in this function and the Managing Engineer is looking into adding such a 

position.  

213. Recommendation: A Transportation Engineer should be added to the 

Transportation Section.  
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214. Recommendation: The job specifications and job descriptions should be 

reviewed for the Planner Seniors in the Transportation Review Section. 

Staffing: Last year there were 502 site plans, 315 subdivisions, and 140 zoning cases 

reviewed for a total of 957. With 4 transportation reviewers, this would amount to an 

average of 229 cases each or 4.6 per week, roughly 1 per day. The review statistics 

prepared by the Managing Engineer indicate 1,621 transportation reviews last year. 

Compared with the 957 cases reviewed, this would indicate the average of 1.7 reviews 

per case. If this data is accurate, this would be a good performance. However, there is 

some question about the accuracy of data from the PDRD data system. Staff indicates it is 

more likely that the average review per case is 3 cycles. The statistics show that 

Transportation Review meet the application deadlines 92.8% of the time which is good. 

However, the AMANDA deadlines is only met 66.3% of the time. This gives the overall 

staff coordinating site plan and subdivision reviews from multiple specialist less time to 

integrate comments. The transportation manager should work with staff to meet the 

AMANDA deadlines at least 90% of the time.  

215. Recommendation: The Transportation Manager should work with staff 

to determine how to best meet the AMANDA deadlines at least 90% of the 

time.  

 

Staff also work on requests from the City Council such as: 

 Allowing metered parking on City streets as part of the parking requirements; 

 Parking reductions in relation to transit; and 

 Fees in lieu of ADA parking requirements, 

Depending on the job qualifications review and the addition of a Transportation 

Engineer, there still could be a need for one more planner.  

216. Recommendation: The staffing levels for the Transportation Review 

Section should be reviewed following the job specifications and job 

description review.  

 

The Transportation Review Section holds weekly section staff meetings. Some of the 

Austin Transportation Department staff come to this meeting and the PDRD 

transportation manager goes to the Transportation Department meetings. Additionally 

there are some meetings exchanged with the Public Works Department. Although 
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communication between the three departments is useful and should be encouraged, it 

should be clear that the responsibility for review should be with the PDRD staff and 

applicants should not need to work with either the Transportation Department or the 

Public Works Department. There has been some confusion on this in the past.  

See earlier Recommendation indicating that all plan reviews should be consolidated 

within PDRD.  

Traffic Impact Analysis is required for some projects. Some staff suggest that these only 

address a limited amount of the problem and the City would be better off using more 

comprehensive Traffic Impact Fees. While this is an approach used by many 

communities, it is a key policy/political issues outside the scope of this study.  

Water Quality/Drainage Reviews Section 

A 11 person division headed by a Supervising Engineer handles water quality and 

drainage reviews. Staff consists of Engineers A, B, and Cs. The section holds weekly 

meetings to go over technical issues which is good. Functions include: 

 Review of subdivisions and site plans; 

 Occasional reviews of zoning; 

 Easement releases; 

 License agreements for use of right-of-way; 

 Flood plain issues for building permits; and 

 Support for DAC when the DAC engineer is out of the office. 

The Supervising Engineer on the organization chart has 10 direct reports. However, the 

two Engineer A’s actually report to an Engineer C which brings the direct reports down 

to 8. In contemporary organizations this should be manageable but could still be 

considered too many. The Supervising Engineer should be cautious to not micro manage 

operational reviews and to leave sufficient time for supervision and management 

functions. 

217. Recommendation: The Supervising Engineer should review and 

possibly increase the delegation of operational functions.  

 

The standards for this function appear to come from a combination of responsibilities 

from PDRD, Public Works, and the Watershed Protection Department. Additionally, 

there appears to be some overlap of review functions between these three departments. 

Also, the construction and other standards may not be totally up to date. We suggest that 
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standards be kept up to date and be the primary responsibility of either Public Works or 

Watershed or a combination of the two. However, application reviews and inspection 

should be the sole responsibility of PDRD. This split of functions should be 

memorialized by an MOU as discussed in Recommendation 115 of this report. Evidently 

there has been an MOU underway for many years trying to define the roles but this has 

never been completed.  

There should be a close relation between the engineer located in DAC and the Land Use 

Review Division engineers. One option would be to have the DAC engineer report to 

Land Use but be located and function within DAC.  

218. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer of Land Use Review and 

Manager of Development Assistance Services and the Assistant Director 

should meet to discuss the appropriate reporting relations for the Engineer B 

located within DAC. 

 

E. PROCESS ISSUES – LAND USE REVIEW DIVISION 

Comprehensive Reviews 

The applicants have three primary complaints. First, the overall reviews take too long. 

Second, reviews are not comprehensive, lack consistency, and new items keep getting 

added as reviews take place. Third, staff tends to “nit-pick” on items that are not 

significant to meeting the codes of the quality of the project. Standards have been set for 

most reviews. These have not been met to meet our 90% performance standards and 

many of the reviews are not comprehensive which leads to too many multiple review 

cycles. We suggest: 

1. The Completeness Check should be sufficient enough to allow staff to perform a 

comprehensive first review;  

2. Staff should be trained and managed to provide a comprehensive first review; 

3. Supervisors and managers should audit a percentage of first reviews to assure that 

staff is not asking for “nit picking” items;  

4. Supervisors and managers should audit a percentage of second and third reviews to 

assure that new items are not being added in subsequent reviews; and  

5. Reviewers should use a problem solving mentality.  
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219. Recommendation: The application review process should follow the 

four items outlined above.  

 

Performance Measures/Standards 

The Performance Standards being used for the Land Development Division are shown in 

Table 52 along with our suggested changes. The performance review times for the Land 

Use Review Division are established in the Land Development Code and set up in the 

AMANDA system. The first review is due to the applicant in 28 days. The individual 

disciplines have 21 days for their review and the case manager has another 7 days to 

prepare a report and meet the 28 day deadline. For subsequent reviews the deadline is 7 

days for staff review and 14 days to the applicant. In general, these are reasonable 

deadlines. However, we suggest the deadline for third and subsequent reviews be set at 4 

days for the staff and 7 days to the applicant. 

Table 52 

Performance Standards, Existing and Proposed, Land Development Division, 

Working Days 

Activity 
Initial 

Review 

Suggested 
Initial 

Review 
Update 
Review 

Suggested 
Update 
Review, 

First Cycle 
Second 
Cycle 

Third 
Cycle 

COMMERCIAL 

Concurrent/site plan 15 15 10 10 5 3 
Concurrent/site plan, 
Smart Housing 5 5 2 2 1 0 

SITE PLANS 

Small Project 9 10 5 3 3 1 

Other Site Plans 20 15 10 10 5 3 

SUBDIVISIONS 

Preliminary <60 acres 15 15 10 10 5 3 
Preliminary >60 acres 
and <250 acres 20 15 10 10 5 3 

Preliminary <250 acres 25 20 10 10 5 3 

Vacation 15 10 10 5 3 1 

All Others 20 15 10 10 5 3 
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220. Recommendation: The performance measures for the Land 

Development Division should be changed as shown in Table 52.  

 

Review Performance 

Actual Performance: The Land Use Review Division’s review statistics for 2013-2014 

are shown in Table 53. This data was prepared by the Land Use Managing Engineer. 

Additional performance data is shown in Tables 52, and 54. The AMANDA deadline is 

21 calendar days for first review and 14 calendar days for subsequent reviews. The table 

documents that a high percentage of the reviews are not meeting the deadlines. The 

deadline for Application Deadline is 28 calendar days for first review and 14 calendar 

days for subsequent reviews. Although these are better than the AMANDA deadline 

percentages, Fire continues to be a major problem. Staff indicated that the Fire Dept. 

stated they are unable to meet review time frames because they are understaffed. 

 

Table 53 

Land Use Review Division 2013-2014 Review Statistics 

  

Additional performance measures are shown in Table 54. There is some difference 

between the data in Table 53 and Table 54. However, they both show serious problems 

with timeline performance. Additionally, the use of average days is very misleading. At 

least the data should show the lowest and highest number. Another way to do it would be 

a table with categories like 25 days, 25 to 50, 50 to 100, etc.  

Activity
Total 
Reviews

Comments 
At Amanda 
Deadline

Comments 
AT 
Application 
Deadline

2012 
Number of 
Applications

2013 
Number of 
Application

2014 
Number of 
Applications

Average 
reviews Per 
Application 
2013

 Engineering Review 
(W/Q & drainage) 3,821 93.40% 98.80%

Environmental Review 2,275 79.20% 98.90%

Fire Review 645 12.90% 35.20%

Land Use Review 11,917 80.10% 95.30%

Site Plans 2,914 77.70% 93.90% 415 502 530 5.8

Subdivisions 1,286 64.50% 84.80% 267 315 367 4.1

Transportation Review 1,621 66.30% 92.80%

Travis County 616 46.60% 70.10%
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Table 54 

Development Process Performance, Land Use Review 

Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

FTE’s   66 62 62 65 67 

# applications reviewed   2,667 2,615 2,928 3,562 3,260 

# permits issues   1,894 3,382 3,319 3,575 3,841 

% of on-time subdivision 
and site plan initial 
reviews   66% 47% 42% 39% 50% 

Site Plan 21 18 22 28 29 27  

Subdivision 22 28 27 30 33 33  

        

Site Plan 81% 69% 65% 42% 42% 39%  

Subdivision 74% 58% 65% 59% 41% 39%  

        

Site Plan * 110 114 117 112 114 119  

Subdivisions* 127 163 124 102 108 110*2  

Combined 
Subdivision/Site Plan 206 196 186 188 209 210  

Site Plan* 53% 53% 54% 50% 49% 45%  

Subdivisions* 63% 50% 72% 65% 51% 57%  

Combined 
Subdivision/Site Plan 29% 29% 34% 32% 25% 23+%  

*These are times without Extensions. Times with Extensions are longer but the Extensions are 
requested by the applicant.  

F. SITE PLANS AND SUBDIVISIONS 
(See also the later sections G Site Plans and H Subdivisions) 
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Overview  

The Site Plan and Subdivision application processes vary depending on the type of 

application submitted and its location in the City.  

Generally, applications may be reviewed and/or approved by one or more different 

entities, such as staff, the Board of Adjustment (BOA), the Planning Commission (PC), 

Zoning and Platting Commission ZAP), Environmental Board and the City Council (CC). 

In addition, grandfathering issues are decided by the 245 Team and projects within 

Historic Districts are considered by the Historic Landmark Commission (HLC) as well as 

other Commissions and Board.  

We believe this mix of review bodies and the number of groups larger than we see in 

many communities adds confusion to the process for customers as well as staff. The new 

City Council and CodeNEXT should address this issue.  

Application and Submittal Processes  
The following discussion summarizes the application and submittal processes for the 

Intake/ Notification, Site Plan Review, Special Review (City Arborist/Urban Forestry) 

and Subdivision Review functions and outlines our recommendations for improving the 

processes. 

 

Administrative Approval Process for Site Plans/Subdivisions 
As the Decision Authority table included later in this section indicates, Subdivision and 

Site Plan Review Staff has been delegated Administrative approval authority for certain 

types of Site Plans and Subdivision applications.  

 
The Administratively Approved Site Plan Flow Chart is very detailed and while an 

excellent tool for staff training, is not effective as a visual aid to help the users and 

general public understand the process.  

 

221. Recommendation: The Site Plan Review staff should update the 

Administratively Approved Site Plan Review flow chart to show only milestone 

steps.  

The approval process flow for Administrative Subdivision applications is shown under 

the “Subdivisions Process” heading below, as part of the overall Existing Commission 

Approved Subdivision Approval Process; Figure 35, Page 307.  
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222. Recommendation: The Subdivision Review staff should create an 

updated Administratively Approved Subdivision Review flow chart that shows 

milestone steps in the approval process and include it as a visual aid in 

application packets or development guides to help users better understand these 

processes.  

Checklists for Submittal 

Staff reported and we observed that submittal checklists for “Commission approved Site 

Plan Review and Subdivision Review” applications are largely outdated and need to be 

updated. In the interim period, while the City transitions to electronic submittal, 

checklists should be paired down to the minimum required documents to facilitate review 

and action to further the City’s green initiatives.  

223. Recommendation: The Site Plan Review and Subdivision Review staff 

should update submittal checklists for Commission approved applications to 

require the minimum number of documents necessary to facilitate review and 

action.  

Completeness Check Review Process  

Subdivision and Site Plan applications must undergo a Completeness Check Review 

process before they can be formally submitted for approval. The Completeness Review 

process is administered by Intake/Notification staff, however, according to staff, the 

Process has not been assigned to a particular manager within the Land Use Review 

Division to provide oversight. Staff indicates that the Process was intended to implement 

State legislation (SB 848), which defined application filing dates, deficiency 

notice/completeness checks, etc. for various types of applications, as well as ensure 

comprehensive applications are submitted for processing so that the review process is 

completed efficiently.  

The Completeness Process is not proactively monitored by an assigned Manager in order 

to identify, trouble-shoot and resolve issues, and there is little accountability for problems 

that arise, which was confirmed through the feedback that we received from both staff 

and focus groups. In our studies, we have found that government agencies often manage 

statutory completeness determinations through a combination of ways, such as: using 

more highly skilled permit technicians to conduct intake activities to provide for more in-

depth quantitative screening and cursory plan review; the adoption of detailed submittal 

checklists that are used to help permit technicians determine if applications are complete; 

and the use of a development review committee/board to help determine completeness of 

a submittal (see our discussion under the “Zoning Case Management” section of this 

report concerning development review committees). However, we believe that the 

existing Completeness Check Review Process can work effectively as structured, with 

our recommendations, which are noted below. 
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224. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer should assign the 

Completeness Check Review process to the Intake/Notification function so that it 

is proactively managed, monitored and continuously improved.  

 

Figure 30 shows the general flow and milestone steps of the existing Completeness 

Check Review Process. This process is detailed further within the context of the 

Administrative and Commission Site Plan Review processes and the Subdivision Review 

processes. It is summarized in the discussion that follows along with our 

recommendations for improvement. The numbers in the text correspond to the numbers 

in the figure.  

Figure 30 

Existing Completeness Check Review Process 

 

 

Intake staff process Completeness Review applications in accordance with a Procedure 

Manual that has been adopted by the function, which is good. However, we reviewed the 

Manual and found that it does not provide step by step instructions for the Completeness 

Review intake process and serves as more of a reference guide, in that Customer Service 

Representatives (CSR) need to have an understanding of the process in order to use the 

Manual.  

Dev. Asst 
Center (DAC)/ 
Preapplication 

Mtg  
Encouraged

Completeness 
Check Process

Submit to Intake 
by Appt. or btwn 
8:30 -10:30am 

daily  (180 project 
deadline begins)

Intake reviews case 
against checklist; 

uploads into AMANDA; 
Assigns #; creates 

cover sheet/distrib. list; 
calculates fees; 
creates invoice

Customer takes 
invoice and 
pays fees at 

Cashier's Office

Intake Staff 
puts case in 

Review Office 
for 

Completeness 
Review 

Staff Reviews Case for 
Completeness (transpo.Site Plan, 
Water Quality & Drainage, Envr., 
Floodplain, Traffic Control, R-O-

W, Subdiv, Env. Res. Mgmt., 
Travis County, Site Plan 

Plumbing, Austin Water Utility, 
Fire, etc.; ID formal submittal 
reqmnts; assign case mgr & 

reviewers for formal submittal  

Completeness 
Review 

Completed w/
in 10 bus. days  

Intake staff emails  
completeness check 

results (applicant must 
make formal submittal 

w/in 45 days of 
completeness submittal

Formal 
Submittal 
Process

45 cal days max
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225. Recommendation: The Procedure Manual for all submittal processes 

should be updated to provide CSR’s with step-by-step instruction on submittal 

processes, to facilitate training and raise overall proficiency. 

Also see our recommendations under the “Training” heading of this section about 

providing Intake staff with additional training on the AMANDA system to ensure all 

Intake staff have the same level of expertise and understanding of workflow activities. 

 

1. The applicant is encouraged to meet with the Development Assistance Center (DAC) 

prior to submitting a Completeness Check Review Application. 

2. The Customer submits a Completeness Check Review application to Intake staff on 

the Fourth Floor, either without an appointment, between the hours of 8:30am-

10:30am daily, or by appointment. A Customer Wait System (CWS) is utilized to 

place customers in a queue and notify Intake staff of waiting customers. Management 

staff indicates that wait times are monitored with 84% in 20 minutes or less with an 

average of 10 minutes, which is good.  

See Recommendation 9 that indicates wait times should be no more than 15 

minutes. 

3. The CWS is only configured to tell Intake staff the name of the customer waiting and 

does not provide details on the type of submittal. Staff indicated that submittal 

information would be helpful, but is not essential for Intake activities. Management 

staff indicates that they typically serve 10-15 walk in customers per day. 

Submittal requirements typically include paper copies of an application fee, Tax 

Forms, full size plans, plats, engineering reports and transportation reports, in 

accordance with published checklists that are available online.  

Currently, electronic submittal, payment and review is not available, however, the 

City is actively working toward electronic submittal, payment and review.  

226. Recommendation: The Completeness Check Review Process should be 

automated as soon as practicable through the AMANDA system to allow for 

electronic submittal, payment and electronic review.  

4. Intake staff review the submittal against a checklist to ensure that all required 

materials have been submitted. Incomplete applications may be accepted in the 

interest of customer service, however, processing is suspended until all materials are 

received, which requires Intake staff to track and manage incomplete submittals to 

ensure that required information is submitted and processing can continue. In 

addition, staff reported that Intake is charged with asking probing questions and 

conducting a cursory plan review to ensure that customers are accurately describing 
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submittals and applying for appropriate approvals, however not all Intake staff 

perform this function, consistently, which has led to submittal/incomplete errors. 

Management staff indicated that they are actively working to resolve these issues 

through staff meetings, training and other means, which is good 

We reviewed various checklists and found that some were not up to date (e.g., 

required number of copies is excessive, instruction should be simplified). 

227. Recommendation: All Site Plan and Subdivision submittal checklists for 

Land Use Review applications should be reviewed to determine minimum 

submittal quantities and requirements and updated accordingly so that they are 

an effective screening tool for Intake staff.  

Intake staff enters data into AMANDA and a case number is assigned through 

AMANDA. Review due dates are generated by AMANDA, but must be checked and 

manually corrected at times, due to configuration errors.  

228. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer should ensure that 

AMANDA is configured to calculate accurate review due dates. 

A completeness check coversheet and distribution list is generated by AMANDA and 

double checked by Intake staff to ensure accuracy. In addition, management staff also 

double checks the reviewer distribution list to ensure accuracy. Staff indicated that 3 

systems (e.g., AMANDA, Intake staff and management staff) are needed to ensure 

that the appropriate staff are identified to complete reviews because the AMANDA 

system has configuration issues that, at times, has led staff to identify incorrect 

reviewers, which has delayed the process.  

 

We discussed this issue with Intake staff and management staff and it is unclear 

whether errors in identifying the correct reviewers by application type is a training 

issue or an AMANDA configuration issue. The use of 3 systems to identify 

appropriate reviewers is inefficient and time-consuming and should be resolved as 

soon as possible.  

229. Recommendation: Determine whether the AMANDA system contains 

configuration errors that prevent accurate identification of reviewers in the 

Completeness Check Process or whether the issue stems from incomplete 

training and resolve the problem accordingly. 

Intake staff calculate fees and a receipt is generated and given to the applicant who 

then takes the receipt to the cashier on the first floor for payment. Once payment is 

made, Cashier staff update AMANDA accordingly, and processing continues. Intake 

staff indicate that the AMANDA system is not properly configured to calculate fees 

accurately, in that it does not account for surcharge or discounts, thus fee calculation 
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must be done manually in most instances, which is inefficient. We asked staff why 

payment is handled through a cashier on the first floor rather than through Intake 

staff and they indicated that it was set up as a measure to prevent theft and support 

sound accounting practice. Staff also noted that the City is working on creating an 

online fee payment system, which will improve fee payment efficiency overall. 

230. Recommendation: AMANDA should be configured to accurately 

calculate all application fees, including annual increases and surcharges and 

discounts. Online fee calculation and payment should be established as soon as 

practicable. 

3. Intake staff place all new Completeness Check Review applications in the 

designated Completeness Check Review office on the “new case table” for 

separate review by all disciplines that have been identified. Intake staff creates a 

new case report each day and place it in the Completeness Check Review office, 

so that function managers of each discipline can check the status of new cases and 

assign reviewers to complete reviews. The assigned reviewers then become the 

review team for the project. 

 

4. Staff reviewers consist of a completeness check team that includes reviewers from 

various PDRD disciplines, including: site plan, drainage, water quality, 

environmental, transportation, Environmental Resource Management (ERM), 

floodplain, right of way management, utility coordination, traffic control, and 

Austin Water Utility (AWU), Travis County, etc. The reviewers collaborate on 

the completeness review to determine whether the application is acceptable for a 

formal submittal. Other division and department reviewers can indicate at this 

time that they require distribution at formal submittal. Note in other parts of the 

report, we recommend that all reviews be handled with PDRD without any 

reviews needed by other departments.  

 

See recommendation about electronic review to streamline this process.  

 

5. Completeness Check Review is completed within 10 business days/14 calendar 

days. Comments are placed in AMANDA, however customers cannot access 

AMANDA to determine whether a particular discipline has deemed their 

application complete.  

231. Recommendation: AMANDA should be configured so that customers 

can view the reviewer comments in the system and assess whether the application 

has been deemed complete by discipline. 

232. Recommendation: Completeness review should be completed within 5 

business days.  
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6. Intake staff notifies the customer by email whether their application is deemed 

complete on the last day of the review period. The email will note deficiencies, if 

any and outline formal submittal requirements and deadlines, fees, etc. Each 

Completeness Check application must be submitted and approved through the 

Completeness Check Process within 45 calendar days or the application will 

expire and a new Completeness Check Review fee assessed. 

 

Staff indicates that a separate email must be sent by Intake staff notifying 

customers about the status of their application because AMANDA is not 

configured to provide this notification.  

 

233. Recommendation: AMANDA should be configured to autofill and send 

a completeness determination template by email to customers that includes 

submittal requirements and deadlines. 

 

Decision Making Authority  

Table 55 below shows the Decision Making Authority for the Site Plan and Subdivision 

application processes in the Land Use Review Division.  
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Table 55 

Decision-Making Authority for Land Use Review Site Plan/Subdivision Planning 

Applications 

Application Types 
Staff 

  
Director 

  
1704 

Committee 

  

BOA Environ. 
Board 

  

Planning Commission/Zoning 
& Platting Commission1 

City 
Council  

 Site Plans:   
Alternative Equivalent 

Compliance 
D N/A N/A D2 N/A N/A A 

Boat Dock & Shoreline 
Modifications 

D2 N/A N/A D3 D4 D3 A 

Building, Parking, Clearing 
for Sites, Cut & Fill 

D N/A N/A N/A N/A A N/A  

CIP Street and Drainage D N/A N/A N/A N/A A N/A 
Conditional Use Permit R N/A N/A  N/A D A 

Consolidated R/D2 N/A N/A D3 N/A D/A A 
Fair Notice (1704/245 

grandfathering) 
R N/A D N/A N/A  N/A 

Land Use Only R N/A N/A D3 N/A D A 
Late Hours Permit R N/A N/A N/A N/A D A 

Off-site and Shared Parking D N/A N/A D3 N/A A N/A 
Replacement Site Plan D N/A N/A D3 N/A A N/A 

School Project D N/A N/A N/A N/A A N/A 
Site Plan Extension D N/A N/A N/A N/A A N/A 

Site Plan Revision D N/A N/A D3 N/A A N/A 
Telecommunication Tower- 

Administrative 
D2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Telecommunication Tower-
CUP 

R N/A N/A  N/A D A 

Withdraw and Resubmittal R D  N/A N/A N/A A N/A 
Subdivisions:  

Amended Plat R D N/A  N/A A N/A 
Final Plat with Preliminary R D2 N/A  N/A D2 A 

Final Plat without a 
Preliminary-Previously 

Unplatted, Replat R D2 N/A  N/A D2 A 

Resubdivision R N/A N/A  N/A D A 

Managed Growth 
Agreement 

R R N/A  N/A N/A D 

Plat Vacation R D2 N/A  N/A D2 A 
Preliminary R N/A N/A  N/A D N/A 

Revised Preliminary R D N/A  N/A A N/A 
Withdraw and Resubmittal R D `N/A  N/A A N/A 

  
R = Review/Recommendation D=Decision A=Appeal N/A= Not Applicable B = Briefing only 
1 The City has two land use commissions: Planning Commission (PC) and Zoning and Platting Commission (ZAP). The ZAP has 
purview over cases in areas that do not have and adopted or ongoing neighborhood plan  
2 Approve in certain situations 
3 If variance needed, or compatibility encroachment issue 
4 If shoreline modification or heritage tree issues 
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As Table 55shows, the Decision-Making Authority for the Site Plan and Subdivision 

Review functions allows more routine applications to be approved administratively by 

staff, which is a best practice. Best Practice Communities also typically set-up 

Administrative Approval processes to be submitted, paid for and approved electronically 

within a few days or right over-the-counter, which is a goal that the City is actively 

working towards.  

The BOA hears site plan cases that involve certain types of variances and compatibility 

encroachment issues and the 245 Team decides grandfathering issues.  

The Commission (e.g., either the Planning Commission or Zoning Platting Commission) 

has decision-making authority on certain Site Plan and Subdivision Applications, as well 

as appeal authority on some types of applications. The City Council is the final decision-

making body for Managed Growth Agreements, and the appeals body for only a few site 

plan and subdivision applications.  

Given the case volumes and the complicated nature of the existing Land Development 

Code, the structure of the decision-making authority appears appropriate at this time, with 

the exception of shifting re-subdivisions of 4 lots or less to staff-level approval (under 

certain conditions) as recommended in below. 

 

Delayed Reviews 

Staff reported that city reviewers in other departments, outside of PDRD do not observe 

established review time frames, which are already lengthy, and are chronically late in 

completing reviews, which delays processing. In addition, County reviews are often not 

timely, despite Title 30 of the Land Development Code, which outlines review authority, 

rules and procedures for the City and County in ETJ areas and references the Agreement 

between the City and Travis County (e.g., Interlocal Agreement, April 2002) for 

Subdivision Platting in the ETJ area.  

As recommended in other parts of this report, we recommend that all reviews be 

consolidated within PDRD.  

See our recommendations under the “Performance Standards” heading regarding 

establishing standard and shortened review time frames for all City reviewers, and 

establishing an agreement with non-PDRD departments to adhere to review time 

frames.  

PDRD Subdivision Review staff meet weekly with Travis County subdivision review 

staff in an effort to facilitate reviews and resolve issues, but County reviews are still 

delayed at times.  
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To help resolve this issue, staff suggested that the Agreement between the City and 

Travis County (e.g., Interlocal Agreement, April 2002) for Subdivision Platting/Title 30 

be revised to delegate the County as the lead on additional types of projects within the 

ETJ area to the County. Some staff believes that assigning broader approval authority to 

the County for subdivisions within the ETJ area would reduce City subdivision case 

volumes and shift review accountability to the County. The City would retain its review 

authority to ensure its interests are being met. However, since these areas will eventually 

become part of the City of Austin, we believe the focus for review should remain with the 

City. 

The City should consider amending the Agreement/Title 30 to specify review 

performance standards for the County that are consistent with City review performance 

standards and that contain accountability provisions (e.g., if no response is received by 

the due date, the processing continues without County input). 

234. Recommendation: The City should consider amending the Agreement 

between the City and Travis County (e.g., Interlocal Agreement, April 2002) for 

Subdivision Platting/Title 30 to set specific performance standards.  

 

Development Review Committee (DRC) 

Feedback from focus groups suggested a need for a formal Development Review 

Committee (DRC) to bring together reviewers from PDRD and other departments to 

discuss and coordinate project reviews.  

 

We investigated this issue and according to Staff, a type of DRC was in place a number 

of years ago, as part of the team review process (see “Current Planning” heading under 

“DRC” for discussion on team process), but was discontinued because it hindered 

processing for a number of reasons, including: 

 Drainage and environmental issues would dominate the meetings and the 

remaining staff (e.g., 7-8 people) would be sitting in the meetings with little input, 

which was a waste of staff resources;  

 Work volumes were too high and the meetings competed with other obligations; 

 Staff turnover negatively impacted meetings, due to slow hiring practices and 

training learning curves (e.g., someone would leave and other staff would end up 

filling in for 6 months while the position was filled; it took months to train a new 

employee on complex codes);  

 Project Manager issues; and 

 Flextime and telecommuting caused attendance issues. 
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Staff indicated that instead of using a formal DRC to help coordinate development 

review, staff provides the applicant with the option of meeting with all of the review staff 

or certain review staff, after the 1st cycle of review comments to discuss and resolve 

project issues. Staff indicated that these meetings are rarely requested by the applicant. In 

addition, if the project is substantial (i.e., complex issues, large or controversial), case 

managers will set up a staff meeting with the review team and the applicant to review the 

project as a group.  

  

Staff’s opinion is that the case volume in the Division is too great to establish a formal 

DRC that meets weekly, as they have so many other competing obligations and 

deadlines. They believe the current “informal” process of convening reviewers when 

needed to tackle review issues on the occasional complex project works effectively.  

  

We are inclined to agree with staff’s assessment, however, only if the Case Managers are 

empowered by Management to act at “True” Case Managers/Project Managers, non-

PDRD reviewers are no longer part of the process, review timeframes are shortened and 

monitored, and a fee is established to help limit the number of review cycles, as we have 

recommended in this study.  

 

Electronic Submittal, Review  

Electronic submittal and review is not currently available for administrative or 

development review processes in the city. However, the City staff is actively working 

towards electronic submittal for all of its development application and permit processes, 

which is good. Because administratively approved processes are more straightforward 

than discretionary processes, the City will likely implement these and other more routine 

processes first, where possible, which is good. 

 

Checklists should be updated to include only the minimum required paper copies for 

submittal to reduce applicant costs, eliminate waste and further the City’s green 

initiatives. 

  

235. Recommendation: The Site Plan and Subdivision Review staff should 

update administrative checklists to require only the minimum paper copies 

necessary for review and action to eliminate waste.  

Intake/Notification Process 

A Customer/Administrative Service Supervisor manages the Intake and Notification 

functions, which also includes reception services for the Fourth Floor. Figure 31 below 

summarizes the general flow of the Intake/notification function. 
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Figure 31  

Existing Intake and Notification Process Flow 

 

 

 

Currently, 3 fulltime Customer Service Representatives (CSR’s) handle the Intake 

process for various land use applications in the City, such as site plans, subdivision, 

zoning, tree permit and general permits, as well as short-term rentals, and other 

miscellaneous permits. Two temporary CSR’s manage activities associated with the 

“Google” project. Intake staff are located at the south end of the 4th Floor in cubicles that 

are accessible to the public through invitation. 

The CSR’s are responsible for managing intake for new submittals and re-submittals 

walk-in customers, as well as customer’s with appointments. They also handle phone 
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calls and coordinate with applicants/customers. Intake counter coverage is intended to be 

continuous with designated staff filling in during breaks, vacations and absences. 

However, at times, Intake staff has not been available to complete intake tasks.  

Management staff indicated that the occasional lack of coverage could be the result of 

inappropriate staffing levels in this function.  

See our discussion and recommendation under the “staffing” heading of this section 

concerning staffing levels.  

 

Staff indicates that they have not been cross-trained adequately in order to provide back-

up support across the Intake/Notification function.  

See our discussion and recommendation under the “training” heading of this section 

concerning cross-training Intake and Notification staff to provide back up, raise 

overall understanding and competency and add job interest. 

  

Our interviews revealed that there have been long-standing human resource issues in the 

Intake function, which has hindered teamwork and training and staff turnover.. 

Also see our recommendations under the “Training” heading of this section 

concerning additional training on AMANDA; the “Meetings” heading concerning 

establishing training time during staff meetings; and the “Procedures Manual” 

heading about updating the Manual. 

 

We also received feedback that the Intake function has experienced quality control issues 

and that additional quality control measures should be instituted to reduce errors and hold 

staff accountable. We discussed this issue with management staff and found that 

management staff is actively performing quality control checks at various stages of the 

Intake process to improve work quality and reduce errors, which is good. In addition, the 

resolution of AMANDA configuration issues, completion of staff training and teamwork 

initiatives and active management of the process will also help to improve the quality of 

completeness check reviews.  

Intake staff (i.e., Customer Service Representatives) handles walk in customer 

Completeness Check submittals and re-submittals on a first-come, first serve basis. 

Submittals made by appointment are scheduled during afternoon hours and assigned to 

one of the three available Intake staff in advance of the submittal. Currently, each Intake 

staff is scheduled for 2 formal submittals each afternoon, allowing the function to 

accommodate 6 formal submittals per day. Each formal submittal takes about 45 minutes 

to process and involves screen checking the application, data entry into AMANDA, fee 

calculation, case number assignment, reviewing distribution assignment, generating of 

reviewer distribution memos, creation of comment pages in AMANDA and numerous 

manual cross checks to ensure data entry is correct. The applicant sits with Intake staff, 
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during the Intake process. In addition, Intake staff forward submittal packets to 

Notification staff to provide notice and distribution.  

Management staff indicated that formal submittal appointments are currently backlogged 

by almost one week. Training/cross-training and the resolution of configuration errors 

will likely increase efficiency, which can help to eliminate backlogs. However, given 

customer concerns for timelines, there should be no backlog to this function. We also 

recommend under the “staffing heading” that management complete a staffing analysis to 

determine staffing needs based on labor data. 

 

236. Recommendation: Add temporary or contract staff to remove the 

backlog for the intake function.  

 

 

The Notification function consists of one Senior Administrative Assistant and 3 

Administrative Assistants. Notification staff are generally responsible for sending out 

early notices to property owners, renters, neighborhood and environmental groups, 

creating notification maps, residential design project notices, providing public notice and 

creating property posting signs. All new site plans and subdivisions applications, 

including administrative cases, receive this early notice. 

Assigned Notification staff are also responsible for distributing paper copies of submittal 

and re-submittal packets/plans to various reviewers within PDRD as well reviewers 

within other City Departments and affected Counties.  

Early notice (e.g., notice of new application) for new cases is sent for every new 

preliminary plat subdivision, and almost all new site plans, except for Site Plan revisions 

to previously approved site plans and small site plans. Notices are mailed to the applicant, 

real property owners, renters and registered environmental or neighborhood organizations 

within 500’ of the subject property (1000’ for big box applications), within 14 calendar 

days of the submittal. Staff indicated that notice is typically provided within a few days 

of the receipt of a new application. The notice describes the application, identifies the 

applicant and the entity approving the application, states the earliest date action on the 

application can occur, describes the procedures for registering as an interested party, 

outlines appeal processes (if any) and the staff managing the application. The parties that 

receive early notice then have 14 days to respond to the notice to register as interested 

parties. Given citizen interest in the process early notice should be given as soon as 

possible. 
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237. Recommendation: Early notice should be provided within 3 days of 

application receipt.  

 

In addition, Notification staff are responsible for handling notices for hearings, once they 

are scheduled, which may include mailing, publishing and posting the property.  

In addition to Intake/Notification staff, the function also consists of one Administrative 

Assistant that serves as a receptionist for the Fourth Floor reception office. This function 

also had a Planner II position that assisted with reception and other administrative duties 

in the function, but was recently transferred to the Special Review/City Arborist function. 

Multiple Review Cycles  

We received focus group feedback, which was confirmed by staff, as well as through the 

data we received, that multiple review cycles are common with administrative review 

processes, as well as discretionary review processes. Site Plan Review staff indicated that 

2-3 reviews are typically required for Administrative Site Plans and Subdivisions. For 

projects subject to the City’s early notice requirements, the First Cycle Review time 

frames are generally 28 calendar days, which includes 21 calendar days for staff to 

complete comments), plus 7 calendar days for the case manager to create the master 

comment letter/report). Subsequent Cycle reviews are generally 21 calendar days, which 

includes 14 calendar days for staff to complete their review comments, plus 7 days for the 

case manager to create the master comment letter/report).  

This review time scheme is based on the City’s early notice code, which requires the city 

to provide an early notice to interested parties within 14-day days of submittal and allows 

interested parties a 14-day response time (e.g., 14+14 =28).  

However, there are exceptions. For example, final plats do not receive early notice, but 

are subject to the same review timeframes. In addition, Off-street Parking Site Plans do 

receive early notice, but have a 21-calendar day review time frame. 

In addition, Small site plan projects (as defined by code) and Site Plan Revisions to 

previously approved site plans and Site Plan Small Project do not receive early notice and 

have slightly shorter review timeframes (e.g., 14 calendar days for revisions and 9 

calendar days for small projects).  

Numerous staff are often involved in the review process, some of which are in different 

departments, which can further lengthen already lengthy review cycles. For example, it 

was reported that Fire Department reviews often surpass the 28-day time frame, which 

delays processing.  
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Although various Site Plans are approved administratively, they are often involve 

complex issues (e.g., legal issues, zoning issues, agreements, etc.) which takes more 

review time (see additional discussion below) and process.  

We have recommended shortened review timeframes for subsequent review cycles (See 

our recommendations under the “Performance Standards” heading for shortening 

review time frames), which should help to streamline and shorten overall all approval 

times. We have also recommended changes for the “Completeness Review Check 

Process,” which should help to improve the quality of submittals and may help to 

streamline Completeness processing.  

 

In addition, we have recommended that reviews for administrative and discretionary 

applications be totally handled within PDRD without need for review by external 

departments. Finally, we have recommended that the City establish a fee for the 3rd and 

subsequent reviews to help limit the number of review cycles.  

However, County reviewers for areas within Watershed areas and other areas where the 

City acts as the lead on processing are not bound by City review standards and may 

continue to slow the review processing. Subdivision staff indicate that they meet weekly 

with County reviewers to discuss projects and resolve issues to help eliminate County 

review delays, which is good.  

Also discussion under the “Delayed Reviews” heading in the “Process Issues” section 

below for an recommendations to address County reviews.  

 

Processing Timelines/Time Extensions 

Feedback from focus groups and staff interviews indicated that administrative approval 

timeframes for both Site Plan Review and Subdivision Review generally take too long.  

 

Site Plan Review Staff indicated that it takes between 2-5 months to obtain approval on 

an Administrative Site Plan, depending on the application type. Subdivision Review Staff 

indicated that it takes at least 3 months to obtain administrative subdivision approval.  

 

Feedback from Focus groups indicated that these processing timeframes are excessive for 

administrative approvals. We investigated this issue and found that many types of site 

plans that are administratively approved are not as routine as those typically found in 

other cities. For example, it is not uncommon for Site Plan Reviewers to have to work on 

very complex legal issues, such as right-of-way vacations, parkland exchange, etc,, 

within the context of a site plan. In addition, some administrative site plans are subject to 

an overview by certain boards, even though the board does not have approval authority. 

Moreover, due to the complex code, administrative site plans are often located within 

multiple overlay zones, that have intricate code requirements and are reviewed by 

numerous other city departments and agencies. Finally, applicant turn-around times are 

often lengthy and time extensions are commonplace, both of which extend processing. 
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Site Plans and Subdivisions must be approved within 180 calendar days per the City’s 

Land Development Code (measured from Completeness Check submittal to approval). 

Per State Law, Plats are to be acted upon within 30 days after the date the plat is filed and 

a plat is considered approved unless it is disapproved within that period. A plat is 

considered approved by the governing body unless it is disapproved within that period.  

 

Subdivision Review Staff indicated that they can’t meet the Plat action timeframes 

established by State law and as a result, plats are placed on the Commission consent 

agenda for statutory disapproval immediately upon formal submittal (e.g., following 

completeness review), which prevents plats from automatically being approved due to 

inaction and allows staff to continue to process subdivision applications. We feel that this 

is an indictment of the system, partially caused by numerous code and policy issues that 

are intended to provide lots of neighborhood input and allow 1 year for processing. 

 

Generally, Staff believes that they are unable to meet subdivision statutory action 

timeframes because of a combination of factors, including: 

 Lengthy review time frames; 

 Multiple review cycles; 

 Heavy case volumes and uneven caseloads; 

 Lengthy applicant turn-around times; 

 Incomplete plans; 

 Lack of good first reviews; 

 An overly complex Land Development Code, that is continually amended; 

 City policies that generally require all issues to be resolved prior to project 

approval instead of allowing project approval subject to conditions that resolve 

outstanding issues;  

 Postponements and appeals by interested parties; and 

 Time extensions.  

 

We have recommended that the City revisit its policies relating to postponements with 

the goal of eliminating this code provisions as a tool to stall action on a development 

proposal.  

Staff indicated that time extensions to extend the 180 calendar day review timeframe for 

site plans and subdivisions are commonplace, especially for discretionary project 

approvals. The Land Development Code provides for one administrative time extension 

of 180 days. Subsequent time extensions are done by discretionary approval. 

Administrative time extensions are routinely approved. However, according to staff, 

these decisions can be appealed by interested parties, which prolongs processing. 
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Because there is little grounds to dispute a requested time extension, the appeal process 

essentially serves to slow the process down. Focus group and staff interviewees 

suggested that the Code be amended to provide for a 1-year time extension or eliminate 

the appeal provisions since the appeal is being used to obstruct the process and there are 

no substantive grounds to justify disapproval of a time extension. We believe that Time 

Extension provisions are a useful tool for staff and decision-makers and should be 

preserved. However, the City should either eliminate or establish more narrow criteria for 

invoking Appeals for Time Extensions.  

238. Recommendation: The Land Development Code should be amended to 

either eliminate or establish more narrow criteria for invoking Appeals for time 

extensions to curtail its use as a tool to hinder application processing.  

 

Project Manager/Case Manager System  

We received feedback that Site Plan Review Case Managers do not act as “true” project 

managers. Staff said that they act as the lead on assigned Site Plan Review cases, but 

have not been given full authority and/or are not recognized by other development-related 

functions as “true Project Managers.” We discuss this issue in greater detail under the 

“Current Planning” section of this report, where we also recommend that Zoning Case 

Managers be given authority as “true Project Managers.”  

 

Subdivision Review Case Managers feel that are sufficiently empowered and indicate 

that they manage cases as project managers for projects within the City’s control (e.g., 

some projects are managed by the County, per Title 30/Interlocal Agreement), in that 

they act as the lead to drive review time frames and challenge inappropriate conditions, 

etc. 

 

239. Recommendation: The Site Plan staff should be empowered to act as 

“true Project Managers,” on assigned Site Plan Review cases to drive 

development review and processing. 

 

We consider this to be a key recommendation, particularly as other departments will no 

longer be involved in the process. It may be appropriate to review the qualifications for 

Case Managers. 
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240. Recommendation: Review the qualifications for site plan case 

managers.  

Also see our recommendations under the “Performance Standards” heading about 

establishing performance standards for up to three review cycles and tracking and 

monitoring standards to ensure they are met 90% of the time.  

 

 

Staff Reports 

Staff reports for both the Site Plan Review and Subdivision Review functions are 

prepared using a template to facilitate report writing, which is good. Subdivision Review 

staff indicated that the believed staff report templates (e.g., Subdivision Review Sheet) 

could be further streamlined through a table and checklist format, especially since there is 

minimal discretionary oversight with subdivision applications. We reviewed several 

recent Subdivision Review Sheets and found them to be fairly concise, however they 

could be further streamlined through a checklist format as suggested.  

 

We also reviewed several Site Plan Review staff reports (e.g., Site Plan Review Sheet) 

and found the reports to be sufficiently comprehensive. However, these reports could also 

be further streamlined through the use of tables and checklists.  

 

241. Recommendation: The Site Plan and Subdivision Review staff should 

consider streamlining staff reports (e.g., Review Sheets) through the tables and 

checklists. Staff should develop and discuss new report formats with relevant 

commissions prior to utilization.  

 

 

Streamlining 

The Administrative approval processes for both the Site Plan Review and Subdivision 

functions have been fairly streamlined. Site Plan Review staff indicated that most types 

of the site plan applications can be approved administratively by staff, rather than the 

Commission or Council, which is good. However, that does not mean they are approved 

immediately, as many types of administratively approved site plans are very complex, as 

noted above. Site Plan applications are generally discretionary when proposal involves a 

use, variance, development in a Hill Country Roadway Corridor and other specific 

criteria established by the Land Development Code (Land Development Code 

§25.5.142).  

  

However, Subdivision Review Staff indicated that there is an opportunity to amend the 

Land Development Code to allow re-subdivision cases that are 4 lots or less that meet 
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certain criteria (e.g., no variances, abuts right-of-way, etc.), to be approved 

administratively, rather than through a discretionary process. Staff believes 

administrative approval for this type of re-subdivision is not only allowed, but intended 

by state law.  

 

242. Recommendation: The Land Development Code should be amended to 

allow re-subdivision cases that are 4 lots or less that do not have variances, and 

meet certain criteria, to be approved administratively by Subdivision Review 

Staff. 

 

In addition, Subdivision Review staff indicated that certain Final Plats (e.g., without a 

Preliminary Plat, etc.) are approved by the Land Use Commission as a result of a state 

law interpretation made by the Legal Department. However, other Texas communities 

allow Final Plats to be approved by staff, since there is no discretion involved in the 

approval. We have worked in several other Texas communities and found that Final Plats 

are approved administratively in other Texas jurisdictions.  

243. Recommendation: The City should amend the Land Development Code 

to allow certain Final Plats (e.g. final plats without preliminary plats, etc.), to be 

approved administratively by Subdivision Review staff.  

G. SITE PLANS  

Overview 

Site Plans may be required to determine whether a proposed development complies with 

the Land Development Code, or the community standards established for Austin as 

reflected in Austin ordinances. A site plan is a drawing that depicts the intensity, density, 

height and setbacks of a proposed project to the site itself, along with drainage, 

landscaping, sidewalk and other site construction issues. The Site Plan process is shown 

in Figure 32. The case types for Site Plan are: 

1. Consolidated “C” 

2. Non-Consolidated 

3. Late Hours Permit 

4. Commission Approved Site Plan 

Conditional Use Permit 

Hill Country Roadway 
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5. Building, Parking, Clearing for Sites, Cut & Fill “D” 

6. Site Plan Revision 

7. Site Plan Extension 

8. Utility Line 

9. Managed Growth Agreement 

10. Boat Dock & Shoreline Modifications 

11. Telecommunication Tower 

12. Replacement Site Plan 

13. Fair Notice 

14. Land Use Only “A” 

15. Off-site and Shared Parking 

16. CIP Street and Drainage 

17. Open Channel Drainage Detention 
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Figure 32 

 Administrative Site Plan Review 
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Note That: 

 The applicant submits a site plan for administrative review if it does not require land use 
commission approval based upon criteria in the code. For example, a site plan proposing 
a conditional use would have to go to a land use commission for approval. If the project 
requires commission approval, see Commission Approved Site Plan Review Flow Chart. 

 From the time of completeness submittal to the time of approval there is a code 
mandated 180 day update deadline. An applicant can request an extension of the 
update deadline, which may be granted for good cause at the director’s discretion. In 
general, the process takes two to five months. 

 A site plan application can be submitted concurrently with a commercial building review 
application. 

 After the permit is issued, the customer has three years to complete the project. A one 
year extension can be granted administratively, otherwise the extension request must 
be approved by a land use commission. 

 Site plan corrections (minor changes to the approved site plan) may be submitted and 
approved through the Development Assistance Center (DAC). Site plan revisions (major 
changes to the approved site plan) must be approved through the process in this flow 
chart. For the distinction between “major” and “minor” corrections, see Land 
Development Code. 

1. Intake Staff determines the type of site plan at this time. The customer must submit an HB 

1704/Chapter 245 Determination Form at this time.  

2. The Chapter 245 Completeness Check Team reviews all submittals requesting a determination from 

the Team. The Team meets two times each week. After the Team makes a determination, Intake Staff 

distributes the application for completeness check. 

3. A $200 fee is due for the completeness check. 

4. The completeness check team consists of reviewers from various disciplines, including: site plan, 

drainage, water quality, environmental, transportation, environmental resource management (ERM), 

floodplain, right of way management, utility coordination, traffic control, and Austin Water Utility 

(AWU). The reviewers collaborate on the completeness review to determine whether the application is 

acceptable for a formal submittal. Other division and department reviewers can indicate at this time 

that they require distribution at formal submittal. The completeness check team must respond 

regarding the project within 10 days or else the project is automatically accepted and any errors or 

omissions are handled during the review period.  

5. Completeness is determined by the comments of the reviewers. 

6. The applicant can submit any incomplete items to intake. The process continues from completeness 

submittal. The applicant has 45 days to complete the application for formal submittal. If the 45 days 

expires, the applicant must pay an additional $200 which will not be removed from the fee balance.  
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8. Each team consists of a case manager and site plan, drainage, water quality, environmental, 

transportation, and mapping reviewers. The review team may also include reviewers from other 

divisions or departments. The teams are assigned based upon current workload and case background. 

9. Passed completeness form is sent to customer and includes total fees required at formal submittal. 

10. Updates are submitted at this step. They do not require a second completeness check. 

12. The review fees are determined by a fee schedule based on acreage and location. The $200 

completeness check fee is deducted from total fees due. 

15. Notifications Staff uses monthly-updated Travis County Appraisal District GIS data to generate a list 

of property owners to receive early notices. The Land Development Code (LDC) codifies who receives 

notices, including: property owners within a specified distance from the site plan property; the 

respective neighborhood group; and for some site plans, utility service addresses (typically a lessee). 

16. Reviewers complete a detailed review of the site plan for items within their discipline. Collaboration 

occurs between reviewers. At this time, reviewers calculate construction inspection fees (paid to PW) 

and fiscal. The reviewers give Fiscal Surety staff cost estimates. See Fiscal Surety: Site Plans flow chart. 

The customer is notified of the fees and fiscal. All fees and fiscal must be paid prior to the approval of 

the site plan. Also at this time, the mapping reviewer populates their database to say that a site plan 

application is processed and does the addressing for the site.  

17. The master comment report is due 28 days after the initial format submittal. Subsequent update 

reports are due 14 days after the formal submittal step.  

18. LUR Staff sends a master comment report to the applicant and interested parties who have 

registered with the case manager. 

20. Usually the process requires 1-3 updates. The applicant returns to the formal submittal step each 

time a formal update is required. Updates are only distributed to reviewers that have not approved the 

project. The applicant submits informal updates directly to the case manager who distributes the update 

to the required reviewers.  

21. For site plans in the city limits, the case manager signs the site plan cover sheet and the site plan 

release block on all other sheets. For site plans in the City’s ETJ, the case manager signs the cover sheet 

and stamps/initials all other sheets. It is the responsibility of the customer to apply for a building permit 

with the Commercial Building Review Division, if necessary. The customer must submit a copy of the site 

development permit and the approved plans when applying for the building permit. 

22. The AMANDA site plan folder will indicate that the application is approved and released. An 

environmental inspection folder is created by AMANDA. The signed site development permit is scanned 

and attached in AMANDA.  

24. MDS Staff ensures that the set of mylars is ready for scanning and that the pages are in the correct 

order. All site plans are scanned, including those in the ETJ.  

26. The mylars are only filed in the office for site plans within the city limits. 
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28. Second copy is for Environmental Inspection. See Environmental Inspections flow chart and/or Site 

Subdivision intake flow chart for continuation of this process.  

Applications, Checklists, Flowcharts 

 

Staff reported and we confirmed that various applications, checklists and flow charts for 

the function are outdated. For example, checklists have not been paired down to include 

only what is necessary for processing. As such, customers are submitting excess copies, 

which adds costs for applicants and results in extra handling by Intake and Distribution 

staff and recycling of extra copies. Flow charts have been prepared for internal use, but 

have not been updated in several years and they are too complex for public use (see the 

“Process Issues” section to view flowcharts). We have recommended that they be 

updated and simplified under the “Process Issues” heading of this section.  

In addition, multiple applications are utilized in an effort to help sort and simplify the Site 

Plan Review process for users and staff. The applications attempt to explain and clarify 

development review procedures, but fall short and the result is a lengthened application 

form that provides incomplete information to users. Best practice communities are 

trending toward the use of a single master application that is supplemented by detailed 

checklists to guide the submittal process. In addition, best practice communities with 

complex development codes, such as Austin’s, often prepare development guides to 

provide more comprehensive information and instruction on application processes.  

244. Recommendation: Site Plan applications should be consolidated into a 

single Master Application that is supplemented by detailed, up-to-date checklists for 

each application type.  

245. Recommendation: The Managing Engineer should consider publishing 

a Development Guide or Handbook that provides detailed explanations of the Site 

Plan, Subdivision Review and other processes, along with flow charts to help clarify 

processes for users. The Guide should be available online and provide links to 

referenced code sections, where possible. 

 

Data Collection/Reporting 

Activity reports were not readily available through AMANDA or other reporting methods 

to provide data on current caseloads by function or by individual reviewer to help 

management staff gauge staffing resources. In addition, applicant turn-around/revision 

time data should also be collected so that management has a more accurate picture of 

processing times, exclusive of application revision timeframes.  
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246. Recommendation: The Site Plan Section Manger should work with 

CTM to configure AMANDA to collect and report on case load data by reviewer 

and the function as a whole on monthly and annual intervals, as well as 

Performance Standard data recommended by this Study.  

 

Filing System 

Staff reported that paper files are misplaced regularly and that an out card system should 

be re-established so that files can be tracked and managed better.  

  

247. Recommendation: This function should re-institute an out card system 

for paper files. 

 

Meetings 

A weekly meeting is held between the Coordinator and Site Plan Review staff to discuss 

important case issues and trends, resolve case-related problems, team-build, train, and 

relay information of Division and Department-wide importance, which is excellent. An 

agenda is prepared for meetings to facilitate and focus discussions.  

Planner Of The Day (POD) 

We received feedback that a POD is needed for the Division when technical Site Plan 

Review questions arise. In addition, some staff reported that they are frequently 

interrupted for assistance.  

However, in investigating this issue, we found that this function rarely experiences walk-

in customers, since walk-in customers are routed to the Development Assistance Center 

(DAC) for service. As such, walk-in traffic is uncommon and when it occurs, staff will 

provide assistance, as needed. Applicants are instructed early on that the Division’s 

policy is to require appointments to discuss application-related issues, so that staff can 

manage their time more effective to facilitate processing. Calls received by individual 

case managers are typically application-specific. Other general calls are routed to the 

DAC for assistance.  
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Policies/Procedures 

Staff has drafted fairly comprehensive procedures to explain the Site Planning process, 

which is used for training and educational purposes. In addition, some of this information 

was included in application forms, as noted above. However, some components need to 

be updated to reflect code and operational changes.  

248. Recommendation: Training policies and procedures should be updated 

to reflect code and operational changes.  

249. Recommendation: Alternative Equivalent Compliance/DAC data and 

case history layers in GIS should be integrated into the AMANDA system.  

 

Processes 

The processes established for Commission approved Site Plan Review and Subdivision 

Review Processes varies somewhat depending on the type of application (e.g., whether 

the application includes variances, etc.).  

Site Plans Reviews required to determine whether a proposed development complies with 

the Land Development Code, or the community standards established for Austin as 

reflected in Austin ordinances. A site plan is a drawing that depicts the intensity, density, 

height and setbacks of a proposed project to the site itself, along with drainage, 

landscaping, sidewalk and other site construction issues. Site Plans have been categorized 

into in order to help simplify the application process.  

In addition, staff uses a prefix system to help ensure site plans are processed using the 

correct procedure. “A” Site Plans are generally those applications that deal with uses or 

zoning only. “B” Site Plans are those involving “vertical” construction. “C” Site Plans 

are applications that involve both use/zoning and “vertical” construction. “D” Site Plans 

are infrastructure-related Site Plans and “T” Site Plans are those that deal with 

transportation, such as off-site parking. 

Below is a list of various categories of Site Plans. In some instances we have shown their 

associated Prefix. 

1. Boat Dock & Shoreline Modifications (“D” Site Plan) 

2. Building, Parking, Clearing for Sites, Cut & Fill (“D” Site Plan) 

3. CIP Street Drainage (“D” Site Plan) 

4. Conditional Use Permit (“C” or “A” Site Plan) 
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5. Consolidated (“C” Site Plan) 

6. Fair Notice/1704 Determination  

7. Land Use Only  “A” Site Plan 

8. Late Hours Permit  

9. Managed Growth Agreement  

10. Off-site and Shared Parking (“T” Site Plan) 

11. Open Channel Drainage Detention (“D” Site Plan) 

12. Replacement Site Plan (“C” Site Plan) 

13. School Project  

14. Site Plan Extension  

15. Site Plan Revision  

16. Telecommunication Tower (“C” Site Plan) 

17. Utility Line (“D” Site Plan) 

 

The City’s site planning process is fairly intricate as a result of the complex Land 

Development Code. Figure 33 below is a flow chart, prepared by staff that summarizes 

the Intake and Completeness Check Review Process required for a “Consolidated Site 

Plan.” As the flow chart shows there are various components that determine the 

appropriate fees, timelines and review staff.  
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Figure 33  

Existing Intake & Completeness Check Review Process 

For Consolidated Site Plan Process 

 

Site Plan
Determine case type

 and case number

ETJ Full Purpose

Yes

Small Project
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Administrative Commission Approval
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Imrpovements

School Parking Change of Use Building Boat Dock

No Yes

SMART 
Housing

No Yes

SMART Growth

NoYes

Chapter 245

No

1704 Review.  After 1704 
review project enters into 

completeness check 
process

Enter into completeness check 
process.

Project reviewed for completeness 
and report is created and sent to 

applicant

Incomplete Complete

Process is repeated from 
beginning of CC process until 

accepted or expired

Determine fees and send fee 
estimate to applicant and 
schedule formal submittal

Formal Submittal Scheduled
1) Select and assign appropriate reviewers according to case type and other pertinent information 
2) Create invoices for applicants and verify all required documents are submitted
3) Select due dates based on case type and other code mandated requirements
4) Determine if public notification is required
5) Determine if electronic submittal requirements are necessary and if so perform associated actions 

Determine fees 
and appropriate 

review time

Determine fees or 
fee waiver based 

on SMART 
Housing letter

Determine watershed and 
the %of discount that 

applies to that watershed
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Figure 34 below, is a very detailed flow chart, prepared by staff that outlines the steps in 

the Commission (e.g., Land Use Commission) Approved Site Plan process. The text 

below relate to the numbers in the boxes. Note that: 

Figure 34 

Commission Approved Site Plan Review 
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Reject (R)

21. Notifications of 
public hearing sent

22. Land Use 
Commission Public 

Hearing occurs

24. Site Plan Permit 
denied

25. Appeal to 
Council

D
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A
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 This process only pertains to projects within the city limits. The applicant must submit a site 

plan for land use commission approval based upon criteria in the code. For example, a site 

plan proposing a conditional use would have to go to a land use commission for approval. If 

the project does not require land use commission approval, see Administrative Site Plan 

Review Flow Chart. 

 There are two land use commissions: the Planning Commission and the Zoning and Platting 

Commission. The site plan is approved by the Planning Commission if it is located within an 

approved neighborhood plan, otherwise it is approved by the Zoning and Platting 

Commission. 

 From the time of completeness submittal to the time of approval there is a code mandated 

180 day update deadline. An applicant can request an extension of the update deadline, 

which may be granted for good cause at the director’s discretion. In general, the process 

takes two to five months. 

 A site plan application can be submitted concurrently with a commercial building review 

application. 

 After the permit is issued, the customer has three years to complete the project. A one year 

extension can be granted administratively, otherwise the extension request must be 

approved by a land use commission.  

 Site plan corrections (minor changes to the approved site plan) maybe submitted and 

approved through the Development Assistance Center (DAC). Site plan revisions (major 

changes to the approved site plan) must be approved through the process in this flow chart. 

For the distinction between “major” and “minor,” see Land Development Code.  

1. Intake Staff determines the type of site plan at this time. The customer must submit an HB 

1704/Chapter 245 Determination Form at this time.  

2. The Chapter 245 Completeness Check Team reviews all submittals requesting a determination from 

the Team. The Team meets two times each week. After the Team makes a determination, Intake Staff 

distributes the application for completeness check. 

3. A $200 fee is due for the completeness check. 

4. The completeness check team consists of reviewers from various disciplines, including: site plan, 

drainage, water quality, environmental, transportation, environmental resource management (ERM), 

floodplain, right of way management, utility coordination, traffic control, and Austin Water Utility 

(AWU). The reviewers collaborate on the completeness review to determine whether the application is 

acceptable for a formal submittal. Other division and department reviewers can indicate at this time 

that they require distribution at formal submittal. The completeness check team must respond 

regarding the project within 10 days or else the project is automatically accepted and any errors or 

omissions are handled during the review period.  

5. Completeness is determined by the comments of the reviewers. 
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6. The applicant can submit any incomplete items to intake. The process continues from completeness 

submittal. The applicant has 45 days to complete the application for formal submittal. If the 45 days 

expires, the applicant must pay an additional $200 which will not be removed from the fee balance.  

8. Each team consists of a case manager and site plan, drainage, water quality, environmental, 

transportation, and mapping reviewers. The review team may also include reviewers from other 

divisions or departments. The teams are assigned based upon current workload and case background. 

9. Passed completeness form is sent to customer and includes total fees required at formal submittal. 

10. Updates are submitted at this step. They do not require a second completeness check. 

12. The review fees are determined by a fee schedule based on acreage and location. The $200 

completeness check fee is deducted from total fees due. 

15. Notifications Staff uses monthly-updated Travis County Appraisal District GIS data to generate a list 

of property owners to receive early notices. The Land Development Code (LDC) codifies who receives 

notices, including: property owners within a specified distance from the site plan property; the 

respective neighborhood group; and for some site plans, utility service addresses (typically a lessee). 

16. Reviewers complete a detailed review of the site plan for items within their discipline. Collaboration 

occurs between reviewers. At this time, reviewers calculate construction inspection fees (paid to PW) 

and fiscal. The reviewers give Fiscal Surety staff cost estimates. See Fiscal Surety: Site Plans flow chart. 

The customer is notified of the fees and fiscal. All fees and fiscal must be paid prior to the approval of 

the site plan. Also at this time, the mapping reviewer populates their database to say that a site plan 

application is processed and does the addressing for the site.  

17. The master comment report is due 28 days after the initial format submittal. Subsequent update 

reports are due 14 days after the formal submittal step.  

18. LUR Staff sends a master comment report to the applicant and interested parties who have 

registered with the case manager. 

20. Usually the process requires 1-3 updates. The applicant returns to the formal submittal step each 

time a formal update is required. Updates are only distributed to reviewers that have not approved the 

project. The applicant submits informal updates directly to the case manager who distributes the update 

to the required reviewers.  

21. The Case Manager schedules the site plan for a public hearing with a land use commission. Notices 

are sent according to LDC to surrounding property owners, neighborhood groups, interested parties, 

and in some cases, utility service addresses.  

22. The commission votes and makes their determination at this time.  

23. The project can be approved with or without conditions. If the project is approved without 

conditions, it continues directly to the case manager. If conditions are placed on the project, the 

applicant must resubmit the project to intake for formal submittal after addressing all the conditions. 

25. The applicant or any registered interested party can appeal this decision to the City Council.  
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27. Council hears the case and votes to decide if the project is approved or denied. If a project is denied 

by council, there is no other step to be taken; the project cannot be competed. Council can approve the 

project with or without conditions. If the project is approved with conditions, the applicant must 

resubmit the project to intake for formal submittal after addressing all the conditions. 

30. For site plans in the city limits, the case manager signs the site plan cover sheet and the site plan 

release block on all other sheets. For site plans in the City’s ETJ, the case manager signs the cover sheet 

and stamps/initials all other sheets. It is the responsibility of the customer to apply for a building permit 

with the Commercial Building Review Division, if necessary. The customer must submit a copy of the site 

development permit and the approved plans when applying for the building permit. 

31. The AMANDA site plan folder will indicate that the application is approved and released. An 

environmental inspection folder is created by AMANDA. The signed site development permit is scanned 

and attached in AMANDA.  

33. MIDS Staff ensures that the set of mylars is ready for scanning and that the pages are in the correct 

order.  

37. Second copy is for Environmental Inspection. See Environmental Inspections flow chart and/or Site 

Subdivision intake flow chart for continuation of this process.  

The above flow charts are very detailed and helpful for internal training purposes, but too 

complex to be included in application packets to aid the public in understanding the 

processes.  

 

250. Recommendation: The Site Plan Review staff should simplify the 

“Commission Approved Site Plan Flow Chart” to show milestone steps and 

eliminate discussion boxes and include them as a visual aid in application 

packets to help users better understand the process.  

 

Staffing 

This Site Plan function consists of 9 FTE’s, including a Subdivision Section Manager that 

administers the function and provides overall supervising and leadership. In addition, two 

Senior Planners have been designated as “Lead Planners” to provide day-to-day 

supervision of staff. According to staff the designated “Lead Planners” are supervisors in 

training. The span of control is workable.  

The Site Plan Review function manages the majority of the site plan application 

processes to ensure that proposed development complies with the Land Development 

Code, or the community standards established in Austin’s Code of ordinances. There are 

some site plans (e.g., “D” Site Plans that pertain to infrastructure, such as Open Channel 
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Drainage Detention Site Plans) that are managed by the Engineers to help manage 

workflow, rather than the use of contract staff. 

It was reported that this function is short staffed due to the increase in activity levels and 

that there is a need for 1 additional FTE Senior level Planner to help processes cases and 

even out workloads and 1 FTE entry level Planner I to assist with filing, case 

management and other administrative tasks.  

Staff reported that caseloads vary by Planner, according to their scope of responsibility. 

For example, Lead Planners, that help mentor and manage other Planners on a day-to-day 

basis, carry a lighter caseload. In addition, Planners that are assigned as a liaison to a 

board/commission also carry a lighter caseload. We interviewed one case manager, 

whose primary responsibility is case processing and found that the planner had 70 active 

cases, which is a large caseload, given the complex code.  

Activity data provided by staff shows that over 400 site plan reviews were completed 

each year, from 2009 to 2012. From 2012 to 2013, site plan review activity levels jumped 

up 21%, from 415 to 502, which equates to about 55 cases per planner in 2013.  

Two, entry-level Planner I’s assist senior-level planners with case management and 

administrative tasks, such as managing review comments and revisions, responding to 

public inquiries and interested parties, filing and phone calls. Management staff is 

currently working to ensure that the workloads for the Planner I staff is even distributed, 

so that Case Manager’s receive as much support as possible.  

 Although a detailed staffing analysis was not performed for this Function, it appears that 

1 additional FTE planner may currently be needed for case management and processing 

in this function to meet the increased work load demands. This is particularly critical 

given the extensive stakeholder comments and the need to shorten timelines.  

251. Recommendation: Add 1 planner to the site plan function. 

 

Typically, we recommend the use of outside consulting services help to handle spikes in 

development activity until such time that it can be shown that development activity can 

support the hiring of additional full-time staff. However, the City’s complicated code 

makes it difficult to outsource projects, as the time required to train consulting staff 

makes such an option cost-prohibitive. However, it may be possible to add temporary 

administrative support staff to supplement permanent professional staffing. 

252. Recommendation: A staffing model should be developed for the Site 

Plan Review function based on labor hours to determine appropriate staffing 

levels for the function and staff the function accordingly. 
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Performance standards are not useful when there is a backlog of cases. In Chapter II we 

calculated that the current backlog for Site Plan review is 79 cases. This is a substantial 

number of backlog cases and contract staff, as recommended elsewhere in this report, 

may be needed to process this backlog. 

253. Recommendation: Hire contract staff to help remove the Site Plan 

backlog.  

254. Recommendation: Managers and staff need to develop a strategy to 

remove the backlog. Given the complexity of the process it may not be 

possible to solve this by only using consultants. 

 

Technology  

Technology for the Department as a whole is discussed under a separate chapter in this 

report. However, Site Plan Review function staff indicated that two primary 

technological issues hinder efficiency in the function, including:  

 

 The Alternative Equivalent Compliance/DAC data is not integrated into 

AMANDA; and  

 Case history layers in GIS are not linked to or integrated with AMANDA. 

Training 

Staff reported that additional Supervisor training needed for the Coordinator and 

designated “Lead” Planners to help improve communication and coordination and 

training skills. Manager and supervisor training is recommended for all of PDRD 

sections. In addition, despite the existence of fairly comprehensive training tools, staff 

indicated that they are left to “learn as they go,” and that more comprehensive training is 

needed.  

 

Staff also indicated that they need to regularly attend regional and national conferences 

on a rotating basis so that they are aware of emerging best practices, industry changes and 

trends. As noted in an earlier chapter, we commend that 2% of the personnel budget and 

5% of the staff’s time be available for training. Available training budget monies should 

be communicated to staff at the start of each fiscal year and allocated to staff members on 

a rotating basis. 
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255. Recommendation: The Supervisor should conduct internal training 

sessions with “Lead” Planner and staff on Site Plan Review processes, related codes 

and research methods to raise competency levels and processing consistency.  

See our recommendations under the “Meetings/Communication/Teamwork” heading 

concerning devoting time on each meeting agenda to training 

 

H. SUBDIVISIONS 
The Subdivision process is shown in Figure 35. The types of cases for subdivisions 

include: 

 Amended Plat 

 Extension to Construction Plans (Managed by Engineers) 

 Fair Notice 

 Final Plat with Preliminary Plan 

 Final Plat without a Preliminary Plan-Previously Unplatted, Replat, Resubdivision 

 Managed Growth Agreement 

 Preliminary Plan 

 Plat Vacation 

 Resubdivision 

 Revised Preliminary Plan 

 Revision to Construction Plans 

 Revision to Construction Plan (Managed by Engineers) 

 Rough Cut (Managed by Engineers) 

 Subdivision Construction Plan (Managed by Engineers) 

Both the Site Plan Review and Subdivision Review processes provide details about the 

steps involved in the approval process. In addition, we have detailed the Intake and 

Completeness Check Review processes in section F, so we will not detail each step in 

these processes as part of this discussion. Instead, we will summarize the issues that were 

identified during our investigation and provide recommendations to resolve those issues, 

below.  
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Also, see our recommendations under the “Administrative Approval Process,” 

“Intake,” “Completeness Review Check,” and “Boards and Commissions,” headings. 

Staff created a flow chart of the Subdivision Review process is shown in Figure 35. It 

provides a good overview of the process flow, however it needs to be updated.  

256. Recommendation: The Subdivision Review staff should update the 

Subdivision Review process Flow chart to show the current steps involved in the 

review process.  
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Figure 35 

Subdivision Review Process  

2. Intake staff 
reviews intake 

submittal checklist

1. Customer submits 
project for 

completeness check 
to intake

4. Intake staff 
creates 

completeness 
check cover sheet 
and distribution list

3. Intake staff enters 
application 

information into 
AMANDA

6. Customer pays 
fees at cashier’s 

office

5. Print receipt

8. Land Use 
Review (LUR) staff 

distributes 
application for 
completeness 

check

7. Customer returns 
to intake to receive 
final paperwork for 

completeness 
submittal

9. Reviewers carry 
out completeness 

check

12. Intake staff 
updates AMANDA

11. LUR staff notifies 
customer of 

incomplete items 15. Customer 
makes appointment 

with intake for 
formal submittal

14. LUR staff notifies 
customer that project 
passed completeness

I

10. 
Complete (C)
Incomplete (I)

13. Supervisor 
assigns review teamC

17. Customer pays 
review fee balance 
at cashier’s office

16. Customer brings 
in additional sets of 
plans to intake for 

distribution

19. Intake staff 
distributes 

documents to 
reviewers

18. Intake staff 
updates AMANDA

21. Reviewers 
create comments 

and update 
AMANDA

20. Early notices 
sent out

23. LUR staff 
sends report to 

customer

22. Case Manager 
compiles master 
comment report

25. After addressing 
comments, applicant 
resubmits update to 

intake for formal 
submittal

R

24.
Comments 

cleared (CC) 
reject (R)

26.
Administrative 
approval (AA) 

Commission approval 
(CA)

31. Appeal to 
Council

32. Notifications sent 
out

30. Subdivision 
permit denied

D

27. Notifications of 
public hearing sent

28. Land Use 
Commission public 

hearing occurs

CA

29.
Approve (A) 

deny (D)

CC

36. Case 
Manager 

receives final 
documents 

from customer

33. City Council 
public hearing occurs

34.
Approve (A) 

deny (D)

35. Subdivision 
permit denied

D

AA

A

A

A

37. Case Manager 
updates AMANDA

38. LUR staff 
records plat

39. LUR staff sends 
documents to mapping 

and document sales 
(MDS)

40. MDS staff 
scans documents

41. MDS staff files 
mylars in office

42. MDS staff 
uploads 

documents into 
AMANDA



 

Austin, Texas 312 Zucker Systems 

 Subdivision applications include: preliminary plans, final plats, amended plats, 

resubdivisions, plat vacations, and subdivision construction plans.  

 From the time of completeness submittal to the time of approval, there is a code mandated 

180 day update deadline. An applicant can request an extension of the update deadline, 

which may be granted for good cause at the director’s discretion. In general, the process 

takes two to five months. 

 Subdivision applications can be submitted concurrently with each other (Preliminary Plans 

and Plat Application) and/or with site plans. 

 Preliminary plans within the City must be finaled out within three to five years from the 

date of preliminary plan application depending on whether the property is in the water 

protection zone or desired development zone, respectively, with no extensions allowed. 

Preliminary plans in the City’s ETJ must be finaled out within four to ten years from its date 

of approval depending on whether the property is in the water protection zone or desired 

development zone, respectively, with up to two two-year administrative extensions 

allowed. Subdivision construction plan permits expire three years from the date of issuance 

with one one-year administrative extension allowed.  

 Subdivision construction plan corrections (minor changes to the approved plans) may be 

submitted and approved through the Development Assistance Center (DAC). Revisions 

(major changes to the approved plans) must be approved through the process in this 

flowchart. For the distinction between “major” and “minor,” see Land Development Code.  

 Exceptions for platting, also known as land status determination, can be requested and 
reviewed through DAC.  

2. Intake Staff determines the type of subdivision at this time. The customer must submit an HB 
1704/Chapter 245 Determination Form at this time.  

5. A $200 fee is due for the completeness check. 

7. The Chapter 245 Completeness Check Team reviews all submittals requesting a determination from 
the Team. The Team meets two times each week. After the Team makes a determination, Intake Staff 
distributes the application for completeness check. 

9. The completeness check team consists of reviewers from various disciplines, including: subdivision, 
drainage, water quality, environmental, transportation, environmental resource management (ERM), 
floodplain, right of way management, utility coordination, traffic control, and Austin Water Utility 
(AWU). The reviewers collaborate on the completeness review to determine whether the application is 
acceptable for a formal submittal. Other division and department reviewers can indicate at this time 
that they require distribution at formal submittal. The completeness check team must respond 
regarding the project within 10 days or else the project is automatically accepted and any errors or 
omissions are handled during the review period.  

10. Completeness is determined by the comments of the reviewers. 

11. The applicant can submit any incomplete items to intake. The process continues from completeness 
submittal. The applicant has 45 days to complete the application for formal submittal. If the 45 days 
expires, the applicant must pay an additional $200 which will not be removed from the fee balance.  
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13. Each team consists of a case manager and subdivision, drainage, water quality, environmental, 
transportation, and base mapping reviewers. The review team may also include reviewers from other 
divisions or departments. The teams are assigned based upon current workload and case background. 

14. Passed completeness form is sent to customer and includes total fees required at formal submittal. 

15. Updates are submitted at this step. They do not require a second completeness check. 

17. The review fees are determined by a fee schedule based on acreage and location. The $200 
completeness check fee is deducted from total fees due. 

20. Early notices are required for Preliminary Plans (PP), major revisions to PP, final plats with variances, 
and resubdivisions. Notifications Staff uses monthly-updated Travis County Appraisal District GIS data to 
generate a list of property owners to receive early notices. The Land Development Code (LDC) codifies 
who receives notices, including: property owners within a specified distance from the subdivision 
property and the respective neighborhood group. 

21. Reviewers complete a detailed review of the subdivision for items within their discipline. 
Collaboration occurs between reviewers. At this time, reviewers calculate construction inspection fees 
(paid to PW) and fiscal and notify fiscal surety staff (See Fiscal Surety: Subdivision Plans flow chart). The 
customer is notified of the fees and post fiscal. Also the base mapping reviewer completes the 
addressing for the subdivision.  

22. The master comment report is due 28 days after the initial format submittal, except for preliminary 
plans, which depend on the size of the property. Subsequent update reports are due 14 days after the 
formal submittal step.  

23. LUR Staff sends master comment report to the applicant and interested parties who have registered 
with the case manager. 

25. Usually the process requires 1-3 updates. The applicant returns to the formal submittal step each 
time a formal update is required. Updates are only distributed to reviewers that have not approved the 
project. The applicant submits informal updates directly to the case manager who distributes the update 
to the required reviewers.  

26. The director can administratively approve minor revisions to a preliminary plan, final plats and 
amended plats without a preliminary plan that are for four lots or less, some plat vacations, and 
subdivision construction plans. 

27. The Case Manager schedules the subdivision for a public hearing with a land use commission. 
Notices are sent according to LDC to surrounding property owners, neighborhood groups, and 
interested parties.  

28. The commission votes and makes their determination at this time.  

29. If the subdivision meets all City regulations and Country and State Law, then the commission must 
approve the subdivision. If approved, the subdivision continues directly to the case manager. 

31. The applicant or any registered interested party can appeal this decision to Council.  

33. If the subdivision meets all City regulations and Country and State Law, then the commission must 
approve the subdivision. If approved, the subdivision continues directly to the case manager. 

36. The customer submits one set of mylars for Preliminary Plans (PP) and final plats. One set of plans is 
required for subdivision construction plans. After the case manager signs the construction plans, the 
customer makes four full-seize and one half-size copy for the City. For PP, the case manager signs the 
preliminary subdivision release block on the cover and all other sheets. For final plats within the city 
limits, the Case Manager signs the plat. If the plat is within the City’s ETJ, then the County also signs the 
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plat. For subdivision construction plans, the Case Manager signs the cover sheet then stamps and initials 
subsequent sheets.  

37. The AMANDA subdivision folder will indicate that the application is approved and released. For 
construction plans, an environmental inspection folder is created by AMANDA. The signed development 
permit is scanned and attached in AMANDA.  

38. LUR Staff records plat by going to the County Clerk’s office after the City receives all fiscal posting. 
The customer has until 90 days after approval to post fiscal.  

40. MDS Staff ensures that the documents are ready for scanning and that the pages are in the correct 

order. All subdivisions are scanned, including those in the ETJ. 

Equipment 

Staff indicated that they generally have the equipment needed to perform work tasks, 

except for Adobe Reader software, and a drafting table to facilitate plan review. Since the 

city is actively moving towards electronic submittal and review, it may not be practical to 

purchase a drafting table. However, a drafting table may be available on an interim basis 

through surplus or from another function within the Division, Department or City, 

without the need for purchase.  

 

257. Recommendation: The Coordinator should confirm the need for a 

drafting table during the interim period of transitioning to electronic review.  

258. Recommendation: The Coordinator should confirm the need for Adobe 

Reader software and budget for accordingly. 

 

Filing 

This function still creates and utilizes paper files in addition to the electronic files created 

in AMANDA at submittal. Staff indicated that they will discontinue the creation and 

maintenance of paper files, once the City transitions to the electronic submittal system.  

  

Meetings/Communication/Teamwork 

A weekly, reoccurring staff meeting is held on Thursdays between the Coordinator and 

staff of this function to discuss and resolve case-related issues and relay Division and 

Department-wide information. In addition, a weekly, reoccurring staff meeting is held 

between the Coordinator, function staff, and county staff (e.g. Travis County) to discuss 

and resolve issues and coordinate reviews on projects within the ETJ areas of the City, 

which is good. We did not receive feedback from staff that additional meetings are 
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needed within the function or across the division to improve coordination and 

communication. 

 

Policies And Procedures Manual (PPM) 

Staff indicated that a PPM for the function exists, however, it needs to be updated. Staff 

admits that activity volumes have prevented them from allocating time to update the 

Manual. Additionally, all of the staff members, except one, have been working in the 

function for at least 15 years are experts in navigating Subdivision Review codes and 

processes.  

It was also reported that this function does not have clear policies regarding working 

from home (e.g., telecommuting). Staff indicated that Telecommuting is mandated by 

Council to help get employees off the roads at peak hours; however, staff feels that there 

is insufficient accountability for staff telecommuting so it is abused.  

Feedback received from focus groups indicated that there have been customer service 

issues at times, with regard to communicating in a polite and timely manner. Staff 

indicated that they believe they generally provide good customer service, however 

service level standards are not clear and should be established to ensure consistent service 

delivery.  

259.  Recommendation: The Coordinator should update the Subdivision 

PPM so that it can be used as a training tool and reference guide and include clear 

policies on telecommuting and customer service expectations including return phone 

and email policies. 

 

Staffing 

This function consists of 5 FTE’s, including the Coordinator that supervises staff. It is 

responsible for managing the Subdivision process to ensure consistency with the City’s 

Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision ordinances and related codes. All of the staff, except 

one have been working in the function for over 15 years and are very proficient in 

processing subdivision cases. The Coordinator has 4 direct reports, which is a relatively 

low span of control, especially given the expertise of staff.  

Data provided by staff indicates that subdivision review volumes have increased steadily 

over the last five years. From 2012 to 2013, the activity experienced its most significant 

increase from 267 to 315 annual reviews, which equates to an 18% increase.  



 

Austin, Texas 316 Zucker Systems 

Data provided by Subdivision Review staff indicated that this function is currently 

processing 155 active subdivision cases, which equates to almost 40 cases per senior 

planner per year, including the Coordinator, who carries a full caseload. In addition, some 

assistance/case support is provided by the Planner I’s in the Site Plan Review function.  

Despite the sustained increase in activity over the last 5 years, Staff indicated that they 

are able to complete their assigned work tasks. Data shows that 84.8% of initial reviews 

meet the performance standard. This is slightly below our recommended 90%.  

Staff believes that the current inability to meet the 90% goal is more likely a caseload 

issue than a staffing issue. For example, caseloads are not always distributed evenly for 

many reasons, such as special projects/development teams, an on-going, phased project, a 

case manager’s history with area, etc. As such, un-even workload distribution does occur 

at times, which can contribute to delays.  

Additionally, we do not have data on performance standards for multiple reviews.  

Given the comments from stakeholders, improvement in this function is necessary. As 

such, we recommend adding one full time employee to this function.   

260. Recommendation: Increase staffing for subdivisions by one employee.   

Staffing resources should be reevaluated if organizational changes are implemented that 

affect the function and/or if activity levels significantly increase.  

