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Permit Sonoma 2025
Management Review h a Beginning not an End

SUMMARY

ln Augustof2o24, the Sonoma County Civil Grand fury set out to answer two simple questions: how
many residential constuction permits are issued in the unincorporated area of Sonoma County each
year, and how long does it take to get a pennit? Finding answers was harder than expected, and the
inquiry became a more comprehensive investigation of Permit Sonoma.

Permits are requied to construct (or modifu consEuction o0 any structure of public interest -meaning
all residences and buildings 6at might be habitable or otherwise occupied by people. A permit is
required to add or replace anything that might affect public or personal safet5r in a building: a water
heater, solar panels, or even a new deck railing. Permits are a prerequisite !o any work that must comply
with legal requirements for environmental standards, zoning and property line encroachmen! or any
constnrction in a County "special area" with specific building style, placement or reflectivity constraints
A common perception of the pennit process is that it will take forever to get a permit, cost way too
much, and requhe more expertise and patience than the average persion could possibly have. The Civil
Grand Jury decided to assess this perception to see whether it is Eue for Permit Sonoma.

Delays in permit processing have the practical effect ofhindering housing construction in many locales
and can be an effective tactical tool to delay or prevent housing construction. Permitting delays lead to
constuction delays, which lead to housing shortages. Therefore, n 2022 6e Califomia State
LegislaErrc took action to reduce roadblock by passing a law Q$Sgb& 4[]311) requiring a// county
and city permitting agencies to review and issue construction perrnits on a timely basis. Coincidentally,
lhe Sonoma County Board ofSupervisors concluded that the county would beneht from an independent
review of constnrction permitting in Sonoma County and engaged Berry Dunn (a management and
workflow consulting firm) to conduct a formal assessment of Permit Sonoma's performance. The
consuhants' l-rnal reoort was presented to the Board of Supervisors in January of2O23.

Equipped with this information, the Civil Grand Jury amended its inqury and initiated a formal
investigation of Permit Sonoma wift the intent of answering these two questions:

l. Is Permit Sonoma meeting the requirements for permit review and issuance established by AB
2234?

2. Has Perrnit Sonoma made significant progress toward adopting and implementing the snecit-rc
recornrnendations included in dre Berrv Dunn report?

The conclusion: Permit Sonoma is essentially meeting requiremats for AB2234 and fulfilling the Berry
Dunn Report recommendations. This report will tell you how Permit Sonoma's performance compares
with intemal goals set in 2024 in response to the Berry Dunn report recmmendations. The Civil Grand
Jury also leamed that Permit Sonoma's workflow isn't as effrcient as it could be: there are loose ends to
tie down and systemic impodimeats to overcome, and we will suggest how Permit Sonooa could make
permit application better, faster, and cheaper in the future.
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METHODOLOGY

\\e 2024-2O25 Sonoma County Civil Grand Jury (Civil Grand Jury)

r Conducted more &an 20 intervieqrs with Perrrit Sonoma staff& leadenhip, 6ird party contsactors
and service providers

o Reviewed and analyzed more than 50,000 data records related to constru<tion permit applications

r Researched permit activity for other California counties and cities' ;mely performance, self-
certification and over-the-counter permitting processes and workflow systems deployments

o Reviewed Sonoma Cou-nty ordinansss regsvding Permit Sonoma (and its predecessor Permit and
Resource Management DeparErent) authority and Sonoma County building and safety codes

BACKGROUND

What is Permit Sonoma and What Does Il Do?

Permit Sonoma @S), formerly known and formally ordained as the Permit and Resource Management
Deparment @RMD), is a Sonoma County government agency established by Sonoma County
Ordinance 4906 in 1995. It is responsible for regulating construction projects to ensure that new
buildings, structures, or renovations meet local, state and federal standards for stmctural safety, health,
environmental efficiency, and (in the case of_g1gggjf.1g!q) commrmity expectations constraining
land use, housing density, and construction apperance. Pemrit Sonoma is also charged with developing
and organizing county-*'ide olans tbr neg housins construction and critical review ofproposed housing
developments in the unincorporated areas of Sonoma County. In the words of Pennit Sonoma seuior
leadership, "our mission is . .. to support our entire community, through excellent customer service, to
balance environmental protection with sustainable development."

Oversight ofthese processes meatrs Permit Sonoma has enormous influence on consEuction efEciency
in Soooma County, fiom initial design to finished build-and if Permit Sonoma does its job we[
County residents should see lower construction cost, faster project coryletion, and ultimately more and
better housing at all price points. Conversely, inelEciencies in Permit Sonoma operations can slow doqm
construction pmgress, delay project completion, and make housing more expensive at all price points.

Why Does Permit Sonoma Do What It Does, and Who Put Them in Charge?

Permit agencies play a crucial role in safeguarding public welfare ad ensuring orderly development in
communities. Their work addresses several key objectives:

o Pubtc mfety: Ensuring buildings are safe for occupants and the surounding commutrity, and
preventing accidents or disasters, such as building collapses, fire hazards, or electrical failures.

o pfunning: Assisting local govemments with planning for sustainable development and helping
balance growth with environmental considerations and infrastructure needs.

o Reasonable use of and demand for public irfrastructure: Ensuring new developments do not
overload existing infrastructure (e.g., roads, water systems, waste disposal) by adhering to
guidelines that balance growth with available resources.

o Conpli.nce with local, state, and federal requlrements: Ensuring that construction projects
comply with a broad range of legal requiremenb, from local z6ning laws to state fire codes and
federal accessibilit5r standards.

ll{.ay 2U25 Page2 of23
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In Califomia, a pennit agency's authority comes ftom
both state and local govemrents. The State of Califomia
grants overarchiag authority to local permit agencies
through state laws and regulations, particularly through
the Califomia Buildin Staadards Code. California law
allows local permit agencies to amend the state building
code, in line with their own specific zoning laws and
development guidelines. Specifically, localities may add
specific requiremetb blut may not prescribe bsser
standards than are required by the state code. You can
find an abridged version of Sonoma Counfi 's local
buildins code on the PS x-ebsite and a cornplete coov of
Countv ordinances is also available online; chryters 7, I I
and 13 are particularly relevant.

The Califomia Building Standards Code is updated every
3 years (most recently in 2022) and is largely based on
the Intemational Building C,ode (IBC). These updates are
part ofan ongoing effort to incorporate new knowledge,
technology, and best practices for builders; impmve
building safety, sustainability, and energy efficiency;
respond to emerging threats such as climate change; and
incorporate advances in construction matprials.

How Does a Permit Agency Ensure That Buildings
Comply with the Building Code?

Permit agencies ensure that buildings comply with the
building code through a two-fold process: plan checks
and inspections.

Phn checks: Before construction begins, developers or
homeowners submit their building plans to the permit
agency. A trained plan checker reviews the plans to ensure they meet all relevant building codes, zoning
laws, and safelr standards. This step is crucial for preventing non-corryliaoce before work even begins.

Inspections: Once consEuction stads, permit agencies conduct periodic iaspections to ensure work is
progressing according to the approved plans and building codes. Inspectors visit the site at various
stages of construction, including foundation pouring, framing, electical installation, and final
completion, to ensure everything is up to standard.

If non-compliance is found during inspectiom, the constmction project may be halted, and corrections
will be required before the project can move forward.

Phn checkers and building inspectors typically have backgrounds in conskuction, architecture, or
engineering. They are required to have specialized training and certifications to ensure tley understand
and can apply building codes effectively. The following qualiflcations are typical:

Educrtion: A bachelor's degree or equivalent experience in civil engineering, architecture, or
construction management

A quid( hlnory of California tuildin! Codes

Calibmia's first offi.ial itat€t .ide buildint cod. wat
€cablished in 1927, with theadoptbn ofthecallrornia
Bulldin. standards Coda. The code h6 evolvad sincethen
incorporatng updataa baa€d on chdl8€5 i n tcch nology,
building materi.lt .nd safety knowledge.

