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The Journey from Regulators to Facilitators

A new approach to the challenge of land development approval in a modern world.
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The land planning and development process by its nature involves large expenditures of time and can be resource intensive for both the land development community and government agencies responsible for implementing land use codes and environmental regulations.  The City of Tallahassee has a large number of departments who are active participants in the review and approval of projects, including Planning, Electric Utilities, Sewer, Storm Water, Public Works, Gas, Solid Waste, Public Safety and Schools. Ultimately, this means any land developers looking to build or re-develop properties located in the City are required to meet and obtain approval from these agencies.  

These reviews and their approvals are coordinated and lead by the Growth Management Department. The department has always held the belief that the only way to keep up with the ever increasing regulations and land development is through deploying technology to improve processes, workflow and business practices.  In May 2010 the Assistant Growth Management Director, Karen Jumonville, working closely with other members of City staff revised Growth Management’s role to be more that of a facilitating rather than a regulating agency.  With this change in outlook along with the support of the project by the Assistant City Manager Anita Favors, this project now flourishes in an environment where change is welcomed and recognized as needed for transparency.

In 2004 a cross-functional team was assembled of Growth Management business process owners, Growth Management IT staff and Information System Services (ISS) Department Staff. The team began looking for ways to improve throughput time for review processes due to public concerns with the amount of time it took to approve new projects. They also sought to reduce the volume of paperwork involved, due to the space required for storing the mountains of paper documentation becoming untenable.  Ultimately, the City sought to streamline review processes through the implementation of new technology and to use the Internet to facilitate electronic submittal of project design and paperwork. 

The final goal of the team was to create a “virtual workspace” whereby high level communication and collaboration could take place between the public and the public sector agency and the conversion of manual processes to automated processes.  To do this they first started by developing a detailed visual process flow of the old processes. They then looked at current requirements and steps, including the need for notarized documents or engineer sealed drawings. They reviewed whether State, Federal or inter-organizational regulations mandated these requirements.   Business processes were then streamlined eliminating as many of the requirements for submittal as possible.  The team looked for ways to make the remaining regulations or tasks both capable of being rendered electronically and with a reduction in steps.

 After much work this group achieved a striking balance between the best practices of automation through technology and the best practices of the departmental review staff.  At each step, the group sought to prevent the "over engineering" of the automation while cutting unnecessary "red tape" and redundant steps from the existing methods.  

In 2009 the Growth Management and ISS Departments released 'City Projects' as a total solution, heightening the level of communication and collaboration between all individuals involved in a review. ‘City Projects’ was created with several major components. First, the group selected a software solution called ProjectDox from Avolve Software.  The ProjectDox application is project management software that includes many useful features.  The software allows project members to communicate through email or a “Topics & Notes” blog feature.  The software also provides several document management features, a document viewer which includes AutoCAD drawings, markup features which allow the user to make changes or notes to a copy of the original document, and finally workflows and eforms powered by scripts that assign tasks and reminders to project members keeping the progress of the reviews moving forward. Timers were also developed to capture the amount of time each reviewer spends on a task. The initial software investment for this application was $79,000.00 which included the initial implementation of the system and administration training.  
All other project work was completed by city staff working on the project in conjunction with their other normal work assignments. These include, online web applications for applying for permits, web reporting application for standardization of reports and memos, online payment module for paying permit fees and finally detailed pages on the City’s web site that provide the development community with everything they need to successfully submit. 

The ProjectDox application is also integrated with the City’s Electronic Document Management System (EMC Application Extender/Disk Extender) and Permit Tracking System (Accela -Permits Plus). Integration is accomplished with XML web services via Web Logic WSDL. 
The scope of this project and it’s impact on the local community is significant, while the current implementation only includes a handful of submittal types which are required to use this system Growth Management ultimately intends to include all development submittals from the largest planned community development to individual building permits. This would allow significant interaction between the Public and the City from conceptual design through final building occupancy.