Technology 

 

Staff reported the following technological issues in the function: 

 Variance and waiver data base needs to be integrated into AMANDA; and 

 AMANDA is not configured for reporting on activity levels. 

261. Recommendation: Variance and waiver data bases should be integrated 

into the AMANDA system. 

Training 

Management Staff indicated that mini-training sessions/seminars are held with staff to 

improve code and processing proficiency, which is excellent. In addition, seminars are 

held commissions are other groups to raise their understanding of the City’s complex 

subdivision procedures, codes and processes, which is also excellent. Earlier in this 

report, we recommended 2% of the personnel budget and 5% of employee time be 

available for training.  
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I. TREE PROCESS- ARBORIST/URBAN FORESTRY 
The City Arborist/Urban Forestry Program is responsible for issuing tree permits on 

private residential & commercial properties in compliance with the Land Development 

Code. A Tree Ordinance Review Application and Permit is required to remove or to 

construct within close proximity of a protected size tree within the full or limited purpose 

city limits. On residential properties, a Tree Permit is required for the removal of or 

impact to any tree 60” in circumference and larger (measured at 4.5 feet above the 

ground). Trees smaller than 60 inches in circumference are not regulated. In addition, 

protected trees that are dead and/or hazardous also require a permit to be removed.  

Commercial properties are required to show all trees 8” in diameter and larger on site 

plans that are submitted for development review.  

In addition, a Tree Permit is required to remove a Heritage Tree. Tree Permits for 

Heritage Trees require the approval of a variance before a Tree Permit is issued. The 

Land Development Code outlines an Administrative Variance approval process as well as 

a discretionary Variance approval process that requires Land Use Commission approval. 

The Land Development Code outlines approval criteria for both variance processes. A 

damaged Heritage Tree can be removed without a permit under certain condition (e.g., 

damaged or imminent hazard to life, etc.).  

The Tree Permit process for non-heritage trees is straightforward and generally works as 

listed in Table 56. 

Table 56 

Tree Process 

1. A customer applies for a permit by submitting a Tree Ordinance Review 

Application which is available online and fillable. The application form serves as 

both the application and permit, once approved, which is good. Applications can be 

faxed, emailed or submitted in person to either the Intake staff or City 

Arborist/Urban Forestry staff.  

2. The application is screened to ensure that it includes required information. 

Applications received by the Intake staff or City Arborist/Urban Forestry staff are 

input into AMANDA and forwarded to the Special Review/City Arborist function 

for review, inspection and issuance. A case number is assigned by AMANDA (e.g., 

ROW ID). 

City Arborist/Urban Forestry staff indicated that the Intake/data entry process to 

enter permits into AMANDA could be improved by adding drop down boxes in 

place of text fields to indicate tree species and size. They will be instituting these 

changes as part of the electronic submittal module for the Tree Permit process, 

which is good. 

 

https://library.municode.com/HTML/15302/level4/TIT25LADE_CH25-8EN_SUBCHAPTER_BTRNAARPRENSP_ART1TRNAARPR.html#TOPTITLE
https://library.municode.com/HTML/15302/level4/TIT25LADE_CH25-8EN_SUBCHAPTER_BTRNAARPRENSP_ART1TRNAARPR.html#TOPTITLE
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Applications_Forms/tree_permit.pdf
https://library.municode.com/HTML/15302/level5/TIT25LADE_CH25-8EN_SUBCHAPTER_BTRNAARPRENSP_ART1TRNAARPR_DIV1GEPR.html#TIT25LADE_CH25-8EN_SUBCHAPTER_BTRNAARPRENSP_ART1TRNAARPR_DIV1GEPR_S25-8-602DE
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3. City Arborist/Urban Forestry staff indicated that due to the volume of permits (e.g., 

150+ trees) it became necessary to have the Intake staff assist with receiving and 

screening permit applications and inputting cases into the AMANDA system. Staff 

acknowledges that receiving Permit Applications through various portals can be 

confusing for staff and applicants, and as such, it is a temporary process that will be 

replaced with a single portal, electronic process in the near future, which is good. 

4. The permit is assigned by the Urban Forester to Special Review/City Arborist staff 

based upon urgency of the situation, workload, and geographic region. 

5. Assigned staff conduct a site visit to confirm conditions. Staff indicated that each 

permit takes an average of 4 site visits in order to complete an initial 

tree/development assessment and repetitive inspections during construction. 

However, staff will accept photos of the tree(s), in certain cases, in lieu of 

conducting site visits(s), which helps them better manage staff resources, which is 

good.  

6. Once site conditions are verified and all issues have been resolved, staff completes 

and signs the permit approval portion of the application. The customer must post the 

permit on-site while work is in progress and any conditions of approval must be met 

within 1 year of the effective date. Staff indicated that it is commonplace to extend 

the 1-year period as long as the project is being actively developed. 

7. The signed permit is scanned and uploaded into AMANDA and serves as the case 

file, which is good. Permits are acted upon within 10-working days. 

 

Given the straightforward nature of the above Tree Permit issuance process, it is an 

excellent candidate for electronic submittal, payment, review and issuance. Staff 

indicated that they are working with CTM and the AMANDA team to create a Tree 

Permit process module in AMANDA and that this process is slated as one of the first 

pilot programs to test the electronic permitting system, which is excellent.  

In addition to issuing Tree Permits and processing variances through the Land Use 

Commission for Heritage Tree removal, this function also provides input into all phases 

of development review process, from pre-development through construction. Staff has 

created workflow chart that summarizes the activities that staff engages in at each phase 

of the development review process.   

Data Collection/Reporting 

In conducting our review of the Special Review/City Arborist/Urban Forestry Program, 

we were able to immediately obtain all of the activity data that we requested, which is 

good. Staff continually collects and analyzes activity data and uses the data as a 

management tool to gauge resource needs and for reporting to the Urban Forestry Board 

and management team. However, data is collected, recorded and reported upon using 

spreadsheets, rather than the AMANDA system, which is less efficient. 
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262. Recommendation: The City Arborist should work with CTM to 

configure AMANDA to collect activity data and generate monthly and annual 

reports. 

 

Filing 

Staff indicated that email, e-files and paper files for stop work orders and court cases are 

kept at staff members’ desks instead of in a secure central filing system, where they are 

accessible.  

 

263. Recommendation: The Program Manager should establish formal 

policies/procedures for file management.  

 

Job Descriptions/Titles 

The need to update and review all PDRD job descriptions is discussed in an earlier part of 

this report. Like many functions within PDRD, this function uses job descriptions which 

do not adequately describe or capture job responsibilities in an effort to raise pay bands to 

attract more qualified individuals, which causes confusion about individual roles and 

responsibilities. For example, according to staff, the majority of the activities performed 

by the GIS Analyst position are not GIS-related. In addition, the Planner II position 

(recently transferred from the Intake/Notification function does not perform any planning 

functions as described in the Job Description and performs only basic administrative 

duties. 

Meetings/Communication/Team Work 

 

Staff meetings occur bi-weekly to ensure transparency, consistency, coordination, and 

effectiveness of practices, which is good. However, staff indicated a need for better 

communication and interaction with regard to department-wide issues, changes and 

strategies. Reoccurring meetings should have the following features: 

 Have a defined purpose, an agenda, action items and summary notes that can be 

distributed electronically to all staff in advance of and following the meeting 

whether in attendance or not ; 
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 Include a scheduled time in each meeting to pass on information from 

management meetings concerning department wide issues and strategies; and 

 At least 15 minutes of each reoccurring staff meeting should be set aside to 

educate staff about the roles and responsibilities of related disciplines within the 

Division and across the Department. 

  

264. Recommendation: All reoccurring meetings held for the tree function 

should include items listed above.  

 

Reception Area 

The Special Review/City Arborist function has established daily walk-in hours, from 

12:30-3:30pm to assist walk-in customers, which is good. A staff person from this 

function is assigned for each day of the week to provide assistance to walk-in customers, 

which is an excellent practice and one that we often see in place for best practice 

communities.  

We received feedback that the reception services provided for fourth floor activities is not 

optimal, and as currently configured, serves to create an unnecessary layer between 

Intake staff and customers. Interviews indicated that reception staff currently perform 

only basic duties, which could either partially or fully be absorbed by Intake staff. 

Reception staff could then be repurposed to perform other routine “back-office” 

administrative duties.  

Staff suggested that the reception area be reconfigured to accommodate Intake Staff so 

that Intake staff can also act as reception and serve customers at a customer-facing work 

station, rather than requiring customers to walk to the opposite end of the floor in order to 

meet with Intake staff at private work stations.  

We observed the Fourth Floor reception area and confirmed the reception issues that 

were identified by staff and agree that the suggested option should be explored.  

 

265. Recommendation: The City should consider reconfiguring the Fourth 

Floor reception area. 
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Staffing 

This function consists of 8 FTE’s, including a GIS Analyst (formerly temporary), a 

Planner II that was recently transferred in from another function, and a Program Manager 

that directly supervises staff. This function is responsible for numerous urban forest-

related development activities issuing tree permits, review of conceptual site plans, 

development review, performing inspections and investigations of permitted land 

developments, construction sites and businesses to ensure compliance with 

environmental, tree engineering codes, ordinances and regulations and data collection, 

analysis and reporting on their activities. The Program Manager has 7 direct reports, 

which we consider an acceptable span of control.  

It was reported that this function is short-staffed by one FTE administrative staff person. 

Data provided by staff indicates that Tree Permit volumes have generally increased over 

the last five years, except for 2013, when they decreased slightly from 2012 by about 3%. 

City data also shows that there has also been a significant increase in pre-development 

activity (e.g., meeting with homeowners, developers), development-review activities 

(e.g., Tree Ordinance, Heritage Tree, Board and Commission hearings, etc.) and 

inspections (e.g., compliance inspections, 311 calls, enforcement, etc.) over the last year. 

This increase in activity has generated more administrative work (e.g., answering phones, 

customer service, filing, etc.), which is largely being performed by non-administrative 

staff.  

This function recently gained a Planner II position, which was transferred from the 

Intake/Notification function that performs limited reception and administrative tasks for 

the function (see our discussion under the “Job Description” heading about the need to 

review and adjust job descriptions and titles).  

However, staff believes 1 additional Administrative FTE should still be added to the 

function to manage support activities more effectively. For example, staff indicated that 

they need administrative staff resources to assist with answering questions, scanning, 

posting, and forwarding inquiries to technical staff.  

Staff indicated that they are able to complete their assigned work tasks and that no work 

backlogs exist, in that service levels are regularly adjusted to meet workload demands. In 

addition, organizational changes that are currently underway may result in other urban-

forestry related staff from another department being merged with this function.  

As such, there appears to be sufficient staff resources available to manage program 

activities at this time. Staffing resources should be reevaluated if organizational changes 

are implemented that affect the function and/or if activity levels significantly increase.  

266. Recommendation: The Program Manager should create a staffing 

model for the Special Review/City Arborist/Urban Forestry Function based on 
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labor data to determine appropriate staffing levels for the function to justify the 

need for additional staff.  

 

Training 

Staff in this function mentioned a need for additional training on negotiation, soil 

preparation, dealing with irate customers and general customer service. In addition, staff 

expressed a need for more comprehensive training on Outlook and AMANDA software 

programs to improve proficiency and general training on disciplines within the Division 

and across development-related Department functions to broaden their understanding of 

roles and responsibilities within the Division and Department. Finally, staff indicated that 

additional supervisory training is warranted in the function to improve leadership, 

decision-making and administration skills. Available training budget monies should be 

communicated to staff at the start of each fiscal year and allocated to staff members on a 

rotating basis. Earlier in this report we recommended that 2% of the personnel budget and 

5% of employee time be available for training. 

See our recommendations under the “Meetings/Communication/Teamwork” heading 

concerning devoting time on each meeting agenda to educate staff on the roles and 

responsibilities of related disciplines within the Division and across the Department. 
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X. PERMIT CENTER 

A. PROFILE 
The Permit Center is located in the corner of the first floor of One Texas Center and at 

the end of a narrow corridor. It is part of the One-Stop-Shop. Staff assigned to the Permit 

Center are responsible for processing building/construction related permits and trade 

permits after plans have been reviewed and approved by either the Residential Plan 

Review staff or the Commercial Plan review staff. The types of permits issued by this 

group include building, electric, mechanical, plumbing, irrigation, signs, boat docks, 

residential retaining walls and extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ) service permits for 

electrical and plumbing only. Staff also processes a large number of minor permit 

requests received electronically via RightFax, internet fax software. 

Staff in this section confirms that contractors performing trade work have been properly 

licensed by the State of Texas Board of Licensing and Regulations and they are properly 

registered with the City of Austin before they can be issued a permit to perform any 

work. The group also establishes and monitors funds deposited in escrow accounts that 

are available to trade contractors. This group also spends significant time with customers 

attempting to resolve old expired permits. 

The most significant issue facing the Permit Center is the extraordinary wait times that 

customers must endure prior to receiving service. We generally recommend wait times do 

not exceed 15 minutes for 90% of the customers. Currently, average wait times for the 

Permit Center customers is 42 minutes.  The longest is over one hour ranging from 1:28 

to 3:23 hours.  

B. ORGANIZATION 
The organization for the Permit Center is shown in Figure 36. This may not match the 

current staffing but were accurate at the time we did our research. 
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Figure 36 

Organization of Permit Center 
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Staffing 

Table 57 

Staffing and Functions in Permit Center Division 

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director 1 

Manages Building Inspection, 
Commercial Building Review, Permit 
Center, Residential Review, and 
Site/Subdivision Inspections Director 

Div Mgr, Development 
Services 1 

Manages Residential Review, 
Commercial Review, and Permit Center 

Assistant 
Director 

Permit Center 

Permit Program 
Supervisor 1 Manages Permit Center 

Div Mgr, 
Development 
Services 

Supv, Administrative 1 

Provides first-line supervision for Permit 
Center Staff. Resolves AMANDA issues 
for plan review, permits, inspections and 
external customers 

Permit 
Program 
Supervisor 

Permit Review Spec 7 

Verify scope of work on application 
matches AMANDA data, issue variety of 
permits, register trade contractors, 
maintain contractor escrow accounts, 
assists customers with expired permits 

Supv, 
Administrative 

Admin Asst 1 
Front desk receptionist, sign in 
customers to Customer Wait program 

Supv, 
Administrative 

Admin Senior, 
temporary 1 

Verify scope of work on plans matches 
AMANDA database, issue trade permits, 
answer customer questions (temporary 
position) 

Supv, 
Administrative 

Admin Associate, 
temporary 1 

Front desk receptionist, assist walk-in 
customers (temporary position) 

Supv, 
Administrative 

    

TOTAL 14   
 

C. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 

 The Permit Center has a sophisticated software program that tracks the time each 

customer signs in at the Permit Center and displays that information on large 
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computer monitors located in the Permit Center and DAC waiting rooms. This 

information is also available on the Department’s website. 

 The Permit Center wait time software includes a feature that emails the customer 

when they are within the top five of the wait list. This allows customer to transact 

business elsewhere in the building or off-site while they are waiting for Permit 

Center service. 

 Staff has managed to maintain a positive attitude despite working in a highly 

stressful environment created by excessive customer wait times. 

D. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Career ladder 

We support the establishment of career ladders as a means of motivating employees to 

improve their qualifications while on the job so they can better serve the changing needs 

of the community. It is also recognized that in the process of raising the minimum 

requirements of an existing position it may be difficult to attract new employees who 

already possess a certification required for the position. By establishing a career ladder 

both new employees and existing employees that don’t meet the certification requirement 

may be accommodated. Those existing employees that achieve the certification level and 

new employees with certification(s) should be rewarded with a pay increase appropriate 

for a higher classification. Establishing a Permit Review Specialist II position at a higher 

pay rate would recognize and motive existing and new employees to obtain the 

certification and thereby demonstrate their increased qualifications in a field directly 

related to their current assignments. 

267. Recommendation: Establish a career ladder for the Permit Review 

Specialist job classification that rewards certification as a Permit Technician. 

 

Cashier Reporting 

The workstation for the Cashier opens directly into the waiting area for the Permit Center 

on the first floor of One Texas Center. A very large percentage of the transactions 

processed by the Cashier are in direct response to the issuance of permits. The current 

organizational reporting structure identifies this position as reporting to the Accounting 

Manager on the fifth floor of the building. We recommend that this position report to the 

Manager of the adjacent Permit Center. We believe the close proximity of the Cashier to 

the Permit Center offers a greater opportunity for the Cashier to have access to a 

supervisor and combining the function with the Permit Center will create more flexibility 
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in staffing the Cashier station during daily breaks and vacations. We acknowledge that 

the fiscal responsibilities of the position must be respected and that the Accounting 

Manager will need to retain some authority over the fiscal reporting aspects of the 

position, but we are confident that Permit Center staff can be adequately trained to 

perform the basic functions of the position sufficient to cover during breaks and 

vacations. 

268. Recommendation: The Cashier position should be reassigned to report 

to the Permit Center Manager.  

 

Internal Communications 

The Confidential Employee Surveys for the Permit Center Staff expressed significant 

frustration about the lack of communication from management and the supervisor. They 

frequently felt “out-of-the-loop” regarding information they felt was critical to their 

ability to perform their jobs. They cited frequent examples of first being advised of policy 

and procedure changes from their customers rather than their supervisor. While being 

acutely aware of the problem of excessive customer wait times, we believe there must be 

a balance that allows staff to participate in staff meetings so they can receive instruction 

and guidance from, and provide feedback to, the division manager and executive staff 

and to attend training classes when appropriate.  

269. Recommendation: The Permit Program Supervisor should conduct 

monthly staff meetings to brief and train staff on process and procedure 

changes that impact their work.  

 

When procedure changes need to be implemented quickly it is important that all impacted 

staff be advised immediately. The manner in which staff is notified of these changes 

needs to be consistent and its importance clearly understood by all staff. It is not 

sufficient to hope that changes will be adequately communicated by word-of-mouth or 

through ordinary looking e-mails. These communications needed to be identified as high 

priority and they must be archived in a location readily accessible to all staff (SharePoint 

drive). The Permit Center Manager must also develop a system to confirm that staff has 

received the information. If these procedure changes are communicated via e-mails then 

the sender can request notification when the staff member has opened the e-mail. 
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270. Recommendation: The Permit Center Manager should establish a 

standard method of communicating high priority information and must 

achieve that information in a readily accessible location, and confirm that 

each staff member has received the communication. 

 

The supervisor for the Permit Center meets with the Division Manager only once per 

month. This frequency is inadequate in the face of the number and severity of the issues 

facing the Permit Center. These meetings need to occur more frequently and be 

supplemented by at least a monthly meeting with the manager and all of the supervisors 

in the Division. We understand that the new assistant director began scheduling a 

monthly meeting of all managers and supervisors when he was appointed in October. 

271. Recommendation: The Residential Review Division Manager needs to 

schedule weekly meetings with the Permit Center Supervisor to improve 

communications regarding issues facing the group. 

 

Management Leadership 

When we assess management leadership we review many different indicators. One of the 

sources of our information is the information provided by employees on their confidential 

employee surveys. As mentioned elsewhere in this report, the scores employees gave 

their supervisors were very low. The scores provided by the Permit Center staff were the 

lowest of all of the PDRD groups. It was clear from the Permit Center scores that staff 

had little faith in supervision and management’s ability to recognize and resolve 

important issues impacting the Department’s operations. Employees indicate they are 

perpetually operating in crisis mode and do not see their situation improving in the future 

because their supervisors and managers are not aware of, or not able to improve the 

situation. A prime example of the problem is the practice of the supervisor frequently 

assisting staff by performing their work rather than focusing on those responsibilities of 

the supervisor. The current practice of having customers routinely wait more than two (2) 

hours before receiving service demonstrates a serious lack of leadership guiding the 

delivery of these services. 

272. Recommendation: The Assistant Director should work with Human 

Resources to provide management training for the Supervisor and Manager 

overseeing the Permit Center Operations to help them provide enhanced 

leadership for their groups. 
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Performance Standards 

Table 58 

Performance Measures for Permit Center 

One-Stop-Shop 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

Permit Center      

FTEs 13.25 13.25 13.25 14.25 10.25 

Customer wait per permit 
(minutes 34 35 49 31 40 

# walk in customers 26,067 28,227 33,128 33,035 35,000 

Ratio walk ins/FTEs 1,967 2,130 2,500 2,456 3,415 

# permits issued 96,205 108,494 109,492 101,012 150,000 

Ratio Permits/FTEs 7,260 8,188 8,264 7,860 14,634 

FTEs based on benchmark 
comparison Benchmark  14.9 15.1 15.4 20.7 

 

Similar to the discussions elsewhere in this report regarding Performance Measures, the 

information in the table above includes historical activity levels and a projection for 

future activities that should be reformatted to be more useful to management decision 

makers. Establishing ratios that compare staffing levels to activity levels can be useful 

when tracked historically. This information is particularly useful when a community is 

recovering from a downturn in construction activity, as has occurred since the economic 

recession begun in 2008. Recalling the staffing levels previously provided during periods 

when permit activity was similar to today’s levels can provide a basic guide to 

appropriate staffing today. A major assumption with this approach is that previous 

staffing levels were sufficient to meet the established performance standards and that the 

specific responsibilities of the positions have not expanded due to the adoption of new 

codes and/or other standards. Recalling statements provided during employee interviews, 

it appears the City has a long history of not meeting established performance standards, 

therefore any comparisons to previous staffing levels should be considered minimum 

levels that should be augmented in order to actually achieve the established performance 

standards.  

The data in the Performance Measures Table for the Permit Center appears inconsistent 

with standard management practices. The Table information implies that staffing can be 

reduced by 28% while the number of permits increases by 38% and customer wait times 
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do not increase, this is an unrealistic. Management should review and revise these 

numbers to reflect a more realistic projection.  

273. Recommendation: Management should review and revise the 

information on the Permit Center Performance Measures Table to reflect a 

more realistic projection of staff’s future performance. 

 

Permit Center Counter Wait Times 

When we first began reviewing the Planning and Development Review Department we 

were struck by the number of customers that were waiting in cramped spaces both inside 

and outside the building. A review of the monitors in the Permit Center confirmed that 

the wait times for customers to receive assistance in the Permit Center were unbelievably 

long. In the jurisdictions we review we customarily recommend that 90% of the 

customers be assisted by staff within 10 to 15 minutes. The Performance Measures for 

the Permit Center indicate that customers are helped, on average, within 40 minutes. We 

took the database information for the month of August 2014 and calculated the wait times 

for specific services utilizing our recommended goal of serving 90% of the customers 

within a specified period. The Table below indicates the wait time that would be required 

to serve 90% of the customers. 

Table 59 

Permit Center Wait & Transaction Times 

(Reporting Period August 2014) 

Service Count % of total 90% Wait Time 90% Transaction time 
Permits, MEP 669 22% 2 hours 17 min 27 minutes 
Permit, Pick-Up 592 20% 2 hours 29 min 25 minutes 
Express Permits 558 19% 40 minutes 12 minutes 
Information/Questions 297 10% 2 hours 5 min 23 minutes 
Left 294 10% 2 hours 46 min N.A. 
Cashier 47 2% 2 hours 46 min 21 minutes 
All others 609 17% Approx 2 hrs 21 min Approx 26 minutes 

 

It cannot be overemphasized how critical it is that these wait times be significantly 

reduced. Of special interest in this report is the fact that 10% (294 customers) left the 

Permit Center before they received service because the wait time was excessive. Under 

the Department’s current method of calculating average transaction times, these incidents 

were identified as taking zero time to transact and therefore helped reduce the average 

time when it was calculated. 
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Throughout this report there are recommendations that are intended to reduce the amount 

of workload for the staff in this group and therefore also reduce the customer wait times. 

Some of these will require changes to AMANDA. Those recommendations contained 

elsewhere in the report that are intended to reduce the workload of this group include: 

  Allow minor permits to be issued on-line through the AMANDA system and 

authorize fees to be paid by credit card. This will dramatically reduce the number 

of customers who must come to the Permit Center to receive minor trade permits 

(22% of customers);  

 Allow staff at Residential and Commercial Plan Review Counters to issue permits. 

Customers would receive fee balance printout, pay cashier downstairs and receive 

plans on their way out; 

 Through the use of on-line credit card payments, reduce or eliminate the need for 

staff to create and maintain trade contractor escrow accounts; 

 Relocate approved plan pick-up function to Document Sales counter; 

 Initiate digital plan review services to reduce the number of plans that must be 

routed to Plan Review staff; 

 Reduce scope of projects that require expired permits to only those with known 

outstanding life safety violations; and 

 Eliminate requirement to update master site plans. 

Staffing Levels 

We have used two different methods to evaluate staffing levels. The first method utilizes 

the information provided by the Department in the Performance Measures for Permit 

Center Table 58, and adds rows that identify activity per FTE (ratios) for walk in 

customers and total permits provides information that may be useful in determining 

appropriate staffing levels. In very simple terms, maintaining a relatively constant ratio of 

activity level (Permits) to staffing (FTEs) should yield similar levels of customer service. 

As activity levels change then staffing levels should also change to maintain the desired 

ratio. This approach assumes that the level of customer service that existed in the 

benchmark year was acceptable. Based on the information provided by both staff and 

customers it is apparent that customer service has always been less than desired by the 

customer, therefore any staffing level recommendation to maintain a staffing ratio should 

be viewed as a bare minimum necessary to achieve a service level that was still 

unacceptable to the public. 

Utilizing the information in Table 58 (Performance Measures for Permit Center) and 

selecting 2011 as the benchmark year, the proposed staffing level for 2015 should be 20.7 

FTEs. This reflects a doubling of the current staffing level in order to maintain the same 

staffing ratio that existed in 2011 based on projected permit activity. For this method of 
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determining appropriate future staffing to be effective it must be based on realistic 

projections of permit activity. Table 58 projects a significant increase in permits for 2015. 

Using this staffing ratio method is also highly dependent on accurately projecting future 

activity levels. Department Management should hold staff accountable for accurate 

projections and insist that projections be updated at least quarterly.  

274. Recommendation: The Director should require that projected activity 

levels be updated quarterly and that any staffing adjustments be based on up-

to-date activity level projections. 

 

A review of the data in Table 58 suggests the need for as many as ten (10) additional staff 

based purely on using a ratio approach. However, the activity chosen for comparison 

purposes may not be the best indicator of overall workload. Additional workload 

indicators should be measured and reported so that they can be considered in a more 

overall approach to determining total workload.  

The additional staff suggested by Table 58 above and the workload measurement method 

assumes that these positions should be added to the Permit Center based on a 

continuation of the currently established assignments. This report contains many 

recommendations that would either reassign current duties or eliminate them due to 

technology advances. If assignments are redistributed to other portions of the 

organization then the staffing to support those operations should also be re-assigned. 

An alternative to the staffing ratio approach identified above would be to analyze the total 

workload as compared to the available staffing. This approach relies on the ability of the 

Section to measure the amount of time dedicated to perform the specific tasks and 

compare that total volume against the available staffing. Table 60 below is based on the 

total volume of transactions and the time used to complete those transactions. The 

transaction times are based on calculating the amount of time taken to complete the 

specific transaction at least 90% of the time. This method produces results that are more 

accurate than using average transaction times. The calculated total workload was 

calculated by multiplying the total number of transactions per type by the time per 

transaction. Given that the data we were given was for one month (August 2014), the 

monthly total was multiplied by 12 to create a yearly total per transaction type. In the 

opening sections of this report is a discussion about billable hours per employee. By 

subtracting out factors such as sick leave and vacations and assuming staff is no more 

than 80% efficient, we have established an annual billable hour total of 1,322 per 

employee. Utilizing this method we have determined there is a need to add a minimum of 

2.5 permit processing positions. This method assumes that all of the permit processing 

staff positions will be capable of performing all of the typical transactions staff will 

encounter. This process also assumes a perfect distribution of when customers will arrive 
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at the Permit Center for service. This is obviously not a valid assumption because 

historically there have been peak periods of customers arriving at the counter. It is 

therefore appropriate to consider the recommendation of 2.5 additional permit processing 

staff as a minimum that will still result in extended wait times when large volumes of 

customers arrive at the same time. Staffing for this function may change once electronic 

plans and credit cards are in use.  

Table 60 

Permit Center Workload vs Staffing 

275. Recommendation: The Permit Center should add a minimum of 3.0 

Permit Review Specialists positions or consultants to provide sufficient 

capacity to handle the existing workload. 

 

Workload by transaction 

90% 
transaction 
time 

Total 
Transactions* 

Workload 
in 
minutes 

Permits, MEP 27 minutes 8028 216756 
Permit, Pick-Up 25 minutes 7104 177600 
Express Permits 12 minutes 6696 80352 
Information/Questions 23 minutes 3564 81972 
Left N.A. 3528 0 
Cashier 21 minutes 564 11844 

All others Approx 26 
minutes 7308 190008 

Total   758532 

    
    

Number of Available Positions for processing 

Minutes 
available per 
Position**   

Total 
Minutes 
available 

7  79,320     555,240  
        
Difference between required and available      203,292  
Additional staff required at 79,320 min per person      2.56  

    *August 2014 * 12 months 
   ** Based on Zucker Billable hours calculation 

(1,322 hrs) converted to minutes 
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Staff Qualifications 

A review of the job description for the Permit Review Specialist indicates that the 

employee is responsible for performing reviews of all residential applications for 

compliance with zoning, subdivisions, and site plan requirements along with many other 

construction and planning related activities. While the job description does indicate that 

candidates for the position must have graduated from High School and have 2 years’ 

experience in customer service, there are no requirements for certification(s). We believe 

the Department would benefit if there were a certification requirement for this position. A 

typical certification appropriate for this type of position would be the Certified Permit 

Technician offered by the International Code Council (ICC). We also believe that the 

costs of obtaining and maintaining these certifications should be the responsibility of the 

City. 

276. Recommendation: The Job Description for the Permit Review Specialist 

should be modified to include a requirement to possess certification as a 

Permit Technician from ICC. 

 

E. POLICY ISSUES 

Training 

Throughout this report are references to the need for additional staff training. This subject 

is particularly relevant to the operations of the Permit Center. With the very large variety 

of tasks that must be performed by the staff assigned to this group and the ever changing 

nature of the process that must be followed, on-going training should be an integral part 

of the group’s operations. Unfortunately, there is currently little or no time devoted to this 

critical function. It is essential that an on-going in-house training program be created to 

help ensure staff is familiar with all of the approved processing procedures.  

277. Recommendation: The Permit Center Manager and Supervisor must 

establish a weekly in-house training program that focuses on consistent 

application of approved permit processing procedures. 

Turnover Rate 

Mastering the various tasks required to proficiently perform the duties of a Permit 

Review Specialist can take a significant amount of time under ideal circumstances. Given 

the high stress atmosphere in the Permit Center and the lack of any formalized training 

program for new employees, it not hard to understand why there has been significant 



 

Austin, Texas 335 Zucker Systems 

turnover, particularly for the receptionist position. This issue is further impacted by 

management’s decision to fill these high turnover positions with temporary employees. 

Given the existing workload, there is little incentive for existing staff to take on the 

additional burden to train these new employees and the new temporary employees feel 

little allegiance to the organization as temporary employees. We feel one of the biggest 

mistakes municipal organizations make is the practice of placing their least qualified 

members of staff in a position to be the City ambassador to the public. Frequently 

customer’s impressions of the counter reception staff formulate their opinion of the entire 

organization.  Placing a new employee in this critical position invites the public to draw 

an opinion about the Department based solely on that employee’s performance.  

278. Recommendation: The Director should avoid the use of temporary 

positions to staff the highly visible Permit Center Reception Desk and assign 

receptionist duties to fully qualified individuals.  

279. Recommendation: The Permit Center Manager should develop a 

comprehensive training program for new employees and assign a qualified 

staff position to oversee the new employee training. 

 

F. PROCESS ISSUES 

Audit Program 

There is currently no process in place to conduct routine auditing of each employee’s 

work. According to staff interviews, projects are only audited when there is a complaint 

by a customer or an inquiry from management. While these types of audits are a 

necessary part of responding to customer service complaints, they should not be the sole 

reason for auditing the work of employees. Routinely auditing employee’s work gives the 

supervisor the opportunity to also acknowledge good work and to discover situations 

where additional individual and group training is warranted. The results of audits should 

also be incorporated into the employee’s periodic performance evaluations to help add 

value to the evaluations. Including these audit results in performance evaluations can also 

help support the appropriateness of initiating a performance improvement plan if an 

employee is not meeting performance expectations.  

280. Recommendation: The Permit Center Supervisor should establish an 

employee audit program to confirm that established performance 

expectations are being met. The results should be incorporated into the 

employee’s periodic performance evaluations. 
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Escrow Accounts 

Staff in the Permit Center currently maintain 996 escrow accounts for trade permit 

customers. Maintaining this system is extremely time consuming for staff and the 

monthly balance statements mailed to customers are outdated by the time the customers 

receives them. With the implementation of system improvements that will allow 

applicants for trade permits to obtain permits on-line and pay for them by using credit 

cards the escrow accounts program should become unnecessary. When the on-line permit 

program becomes available it should be the Department’s policy that the existing escrow 

account program will be phased out. 

281. Recommendation: Upon implementation of the on-line permit and 

payment system for trade permits the Department should immediately begin 

phasing out the current escrow account process. 

 

Permits Submitted Electronically via RightFax 

Staff reports that they receive approximately 200 trade permit applications per day by 

fax. When initially implemented the performance standard to complete processing for 

minor permits received by fax was 24 hours. The current turnaround time for permits via 

RightFax is often 3½ days. This is further indication that there is insufficient staff 

resources to meet the established 24-hour turnaround performance standard. The fact that 

so much of the City’s permit application business is transacted using such old technology 

is indicative of how the Department has not use current technology as a means of meeting 

customer expectations. Requiring permit customers to maintain old fax machines in order 

participate in the City’s antiquated process is the antithesis of the image Austin seeks to 

portray as a center from new technologies. It is our expectation that implementation of 

our recommendation to implement on-line permitting and the acceptance of credit cards 

on-line will result in a process that allow customers seeking trade permits the ability to 

acquire those permits 24/7 without direct staff intervention. After the on-line permitting 

program has been implemented Permit Center Management should evaluate the need to 

reassign staff formerly performing permits by fax function. 

282. Recommendation: The Permit Center Manager should evaluate the 

need to reassign staff from the permit by fax function once the on-line permit 

systems has been implemented. 
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Loss of documents 

It was reported in numerous customer surveys that staff frequently misplaces plans and 

documents which causes a delay in the review process and increases the customer’s cost. 

A tour of the office spaces on the various floors and in the Permit Center suggests that 

this may be a very valid complaint given all of the stacks of documents and rolls of plans 

that are scattered around every available space. Within the Permit Center there is very 

little room available to comfortably move around due to the overabundance of plans and 

documents. There does not seem to be a rational system in place to be able to find plans 

that have been sent to the Permit Center from the Commercial and Residential Plans 

Examiners. This situation contributes to further delays in meeting customer needs when 

staff cannot quickly locate the customers approved plans. It is clear that an improved 

system needs to be developed to be able to quickly identify plans and their location. 

Elsewhere in the report we have recommended that all approved plans be sent to the first-

floor document storage area where they could be retrieved by the customer after they 

have paid the required fees. Under that scenario the large volume of plans currently 

stored in the Permit Center would be eliminated, however, the issue of lost plans would 

remain. We suggest a tracking system be developed through the use of technology, such 

as a bar code or plastic id strips be attached to plans that would allow staff using 

handheld reading devises to quickly identify the plans and their current location. The 

electronic plan review being implemented should help to reduce or eliminate this 

problem.  

283. Recommendation: The Department needs to use technology to develop 

a comprehensive system to identify and track the location of all plans and 

documents.  

Office Configuration 

The current office configuration for the Permit Center is completely inappropriate given 

the volume of activity that is routinely processed through this function. Public access to 

the Permit Center is down a long narrow dead-end corridor that leads to a very small 

counter that is separated from the public by a glass wall with small holes. Adjacent to this 

area is a small waiting area with approximately ten chairs. It is not uncommon to see all 

of the waiting areas chairs occupied and the corridor filled with waiting customers. Some 

customers even use the adjacent Business Solutions Center as a place to wait or conduct 

other business. When a customer’s name is called, they are met at the security door and 

escorted to an employee’s desk area. There is typically only one chair adjacent to the 

employee’s space that is available for the customer to use. If customers do not come 

alone, then customers must stand in the walkway that adjoins all of the employee stations. 

These employee areas are typically very cramped because they also store many records 

and plans in those areas. The area can also become very noisy when all of the employee 

stations are occupied with customers. We prefer to see the process of assisting customers 
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take place at a designated public counter where all of the needed resources are available. 

The employee’s space then is reserved for performing back-of-the–house tasks and also 

provides enhanced security for the employee’s and their personal belongings. The City 

has not allocated sufficient space to conduct the Permit Center business in a manner that 

supports good customer service and provides a relatively stress free environment for 

employees.  

The configuration of the entire first floor of the One Texas Center needs to be remodeled 

to enhance customer service and the employee’s working environment. As stated in the 

beginning of this report, using a model similar to San Antonio, a previous Zucker System 

client, would highlight those aspects of a design that should be available to Austin 

customers. In the short term, there are a few changes that should be made to improve the 

customer experience. The area adjacent to the existing Permit Center is currently 

designated as the Business Solutions Center. While we applaud the City’s efforts to 

promote small business by establishing this resource, we recommend this space be used 

to expand the existing Permit Center by either providing an expanded working counter or 

increase the size of the waiting room.  

284. Recommendation: The existing Business Solutions Center should be 

relocated to make room for an expanded Permit Center counter and/or 

waiting room as well as other Permit Center improvements.  

 

Policy and Procedures Manuals 

The Permit Center Manager has only been in that position for approximately 1 ½ years 

but has been with the City of Austin for 19 years. The previous Manager for this group 

was a long-time employee that had acquired a wealth of information about the various 

policies and procedures that should be followed to appropriately issue permits and 

perform the large variety of other functions assigned to the group. Unfortunately, the 

previous Manager did not create and maintain a Policy and Procedures Manual for staff 

use and therefore a tremendous amount of institutional knowledge was lost when the 

Manager left the organization. When asked about the need for such a Policy and 

Procedures Manual, the current Manager indicated there was a great need for such a 

document but that she did not believe she had sufficient time or expertise to write such a 

document. This is an understandable response given the current workload of the group 

and the lack of understanding on the part of the Manager of her current duties. We 

believe other supervisors and managers within the organization also share this response. 

An organization the size of Austin’s PDRD should have resources available to 

Supervisors and Managers to assist them in developing urgently needed policy and 

procedure manuals. There is at least one position identified as a Technical Writer in the 
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organization. Positions like this or similar should be made available to supervisors and 

managers to assist them in creating and maintaining up-to-date Policy and Procedure 

Manuals. 

285. Recommendations: The Permit Center Manager should work with 

Department level staff to create and maintain a comprehensive Policy and 

Procedures Manual for staff use. 
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XI.  RESIDENTIAL PLAN REVIEW 

A. PROFILE 
The Residential Plan Review Division reviews residential permit applications and plans 

for compliance with single-family and two-family zoning and technical regulations. 

Residential Permit Applications are required for all new residential construction, 

additions, and/or interior remodels of single-family residences, two family residences, 

accessory buildings and duplexes on a single lot. Plan reviews typically includes 

confirming that the proposed structure does not exceed the maximum allowable lot 

coverage specified in the Land Development Code and easement and set-back 

requirements established through the subdivision approval process. These plans also 

undergo a review by technical plans examiners to confirm they comply with the 

appropriate technical requirements of the adopted International Residential Building 

Code. 

Staff assigned to this section includes intake staff, zoning reviewers and technical code 

reviewers. The intake staff performs a completeness check to confirm the plans have 

adequate information to warrant a formal plan review. If accepted, the intake staff routes 

the plans to the technical code and zoning review staff to confirm the project complies 

with zoning and neighborhood plan requirements applicable for the location of the 

proposed project. Based on the location of the proposed property, intake staff may need 

to also route the plans to other staff for review including flood control and historical 

preservation reviewers.  

For many years the Residential Plan Review process did not include any review for 

compliance with the technical building, plumbing, mechanical and electrical codes. 

Inspectors in the field performed any plan review that was being conducted as the 

structure was being built. The Residential Plan Review group is making strides to expand 

the level of technical plan review being performed, but the current level is substantially 

less than that performed by other jurisdictions comparable to Austin in size and 

complexity. The current practice still does not include a thorough technical review of 

plans stamped by a Professional Engineer or Licensed Architect.  

In addition to requiring projects to comply with the conventional building and zoning 

code requirements, some projects to be built in certain areas must also comply with 

additional requirements intended to limit the bulk and volume of the residential 

structures. These additional requirements are referred to as the “McMansion” standards. 

Reviewing and approving plans that conform to these additional standards has become 

very challenging for staff because these approvals frequently resulted in complaints from 

adjacent neighbors while the structure is under construction. Many feel the requirements 

are difficult to understand and therefore lend themselves to a variety of potential 

interpretations. 
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Other services offered by the Residential Review staff include: 

 Volume Builder Program that is offered to expedite review if the volume builder is 

willing to assume additional responsibility for confirming the plan layout meets 

zoning and subdivision requirements,  

 Expedited review for projects that meet the SMART Housing criteria as an 

incentive to promote the construction of residential structures that are sustainable, 

incorporates visitability standards and are prices to allow low and moderate 

income families to become residents of Austin; 

 “Express Review” program that allows qualifying small projects to be reviewed 

and permitted in a single day; and  

 Residential Plan Review Staff also are available to walk-in customer who have 

general questions or by appointment to address project specific inquiries. 

The Residential Review staff offices are located on the second floor of One Texas Center 

and are considered part of the One-Stop-Shop. One of the advantages of this location is 

that they share this floor with the Commercial Plans Examiners and Fire Department 

Plans Examiners. We believe co-location of related services is a key component to 

establishing good communication between working groups. 

As stated previously under the Permit Center heading, the Residential Plan Review group 

is also experiencing unacceptable customer wait times. We generally recommend wait 

times do not exceed 15 minutes for 90% of the customers. The current wait times the 

Residential Plan review group to serve 90% of its customers is 1 hour and 3 minutes.  

It is also relevant to note that the performance of the Residential Plan Review group 

became the subject of significant negative press coverage approximately 18 months ago 

when the media published the fact that the residential plan review functions had a six (6) 

month backlog, Management implemented an emergency plan to reduce the backlog by 

temporarily reassigning staff from other department to reduce the backlog. Staff 

interviews suggest that the group’s performance is again slipping towards accumulating a 

significant backlog because management has not implemented any fundamental changes.  

Authority 

The Residential Plan Review staff enforces the provisions found in Chapters 25-1 thru 

25-13 of the City’s adopted Land Development Code. Chapter 25-12 specifically adopted 

the International Residential Code with local amendments as the technical codes to be 

applied in Austin. A more comprehensive list of adopted codes can be found under the 

Commercial Inspection portion of this report.  
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Organization 

The organization of the Residential Review is show in Figure 37. Staff positions and 

functions are shown in Table 61. These may not match the current staffing but were 

accurate at the time we did our research. 

Figure 37 

Organization of Residential Review  
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Staffing 

Table 61 

Staffing and Functions in Residential Review and Permit Center Division 

Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Assistant Director and 
Building Official (CBO) 1 

Manages Building Inspection, 
Commercial Building Review, Permit 
Center, Residential Review, and 
Site/Subdivision Inspections Director 

Div Mgr, Development 
Services 1 

Manages Residential Review, 
Commercial Review, and Permit Center 

Assistant 
Director 

Residential Review 

Dvpt Srv Mgr 1 

Manager for Planning review, Technical 
Building review, Residential Plan Intake 
and Express/Volume Builder programs 

Div Mgr, 
Development 
Services 

Admin Asst 1 
Provides administrative support to 
Residential Plan Review Section 

ServicesDvpt 
Srv Mgr 

Plan Review 

Principal Planner 1 
Supervises staff performing planning 
and zoning reviews Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Planner Senior 5 

Performs more complex reviews to 
confirm compliance with zoning 
requirements including adopted 
neighborhood plans  

Principal 
Planner 

Planner III 2 

Performs complex reviews to confirm 
compliance with zoning requirements 
including adopted neighborhood plans 

Principal 
Planner 

Planner II 1 

Performs basic reviews to confirm 
compliance with with zoning 
requirements including adopted 
neighborhood plans 

Principal 
Planner 

Customer Service Rep, 
temporary 1 

Assists staff in performing zoning 
reviews and performing administrative 
tasks. (Temporary position) 

Principal 
Planner 

Planner I, temporary 1 

Performs basic plan reviews to confirm 
compliance with zoning and adopted 
neighborhood plans. (Temporary 
Position) 

Principal 
Planner 

Plan Review 
Coordinator 1 

Supervises staff performing Technical 
Building Code Plan Reviews, intake 
staff, and staff who process 
Express/volume Builder submittals Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Technical Review 

Plans Examiner 3 

Performs Technical Plan Reviews to 
confirm compliance with International 
building Code and local amendments  
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Position Title 
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Intake 

Customer Srvc Rep 2 

Receive residential plans, perform 
completeness checks and route plans to 
appropriate reviewers.  

Express/Volume Builder 

Planner II 1 

Reviews Express/Volume Builder permit 
applications and minimal plans to 
provide expedited permit issuance  

Planner I 1 
Reviews Express/Volume permit 
applications to expedite permit issuance  

Total 23   
 

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 The Residential Plan Review group has implemented an Express Review Program 

that allows customers with minor projects to obtain their permit on the same day 

as submitted. 

 The City pays for off-site plan review classes, certifications and their renewals. 

 A comprehensive set of guides and check lists are available on-line to assist permit 

applicants prepare their submittal packages.  

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Management Structure 

Our review of the organization chart suggests there may be an abundance of management 

positions. This may be as a result of several long-term vacancies that existed in key 

management position that were only recently filled. In an effort to promote better 

communication between line staff and upper management it is suggested that one level of 

management be eliminated. We believe the recently filled Assistant Director position will 

be key to implementing service improvements within his authority and we also believe 

this position should be designated as the Chief Building Official. (He has recently been 

so designated) The duties of the Division Manager for Development Services should be 

analyzed to determine if those duties could be absorbed by existing positions within the 

organization. This subject is also discussed under the Commercial Review Section and 

where a recommendation has already been provided.  
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Office Configuration 

We strongly support the Department’s decision to co-locate plan review from other 

divisions and departments on the same floor of One Texas Center as a means of 

facilitating communication and avoiding the creation of silos. To enhance employee 

productivity it is important to create a working environment that respects the unique 

characteristics of the employee’s job. Performing quality plan reviews frequently requires 

extended periods of concentration and the ability to lay out large set of plans 

simultaneously. While we are recommending that the Department embrace the practice of 

accepting digital plans, we also recognize that the submittal of printed plans will still be a 

practice that many customers will want to continue. It is imperative that plan review staff 

have sufficient desk and office space to easily maneuver multiple sets of plans. We also 

recognize that plans examiners are asked to meet face-to-face with design teams to 

review plans. Currently there are virtually no conference rooms readily available for plan 

review staff to use when meeting with customers so they must cram into the plans 

examiners space and into the adjacent walkways. These types of meetings are not only 

uncomfortable for the participants but also impact the concentration of other plans 

examiners attempting to work in adjacent cubicles.  

286. Recommendation: The workspaces provided for the plan review staff 

must be of sufficient size to accommodate the placement of multiple sets of 

open plans or be configured to accommodate electronic plan reviews. 

287. Recommendation: A group of small conference rooms should be 

constructed in the second floor to facilitate small group meetings with staff 

and customers. 

 

Performance Standards 

The performance standards applicable to the Residential Plan Review Section include 

both the plan review turnaround times and the customer wait times at the intake counter. 

The table below identifies the performance measures we recommend for Residential Plan 

Review. These numbers were generated based on our experience working with other 

jurisdictions throughout the country and represent what we believe a jurisdiction the size 

of Austin should be able to offer its customers. 
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Table 62 

Residential Plan Review Turnaround Time Targets, Working Days 

 

Activity 
Initial 
6+Review 

Suggested 
Initial 
Review 

Update 
Review 

Suggested 
Update 
Review, 
First Cycle 

Second 
Cycle 

Third 
Cycle 

RESIDENTIAL 

Addition 5 5 5 3 2 1 

Demolition 3 3 0 0 0 0 

Relocate 3 3 0 0 0 0 

Remodel 2 2 2 2 1 0 

Residential 5 5 5 3 2 1 

Smart Housing 5 5 5 3 2 1 

Volume Builder 5 5 5 3 2 1 

Volume Builder, Smart 
Housing 5 5 5 3 2 1 

 

288. Recommendation: The Department should adopt the performance 

standards in the table above for Residential Plan Review turnaround times. 
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Table 63 

Performance Measures Residential Review 

One Stop 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Residential Review      

FTEs 16.25 17.25 21.25 18.25 19.25 

Customer wait times (minutes) 18 15 30 21  

Cycle time for new residential zoning review 
(days) 15 14 21 27 27 

# applications reviewed 6,934 9,787 11,618 9,984 9,000 

Ratio applications/FTEs 427 567 540 318 468 

FTE based on benchmark benchmark 22.9 27.2 13.6 21.1 

# New residential applications 1,598 1,996 2,894 2,870 2,800 

Ratio new residential/FTEs 98.3 115.7 136.2 109.6 145.5 

FTEs based on benchmark benchmark 20.3 29.4 20.3 28.5 

# walk-in-customers 10,464 6,224 8,340 12,140  

Ratio walk-in customers/FTEs 644 361 306 318 NA 

FTEs based on benchmark benchmark 9.7 10.2 9.0 NA 

% on-time initial new residential zoning 
reviews 91% 84% 25% 38% 25% 

 

When we review these performance measures we recognize the value of tracking activity 

levels so that resources can be either increased or decreased based on the anticipated 

future workload. The real value of tracking activity levels comes from combining the 

information is such a way that it assists management in making decisions about how to 

allocate resources in a manner that will allow the City to meet its established performance 

standards. The City has established a plan review initial turnaround standard of seven (7) 

calendar days, Residential Plan Review Turnaround Time Targets Table 62. It is not clear 

from the information in the Performance Measures Table that compliance with that 

standard is actually being measured. As repeated elsewhere in this report, we recommend 

establishing performance standards with the expectation that those standards will be 

achieved at least 90% of the time.  
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The performance measures identified above could be more valuable if the information 

was combined in a way that illustrates relationships between activity levels and staffing 

levels. We have added several rows of ratio comparison data to the table provided by 

staff. Establishing ratios between specific activities and the number of staff assigned to 

complete those activities has provided other jurisdictions with some broad guidance in 

the past. This approach assumes that all staff is performing at acceptable levels and that 

individual performance is being adequately monitored, otherwise the information would 

be of limited value.  

289. Recommendation: The information provided in the Residential Review 

Performance Measures Table should be expanded to include relationships 

between activity levels and available staffing. 

 

As the information in the table indicates, it is important to select data that can be assumed 

to reflect true activity levels. Reviewing the FTE numbers based on a comparison to the 

benchmark year of 2011 for three separate categories of activities produced results that 

suggest the Section was either understaffed or over staffed based on which activity is 

measured. It is therefore important to be cautious in utilizing this simple comparison 

method as the sole justification for establishing appropriate staffing levels. Based on this 

method and incorporating the fact that the established turnaround times are only projected 

to be met 25% of the time for 2015 we believe there is a clear indication that additional 

plan reviewer resources are required in order to improve plan review turnaround times. A 

recommendation regarding appropriate staffing levels is provided under the Staffing 

Levels section of this report. 

Residential Intake Reporting In conjunction with the recommendation to have residential 

technical plan review report to the Chief Plans Examiner, we believe the staff for 

Residential Intake and the Express/Volume Builder program should also be combined 

with the Commercial Review Section. By co-locating the plan intake for both residential 

and commercial plan review we believe there will be more consistency in plan 

processing, including the introduction of a more comprehensive plan completeness 

review prior to accepting plans for formal review. While we are aware of the difficulty 

that might be experienced by trying to combine these two services at a single location due 

to limited available counter space, we think the recommendation warrants strong 

consideration. With the proposal to eliminate many of the work cubicles currently located 

in the Building Inspector’s area, it may be possible to relocate some staff and their 

functions to those spaces and thereby free-up space on the second floor to accommodate 

the combined intake counter. 



 

Austin, Texas 350 Zucker Systems 

290. Recommendation: Combine the Residential and Commercial Intake 

counters at a single location. 

 

Project Managers 

Interviews with staff indicate that there is a Project Manager program in place in the 

Residential Plan Review Section that assigns projects that require planning review to a 

Planner and those projects that don’t require planning approval to a Technical Plans 

Examiner. As we have we stated in the Commercial Review section of the report, we 

support this concept because it establishes a single point of contact for the customer to 

contact when their project does not seem to be moving forward as expected. While we 

have heard this program exists, there does not seem to be any documentation that 

formally defines the roles and responsibilities of the designated Project Manager. In other 

jurisdictions we have surveyed we have recommended that formal Memorandums of 

Understandings (MOU) be created to better define the roles of the departments in the 

Project Manager program. We have been advised that some MOU’s may exist for this 

purpose but they have not been reviewed in many years and may be unfamiliar to many 

existing staff members. 

291. Recommendation: A formal policy needs to be written to formally 

establish the Project Manager Program and any existing MOU’s need to be 

updated and distributed to staff. 

 

Residential Plan Review Counter Wait Times 

Throughout this report we have been stressing the need for performance standards to be 

expressed in terms of a standard that can be achieved at least 90% of the time. The 

Department has consistently used a performance standard that is representative of an 

average of the activity being measured. We believe there is a tremendous difference in 

the two measuring methods. We have found that it is much more useful for customers to 

know they have a 9 out of 10 chance of receiving service within the time quotes as the 

Department’s performance standard. Stating a performance standard that the Department 

only expects to achieve 50% of the time creates an opportunity for the system to have 

wildly fluctuating service times that appear to be acceptable as an average. This is 

particularly alarming given the number of entries that are recorded as 0 time used. A 

more realistic picture of actual wait times can be established by analyzing the data to 

determine at which point 90% of the customers would have been served. The customer 
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wait time indicated for FY 14 in the Performance Measures for the Residential Plan 

Review Table states the average wait time is 15 minutes. The Table we have prepared 

below analyzed the data based on meeting a 90% compliance threshold. As can be seen in 

the Table, the wait times for the majority of services provided at the counter are 

significantly greater that the 15 minutes being reported to the public. The actual time to 

serve 90% of all of the customers was 1 hour and 3 minutes.  

See earlier recommendations at meeting maximum 15 minute wait times at all counter. 

Table 64 

Residential Review Wait & Transaction Times 

(Reporting Period August 2014) 

Service Count % of total 90% Wait Time 

90% 
Transaction 
time 

Appointment 619 52% 46 minutes 34 minutes 

Information/Questions 360 30% 1 hr 14 min 31 minutes 

Express Permits 119 10% 1 hr 14 min 36 minutes 

Residential Demolition 55 5% 55 minutes 42 minutes 

Technical Consulting 30 3% 1 hr 1 min 41 minutes 

Expired Permits 3 0% 21 minutes 27 minutes 

 

292. Recommendation: The Residential Plan Review Division should report 

counter wait times based on a 90% achievement standard for each major 

category of service provided.  

 

The chart above identifies the major categories being used to track activity. Upon closer 

review it is clear that the most commonly used activity identifier is appointment. This 

appears to be a catchall category that does not adequately convey the actual purpose of 

the customers visit. Staff should be directed to strive to be more accurate in identifying 

the purpose of a customer’s visit so that the data being collected can be more useful to 

decision makers.  

293. Recommendation: Counter staff should be more specific is identifying 

the purpose of a customer’s visit to the Department. 
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Staffing Levels 

The issues regarding appropriate staffing levels for the Residential Review Section are 

very similar to those identified under the Commercial Plan Review section of this report. 

The Managers in this group have not established a means of identifying workload units so 

that the cumulative workload can be compared against the existing staff’s workload 

capability. Establishing a measurable workload unit should be a priority. As a minimum, 

staff should be directed to track their time based on specific projects in AMANDA so that 

a set of time estimates can be established based on the complexity of the projects that 

were being reviewed. 

294. Recommendation: Staff to track their time on a project basis in 

AMANDA so that the data can be used to establish basic workload units.  

295. Recommendation: When sufficient data has been collected to validate 

workload units then the Manager should compare total workload against 

available staff capacity for the purpose of establishing appropriate staffing 

levels. 

 

A review of the data in the Table (Residential Plan Review Turnaround Time Targets) 

that was provided by staff is somewhat confusing with regard to the anticipated level of 

performance for 2015. Stating that the established initial zoning review standard, which 

in prior years had been in the range of 81% to 91%, is projected to only be met 25% of 

the time in the coming year should have been accompanied by a request for a specified 

number of additional staff for the coming year in order to achieve the established 

performance standard. An alternative approach of addressing this issue is to clearly 

identify to the public what actual turn-around times are being consistently achieved by 

staff. As identified in Table 62 (Residential Plan Review Turnaround Time Targets), we 

recommend that the turnaround times for initial residential review be no more than seven 

calendar days (5) working days and that subsequent reviews be one-half of the original 

targets. Rather than extending out the turnaround target time the Department should add 

staff resources until the established performance standard is achieved. Given the lack of 

detailed information on workload units, it is recommended that staff be added 

incrementally and the degree to which such additions reduce turnaround times be closely 

monitored so that a specific ratio can ultimately be established. Reviewing historical data 

to compare staffing and activity levels with current activity levels will provide a base 

staffing level that should be adjusted in consideration of what performance standards 

were being met at those previous staffing ratios and how much more complicated the 

Codes have become in recent years. It is not reasonable to assume review staff can 
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achieve historical levels of performance if the requirements they are entrusted to enforce 

have become much greater in scope or complexity. 

Table 65 

Residential Activity Staffing Ratios 

FY 

Residential 
Permits (1 & 2 
units) FTEs 

Permits/FTEs 
ratio On time % 

2011 1625 16.25 100 94% 

2012 2254 17.25 130 84% 

2013 2670 21.25 125 82% 

2014 1877 18.25 103 26% 

 

The table above compares residential permit activity for one and two family dwellings 

against the total staffing available in the Residential Review group on a year-by year 

basis. This is a very broad-brush approach to identify the ratio of permits per staff FTE 

that reflected a staffing level capable of achieving a specified level of on time 

performance. This approach would suggest that a permits to staff ratio of 100 should be 

able to generate an on time compliance of over 90%. Under this approach the current 

permits to staffing ratio of 103 should be capable of generating an on time performance 

near 90%. The fact that the current staffing level is only generating a 25% on time rate 

suggests there are other forces that must be considered. We believe the fact that the scope 

of review has changed to include a technical building code review and the extremely high 

level of staff turnover in this group have both contributed to what appears to be a 

significant reduction in staff performance. The use of historical data for projecting future 

staffing needs should be tempered with the understanding that expanding job 

responsibilities and the experience of the available workforce can have a dramatic impact 

on perceived levels of efficiency.  

Late in our study we managed to conduct a trial calculation of backlog. Our methodology 

indicated that there is a backlog of 119 cases in residential plan review. Obviously, there 

is need for additional analysis on this issue. We also received major customer comments 

concerning residential plan review. We speculate that in addition to timing concerns there 

were issues related to quality of reviews, nit-picking items, etc.  

Given the anticipated poor performance projected for the future it is apparent that some 

staffing adjustments should be considered to improve the prospects for better on time 

performance in the future. Rather than attempt to quantify the specific number of 

additional staff that should be hired to achieve the 90% compliance rate in the future, it 
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would be more appropriate to recommend the hiring of temporary contract staff to reduce 

backlog and to provide current senior staff with some relief so they can concentrate on 

providing more comprehensive training for less experienced residential review staff. As 

an initial effort, the contract staff should be the equivalent of two staff.  

296. Recommendation: The Department should hire qualified contract plan 

review staff to help eliminate plan review backlog and to provide relief for 

staff to concentrate on enhancing their code knowledge so they can expand 

the scope of their reviews. 

 

Technical Plan Review Staff Reporting 

Implementing our recommendation to expand the scope of plan review for residential 

projects will impose a significant challenge on existing staff, the supervisors and 

managers in that reporting structure. We believe it would be more appropriate for this 

group to report through the Commercial Chief Plans Examiner. This structure will 

provide greater technical support for the residential plans examiners and may provide the 

combined groups with an enhanced level of flexibility that will improve overall technical 

training and customer service.  

297. Recommendation: The Residential Technical Plan Review group should 

be reassigned to report through the Chief Plans Examiner.  

 

Training 

Implementing our recommendation to expand the scope of technical plan review for 

residential projects will require a substantial investment in training. There are a variety of 

opportunities to receive the desired training including ongoing in-house training sessions, 

off-site training classes and on-line training classes. We support the use of all of these 

venues and encourage supervisors to track employee’s attendance at these classes. It 

should also be emphasized that the City should not only allocate time for staff to attend 

these essential training classes but should also pay any registrations costs associated with 

attendance including purchase of required materials. As stated in the general discussion 

section of this report, we recommend that 2% of the budget be allocated for staff training 

and that at least 5% of staff’s time be dedicated to receiving training appropriate for their 

position. 
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298. Recommendation: Implementing a more comprehensive residential 

technical plan review program should be accompanied by an expanded staff 

training program.  

 

Interviews with zoning staff revealed a strong desire to receive much more training on the 

proper application of the zoning requirements. Some of the need arose from what staff 

perceived as an endless succession of changes to the Land Development Code. They 

stated that many times they were not notified of the change or were not given any 

reasoning for the change. This left them either uninformed or lacking in the ability to 

justify the change to customers when asked. The need for better communication on these 

types of issues has been covered elsewhere in the report, but there is also a training 

component that should be addressed. The staff that has assigned to generate ordinance 

changes is not the same staff that ultimately enforces the new requirements. We 

recommend that these two groups meet periodically for joint training sessions to review 

those subjects that impact both groups. 

299. Recommendation: The Residential Review Planners should conduct 

periodic joint training sections with staff from Current Planning.  

 

Employee comments identified the need for greater training on computer based programs 

including training to generate management reports in MicroStrategy, using Adobe to 

prepare professional looking informational handouts and more advanced training on the 

use of GIS. A survey of employees should be conducted to identify their perceived needs 

for additional computer related training and a program should then be created to provide 

that training that would be most beneficial to the Department. The Department also has 

very few facilities that can be used for group training on computer applications. A 

conference room with appropriate audio/visual equipment should be created to facilitate 

in-house computer software training. An alternative to using a conference room for 

computer training would be to establish a computer lab or to make arrangements to 

reserve the Economic Development Department’s Business Solutions Center for such 

training.  

300. Recommendation: Employees should be surveyed to determine what 

additional computer training should be provided to enhance the 

Department’s performance. 
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D. POLICY ISSUES 

Audit Program 

Like many other operations with the PDRD, maintaining high quality services is the goal 

of management and the employees. We find the most effective way to achieve 

consistently high quality standards is to implement an audit program. The audit program 

for plan review staff would entail a periodic review of plans recently reviewed and 

approved by a zoning or technical building plans examiner. The supervisor would be 

evaluating the completeness of the plan reviewers work and confirm that code 

interpretations are being applied consistently within the group. This approach will also 

allow the supervisor to determine if the reviewer was engaging in the practice of failing 

to conduct a thorough review on the first check and then identifying a lengthy list of 

corrections on the second review of items that should have been identified during the 

initial review. This technique of providing a cursory first review allows the reviewer to 

appear to have met the required timeline for a comprehensive review. Several of our 

customer surveys indicated that this was a common practice among some reviewers. 

Anything short of an audit program would not be able to detect and correct this practice. 

Such an audit program would include the supervisor periodical contacting customers and 

inquiring about the level of service that was provided by the reviewer. This type of 

program also helps alert supervisors to the need for additional group training to reinforce 

the need for reviews to be uniform and consistent. 

301. Recommendation: The supervisors for the zoning reviewers and 

technical building code reviewers should implement a comprehensive audit 

program to confirm that high quality services are being consistently being 

provided.  

 

Communication 

A great deal of frustration is being expressed by employees responsible for implementing 

the zoning requirements in a manner consistent with zoning regulations adopted with 

neighborhood plans and the numerous updates to the Zoning Code that were processed by 

Current Planning staff. The Residential Review staff performing zoning reviews state 

they are frequently unaware of recently implemented changes to the zoning requirements. 

They often discover these new requirements when a customer advises them that they are 

not interpreting the zoning code properly. Being alerted to these new requirements by the 

public rather than through internal communication channels is both embarrassing to staff 

and seriously undermines their confidence in performing their job. It also erodes 

customer confidence in the City. The Residential Review staff has also indicated that they 
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would have preferred to be advised of these changes when the subject was initially being 

considered for a change. They felt that their input in the process would be a valuable 

addition to that process because they are the staff most familiar with the perceived 

problem with the existing code language. They have stated that on some occasions the 

new code language processed by Current Planning staff not only failed to address the 

perceived problem but instead actually created a more confusing set of requirements. 

302. Recommendation: Management in Current Planning and Residential 

Review need to create a communication process that ensures appropriate 

staff are notified of potential code changes that will affect their operation 

prior to implementation. 

 

It is well known by staff that customers will frequently “shop around” with various 

planning staff in an effort to find a planner that will provide them with an opinion 

favorable to their project. This process often begins with a full disclosure by the applicant 

of their intent, but upon receiving an unfavorable decision from one planner, will try 

another planner on another day and with a description that fails to provide a true and 

complete description of the proposal. This process can continue for an extended period of 

time until the customer receives the favorable answers they were seeking. This process 

can consume considerable staff time and eventually lead to internal conflicts between 

staff members when different opinions are rendered. Rarely does the customer admit that 

they provided each planner with different information in order to craft the answer they 

wanted. Other jurisdictions faced with this dilemma have initiated a program that requires 

the planner to make an entry into the land based permit system that summarizes the 

nature of the inquiry and the interpretation provided by staff. This program dramatically 

reduced practice of “shopping around” which ultimately save the group considerable staff 

time. 

303. Recommendation: The planners providing customer consultations 

should record a short summary of their meeting with the customer in the 

AMANDA system for future staff reference. Management should audit these 

summaries to assure that they are being properly recorded.  

 

One of the other areas receiving attention regarding communication problems is the 

interface between plan review staff and field inspection staff. It is quite common for us to 

hear of communication problems between office and field staff. The potential for this to 

occur in Austin is even greater because the field inspection staff have very few 

opportunities to interact with plan review staff because they rarely come to the office. 
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One of the ways other jurisdictions have successfully addressed this issue is to provide 

office staff, including plans examiners, the opportunity to participate in a ride-along 

program with the a field inspector. Such events provide the participant an opportunity to 

observe how their actions in the office impact the ability of the inspector’s ability to 

perform their job. This is particularly relevant to Austin during a time when the scope of 

technical plan review is being expanded. Reaching a common understanding about the 

level of detail that should be included on the approved plans will make this program 

enhancement much smoother. 

304. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct staff to create a 

ride-along program that allows each plans examiner to periodically 

accompany an inspector in the field. 

 

Expired Permits 

The current program that requires all expired permits to be resolved before a new permit 

can be issued has been discussed elsewhere in this report followed by our 

recommendation that the program be abandoned except for those projects where a 

specific life safety hazard has been previously identified. The process of identifying these 

specific projects in the AMANDA system needs to be established in cooperation with the 

group that initially identified the life safety issue. 

305. Recommendation: The Residential and Commercial Plan Review 

Coordinators needs to work with the staff from Austin Code to develop a 

process to identify expired permits in the AMANDA system that have 

outstanding life safety issues. 

 

Scope of Technical Plan Review 

As mentioned in the Profile portion of the section of the report, the Residential Review 

Section only began including a technical review of residential projects approximately 

three years ago. Prior to that time there was no formal plan review of residential projects 

against the adopted technical codes other than the review provided by the inspection staff 

in the field while the project was being constructed. This is a highly unusual process for a 

large jurisdiction like Austin. While there has been an effort to implement a process that 

includes a technical plan review that review is very cursory in comparison to the level of 

review conducted by other jurisdictions comparable to Austin in size and complexity. We 
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believe the technical plan review currently provided for residential projects needs to be 

more comprehensive and include a review of plans stamped by Licensed Architects and 

Registered Engineers. The intent of performing a more comprehensive review of the 

submitted plans is not to have the City assume any responsibility for the design of the 

structure, that responsibility remains with the design professional, but rather to confirm 

that the minimum requirements of the adopted codes have been incorporated into the 

plans prior to construction. To adequately perform this enhanced plan review service it 

will be necessary for existing staff to expand their knowledge of those technical code 

requirements applicable to residential construction. It will also be necessary for them to 

demonstrate this knowledge through the attainment of appropriate nationally recognized 

certification. As stated in the report section for Commercial Plan Review, plan review 

staff should be certified in those disciplines for which they have been assigned to review. 

In conjunction with this requirement should be the establishment of a career ladder for 

Plans Examiners that recognizes their particular areas of expertise through certifications 

and possession of Licensure as a Professional Engineer or Registered Architect. See the 

Commercial Plans Examiner section for recommendations that apply to certifications and 

creation of a career ladder for Plans Examiners. 

306. Recommendation: The overall scope of residential plan reviews needs to 

be expanded and Plans Examiners need to be certified to perform residential 

plan review. 

 

E. PROCESS ISSUES 
Table 66 

Performance Measures Residential Review 

One Stop 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Residential Review      

FTEs 16.25 17.25 21.25 18.25 19.25 

Customer wait times (minutes) 18 15 30 15  

Cycle time for new residential zoning review 
(days) 

15 14 21 15 27 

# applications reviewed 6,934 9,787 11,618 5,800 9,000 

# New residential applications 1,598 1,996 2,894 2,000 2,800 
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# walk-in-customers 10,464 6,224 6,521 5,800  

% on-time initial new residential zoning reviews 91% 84% 81% 85% 25% 

Audit Program 

We have recommended that the scope of the technical building review be expanded, in 

order to confirm this program is operating in a uniform and consistent manner it is 

essential that a comprehensive audit program be implemented. The program should 

consist of supervisory staff periodically reviewing the quality of the work being 

performed by staff. A set of performance standards should be in place and individual 

employee’s performance should be compared against these standards. When deficiencies 

are observed during the audit process they should be addressed immediately and 

documented for future reference and potential inclusion in future employee performance 

evaluations. Deficiencies that are observed in the work performed by multiple staff 

members, points to the need to provide enhanced training for the entire group of Plans 

Examiner. 

307. Recommendation: The Building Official should direct the Residential 

Services Manager to implement a comprehensive audit program for the work 

performed by the Zoning Plan Review and Technical Plan Review staff.  

Completeness Check 

One of the complaints expressed by Residential Plans Examiners was the inconsistency 

they observed in the quality of the completeness checks that were being performed prior 

to acceptance of plans for formal review. The ability of the plan review process to work 

efficiently is highly dependent on the quality of the initial plan submittal. While the staff 

in the intake section is not responsible for performing plan reviews beyond confirming 

the project is located in an appropriate zone, they are responsible for verifying that a 

minimum amount of information has been incorporated into the plans. It should be the 

responsibility of the supervisor for this group to periodically audit the work performed by 

staff and to incorporate any observed deficiencies into future training programs and 

individual performance improvement plans. 

308. Recommendation: The work performed by the intake staff should be 

audited periodically to confirm completeness checks are comprehensive and 

consistent. 
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Express Plan Reviews 

We support the Department’s efforts in establishing an Express Plan Review program as 

a means of expediting permit issuance for minor projects. We have seen these types of 

programs work very effectively in other organizations when the staff providing the 

service has both the technical knowledge and personality to meet the challenge. With our 

recommendation to establish a career ladder for Plans Examiners it is anticipated that not 

all employees will qualify for the top level of the career ladder. Recognizing the pay 

differential that will exist between staff at different levels of the career ladder we 

recommend that Express Plan Reviews not be assigned to those individuals at or near the 

top of the Plans Examiner career ladder. It is not an effective use of limited staff 

resources to assign senior level plans examiners to projects that could be performed by 

employees with lessor qualifications.  

309. Recommendation: Express Plan Reviews should not be assigned to 

senior level Plans Examiners. 

 

Plan Review Completeness 

An area that frequently creates conflict between staff and customers is the process by 

which a set of plans are reviewed to determine if they are sufficiently complete to warrant 

acceptance for a formal plan review. This conflict is much more likely to arise when 

reviewing residential construction projects because State Law allows homeowners the 

right to permit and perform the work themselves. With commercial work contractors and 

designers gain experience and ultimately develop an understanding of the amount of 

information that must be included on a set of plans or in a permit application to qualify 

for submittal. Homeowners do not possess the experience of knowing the minimum 

requirements thus they rarely begin the process with the sufficient information needed to 

qualify for submittal. The process can quickly become burdensome for both the applicant 

and staff. Staff has made efforts to develop educational information to assist homeowners 

as they attempt to navigate through the process. In 2007 the Department generated a large 

volume of flow charts covering many aspects of the plan approval and inspection process. 

These flow charts contain a significant amount of data and seem to be a good tool for 

employees to utilize as they learn the various processes. As a tool to assist customers, 

however, they appear to be too complex and difficult to read because of their extremely 

fine print and use of technical jargon. We recommend staff prepare a more generalized 

flow chart that broadly describes the permit application process so customers can 

familiarize themselves with the major steps in the process before they meet with staff. 

This information should be readily available on line. It is recognized that ultimately all of 

the required information must be provided before the plans can be accepted, however, a 

more gentle transition into the detailed approach would be beneficial to many first-time 
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customers. Some customer and staff comments have suggested that the current process 

has been deliberately designed to overwhelm first-time customers so they will be 

encouraged to hire a professional designer. The City should seek to overcome this 

perception by creating a more inviting atmosphere for first-time permit applicants. 

310. Recommendation: The Residential Review Section should prepare a 

very simplistic flow chart as an introduction to the more detailed 

requirements of the permit submittal process.  

A problem identified while observing operations at the Permit Center was that customers 

were being advised by Residential Plan Review Staff that their permits were ready to be 

issued by Permit Center staff when, in fact, there were remaining issues that should be 

resolved before they were sent to the Permit Center. This type of miscommunication 

results in significant frustration on the part of the customer and frequently results in 

serious delays for the applicant to obtain their permit(s). Frequently the cause of the delay 

is a failure on the part of the Plans Examiner to fully complete the required information 

on the permit application in the AMANDA system. In other cases, the property has 

outstanding expired permits that the current established procedures require be resolved 

before the permit can be issued. We believe these issues should be communicated to the 

applicant and resolved prior to sending the applicant to the Permit Center to discover 

these issues. During our on-site interviews we observed that the waiting period to see 

Permit Center staff was over two (2) hours. A partial explanation for these long wait 

times is that applicants arrive expecting to receive their permit but are confronted with 

additional issues that Permit Center staff is tasked to attempt to resolve. 

311. Recommendation: Staff from the Residential Intake counter should 

work with Plans Examiners to confirm all required information has been 

entered into AMANDA and there are no outstanding expired permits for the 

property before they advise the applicant that their permit application is 

ready to be issued. 

 

Scanning Equipment 

The current process utilized by the Residential Review Section requires that all plans be 

scanned upon receipt and then any revised plans also be scanned. There are currently 20 

employees that need to use the single scanner available to the Section. The current 

scanning equipment is not rated for the high usage it is receiving and therefore is subject 

to periodic breakdowns. This results in wasted staff time. Even when the equipment is 

running properly, a backlog to access the scanning equipment can result in wasted staff 
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time. While we believe that the Departments efforts to move towards electronic plan 

review will help reduce the volume of plans that must be manually scanned, that program 

will not be fully implemented until the public and staff embrace it. That could take 

several years. Until that time, the Department should invest in appropriate scanning 

equipment that is rated for the anticipated usage and is available in sufficient quantity to 

avoid wasted staff time. 

312. Recommendation: The Department should purchase a sufficient 

number of appropriately rated scanning machines as necessary to avoid 

wasted staff time due to breakdowns and backlogs.  

 

Zoning Interpretation Manual 

A complaint voiced frequently by staff in the Zoning Review group is the lack of written 

interpretations available to help guide them in their interpretation of the often complex 

and confusing land use regulations. Staff has requested that a Zoning Interpretation 

Manual be created to help them also achieve a higher level of consistency in interpreting 

the zoning regulations. Frequently the creation of such a manual is nothing more than 

documenting those interpretations that already are being used by staff. However, it is not 

unusual to find that once interpretations have been committed to writing that not 

everyone is in total agreement with the words as written. Arriving at consensus on these 

interpretations is a very important part of the process and frequently results in new and 

valuable perspectives being considered. Such a manual would also provide great benefits 

to new employees as they struggle to become familiar with the unique aspects of Austin’s 

Land Development Code. The existence of a Zoning Interpretation Manual may also help 

reduce the public’s perception that the quality of the interpretation is highly subjective 

and based on the personal opinion of the assigned Planner. Comments from both the 

public and staff suggest there is a culture in Austin that supports the belief that every staff 

decision can be appealed and in most cases will be overturned by a supervisor or 

manager. This is a dangerous culture to allow to exist in an organization because it 

promotes a lack of accountability in the first-line decision makers and burdens 

management with routine tasks that should be performed at a lower level in the 

organization. There are many other issues that also need to be addressed in order to 

change such an organizational culture, but providing an approved Zoning Interpretation 

Manual can serve as an essential cornerstone in establishing a new culture. 

313. Recommendation: The Director should instruct management staff to 

prepare a comprehensive Zoning Interpretations Manual which should be 

available to both staff and the public.  
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XII. SITE AND SUBDIVISION 
INSPECTION (SSI) 

A. PROFILE 
The Site and Subdivision Inspection Division (SSI) of the Planning and Development 

Review Department (PDRD) is primarily responsible for inspection and verification to 

assure that all public infrastructure constructed by private development conforms to the 

plans, specifications, rules, and applicable city codes. In addition this division includes 

inspection of environmental requirements related to private development as well as 

environmental code enforcement. Calls for inspection from development contractors are 

received subsequent to plans approval and permit issuance for public infrastructure 

construction. Environmental code enforcement is also conducted by this division that is 

not necessarily associated with ongoing private development.  

Authority 

Fundamental authority is vested to the Site and Subdivision Division within chapters 25 

and 30 of the Austin Municipal Development Code. Other sections of this report have 

described the city code and the ongoing process of its revisions by the City of Austin with 

the CodeNEXT group within PDRD. The Site and Subdivision Manager reports to an 

Assistant Director who in turn reports to the Department Director. 

Organization 

The organization of the Site & Subdivision Inspection (SSI) Division is shown in Figure 

38. Staff positions and functions are shown in Table 67. These may not match the current 

staffing but were accurate at the time we did our research. There are 10 separate groups 

currently organized to facilitate and assure that construction of public infrastructure by 

private development contractors and their agents fulfill all city requirements. Inspection 

disciplines as well as geographic project location are both considerations related to this 

organizational arrangement. 
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Figure 38 

Organization of Site/Subdivision Inspection 

 

There have been changes to the above chart during the course of this study. For example 

2 positions in EV enforcement compliance have been moved as well as other minor 

adjustments made since the beginning of this study. The vacant position for the Assistant 

Director to whom the SSI division Manager reports has been filled as well. We have not 

attempted to continually update the organization charts unless necessary for our 

recommendations.  
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Amanda Wyrick
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Edwardo 
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George Hall
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Justin Davis
Inspector C

Jimmy Reeves
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Juventino 
Posada
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Temporary

Amie Egbert
Supv Inspection

Roger McMillan
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Roberto Torres
Inspector C

Chee Lin P.E.
Engineer C

John 
Williamson
Inspector C

Jason Inge
Inspector C

Darrel Meuth
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Engineering 

Tech C

Stephen 
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Robin Harvey
Admin Asst

Katherine Clark 
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Staffing  

Table 67 

Staffing and Functions in Site/Subdivision Inspection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Position Title
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To

Assistant Director 1(Wren)

Manages Building Inspection, Commercial 
Building Review, Permit Center, Residential 
Review, and Site/Subdivision Inspections Director

Division Manager, Construction 
Inspections 1 Cantu Manages the Site and Subdivision Section Assistant Director

Engineering Assoc C 1 Castleberry Assigns incoming inspections to appropriate staff

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Eng Tech B 1Molieri Assists E Assoc C Engineer Assoc. C
Eng Tech A 1Wagner Assists E Assoc C (coordinates with EA group) Engineer Assoc C

Prgm Mgr. EV Cons 1Lewis Supervises EV Inspection Group

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Admin Specialist 1Barney EV Group admin, correspondence, reports Prgm Mgr. EV Cons
EV Compliance Spec Sr 1Delaplane Barton Springs Zone Operating Permit Program Prgm Mgr. EV Cons
EV Insp Spec Sr 1 Boger Barton Springs Zone Operating Permit Program Prgm Mgr. EV Cons

Supv. EV Compliance 1Holmes Supervises South EV insp team Prgm Mgr. EV Cons

EV Insp Spec Sr

4Wyrick*;Bogar
d; Hughes; 
Carpenter South EV inspections;*Code Next team member Supv. EV Compliance

EV Insp Spec 1Jacobson; South EV Inspections Supv. EV Compliance

Supv. EV Compliance 1M.Garcia Supervises EV North team Prgm Mgr. EV Cons

EV Insp Spec Sr

4Houlton,Hawkin
s,Brown; 
Beckett North EV Inspections Supv. EV Compliance

EV Insp Spec 2Mulvey, Kramer North EV Inspections Supv. EV Compliance

Supv. EV Compliance 1E. Gomez
Legal EV enforcement, Legal advisor to Director 
for land use and development Prgm Mgr. EV Cons

EV Compliance Spec Sr
2 Adair; 
Chapman; EV investigations and, violation enforcement Supv. EV Compliance

EV Program Coord 1 Hendricks Landscape Inspections Supv. EV Compliance

Supv. Inspection 1 M Jones Supervises R/W encroachments,street imprv,SW

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Inspector C
6Soza(lead); 
vacant; et al

Inspects street,SWalks,curb, minor 
constr./encroachments Supv. Inspection

Inspector A 1Harmon
Inspects street,SWalks,curb, minor 
constr/encroachments Supv. Inspection

Inspector C 6

Google Inc is conducting a special study in 
Austin to enhance IT connectivity. See text of this 
report for detailed discussion Supv. Inspection

Inspector A 2 Supv. Inspection

Supv. Inspection 1Cruz Supervises Utilities Inspection Team
Division Manager, 
Construction 

Inspector C

5Rose;Campos;
Govea;Fisher; 
Darity; Barron Utility line inspections(Water, sewer, etc) Supv. Inspection

Environmental Inspections

Environmental Inspection South

Environmental Inspection Enforcement

Google (Not a direct part of this study)

“Tap” Utilities Inspection

Environmental Inspection North
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B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 The SSI Division responsibility covers all work associated with the inspection of 

the implementation of public infrastructure including related environmental work; 

 The Public Works Department reports that they are satisfied that public 

infrastructure accepted by the SSI is in compliance with all appropriate standards 

and specifications; 

Position Title
Number of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To

Supv. Inspection 1 Brewer Supervises Major infrastructure inspections team

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Inspector C

5Ceder;Hall;Davi
s;Reeves(lead); 
Caldwell

Major infrastr. Const roads,bridges,complex 
projects Supv. Inspection

Inspector B 1Weller
Major infrastr. Const roads,bridges,complex 
projects Supv. Inspection

Inspector A 1Posada(temp)
Major infrastr. Const roads,bridges,complex 
projects Supv. Inspection

Engineer C 1Lin
Supervision for engineering and subdivisions 
inspection N&S groups

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Supv. Inspection 2Rameriz;Egbert Supv N&S Subdiv Insp Teams Engineer C

Inspector C

12 
Pfannenstiel(lea
d N)+5 
McMillan(lead-

Subdivision Infrasture inspections incl grading for 
public R/W Supv. Inspection

Admin Asst 1Harvey Reports, correspondence, time sheets Supv. Inspection
Engineering Tech C 1Alverez

Tech assistance and minor inspections for 
subdivisions Supv. Inspection

TOTAL

Supv. Inspection 1 M Jones Supervises R/W encroachments,street imprv,SW

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Inspector C
6Soza(lead); 
vacant; et al

Inspects street,SWalks,curb, minor 
constr./encroachments Supv. Inspection

Inspector A 1Harmon
Inspects street,SWalks,curb, minor 
constr/encroachments Supv. Inspection

Inspector C 6

Google Inc is conducting a special study in 
Austin to enhance IT connectivity. See text of this 
report for detailed discussion Supv. Inspection

Inspector A 2 Supv. Inspection

Supv. Inspection 1Cruz Supervises Utilities Inspection Team

Division Manager, 
Construction 
Inspections

Inspector C

5 
Rose;Campos;G
ovea;Fisher, Utility line inspections(Water, sewer, etc) Supv. Inspection

Site & Sub Inspection

“Tap” Utilities Inspection

Google (Not a direct part of this study)

Excavation ROW Inspection
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 Many staff within the Division have long-term experience and professional 

certification including registered professional engineers and a licensed attorney; 

 Work assignments are received and directed to appropriate inspection staff groups 

within the SSI Division through an experienced staff group to help assure the best 

match for both geographic location and technical inspection requirements;  

 Preconstruction meetings are coordinated to assure that all disciplines required 

including environmental, other specialists and agencies are involved participants;  

 Staff turnover rate is low in SSI resulting in a stable staff and indicative of good 

morale in the Division; 

 One group of inspectors works exclusively with right of way (ROW) excavations 

and utility trench work to assure timely inspections for active work in the public 

ROW by franchise utility companies and others; and 

 SSI as well as other PDRD and other city Department staff participated and were 

very helpful with efforts and information during this study.  