Wh.t M.lor L.wr le.d to the CCibmla BulldlntCode?
otrer the years, ser,/erd maioa la{s ha\re ameided the
Calib.ria 8ui ld i nt Code to add ress saidy concgnt
technologicd advancern€itt and chantea in community
aeeds. He.e are some ignificdrt chart€a:

Tltle 24: Iitle 24, known as the Cal ifornia Code ot
Re8ulrtiong. is a comprdl€riv! !€t of regulationi that
includes the calibmia BuldrE Starda.ds Co&. Ihis co&
governs all aipcctt ofconstruction in Californiaand sas
first establirh€d i n thc 1970s. 'l rde 24 is retularly updd
to rdect chant€6 in build ing safdy, ei€.gy eficienc,
and ec6d bi, ity standards.

Ihe cdibml. E Erly Cod€ fridc 24 P-t 6]: On e ke/
a.nerdment to fith 24 carne in the form of more stringienl
€ne.By e{ficiency *andard5, The state h6 condnud ly
u pdated these *adldt .imi ng to r€ducQ the
€nvironmentd imFCtof coostruclion and inpaove buildin
r{rstai nabil ity.

ItG Ane.lc.rs rfth Dkalhths Act (ADA)| ln respone to
the ADA C.lifornia made it ificantamendrIEnti to buadr1

cod6 to eris.e &ce.si bility fur p€ople with disabi lities,
maidatinS ftetur€5 grch as aampt wid6 dooaways, and
daators in larter buildinS5"

S.lrn ic s3bty L!sr: Aftcr dgvdtaling csrthquates in the
20th century Calibmits building.odc$ tvere si8nifi cantl
amended to addrrss i€i$nic sarety, €spcaially in areas sucl
6 Los Angele5, San FranciJco, and other cifthquake-pronr
r€gions.
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Certifications: Many plan checkers and inspectors hold certifications from organizations like the
Intemational Code Council or Califomia Building Oftrcials. These certifications indicate a
professional's knowledge of building codes and construction practices.

Erperierce: Several years ofpractical experience in consEudion or a related freld are often required
before becoming a plan checker or building inspector.

How Many Permits Does Permit Sonoma Process?

Below is a chart obtained from Permit Sonoma web site data:

PeImit So.rorna Annuat Activity Report
Division P€rmit Ttpe 2022 2023 2021
BLD Buitding 8,696 8,100 8,003
BLD Buitding - Demotition 798 603 515
BLD Buitding - FieLd Review 9

BLD S€fety Assessment NA 67 115

subtotat, Buitding Divisim 9,513 4,773 4,642
ENG Encroachment 532 518 389
ENG Engineering Project 24 20 30
ENG Grading 274 242 217
ENG Surveys & lmprovement PLan 13368 28
ENG Low lmpact Devetopment 16 3 11

ENG Roiting 2 6 2

ENG Selver Construction & Fees 204 175
ENG Storm Water 1 3 10

ENG Transportation 858 682 685

Subtotal, Engino6ring DiYision 2,350 1,691 1,5.18

w&s Gray Water Systems 7 3 1

w&s Septic Oesign 22 20 23
w&s Septic 562 421 364
w&s Wett & Septic Fietd Review 890 597 391

w&s WeU & Wett Study 558 431 464
Subtotal, Welt & S6ptic Div 2,039 't,172 1,243

PLAN Admin Design Review 1t0 86 83
PLAN Minor Subdivision 8 16 18

PLAN Ptranning Pro.ject 34 2a

PLAN Use Permit 52 10374
PLAN Vacation RentaI License 1 ,334NA 266
PLAN Water Resource Monitoring 14 46
PLAN Zoning Permit 241 142 215

Subtotat, PlanninS Oivisio.r 643 1,427

Total, Permit sonoms 14,592 12,579 13,260

Total" Ex Vacation Rental Licensas 14s92 12,313 11,gfr

I
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This is an incomplete lis! as there are at least a dozen more types of permits, including "design review",
environmental impact assessment and "building envelope modification" I applications. There is a
noticeable decline in the number of permit applications since the peak (Covid) year of 2O22. T\e data
was developed ftom Permit Sonoma's web site.

How does Permit Sonoma Do What It Does?

Applyi"g for a permit is a fairly straighforward process, even though many (especially
amateurlhomeowner) applicants find the process daunting. Based on documents on the PS website
describing permit application flow, here is a st"ndard workflow diagram that encapsulates the process:

h.L Rddar, Pi.n 6..f

E
E
9

E

I
i
T

This diagam understates the corylexity of fre permitting process when the application is for more than
simple permib (such as water heater replacement or electric panel upgrades): over and above
conshuction code compliance, applications may need to be checked for conformace with local zoning,
availability of septic capacity, and potentially dozens ofrelated conditions. Regardless, Permit
Sonoma's basic workflow is the same: determine the list of applicable requirements; check the plans to
see if they're complian! inform the applicant ofany identified issues and request resubmission of
conforming plans; or issue the permit when everything looks good. And, of course, collect perrnit
application Ges.

hior to 201 7, Permit Sonoma did everything on paper: record keeping was done manually, and permit
applicants usually had no idea how far along the plan check path the permit had progressed, or even
which engineer had been assigned to review plans. Perrni6, when issued, were on paper and paper
copies of the pemrit were requied to be attached to an olEcial set of plans (maintained on site, along
with a paper copy of inspection(s) records).

ln 201 7 (a few monlhs before the Tubbs fire), Perrnit Sonoma contreted for a "Workflow Managemenf'
softrrare package &oma company, Accela, to keep track of '\rho's done what, where, and when" with
application paperwork. As the system was deployed across all PS deparkrents, applicants began to
benefit too: they could see online when an application had been accepted for plan check and get
rudimentary infonnation about the processing status of their permit application(s).

Then Covid hit in 2020 and shut down Perrrit Sonoma's physical interaction with permit applicants. PS

switched almost immediately to electronic submission of (fonnerly paper) plans. PS plan checkers

t'Buil,lingenvdoF isthe area ofa mnedplot design*odasthe allocabh buildinglocatio Plans toconstruct a building
outside the recorded building envelope rcquire an additional application aad fee.

May 2@5 Page 5 of23
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switched to electronic review of plan doguments, which required running changes to the Accela
workflow management system. It also exposed shoftcomings in the workflow: communications
previously handled by permit employees walking to an adjacent cubicle had to be done elecEonically.
Accela modifications were the only practical solution, so during the next 2 years Permit Sonoma adrytsd
by adopting and developing a series ofchanges to Accela-based workflow in conjunction with
functional reorganization of '\rho does whafl.

Today, every aspect ofPS's interaction with permitplans and applicants is (supposod to be) noticed and
tracked in Accela so that staff, management and applicants can see their application staErs at any
momen! including who has signed ofi who still needs to sign off, and what chmges (if any) are needed
to get a permit iszued. For the most part, the system works well enough. At any given time, PS has a
thousand ormore permits in some stage of completion, is working on 500-1,000 new applications every
month, and the eurrent state ofeach application can be seen on the PS web site.

Processing Permit Applications Faster: Califurnia Assembly Bill A82234 (2022)

The Covid emelgency elevated public awareness of Califomia's housing shortfall and multiple
legislative efforts resulted: @provided funding to convert hotels and
motels into short terrn housing for homeless people; the Califomia Home Act (Senate SB9. 2021)
requted localities to pemrit lot splits and accessory dwellings in many more places than had been
previously allowed; and the Assembly passed AB20ll h2022 allowing residential housing on
commercially zoned lots in locations that many cities and towns had forbidden.

ln 2022, the state legislatrre concluded that one reason for the statewide housing shortage is that it
simply takes too long to get permission to build. Many localities (generally no, Sonoma Coun$) use
permit processing slowdowns as a first line of defense against housing development and permitting
delays were a significant contsibutor to the state's housing consEuction issues. Assembly Biit AB2l34
establishes a simple requirement permit agencies are required to review a permit application for
completeness wi6in l5 (brsiness days and coryleted applications must then be assessed for code and
ordinance compliance within 30 business days. Failure to meet these deadlines carries a significant
penalty: by law, if a permining agency doesa't do its job consistent with the requirements of AB2 2 34,
the application will be considered accepted.