The electronic submittal process saves both repeated vehicle trips to the Growth Management office to submit paperwork and the time associated with this interaction.  Also, it saves large amounts of paper products used in the process, helping meet carbon footprint reduction goals in support of the City of Tallahassee’s “Go Green Initiative”.

The implementation of ProjectDox for Electronic plan review, as used by the Growth Management Department, has improved service delivery to their customers in the development community by providing an environment which heightens the levels of communication and collaboration between members of these two groups.  Growth Management staff can communicate with their customers on different levels, whether it be the project level or specific detail, such as questions about a single document. Using the tools provided in ProjectDox, questions, clarifications and answers can be clearly communicated and addressed.  The "workflow" driven virtual workspace jointly used by City of Tallahassee review staff and the submitting party ensures that process steps are completed in proper order and in a timely manner.   Because each step of the process is monitored through audit logs, analysis of this progression allows for city staff to address any areas in the process that could potentially reduce the efficiency of the process.  It allows for documentation of customer delays versus internal delays to the project.

The development community benefits in a number of ways. The submittal process is consistent and predictable.  Online collaboration process allows them to work in an interactive approach, checking on project status, addressing concerns of the reviewers as the process takes place versus going through the process only to be denied or asked to re-submit and start the process from the beginning.  They are able to see direct comments, markups and communicate in a discussion forum about project details.  They become part of the process, no longer an outside observer waiting for the results from City Hall. They benefit by eliminating the need to have plans produced on paper media and hand delivered to city staffers for review. Often in large projects these resumittals occur many times over until regulatory and design requirements are met. All of these changes in communication practices further the department’s ultimate goal of being a transparent facilitating agency.

Partnerships were forged with other entities such as the American Society of Notaries, Notary Public Underwriters Inc. and the Florida Board of Professional Engineers in development of an “Electronic signature methodology utilizing the Public Key Infrastructure (PKI) standard. Tallahassee is at the forefront of implementing e-signature/sign and seal technologies in the State of Florida.  The City of Tallahassee and it’s citizens benefit from embracing this technology as a convenience and productivity tool and to verify legal signature authority.

In retrospect, since the beginning of this effort, many valuable lessons were learned.  Particularly, those lessons associated with open communication and teamwork among all parties comprised of Information Technology staff and Business Process owners from multiple City departments and the Public.  Everyone benefitted from the creative environment conducive to self analysis, compromise and a willingness to bring all ideas and suggestions to the table for consideration. 
In January of 2009, shortly before implementation of the first submittal type which was intended for large scale development projects, the local and national real-estate market took a downturn of historic measure. The economy still has not recovered, today.  This slowdown in business activity has provided a unique opportunity to focus on development of additional submittal types and develop process in order to be prepared for a rebound in construction and land development that inevitably will return. In the next business cycle we really will be able to do more with less and the role of facilitator will be fully reached.

Presentation Components

I. Innovation/Creativity

How did the program/project/service, etc. improve the organization?

The project has allowed the levels of communication to increase through the use of project email, via blog, visually through electronically marked up plans and finally through detailed instructions for submitting and the information about the application process becoming more easily assessable via our City website.

The opportunity has also allowed the Growth Management Department to reevaluate and visually map their business process.  After the streamlining and implementation of the project many of the previous steps in the process were eliminated or automated for a more efficient workflow.  

Were new technologies used? If yes, what methods and/or applications did you implement?

Yes, our goal from the beginning was to create a 100% virtual workspace via the Internet.  This allows for developers from all over the world to get the same level of project access as a local developer would.  We are hopeful that this will help facilitate growth and development to our area. The ProjectDox software was used for this project, as well as the online permit applications portal and web payment module.  

Was a private consultant used?
No, The City of Tallahassee did have Avolve software the creators of ProjectDox, do some of the initial development, but no consultant was used.

II. Outcomes Achieved

What customer/community needs and expectations were indentified and fulfilled?