C. ORGANIZATION ISSUES 

Introduction 

SSI is a large and diverse division. The basic organization includes the necessary 

expertise and staff to meet its mission to assure compliance of the city codes and rules for 

new infrastructure created by private development as well as environmental inspection 

and code enforcement. However, the division is fragmented, and while it has a stable and 

expert staff, it must improve its overall management and administration. Much of the 

following discussion and corresponding recommendations are oriented to that need. 

While we believe the basic organizational concept for SSI is sound, the recommendations 

below will allow it to meet its mission more effectively. 

Communications between Land Use/Site Subdivision Divisions 

There is basically no formal link or communication between the Land Use (LUR) and 

SSI Divisions. The two divisions currently report to different Assistant Directors as well. 

The SSI manager and key supervisors do not receive any routine information regarding 

recently approved project plans or permits. From time to time SSI staff has informally 

reported back to LUR when they discover approved plans that include out of date or 

incorrect details or non-conformance to various “Rules” or have questions about a 

particular project.  

The two divisions are operating completely independently from each other based on our 

observations. For example the first notice that SSI has of an approved permit typically 

comes from the contractor calling for inspection services and or a pre-construction 

meeting. This circumstance places the SSI Division in a total reactive mode with very 
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little ability to plan for upcoming staff assignments and other operations. It is apparent 

that the managers do not meet or confer on any regular schedule. The flow or continuum 

of development entitlement, plan approval and subsequent construction monitoring is 

severed in this organizational arrangement. It has been previously recommended in this 

report that SSI and LUR divisions report to the same Assistant Director.  

314. Recommendation: SSI and LU Division Managers should meet on a 

regular schedule, at least bi-weekly, to share information and review projects 

in progress, pending approved projects, and feedback from both design and 

inspection. 

315. Recommendation: SSI and LU Division Managers should develop a 

special notice system utilizing AMANDA and listing pending projects and 

their scope that are scheduled for approval and permits within the next 30-45 

days. 

 

Legal Services 

A variety of legal issues related to Site/Subdivision inspection have been raised with the 

consultants. These are discussed in the Legal section of Chapter three.  

Management and Administration of SSI Division 

Because the division organization has been evolving over many years, particularly since 

2004, some groups performing similar work are reporting to a supervising engineer and 

others currently report directly to the Division Manager. The Site and Subdivision 

division was previously organized whereby field infrastructure inspection teams reported 

through two separate professional engineers. In the past one of the engineers was 

promoted to the division manager position and the vacated engineering position was not 

filled. When workloads and management requirements were at a lower level the manager 

was able to fulfill the responsibilities of the vacated Professional Engineer and the 

Manager. This is no longer the case for the SSI Division.  

316. Recommendation: Add an additional Professional Engineer (Engineer 

C) position to replace the previously vacated position as shown on the 

proposed organization chart , Figure 39 seen later in this chapter.  

317. Recommendation: The supervisors for ROW (Right-of-Way) 

Excavation, and for previously designated tap inspections which we will, for 
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purposes of this report, call the excavation inspection group, should report to 

the Professional Engineer (Engineer C) recommended above and shown on 

the recommended revised organization chart , Figure 39.  

 

The infrastructure inspection groups within SSI are organized into teams that are planned 

to cover the large geographic area of the city as well as the various technical specialties 

required to assure a complete inspection. The Environmental Group within this division 

has also been organized in a similar fashion. We believe that this concept for the 

organization is basically sound, however the specialists such as the R/W excavation 

group may not be able to adequately inspect all the work in progress because of the dual 

responsibility to supervise and coordinate the work of the Google team. It is reported that 

approximately 25% of the supervisors time is currently devoted to supervision of the 

Google effort. The Google program, albeit a short term program, to install improved 

connectivity for the internet is not a direct part of this study. There is nevertheless an 

obvious need for the SSI division to coordinate and oversee the work of the Google team, 

and it does impact the workload particularly for the R/W and excavation inspection 

group. We have noted that there is one vacant inspection position in the R/W group.  

It also appears that the EV group operates independently from the infrastructure 

inspection teams. At the present time the EV Program Manager does not routinely 

participate in the SSI staff meetings. There is subsequent discussion and 

recommendations in this section pertaining to this issue. 

318. Recommendation: The Division Manager should review the workload 

and time allocation for the Excavation and ROW inspection group to 

determine if there is sufficient staff to complete all inspections in a timely and 

complete manner taking the Google program into account. 

319. Recommendation: The environmental inspection group (EV) 

management and supervision should be more closely integrated with the 

overall management of the SSI division. 

The Division with over 60 staff and its wide range of inspection and environmental issues 

documentation requirements does not have an adequate level of administrative support. 

Daily communications and reports, personnel performance evaluations, time sheets and 

records, and many administrative details including workload and projects documentation 

are being kept in manual project oriented diaries. There isn’t any apparent central filing 

or records management system for the division. Staff and personnel records including 

performance evaluations are not being securely tracked and maintained. Records such as 
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past memoranda of agreement with other departments are not maintained in a division 

file and have apparently been lost. Workload vs staffing analysis is becoming 

increasingly necessary for this division. There is also a need to have more complete 

integration of the management of data and reports as well as the need to evolve the SSI 

operations to paperless and up-to-date mobile IT systems. An administrative support staff 

supervisor with qualified knowledge of AMANDA as well as other IT systems is needed 

in this division. 

The Division Manager is currently devoting the majority of his time to assuring the 

success of a primary division goal, namely verifying that the ongoing development 

infrastructure construction work is being completed in accordance with the plans, 

specifications and applicable “rules”. Much of this detailed technical responsibility 

should be carried by the key staff and supervisors including the Professional Engineer 

position(s), the EV Program Manager, and key supervisors. The manager can improve the 

overall operations of the SSI by increasing his focus on division management and 

empowering the key staff and supervisors authority to act on the technical aspects of the 

work. It is also clear that the organization needs administrative assistance to assure that 

all administrative duties and obligations required to operate the division are being done.. 

The administration of the entire SSI Division should be focused through the Manager for 

both construction and environmental work. The present organizational arrangement opens 

opportunities for silos to grow between the EV and construction groups. Lack of 

coordination between environmental and construction activity has been a contributor to 

the reported breakdown of communications between builders, other city departments, and 

inspectors in the past. As the city advances electronic plans files and mobile office 

systems with paperless reporting as well as enterprise funding systems, it is essential that 

the entire SSI Division function as a unified team and each group should view the other 

as a technical resource. 

320. Recommendation: Add an “Administrative Supervisor” position to 

report to and assist the Division Manager 

321. Recommendation: EV Admin specialist report to the Administrative 

Supervisor position recommended above. 

322. Recommendation: The division manager should delegate increased 

levels of technical decision making authority to the key supervisors in SSI 

while increasing his focus on the management of the entire division. 
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The SSI division is fortunate to have its top level supervisory staff with long term 

experience, professional qualifications including licensed engineers and staff with 

professional environmental certification. It is particularly important at this time that the 

management staff improve and narrow its focus on the management and administration of 

the division to assure that it does not fracture into separate specialists groups or silos. The 

existing organizational structure is at risk for this to occur.  

323. Recommendation: The direct report management team for the SSI 

Division, reporting to the Division Manager, should include the following: EV 

Program Manager; Administrative Supervisor; 2-Professional Engineers; 

and the Intake and Acceptance group supervisor (Inspector “C”) for a total 

direct report management team of 5 staff as shown on the recommended 

revised organization chart Figure 39. 
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Figure 39 

Revised SSI Organization Chart 

 

The majority of requests for inspection services are currently being received by an 

experienced Inspector C in the Intake and Acceptance Group who functions at this 

administrative staff level in the division. This position is assisted by two subordinate 

staff. Up to one half of the time of one of the Engineering Techs in this group routinely 

assists the EV group which is appropriate. Calls for inspection of R/W and excavation 

work are presently received through an IVR or voicemail system, directly to the 

supervisor of the R/W excavation inspection group. We believe that having a central staff 

as a focal point for all incoming work is a good system and should be reinforced. While 

the IVR calls are sent directly to the ROW inspection supervisor, the Intake and 

Acceptance group should be simultaneously notified of all ongoing requests for service. 

It assures that the SSI manager is able to be properly advised that work assignments and 

distribution are being tracked and that all incoming work for both environmental (EV) 

and infrastructure can be accounted for. 

324. Recommendation: The SSI manager should confirm that all incoming 

work requests and all calls for inspection for both EV and all infrastructure 

including R/W excavation are focused thru the Intake and Acceptance work 

group. 

EV Program Mgr

Intake/
Acceptance

PE Engr 3

EV Admin 
Sepc

PE Engr 3

Manager

Admin 
Supervisor

Engr Tech
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325. Recommendation: The incoming work group should be shown at a 

“staff level” position as shown on the recommended revised organization 

chart, Figure 39. 

 

Office Reporting For Field Inspection Staff 

The SSI Division operates from three separate office locations in Austin. They include 

the main office at One Texas Center (OTC), Kramer Lane office, and St Elmo office. 

While there is some limited geographical justification to have the three different 

locations, it appears that office space, and other expedient criteria are the reasons for 

these separate locations. We have visited all the SSI Division offices and have concluded 

that they do not serve the efficient operations of this division. The offices at St. Elmo and 

Kreamer Lane are leased space from other city departments. They are cramped offices 

with a number of apparent barriers to effective communications and good working 

conditions for the SSI staff. The OTC offices have been “filled in” to available space by 

the inspection staff mainly on the 3rd floor, but with no apparent plan to accommodate 

this organization and its primary field operation. 

Austin obviously covers a large geographic area and inspection assignments are generally 

divided by the North, South, and central core of the city. While there may be geographic 

justification for satellite offices we have noted that the environmental inspection group 

within SSI covers the entire city from the OTC office.  

Relocation of PDRD to a more user friendly location has been recommended in other 

sections of this report. While SSI currently operates in three separate offices 

consideration should be given to evaluating if it could operate more effectively from a 

single office location situated with the entire PDRD Department. SSI does not need to be 

on a ground floor location however parking for the inspector’s vehicles needs to be 

assured. Consideration should also include assuring that SSI and Land Use Divisions are 

co-located in the same office to enhance communications between those two key 

divisions. 

326. Recommendation: SSI Division management team should evaluate 

whether or not it is beneficial to continue its operations from three separate 

offices compared to single office reporting location for the entire staff.  

327. Recommendation: Concurrently with the recommended processes to 

relocate PDRD to a more user friendly office location include consideration 

for bring the SSI Division into the same location. 
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Staff Meetings/SSI Division Communications  

The Division Manager holds a bi-weekly staff meeting at the main office, “One Texas 

Center” or OTC. Attendance includes the Supervising Professional Engineer and 

Inspectors. We have been advised that the EV Program Manager does not routinely 

attend this meeting. We were not able to observe this meeting, but have been advised by 

the Manager that a typical meeting takes 1 to 1-1/2 hours, includes a review of active 

project details as well as time set aside for staff training. No formal agenda or minutes of 

these meetings are kept to track assignments or follow up on specific issues.  

It is our view, and it is a best practice, that a direct report staff meeting can be one of the 

most effective systems to assure that the division is operating as a team and that critical 

issues and their resolution do not get lost. The manager can make sure that important 

information regarding city policies, rules, and other news is passed on to the key 

management staff in a timely fashion and that they can be held accountable if this is 

properly documented. This is not a meeting where technical details and their resolution 

for specific projects need to be discussed unless it is directly related to a policy or 

significant management issue. Specific project by project issues can usually be resolved 

by the supervising inspectors and staff outside of this management meeting. This meeting 

should focus on the overall operations of the division and direct staff training. Attendance 

to this staff meeting should include the direct report management team recommended 

above. Key supervisors may be called to attend to address specific policy issues or for 

training as necessary to facilitate division communications 

In addition to the direct report staff meeting the Division manager and the management 

team should conduct a division wide or all staff meeting on at least a quarterly schedule. 

A major emphasis for this all staff meeting should include communicating department 

and division policies, news, recognition of staff accomplishments, staff feedback, and 

training. Many cities that we have observed have all staff meetings during a “brown bag 

lunch” period. Training can include topics ranging from updates on the ”Rules”, detailed 

construction methods, environmental code, and safety as well as training for personnel 

evaluations and other supervision matters. A good method can be for the Division 

manager to assign topics for training to individual supervisors to lead the training session 

at a subsequent meeting.  

The Site and Subdivision Divisions should continue to hold its bi-weekly direct report 

staff meeting and the direct report management staff should regularly attend. Meetings 

should include the following: 

 Have an agenda available one day in advance of the meeting along with the 

minutes or summary of the previous meeting; and 

 A minimum of 15 minutes should be devoted to management training at each 

direct report staff meeting. 
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328. Recommendation: SSI staff meetings should include items outlined 

above. 

329. Recommendation: The SSI division should conduct a division wide or 

“all staff” meetings on a quarterly schedule to provide important city 

information, feedback, and training. 

 

Inspection 

The Site and Subdivision Division organization has been evolving over a number of years 

including an effort to bring as many of the city’s construction inspection operations into 

this single division as possible. The “One-Stop-Shop” concept, which is discussed in 

other sections of this report, was part of this consolidation effort.  

One group transferred from the Water Department or Austin Water Utility (AWU) had 

been labeled as the “Tap Inspection” group and under this report is now designated as 

excavation inspection group. This was their designation in the Water Department as it 

was exclusively associated with the inspection of connections to existing water and sewer 

lines. The “Tap” name is no longer an appropriate title for this group inasmuch as their 

assignments have extended beyond what the responsibilities were within the AWU. In 

addition to our previous recommendations related to the “One-Stop-Shop,” it is timely 

that the reference to “Tap” has been deleted from this Site and Subdivision Inspection 

(SSI) group title. The “Tap” designation also is shown within the Land Use Review and 

other divisions of the Department. “Utilities” inspection may be a more appropriate 

description for similar groups and teams working on plan review and inspection tasks.  

330.  Recommendation: Reference to “Tap” designation from the PDRD 

organization should be deleted to properly reflect their actual assignments. 

 

Vehicle Use, Storage, and Safety 

Vehicle and transportation requirements for SSI vary based on the type of inspection, the 

terrain and whether off road use is necessary. For example new subdivisions or sites may 

be developed where no road access is initially available. Vehicles with good ground 

clearance such as an all-wheel drive SUV or pickup truck is appropriate. Other projects 

and locations where access on paved roads exist can be served with an ordinary sedan or 

small SUV. All vehicles used by SSI should have sufficient electrical power connections 
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to accommodate the necessary equipment for communications and the recommended 

mobile paperless operations. SSI also has a boat used to conduct environmental 

inspections along the shoreline of Lake Austin. 

We have observed vehicles in use by SSI that were well beyond a reasonable service life 

and could actually be unsafe to operate. One such vehicle was reported to consistently 

have a leaking propane fuel gas regulator that often fails. In an earlier chapter of this 

report we discuss the purchase of vehicles. Hopefully the vehicles we noticed will be 

replace as part of the current new vehicles. If not, SSI management should point this out 

to PDRD management for correction.  

Safety in field operations, particularly when inspections are being conducted in areas 

where heavy equipment is operating, is an important responsibility for SSI. In addition to 

specific training sessions for safe vehicular use, it is important that each field supervisor 

conduct safety training and advisory sessions in the field on a regular and frequent 

schedule. These sessions, commonly referred to as “tailgate meetings” have proven to be 

one of the best methods to avoid and prevent accidents in the field. A typical tailgate 

safety meeting can be conducted in less than 30 minutes and can be tailored to the 

specific conditions to each individual project. 

The SSI vehicles are currently parked and stored at the office where each inspector 

reports for work or at a designated public facility such as a fire station. Depending on 

where the employee lives and where the work assignments are there may be good reason 

to allow the location for overnight or off hours parking to be at places other than the three 

offices currently in use. If the Department consolidates it operations to a single office 

there will still be a need to arrange for secure parking at different locations within the 

City. A good fleet management system must also still have reliable access to all vehicles 

under management in order to assure timely maintenance and good safety for the 

equipment. 

331. Recommendation: SSI supervisors should conduct “tailgate safety 

meetings” on site and upon the initiation or commencement of each new 

project and on a regular schedule thereafter. 

332. Recommendation: HR department should develop a set of policies, with 

advice from the operating divisions, for city inspection vehicles including 

watercraft that accounts for specific inspection transportation needs, parking 

and storage, maintenance, repair and replacement schedules, service life and 

safety, and other fleet management considerations.  

Workload and Staffing 
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Table 68 

SSI Inspection Workload and Performance 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015** 

FTEs 60 58 58 62 63 

# projects/$value (FY14 -infrastructure only) –
nic. EV) 231 310 333 300/$110M 330 

# Environmental inspections incl, landscape (EV) 39,552 40,269 36,330 40,902  

45,000 

 

# landscape only inspections(EV) 1,692 1,909 841 

1,800* 

539 Rev 600  

% residential sites receiving environmental (EV) 
inspection 80% 92% 87% 94% 65% 

% Commercial sites receiving environmental 
inspection (EV) 94% 96% 92% 92% 90% 

** 2015 FY forecasts as currently estimated by SSI 
*2014 revisions to landscape discussed below 

There are 34 field inspectors working under 5 supervisors directly responsible for 

inspecting infrastructure and ROW permit projects in the field. A total of 300 

infrastructure projects were active during the course of the FY 2014 with a combined 

value of approximately $110 million. Simultaneous environmental inspection (EV) work 

included approximately 41,000 individual inspections with a total field staff of 19 

inspectors and supervisors. Roughly 90% of the 300 infrastructure projects included EV 

inspections in addition to structural and engineering inspections.  

These gross or overall statistics do not completely allow an effective measure for 

individual personnel workloads or performance. While the gross number of projects listed 

above provides some insight to the overall workload of this division, there are numerous 

factors that should be considered to arrive at an effective staffing level. 

Discussion in the Process Issues section of this chapter will expand on methods and 

factors that can be utilized for staffing and workload determination. The various factors 

include project complexity, cost, and concurrent workload to name a few. If PDRD 

evolves to an enterprise type system supported by fees collected for development review 

and inspection it becomes increasingly important to have workload measures and 

statistics to evaluate individual staff performance within the division. Workload and 
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corresponding budget(s) for staff and support can only be developed with accurate and 

detailed development project information. We have seen some work in progress by the 

division management team that is currently developing more detailed statistical, cost, and 

project complexity information that can lead to a reliable budgeting and staffing analysis 

in the future. 

SSI Manager advised us that the FY 2015 estimate of 330 for infrastructure projects was 

based on an extrapolation of the rate of increase observed in the SSI division. This very 

rough estimate is not an adequate method to derive such an important projection of future 

workload. The projected workload described in this report for the Land Use Review 

(LUR) division suggests that the inspection forecast of 330 projects may be low (not all 

site plans will require SSI inspections but will require CIP inspections and EV 

inspections). A more integrated and coordinated overview of projects flowing through the 

city via the Land Use Review division to SSI division should be utilized for forecasting 

the SSI workload and staffing resources necessary to accommodate that demand. 

Inasmuch as the majority of the EV group workload is directly related to the number of 

infrastructure projects a more accurate forecast can be derived for the entire SSI division 

when incorporating the data from LUR. There are tables with pertinent data in the 

Process Issues of this chapter illustrating important considerations that should be used by 

SSI management to determine a more reliable estimate of future staffing needs. While 

these data systems to evaluate staffing requirements are important, the more immediate 

needs to respond to demands for inspection services is still missing in the SSI Division. 

The addition of field staffing for large divisions such a SSI demands careful 

consideration of current and projected future workloads including analysis of the varied 

specialty and technical requirements. Quite often a new project may impose a 

requirement for specialized inspection or simply additional staffing because of the 

volume of work.  

It is a best practice to have consultant or contract staffing on call to accommodate this 

variability. We have found that well balanced development review and inspection 

organization have a portion of their staff team filled with contract/consultant staff. The 

city has in place an effective procedure and policy to retain materials testing laboratories 

staff on a rotation basis. It would not be difficult to use a similar system to retain third-

party contract staff selected by PDRD to serve in the SSI Division. Categories of 

expertise including heavy construction, environmental, utilities including water and 

sewer, among others can be incorporated into an “On Call” team of inspection staff. Such 

a system can also allow for the immediate replacement of vacancies that occur such that 

minimal time is lost in the progress of inspection for work currently underway. The time 

necessary to recruit and retain permanent staff can take several months, and this kind of 

delay is not acceptable to assure complete and ongoing inspection of projects underway. 

Last but not least the addition of specialized staff expertise may also serve to help resolve 

existing issues between the Water Utility (AWU) and PDRD inspections. Please note that 

the field inspection staffing is the focus of this discussion. The previous 
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recommendations in this report that pertain to the addition of the Professional Engineer 

and the Administrative Supervisor must be done notwithstanding this discussion of 

workload analysis. 

While we have recommended that SSI develop a more concise method to forecast 

staffing requirements, that methodology focuses more on expanding workload and the 

concurrent accommodation to growth. It is marginally effective when the inevitable 

downturn or reduction in demand occurs. When staff reductions are necessary it is much 

easier to respond to that reality when a portion of the workforce is retained on a contract 

basis. 

333. Recommendation: SSI Division immediately develop a scope of services 

and listing for technical specialties necessary to develop an “On Call” 

consultant contract field inspection staff and work with the Contract 

Management Department (CMD) to solicit, vet and retain an “On Call” 

contract or consultant inspection staff. 

334. Recommendation: Staff additions for any and all new field inspection 

staff including construction and environmental work be implemented 

through the above described “On Call” system prior to retaining any new 

permanent full time field inspection staff.  

335. Recommendation: SSI Division management should conclude the 

development of workload and project data including cost, complexity, in 

order to forecast project volume relative to staffing levels prior to August 1, 

2015. 

336. Recommendation: SSI Manager should utilize data pertaining to 

projects being processed in the Land Use Review Division as a significant 

factor to help forecast upcoming SSI project workload.  

 

D. POLICY ISSUES 

Laboratory and Testing Services 

All construction and materials testing conducted for project work in progress is 

performed with contract laboratory services by several different laboratories in the city. 

The labs are selected and contracted by the city through the general services Contract 

Management Department (CMD) with advice from Public Works. Administration of 

specific assignments of the contracted labs for materials testing work is then handled by 
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the Public Works Department. In general this system is consistent with a best practices 

approach to assure that new construction is conforming to the “rules” or city standards. It 

is reported that there are fourteen different labs that are approved to conduct sampling 

and testing in Austin on a rotation basis. Use of specialized materials laboratories is an 

economic and effective approach to assure that construction materials and their 

placement conform to city standards.  

The Public Works Department assigns or designates the lab to serve for all development 

projects after a request is received from SSI. It has been reported that there are delays of 

more than a week after a lab is requested by SSI to serve on a new development project. 

Once a lab has been designated, it appears that response times for actual testing have 

been satisfactory. The Public Works Department uses the same labs for materials testing 

on its capital improvement projects (CIP). While it is appropriate that the supervision of 

this important contract service for CIP work be within the PW Department, the lab 

services for new development should not take a lower priority than city capital 

improvement work. The Public Works Department is responsible to operate and maintain 

the infrastructure requiring testing whether it is constructed by a capital project or new 

development.  

We have reviewed the city’s policy and procedure pertaining to the selection and 

assignment of consulting lab services. The policy is well suited for city CIP and 

engineering work. It is oriented specifically for those projects and the typically longer 

lead time they have available to prepare. However, the policy and process does not work 

in a timely manner for retaining and assigning consultant materials laboratories for 

development projects which necessarily must have those services on short notice. 

While the same laboratories may perform the testing services required, and the actual 

tests are the same for both CIP and development work, the lead time needed to retain and 

assign consulting labs for those services does not exist with active development projects. 

The city and SSI should have the services for materials laboratories available on less than 

5 working days’ notice for assignment to a new or start up development project, and same 

day or less than 24 hrs. notice for ongoing or continuing work. While the selection of 

eligible firms by CMD to do the work can essentially remain the same it may be 

appropriate for PDRD to be able to directly administer the assignment of materials 

laboratories to specific development projects.  

337. Recommendation: Modify the city policy/procedure to include 

consideration for PDRD to assume responsibility to assign qualified materials 

testing laboratories for development work inspected by SSI.  
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338. Recommendation: Assignment of a qualified materials testing 

laboratory should be completed and laboratory staff prepared to respond to a 

preconstruction conference within 2 working days of a contractors request 

for service. 

339. Recommendation: Materials testing laboratories should provide same 

day testing for calls made prior to 10 am and next day testing for calls after 

10 am. 

 

Mission Statement and SSI Webpage 

There is not any mission statement posted on the web or within other documents that we 

have reviewed for the SSI Division. If a mission statement exists it should be reviewed 

and updated and posted on the city web site. The web page for SSI also has an outline 

description of a typical inspection process along with some specific details pertaining to 

water department facilities. It should include flowcharts of the inspection process and 

what information/forms are necessary in order to pass inspection at each point. Because 

this group inspects a variety of permit types, it can be very confusing and difficult for 

people unfamiliar with the Austin process to understand it. In accordance with 

recommendations in this report that publication will require amendment and updating.  

340. Recommendation: Update the SSI webpage to include a mission 

statement and correctly detailed descriptions of SSI inspection procedures 

and policies. 

 

Plans Corrections During Construction 

We have received information and concerns related to incorrect standards or rules 

complicating the plan approval and ultimately the construction of public infrastructure by 

new development. Rules updates and related issues have been discussed in other chapters 

of this report. On a frequent basis inspectors in the field have discovered that the 

approved plans include the wrong standard or rule for a given improvement or that there 

are incomplete construction documents. At the present time existing policy and practice 

requires that the project be halted and the issue resolved by the design engineers and plan 

checkers before the work is allowed to proceed even if the variation is a minor one. SSI 
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does “not have authority” to allow any deviation regardless of the circumstances or the 

nature of technical issue involved.  

SSI inspectors and engineers are experienced and qualified to make appropriate 

judgments in the field. We believe that in many cases minor modifications should be 

permitted without having to re-cycle the plans and unreasonably delay the work at hand. 

Previous discussion in this report describes a culture including a lack of trust and a 

history of employees unable or unwilling to exercise their judgment which can cause 

work to bog down. SSI staff should be empowered to exercise their qualified judgment to 

permit appropriate variations or adjustments during the construction of approved public 

infrastructure that is in progress in the field. It should be the determination of the SSI 

professional engineers (with more than 65 total years of experience between the 

professional engineer and the manager) whether to approve changes or if the project 

should be held until plans are corrected through the Land Use Review Division and the 

design engineer. 

341. Recommendation: PDRD Director to authorize SSI to exercise 

appropriate engineering judgment during construction of public 

improvements in the field to allow modifications and changes to correct 

errors on the plans and/or field conditions encountered on the project. 

342. Recommendation: SSI shall properly record and document any plan 

changes or deviations, through AMANDA, authorized in the field by the 

Division Manager and advise the Land Use Review division of the same. 

 

Policies and Procedures Manual (PPM) 

We have reviewed several flow charts describing step-by-step procedures for the conduct 

of field inspections. The list includes Site-Sub Inspections Intake, Driveways and 

Sidewalks Inspections, Site-Sub Closeout, Site-Sub “TAPS” Inspections, Environmental 

Inspections, Site-Sub Utility Cut Inspections, Subdivision Inspections, Austin Water 

Utility Inspections, and Public Works inspections. While many of the procedures 

described in these documents are generic and typical for this type of work, they are all 

out of date with some 10 years old or older. The documents are pdf files that are not 

maintained by the SSI division. The SSI division needs an up to date Policy and 

Procedure Manual (PPM). The manual should be comprehensive and include all policies 

and procedures necessary for the effective management of SSI in addition to those listed 

above. 
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343. Recommendation: The manager and the direct report management 

team should complete a comprehensive PPM with up-to-date flow charts and 

procedures for the SSI Division.  

Response Times/Calls for Inspection 

SSI reports that 90% of calls for inspection are responded to within 24 hrs. of the service 

request. There is not any automated record to verify actual response times to inspection 

requests. Incoming requests are received by the intake and acceptance staff and, in the 

case of R/W encroachments or permit work, through the IVR voicemail and AMANDA 

system. Management of the response time to service requests can be an effective tool to 

assure that the systems and processes within SSI are keeping up with demand. Requests 

for service and response times are not currently well documented. We have found that it 

is a best practice to have calls for inspection service through an automated system in a 

manner similar to building inspections.  

Calls or requests for inspection services are typically initiated by a contractor to the SSI 

Division Intake and Acceptance Group responsible for assigning work. SSI makes a good 

effort to respond to all calls within a 24 hr. period for routine or ongoing projects. This 

isn’t a sufficient amount of time to respond to a request for services to a new or startup 

project. While SSI makes every attempt to respond as quickly as possible to help set up 

inspection for a new project the lack of advance notice often makes it difficult or 

impossible to fully respond in that 24 hr. time frame except to acknowledge receipt of the 

request.  

Calls for inspection for ongoing projects are typically received by the field inspector or 

supervisor directly from the contractor. This is expedient and advisable as long as the 

request is properly recorded in AMANDA and the Intake group is notified. Because 

project records are presently being recorded in a manual diary and electronic data 

systems are not being used in the field there is not any reliable management control once 

a project is underway. This is not to suggest that the field staff is not being diligent, but it 

does not allow the manager to have a good overview of the ongoing work in progress 

except by verbal reports and inadequate documentation.  

After the project is assigned to an inspection group, the responsible inspector will set up a 

preconstruction meeting with the contractor, appropriate department representatives, and 

key inspection staff within the Site and Subdivision division as soon as possible. The 

timing for the “pre-con” meeting obviously depends upon the ability to schedule the time 

for the key participants. We have been advised that the pre-con meeting is generally held 

within a week of the initial call from the contractor.  
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The IVR or voicemail system for permit work has experienced difficulties including the 

necessity to translate voice calls to written work orders and the AMANDA system. The 

IVR process is currently used only by the utility inspection group. Often calls to the 

designated city number are not related to requests for inspection but are for other city 

services. This also causes staff to divert time to properly redirect those calls. Calls or 

requests for inspection services that come in directly to the SSI staff associated with the 

majority of infrastructure work are often received when the planned work by the 

contractor is set for the next day. This typically isn’t a problem with the R/W permit 

work, but SSI is placed in the position of having to scramble to find appropriate staff and 

schedule their resources with short notice for new infrastructure projects. The 

IVR/AMANDA system is fundamentally an effective method to receive and manage 

inspections for R/W permits and franchise utility work. It could be improved if there was 

a separate dedicated phone line and number that is dedicated for that purpose. 

Part of the process to move to a total paperless system includes the need to augment and 

integrate the voicemail/written request for inspection process. It will take some time to 

complete all the changes necessary to accomplish this task. We suggest that the changes 

to a paperless operation for all inspection calls take place during the course of the current 

(2015) fiscal year. 

344. Recommendation: The SSI Division formally adopt the policy that calls 

for inspection services for a new project acknowledge the request within 24 

hrs. and advise all participants of a pending pre-construction meeting within 

48 hrs. of the initial request. 

345. Recommendation: When a project is approved by the Land Use Review 

division and a permit is pending, the issuing division (LUR or permits) should 

automatically forward an advance notice with detailed project information to 

SSI Intake Group. 

346. Recommendation: SSI should incorporate an automated reporting 

system compatible with previously recommended internet based systems to 

monitor response performance to calls for inspection. 

347. Recommendation: The calls for inspection system should include an 

internet based request process in addition to the existing IVR system and set 

a goal that all calls for inspection evolve to the internet based request 

system(s) by the end of FY 2015. 
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348. Recommendation: SSI should adopt a formal policy to set a date/time 

for pre-construction conferences within 5 working days of the contractors 

request for inspection services. 

349. Recommendation: Implement a new and separate dedicated phone line 

and number for the IVR calls for R/W and permit inspection services.  

 

E. PROCESS ISSUES 
 

Communication/Cooperation and Interdepartmental Relations 

The SSI Division must necessarily interact with all the city departments that will 

ultimately own and operate the various public infrastructures under construction by 

private development. It is important that SSI acting as an agent for the different 

departments have the trust and confidence of the operating department. The level of trust 

of the PDRD SSI Division varies. For example Public Works appears to have confidence 

that the division is doing a very good job of inspection for the streets and other facilities 

that are ultimately operated by the PW Department.  

At the other end of the trust and confidence scale the Water Dept. (AWU) and Electric 

Utility (AE) appear to be unwilling to rely upon SSI to fully represent those departments. 

Each department is functioning within its own silo. The result is an extraordinary level of 

documentation, dual inspection, and unwillingness by the other departments to delegate 

important decision-making authority to SSI and PDRD. This frequently results in delays 

to the progress of construction of public improvements and overall delay to the associated 

development project. The “One-Stop-Shop” concept was supposed to have alleviated this 

conflict, but while some staff transfers were made the operating departments have been 

unwilling to delegate appropriate authority to PDRD. It is likely that this issue will 

require involvement by the City Manager.  

While it is understandable that each department having the ultimate responsibility to 

operate the infrastructure in question needs assurance that it is being constructed to the 

established city standards and “Rules”, it is our view that the SSI Division can in fact be 

the qualified agent to inspect and confirm that construction by private developers is being 

done in accordance with the plans, specifications and city rules. This can be achieved if 

the departments and PDRD Divisions make a truly good faith effort to clear the barriers 

to develop mutual trust and confidence that all are working in the best interest of the city. 

In other words a process to break down or remove the “Silos” mentality is essential. 
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We have found that when a “Partnering Process” is utilized resulting in a concluding 

agreement many of the silos and barriers to interdepartmental cooperation can be 

resolved. Partnering is a process commonly used within the construction industry to 

facilitate the resolution of interagency conflicts. A professional facilitator typically serves 

to conduct meetings and encourage the parties to describe or place all the conflict issues 

and paradigms on the table for discussion. The facilitator then serves to mediate and help 

both sides arrive at an agreement and ultimately a more formal MOU. The formal 

agreement (MOU) to document the mutual understanding is an important part of this 

process. Last but not least PDRD should consider including the Land Use Review 

Division and SSI Division jointly in any process to resolve many of these disputes with 

the other city departments. PDRD must have its divisions, especially Land Use Review 

and SSI, mutually functional preceding interaction or partnering with other city 

departments  

350. Recommendation: Site and Subdivision (SSI) and Land Use Review 

(LUR) Divisions should meet and participate in a Partnering Process to 

assure that there is full trust and confidence that the two divisions are 

functioning as an effective team within PDRD. This should take place as a 

precursor to subsequent Partnering and meetings with the other city 

departments. 

Earlier recommendations in this report say that all infrastructure inspections should be 

solely within PDRD.  

351. Recommendation: Initiate a “Partnering” process utilizing a 

professional facilitator, with each of the other city departments impacted by 

new development starting with the Transportation and Public Works 

Departments and subsequently including the Watershed Protection and 

Water Departments. At the conclusion of this Partnering process execute 

memoranda of understanding (MOU) to assure clear authority and 

responsibility of PDRD to act on behalf of those city departments when 

approving plans and inspecting construction of the city’s infrastructure. 

 

Inspection Process  

The landscape inspection process in the SSI division is described in Table 69 and is 

included here to help illustrate the general overall process for inspections. The process 

and administrative work described below is similar in many aspects for most types or 

disciplines of inspection work. While details vary for the different types of improvement, 

each inspection discipline is required to verify the applicable plans and permits and then 
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to visually inspect the work to assure conformity. The multi-step process includes 

research of plans, rules, and specifications followed by field inspection verification, 

issuance of corrections if necessary, and to document and report findings. A more detail 

listing of the SSI inspection step by step process is posted on the web site, however it 

needs to be updated. 

Please refer to Table 68, “SSI Workload and Performance”, and note the revision to the 

landscape report. In the past a landscape inspection was tied to every building permit 

associated with a project.  That meant a new high rise with 20 floors would have a have 

one shell building permit and 20 finish out building permits each with a landscape 

inspection. Using that method 21 landscape inspections was listed in the AMANDA 

operating system would be counted as 21 inspections on the work logs. This would be the 

same for a condo regime for example. There may be a structure that has 8 condos built all 

at the same time that is one large building. There would 8 different building permits and 

8 different landscape inspections to clear. This example is described to also reinforce our 

recommendation that the posted process needs to be updated.  

Table 69 

Landscape Inspection Process 

1. Before a landscape inspection can be requested the inspector must receive a 

Landscape Concurrence letter from the Landscape Architect associated with the 

project or other design professional. 

2. At the time of inspection the client must provide a completed “Irrigation Checklist” 

by the irrigation installer. They must provide the most current landscape plans from 

the City of Austin submittal set for reference and comparison to what has been 

installed. 

3. Perform the inspection. The inspection consists of making sure all trees and shrubs 

are in the correct location (i.e. in the street, yard, parking islands, screening). Verify 

the correct quantity of trees and shrubs. Verify the irrigation system is in correct 

working condition (i.e. pressure is correct, no spraying on to hard surfaces, correct 

coverage). Visually inspect irrigation controller, check for installers information, 

zone map and chart, and rain sensor.  

4. If the client only requires a Temporary Certificate of Occupancy (TCO) for 

landscape, they must request it. No inspection needed or fiscal posted for TCOs. 

5. If landscape is not finished and client requires a Certificate of Occupancy (CO), they 

may request a Developer’s Agreement. They must provide a detailed cost estimate 

for landscape materials and labor for the remaining landscape. They must provide 

detailed cost estimate for the irrigation materials and labor, as well as a detailed 

irrigation plan produced by a licensed irrigator. 
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Mobile Offices and Paperless Systems 

A limited use of paperless and online systems by some of the inspection groups such as 

ROW encroachment and Environmental Review, within the SSI Division does exist. 

However for the majority of the work being inspected, individual inspectors are using the 

same systems that were common prior to computerization now being used by many 

public and private agencies. Inspectors are required to maintain a hand written diary for 

each and every project that is assigned to them. Full size plan sets are also carried by the 

inspectors in their vehicles. The volume of material is substantial.  

We understand that the city is making an effort to improve and increase the use of web 

based and online systems for field personnel. There have apparently been some attempts 

to utilize laptop computers by inspection staff, however we have many reports that they 

are cumbersome to use, require extensive log in procedures and that the log in frequently 

expires. The AMANDA system, while a powerful tool, is also not user friendly in its 

current configuration for field personnel. Inspection staff should also be able to 

communicate directly from the field with the plan review staff to discuss particular issues 

that may arise during construction. 

We clearly understand that there are and always will be the need for an inspector to 

occasionally have full size plan sets available for some projects. There are many 

instances where full size plan sets are unnecessary such as with less complex and smaller 

projects. Moreover the daily reporting diary for each project can and should be done 

completely independent of paper based reporting.  

Contractors should be responsible to have complete full sized plan sets on the job site that 

are certified as approved plans for the inspector to use when necessary. The same plans 

can and should be available to each inspector via an online system that allows viewing on 

a tablet type computer. That same tablet can be used to photograph and document project 

work and progress as well as allow the insertion of the inspectors daily written report, 

time sheet, and detailed notes pertinent to a given project. 

Discussion in the IT section of this report describes the overall need plus the near term 

availability to bring field inspection to fully mobile and paperless systems. SSI, 

particularly the major infrastructure groups, are still relying on out dated paper systems. 

It is essential that the entire division uniformly incorporate the IT systems as described in 

the IT chapter as soon as possible.  

352. Recommendation: Require all developers and their contractors to have 

up to date certified approved full size plan sets available on the job site for 

inspectors use in the field. 
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353. Recommendation: SSI Division should proceed with implementation of 

a complete automated and integrated mobile paperless systems as a high 

priority objective and at the earliest possible date including the use of tablet 

computers and compatible mobile smart phones with individual numbers and 

texting capability, for each inspector properly linked to the city’s plans and 

development information database that is user friendly for field personnel. 

Set a goal to complete this conversion to paperless systems as early as 

resources allow. Terminate the use of hand written project diaries at the same 

time. 

 

Staff and Budget Allocation Systems  

The table below illustrates a total number or projects inspected by the SSI Division for 

each of the fiscal years noted. For example infrastructure work such as streets, storm 

drains etc. associated with either a subdivision or a site improvement amounted to 300 

separate projects during the FY 2014. SSI Management currently estimates 330 projects 

for the 2015 fiscal year. While this table illustrates the summary total of the number of 

projects it is not useful as a true measure of the workload for individual staff or groups in 

the division. For example the size and scope of projects inspected vary greatly. Some 

projects have a construction cost exceeding a million dollars and others may be only a 

small street improvement associated with a new or reconstructed commercial site. The 

work of the ROW permits group is not included in this table.  

Table 70  

Performance Measures Site/Subdivision Inspection 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015** 

FTEs 60 58 58 62 63 

# projects/$value(FY14 -infrastructure only) –nic. 
EV) 231 310 333 300/$110M 330 

# Environmental inspections incl, landscape (EV) 39,552 40,269 36,330 40,902  
45,000 

 

# landscape only inspections (EV) 1,692 1,909 841 
1,800* 

539 Rev 600  
% residential sites receiving environmental (EV) 
inspection 80% 92% 87% 94% 65% 

% Commercial sites receiving environmental 
inspection(EV) 94% 96% 92% 92% 90% 

*1800 revised to 539- new corrected method in place for 2014  

**SSI Estimates for FY 2015  
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SSI during the 2014 year started to maintain a spreadsheet listing the individual 

infrastructure projects including the construction costs, number of projects, and timing 

compared with staff levels. A summary of this information is shown in Table 71. 

Table 71 

SSI Division 2014 Project Valuations and Staffing 

         2014 

OTC   7 

inspector

s 

Kramer 

Lane   11 

inspectors 

St Elmo 6 

inspectors Total Value # Proj. 

Val/Field 

Insp. 

Value per SSI 

Div. Inspect 

Empl. (64) 

        Oct 

Individual office data not available 

2,042,886 27 85,120 31,920 

Nov 3,818,229 17 159,093 59,660 

Dec 7,054,930 22 293,955 110,233 

Jan 15,392,535 27 641,356 240,508 

Feb 21,090,753 30 878,781 329,543 

Mar 2,056,720 7,238,063 592,090 9,886,874 27 411,953 154,482 

Apr 4,492,968 5,808,096 2,095,494 12,396,558 27 516,523 193,696 

May 2,826,490 10,783,626 257,796 13,867,912 25 577,830 216,686 

June 722,324 413,766 1,397,108 2,533,199 20 105,550 $39,581 

July 129,380 6,503,217 824,690 7,457,287 23 310,720 116,520 

Aug 1,113,488 977,986 3,605,026 5,696,500 30 237,354 89,008 

Sept 394,678 3,956,775 4,728,487 9,079,938 25 378,331 141,874 

    110,317,600 300 Avg=383,047 Avg=143,643 

  

The calculation of the total value of construction projects on a monthly basis is an 

indicator of the workload trends in the division. This is an improved overall look at the 

entire division workload. Another useful tool is to categorize projects on a degree of 

complexity, which is often in proportion to the cost, and scope of the project. SSI has 

preliminarily developed a scoring system to help analyze this factor. The Table 72 

illustrates alternative scenarios for this system. 
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Table 72 

Project Scoring Matrix Alternatives 

Scoring Matrix 1 Scoring Matrix 2 
each project = +1 costs < $10,000.00 = +1 

costs < $100,000.00 = +0 costs $10,000 - $50,000 = +2 

costs $100,000.00 - $200,00.00 = +1 costs $50,000.00 - $200,00.00 = +3 

costs $200,000.00 - $500,000.00 = +2 costs $200,000.00 - $400,000.00 = +4 

costs $500,000.00 - 1,000,000.00 = +3 costs $400,000.00 - 700,000.00 = +5 

costs $1,000,000.00 and up = +4 costs $700,000.00 - $1,250,000 = +7 

 costs $1,250,000 - $3,000,000 = +8 

completion 85% = total value changes by -1 costs $3,000,000 - and up = +9 

completion 90% = total value changes to 1  

completion > 95% = total value changes to 0 completion 90% = total value changes by -1 

 completion > 95% = total value changes to 1 

  

 projects with status of on hold, abandoned, or 
cancelled will be shown as 0 
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While the above tables can serve as an indicator to assist with the decisions for work 

allocation, it should not replace the judgment and experience of the manager and key 

supervising staff when allocating work assignments to the SSI inspection groups. We 

have previously recommended that data from the Land Use division be incorporated 

into the methodology to forecast staffing and workloads for SSI. That data from LU 

plus the information illustrated above can serve to create useful management and 

budget planning tools for the division.  

354. Recommendation: Staff and group work assignments system include 

consideration of the scoring system and project values to supplement the 

judgment of manager and administrative staff when allocating work to 

SSI groups and continue the accumulation of the data shown on Tables 70, 

71, and 72 above within the AMANDA systems to enable automated 

monthly reporting of inspections staffing and workload factors and 

Incorporate similar automated workload data systems within the 

AMANDA systems for the entire SSI division including both 

Infrastructure and Environmental groups. 
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XIII. SUPPORT SERVICES, 
ACCOUNTING, BUDGET & FISCAL 
SURETY 

A. PROFILE 

Authority 

Support Services carries out the City and PDRD’s policies for Accounting, Human 

Resources, Information Technology, Public Information and Rules.  

Organization 

The organization for the Support Services/Accounting & Fiscal Surety is shown in 

Figure 40. The staff and functions are listed in Table 73. These may not match the 

current staffing but were accurate at the time we did our research. There are 36 

budgeted positions. The positions shown in dashed boxes are located in other 

Divisions and assist in payroll or related issues.  
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Figure 40 

Organization Of Support Services/Accounting & Fiscal Surety Division 
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Staffing 

Table 73 

Staff And Functions For The Support Services/Accounting & Fiscal Surety 

Division 

Position Title 

Number 
of 
Positions Responsibilities Reports To 

Chief Administrative Officer 1 Manages the Support Services Division 
Assistant 
Director 

ACCOUNTING/FISCAL SECURITY 

Accounting Manager 1 
Manages the Accounting/Fiscal Surety 
function 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

Accountant Sr 1 CAMPO, CIP, Grants, Fee Study 
Accounting 
Manager 

Financial Consultant 1 
Escrow accounts, inventory, and other 
financial transactions. 

Accounting 
Manager 

Financial Specialist 1 
Handles accounts payable and a variety 
of administrative functions. 

Accounting 
Manager 

Accounting Technician 1 
Handles cash receipts and credit card 
reconciliations. 

Accounting 
Manager 

Accounting Technician  1 

CR creation for cashier and permit 
center, office supplies, phone bills and 
other related functions 

Accounting 
Manager 

Accountant Assoc 1 
Escrow refunds, Draw letters, fiscal 
database 

Accounting 
Manager 

Accountant Assoc 1 
Escrow arrangements and construction 
agreements 

Accounting 
Manager 

Temp Admin Support, 
Cashier 1 Cashier support 

Accounting 
Manager 

HUMAN RESOURCES 

Human Resources Coord 1 Manages the Human Resources function 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

HR Advisor, Proposed 1 Work on training program 

Human 
Resources 
Coord 

HR Specialist 1 Assists with HR issues 

Human 
Resources 
Coord 

Corporate Performance 
Consultant 1 

Position managed by HRD/OD but 
PDRD coordinates special assignments 
and projects, helps design and hold 
public meetings. Conducts manager and 
supervisor coaching. 

Human 
Resources 
Coord 

Timekeepers/Administrative 
Support 

9 (other 
Divisions) 

These staff work in other PDRD 
Divisions but assist in timekeeping 

Human 
Resources 
Coord 

Training 
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Bus Process Const Sr 1 Working on new training program 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

Bus Proc Spec 1 Working on new training program 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

CoA HR 1 Temporary transition support  

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY/SPACTIAL ANALYSIS (see Technology Chapter) 

Bsns System Analyst Supv 1 
Manages the Information 
Technology/Spatial Analysis Section 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

Dept Quality Analyst 1  
Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

Bsns System Analyst Sr. 3  
Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

Admin Specialist 1  
Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

Bus Process Spec, 
Temporary 1  

Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

Planner Principal 1  
Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

 Planner Sr 2  
Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

Planner Principal, 
Temporary 1  

Bsns System 
Analyst Supv 

PIO/CUSTOMER SERVICE 

Public Information 
Specialist 1 

Manages the PIO/Customer Service 
function 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

Research Analyst Sr 1 

Processes items for City Council, 
coordinated Council Directives, public 
information requests. 

Public 
Information 
Specialist 

Admin Assistant 1 

The positon handles the front reception 
desk on the 5th floor, answers the phone, 
sorts and distributes mail, schedules 4 
conference rooms, monitors copiers for 
paper and toner.  

Public 
Information 
Specialist 

Customer Service Rep 2 
Handle incoming phone calls and 
incoming calls for Austin Energy 

Public 
Information 
Specialist 

Records Analyst 1 

Handles the records management 
program for the entire Department. as 
well at the Rules For PDRD. 

Public 
Information 
Specialist 

RULES 

Bsns Proc Spec 1 
Handles the up-dating and processes for 
the Rules 

Chief 
Administrative 
Officer 

TOTAL 36   
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B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 The new Chief Administrative Officer has taken an aggressive approach to 

organizing the Departments support functions;  

 New forms created for Travel, Business Expense, and Purchases;  

 Reasonable accounting systems are in place; 

 The beginning of an employee training program; and  

 Good IT function. 

C. ISSUES FOR THE ENTIRE SUPPORT SERVICES 
DIVISION 

Budget and Finance 

Beginning in May 2014 Budget and Finance was separated into two job functions. A 

Financial Manager reports to the Director while the Accounting Manager handles 

daily administration and monitoring of the funding approved by Council. In the past 

the budget has been too closely controlled by the Director and Budget Officer After 

consultation with the Assistant Directors. We believe that a better approach would be 

to have all of the Departments administrative functions, including the budget report to 

a Chief Administrative Officer with broader involvement by operating managers.  

355. Recommendation: All budget and accounting functions should 

report to the Chief Administrative Officer.  

Also, see discussions in Chapter III concerning the budget and fees. 

  

Conference Rooms 

With the increased use of technology it would be helpful to equip all the conference 

rooms with smart board. 

356. Recommendation: Equip the conference rooms with smart boards. 

Maintenance 

The offices need some brushing up with paint and in some cased new carpet. 

357. Recommendation: Update offices with paint and carpets. 
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Parking 

We received comments from Stakeholder complaining that the parking lot in front of 

the building often has many City vehicles parked. It is also possible that some 

employees may park in this lot. Although there is a multi-story parking garage 

available for both staff and customers, the prime spaces on the surface lot should be 

set aside for customers. Although PDRD is not the only tenant in the building, it 

should take the lead in working with other tenants in relation to parking.  

358. Recommendation: PDRD should take the lead so that neither City 

staff nor City vehicles are parked in the surface lot outside the building. 

 

Performance Measures 

The City budget document includes the City-wide performance measures shown in 

Table 74.  

Table 74 

Performance Measures For Support Services 

 2011 2012 2013 2014* 2015 

FTEs 20 23 28 33 36 

Average annual carbon footprint 883 811 741 704 669 

Employee turnover rate 2.36 6.69 6.39 5 6.4 

Lost time injury rate per 100 employees 0 1.46 .35 0 0 

Sick leave hours used per 1,000 hours 34.21 33.61 33.26 34 34 

 

The City-wide performance measures should be used as a guide to provide similar 

measures for Support Services. They can be improved as follows: 

 Add a description of how the carbon footprint is developed and what if 

anything PDRD can do to reduce it; 

 Describe lost time injury and specify what the numbers mean; 

 Describe if sick leave hours are an average and also include a mean; and  

 Add a category for training hours. 
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359. Recommendation: Modify performance measures for Support 

Services as outlined above.  

 

Vehicles 

Vehicles for PDRD are handled by the Cities Fleet Services Department. We did not 

receive many complaints from staff but did note in our review of Site/Subdivision 

Inspection a few vehicles that are beyond the need for replacement. In FY 2014 there 

were 10 new vehicles added to PDRD and 12 replacement vehicles. For FY 2015 

there will be 8 replacement vehicles, 3 for Site/Subdivisions and 5 for Building. The 

Building Inspectors normally prefer the Equinox with a price of $20,900. Site/ 

Subdivision prefer the Ford 150 at a cost of $18,046. It appears that Fleet Services 

pays for replacement vehicles and PDRD for additional new vehicles.  

Lacking a full analysis of the entire PDRD fleet it is not possible to make additional 

recommendations. However, based on information we do have, it appears the fleet is 

in acceptable condition. We will use the cost items as needed for vehicles for new 

positions.  

D. ACCOUNTING/FISCAL SURETY 

CAMPO 

CAMPO is a separate non-City of Austin agency that provides a regional 

transportation function. PDRD is not directly involved in this function but serves as a 

fiscal agent.  PDRD is paid $155,000 per year for indirect costs reimbursement. 

$135,000 is an expense refund to PDRD in unit 6200 Annexation and $20,000 is 

recorded in revenue on unit 9100 PDRD Revenue. 

360. Recommendation: The PDRD annual revenue should indicate 

specifics related to CAMPO revenue.  

Cashier Function 

There are two position for the Department’s cashier function. One of these has been 

held vacant with the thought that it may not be needed once Internet plans are 

received along with credit cards. However, in the interim there have been times when 

there is need for a second cashier. Back-up support has been provided but this has not 

always been sufficient and when there is a call for backup, there have been times 
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when it is not available. This is part of the problem of employees not answering their 

phones.  

The cashiering function should be a relatively straight forward function that does not 

result in long lines for service. However, many of the documents prepared by other 

staff are missing key data required to process the case. As such, the cashier must take 

extra time to complete missing data. Another issue is the location of the cashier 

function which is in the Permit Center away from direct supervision. While the 

Accounting Manager needs to provide accounting oversight to the function, it may be 

more appropriate to have direct daily supervision by the manager of the Permit 

Center.  

In a previous chapter we recommended that the cashier should report to the Permit 

manager.  

361. Recommendation: The Accounting Manager should conduct a 

review of the cashier function and develop an approach to provide needed 

backup to the cashier function. 

362. Recommendation: The Accounting Manager should monitor the 

impact of the new credit card system. 

 

Fiscal Surety 

One Accountant Associate spends full time managing the Fiscal Surety. Surety is used 

for Parkland (must be posted prior to subdivision plat approval by the Planning 

Commission), Site Development (prior to issuance of a development permit), 

Subdivisions (within 90 days after plat approval by the Planning Commission), and 

Transportation projects (required in association with zoning changes or site plans).  

Surety can be supplied by Letters of Credit, an Escrow Account, or an Insurance 

Bond. Some accounts have been held for as many as 26 years. The problem may 

occur when construction is desired as the amount of the Surety may not be sufficient 

to cover construction. It would be useful to conduct a review of all existing Surety to 

develop a strategy for possible changes in the program. There have been several law 

suits concerning release of Surety and there is need for a clear procedures manual.  

363. Recommendation: The Accounting/Fiscal Surety section along with 

relevant construction functions should undertake a review of the Surety 

system.  



 

Austin, Texas 403 Zucker Systems 

Management 

There are 9 direct reports in the Accounting/Fiscal Surety function which is 

manageable. The entire group has a staff meeting once a month and the four 

accountants also have another meeting once a month. Staff has expressed some 

concerns that job descriptions may be re-written to fit certain staff and that the hiring 

and job placement functions are not clear. While many of the staff are well trained 

with related degrees, assignments have been at a level below what could be expected. 

It was not appropriate for us to examine this issue in detail but we have noted the 

issue in the section on Human Resources, hiring, and promotions. As with other 

PDRD staff some of these positions require continuing education credits which has a 

cost implication. This issue is covered in the HR section of this report.  

If the Financial Manager position reports to the Chief Administrative Officer as 

recommended, the Accounting Manager would report to the Financial Manager.  

364. Recommendation: The Accounting Manager should report to the 

Financial Manager 

Staffing 

A third Financial Consultant position has been added to the Department and this 

position will be shared with the Budget Officer and the Accounting Manager. This 

arrangement could change if the Budget Officer reports to the Chief Administrative 

Officer as recommended elsewhere in this report. As discussed under Management 

above, consideration should be given to possible use of existing staff for this position.  

Tree Mitigation Fees 

Two staff handle the tree mitigation fund. This fund is kept outside the General Fund 

and is separate from the PDRD budget. However, two PDRD staff are funded out of 

this budget. The ending Fund balance as of 8/31/2014 was $2,312,801. For FY 14 the 

revenue was $576,892 with expenses of $338,337. The Finance Department 

authorizes spending from the fund and it has a current balance of $120,000. Once the 

One-Stop-Shop operates out of a separate account from the General Fund, the 

reimbursements from the Tree Mitigation Fees should be clearly identified in the 

budget.  

365. Recommendation: The Tree Mitigation fees should be clearly 

identified in the PDRD budget.  
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E. HUMAN RESOURCES COORDINATION SECTION 

Billable Hours 

For staffing analysis, it is generally useful to calculate employee billable hours as 

shown in Table 5. Since few staff are productive 100% of the time and there is often 

slippage in calculating actual work tasks, we normally use 80% of net hours. Vacation 

time varies from 4.34 for employees less than five years employment to a high of 7.67 

for more than 20 years. For Austin these calculations result in 1322 productive hours 

per employee. Once more detailed data is collected for actual employee hours per 

activity, this data can used for productivity analysis.  

Table 75 

Austin Billable Hours 

Item Days7 Annual Hours 

Business days 8 hrs. per day, 7:45 to 4:45 2080 

Holidays 12 days  96 hrs. 

Vacation 
5.34 hrs. per 24 periods, based 
on 5 to 10 yrs. employment 125 hrs. 

Sick Leave 4 hrs. per 24 periods 96 hrs*. 

Net Hours  1763 

Break Time two 15 min. per day 110 

Second Net  1653 

Productive Time 80% of Second Net 1322 
*The actual average appears to be 71 hours.  

Career Ladders 

Many PDRD staff have commented about the lack of a clear opportunity or guidelines 

for advancement to higher level positions. Some division managers have attempted to 

adjust or work around in order to provide opportunities for their subordinate staff, but 

the adjustments or work around arrangements still don’t address the basic problem.  

We have pointed out that there are a significant number of employees in PDRD that 

are approaching retirement. While at the present time the low turnover rate in some 

Divisions is a positive fact, we have a concern that the near future will suddenly leave 

some divisions with a loss of experience and history, and more importantly lack of 

trained key staff to move up to higher levels of supervision and management. We 

have not analyzed this plan in any detail, however it appears to set a framework for 

opening opportunities for advancement for employees who endeavor to acquire 

additional skills and experience. Training and opportunities for staff to gain the 
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additional skills and knowledge is a critical factor. We have also previously 

recommended that PDRD expand its budget and time allowance for increased training 

for staff. 

366. Recommendation: PDRD should work with Corporate HR for the 

development and adoption of a definitive career advancement plans for all 

PDRD staff. 

 

Certifications and Professional Fees  

It appears that some Divisions or positions pay for professional fees, certifications, 

and required continuing education requirements and other Divisions do not. Some 

certifications require continuing education credits. The budget for FY 2014-15 shown 

in Table 45 indicates $12,600 for Professional Registrations and $6,960 for 

Memberships. PDRD should undertake a detailed review of the various Professional 

Registrations and Memberships to arrive at an appropriate number for the 2015-16 

budget. We generally support that a large number of such costs be covered by the 

Department. Some communities also use a shared approach where the community 

pays half and the employee pays half. As an interim step, we suggest an additional 

$15,000 be added to this year’s budget for certifications. 

As part of this study we noted the following items that should be covered (partial list 

only): 
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Table 76 

Needed PDRD Professional Registrations or Memberships 

Item Amount Total 

Licensed Architect in Urban 
Design $305 $305 

American Institute of Certified 
Planners (inc.APA) * $415 x 10 $4,150 

American Planning Association* $245 x 10 $2,450 

Congress for New Urbanism 
(CNU) $195 X 3 $585 

Energy Plans Examiner 
Certification $200 $200 

National Trust for Historic 
Preservation $195 $195 

PE License $215 $215 

State Master HVAC Licenses $100  $100 

State Master HVAC Licenses 
renewal $55 $55 

Urban Land Institute (ULI) $430 x 5 $2,150 

Total  $10,405 

*Varies by salary level 

 

367. Recommendation: PDRD should undertake a detailed review of the 

various Professional Registrations and Memberships to arrive at an 

appropriate number for the 2015-16 budget. 

368. Recommendation: This year’s budget should add an additional 

$30,000 for certifications.  
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Conflict of Interest 

We received some confidential information that some staff may be confused about 

conflict of interest as related to outside employment. Conflict of interest can be very 

troublesome in a function like PDRD. The City has a clear policy that says: 

“All City employees are prohibited from engaging in other employment, which would 

interfere with the performance of their City duties and are prohibited from engaging 

in other employment, which would represent a conflict of interest.” 

In addition to the City-wide policy, the Building Inspection function within PDRD 

has a conflict of interest policy. PDRD should prepare and circulate a clear policy on 

Conflict of Interest and outside employment and address any conflict of interest issues 

on a timely basis for all PDRD functions.  

369. Recommendation: PDRD should prepare and circulate to staff a 

clear policy on Conflict of Interest and outside employment. 

370. Recommendation: PDRD managers should address any possible 

conflict of interest issues on a timely basis.  

 

Employee Evaluations 

PDRD participates in the city-wide employee evaluation system. An extensive 14 

page evaluation system is used that results in 5 rankings; Unsatisfactory Performance, 

Performance Needs Improvement, Successful Performance, Commendable 

Performance, and Outstanding Performance. It includes both a mid-year and year-end 

rating. We were told that the system is used for all employees but did not obtain any 

independent verification of 100% application or effectiveness of the reviews. We did 

see what appears to be the need for more extensive manager, supervisor, and 

employee training and evaluation within PDRD.  

Interviews with both employees and supervisors revealed that the current program to 

provide staff with performance evaluations every six months has proven to be of little 

value to the organization or the employee. Many supervisors and employees believe 

that the sole purpose of the performance evaluation program was to quantify the 

amount of salary increase the employee will receive. Since the correlation between 

Performance Evaluations and merit increases has been suspended many employees 

feel there is no benefits to be achieved by continuing the program.  

We believe there are at least two main reasons for establishing an effective 

performance evaluation program. Performance Evaluations provide both the 
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supervisor and the employee with an opportunity to map out future performance 

expectations. First, the performance evaluations should reflect the results observed 

during the periodic field or staff auditing program and outline those measures that 

should be taken to further improve performance. These evaluations can also be used 

to help communicate to the employee what steps they should pursue in the future to 

prepare them for career advancement within the organization. Second, with the more 

vigorous implementation of the Civil Service Rules, the existence of accurate and 

comprehensive employee performance evaluations will play a critical role in the 

process of determining if disciplinary action is warranted.  

Employee Orientation 

The City HR function has a two day new employee orientation program that includes 

ethics, defensive driving and other City issues. PDRD has not had a department 

program but such a program is being worked on. Given the nature of PDRD, it is 

particularly important that new employee orientation include extensive discussion of 

the Department’s mission, goals and direction.  

371. Recommendation: PRDR should develop a new employee 

orientation program.  

 

Hiring and Promotions 

The HR Coordinator indicates that a transparent hiring and promotion process has 

been used within PDRD that is similar to that which will be required under the new 

Civil Service Rules. However, in our staff interviews and questionnaires there is 

considerable concern about both the transparency and processes being used. Some 

staff feel that other staff that have a “legacy” background are being given preferential 

treatment. We were not able to examine this situation in detail but suggest that HR do 

a better job of showing transparency to the system. It would also be useful to circulate 

a memo detailing the process for both hiring and promotions.  

372. Recommendation: HR staff should improve communication of the 

hiring and promotion processes.  

 

There has been concern about the length of time it takes fill vacant positions. While 

some of the problem may relate to the City’s central HR function, it appears that some 

of the problem may also exist within PDRD. It may be that some of the problem rests 
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with the hiring supervisors in not preparing requests as soon as a vacancy is 

announced. Each job must be posted a minimum of 7 days.  

373. Recommendation: PDRD HR staff should conduct a training session 

for supervisors and managers on the hiring process.  

 

Job Descriptions 

In conducting our research we noticed that many of the PDRD job descriptions are out 

of date and need to better reflect actual job requirements. In some cases the job 

descriptions don’t align with job requirements established in adopted Codes.  

374. Recommendation: PDRD should review and up-date all job 

descriptions.  

 

Pay and Classification 

We received numerous complaints in the employee surveys indicating that salaries for 

similar functions or requirements are not consistent. Given Austin’s extensive 

regulations, it takes a considerable about of time and training before a new employee 

is successful. As such it is important that PDRD has competitive wages and low 

turnover. The last City pay and classification study was done in 2007. Some of the 

changes were implemented in 2008, others in 2011. Given all the pending changes in 

PDRD, it would be appropriate for an up-dated study. 

375. Recommendation: Update the pay and classification study for 

PDRD. 

Performance Measures 

The City uses an extensive Performance Measurement System that is tied to the 

annual budget. While this is the most extensive system we have seen in our various 

studies, many of the measures being used for PDRD need to be improved. These are 

discussed in various parts of this report. Chapter III includes an extensive discussion 

of performance measures.  
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To promote good communication and enhance employee morale it is essential that 

employees have a clear understanding of the performance they are expected to 

achieve. Establishing specific job performance standards for each position in the 

Department will provide a sound basis for future performance evaluations and may 

help eliminate some of the favoritism that some employees perceive exists currently 

within the Department. 

376. Recommendation: Supervisors should work with staff and HR to 

develop performance standards for each position in the Department. 

 

Probation Periods 

The Department uses a standard six month probationary period. One issue that needs 

further attention is the enforcement of certification requirements for some positons 

during probation.  

377. Recommendation: PDRD HR function should review how 

certification requirements are handled during probation periods.  

 

Retirements 

While there is no totally accurate way to determine retirements, the department has 

many long term employees and this could be an area of concern. Based on age and 

years of service, the PDRD HR staff calculated that 47 employees could be eligible in 

one-year, another 16 in three years and another 33 within 5 years. Should all retire it 

would impact roughly a third of the organization. Even during the course of this 

study, a number of supervisors indicated they were in the midst of retirement and the 

organization was scrambling to make the transition. This problem is accentuated in 

that the City has a history of slowness in filling vacant positions.  

Managers and supervisors in PDRD should develop transition plans for both turnover 

and retirements. The Department should also work with HR to develop a program 

where new hires or appointments can be on board for a number of months prior to the 

actual turnover.  

378. Recommendation: Managers and supervisors in PDRD should 

develop transition plans for both turnover and retirements. 
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379. Recommendation: The City HR Department should develop a 

program where new hires or appointments can be on board for a number 

of months prior to a position turnover.  

 

Staff Turnover 

Staff turnover can have a very important negative effect on the operations of 

departments and functions. The City’s Human Resource Department does not 

normally keep this kind of data, however, the PDRD HR staff did develop the three 

year data shown in Table 77. Recently, at the request of the City Council the HR 

Department also developed some citywide data but not at the same level of detail. In a 

good economy, many organization today experience more staff turnover than in the 

past. We consider turnover less than 10% a year within an expected range, however 

anything over 10% would be areas of concern and could have a substantial impact on 

division productivity. The table indicates several areas of concern including: 

 Comprehensive Planning had two years of very high turnover rates. Over 

three years 8 of the 21 positions turned over which is 38% of the staff. 

Fortunately, in spite of this they were able to complete the Comprehensive 

Plan 

 Residential Review had very high turnover in 2011-12 at 23%. Over the three 

years 6 positions turned over vs the current 21 or 29% turnover.  

 Permit Center has tended to have high turnover, particularly in 2010-11. Over 

the three years four of the 14 positions or 29% turned over.  

 Budget & Finance had a very high turnover in 2011-12. Over the three years 

three of the 10 positions turned over for 30%.  

The other divisions have been relatively stable. National studies show that some 

employees leave for greater pay, others for retirement and finally many leave because 

they do not like the organization or their boss. Other sections of this report including 

the employee questionnaires, interviews and surveys indicates a high degree of low 

employee morale and dissatisfaction with management and supervision within PDRD. 

This should be of concern to the organization.  
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Table 77 

PDRD Staff Turnover Data, Percentages 

Division  2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 

Office of Director 0.00 0.00 6.67 

Comprehensive Planning 14.29 22.22 5.56 

Current Planning 7.14 6.67 0.00 

Site & Subdivision Inspections 11.11 0.00 0.00 

Development Assistance Center 0.00 12.50 0.00 

Land Use Review 5.17 12.28 5.17 

Residential Review 6.25 23.08 9.52 

Site & Subdivision Inspection 0.00 6.25 3.23 

Building Inspection 2.08 2.04 3.85 

Commercial Plan Review 0.00 6.67 5.56 

Permit Center 15.38 7.69 9.09 

Urban Design 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Human Resources 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Budget & Finance 0.00 28.57 11.11 

Overall Average 4.86 8.39 4.22 

 

Staffing for the HR Function 

When PDRD was created and the One-Stop-Shop was transferred to PDRD from 

Watershed Protection, one Human Resources Coord. position was transferred from 

Watershed Protection to PDRD, evidently with the understanding that Watershed 

Protection would provide other needed human resource staff as necessary. However, 

it appears that this has not transpired. The HR function has also had the benefit of a 

Corporate Performance Consultant from City HR who has been spending roughly 

75% time for PDRD. However, with the implementation of the new Civil Service 

Rules, this time has been reduced to 25%. As such, there has been a shortage of staff 

for PDRD’s HR function. PDRD HR needs are being addressed through the addition 
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of a HR Advisor and a HR Specialist position that has recently been filled. We feel 

that both positions are needed and appropriate.  

F. TRAINING 
Overall: There has been virtually a total lack of internal training throughout PDRD 

for a variety of reasons including lack of resources and supervisors and managers not 

understanding that this is their responsibility. We normally recommend that a target 

for training be 2% of the personnel budget and 5% of employee’s time. We arrived at 

Table 78 based on the budget for 2013-14. It is not clear which categories can actually 

be considered training but we have been generous in the categories listed in the Table. 

The percentages range from a low of zero for several functions and a high of 0.8% for 

Urban Design for a total expenditure of $90,243. However, 2% of the Personnel 

Budget of $20,030,569 would be $400,611. A more detailed analysis of these 

categories Division or Section by Section would be required to arrive at the best 

budget. The various supervisors and managers should take the lead in this effort. 

However, pending that analysis we recommend an additional $175,000 be added to 

the PDRD training budgets.  

380. Recommendation: Add an initial $175,000 to budget items related to 

training.  

381. Recommendation: As part of the budget plans for 2015-16 PDRD 

should conduct a detailed review of training related budgets Division by 

Division or Section by Section.  
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Table 78 

PDRD Training Budgets 2013-14 

 

A new Training section was created in June of 2014. The section will focus on: 

 Increasing knowledge and expertise of both new and existing staff and 

reducing incorrect code determinations; 

 Increasing cross-division understanding of the development review and 

inspection process; 

 Improved customer service; and 

 Documentation of departmental policies and procedures.  

The function will have the services of three staff. We are very supportive of this 

approach.  

Supervisor and Manager Training 

PDRD is in great need to improve its supervisors and managers. 

The City has a supervisor and management academy available to the department. This 

academy could be of major use to the Department. PDRD’s use of this function is 

shown in Table 79. While a number of supervisors have used the function, the number 

of managers is very low.  

382. Recommendation: PDRD should increase its use of the supervisors 

and managers academy. 

A B C D E F G H I J K

Function Pers. Bud

6531 
Sem. 
Fees

6532 
Educ Trv.

6558 Prof 
Reg

6632 
Mem.

6633 
Sub.

7486 Bks 
Lib.

Total C 
to H

Column I 
as % of B

7580 
Soft.

Neigh Pl 1,695,050 3,500 3,400 700 500 100 8,200 0.48% 3,000
Zon.Case Mgt 944,626 2,725 2,525 0 700 500 200 6,650 0.70% 0
Annex 181,233 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00% 0
Neig Asst. 200,846 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00% 0
Code Amed 101,156 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00% 0
Urb. Design 820,072 2,500 1,755 1,000 1,300 0 0 6,555 0.80% 500
Lnd Use 5,413,871 16,480 5400 3,640 1880 1050 4,200 32,650 0.60% 3,750
Bld. Plan Rev 1,573,477 2,160 0 250 75 0 2,000 4,485 0.29% 800
Zon. Rev. 1,466,700 0 0 0 500 0 1,000 1,500 0.10% 0
Sit/Sub Ins 3,295,763 3,226 0 625 755 92 2,210 6,908 0.21% 568
Res. Bld. 1,926,189 2,160 0 4,885 400 250 6,000 13,695 0.71% 3,087
Comm. Bldg 2,411,586 3,000 0 2,200 650 250 3,500 9,600 0.40% 1,948
Total 20,030,569 35,751 13,080 12,600 6,960 2,642 19,210 90,243 0.45% 13,653
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Table 79 

Supervisor and Management Academy PDRD Attendance 

Year Supervisors Academy Management Academy 

2010 8 0 

2011 15 0 

2012 11 0 

2013 14 0 

2014 12 4 

 

Although we are supportive of the Supervisor and Management Academy, this type of 

program is often too generic for specific manager and supervisor issues of the type we 

have seen in PDRD. As such, we suggest that all managers and supervisors in PDRD 

undergo what is called a 360 degree evaluation. These evaluations include feedback 

from peers, supervisors, and employees of the manager being evaluated. The 

managers should have the evaluation first to be followed by supervisors. If the City 

HR Department is not equipped to conduct these evaluations, an outside consultant 

that specializes in these evaluations should be hired.  

383. Recommendation: Conduct a 360 degree evaluation for all PDRD 

managers and supervisors. 

 

G. PIO/CUSTOMER SERVICE 

Logo/Branding 

There is a need to solidify the image of PDRD and to set the stage for a revitalized 

department. There also continues to be confusion as to the meaning of One-Stop-

Shop. 

384. Recommendation: Hire a consultant to create a logo and branding 

for PDRD.  
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Public Information Requests 

A Research Analyst Sr. handles a variety of external requests including:  

 CAFs (citizen requests) 

Staff coordinated 210 requests in 2013 and 95 through October in 2014 and 

distributes to various PDRD Divisions for response. These requests are 

submitted by the City Manager’s Office or Council Members in response to 

citizen requests for assistance or information.  

 CIURs (Council Requests) 

Staff coordinated 65 Council Requests in 2013 and 36 through October in 

2014. These are City Council requests and we were surprised that this number 

was not higher as staff feels they get too many requests. On the other hand, 

some of these requests require considerable work for a response. Requests are 

distributed to the various PDRD Divisions for response.  

 PIRs (public information requests) 

Staff coordinated 2,557 requests in 2013 and 2,768 requests through October in 

2014. These requests are distributed to the various PDRD Divisions for 

response. Public information requests are established by State Law.  

For 2013 this function resulted in handling 2,832 requests or 11 per day. The function 

also handles some training in these functions for other Divisions.  

Receptionist Function 

An Administrative Assistant is assigned to handle the reception function on the 5th 

floor. This position also distributes mail, handles schedules for a variety of conference 

rooms and other functions as may be required. There is a standard operating 

procedure (SOP) for this function that was adopted in September 2011. The SOP sets 

forth duties and procedures, particularly as related to desk coverage when the 

Administrative Assistant is away from the desk.  

When this position turned over, there was a temporary supervisor and apparent 

confusion in relation to duties. It appears that the SOP was not used in this transition. 

This is typical of what we have found in many parts of PDRD where useful SOPs 

have been created but they are not used and in many cases not even well known. One 

of the key issues for the receptionist function appears to be getting appropriate back-

up as needed.  

385. Recommendation: The Public Information Specialist and the 

Administrative Assistant should review and up-date as appropriate the 

2011 SOP for the receptionist function. As part of this review any issue 

related to back-up should be addressed.  
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The door from the reception area to the 5th floor offices has a security feature where 

employees use their card for entrance. However, the receptionist must get up from the 

desk to provide access for customers. A simple solution for this would be to locate a 

button on the receptionist desk to open the door lock.  

386. Recommendation: A button should be added to the receptionist desk 

to open the door to the 5th floor offices.  

 

Rules 

Specific Rules for PDRD are processed by a Records Analyst. There have been 10 to 

12 of these per year. The overall Rules process is discussed in another section.  

Staffing 

As identified throughout this report there are major needs for PDRD to improve 

communication both internally and externally. There is also need for improvements to 

the website. The exact staffing needs for these two functions are not clear. We suggest 

that initially one Public Information Specialist be added and as work progresses, any 

additional needs be carefully documented.  

387. Recommendation: Add one Public Information Specialist. 

 

Telephones 

Two Customer Service Reps handle the main PDRD phone lines. The City has 

installed a new phone system which has improved service. We tested this line and our 

calls were picked up in two rings which is excellent. If lines are busy there is also a 

call back system where you can leave your number and obtain a call back. This 

function also handles incoming calls for Austin Energy but the statistics do not show 

this function.  

We requested statistics for the phone lines as shown in Table 80. This includes all the 

calls process by the phone group. The system does not include any direct dial calls to 

individual extensions.  
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These statistics match the extensive comments we received from Stakeholders 

concerning PDRDs lack of returning phone calls. The numbers are so bad that PDRD 

should be embarrassed. 

 7 of the 10 Divisions never answered any calls; 

 Of the 3 Divisions that did answer calls, only one of them exceeded 50%; and 

 28% of the callers simply abandoned the call. 

To make matters even worse, we have no statistics on how many voice mail calls 

were answered or how many calls to direct lines were answered. However, based on 

Stakeholder input, we doubt that the performance is much better.  

Solving this problem will take some detailed analysis and changing systems within 

each Division. The first step will be to see if the Division managers even feel that the 

problem needs to be addressed.  

388. Recommendation: PDRD should undertake a detailed analysis of the 

phone issues, Division by Division with the goal of having at least 75% of 

calls answered.  

 

Table 80 

August 2014 Phone Breakdown 

Function All Calls Answered Calls Voice Mail 
Abandoned 
Calls 

Commercial Plan 
Review 250 56 (22%) 179 24 
Comprehensive 
Planning 2 0 2 0 

Current Planning 7 4 (57%) 3 0 
Development 
Assistance Center 128 0 87 41 

Inspections 1813 621 (34%) 798 394 

Land Use Review 22 0 18 4 

Permits 834 0 539 305 

Res Plan Review 279 0 101 178 

Spanish Line 32 0 25 7 

 3367 681 (20%) 1752 (52%) 953 (28%) 
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In Chapter III of this report we also have a policy that requires all phone calls, 

voice mails, and emails to be returned the same day received.  

Website 

The website is an important part of PDRDs customer service and public outreach. 

Two years ago the City re-designed the website. While some improvements were 

made, we received major criticism of the site from both Stakeholders and staff. 

PDRDs coordination of the website is located in the Neighborhood Assistance 

section.  

389. Recommendation: Hire one public information specialist who will 

maintain the website on a full time basis and design educational materials. 

They will report to the Public Information and Marketing Manager. 

 

 

H. RULES 

Policy 

The approach to the Rules was adopted by the City Council, Ordinance No. 880128-

Q, adopted February 28, 1988. A Rule was described as follows: 

“Rule means any statement of general applicability that implements, interprets, or 

prescribes the provision of this Land Development Code, or describes the procedural 

or practice requirements of a department in its administration of this Land 

Development Code, including the amendment or repeal of a prior rule. A statement 

concerning only internal management or organization of a department is not a “rule” 

for purposes of this Land Development Code.” 

The Rules are intended to afford minimum standards of uniform practice and 

procedures in the administration of the Land Development Code, provide appropriate 

public participation in the rulemaking process, and provide adequate public notice of 

rules proposed and adopted by City departments.  