Permit Sonoma is the Sonoma County agency that is required to meet these targets. Each "Authorily
Having Jurisdicrrbr (AIII)" in the County's nine cities are also requted to comply with AB2234. NB:
this report is limited to discussion and review of the Counly agency, nol the city AHJt. The stahrte
includes definitions and legal caveats that add specific requirements and exceptions to fti5 5imfle
statement, but both tLe language and the requirements are straightfcward and understandable. [A more
comprehensive surnrnary of the law is included in Appendix ll.
Improving Permit Sonoma Performance: The Berry Dunn Report

The Sonoma County Board of Supervisors (BoS) is ultimately responsible for the performance of all
County agencies. In February of 2022, the BoS decided it would like an independent assessment of
Pemrit Sonoma's operations and engaged third party experts to condrct the analysis. In January of2023,
the list of calendar items on the Countv Board of SuDerv'rsors a enda included this notice:s

"The Sonoma County Administrato/s ffice (CAO) periodically conducts department reviews to evaluate County
departmemal programs, operational, and orBanizational effectiveness. Permit Sonoma was selected for review."

... 'The consultant, Berry Dunn McNeil & Parker LLC (BerryDunn) delivered the results from their management
review of Permit Sonoma to the Board of Supervisors on January 31,2023- Permit Sonoma is activ€ly working to
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implement chanSes identified in the review, make our p€rmitting more efficient, and impro\re our customer
service-"

The Berry Dunn Report @D Report) includes many observdions regarding PS workflow and behavior,
and concludes with 15 specific recommendations in three general categories:

1. Change the way Permit Sonoma works, in ways that benefrt the customer.

2. Establish explicit permit processing performance targets and make sure that hard data exists to
measure throughput.

3. Ask your customers to tell you how PS can do a betterjob and then do what they tell you.

Permit Sonoma leadership reviewed these recmmendations with the Board of Supewisors in February
of 2023, and accepted all of Berry Dunn's recommendations.

How well is PS doing towards these gmls? Acccding to a managemert update delivered to the Board of
Supewisors in February 2024, Permit Sonoma has done a greatjob of achieving all of its objectives:

"ln aggregate, the result is a 57% reduction in processing times acro6s the department's most co.nmon permit
tlpes without comprornisirE critical comdiance reviews that keep orr community safe."

Awrage Days to Rdi€w Roduction

Psrmit TyD€ tune 2023 o€'c2024

BuildBg P.rmh 71 68%

Encroachmem Permit 49 55%

GredlnS P.rmlt 82 41 50%

Septlc Perrnlt 98 79%

123 85%

AvearS€

Permit Sonoma's update to the Board of Supervisors concfudes as follows:

"...the service that is bein8 deli\rered to the residents d Sonoma County has been continually strengthened wer
th€ last 18 months. ln addition to the average 67% reduction in permit response times the departmem has

strong customer service scores from our permit center strn€ys whh a positive response of 95.41% out of 1,592

srrvey respondents.... has also resufted in stronger worhrE relationships between the department's six dMgons
and has laid the grourdwork for improving emfloyee recruitment, onboardirE, and retention."

DISCUSSION

[s Permit Sonoma Compliant wtth A82234 Requirements?

Assembly Bill 2234 has two distinct timely review requirements: first, ttat submited applications be
reviewed for documeatary completeoess within 15 brsiness days and either accepled or retumed to the
applicant with specific notice ofany insufficiency; and second, an accepted application must be
reviewed for compliance with constrr.rction codes, zoning and plgnning ordinances within 30 business
days of acceptance.

Requirement I : I 5 Days to Review an Application for Completeness

The Permit Intake departsnent is the PS gateway for all new permit applications and is also the
department tasked with explaining doanment review requirerents to prospective permit applicants. We
reviewed thousands of 2024 initial permit applicdions and are pleased to report that Permit Intake only

May 2425

Wdl P.rmh 18

67

Page 7 of23



Sooma Comty Civil Grad Jury Permit Sonoma 2025

failed to review applications for completeness and acceptabiliry wrthtu the I5-day limit a handful of
times - out ofmore than 7,000 pemil applications. That being said, the way that Permit Intake interacts
with Accela makes it VERY difficult to prove the truth of this statement: A82234 makes it clear that if
an applicant is infonned that documentation is incomplete or inadequate, the l5-day clock resets.
However, Permit Sonoma's Accela system doesn't reflect the reset so PS Permit Intake's Accela data
can't be used "as is" to repoft permit acceptance performance versus AB2234 requirements.

One of the senior managers within Pemrit Sonoma has developed a 'work around' for this Accela
system shoficoming: Permit Intake records are exkacted ftom Accela and inserted into a homebuilt
Microsoft Access database, wherein a series ofscripts and queries converts tfoe inconsistent Accela data
into a form that allows for Intake and Acceptance date calculations. The results of this data manipulat'ron
are used to inform PS management abor.rt its generalperformance (and identi$ problerratic applications
uearing the l5day limit) but is not the pemranent and auditable solution that would exist if Accela were
modified to integrate &is functionality.

Requirement 2: 30 days posl-acceptance to Review and Commenl on Plan Issuance

After a plan is accepted by Permit Intake technicians, applicants are required (in most cases) to pay for
the ti'ne it will take Permit Sonoma to review the details of the proposed work for compliance with
building codes, z6ning requirements, storrnwater and erosion cmtrol and myriad other rules goveming
permit issuance. Payment of this plan check fee triggers a second clock under AB2234: review the plans
and issue the permit srithin 30 business days or tell the applicant why it isn't acceptable. These *Plan

Check Comments" are required to be specific and coryr*ensivg such that an applicant knows exactly
what changes need to be made to application documents for successful plao resubmission-

AB2234 requiremats presented new but (mostly) manageable processing timelines for Permit Sonoma.
The most challenging problem still hasn't been solved: while each of the plan check department
managers have their own way to keep track ofplan check engineers' progress, PS's Accela system
implementation doesn't include manageraent reporting that reliably tracks the amount of time between
the "Plan Check Fee Paid" date and lhe date when comprehensive Plan Check Comments are sent.
When multiple deparhents are required to review tte plans, Accela records the date when each
department does its work, but there is no systemic recognition of the requirement for all departrrents to
complete their work wiftin 30 business days-and if any one departnent haso't finished its work, they
can all be deemed to have failed to meet the sta[rtory requiremenl

The Civil Grand Jury knows this is a problem because it tried (on multiple occasions over many, many
hours) and failed to identi! a programmatic method for confirming the actual amount of time PS was
taking to get from plan check start to first comments sent. Interactive review with PS staff and
managemed confirmed ftat the problem is real: the Accela database can be queried to retrieve sets of
records that are representative ofthe work being done, but there is no way lo reliably and consistently
calculate how much time has elapsed since the clock started ticking-and it will take PS ald Accela a

signifrcant amount of work to fix this problem. The Civil Grand Jury shared this experience, with
multiple members of Permit Sonoma staffand managemen( ad confirmed that this is a known problem
within PS. The recognized "solution" is the ad hoc Mcrosoft Access system referenced above - with
the same caveats: the integrity of PS's Access-based tool is neilher audited nor audiable, and its
maintenance depends on a single individual. If that person leaves the deparhent, critical knowledge
may be lost.

Caveats and concems aside, the Civil Grand Jury can report that a time-consuming manual review of
more than 5,000 permit review task status records for the montLs of Febmary and October, 2024 found
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lhat fewer than 20 of -1,100 permit applications requiring plan check failed to meet the AB2234
rcquirements. All of the failures were permits that required review by multiple departnents; and we saw
meaningfiil reductions in overall processing time between February and October of 2O24.

Eas Pernit Sonoma Fully Implemented the Berry Dunn Report Recommendations?