The City of Tallahassee has gotten extensive positive feedback from the development communities regarding City Projects. The development and construction communities are always asking for ways to make the ever increasing number of regulations and codes easier on them during the permitting process.  As facilitators we have made every effort to answer their need for help by eliminate unnecessory steps and outlining all the remaining requirements in such a way that submitting and achieving an approval is a simpler process than ever before.

The positive feedback we received early on had us looking for other ways the elements of this project might be used to streamline processes outside of permitting.  What we came up with was a solution that has revolutionized the way the City of Tallahassee receives and delivers public records request.  Where public records requests were previously phoned in or made in person, now requests are made online.  Once a request has been submitted staff receives email notification of the request and the request is made available to the customer through the ProjectDox site.

Has service delivery been enhanced?

Yes, in the beginning Growth Management required as many as 12 copies of submittal documentation to be distributed to different departments for review and subsequent revisions large amounts of subsequent revisions were experienced in the past due to the inability to communicate changes needed in an efficient manner with all of the parties involved.  With the elimination of paper copies, the added benefits of additional avenues for communication coupled with all working in the same space, viewing the same submittal version has undoubtedly reduced the number of additional submittals needed for an approval.

When looking at how this product was also implemented for our records requests we’ve seen requests from non-local customers take anywhere from 1 to 2 weeks for the customer to receive their documentation, now see those same requests delivered to the customer regardless of their location usually the same day the request was made. We have received an overwhelming amount of positive feedback from the development community regarding this improvement to our services.

Did the initiative improve access to your government? If yes, how?

Yes, with the addition of new ways to communicate the development community has direct access to the parties reviewing their applications.  Through the development of project review pages on our City web site www.talgov.com, customers can now find out exactly what they need to know about applying for a specific permit, including links to check lists, form documents and links to rules and regulations for both State and Boards.

Has the health of the community improved as a result? If yes, how?

Yes, Growth Management recently did an environmental impact analysis on the positive effects of the project and found that it is estimated to save 3,534 gallons of gas and cut 68,324 pounds of CO2 missions into our atmosphere every year from limiting the number of commutes to our office during a review. These positive benefits will undoubtedly work towards making Tallahassee a cleaner and healthier place for its residents and visitors.
III. Applicable results and Real World Practicality

What practical applications could you share if selected?

The knowledge that we’ve gained in working with Notorial Boards and the Florida Board of Engineers for digitally signing and sealing documents electronically and how to approach the task of creating a policy for accepting electronically signed and seal documents.  

How applicable is the project/program/service to other local governments?

Aspects of the project could easily be tailored to the needs of any local government entities permitting process.  Since we have already completed the needed research, for example, to find digital signature solutions that fulfill all legal requirements for the State and governing Boards our process would easily be beneficial to any local government in the State of Florida.

What result/outcomes will you be able to share?

We would share primarily the benefits we found opening up avenues of communication. These include communication during the development process with the team, getting feedback from the community and the ultimate benefits that the product itself has brought to the review process.

Secondly, we’d share the benefits of outlining business processes and the benefits that we’ve experienced as a result.  Finally, we’d discuss the need to remain as unbinding as possible when creating policies for digital signature acceptance due to the ever changing rules of governing Boards on process and execution. 

Please include any performance measures if applicable
The flexibility of the ProjectDox application has allowed us to track time in a way that we never were able to before.  Through the addition of timers and use of metadata we are now able to track where delays in the review process are occurring, thus allowing us to be proactive in resolving these issues in a timely manner.

IV. Case Study Presentation

Briefly describe what your case study presentation might include.

If selected our presentation would include a PowerPoint overview of the items covered in this case study. In this we would cover subjects including how we approached the issue at hand, what sort of things posed issues for us in the beginning, philosophy and management strategies that insured the project’s success and finally we’d like to share how we have pioneered the acceptance of digitally notarized or engineered sealed documents in a way that is easy and cost effective for all parties.

We’d also include a live demonstration of our product, covering both the developer and staffs experience with the product.  Hand outs would be included covering all of the points covered throughout the presentation.
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