Rules are established under Chapter 1-2 of the City Code. The authority to regulate 

construction requirements is established in Section 25-6-267 and 268 of the City 

Code. A department may adopt rules to implement, administer, enforce, or comply 

with the Code, an ordinance, or another law for which the department is responsible. 

A rule is not valid unless adopted in substantial compliance with Chapter 1-2. The 
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Rules (Technical Manuals) were adopted at the same time as the Land Development 

Code since part of the Code became the manuals. Prior to this there were individual 

codes, separate from each other, all with separate requirements for notification, etc.  

There is confusion related to checklists and forms. Some believe that if they are to be 

changed they need to go through the Rules process. Others feel this is not the case. 

We have been unable to find documentation of legal support for either approach. In 

any case, applications now go through the Rules process. This is very awkward and 

we have never seen this in other communities. We think that individual functions need 

to be able to change checklists and forms without going through the Rules process. 

390. Recommendation: Proceed to change checklists and forms without 

going through the Rules process.  

 

Process  

The Rules process is shown in Figure 41. The following text corresponds to the 

numbers in boxes on the Figure. However, as noted in the text, the actual practice 

does not always match the Figure.  

1. The initiating department meets with Stakeholders to discuss proposed rules and 

to resolve major conflicts/concerns. 

2. The Department initiating rules change submits material to Rules Manager for 

distribution and City review. 

3. The Rule must be reviewed by the City Attorney and found to be within the 

department’s authority to adopt.  

4. The initiating Department attempts to resolve any conflicts and the Rules 

Manager must receive sign-offs from Key Contacts and the Law Department. If 

necessary the directors step in to resolve conflicts.  

5. Once the City review is final, Rules Manager sends out materials to Stakeholders 

which reflects the City’s unified position. The public shall be provided a period of 

no less than 30 days to comment. However, Stakeholders are informed of the rule 

prior to the submission of the rules. A department may or may not contact the 

stakeholders depending if there were revisions by city staff.  

6. The initiating department and Rules Manager meet with Stakeholders to do a final 

review. However, this does not happen and is not the process. The stakeholders 

can review the rule during the comment period and if they have questions may 

contact the department.  
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7. Rules Manager coordinates the rule promulgation with the City Clerk and the 

initiating department. Initiating department must have all signatures, except City 

Clerk’s in place.  

8. Posting materials are received by the City Clerk and Notice of Proposed Rule is 

posted within one day of filing on the central bulletin board at City Hall. The 

notice shall include a brief explanation of the rule, an explanation of the particular 

Land Development Code provision, and shall request public comments on the 

proposed rule. A meeting of Stakeholders is often conducted. However, staff does 

not normally meet with the stakeholders again.  

9. City Clerk notifies Rules Manager and initiating department of any public 

comments received.  

10. Notice of Rule Adoption is filed with the City Clerk and posted within one day of 

filing. There is an automatic withdrawal of the rule if initiating departments fails 

to adopt the rule within maximum ninety days after posting the Notice of 

Proposed Rules.  

11. An appeal of the adopted rule is filed with City Clerk, and forwarded to City 

Manager, City Council, and initiating department. Any person may appeal the 

adoption of a rule to the City Manager no later than 30 days after the adoption 

was posted.  

12. The Notice of Appeal is posted within one day and the rule is suspended pending 

disposition of the appeal.  

13. The initiating department and Rule Manager are informed of appeal and meet 

with appellant and stakeholders to resolve issues.  

14. The City Manager acts on the appeal. If there is no action by the City Manager, 

the rule is withdrawn. The City Manager may modify, affirm or withdraw the 

adopted rule.  

15. The Notice of City Manager’s Action is filed with City Clerk and City Council 

and posted within one day by City Clerk. 

16. If the City Manager decides to reconsider the intent is filed with the City Clerk 

and City Council and there is a Notice of Intent of Reconsideration posted within 

one day by the City Clerk.  

17. The City Managers action is reconsidered.  

18. The reconsidered Manager’s action if filed with the City Clerk and City Council 

and the Notice of Reconsidered Manager’s Action is posted within one day by 

City Clerk.  

19. If the Rule is adopted a signed copy is sent by the City Clerk to the Rules 

Manager, City Attorney, and initiating department.  
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20. The Rules Manager processes the adopted rule changes for incorporation into 

Criteria Manuals and Application Packets. However, some application packets do 

not go into the criteria manual and we agree not having them in the Manuals. 

Figure 41 

Rules Process 

 

Notes on the Process 

According to staff, the informal process related to Rules includes:  

A.  10 Departments are involved in the Rules including: 

1. Austin Energy 

2. Austin Water 

3. Fire 
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4. Health 

5. Neighborhood Housing 

6. Parks 

7. Planning and Development 

8. Public Works 

9. Transportation 

10. Watershed 

B.  All 10 departments must agree to a rule before it is adopted as per Ordinance 

880128-Q. It was also indicated that some departments have proceeded with 

standards outside the rules such at Public Works and Transportation and 

evidently allowed by the ACM and City Council. It appears that this has upset 

some development engineers in other departments. The process is designed to 

allow all departments to have input with a final decision by an Assistant City 

Manager. If the process is not followed, it leads to inconsistency of 

interpretations which has been a concern of stakeholders.  

C. There is a rule posting cycle for each quarter. 

D. New rules are due to the coordinator at least a week in advance of the start of 

the quarter. 

E. The rule must be sent to Neighborhood Housing and Community Development 

Department (NHCD) for the preparation of an Affordable Impact Statement.  

F. There are eight, roughly 3 inch thick binders that include the adopted rules 

under these topics: 

1. Building Criteria 

2. Drainage 

3. Fire 

4. Standards (ROW Const. Stan.) 

5. Standard Specs 

6. Traditional Neighborhood District 

7. Transportation 

8. Utilities 

The notes described above should be incorporated into an SOP for the Rules process. 

Additionally, we understand that an effort is underway to computerize the process 

which we are highly supportive of.  
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391. Recommendation: A formal SOP should be developed for the Rules 

process. This SOP should require all departments to comply with adopted 

rules.  

Well the posting of the Rules is in the adopted City Code, this type of posting tends to 

not be effective. The computerization of the Rules and the adoption of an SOP should 

include email notices to Stakeholders and participants throughout the process. 

392. Recommendations: The Rules positing should be supplemented by 

an automatic emailing of notices to all Stakeholders and participants. 

  

The timelines shown on Figure 41 can result in a very long process. Some of these are 

set in the City Code (not Land Development Code) and would need to be adjusted. 

Others may be more by practice. As a general rule we suggest timelines be changed as 

follows: 45 days be reduced to 30; 30 days be reduced to 20; and 15 days be reduced 

to 10.  

393. Recommendation: The timelines for the Rules process should be 

reduced.  

 

Each department is currently responsible to provide their own Stakeholder list. 

However, it is possible that additional Stakeholders may be interested in the issue. 

Additional clarification of this issue should be included in the proposed new SOP.  

394. Recommendation: The Stakeholders should be clarified in the 

proposed new SOP.  

 

Staffing 

A one person staff, Bsns Proc Spec, handles the rules process. The position reports to 

the PDRD Chief Administrative Officer. Since the rules apply to many City 

departments it has been suggested that the position should report to an Assistant City 

Manager. However, the focus of this report and PDRD is to provide increased 

coordination of these departments by the Planning and Development Department. As 

such, we believe the function should remain in the Planning and Development 
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Department. Additionally, this is the type of detail that we normally believe should be 

handled at a lower level than an Assistant City Manager. Should staff have problems 

coordinating with one of the departments, they could still ask the City Manager for 

assistance.  

Once the organization of the two new departments is completed, it may be useful to 

revisit the appropriate location for this function.  
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XIV. TECHNOLOGY  
This chapter addresses the Planning and Development Review Department's (PDRD) 

use of information technology to support day-to-day and strategic decision-making. 

Because of City staff's expressed concerns at the onset of this study, particular 

emphases have been given to: 

 The City's AMANDA case management, permitting, and inspection software 

system;  

 Geographical Information Systems (GIS) and computerized mapping; 

 Electronic Document Management ("paperless" operations); and  

 PDRD's Website.  

A. CITYWIDE I.T. ORGANIZATION 
The City of Austin's current information systems infrastructure can be typified as 

being substantially up-to-date, and in some cases leading edge. The City maintains 18 

information technology (IT) service organizations as shown in Table 81. 

Table 81 

Austin’s Information Systems Infrastructure 

Organization IT Employees 
Supported Devices 

(Workstations) 
Austin Convention Center 12 790 
Austin Energy 145 1,152 
Austin Fire Department 5  
Austin Municipal Court 7 246 
Austin Public Library 12 1,170 
Austin/Travis County Health and Human Services 10 744 
Austin Water 39 1200 
Aviation Department (airport) 18 652 
Communications and Technology Management 307 15,655 (user accounts) 
Financial Services 27 134 
Public Works 9 450 
Austin Code Department 4  
Austin Resource Recovery 5  
Austin EMS 7  
Human Resources 8  
Office of City Clerk 3  
Watershed Protection 6  
Planning and Development Review 9  
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The primary group supporting the IT requirements of PDRD is the Communications 

and Technology Management (CTM) Department. In 2013, CTM had a staff level of 

307 employees and a budget of $75.3 million.  

Although some short, minor network service interruptions have been reported in the 

recent past, bandwidth and server capacity is deemed by PDRD to be sufficient for 

current needs, and the CTM staff continuously monitors data flow volumes to 

enhance capacity as needed. 

The CTM Department collaborates with most City departments for selection, 

procurement, and maintenance of software and hardware. CTM includes business 

process and systems analysis staff capabilities to support information system-related 

work processes. This business analysis capability to follow-up on some of the PDRD 

business workflow improvement recommendations contained in this report appears to 

be highly limited; additional PDRD resources will be required to implement them. 

Desktop Hardware and Software 

There are over 15,000 user accounts using the City's the network. Generally, all units 

are less than 5 years old and have adequate power, storage, and software 

configurations to accommodate their intended usage. For example, GIS or graphic-

intensive software users can be provided more powerful computers or dual-monitor 

configurations if needed.  

The City owns, rather than leases, its equipment and maintains a desktop PC 

replacement cycle that is determined by available funds and the availability of new 

processors or operating system versions. Desktop PCs used by Austin City staff are 

typically installed with Microsoft Windows 7 Professional and the Microsoft Office 

Professional suite. 

Enterprise Systems 

The City departments for the most part operate their own voice/data fiber optic and 

copper TCP/IP network to all City offices, the airport, libraries, convention facilities, 

and emergency service locations in the City, along with connections to the Internet. 

CTM is pursuing a strategy to establish unified, city-wide network standards, improve 

interdepartmental collaboration, consolidate duplicate or inefficient systems, pursue 

opportunities for energy savings, attract and maintain a quality workforce, and 

enforce the highest standards of security. 

With respect to computer programs and applications, the City has focused on 

accommodating the unique business processes of the various departments, resulting in 

a portfolio of over 500 different software programs including off-the-shelf, custom-
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developed, and outsourced solutions. Supporting this wide and varied software 

environment presents a resource and cost challenge to CTM, and the department is 

pursuing an applications portfolio strategy to: 

 Replace outdated or highly-specialized applications;  

 Pursue economies of scale though greater use of flexible packaged "enterprise" 

software products that serve many business units (departments); and  

 Employ transparent "application governance" procedures to fairly allocate 

CTM resources in supporting the constituent departments' needs. 

Enterprise software packages include the following: 

 Case Management, Permitting, and Inspection: The City implemented 

CSDC Software's AMANDA system in 2007 and is currently using version 

4.4. PDRD is the principal user of this system, but eight other departments 

involved in the approval/permitting processes also use AMANDA. CTM and 

PDRD staff are currently involved in extending and updating AMANDA. An 

in-depth discussion of AMANDA, with recommendations, is presented later in 

this chapter. 

 Data Analytics: In addition to these conventional end-user tools, CTM has 

recently deployed a business data analysis and reporting tool from 

MicroStrategy, Inc., called Analytics Enterprise. This suite of applications 

allows technical and non-technical users to analyze "big data" trends, create 

reports, and develop desktop "dashboards" to support management decision 

making. The extensive use of MicroStrategy's products by CTM, PDRD, and 

other City department staff is anticipated when steps are taken to update 

AMANDA. 

 Document Management: With the City Clerk's department as the principal 

user, CTM has adopted OpenTexts’ eDocs document management software to 

manage documents and records and utilize Adobe’s Cold Fusion web 

development tools for public disclosure. eDocs has been designated by IT 

Governance as an enterprise system and is available for use by all other City 

departments. It is indirectly used by PDRD for public disclosure of meeting 

agendas, minutes, and other required documents on the City's website. Staff 

members in the City Clerk's office have expressed a high degree of satisfaction 

with EDIMS. 

 Financial: Austin utilizes the CGI-AMS "AFS3" software package with 

Oracle as its database for most of its enterprise-wide financial activities such as 

revenue collection, vendor payments, and general accounting. This system was 

implemented approximately eight years ago.  

 GIS: Across the board, the City uses the products of ESRI (Environmental 

Systems Research Institute) for its geographical information systems (GIS) 
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requirements. Its products such as ArcGIS, ArcMap, and ArcServer are 

considered to be the "best of breed" applications for local government.  

 Human Resources: The City uses the SunGard Software human resources 

package called "Banner" for employee timekeeping, HR management, and 

payroll. In 2012, this product was spun-off to a private equity firm under the 

new name, Ellucian Company, L.P. Banner's HR software package was 

originally developed and marketed to colleges and universities, but the City 

acquired it and attempted to adapt it to its specific needs. This has been met 

with disappointment, and CTM is in the stages of preparing an RFP to HR and 

enterprise system vendors for its replacement. 

 Office Automation and End-User Tools: The City uniformly uses Microsoft 

Office Professional 2010 for word processing, spreadsheets, presentations 

(PowerPoint), and email/calendar management (Outlook). While some 

departments continue to use legacy database applications produced with MS 

Access, continuing efforts are being made to convert them to the CTM's Oracle 

or SQL Server environments. CTM is in the early stages of planning to update 

from MS Office 2010 to the currently available product, MS Office 365. The 

user interfaces for these two versions are very similar. 

 Website Management: While several of the more independent Austin 

governmental entities (e.g., the Airport, Library, water and electric utilities, 

and Convention Center) maintain their own websites, the mainline 

austintexas.gov website is hosted and managed by CTM.. In 2007 the City 

contracted with the joint venture firms of Steel Advertising & Interactive, a 

branding agency based in Austin, and SMBology, a Houston IT consulting 

firm, to determine enterprise website requirements and to advise the city in 

providing both technical web hosting and a citywide branding solution. One of 

the results of this extensive study was to acquire a website content 

management system (CMS) called Drupal, which is one of the most commonly 

CMS products used worldwide. It is used in web hosting by diverse 

organizations such as the State of Georgia, Turner Broadcasting, and the White 

House. The main benefits of using a CMS (versus the earlier custom-coded 

HTML web pages) are: 

 Standardization in appearance among the constituent departments; 

 Ease in creating, uploading, and maintaining web page content; and 

 Technical performance reliability and speed.  

The main tradeoffs in using a CMS are the lack of independence and flexibility 

among users and the tendency to maintain boring, "look-alike" pages.  

The PDRD's departmental website is hosted by the CMS Drupal system. While there 

have been few complaints among PDRD users about the site's technical hosting 
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environment, there have been broad complaints among department staff and 

stakeholders on the PDRD site's content and usability. These issues will be addressed 

later in this section. 

 Work Order/Asset Management: Austin uses the Infor Public Sector system 

to manage the inventory and maintenance requirements of City properties, 

equipment, and other major assets. The original developer of Maximo, MRO 

Software was acquired by IBM in 2006. This product has long been considered 

to be the best available product for its purpose. (Since PDRD is not involved in 

asset management, the department is not a Maximo user.) 

Observations 

Responses to questionnaires and information obtained in interviews were nearly 

unanimous in expressing overall satisfaction in network reliability, system 

performance, and the availability of suitable end-user tools.  

Though significant improvement has been made in recent years, CTM has not yet 

been able to overcome the commonly-found image of an I.T. organization that is 

distant, inflexible, or unwilling to respond satisfactorily to system configuration 

requests or the specific requirements of "power users" within PDRD. The employee 

questionnaire responses included instances of ignored or arbitrarily denied requests, 

slow responses, over-concern for system security, and lack of communication 

between CTM and PDRD. The image of CTM has been further diminished by PDRD 

staff's general lack of enthusiasm toward CTM's support of AMANDA. Repeated 

requests for upgrades and enhancements to AMANDA over the past six years have 

resulted in a lack of necessary improvements. This has been mainly due to limited 

staff resources within CTM and PDRD, coupled with the unusual complexity and 

high count of PDRD's business processes that require support.   

But there are indications that improvements are being made: 

 Within the past six months, PDRD has consolidated its technical staff 

capabilities by creating an "Information Technology/Spatial Analysis" group. It 

consists of business systems analysts, non-programmer technical specialists, 

and GIS professionals. This has enabled staff to establish closer contacts with 

their technical counterparts in CTM; in fact, the head of this group is a former 

CTM staff member. 

 CTM has assigned a seasoned project manager to attend to PDRD requests and 

coordinate ongoing projects (described later in this section). Interviews with 

PDRD technical staff members indicate that this project manager is well-

qualified and highly regarded. 

 CTM has taken steps to improve communication of its resource assignment 

and project prioritization techniques ("I.T. governance") to its constituent 
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departments. As CTM's governance procedures continue to be employed and 

adjusted; users in the various departments will gain familiarity and 

understanding. One key to gaining success will be its consistent, fair, and 

transparent use. 

B. CASE MANAGEMENT AND PERMITTING SOFTWARE  

Overview 

PDRD has been a user of AMANDA for application review, permitting, and 

inspection management since 2007. It is considered an enterprise system and is used 

by eight other City departments. It is maintained by the City's Communication and 

Technology Management (CTM) Department. Currently, Austin is using AMANDA 

version 4.4 and are underway with the implementation of version 6.1. AMANDA is 

currently deployed to support all permitting, licensing, inspection, and code 

enforcement functions of PDRD. First released in 1989 AMANDA remains a highly 

regarded software package and continues to be used for municipal and county 

licensing, permitting, and inspection management throughout the U.S., Canada, and 

on other continents. Because it was designed to work with the robust Oracle and 

Microsoft SQL Server databases, it also enjoys a good reputation for its reliability and 

ability to handle large volumes of transactions for larger jurisdictions. Modules used 

by the City of Austin include the following: 

 Case management – used for incidence, complaint, and code enforcement 

tracking; 

 Building permits and land use application (mainly zoning and subdivision) 

approvals; 

 Inspections; 

 Public health; 

 Land Information and GIS; 

 AMANDA Public Portal – web based pages that provide public and inter-

agency, read-only access to an extensive amount of permitting data and read-

write customer access by registered account holders for mechanical, electrical, 

plumbing, fire line, or irrigation permits; inspection requests, or escrow 

account management; and  

Permitting Types  

A partial listing of AMANDA development and planning approval types are listed 

below in Table 82. 
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Table 82 

AMANDA Permit Types 

Description Case # Type Subtypes 

Board of Adjustment 
BA 4 

Sign Review Board Variance 

Building Permit BP 39 

Concrete License LC 0 

Development Assistance Center DA 3 

Driveway / Sidewalks DS 4 

Electrical Permit EP 2 

Environmental Inspection EV 3 

General Permit GP 4 

Mechanical Permit MP 2 

Neighborhood Planning NP 2 

Operating License OL 8 

Plan Review PR 40 

Plumbing Permit PP 6 

Rainwater Harvesting AUXW 2 

Right of Way Excavation Permit EX 1 

Right of Way Use Permit RW 8 

Sign / Banner Permit SB 2 

Site Plan - Administrative approval SP 
4 

Site Plan - Commission approval SP 

Site Plan Correction SC 0 

Sound Ordinance SO 6 

Subdivision C8 4 

Subdivision Joint City/County  C 4 

Water TAP Permit W 2 

Trade Registration TR 7 

Tree Permit TP 0 

Zoning ZC 9 

 

AMANDA allows the staffs of its respective user departments the flexibility to create 

and maintain any specific type of permit desired, each baring a unique mnemonic 

code (e.g., “ZC” for zoning permits). Staff is currently expanding AMANDA to 

include new permitting categories for underground storage tanks and improvements 

on historic sites. These two processes were previously tracked with spreadsheets or 

other individualized desktop tools. It appears that careful consideration has been 

given, when changing or adding new permit categories, to assure consistent use of the 

classification system. Conversely, few if any permit types have been eliminated (or 
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"retired") from use; and these retirements were performed during the first year or two 

of operation. The Department has done a good job of avoiding the confusion that 

would otherwise occur when permit types and categories are constantly adjusted. 

Permit and development approval data in the AMANDA system dates back to 1900, 

as information contained in earlier card files and computerized systems have been 

converted for use by AMANDA. 

General AMANDA System Issues  

Utilizing a mature, time-tested client-server environment along with the latest Oracle 

database technology, the AMANDA system modules are reported to be reliable, with 

no complaints of lapse in service or lost data. The major challenges of the system 

relate to the technical challenges in configuring AMANDA to accommodate Austin's 

complicated review and approval processes, too few IT staff collectively across the 

City to support and expand utilization, and the fact that the current version is outdated 

to the point that it is no longer being updated by AMANDA's vendor, CSDC. CSDC 

does continue to provide some limited support due to the large number of users, its 

good relationship with the City and the City is in the process of upgrading to the 

current version.  

AMANDA Usability issues mainly revolve around complaints that AMANDA 

Version 4.4's user interface (UI) is outdated and considered not intuitive for 

development reviewers and planners.  Users of the custom in-house permitting 

software that predated AMANDA expressed the common complaint that many of the 

various AMANDA input screens are too generic--that they were designed to function 

in many different business settings--not just planning and development. Also, Version 

4.4 was developed during the early days of Microsoft Windows, and many later UI 

refinements to which PC users have become accustomed are lacking. This deficiency 

results in greater requirements for user training, higher frequency of error input, and 

the tendency for many staff members to try to minimize (or altogether avoid) required 

data input. 

AMANDA has been intentionally designed to accommodate just about any business 

process without requiring programming changes and recompilation of the system's 

"kernel." Instead, new processes and process changes are configured through the uses 

of database "stored procedures" written in Oracle's PL/SQL language. Stored 

procedures are very powerful, but are also very long and complex. Great care is 

required to avoid miscoding and to ensure that the City's business processes are 

accurately accommodated.  

Given the complexities of Austin's business processes, the amount of time and effort 

needed for maintenance is understandable. There are an estimated 280,000 lines of 

custom PL/SQL code to accommodate the workflow in Austin's implementation of 
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AMANDA. CTM has responded to these requirements by establishing strict 

procedures and test environments for implementing configuration changes such as:  

1. Workflow modifications must be created in an isolated "sandbox" development 

environment  

2. After initial coding, new or modified processes must be extensively tested in a 

"mirror image" of the AMANDA environment, which is again isolated from 

the production environment.  

3. Only after testing has succeeded, can the modification be moved into 

production by one of CTM's AMANDA support staff.  

The extent of these procedures have contributed to the following complaints. 

 Making major changes to a process requires extensive CTM staff involvement. 

If the estimated time for any workflow modifications exceeds 160 hours, this 

requires formalized prioritization and scheduling through the I.T. Governance 

process, which involves review and decisions by the citywide IT Steering 

Committee. 

 PDRD has over 20 PDRD system modification that are still pending due to 

lack of staff resources. Additionally, there are other outstanding requests from 

other departments. The complexity of the Austin's planning and development 

approval processes is the main factor contributing to this backlog. In quoting a 

technical staff member, "Some of our processes are overly complex to the point 

that we cannot even test them." 

 Security of access to the AMANDA production environment is very strict, and 

system administrator privileges are very limited. This inhibits the efficient 

performance of routine system maintenance functions such as adding/deleting 

PDRD staff users or changing access privileges.  

Many of the issues and complexities described above can be reduced if the PDRD 

simplified its processes. To help achieve this, AMANDA's vendor, CSDC, in the past 

has recommend the creation of common sub-tasks or processes that could be called by 

other master processes.  This would help update a part of a process that may be 

common to several others and is an example of the best practices shares with its 

customers. 

Finally, it is our understanding that AMANDA Version 4.4, which Austin currently 

uses. is at the end of its practical lifecycle, exposing the CTM to potential issues of 

incompatibility with future versions of server software and with the inevitable update 

of Microsoft Windows 10. This is a pressing factor for CTM and the nine City 

departments that use AMANDA to initiate planning for a significant update to 

AMANDA 6.1. Although the purchase costs for this update are already covered in the 
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City's annual service contract with CSDC, it will still constitute a major commitment 

of time in technical conversion, testing, and training. Specific aspects related to future 

AMANDA upgrades are addressed in later pages of this section. 

Fee Collection 

At the time of permit application intake, AMANDA determines the permit fee based 

on its permit type and other factors specific to a project. Permit intake staff members 

are permitted to handle check, money order, and credit card transactions for permit 

fee collection. Checks are immediately stamped and saved in a container located in 

the permit intake rooms. Credit card transactions are swiped and processed over the 

telephone using credit card terminals.  

Applicants that routinely conduct business with the PDRD are encouraged to establish 

and maintain an "escrow account" for the drawing of funds to cover permit fees. This 

practice reduces the need to handle checks or initiate credit card transactions. 

Applicants may replenish their escrow accounts, as needed, with in-person check or 

cash, mailed check.  

Although this capability is available from CSDC, there is no direct connection 

between AMANDA and the City's AFS3 accounting general ledger. At the conclusion 

of each day's business, the permit technicians generate an AMANDA daily funds 

intake report and reconcile with checks received and the credit card transactions 

processed. The reconciled reports and checks are given to the cashier. 

The cashier also generates an AMANDA daily funds intake report and reconciles the 

checks and cash received and the credit card transactions processed. All transactions 

from the cashier are recorded in an Excel spreadsheet to help discover discrepancies 

in the final daily reconciliation reports. The AMANDA FUD report, which 

summarizes receipts by accounting codes, is used to enter the cash receipts into the 

City’s AFS3 module. For auditing purposes, each daily spreadsheet file is saved on 

the network for an indefinite time. 

Training Media and Procedures Manual 

The CTM training group has written and maintains online training videos and a 

procedures manual, which includes instructions on inputting data into AMANDA, 

collections, permit issuance, and other business processes related to the system. These 

materials are maintained online and are available to all users on the network drive. 

The city-developed course was created because CTM and the user departments 

believed that the standard CSDC/AMANDA training materials were not specific 

enough to address the City's high degree of customization. Currently, all new City 

employees that are expected to use AMANDA are required to go through the online 

training and achieve an acceptable score on a follow-up online test. 
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The PDRD staff questionnaires revealed that some system users felt that these City-

prepared training materials were too basic and generalized--that they did not address 

specific PDRD requirements or workflows. There are no current plans to update or 

supplement existing AMANDA documentation of training materials for the current 

version, but they will be updated and expanded in conjunction with future version 

update plans. 

AMANDA Data Reports 

AMANDA provides an array of standard reports and is also capable of generating a 

near-infinite number of detailed and summary custom reports for land use approvals, 

code enforcement, permitting, and inspection activities. These reports, particularly 

summary reports, are available to assist the managers in performing overview of 

departmental functions and workflows. 

Unlike many other communities using AMANDA or other advanced permitting 

systems, these features are generally unused by PDRD’s managers and supervisors or 

the rank-in-file Department staff.  

Updating AMANDA to version 6.1 will shut down all existing reports, as they were 

written with software that is considered obsolete. All user departments will be 

required to rewrite their reports (or at least the ones that they still need) in the Crystal 

Reports environment. Alternatively, some of the existing reports can be replaced by 

the analytical/reporting tools provided by MicroStrategy. AMANDA has the 

capability of linking to various word processing, PDF, and image documents that are 

be associated with any permit application. This allows for the immediate online 

availability of proposal details, staff reviews, agency comments and other associated 

documents. This capability is available to all staff members inputting data into the 

system. 

PDRD's widespread availability and deployment of advanced document 

copier/scanner machines complements this capability: staff members may easily scan 

incoming documents, development proposals, and supplementary application details; 

save them in digital format; and attach them to an AMANDA application record for 

retention and circulation. This capability is infrequently used for most land use 

application and development permitting activities. Heavy, large-format building plan 

rolls continue to be circulated in hard-copy, retained in a storage area while the case  

AMANDA has the ability to automatically attach all documents to the respective case 

number based on key values.  CSDC has provided integrations with various document 

management systems for other customers.  This automatic document attachment 

capability is not currently used by the City. Instead, staff employs the cumbersome 

technique that requires the user to "drill-down" through the Windows folders to find 

the appropriate application case number. This process must be repeated for each 
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attached document. Recently, discussions between the technical staff in PDRD and 

the City Clerk's office have begun to integrate the enterprise document management 

system, EDIMS, with of AMANDA. The implementation of electronic plan review 

should dramatically reduce the number of documents that will need to be manually 

attached by staff in AMANDA. 

Remote and Field Access to AMANDA 

Most contemporary permitting software products include remote access capabilities, 

which allows staff, mainly inspectors and code enforcement personnel, to access the 

live system in the field with portable or hand held computers. This allows staff to 

easily access permit application records and inspections and update these records in 

real time, when they are out of the office. AMANDA is no exception.  

The current version 4.4 of AMANDA does not have a remote access module; the 

module it is only available in later releases. In the meantime, in order to provide field 

access, the City has installed "remote desktop" type software on the Panasonic 

"Toughbook" notebook computers that are issued to inspectors. Through the use of a 

mobile wireless broadband device, these remote desktop capabilities allow inspectors 

to use the full desktop capabilities of AMANDA when they are in the field--usually in 

their vehicles. This also provides access to email, word processing, GIS mapping, and 

other in-office capabilities.  

In recent years there have been field staff complaints about the reliability of the 

remote desktop setup due to the high incidence of dropped connections. CTM is 

currently improving connectivity with a phased update of the remote desktop software 

on each computer and the implementation of a new Citrix solution. It has been 

reported that these updates have significantly improved field computing reliability. 

Connections to the network are dropped less often, and the updated software avoids 

the loss of data when a connection is lost. Since 100% connectivity is difficult to 

achieve, a solution that can function in a disconnected mode should be researched. 

Staff also noted the general dissatisfaction in the use of printers in the field, an issue 

that has been observed in many other jurisdictions. Inspection results tickets are 

generally filled out by hand. 

Observations and Recommendations 

AMANDA Administration and Support 

Although AMANDA is hosted and supported by the CTM Department, Much of the 

day-to-day responsibility for AMANDA support and administration has been 

delegated to the PDRD IT staff members, who can troubleshoot issues and, with 

appropriate administrative privileges, perform all routine system administration 
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functions. CTM, however, is solely responsible for issuing any changes to the 

AMANDA production environment. It is important that routine system maintenance 

functions be performed in a timely manner. 

395. Recommendation: PDRD and CTM should establish a three-day 

standard for activating new AMANDA users, deleting old users, and 

adjusting user privileges. 

 

AMANDA Data Entry 

The City has what appears to be a sub-optimal assignment of responsibilities in 

administering and inputting data into the AMANDA system. Many departments 

studied in recent years obtain limited or poor performance from their permitting 

systems because they rely on professional planners and building plan review staff 

members to input significant amounts of initial permit application data into the 

system; they consider data entry to be a cumbersome and menial distraction to their 

trained technical responsibilities and perform this task inconsistently or avoid it 

entirely. By assigning all initial data entry responsibilities to the intake techs and 

permit specialists, the data is usually entered in timely and consistent fashion.  

However, it is also generally understood that this task cannot be entirely delegated to 

a clerical staff or a full-time data entry specialist—since reliable data entry requires a 

fairly deep understanding of the approval process and the technical aspects of the 

application. Planning administrative coordinators and building plan review staff 

members are in the position of validating original data entry and act as the first-line of 

quality control for data in the AMANDA system. This appears to be in need of 

improvement, as there have been some staff complaints regarding the accuracy of 

inputted data.  

396. Recommendation: Establish and enforce PDRD user standards for 

completeness of AMANDA data entry at input locations. 

 

Some criticisms of the application input process, and the current AMANDA interface 

in particular, have been observed because of its inconsistent "smart" data entry 

capabilities. For instance, if an applicant provides a valid street address, in most cases 

it should not be necessary to manually lookup the watershed ID, school district, 

current zoning, etc. for that property. Requiring users to enter detailed property 

attribute data significantly increases the time requirements for data entry; many data 
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fields should be automatically populated either through GIS layer technology or by a 

database lookup table based on the street address or property ID for an existing parcel. 

This capability should be improved in future updates of AMANDA. 

397. Recommendation: Improve the "smart" data entry capability to the 

AMANDA data input process. 

 

Fee Collection and Integration with AFS3 Cash Management 

At the end of each day's business, collections for application and inspection fees must 

be summed up and entered manually into the City's accounting system. AMANDA 

has the capability of being integrated with the City's accounting software to automate 

this procedure, though it would require the creation of a stored procedure to configure 

this interface. Additionally, implementing this recommendation should include the 

creation of an automated cash reconciliation report to facilitate auditing. 

Implementing this will reduce staff workload by between one and two hours each day. 

(As the City moves toward the utilization of online electronic payments, the 

importance of this recommendation will diminish.) 

398. Recommendation: Provide an automated interface between 

AMANDA and the AFS3 General Ledger, with appropriate audit 

reporting. 

 

AMANDA User Interface 

AMANDA’s user interface is typical of most of the early permit system products 

designed for the Microsoft Windows environment. The data entry forms exploit many 

of the Windows tab and key combinations to enable rapid insertion of data with 

minimal use of the mouse and as few keystrokes as possible.  

In today's Internet browser environment, they are considered to be non-intuitive and 

outmoded. Also, all of AMANDA Version 4s main windows and forms are 

permanently set at 600 x 800 pixels, which was the standard for monitors of the 

1990s. They are small and often difficult to read on contemporary high-resolution 

monitors. Effective use of these early-Windows productivity features generally 

requires either-a naturally computer-savvy individual, extensive training, or 

continuing repetition of use. As with any software product, occasional or less 

proficient users will be less efficient with data entry. 
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399. Recommendation: Supplement training programs for regular 

AMANDA users to include emphasis in the use of keystroke shortcuts and 

other shortcut techniques to improve the efficiency of data entry. 

 

AMANDA Reports 

One of the inherent strengths of AMANDA is its ability to capture timestamp data on 

workflow process events. When analyzed carefully, this data can provide valuable 

information on the performance and timeliness of internal and external review 

agencies. In general, only a few technically proficient staff members are using 

AMANDA's standard and custom reports, along with its ad hoc data lookup 

capabilities, effectively to review the status of applications and analyze longer term 

trends. This is a key issue that relates to our own overall observation that PDRD needs 

to improve management and supervision of many administrative functions. PDRD 

should exploit the capabilities of AMANDA for reporting internal staff and external 

agency performance reporting on a weekly or bi-weekly basis. 

400. Recommendation: Analyze internal staff and external agency 

application review performance and prepare regular reports (or online 

real-time dashboard information) on application review performance.  

401. Recommendation: Prepare and distribute a weekly or bi-weekly 

application review performance report with summary data and a listing of  

problem applications that are not meeting the Department's time of 

approval standards. 

 

AMANDA User Training 

While the CTM has prepared supplemental online training materials for AMANDA, 

the content is considered as being too basic and generic in meeting the PDRD's needs. 

This results in increased support requests, individual training and assistance, and the 

increased potential for data entry errors. 

402. Recommendation: Supplement existing AMANDA training 

materials by creating written or online materials that are more specific to 

the PDRD's specific needs. 
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Integration of Document Management Software with AMANDA 

Under the auspices of the City Clerk's office, PDRD is already using the City's 

enterprise document management software, EDIMS, for creating and disseminating 

public documents such as meeting agendas and minutes. EDIMS is a robust system 

that should serve the City for many years. Information provided by CSDC describes 

AMANDA's capability to integrate with EDIMS. Steps should be taken to implement 

this link with the implementation of AMANDA 6.1  

403. Recommendation: Integrate the future version of AMANDA 6.1 

with the EDIMS document management software. 

 

Remote Access 

PDRD and CTM staff are currently evaluating the AMANDA Mobile module as a 

part of future version upgrades. This module can be installed on laptop computers, 

tablets, or other handheld devices and will be configured to optimize data input by 

inspectors in the field. It should also be configured for more effective printing in the 

field of notices, receipts, and other documents issued by inspectors.  

404. Recommendation: Continue current analysis and planning to deploy 

AMANDA Mobile to inspectors using notebook computers, tablets, or 

other handheld devices.  

405. Recommendation: In conjunction with deployment of AMANDA 

Mobile explore measures to improve capabilities for field printing and online 

issuance of inspection-related documents. 

 

The Future of AMANDA 

CSDCCSDC intends to discontinue providing software updates and patches to 

AMANDA version 4.4. This leaves the City potentially vulnerable to complications 

created by normal upgrades to server software and, more significantly, to future 

upgrades of Microsoft Windows. Issues pertaining to the small AMANDA form sizes 

and many of the other user interface issues earlier described will be resolved when the 

City implements a newer version. 
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CSDC intends to discontinue providing software updates and patches to AMANDA 

version 4.4. If the planned upgrade to Version 6.1 is suspended or delayed too long, 

this would leave the City potentially vulnerable to complications created by normal 

upgrades to server software and, more significantly, to future upgrades of Microsoft 

Windows. Issues pertaining to the small AMANDA form sizes and many of the other 

user interface issues earlier described will also be resolved when the City implements 

a newer version. 

406. Recommendation: CTM and its constituent departments should 

proceed in implementing already formulated plans to upgrade AMANDA 

from version 4.4 to 6.1 

 

Standard reports used by AMANDA version 4.4 will be incompatible with version 

6.1; they will need to be converted from the outdated PowerBuilder environment to 

either Crystal Reports or MicroStrategy. Because Crystal Reports and MicroStrategy 

are web-based tools that function independently from AMANDA it is possible to 

execute the report conversion process immediately, rather than waiting to execute the 

AMANDA update. The PDRD technical staff, with support from CTM, could begin 

the report evaluation and conversion process at any time irrespective of the 

AMANDA switchover timing. This would provide improved performance, 

management reports, and dashboard data to PDRD decision makers (and the public) 

in a timely fashion. 

407. Recommendation: PDRD technical staff, with the support of CTM 

should begin now to evaluate and take steps to replace and supplement 

existing AMANDA reports in the latest Crystal Reports and 

MicroStrategy environments. 

 

CSDC has informally announced the release of AMANDA version 7 in or shortly 

after 2016. This version represents a major evolutionary step from the current version 

4.4 release and (to a lesser degree) version 6.1, which the City is in the early stages of 

implementation. As with Version 6.1, it expected to solve most of the user interface 

navigation problems that were expressed by PDRD staff members in the surveys and 

interviews, but it will not diminish the number of data fields that will require input. 

Because Version 7 represents a lesser degree of evolution of the features to be 

provided in Version 6.1., implementing Version 7 will not result in sacrificing the 

efforts and investment in converting from Version 4.4 to 6.1. AMANDA 7 is also 
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browser and device agnostic so the version or type of desktop/tablet/smartphone will 

become irrelevant going forward. 

The City has invested heavily in AMANDA over the past eight years, and any 

consideration of changing vendors would be expensive--perhaps needlessly in light of 

the City's overall satisfaction with and continued support of CSDC.  Still, over the 

longer term (five or more years from now), it is only the prudent best practice to 

consider emerging cloud-based technology formats, along with alternative enterprise 

system vendors that offer comprehensive packages that include land management, 

permitting, inspections, finance, human resources, and other functions under an 

integrated product family umbrella. However, careful consideration should be given 

to the core strengths of any system is their features relate to the specific needs of the 

City. Any future consideration of an "all-in-one" system should not allow 

compromises in meeting the PDRD's requirements.  

408. Recommendation: Over the next three to five years, the City should 

establish a framework for implementing AMANDA version 7. Over the 

longer term the City should leave the door open to implementing more 

comprehensive, integrated enterprise solution. 

C. ONLINE APPLICATIONS SUBMITTAL 

Overview 

Other chapters of this report describe the concerns with the quality of customer 

service in the City's planning and development review processes. Many of these 

issues arise from the current requirement that customers be physically present at the 

PDRD's intake counters and Permit Center to submit applications, make payments, 

and receive permits. The Internet technology to support online application submittals, 

make payments, and receive permits has been available for over 10 years; and a 

variety of online service capabilities has gradually been implemented by many 

planning/building review agencies throughout the country.  

The PDRD recognized the opportunity to implement online application submittals, 

and with the availability of CSDC's AMANDA Public Portal module, the department 

implemented initial capabilities for online permitting in 2013. Online services are 

available for: 

 Subcontractor mechanical, electrical, plumbing, fire line (sprinkler), or 

irrigation permits that are associated with an approved building permit. 

 "Replacement" permits such as a water heater and small air conditioning units.  
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Observations and Recommendations 

Records in the AMANDA Public Portal indicate that the number of online 

applications has increased gradually month-by-month. Nevertheless, many applicants 

are still not using this service. No efforts have been taken by the PDRD to notify 

applicants of the availability of these capabilities--even to the extent that linkage to 

the Public Portal has been buried in the depths of the City's website.  

409. Recommendation: When the new AMANDA web portal is 

implemented, engage the services of an advertising agency or expansion of 

internal marketing resources to formulate and execute a media campaign 

(newspaper, radio, outdoor advertising. etc.) to promote the use of online 

capabilities as they are implemented. 

 

The current AMANDA Public Portal relies solely on the use of customer escrow 

accounts for permit fee payments. Recognizing the convenience added by accepting 

credit card payments, the PDRD and CTM technical staffs are in the midst of 

expanding AMANDA's online capabilities to include credit card transactions.  

410. Recommendation: Complete the AMANDA Customer Portal II 

upgrade project, which will allow accommodate credit card payments and 

also allow customers to create and better manage their online accounts. 

411. Recommendation: Expand the AMANDA Customer Portal to allow 

online submittal of all planning and development review applications. This 

should include the capability for applicants to upload PDF drawing files 

and subsequent integration with the ProjectDox electronic plan review 

system (see later recommendation). 

D. REDUCING THE RELIANCE ON PAPER 
As with many planning and development review departments in the country, Austin's 

PDRD offices are laden with paper documents, maps, and reports.. Recent 

improvements include an increase in the network digital bandwidth, reductions in cost 

of various types and sizes of document scanners, and the emergence of effective 

document management software. These infrastructure improvements have been 

complemented by the availability of large, high-resolution PC monitors, tablet 

computers with touch-sensitive screens, and portable devices. While the notion of an 

entirely "paperless" office may never be realized in planning offices, there are many 

opportunities to reduce the use of paper. Coupled with improved workflows and 
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software integration, these technologies can assist in streamlining business processes 

and reducing the disorderly appearance of the PDRD offices.  

Observations and Recommendations 

The planning, site plan review, and development review intake counters accept only 

paper drawing submittals, with strict scaling requirements; electronic PDF files are 

not accepted from applicants. The often-used excuse for this position is that the 

applicants' drawing files might contain malware or viruses. Installation and use of 

virus/malware protection, along with other security measures, are available to meet 

CTM's security requirements 

412. Implement secure systems that will enable acceptance of digital 

plan files at all intake counters.  

 

The development review intake counter has established strict standards on the scaling 

of the 11" x 17" drawings received. In our customer review surveys, the scale 

precision requirement has been noted as a hardship by applicants. Since the submitted 

plans are eventually scanned and viewable by PC viewers that allow the reviewer to 

zoom-in and zoom-out to any scale, requirements for scale precision becomes moot as 

long as a scalebar is included on each drawing. 

413. Recommendation: Allow for submittals of various scales and 

consider accepting clearly dimensioned drawings. 

 

To reduce the flow of paper application submittals and drawings, the PDRD has 

initiated implementation of "ProjectDox," a paperless plan review workflow tool 

developed by Avolve Software. Staff members of PDRD and CTM have launched the 

first pilot phases of ProjectDox for selected application types with the intent of 

extending it to all aspects of plan review by mid-2015. Integral with the software 

rollout and training, the technical staff intends to monitor the capability for the 

network to accommodate increased traffic and to optimize PC configurations (chip 

speed, memory, video cards, etc.).  

414. Recommendation: Continue the implementation of the ProjectDox 

online plan review system, making necessary adjustments to hardware as 

needed during the rollout.  
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415. Recommendation: Integrate to online ProjectDox review capability 

with the upgraded AMANDA Customer Portal II to enable a fully 

paperless review process. Once it is implemented and staff is confident 

with its reliability, eliminate all paper-based parallel processes. 

 

As mentioned previously in this section, the City Clerk's Office has implemented 

enterprise document management software (EDIMS) to comply with the City's public 

disclosure requirements for official business. EDIMS is already being used to supply 

online meeting agendas, meeting minutes, and other official documents generated by 

the PDRD. There are also plans to integrate EDIMS with AMANDA's document 

attachment capabilities (see recommendation #9). These measures are using only a 

fraction of EDIMS' capability; over a period of time, all documents, reports, and non-

email correspondence should be added into the EDIMS environment. The phase-in of 

EDIMS as the Department's principal electronic document environment will allow the 

reduction in dependency on the users' "G:Drive" (which is large and disorganized) 

and the overlapping capabilities of Microsoft SharePoint.  

416.  Recommendation: Develop a strategy and work plan to implement 

EDIMS for all PDRD document management functions. Included in this 

scope would be the reduction in dependence on the Department's Network 

Drive and phasing out of overlapping document management 

technologies.  

 

Many of the conference rooms and interior hallways of PDRD's One Texas Center 

(OTC) facility are laden with bookshelves and file cabinets containing old reports and 

documents, which appear to be disorganized and unused. The PDRD has recently 

employed a Records Analyst, who has begun implementing the City’s records 

retention policy. After high-priority document retention/destruction policies are fully 

established, this staff member should establish and implement a plan to discard all 

unneeded documents, reports, and records. 

417. Recommendation: Collaborate with the PDRD Records Analyst to 

implement existing document retention/destruction policies and reduce the 

clutter of old documents and reports found throughout the OTC offices and 

hallways.  
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This report includes numerous recommendations to improve PDRD’s technical 

support and software. As such, we believe there is need for at least one more IT 

support staff.  

418. Recommendation: Add an additional IT support staff to PDRD with 

formalized AMANDA training and certification provided by CSDC or one 

of its partners. 

 

E. GEOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SYSTEMS 

Overview 

All geographic information systems (GIS) activities center on the use of ArcGIS, 

ArcMap, and the related family of products offered by ESRI as described earlier in 

this section. The CTM Department provides hosting and oversees selection and 

procurement of enterprise GIS software. GIS desktop software has been instituted 

within several City departments in addition to PDRD.  

Within PDRD, GIS activities are supported by a GIS team leader and a two-person 

supporting staff. The department's GIS tools include unlimited ESRI desktop licenses 

for ArcGIS/ArcMAP desktop users. Additionally available ESRI ArcGIS extensions 

include Arc Publisher, 3D Analyst, Spatial Analyst, ArcScene, and CityEngine (used 

for 3D renderings for proposed development projects). In short, the City's overall 

relationship with ESRI provides PDRD and other departments with an abundance of 

tools.  

The PDRD's GIS team responsibilities include the following 

 Providing technical support for the the Department, particularly the 15 to 20 

PDRD planners who regularly use GIS software in their routine activities. 

 Maintaining 15 to 20 active GIS mapping layers, which are used within the 

department and by other city agencies.  

 Compiling and maintaining and mapping current land use (appraisal), 

neighborhood planning, and future land use information..  

 Collaborating with CTM to update the city's Internet-based "Development Web 

Map." 
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Observation and Recommendation 

The PDRD GIS staff has observed that the CTM's GIS personnel are spread thinly, 

and that some of their enterprise and PDRD support projects are routinely behind 

schedule or have yet to start. Additionally, CTM has indicated that they wish to 

transfer some of their responsibilities for development and support to PDRD. 

Additional departmental GIS resources will also be needed to support future 

AMANDA upgrades. 

419. Recommendation: Expand the PDRD GIS staff by two persons over 

the next three years.  

 

It should be noted that, even though an extensive array of mapping, graphics, spatial 

analysis, and 3D visualization tools have been made available; the use of these tools 

within PDRD could be expanded. For example, ESRI's CityEngine is a powerful, 

though resource intensive, web based tool that could be employed for detailed 

before/after 3D visualization of proposed projects. It could be routinely deployed for 

use by elected officials, PDRD staff, neighborhood groups, and the public-at-large to 

evaluate the visual impact of a proposed development project 

420. Recommendation: Provide greater awareness regarding the 

availability and use of GIS, 3D visualization, and graphics software tools 

to PDRD staff members as a part of the group's responsibility in 

promoting GIS usage, supporting GIS systems, maintaining the General 

Plan, and updating neighborhood or special sector-plans. 

 

A GIS technical staff member is responsible for manually maintaining the existing 

land use layer, based on data provided by the counties' appraisal offices. This is a time 

consuming task, and opportunities may exist to automate portions of this task through 

linkage with the AMANDA permitting system. Issuance of a Certificate of 

Occupancy or Site Plan Change should provide notification of potential land use 

change. An automatic linking of land use(s) cited in a CO or Site Plan to the affected 

parcel's land use code could reduce maintenance and enhance data reliability.  

421. Recommendation: Investigate and implement measures to automate 

maintenance of existing land use data through linkage to AMANDA events 

such as Certificate of Occupancy issuance or Site Plan Change approvals. 
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The PDRD GIS staff is currently collaborating with CTM to replace the existing web-

based "Development Web Map" software. This system provides a rich, browser-based 

mapping capability to City staff, to Austin residents, and to the world. The high-

performance system renders land use, zoning, parcel, neighborhood, street, 

stormwater, and natural resource overlays. The overlying limitation to this system is 

that it was developed using the Microsoft "Silverlight" presentation platform, which is 

a plug-in available to several commonly used browsers. The Silverlight viewer allows 

users to navigate on a web-based map, select layers to view, and zoom-in or zoom-out 

to any geographic area in a near-seamless manner. Unfortunately, Silverlight is not 

compatible with all Internet browsers--particularly those used by Apple Macintoshes, 

iPads, and other mobile devices. The CTM Department's GIS staff has initiated a 

project to replace the current system with software based on "GeoCortex Essentials," 

by Latitude Geographics. When completed, this system will support both Silverlight 

and HTML5 viewer capabilities.  

422. Recommendation: Continue current collaboration activities with 

CTM to update to Development Web Map software such as ArcGIS 

Online and GeoCortex, that will allow online GIS mapping to be 

compatible with all desktop browsers, tablets, and other mobile devices. 

 

In a somewhat related issue, AMANDA 4.4's integrated GIS interface capability is 

based on ESRI's legacy MapObjects client-server environment. MapObjects is no 

longer sold or supported by ESRI, so any GIS capabilities still being used by the 

City's implementation of AMANDA could be considered unstable and at risk. 

AMANDA's later, browse-based versions provide direct, near-seamless linkage to a 

"thin-client" GIS map rendering environment. This will allow Internet users to 

perform map based inquiries on permit status, application histories, inspections, and 

other permit or licensing data. 

423. Recommendation: In implementing AMANDA 6.1, support CTM in 

providing direct, two-way linkage between AMANDA and the updated 

GeoCortex GIS viewer. 
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F. DESKTOP COMPUTING ENVIRONMENT 

Overview 

The desktop office automation software (word processing, spreadsheet, email, and 

presentation software) for the Planning and Development Review Department is 

based on Microsoft Office 2010, described earlier. Microsoft Outlook's calendar 

management feature is used by staff for scheduling conference rooms (which are in 

short supply). There have been no issues or complaints issued in the use of MS 

Office, as it has become a worldwide standard for routine office functions. Internet 

Explorer is the standard browser. The capabilities of desktop units and monitors 

appear to be well matched with the software used. Users of software that requires 

greater processing power or memory (such as GIS or engineering applications) have 

been usually assigned higher performance computers. 

Observations and Recommendations 

Several planners and their managers in the Comprehensive Planning Division have 

complained of their inability to acquire the Adobe Creative Suite software package 

(current version is now called Adobe Creative Cloud). Planners have been provided a 

single, outdated version that must be shared. Elements of the Adobe package include 

InDesign, Photoshop, Illustrator, and Acrobat; they are considered as the "gold 

standard" for graphic design and a fundamental toolset for planners everywhere. 

Many of the planners in the City of Austin have gained proficiency with Adobe 

software, either in college or with previous employers--only to be restrained or 

withheld from access in the City.  

The unavailability of a current version of Adobe InDesign has also hampered the 

CodeNext project; the consulting team must convert and submit project work to the 

City using an older, outdated file format in order for it to be opened and printed out by 

City Staff. 

424. Recommendation: Obtain additional copies, as required by staff, of 

the latest version of Adobe Creative Suite. 

 

G. APPLICATION INTAKE QUEUE MANAGEMENT 

Overview 

PDRD operates three application intake counters (Residential and Commercial 

Planning Review, Inspections, and Land Use Review). In addition, it operates a 
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counter for permit pickups, which is called the "Permit Center." With the exception of 

Planning (which experiences low-volume traffic), these customer service venues 

conduct high volumes of business throughout the day. To facilitate customer service, 

PDRD collaborated with CTM to create an Oracle-based queue management system. 

As applicants enter any of the venues, they are checked-in by a receptionist and 

placed in an appropriate line. Computer monitors are prominently placed in the 

waiting areas, so that customers can see their position in line. Additionally, the system 

has been expanded to optionally generate and transmit text messages to customers 

when their position in line becomes low enough that they can anticipate their turn for 

service. In seeing this information on their smart phones, customers are assured that 

they are being fairly treated in a consistent manner; this helps to reduce frustration--

and even physical conflict--that is often associated with abnormally long wait times. 

This computerized system, informally called "Customer Wait," was originally 

developed internally by CTM staff using the Oracle Forms "rapid application 

development" environment, which was a comparable product to SAP's PowerBuilder. 

It has been updated as a thin-client, browser based application. Wait times for the 

Permit Center can also be viewed by the public on the City's website. PDRD analysts 

and CTM programmers should be commended for producing an effective software 

solution, one which rivals and even exceeds some of the high-priced package 

applications that are available in the marketplace.  

Observations and Recommendations 

While the Customer Wait application is reliable and collects detailed time-stamp 

information on the various stages of customer service, the data captured by this 

system could be better used in the analysis of service wait time issues and PDRD 

service staff assignments. 

425. Recommendation: Use Crystal Reports or MicroStrategy software to 

generate detailed statistical reports on customer wait times. These reports 

should include graphs that indicate statistics such as time-of-day, 

mean/mode, moving average, and similar analytic statistics. 

 

The 42" monitor in the main Permit Center's compact waiting room has been 

programmed to provide Customer Wait queuing system status information. It also has 

been configured to include, as an inset on the monitor, live stream video feeds of City 

public information, or alternatively, real time Bloomberg financial news streams with 

audio (as a gesture intended for entertaining customers during their two- to three-hour 

wait times). During our observations in the Permit Center, this monitor has 

consistently failed; instead, it has displayed blank screens or error messages. The 
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failure of this highly visible system reinforces to applicants the notion the PDRD's 

application and permitting processes are broken and that the department holds its 

customers in low esteem.  

426. Recommendation: Either fix or eliminate the live stream video feed 

on the monitor in the south wall of the Permit Center's waiting area. An 

easy to implement alternative to this would to replace it with a 

conventional TV that is tuned to a selected cable news or financial 

channel. 

 

H. WEB SITE 

Overview 

Web Sites have become an essential part of government departments communicating 

with their citizens and increasing efficiency of operations. Table 83 shows a list of 

items that we believe should be included in any planning and development 

department's web site and a record of the ones that could be found on the City of 

Austin PDRD's web pages. In general, the complement of generally recommended 

content is present. 

Table 83 

Austin Planning and Development Review Web Site Features 

Features 

On the PDRD's Web Site 

Yes No 

Overview description of department X  

Main phone number X  

Automated email contact feature X  

Organization chart X  
Staff names, titles, direct phone lines and email 
addresses  X 
Direct phone lines and email addresses of 
specific customer service sub-units X  

Pictures of staff  X 

General Plan X  

Community Plans X (partial)  
Special Purpose Plans  X 
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Features 

On the PDRD's Web Site 

Yes No 
Ordinances (or links to ordinances) X (hosted by Municode)  

Descriptions of review and approval processes X  

Approval process flow charts  X 

Applications and forms X  

Tracking of permits X  

Various GIS maps including the Zoning Map X  
Online application ability X (partial)  

Ordering plans, ordinances, handouts X  

Use of credit cards  X (to be implemented) 

PLANNING COMMISSION 

General description X  

Name of members  X 

Meeting dates X  

Agendas X  

Staff reports X  

Minutes X  
Same information for other boards and 
committees X  
 

As discussed in the portion of the chapter describing enterprise information systems, 

most of the City of Austin's various departmental websites rely on a the Drupal 

content management system (CMS) hosted by CTM. The PDRD content is presented 

as a subset to the City's austintexas.gov website. As is customary in a CMS-type web 

site, there is a standard appearance and user interface for the entire enterprise 

(county), but the content of each department is the responsibility of the various 

departments. What appears in the PDRD's web pages is its own responsibility. 

Observations and Recommendations 

While the PDRD website contains most of the materials that we generally 

recommend, a substantial amount of this is hard to find and appears disorganized. The 

links are non-intuitive to most public users, and many PDRD customers surveyed had 

negative comments regarding the website. In our own evaluation and testing, for 

example, the only way to find content relating to the Planning Commission was to 

perform a Google search. 
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427. Recommendation: Reorganize the PDRD website to improve the 

intuitiveness of links to its abundant content.  

 

There appears to be a lack of formal procedures and responsibilities for keeping the 

web site up to date and exploring expansion opportunities. This responsibility should 

likely rest with the Department's Public Information Officer's staff, but recent requests 

by the PIO to hire a person to oversee PDRD's web content have not been approved in 

the budget. Additionally, it would be appropriate to conduct regular public 

information sessions to solicit citizens' ideas for types of web content to be provided 

and for types of business processes that could be conducted via the AMANDA portal. 

428. Recommendation: Designate a qualified person to oversee the 

PDRD's web content, design, and portal transactions. 

 

In recent months, at the request of the PDRD's public information officer (PIO) the 

resources of the citywide public information department were employed to perform a 

detailed technical evaluation of the department's web content. This study uncovered 

233 detailed recommendations and corrections--such as fixing broken links, 

correcting misspellings, and improving ADA accessibility compliance. Our estimate 

is that it would take between 80 and 160 hours to implement these corrections. 

429. Recommendation: Implement the corrections to the PDRD's 

website, as recommended by the City's public information staff. If a 

qualified staff member is not available to do this work, engage the 

temporary services of an outside contractor. 

 

I. TELEPHONE SYSTEM 

Overview 

The PDRD telephones have been recently updated to the Avaya I.P. system, which is 

the latest technology. It was reported that, from a technical standpoint, the changeover 

went smoothly.  
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Observations and Recommendations 

While training was provided when the new desksets were installed, many of the 

system's advanced features are not being commonly used. For instance, we noted that 

many staff members were barely able to transfer calls, initiate conference calls, or 

implement call forwarding. 

430. Recommendation: Continue to provide telephone system training, 

and provide a convenient online reference for the most commonly used 

functions such as transferring calls, conference calls, and call forwarding. 

 

In an attempt to assure that all incoming calls are answered by a staff person (and not 

reverted into voicemail) The department has implemented a "phone tree" process that 

automatically forwards calls from unanswered phones to others within a defined "hunt 

group" until the call is answered. Calls are rolled over to other hunt group telephones 

randomly, in order to fairly share answering duties. Technically, this system performs 

correctly, and adjustments to hunt groups are being made. Nevertheless, issues of 

misdirected calls have been reported, especially with regard to calls forwarded to 

PDRD staff through the City's 3-1-1 Center. This results in the call being answered by 

a staff person that is unable to respond effectively to the caller's need--and is often 

unable to transfer the call to the right person. The incidence of this issue is likely to 

diminish with continued use and minor adjustments.  

431. Recommendation: Monitor the effectiveness of the "phone tree" 

system over time and make adjustments if necessary. 

 

Technology is now available to provide reliable machine transcription, with email text 

forwarding, of all voicemail. When implemented, this provides substantial time 

savings in voicemail management, improves documentation, and makes it easier to 

forward messages to others.  

432. Recommendation: Implement automated voicemail-to-text 

transcription with forwarding of voicemail texts to email. 



 

Austin, Texas 457 Zucker Systems 

XV. BENCHMARK SURVEY 

A. OVERVIEW 
A benchmark survey was sent to 12 communities with responses from 10 

communities. The detailed results are shown in Appendix G.  

The cities and communities were emailed the questionnaire shown in Appendix G and 

were contacted on several occasions to encourage a response. Data for cities or 

communities responded by the date of the draft report is shown in Appendix G.   

Benchmarking can be an effective tool for helping organizations improve and we 

always encourage clients to visit other cities. However, true benchmarking requires a 

considerable amount of time and resources that could not be accommodated in this 

current study. Our experience with benchmarking using mail and telephone is mixed. 

It tends to have the following problems: 

 It is difficult to get cities to respond. Everyone is busy and the city may not keep 

the kind of data requested;  

 There is no independent verification of the data received. Even when we are doing 

a detailed study for a city, it is not unusual that data furnished to us is inaccurate; 

and  

 In a multi-function study such as Austin’s, benchmark data cuts across numerous 

departments or divisions, further complicating data collection.  

In order to attempt to compensate for the above issues, we tried to simplify the 

benchmark parameters to make response as easy as possible. We should also point out 

that this study itself is, in effect, based on benchmark information. Zucker Systems 

has worked with some 170 cities and counties in 31 states on their permitting systems 

and has used this storehouse of data in our analysis and recommendations.  

B. LARGE COMMUNITIES 
The large communities included Austin; Columbus, OH; Charlotte, NC; Dallas, TX; 

Fort Worth, TX; Nashville, TN; Portland, OR; and San Antonio, TX. All but 

Charlotte responded. Features and our observations are as follows: 

 5. Population: Ranged from a low of 583,776 in Portland to a high of 1,409 

million in San Antonio. The average was 895,509, almost the same as Austin’s 

population of 886,400.  

 6. Building Valuation: Ranged from a low of 1.8 billion for Columbus and 

Nashville to a high of 3.2 million in Dallas. Austin’s valuation of 3.7 billion 

was the highest of all.  
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 7. Discretionary Applications: We feel the responses for this category are not 

reliable.  

 8. Zoning Cases: Ranged from a low of 155 in Nashville to a high of 381 in 

Columbus. The average was 250 compared to Austin at 217. 

 9. New Single Family Applications: Ranged from a low of 750 in Nashville 

to a high of 1,982 in San Antonio. The average was 1,604 compared to Austin 

at 3,280 which was much higher than any of the other cities.  

 10. New Commercial Building Applications: Ranged from a low of 513 in 

Dallas to a high of 7,000 in Nashville (this data for Nashville could reflect a 

terminology issue). Excluding Nashville, the average was 658 compared to 

Austin’s 280. Data in this category may or may not be reliable. To the extent it 

is, it would indicate that Austin’s commercial sector may lag vs. the others. 

However, given Austin’s high valuation, it could be an indication that Austin’s 

commercial projects are larger.  

 11. Performance Standards Cut In Half For Cycles: Columbus and San 

Antonio each indicate a yes to this question. Interestingly, both are former 

clients of Zucker Systems. Austin’s cycles are not cut in half but are 

recommended in this study to do so.  

 12. Annual Amendments to Land Development or UDC: Ranges from a low 

of 0 in Fort Worth to 20 in Nashville which is the same as 20 in Austin. The 

average is 7.  

 13. Interpretation Manuals for Building Code: All but Nashville have 

interpretation manuals which is also the case in Austin. 

 13. Interpretation Manuals for Zoning Code: Four communities have 

Zoning interpretation manuals three do not. Austin did not answer this 

question. 

 13. Interpretation Manuals for Engineering Standards: Columbus, Fort 

Worth, and San Antonio have manuals. Austin and the others do not have such 

a manual. 

 14. Appealable Administrative Conditions: True for all cities including 

Austin. 

 15. Commercial Design Standards: Austin and all others except Dallas have 

commercial design standards. Dallas has some in selected areas. 

 16. First Plan review for Commercial: Low of 7 days in Fort Worth, high of 

35 days in San Antonio. Average is 23 compared to Austin at 21.  

 17. Second Check for Commercial: Ranges from 30 days in Columbus to 7 

days in Fort Worth. Austin is 14 days.  
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 18. Single Family First Check: Austin is high at 14 day. The average is 5 

days with Nashville being the same day.   

 19. Single Family Second Check: Austin is high at 14 days. Columbus and 

Fort Worth are 7 days, and San Antonio is one day.  

 20. Average Number of Inspections Per Day Per Inspector: Austin ranges 

from 19.6 commercial to 28.9 residential. The average for the others is 14 with 

a low of 12 in Columbus to a high of 15 in San Antonio.  Care must be taken in 

interpreting this data. In our experience, different communities count 

inspections in different ways.  

 21. Combination Inspectors: Austin and all others use combination inspectors 

except for Dallas.  

 22. Plans Examiners and Inspectors Required to Be Certified: Austin 

requires certification for inspectors but not for plans examiners. All the other 

communities except for Dallas require certification.  

 23. Impervious Cover Regulation: All like Austin require regulation. Dallas 

and Portland have regulations only in selected areas.   

 24. Tree Preservation: All like Austin have tree preservation 

 25. On Site Water Quality Treatment: All like Austin require treatment. 

Dallas did not answer this question. 

 26. Massing and Scale of Single Family: Like Austin, Columbus, Nashville, 

Portland, and San Antonio have such regulations. Dallas, and Fort Worth do 

not.  

 27. Staff Waivers for Minor Zoning Issues: Austin, along with Fort Worth 

and San Antonio have such authority, the other do not.  

 28. Engineering Standards for Infrastructure: All including Austin have 

such standards.  

 29. Number of Days for Site Plan First Check: Austin is high at 28 days. 

San Antonio is low at 8 days. The average is 12 days. 

 30. Number of Days for Site Plan Second Check: Austin at 14 days is about 

average. The low is 6 days in Columbus.  

 31. Site Plans Separate Rather Than Part of Building Permit Process: 

They are separate process in Austin but site plan review is part of the Building 

Permit in all the other cities.  

 33. Subdivisions, Time From Application to Recording: Austin at 6 months 

is about average. Columbus is low at 3 months and Dallas is high at 24 to 36 

months. 
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 34. Public Improvements Required Prior to Recording: Required or bonded 

in all.  

 35. Number of Subdivision Plats Approved Administratively: Austin is 

108. Columbus is low with zero, San Antonio is high at 217.  

 36. Number of Subdivisions Per Year: Austin at 269 is about in the middle 

with a low of 20 in Columbus and a high of 431 in San Antonio. 

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Building: Austin is low at 66%, the 

average is 90%. 

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Engineering: Austin is 9%, Columbus 

is low at 1%, San Antonio 13% and Fort Worth and Portland 100%.  

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Planning: Austin is low at 2%. Fort 

Worth is high at 100%. The average is 40%. We note that Zucker Systems 

prepared the Fort Worth fee study.  

 38. Are Fees Isolated: Austin fees go to the General Fund as do Fort Worth 

and Nashville. Columbus, Dallas, Portland, and San Antonio fees are isolated. 

 39. Phone Call and Email Policy: Austin and most others are 24 hours. 

Columbus, Dallas, and Nashville have no policy.  

 40. Communication to Customers with Newsletters: Austin and all others 

use newsletters with no answer from Columbus 

 40. Communication to Customers with Brochures: Austin does not use 

brochures but Dallas, Fort Worth, Portland, and San Antonio do.  

 40. Communication to Customers via Social Media: Only Nashville and San 

Antonio do but Austin does have a Facebook page.   

 40. Communication to Customers via the Web: Austin and all other use the 

Web. 

 40. Communication to Customers via Monthly Meetings: Austin does not 

but all the others do.  

 40. Communication to Customers With Press Releases: Austin and all 

others except Columbus use press releases.  

 41. Communication to employees  with Newsletters: Austin and all others 

use newsletters with no answer from Columbus 

 41. Communication to employees with Brochures: Only Fort Worth uses 

brochures.  

 41. Communication to employees via Social Media: Only Nashville uses 

social media. 
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 41. Communication to employees via the Web: Austin and all other use the 

Web. 

 41. Communication to employees via Monthly Meetings: All but Austin use 

monthly meetings. PDRD does have an all employee meeting twice a year.  

 41. Communication to employees With Press Releases: Austin and Fort 

Worth use press releases.  

 42. Staff for the Development and Permitting Process: We believe this data 

is not reliable.  

 43. and 44.  Third Party Vendors for Building: Austin and most cities do not 

use third party vendors for building except for Dallas (Green Building only) 

and Fort Worth (90% residential and 10% commercial).  

 43 and 44. Third Party Vendors for Engineering/Site Plans: Austin and 

most cities do not except for Fort Worth. 

 43 and 44. Third Party Vendors for Subdivisions: Austin and none of the 

cities use third party vendors for subdivisions.  

 45. Expedited Processes for Building: Austin and all others have expediting 

for building except Nashville. 

 45. Expedited Processes for Engineering: Austin does not but Dallas, Fort 

Worth and San Antonio do.  

 45. Expedited Processes for Subdivisions: Austin does not but Dallas, Fort 

Worth and San Antonio do.  

 46. Integrated Departments: Austin has 15 functions in one department. The 

average of the other cities is 12. Fort Worth is low at 5 and Dallas is high with 

18 functions.  

 47. Plans Submitted Over The Internet: Currently not available in Austin 

but it is being worked on. It is available in Nashville and is being worked on in 

five other cities. 

 48. On-line Permit Tracking: Austin and all others have this feature. 

 49. Electronic Plan review: Only Dallas and San Antonio have this feature. 

 50. Software: Austin is AMANDA: Others Blue Beam, Brava, MPermitNow, 

and Onbase E.  

Items of particular interest for Austin from the large cities included: 

 6. Austin had the highest building valuation of all the cities; 

 9. Austin’s single family development at 3280 was the highest of all cities; 

 18. 19. Austin’s first and second plan review time for residential at 14 days is 

the highest; 



 

Austin, Texas 462 Zucker Systems 

 22. Certification for plan reviewers is not required in Austin but is in the other 

cities;  

 29. First site plan review time, Austin is the highest at 28 days with an average 

of 12 day; 

 31. Site plan review in Austin is a separate process while in the other cities it is 

part of the building permit process;  

 45. Three of the cities have expedited processes for engineering and 

subdivisions. 

 47 – 50. Internet Plans and Plan review are being worked on by all the cities.  

C. SMALL COMMUNITIES 
The small communities included Boulder, Carrollton, Plano, Round Rock and San 

Marcos. All but Carrollton and Plano responded. Small communities have the 

opportunity to function differently than large communities and this the comparisons 

tend to be less valuable for large cities. However, Round Rock and Sam Marcus may 

have some value since they are in the same market area as Austin. Features and our 

observations are as follows: 

 5. Population: The average was 85,688 compared to Austin population of 

886,400.  

 6. Building Valuation: Ranged from a low of 1.5 billion for San Marcus and 

to a high of 44 million in Dallas. Austin’s valuation of 3.7 billion was the 

highest of all.  

 7. Discretionary Applications: The average was 43 compared to Austin at 

799.  

 8. Zoning Cases: Ranged from a low of 9 in San Marcos to a high of 60 in 

Boulder compared to Austin at 217. 

 9. New Single Family Applications: Ranged from a low of 89 in Boulder to a 

high of 275 in San Marcos compared to Austin at 3,280.  

 10. New Commercial Building Applications: Ranged from a low of 8 in 

Boulder to a high of 231 in Round Rock compared to 280 in Austin.  

 11. Performance Standards Cut In Half For Cycles: Neither Austin or the 

comparable small communities cut second cycle times in half. 

 12. Annual Amendments to Land Development or UDC: Ranges from a low 

of 3 in Boulder and Round Rock to 4 in San Marcos compared to 20 in Austin.  

 13. Interpretation Manuals for Building Code: Only Boulder, like Austin 

has interpretation manuals for building.  
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 13. Interpretation Manuals for Zoning Code: Only Boulder has 

interpretation manuals for the zoning code. 

 13. Interpretation Manuals for Engineering Standards: Both Boulder, 

Austin, and San Marcos have interpretation manuals.  

 14. Appealable Administrative Conditions: True for Boulder and Round 

Rock as well as Austin;  

 15. Commercial Design Standards: Austin and all others have commercial 

design standards. 

 16. First Plan review for Commercial: Low of 7 days in San Marcos, high of 

26 days in Boulder and Round Rock compared to Austin at 21.  

 17. Second Check for Commercial: No second check is required in Round 

Rock with Boulder at 7-12 and San Marcos 5 to 7.  Austin is 14 days.  

 18. Single Family First Check: San Marcos is low at 4 days, Round Rock is 

7, Boulder at 26 compared to Austin at 14. Both Boulder and Austin likely 

have more requirements than the other cities.  

 19. Single Family Second Check: San Marcos is low at 4 days, Boulder at 7-

12 compared to Austin at 14. Round Rock does not have a second check. 

 20. Average Number of Inspections Per Day Per Inspector: Austin ranges 

from 19.6 commercial and 28.9 residential. The average for the others is 16. 

Care must be taken in interpreting this data. In our experience, different 

communities count inspections in different ways.  

 21. Combination Inspectors: Austin and all others use combination 

inspectors.  

 22. Plans Examiners and Inspectors Required to Be Certified: Austin 

requires certification for inspectors but not for plans examiners. All the other 

communities except for Round Rock require certification.  

 23. Impervious Cover Regulation: All like Austin require regulation.  

 24. Tree Preservation: All like Austin have tree preservation 

 25. On Site Water Quality Treatment: Only San Marcos like Austin require 

treatment.  

 26. Massing and Scale of Single Family: Like Austin, Boulder and Round 

Rock have such regulations. San Marcos does not.  

 27. Staff Waivers for Minor Zoning Issues: All like Austin have this 

provision. San Marcos has an interesting provision allowing 10% for Directors.  

 28. Engineering Standards for Infrastructure: All including Austin have 

such standards.  
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 29. Number of Days for Site Plan First Check: Austin is high at 28 days. 

San Marcos is low at 10 days, Round Rock at 15 days and Boulder at 21 days. 

 30. Number of Days for Site Plan Second Check: Austin is at 28 days. San 

Marcos is low at 10 days, Round Rock at 15 days and Boulder at 15 days 

 31. Site Plans Separate Rather Than Part of Building Permit Process: 

They are separate process in Austin, Round Rock and San Marcos but part of 

the Building Permit in Boulder. 

 33. Subdivisions, Time From Application to Recording: Austin is up to 6 

months. San Marcos is low at 45 day and Boulder is 90-180 days. 

 34. Public Improvements Required Prior to Recording: Required in all or 

bonded.  

 35. Number of Subdivision Plats Approved Administratively: Austin is 

108. Round Rock is low with zero, Boulder 5-10 and San Marcos 25.  

 36. Number of Subdivisions Per Year: Austin at 269 is higher than the three 

communities combined with Boulder 5-10, Round Rock 35-60 and San Marcos 

40.  

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Building: Only Boulder responded at 

100%, Austin is at 66%.  

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Engineering: Only Boulder responded 

at 50%, Austin is at 66%. 

 37. Percent of Budget From Fees for Planning: Only Boulder responded at 

50%, Austin is at 2%. 

 38. Are Fees Isolated: Austin fees go to the General Fund as do San Marcos. 

The other two cities are isolated. 

 39. Phone Call and Email Policy: Austin and all others are 24 hours.  

 40. Communication to Customers with Newsletters: Austin and all others 

use newsletters.  

 40. Communication to Customers with Brochures: Austin does not use 

brochures but Boulder does.  

 40. Communication to Customers via Social Media: Austin does not use 

social media but Boulder and Round Rock do.  

 40. Communication to Customers via the Web: Austin and all other use the 

Web. 

 40. Communication to Customers via Monthly Meetings: Austin does not 

but Boulder does.   
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 40. Communication to Customers With Press. Releases: Austin and all 

others except Round Rock use press releases.  

 41. Communication to Employees with Newsletters: Austin and Round 

Rock use newsletters.  

 41. Communication to Employees with Brochures: None use brochures. 

 41. Communication to Employees via Social Media: Only Boulder does. 

 41. Communication to Employees via the Web: Austin and Boulder do. 

 41. Communication to Employees via Monthly Meetings: Austin does not 

but all others do.  PDRD does have an all employee meeting twice a year.  

 41. Communication to Employees With Press. Releases: Only Austin and 

boulder do.   

 42. Staff for the Development and Permitting Process: We believe this data 

is not reliable.  

 43. and 44.  Third Party Vendors for Building: Austin, Boulder and San 

Marcos do not but Round Rock does, <5%.  

 43 and 44. Third Party Vendors for Engineering/Site Plans: Austin, and the 

three cities do not.   

 43 and 44. Third Party Vendors for Subdivisions: Austin, Boulder and San 

Marcos do not but Round Rock does, <5%. 

 45. Expedited Processes for Building: Only Austin does.  

 45. Expedited Processes for Engineering: None, including Austin do. 

 45. Expedited Processes for Subdivisions: None, including Austin do.  

 46. Integrated Departments: Austin has 15 functions in one department. The 

average of the other cities is also 15.  

 47. Plans Submitted Over The Internet: Currently not available in Austin 

but it is being worked on. It is available in San Marcos and is being worked on 

in Boulder. 

 48. On-line Permit Tracking: Austin and all others have this feature. 

 49. Electronic Plan review: Only San Marcos had this feature. 

 50. Software: Austin is AMANDA: Others Blue Beam, and MyPermitNow.  

Items of particular interest for Austin from the small cities included: 

 Although normally small cities perform better than large cities, Austin 

compares favorably with these cities in many categories.  

 27. Waivers: San Marcos allows 10% by the Director. 
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 29. And 30:  Austin clearly takes the longest for site plan first and second 

check. 
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XVI. BOARDS AND COMMISSIONS 

A. PROFILE 
PDRD provides support to ten boards and commissions as well as certain City 

Council or Commission appointed subcommittees. Best practices communities have 

tended to reduce the number of boards and commissions but the opposite approach 

has been used in Austin. Figure 42 illustrates the numbers boards and commissions in 

Austin during the work on this study. However, in preparation for the new City 

Council some of these appear to be changing. One change that will evidently be made 

is referring to these groups as Commissions rather some as Boards and others as 

Commissions. We are supportive of that approach. 

Figure 42 

Austin Boards and Commissions 
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The Boards and Commissions may change when the reorganized government and 

City Council are in place. There has been some discussion about reducing the 

numbers or merging some of these. We would be supportive of that approach. 

Possible mergers could be the Plumbing, Solar and Electrical Board. 

433. Recommendation: Consider reducing the number of Boards and 

Commissions.  

 

Under the reorganization it is possible that membership could be increased to 11 

members each. Generally we find this number to be too high for a well operation 

committee.  

434. Recommendation: The size of membership on Boards and 

Commissions should be kept to 5 or 7 members each.  

 

All Boards and Commissions should undergo training when first appointed as well as 

an annual training up-date. Training should include clearly identifying the limits of 

authority.  

435. Recommendation: All Board and Commission members should 

undergo training when first appointed as well as an annual training 

session.  

 

B. POSITIVE FINDINGS 
 The City requires the Boards and Commissions to publish an Annual Report 

that summarizes the activities of the Board or Commission during the previous 

year.  

 Boards and Commissions publish their By-Laws along with their Rules and 

Procedures on the City Web-site.  
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C. BOARD OF ADJUSTMENT/SIGN REVIEW BOARD  

Overview 

The BOA is authorized by Article 2, §2-1-111 of the City’s Code of Ordinances. It is 

a seven-member (7) Board consisting of Members who serve two-year, staggered 

terms.  

The BOA hears requests for zoning variance requirements, airport zoning regulations, 

certain signage regulations and special exceptions. The Board also hears and decides 

appeals on Administrative Use Decisions made by staff in the Current Planning 

Division.  

Meetings are held on the second Monday of each month, at 5:30 pm. Special 

Meetings are also held to discuss administrative processes and other matters. A 

review of a sampling of these Special Meeting agendas revealed that the Law Dept. is 

currently drafting a BOA Guide Book, which is good.  

We reviewed a sampling of the Agendas, which are posted online, and found that they 

contained special exception and signage variances, as well as a significant volume of 

variance requests. There were no Use Determination Appeals on the Agendas for the 

last several months, which staff indicated is the norm, as very few appeals are heard 

annually.  

Agendas are full, however Staff indicated that special meetings are scheduled when 

deemed necessary to accommodate special projects and peaks in activity. Minutes are 

up-to-date and presented as a summary (e.g., motion, voting). They are posted online 

along with video recordings of meetings, both of which are consistent with best 

practice. The July 2014 Minutes provided a tally of all cases and decisions made to 

date, which is an excellent resource. 

BOA Bylaws and procedural rules, meeting dates and schedules, and staff supporting 

the Board are posted online along with BOA member contact information, which is 

also a best practice.  

The Chair of the Board does a good job in ensuring the meetings are run efficiently 

and in accordance with the established procedures and by-laws. The city provides 

staff support from the Planning and Development Review Department and City 

Attorney’s Office.  

Annual Internal Review Report 

An Annual Internal Review Report is prepared for the BOA that provides an overview 

of the Board’s efforts and accomplishments in supporting/fulfilling its mission and 

charge, which is excellent. This report is posted online on the City’s website. 
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Joint Study Sessions with City Council 

Interviewees indicated that the BOA does not meet jointly with City Council at 

regular intervals to ensure that the Council and BOA are in alignment and discuss and 

resolve policy issues. This will be particularly important with the new City Council 

under the reorganized government. It is also essential that clear lines of authority be 

established.  

436. Recommendation: The City Manager and the Development Services 

Manager for the Current Planning Division should schedule bi-annual joint 

study session meetings between the BOA and the City Council.  

 

Process Issues 

Reviewing past agendas reveals that most meetings have a significant number of 

requests to postpone agenda items. These postponements are typically at the 

applicant’s request in order to provide them with additional time to address either 

previous comments from Board members or comments that have been voiced by 

interested neighbors. However, in some cases items are postponed because staff failed 

to adhere to the minimum public noticing requirements established by the Code. 

These staff generated postponements can have a significant impact on applicants and 

other interested parties who have arranged their schedules to attend the advertised 

meetings. The process to assure the proper noticing of public meetings needs to be 

closely monitored for compliance in order to avoid inconveniencing the public and 

undermining the City’s credibility. 

437. Recommendation: Staff assigned to support the Board of 

Adjustments/Sign Review Board should establish monitoring points to 

ensure that public notices are being properly processed. As part of this 

increase the supervision and training for this function. 