Califomia Civil Grand Juries are chartered to conduct independent inquiries and inraestigations into local
govemment operations, so in the words of the old Russian adage that Ronald Reagau repeated !o
Mkhail Gorbachev: "Trust but veri&". Here's what we Ieamed about Permit Sonoma's progress toward
implementing the Berry flunn recommendations:

1- Berry Dunn cabgodcal rccomtandaioa: cluage how PS rr.orks in ways that bencfrl lhc cusbmer

In Permit Sonoma's traditional wortflow, plan check was a serial process and each person in the queue
waited to be notified that the person before dlem had completed 6eir task. Berry Dunn suggested an
altemate approach: work in parallel and use the Accela system's workflow management capabilities to
keep Eack of'\uho's done what" using systems-based tools to kigger additional review as needed.
Implementing this approach required several significant changes to Permit Sonoma operational process:

. Establish Standard Operating hocedure: Everyone in tte workflow chain needs to use a known
and st"ndardized set of operating procedures (SOP).

. Integrate the Procedural Steps into the Accela Workflow: These procedural steps need to be
incorporated in the Accela system so when significant progress is made, everyone who needs to
know (includiag the customer) is informed-md conversely, when issues arise, people who can fix
the problem are invited to do so.

. Permit Sonoma had to find ways to deal with seasonal loads that increase the volume of plan
checks in excess ofPS capacity.

. Permit Sonoma should have the ability to outsource plan check and certification of field work to
third parties whenever practical especially in cases where this would produce customer cost
3iyings. One major point of emphasis was review of permit types to see how many additional
types ofpermits could be issued "over the countef' to reduce the number of simple applications
flowing through a system designed to handle complex permib.

BD Recommndetion: f,steblish Standerd Operating Procedures

Similarly skilled personnel in different departsnents all work in simild ways, but the absence of
globally standard operating procedures (SOPs) for Accela nomenclature, combined with
inadequate staff training regarding Accela system changes and updates means that SOPs aren't
actually standardized across departments. For example, ahnost everyone in Permit Intake and the
six plan check departments uses a personal checklist to review application documents, but there is
no universal checklist that is used department-wide in any PS deparhent-let alone standardized
across all of Permit Sonoma.

PS has undertaken an agency-wide effort to develop SOPs for each PS deparhent but only one
department (Code Enforcement) has actually published a document that could rcasonably be
descnbed as a formal SOP ftamework; most other departnenls have made an effort to initiate SOP
development but have considerable wort to do to complete this task. After the individual
departments are done establishing thei own SOP's, the entire agency needs to fmish the task by
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establishing and implementing standardized cmss{epartuEnt proced:res----{ task that hasn't been
started, let alone completed.

Faifure !o implement efficient and, standard operating procedures is costing Permit Sonomamoney
and time and is an opportunity for future improvement.

BD Recommendation: Integrate Procedurrl Stepc lnto tte Accela lYorHlow

The good news is that PS customers have much mote visibility into the status of their permit
application than they had even one year ago- One HUGE improvement customers can see the
names and phone numbers/email addresses of the individuals assigned to process thet permit
applications so they know who to contact when questions arise or when the review process is
stalled. Additionally, inconsistencies in task names and status have been reduced (although there
are still instances where departments use different names for the same task).

The bad news? As currendy implemented by Permit Sonom., Accela only handles process
tsacking, not workflow mamgement There's more work to be done on tte Accela implementation
and no plan to do it While lhe data for each individual permit application is reliable, highly likely
to be accurate, and shared with the applican! two permits for exaclly the same lype of work,
processed by different Permit Sonoma employees, may be described differently in the Accela
system atdlor rccorded more or less accurately. Consequendy, the Accela system as implemented
by PS doesn't produce reliable reports on individual and aggregate employee performance. Given
the fact that reports generated externally via Microsoft Access are not integrated into Accela, their
rcsults are impossible to veri$ independently.

BD Recommendrtion: Develop Systemic Awareness of Interdepartmental Colhboration
Requirements

Complex permits for major remodels and new construction usually require action by multiple PS

deparhents with overlapping requirements. For example, a building pemrit might require a well
and septic permit that calls for additional leach field capacity-which requires agreement by
Engineering that the site can be graded---Sefore issuing a permit involving additional bedrooms.
Permits can't be issued until all conditions are mel and when they involve multiple PS

departuents, each deprhnent needs to be systematically aware of outsrrnding tasks that must be
completed before other deparhents can finish their work.

The Accela system curenfly tracks task status within each deparhent but has no facilities (other
than engineen posting "Read Me" comments) for comuunicating interdepartuental dependencies.
A true systematic workflow would rccogtize these dependencies and eosure that every permit's
interdeparhental status and seqr.rcnce is understood across all of PS. This shortcoming results in
systemic delrys and is also the reason that sometimes permits get "lost" while each department
waits for another departuent to acl

Commercial entities often use "program uranagement" systems and personnel to ensure that
complex processes proceed in an ordedy fashion. Currently, no individual or department within
Permit Sonoma is tasked with ensuring that all necessary inter{epartment work proceeds on a
timely basis. Complex permit processiog-especially for projects that involve 5615 planning and
Engineering review and require public notice-would benefit from PS adoption of stendard
program management methods.

The remaining Accela work recommended by Berry Dunn should be completed, even though it
will require currently unbudgeted work and additional management attention, for 3 reasons:
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I ) ldanagemen! staffand applicants should know at every point along the pemrit issuance path
how much time has been taken to get to issuance, and how mrrch more time is left before the
permit can legally be presumed to have been issued. This requirement is implicit in
AB2234's statutory requ irement.

2) Interdepartrrental commrmications regarding "Who's doing wha! and are they done yeP" is
the single biggest challenge that PS has toward achieving significantly improved permit
throughFut for complex applications. Fixing systemic issues preventing tle simple
calculation and reporting of elapsed time will also reduce time wasted by ore department not
realizing that another deparbrrnt had finished ie work. While this problem doesn't happen
as often as it used to, it shouldn't happen at all

3) Permit Sonoma senior managemen! the County Executive, and the Board of Supervisors
cannot know how well the Permit Sonoma staff is doing its job until this problem is fixed.

As currently implemented, the workflow sy$em is far from perfecL It could certainly be easier to
use (for both applicants and staff), more comprehensive in its record-keeping capabilities, and
provide much more "exception reporting" to facilitate management and customer insight and
intervention. If Permit Sonoma workflow is improved, permit processing could be much faster for
everyone-and cheapr, too- So, regarding this group of Berry Dunn recommendations, "there are
still a few bugs ia the system" and Permit Sonoma has more work to do. PS's Board of
Supervisors update is generally accurate, but taslro recommended by Berry Dunn are not as
complete as has been reported-

2. BD Categodcal Rccoanendalion: Use Thbd Paty Plan Chech and Se{-Certifuation b Cul
Pcraitittg Tbrcs

The Berry Dunn report made five specifrc recunmendations to help applicants get permits more quickly
at lower cost. By adopting the BD recommendations, Permit Sonoma committed to the following:

o Over the Counter Permifting : Expauding the range and scope of permits that could be issued "over
the countef'.

. Express Permit Review: Implernenting an Express Permit review process that would engage all
reviewing departments concurrently (instead ofeach departnent waiting until precedent reviewers
had completed fteir work).

r Third Party Plan Check: Employing (licensed and certified) 3d party engineering firms to augment
the Permit Sonoma plan check staff both for cost-saving and load management purposes.

The Civil Grand fury reviewed permit application data to see whether the impact of each of these
initiatives could be verified. Permit Sonoma staff and management were interviewed to gafter their
collective opinion on the success of (and enthusiasm for) changing workflow in these ways. Here is a
brief summary of learnings:

BD Recommendrtion: Over the Counter Permitting (OTC):
One mightthink that a search for "over the counter" on Pemrit Sonoma's website would lead to a
description of all the work that can be permiued this way... perhaps even a specilic form or forms
that would make a simple permit application fairly painless. One would be wrong.

The search rehrms just l0 documents, and here is a// the text in those 10 documents that actually
refers to "over the countel' building permits:
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"Building permits for minor worlq su€h as a re+oof, new water heater, electric upgrade or other work that
does not invohre arry structural modifkation, can be issued over the counter." and
(reBarding installation of new electric service to residential or commercial construction) 'Residential
Service-..4o0 amp or less: No plans required. Can be issued over the counter with no plan check."

That's all. No forrn and certainly not a complete list of work that can be permitted over the
counter. Here is a more complete list of wor{< that may be penritted "over the counter" without
plan check required (obtained by reviewing actual pennits issued over a 6-month period):

. Water heater replacement

. New electric service and meter
replacement

. Redacement ofheating and cooling
systems

. Redacement of rmfing shingles not
requirirE structural modifi cations

. Siding replacement

. some (but not all)residentialsolar
panel installatiors

. Sidewalk and driveway repair

. Minor interior remodels with no
structural changes

. Minor demolitions such as septic tank
de*ructs

. Corered parking waiverc, legal
nonconforming determinations

. Temp campaign signage

. Designating structures as Accessory

Dwelling Units
. Residential setback reduction with

neighbor appro\rals
. Telecorn tower modification

Permit engineers were asked to suggest other items that could or should quali$. For example, if an
electic service is upgraded, could the load panel design be self-certified by a licensed master
electrician? How about installing a trvel 2 EV charger in a garage? Or even replacing an air
conditioner and forced air heating system with a heat pump? Virtually everyone we spoke to had
ideas for work that could be permitted OTC, but za one in authority has plans to actually add OIC
permit Wes to the list. Nor is there a formal process to submit additional types of OTC permit
recommendations.

BD Recommendation: Erpress Permit Review
The idea for "express permitting" came from within Permit Sonoma sta$ and it's simple and
exciting: put someone from every departrrent responsible for reviewing routine building permit
applications in the same room, (virtually) pass the plans around the room to see whether any
department has material concerns, and (finding none) appmve the permit on the spot! The goal is
to eliminate the typical delays that happen during serial application review and ensure that every
department that needs to review an application does so on a timely and rapid basis. And... it
works!

The process was tried for the first time in the fall of 2024, with excellent r€sults: half a dozen
permit applications were reviewed and issued ia an afternoon, saving weeb of rime for applicants
with no additional work on Permit Sonoma's parl Since then, the Express Permit team (an ad hoc
group with one engineer from each plan check department in Perrnit Sonorna) has been meeting
(almost) every week and the Express Permit team self-reports that the process works well, is
effective, and saves boEl applicmts and Permit Sonoma time and money. Permit Sonoma staffsays
they plan to continue, and possibly even expand, collaborative application review in the fuhrre
beyond the 8-10 typically processed during the current pilot
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Why not make Express Permit review the default SOP? Reportedly, expmding the scope and scale
of the Express Permit program would require changes to organization stuchrre and 'additional
resources' (meaning more staff) so significant expansion of this innovation is unlikely.

The Civil Grand Jury disagrees with PS management on lhis point knowledgeable members of
staffbelieve a much higher percentage of permits could be pmcessed using the Express approach
without additional resources, and observations suggest that the staff is correct The "express
permif'process doesn't work well for complex projects with significant engineering challenges,
but these applications are a small fraction of Pemrit Sonoma's residential construction volume.

BD Recommendation: SeE<erflicatiotr of cotrstmction plnns ond instalhtion methods

This is a concept that every quality builder has wondered abcut since permits were first required in
ancient times. The BD Report recommended that licensed (and insured and certificated)
professionals including architects, stsuctural and civil engineers, master electricians and plumbers
and other specialty engineering trades should be allowed to check their plans for code compliance
and certift that their work has been done conformant to both p lan and co&, rather than have to call
a County inspector to come to the jobsite and check it for them.

This isn't a new idea, nor is it original to Sonoma County: the city of Bellllower has had a plans
self-c ertil-rc ation prograrn for some years; Riverside Coun{ allows selt'-certillcation of a r-arietr, of
construction $,ork and Los Ange les is considerine a nerv ordinance allowing self-certifi cation in
the wake ofthe devastating Ealon and Palisades fires, in hopes of expediting fire rebuild
constnrction. Sonma County has also experimented with self-certification Permit Sonoma allows
over-the-counter permitting for roofing material replacemen! with self-certification of the work
after it's done, and a majority of roofing replacement is already being done this way. Pemrit
Sonoma is also considering (but has not yet committed to) allowing some earthwork and grading b
be self-certified in the future.

Permit Sonoma staff are not optimistic about significant expansion of this program, however. A
quick look at this Februan'202-5 Pennit Sonorna activitv report will demoostrate that the majority
of Permit Sonoma building permit apptcations (289 of 525) require no plan check - but still
charge a plnn sfueck processing fe e - and25-5(P/o ofthe remaining applications are for solar panel
and battery installations which are largely routine designs.

Examples of allowable "Building Permit No Plan Check" applications include (in addition to
roofing) hot water heater replacemen! window replacemen( electrical panel replacemen! deck
board and home siding replacement, plurnbing fixture replacement, sidewalk repair, and driveway
repair. All seem to be good candidates for self-certified inspection by master Eadespeople.

It should also be noted tha! in other locatioas where self-inspection of trade work is allowed, the
Authority Having Jurisdiction (i.e. Permit Sonoma in our case) retains the rQlr, to inspecL In most
other AIIJ's, inspections are condrrcted randmly uali loss of self-certifcation priileges resulting
fro m fa iled tn sp ec tion s,

BD Recomrendetion: Third Perty Plan Check
The analysis done to produce tte Berry Dunn reput occurred at a time when Perrnit Sonoma had a
big backlog ofpermit applications. Covid workflow hadn't yet been fully implemented and many
people decided to use thei new-found at-hme time to launch renovation and rebuilding projects.
The result was a significant increase in the time it took to issue a permit. In response, Berry f,)urn
recommended 3 things:
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l. Pay third party resources-i.e. commetcial engineering firms s,ith qualified and certi.ficated
plau reviewers on stafr---{o bring dowu the backlog.

2. Expand applicants' access to (and awareness of) the availability of third party plan check
resources in lieu of Permit Sonoma application review; and

3. Implement checklist-based initial review and resubmifal procedures to ensre that plan checks
would be conducted consistendy, regardless ofwhich Perrnit Sonoma or ftird-party person did
the review.

Permit Sonoma did firlfill both offte first two recommendations. It contracted with three private
engineering firms and, by year-en d 2024 , had reduced the backlog to levels that Permit Sonoma
management cau handle using on-staff reviewers. It also published a list of nine third parties that
applicanb can pay to review plans on an expedited basis. The cost of lhird party review is
incremental to (somewhat reduced) plan check fees charged by Permit Sonoma.

Item 3, however-a task that is reportedly *complete" on Pemrit Sonoma's Board of Supervisors
update-is still a work in pmgress. While almost all Permit Sonoma plan checkers have a checklist
they use to conduct their reviews, li ey all use dfferent chedtlists and noae of those checklists are
public-whichredrrces both ihe pres.rmod benefit and cost savings that were the basis of the Berry
Duon recommendation.

3. BD Caugorical Rccontncndatiortt: Establish Explicit Performance Taryea and Syslens
Iaprovemcab to Inprovc Thruagfuta and Redace Cost

This group of recommendations are the most essential changes prcposed by the BD managemeot review.
Berry Dunn observed that while Permit Sonoma staffworks hard, it could work smarter. To that end,
BD recommended frve changes that collectively could increase Permit Sonoma matagement and
applicant vtsibllity into plan check pmductivity.

The first task was for Permit Sonoma to clearly identi! how long it should take to review permit
applications. Conveniently, A82234 established statutory requiremeots for turnanrund time so that task
was complete.

The four rema ining tasks----still works in progress-were to modift the Accela workllow system to keep
track of how much time is being spent on each individual permit review, and then use experiential data

!o establish plau review timetable expectatioas.

A rudimentary implementtion of this time tracking capability was added to Accela" and some (but not
all) plan checkers include their estimate of the 'time on task' in theL Accela data. However, there is no
systematic maoagement review of the data, nor is there any systemic requirement that this data be
recorded for every permit so the task (while "complete "in PS task tracking reports") hasn't actually
been done.

Has PS made progress toward establishing explicit perfomance targets and implementing systems
improvements?

Metrics, metrics, mefics: Management consultants implore organizations and their leaders to define
clear goals and then measureperformarce toward them. Berry Dunn made a good effort to advance the
appreciation of metrics by PS management, but it appears to have fallen on deafears.