 

Training 

We received feedback that additional specialized training is needed for new BOA 

members and that on-going training is needed for existing members, so that they more 

fully understand the various application processes under their purview and the scope 

of review associated with each.  
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See our training recommendation under the Planning Commission and Zoning and 

Platting Commission heading, below. 

 

Key Issues 

The Chair of this Committee indicated that he was displeased with the level of staff 

support the Board was receiving. A review of recent Board agendas and viewing the 

video of one of their meeting indicated that many items of the agenda had to be 

postponed because they either failed to notify all of the required neighbors or they 

failed to get the notices out on time. In addition, there is no technical review of the 

applications by planning staff so frequently the applications have major deficiencies 

that the Board members feel they have to identify while performing a plan review 

during the open meeting. There is a general belief that the role of the Board has 

become to grant variances as a way to compensate for staff errors regardless of 

whether the circumstances actually support granting a variance. The Chair also states 

that frequently the application fails to cover all of the items that the applicant will 

eventually need to have approved before they can build. This seems to be the 

antithesis of what the DAC was created to address. There appears to be very little 

filtering of applications by staff before they are allowed to go on the agenda.  

438. Recommendation: Require a review by technical staff and a staff 

report to accompany each application. Review should include review by 

other in DAC to confirm the applicant has included all of the items they 

will need considered in their application. 

439. Recommendation: Increase the fee charged to accommodate the 

additional staff work.  

440. Recommendation: Consider reassigning the support for this Board 

to another group, perhaps Current Planning. 

 

D. BUILDING AND FIRE CODE BOARD OF APPEALS  

Profile 

The Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals is charged with the responsibility to 

hear appeals filed in accordance with the Land Development Code and to decide 

appeals of orders, decisions or determinations made by the building official relating to 

the application and interpretations of the Building Code and Fire Code as adopted by 
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the City. The Board consists of seven members qualified by experience and training to 

hear and decide issues related to enforcement of the Building and Fire Codes.  

A review of previous agendas and meeting minutes indicated that a majority of 

scheduled meetings are canceled and those meetings that do occur seldom involve 

actual appeals. Instead, it appears the Board is primarily used as a sounding board to 

review proposed amendments to the Building and Fire Codes.  

Process Issues 

 A review of the Bylaws adopted by the Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals 

fails to indicate any minimum requirements for membership to the Board. The 

Ordinance adopting the Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals states that the 

members should be qualified by experience and training, this language is not included 

in the bylaws. The Bylaws also state that the Board will have no committees, 

however, the next section of the Bylaws states the process for creating committees. 

These inconsistencies should be addressed.  

441.  Recommendation: The Bylaws for the Building and Fire Code 

Board of Appeals should be modified to include minimum qualifications 

for Board members. 

 

A review of the Board’s agendas for 2014 revealed that six (6) of the eight (8) 

scheduled meetings were cancelled and the agendas for the meetings that were held 

discussed reviewed future building code amendments and potential consolidation of 

Boards and Commissions. The adopting ordinance establishing the Building and Fire 

Code Board of Appeals does not include any language that would authorize the Board 

to review and provide recommendations to Council regarding the future adoption of 

building and fire code regulations.  

442.  Recommendation: The Ordinance and Bylaws for the Building and 

Fire Code Board of Appeals should be modified to authorize the Board to 

advise the Council on adoption of building and fire code regulations. 
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E. DESIGN COMMISSION  

Overview 

The seven-member Design Commission provides advisory recommendations to the 

City Council as requested to assist in developing public policy and to promote 

excellence in the design and development of the Austin's urban environment. A 

established in Section 2-1-129 of the City Code, its duties are advisory and 

educational. These include: 

 Offering policy recommendations on specific issues of urban design. 

 Participation in formulating the City's Urban Design Guidelines. 

 Review certain projects as input to the Planning Commission or the Zoning and 

Platting Commission. 

 Provide citizen education, solicit citizen participation, and coordinate with 

PRD staff. 

The Design Commission meets regularly each month, and the dates of all upcoming 

meetings are posted on the City's website. The Commission's bylaws and agendas are 

also posted. The website also includes the names, telephone numbers, and email 

addresses for each of the Design Commission's members. One PDRD staff members 

has been assigned to assist the Commission and prepare information packets for 

Commission members before each meeting. All meetings are televised for cable TV 

use and streaming on the City's website. 

The focus of the Design Commission has been primarily on public parks, 

infrastructure, and other public realm projects such as the Seton Teaching Hospital 

skybridge request that affected a City street right-of-way. As many or most of these 

projects do not directly involve zoning or LDC processes, the Commission's public 

meeting process provides the primary opportunity for individuals and citizen groups 

to offer comment on such projects.  

The workload of the Design Commission is substantial. Monthly meetings usually run 

2-1/2 hours or longer. In order to distribute its workload among members, the 

Committee normally assigns evaluations to three-person sub-groups to perform 

detailed analysis before presenting the results to the full Commission for final 

consideration.  

At the end of each calendar year, the Design Commission prepares a work plan for the 

coming year. The December, 2013, work plan included the monitoring of emerging 

infrastructure projects, ongoing PRD neighborhood/small area planning projects, and 

individual plan proposals. It is also intending to update and consolidate the City's 

infrastructure design guidelines. 
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Observations and Recommendations 

This past year the office of the City Clerk established a "Boards and Commissions 

Transition Task Force" with the intent of finding ways to reduce the number boards 

and commissions in Austin from the current level of 60 to a more manageable 

number. Early recommendations included merging the functions of the Residential 

Design and Compatibility Commission (RDCC) with the Design Commission and 

increasing its membership from seven to eleven. The Chairman of the Design 

Commission has expressed the concern that future members might be appointed on 

the basis of political considerations rather than on their expertise and experience in 

design or other aspects of land development. 

Since the early recommendations of the Board and Commission Transition Task 

Force has modified its recommendation, changing the reassignment of the RDCC's to 

the Planning Commission. 

443. Recommendation: The City Council should consider increasing the 

Design Commission's number of members, but retain the current policy 

(as specified in Section 2-1-129 of the City Code) that Board members be 

selected on the basis of their design and development qualifications. 

 

F. ELECTRIC BOARD  

Profile 

The Electric Board is charged with the responsibility to hear and decide appeals to 

orders, decisions, or determinations made by the building official to the application 

and interpretation of the Electrical Code. The Board is not authorized to waive 

requirements of the Electrical Code.  

Process Issues 

A review of the on-line agendas and minutes indicate that more than half of the 

scheduled meeting are canceled and those meetings that did occur within the current 

fiscal year did not include any actual appeal hearings. The items on the agendas that 

were held dealt with potential consolidation of the Electric Board with other existing 

Boards and recommendations for future Electrical Code amendments. The Annual 

Internal Review report for 2013 indicated that no appeals were heard during that 

period, however, the Board did review and recommend approval of modifications to 

the Austin Energy Criteria Manual relating to the written process for coordinating 

review of electrical service plans between Commercial Plan Review and Austin 

energy. Given the general lack of appeal activity for this Board there should be 
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serious consideration given to consolidating the Electric Board with the Building and 

Fire Board of Appeals.  

444. Recommendation: The Electrical Board should be consolidated with 

Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals.  

 

If the City does not pursue consolidation of the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar 

Board with the Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals then the following 

recommendations should be implemented to enhance the effectiveness of the Board. 

The ordinance establishing the Electric recommends that the membership include an 

active licensed master electrician or contractor, an active licensed journeyman 

electrician and an electrical engineer. We believe these qualifications should be 

mandatory in order to ensure that appropriate technical knowledge and trade 

experience is incorporated into every decision of the Board.  

445. Recommendation: The Ordinance establishing the Electric Board 

should be modified to make the existing recommended qualifications a 

mandatory requirement for Board appointment. 

 

A review of Electric Board agendas and minutes indicates that the Board is being 

consulted for the purpose of soliciting recommendations for adoption of future 

Electrical Code editions and local amendments. While we strongly endorse the 

concept of soliciting recommendations from industry experts prior to adopting new 

additions of the Electrical Code, current ordinance language does not indicate that this 

activity is within the scope of responsibilities of the Electric Board. In addition, the 

Board provided recommendations on modifications to the Austin Energy Criteria 

Manual for the purpose of better coordinating activities between PDRD and Austin 

Energy. Based on comments received from Department staff, there is a need to 

enhance the working relationship between these two agencies and therefore we 

support efforts to develop written procedures that encourage cooperation. However, 

that responsibility is not clearly identified in the language that established the Board. 

446. Recommendation: The ordinance establishing the Electric Board 

should be modified to expand the responsibilities of the Electric Board to 

include the act of recommending modifications to future Electrical Code 
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adoptions and review of proposed modifications to the Austin Energy 

Criteria Manual. 

 

G. ENVIRONMENTAL BOARD  
We received feedback from some staff that the Watershed Protection Department 

(WPD) is charged with providing a staff liaison to the Environmental Board, rather 

than the Land Use Review Division staff. Some Land Use Review staff find this 

assignment confusing because Land Use Review Staff handle the majority of 

presentations to the EB.  

 

We discussed this issue with senior level staff and found that the WPD was charged 

with supporting the EB because the Environmental Officer for the City is housed 

within the WPD. In addition, while staff confirmed that Land Use Review Staff (e.g., 

Site Plan Review and Subdivision Review Staff) make the majority of the 

presentations to the WPD, it is because this Board is charged with hearing 

environmental variances and it is commonplace for site plans and subdivision 

applications to include an environmental variance as part of the application.  

 

The Environmental Officer in WPD reviews environmental variance requests and 

makes recommendations whether to support the request or not. In addition, the WPD 

scientists (e.g., geologists, wetlands biologists, etc.) conduct site plan & subdivision 

reviews as needed. The Environmental Review staff from PDRD and WPD coordinate 

closely on environmental issues and hold weekly staff meetings together, which is 

good. 

 

In addition to the environmental variance activity, the Environmental Board considers 

findings, studies and other matters handled by WPD, however, volumes are much 

lower. The rationale for WPD liaison support appears rationale and we are not 

recommending any changes at this time. 

H. HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION  

Overview 

The HLC is authorized by Article 2, §2-1-147 of the City’s Code of Ordinances. It is a 

seven-member (7) Board consisting of residents that have knowledge of and 

experience in the architectural, archaeological, cultural, social, economic, ethnic, or 

political history of the City, and a demonstrated interest or competence in or 

knowledge of historic preservation. Members serve three-year, staggered terms. The 
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HLC is a decision-making body for various historic application processes managed by 

the Current Planning Division. 

More specifically, the HLC duties are “to prepare and periodically revise an inventory 

of the structures and areas that may be eligible for designation as historic landmarks. 

They also prepare, review and propose amendments to the Historic Landmark 

Preservation Plan and review requests to establish or remove a historic designation, 

make recommendations on the requests to the Land Use Commission.” The 

Commission is charged with promoting historic preservation activities in City and 

reviewing heritage grant money, historic zoning cases and certificates of 

appropriateness and tax exemption applications for city landmarks. It is also charged 

with reviewing sign and building permit applications for historic districts.  

Meetings are held once a month on the Fourth Monday, at 7pm in the Council 

Chambers (location currently moved due to Chambers remodeling).  

We reviewed several Agendas that were posted online and they appear 

comprehensive. Agendas are very full consisting of numerous public hearing, 

National Register Historic District Permits, Demolition and Relocation items and 

other discussion items, Committee Reports and New Business. The most recent 

Agendas included an average of 30 action items. Although the Agenda is extensive, 

the PC appears to be fairly efficient, in that May and July meetings were adjourned 

between 10:30 pm and11pm. Staff indicated that special meetings are scheduled when 

deemed necessary to accommodate special projects and we saw evidence of this 

online through posted minutes and agendas, which is good.  

HLC Agendas, Bylaws and procedural rules, meeting dates and schedules, and staff 

supporting the Commission are posted online along with HLC member names and 

contact information, which is excellent and also a best practice. Minutes are posted 

online and available through July 14, 2014. Video recordings of proceedings are also 

posted online and available through July.  

Annual Internal Review Report 

An Annual Internal Review Report is prepared for the HLC that provides an overview 

of the HLC’s efforts and accomplishments in supporting/fulfilling its mission and 

charge, which is excellent. This report is posted online on the City’s website. 

Meeting Management 

We received feedback that HLC meetings can be lengthy and that meeting time limits 

are needed. We discussed this issue with interviewees and found that the HLC and 

staff attempt to actively manage agendas so that they are efficient, by placing items on 

consent and moving more routing items ahead of others, which is good. Interviewees 
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indicated that because the meeting bylaws allow both the public and Commission 

members to remove items from the consent agenda for discussion, meeting 

proceedings are delayed at times.  

Staff Presentations/Reports/Accessibility  

We reviewed a sampling of staff reports that were posted on line in recent agenda 

packets and found that they were succinct, standardized and provided sufficient 

analysis. In addition, professional recommendations are provided to the HLC, which 

is a best practice. Interviewees indicated that staff provides adequate presentations to 

allow for balanced decision-making.  

However, we received feedback and also observed that staff has not been accessible 

over the last few months, which is may be attributable to recent turnover and position 

vacancies. Management staff indicated that they are actively working on filling vacant 

positions, which should improve staff accessibility.  

See our training recommendation under the Planning Commission and Zoning and 

Platting Commission heading, below. 

Interviewees also reported that the Historic Preservation Office database is not linked 

to or integrated with AMANDA Data base, which hinders research, review, 

permitting and inspection activities.  

See our recommendation under the “Technology” heading of this chapter 

regarding integration of databases into the AMANDA system.  

 

I. LAND DEVELOPMENT CODE ADVISORY GROUP (SEE 
CURRENT PLANNING CHAPTER) 

J. MECHANICAL, PLUMBING AND SOLAR BOARD  

Profile 

The Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar Board is responsible for hearing and deciding 

appeals of orders, or determinations made by the Building Official relating to the 

application and interpretation of the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar Codes. The 

ordinance establishing the Board states that the members of the Board should include 

members who are qualified by experience and training to consider matters pertaining 

to the installation and design of mechanical, plumbing and solar systems. The Board 

may not waive a requirement of the Mechanical Code, Plumbing Code, or Solar Code.  



 

Austin, Texas 479 Zucker Systems 

Process Issues 

A review of the agendas and minutes for the meetings previously scheduled for 2014 

indicated that no appeals have been heard during 2014 and several scheduled 

meetings had to be canceled due to lack of a quorum. Given the lack of activity for 

this Board there should be serious consideration given to consolidating this Board 

with the Building and Fire Board of Appeals.  

447. Recommendation: The Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar Board 

should be consolidated with Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals.  

 

If the City does not pursue consolidation of the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar 

Board with the Building and Fire Code Board of Appeals then the following 

recommendations should be implemented to enhance the effectiveness of the Board. 

448. Recommendation: The Ordinance establishing the Mechanical, 

Plumbing and Solar Board should be modified to make the existing 

recommended qualifications a mandatory requirement for Board 

appointment. 

 

A review of the ordinance that established the Board does not include language that 

would authorize the Board to review and recommend the adoption of future Codes or 

amendments. This language should be included.  

449. Recommendation: The ordinance establishing the Mechanical, 

Plumbing and Solar Board should be modified to expand the 

responsibilities of the Board to include the act of recommending 

modifications to future adoptions of the Mechanical, Plumbing and Solar 

Codes. 
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K. PLANNING COMMISSION (PC) AND ZONING AND 

PLANNING COMMISSION (ZAP) 

Overview  

According to staff, the PC was divided into two, separate Commissions (e.g., the 

Planning Commission and the Zoning and Platting Commission), a number of years 

ago, to help the City better manage the unwieldy PC agenda. These two 

Commissions’ are referred to, interchangeable, as the “Land Use Commission,” in the 

Land Development Code (e.g., Title 25).  

Article 3, § 25-1-46 of the Land Development Code, outlines the purview of the ZAP 

and PC. The PC acts as “the Land Use Commission,” on properties located wholly or 

partially within: 

 

 The boundaries of a neighborhood plan that the council has adopted as a 

component of the comprehensive plan; 

 The former Robert Mueller Municipal Airport site; 

 A transit oriented development (TOD) district; 

 The old Enfield neighborhood planning area; or 

 The boundaries of a proposed neighborhood plan that the Planning 

Commission is considering as an amendment to the comprehensive plan.  

The ZAP acts as the “Land Use Commission,” on all other properties.  

The PC is a ten-member (10) Commission that serves for two-year staggered terms. 

According to Article X, §4, the city manager, chairperson of the zoning board of 

adjustment, the director of public works and the president of the board of trustees of 

the Austin Independent School District serve as ex officio members. Two-thirds of the 

members must be lay members not directly or indirectly connected with real estate 

and land development.  

Members consist of citizens of Austin who must be registered voters in the city and 

must have resided within the city for one year next preceding their appointment. The 

PC has a member number equal to the number of members on the council plus two (2) 

additional members. Given that the City recently increased City Council membership, 

the composition of the PC may also be expanded in the future.  

The PC develops and amends the City’s Comprehensive Plan, and is a 

recommendation body for zoning changes, land subdivision within neighborhood 

planning areas and other land use applications. It also reviews and annually submits, a 

list of recommended capital improvements to the Council, which is a best practice. 
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The ZAP is a seven-member board that serves for three-year staggered terms. The 

ZAP exercises control over the platting and subdivision of land within the corporate 

limits of the City and ETJ of the City to ensure their consistency with the adopted 

comprehensive plan. It also is a recommendation body for proposed zoning changes 

in certain locations.  

 

It was suggested that City policies and regulations be amended to allow certain 

subdivision applications to be approved administratively by staff instead of by the 

ZAP and Council, because neither body has true discretionary review over 

subdivisions, since City regulations stipulates that subdivisions that meet code 

provisions must be approved, unless the applicant is requesting to deviate from code 

standards (e.g., variance or deviation). In those cases, the ZAP has discretionary 

review over the variance/deviation.  

 

See the “Process Issues” heading in the Land Use Review Chapter for 

recommendations concerning subdivision approvals.  

 

PC Meetings are held on the 2nd and 4th Tuesdays of each month (except November 

and December) at 6 p.m. ZAP Meetings are held on the 1st and 3rd Tuesdays of each 

month.  

 

We reviewed numerous PC and ZAP Agendas that were posted online and they 

appear comprehensive. The number of PC Agenda items per meeting is extensive and 

averaged 29 for that last several Agendas and most meetings adjourned before 11pm. 

Staff indicated that special meetings may be scheduled when deemed necessary to 

accommodate special projects.  

 

PC and ZAP Agendas, Annual Reviews, Bylaws and procedural rules, meeting dates 

and schedules and supporting staff are posted online along with PC and ZAP contact 

information, which is excellent and also a best practice. Summary minutes are posted 

and up-to-date, along with videos recordings.  

Annual Internal Review Report 

Annual Internal Review Reports are prepared for the PC and ZAP, which provide an 

overview of each Commissions’ efforts and accomplishments in supporting/fulfilling 

its mission and charge, which is excellent.  

Joint Study Sessions with the City Council  

Our interviews indicated that the PC and ZAP decisions are largely aligned with 

Council philosophy, in that Council supports the majority of PC and ZAP 

recommendations. However, it was felt that the PC could benefit by holding regular 

Joint Study Sessions with Council to discuss issues, policies and views, particularly in 
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the area of neighborhood planning and zoning applications, which can generate 

significant debate among appointed and elected officials. This will be particularly 

important with the new City Council.  

450. Recommendation: The City Manager and the Development Services 

Manager of the Current Planning Division should schedule bi-annual joint study 

session meetings between the PC and the City Council.  

Meetings 

Stakeholder review indicated that at times an agenda item is put over to the next 

meeting because a member cannot attend the meeting. When this happens an alternate 

member should attend or the Commission should proceed with the appropriate 

quorum and not delay the item.  

451. Recommendation: One member of a Commission who cannot attend 

a meeting should not be used as a reason to delay action on an item.   

Sign-in at PC/ZAP Meetings 

Interviews indicated that the sign-in process for public comment and testimony occurs 

differently with the PC and ZAP Commissions, which has caused confusion for users, 

and slightly delayed meetings at times. The PC uses a comment card system, while 

the ZAP uses a sign-up sheet system.  

452. Recommendation: The PC and ZAP should use the same citizen 

comment sign-in system to promote simplicity and to avoid confusion.  

Staff Presentations/Reports  

We reviewed a sampling of staff reports that were posted on line in recent agenda 

packets and found that they were succinct and provided sufficient analysis. A 

template appears to be used for reports, which helps to ensure that the information 

conveyed to the P&Z is consistent, which is a good practice. In addition, professional 

recommendations are provided to the PC, which is a Best Practice.  

Staff Support/Accessibility 

Our interviews indicated that the staff supporting the PC function is very accessible 

and services were reported to be very good. However, at times, Commission members 

are unable to obtain answers to legal questions during meetings, either because 

representatives from the Legal Department are not present or do not have the 
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background or experience needed to provide comprehensive answers, which can delay 

deliberations.  

453. Recommendation: The Development Services Manager for the 

Current Planning Division should determine when a particular item requires 

legal representation or other specialized technical staff (e.g., environmental) at 

the PC or ZAP and ensure that a qualified attorney from the City’s Legal 

Department is in attendance to answer questions.  

Training/Roles and Responsibilities  

In keeping with the City’s commitment to its “Green” value comprehensive Training 

Modules and Workbooks are posted on the City’s website, under the “board and 

Commissions Information Center” tab, which is excellent. This system also allows the 

city to readily update training materials so that they are always current. Modules and 

Workbook materials cover budgeting, conflict resolution, ethics, Robert’s Rules of 

Order, roles and responsibilities, open meeting laws, etc. We reviewed Workbook 

documents posted online, but were unable to determine when the documents were last 

updated since materials were not dated.  

454. Recommendation: Workbook documents for Board, Commission 

and City Liaison training should contain revision date information, so ensure 

that users are provided with and are assured that they are studying current 

information.  

 

In addition to the online Training Modules and Workbooks, PRD and Law 

Department staff (e.g., comprehensive and current planning staff and managers) 

provide annual training to PC/ZAP members in a workshop, which is good.  

However, despite the existence of the Training Modules and Workbooks and annual 

workshop training, staff and commission-member feedback that additional specialized 

training is needed for PC/ZAP members, as well as other land use related Boards and 

Commissions (e.g., BOA, HLC), so that they more fully understand the various 

application processes under their purview and the scope of review associated with 

each, in order to raise competency levels of land use-related boards and commissions 

and further improve meeting efficiency.  

455. Recommendation: The City should provide more specialized 

orientation training for new board and commission members, as well as on-
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going, quarterly training for all land use-related board and commission 

members to raise competency levels and further improve meeting efficiency. 

 

L. RESIDENTIAL DESIGN AND COMPATIBILITY 

COMMISSION 

Overview (Note, this section out of date as the previous City Council 
dissolved this Commission in late 2014) 

The RDCC was formed in 2008 in response to the provisions of the Austin Land 

Development Code, Chapter 25-2, Subchapter F. The intent of these provisions, as 

stated in the LDC is a follows: 

"This Subchapter is intended to minimize the impact of new construction, 

remodeling, and additions to existing buildings on surrounding properties in 

residential neighborhoods by defining an acceptable buildable area for each lot 

within which new development may occur."  

These provisions have been referred to widely and in a non-pejorative manner as the 

"McMansion Ordinance," and apply mainly to the development of "teardown" and 

infill housing units within established neighborhoods. To administer this, the 

regulations establish standards for a three-dimensional "tent-like" building envelope 

with yard and roof setback planes based on a specific lot's dimensions and the zoning 

district in which it is situated. Any proposed dwelling structure must fit within the 

established planes. There are additional provisions regarding side-wall articulation to 

minimize scale conflict with adjacent residential properties. 

Under certain conditions, deviances from the building envelope and side wall 

articulation requirements are allowed. The RDCC may, after a public hearing, 

approve a modification if it determines that the proposed development is compatible 

in scale and bulk with the structures in the vicinity of the development. The RDCC is 

also responsible for the review of certain exterior modifications to historic landmarks 

or "contributing structures." The LDCC's decisions are considered final unless 

appealed to the City Council or as a variance with the Zoning Board of Adjustment. 

The RDCC meets regularly each month, and the dates of all upcoming meetings are 

posted on the City's website. The Commission's bylaws, agendas and meeting minutes 

are also posted. The website also includes the names, telephone numbers, and email 

addresses for each of the LDCC's seven members. Two PDRD staff members have 

been assigned to evaluate each month's submittals and prepare a recommendation 
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packet for RDCC members before each meeting. All meetings are televised for cable 

TV use and streaming on the City's website. 

Issues and Recommendations 

In the RDCC's 2013 Annual Report, the Commission reported that over the past four 

years, the group's caseload has dropped significantly as local architects and designers 

have become familiar with the provisions of RDCC Subchapter F. The report also 

observed that the PRD staff was correctly administering the regulations and 

supporting the Commission in its work. The RDCC members voted unanimously to 

recommend that the organization be "sun-setted" and that its responsibilities be 

transferred to "an entity more suitable to serving the broader community of Austin 

neighborhoods." In short, creation of the RDCC had served its purpose. This position 

was reaffirmed in a statement prepared for the Commission's July 2, 2014 meeting.  

Complicating matters, however, is that RDCC's existence is required under the 

provisions of the LDC Subchapter F. Elimination of the RDCC would require 

amending these provisions LDC, which is now under consideration as a part of the 

CodeTEXT examination. Since the LDC revisions/replacement process will require at 

least two years to be completed, this presents the question of whether to act now and 

revise the Section F. provisions or to wait until the full set of CodeNEXT revisions is 

put in place.  

456. Recommendation: Revise the LDC Subchapter F provisions now to 

reassign the responsibilities of the RDCC to the Zoning Board of 

Adjustment.  

 

The RDCC has been made up of committed individuals that are qualified and 

experienced in dealing with local issues pertaining to building design, particularly as 

it applies to neighborhood compatibility. Over the years members have offered 

significant contributions to the commentary on compatible design, most recently 

focusing of issues such as the introduction of carports into front yards. The RDCC 

members have also been closely following the CodeNEXT analysis process. With the 

recommended elimination of the RDDC, the efforts of its members should be 

acknowledged and used.  

457. Recommendation: Encourage that individual RDCC members, if 

desired, be appointed to the CodeNEXT Steering Committee, Planning 

Commission, Design Commission, or Zoning Board of Adjustment. 
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M. Sign Review Board  
See the Board of Adjustment discussion. The Sign Review Board is the same as the 

Board of Adjustment with the addition of two members. .  

N. WATERFRONT PLANNING AND ADVISORY BOARD  
The Waterfront Planning Advisory Board (WPAB) is authorized by §2-1-187 of the 

City’s Code of Ordinances. It is a seven-member board appointed by City Council. 

The purpose of the board is to “provide recommendations to the council and city 

boards that assist in promoting excellence in design, development and protection of 

the City's waterfront; and help provide harmonious interaction and transition between 

urban development and the parkland and shoreline of Lady Bird Lake and the 

Colorado River.” The WPAB provide recommendations on proposed development 

within the Waterfront Overlay (WO) combining district, as required under Section 25-

2-715 of the Land Development Code and proposed amendments impacting the WO 

combining district. 

It appears that this Board will be eliminated with functions transferred to the Planning 

Commission.  

The WPAB also provided leadership on grant-funded and pro bono studies that 

focused on the challenges and opportunities in an area called the South Central 

Waterfront (comprised of the South Shore Central sub-district and three adjacent 

western parcels of the Travis Heights sub-district of the Waterfront Overlay 

Combining District Ordinance). Last summer, the City Council passed a resolution to 

initiate a comprehensive small-area planning process for this area.  

Meetings are held on the 2nd Monday of each month at 6pm at City Hall. We reviewed 

several Agendas that were posted online and they appear adequate. Staff indicated 

that special meetings are scheduled when deemed necessary to accommodate special 

projects, however agendas are moderate and projects are typically accommodated 

through the existing meeting schedule. 

Agendas, Bylaws and procedural rules, meeting dates and schedules, posted online 

along with the staff that support the WPAB and member names and contact 

information, which is excellent and also a best practice. Minutes are posted online and 

available through August 2014.  

Annual Internal Review Report 

An Annual Internal Review Report is prepared for the WPAB that provides an 

overview of their efforts and accomplishments in supporting/fulfilling its mission and 

charge, which is excellent. This report is posted online on the City’s website. 
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Staff Support 

Our interviews indicated that the Commission is currently well served by the assigned 

staff liaison.  

O. ZONING AND PLATTING COMMISSION (SEE 

PLANNING COMMISSION)  
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XVII. CUSTOMER PERCEPTIONS 

A. OVERVIEW 
In today’s environment, governmental performance is measured by customer 

satisfaction. In order to determine the Planning and Development Review 

Department’s performance, we used several techniques consisting of 16 customer 

focus groups, and an email survey to applicants.  

The intent of this customer input was to elicit views and opinions on positive and 

negative aspects of activities and to seek ideas for change that will improve and 

enhance the Department or Division. However, as would be expected, the focus was 

on perceived problems. 

In considering the results, the reader must bear in mind that, unlike documents and 

statistics, the views expressed by individuals are subjective and may reflect personal 

biases. Nonetheless, these views are at least as important as objective material 

because it is these people, with their feelings and prejudices that work with or are 

often affected by City activities. A second important consideration is that in analyzing 

the material, it may not be as important to determine whether a particular response is 

“correct” as it is to simply accept a response or try to determine why customers feel 

the way they do. Tom Peters, the noted management consultant, has said that in 

relation to customer service, “Perception is everything.” In other words, perception is 

reality to the person holding the perception. 

It should be noted that the purpose is to report on the customer input so that the reader 

of the report can view the comments as customer perceptions without our editing. 

These comments are not the conclusions of the consultants. Using our methodology as 

described in Figure 1 and Section B of Chapter II, the customer comments are taken 

as one form of input to be merged by input of others and our own judgment. Our 

specific response is in the form of the various recommendations included in this 

report.  
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B. STAKEHOLDERS 
As per the RFP and contract an approach to a Stakeholder process was approved by 

the City. The goal was to gather input from stakeholders of perceptions, experiences 

and satisfaction with the Planning and Development Review Department functions.  

During the months of August, September, and October we met with 16 groups either 

in focus groups or open public meetings. These included 2 Chamber groups, 9 

industry related groups, 4 meetings with many groups of neighborhoods, and one 

special interest group. The groups are listed in Table 84. 

Table 84 

Stakeholder Groups 

American Institute of Architects – Austin Chapter  

Austin Board of Realtors  

Austin Neighborhood Council  

Contractor Associations  

Greater Austin Chamber of Commerce  

Greater Austin Contractors & Engineers Association  

Home Builders Association of Greater Austin  

Minority Ethnic Chambers of Commerce  

National Association of Remodeling Industry  

Neighborhood Groups – South  

Neighborhood Groups - Central  

Neighborhood Groups – North  

PDRD 2013 Stakeholder Group  

Real Estate Council of Austin  

Special Interest Groups  

Specialty Contractors Associations  

 

The detail about these groups and their comments are shown in Appendix E. For ease 

of review, we have consolidated all of the comments by topic in Appendix I.  

C. CUSTOMER SURVEYS 
An email survey was used in this study to obtain applicant customer input. The survey 

was emailed to 2,101 applicants for development approvals or permits. Some surveys 

were returned with bad addresses (186) so 1,950 surveys actually went to applicants. 

Three hundred nineteen surveys were returned for a return rate of 16.4%. This is 

within our normal return rate of 15 to 25 %.  
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Detailed tallies from survey respondents are shown in Appendix D with specific 

comments shown in Appendix F. Many questions were designed so that checking a 

“Strongly Agree” or “Agree” category is a sign of a satisfied customer. A “Disagree” 

or “Strongly Disagree” is a sign of a dissatisfied customer. The percentages shown in 

the analysis below indicate the percent of respondents who disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the question statement. The “Not Applicable” category was excluded 

from this calculation. 

Normally, when negative responses of “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree” exceed 

15%, the responses indicate an area of possible concern. Less than 15% normally 

indicates this category of question is satisfying the customers. Negative percentages 

higher than 15% but below 25% are areas that should be examined for possible 

customer service concerns. Negative percentages of 25% or higher indicate areas 

needing early attention since roughly one third or more of the customers have 

concerns about service.  

We note that the negative responses we received in this survey are the worst we 

have seen in our national studies including many Texas communities.  

Some believe that only customers who have problems will return a survey of this 

type. While it is likely that customers with problems may be more likely to return the 

surveys, our experience with this and dozens of similar surveys indicate that they still 

produce valid information. For example, we’ve worked in other communities where 

the negative responses seldom exceeded 15%. 

It should also be noted that a survey of this type is not a scientific, statistically 

controlled sample. Nevertheless, when high numbers of respondents express concerns, 

they are indications of problems that need to be addressed. 

The questionnaires also asked applicants to indicate suggestions and areas for 

improvement. 142 of the 310 respondents provided suggestions which we used as part 

of our analysis. 

458. Recommendation: The Planning and Development Review 

Department, other departments included in the survey, and Boards and 

Commissions should review the customer questionnaire and determine 

areas where they can be responsive to customer concerns.  

 

Overview of Survey 

The survey resulted in a good cross section of customers as shown in Figure 43 and 

197. Also, 74% of the respondents are frequent users of the development review and 
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plan reviewing process (Question 3) and 89% of the applications were ultimately 

approved (Question 41).  

Figure 43 

Types of Development Respondents Have Applied For 
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Figure 44 

Type of Permit 

Boards and Commissions 

Thirty eight percent of the respondents were not clear is a Board or Commission was 

required for their application, Q 25. The percent who felt a specific organization was 

useful or not useful is shown in Table 85. 

Table 85 

Board and Commissions Were Useful 

Board or Commission Were Useful Were Not Useful 

Q 26. Board of Adjustment 10% 27% 

Q 27. Building & Fire Code Board of Appeals 2% 11% 

Q 28. Design Commission 6% 23% 
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Board or Commission Were Useful Were Not Useful 

Q 29. Environmental Board 8% 26% 

Q 30. Historic Landmark Commission 21% 25% 

Q 31. Land Development Code Advisory Group 6% 20% 

Q. 32. Mechanical Plumbing and Solar Board 5% 10% 

Q 33. Planning Commission 17 % 23% 

Q 34. Residential Design and Compatibility 
Commission 7% 29% 

Q 35. Sign Review Board 5% 8% 

Q 36. Zoning and Platting Commission 19% 15% 

City Council 

Question 40 asked if the City Council treated me fairly and were courteous. Of the 

respondents, 26% agreed but 10% disagreed. 

Coordination Between Functions and Other Departments 

Question 42 asked if there were coordination problems between any two divisions or 

functions. Coordination appears to be a major problem and all involved departments 

and PDRD Divisions should review the detailed comments included in this Question. 

Functions with the highest coordination issues are shown in Table 86. These same 

functions show up with major issues in other parts of this report as well. 

Table 86 

Coordination Problems 

Department or Division Number of Comments 

Austin Energy 8 

Austin Water Utility 24 

Fire Department 7 

Legal Department 7 

Plan Review and Inspection 8 
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459. Recommendation: All involved departments and PDRD Divisions 

should review the detailed comments included in Question 42. 

 

Questions related to other departments are shown in Table 87. As can be seen, all the 

departments except for Health exceed our 25% cutoff point. These negative responses 

correlate with other negative comments we received about these departments. 

460. Recommendation: All the City departments involved in the 

development process should review questions 18 and 19 and develop ways 

to address the stakeholder concerns.  

 

Table 87 

Questions Related To Other Departments 

Question 
Negative 

Percentages 

Q 18. If a project is delayed, the delay is typically caused by other departments 
(non-PDRD) that participate in the review process? 45% 

Q 19. Austin is just as fair and practical in its application of regulations as other 
neighboring cities or counties in the functions of:  

Austin Energy 38% 

Fire Department 25% 

Health Department 17% 

Planning and Development 66% 

Public Works 37% 

Watershed Protection 49% 

Water Utility 44% 
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Planning and Development Review Department (PDRD) 

Most of the questions in the survey related to PDRD. Table 88 below indicates the 

questions and the percent of responses that were negative. We like to see negatives 

below 15%. As they get above 25% they indicate signs of concern. Five of the 

questions exceed our 25% negative cut off. But 13 of the question exceed 50% and 

more. This means that over half of PDRDs customers that completed the survey feel 

that PDRD is doing a very poor job. Staff was considered courteous by 68% but 70% 

said staff was not easily accessible when I needed assistance in resolving problems. 

These findings match other work underway for this study and need major attention. 

PDRD staff and managers should not only look at the percentages but also study in 

detail the specific accompanying responses. The use of an outside facilitator may be 

useful in conducting staff meetings and retreats to address the issues.  

461. Recommendation: PDRD staff and managers should look at the 

negative percentages from the customer survey and also study in detail the 

specific accompanying responses. 

 

Table 88 

Percent Negative Responses for PDRD 

Question Percent Negative 

Q 4.I understand the organizational structure of PDRD and external review 
departments 40% 
Q 5. I understand the City’s Development Review and Plan review 
processes 33% 

Q 6. The City’s Development Review and Plan review process are not 
unnecessarily cumbersome or complex. 82% 
Q 7. When making an application, I have generally found the City intake 
staff to be responsive and helpful. 39% 

Q. 8.Staff provides prompt feedback on incomplete submittals 53% 

Q 9. In general, did PDRD staff provide good customer service. 50% 
Q 10. In general, after application acceptance, PDRD staff anticipated 
obstacles early on and provided options where they were available.  70% 

Q 11. Have you experienced a situation where your projects was delayed 
by a problem that should have been identified during initial review? 
(Question was reversed) 80% 

Q 12. Review services were completed ty the date promised. 72% 
Q 13. Do you know what the City’s stated review times were for your 
application? 28% No, 72% Yes 
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Question Percent Negative 

Q 14. PDRD’s promised delivery dates are reasonable and acceptable. 51% 
Q 15. Codes and policies are applied by PDRD staff in a fair and practical 
manner. 60% 

Q 16. The turnaround time for review and approval of disapproval of my 
application was not any longer in Austin than other cities or counties where I 
have filed applications.  73% 

Q 17. If project processing is delayed, the delay is typically justifiable. 
Projects are not delayed over minor issues.  81% 

Q 20. PDRD staff was courteous. 
19% negative, 68% 

positive 
Q 21. The conditions of approval or plan review corrections applied to my 
project were reasonable and justified.  53% 
Q 22. PDRD staff was easily accessible when I needed assistance in 
resolving problems. 69% 
Q 23. I found the handouts supplied by PDRD to be useful and informative 
in explaining the requirements I must meet. 39% 
Q 24. Inspectors rarely found errors in the field during construction that 
should have been caught during the plan reviewing process. 40% 

Website 

Three Questions addressed the City’s website with these results: 

 89% are aware of and utilize available City Information that is online, Q 37. 

 50% feel the website provides comprehensive and useful information for the 

Planning and Development process but 42% feel it does not, Q 38.  

 Only 25% felt that the website was easy to navigate, 65% felt it was not, Q 39.  

In other aspects of this study we received major concerns related to the quality and 

information on the website. The specific comments included in the questionnaire 

should provide useful information to improve the website. Staff involved with the 

website should review the three questions and the specific comments included for 

each question. 

462. Recommendation: Staff involved with the website should review the 

three questions and the specific comments included for each question. 

 

D. ANNUAL COMMUNITY SURVEY 
The City of Austin conducts an annual Community Survey. The 2013 report was 

prepared by the ETC Institute and published November 2013. The sample size was 
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1,260 surveys with a confidence level of 95%. The survey compares Austin to other 

cities over 250,000 population and suggests that Austin rates 14% overall satisfaction 

than other cities with customer service rated 26% above the national average.  

City investment/communication priorities that will have the most positive impact on 

overall satisfaction over the next year included: 

 Maintenance of City streets and sidewalks (28% most importance). 

 Public safety services (50% most important). 

 Planning, development review, permitting and inspection services (20% 

most important). 

Other items of interest included: 

 45% were dissatisfied about how well Austin is planning growth (a -9% 

change from 2013). 

 39% were dissatisfied about the overall quality of planning, development 

review, permitting and inspection services, a -7% change from 2013. 

 The quality of planning, development review, permitting and inspection 

processes had a “higher importance/Lower satisfaction” outcome.  
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Appendix A 

 

Persons Interviewed 



 

Austin, Texas 500 Zucker Systems 

Austin Resource Recovery Department 
Tammie Willamson, Assistant Director 

Austin Transportation Department 

Robert Spillar, Director Transportation Department (ATD)  

Eric Bollich, Transportation Engineer  

Austin Water Utility 
Dave Jaurez, Deputy Director Austin Water Utility (AWU) 

Lonnie Robinson and six other staff 

including:  

Adam Smith 

Antonio Gonzales 

Howard Heiz-Keppig 

Michael Neberman  

Randi Jenkins  

Boards and Commissions 

Board of Adjustment Chair 

Historic Landmark Commission Chair 

Planning Commission Chair 

Zoning and Platting Commission Chair 

Building Inspection 

Jose Roig Zayas, Division Manager 

Alan Anders, Electrical Inspector C 

Bruce Crosby, Electrical Inspector C 

Carl Thompson, Supervisor Electrical Inspections 

Carlos Botello, Special Inspections, Inspector C 

Chris Corbitt, Electrical Inspector C 

Chris Phillips, Lead Plumbing Mechanical Inspector 

DeeAnn Afra, Residential Combo Inspector C 

Jessie Scott, Commercial Building Inspector C 

Kelly Stillwell, Residential Inspections Supervisor 

Marvin Pace, Electrical Inspector C 

Michelle Riffe, Plumbing Mechanical Inspector C 
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Randy Rosman, Commercial Building Inspector C 

Terry Hurd, Residential Combo Inspector C 

Trebor Brown, Supervisor Commercial Plumbing and Mechanical 

Wes Buckner, Residential Combo Inspector C 

City Attorney’s Office 

Brent Lloyd, Legal Advisor to OSS 

City Council 

Steve Adler, Mayor 

City Manager’s Office 

Marc A. Ott, City Manager 

Sue Edwards, Assistant City Manager 

Code NEXT 

George Zapalac, Dev Svcs Div Mgr 

Darrrick Nicholas, Public Information Specialist (part time) 

Katherine Clark, Admin Specialist 

Matt Duggan, Dev Svcs Proc Cord 

Paulina Urbanowicz, Planner I 

 

Commercial Plan Review 

Carol Raney, Coordinator Plan Review 

Doug Vota, Plans Examiner 

Eleuterio Quiroga, Mechanical Plans Examiner 

Florin Vasile, Electrical Plans Examiner 

Jan Adler, Commercial Building Plans Examiner 

Ken Klaus, Building Plans Examiner 

Nicole Lange, Coordinator Plan Review 

Tom Migl, Intake Planner 

William Waters, Plumbing Plans Examiner 

Comprehensive Planning 

Matthew Lewis Assistant Director 

Maureen Meredith, Planner Senior, Small Area Plans 
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Current Planning 

Jerry Rusthoven, Dvpt Srv Mgr 

Andrew Rivera, Admin. Specialist, Div. Mgr 

Dee Dee Quinnelly, Senior Planner, Annexation 

Dora Anguiano, Admin Specialist 

Greg Dutton, Planner Sr. Code Amendments 

Lee Heckman, Senior Planner, Zoning Case Mgmt. 

Lei Lonnie a Bonte, Admin Specialist, OSS Support 

Sherri Sirwaitis, Senior Planner, Zoning Case Mgt 

Steve Sadowsky, Planner Principal, Historic Preservation 

Virginia Collier, Principal Planner, Annexation 

Wendy Rhoades, Planner Principal, Zoning Case Management 

Department Administration 

Rodney Gonzales, Acting Director 

Greg Guermsey, Director 

Carl Wren, Assistant Director 

Debbie Valero, Executive Assistant 

George Adams, Assistant Director 

Lisa Nickle, Financial Manager 

Melissa Martinez, Chief Administrative Officer 

Development Assistance Center 

Christopher Johnson, DAC Manager 

Amber Mitchell, Coordinator Dev Services, Research 

Bryan Walker, Planner I Sign Reviews 

Cory Harmon, Utility Consultant, Austin Water 

Cynthia Segura, Admin Asst. 

David Lambert, Utility Consultant, Austin Energy (offsite) 

Eric Gomez, Environmental Program enforcement 

Glen Rhoades, Coordinator Dev. Services, Land Status/ Subdivisions 

Jennifer Back, Engineer B, Drainage Review 

Kristin Carlton, Sr. Environmental Review Specialist 

Leane Heldenfels, Senior Planner 

Logan Frazier, Admin Asst. 

Michelle Casillas, Senior. Planner 

Pam Preston, Admin Assoc. 

Robert Heil, Senior Planner 

Sallie Correa, Admin Senior 

Sylvia Herrera, Admin Asst. 
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Financial Department 
Elaine Hart, Chief Financial Officer 

Diane Siler, Deputy Budget Officer 

Health Department 

Dushun Phillips, Plan Review/Inspections 

Robert Wright, Sanitarian Supervisor 

Land Use Review 

Andrew Linseisen, Managing Engineer 

Bob Anderson, Admin Asst. 

Carmen Amaro, CSR, Intake & Notification 

Cesar Zavala, Senior Planner, Subdivision Review 

Craig Carson, Prgm Coord, Env, Special Reviews 

David Wahlgren, Dev. Services Process Coordinator, Subdivision Review 

Debra Sustaita, CSR, Intake & Notification 

Deborah Thomas, Division Chief 

Don Perryman, Senior Planner, Subdivision Review 

Donna Galati, Senior Planner, Site Plan Review 

Elsa Garza, Planner I, Site Plan Review 

Georgina Mitchell, Building Inspections (used to work in Intake & Notifications) 

Jason Traweek, Conservation Program Coordinator 

Johnnie Price, Supv Engineer, Land UseKeith Mars, Environmental Program 

Coordinator 

Leslie Daniel, Engineer B 

Lynda Courtney, Development Services Coordinator, Site Plan Review 

Lynn Tozer, Program Specialist 

Michael Embesie, Prgm Mgr, Urban Forestry 

Molly Luke, CSR, Intake & Notification 

Roderick Burns, Administrative Supv 

Rosemary Avila, Snr. Planner, Site Plan Review 

Sandra Perez, CSR, Intake & Notification 

Sangeeta Jain, Dev Svc Poc Coord, Transportation 

Sue Barnett, Env. Prgm Coord 

Susan Scallon, Env. Prgm, Coord 

Sylvia Limon, Senior Planner, Subdivision Review 

Neighborhood Planning 

Carol Gibbs, Senior Planner, Neighborhood Planning 
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Opticos Design 

John Miki 

Lisa Wise 

Permit Center 

Cande Coward, Permit Program Supervisor 

Gabriel Guerrerro, Permit Review Specialist 

Zulema Flores, Supv Administration 

Public Works Department 

Howard Lazarus, Director, Public Works Department 

Residential Plan Review 

Kathy Haught, Division Manager Residential/Commercial 

Beth Culver, Technical Plan Review 

Daniel Word, Principal Planner 

John McDonald, Development Services Manager 

Michael Watson, Planner Express/Volume Builder 

Russell Hill, Plan Review Coordinator 

Shahin Moezzi, Customer Service Rep 

Susan Barr, Senior Planner 

Site/Subdivision Inspection 

Ruben Cantu, SSI Division Manager 

AMANDA Wyrick EV Insp  

Amie Egbert, Supv. Inspection 

Bonny Holmes, Supv. EV  

Brent Hendricks 

Chee Lin, P.E. Engineer C 

Darrel Meuth, Inspector 

David Chapman 

Edwardo Barron, Construction Inspector  

Eric Gomez, Supv EV Compliance 

Frank Deleplane, Env.  

Jimmie Rose, Inspector 

John Cruz, Supv. Inspection  

Ken Brewer Supv. Inspection 

Lyle Adair 

Michael Jones, Supv. Inspection 
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Robert Driskel, Inspector 

Russell Lewis, EV Prgm Mgr 

Stephen Castleberry Site&Sub  

Support Services, Accounting & Fiscal Surety 

Cary Guedea, Account Tech 

Karen Grotefend, Bans Proc Spec 

Kay Summerville, Admin Assistant 

Sylvia Arzola, Public Info Spec Sr.  

Cassandra Alexander, Financial Consultant 

John Beasley, Human Resource Manager 

Theresa Jones, Accountant Assoc. 

Demetrise Hubbard, Accountant Sr.  

Sheila Balog, Corporate Performance Consultant 

Maria Stuart, Accounting Manager 

Julie Lipton, Business Process Consultant 

 

Watershed Protection Department 

Sylvia Pope, Hydrogeologist 

Victoria Li, Director, Watershed Protection Department (WPD) 
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Employee Short 

Questionnaire  
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Top Managers 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Ave
#1 4 2 4 2 5 4 3.50
#2 4 4 4 2 4 4 3.67
#3 2 4 4 4 4 4 3.67
#4 5 5 5 4 4 5 4.67
#5 2 5 5 5 5 4 4.33
#6 4 3 5 4 3 5 4.00
#7 3 5 3 3 5 5 4.00
#8 2 4 4 4 4 4 3.67
#9 4 3 5 4 2 5 3.83
#10 4 5 5 4 5 5 4.67
#11 4 4 5 2 3 5 3.83
#12 4 4 4 4 5 3 4.00
#13 5 4 5 4 4 5 4.50
#14 4 3 3 3 2 2 2.83
#15 3 2 4 3 5 3 3.33
#16 1 3 4 5 5 3 3.50
#17 4 4 2 2 5 2 3.17
#18 2 3 NA 2 2 2 2.20
#19 5 NA NA 2 3 NA 3.33
#20 3 NA NA 3 3 NA 3.00
#21 2 1 2 2 NA NA 1.75
#22 1 1 1 1 2 1 1.17
#23 2 1 DK DK NA NA 1.50
#24 1 2 DK DK NA NA 1.50
#25 5 5 5 2 5 4 4.33
#26 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00
#27 2 DK 3 DK 4 4 3.25
#28 2 DK 2 DK DK 1 1.67
#29 4 DK DK DK DK 1 2.50
#30 1 DK 2 DK DK DK 1.50
#31 3 DK DK 3 DK DK 3.00
#33 3 DK DK 3 DK DK 3.00
#34 DK 4 DK DK DK DK 4.00
#35 1 DK DK DK DK DK 1.00
#36 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK
#37 4 DK DK DK DK 1 2.50
#38 4 DK 5 3 DK 5 4.25
#39 2 2 DK DK 3 DK 2.33
#40 2 DK DK DK DK DK 2.00
#41 2 DK DK 3 DK DK 2.50
#42 2 2 DK 1 DK 1 1.50
Ave 3.00 3.33 3.84 3.07 3.88 3.44 3.43
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Mid Managers 

 

 

 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15 Emp #16
#1 4 3 4 5 5 4 5 5 4 2 2 1 4 4 1 DK
#2 4 3 1 4 4 4 5 2 5 2 2 1 2 5 2 5
#3 3 DK 2 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 2 1 2 3 1 5
#4 5 2 1 4 5 1 5 5 3 2 4 5 1 1 1 3
#5 5 2 NA 4 4 5 5 4 4 2 3 3 5 1 1 5
#6 3 3 1 4 5 5 4 4 5 2 2 1 2 3 1 5
#7 3 2 1 4 4 4 5 4 5 2 3 1 2 1 1 1
#8 4 1 3 4 4 4 4 1 5 1 2 1 2 2 1 1
#9 5 1 3 4 5 4 5 2 4 2 1 1 1 1 DK 5
#10 4 3 4 5 5 5 5 4 4 4 4 4 5 2 5 5
#11 DK 2 NA 3 4 3 5 2 3 2 3 3 4 3 2 3
#12 5 3 4 5 5 5 4 1 4 4 2 3 2 2 1 4
#13 4 3 3 5 4 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 2 4 5 5
#14 3 3 3 3 2 1 3 1 2 1 1 4 4 3 4 3
#15 5 5 2 5 5 5 5 2 5 4 5 1 2 1 4 2
#16 1 5 1 2 2 3 4 2 2 2 2 3 2 5 1 1
#17 2 3 1 4 5 4 3 4 2 2 4 1 2 3 1 2
#18 4 1 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 1 1 1 2 1 1 2
#19 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 2 5 1 5 1 4 2
#20 5 4 3 2 DK 5 NA 1 4 2 4 1 5 1 4 3
#21 2 2 3 5 4 2 3 4 4 2 2 1 2 1 1 2
#22 3 2 3 1 1 1 3 1 2 2 1 2 1 DK 1 1
#23 DK DK 3 4 4 4 3 4 3 2 2 3 2 DK 1 2
#24 DK DK 3 4 4 5 3 4 3 1 2 3 1 DK 1 2
#25 5 5 DK 3 4 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 DK 4 DK
#26 5 5 4 4 5 5 3 5 2 5 5 5 5 4 4 DK
#27 DK DK NA 3 4 DK DK 1 3 1 2 3 1 DK 1 DK
#28 DK DK NA 3 2 1 DK 1 3 2 2 2 3 DK 2 DK
#29 DK DK NA 3 DK 1 DK 2 3 DK 2 3 3 DK 2 DK
#30 DK DK NA 2 3 3 DK DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK 2 DK
#31 DK DK NA 3 3 1 DK DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK 2 DK
#33 DK DK DK 3 4 DK DK 2 3 DK 3 3 3 DK 2 DK
#34 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 3 DK DK 2 DK
#35 DK DK DK 3 3 DK DK 1 3 DK DK 3 3 DK 2 DK
#36 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 3 3 DK 2 DK
#37 DK DK DK 3 4 DK DK DK 3 2 4 3 3 DK 2 DK
#38 DK 3 3 3 4 4 NA DK 3 2 NA 1 2 3 2 DK
#39 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 2 3 DK DK 3 DK DK 1 DK
#40 DK DK DK 4 4 DK DK DK 2 4 2 3 2 DK 1 DK
#41 DK 4 DK 4 4 DK DK DK 3 4 2 2 2 DK 1 DK
#42 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK 1 3 DK 2 3 DK DK 1 DK
Ave 3.83 2.92 2.54 3.62 3.91 3.52 4.04 2.82 3.41 2.47 2.72 2.46 2.71 2.39 1.95 3.00
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Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Emp #21 Emp #22 Emp #23 Emp #24 Emp #25 Emp #26 Emp #27 Emp #28 Emp #29 Emp #30 Emp #31 Ave
#1 4 2 2 4 4 2 4 4 4 4 5 5 5 2 2 3.53
#2 4 3 3 4 3 2 4 2 4 5 5 5 4 2 1 3.29
#3 3 4 DK 4 4 3 NA 4 2 3 5 4 3 4 DK 3.37
#4 5 4 4 4 4 3 5 5 5 3 5 3 4 5 3 3.55
#5 4 4 4 4 4 5 4 2 4 4 5 4 4 5 4 3.80
#6 3 4 2 3 5 3 5 5 5 4 5 5 4 5 2 3.55
#7 4 4 3 1 3 4 4 2 4 4 5 3 5 2 2 3.00
#8 2 4 2 3 3 3 3 2 5 3 5 4 4 4 2 2.87
#9 4 2 4 2 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 3 5 5 1 3.40
#10 4 4 4 4 5 5 4 5 5 4 4 4 4 5 5 4.32
#11 4 2 DK 4 3 3 5 2 3 4 3 3 3 4 2 3.11
#12 4 3 5 4 2 3 4 4 5 4 4 3 4 4 1 3.48
#13 4 4 5 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 4 4.00
#14 3 2 5 3 1 5 2 1 1 4 4 3 4 4 2 2.74
#15 3 4 3 3 5 4 3 5 NA 5 4 1 5 4 NA 3.69
#16 3 1 2 1 4 4 2 2 1 3 1 1 4 1 4 2.32
#17 2 5 4 2 2 5 3 2 1 4 4 1 4 4 1 2.81
#18 3 2 NA NA 1 3 2 2 1 4 1 2 3 2 1 2.03
#19 NA 5 NA NA NA NA NA 5 5 5 2 5 NA NA NA 4.00
#20 NA 3 NA NA 4 NA NA 5 4 1 NA 2 NA NA NA 3.15
#21 NA 2 4 NA 1 NA 3 3 1 2 1 3 NA DK NA 2.40
#22 2 3 1 DK DK 3 2 3 1 4 1 1 DK 2 NA 1.85
#23 NA 3 2 DK DK NA 2 3 3 2 DK 5 DK DK NA 2.85
#24 NA 2 3 DK DK NA 2 4 4 3 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.85
#25 5 4 5 4 4 NA 5 4 5 2 5 3 NA 5 NA 4.40
#26 5 5 5 4 5 2 5 4 5 5 5 3 NA 5 5 4.45
#27 3 3 3 2 2 3 1 5 2 4 DK 3 DK 4 1 2.50
#28 DK DK DK NA 1 DK DK 4 1 4 DK 2 DK 3 NA 2.25
#29 3 DK 1 NA 1 DK DK 4 1 4 DK 2 DK DK NA 2.33
#30 3 DK DK NA 1 DK DK 3 1 3 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.57
#31 NA DK DK NA 2 3 DK 3 1 4 DK 3 DK DK 2 2.60
#33 NA DK DK NA 3 DK DK 4 1 4 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.92
#34 4 DK DK NA DK DK DK DK 1 4 5 3 DK DK NA 3.11
#35 NA DK DK NA 3 DK DK DK 1 3 DK 1 DK DK NA 2.36
#36 NA DK 3 NA DK DK DK DK 1 3 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.67
#37 NA DK DK NA 4 DK DK 5 1 3 DK 3 DK DK NA 3.08
#38 NA NA NA NA NA 2 NA 4 3 4 NA 3 3 DK NA 2.88
#39 3 DK NA NA DK DK 3 4 2 2 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.60
#40 NA 3 NA NA DK DK 2 4 3 2 DK 3 DK DK NA 2.79
#41 NA 4 NA NA 4 DK 2 4 3 3 DK 3 DK DK NA 3.06
#42 2 DK NA NA 3 DK 2 2 2 2 4 2 NA 2 NA 2.27
Ave 3.44 3.28 3.29 3.20 3.09 3.43 3.25 3.55 2.75 3.46 3.92 3.00 4.00 3.63 2.37 3.16
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Building 
Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15 Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18

#1 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 1 1 1
#2 5 4 2 3 4 4 5 3 4 1 4 5 1 2 4 1 1 1
#3 5 4 5 3 4 2 DK DK 3 4 3 1 3 4 3 3 3 5
#4 5 5 3 5 3 3 5 4 2 4 5 2 3 1 3 4 4 5
#5 2 5 4 5 3 4 DK 4 3 2 5 4 4 5 4 4 5 5
#6 1 5 4 4 4 3 DK 4 2 DK 4 3 1 5 4 1 2 1
#7 2 5 2 4 3 3 4 3 3 5 4 3 1 4 4 1 2 1
#8 1 5 2 4 3 3 1 3 5 DK 2 2 1 4 4 1 1 1
#9 1 DK DK DK 3 4 DK 3 DK 4 3 2 3 4 1 1 1 1
#10 5 5 4 DK 4 5 5 5 5 2 3 2 5 5 4 3 3 5
#11 2 4 3 DK 2 4 5 4 4 1 4 3 2 DK 4 1 4 1
#12 4 5 4 DK 2 4 3 3 4 1 3 3 2 3 3 1 3 1
#13 5 5 5 DK 2 5 5 5 4 3 4 4 5 4 4 3 4 5
#14 4 5 2 3 DK 2 5 4 DK 2 4 3 3 2 3 1 3 1
#15 5 5 4 5 4 4 2 3 3 4 4 1 1 5 4 1 5 1
#16 4 5 4 2 2 4 5 1 2 5 5 1 1 2 4 4 5 1
#17 5 5 4 3 5 3 3 3 4 3 4 3 1 2 3 3 2 5
#18 1 2 1 DK DK 2 DK 3 2 1 3 1 1 1 5 1 1 1
#19 4 3 NA NA DK 2 DK 3 2 1 2 2 NA 4 4 1 1 1
#20 5 NA NA 4 NA NA DK NA NA 1 NA 1 NA 4 4 NA 4 NA
#21 1 2 NA NA DK 2 4 4 2 1 DK 2 2 DK 3 DK 2 1
#22 1 2 5 NA 1 1 DK 2 2 1 DK 1 2 DK 3 DK 3 1
#23 1 2 3 NA DK 2 DK DK 2 1 NA 1 3 DK 3 DK 1 1
#24 1 2 3 NA DK 2 DK DK 2 1 NA 2 1 DK 3 DK DK 1
#25 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 NA 5 5 4 5 5 5 NA
#26 5 5 5 3 5 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5
#27 4 5 3 NA 2 1 DK DK DK 1 3 DK 3 1 3 2 DK 1
#28 1 5 4 NA DK 2 DK DK 2 1 DK DK DK DK 3 2 DK 1
#29 1 5 NA NA DK 3 DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 1
#30 1 5 NA NA DK DK DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 1
#31 4 5 NA NA DK DK DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 1
#33 4 5 NA NA DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 1
#34 4 4 NA NA DK 4 DK DK 2 DK DK 4 DK 5 4 3 DK 1
#35 5 5 4 NA DK DK DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 3 DK 1
#36 2 4 NA NA DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 5 3 DK DK 1
#37 1 5 NA NA DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK 1
#38 2 NA NA NA 3 DK DK 3 DK DK NA 3 DK NA 3 DK 4 NA
#39 1 2 2 NA 2 2 3 DK DK 1 2 1 3 4 4 DK 3 1
#40 1 2 NA NA DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK DK 1 DK 3 DK DK 1
#41 1 2 NA NA DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 1 DK 3 DK DK 1
#42 1 2 2 NA 4 1 4 3 4 1 2 1 2 3 4 1 2 1
Ave 2.85 4.08 3.41 3.73 3.22 3.03 3.94 3.42 3.00 2.36 3.57 2.50 2.38 3.54 3.46 2.19 2.86 1.74

Emp #19 Emp #20 Emp #21 Emp #22 Emp #23 Emp #24 Emp #25 Emp #26 Emp #27 Emp #28 Emp #29 Emp #30 Emp #31 Emp #32 Emp #33 Emp #34 Emp #35 Emp #36 Emp #37 Ave
#1 4 4 1 4 2 2 2 4 2 2 2 4 5 DK 5 4 2 2 4 3.22
#2 4 1 1 4 2 2 4 3 1 2 2 4 5 4 3 2 1 2 4 2.84
#3 2 2 4 DK 3 2 2 4 1 2 4 5 4 DK 2 4 1 4 4 3.18
#4 4 3 1 4 5 2 3 3 5 3 4 5 4 5 3 5 2 1 4 3.57
#5 4 2 5 2 4 4 2 5 3 4 2 5 4 5 5 2 1 1 4 3.67
#6 4 2 1 2 3 4 2 5 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 1 4 3.11
#7 5 3 1 4 2 4 4 3 4 3 4 5 5 2 2 1 2 1 4 3.05
#8 4 2 1 1 5 4 3 5 2 4 4 4 5 1 4 3 1 1 4 2.81
#9 5 2 1 1 1 2 DK 5 1 DK 4 5 5 1 4 2 1 1 4 2.53
#10 4 2 4 4 5 5 DK 5 2 1 5 5 5 5 4 2 3 4 4 3.97
#11 4 3 DK 4 3 4 4 4 4 1 4 4 3 3 4 4 3 4 2 3.24
#12 3 4 1 1 1 4 2 3 3 2 2 4 5 2 4 2 2 2 4 2.78
#13 4 2 4 3 5 5 4 4 4 2 4 4 5 3 4 2 3 2 4 3.89
#14 2 2 1 2 1 4 4 3 1 4 3 4 4 DK 4 1 2 2 2 2.74
#15 5 1 2 4 3 5 2 5 5 3 5 5 5 5 5 5 3 2 5 3.68
#16 4 1 1 1 1 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 5 2 3 1 1 1 4 2.54
#17 4 2 1 4 1 2 1 3 5 4 4 5 5 4 4 1 1 4 4 3.24
#18 3 1 1 1 1 2 2 3 1 1 4 1 2 1 4 1 1 1 2 1.74
#19 3 2 3 1 1 DK 3 2 2 1 2 3 5 DK 5 3 1 NA 2 2.38
#20 4 2 1 DK NA DK 2 3 1 2 3 3 5 DK 4 4 1 NA 4 2.95
#21 1 2 1 1 NA 2 1 3 1 1 2 3 3 DK 2 1 1 NA 2 1.89
#22 1 1 1 DK 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 3 1 2 1 1 1 2 1.61
#23 1 2 2 DK NA 2 DK 2 2 1 1 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 2 1.74
#24 1 2 3 DK NA 2 2 3 2 1 2 3 3 DK 3 1 1 1 2 1.92
#25 5 4 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 5 2 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 4.66
#26 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 4.76
#27 4 4 1 2 1 2 DK 3 1 3 DK 3 3 DK 4 DK 1 1 2 2.37
#28 4 DK 1 DK 1 DK DK 3 DK 2 DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d 1 2 2.32
#29 4 DK DK DK 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK 4 3 DK 3 DK d 2 2 2.64
#30 4 DK 2 DK 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d 2 2 2.50
#31 4 DK 4 DK 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d 2 2 2.86
#33 4 DK 2 DK 3 DK DK 3 DK DK DK 1 3 DK 3 DK d 1 3 2.77
#34 4 DK 1 DK DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d NA 4 3.25
#35 4 DK 2 DK 3 DK 2 3 DK DK DK 2 3 DK 3 DK d 1 3 2.88
#36 4 DK 3 DK DK DK 2 3 DK DK DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d NA 3 3.00
#37 4 DK 1 DK DK DK 3 3 DK DK DK 3 3 DK 3 DK d NA 3 2.75
#38 4 DK 4 DK NA DK 1 3 DK NA DK 3 3 3 3 DK 2 1 3 2.82
#39 4 4 1 DK NA 2 2 2 DK 5 1 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 2 2.23
#40 4 DK DK DK NA DK DK 3 DK 5 DK 3 3 DK 3 DK NA NA 3 2.62
#41 4 DK DK DK NA DK DK 3 DK 5 DK 3 3 DK 3 DK NA NA 3 2.67
#42 4 1 4 DK 1 2 1 2 DK 5 2 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 2.15
Ave 3.66 2.31 2.11 2.73 2.40 3.04 2.45 3.27 2.59 2.71 3.00 3.56 3.83 3.00 3.37 2.46 1.77 1.88 3.10 2.93



 

Austin, Texas 516 Zucker Systems 

Commercial Review 

 

 

 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Ave
#1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 4 1.46
#2 1 4 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1.46
#3 1 2 1 1 4 3 1 4 1 2 1 1 DK 1.83
#4 1 1 1 1 5 3 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 1.62
#5 1 2 2 2 4 3 1 4 1 2 1 1 4 2.15
#6 1 1 1 1 2 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 5 1.54
#7 1 1 1 1 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 5 1.54
#8 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 2 DK 1 1 1 5 1.50
#9 1 2 2 1 4 DK 1 1 4 1 2 1 5 2.08
#10 4 2 4 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 3 4 4 4.08
#11 3 2 1 1 4 3 DK 2 1 3 1 1 1 1.92
#12 4 1 1 1 2 2 DK 2 4 1 3 1 DK 2.00
#13 DK 2 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 5 3 4 4 3.83
#14 4 2 3 4 4 1 2 2 4 1 1 2 DK 2.50
#15 1 4 1 1 2 3 1 1 4 1 4 1 DK 2.00
#16 2 2 5 1 2 5 5 1 1 5 1 1 1 2.46
#17 4 1 1 1 2 3 4 1 1 2 1 1 3 1.92
#18 1 1 1 1 4 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1.38
#19 5 4 3 2 4 2 1 5 1 1 2 4 4 2.92
#20 4 5 5 1 2 5 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 2.38
#21 5 1 3 4 4 3 2 2 4 1 1 1 2 2.54
#22 2 1 1 4 2 1 2 2 3 1 1 1 1 1.69
#23 1 2 1 2 2 1 5 2 1 1 1 1 1 1.62
#24 1 2 3 1 2 2 DK 1 1 1 2 1 1 1.50
#25 5 4 5 5 4 5 1 4 1 4 5 2 5 3.85
#26 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 3 5 5 5 4 5 4.62
#27 DK 1 1 1 2 3 DK 4 DK 1 1 3 DK 1.89
#28 DK 1 1 NA 4 DK DK 3 DK 1 2 DK 1 1.86
#29 DK DK 1 NA 4 DK DK 2 DK 1 3 DK 1 2.00
#30 DK DK 1 DK 4 DK DK DK DK 1 3 DK DK 2.25
#31 DK DK 1 DK 3 DK DK DK DK 1 3 DK 1 1.80
#33 DK DK 3 DK 3 DK DK 2 DK 1 4 DK DK 2.60
#34 4 DK 1 DK 2 DK DK DK DK 1 3 DK DK 2.20
#35 2 DK 3 DK 3 DK DK DK DK 1 2 DK DK 2.20
#36 DK DK 3 DK 3 DK DK DK DK 1 4 DK DK 2.75
#37 2 1 3 DK 3 DK DK 2 DK 1 3 DK 1 2.00
#38 4 1 5 NA 2 4 5 NA 4 1 3 DK DK 3.22
#39 1 1 1 2 1 1 5 2 1 1 2 1 1 1.54
#40 4 1 3 DK 3 DK 5 DK DK 1 3 1 1 2.44
#41 1 1 3 DK 3 DK 5 DK DK 1 3 DK 1 2.25
#42 1 4 1 DK 2 3 1 4 DK 3 2 2 DK 2.30
Ave 2.39 1.94 2.17 1.96 2.98 2.86 2.54 2.27 2.11 1.63 2.20 1.57 2.45 2.24



 

Austin, Texas 517 Zucker Systems 

Comprehensive Planning 
 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15 Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Emp #21 Ave
#1 2 1 1 2 1 1 4 4 1 1 4 4 2 2 2 1 2 4 5 4 1 2.33
#2 1 1 1 2 1 3 3 4 2 1 4 4 2 2 2 1 2 4 4 3 2 2.33
#3 2 2 1 4 1 3 2 5 1 1 3 4 DK 2 3 4 4 5 4 4 3 2.90
#4 4 2 4 2 2 4 2 5 DK 1 4 2 4 1 3 4 2 DK 5 4 3 3.05
#5 2 4 2 5 2 5 4 5 2 1 4 4 5 3 4 4 4 5 5 5 4 3.76
#6 3 4 1 4 2 4 2 5 2 1 4 3 3 1 2 2 2 5 5 4 4 3.00
#7 3 2 4 4 4 4 4 4 1 1 3 4 2 1 2 2 1 4 DK 3 3 2.80
#8 3 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 5 2 2 1 1 1 1 4 5 4 1 2.10
#9 DK DK 1 4 1 2 3 4 2 1 DK 2 5 DK 2 DK 4 3 5 4 2 2.81
#10 5 5 4 5 4 5 2 4 DK 4 5 5 5 1 4 4 5 5 5 5 4 4.30
#11 2 2 1 4 2 5 4 4 3 1 3 2 4 1 3 2 3 5 5 5 3 3.05
#12 1 4 1 1 2 4 4 2 2 1 2 4 3 3 1 1 4 4 4 3 3 2.57
#13 2 4 4 2 2 5 4 5 3 4 4 5 4 4 3 4 3 5 5 5 3 3.81
#14 1 2 1 1 4 DK 2 DK DK 1 3 3 2 3 1 DK 4 3 4 DK 3 2.38
#15 2 5 5 4 2 3 3 4 4 1 4 2 4 2 2 1 1 4 5 4 2 3.05
#16 1 5 3 4 5 4 5 4 4 4 5 1 2 4 2 2 4 5 5 4 4 3.67
#17 2 4 1 2 1 4 4 4 3 1 5 1 2 3 2 2 5 4 5 4 4 3.00
#18 2 DK 1 2 1 DK 2 NA 1 1 1 1 2 4 1 DK 3 3 NA 2 2 1.81
#19 DK 4 4 NA NA DK 3 NA DK 1 NA 2 NA 3 NA NA NA NA NA 3 NA 2.86
#20 DK 4 NA NA NA NA NA NA DK DK NA 1 NA 5 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 3.33
#21 1 2 1 1 1 1 2 NA DK 1 3 4 DK 3 NA DK DK NA NA DK NA 1.82
#22 3 1 1 1 1 2 1 NA DK 1 2 1 1 2 NA NA DK NA NA 1 NA 1.38
#23 3 2 3 3 1 4 2 NA DK 1 2 1 DK DK NA DK DK NA NA 3 NA 2.27
#24 5 2 1 2 1 2 1 NA DK 1 2 1 DK DK NA 1 2 NA NA 3 NA 1.85
#25 5 5 4 4 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 4 1 5 5 5 DK 5 3 5 NA 4.37
#26 5 5 3 4 DK 3 4 5 5 3 5 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 NA 4.47
#27 1 4 3 4 DK 2 4 2 4 1 5 1 1 5 1 4 2 1 2 3 4 2.70
#28 1 1 2 2 DK 3 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 5 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1.60
#29 1 DK 2 DK 4 DK 1 1 DK 1 3 1 DK DK DK DK DK NA DK 1 2 1.70
#30 1 DK 1 1 DK DK DK NA DK 1 3 1 2 DK DK DK DK 3 2 DK NA 1.67
#31 DK 3 2 DK DK 3 DK NA DK 1 3 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK NA 2.17
#33 DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK NA DK 3 3 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 2 2.20
#34 DK DK 1 DK DK DK DK NA DK 3 NA 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK NA 2.33
#35 DK DK 1 DK DK DK 1 NA DK 1 3 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 2 1.50
#36 DK DK 2 DK DK DK DK NA DK 3 3 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK NA 2.75
#37 2 4 2 DK DK 1 1 2 DK 1 3 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK 2 2 NA 1.91
#38 3 5 3 4 1 DK 4 5 DK 1 4 4 4 4 3 2 4 4 4 4 4 3.53
#39 DK DK 1 DK 1 DK DK NA DK 3 1 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK NA DK NA 1.40
#40 4 DK 4 DK 1 DK DK NA DK 2 2 1 DK 5 DK DK DK DK NA DK NA 2.71
#41 4 DK 4 DK 1 5 DK NA DK 2 2 1 DK DK DK DK DK DK NA DK NA 2.71
#42 DK DK 1 2 1 DK 2 NA 1 1 1 4 DK 4 DK DK DK DK NA DK NA 1.89
Ave 2.48 3.14 2.13 2.79 1.93 3.22 2.72 3.74 2.45 1.63 3.27 2.37 2.79 3.00 2.39 2.52 2.91 4.00 4.17 3.50 2.75 2.85



 

Austin, Texas 518 Zucker Systems 

Current Planning/CodeNEXT 

 

 

 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Ave
#1 2 2 1 4 1 4 4 5 5 4 4 4 5 1 3.29
#2 3 1 1 1 1 4 3 5 4 2 4 3 5 1 2.71
#3 4 1 3 DK 2 5 5 5 4 5 4 5 5 1 3.77
#4 5 2 3 1 2 4 DK 4 4 4 5 4 5 2 3.46
#5 5 4 3 4 4 5 5 4 4 4 5 3 5 4 4.21
#6 4 1 1 1 1 2 NA 5 4 5 5 3 5 1 2.92
#7 3 1 2 1 1 1 3 1 3 4 4 5 4 3 2.57
#8 2 1 3 1 1 1 2 1 4 4 5 5 5 2 2.64
#9 5 1 3 4 2 5 2 DK 5 1 5 4 5 1 3.31
#10 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 4.79
#11 4 3 4 1 3 2 2 3 5 2 4 3 4 2 3.00
#12 4 1 5 4 1 4 DK 4 3 1 5 3 5 3 3.31
#13 5 2 5 4 4 4 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 4 4.36
#14 4 1 3 4 1 4 2 2 3 3 4 4 4 4 3.07
#15 5 1 1 4 1 1 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 3 3.50
#16 2 4 4 4 4 4 2 4 5 3 5 3 5 5 3.86
#17 2 3 1 4 2 2 2 4 3 4 4 3 5 5 3.14
#18 1 2 1 1 1 2 3 2 3 1 1 3 NA 1 1.69
#19 2 5 NA 4 4 4 5 5 NA NA NA 4 NA NA 4.13
#20 4 1 NA 4 2 5 1 5 NA NA NA NA NA NA 3.14
#21 2 3 DK DK 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 3 NA NA 1.80
#22 1 3 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 2 NA 1 1.38
#23 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 4 4 DK 1 3 NA 2 2.25
#24 2 1 2 1 2 2 3 2 4 DK 1 3 NA DK 2.09
#25 4 5 3 1 3 5 DK 5 5 5 5 4 NA 5 4.17
#26 5 5 4 4 1 5 2 4 5 5 5 4 NA 5 4.15
#27 4 1 4 4 4 4 3 5 2 5 DK 3 2 3 3.38
#28 3 DK 4 4 DK 4 2 4 1 1 DK DK 1 1 2.50
#29 3 DK 4 2 DK DK 2 DK 1 1 DK DK NA 1 2.00
#30 3 DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK 1 1 DK DK NA 1 1.60
#31 3 DK 4 2 DK 4 2 DK 1 1 DK DK 1 1 2.11
#33 3 DK 4 DK 5 DK DK DK 1 2 DK DK NA DK 3.00
#34 3 DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK NA DK 2.50
#35 3 DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK 1 1 DK DK NA DK 2.00
#36 3 DK 2 DK DK DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK NA DK 2.00
#37 3 DK 3 2 DK 4 2 4 1 1 2 DK NA DK 2.44
#38 2 DK 3 3 3 4 DK 5 4 4 5 5 NA 3 3.73
#39 1 1 3 4 2 DK DK DK NA DK DK 3 NA 1 2.14
#40 2 DK 3 4 DK 5 DK 2 NA DK DK DK NA 2 3.00
#41 2 DK 3 4 DK DK 5 2 NA DK DK DK NA DK 3.20
#42 2 4 1 2 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 3 NA 1 2.17
Ave 3.10 2.31 2.76 2.82 2.20 3.44 3.00 3.58 3.24 2.88 3.85 3.59 4.30 2.42 3.11



 

Austin, Texas 519 Zucker Systems 

Development Assistance Center (DAC) 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15 Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Ave
#1 1 5 2 2 5 4 1 4 3 2 3 1 1 1 4 1 5 4 1 4 2.70
#2 1 2 2 3 4 4 2 4 3 3 1 1 1 2 4 2 4 4 1 4 2.60
#3 1 3 5 3 5 5 4 4 3 2 1 1 1 1 2 2 5 2 1 3 2.70
#4 2 DK 5 3 5 5 2 4 3 2 3 1 3 2 1 2 5 DK 1 4 2.94
#5 3 1 4 3 4 4 5 4 3 1 2 4 4 2 2 4 4 5 1 4 3.20
#6 1 2 4 3 3 3 3 NA 2 3 3 1 3 1 2 2 5 5 1 4 2.68
#7 1 1 1 1 3 2 1 4 2 4 3 1 2 1 2 1 4 4 1 4 2.15
#8 1 1 1 1 4 2 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 4 5 4 1 4 2.00
#9 1 1 2 4 5 2 3 4 2 2 DK 1 DK 1 1 3 DK 3 DK 4 2.44

#10 3 4 5 4 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 5 5 1 2 3 4 5 4 4 3.90
#11 2 3 2 3 4 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 2 2 3 3 4 3 1 4 2.90
#12 3 2 4 3 3 3 4 4 4 4 3 1 1 2 5 3 5 5 1 4 3.20
#13 3 3 2 3 5 4 4 4 4 2 4 5 4 4 5 4 4 4 1 4 3.65
#14 DK 1 4 1 5 4 3 4 3 2 4 1 2 4 3 4 4 1 1 4 2.89
#15 4 3 4 2 3 3 4 5 5 4 5 1 3 1 2 1 5 5 1 5 3.30
#16 1 5 5 2 2 4 4 5 5 4 2 1 5 2 5 5 4 1 1 5 3.40
#17 1 1 2 3 5 2 2 4 4 4 1 1 3 1 5 2 5 3 1 5 2.75
#18 1 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 3 3 2 1 1 4 3 2 4 1 1 4 2.30
#19 5 5 2 4 3 4 2 4 4 2 5 5 4 4 3 2 5 1 1 5 3.50
#20 2 4 4 4 3 4 4 NA 5 4 4 4 4 4 4 NA 5 2 4 NA 3.82
#21 2 4 5 1 3 3 4 NA 3 3 3 1 2 1 3 4 2 1 1 3 2.58
#22 1 1 1 2 1 3 4 4 3 2 3 3 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 3 2.00
#23 3 1 4 2 4 3 3 2 3 2 3 3 4 2 3 4 2 2 1 3 2.70
#24 2 1 2 2 4 3 3 4 3 1 4 1 4 1 3 4 2 4 1 3 2.60
#25 4 5 5 4 2 3 5 DK 3 5 2 3 4 5 5 5 2 5 5 5 4.05
#26 5 5 5 4 5 3 4 DK 4 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 2 4 5 5 4.42
#27 4 2 2 4 3 3 3 DK DK 3 DK 1 1 DK 5 3 2 1 1 3 2.56
#28 3 3 DK 2 3 3 DK DK 3 3 DK 3 1 2 3 d 3 2 1 3 2.53
#29 DK 3 2 2 3 3 DK DK 3 4 4 1 DK 2 3 d 3 2 1 DK 2.57
#30 DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK 2 DK d 3 2 1 DK 2.56
#31 DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK DK DK DK DK 3 1 2 DK d 3 DK 1 DK 2.44
#33 DK 3 DK 4 3 3 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK 2 DK d 3 DK 1 4 2.89
#34 DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK DK DK DK DK 3 DK 2 DK d 3 DK 1 DK 2.63
#35 DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK DK DK DK 2 1 DK 2 DK d 3 DK 1 DK 2.33
#36 DK 3 5 2 3 3 DK DK DK 4 4 4 DK 4 DK 3 3 DK 1 4 3.31
#37 DK 3 DK 3 3 3 DK DK 3 3 DK 1 1 2 2 3 3 DK 1 4 2.50
#38 2 3 DK 3 4 2 4 DK 3 3 DK 3 2 NA 3 4 3 3 1 4 2.94
#39 DK 2 2 2 3 3 2 DK DK 2 1 3 1 1 3 4 2 4 1 3 2.29
#40 2 1 DK 2 4 3 3 DK 3 DK DK 5 2 1 DK 5 4 4 1 3 2.87
#41 2 1 2 3 4 3 3 DK 3 DK DK 5 2 1 DK 5 2 4 1 3 2.75
#42 1 1 DK 2 4 3 1 DK DK 2 1 3 3 1 2 d 3 3 1 2 2.06
Ave 2.19 2.58 3.13 2.71 3.56 3.17 3.06 3.90 3.28 2.88 2.83 2.32 2.44 2.05 3.09 3.13 3.53 3.06 1.35 3.83 2.90