PS has very few Accela system-generated performance analysis reports and fte principal reports telling
seaior maoagemeat (and the public) how Permit Sonoma is performing are created by a single skillful
but self-taught senior manager who creates data queries using Microsoft Access (an application that isn't
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supported by Sonoma County Information Systems and is definitely not intended by Mcrosoft to be
enterprise software). There are no other Access developers on the staffat Permit Sonom". a"s61dingly,
if and when that singular senior manager retires or chooses another path. the entire corpus of Permit
Sonoma management meEics will need to be refactored.

What metrics are missing? The place to start is "time on task",
both individually and collectively. Permit Sonoma should know,
specifically, how much time is being spent on primary tasks like
plan review, site visiS, staff education, and preparation and
attendance at public meetings. Objective data would result in
clear appreciation of both individual and colledive performace.
I-ess obviously, capturing time 5pgnt on secotrdary taskg such as
composing and responding to customer communication,
hlsrasring wift applicants in an advisory context, or even
addressing BoS constituent inquiries, would help management
decide where to invest in training, tools, and resource allocation.

The ottrer major benefit of improved performance metrics:
quaatifring the volume of work being done is essential to
calculation of appropriate fees. Conversely, not knowing how
much time it r.kes to do a type of work makes it impossible to
know whether agency fees are charged correct!. Ivfultiple staff
members raised this concem, with consensus that bott PS and its customers would benefit from
understanding the true costs associated with permit application review and approval.

Govemment agency performance is mandated (and often limited) by a myriad of stah.rtes, codes and
ordinances; and budget constraints are a fact. But every enterprise, private or public, can benefit from
setting clear performance goals and measuring progress towards them. Permit Sonoma has chosen not to
prioritize the benefits that would result from rigorous metric assessment of its own performance and is
unlikely to achieve optimal performance until it does.

Other Calegorical Berry Dunn Report Recommcndations

The Berry Dunn recomoendations were grounded in the presumption that Permit Sonomt should want
to deliver more, better, and faster customer response. While the foregoing topics were the principal
mechanisrus for achieviag these goals, there were also 3 recommendations for expanding customer
focus, improving customer interaction, and more and betler communication.

The goal of Berry Dunn's customer relationship management recommendations was to reflect a
commltment to customer-centnc
behavior in PS work{lows: some
combination of more, better, faster,
cheaper service for builden and
their customers. Permit Sonoma's
SHOVEL initiative sunmarizes tbe

message that Permit Sonoma has
chosen to encapsulate its customer
service program, and this graphic b
pretty much the entire program:

Permit Sonomo Service Vqluer:Crr:torncr

"iigsure whd is meanr$b and
m& :nesur*le whst b not so"
Galileo C-alilei

'f you dodt lmou whercyodregring,
yor/ll end up:omepla ebc" Yogi
Bera

Th.thirEsthatt t m€asir.d e th€
thilr$ thlt aat do.r..' Tom P€tes

"lf you crt meanrc it, you art
improve it' Peter Dnrcker

'l/b.sura trb, (lrt orG'
Mike Brady

IE
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If Permit Sonoma succeeds at improving internal processes and making the workflow system better,
then getting permits approved or rejected as quickly as possible will follow naturally.

Berry Duan Report Reviete Conclusions

Tte authors of Permit Sonoma's Berry Dunn management review presented a clear prescription for
Permit Sonoma's workflow systems issues, but PS still hasn't been able to do what Berry flunn said it
should do. There is inconsistent systematic rccognition of simple perrnits and expedited plan check, no
systematized task checklists for intake orplan checl no integral recognition of due dates, time on task,
or even which permits are overdue, and very timited ability to generate reliable maaagement and
performance meEics- Permit Sonoma has made an excellent beginnjag (6ry6pd implementing all of the
other recommendations included in &e Berry Dunn report.

Other Observations about Pennit Sonomr

Any repod that purports to be comprehensive will have limits and exclusions, and sometimes the
exclusions are more significmt than the included material. This report is like that: the list ofwhat wasn't
leamed may be more important that what is covered.

What Questions About Permit Sonoma Veren't Answered?

o How long does it actually take to do a plan check? Anecdotal statements in interviews and data
recorded by some plan checkers suggests that a typical residential conso:rctionplan check takes 4-
8 hours of staff time, but the Accela system doesn't capture (or require staff to record) real
processing times.

Why does this matter? According to both state law and Sonoma County ordinances, fees charged
should only cover actual costs incurred and the cost ofa plan check should clearly correlate with
the amount of time it takes Jut since PS doesn't record how much time is spent on each plan
review, plan check fees are averaged based on an opaque estimate of amalgamated staffand
overhead expense that literally no one think is representative of the actual work being done. Bad
actors who require multiple reviews or excessive amounts of plan rework (or submit design
changes in the middle of the review) are often charged the same amount as applicants who submit
a fully complien! properly annotated set of plans that can be reviewed in a few hours.

o This study did not review how Permit Sonoma conducts inspections or code enforcenent In
hindsight it was a significant omission. Ins;rctions are a time-conzuming and expensive element
of constnrction permitring and Permit Sonoma's inspections deparbnent is reported to do an
excellentjob ofbeing both responsive and comprehensive. As self-certification programs evolve,
the inspections departuent must lead the way towards determining the correct balance between
improving operational elliciency and ensuring public safety. Similarly, the code enforcement
process (which happens when builders and property owners fail to secure permits or build
structures that don't meet code, zoning and planning permit requirements) is an opaque
intersection ofauthority meeting the reality ofpersoral and public interest and safety. It isn't clear
that Permit Sonorna code enforcement is worthy of the applause that most other PS divisions
deserve.
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Why do pennits cost as much as they do and how much should they cost? Permit Sonoma'sa

a

a

current fee schedules are based ona "fee srudy'' published bv a contracted consultant in 2021
methods that meet state requirements for fee analyses. The consultant applied a legal but not
particularly thoughtful, fonnula which basically divided total deparbnent costs by total hours
worked- The rcsultant fees aren't based on actual time spent on perrnit processing. Permit Sonoma,
fike maay other County agencieg doesa great deal ofwork on the public's behalfthat has little to
do with the cost ofprocessing permit applications. The fees collected from home builders and
developers cover many costs that are loosely (ornot at all) related to the direct cost of the sewices
that PS provides to builders, and this fact was of concern to many of the Permit Sonoma staffers
that were interviewed.

How much, and why, is so much unpermitted work being done? We suspect that complex permit
application processes and excessive permit fees are why there is so much unpermited work.

Why does it take as long as it does to process permit applications? If a permit plan check takes 4-
8-12 hours, why does it take 4-E-12 weeks to work i6 way thmugh fte system? Could most
permits be issued in days or weeks instead of months if PS were a bit more ambitious?

The Funre of Permit Sonoma

During the course of this investigation, the Civil Grand Jury inquired about the behavior of other
Authorities Having Jurisdiction in Califomia. One learning fromlhis research is that permitting agencbs
play an importanl role in the state of housing development in California and the statewide housing
shortage can't be overcome without improvement in permitting agency performance.

It is highly likely that technolory sohsions are imminent and much of the work needed to review plans
for code and ordinance conformity will be automated in &e next 5 years. This should fiee the many
knowledgeable and experienced people at Permit Sonoma to do wort that can't be automated: coaching
builders and their customers on construction best practices, compliance with legal mandates, fire-
sensible construction alternatives, and altemate approrhes to environnentally sensible constn:ction. [n
other words, improving public safety in meaningful ways.