 

Austin, Texas 520 Zucker Systems 

Environmental 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Ave
#1 4 4 4 2 2 3 3.17
#2 2 2 5 2 2 2 2.50
#3 4 3 4 3 3 2 3.17
#4 2 4 5 1 4 2 3.00
#5 4 3 4 2 2 2 2.83
#6 3 1 5 1 2 2 2.33
#7 4 2 5 1 3 2 2.83
#8 3 1 4 1 3 2 2.33
#9 3 2 5 DK 3 2 3.00
#10 4 4 5 5 3 4 4.17
#11 4 1 3 4 2 4 3.00
#12 4 1 4 3 3 3 3.00
#13 4 3 4 3 4 5 3.83
#14 3 3 2 2 2 5 2.83
#15 1 3 5 1 2 5 2.83
#16 3 5 5 4 5 5 4.50
#17 4 3 3 2 2 5 3.17
#18 2 1 1 2 2 2 1.67
#19 NA NA 4 2 4 NA 3.33
#20 NA NA 4 3 4 5 4.00
#21 2 NA 3 3 3 2 2.60
#22 3 DK 4 3 2 3 3.00
#23 3 DK 3 3 2 3 2.80
#24 3 DK 2 3 2 3 2.60
#25 5 2 4 5 3 4 3.83
#26 5 2 5 5 4 4 4.17
#27 3 DK 2 3 3 3 2.80
#28 DK DK 3 3 2 3 2.75
#29 DK DK 3 3 2 3 2.75
#30 DK DK 3 3 2 3 2.75
#31 3 DK 4 3 4 4 3.60
#33 DK DK 3 3 3 3 3.00
#34 DK DK DK 3 3 3 3.00
#35 DK DK 3 3 3 3 3.00
#36 DK DK DK 3 3 3 3.00
#37 3 DK 3 3 3 3 3.00
#38 3 DK 2 3 4 3 3.00
#39 DK 3 3 3 3 3 3.00
#40 NA 3 3 3 3 3 3.00
#41 DK 3 2 3 3 3 2.80
#42 3 2 3 3 3 3 2.83
Ave 3.24 2.54 3.56 2.78 2.85 3.18 3.03



 

Austin, Texas 521 Zucker Systems 

Information Technology 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Ave
#1 2 2 4 5 4 5 2 3.43
#2 2 3 3 5 5 5 2 3.57
#3 NA 1 2 4 3 5 3 3.00
#4 5 2 5 5 5 5 3 4.29
#5 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 4.57
#6 4 2 5 5 4 5 4 4.14
#7 4 2 3 5 4 5 5 4.00
#8 2 2 4 4 4 5 2 3.29
#9 DK 2 5 5 4 5 2 3.83
#10 5 4 5 5 5 NA NA 4.80
#11 2 2 4 5 5 5 DK 3.83
#12 5 1 4 4 2 5 3 3.43
#13 4 3 4 5 4 5 4 4.14
#14 2 2 1 3 3 NA 3 2.33
#15 5 2 5 5 2 5 4 4.00
#16 4 3 2 5 2 5 2 3.29
#17 4 2 2 4 2 5 4 3.29
#18 1 2 2 2 2 DK NA 1.80
#19 NA NA 5 NA NA DK NA 5.00
#20 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
#21 NA 1 1 1 DK DK NA 1.00
#22 NA 1 2 2 2 DK NA 1.75
#23 NA DK 4 2 NA DK DK 3.00
#24 NA DK 2 2 NA DK DK 2.00
#25 5 DK 5 4 NA 5 5 4.80
#26 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00
#27 4 2 2 3 4 DK DK 3.00
#28 DK 2 DK DK 1 DK DK 1.50
#29 DK 1 DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#30 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#31 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#33 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#34 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#35 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#36 DK NA DK DK 1 DK DK 1.00
#37 DK 2 DK DK 1 DK DK 1.50
#38 NA 2 DK DK 4 DK DK 3.00
#39 DK DK 4 2 NA DK DK 3.00
#40 DK DK 3 DK NA DK DK 3.00
#41 DK DK 3 DK NA DK DK 3.00
#42 DK DK 4 4 NA DK DK 4.00
Ave 3.68 2.15 3.47 3.93 2.87 5.00 3.41 3.50



 

Austin, Texas 522 Zucker Systems 

Land Use 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15
#1 4 5 1 4 5 1 4 4 1 4 3 1 1 1 2
#2 4 5 1 1 4 2 1 4 1 3 4 1 1 1 2
#3 2 5 2 1 4 4 2 3 1 4 3 1 1 1 4
#4 5 1 2 2 5 1 2 5 1 1 3 1 2 1 5
#5 5 1 4 5 5 4 3 4 1 4 4 1 2 4 4
#6 5 5 3 1 4 3 1 5 1 1 4 2 2 2 5
#7 1 3 4 1 4 1 1 4 1 3 2 3 2 4 4
#8 5 5 4 4 5 5 1 4 1 2 4 4 2 4 5
#9 1 DK DK 4 4 DK 4 4 DK 1 4 1 2 2 2

#10 4 1 5 5 5 3 3 2 1 5 4 5 4 4 4
#11 2 5 2 4 4 DK 1 3 1 4 1 1 2 3 3
#12 5 5 2 3 4 4 1 2 1 3 2 1 3 2 4
#13 5 1 4 4 5 4 1 5 1 5 4 3 DK 4 4
#14 1 5 4 4 4 5 2 4 1 2 3 1 2 2 3
#15 5 5 1 1 5 2 1 5 1 3 4 1 5 3 5
#16 5 1 1 4 4 2 5 4 1 1 1 1 1 3 2
#17 5 3 2 2 4 4 4 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 2
#18 1 5 4 2 4 DK 3 3 1 2 1 1 2 2 4
#19 5 1 4 1 5 4 3 4 1 5 5 4 4 5 5
#20 3 1 4 5 5 NA 2 5 1 5 5 1 4 3 5
#21 5 3 3 4 4 2 2 3 1 1 3 1 2 1 3
#22 4 5 2 1 3 4 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 1 2
#23 5 2 4 4 5 3 2 5 1 3 2 1 2 3 4
#24 5 2 2 4 5 DK 1 4 1 1 1 1 1 1 4
#25 5 1 4 4 5 4 4 3 5 4 5 5 4 2 4
#26 2 1 4 4 5 5 4 2 5 4 5 5 4 4 5
#27 1 5 4 1 4 4 1 4 DK 1 2 2 DK 1 DK
#28 3 5 2 1 3 NA 1 2 DK DK DK 1 2 NA 4
#29 1 5 1 1 2 NA 1 1 DK DK DK DK 2 NA DK
#30 NA 5 DK 1 2 NA 2 DK DK DK DK DK DK NA DK
#31 2 5 1 1 4 NA 2 2 DK DK DK 1 2 NA DK
#33 NA DK DK 1 3 NA 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK NA DK
#34 NA DK DK 3 3 NA 3 NA DK DK DK DK DK NA DK
#35 NA DK DK 1 3 NA 3 NA DK DK DK DK DK NA DK
#36 NA DK DK 1 3 NA 3 NA DK DK DK DK DK NA DK
#37 2 5 2 1 4 NA 3 2 DK DK DK 1 2 NA 4
#38 NA 5 4 DK 3 NA 4 3 4 NA 4 DK DK 3 5
#39 NA 5 DK DK 3 DK 1 NA DK DK 1 DK DK 3 DK
#40 5 3 2 3 5 2 3 5 1 4 4 1 2 4 4
#41 5 2 2 3 3 2 2 5 1 4 4 1 2 NA 4
#42 1 3 2 1 3 2 3 NA DK DK 1 1 DK NA 3
Ave 3.50 3.47 2.74 2.51 4.00 3.08 2.32 3.50 1.39 2.83 3.00 1.73 2.29 2.50 3.75



 

Austin, Texas 523 Zucker Systems 

Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Emp #21 Emp #22 Emp #23 Emp #24 Emp #25 Emp #26 Emp #27 Emp #28 Emp #29 Emp #30 Emp #31
#1 1 1 1 3 4 2 1 1 2 4 1 4 DK 3 3 3
#2 1 1 1 3 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 3 2 5
#3 1 1 1 3 2 2 5 1 1 4 2 3 1 4 3 5
#4 1 1 2 4 4 4 5 3 4 2 1 3 2 4 4 1
#5 2 2 1 5 5 3 4 3 4 4 2 4 2 4 3 5
#6 1 3 1 4 3 2 2 3 4 4 1 3 1 4 4 1
#7 4 3 1 4 2 3 4 4 3 2 1 2 1 4 1 3
#8 1 3 4 3 4 5 4 2 4 4 1 5 1 3 2 4
#9 2 2 1 3 DK 4 2 1 2 5 1 4 1 4 3 2

#10 5 4 1 5 5 4 4 4 5 2 3 4 4 DK 4 5
#11 1 3 1 3 2 4 2 3 DK 4 3 2 1 2 4 3
#12 2 3 3 2 4 4 1 1 2 2 3 3 1 5 4 5
#13 4 4 4 4 5 4 2 4 4 5 3 4 3 5 4 5
#14 2 4 3 3 2 2 2 3 3 NA 3 2 1 5 4 2
#15 3 5 4 4 5 5 4 4 5 5 2 3 1 5 5 4
#16 4 5 1 5 1 4 1 1 4 4 3 4 DK 1 5 4
#17 2 4 2 2 4 DK 1 2 2 DK 2 4 1 5 3 3
#18 4 3 1 3 2 1 1 2 4 4 1 2 1 4 2 3
#19 3 3 5 4 4 DK 5 4 5 5 NA 5 5 5 4 3
#20 4 3 4 4 2 4 4 2 4 5 NA 4 5 5 5 1
#21 2 3 3 4 3 1 4 4 3 4 NA 1 2 5 2 4
#22 1 3 1 2 1 1 1 2 3 DK 1 1 1 5 1 4
#23 2 3 1 5 4 4 2 3 4 4 2 3 5 5 3 5
#24 3 3 1 5 4 4 1 3 3 4 3 4 1 4 2 5
#25 3 1 2 4 3 4 5 3 3 4 5 3 1 3 5 4
#26 4 3 3 5 4 4 5 5 4 5 5 4 2 5 5 5
#27 3 1 2 4 5 2 2 1 2 5 3 4 DK 4 4 5
#28 DK 1 2 3 1 2 1 3 1 NA 3 1 DK 3 3 4
#29 DK 1 1 3 1 DK 4 1 1 NA NA DK DK DK 3 4
#30 DK NA DK 2 1 DK 1 DK 1 NA NA DK DK DK 3 4
#31 DK 1 DK 2 DK DK 1 2 3 NA DK DK DK 3 3 4
#33 DK NA DK 3 DK DK 1 DK 3 NA DK DK DK DK 3 4
#34 DK NA DK 3 DK DK 3 DK DK NA DK DK DK DK 3 4
#35 DK NA DK 3 DK DK 1 DK 3 NA DK DK DK DK 3 4
#36 DK NA DK 3 DK DK 3 3 DK NA 1 DK DK DK 3 4
#37 DK 1 1 3 1 3 1 2 1 NA DK 4 DK 3 3 4
#38 DK 4 DK 3 4 4 4 NA DK NA DK NA DK 1 4 4
#39 DK NA DK 3 DK DK 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK DK DK 4
#40 DK 2 4 3 2 3 2 1 4 4 DK 4 4 4 2 4
#41 2 2 4 3 2 4 2 1 4 5 DK 4 4 4 2 4
#42 2 NA DK 4 DK 2 3 2 DK NA DK DK DK 4 2 4
Ave 2.41 2.56 2.09 3.44 2.97 3.10 2.54 2.43 3.06 3.92 2.23 3.23 2.04 3.88 3.20 3.78



 

Austin, Texas 524 Zucker Systems 

Emp #32 Emp #33 Emp #34 Emp #35 Emp #36 Emp #37 Emp #38 Emp #39 Emp #40 Emp #41 Emp #42 Emp #43 Emp #44 Ave
#1 5 2 DK 1 1 3 2 2 4 2 DK 1 2 2.44
#2 5 4 DK 1 2 3 2 2 4 5 DK 1 2 2.29
#3 5 3 DK DK 2 DK DK 3 1 DK DK 4 2 2.55
#4 5 2 4 1 4 3 1 1 4 5 2 3 4 2.75
#5 5 4 3 3 3 3 4 1 3 4 3 3 4 3.34
#6 5 4 5 1 1 3 2 3 1 3 5 3 4 2.84
#7 1 4 4 1 4 3 1 4 1 1 3 3 2 2.55
#8 5 DK 5 2 3 DK 1 3 1 5 2 1 4 3.26
#9 5 4 4 DK 2 3 1 3 DK DK 2 2 4 2.67

#10 5 5 3 5 2 3 4 5 5 3 4 3 2 3.79
#11 5 5 4 1 2 DK 1 4 1 4 3 1 4 2.66
#12 5 4 DK DK 3 DK 1 4 4 1 2 1 4 2.83
#13 5 4 5 1 1 3 2 5 5 5 4 3 2 3.70
#14 5 5 3 DK 1 3 3 4 4 1 2 3 1 2.83
#15 5 5 5 1 2 3 1 4 1 5 5 5 4 3.57
#16 5 4 4 1 1 1 1 2 1 3 5 5 4 2.79
#17 5 2 1 1 4 3 1 4 1 1 4 4 5 2.57
#18 5 1 1 DK 1 3 4 4 2 3 2 1 2 2.43
#19 5 4 5 1 3 5 5 5 2 5 2 3 2 3.88
#20 5 4 4 NA 4 4 2 5 5 4 4 5 2 3.73
#21 5 2 DK DK 2 3 2 3 4 1 DK 1 2 2.70
#22 5 2 4 DK 1 1 2 1 1 5 4 1 2 2.14
#23 5 2 DK DK 4 3 3 4 4 5 4 5 4 3.43
#24 5 4 2 DK 1 3 2 3 4 5 4 1 2 2.83
#25 3 2 5 5 3 3 2 2 5 3 5 3 2 3.52
#26 5 4 5 5 2 5 4 2 5 1 5 3 4 4.02
#27 5 2 5 1 DK 3 DK 1 4 1 DK DK 4 2.86
#28 5 2 3 DK DK 4 DK 4 3 DK DK DK 2 2.50
#29 5 2 DK DK DK 4 DK 2 3 DK DK DK 2 2.22
#30 5 2 DK DK DK DK DK 4 3 DK DK DK DK 2.57
#31 5 2 4 DK DK DK DK 3 3 DK DK DK 2 2.52
#33 5 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 3 DK DK DK DK 2.83
#34 5 2 DK DK DK DK DK 3 3 DK DK DK DK 3.18
#35 1 2 DK DK DK DK DK 4 3 DK DK DK DK 2.58
#36 1 2 DK DK DK DK DK 4 3 DK DK DK DK 2.62
#37 5 2 DK DK DK 4 DK 4 3 DK DK DK 2 2.61
#38 5 2 DK DK DK 2 DK 2 3 DK DK NA 4 3.52
#39 5 1 DK DK 4 3 DK 1 3 DK DK DK DK 2.79
#40 5 2 DK DK 3 3 3 2 4 5 DK DK 4 3.21
#41 5 2 4 DK 3 3 3 2 4 5 DK DK 4 3.13
#42 5 2 DK DK 2 3 2 1 3 DK DK 1 2 2.37
Ave 4.66 2.88 3.83 1.88 2.37 3.10 2.21 3.00 3.03 3.37 3.45 2.59 2.91 2.93



 

Austin, Texas 525 Zucker Systems 

No Division Marked 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Ave
#1 3 4 3.50
#2 3 4 3.50
#3 2 4 3.00
#4 2 3 2.50
#5 4 5 4.50
#6 4 3 3.50
#7 3 1 2.00
#8 2 4 3.00
#9 4 3 3.50
#10 4 5 4.50
#11 3 4 3.50
#12 4 4 4.00
#13 4 4 4.00
#14 3 3 3.00
#15 DK 4 4.00
#16 1 2 1.50
#17 2 4 3.00
#18 3 2 2.50
#19 3 3 3.00
#20 4 4 4.00
#21 3 3 3.00
#22 3 3 3.00
#23 2 3 2.50
#24 3 3 3.00
#25 3 4 3.50
#26 4 5 4.50
#27 NA 3 3.00
#28 DK 3 3.00
#29 DK 3 3.00
#30 DK 3 3.00
#31 DK 3 3.00
#33 DK 3 3.00
#34 DK 3 3.00
#35 DK 3 3.00
#36 DK 3 3.00
#37 DK 3 3.00
#38 DK 3 3.00
#39 NA 3 3.00
#40 NA 3 3.00
#41 NA 3 3.00
#42 3 3 3.00
Ave 3.04 3.32 3.18



 

Austin, Texas 526 Zucker Systems 

Office of Director 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Ave
#1 2 1 1 1.33
#2 2 1 1 1.33
#3 1 1 1 1.00
#4 1 1 1 1.00
#5 2 4 1 2.33
#6 1 1 1 1.00
#7 1 1 1 1.00
#8 1 1 1 1.00
#9 1 DK 1 1.00
#10 4 5 1 3.33
#11 1 1 1 1.00
#12 2 DK 1 1.50
#13 2 DK 1 1.50
#14 2 DK DK 2.00
#15 1 4 1 2.00
#16 3 5 5 4.33
#17 1 2 1 1.33
#18 1 1 2 1.33
#19 1 DK 1 1.00
#20 2 DK NA 2.00
#21 1 DK 1 1.00
#22 1 1 1 1.00
#23 1 DK 1 1.00
#24 2 DK 1 1.50
#25 5 3 5 4.33
#26 4 5 5 4.67
#27 DK DK 2 2.00
#28 DK 1 DK 1.00
#29 DK 1 DK 1.00
#30 DK 1 DK 1.00
#31 DK 1 DK 1.00
#33 DK 1 DK 1.00
#34 DK 1 4 2.50
#35 DK 1 2 1.50
#36 DK DK 5 5.00
#37 DK 1 5 3.00
#38 DK DK 3 3.00
#39 DK DK 1 1.00
#40 DK DK 4 4.00
#41 DK DK 4 4.00
#42 DK DK 1 1.00
Ave 1.77 1.84 2.00 1.87



 

Austin, Texas 527 Zucker Systems 

Permit Center 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Ave
#1 1 1 4 2.00
#2 1 1 4 2.00
#3 1 1 1 1.00
#4 2 1 1 1.33
#5 2 1 5 2.67
#6 1 1 4 2.00
#7 3 1 1 1.67
#8 3 1 1 1.67
#9 1 1 1 1.00
#10 NA 4 1 2.50
#11 5 1 1 2.33
#12 5 1 4 3.33
#13 4 4 4 4.00
#14 4 1 1 2.00
#15 4 1 1 2.00
#16 2 1 1 1.33
#17 NA 2 1 1.50
#18 2 1 1 1.33
#19 4 1 1 2.00
#20 4 1 1 2.00
#21 DK 1 1 1.00
#22 DK 1 1 1.00
#23 2 1 1 1.33
#24 2 1 1 1.33
#25 4 5 5 4.67
#26 4 5 5 4.67
#27 DK DK 4 4.00
#28 5 DK DK 5.00
#29 NA DK DK
#30 NA DK DK
#31 DK DK DK
#33 DK DK DK
#34 DK DK DK
#35 DK DK DK
#36 DK DK DK
#37 DK DK DK
#38 DK DK DK
#39 4 1 1 2.00
#40 DK DK DK
#41 DK DK DK
#42 3 1 1 1.67
Ave 2.92 1.54 2.03 2.16



 

Austin, Texas 528 Zucker Systems 

Residential Review 

 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15 Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Ave
#1 4 2 2 4 4 5 5 3 4 5 5 1 5 4 2 4 2 4 5 3 3.65
#2 4 3 2 5 4 4 5 2 2 3 4 1 5 4 2 4 2 4 5 3 3.40
#3 2 DK 1 4 4 2 4 4 4 4 DK 2 5 1 4 4 1 3 5 3 3.17
#4 5 4 2 5 2 DK 3 5 4 5 5 1 3 4 5 4 2 5 5 3 3.79
#5 2 3 1 3 4 3 5 5 4 5 4 3 5 3 4 5 2 4 5 2 3.60
#6 4 4 2 5 5 5 5 3 4 4 5 1 4 4 5 5 2 5 5 3 4.00
#7 3 2 2 5 2 5 4 5 3 1 4 2 2 4 3 4 2 4 4 DK 3.21
#8 3 3 1 5 4 4 4 1 4 3 5 1 3 4 2 4 1 4 4 3 3.15
#9 4 3 1 5 4 5 4 5 DK 4 DK 1 5 2 5 DK 1 5 5 2 3.59

#10 3 4 4 NA 4 5 4 5 5 5 4 2 5 2 2 5 5 5 5 2 4.00
#11 2 2 2 5 3 5 4 3 4 2 4 1 2 5 4 3 3 4 4 3 3.25
#12 5 4 1 4 2 4 2 2 5 5 5 1 3 5 4 4 2 4 5 3 3.50
#13 4 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 4 5 5 3 5 5 3 4 4 5 4 3 4.35
#14 4 4 1 5 3 DK 4 4 5 3 DK 1 5 2 4 2 1 2 5 DK 3.24
#15 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 2 5 5 5 4 2 5 5 3 4.40
#16 5 4 1 4 4 2 5 1 3 4 4 1 3 4 1 1 1 3 4 2 2.85
#17 4 5 1 4 4 3 4 4 3 4 4 1 3 2 3 3 1 4 3 2 3.10
#18 1 1 1 5 2 2 3 2 2 3 DK 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 4 1 1.95
#19 4 5 4 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 3 3 5 3 4 4 5 5 2 4.25
#20 3 4 1 5 4 5 4 4 4 5 5 2 3 4 2 4 2 3 5 2 3.55
#21 3 3 1 4 3 2 2 5 1 3 DK 1 2 2 3 3 1 2 5 DK 2.56
#22 2 2 1 4 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 3 1 2 1 4 2 2 1 1.80
#23 4 4 1 4 4 2 3 4 3 3 4 1 3 2 1 4 3 4 2 1 2.85
#24 4 5 2 4 4 3 4 4 2 2 4 1 5 2 3 3 3 5 5 2 3.35
#25 2 3 1 5 4 1 2 1 2 4 4 2 4 1 1 3 1 3 DK 5 2.58
#26 2 5 5 3 4 3 5 5 3 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 4.30
#27 3 DK 5 3 4 NA 3 NA DK 2 2 3 3 1 1 DK 3 DK 4 DK 2.85
#28 DK DK DK 4 3 3 DK DK DK 1 DK DK 3 1 DK 4 3 DK 2 3 2.70
#29 3 DK DK 4 3 2 DK 4 DK 3 DK 4 3 5 3 4 1 DK 2 DK 3.15
#30 3 DK DK 4 3 4 2 DK DK 3 DK DK 3 3 DK 4 DK DK DK DK 3.22
#31 DK DK DK 4 3 DK DK DK DK 1 DK DK 1 3 DK 4 DK DK DK 2 2.57
#33 DK DK DK 4 3 3 4 DK DK 1 DK 5 2 4 DK 4 DK 4 DK DK 3.40
#34 DK DK DK 4 3 3 DK DK DK 3 DK 4 3 3 NA 4 DK DK DK DK 3.38
#35 3 DK 2 4 1 4 DK 4 3 2 DK 5 3 1 NA 4 1 DK 1 DK 2.71
#36 DK DK DK 4 3 3 DK DK DK 3 DK 5 3 3 NA 4 1 DK DK DK 3.22
#37 DK DK DK 4 3 3 4 DK DK 3 DK 2 3 3 NA 4 3 DK 2 DK 3.09
#38 DK 3 5 4 3 NA DK 3 DK 3 4 4 3 3 NA 3 2 NA 3 3 3.29
#39 3 2 2 4 4 1 2 2 2 4 4 4 4 1 2 2 1 4 4 1 2.65
#40 DK DK DK 4 3 NA DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK 3 NA 3 2 2 3 2 2.78
#41 DK DK DK 4 3 NA DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK 3 NA 3 2 DK DK 2 2.86
#42 2 DK 2 4 2 4 3 2 3 4 4 1 2 1 NA 2 2 3 5 3 2.72
Ave 3.28 3.48 2.16 4.23 3.34 3.38 3.72 3.52 3.29 3.34 4.20 2.19 3.38 2.95 2.97 3.54 2.14 3.77 4.00 2.50 3.27



 

Austin, Texas 529 Zucker Systems 

Site Subdivision 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Emp #11 Emp #12 Emp #13 Emp #14 Emp #15
#1 3 1 2 4 3 5 2 4 2 4 2 4 4 3 1
#2 3 1 3 4 3 5 2 4 2 2 2 2 3 3 1
#3 3 3 4 3 4 5 4 4 3 3 2 4 2 4 1
#4 3 2 4 5 2 4 3 3 4 1 4 5 3 4 1
#5 5 2 4 5 4 5 4 5 4 4 2 5 3 3 1
#6 2 3 1 4 2 4 3 1 2 1 1 4 3 4 1
#7 2 4 4 5 3 2 3 4 1 4 4 4 3 2 1
#8 3 1 2 4 2 2 4 1 1 2 2 5 3 4 1
#9 DK 4 2 4 4 1 4 4 3 1 2 2 2 4 1

#10 3 5 3 5 3 5 4 4 5 5 5 5 3 3 4
#11 4 2 4 4 2 4 3 4 2 3 4 2 2 2 1
#12 4 2 4 4 2 4 2 4 2 5 4 5 2 3 1
#13 4 4 3 3 3 5 3 4 4 DK 5 4 5 3 4
#14 4 2 3 3 1 5 2 2 2 1 3 1 5 1 1
#15 5 5 4 5 4 5 4 2 4 4 4 5 5 5 1
#16 5 4 4 5 3 3 2 5 4 1 3 4 4 4 1
#17 5 2 3 4 2 4 2 3 3 1 5 4 4 4 1
#18 4 1 3 3 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 1
#19 4 2 3 3 DK 1 NA NA 1 1 2 4 2 NA 1
#20 NA 3 4 4 NA NA NA NA 3 1 NA 4 3 NA 5
#21 3 3 2 3 NA DK 1 1 1 1 2 1 2 DK 1
#22 4 3 2 1 DK 3 1 3 3 DK 2 1 2 2 DK
#23 4 3 2 3 DK 3 3 2 2 DK NA 1 2 2 2
#24 4 3 2 3 DK 3 3 1 2 DK NA 1 2 DK 2
#25 NA 4 5 5 3 1 NA 5 4 5 4 5 4 3 DK
#26 5 5 5 5 4 1 4 5 4 4 4 4 4 4 5
#27 3 3 4 4 DK 3 4 4 DK DK 1 1 3 DK 2
#28 3 2 2 4 DK 3 3 2 DK DK 2 2 DK DK 2
#29 3 3 2 4 DK 4 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 2
#30 3 2 2 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 3
#31 2 3 3 5 DK 4 2 2 DK DK NA 4 DK DK 3
#33 DK 3 3 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 3
#34 DK DK 3 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 3
#35 DK 3 3 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 3
#36 DK 3 3 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA DK DK DK 3
#37 DK 3 3 4 DK DK 3 2 DK DK NA 3 DK DK DK
#38 NA 2 3 4 2 2 2 2 3 DK 3 4 DK DK 1
#39 DK 3 2 4 DK DK 3 2 2 DK 3 DK DK DK 3
#40 DK 3 3 4 DK DK 3 2 2 DK NA DK DK DK 3
#41 4 3 2 4 DK DK 3 2 2 DK 2 2 DK 4 1
#42 2 3 2 4 DK 2 4 1 1 DK NA 1 DK 2 1
Ave 3.53 2.83 2.98 3.95 2.71 3.33 2.89 2.74 2.58 2.50 2.86 3.15 3.04 3.08 1.92



 

Austin, Texas 530 Zucker Systems 

Emp #16 Emp #17 Emp #18 Emp #19 Emp #20 Emp #21 Emp #22 Emp #23 Emp #24 Emp #25 Emp #26 Emp #27 Emp #28 Emp #29
#1 4 3 5 4 4 3 3 3 5 2 4 DK 1 4
#2 4 3 5 4 1 3 3 3 5 1 1 DK 1 4
#3 2 4 5 DK DK 4 4 3 2 2 3 DK 4 4
#4 2 3 5 4 2 2 1 5 5 1 2 DK 3 4
#5 2 3 5 4 2 4 3 3 5 2 3 5 2 4
#6 4 3 5 1 2 4 1 2 5 1 3 5 2 5
#7 2 4 5 1 1 4 4 3 5 1 2 5 1 5
#8 2 3 5 1 1 5 2 4 1 1 1 DK 1 5
#9 4 3 5 1 1 1 2 DK 5 1 1 DK 4 5

#10 5 5 5 2 5 5 5 2 5 3 5 5 5 4
#11 4 3 5 4 3 3 1 3 3 3 3 5 3 1
#12 5 3 5 1 2 5 3 3 1 1 3 5 3 4
#13 4 4 5 4 2 5 5 5 5 3 4 5 4 5
#14 5 4 1 1 1 3 1 3 5 1 4 DK 1 5
#15 4 5 5 5 4 2 3 4 5 1 1 5 5 5
#16 2 1 1 5 4 4 4 4 4 2 4 5 5 5
#17 5 2 4 4 2 2 3 4 1 1 1 5 4 5
#18 5 3 1 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 DK 1 4
#19 5 NA 4 NA NA 3 NA DK 1 3 2 DK 3 4
#20 4 NA 4 NA NA 5 5 NA NA 3 NA DK 4 4
#21 4 3 1 1 1 3 3 DK DK 3 1 DK 3 4
#22 2 3 1 1 1 2 2 DK DK 3 2 DK DK 4
#23 2 3 1 1 1 3 NA DK DK 1 1 DK DK 4
#24 4 2 1 1 1 3 3 DK DK 1 1 DK DK 4
#25 5 3 5 5 5 4 4 1 5 4 NA DK NA 5
#26 5 4 4 5 5 5 3 1 5 4 5 5 5 5
#27 2 3 1 1 1 1 DK 3 DK 3 3 DK DK 4
#28 DK 3 1 DK 1 1 DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK 4
#29 DK 3 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#30 DK 3 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#31 DK 3 1 DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#33 DK 3 4 DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#34 DK 3 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#35 DK 3 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#36 DK 3 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#37 DK 3 DK DK DK 3 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK 4
#38 4 2 4 DK 1 3 DK DK DK 2 NA DK 4 4
#39 DK 3 1 2 DK 3 DK DK DK DK NA DK DK 4
#40 DK 3 DK DK 1 3 DK DK DK DK NA DK DK 4
#41 DK 3 2 2 2 3 5 DK DK DK NA DK DK 4
#42 2 3 1 1 1 1 5 2 DK 3 1 DK DK 4
Ave 3.59 3.10 3.19 2.48 2.03 3.10 3.04 3.05 3.76 2.00 2.38 5.00 3.00 4.20



 

Austin, Texas 531 Zucker Systems 

 

 

Emp #30 Emp #31 Emp #32 Emp #33 Emp #34 Emp #35 Emp #36 Emp #37 Emp #38 Emp #39 Emp #40 Emp #41 Emp #42 Ave
#1 4 3 3 5 3 4 3 4 1 4 5 3 4 3.29
#2 3 2 3 5 3 4 3 3 1 4 4 3 5 2.95
#3 5 2 3 4 3 3 3 3 1 4 5 4 2 3.28
#4 5 4 4 5 4 3 5 5 1 5 4 4 4 3.41
#5 5 3 4 5 DK 3 4 4 1 5 4 4 4 3.63
#6 4 3 3 4 3 3 2 5 1 4 4 3 4 2.90
#7 3 2 4 5 2 4 3 5 1 4 3 3 4 3.14
#8 3 3 2 5 4 3 3 5 1 4 2 3 5 2.73
#9 5 DK 3 5 DK 2 4 2 1 4 5 3 5 2.97

#10 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 3 5 5 4 5 4.40
#11 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 5 1 5 3 4 5 3.21
#12 4 4 3 5 3 3 3 4 3 5 2 4 5 3.33
#13 4 4 5 5 5 4 4 4 3 5 4 4 5 4.15
#14 3 2 3 5 3 2 2 4 1 4 5 4 4 2.76
#15 5 4 5 5 4 5 3 4 1 4 5 3 5 4.02
#16 4 2 4 5 3 2 5 5 1 4 4 3 5 3.55
#17 4 2 3 3 3 2 3 5 2 4 3 3 5 3.14
#18 2 1 1 5 1 3 3 5 1 2 2 3 4 2.02
#19 2 2 3 NA 3 3 3 5 1 2 NA 4 2 2.63
#20 4 3 3 5 3 3 NA 4 3 3 NA 3 4 3.62
#21 3 2 3 5 3 3 2 3 1 2 2 3 2 2.28
#22 3 DK 3 5 3 3 2 2 1 3 DK 3 3 2.39
#23 3 DK 3 NA 3 3 3 2 DK 3 DK 3 4 2.43
#24 3 DK 3 NA 3 3 3 4 DK 3 DK 3 4 2.53
#25 4 3 5 4 3 3 5 5 4 3 2 4 4 3.97
#26 5 4 5 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 2 4 5 4.31
#27 3 1 DK 3 DK 4 3 1 2 2 1 4 5 2.59
#28 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA 2 DK 3 DK 3 4 2.65
#29 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA DK DK 3 DK 3 4 3.06
#30 3 DK DK 4 DK 3 NA 3 DK 3 DK 3 3 2.89
#31 3 DK DK 5 DK 2 NA 2 DK 3 2 3 3 2.95
#33 3 DK DK 5 DK 2 NA 3 DK 3 DK 3 3 3.18
#34 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA 3 DK 3 DK 3 3 3.20
#35 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA 3 DK 3 2 3 3 3.12
#36 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA DK DK 3 DK 3 3 3.20
#37 3 DK DK 5 DK 3 NA 3 DK 3 DK 3 3 3.19
#38 4 DK 3 5 3 3 NA 3 1 3 2 3 3 2.83
#39 3 DK DK 4 DK 3 3 2 DK 3 1 3 4 2.77
#40 3 DK DK 3 DK 3 NA 3 DK 3 DK 3 4 2.94
#41 4 2 3 5 3 2 2 2 3 4 DK 3 3 2.87
#42 3 DK 2 5 3 3 NA 2 1 3 2 4 3 2.36
Ave 3.54 2.79 3.34 4.68 3.15 3.10 3.32 3.56 1.68 3.54 3.15 3.32 3.88 3.12



 

Austin, Texas 532 Zucker Systems 

Support Services 

 

 

Emp #1 Emp #2 Emp #3 Emp #4 Emp #5 Emp #6 Emp #7 Emp #8 Emp #9 Emp #10 Ave
#1 DK 1 4 1 2 2 1 5 5 5 2.89
#2 DK 1 4 1 2 4 1 5 5 4 3.00
#3 DK 1 2 1 5 4 1 5 4 DK 2.88
#4 DK 1 3 2 2 1 1 5 5 5 2.78
#5 2 1 4 3 4 2 1 5 4 4 3.00
#6 DK 1 2 DK 4 1 1 5 5 5 3.00
#7 DK 1 3 1 1 5 1 5 3 5 2.78
#8 2 1 3 1 1 1 1 4 1 3 1.80
#9 2 1 DK 3 DK 2 1 3 4 4 2.50
#10 4 1 1 1 5 5 2 4 4 4 3.10
#11 DK 1 DK DK 2 1 1 5 4 3 2.43
#12 DK 1 4 DK 4 3 1 5 5 2 3.13
#13 DK 3 1 4 4 3 4 5 3 4 3.44
#14 DK 1 3 3 2 1 4 4 2 3 2.56
#15 4 1 1 5 1 1 1 5 4 5 2.80
#16 3 1 5 5 5 5 DK 5 3 4 4.00
#17 DK 1 2 5 2 1 1 5 4 3 2.67
#18 2 1 4 2 DK 5 1 4 4 2 2.78
#19 DK 1 4 NA NA 5 3 4 NA DK 3.40
#20 DK NA 4 NA NA NA 3 5 NA DK 4.00
#21 DK DK 4 DK DK 1 3 DK DK DK 2.67
#22 DK 1 1 NA DK 1 3 2 DK DK 1.60
#23 DK 1 1 NA DK 1 3 DK 3 DK 1.80
#24 DK DK 1 DK DK 1 3 DK 3 DK 2.00
#25 DK 5 3 5 4 5 4 5 4 3 4.22
#26 DK 5 3 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 4.67
#27 DK 1 3 DK 4 2 1 DK DK DK 2.20
#28 DK 1 3 NA DK 3 3 DK DK DK 2.50
#29 DK 1 2 NA DK 3 3 DK DK DK 2.25
#30 DK 1 2 NA DK DK 3 DK DK DK 2.00
#31 DK 1 4 NA DK 5 3 DK DK DK 3.25
#33 DK 1 4 NA DK DK 3 DK DK DK 2.67
#34 DK 1 3 NA DK 3 DK DK DK 2.33
#35 DK 1 1 NA DK DK 3 DK DK DK 1.67
#36 DK 1 1 NA DK DK 3 DK DK DK 1.67
#37 DK 1 2 NA DK DK 3 DK DK DK 2.00
#38 DK 3 2 DK 4 d3 3 DK DK DK 3.00
#39 DK 1 1 NA DK d 3 2 DK DK 1.75
#40 DK DK DK NA DK 4 3 2 DK DK 3.00
#41 DK 3 1 NA DK 4 3 2 DK DK 2.60
#42 DK 1 1 DK DK 2 3 2 DK DK 1.80
Ave 2.71 1.38 2.55 2.82 3.15 2.78 2.33 4.19 3.82 3.84 2.96



 

Austin, Texas 533 Zucker Systems 

Appendix C 

 

Employee Long 

Questionnaire 



 

Austin, Texas 534 Zucker Systems 

Austin, Texas 

Planning and Development Review Department 

 

EMPLOYEE QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Employee Name   Job Title   

Division ________________________ 

The following questionnaire is an important and essential part of the City’s Analysis 

of the Planning and Development Review Department being conducted by Zucker 

Systems. The study is aimed at improving effectiveness and efficiency. Your ideas 

and thoughts are essential to the study. This questionnaire will supplement other work 

being undertaken by the consultants. 

Please complete this questionnaire and return it to us within one week. You can do 

this in one of the following ways: 

1. The best way to complete the questionnaire is on line at 

www.zuckersystems.com. You will find the Austin Questionnaire under the 

links tab. If you have any problems call us at 619-260-2680. Note: For 

confidentially the program will not save your answers to be completed at 

separate times. If you cannot complete the survey in one sitting, please submit 

the answers you have completed. Then, you can just answer the questions 

unanswered the first time and submit that portion of the survey. We will merge 

your surveys together for a complete survey. Just be sure to put your name on 

all submittals so we can paste the parts together.  

2. You can also access the questionnaire directly online at the following link: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/AustinQ  

3. You can also mail the questionnaire in a sealed envelope to Zucker Systems, 

3038 Udall St. San Diego, CA 92106. 

Take your time in answering the questions and be as through as possible. You are 

encouraged to email (paul@zuckersystems.com) or mail attachments or examples. 

Note that all questions may not apply to you. In that case, simply skip that question.  

Your comments may be merged with others and included in our report; however, the 

consultants will not identify individuals in relation to specific comments. Your 

responses and comments will be held in confidence.  

Thank you for your help. 

Paul C. Zucker, President, Zucker Systems 

http://www.zuckersystems.com/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/AustinQ
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____________________________________________________________ 

 

9. What do you see as the major strengths of the Planning and Development 

Review Department or your Division, the things you do well? 

 

10. What do you see as the major weaknesses of the Planning and Development 

Review Department or your Division, and what can be done to eliminate these 

weaknesses? 

 

11. What important policies, services or programs are no longer pursued or have 

never been pursued in relation to the Planning and Development Review 

Department or your Division that you feel should be added?  

 

12. Do you feel any of the City’s ordinances, policies, plans, or procedures related 

to the Planning and Development Review Department or your Division should 

be changed? If so, list them and explain why. 

 

13. Are there any programs, activities or jobs related to the Planning and 

Development Review Department or your Division that you would eliminate or 

reduce and why? 

 

 

14. How would you describe the goals or mission of your function, the Planning 

and Development Review Department, or your Division? 

 

 

15. What would help you perform your specific duties more effectively and 

efficiently? 

 

 

 

16. What problems, if any, do you experience with your records or files and what 

should be done to eliminate these problems? (Please be specific.) 
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17. What problems, if any, do you experience with the current office layout, work 

spaces and public counters and what should be done to eliminate these 

problems? (Please be specific.) 

 

18. Are there any problems in providing good service to your customers? If so, 

please list them and give recommendations to solve these problems. 

 

19. Do you feel that the processing of development applications and permits should 

be shortened, sped up or simplified? If so, what do you suggest? Or conversely, 

do you feel that you try to move development applications through the permit 

process too quickly? In either case, how would you suggest it be improved? 

 

 

20. What suggestions do you have for improving internal communication in your 

function, the Planning and Development Review Department, your Division or 

the City? 

 

21. What suggestions do you have for improving external communication from 

your function to customers or Stakeholders related to the Planning and 

Development Review Department.  

 

22. Do you have any difficulty in carrying out your function due to problems with 

other departments or divisions? If so, please explain and provide suggestions on 

how to correct these problems. 

 

23. Have you received sufficient training for your responsibilities? If not, please 

comment and indicate areas you would like more training. 

  

 

24. What functions are you currently handling manually that you believe could or 

should be automated? (Please be specific.) 
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25. What functions that are currently computer-automated need improvement? List 

your suggested improvements. 

 

 

26. What problems, if any, do you have with the telephone system and what would 

you suggest to correct the problems? 

 

 

27. What problems, if any, do you have with the email system and what do you 

suggest to correct these problems? 

 

 

28. Do you have all the equipment you need to properly do your job? If not, please 

list what you need. 

 

 

29. Please provide comments concerning good or bad aspects of the City’s 

organizational structure for the Planning and Development Review Department 

or your Division. Provide any suggestions for improvement or changes. 

 

30. Do you use consultants or should consultants be used for any of the functions in 

the Planning and Development Review Department or your Division?  

 

 

31. If you use consultants for any of the functions in the Planning and Development 

Review Department or your Division what problems, if any, do you experience 

with these consultants and what would you recommend to correct this problem? 

 

 

32. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the City Council 

processes in relation to the Planning and Development Review Department or 

your Division functions? 
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33. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the City Planning 

Commission processes in relation to your department or division functions? 

 

34. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Land 

Development processes in relation to the Planning and Development Review 

Department or your Division functions? 

 

35. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Imagine Austin 

Comprehensive Plan? 

 

36. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Zoning and 

Development Code? 

 

37. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Land 

Development engineering construction standards?  

 

38. If you are short of time to do your work, what changes would you recommend 

to correct this problem? 

  

39. Please list the major tasks or work activity you undertake and provide a rough 

estimated percentage of your time for each task. The percentages should total 

100%.  

     Task      Percent 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

            100 
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40. What additional handouts to the public or changes to existing handouts to the 

public would be helpful? 

 

41. How well do the Departments current Public outreach methods and social media 

efforts work and what suggestions do you have to improve them? 

 

42. What additional educational materials would help you do your job? 

 

43. What changes if any would you recommend for the City’s web page or e-

government applications? 

  

44. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the City’s GIS 

system? 

  

45. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the City’s computer 

permitting system? 

 

46. Do relations between the office staff and inspectors work well? If not, what do 

you recommend to improve the relations? 

 

47. Who is your direct supervisor, list name and position? 

 

48. List the names and positions of the staff that you supervise.  

 

49. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Board of 

Adjustment processes in relation to your department or division functions? 

 

50. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Design 

Commission processes in relation to your department or division functions? 

 

 

51. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Environmental 

Board processes in relation to your department or division functions? 
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52. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Historic 

Landmark Commission processes in relation to your department or division 

functions? 

 

53. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Land 

Development Code Advisory Group processes in relation to your department or 

division functions? 

 

54. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Mechanical 

Plumbing and Solar Board processes in relation to your department or division 

functions? 

 

55. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Residential 

Design and Compatibility Commission processes in relation to your department 

or division functions? 

 

56. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Sign Review 

Board processes in relation to your department or division functions? 

 

57. What changes, if any, would you recommend in relation to the Zoning and 

Platting Commission processes in relation to your department or division 

functions? 

 

58. Do you have any concerns about the way human resource issues are handled in 

the Department? If so, please describe and what would you suggest to resolve 

your concerns. 

 

 

59. List any other topics you would like the consultants to consider, or other 

suggestions you have for your function, the Planning and Development Review 

Department, your Division, or the City. Take your time and be as expansive as 

possible. 
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Note: We will interview many, but not all, staff. If you would like a confidential 

interview we will try to do so. Let us know by phone, email or in person. Also, 

feel free to call us at 1.619.260.2680 or email to paul@zuckersystems.com to 

discuss any concerns or provide recommendations. When calling, ask for Paul. 



 

Austin, Texas 542 Zucker Systems 

 



 

Austin, Texas 543 Zucker Systems 

Appendix D 

 

Customer Survey 

Tallies 



 

Austin, Texas 544 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 545 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 546 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 547 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 548 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 549 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 550 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 551 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 552 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 553 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 554 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 555 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 556 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 557 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 558 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 559 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 560 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 561 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 562 Zucker Systems 

 



 

Austin, Texas 563 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 564 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 565 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 566 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 567 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 568 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 569 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 570 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 571 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 572 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 573 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 574 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 575 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 576 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 577 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 578 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 579 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 580 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 581 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 582 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 583 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 584 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 585 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 586 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 587 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 588 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 589 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 590 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 591 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 592 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 593 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 594 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 595 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 596 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 597 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 598 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 599 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 600 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 601 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 602 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 603 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 604 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 605 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 606 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 607 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 608 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 609 Zucker Systems 

 



 

Austin, Texas 610 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 611 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 612 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 613 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 614 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 615 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 616 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 617 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 618 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 619 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 620 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 621 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 622 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 623 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 624 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 625 Zucker Systems 

 



 

Austin, Texas 626 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 627 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 628 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 629 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 630 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 631 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 632 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 633 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 634 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 635 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 636 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 637 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 638 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 639 Zucker Systems 

 



 

Austin, Texas 640 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 641 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 642 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 643 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 644 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 645 Zucker Systems 



 

Austin, Texas 646 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 647 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 648 Zucker Systems 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 649 Zucker Systems 

Appendix E 

 

Customer Survey 

Comments 



 

Austin, Texas 650 Zucker Systems 

Board of Adjustment 

1. For Board of Adjustments: One meeting per month will absolutely not work for 
Austin's growth. The meeting I attended in September had over 30 cases, and went 
on until 11:45 pm. Many cases are postponed for very minor reasons or missing 
documents. The requirements for the application addendum are completely 
subjective. For example, our case was postponed because we didn't have the Travis 
County Plat map printed and included in their packets. This could have been 
determined prior to our meeting, and requested by email via the BOA liaison. 

Case Manager 

1. Have the Case Manager review the Entire set of comments and weed out duplicate 
comments or comments that conflict with each. Also make sure the comments are 
complete and the reviews have been completed BEFORE issuing the comments as 
being "Final" 

Certificate of Occupancy 

1. I was a tenant for 5 years in an older office building built in the early 70's. When we 
got approved by a gov't agency they required a C of O. I applied to the City of Austin 
to get a C of O. It turns out that no one in our Suite or in our entire bldg. has ever 
applied for a C of since it received its original C of O. The bldg. was also foreclosed 
upon in the 80's and went to RTC which then sold the bldg. to a new owner. None of 
the original C of O paperwork for the bldg. was apparently kept by the bldg. dept or 
the new bldg. owner. Bottom line: I was forced to go through the same process to 
get our C of O that a new bldg. developer would have to go through if they were 
proposing a new bldg. be built at that location. There was no remodeling proposed 
or performed at any time. There were no permits other than a C of O requested at 
any time. It was insane. It took over 6 months and way too many visits, emails, and 
begging for mercy before the city eventually decided that perhaps treating a tenant 
of a small office in a building which has been successfully occupied without incident 
since the early 70's the same as if they were the original developer was perhaps not 
the best use of city resources (not to mention my resources. I used to be an urban 
planner in Los Angeles and I have seen some pretty ineffective processes and 
procedures in my time by planning and bldg. departments but this was definitely 
one of the most extreme examples of what can happen to a process if there is not 
some basic safeguards built in to the process to ensure that the users of the system 
do not get caught up in a process which was never designed or intended for them to 
have to go through. Thanks for hearing my input. 
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Codes 

1. I believe staff is doing the best they can with the complex, overlapping, poorly 
written, and sometimes unjust codes they have to enforce. Overall it seems the 
customer service mentality of trying to help development through the process is 
lost. In many cases it seems staff is tasked with trying to find a way to say no to the 
project, and with a complex code, in almost every case they can find a codified way 
to deny an application. The burden is then put on the specialized consultants to find 
a way around the denial. This leads to multiple updates, back and forth arguments 
and code interpretations, and ultimately, very long review and approval times. There 
are, in some cases, "obstructionist reviewers" whose job it is to stop development in 
Austin, rather than finding a way to help applications through the system. Thank you 
for the opportunity to provide feedback. 

2.  The recent study shows the ridiculous maze the LDC has become accommodating 
everybody with an opinion...jump head first into code next with passion for the 
landowner, the economic stimulus, and not everybody else who may have an 
opinion about what the development should cost, look like, and BE. Houston has NO 
Zoning and has evolved naturally into a city millions of people have chosen to live 
happily. The property market regulates the same as zoning...imagine the savings if 
the COA dropped zoning...probably could just go ahead and build all the rail from 
the extra funds and put all the poor into a new high-rise condo. 

3. Amend codes for remodeling that make homeowners ultimately spend more money 
for trying to improve their homes efficiency and look. To make a 1970's or 80's home 
meet current code cost a lot of extra money and leaving it the way it is doesn't meet 
current code and it's not efficient. 

4. Streamline McMansion requirements for small projects. Get rid of side wall 
articulation requirements. 

5.  The land development code does not allow for development of 
communities/projects that Imagine Austin deems beneficial to future development 
of Austin. There seems to be a vast disconnect between city planners and plan 
reviewers. 

6. The development process can be greatly enhanced with removing the existing code 
and creating a form based code. The current code is wrought with competing 
provisions and is very hard to understand. The current code has been modified 
extensively since 1997 and the changes have been done without a testing of the 
pother provisions of the code and the impacts. This code has bred a culture of 
distrust. 

7. Get rid of, or greatly modify, McMansion ordinance. develop a small projects review 
process for speed and less cumbersome. 
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8. I have many ideas as to how to improve the process. 1. Rewrite the land 
development code - this is currently ongoing. 

9. Loosen McMansion to allow for the many, many site issues that don't fit into the 
cookie cutter mode of an overall conservative and restrictive ordinance. This could 
be handled by hiring an experienced builder who cares about the City and the 
people and can analyze the plans relative to the site situation including the adjacent 
property. 

10. The problems with development review mostly stem from a horribly written and 
overly complex development code. The convoluted and conflicting nature of the 
code results in slow and sometimes inaccurate review. The complexity of the code 
also results in overly complex applications which take longer to review. My 
experience is that the staff are generally helpful, but are given a horrible code 
framework in which to work, and they often take the brunt of customer 
dissatisfaction, when the true blame is in the code they are required to enforce. 

11.  The Land Development Code is too complex and does not work. We have easily over 
20 projects in the City of Austin and have operated here in some sort of fashion for 
over 15 years. The Code was developed in 1980's Austin and has been patch worked 
together over the years. I don't believe that there is a site development permit in 
town that doesn't require a waiver, alternative equivalent compliance or a variance 
to the code or design guidelines to handle conflicting provisions in said code or 
design guidelines. This creates a situation that infuriates the neighborhoods, 
because it appears that PDRD grants variances to developers at an alarming rate and 
all developers are allowed to break the rules. On the flip side, it creates a serious 
degree of uncertainty for companies investing in Austin, because they always feel 
that they are having to give away parts of their project in the permitting phase. Staff 
is continually caught in the middle and apparently all decisions must be made a high 
level and this completely swamps the system. Solution: Completely revamp the 
code. In the interim: There should be smaller teams that specialize in one area who 
are experts in their area, can implement policy consistently and who can make 
decisions without coordinating with 15 other people all with competing views. You 
need to build TEAMS Problem 4: There are too many provisions in the code as stated 
above. The City of Austin is completely and woefully understaffed. In the last 6 or 7 
years the City has added a Heritage Tree Ordinance, Commercial Design Standards, 
McMansion Rules, Watershed Protection Ordinance (new rules for the east side and 
new rules for floodplain), Project Duration rules, Transit Oriented Districts, Burnet 
Gateway Regulations, Landscape/Runoff regulations. When you add regulations, you 
need more and experienced people. City of Austin staff have an impossible task at 
this point and you literally couldn't pay me enough to put up with what they have to 
put up with on a daily basis. It is a miserable working environment and it shows. 
Solution: Hire more staff at the management and review level. Hire decision makers. 
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12. Rewrite the LDC so that it is clear and less confusing/conflicting. 

13. Reduce the number of city ordinances, we already have building and fire codes. 2. 
Let the architect / engineer do their job without trying to regulate us.  

14. The ability to allow customer input more when making decisions regarding 
additional regulation. e.g. OSSF intruding into commercial plan review without 
scrutiny.  

15.  Repeal requirement for duplex outlets at 15" in visit ability ordinance. 

16. Reduce the amount of frivolous regulations in our city (we currently are regulating 
the depth of mulch. Ridiculous!) 

Code Compliance  

1. Revisit the Code Compliance Dept. mission aka Austin Code Dept. and the roles of 
their code inspectors with PDRD inspectors. Austin Code Dept. staff know very little 
about all the Codes. One person cannot know all the Codes, yet they issue citations 
for alleged Code violations for all possible aspects of the Code and end up causing 
more harm than good.  

2.  Lastly, when someone is caught doing work without permits, the fines should be 
steep and demolition of the work should be considered. Many contractors operate 
on a "asking for forgiveness" approach and get away with it. 

Completeness Check 

1. Fix the problem with Completeness Check process. Simplify the list of required items 
to be shown on the plans and not perform a review of the project. Have staff 
available for applicants who disagree with the rejection so that they can get the 
issue cleared without having to resubmit again. Stop making up requirements that 
are not based upon Code. If a new interpretation is applied, it should be vetted 
through the rules posting process.  

2. Completeness Check should be eliminated. It wastes the city staff's time and delays 
the developer. Items are often overlooked and the engineer's summary letter is 
usually not read (which contains some of the information they need). The minor 
relevant comments that they sometimes produce can simply be handled in review.  

Communication 

1. I would say that if I had to choose one thing that was my biggest complaint, it would 
be communication. When we email or call, it is usually days before a response is 
received. 
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2. I think it's extremely important for staff to return messages and phone calls. I've had 
situations where I have had to follow up with e-mails and phone calls week on end 
before someone replied. As previously stated, there are staff members that are 
approachable and do their job and do it well. But, overall, the process is painful and 
frustrating. 

3. The lack of communication is outrageous and the fact that phone calls are rarely 
answered and it takes 3 days to respond to emails is ridiculous.  

4. Provide adequate staff so that reviewers are able to respond to emails and phone 
calls within a reasonable time frame. 

5. Clear communications and a consistent system and process and streamline 
operation.  

6. RETUTN EMAILS. ANSWER CALLS. Just care about the job you do!  

7. Reviewers and management should return phone calls and emails. 

Counters/Intake 

1. We should be able to make an appointment with a specific reviewer in person--there 
is a reception person; they can do that. We should be able to take a number rather 
than stand in line in front of the bathrooms in the hallway.  

2. Make intake available daily all day instead of just 3 times per week at a contractors 
peak hours of the mornings. Then the wait times would go down and the city would 
have the same work load either way. Stop having department meetings during 
intake hours. It wastes about 50 contractors driving to the city to find out the staff 
are in a meeting Stop making contractors wait 1-3 hours for a clerk to print out a 
payment form to pay a permit or re-inspection fee. It could be handled in 3 minutes 
by the cashier. Double the number of admin staff that handle the issuance of a piece 
of paper so we can pay and get back to work. That lobby typically has 8-14 
contractors waiting 1-3 hours for service. What a waste of production and 
dissatisfaction with the planning office.  

County 

1. We were dealing with county/city processes....what a mess! 

DAC 

1. DAC has always been courteous, informed and helpful for preliminary project 
planning and development. Great Department. 
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2. Keith Batcher does an outstanding job for the city. I hope he will be recognized for 
being a positive face of the City of Austin. The permitting center needs to improve 
their customer service. It should start with ____. She is rarely available when an 
issue arises. It shouldn't take a week or two to pick up a permit after it has been 
approved.  

Driveway Permits 

1. I am not sure of the inner workings of the planning department but the driveway 
permit process takes quite a bit of time and I am usually waiting more than a few 
days to hear back to approve payment. It isn't a very well thought out process. If 
there is a way to include it with the original volume builder and plan review process, 
I think it should be. 

Email 

1. Reply within 2 days to any and all correspondence with at least an email or message 
confirming that the information was received. 

2. Here is an idea: Hire more reviewers that can be available for consultations on a 
consistent basis. Even if there is a charge for this, when you are needing answers 
and have to wait a week, it is not helpful. If you could schedule a 'pre-review' where 
you are given an opportunity to ask questions about your plans, you can get 
feedback right away. This way you don't waste time and money on plan printing, 
engineering etc- instead you have an opportunity to fix anything that may arise prior 
to submitting. In terms of customer service, hire people who actually care about 
their jobs/ people they work with and have good manners. It's not that complicated. 

Engineering 

1. The mantra is public safety and that's a great goal. Everyone I talked to was nice and 
attempted to be helpful, but they don't follow a set process. For example, one says 
here is the check list for what is needed. When that is brought in, another asks for 
more documentation. If you point this out, one will be annoyed and you risk both 
being annoyed. The additional documentation in my case was engineering drawings 
that are not required until the engineer has done on-site inspection of the site per 
the check list and first and second staffer, but not the third. These engineering 
drawings will be stamped by a licensed engineer but were requested for initial 
permit. The planning tech would not be approving the work or drawing since the city 
has opted out of taking responsibility for the engineering so the public safety aspect 
is not in play, only the paperwork. IF an engineer is required to sign off on a design 
drawing, and that design is not required on initial permitting, all staffers should 
know that. At that point I hired a professional engineer licensed in Texas with 
experience in Austin construction because it was clear to me a normal citizen is 
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given roadblocks if they try to permit on their own. The engineer has spent months 
trying to obtain a permit. How can this have anything to do with safety.  

2. Stop making us put simple engineering plans to a scale. You do not look at them 
anyway except to measure them to see if they are to scale. There is no value added 
when they are legible and are attached. What trivia and arbitrary rules for college 
graduates at high salaries to check off yep it is to scale.  

3. Too many costly surveys, consulting, reviews for city projects that seem to never get 
done. I firmly believe that the city wastes an enormous amount of money 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! I know an engineer with AISD and he tells me about ALL the 
money they waste!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

Environmental 

1. In general, the environmental regulations are cumbersome which causes a great 
amount of extra work for design professionals and consequently the review staff at 
the City. Staff can't really keep up with reviews because of the huge burden of 
regulations, and it becomes necessary for an owner to hire a plan expediter 
(typically one that worked in Watershed Protection and has friends there) or a 
lawyer to push the project through the process. A design professional that takes a 
project through the process themselves on occasion and not often, usually finds 
procedures have changed, and they must relearn them. A plan expediter is essential 
in Austin. Processing plans through Round Rock, Georgetown and Leander is a far 
more straight forward process and the staff is more responsive and pleasant as well. 

Expedited Reviews 

1. Here is an idea: Hire more reviewers that can be available for consultations on a 
consistent basis. Even if there is a charge for this, when you are needing answers 
and have to wait a week, it is not helpful. If you could schedule a 'pre-review' where 
you are given an opportunity to ask questions about your plans, you can get 
feedback right away. This way you don't waste time and money on plan printing, 
engineering etc- instead you have an opportunity to fix anything that may arise prior 
to submitting.  

2. Expedited "fees" for 48 hour expedited plan review.  

3. Other cities provide the ability to request expedited reviews for an additional fee. 
This obviously takes additional man power, but clients are willing to pay additional 
fees for faster service. 

4. Pre development meetings to explain the projects to all of the reviewers at once 
would save a tremendous amount of review time Pay to Play permit expediting.  
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5. I also think one should have the option to pay higher fees for expedited plan review 
and frankly if necessary increase fees across the board if that is what it takes to get a 
permit done quickly. A faster permit process will mitigate "outlaw" work being done 
without permits. 

6.  Provide an expedited review for an additional fee. 

7. I would have been willing.. eager...in every case to pay an additional fee rather than 
be forced to hire a third party expediter who may or may not have any success 
"expediting" the process.  

Fees 

1. There are certain fees that we are not able to pay from our escrow accounts. For 
example, Environmental Fines. The wait time at the Permit Center is crazy and 
always has been. Seems unfair to take so much of people's time. 

2. The cost for a very small project to a single family residence by owner is way too 
expensive. I am in for $420 to do about $2000 worth of work. That is 21% of the cost 
to pay for a permit. 

3. Lastly - my clients resent the raising of fees when the fees seem not to go to the 
improvement of the process, or the hiring of staff, but rather to "bring costs in line 
with where they should be." 

4.  Stop penalizing developers with fines and consistently rising dev. costs when we are 
creating revenue for city and putting people to work. 

5. Raise the fees and hire more people. 

Fire Department 

1. Fire department inspections have a wait list, but if you pay EXTRA for the after-hours 
inspection they arrive the next day at 9am smiling. Stop the things like that, and you 
will improve the building and development process 

2. in addition, there seems to be too many steps that get introduced without notice, 
most notably from the fire department introducing new paperwork needed after a 
project has been reviewed, new inspections required that no one knows about. if 
these items are to be enacted, they should be presented to the contractor at time of 
permit issuance, not when calling for a CO. 

3. Did you know the fire department is three weeks backlogged in looking at plans? 

4. Fire was great, planning was great, plan review was your typical process. 
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Historic Review 

1. Historic review of a structure that is 40-50 old is ridiculous, a waste of time and 
money. 

2. Stop the push for historic neighborhood designations. Issue landmark or protected 
status on a case by case basis for properties worthy of protected status.  

Inspections 

1. As a builder, we now charge a higher fee to deal with city inspectors and inspection 
process. It adds the minimum of a month to the construction of every home. For 
absolutely no benefit to the general public. Other municipalities have better trained 
inspectors and plan reviewer, West Lake using Ats for plan review and inspections, 
3-5 business day turnaround and inspectors that call when they are on the way! The 
only good inspector is Carlos Botello who will answer your questions early and often 
and now he is no longer in the field. But more importantly in relation to the planning 
and review dept, there is absolutely no coordination. Plans are approved for 
construction then we are stopped midway because the inspector doesn't believe 
why we are into the setback although it was approved for a justifiable reason. Tent 
surveys were a perfect example, adding cost for no reason and for what benefit? I 
am convinced it is to increase review fees and reinspection fees. 

2. For the website, scheduling inspections is cumbersome (it would be beneficial if you 
could schedule group inspections as such, not individually). It would also be easier if 
you could make the credit card process easier (it's ridiculous how painful it is to pay 
with a CC). Some of the inspectors do a good job of giving you info to resolve the 
problems and answer their phones, others you cannot get in touch with them no 
matter how hard you try. 

3. The inspector for certain communities is enforcing items in the IRC code that the 
plan review department has not been enforcing and has requested plan changes 
w/out the plan review departments knowledge. This is very frustrating, time 
consuming and costly. 

4. Provide a thorough layman's inspection checklist. There is an inspection list provided 
in the inspection department currently for builders, but it's worthless. It list only 
1/5th of the items that inspectors actually check for. If builders had the same list to 
go through that inspectors use, you'd hardly ever see failed inspections happening. 

5. PDRD for some reason insists on keeping builders in the dark about what's required 
and it's a miserable experience for everyone involved. This wastes so much of the 
city's money because there are so many inspections happening every day. 6) Get rid 
of entire City of Austin inspections department. No other city requires both city 
inspections and engineer's inspections. The most efficient cities just have 3rd party 
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engineers do all the inspections. The engineers are far more qualified and 
enormously easier to deal with. COA inspectors have pagers which they often don't 
respond to and they don't make appointments so they can come anytime in an 8hr 
window. This whole process is so antiquated and slows down development 
significantly. And half of the time the builders don't what the City Inspector 
comments are about because they are vague and then it can take another day or 
two just to get ahold of them and figure out what actually needs to be corrected. 
This never happens in the private sector with 3rd party engineer inspections.  

6. I have been building in Austin for a long time. I think that the COA inspection process 
is appalling and lacks the normal mutual respect that is common in all other business 
aspects outside of the COA. 1. To have someone sitting and waiting all day for an 
inspector to show up at a job site and to not get a courtesy call or text that the 
inspector is not going to show up that day is completely unacceptable. That is a huge 
cost and waste of a professional persons time, not to mention, the delays caused in 
the forward movement of a project. We are paying them for this service but the 
treatment is more of doing us a favor if they show up. Where else does that happen 
in business? I don't understand why a four hour window could not be given along 
with a text when an inspector is running behind. 2. To bring in several different 
inspectors that have their own interpretations of codes, along with their personal 
pet peeves, to inspect and reinspect a particular aspect is more like a circus than a 
professional and protective service. As builders we take total liability for our building 
process and for city inspectors to turn us into jugglers at times due to their personal 
whims is very frustrating. Please send one inspector per aspect, and the same 
inspector to reinspect any issues or only allow a different inspector to ensure that 
the original inspector’s issues were resolved. Do not allow different inspectors to 
revisit any aspects that have already been passed. The City's ordinances cannot be 
moving targets. All inspectors should be on the same page when it comes to 
interpreting codes and respectful to each other’s evaluations and corrections! 3. 
Once a permit has been approved by the PDRD, inspectors should not be given the 
power to evaluate the merit of that long and arduous process. They should only be 
looking that the aspects being performed are done to code. In remodeling, most 
existing homes have many aspects that are not to code. It should be made clear in 
the PDRD process that existing aspects that are not to code and cannot be brought 
to code will not affect the approved changes. 

7. I have just spent 15 months trying to complete a house that was started, but never 
completed, in 2002. The house was 90% complete when I bought it. Shell complete, 
roof complete, plumbing 90% complete, Electricity 90% complete, HVAC 90% 
complete, etc. I am still trying to get the final electrical inspection passed and have 
experienced numerous delays due primarily to having a stream of different 
inspectors instead of working with one individual. Each inspector finds a few things 
that we fix, and then the next inspector finds a few more, etc. etc. 
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8. Likewise, the Building Inspectors (who approve the different phases of a house's 
construction) feel empowered to apply their own personal set of rules, even if they 
are not in accordance with the LDC or IRC codes, and even if not enforced the same 
way by other inspectors. If a Builder can point to specific wording in the IRC 2012 
code that shows the construction is correct, and the Inspector cannot show a clause 
in the LDC that supersedes this, then the Inspector should approve the construction. 

9. Get inspectors to write out exactly what they flunk us on. They most often write 
some generic statement which then delays our fixing things because we have to call 
them or fix the wrong thing. Get inspectors to leave a written correction notice. 
Most times they do not and we have to waste our time looking on line through the 
hundreds of website options to find the inspection status and notes and this 
happens now over 50% of the time - no notice that the inspector even came and no 
valuable statement of what has to be fixed. I wasted 2 months on one job because 
an inspector did not clearly state what had to be done. It took three attempts to fix 
it before I finally got a communication that was clear.  

10.  For the size of Austin, this city has the most cumbersome and inefficient permitting 
department I have ever seen. It’s absolutely ridiculous to spent 5 and 6 hours at a 
time at the permitting office when i have other things to do. We are at your mercy 
though. You have no competition. a huge time waster is waiting on inspectors. Its 
2014!,, you’d think Austin being the tech city that it is, you could notify contractors 
when an inspection is to take place. Instead inspectors REFUSE to give you a heads 
up. i have waited around ALL DAY before on an inspector only to find out it was 
bumped to the next day. F__ you city of Austin. Our permit process BLOWS! 

11. There were a couple of helpful inspectors but not many. _____ gave us false 
information that delayed our project on two occasions. His boss could care less. 
They do not follow there rules or the master plan which I am told is against the law. 
They don't care, they know there is no one that they will have answer to as they are 
all equally worthless. A city of misfits, disgruntled and miserable people for the most 
part. The city logo is Keep Austin Weird. The city continues to grow from the massive 
exit from California (a lot more undesirables that will fit right in in Austin) and the oil 
money despite the pitiful city government and associated agencies they have. We 
can spend our money anywhere we please, it will not be in Austin ever again. 

12. Rapid review or inspection should be available for a fee. 

13. Ensure that construction inspection staff understands that the permitted plans 
should be built as permitted. 

14. One suggestion that I would like to make is to request a more convenient way to 
accommodate our customers when scheduling inspections, rather than only being 
able to allow for a 7:30am-4:00pm inspection schedule. I realize that the inspectors 
are incredibly busy with inspections back to back from start to finish each day, and I 
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can certainly appreciate that aspect; however, from my customer's side, it is 
inconvenient to wait at home all day.  

15. There should be a limit to how much an inspector can ask for if it is determined that 
something was missing that should've been caught during plan review.  

16. Make printable permits to post on the job site to eliminate having to go to the city 
office to pick them up.  

17. Why is there only one person in the entire COA inspections, Dr. Hadley, that can 
approve difficult driveway construction scenarios? He only appears to work part-
time due to poor health. The intake hours are few and random. Prefer daily intake 
even if limited hours. 

18. Across the board, our dealings with the city inspectors and reviewers are always 
positive, however the processes in place for them to do their job, greatly impede our 
ability to conduct business as a GC. 

19. Why have a drywall inspection for around a tub. 

20. Inspectors are often over booked and have little time to actually inspect. 

21. We were lucky to have a builder friendly inspector, meaning where he saw issues he 
communicated what he expected to see to pass at the next inspection. During the 
process he had a trainee with him one day, the trainee said "It's not our job to tell 
you how to get it right, just to tell you it does or doesn't pass." That is INSANE. It 
would create an environment of extra inspections, frustrated builders, homeowners 
and inspectors.  

The inspector (who we liked) separately and supposedly once said to our builder 

something to the effect that "the homeowner doesn't tell you what they want, you tell 

them what they can have," which might make sense except in our case we worked 

with an architect well versed in Austin code. 

Legal Department 

1. Also, someone needs to fire the woman in the legal department. She seemingly 
does nothing. She has months-worth of back-logged applications literally sitting 
on her desk. It took her 5 months to sign a variance application asking to plant a 
few trees. When you approach her for updates, she is very stand-off-ish, she 
thinks she is untouchable. 

2. Legal Dept needs an assistant in reviewing documents. There is only 1 (ONE!) 
reviewer and she becomes a major bottleneck (sometimes we are delayed 
getting a permit because of this). She is also the least responsive of all city 
employees we have dealt with. It takes multiple emails and voice mails (and 
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often her voicemail is full so you can't leave a message). And if she is gone for a 
several week long or month long vacation (which happens every year), there is 
no one else to review the documents in her place. There desperately needs to be 
an assistant or back up. 

Managers 

1. I will say we were just as busy before the dip in 2008. But Toby Futrell managed very 
closely with the PDRD managers. There is no management now. No one has any 
accountability. A lot of people will need to be replaced to turn this ocean liner 
around and it will take years to correct it. 

2.  Need to train mangers to work with the public and personnel. They have no 
management skills much less understand public relations. All (100%) employees 
need to work 8 hours a day with the public. City offices need to be open all 8 hours a 
day as well. 

3. Fire the management and get some new ones in that are service oriented to the 
contractors who are in fact their customers. I have worked 48 years and have never 
had a group give such poor service, poor hours of operation, arbitrary rules of no 
value, or waste of my life. I have written the management with long letters 
suggesting practical and effective suggestions three times in two years with great 
detail and data. Not one time I have ever received an acknowledgement or a 
response. The communication and care is missing.  

4. Have stronger leadership at departmental level. 

5. Management not afraid of superiors or staff capable of maintaining operational 
norms through both discipline and encouragement. Apathy and ineffectiveness 
cannot be effective qualities in management.  

6. Management needs to give direction and then TRUST it employees. 

7.  Replace upper management. 

8. Replace upper management!! The reviewers are great people - it's upper 
management who are making their lives miserable. 

9. Hire one extremely qualified person from outside of the COA (like from McKenzie or 
Accenture) to overhaul all of these departments. Pay them +$500k per year and let 
them be CEO. A good person will easily cover their cost and a great person will save 
the city millions per year, and increase the tax base through expedite private sector 
improvements. It's hard to understate how bad the culture is due to a lack of 
meaningful leadership. 
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10. Management does not foster a thriving workplace - sure, the review staff is paid 
well, but their general moral is terrible. I understand that they are faced with 
conflict at every turn, but something has to be done from the top down.  

11. Problem 1: There are roughly 16-22 different reviewers for a set of plans. It is 
impossible for any manager to manage 16-22 people. On top of that, ask them to 
perform a site plan review. Most management books, seminars, etc tell you that the 
most people person can manage is 6-8 people. From the outside, it also appears that 
each case manager has multiple teams of reviewers to work with and work in 
multiple areas of town. Problem with this is that there are roughly 10-20 areas of 
town with different combinations of regulations (mulitple types of watersheds, city 
limits, limited purpose, etj, TOD, urban core, core transit corridor, suburban, CBD, 
waterfront overlay, downtown creeks, neighborhood plans, North Burnet Gateway 
off the top of my head!). There isn't a team that specializes in one area and who is 
consistent. In short, there are too many heads to the hydra. Solution: Most other 
cities handle this with 3-6 people who are a team and are continually working 
together. There should be smaller teams that specialize in one area who are experts 
in their area, can implement policy consistently and who can make decisions without 
coordinating with 15 other people all with competing views. You need to build 
TEAMS. 

Multiple Departments 

1. I generally don't understand why the applicant has to visit all the different 
departments to assemble all parts of an application. Seems like it would be much 
more streamlined to have ESPA, required flow tests, or most other commonly 
needed parts to an application moved through the system by city staff more familiar 
with the process. 

2. What is and isn't required. Do not let them send you to 5 different departments with 
no direction only to find out you have to come back to them. Require staff to return 
phone calls in a timely fashion. 

3. Please look at Houston and San Antonio as case studies. Please consider a more 
integrated approach to review. The departments need to be more integrated, not 
segregated. 

Office Hours 

1. Provide more consistent hours between each department/office. It usually takes 
two trips to obtain all the necessary department approvals for a building ap. 
Provide Posting of all department hours. They seem to change often and you 
don't know until you arrive at each department. Parking????? 
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2. Limit city staffs ability to shut down office hours or not accept applications or 
documents during normal working hours.  

3. Do what private businesses do...from 8-5 you address all customers, and provide 
all services. Schedules bottleneck work, and stifle productivity. If COA was a 
restaurant...the schedule would show food not be served from noon-1pm and 5-
7pm because it’s too busy clean. 

4. Be open more hours. 

5. Plan review hours are a joke. They are not accessible. Constantly in meetings 
about meetings.  

6. All services need to be available every business day from7:45a - 4:45p so we can 
check by dropping by before or after work. 

7. Saturday services should be available for 1/2 day. 

8. It’s not reasonable to ask contractors to be there only between 8 and 11 am 
Three days a week only.. to submit a permit. It cost us too much wasted time 
and money during those hours as that’s when we are most active without 
employees and subs. 

9. The spotty hours of PDRD has to be resolved. I understand people need time to 
review. But surely there is room for improvement and intake can always be 
open.  

10. Extend walk-in and intake hours. Currently, there are only 12 per week. I'd 
suggest Monday - Thursday 8-12pm and 1-5pm for permit submission. Meeting 
should be with reviewer, not intake personnel. Rejections for missing documents 
would be handled on the spot. Approvals granted Fridays. 

11. When we submitted our plans for approval, the office was not open 40 hours a 
week and the hours open were not convenient. I think the office should be open 
from 7:00 a.m. - 7:00 p.m. to allow for individuals who work to be able to submit 
plans. 

Organization 

1. The COA has too many layers of upper management that do not really benefit 
the development process as it cause additional delays. Staff has limited 
authority and many are scared to make a decision fearing for their employment 
which causes further delays. 

2. The single greatest improvement to the PDRD would be to re-org the entire 
department to be structured with a single point of highly capable leadership 
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that would be responsible for supporting and enabling the reviewers throughout 
the process to be high performing in their duties. The leadership should focus 
on ensuring that projects are handling expeditiously and consistently and that 
an efficient system is in place to ensure the processes work in a way that 
supports the business' (customers) needs to make them successful in 
accomplishing their projects. The reviewer’s expertise will address code 
compliance, but the leadership should address customer service. 

3. The second greatest improvement would be to have project managers or case 
managers responsible to establishing a clear and predictable path and timeline 
for projects to be processed through the city and be responsible for facilitating 
the process to ensure things stay on track at all times. Each manager would be 
assigned to projects as they are submitted and would be responsible for those 
projects. They would be accountable for ensuring that the projects are reviewed 
thoroughly and in accordance with the timelines that was defined. 

Other Departments 

1. Obtain MOU’s or other documents between departments to clarify decision 
authority on interdepartmental issues. 

2. Coordinate with public works and AWU inspectors to verify that all construction 
details, etc. are consistent. 

3. Better communication between departments. 

4. Don't require pre-build and post-build surveys when you have plans reviewed 
and approved that included surveys and drawings to scale. This was a major 
waste of money and the surprise requirement of them at inspection time 
delayed the project considerably. I was also very upset at some departments 
(I'm looking at you ____ of Roads and Bridges) felt the need to treat single 
family home renovation/addition as a "real estate developer" and tried to 
extract unreasonable construction of public alley improvements as a condition 
of permit approval. I was treated like a new subdivision developer where I was 
expected to build new infrastructure that I didn't want or need for my project. 

5. Having a solid plan in place to coordinate and organize all the departments - and 
someone in place who can actually enforce it. There is a lot of overlap in the 
different departments for even a simple remodel of a building... I should receive 
the same answer from all of them if I ask the same question using the same 
drawings.  

6. Include within review every required review so that we don't have to chase 
reviews by other departments before our permit can be issued.  
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7. The water department should work on their attitudes. It is never ok to send a 
customer an email telling them that you are not their point of contact. The rate 
increase for the fee schedule is very difficult to understand. Try to be helpful the 
first time we ask a question and then we wouldn't need to contact you again. Be 
respectful! 

8. Make sure to have the head of review departments (drainage, environmental, 
transportation, AWU, etc) be someone who is responsive and can get back to 
people in 24 hours. Also they need to be problem solvers to help those that 
work for them navigate through potential issues and not just sit on the issue so 
it gets made worse and then the only way to resolve is to go to Andy Linseisen. 

9. More information on the plan review process and flow between external 
departments online. Easy to locate contact information for external department 
inquiries prior to permit submittal. 

Regular classes for the public to understand the city's process. Updated website. 
Updated informational packets. Better training for coa staff, so they can answer 
questions initially that will help a developer get their plans through the system. 
If questions can be addressed before plan submittal, it will be less work for city 
staff during the review and the developer knows what they are dealing with 
when they go into a project. A win-win for city and developers. 

Permits 

1. Provide adequate seating for people who are waiting. There are, what 12 chairs 
in the building permit office? Yet, next door there is a spacious computer room 
for small businesses that is staffed with 2 people all the time. Every time I'm 
down dealing with PDRD, I take note of how many people are in this room - the 
most I've seen is two. Yet there are always people waiting for permits in the hall; 

all over the building. And don't you dare leave - city staff will let you know their 
time is important and they aren't waiting on you if you miss your turn. The 
arrogance/venom spewed by the person taking your name is almost 
incomprehensible. 

Plan Reviews 

1. Hire more reviewers, and train them effectively when you do! 

2. Stay on schedule/provide overtime for reviewers to get caught up. Hire more 
reviewers. 

3. Different reviewers will give different answers. Reviewers justify the existence as an 
employee by simply rejecting plans rather than finding a quick solution; like calling 
the customer. 
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4. I have to praise Keith Batcher in Residential Review. He is always helpful, very 
knowledgeable and does his work in a timely manner. Very professional! 

5. Plan reviewers need to be more consistent in their interpretation of codes and 
ordinances. 

6. I have been building residential custom homes in Central Austin for 20 years. The 
plans review process, as it currently operates, is rendered dysfunctional due to ever 
evolving interpretations of the McMansion ordinance. My interactions with the City 
leave the clear impression that special interest neighborhood groups run the show, 
and the real and practical needs and concerns of builders and architects are ignored. 

7. The negative criticism on this review is in reference to a project started May 2012 
and received a Certificate of Occupancy July 2014 (26 months). This equal process in 
95% of the other cities we work in for a similar project should have only taken 9 
months. The site plan review and approval process was cumbersome, primarily due 
to comments on the plan review process that were later found to be not required. 

8. Expand the Quick Turn-a-round process to include more applicable remodels. Let the 
Manager use more latitude in allowing more QT's. Create another review period for 
large projects so they don't jamb up the system and delay the majority of the 
medium to small projects since they review then in chronological order. Put people 
in charge with some common sense Fire the deadwood employees who do little and 
reject every project for minor or misinterpreted items. Provide access to all 
reviewers so comments can be discussed in a timely manner. Building Plan Review 
has walk-in hours but Fire and Site Plan Review does not have open access. They are 
only accessible by appointment and that can take days to weeks to get. 

9. I have been submitting building permits for over 15 years and each year and each 
improvement iteration by city has resulted in more complex and more difficult 
processes for getting a building permit. During the shut when residential staff left, 
my business was shut down for over 5 months. We had multiple customers cancel 
contracts and my business lost nearly $300,000 in projects and the situation was 
exacerbated by the fact that it took months before they even admitted the situation 
had occurred and they were lying until that time as to when permits would be 
completed. The latest revision has seen some improvement, but is still taking too 
long. I feel the City is trying to manage liability where none exists. The construction 
of project simply needs to meet zoning, setbacks, and allowable structures 
(Mcmansion) for approval by the city. The technical review for structural and other 
reviews is unnecessary as it is the responsibility of the person getting the permit to 
ensure whoever is completing the project including general contractor, architect and 
engineer know what it takes to meet all building codes and city ordinances that 
pertain to technical aspects of the projects. If the team completing the project do 
not understand the technical facets of the work, it is their responsibility not the 



 

Austin, Texas 668 Zucker Systems 

City's. More emphasis should be placed on what is being built as opposed to what is 
on plans.  