CONCLUSIONS

Permit Sonoma plays a significant role in Sonoma County public safety and, in answer to the two
questions that the Civil Grand Jury set out to answer, Perrnit Sonoma is doing what it's supposed to do:
processing thousands of permit applications on a reasonably efficient basis and complying with state
mandates for timely review. Although the Civil Grand Jury cao't be absolutely certain that Permit
Sonoma is meeting its legal obligation to process permits as quickly as AB2234 requires, our research
suggests that PS is compliant. We wish we could prove iL

The fact that fte case can't be provenis a problem that rnust be corrected. PS's workflow systems need
work and don't support PS management or (more importantly) permit applicants' need for better and
more automated access to individual and overall performance metrics.

lhis absence of meaoingfrrl plan chekperformme data prectuded inclusion of permit cost analysis in
lhis Civil Grand Jury shrdy. Permit Sonoma doesn't know whether the fees it charges fuirly reflect the
work it does because the workflow sySems don't capture time-on-task data in ways that are necessaD/ b
complete the analysis. Capturing this data pmgrammatically would be more elEcien! and fat, than
repeatedly hiring fee shrdy consultants who inagine creative legal methods to justi$ fee schedules.
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PS has done a fine job of accepting and interpreting the Berry Dunn report recommendations and made
an excellentp/an to achievethese recommendations Victory was declared premahrrely, however: there
is still meaningfirl work to be done and it would be a shame to stop short offull implementation. Permit
Sonoma has completed the initial phase of its management review- Now, staff must focus on continued
process improvement with particular emphasis on improving customer sewice and empowering
additional express permitting teamwmk. Factors such as lower penrrit volumes and smarter fulfillrnent
of regulations will require Permit Sonoma to operate with greater elficiency and embrace new
technology to do better wodq faster, at lower cost in tte future. Perrnit Sonoma management's report to
the Board of Supewisors, while generally accurate, glosses over work that still needs to be done azd
funded.

The Civil Grand Jury concludes that PS is doing a good job of accepting and reviewing permit
applicatiors on a timely basis and has both opportunity and organizational capability to be more
ambitious. A moderate additional investuent in the workflow pladorm - and staff with the skills to
improve it as needed - will produce significant gains in Permit Sonoma elEciency and an excellent
retum on inveshent for Sonoma Count5r builders and taxpayers.

CIVIL GRAND JI]RY FINDINGS
Fl. Permit Sonoma meets Califomia Assembly Bill 2234 (2022) requirements for initial

acceptance of permit applications on a timely basis.

F2. Permit Sonoma generally meets AB2234 (2022) requiremenb regarding review of permit
applications within 30 business days.

F3. The Civil Grand Jury was unable to conclusively veri! A82234 (2022) compliance because
Permit Sonoma workflow systems do rot reliably and consistently capture elapsed time for
permit reviews.

F4. Permit Sonoma is not able to factually r€polt permit review and approval throughput because
its wortflow tracking systems are not capturing data on a consistent and reportable basis.

F5. Permit Sonoma has made excellentp/ans to implement all of the Berry Dunn management
review recommendations, but its reports overstate the actual progress observed by the Civil
Grand Jury.

p6. plll irnplementation of Berry Duna management review recomendaions will t"ke additional
application development resources that are not currently in place within Permit Sonorna.

F7. Other ftan compliance wift Califomia Assembly Btll2214 (2022), Petmit Sonoma senior
management has not established objective expectations for staffperformance regarding plan
review or timely permit issuance.

F8. Permit Sonoma does not pmvide information to the public about over the counter and express
permit review requirements and opporurnities in a manner that is easily accessible and
comprehensive.

F9. Pemit Sonoma permit intake and plan check staff need additional worffiow systems training
to ensure accurate data enty and consistent use of status reporting conventions.
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CTYIL GRAND JURY RECOMMENDATIONS
R1. By Octobet 17,2O25, Permit Sonoma shall require that all employees record, within the

workflow systems, time spent on task for permit intake and plan check, site visitation, field
inspection and code enforcement review.

R2. By December 19,2025, Permit Sonoma shall develop a plan to implement all workflow syskr
changes required to capture and repor! in a reliable and sustainable manner, individual
employee and colledive permit througbuq and agency compliaoce with Califomia Assembly
Bil 2234 (2O22) timely performance requirements.

R3. By December 19, 2025, Permit Sonoma will esablish and publish objective performance and
throughput goals regarding permit review and approval.

R4. By December 19,2025, Permit Sonoma shall review and make available on its website and
o&er publicly accessible documents all over the counter penDit processes and requirements.

R5. By December 19,2O25, Pemrit Sonoma shall review and publish its requtements and
expectations for express permit review and approval, third party plan check, permit and
iaspection self-certification, and use of pmgram management techniques to fulfill all Berry
Dunn Report recommendations.

R6. By December 19,2O25, Permit Sonoma shall review and publish an accurate update to its
January 2025 Board of Supervisors repoi on progress toward fulfillment of the Berry Dunn
report recommendations-

R7. By March 27, 2026, Pennit Sonoma shall determine whetber additional resources are required
to fully implement the workflow system upgrades needed to fulfill all Berry Dunn Report
recommendations and communicate such incremental budget requirements to tie County
Executive Officer and the Board of Supervisors.

R8. By Ivlarch 27, 2026, Perrnit Sonoma will review, publish (and require consistent staffusage of)
requirements checklists for issuance of all permit types.

R9. By March 27,2026, Permit Sonoma shall review and up&te its workflow system training
materials and protocols for all Pernit Intake, Plan Check, and Planning personnel.

R10. By tvlarch 27,2026, Permit Sonoma shall establish and publish, in a consistent forma!
standard operating procedures for all Planning, Building, Engineering, Well & Septic, and
Code Enforcement permit issuance/compliance review processes.

R11. By May I s! 2026, the Coun! Executive shall review Permit Sonoma's resource requirement
noted in Recommendation 7 for inclusion in the Board of Supewisas' 20262 7 budg* review.

R12. By July 1O,2O26, and annually thereafter, Permit Sonoma shall publicly post an accurate
annual report ofeach deparhnent's permit processing performance and compliance with
timeliness requireme s of 2O22 California Assembly Brll2234.

R13, By July l!,2026, or as soon thereafter as allowed by budget authority, Permit Sonoma shall
implement workflow system upgrades suffrcient to ensure that individual and collective
thmughput performance is captured and reported in a reliable and consistent manner.
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RESPONSES REQUIRED:

Findings Fl-F9: Permit Sonoma

Recomnendations Rl -R10, Rl2- l 3: Permit Sonoma

Recommendation Rl l: County Executive and Board of Supervisors

Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interniewd. Penal Code Section 929
requires that reports ofthe Civil Grand Jury not contain the nane ofany person or facts leading to the
idenng of any persoa who provides infot'mation to the Civil Grand Jury.

APPEI\IDD( I. SUMMARY OF CALIFORNIA ASSEMBLY BILL AB 2234 QO22)

Title: AB 2234 - Post entitlement Phase Permits

Authors: Assemblymembers Robert Rivas and Tim Crrayson

Signed Into Law: September 28,2022

Efiective Date: Ianuary 1,2023

AB2234 includes provisions that ad&ess what happens if local jurisdictions fail to meet the qpecified deadlines
for processing housing p€rmit 4plications. Ifa local agenry does not adhere to the 30- or 60- business day limit
for reviewing applications, the applicdion is deemed approved under certain conditioos. This serves as a form of
penalty by automatically moving the project forward if the local agency does not rct in time.

The focls is on ensuring rhet heuslag projects are not unduly delayed by bureaucratic processes This sySern of
deemed approval encourages local governmens to prioritize and ex@ite their rwiew prooesses, indirectly
penalirng them by removing their abi.lity to deny or request finther changes to applications that they do not
lgview within thg mandated time ftames.

Purpose rnd Background

AB 2234 was introduced to *reamline and bring greater transpar€ncy and efficiency to the pos entitlement
permit 4proval proces for housing dwelopments in California- The bill is a response to sipificat delays and
inconsistencies in the approval of pos entitlement phase per,nits (srch as grading, demolition, and building
permits) at the local level, which have historically hindered housing production.

This legislation builds upon previous housing reform efforts, inctuding SB 330 (2019), which aimed to expedite
the housing ryproval process by limiting local governments' ability to delay projects.