10. Allow in-person, one-day turn around residential reviews, in lieu of or in addition to 
online submissions. Do not allow developers or permit expediters to jump ahead in 
the process. Reduce the amount of paper required for submission - are 3 sets really 
necessary? The scale and size of drawings is a real problem. For architects, the paper 
size requirements means that we often have to redraw the entire set to fit on 12 x 
18 or 11 x 17, at a different scale than our typical 24 x 36 size. This requires, at a 
minimum, 5-10 hours of drawing set up. We should be able to submit PDF's or one 
full size set that can be scanned and sent to various departments.  

11. Reviewers need to be more responsive (it takes multiple emails with some). Some 
reviewers need to more proficient and diligent in their review. Canned comments 
should be eliminated, unless they specifically apply. We often have the information 
shown that they are asking for. Reports and attachments are OFTEN lost. This has 
been a huge source of frustration. Our comment responses note which items are 
attached, but instead of contacting us to get a copy of the lost information, they 
simply write in their report that the attachment was not received, thus wasting 
more time since we have to wait several more weeks for the next review. Reviewers 
blame it on intake, but I believe it is usually the reviewers that lose the materials, 
since our update packets includes the reviewers’ names and all information stapled 
together. Again, if we comment that an item is attached and it is not in the packet, 
the reviewer should contact us prior to their review deadline and ask us to send 
another copy so that it can be completed in that review round.  

12. I own a local land consulting and permit processing firm and I'm a former city 
employee. I have processed well over 5000 building permits and the past five years. I 
am considered an expert in the city of Austin went on the code relations and 
process. The development review process is importantly hard to navigate and 
customer service is at an all-time low. There are some shining stars who have been 
there a long time and do what they can to assist, but the new hires in commercial 
and residential plan depts are inadequately trained, have zero personality, do not 
understand prior approvals that are allowed by other managers or codified as SOP's 
and therefore apply overly burdensome and rigorous application of existing codes. 
The best thing the city can do is train their staffers to be nice to applicants. Many of 
them do not know the code or process very well and because of that, they tend to 
get frustrated with the applicants and it is causing a backlash among the 
development community who do you not want to deal with specific staff at all, or at 
least don't trust them to review specific projects.  

13. The city plan review makes simple remodeling and home building a complicated 
process by the way they approve these permits. The intake plan reviewers make 
mistakes that then go to the plan review and after weeks then gets turned down. 
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MAKE IT SIMPLE. There are complicated issues in building and then there are simple 
ones. They need to know how to separate the two. 

14. Residential Plan Review should be a whole lot quicker. There should be a way to 
determine what can be built on a property before I buy that property. The way it is 
now, I can't get any answers until AFTER I buy the property. It doesn't make any 
sense. I should be able to get an Approval to build something and THEN buy the 
Property. Obviously, this makes my business VERY difficult, because even after all 
the footwork, I'm still "gambling" that the City will let me build what I want to build. 

15. Train the plan reviewers so that they actually know the rules that they are supposed 
to be checking for. 2. Don't lose submitted applications and plans. 3. Make 
requirements for Submittal and for building within McMansion area clear and 
UPDATED on the website. 4. Make reviewers accountable for the information and 
interpretations they give out. 5. Streamline the water and electrical review- so they 
are with plan Submittal. 

16. Formally communicate actual estimated review time based on staff workload 
Consistency between reviewers when applying codes. 

17. The city needs to find ways to retain competent plan reviewers, and add competent 
plan reviewers because the current staff is not capable of keeping up with the 
current review turnaround times. If there was a way to respond to rejection 
comments in a more-timely manner, this may assist the city in reducing the number 
of projects in review.  

18. The temptation, when construction is booming, is to add bodies, understandably. 
But having a bad reviewer is worse than waiting for a good one. The commercial side 
is way better than the residential side, some of whom have no idea what they 
should be doing. The process works best with a seasoned reviewer who is also a 
clear thinker and good communicator. Its really best - and we have done this for 
years - to meet at least twice with a reviewer as the project is in design - so that all 
the assumptions can be agreed upon. Then we try to get that reviewer for the actual 
review. It would be nice if there was a way to formalize that. The new for-pay 
meetings with reviewers used to be free - OK, but in the current method we get 
something in writing, which is really great. 

19. I am a small-time investor that occasionally builds single-family homes in Central 
Austin. I know the codes and the COA Plan Review process. The problem I 
experience is one which numerous architects and builders I talk to also experience: 
The Plan Review Department feels empowered to arbitrarily enact new rules or 
restrictions, without regard to what the LDC or IRC codes say, and without going 
thru any sort of city council approval of these new rules, and without applying them 
uniformly from one application to another.  
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20. Stop making us put a bunch of verbiage concerning smoke alarms which is just a 
restatement of the building code. We put the symbols on the drawings. Why isn't 
that good enough. Stop doing technical reviews. The truth is that the review is just 
checking off paperwork submitted or not submitted. I have not had one failure of 
substance in the last 2 years. Everything is just paperwork bureaucracy at its finest. I 
have not gotten one permit application through without a rejection in the last 2 
years. I am constantly flunked for some arbitrary rule that makes no difference in 
the value of the permit application or the actual building of the task. I just tell 
customers now that they can expect 4 or more weeks for the simplest of jobs to get 
a permit.  

21. Being told by a commercial plan reviewer that she would "kick my butt out of here" 
when I questioned a submittal requirement is far from customer service. They forget 
they work for us, not the other way around.  

22. Hire more building plan reviewers who are knowledgeable. Keep the ones you have 
that ARE knowledgeable (starting with Doug Votra; you already let Ron Menard get 
away. He'll be IMPOSSIBLE to replace). I don't want to name any other names at this 
point. Initiate electronic submittals for permit review. Let the design/construction 
community know promptly when procedural changes are made that affect the 
review process. The website does not currently do that. 

23. Consistency between plan reviewers OR assign a plan reviewer to each builder. We 
submit for 12+ homes per year. Can we have an assigned plan reviewer? 
Documentation of decisions during pre-consultation appointments. Ultimately, the 
assigned plan reviewer can reference those decisions to allow for efficiency and 
consistency. Plan reviewer assigned within 24 hours of intake. Allow structural 
update to submittal prior to initial comments. 

24. Required response by plan reviewers. 24 hours? Many times no reply at all. 

25.  In dealing with the Residential Review process I found most of the staff to be 
friendly, courteous, knowledgeable and helpful. The most irritating parts of the 
experience were two. First, the process of having to arrive as early as possible in 
order to avoid standing in a long, disorganized line in the elevator lobby should be 
addressed. One of the times I was there the windows were not all manned although 
staff could be seen hanging around in the background. There was no attempt on the 
part of staff to conceal their apparent boredom and disinterest in helping things 
move along efficiently. I witnessed two instances of impatient and rude response to 
customer's uniformed questions. Yes, these people could have done more research 
prior to arrival but it's not appropriate for staff to be rude under any circumstances. 
One staff person was seen showing up at least 10 minutes late for work and in no 
hurry to take her place at the customer service window although at least 20 people 
were in line. She showed up after a time and was one of those who couldn't disguise 
her lack of interest. The staff who deal closest with the public are the face of the 
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organization, often even more than the elected officials and certainly more than the 
upper management who are mostly unknown to the public. The second issue (sorry 
for the long response....) is that the residential permit I was seeking was a 40 SF 
addition to an old garage. Yet, this request was subjected to the full review almost 
as though it was a full blown remodel. I'm an Architect and so am more prepared 
than most of the public to deal with the process. I feel for the homeowners who 
have to navigate all this on the fly. It would be nice if someone in the process had 
the authority to quickly apply a common sense response tailored to the project. Kind 
of similar to triage so the simple projects can be cleared out quickly and staff can 
devote time to the more complex reviews. The old process was much quicker and 
appeared to rely more on the inspectors to apply the review in the field. This was 
changed at some point in time to more resemble the commercial process. I don't 
know the reasons but they probably made sense to smart people. Hey, if you're still 
reading....thanks for listening! 

26. When we have any issue arise as a GC, we assume we will have to devote half to a 
full day in lines and following paperwork protocol to solve an item that can be 
resolved in minutes. In addition, due to the protocol in the plan review department, 
the review process is not what seems to hold up the process, it’s the act of getting 
the plans on the appropriate decision-makers desk for his feedback. 

27. Dedicating a team of reviewers in commercial plan review to handle smaller projects 
(the currently labeled "7-10 day reviewers") so that a small remodel does not wait 
behind an entire 30 acre development, or 20 story hotel. Similar to what is currently 
done with QTs, but with a full review team instead of just a building reviewer. 

28. Reviewers are chronically late with reviews, impossible to reach, and try hard to 
avoid us when they actually bother themselves to return a phone call about a review 
comment or a project. Codes are applied unequally - if it's a 
City/County/State/Airport/Educational project, anything goes; if a private developer 
tried to get away with these things, it'd never be permitted. City staff don't 
remember that as developers or consultants, we're clients and customers. Many 
staff seem to try to create massive gridlock instead of trying to assist a client in 
meeting regulations to complete the development. Many high-ranking City staff in 
the review team are incompetent and are in way over their heads, costing City and 
private projects a lot of money due to their ignorance. 

29. It's frustrating when review staff does not understand something and as a result 
they will simply create an additional round of review comments instead of calling 
the submitter to work through the question and resolve the issue during the initial 
review. They double their work load by being too quick to deny applications for 
resubmit instead of being more flexible about working with people (architects) and 
allow them to fix and send potential issues on the fly. 
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30. If none of the site development permit application reviews can be turned around in 
two weeks, change the written policy.  

31. The third greatest improvement would be to create more alternative paths for plan 
review to enable the PDRD to avoid becoming overloaded, which creates log jams 
and massive project delays which translates into millions of dollars being wasted by 
business owners. The alternative paths could include serf-certification by licensed 
professionals on certain projects, using third party plan reviewers as a back-up and 
implementing a process similar to the Express Plan Review system that the City of 
Dallas used for many years. 

32. More Commercial QT reviews until commercial building can get a seven day review 
out in seven days. 

33. Updates for commercial review plans should never be in the review process more 
than seven days. There should be departments in the commercial building review 
department that specializes in certain types of construction, (i.e., high rise, mixed 
use, apartments) that work with other department to help clarify the City's use of 
the IBC and City amendments. Hire more people for all commercial review 
department. If someone is on vacation or is sick the review department struggles 
even more than usual. 

Process 

1. The fractionalization of the review process where each department has its own 
feudal authority is absurd. I have proposed to anyone who will listen that when the 
planning process is initiated, there should be one person on staff who is assigned as 
the point of contact for the owner or builder, that person having the responsibility 
and authority to coordinate with and direct all other staff involved with the project 
through to issuance of a CO. Pettiness is rampant. A classic example was when we 
submitted 5 sets of plans with multiple pages. One set [according to staff] had one 
page missing and we were directed to submit 5 new full sets to continue the 
process. I personally hand carried the allegedly missing page to the City offices and 
made it clear that this conduct is obscene and in any other setting would justify 
dismantling the entire system. Eventually after much discussion, the person whose 
set of plans was missing one page agreed to accept the page I was standing outside 
his office offering. The disconnect between the plan review process and inspection 
process borders on being litigable on substantive due process grounds as arbitrary 
and capricious. If a plan has been reviewed and approved, and construction has 
proceeded based on the approved plans, it is unconscionable for an inspector to 
step in after the fact and fail an inspection because he or she disagrees with plans 
that were approved and justifiably relied on. 

2. Create a submitting process which actually expedites the process. 
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3. We have the worst permit process in the country. I know I used to travel around the 
country and build restaurants. It is way to slow and you have way too many stupid 
rules. In other cities you get a permit in a week but it costs $4000 here the same size 
job would take 4 months to get a permit and cost $390.... Our City does not care, 
they do not want development. And when a city employee retires or quits, they 
can’t be replace until after they leave, this leaves the other people on board to put 
their work aside and train the new employees to only work there 2-4 months 
because they don't like hearing everyone bitch about how slow they are. I once 
waited three hours to give the City $2000 for a permit. They have the most screwed 
up system to pay for fees and permits. In other cities you can pay online, or just walk 
up to a window. The worst system in the world. They make the DMV look like Apple 
computer. 

4. There needs to be options and an appeal process for Subchapter E requirements, 
which don't make any sense when applied to particular projects. For example 
churches typically can't function with the required amount of glass designated in 
Subchapter E. Adding trellises and "faux" windows to the facade is ridiculous to give 
the appearance of windows. This is just one example of many that I have 
experienced at the City. 

5. Last, the city needs to adopt a policy of culpability and excepted’s that they're 
responsible for creating some of the mistakes when a plan if you were honestly 
reviewed and approved then released. There are hundreds of cases where the 
project is built only to be discovered in the field by eight inspector or even a nosy 
neighbor who is savvy enough to understand the code requirements that the 
building does not comply with code regulations. There are dozens and dozens and 
dozens of examples where in Apple kid has gone back to city staff and showing them 
the approved plans that were erroneously approved, but the city refuses to accept 
responsibility for creating these mistakes. I would be more than happy to talk to 
your group to provide more. 

6. System needs to be streamlined. You can get 95 % of the comments cleared and 
getting the remaining 5% to get a permit or get on an agenda is way too long. 

7. Allow more explanation or conversation in comments. 3. Make reduced set 
deliverables for permit a rational reduction from original, e.g. 24 x 36 to 12 x 18. It is 
very time consuming to meet the. 11x17 and adds cost to the homeowner. 

8. Expired permits where no work was performed should be easier to cancel 
Subchapter E has many flaws, but the worst is having single family uses in a non-
single family zoning ending up having compatibility setbacks from adjacent 
commercial properties.  

9. City of Austin is extremely cumbersome and wasteful to deal with when applying for 
a permit. I oftentimes have to apply for three different permits where in other 
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places you hand in one application, without having to wait for hours to drop it off. In 
addition, it is extremely wasteful that people have to wait 2-3 hours just to pick up 
and pay for a permit and get a pin. Payment and receipt of pin should easily be able 
to be done online and pick up of permit should be a short visit. Also, the city has lost 
my applications on more than 2 occasions and no one could tell me where they 
were. In one instance I had to drive down with a new set of drawings because one 
set had been lost. 

10. There are too many employees, too much bureaucracy, too much regulation, and 
the rules are enforced not to assist those in making application but to figure out 
ways to slow down, and derail new development under the guise of protecting the 
environment or the quality of life in Austin. 

11. Why does it take so long to pick up and pay? 

12. I had no problems with the COA on my project. My suggestion is that there needs to 
be better upfront explanation of what the process is and what the expectations are. 
This would help a one-time user or a new contractor. I had to learn the process as 
my project went on...I had the time to figure it out....many owners do not....I this 
would reduce stress and frustration. 

13. There needs to be some buy in or consequences for the review team when a project 
gets stalled or is going to be rejected. Many of them seem like they don't care as 
long as it gets off their desk and onto someone else's desk or goes away. It will never 
really matter how many changes are made to the process until the attitude changes 
to customer service orientated. I had a project that was 2 phases of building 
renovation. When phase 1 was about to finish the contractor asked about going 
ahead and doing the plumbing saw cuts in the concrete on phase 2 to cut down on 
noise and dust once phase 1 was operational. I told them they could just go down 
and get a demolition permit at the permit center. They called and said the permit 
center told them to go to commercial building intake. They were told there that they 
would need to do a complete submittal with structural drawing but that they would 
accept it as a quick turnaround. We got everything together in about a week and I 
called to verify the fees for the quick turnaround. I was told by the same person that 
they were not longer accepting these type of things for quick turn around and that I 
would need to come in and meet with a building reviewer. I went in to meet with 
the building reviewer and he said we didn't even need a permit and to go ahead and 
make all the cuts. 

14. Unfortunately I do not see a way to improve the process without an entire overhaul. 
The city has tried for years to improve the process and it invariably cannot. The code 
would have to drastically change and the culture of PDRD would have to change as 
well. Until staff realizes that they serve us, the people they deal with each day, the 
culture will not change. One example is the parking lot outside OTC. It is generally 
20% full with inspection vehicles. Shouldn't all the employees be parked at the top 
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of the parking garage so that the general public and the other professionals they 
serve can more easily and quickly access the building? There are many individuals 
who are proactive and highly knowledgeable, but overall there seems to be an 
apathy about doing the job by many who work there. 

15. Suggestion: most other Cities provide a pre-development in-person meeting where 
ALL of the departments who will review during the process sit down with the 
applicant and review the pre-submittal package to fully vet out any major obstacles. 
This pre-development meeting needs to be detailed, documented, binding, and 
submitted to subsequent reviewers. There also needs to be ONE point of contact for 
the ENTIRE permitting process (not just PDRD, but AFD, AWU, PARD, ROW, Public 
Works, AE, etc.). This individual needs to have the authority to work with other 
departments outside of PDRD and power to influence those individuals and 
departments that are not performing. 

16. Speed up the variance process. The length of time it takes costs my clients money. 
They usually decide to seriously alter their floor plans instead of going for the 
variance. Those that have gotten the variance regret it because it took longer than 
expected. It's like they don't believe me when I say it's going to take several months. 
It's a no win situation. Why can't the reviewers get the BSPA and AWU form 
completed? Do the structural drawing check after the permit is approved. All you 
look at is if the drawings are there, it's not like you're looking to see if the building 
will survive a hurricane or other insurable incident. Getting the structural easily adds 
a week sometimes 3 weeks to the time it takes before we can submit. How about 
everything else is approved first, then you check for structurals? Thanks for asking, 
and hopefully listening! 

17. There have been times when my permit has been issued but then just sits on 
someone's desk and not put in the box. I have several permits that were lost. 

18. Keep it simple but thorough and keep up the great work! 

19. Do not call the process a Seven Day Review if it will actually take 5 weeks. Sub out 
the review of the large projects or hire more staff. The projects that should be easy 
are placed in line behind massive projects. A Change of Use can cost an owner 
thousands of dollars while waiting for something that should be reviewed simply 
and fast. 

20. Below is an email that I sent on Monday to Greg Guernsey, Andrew Linseisen & 
Roderick Burns and by no surprise have not had a single response. I have asked for 2 
years to get the name of the person that does the applications - Nothing. This is a 
huge frustration because we (customers) cannot input the correct information on 
the applications and send to our clients for signatures without using "White-Out" 
and hand writing in where the fields won't let us complete descriptions. This looks 
terrible and is very unprofessional. The applications used to be in a format that we 
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could change the font to smaller if need be or to add to input fields. Sadly, that is no 
longer the case.  

21. Staff need to become more accessible as well as learn that comments made should 
be thoughtful and provide alternatives for the designer. Too often staff make 
comments that can be easily fixed by the designer if the staff would just either email 
or call the designer and discuss the options. All designers are as busy as staff but 
solving issues on a submittal should not be that difficult and is a complete waste of 
time and money when we have to do a comment response on paper and make 10 
copies of it. Also the City of Austin always preaches "Green" but when we do site 
plan submittals they ask for numerous full size copies of the plans when most other 
surrounding Cities have gone digital. Why is there still a mentality that the 
consultants and developers are "trying to get away with something". Most of the 
consultants in this town do good work and occasionally we all make a mistake. Staff 
should not lump the good consultants in with the bad and assume we are trying to 
"get away with something". One other item that needs immediate attention is the 
waste of time and money spent on having to post fiscal for erosion controls. With all 
the state and federal laws in effect why would anyone try and get away with 
developing a project and not put erosion controls up. The better way is to make the 
fines for failing to install so severe that no one would dare challenge it. 

22. Picking up a permit is ridiculous, I have waited 2 to 3.5 hours. Timer to be creative. 
Residential reviewers are too strict. Architects should be able to seal small 
foundation additions and single story foundations. It is too expense to hire a 
structural engineer for these types of projects. It is our responsibility not the city's. 

23. The License Agreement process is a huge burden. The City requires LAs due to design 
requirements (Subchapter E) then there is a very arduous process to be "allowed" to 
use COA ROW, which the client didn't want to utilize in the first place. Plus, the 
various agencies have no reason to help you or come up with solutions when there 
is a conflict with another agency. Not to mention the owner usually has to pay an 
engineer, a landscape architect, a irrigation designer, a surveyor, and a fee. 

24. Standard operating procedures for staff. There are too many inconsistencies 
between reviewers and between departments. These need to be significantly 
diminished and management needs to enforce the SOP's. The ability for my critique 
to not fall upon deaf ears. As therapeutic as this experience might be I seriously 
doubt it will have any effect actually measurable. 

25. Improve the 1704 review and approval process. 

26. It would be helpful if there was ONE department that would be able to assist you on 
Development and give you a checklist/process to follow for your specific project. 
Each time I go down to DAC I know that I will end up on at least two additional floors 
to get my questions answered. The intake times are not coordinated so it can take 
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several trips to get in front of all of the right people which is a hassle. There should 
be a checklist for permit that you have met with the appropriate departments (can 
be done in one meeting) and as long as the checklist is complete then you should be 
able to get your permits within a week. I have made several trips during design and 
received input regarding parking, zoning, water taps and electrical easements that I 
had to go back and get written approvals (something that NO one at the City likes to 
do- put it in writing) in order to convince the Plan Reviewer (that is supposed to be 
reviewing the Plan- not everything else) that I could do what I submitted. It was still 
recommended that I go before BOA for a variance- which was ridiculous because 
there was no variance being requested... The system is broke and really needs to be 
overhauled- Thank you for asking- hopefully my answers are helpful but you can tell 
that there is a certain amount of frustration as well...it shouldn't be so difficult... 
Most of my clients will no longer build in the City of Austin...and I have seen 
firsthand clients that would rather remodel without a permit and face the 
consequences. 

27. I have a really great checklist I invented. There are many, but mine features a Yes/No 
column that facilitates progress big time while not overlooking pending matters.  

28. The issue isn't so much with the people ya'll hire. They are educated and do a good 
job. The issue with the COA is processes change every month and you never know 
what's changed from one visit to the next (I literally turn in BP's multiple times a 
month). 

29. I do not want to come off as angry. But after 25+ years of architecture + 
development in this city, I have full knowledge of the COA development review 
system and the resulting frustration of enduring the process. As an architect and 
developer, I have submitted for platting, subdivision, rezoning, NP amendments, site 
planning, residential and commercial plan review. Over the years, I have been in 
appeals, met with directors, city council and city managers. And most of it sucked! 
Fortunately, it makes people like me a lot of $$$ since we are part of the few that 
can actually navigate the system. Unfortunately, the inefficiencies and difficult layers 
to penetrate multi-departmental review and approval can take up to a year per task 
on complex commercial projects. This raises the public costs of review, the actual 
cost of construction and inspection and the developer's cost of capital. Please help! 
The COA PDRD culture is broken and plagued with disappointment. 

30. Limit staffs ability to send projects backward when the customer has changed 
nothing. Provide an online paper trail for any staff recommendations or comments. 
It's not fair to have one staffer say something is needed or not needed and the next 
have a different go forward position. Provide some pre-approved plans. Provide 
some level of project approval that allows simple projects to start. For any step that 
requires an engineer's approval and stamp, remove the non-engineer city staff 
approval. 
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31. Ours was a fairly straightforward problem that involved two existing homes and a 
garage that had been organized into a two-unit condo by the lawyer owner prior to 
our purchase in 2006. We had neighborhood association and City Council approval, 
but the PD treated our application for a re-subdivision like a giant 
subdivision/shopping center application with, for instance, setback requirements 
that could not be met because our buildings already existed (since 1935!!!) We had 
to submit multiple (23 copies) of expensive plats, and then were told that a certain 
paragraph had to be added, and when corrected, that another paragraph was 
missing...Absurd! Eventually we were told that we just had to hire someone 
(estimate close to $ 10,000) to complete the process ... and that's when we threw in 
the towel.... Suggestion: Make it clear at THE BEGINNING OF THE APPLICATION 
PROCESS, via an interview with a real person, whether the problem to be solved 
could be accomplished by a citizen applicant, or whether professional (expensive) 
help was required. Thanks. 

32. It seems like each department you bring your application to, the staff person is 
trying to find something wrong so they don't have to process further. It’s like the 
goal is to keep putting up road blocks for us. The staff from each department should 
work together to process the application. Every time I leave the permit office I'm 
frustrated and confused. Such a shame that the good karma from the Armadillo 
World Headquarters didn't rub off on that depressing place. 

33. Basically, Plan Reviewers and Building Inspectors feel empowered to set their own 
rules, and to enforce them arbitrarily, and Builders are afraid to oppose them, for 
fear of retribution. Suggestions: 1) Do not allow Plan Reviewers and Building 
Inspectors to independently create rules that are not supported by either the LDC or 
the IRC codes, unless approved by the city council. 2) Require that Plan Reviewers 
and Building Inspectors enforce all rules uniformly, from one project to the next, so 
that all projects are treated the same.  

34. It is not clear when you need to schedule and pay for a Residential consultation. I 
have paid several times for project specific questions and been told by the reviewer 
that I should have instead come in for general questions and vice versa. Also, 
reviewers will often read back the code to me instead of explaining and clarifying 
the conditions. The wait times to get permit applications and revisions reviewed are 
too long. 

35. Get rid of the 11x17 scanner used for residential review. Why is the city using a 
scanner in 2014? Get a decent virus software (it comes pre-installed on most new 
computers) and start accepting cds of digital pdf copies of drawings. Nobody draws, 
and nobody builds from 11x17 drawings. This is costing us days of valuable time 
reformatting our drawings. And it's costing you time having to manually scan every 
sheet of paper that comes in the door. The fact that the city is ignoring construction 
drawing standards and forcing architects to submit non-standardized page sizes is 
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beyond absurd.... light-years beyond absurd. Every single residential reviewer I’ve 
spoken with has agreed.  

36. Cover more broadly the things that can be included in the express permit. It took me 
20 hours of my life to create, duplicate, wait on the planning department etc. for a 4 
ft x 8 ft front porch repair which was considered an addition because it did not meet 
the definition of the express permit. It took me 8 hours to do the work and 3 times 
that in trips to the city, documentation, drawings, etc. I now charge my customers 
$1800 for every time that I have to submit a permit. And that barely covers my cost 
and never compensates for the frustration and anger. Frankly I am not getting 
permits on many jobs now because the process is so onerous and expensive and of 
such little value add. I am now turning down jobs in the city that require a permit. I 
now focus outside the city or do inside work.  

37. Provide a comprehensive rule book of about 50 pages or more that explains the 
rules, the city criteria for the hundreds of rules and procedures and checks. Make it 
available to every contractor that comes in. Provide copies of the submission 
checklist and the permit application available at all times. The last 3 times I was at 
the permit, I had to request the staff to find me a permit application, because there 
were none in the racks. Every time it took several minutes to wait on someone to 
find one. Go back to the process we had 5-10 years ago where we go arrive at the 
permit office, sit down with a permit specialist and normally get a permit issued 
within 45 minutes. The permit issuer did not critique the technical requirements. 
That was handled by the inspector. If the contractor did not know the code or did it 
wrong, he had to fix it at his cost at the site. That was a big incentive to get it right.  

38. Make building code expertise more accessible to engineers and architects. We can't 
get answers. 2. There are frequently different outcomes when two different 
professionals ask for advice on the same thing. 3. Cut down on asking for the same 
data on many different forms. 

39. Start over. 

40. I am certain to come across as being unreasonable - I am not. It must have been 
difficult to have created such a dysfunctional mess as what exists at the City of 
Austin today. There is absolutely NO indication that these people are employed to 
SERVE the citizens. It is fast apparent that VERY FEW, if any, staff members are 
willing to make a common sense decision. Everyone acts as though they are 
incapable of signing off on anything. The system is FROZEN and no one seems 
empowered to make a decision. Roadblocks are put up at every single turn. One 
example (of dozens in this same vein) I cite; remodeling approximately 19,000 sq. ft. 
into office space. The plumbing department DEMANDED that we install 10 toilets in 
EACH of the two bathrooms (one male, one female). 20 places to go to the 
bathroom for a 19,000 sq. ft. building. NO PERSON with a brain would even think 
this could be useful or a requirement. Of course, we were forced to hire an outside 
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"consultant" and lo and behold, 5 weeks and $10,000 later, the bathrooms are 
approved with 2 stalls in each. I cannot even call it incompetence because that 
would offer a logical explanation for the abysmal conditions that exist. I will tell you, 
NO ONE is willing to make a decision. Clearly, there is someone (or some group) that 
must make life a living hell if anyone approves something or exercises any brand of 
reasoning. I must stop now because my blood pressure is rising. I am THANKFUL that 
someone appears to be taking interest. The bottom line is the "head must be 
corrupt" because the entire body is that way.... 

41. There have been several layers added to the review process that slow down the 
approval of permits.  

42. I would love to see a group of people that weren't overtaxed, and a merging of a 
number of unnecessarily duplicate functions and departments. It's like the offices in 
that building are physically incapable of speaking to one another. 

43. I beg someone with authority from the city of Austin to go to San Antonio and 
experience how the plan review/permit process should be done. Effortless, 
seamless, communicative and straightforward (all foreign ideas to the city of Austin). 
I can't wait for these changes to be implemented right away at the City of 
Austin.....yea right! 

44. Austin is the most undesirable dysfunction city we have ever developed in. We will 
not return to Austin under any circumstances to develop or even visit. When we bid 
the job several subcontractors told us they would not bid any work in Austin. Which 
we now understand is the opinion of a great deal of developers, contractors and 
sub-contractors. We were forced to do in access of $350,000 of work and 
improvements that directly benefited the city in the streets and improving their 
inter structure some which were not even needed for our project. But it was made 
clear if we did not our project would be delayed. 

45. Overtime should be paid to get reviews and inspections out on time when revenue 
and activity is robust. Expected review times and inspections should be met 95% of 
the time even if people have to work late. Consulting with staff should be free. 
Inspections of existing buildings should be available for a fee. The codes should be 
enforced as adopted, not the way a reviewer thinks they should be. One year of 
sample behavior is too narrow since our problems have been going for much longer. 
Austin used to be an easier place to do business with just as tough regulations, 
because the systems were much more customer friendly. Like in a restaurant, some 
permits should be as quick as take-out and/or call-in orders, while those of us with 
more complex applications should take longer.  

46. The city's process is has massive, none justified hold ups and costs more money than 
it is often worth. 
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47. Rely more on licensed professional seals (architect, engineer, landscape designer) 
Make greater use of third party review and inspection. 

48. The permit center needs more specialist. If you are knowingly receiving 50 permit 
applications a week, how is it logical to only have 5 permit specialist available for 
pick up? Poor planning and service on all fronts. Poor execution and poor 
organization. The city would do better to hire a private entity to process applications 
and permits than to change their system every 6 months. 

49. Over the years, there have been many many changes and implementation of new 
policies and procedures, hours available, locations of offices within the building, etc 
etc, but I have always found working with the City of Austin and the staff within a 
pleasurable experience. Thank you for "Keeping Austin Permitted and Inspected!" 

50. In my own home renovation projects I've found the city too difficult to work with on 
getting answers to questions I have - for something as simple as replacing my HVAC 
after a lightning strike, it has become a drawn out process because the inspector 
required me to add several CO2 detectors (how this was related to the HVAC, I don't 
know) and hasn't returned my calls or emails about a question (I work full time and 
it is very difficult for me to go to the DAC to address these questions in person). I 
have found that knowing I have to pull city permits has deterred me from doing 
improvement work at my home, because it's such a big hassle to deal with! In my 
professional work, I feel that a system needs to be in place that CLEARLY 
communicates not only code requirements but also clarifies the INTENT of the 
provision, so that applicants and reviewers are better equipped to prepare and 
review submittals. The process should be thorough and definitive. 

51. Also, there needs to be a complaint system in case a project has problems with a 
reviewer that are above and beyond the project's control - ie, in case of a reviewer 
who is being unfair or unjust in their review of a project for unknown reasons. 

52. First off, it is the process - not the people. The staff I encounter on an almost daily 
basis are in general friendly, courteous, knowledgeable, and they try to help you out. 
They look for issues and problems as well as they can on the front end. They are 
often as exasperated by the process as I am.  

53. I have clients and contractors who WILL NOT WORK IN AUSTIN due to this process. 
The housing supply is artificially strangulated by this process, thus raising prices. 
Sprawl increases because it's so much easier to build outside the City. And 
eventually people looking to move to Austin will look elsewhere. However, to 
conclude, it is the PROCESS not the PEOPLE. I enjoy my interactions with City staff, 
many of whom I consider friends. All the staff I meet are well-qualified and have a 
sense of mission and purpose: they ensure public safety and urban livability. It is the 
PROCESS that is the problem. 



 

Austin, Texas 682 Zucker Systems 

54. I used the city's Commercial Plan Review, Zoning Review and Fire Department 
resources as part of my previous job (now retired) as an Architect and Sr. Project 
Manager for the Travis County Facilities Management Department. I found several 
of the staff to be exemplary in their knowledge, cooperation and assistance. I have 
no complaints on this level and the only comment is that they appear to generally be 
understaffed or burdened by too many tedious regulations. I do fully understand 
why there is so called government red tape. A lot of it is due to the requirement for 
public transparency. However, there has long been a tendency in the City of Austin 
to over-regulate, apparently to appease special interests but that's kind of a simple 
and un-nuanced observation.  

55. The process is a bit overwhelming at first. Staff was really helpful through my 
process. The amount of red tape is ominous and hard to explain to my clients. They 
just want to get their facilities open and serve the public. My biggest problem was 
with AEGB. Working in the CBD, no one could give me a definitive answer on their 
Green requirement and the building department was, "Hey talk to them, it is not our 
problem".  

56.  I have been doing work from coast to coast, border to border for 30 years and AEGB 
has been a real burden. Their requirements almost doubles my fees to go through 
their process. I agree with their philosophy and want to move in that direction but 
my clients and myself were blindsided by their holding up my process. The bottom 
line is, folks want to do business in this great city but the red tape will come back to 
haunt Austin. Just remember the people that you step on the way up will come back 
to haunt you on the way back down. Austin, please don't get the big head. Times are 
good now but will not always be. People wanting to do business in this town in the 
future will remember the attitudes. SurveyMonkey? Scary! 

57. The system is broken. It's been patched together by various Councils and 
department heads since the 80's. The people try hard, but are understaffed and/or 
under qualified to perform their duty. 

58. Further, it's truly embarrassing to explain to someone from out of town that one has 
to turn in 17 sets of plans for review. This should be a shining example of how 
messed up the entire process is in its current state. Oh, and one also has to turn in a 
CD of the exact same content. I truly hope the results of this survey are scrutinized 
and publicized. If Austin really wants to encourage its inevitable growth in a manner 
that promotes affordability - rebuilding this department from top to bottom is the 
first step. 

59. Incorporate ROW approval into the permit process so we don't get delayed every 
time with Dr. Bill Hadley having to approve everything. Relax on the residential. You 
don't need full drawings and MEP on minor remodels. Just make sure it’s to code in 
the field. Only request an impervious survey if the final inspector thinks it is close.  



 

Austin, Texas 683 Zucker Systems 

60. Have a qualified person sitting at the front of the building to point people in the 
right direction. Last time I was there I signed in 3 different times to talk to different 
people who sent me to other places. I should be able to walk in and ask "who would 
i talk to about a residential water tap permit in the street?" and they would send me 
to the correct location. Would save everyone tons of time. 

61. The One-Stop shop for C8J projects is completely broken. The fiscal process is very 
cumbersome. Far too many waivers and variances are required for normal 
development process. 

62. This was my first time to deal with the PDRD, and it will be my last. Trying to obtain a 
simple business permit for a small business in a commercial strip center became too 
time consuming and finally gave up. 

63. FULL overhaul is needed, not the other two options that are being considered! 
Speed has increased, but inexperienced and/or overworked staff with an attitude is 
a huge problem. 

64. Simplify and shorten the residential process and requirements, especially for small 
projects. More people might actually apply for permits if the direct and indirect cost 
for getting a permit for a small project wasn't so high. Train the staff better so they 
know. 

65. I don't even know where to start. The bureaucracy is mind-boggling. One person 
tells you to do something and you do it and come back and another person tells you 
that is wrong. Half the people there have no clue what the rules are. The first-line 
staff is helpful, albeit not well informed, but the people that ultimately approve your 
permit are inaccessible and unreasonable. I could write a novel on the kafkaesque 
ridiculousness I've encountered. 

PDRD can institute some process improvements that focus on excellence in 
performing its mission while also being truly great at customer service the City of 
Austin would be significantly improved. 

Here is an example. I wanted to replace my porch that had to be demolished to 
repair my foundation. Just to replace my porch I was required to submit an 
application for an "addition" which included signoff from Austin energy, flood 
review, etc. etc. Then I was told that I had to submit certified engineer plans for a 6 x 
12 REPLACEMENT of my porch. Due to the engineering requirements I had to pour 
the equivalent amount of concrete that holds up my entire house. What should have 
been a $700 porch replacement ended up costing me $2500.  
I could cite at least 10 more examples of the ridiculousness I've encountered with 
this department. 
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66. The department deserves credit for taking the initiative to do this survey. The first 
and most important thing the PDRD can do if focus on process improvements that 
support great customer service. Codes are important and Code Compliance is 
important, but the operations of the PDRD create an obstruction to an effective 
process for enabling businesses to successfully accomplish their objectives. If the Site 
Plans 

67. During plan review, predominately, the site plan review. Give the full listing of 
comments during the first review process. We have seen where review comments in 
the 2nd round could have been noted and responded to after the first round, 
possibly saving several days in the process. Fire Dept., - recently experienced where 
meeting and getting a clarification and approvals from 1 member of the department, 
then when final inspections were needed, they sent a different representative who 
had a different interpretation and more delays to the approval process. 

68. There is no impetus for City Staff to issue a Site Development Permit. I worked for 
423 days for a simple 16 unit Townhouse project (2 of which are Affordable). My 
architect attended MIT for his undergraduate degree and has a PhD from Texas. He 
knows what he is doing. Only a threat of the Mayor Pro Tem being embarrassed for 
speaking at ground breaking without a permit being issued - yielded the permit. 
Multiple meetings with multiple departments for 16 simple townhouses. In any 
other jurisdiction the Townhouses would already have been built and occupied. My 
client receives 500 infill permits per year in Texas. Identical permits for identical 
projects in Austin take an enormous amount of additional time without improving 
the project. 

69. I think that there are multiple problems in site development review. I will in general 
complain about staff, but for the most part staff are courteous and wonderful 
people. Though, I would say that in general, and at this time, most are not willing to 
help, much less in a timely manner. They appear to be overworked, overstressed, 
don't care and are generally unhappy. The word I would use is indifferent, which is a 
sure sign of a bad working environment.  

70.  The first review and even the second review are not complete and are woefully late. 
We have comments coming back 2 weeks late on a consistent basis and make 
comments on items that are clearly on the plans. On the third review cycle, we are 
consistently getting new comments even though the project has not changed. Staff 
have clearly not read the comment response letter, have not read emails that are 
sent to confirm the events of meetings, change their mind after a meeting and 
generally provide a confusing environment. We have resorted to redlining sheets in 
meetings and still get comments! Meanwhile, the project hasn't changed, the size of 
a pond hasn't changed, the outfall hasn't changed, and nothing has changed but 
labels. Solution: The City should get one bite at the apple and have a standard 
format for required items on all projects. Required items such as FAR, building 
coverage, impervious cover, net site area, height, slopes, etc should be in a standard 
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table on an independent sheet so there are no more questions regarding these 
items. There should be a template for all height requirements such as compatibility, 
waterfront overlay, zoning height, fire height etc. It would be basic and easy. Most 
importantly, the first round of comments must identify any issues. Any subsequent 
comments should be contained to the responses to comments. The third update and 
5 months down the road is not an appropriate time to add 20 new comments to a 
project, because an adequate review was not performed earlier. 

71. The most fundamentally challenging aspect of working with the PDRD is the 
unpredictability of what the process will be to see a project through to completion. 
One example is the Quick Turnaround plan review. The implementation of that 
process is highly inconsistent. It's a valuable process to enable appropriate projects 
to be expedited but although the criteria for qualifying projects is published, the 
implementation of the practice is not consistent with the published criteria. This 
makes it impossible to predict if any particular project, other than obviously non-
qualifying ones, will be able to follow the QT review. The QT process should be 
expanded to enable a greater number of projects to take an expedited review path 
and the criteria for qualifying projects should be expanded, clearly defined and 
consistently applied. 

Staff 

1. It's got to be one of the hardest jobs there is. They should receive combat pay. The 
rules are impossibly complex and often poorly written. Staff often appear 
inexperienced with the practicalities of design, permitting and construction. Staff 
often seems very worried about getting in trouble, making trouble for themselves, 
something. That often makes it very hard to get decisions, and sometimes the 
decisions one gets are so absurd. I am impossibly weary with the whole thing. I think 
it would help enormously if there were a big timer set in the middle of each 
conference table, and that each meeting participant was required to enter their 
hourly rate at the beginning of meetings. And then at the end of the meeting, all 
could assess, was this meeting really worth the hundreds or even thousands of 
dollars it cost? 

2. This is not generally a staff issue. Staff is just as stressed at the customers but they 
are afraid to interpret the code because of the repercussions and they have way too 
many projects. There has been a 200% increase in the number of submittals 
(commercial) but staff has not increased significantly. 

3. The ability for ineffective or toxic employees to be terminated or reassigned more 
easily.  

4. Staff for planning/zoning review in general is young and inexperienced. 

5. Fire all the lazy bureaucrats and hire some people who want to get things done. 
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6. In terms of customer service, hire people who actually care about their jobs/ people 
they work with and have good manners. It's not that complicated. 

7. An ideal scenario would be to get rid of 90% of the personnel from the PDRD and 
replace them with automated systems. Then take the remaining 10% and have them 
focus all of their time on consulting customers, educating them on the development 
process, and directing them to the proper resources. This is something the DAC does 
very well, but it's severely understaffed. There are so many people running around 
the rest of the PDRD that are just maintaining antiquated systems and not providing 
any real value to the public. If you need any other idea, feel free to call me. I'm very 
passionate about seeing this get turned around.  

8. The next thing they can do is train the staffers to know their job. Many of the new 
hires simply have zero understanding of the development code their required and 
hired to enforce. This results in one mistake after another after another after 
another. It is extremely common him for review staff to list a set of requirements at 
simply do not apply to a specific project. This requires us to seek input from a 
manager who may or may not be available to overturn the immediate staff’s 
rejection. After waiting in line for two hours preparing an application for another 
two hours, it's very disheartening to get rejected at the intake level because the 
intake staff doesn't know how to do their job even though we try to educate them 
since we've been doing this for so long. There needs to be a policy put in place that 
requires all staff reply to emails or phone calls within 24 hours of receipt, even if 
they're only responding to tell you that they got the call or email and will respond 
more thoroughly at a specified date. The city is notorious for not responding at all. If 
these employees worked in the private sector they would be fired due to lack of 
project management or client management skills.  

9. More staff to reduce review time. Don't charge for specific more detailed reviews 
Reduce wait time for questions & submittal. 

10. Review staff needs to be better trained in building code. 

11. Again, the city is a quagmire when it comes to developing within the city limits. They 
are untimely, unprofessional and under staffed. There is no consistency within the 
system. As a construction company owner, I like rules but with the city the rules are 
undefined and open to interpretation and change between jobs, reviewers and 
inspectors. We just want to be able to work within the lines without changes around 
every corner. This leads to unhappy clientele, expensive additional costs and 
headaches for all involved in the development and construction process. 

12. Hire more staff. 

13. In many cities the attitude of the review staff is to help the applicant to accomplish 
his goals. In Austin it is one frustration after another. 
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14. These are lazy people for the most part. 

15. Train key staff members on the entire process of a project from initial submittal to 
City staff through acceptance of construction. Expect these staff members to pass 
along what they have learned to other PDRD staff members. 

16. I have been working with the City of Austin for many years pulling plumbing trade 
permits. I have had many great successes with working with the staff in the permit 
center, tree permit center, building plan review, and commercial plan review. I have 
been especially pleased to work with Glenda Wilsford and Alma Rumsfield in the 
permit center, as well as others, but I primarily worked with the Glenda and Alma. I 
have also been very pleased to work with all of the intake staff for commercial 
building plan review, Mary Blount, Carol Raney Moncada, and Nicolette (I can't 
remember her last name :( ) as well as the approval staff for commercial Quick Turn-
around building permits. I enjoyed working with Bryan Walker when he did 
approvals for residential quick-turnaround building permits before he moved to a 
different department, and Michael Watson is great to work with as well. I've worked 
with many commercial inspectors and residential inspectors over the years as well 
and have had many great experiences with our inspections and ease of scheduling 
and communicating, especially with Supervisors! I must also say that Brad Ward and 
Mike Grady are extremely easy and pleasant to work with when we have issues with 
sewer yard lines and problems involving the City tap. Even though I had a bad 
experience with Bill Waters a few years ago, I have been able to work amicably with 
him since that time. I think we all have bad days sometimes, myself included!!  

17. Pay planners more money so that they stay at their jobs. 

18. Hire staff that are customer service oriented and have the education/experience for 
the position. Make staff accountable for their actions. 

19. Keep staff off Facebook during work hours. Get rid of about 1/2 of the staff and 
make the remaining work. I see to many staff setting around chatting when they 
should be working. 

20. Stop letting experienced staff leave without training replacements. 

21. Furthermore, what will ultimately help is more qualified staff for all PDRD reviewing 
depts. I am thankful I do not live in Austin. Because if the taxpayers knew what the 
city is wasting on the consultant and the software, someone would be having some 
explaining to do. 

22. More staff ability to make minor decisions is needed. 

23. Change the culture to one that encourages staff to help projects meet the criteria. 
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24. In the view of the business owners, construction contractors, design professionals 
and plan review expediters, the PDRD appears to be severely under staffed, highly 
dysfunctional as a team and lacking in leadership. This is evidenced by a lack of 
responsiveness when project teams contact PDRD staff, slow processing of plan 
review and a lack of consistency in the interpretation and direction provided by 
PDRD staff. 

25. Hire more staff so wait times are reduced. 

Tax Certificates 

1. Stop requiring a tax certificate for any permit. It is a terribly inefficient way for the 
city to enforce tax payments and has never added any value. I spend at least 4 hours 
of my staff's time to drive across the Austin traffic and put in the request and then 
do the same round trip when the certificate is ready. What a waste of my life, of the 
county tax office, of the bureaucrat that checks it off the arbitrary list of submission 
requirements. I t literally cost me about $240 of my time to get one of these. You 
should make the department head go get them and this would stop. Our city is 
coming to a standstill with traffic and the department is forcing every contractor on 
every permit to drive across the city for this meaningless, value less task. Shame on 
you.  

2. PDRD checklists for submittals can be unclear at times. For example, when listing a 
document like a Tax Certificate, it should be listed whether an Official copy must be 
submitted, or whether a copy of the official tax certificate will suffice. 

Technology 

1. The ability to submit permit requests online would save thousands of man-hours 
waiting in line. 

2. The biggest priority of PDRD should be to make online submittals possible. The 
amount of hours I spend weekly sitting in the waiting room trying to submit is utterly 
ridiculous. In the same manner, permits should be able to be paid for and retrieved 
online. On top of the hours sitting on the second floor, the hours sitting in the 
permit center are the biggest waste of time. I generally spend 12-15 hours week at 
the city just waiting.  

3. The wait for the permitting department can be up to 4 hours. A type of online 
process submittal would be beneficial rather than having to wait for a person to 
handle certain situations. The department has gotten better and more organized, 
but still lacks good customer service. I dread going because of the negative 
atmosphere. A lot of people get frustrated because of the wait times.  
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4. Electronic review. Completeness check comments that can be cleared individually. 
AWU a part of AMANDA. AWU policy online so that we are not surprised at review 
time. 

5. Once an application is approved, allow online payment for the permit. I do not 
understand the need to wait in line for 1-3 hours just to pay for a permit and have it 
printed out. All other cities allow online payments. I sincerely hope you will consider 
this suggestion. It will be the solution to many of the Development Services 
problems. 

6. On Line submittals and ability to pay for permits online. I have worked within 
residential permitting for 10 years and have had dealings with every municipality 
within Central Texas ~ I can honestly say that City of Austin is BY FAR the worst to 
deal with.  

7. Electronic submission should be allowed for plan review. 

8. Very archaic most other cities around Austin allow us to submit applications via flash 
drive and then all corrections are done by email. 

9. Please, please let us submit applications online!! We make PDF's anyways, and it 
would be so easy and TO SCALE! It would save our clients’ money and you wouldn't 
have to scan in the drawings. And store them. Have workshops to explain building 
coverage, impervious cover, and gross floor area. Show off several well put together 
permit applications for applicants to look at as examples. I do Permit Searches to 
look at old permit applications, but I never know if they were done correctly. Create 
an online forum for people to ask questions to reviewers. Let us post pictures and 
such to clarify questions.  

10. For residential review: Allow permit submissions via online portal, with clear step-
by-step instructions. 

11. Your idea of an electronic submittal is a joke. How is that going to speed the review 
of my plans up? Your grasp on what really happens at the city needs to be 
overhauled. Why would you (Mr. Zucker) come down at 4pm to see nothing 
happening when all depts. are closed. Try Wed. at 9 am on the 2cd floor, try the 
permit center at 12:30 any day, try DAC at 11. 

12. Upon approval, why should we have to come to the city office and wait to meet with 
someone to pay. An online payment system seems obvious and needed. 

13. Online plan submittal. This would get rid of all paper and eliminate the need for any 
city employees checking to make sure that everything has been submitted (the 
application could do that). 2) Online payments. Permits should be able to be paid for 
online. Nearly every department in the PDRD creates its own invoices which you 
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then have to take to another department to pay them. All this could be automated 
digitally. 3) Online distribution of permits. Once permits have been reviewed provide 
a digital permit that can be emailed out to a customer which prevents them from 
ever even having to go to PDRD to pick anything up. 4) Build an automated plan 
review application. Build a piece of software that scans CAD files for code 
compliance. Customers submit their CAD files online and get instant feedback on 
what needs to be changed. This would eliminate the need for all reviewers and 
maintain consistency across the board.  

14. This department needs to get out of the fifties and start working electronically. 
Create processes that eliminates all visits to their offices. 

15. It's 50 years almost since we put a man on the moon and we still have to stand in 
line on the first floor to pay Intake fees and such. This can't be done by phone or 
computer and with credit cards? ARE YOU KIDDING ME? It's the 21 Century already 
and a lot of what's happening at the City would embarrass the 20th Century. 2. 
Having to motor to town to pick up a permit instead of being able to pay for it online 
and collect it by email, is as ridiculous as it is outrageous. Austin government, please 
say hello to the 21st Century!  

16. Digital submissions could cut down on submittal times, lost drawings by the various 
departments, and the time it takes to pick up drawings from one department and 
submit to the next.  

17. I believe that most jurisdictions are moving to online application process through 
Govt online (Mypermit now). You can fill in application, upload plans and documents 
(and corrections) and even pay online or still have permits billed through escrow. It 
seems counterproductive to spend hours at the city to submit plans and updates. 
Especially when you then scan them in anyway later. I do enjoy coming to the city so 
I do not mind, but it would seem to be a more efficient way to process at least 
simple building permits.  

18. Move the permitting process online. For each step online, the system would have 
received, not received, approved, time allowed city staff to approve, not approved, 
steps needed to receive approval. All materials could be submitted online. 

19. I am very nervous that the new system is going to be more of the same. 

20. Should be able to submit application and plans electronically, be able to track 
application process. The application should be pushed automatically to other 
necessary departments--the applicant should be notified where the application is in 
the process should be able to pay online.  

21. Permit pickup and payment could be easier and less time consuming by providing 
more online services.  
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22. Why not ask the consultants (who are going to be put out of business by this 
electronic submission) to come up with a solution instead? Please email me if you 
want any further discussions. 

23. It might be worth all city's employee’s time to step up and produce an ONLINE 
permit process. 

24. More use of online submittals (but is it possible to stop posting copyrighted 
architectural plans online for everyone to see including burglars? 

25. I frequently apply for pool and patio permits. Please have this available online... as 
driving to the city during rush hour, only available 3 days a week is cumbersome and 
inconvenient. Additionally, driving to the city and looking for a parking space to pick 
up the permit is even more inconvenient. The wait has been up to 5 hours just to 
pick up a permit. Definitely a waste of time and energy. Cedar Park and Leander do 
these type of permit applications all on-line. Extremely efficient. Thanks for asking. 
Permitting via the city of Austin is a HASSLE. 

26. Make any and all applicable fees payable online either through credit card or escrow 
account.  

27.  Simplify all aspects of express permitting online to help reduce foot traffic at the 
city office and give them more time to answer phone calls.  

28.  Enable online submission of projects. This is the single biggest problem in my work: 
either I must go to the City, or hire someone to do so, to drop off projects at specific 
times and dates. Especially in Residential Review, where intake only occurs for a 
total of 11 hours per 40-hour week - and at inconvenient times - the lack of online 
submission is a major headache and costs me time and fees, and increases the cost 
of a project. I spend less than half of my time actually "being an architect" 
(designing, meeting with clients and contractors) and more than half of my time 
navigating City codes and procedures. 3. Further to (2), online submissions would 
save literally millions of square feet of paper. This City purports to want to be 
sustainable, yet the wants of (some) individual reviewers - who like paper - overrule 
collective desires for sustainability. So much waste, so much waste, so much waste. 
4. Online payment. The payment procedure is straight out of the 1980s (or earlier). 
5. Online tracking of project comments. You never know what is wrong until you get 
a "rejection." It would be better to be able to see this online, in real time, so you 
would be able to fix it in a timely manner. The federal government gets a bad rap for 
being overly bureaucratic and slow, but their project submission and review system 
was excellent. Submit online, get comments online, and the reviewers spend less 
time pushing paper and thus can answer the phone when you call to ask questions. 
The state (specifically University of Texas System) also has a better process. Projects 
are reviewed in parallel by all departments, and then comments are conveyed to the 
client in review sessions with all reviewers attending. However, with the sheer 
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number of customers, this would be overwhelming (thus online tracking of 
comments).  

29. On-line plan submittals.  

30. On-line permit pick up. On-line payments (other than escrow).  

31. The permit process has been greatly improved over the past several years, but it 
seems like there are some things that could be done to eliminate some of the crowd 
in the permit office. Online payment of re-inspection or after-hours inspection fees 
would be one. 

32. There DEFINITELY needs to be a faster way to pay for an APPROVED permit. Why 
cannot this be done online? 

Telephone and Emails 

1. Getting City employees to accept or return phone calls is almost impossible. I have 

been told, and believe, that the philosophy of City staff is to ignore calls and voice 

mail messages ... that if a customer really wants to reach staff they will call back. I 

have had repeated calls ignored repeatedly for weeks on end. Some calls have never 

been returned. I have sent emails that were not acknowledged much less returned for 

weeks. In some cases my only recourse has been to go to the City's office 

unannounced and demand a response or action. 

2. There are no repercussions for the reviewers to not return phone calls or emails. They 

are aware that their performance evaluation does not judge them on this, so they don't 

bother calling back 

Timelines 

1. I find the City of Austin to be very frustrating to deal with. It would really help if 
we could at least have a realistic deadline of when we can expect feedback, even 
if it is longer than what is proscribed in the department policy. It is outrageous 
and frankly embarrassing that, when a client asks me how long their project will 
take to receive a building permit, I do not have a way to give them an answer 
that I feel comfortable will actually happen. 

2. City staff would have a limited time to either approve each step or not approve 
with reasons. No fair for the city staff to give only one reason and continue to 
not approve. Reward personal for correct approved permits.  

3. The permitting process takes too long, is very cumbersome and nothing is 
grandfathered when policy and code changes occur.  
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4. The wait time for turning in a residential permit is ridiculous. 

5. Although the plan review to permit times change it seems as large as Austin is 
and continues to grow permit time seems excessive. When there is a time limit 
set to have corrections addressed it appears that nothing happens on the case 
until the last day. 

6. The review process with the majority of other cities is under 2 weeks, heck I can 
get a permit within the city of Round Rock or Pflugerville within a couple of days. 
The processes and procedures have always been difficult with City of Austin. 
With such high turnover within the review department, I can only assume the 
delay in review is from the lack of knowledge within the staff... they have no idea 
what they are looking for. If a builder is required to have plans architecturally 
stamped and all engineering stamped, why does the city even need to review?? 
Thank you for generating this survey, I hope you come up with a better way of 
serving contractors and builders. 

7. People coming to Austin from out of town, out of state or out of country are 
dumbfounded by the fact that the review times take so much time for comments 
or approval. IF I GOT PAID TO TURN PROJECTS AROUND IN TWO TO THREE TIMES 
LONGER THE TIME FRAME THAN I SAY I WILL THEN I MUST HAVE A 
GOVERNMENTAL JOB BECAUSE THIS IS THE TREND WITH THE CITY'S REVIEW 
DEPARTMENTS. AS A PRIVATE PROFESSIONAL I WOULD BE OUT OF BUSINESS & 
BROKE WITH THIS SAME DELAYED DELIVERY SYSTEM WITH MY OWN CLIENTS. I 
CAN BELIEVE HOW BROKEN THE SYSTEM IS BECAUSE OF HOW LONG I HAVE 
BEEN DEALING WITH IT. PEOPLE WHO CANNOT BELIEVE HOW BAD IT IS 
OBVIOUSLY HAVE NOT BEEN DEALING WITH IT FOR VERY LONG. IT IS VERY 
BELIEVABLE AND IT IS VERY REAL. PLEASE, PRETTY PLEASE, WITH SUGAR ON TOP, 
HELP FIND A SOLUTION TO THE INEFFICIENCIES WITHIN THE CITY OF AUSTIN'S 
PLAN REVIEW PROCESS. 

8. A clear and established point of contact and 3-5 day response time that is noted, 
measured and recorded would be helpful. Do you want to be Nordstrom or 
Walmart? I often say it is an honor and a privilege to be a home builder. It is also 
a responsibility that I do not take likely. What are your core values? What is your 
mission statement? BTW I have read your mission statement and I don't believe 
a word of it. I dare say neither do your employees. 

 

9. I realize that there is a lot of construction going on in Austin and PDRD has 
undergone major reorganization. Some bumps in the process are to be expected, 
and perhaps there is improvement overall. But I still cannot give my clients a 
realistic expectation of how long the permitting process will take. And as I'm sure 
you're aware, speed is of the utmost importance. It makes us as architects look 
bad when we double or trip. 
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10. . Have faster project review times, 60+ days for first comments is simply 
unacceptable. Have all City issued Comment letters on Formal Letterhead, with 
comments numbered and referencing specific code sections. Many reviewers are 
often subjective and do not address specific Code sections or regulations. 

11. My biggest complaint is the timeframe it takes to get plans reviewed and 
approved. It appears that plans are being rejected at the first pass just so the 
plans can be moved from the' to be reviewed" pile to the "rejected pile" just to 
clear a departments backlog. That may not be the case but it sure seems like 
that's how things have been operating. The staff is knowledgeable but doesn't 
necessarily have the time to thoroughly research projects that may be a little 
different than normal so they get rejected on the first pass. Upon further review 
they see that what was proposed is acceptable to the intent of the code. I hope 
the city can find it in their budget to hire additional reviewers. 

12. Allow submittals to be done digitally on PDF's, even online. It would be a lot 
easier to have PDF's with all the stamps on them that we could print out at any 
time in case they are lost/wet/destroyed in the field. Be able to pay online or on 
the phone re-inspection fees. Right now it takes hours going downtown or we 
have to open and account and fax in payment requests. That's stupid, just take a 
freaking credit card like everyone else. 

Training 

1. Consistent Staff Training would be a great place to start.... 

2. Involve the law dept. and do much better training of staff. Train them in code 
history and proper interpretation techniques. Train them to look things up 
before making decisions esp. DAC Train boa staff and provide some history and 
background to assist commissioners. Require permit staff to have experience 
and training in building profession and with code institutions. A non-architect 
should not be reviewing architectural plans. Same for engineering etc. 

Transportation 

1. Given that Traffic/Transportation is probably the most important issue facing the 
City of Austin at this time, I would have though the City would invest more 
time/dollars towards Staff to make sure projects that impact the 
Traffic/Transportation System are addressed and well managed. ATD is missing a 
variety of key staff members due to recent departures. The Signals office is 
severely understaffed and wear too many different hats not allowing them to do 
a good job at their primary tasks. 
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2. Parking. A lot and garage that is supposed to be for people working in the 
building process (many of whom drive large trucks required by their trades) - this 
parking lot is striped and designed for smart cars. 

Trees 

1. Getting a tree review is a good example of the stupid bureaucracy: there are 
pieces of paper taped to the walls to direct you to the reception office because 
the hallways are like a maze. At the reception office, they send you back through 
the maze to another room to turn in the paperwork. Then they send you 
downstairs to stand in line to pay for the review.  

2. Building around heritage trees has become nearly impossible. Allow for 
reasonable critical root zone infringement that will be unlikely to harm trees, 
especially for residential additions.  

 

3. Tree review (______) can be a nightmare and hold up the permitting process. 
The wait time to get a tree permit reviewed/approved can be up to two weeks. 
Also, the conditions for approval can be unfair and unnecessary.  

Web Site 

1. More detail on the web about how to fill out a building application. I know new 
ones are in the works with better explanations, but there are still quite a few 
grey areas that aren't being addressed by staff. The latest application is actually 
more difficult to complete than the old one! Would like the ability to submit 
plans by PDF in the future - rather than standing in line for intake that is only 
open a few hours a week, especially for resubmits. 

2. Recently on-line access and browsing of the City technical manuals has been 
much harder than before. 

3. Organize website more intelligently; use subject and keyword searching instead 
of making people know City terminology and department naming. Put 
department organization and subject matter into the search engine. 

4. Improve the city's website so that all recent changes in LDC rules are 
prominently posted. 

5. Easier website to navigate. 

6. The website needs to be easier to navigate as far as documents that are required 
for the permitting process-one place to find consistent information. 
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7. Gentlemen, Could someone please tell me who is in charge of modifying all of 
the online applications (site plan, subdivision and zoning). They are in desperate 
need of attention. There is no way that we can complete the applications 
correctly as they are structured now. All of the fields to enter the property 
information, owner information etc. are to limited in length and do not allow all 
correct information to be entered appropriately. I have asked numerous times to 
have this looked at. Looking at the Subdivision application online today I noticed 
it was updated August 2014 and the same problems exist. If you do not 
understand what I mean, please go online the same as we have to do and select 
one of the applications. Try to type in every field all the information needed. 
IMPOSSIBLE! This is very frustrating and very unprofessional when we have to 
send the application out to our clients for signature and the darn thing is 
incomplete because the form won’t let us type full descriptions. Please let me 
know if you have any questions. 

8. The process flow charts are extremely helpful to disseminate information to a 
group. I think they should be more widely used and updated continually. 

9. Please fix the on-line website to include all figures, charts, graphs, exhibits, and 
standard details. This is a big issue when even the City reviewers cannot find 
these online to support their review comments. Please fix the searchable fields 
so that codes and ordinances can be found more easily by exact wording. Every 
time I search, lots of erroneous information shows up. Please improve the data 
download portal (GIS and DXF and particularly dwg. files) so that information is 
easier to obtain. This has been a major issue and time waste over last 20 years. 
Particularly make the dwg files more easily geo-referenced. Include a point 
person that understands the needs of consultants to obtain this information 
(such as dwg files and geo-referenced topography and aerial data) so we may 
better assist land owners. And have them answer the phone. Automation is 
great if dispensed and immediately corrected by the human touch. 

10. Alphabetical research will NEVER be trumped. You should be able to go online 
and find a SIMPLE home page, WITHOUT fanfare, ads, business that features a 
single simple Search box. Assume you want to know what's required to build a 
deck for BBQs, etc. SEARCH: Deck SUBSEARCHES: Construction materials 
permitted Design, minimal requirements Elevation from ground, how attached 
to home, etc. Foundation requirements Inspection(s) required Permit 
requirements (Applications for, Floor and Room #) Project Plan (selfie? architect 
generated? general contractor?) Railing (height, hand rail, guard rail, etc.) Ramp 
(handicap requirements) Size (size allowed, how determined, etc.) Stairs 
(minimum width, angle, etc.) UPDATE HISTORY: Foundation requirements 
(9/23/14 update replaced 7/07/12 guidelines) Ramp (10/14/14 update replaces 
8/20/13 guidelines). Notice too that even the SUBSEARCHES are in alphabetical 
order. Yes, it will take a lot of initial organization, but investigating permits 
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should not be as difficult as the nightmare it is. And please notice "Permit 
Requirements," which tells you WHAT floor to go to, WHAT room to go into (not 
one City room has a number, not one!). Also please notice that the UPDATE 
HISTORY allows the individual to go online and see if a given guideline has 
changed and when this happened. The UPDATE HISTORY only needs to list the 
date of the last guideline and the date of the most recent guideline superseding 
it. And please note that even the UPDATE HISTORY is in alphabetical order. The 
rule for a powerful alphabetized SEARCH engine is very simple: + NOUNS always 
take precedent. List things by their simplest, most popular name: Landing, Deck, 
Stairs, Awning, Shed, Sidewalk, Driveway, Septic, Plumbing, Water, Wastewater, 
Sewer, Roof, etc. When a noun won't work, list the item by VERB. One of these 
two will ALWAYS apply no matter what the project or action is. YOU DIDN'T ASK 
DEPARTMENT:  

 



 

Austin, Texas 698 Zucker Systems 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Austin, Texas 699 Zucker Systems 

Appendix F 

 

Stakeholder 

Comments 



 

Austin, Texas 700 Zucker Systems 

As per the RFP and contract an approach to a Stakeholder process was approved by 

the City. The goal was to gather input from stakeholders of perceptions, experiences 

and satisfaction with the Planning and Development Review Department functions. 

The input was used by the consultants in their technical analysis and identification of 

areas requiring more detailed study. The groups are listed in Table 89. 

Table 89 

Stakeholder Groups 

American Institute of Architects – Austin Chapter  

Austin Board of Realtors  

Austin Neighborhood Council  

Contractor Associations  

Greater Austin Chamber of Commerce  

Greater Austin Contractors & Engineers Association  

Home Builders Association of Greater Austin  

Minority Ethnic Chambers of Commerce  

National Association of Remodeling Industry  

Neighborhood Groups – South  

Neighborhood Groups - Central  

Neighborhood Groups – North  

PDRD 2013 Stakeholder Group  

Real Estate Council of Austin  

Special Interest Groups  

Specialty Contractors Associations  

 

During the months of August, September, and October the consultants met with 16 

groups either in focus groups or open public meetings. These included 2 Chamber 

groups, 9 industry related groups, 4 meetings with many groups of neighborhoods, 

and one special interest group. The detail about these groups and their comments are 

shown below. For ease of review, we have consolidated all of the comments by topic 

in Appendix I.  

E. AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF ARCHITECTS – AUSTIN 
CHAPTER 

A group of 6 representatives of the American Institute of Architects met on 

September 4th at the AIA Offices. The consultant team was represented by Zucker 

Systems President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments 

are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 
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Communication 

 There is no active email list for the industry to notice new or changed review 

items. Any changes need to be documented; and 

 The architects meet once a month with the Residential Reviewers which is 

good.  

Culture 

 The PDRD is not solution oriented; 

 There is no way to get a reliable response; 

 At least one or more plans examiners are anti-development; and  

 Neighborhoods are involved in everything. There is no way for them to get 

what they want other than a public hearing.  

Encroachment Permits 

All encroachment permits go to City Council which is unusual.  

Fees 

There are fees for variances but no fee for an appeal on interpretations.  

Inspections 

Inspectors seemed to be divorced from plan review.  

Other Departments 

 There is confusion between the Watershed Department and the Planning and 

Development Department;  

 Austin Energy is unpredictable; 

 Fire Department, there is good communication but Fire is backed up; and 

 Legal Department is backed up. 

Policies/Codes 

 There is inconsistency re the electric review of low landscape lighting. 

Process 

 First check is often not complete and new items added second check; 

 The Austin solution to everything is a public hearing;  
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 Too many items go to the city Council; 

 There are a thousand bites on all processes; and 

 The self-certified plan reviews seemed to work well. 

Site Plans 

 These are taking 8 months; 

 Exemptions for some projects have a group meeting. This could be a model for 

other processes; and 

 Site Plan requirements kill many small projects, 3 to 10 units. 

Training 

It would be useful to have some joint industry/City training.  

Website 

The new website is terrible. It has lost a good search function.  

F. AUSTIN BOARD OF REALTORS 
A group of 5 representatives of the Austin Board of Realtors met on September 4th at 

the One Texas Center. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems 

President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are 

presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Inspection 

 The plan reviewers and inspectors are not always on the same page; 

 If the inspector changes, it creates a problem; 

 The developer needs to leave the door unlocked for the inspector which can 

create a problem. Why can’t a lock box be used? Most of the developers 

already have a lock box for sub-contractors; and  

 A shorter window than the a.m. or p.m. would be desirable.  

Land Status Determination 

These require records to 1951 which can be difficult to locate. It is suggested that the 

cutoff be 30 years which would be 1984.  
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McMansions 

You can’t build a historically accurate house with these rules. 

Office Hours 

There is too much variation in office hours and they are not well advertised. For 

example: 

 Trees 12:30 to 3:30; 

 Water 8 to 11 and 1 to 2, closed Thursdays; and 

 Residential reviews 8 to 11, M, W, F.  

Maybe once a month the Department should be open on Saturday.  

Plan review 

New items are often added during the second check. 

Post Construction 

Staff never re-visits the actual construction but should do so.  

Processes 

 Once approved, you still have to wait in line for permit staff to go through the 

paper work again, a duplication;  

 Problem at the end is they say they missed something; and  

 Need better transparency, it is hard to find out the process.  

Rules 

There is a rule that the last part of the house must be within 150 feet of a street. 

However, there are many deep lots where land becomes not useable.  

Site Plans 

The issue is the smaller site plans, say 3 to 10 units. These go through the same 

process and same timelines as say 300 units. This then creates an incentive for 2 units 

which may not be what the City wants.  

Website 

The website has gotten worse. Many of the links have disappeared.  
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G. AUSTIN NEIGHBORHOOD COUNCIL 
A group of 6 representatives of the Austin Neighborhood Council met on September 

3rd at the Austin City Hall. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems 

President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are 

presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Administrative Waivers 

There is no trust in Administrative Waivers and would not delegate these to staff.  

City Attorney 

There are issues with the City Attorney’s office. The office should be seen as a peer to 

an Assistant City Manager.  

Code Enforcement 

 The Council would like to see more Code Enforcement;  

 Generally Code Enforcement is not doing its job. It is a farm for retired police 

officers; and  

 It would be desirable for this study to look at Code Enforcement.  

Culture 

The City has a pro-development culture.  

Imagine Austin 

 The Plan is too general and has too many conflicting policies; and 

 There is a lack of consistency in how to interpret the plan. 

Other Departments 

 Lots of PDRD staff transfer to Public Works or Solid Waste; and 

 Some, but not all, feel that there are three conflicting agendas, Developers, 

Environmentalist, and Neighbors. 

Processes 

A pre-meeting with neighbors should be required prior to filing an application.  
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Staff 

 Many of the staff were in Watershed Protections which was a problem so these 

staff were brought into the Planning and Development Department;  

 There should be less planners if favor of more permit coordinators; and 

 If there are to be planners, they need to be the most expert. Currently there are 

lots of bad planners.  

Technology 

On-line applications would be helpful.  

Website 

The PDRD organization charts should be on the website.  

H. CONTRACTOR ASSOCIATIONS 
A group of 5 representatives of the Contractors Association met on October 2nd at one 

Texas Center. The group included 3 members of the Hispanic Contractors 

Association, a permit expediter and an association staff. The consultant team was 

represented by Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited 

or present. Comments are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the 

Association’s priorities. 

Austin Energy 

When Austin Energy says this is it, all must follow, even if it doesn’t meet the Rules.  

Boards and Commissions 

There are too many boards and commissions.  

Building Permits 

Building Permits and Site Plans don’t work together.  

Code 

 The Code is very complicated. It may be more expensive to pull a permit than 

it is to actually remodel; and  

 In one example for a duplex, the inspector kept saying it was not up to code 

and had to re-pour three times.  
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Commercial Plan review 

There are three types, 2 day, 7 day, and 21 day but may take as long as 3 months. 

There is also confusion as to which projects use which process.  

Expired Permits 

This process creates many problems, particularly in strip malls. The rules should be 

changed.  

Fire Inspection 

You can’t call for fire inspection until you have all the other approvals. Then it will 

take 7 to 15 days to get an inspection. They will do next day inspection for $450, a 

racket.  

Inspectors/Plan review 

There are different opinions between the plan reviewers and inspectors. The problem 

is in getting the C of O which is needed before you get a permanent loan.  

Prior Studies 

There have been many prior studies but nothing ever changes.  

Process 

 You have to go to too many places and agencies, you go in circles; and 

 Small projects need to have a separate line from large projects. A staff should 

be assigned, more like they do with QT’s and have separate staff members 

doing the smaller projects.  

Positive Comments 

 The computer system telling you when you will be served is helpful; 

 Having most of the functions in one building is helpful. However, you do still 

have to go to Austin Electric and Water; 

 QT’s for tenant improvements generally works well in 1 or 2 days; and  

 Health reviewers are generally good but they are understaffed for restaurants 

and pools.  

Site Development Permits 

 These take way too long. They lack consistency;  
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 There needs to be a separate process for small projects; 

 If you add over 1,000 sq. ft. you need a new site plan. The area should be 

increased; 

 Site Plan corrections take 2 to 4 weeks; and 

 Need an on-line way to order site plans through two approved printers.  

Staff 

 There is lots of staff but they have no authority. They are not allowed to do 

their job. There is too much power with the City Council; 

 The building process may be understaffed. Commercial is half of what it once 

was; and 

 It shouldn’t be necessary to wait until someone is gone to fill a position. 

Variances 

Many of these are for where staff made a mistake, the City already issued a permit, 

and the structure may already have been built. These often relate to impervious cover.  

Water Department 

Having to go to two buildings is bizarre. 

I. GREATER AUSTIN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 
A group of 9 representatives of the Greater Austin Chamber of Commerce met on 

September 4th at the Chamber offices. The consultant team was represented by Zucker 

Systems President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments 

are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Overview 

 Many people or businesses are afraid to do business in Austin which is a 

detriment to the growth of the City; and  

 Things are so bad that it will be difficult to change. Hopefully at least some of 

the low hanging fruit can be addresses.  

Codes 

 There is a lack of clarity and consistency the way the Codes are interpreted; 

and  
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 If something doesn’t meet the Code, the staff needs to very clear why and with 

a specific reference to the code.  

Communication 

There is a lack of communication with the staff and community.  

Drainage 

There needs to be more clarity re drainage areas.  

Fire Marshal 

 There is a new Fire Marshal and problems in the fire standards; and 

 The Fire review is bad. 

Other Communities 

The same permit in San Antonio can be obtained in one week but it takes 5 months in 

Austin. 

Process 

 The City needs to set timelines and stick to them; 

 There should be project managers; 

 It should be determined what it would take to get a permit in 7 days;  

 Once a permit is approved, it should be approved and not continually 

challenged; 

 Sometimes a completeness check requires 4 cycles; and 

 Austin seems to want as much as possible to go to the City Council 

J. GREATER AUSTIN CONTRACTORS & ENGINEERS 
ASSOCIATION 

A group of 6 representatives of the Greater Austin Contractors & Engineers 

Association met on October 2nd at the Association office at 3636 Executive Center 

Drive. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker 

and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in alphabetical 

order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 



 

Austin, Texas 709 Zucker Systems 

Customer Service 

There is a lack of a customer service emphasis. Staff has no concept of time and 

money.  

Environment 

Environmental issues trump everything else, too ivory tower.  

Parking 

The parking lot are often full of City vehicles. These spaces should be reserved for the 

public.  

Performance 

There are no metrics except for timelines.  

PDRD 

At the end of the day, PDRD has very little power.  

Rules 

The Rules are not written for new urbanism. The need to be scratched and start over.  

Site Plans/Subdivision 

 Although subdivisions have separate construction plans, construction plans are 

incorporated in the site plans;  

 However, detailed calculations are also required for preliminary subdivision 

plans. This adds to the cost when changes are required;  

 Staff provides 10 to 30 pages of comments on submittals; 

 It is easy to have a standard set of plans approved. However, that is not what 

the City says it wants. But, doing anything non-standard in the direction the 

City says it wants is extremely difficult; 

 It would be useful to have the Case Manager help you get it done but the 

applicant has to do all the problem solving between functions. Coordination is 

the applicant’s responsibility; and 

 A meeting should be required a week after comments are received. 
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Staffing 

 Surrounding community’s process with fewer staff per valuation of 

construction;  

 Twenty years ago you could meet with reviewers re the comments but you 

can’t do this today; and  

 It is hard for both the public and private sector to find and hire engineers.  

Street and Bridge 

Street and Bridge have no written code and do not participate in the review process. 

Then, they show up after it is built and require changes.  

K. HOME BUILDERS ASSOCIATION OF GREATER AUSTIN 
A group of 10 home builders met on September 2nd at the Home Builders Assoc. 

offices. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems President Paul 

Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in 

alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities.  

Austin Water Utilities and Austin Energy  

 These Departments are the biggest problem. There are conflicts in the 

standards; 

 Although they have staff in the One Stop, that staff doesn’t have adequate 

authority; and  

 The Water Utility has financial problems due to low water sales. 

Building Inspection 

 This is normally pretty good. Combination inspectors are used except for 

electrical and trees; and  

 There is some inconsistency in inspection – the South area is a problem. It still 

depends on which inspector you get.  

Decisions 

The Department Director will make a decision on issues between Divisions or 

Departments but it takes 3 to 4 weeks to get an appointment.  

Expedited Review 

Expedited Review would be good but only if properly staffed. 
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Legal Department 

 Legal staff is not knowledgeable about code issues; 

 Staff is new and is rotated; and 

 Review of restrictions and conditions may take 3 months to a year.  

Multiple Reviews 

After the first review, new items are added that should have been caught in the first 

review, staff takes too bites of the apple.  

Neighborhood Plans 

 Neighborhood Plans are like a Zoning Overlay and may be amended only once 

a year; and  

 There is a Contact Team for each project in a Neighborhood Plan area and they 

make a formal recommendation. 

Other Communities 

Georgetown, Hutton, Round Rock and San Marcus are better to do business with than 

Austin. Austin is generally considered the worst.  

Performance Standards 

Staff claims they meet performance standards but they manipulate the data to make it 

look better than it is.  

Processes/Plan Review 

 Routine processes go well but anything that is different bogs down;  

 The entire system is personnel based, there is a lack of clear procedures. It only 

works if you get the right staff person;  

 A Check List was finally published but it took too long to get this; 

 Plan review is the issue, not inspection; 

 Permit expediters are needed; 

 They are required to submit duplicate plans; 

 There is some inconsistency between plan reviewers; 

 Much of what the plan reviewers do is irrelevant. For example, they want a 

window schedule to verify the presence of safety glass where it is needed, but 
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it is the field inspector that must determine the presence of safety glass in the 

right places, the same for framing details, truss plans, etc.; and 

 Few, if any of the plan reviewers have field experience – either as a 

construction worker or a field inspector.  

Site Plan and Subdivision Approval 

 They get Site Plan approval but then new things are added at the Final Plat 

stage. Staff even says out front that they may add additional items during a 

second review; 

 Standards are 28 days for first review and 21 days for second review but these 

standards are generally not met; and 

 The delay in subdivision review is an overriding concern. 

Staffing 

 A technical review was started but then when staff went on leave, no one 

picked up the review, it just sat there;  

 The Plan Review Coordinator was good but when he went on leave things 

broke down;  

 The City is slow in filling vacant positions or new hires; and 

 There is a need for more communication between all functions.  

Standards 

It is hard to figure out for a remodel if you need sprinklers or not, needs to be 

clarified. 

Technical Review 

Technical Review can take a month. Even with the Value Building Review it is three 

weeks. It should be only 1 to 2 weeks. Most other cities use 7 to 10 days.  

Technology 

 There is poor technology and the Department is too paper based;  

 Electronic review is desired, but they have been talking about it for over 5 

years; 

 The focus group likes MyPermitNow; and  

 Austin is essentially the only City in south central Texas without online 

permitting, or well on their way.  
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Website 

It is hard to find anything on the website, they keep moving things around.  

L. MINORITY ETHNIC CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE 
A group of 6 people met from 2 to 4 p.m. on September 30th at One Texas Center. The 

group consisted of a former City official, restaurant owner, construction company, 

permit process professional, organization director, and policy advisor for a city 

council candidate. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems President 

Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in 

alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Big Firms 

The perception is that the City favors big firms over the small firms.  

Code Enforcement 

Code Enforcement act as police and won’t give details as to the problem.  

Culture 

The culture is, “not in my job description.” 

Dallas 

In Dallas you meet with several staff, red line the plans, and they sign it. There may 

be a fee for this. Dallas also has what they call a “quick team” with a 2 week timeline.  

Expedited Plans 

The only department with expedited permits is Fire where you can pay $250 for a 

next day inspection. Otherwise it may be 7 to 10 days to get an inspection. However, 

you can pay for after-hours inspections. Expedited permits would be acceptable if 

they actually worked. 

Expired Permits 

Until an expired permit is cleared on a property, you can’t get a new permit. This is a 

major problem for shopping centers or strip malls.  
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Hiring 

Austin has a bad system of hiring people from small cities that don’t have a good 

background for managing a large city.  

Inspections 

The inspectors may or may not agree with the plans. The City has a punitive rather 

than helpful attitude. The inspectors see themselves as a police department. 

Leadership 

 There is a city-wide issue of lack of leadership. Managers are not allowed to 

lead;  

 City Council members bully staff. The decisions should be made at a lower 

level;  

 The City Manager and Assistant City Managers are by-passed and not strong; 

and 

  There is a Serpico culture in Austin. The City is balkanized. Everyone is 

competing for power. 

Process 

 You need a Health and Industrial Waste sign off for a restaurant before you 

submit;  

 Then building permit process is either 7 days or 21 days but these timelines 

often are often not met;  

 If you need to re-submit, you go back to the end of the line;  

 Plans get lost all the time;  

 You can’t sit with a plan reviewer and walk through the plans and resolve 

issues. Also, the City does not want to do preliminary meetings;  

 Even if the City makes a mistake, you go back through the same system; and  

 All that was needed was to replace a walk in cooler. Was told it would take 3 

to 4 days but actually took 7 weeks.  

Staffing 

There is a lack of leadership but there also may be a shortage of staff.  
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This Study 

Many people are not aware that this study is underway. 