I(ey Provisbns ol A82234

I. SundardEed Timelines for Permit Apprcvals

. Local agencies mu$ rwiew and decide on post entitlement housing permits withi[ specific timefraoles:

o 30 days for projects with < 25 housing units

o 60 days for projects wift > 25 housing units

. If the local agency finds thar an application is incomplee, they mus notif the applicant within 15

business &ys with a detailed lis of missing information-

2. Online Permit Tracking atd Traasparency

. Local governments are required to maintain an online sysem where applicants can:
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o Submitapplicationselectronically

o Trrk the status of their permis in real-time

o Receive notifications of any required modifications

. This provision is aimed at improving government accountability and reducing bureaucratic inefEciencies.

3. Restrictions o Pen rit Denials

. Agencies cannot reject 8 pos €ntitlem€nt phase pemit unless they provide:

o A vritten explanation detailing the reasons for denial

o Ref€rences to specffic laws, ordinances, or codes that justif the rejection

. If a permit is deaiod the applicmt has the right to apped, ensring due process.

3. Sandardized Checklists:

e Cities must develop and publish objective checkli*s detailing permit ryplication requirements, ensring
clarity for dwelopers.

4. Scope and Applicability

o Applies to all local jurisdictions in California-

. Cov€rs post entidemeat perrrits for residential developments tbar have already been approved :hrough
zming and lmd-use

o Does not override the Califomia Environmad qlality Act (CEQA) or other sat€y'local regulatory
requiremeots but ensues that the fmal ryproval process is not unnecessarily pmlonged.

Expected Impact
o Accelerates housing production by prwenting unnecessary delays.

. Enhances transparency in the local permitting process.

o Supports affordable housing initiatives by redrcing regularory barriers.

o Reduces con$ruction costs by providing a more @ictable and efficient permitting process

Conclusion

AB 2234 is part of California's broader housing reform efforts aimed at addressing the stale's severe housing
crisis. By ensring th'r post er itleinent permits are procrssed within reasonable timeframeg the bill helps remow
bureaucratic rodblocks that often delay much-needed housing developments. It r€pres€nts a significant $ep
toward *reamliaing housing consructioq making the process more efficieng transpar€,nt, and predictable for
developers and home
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APPENDD( 2. COUNTY MUNICIPAL CODE

Ordaining Pomit Sonoma (formerly Permit & Resource lvdanagernent Division) as tbe lurfron,y Having
Jurisdiaion in rmincorporated Sonoma County.

See Municipal Code, Section 7 tbr a more compreheasive list of Permit Sonoma authorities.

Sec- 7-5. - Building permit requircd-

a) No person, firm or corporation $all erect, construct, enlarge, alter, repair, move, improvg convert or
demoli$ any building or structure in the unincorporated area of this cor.rnty, or cause the sme to be dong
without first obtaining a separate building permit for each srch building or stnrcture as required by this
chapter. Permits Sall be issed and fees shall be collected by the permit and re$urce matragem€,nt
d€partment. The building sandards for the work authorized by the new permit $all be govemed by the codes
in force at the time of the new permit application as described in Clnpter l, Division I, of the Colifornia
Building Code as to the erection and construction of dwellings and appurteDrnt structures for which
con$uction was lawfi ly commenced, commerced to legalize a violatioq or approved prior to the effective
date of this ordinance.

b) Permits shall not be issued by the permit and resource manrgement de.partment for work which includes any
of the following, unless and until written approval has been received:

l. The congruction, alteration or modification of: (i) Any on-site disposal system (ryproval required
from the well and septic section of permit and resource management departmea|, (ii) Any water
srpply sysem which under $ate law or ounty ordirrarr€ is required to have a permit to operate
(4proval required from the health offic€r or the sate health services department), (iiD Any
esablishment selling or preparing food or food productg ay public or semi-public swinming pod e
defined in the 2013 California Administrative Code (approval required from the health officer);

2. The conguction, alteration or modifrcation of any structure which will res t in the $ructure being
connected to an on-site wastewater disposal syst€rn or water sysem; (approval required from the well
and septic section of permit aod resource maDagement d€parhent),

3- The alteration or modification of aDy €xisting $ructure which is connected to an on-site wastewat€r
disposal system or water system requiring a permit, where the alteration or modification may impose
additional burdeos upon the exising syserr, such ag but not limited to, tbe addition of rooms or the
modification of floor plans for potentid additioal occupanry. This section slnll not apply to repairq
srch as r?lace,ment of roofrng or siding- Where the permit is for modification or alteration of an
existing structure, no permit will be issued v&ere, in the det€rmination of the chief building official,
such modification is likely to resrlt in exceeding the capacrty of the systeq

4. The con*ruction, alteration or modification of any snrc$re which may restlt in the property being
improved in excess of its capacity to absorb sewage effluent. This section is inte.nded to cover any
cbange in the property which might adversely affect sewage diryosal srch as, but not limitod to,
grading or the construction ofa bam or swimming pool which might infringe on the leach field
(approval required from the well and septic wtion of permit and resouce mrnagement d?artment);

c) For the prrposes ofthis section, approval by the well and septic section of permit and resource managemeot
department Sall mean either an offrce clearance, field clearance, or issred well and septic permit for on-site
wasell/aler disposal systeoL

d) Whenever approval of the on-site waste$,ater disposal system is require4 it shall be bosd upotr the
r€quirements imposod by this chapter and any other state or local law or regulation which Eay be applicable,
including basin plans and other saadards promulgated by the North Coa$ Water Quality Control Board and
the Sm Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Bosrd.

e) Building permits must be cleared as to zoning considerations in Chapters 26 or 26C, grading and drainage
requirements in Chaoter t l, and sormwater requirements in Chapter I lA of this Code. Building permits for
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projects regulated by the California Fire Code and Sonoma Crunty fire safe standards may be subject to
rwiew and approval by appropriate fire service agencies. Where county road encroachment is necessary, a
permit for ome shall be hrst secured. A water and/or sewer clearance is first required in areas serviced by
ryecial districts and cities before building permits can be iss.red.

f) Notwith*anding any other provision of this chapter or the codes adopted hereby, emergency mainte.nance
work or repair ofbuildi[gs and sructures requiriry I permit hereunder may be commenced before obtainiry a
permit without violating this chapter provided the permit and resource management d€partm€nt fi the public
health offrcs, in fte appropriate case, is notifred prior to noon of the next following bushess day and the
permit required is obtained within twenty-four (24) hours thereafter, and provided further that no work Sall
be covered before it has been duly inryected and approved. Compliance with the State SuMivision Map Act,
the Sonoma C-ounty stMivision regulations, and the Sonoma Counry zoning regulations, inclurling
complimce with conditional permis issred thereunder, and compliance with all laws, is a condition preceded
to the issrance of any permit required by this chapter for work to be done on any particular parcel of real
prop€rty in the unincorporated area of this county.

g) As a condition precedeat to the issrance of a building permit required by this section for wtich an application
was made on or after November, 1989, the 4plicant shall p6y 16 i6e 6ounty development fee as ryecified in
Section 26-98-660 of this Code. The permit required for Section 105 of Appendix I of the California
Building Code for sructures subject to the requtemens ofthis subsection shell not be is$ed unless and until
the dwelopment fee hss b€€n paid.

h) Vr'ithin flood-prone urban areas as &fined in Secdon 7- l3(a)( l0), a building permit authorizing excavation
for foundations $all not be issred rmtil a disposal location for excavated material has been designated.
Acquisition of a building permit does not relieve the permittee of the responsibility for acquiring any other
sate and local pennits required for the activity.

i) In any mincorporated portion of Sonoma County where $ormwater discharges are srbject to the
requirements of one or more NPDES permitg as refereaced in (hapter I 1. any construction site for which
building permits ae ryproved pursrant to Chapter 7 must be developed and used pursrant to any applicable
requirements of said NPDES permi(s). Failure to adhere to applicable NPDES permit requireme,Dts at any
time will be deemed to be a violation of this section and may s$ject the permittee to the penalties esabliSed
by this chapter. Permittees may meet this requirern€nt by filiog with the Regional Water Quality Control
Board the appropriate notic€ of intent to comply with the state g€neral cotrfiuction activity $ormwat€r p€imit
or by obtaining approval ofan individual NPDES permit from the Regional Water Quality Control Board-
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