Utilities 

Utilities has a “side fund” i.e. a reserve account.  

M. NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REMODELING 
INDUSTRY 

A group of 5 representatives of the Remodeling Industry met on September 3rd at the 

BMC Austin Hardware & Millwork store. The consultant team was represented by 

Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. 

Comments are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s 

priorities. 

Case Managers 

The DPDP is trying to have a planner be a case manager to coordinate Fire, Flood 

Plain, Historic, Technical Review and Trees. However, some feel the planner can’t be 

both a reviewer and a case manager.  

Code Enforcement 

Code Enforcement is funded through a litter fee and has a large staff of 60.  

Demolition Permits 

For a demolition permit an original tax certificate is needed from Travis County. 

There needs to be a way to handle this by email.  

Escrow Accounts 

The City has escrow accounts for many things but not for building permits.  

Fire Department 

 The Fire Department can be a problem and recently took 20 days for a 3,600 

sq. ft. building; and  

 The Fire Department marches to a different drummer.  

Inspections 

 Inspection is pretty good;  
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 Inspection just changed to an A.M. and P.M. but it doesn’t always work; 

 Sometimes inspectors are in extended training and not available but the 

customer is not notified in advance;  

 Even if inspectors have cell phones, they won’t give out the numbers; and 

 There is a problem when a new inspector goes into another zone and it leads to 

lots of failed inspections.  

Ordinances 

Many staff don’t understand their own ordinances.  

Overlay Districts 

All the overlay districts make the Code difficult. 

Prior Study 

Group members had met with others for two days a year and a half ago to discuss 

issues with the industry. The meetings were led by a facilitator that was considered 

very good. However, most of the ideas were not implemented.  

Process 

 The City gave a mandate to process applications in 7 days. Staff is meeting the 

timelines they meet the timeline just to reject the application Staff seems to 

find the quickest thing they can find to reject an application;  

 New comments are often added during the second review that should have 

been found in the first review;  

 The second reviews go back to the bottom of the line but should be given 

priority with a shorter timeline;  

 You are given only 2 reviews after which an additional fee of $350 is required;  

 Even if you get a permit, neighbors often complain; 

 Some find they can submit for zoning review first and then technical review 

later. This may result in a change for technical review that can save expenses. 

This should be an option for all applicants;  

 They are notified that plans are approved by email. But, then they have to go to 

the Permit Center and wait 3 hrs. for the permit and then go to another floor to 

pay and possible waits some more; and  
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 The professionals are in the same waiting lines as homeowners but there 

should be a separate line for the professionals, similar to the approach used for 

production builders.  

Remodeling Fee 

The remodeling fee is based on a value of construction but should have a sliding scale 

and the size of the project increases.  

Reviews 

 There is too much variation between reviewers; and 

 Even after a plan approval and inspection, if a problem comes up, the City 

won’t stand behind the review. 

Staff 

 A reviewer is assigned when the application comes in but if that staff goes on 

vacation, the applications just sit; and  

 There is a lack of training for reviewers, particularly for zoning.  

N. NEIGHBORHOOD GROUPS – SOUTH 
A group of 19 residents met on October 1st at the Pleasant Hill Branch Library. 

Participants represented 10 different neighborhood groups. The consultant team was 

represented by Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker, and Zucker Systems CBO 

Brad Remp. No City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in 

alphabetical order and do not represent the residents priorities. 

Administrative Approvals 

There are “too many administrative approvals.” 

Board of Adjustment 

Applications submitted to the Board of Adjustments are not complete and not 

adequately reviewed by staff prior to Board meetings. Staff includes a caveat that 

states they don’t review applications for accuracy. 

City Hall 

 Assistant City Manager is pro-development; and 

  “I would like to see the lobbyists taken out of the process.” 
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Comprehensive Plan 

 Feeling that some items in adopted Comprehensive Plan were “force fed” to 

them by staff; and 

 Group has concerns about how the new Comprehensive Plan will be 

implemented now that the Department has hired an Urban Designer as the new 

Assistant Director to implement the plan. 

Developers 

 There is a concern that this study was initiated based entirely upon complaints 

just from developers; and 

 The developers send their representatives to preliminary meetings to negotiate 

requirements with departments before public input process. Agreements with 

developers have already been established prior to public input making it 

difficult to incorporate public’s input. 

Electronic Plan Review 

City’s efforts to implement digital plan reviews is intended to allow greater public 

review and make approved site plans more readily available to the public early in the 

review process. 

Land Use Code 

 Some participants described the existing Land Use Code as an “inner tube with 

1,000 patches;” 

 There is a whole industry that works to get around the Code. In response, an 

Ordinance is adopted as a patch; 

 The Code has had some measures added to protect neighborhoods; 

 “Code interpretations by staff should be made available to the public;” and 

 Applications for Zoning changes don’t require applicant to divulge intended 

use of the property, but should 

McMansions 

Too many McMansion projects are allowed to pay an in-lieu fee rather than install 

sidewalks. ‘Can we get rid of fees in-lieu?” 

Neighborhood Groups 

 Neighborhood groups thought they had a deal to not change zoning if they 

agreed to other concessions; 
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 The process to allow public input needs to be improved; 

 “What is the appropriate place in the process for citizen input?” 

 Some developers are willing to meet with neighbor groups while others are 

not. There should be a requirement for developers to meet with neighbors; 

 Neighborhood groups want the City to acknowledge the existence of CCRs 

(Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions) for their neighborhoods; and 

 Neighborhood groups believe Inspections, Code Compliance and Legal also 

need to do their jobs for the process to work. 

Neighborhood Plans 

 Neighborhood Plans don’t work as intended. Developers go to elected officials 

to get what they want; 

 The Neighborhood Plan adoption process is broken. After a while staff took 

over the process then alienated neighborhood participants by asking tough 

questions and 

 “Our neighborhood has been neglected, they should be working on 

implementing the old plan rather than start on a new plan.” 

Organization 

There needs to be better communication between Divisions and departments. 

Planners 

“What can you do to get the Planning staff to stop lying to us?” 

Sidewalks 

 Neighborhood groups question that the in-lieu fees collected for sidewalk 

installations are not being applied to install sidewalks in their neighborhoods. 

They question where the in-lieu money has gone; and 

 Staff recommended the applicant seek “fees in-lieu” after neighbors had 

already approved plan showing sidewalks. 

Staff 

 PDRD needs to have an ongoing internal review process and hold people 

accountable for failures; 

  City needs a comprehensive training program; and 
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 “Developers should not pay for Planning staff (i.e. fees). It creates a conflict of 

interest.  

Subdivisions 

The City should avoid assigning adjacent sub-division reviews to separate staff 

members. A single contact person would improve consistency. 

3-D Models 

City should consider requiring applicants to submit a 3-D model of their project so 

that participants in the review process could have a better understanding of the 

proposed project. 

Transparency 

“City is not transparent.” 

O. NEIGHBORHOOD GROUPS - CENTRAL 
 

A group of 11 residents met on October 29th at the Cepedia Branch Library. 

Participants represented several different neighborhood groups. The consultant team 

was represented by Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker, Zucker Systems CBO 

Brad Remp and Senior Associate Mac Birch. No City staff were invited or present. 

Comments are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the residents 

priorities. 

Overview 

The Stakeholders are not happy with PDRD as well as other City departments. The 

consultants are encouraged to look outside the department to City Attorney, Code 

Compliance, Energy, Finance, Fire, HR, IT, and Water.  

Board of Adjustment 

 Belief that errors can't be corrected internally after Board of Adjustment 

decisions- applicant must go to court; and 

 There was an old Board of Adjustment ruling on occupancies that staff would 

not enforce. 

City Attorney 

 City Attorney is not involved early enough in the process; 
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 When staff does stand up then applicant goes over their head to get it 

overturned, frequently with the assistance of the City Attorney; 

 City Attorney – staff reviewers don't want customers to go to City Attorney for 

relief from staff decisions; 

 Suggested using legal interns from university of Texas; 

 Complained that Staff writes the proposed ordinances and Attorney reviews, 

felt that City Attorney should write all ordinances; 

 Lack of expertise by legal staff, they don't know anything about Water law;  

 Believes there are advantages to including language in code that identifies 

intent of code. City Attorney removed previous intent language. There were 23 

pages of intent language; and 

 Sr. Members of staff misled Council with explanations, done with staff and 

attorney's office. 

City Auditor 

The consultants should look at the recent City Auditor report; and 

Auditor’s office should be an ombudsman for residents to help oversee PDRD. 

Code 

 Previous staff plan review had been fired for taking bribes; 

 Both Plan Review and Inspections provide inconsistent interpretations; 

 The code here is too hard to understand; 

 Need to make the code more cohesive;  

 Needs to be cleaned up to be understandable; 

 Both sides are not serviced properly – everyone needs a good code that 

everyone can follow ; 

 Too many people want to start over and create a new code, we should build on 

the existing code; 

 Thinking the new code will fix everything is wrong - issues with older 

buildings being grandfathered. Need ability to recognize existing non-

conforming uses. Staff says it is commercial and falls into a quagmire when 

trying to apply current standards; 

 Neighborhood groups believe there are many scammers who look for 

loopholes in the codes that they must fill with new ordinance language; 
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 Residents express concern about losing data about ordinances, checking with 

IT, should check with City Clerk; and 

 City has recently changed code codifiers. 

Code Compliance 

 Code Compliance - complaint driven – considered a farm for retired police 

officers - large group. They don't respond unless a complaint has been filed; 

 They (Code Compliance) don't do their jobs; 

 Must call 311, even if a permit has been issued rather than call Code 

Compliance directly; 

 Code Compliance officers do not have the expertise for building code issues; 

 Many items in code have criminal penalties but are not being enforced; 

 Suggested that our report include a recommendation to have Code Compliance 

reviewed in the future; 

 Code enforcement efforts are not consistent in all neighborhoods; and 

 Belief that code enforcement fines should be retained by City and not go to 

courts. 

Committees 

The Staff manipulate committee memberships in attempt to influence outcomes. 

Comprehensive Plan 

Staff position is that the intent is conveyed in the general plan/comprehensive plan. 

DAC 

Belief that DAC will give applicant a site plan exemption but other sections of the 

Department will screw it up. 

Fees 

Belief that Department should retain permit fees to provide adequate services 

including adequate staff training. 

Historic Districts 

National Historic District - plans often have errors in calculations that staff doesn't 

check. 
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Inspections 

 Belief that critical conditions get lost before final approval, inspectors don't 

have access to information and therefore miss the requirements; 

 Inspectors are reluctant to require removal of construction that does not 

comply with code; and 

 Inspectors are focused on International Building Code, not the other code 

requirements 

Neighborhood Plans 

 The existence of a Neighborhood Plans should be required to be noted on 

applications, no penalty for not including information; and 

 Improper interpretations had been previously made because Director had no 

knowledge of existence of neighborhood plans. 

Neighborhoods 

 Staff does not treat the interested neighbors with respect, and 

 Some groups have come in to say they have had city employees represent the 

citizen groups. 

Open Records 

Have open records requests that are not honored because it has not been assigned to a 

plan reviewer. 

Plan Review 

 Previous staff plan review had been fired for taking bribes; 

 Both Plan Review and Inspections provide inconsistent interpretations; 

 Need better quality of plan review staff; and 

 Neighbors believe Plan Reviewers initially tell applicants to get a variance 

rather than just tell them to change their plans to meet the code. 

Planning Commission 

Commission approves plans without verifying compliance – when problems arise then 

applicant must go to Board of Adjustment to get a variance because it was a staff 

error. 
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PDRD  

 PDRD is the most dysfunctional of all organizations; 

 They need a whole new staff. Department management is not trustworthy – 

frequently mislead Council and Citizens;  

 Staff delays items they don't like, make up new rules to achieve their goals; 

 Staff caters to developers and consider neighbors to be the enemy;  

 Staff frequently states they have a ministerial duty to issue permits when 

requirements are met;  

 Staff doesn’t respond to public records requests, instead stating the records are 

not public documents while they are still be reviewed by staff; 

 Staff often performs sloppy work and do appear sufficiently skilled to perform 

urban planning; 

 Staff recommendations always favor the applicants, belief that staff must be 

taking bribes to recommend approval; 

 Need integrity in that Department; and 

 Major policies are not written - poor management practice. 

Politics 

 Homeowners who donate to Council campaigns get better voice when 

appearing before Council; 

 Would like prohibition on ability of former employees to lobby Council or 

staff for approvals for at least five years after leaving City employment; and 

 The City has a lobbying ordinance but few people register. 

Process 

 Common for former City Employees to go to work as permit expeditors;  

 Need to catch defects early rather than later after it has been built (ie. plan 

review while building is under construction); 

 Applications are accepted that are incomplete or inaccurate; 

 Staff is accepting applications for septic systems when it is obvious that the lot 

is too small. Staff does not review applications to confirm accuracy of data; 

 Need more transparency in entire process; 

 Belief there is not enough ways to provide input about a project; 

 Neighbor groups want to have a chance to review permits after they have been 

approved; 
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 Cites example of 32 errors on an application that were not detected by staff 

before it went to Council; 

 Staff can’t provide a copy of an executed copy of development agreements; 

 System is not transparent; 

 Burden is placed on resident to prove they are right rather than have staff 

justify their decision based on code; 

 Example of Staff giving the wrong zoning information to a customer. Told 

they could not build there based on wrong zoning interpretation; 

 Comments identifying deficiencies are provided by staff but are cleared 

without explanation; and 

 Everyone should be treated with respect. Developers have similar concerns 

about treatment by staff. 

Staff 

 Belief that City does not hire people with appropriate expertise; 

 Staff is not properly trained; ex; nobody knows how to interpret requirements 

for existing buildings; 

 No accountability of staff; and 

 Should not have the same Assistant Director over both development review 

and economic development. 

Trees 

Seven heritage trees were lost because the applicant failed to disclose them on their 

application. No penalty was imposed on applicant for submitting incomplete 

information.  

P. NEIGHBORHOOD GROUPS – NORTH 
A group of 7 residents met on October 29th. at the Old Quarry Branch Library. 

Participants represented several different neighborhood groups. The consultant team 

was represented by Zucker Systems President Paul Zucker, Zucker Systems CBO 

Brad Remp and Senior Associate Mac Birch and Mary Blaise. No City staff were 

invited or present. Comments are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent 

the residents priorities. 
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Auditor 

 2009 Auditors Report was signed off by Council. PDRD was supposed to 

report on progress. They were lying when they stated they were making 

progress; and  

 Staff continues to use the complicated code as an excuse for their poor 

performance.  

Boards and Commissions 

 Developers can say anything and get Boards to approve; and  

 Some Boards have been considered rubber stamps in the past but that it 

appears to be getting better. 

Code Compliance 

 The Code Compliance Department is backing down on enforcement. They are 

only complaint driven. They will pass by violations they see; 

 Other jurisdictions will shut your down if they see work without permit but not 

here; 

 Complaints should include review of other conditions that should be enforced 

rather than just the item received through the complaint; 

 Code compliance is not following up on deteriorated conditions. Now citizens 

must take people to court themselves;  

 Code compliance staff does not have access to zoning code requirements; 

  Developers go back later and go ahead and build what they want without any 

code compliance follow-up; 

 They want GIS to be available to them so they can use it to prepare code 

complaints; 

 The number one complaint is that work is being done without permits and 

there is insufficient follow up by code compliance; 

 Most people don't know about how a strategic plan leads to accountability. 

There is no accountability in PDRD. Code Compliance Department was 

formerly part of PDRD. They should be pushed back into PDRD and the City 

must fine people for noncompliance. City is asking for voluntary enforcement, 

they are poor on actual enforcement. Code compliance is spineless; 

 Would like code enforcement to take back some things that have gone to 

Police; and 

 311 complaints are being closed without it being resolved – closed actually 

only means it was sent to department - there is no follow-up with complainant? 
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Codes 

 Significant concerns expressed by people living in far north sections of the 

City. City of Austin has annexed areas that did not previously have codes. Is 

the City going to require updates to current codes? and 

 There should be a reorganization of existing code. 

Comprehensive Plan 

 With Imagine Austin there will be significant changes in the future; and 

 Plan is to add density internal to City.  

Fees 

 Greg Guernsey recently did a fee study. The Water District was not charging 

the max fee even though there director said they were; 

 We have a bloated bureaucracy. It is currently micromanaged by Greg. They 

have very incompetent managers;  

 The zoning department should be doing a better job in collecting fees; 

 Staff will take any valuation a contractor provides and doesn't bother to check 

accuracy. It should be in the AMANDA system. It should be based on ICC 

valuation schedule; 

 We should look at how the department will be funded; and 

 A significant part of the budget should be generated through fees. 

Neighborhood Plans 

 Our original neighborhood plan is now 14 years old. Interaction with staff was 

very good during the beginning. Staff tried to work with customers during off 

hours. Residents were told the City would update plans every 10 years. That 

efforts has been delayed. Would like a schedule of when they will be updating 

the existing plan; 

 There are approximately 40 plans in place. Some of these areas are not 

changing much so the need to update the plan is lower. Other areas that are 

changing need more attention; 

 Wanted to have neighborhood plans still part of the process. Staff member was 

thwarted in their efforts to do good planning. There is no accountability for 

staff mistakes; 

 Neighborhood groups want to make sure that Imagine Austin will respect and 

incorporate the existing neighborhood plans; and 
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 Director believes that the master plan will trump the neighborhood plans, 

however, the mayor stated that the neighborhood plans would be incorporated.  

Office 

Signs in the department are very confusing 

Permits 

The administration of the permit process is cumbersome, timeline is too long to get a 

permit. 

Process 

 Standard Operating Procedures are not adequate, they are strongly needed in 

PDRD;  

 Example - project about city sidewalks not being to proper grade. Staff making 

up the rules as they go along – just the tip of the ice berg; 

 The process is broken. There is no trust. City Council is fighting with City 

Manager; 

 Needing an SOP for the department. They don't follow the international 

planning code processes. There is no documentation of problems and responses 

to information requests are inadequate;  

 Routinely wait 2 to 4 hours to see a planner. Their performance measure is 15 

minutes; 

 Staff has a very hard time in responding to requests of public records. Goal is 

to have all of this information available but it is very difficult; 

 Department should have strategic plans that include performance measures that 

can be measured yearly; 

 No online ability to accept permit applications and fees;  

 Permits can be obtained online for trade permits on projects that already have a 

building permit; and  

 The PDRD forms they use are very loose regarding accountability, no penalties 

for lying on official forms. Also lie to Boards. Must be some accountability. 

There should be language on forms that require signatures to validate accuracy 

of all statements and submittals. 
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Residential Review 

Residential review is just a zoning review, not a technical building code review, it is 

done in the field during construction. Staff does not confirm the accuracy of data on 

plans. Obvious errors. Applications are modified to stay below threshold that would 

trigger extra requirements. 

Staff 

 Staff has been helpful and courteous. Management is overriding staff to make 

decisions. Most of what is going on is not being looked at; 

 Have heard that staff must follow bosses direction or they won't be promoted. 

Staff is not being allowed to do their jobs; 

 Needing an SOP for the department. They don't follow the international 

planning code processes. There is no documentation of problems and responses 

to information requests are inadequate;  

 Good staff in planning, but managers are keeping staff from doing their job; 

 Not sure what the role is of the Assistant Directors; 

 The trust is broken; 

 I like Greg Gurnsey. Greg is a nice guy, not a good manager; 

 He says he can't find good people; 

 They make errors all the time, they should list them on web, and be fined for 

them; and 

 Staff should admit that permits are issued in error. 

Technology 

 GIS system needs to be open and accessible; 

 AMANDA and code should be more accessible by citizens. The status of code 

enforcement cases should be accessible to public; and 

 We need a GIS system that ties all land history together and be available to 

staff and public. 

Traffic 

Number one complaint is traffic. Why does city waive requirements for traffic impact 

analysis? 
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Zoning 

Zoning should go back and look at open cases. Problem with outstanding permits 

create problems to resolve on a 25 year old permit. 

Q. PDRD 2013 STAKEHOLDER GROUP 
A group of 18 Stakeholders who had met for two days with PDRD in 2013 met on 

October 1st at One Texas Center. The consultant team was represented by Zucker 

Systems President Paul Zucker, and Zucker Systems CBO Brad Remp. No City staff 

were invited or present. Comments are presented in alphabetical order and do not 

represent the Stakeholder’s priorities. 

Austin Energy and Austin Water Utility 

Both of these organizations are bad and getting worse. Austin Energy doesn’t give 

detailed comments.  

Board of Adjustment 

Many items are going to the Board of Adjustment due to staff error.  

City Council and Boards and Commissions 

Everything is being led or controlled by the City Council and Boards and 

Commissions. The City Council needs to stop trying to manage from the Dias. 

Commercial Design Standards (Subchapter E)  

These standards are a joke, they don’t fit Austin.  

Culture 

 The staff attitude is that it is us against them; and 

 How to stop things!  

Design Commission 

The Design Commission is a waste of time.  

Environmental Issues 

Environmental issues take precedent over everything else at all cost. 
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Fire Department 

The reviews are way too slow.  

Grandfathering (Bill 1704)  

The grandfathering rules say that once you get an initial first approval you can 

proceed under the rules that were in place at that time. There is a City staff under the 

PDRD Director that makes decisions on this but it is a closed door process. There 

should be open meetings. 

Industry Relations 

There are no standard meetings with the industry and communication is bad.  

Leadership 

There is a lack of leadership and customer service in PDRD but also at other levels in 

the City. The City Manager and Assistant City Managers are not providing needed 

leadership.  

Legal Department 

The Legal Department is a tough issue. They are very slow and don’t have adequate 

expertise for the development functions. 

Organization 

Plan review and inspection should get together in the same unit.  

Performance 

No one is holding staff or PDRD to be accountable for performance. 

Planning Commission and Zoning and Platting Commission 

These two organizations seem to work reasonably well.  

Processes 

 Staff wants too much detail. They deal with the minutia. Staff wants 

perfection;  

 It feels like “Groundhog Day” and you come back over and over again. It is not 

unusual to have 5 rounds or review; 
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 Staff provides almost random comments and they won’t meet with you except 

for major projects; 

 There is no deference given to the engineers seal;  

 High rise may have less review than smaller projects.;  

 In order to meet timelines, staff simply routinely denies projects; 

 Some reviewing departments don’t have access to AMANDA permit system 

(ex: Health and Industrial Waste); 

 Tenant improvement projects used to take 7 days, now it takes 5 weeks; 

 Some applicants will delay submitting plans in order to avoid being assigned to 

a particular plans reviewer; 

 Permit applications are difficult to complete (ex: calculating slope); 

 The quality of plan submittals vary dramatically; 

 “Single point of failure”, no backup staff assigned to cover during staff 

absences; 

 City doesn’t refer many professionals to State Boards for disciplinary action; 

and 

 Problems must rise to the level of public embarrassment before management 

will address them.  

Progress Since 2013 

There has been only little progress since this group met one and a half years ago.  

Staffing 

 Many function have one staff member with no back-up that creates gaps in 

service;  

 The wrong people are often hired and too late in the process leaving positions 

vacant for several months;  

 PDRD is not understaffed, it is undermanaged; 

 Staff is not well trained;  

 There are 100 staff in Code Enforcement but too few commercial building 

plans examiners and inspectors;  

 Some problem staff are transferred from department to department. An 

example is a staff person in residential plan review; and 

 Staff are not accessible, they don’t return phone calls or emails. Voice mail 

boxes are often full.  
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Zoning 

This process seems to work better than others.  

R. REAL ESTATE COUNCIL OF AUSTIN 
A group of 8 Real Estate Council members met on September 3rd at the Real Estate 

Council offices. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems President 

Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in 

alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Austin Energy 

It finally recently took City Council action to get Austin Energy to use AMANDA.  

Austin Neighborhood Council 

 This group doesn’t represent the entire City, mostly downtown and special 

people; and  

 The system is doing what it was designed to do, i.e. keep development out of 

the neighborhoods surrounding downtown for educated white liberals.  

Case Managers 

There are case managers but they don’t really act that way. The PDRD used to have 

Project Managers but the other departments did not like it so it was stopped.  

Core Issue 

 The process is over politicized. Staff lives in fear of this so everything has to 

trickle up to the PDRD Director who really functions as a zoning clerk; and 

 The issue is how staff relates to input from neighborhoods and City Council 

members. 

Decisions 

All key decisions or solving problems need to go the PSRD Director.  

Development Assistance Center 

The DAC is more functional than the other Divisions in the PDRD. 

Inspectors 

They may not agree with the plan review. 
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Legal 

 There are problems in the legal department; and 

 Unified Development Agreements come down to one person who is a para 

legal. 

Management 

The Department, PDRD, is being led by a zoning clerk.  

Neighborhood Plans and Zoning 

 Neighborhood Plans can be changed only one time a year; 

 The Neighborhood Contact Teams are formal and have By-laws; and 

 Zoning can be changed more than once a year if consistent with the 

Neighborhood Plan. 

Other Departments 

A dotted line is needed on the organization charts to a variety of other departments 

including: 

 Austin Energy, the 2nd worst; 

 Austin Water Utility, the worst – broke; 

 Fire; 

 Legal, big area of non-accountability; 

 Parks; 

 Public Works; 

 Real Estate Department; 

 Transportation Department; and 

 Watershed Protection. 

Processes 

 There are multiple reviews and they are not consistent; 

 The processes have never been flow charted; 

 Staff simply use canned comments since they don’t know the Code; 

 There is no development review committee; and 

 There is delay and confusion, needed is predictability. 
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Site Plans/Subdivisions 

 There are too many silos;  

 There is no one point of contact; 

 There are too many specialists; 

 Site Plan and Subdivisions are the big issues, not Building or Zoning; and 

 The City used to meet on site plan cases and go through conditions but not 

anymore. 

Staff 

 Staff doesn’t understand the big picture; 

 Staff need training; and 

 Reviewers need to stay with the Code 

Timing 

Reviews simply take too long and are unpredictable. 

Water Utility 

The Water Utility say a line may not cross a lot line.  

S. SPECIAL INTEREST GROUPS 
A group of 5 people met on September 30th at the Windsor Park Branch Library. The 

meeting was designed for a mixed group of SOS, Sierra Club, SBCA, HCC, ADAPT, 

ASLA, Preservation Austin, Heritage Tree Foundation, and PODER. The group 

consisted of three landscape architects and two people with a focus on historic 

preservation. The consultant team was represented by Zucker Systems President Paul 

Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments are presented in 

alphabetical order and do not represent the groups priorities. 

Culture 

 There is a high level of distrust. Staff don’t respect each other or the public; 

and  

 Staff is antagonistic to the private professionals. 

Data Base 

The historic data base in not linked to AMANDA.  
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Environmental 

There is no documentation of interpretations in environmental review. Seems to be 

“secret memos.” 

Historic Preservation 

 Building Inspectors may not know anything about historic preservation. There 

are no special inspectors for historic structures. There needs to be special 

trained inspectors; 

 Landmarks are inspected every year but there is no documentation of this; 

 The Preservation Office data base is not integrated into the Permitting Data 

Base but should be;  

 The historic preservation function should be moved from current planning to 

Urban Design; and  

 Historic preservation is not included in site plan review. 

Leadership 

The lack of leadership in PDRD along with lack of training are the two key issues.  

Organization 

The group would like to see the PDRD organization charts.  

Phone Calls and Emails 

Most staff don’t return either internal or external calls or emails. One person even has 

a message on the phone that says, “I don’t respond to phone calls or emails, you will 

have to talk to me direct or to my supervisor.” 

Rules 

The rule process is so bad that no one wants to change a rule. A rule can be waived by 

the Director.  

Site Plan Review 

 The site plan review process is outdated. You must submit 25 copies of your 

plan. New staff aren’t adequately trained for this function. Staff produces a 

combined report that, has a bad format. Many of the comments are boilerplate 

and may not even apply to the specific application, some reviewers don’t even 

look at the plans, and some of the conditions are crazy; 
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 There is a case manager but they don’t really manage the case, they are 

collators that simply paste together everyone’s comments;  

 Applicants need to call in to clear comments. Some staff will take phone calls, 

others will not; 

 The second review is to be completed in 14 days. A few of the prior conditions 

or comments go away, but then new ones are added. The document also 

includes language that says, “these may not be all the comments.” It is not 

unusual that it takes 6 months for a site plan review;  

 For site plan exemptions there is a joint staff review team. A review team used 

to be used for regular site plans but is no longer used; and 

 There are not licensed landscape architects reviewing the plans.  

Staff 

People get promoted for the wrong reasons.  

Training 

There is a total lack of training in PDRD. Cross training would be useful. 

T. SPECIALTY CONTRACTORS ASSOCIATIONS 
A group of 6 representatives of the Specialty Contractors Association met on October 

1st at One Texas Center. The group included representatives of plumbing, heating and 

air conditioning, and electricians. The consultant team was represented by Zucker 

Systems President Paul Zucker and no City staff were invited or present. Comments 

are presented in alphabetical order and do not represent the Association’s priorities. 

Change 

Nothing ever changes. This is the fourth focus group some have been in over 12 

years.  

Culture 

Staff is very negative. There is no customer service mentality and it all starts at the 

top. 
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Industry Meetings 

The industry has asked for monthly or quarterly meetings. Staff say they do but it is 

not consistent. An exception is the Supervisor for Plumbing/Mechanical Inspection 

who reaches out to them and works with them. He understands customer service.  

Inspectors 

 They are angry. May relate to how PDRD operates and upper management; 

  There is only one electrical inspector for all of downtown, totally 

understaffed;  

 If more staff is needed, the fees should be raised;  

 Better communication with the inspectors would be desirable so they don’t 

have to wait and then an inspector doesn’t show up; 

 The issues are more with the combination inspectors rather than the 

commercial inspectors; 

 One person had 10 staff working on site, the inspector simply walked through 

the house and then recorded the inspections as a “no show;” and 

 They are willing to pay for overtime but the City has been reluctant to do that.  

License Compliance 

There is a lack of license compliance checks. Code Enforcement should be doing 

more of this. Working without a license should be enforced.  

Minor Issues 

Very minor issues in plumbing, mechanical or electrical may then require a building 

permit, and you wait in line.  

One Texas Center 

The place is bizarre, like the Soviet Union. 

Open Permits 

If there are open permits on a property you can’t proceed. A major issue for certain 

types of properties.  

Organization 

There are three plumbing departments, Industrial Waste, Austin Water, and PRDM.  
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Telephones and Emails 

For at least one person, in 12 years, no one answered the phone. There is no response 

to emails.  
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Appendix G 

 

Benchmark Survey 
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Employee Surveys 
Two confidential questionnaires were completed by many of the employees in the 

Planning and Development Review Department in eight meetings held on August 5, 

6, and 7 at the Austin Community College.  

A short, closed-ended questionnaire (shown in Appendix B) was completed during the 

meetings and collected by the consultants. The raw scores and tallies of this survey 

are also shown in Appendix B.  

A longer, 16 page questionnaire (shown in Appendix C) was completed by 204 

employees and mailed or emailed to the consultants in San Diego to assure 

confidentiality. Information obtained from these questionnaires was essential to our 

analysis.  

Table 90  

Number of Employees Responding to Questionnaires 

Function 

Number of 
Short 
Questionnaires 

Average 
Response to 
Short 
Questionnaire 

Number of 
Questions 
With 
Averages 
Under 3.0 

Number of 
Long 
Questionnaires 

Top Managers 6 3.43 15 6 

Mid Managers/Supervisors 31 3.16 21 29 

Building Inspection 37 2.93 26 19 

Commercial Review 13 2.24 36 10 

Comprehensive 
Planning/Urban Design 21 2.85 28 

16 

Current 
Planning/CodeNEXT 13 3.01 20 

10 

Development Assistance 
Center 20 2.90 30 

11 

Environmental Inspection 6 3.03 17 14 

Information Technology 7 3.50 14 9 

Land Use Review 44 2.93 27 33 

No Division Recorded 2 3.18 5 0 

Office of Director 3 1.87 32 1 

Permit Center 3 2.16 24 1 

Residential Review 18 3.20 14 15 

Site/Subdivision Inspection 40 3.12 19 21 

Support 
Services/Accounting 10 2.96 27 

9 

Total 274   204 
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The short questionnaire also asked employees to list pet peeves and give suggestions 

for improvements. These comments were used as part of our analysis for this report.  

The short, closed-ended questionnaire consisted of a series of statements to be rated 

by the respondents. Responses were tallied and averaged and the raw scores are 

displayed in Appendix B. The statements were designed to elicit the mood and 

feelings of each employee about overall division or department excellence. For each 

of the 42 statements, the employee was asked to respond as follows: 

1 – Strongly Disagree 4 – Somewhat Agree 

2 – Somewhat Disagree 5 – Strongly Agree 

3 – Neutral 6 – Not Applicable 

Generally, the higher the rating (i.e., 4’s and 5’s) the better the employee perceives 

the subject area and the more excellent the division or department. 

We’ve conducted this survey in many planning and development review departments 

and divisions. Generally, a score below 3.0 is an indication of issues that need to be 

addressed. We like to see average scores in the high 3’s and 4’s. We believe that the 

scores give a reasonably accurate assessment of the employee’s view of their division 

or department.  

The number of Questions with averages under 3.0 (excluding the No Division) ranged 

from a low of 14 (33%) to a high of 36 (86%). These are the worst scores we have 

ever recorded in our various studies. Because they are so extensive, they don’t lend 

themselves to a division by division and question by question analysis. The scores 

reflect what we heard from employees in the eight employee meetings. Employees are 

very unhappy about the direction and leadership in the Department.  

The survey tallied scores for 16 different Division. Many of the Questions had 

negative scores for many or virtually all the Divisions as shown in Figure 45.  
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Figure 45 

Negative Scores Below 3.0 By Question and Division 

 

 

Fourteen or 16 of the Divisions had negative scores below 3.0 for five of the questions 

as follows: 

 #18. There is good teamwork and communication between the different 

departments, division, or organizations conducting development review, plan 

reviewing and inspection in the City. 

 #21. The City has a coordinated development review and plan reviewing 

process.  

Q #
Top 

Mgrs
Mid 

Mgmt
Bldg 
Inspt

Comm 
Review

 Comp 
Plan

Current 
Plan DAC ENV

Info 
Tech

Land 
Use No Div

Office of 
Dir

Permit 
Center

Res 
Review Site Sub

Support 
Svrs

# of Div 
scored 
under 

3.0
#1 7
#2 10
#3 7
#4 7
#5 4
#6 8
#7 10
#8 10
#9 10
#10 1
#11 7
#12 5
#13 1
#14 13
#15 5
#16 7
#17 7
#18 16
#19 6
#20 4
#21 15
#22 14
#23 14
#24 14
#25 1
#26 0
#27 11
#28 13
#29 12
#30 13
#31 10
#33 9
#34 7
#35 11
#36 7
#37 9
#38 4
#39 13
#40 8
#41 9
#42 14
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 #22. Permit and development processes in the City are not unnecessarily 

complex nor burdensome on the applicant.  

 #24. Application review in the City is undertaken in a consistent manner.  

 #42. The Permit Center functions well.  

 

As can be seen, these five questions all relate to the development process and are 

consistent with the comments we received from the Stakeholders.  

Twelve or 13 additional Divisions had negative scores below 3.0 for five of the 

Questions as follows: 

 #14. We have an efficient records management and documentation system in 

our Department.  

 #28. The City Planning Commission works well and is effective.  

 #30. The Design Commission works well and is effective. 

 #39. Building permits are reviewed in a short and timely way. 

 #29. The Board of Adjustment works well.  

Three of these questions relate to Boards and Commissions that the Planning and 

Development Review Department works with. While we will briefly review these 

functions, the Department is not in a position to directly work on problem areas they 

are experiencing.  
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Stakeholder Comments by Subject Matter 

A. OVERVIEW 
As per the RFP and contract an approach to a Stakeholder process was approved by 

the City. The goal was to gather input from stakeholders of perceptions, experiences 

and satisfaction with the Planning and Development Review Department functions. 

The input is used by the consultants in their technical analysis and identification of 

areas requiring more detailed study. 

During the months of August, September, and October we met with 16 groups either 

in focus groups or open public meetings. These included 2 Chamber groups, 9 

industry related groups, 4 meetings with many groups of neighborhoods, and one 

special interest group. The detail about these groups and their comments are shown in 

Appendix E. For ease of review, we have consolidated all of the comments by topic 

below. Topics are listed alphabetically.  

Administrative Approvals/Waivers 

 There are “too many administrative approvals;” and 

 There is no trust in Administrative Waivers and these should not be delegated 

to staff.  

Austin Energy 

 When Austin Energy says this is it, all must follow, even if it doesn’t meet the 

Rules;  

 It finally recently took City Council action to get Austin Energy to use 

AMANDA; and 

 Austin Energy doesn’t give detailed comments. 

Austin Neighborhood Council 

 This group doesn’t represent the entire City, mostly downtown and special 

people; and  

 The system is doing what it was designed to do, i.e. keep development out of 

the neighborhoods surrounding downtown for educated white liberals.  

 

Austin Water Utilities and Austin Energy  

 The Austin Energy and Austin Water Departments are the biggest problem;  
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 There are conflicts in the standards; 

 Although they have staff in the One Stop, that staff doesn’t have adequate 

authority;  

 The Water Utility has financial problems due to low water sales; and  

 Both of these organizations are bad and getting worse.  

Big Firms 

The perception is that the City favors big firms over the small firms. 

 Boards and Commissions 

 Developers can say anything and get Boards to approve; and  

 Some Boards have been considered rubber stamps in the past but that it 

appears to be getting better. 

Board of Adjustment 

 Applications submitted to the Board of Adjustments are not complete and not 

adequately reviewed by staff prior to Board meetings. Staff includes a caveat 

that states they don’t review applications for accuracy;  

 Many items are going to the Board of Adjustment due to staff error;  

 Belief that errors can't be corrected internally after Board of Adjustment 

decisions- applicant must go to court;  

 There was an old Board of Adjustment ruling on occupancies that staff would 

not be enforced; and 

 The Staff manipulate committee memberships in attempt to influence 

outcomes. 

Building Inspection 

 Building Inspection is normally pretty good;  

 Combination inspectors are used except for electrical and trees; and  

 There is some inconsistency in inspection – the South area is a problem. It still 

depends on which inspector you get.  

Building Permits 

Building Permits and Site Plans don’t work together.  
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Case Managers 

 There are case managers but they don’t really act that way. The PDRD used to 

have Project Managers but the other departments did not like it so it was 

stopped; and  

 The DPDP is trying to have a planner be a case manager to coordinate Fire, 

Flood Plain, Historic, Technical Review and Trees. However, some feel the 

planner can’t be both a reviewer and a case manager.  

Change 

Nothing ever changes. This is the fourth focus group some have been in over 12 

years.  

City Attorney 

 There are issues with the City Attorney’s office. The office should be seen as a 

peer to an Assistant City Manager;  

 City Attorney is not involved early enough in the process; 

 When staff does stand up then applicant goes over their head to get it 

overturned, frequently with the assistance of the City Attorney; 

 City Attorney – staff reviewers don't want customers to go to City Attorney for 

relief from staff decisions; 

 Suggested using legal interns from university of Texas; 

 Complained that Staff writes the proposed ordinances and Attorney reviews, 

felt that City Attorney should write all ordinances; 

 Lack of expertise by legal staff, they don't know anything about Water law;  

 Believes there are advantages to including language in code that identifies 

intent of code. City Attorney removed previous intent language. There were 23 

pages of intent language; and 

 Sr. Members of staff misled Council with explanations, done with staff and 

attorney's office. 

City Auditor 

 The consultants should look at the recent City Auditor report;  

 Auditors office should be an ombudsman for residents to help oversee PDRD; 

 2009 Auditors Report was signed off by Council. PDRD was supposed to 

report on progress. They were lying when they stated they were making 

progress; and  
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 Staff continues to use the complicated code as an excuse for their poor 

performance.  

City Council and Boards and Commissions 

 Everything is being led or controlled by the City Council and Boards and 

Commissions; 

  The City Council needs to stop trying to manage from the Dias; and 

 There are too many boards and commissions.  

City Hall 

 Assistant City Manager is pro-development; and 

  “I would like to see the lobbyists taken out of the process.” 

Code 

 Previous staff plan review had been fired for taking bribes; 

 Both Plan Review and Inspections provide inconsistent interpretations; 

 The code here is too hard to understand; 

 Need to make the code more cohesive;  

 Needs to be cleaned up to be understandable; 

 Both sides are not serviced properly – everyone needs a good code that 

everyone can follow ; 

 Too many people want to start over and create a new code, we should build on 

the existing code; 

 Thinking the new code will fix everything is wrong - issues with older 

buildings being grandfathered. Need ability to recognize existing non-

conforming uses. Staff says it is commercial and falls into a quagmire when 

trying to apply current standards; 

 Neighborhood groups believe there are many scammers who look for 

loopholes in the codes that they must fill with new ordinance language; 

 Residents express concern about losing data about ordinances, checking with 

IT, should check with City Clerk;  

 City has recently changed code codifiers; 

 Significant concerns expressed by people living in far north sections of the 

City. City of Austin has annexed areas that did not previously have codes. Is 

the City going to require updates to current codes? and 
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 There should be a reorganization of existing code. 

Code Enforcement/Compliance 

 The Council would like to see more Code Enforcement;  

 Generally Code Enforcement is not doing its job. It is a farm for retired police 

officers;  

 Code Enforcement act as police and won’t give details as to the problem;  

 It would be desirable for this study to look at Code Enforcement;  

 Code Enforcement is funded through a litter fee and has a large staff of 60; 

 Code Compliance - complaint driven – considered a farm for retired police 

officers - large group. They don't respond unless a complaint has been filed; 

 They (Code Compliance) don't do their jobs; 

 Must call 311, even if a permit has been issued rather than call Code 

Compliance directly; 

 Code Compliance officers do not have the expertise for building code issues; 

 Many items in code have criminal penalties but are not being enforced; 

 Suggested that our report include a recommendation to have Code Compliance 

reviewed in the future; 

 Code enforcement efforts are not consistent in all neighborhoods;  

 Belief that code enforcement fines should be retained by City and not go to 

courts; 

 The Code Compliance Department is backing down on enforcement. They are 

only complaint driven. They will pass by violations they see; 

 Other jurisdictions will shut your down if they see work without permit but not 

here; 

 Complaints should include review of other conditions that should be enforced 

rather than just the item received through the complaint; 

 Code compliance is not following up on deteriorated conditions. Now citizens 

must take people to court themselves;  

 Code compliance staff does not have access to zoning code requirements; 

  Developers go back later and go ahead and build what they want without any 

code compliance follow-up; 

 They want GIS to be available to them so they can use it to prepare code 

complaints; 
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 The number one complaint is that work is being done without permits and 

there is insufficient follow up by code compliance; 

 Most people don't know about how a strategic plan leads to accountability. 

There is no accountability in PDRD. Code Compliance Department was 

formerly part of PDRD. They should be pushed back into PDRD and the City 

must fine people for noncompliance. City is asking for voluntary enforcement, 

they are poor on actual enforcement. Code compliance is spineless; 

 Would like code enforcement to take back some things that have gone to 

Police; and 

 311 complaints are being closed without it being resolved – closed actually 

only means it was sent to department - there is no follow-up with complainant? 

Commercial Design Standards (Subchapter E)  

These standards are a joke, they don’t fit Austin.  

Commercial Plan review 

There are three types, 2 day, 7 day, and 21 day but may take as long as 3 months and 

there is confusion as to which projects use which process.  

Communication 

 There is no active email list for the industry to notice new or changed review 

items. Any changes need to be documented; 

 The architects meet once a month with the Residential Reviewers which is 

good; and 

 There is a lack of communication with the staff and community. 

Core Issues 

 The process is over politicized. Staff lives in fear of this so everything has to 

trickle up to the PDRD Director who really functions as a zoning clerk; and 

 The issue is how staff relates to input from neighborhoods and City Council 

members. 

 The Stakeholders are not happy with PDRD as well as other City departments. 

Culture 

 PDRD is not solution oriented; 

 There is no way to get a reliable response; 



 

Austin, Texas 774 Zucker Systems 

 At least one or more plans examiners are anti-development; 

 Neighborhoods are involved in everything. There is no way for them to get 

what they want other than a public hearing;  

 The City has a pro-development culture; 

 The staff culture is, “not in my job description;” 

  The staff attitude is that it is us against them; 

 How to stop things;  

 There is a high level of distrust. Staff don’t respect each other or the public;  

 Staff is antagonistic to the private professionals; and 

 Staff is very negative. There is no customer service mentality and it all starts at 

the top. 

Customer Service 

There is a lack of a customer service emphasis. Staff has no concept of time and 

money.  

DAC 

DAC will give applicant a site plan exemption but other sections of the Department 

will screw it up. 

Dallas 

In Dallas you meet with several staff, red line the plans, and they sign it. There may 

be a fee for this. Dallas also has what they call a “quick team” with a 2-week timeline.  

Data Base 

The historic data base in not linked to AMANDA.  

Decisions 

 All key decisions or solving problems need to go the PDRD Director; and  

 The Department Director will make a decision on issues between Divisions or 

Departments but it takes 3 to 4 weeks to get an appointment.  

Demolition Permits 

For a demolition permit an original tax certificate is needed from Travis County. 

There needs to be a way to handle this by email.  
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Development Assistance Center 

The DAC is more functional than the other Divisions in PDRD. 

Design Commission 

The Design Commission is a waste of time.  

Developers 

 There is a concern that this study was initiated based entirely upon complaints 

just from developers; and 

 The developers send their representatives to preliminary meetings to negotiate 

requirements with departments before public input process. Agreements with 

developers have already been established prior to public input making it 

difficult to incorporate public’s input. 

Drainage 

There needs to be more clarity re drainage areas.  

Electronic Plan Review 

City’s efforts to implement digital plan reviews is intended to allow greater public 

review and make approved site plans more readily available to the public early in the 

review process. 

Electrical Review 

There is inconsistency re the electric review of low landscape lighting. 

Encroachment Permits 

All encroachment permits go to City Council which is unusual.  

Engineers 

 On reviews and inspections. It seems there could be better coordination 

amongst the engineers to get their drawings out or have a daily quota of 

projects that have to be reviewed. They could have a group that does only 

small projects and a group that does larger projects. Something needs to be 

cleared up to take care of the log jam, the fire department is creating. 
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Environment 

 Environmental issues trump everything else, too ivory tower;  

 Environmental issues take precedent over everything else at all cost; and 

 There is no documentation of interpretations in environmental review. Seems 

to be “secret memos.” 

Escrow Accounts 

The City has escrow accounts for many things but not for building permits.  

Expedited Review 

 Expedited Review would be good but only if properly staffed; and 

 The only department with expedited permits is Fire where you can pay $250 

for a next day inspection. Otherwise it may be 7 to 10 days to get an 

inspection. However, you can pay for after-hours inspections. Expedited 

permits would be acceptable if they actually worked. 

Expired Permits 

 This process creates many problems, particularly in strip malls. The rules 

should be changed; and  

 Until an expired permit is cleared on a property, you can’t get a new permit. 

This is a major problem for shopping centers or strip malls.  

Fees 

 There are fees for variances but no fee for an appeal on interpretations;  

  Department should retain permit fees to provide adequate services including 

adequate staff training; 

 PDRD recently did a fee study. The Water District was not charging the max 

fee even though there director said they were; 

 We have a bloated bureaucracy. It is currently micromanaged by Greg. They 

have very incompetent managers;  

 The zoning department should be doing a better job in collecting fees; 

 Staff will take any valuation a contractor provides and doesn't bother to check 

accuracy. It should be in the AMANDA system. It should be based on ICC 

valuation schedule; 

 We should look at how the department will be funded; and 

 A significant part of the budget should be generated through fees. 
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Fire Inspection 

You can’t call for fire inspection until you have all the other approvals. Then it will 

take 7 to 15 days to get an inspection. They will do next day inspection for $450, a 

racket.  

Fire Department 

 There is a new Fire Marshal and problems in the fire standards;  

 Fire review is bad; 

 The Fire Department can be a problem and recently took 20 days for a 3,600 

sq. ft. building;  

 The Fire Department marches to a different drummer; and  

 The reviews are way too slow.  

 My frustration with the fire department goes without saying. It seems they review the 

building drawings and then once the permit is issued the review the fire alarm 

drawings and the fire sprinkler drawings. I agree that a review needs to take place, but 

this is ridiculous! The fire department is always behind.  

Grandfathering (Bill 1704)  

The grandfathering rules say that once you get an initial first approval you can 

proceed under the rules that were in place at that time. There is a City staff under the 

PDRD Director that makes decisions on this but it is a closed door process. There 

should be open meetings. 

Hiring 

Austin has a bad system of hiring people from small cities that don’t have a good 

background for managing a large city.  

Historic Preservation 

 Building Inspectors may not know anything about historic preservation. There 

are no special inspectors for historic structures. There needs to be special 

trained inspectors;  

 Landmarks are inspected every year but there is no documentation of this; 

 The Preservation Office data base is not integrated into the Permitting Data 

Base but should be;  

 National Historic District - plans often have errors in calculations that staff 

doesn't check. 
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 The historic preservation function should be moved from Current Planning to 

Urban Design; and  

 Historic preservation is not included in site plan review. 

Imagine Austin 

 The Plan is too general and has too many conflicting policies; 

 There is a lack of consistency in how to interpret the plan; 

 Staff position is that the intent is conveyed in the general plan/comprehensive 

plan; 

 Citizens feel that some items in adopted Comprehensive Plan were “force fed” 

to them by staff;  

 Citizens have concerns about how the new Comprehensive Plan will be 

implemented now that the Department has hired an Urban Designer as the new 

Assistant Director to implement the plan; 

 With Imagine Austin there will be significant changes in the future; and 

 Plan is to add density internal to City.  

Industry Relations 

 There are no standard meetings with the industry and communication is bad; 

and  

 The industry has asked for monthly or quarterly meetings. Staff say they do but 

it is not consistent. An exception is the Supervisor for Plumbing/Mechanical 

Inspection who reaches out to them and works with them. He understands 

customer service.  

Inspections 

 Inspectors seemed to be divorced from plan review;  

 The plan reviewers and inspectors are not always on the same page; 

 If the inspector changes, it creates a problem; 

 The developer needs to leave the door unlocked for the inspector which can 

create a problem. Why can’t a lock box be used? Most of the developers 

already have a lock box for sub-contractors;  

 A shorter window than the a.m. or p.m. would be desirable;  

 The inspectors may or may not agree with the plans. The City has a punitive 

rather than helpful attitude. The inspectors see themselves as a police 

department; 
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 Inspection is pretty good;  

 Inspection just changed to an a.m. and p.m. but it doesn’t always work; 

 Sometimes inspectors are in extended training and not available but the 

customer is not notified in advance;  

 Even if inspectors have cell phones, they won’t give out the numbers; 

 There is a problem when a new inspector goes into another zone and it leads to 

lots of failed inspections;  

 Inspectors are angry. May relate to how PDRD operates and upper 

management; 

  There is only one electrical inspector for all of downtown, totally 

understaffed; 

 If more staff is needed, the fees should be raised;  

 Better communication with the inspectors would be desirable so they don’t 

have to wait and then an inspector doesn’t show up; 

 The issues are more with the combination inspectors rather than the 

commercial inspectors;  

 One person had 10 staff working on site, the inspector simply walked through 

the house and then recorded the inspections as a “no show;” 

 Developers are willing to pay for overtime but the City has been reluctant to do 

that;  

 There are different opinions between the plan reviewers and inspectors. The 

problem is in getting the C of O which is needed before you get a permanent 

loan; 

 Critical conditions get lost before final approval, inspectors don't have 

access to information and therefore miss the requirements; 

 Inspectors are reluctant to require removal of construction that does not 

comply with code; and 

 Inspectors are focused on International Building Code, not the other code 

requirements. 

Land Status Determination 

These require records to 1951 which can be difficult to locate. It is suggested that the 

cutoff be 30 years which would be 1984.  
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Land Use Code 

 Some participants described the existing Land Use Code as an “inner tube with 

1,000 patches;” 

 There is a whole industry that works to get around the Code. In response, an 

Ordinance is adopted as a patch; 

 The Code has had some measures added to protect neighborhoods; 

 “Code interpretations by staff should be made available to the public;” 

 Applications for Zoning changes don’t require applicant to divulge intended 

use of the property, but should; 

 The Code is very complicated. It may be more expensive to pull a permit than 

it is to actually remodel;  

 In one example for a duplex, the inspector kept saying it was not up to code 

and had to re-pour the driveway three times;  

 There is a lack of clarity and consistency the way the Codes are interpreted; 

and  

 If something doesn’t meet the Code, the staff needs to very clear why and with 

a specific reference to the code.  

Leadership 

 There is a city-wide issue of lack of leadership. Managers are not allowed to 

lead. City Council members bully staff. The decisions should be made at a 

lower level. The City Manager and Assistant City Managers are by-passed and 

not strong; 

  There is a Serpico culture in Austin. The City is balkanized. Everyone is 

competing for power; 

 There is a lack of leadership and customer service in PDRD but also at other 

levels in the City. The City Manager and Assistant City Managers are not 

providing needed leadership;  

 The lack of leadership in PDRD along with lack of training are the two key 

issues; and  

 The Department, PDRD, is being led by a zoning clerk.  

Legal Department 

 Legal staff is not knowledgeable about code issues; 

 Staff is new and is rotated; 

 Review of restrictions and conditions may take 3 months to a yea;.  
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 The Legal Department is a tough issue. They are very slow and don’t have 

adequate expertise for the development functions; 

 There are problems in the legal department; and 

 Unified Development Agreements come down to one person who is a para- 

legal. 

License Compliance 

There is a lack of license compliance checks. Code Enforcement should be doing 

more of this. Working without a license should be enforced.  

McMansions 

 You can’t build a historically accurate house with these rules; and 

 Too many McMansion projects are allowed to pay an in-lieu fee rather than 

install sidewalks. ‘Can we get rid of fees in-lieu?” 

Minor Issues 

Very minor issues in plumbing, mechanical or electrical may then require a building 

permit, and you then have to wait in line.  

Multiple Reviews 

After the first review, new items are added that should have been caught in the first 

review, staff takes too or more bites of the apple.  

Neighborhood Groups 

 Neighborhood groups thought they had a deal to not change zoning if they 

agreed to other concessions; 

 The process to allow public input needs to be improved; 

 “What is the appropriate place in the process for citizen input?” 

 Some developers are willing to meet with neighbor groups while others are 

not. There should be a requirement for developers to meet with neighbors; 

 Staff does not treat the interested neighbors with respect; 

 Some groups have come in to say they have had city employees represent the 

citizen groups; 

 Neighborhood groups want the City to acknowledge the existence of CCRs 

(Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions) for their neighborhoods; and 
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 Neighborhood groups believe Inspections, Code Compliance and Legal also 

need to do their jobs for the process to work. 

Neighborhood Plans 

 Neighborhood Plans are like a Zoning Overlay and may be amended only once 

a year;  

 There is a Contact Team for each project in a Neighborhood Plan area and they 

make a formal recommendation; 

 Neighborhood Plans don’t work as intended. Developers go to elected officials 

to get what they want; 

 The Neighborhood Plan adoption process is broken. After a while staff took 

over the process then alienated neighborhood participants by asking tough 

questions; 

 “Our neighborhood has been neglected, they should be working on 

implementing the old plan rather than start on a new plan;” 

 Neighborhood Plans can be changed only one time a year; 

 The existence of a Neighborhood Plans should be required to be noted on 

applications, no penalty for not including information;  

 Improper interpretations had been previously made because Director had no 

knowledge of existence of neighborhood plans; 

 The Neighborhood Contact Teams are formal and have By-laws;  

 Zoning can be changed more than once a year if consistent with the 

Neighborhood Plan; 

 Our original neighborhood plan is now 14 years old. Interaction with staff was 

very good during the beginning. Staff tried to work with customers during off 

hours. Residents were told the City would update plans every 10 years. That 

efforts has been delayed. Would like a schedule of when they will be updating 

the existing plan; 

 There are approximately 40 plans in place. Some of these areas are not 

changing much so the need to update the plan is lower. Other areas that are 

changing need more attention; 

 Wanted to have neighborhood plans still part of the process. Staff member was 

thwarted in their efforts to do good planning. There is no accountability for 

staff mistakes; 

 Neighborhood groups want to make sure that Imagine Austin will respect and 

incorporate the existing neighborhood plans; and 
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 Director believes that the master plan will trump the neighborhood plans, 

however, the mayor stated that the neighborhood plans would be incorporated.  

Office Hours 

There is too much variation in office hours and they are not well advertised. For 

example: 

 Trees 12:30 to 3:30; 

 Water 8 to 11 and 1 to 2, closed Thursdays; and 

 Residential reviews 8 to 11, M, W, F.  

Maybe once a month the Department should be open on Saturday.  

One Texas Center 

 The place is bizarre, like the Soviet Union; and 

 Signs in the department are very confusing. 

Open Permits 

If there are open permits on a property you can’t proceed. A major issue for certain 

types of properties.  

Open Records 

Have open records requests that are not honored because it has not been assigned to a 

plan reviewer. 

Ordinances 

Many staff don’t understand their own ordinances.  

Organization 

 There needs to be better communication between Divisions and departments; 

 Plan review and inspection should get together in the same unit.;  

 The group would like to see the PDRD organization charts; and  

 There are three plumbing departments, Industrial Waste, Austin Water, and 

PRDM.  
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Other Communities 

 The same permit in San Antonio can be obtained in one week but it takes 5 

months in Austin; and 

 Georgetown, Hutton, Round Rock and San Marcus are better to do business 

with than Austin. Austin is generally considered the worst.  

Other Departments 

 There is confusion between the Watershed Department and the Planning and 

Development Department; ; 

 Fire Department, there is good communication but it is backed up; 

 Legal Department is backed up; 

 Lots of PDRD staff transfer to Public Works or Solid Waste; 

 Some, but not all, feel that there are three conflicting agendas, Developers, 

Environmentalist, and Neighbors; and 

 A dotted line is needed on the organization charts to a variety of other 

departments including: 

 Austin Energy, the 2nd worst 

 Austin Water Utility, the worst – broke 

 Fire 

 Legal, big area of non-accountability 

 Parks 

 Public Works 

 Real Estate Department 

 Transportation Department 

 Watershed Protection 

Overlay Districts 

All the overlay districts make the Code difficult. 

Overview 

 Many people or businesses are afraid to do business in Austin which is a 

detriment to the growth of the City; and  

 Things are so bad that it will be difficult to change. Hopefully at least some of 

the low hanging fruit can be addressed.  
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Parking 

The parking lot is often full of City vehicles. These spaces should be reserved for the 

public.  

PDRD 

 At the end of the day, PDRD has very little power; 

 PDRD is the most dysfunctional of all organizations; 

 They need a whole new staff. Department management is not trustworthy – 

frequently mislead Council and Citizens;  

 Staff delays items they don't like, make up new rules to achieve their goals; 

 Staff caters to developers and consider neighbors to be the enemy;  

 Staff frequently states they have a ministerial duty to issue permits when 

requirements are met;  

 Staff doesn’t respond to public records requests, instead stating the records are 

not public documents while they are still be reviewed by staff; 

 Staff often performs sloppy work and do appear sufficiently skilled to perform 

urban planning; 

 Staff recommendations always favor the applicants, belief that staff must be 

taking bribes to recommend approval; 

 Need integrity in that Department; and 

 Major policies are not written - poor management practice. 

Performance/Performance Standards 

 There are no metrics except for timelines;  

 No one is holding staff or PDRD to be accountable for performance; and 

 Staff claims they meet performance standards but they manipulate the data to 

make it look better than it is.  

Phone Calls and Emails 

Most staff don’t return either internal or external calls or emails. One staff person 

even has a message on the phone that says, “I don’t respond to phone calls or emails, 

you will have to talk to me direct or to my supervisor.” 

Plan Review 

 Previous staff plan review had been fired for taking bribes; 
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 Both Plan Review and Inspections provide inconsistent interpretations; 

 Need better quality of plan review staff;  

 Neighbors believe Plan Reviewers initially tell applicants to get a variance 

rather than just tell them to change their plans to meet the code; and 

 The administration of the permit process is cumbersome, timeline is too long to 

get a permit. 

 Instruct plan reviewers to be very clear about their lists for corrections, as they 

are often not clear. Finally, have the reviewers understand it is not their job to 

slow progress in Austin, but rather assist developers in developing in a 

constructive and safe manner; but not make things difficult and time 

consuming by nit-picking plans about items that are not even code related. 

Planners 

“What can you do to get the Planning staff to stop lying to us?” 

Planning Commission and Zoning and Platting Commission 

 These two organizations seem to work reasonably well; and 

  Commission approves plans without verifying compliance – when problems 

arise then applicant must go to Board of Adjustment to get a variance because 

it was a staff error. 

Politics 

 Homeowners who donate to Council campaigns get better voice when 

appearing before Council; 

 Would like prohibition on ability of former employees to lobby Council or 

staff for approvals for at least five years after leaving City employment; and 

 The City has a lobbying ordinance but few people register. 

Post Construction 

Staff never re-visits the actual construction but should do so.  

Prior Studies 

 There have been many prior studies but nothing ever changes; and  

 Group members had met with others for two days a year and a half ago to 

discuss issues with the industry. The meetings were led by a facilitator that was 

considered very good. However, most of the ideas were not implemented.  
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Process 

 First check is often not complete and new items added second check; 

 The Austin solution to everything is a public hearing;  

 Too many items go to the city Council; 

 There are a thousand bites on all processes; 

 The self-certified plan reviews seemed to work well; 

 Once approved, you still have to wait in line for permit staff to go through the 

paper work again, a duplication;  

 Problem at the end is they say they missed something;  

 Need better transparency, it is hard to find out the process;  

 A pre-meeting with neighbors should be required prior to filing an application;  

 You have to go to too many places and agencies, you go in circles; 

 Small projects need to have a separate line from large projects. A staff should 

be assigned, more like they do with QT’s and have separate staff members 

doing the smaller projects;  

 The City needs to set timelines and stick to them; 

 There should be project managers; 

 It should be determined what it would take to get a permit in 7 days;  

 Once a permit is approved, it should be approved and not continually 

challenged; 

  Sometimes a completeness check requires 4 cycles; 

 Austin seems to want as much as possible to go to the City Council; 

 Routine processes go well but anything that is different bogs down;.  

 The entire system is personnel based, there is a lack of clear procedures. It only 

works if you get the right staff person;  

 A Check List was finally published but it took too long to get this; 

 Plan review is the issue, not inspection; 

 Permit expediters are needed; 

 They are required to submit duplicate plans; 

 There is some inconsistency between plan reviewers; 

 Much of what the plan reviewers do is irrelevant. For example, they want a 

window schedule to verify the presence of safety glass where it is needed, but 
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it is the field inspector that must determine the presence of safety glass in the 

right places, the same for framing details, truss plans, etc.;  

 Few, if any of the plan reviewers have field experience – either as a 

construction worker or a field inspector;  

 You need a Health and Industrial Waste sign off for a restaurant before you 

submit;  

 Then building permit process is either 7 days or 21 days but these timelines 

often are often not met;  

 If you need to re-submit, you go back to the end of the line;  

 Plans get lost all the time; 

 You can’t sit with a plan reviewer and walk through the plans and resolve 

issues. Also, the City does not want to do preliminary meetings;  

 Even if the City makes a mistake, you go back through the same system;  

 All that was needed was to replace a walk in cooler. Was told it would take 3 

to 4 days but actually took 7 weeks;  

 The City gave a mandate to process applications in 7 days. Staff is meeting the 

timelines they meet the timeline just to reject the application. Staff seems to 

find the quickest thing they can find to reject an application;  

 New comments are often added during the second review that should have 

been found in the first review;  

 The second reviews go back to the bottom of the line but should be given 

priority with a shorter timeline;  

 You are given only 2 reviews after which an additional fee of $350 is required;  

 Even if you get a permit, neighbors often complain; 

 Some find they can submit for zoning review first and then technical review 

later. This may result in a change for technical review that can save expenses. 

This should be an option for all applicants;  

 They are notified that plans are approved by email. But, then they have to go to 

the Permit Center and wait 3 hrs. for the permit and then go to another floor to 

pay and possible waits some more;  

 The professionals are in the same waiting lines as homeowners but there 

should be a separate line for the professionals, similar to the approach used for 

production builders.;  

 Staff wants too much detail. They deal with the minutia. Staff wants 

perfection;  
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 It feels like “Groundhog Day” and you come back over and over again. It is not 

unusual to have 5 rounds or review; 

 Staff provides almost random comments and they won’t meet with you except 

for major projects; 

 There is no deference given to the engineers seal;  

 High rise may have less review than smaller projects;  

 In order to meet timelines, staff simply routinely denies projects;  

 There are multiple reviews and they are not consistent; 

 The processes have never been flow charted; 

 Staff simply use canned comments since they don’t know the Code; 

 There is no development review committee; 

 There is delay and confusion, needed is predictability; 

 Tenant improvement projects used to take 7 days, now it takes 5 weeks; 

 Some applicants will delay submitting plans in order to avoid being assigned to 

a particular plans reviewer; 

 Permit applications are difficult to complete (ex: calculating slope); 

 The quality of plan submittals vary dramatically; 

 “Single point of failure”, no backup staff assigned to cover during staff 

absences; 

 City doesn’t refer many professionals to State Boards for disciplinary action; 

 Problems must rise to the level of public embarrassment before management 

will address them;  

 Some reviewing departments don’t have access to AMANDA permit system; 

  Common for former City Employees to go to work as permit expeditors;  

 Need to catch defects early rather than later after it has been built (ie. plan 

review while building is under construction); 

 Applications are accepted that are incomplete or inaccurate; 

 Staff is accepting applications for septic systems when it is obvious that the lot 

is too small. Staff does not review applications to confirm accuracy of data; 

 Need more transparency in entire process; 

 Belief there is not enough ways to provide input about a project; 

 Neighbor groups want to have a chance to review permits after they have been 

approved; 
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 Cites example of 32 errors on an application that were not detected by staff 

before it went to Council; 

 Staff can’t provide a copy of an executed copy of development agreements; 

 System is not transparent; 

 Burden is placed on resident to prove they are right rather than have staff 

justify their decision based on code; 

 Example of Staff giving the wrong zoning information to a customer. Told 

they could not build there based on wrong zoning interpretation; 

 Comments identifying deficiencies are provided by staff but are cleared 

without explanation; 

 Everyone should be treated with respect. Developers have similar concerns 

about treatment by staff; 

 Standard Operating Procedures are not adequate, they are strongly needed in 

PDRD;  

 Example - project about city sidewalks not being to proper grade. Staff making 

up the rules as they go along – just the tip of the ice berg; 

 The process is broken. There is no trust. City Council is fighting with City 

Manager; 

 Needing an SOP for the department. They don't follow the international 

planning code processes. There is no documentation of problems and responses 

to information requests are inadequate;  

 Routinely wait 2 to 4 hours to see a planner. Their performance measure is 15 

minutes; 

 Staff has a very hard time in responding to requests of public records. Goal is 

to have all of this information available but it is very difficult; 

 Department should have strategic plans that include performance measures that 

can be measured yearly; 

 No online ability to accept permit applications and fees;  

 Permits can be obtained online for trade permits on projects that already have a 

building permit; and  

 The PDRD forms they use are very loose regarding accountability, no penalties 

for lying on official forms. Also lie to Boards. Must be some accountability. 

There should be language on forms that require signatures to validate accuracy 

of all statements and submittals. 

 The best thing to do would be to eliminate some of the hoops that you require for 

permitting. 
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 Progress Since 2013. 

There has been only little progress since this group met one and a half years ago.  

Positive Comments 

 The computer system telling you when you will be served is helpful; 

 Having most of the functions in one building is helpful. However, you do still 

have to go to Austin Electric and Water; 

 QT’s for tenant improvements generally works well in 1 or 2 days; and  

 Health reviewers are generally good but they are understaffed for restaurants 

and pools.  

Remodeling Fee 

The remodeling fee is based on a value of construction but should have a sliding scale 

as the size of the project increases.  

Reviews 

 There is too much variation between reviewers;  

 Even after a plan approval and inspection, if a problem comes up, the City 

won’t stand behind the review; and 

 Residential review is just a zoning review, not a technical building code 

review, it is done in the field during construction. Staff does not confirm the 

accuracy of data on plans. Obvious errors. Applications are modified to stay 

below threshold that would trigger extra requirements. 

Rules 

 There is a rule that the last part of the house must be within 150 feet of a street. 

However, there are many deep lots where land becomes not useable;  

 The Rules are not written for new urbanism. The need to be scratched and start 

over; and 

 The rule process is so bad that no one wants to change a rule. A rule can be 

waived by the Director.  

Sidewalks 

 Neighborhood groups question that the in-lieu fees collected for sidewalk 

installations are not being applied to install sidewalks in their neighborhoods. 

They question where the in-lieu money has gone; and 
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 Staff recommended the applicant seek “fees in-lieu” after neighbors had 

already approved plan showing sidewalks. 

Site Plans 

 These are taking 8 months; 

 Exemptions for some projects have a group meeting. This could be a model for 

other processes; 

 The issue is the smaller site plans, say 3 to 10 units. These go through the same 

process and same timelines as say 300 units. This then creates an incentive for 

2 units which may not be what the City wants;  

 The site plan review process is outdated. You must submit 25 copies of your 

plan. New staff aren’t adequately trained for this function. Staff produces a 

combined report that, has a bad format. Many of the comments are boilerplate 

and may not even apply to the specific application, some reviewers don’t even 

look at the plans, and some of the conditions are crazy; 

 There is a case manager but they don’t really manage the case, they are 

collators that simply paste together everyone’s comments;  

 Applicants need to call in to clear comments. Some staff will take phone calls, 

others will not; 

 The second review is to be completed in 14 days. A few of the prior conditions 

or comments go away, but then new ones are added. The document also 

includes language that says, “these may not be all the comments.” It is not 

unusual that it takes 6 months for a site plan review;  

 For site plan exemptions there is a joint staff review team. A review team used 

to be used for regular site plans but is no longer used; 

 There are not licensed architects reviewing the plans;  

 These take way too long. They lack consistency;  

 There needs to be a separate process for small projects; 

 If you add over 1,000 sq. ft. you need a new site plan. The area should be 

increased; 

 Site Plan corrections take 2 to 4 weeks; and 

 Need an on-line way to order site plans through two approved printers.  

Site Plans/Subdivision 

 Although subdivisions have separate construction plans, construction plans are 

incorporated in the site plans;  
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 However, detailed calculations are also required for preliminary subdivision 

plans. This adds to the cost when changes are required;  

 Staff provides 10 to 30 pages of comments on submittals; 

 It is easy to have a standard set of plans approved. However, that is not what 

the City says it wants. But, doing anything non-standard in the direction the 

City says it wants is extremely difficult; 

 It would be useful to have the Case Manager help you get it done but the 

applicant has to do all the problem solving between functions. Coordination is 

the applicant’s responsibility; 

 A meeting should be required a week after comments are received; 

 They get Site Plan approval but then new things are added at the Final Plat 

stage. Staff even says out front that they may add additional items during a 

second review; 

 Standards are 28 days for first review and 21 days for second review but these 

standards are generally not met; 

 The delay in subdivision review is an overriding concern; 

 There are too many silos;  

 There is no one point of contact; 

 There are too many specialists; 

 Site Plan and Subdivisions are the big issues, not Building or Zoning; 

 The City used to meet on site plan cases and go through conditions but not 

anymore; and 

 The City should avoid assigning adjacent sub-division reviews to separate staff 

members. A single contact person would improve consistency. 

Staff 

 Many of the staff were in Watershed Protections which was a problem so these 

staff were brought into the Planning and Development Department;  

 There should be less planners but more permit coordinators; 

 If there are to be planners, they need to be the most expert. Currently there are 

lots of bad planners;  

 There is lots of staff but they have no authority. They are not allowed to do 

their job. There is too much power with the City Council; 

 The building process may be understaffed. Commercial is half of what it once 

was; 
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 It shouldn’t be necessary to wait until someone is gone to fill a position; 

 Surrounding community’s process with fewer staff per valuation of 

construction;  

 Twenty years ago you could meet with reviewers re the comments but you 

can’t do this today;  

 It is hard for both the public and private sector to find and hire engineers;  

 A technical review was started but then when staff went on leave, no one 

picked up the review, it just sat there;  

 The Plan Review Coordinator was good but when he went on leave things 

broke down;  

 The City is slow in filling vacant positions or new hires; 

 There is a need for more communication between all functions;  

 There is a lack of leadership but there also may be a shortage of staff;  

 A reviewer is assigned when the application comes in but if that staff goes on 

vacation, the applications just sit;  

 There is a lack of training for reviewers, particularly for zoning;  

 PDRD needs to have an ongoing internal review process and hold people 

accountable for failures; 

 City needs a comprehensive training program; 

 “Developers should not pay for Planning staff (i.e. fees). It creates a conflict of 

interest;  

 Many function have one staff member with no back-up that creates gaps in 

service;  

 The wrong people are often hired and too late in the process leaving positions 

vacant for several months;  

 PDRD is not understaffed, it is undermanaged; 

 Staff is not well trained; 

 There are 100 staff in Code Enforcement but too few commercial building 

plans examiners and inspectors;  

 Some problem staff are transferred from department to department. An 

example is a staff person in residential plan review; 

 Staff are not accessible, they don’t return phone calls or emails. Voice mail 

boxes are often full;  

 Staff doesn’t understand the big picture; 
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 Staff need training; 

 Reviewers need to stay with the Code;  

 People get promoted for the wrong reasons; 

  Belief that City does not hire people with appropriate expertise; 

 Staff is not properly trained; ex; nobody knows how to interpret requirements 

for existing buildings; 

 No accountability of staff;  

 Should not have the same Assistant Director over both development review 

and economic development; 

 Staff has been helpful and courteous. Management is overriding staff to make 

decisions. Most of what is going on is not being looked at; 

 Have heard that staff must follow bosses direction or they won't be promoted. 

Staff is not being allowed to do their jobs; 

 Needing an SOP for the department. They don't follow the international 

planning code processes. There is no documentation of problems and responses 

to information requests are inadequate;  

 Good staff in planning, but managers are keeping staff from doing their job; 

 Not sure what the role is of the Assistant Directors; 

 The trust is broken; 

 I like Greg Gurnsey. Greg is a nice guy, not a good manager; 

 He says he can't find good people; 

 They make errors all the time, they should list them on web, and be fined for 

them; and 

 Staff should admit that permits are issued in error. 

 Besides being understaffed and in need of additional personnel, my best 

suggestion is to somehow train the staff that their job is to provide service for 

the citizenry that works through them. While staff is generally courteous, the 

default decisions and actions are often to delay or add hurdles instead of doing 

everything that they can to help. Even if staff cannot provide the answer 

sought, they should be helpful in directing the customer on what to do instead 

and to direct them to the right spot. An attitude of service is missing. The staff 

also seems to have little flexibility and discretion to make decisions that may 

not strictly follow an ordinance or process but that would be reasonable and 

rational ways to simplify and shorten the review process. It does not have to be 

by the book every time when an alternative can be found that arrives at the 

same benefit to the citizen or the city. 
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 Keep your senior staff members happy. So many of the experienced, truly 

knowledgeable staff have retired or left recently. The newer staff have less 

accumulated knowledge, are less adept at creative problem solving, and 

sometimes give incorrect information. Many of us complain a lot, but overall I 

feel that PDRD does a good job. 

Standards 

It is hard to figure out for a remodel if you need sprinklers or not, needs to be 

clarified. 

Street and Bridge 

Street and Bridge have no written code and do not participate in the review process. 

Then, they show up after it is built and require changes.  

Technical Review 

Technical Review can take a month. Even with the Value Building Review it is three 

weeks. It should be only 1 to 2 weeks. Most other cities use 7 to 10 days.  

Technology 

 On-line applications would be helpful;  

 There is poor technology and the Department is too paper based;  

 Electronic review is desired, but they have been talking about it for over 5 

years; 

 The focus group likes MyPermitNow;  

 Austin is essentially the only City in south central Texas without online 

permitting, or well on their way; 

 GIS system needs to be open and accessible; 

 AMANDA and code should be more accessible by citizens. The status of code 

enforcement cases should be accessible to public; and 

 We need a GIS system that ties all land history together and be available to 

staff and public. 

Telephones and Emails 

For at least one person, in 12 years, no one answered the phone. There is no response 

to emails.  
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This Study 

Many people are not aware that this study is underway 

Timing 

Reviews simply take too long and are unpredictable. 

Traffic 

Number one complaint is traffic. Why does city waive requirements for traffic impact 

analysis? 

Training 

 There is a total lack of training in PDRD. Cross training would be useful; and 

 It would be useful to have some joint industry/City training.  

3-D Models 

City should consider requiring applicants to submit a 3-D model of their project so 

that participants in the review process could have a better understanding of the 

proposed project. 

Transparency 

“City is not transparent.” 

Trees 

Seven heritage trees were lost because the applicant failed to disclose them on their 

application. No penalty was imposed on applicant for submitting incomplete 

information.  

Variances 

Many of these are for where staff made a mistake, the City already issued a permit, 

and the structure may already have been built. These often relate to impervious cover.  

Utilities 

Utilities has a “side fund” i.e. a reserve account.  
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Water Department 

 Having to go to two buildings is bizarre; and 

 The Water Utility says a line may not cross a lot line.  

Website 

 The new website is terrible. It has lost a good search function;  

 The website has gotten worse. Many of the links have disappeared;  

 The PDRD organization charts should be on the website; and  

 It is hard to find anything on the website, they keep moving things around.  

Zoning 

 This process seems to work better than others; 

 Zoning should go back and look at open cases. Problem with outstanding 

permits create problems to resolve on a 25 year old permit. 
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Appendix J 
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MEMORANDUM OF 

UNDERSTANDING 9/9/08 

 

The purpose of this memorandum is to formalize an arrangement between the 
Departments of Development, Public Services, and Public Utilities to establish and 
memorialize an agreement of the parties related to the operations of the Engineering 
Plans Review Section (One-Stop Shop). The parties agree to the following: 

1. The One-Stop Shop is a joint venture between the Departments of 
Development, Public Services, and Public Utilities. The One-Stop Shop will be 
located at 757 Carolyn Avenue and organizationally housed within the 
Department of Development. The One-Stop Shop will be staffed by employees 
from all three departments. The reporting location for employees from the 
Departments of Public Services and Public Utilities selected to staff the One-
Stop Shop Service Center shall be 757 Carolyn Avenue. 

2. The employees of the Departments of Public Service and Public Utilities 
selected to staff and be co-located in the One-Stop Shop shall at all times 
remain employees of the Departments of Public Services and Public Utilities 
respectively. 

3. Leave requests for employees of different departments located in the One-Stop 
Shop shall be routed through the Chief Plans Official for review prior to 
routing through the home department. The appropriate supervisor in each 
department shall take into consideration the Chief Plans official's 
recommendation as to approval or disapproval of leave request. 

4. The Chief Plans Official shall provide comments to the respective department 
on employee performance on at least an annual basis. The departments will 
take into consideration the Chief Plans Officials’ comments when completing 
an employee's annual evaluation. 

5. The Development Department's Building Services Division's Chief Plans 
Official will provide overall planning, coordination, oversight and management 
of the activities of the One-Stop Shop and participate directly in the production 
of service deliverables. 

6. The selection process for placement or replacement of personnel from the 
Departments of Public Services and Public. Utilities shall be a joint decision by 
the Chief Plans Official and the Departments of Public Services and Public 
Utilities. Each employee placement must be acceptable to each party. 

7. The Chief Plans Official in cooperation with the Directors of Public Service 
and Utilities shall determine the appropriate staffing level for the One-Stop 
Shop so long as it can be accommodated within the Development Services 
Fund. Staffing levels at the date of this agreement shall be: 
 3 from the Department of Development 
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 A minimum of 2 and a maximum of 4 from the Department of Public 
Services 

 5 from the Department of Public Utilities 
8. The Directors of Development, Public Services, and Public Utilities shall 

provide written guidelines to their respective employees co-located at the One-
Stop Shop regarding the limits of such employees' authority to approve plans 
on behalf of their respective departments. Should the Assistant Director of 
Building Regulations and Compliance determine that this authority is too 
restrictive he/she shall attempt to resolve it with the respective Department 
Director and may appeal such decision to the Mayor's Office for resolution. 

9. It is understood that the intent of the One-Stop Shop is to move to a Project 
Manager system. The Project Manager will be the key contact with the 
applicant and will integrate comments from all reviewers, attempt to resolve 
any conflicts, and will have final project authority, subject to an over-ride by 
the Chief Plans Official. It is anticipated that Project Managers will be either 
Planners or Engineers and may be selected from any of the participating 
departments. 

10. Within the context of Items 8 and 9 above, employees in the One-Stop Shop 
shall be empowered and encouraged to make decisions on projects related to 
their functions, subject to an override by the Project Manager or Chief Plans 
Official. Any such override shall be immediately emailed to the respective 
Department Director who may have up to three business days to amend the 
decision. 

11. When the request for approval of any plan exceeds the authority of the staff, as 
established under item #8 above, or would be contrary to the established 
policies and procedures of either the Department of Public Services or Public 
Utilities, then such plan will be immediately forwarded to the Chief Plans 
Official, who will immediately forward the plan to the Director of the 
department having original jurisdiction over the matter for review and final 
determination. This determination shall be rendered not later than three 
business days after being received. 

12. Should the Assistant Director of Building Regulations and Compliance 
determine that authority exercised in 11 above is too restrictive he/she shall 
attempt to resolve it with the respective Department Director and may appeal 
such decision to the Mayor's Office for resolution. 

13. A standing monthly meeting, immediately following the BSRC meeting, will 
be held to keep all parties involved in the One-Stop Shop updated on the 
activities. The meeting attendees shall include the Directors of the Departments 
of Development, Public Services, Public Utilities, the Assistant Director of 
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Building Regulations, and Compliance or their designees, and the Chief Plans 
Official. 

14. The terms of this memorandum of Agreement shall be reviewed annually by 
the Directors of the Departments of Development, Public Services, and Public 
Utilities in conjunction with representatives from the Office of the Mayor and 
may be modified as necessary. Should any Directors change before the annual 
review, the new Director shall be asked to sign and execute this same 
agreement. 

 

APPROVED: 
Department of Development 
By: ___________________________________ 
 Boyce Safford III, Director 
Date: _________________________________ 
 
 
Department of Public Services 
By: ___________________________________ 
 Mark Kelsey, Director 
Date: __________________________________ 
 
  
Department of Public Utilities 
By: ___________________________________ 
 Tatyana Arsh, Director 
Date: _________________________________ 
 
 
 

 

 


