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Agenda

• Permitting (Process Improvement Project)

• Zoning

• Commercial Plan Review

• Inspections



Permitting Process (1-2 family residential)

Permit 
Issuance

Review
Acceptance

Determine if 
content is 

correct

Intake

Application 
Completeness, 

Pay and 
Submittal

15 Days Total



Permitting

We hear a lot of “we’re different in Chapel Hill” as an excuse for why it 
is hard to get a permit.  That’s true but there is also a lot the same.  It 

seems like it has been used as an excuse rather than something to make 
better.

-Quote from a single family residential developer



Chapel Hill is different…

• In 2003 LUMO applied restrictions to single-family 
development to conserve neighborhoods and 
protect the environment.
• Resource Conservation District expansion
• Landscape Protection Plan
• Stormwater Management Plan 
• Tree survey

• Why do I need to supply all this additional 
information about my project?

• Why do I have to go through multiple rounds of 
sharing information with staff and answering their 
questions?

C
h

a
p

e
l 
H

il
l

C
h

a
r
lo

t
t
e

G
r
e

e
n

v
il
le

H
ic

k
o

r
y

W
in

s
t
o

n
-
S

a
le

m

H
il
ls

b
o

r
o

u
g

h

D
u

r
h

a
m

A
p

e
x

C
o

n
c
o

r
d

9/9 4/9 3/9 3/9 3/9 2/9 2/9 1/9 1/9

9/9 P P P P P P P P P

6/9 P P P P P P

4/9 P P P P

3/9 P P P

2/9 P P

1/9 P                                                                                                          
1/9 P

1/9 P

1/9 P

Critical root zone identification and 

protection

Stormwater management plan

Landscape protection plan

Land disturbance below grading 

permit thresholds of 20,000sf

Tree survey and tree protection 

fencing

Height and setback dimensional 

standards

Silt/erosion fencing

Impervious surface maximums

Solar panel setbacks

Zoning Regulations



Resource Conservation District Flow-Chart

• Application of Resource 
Conservation District is context-
sensitive

• Determination of RCD can involve a 
stream determination step in the 
process

• Why can’t I get a straight answer?  
Why is it different every time?



Process Improvement Project
• User Needs:  Online permitting and 

inspections, quicker turnaround, 
clear path to success, consistent 
interpretations, single point of 
contact.

• User Pain Points:  Paper submittal 
process, lengthy application, separate 
zoning and building permit steps, 
culture not focused on user

• User Metrics:  Measure from the 
point the user submits their 
paperwork



Lean Process Improvement

• Focus on Residential Zoning and Building Permit process

• Already measure acceptance to issuance (15 days)

• Identified time between “pre-submittal” and “acceptance” as focus 
area



Incremental steps

• Continue focus on process 
improvement steps

• Continue focus on users

• Gather submission data to 
track progress 



Impactful steps

• Software procurement

• Aligning review

• “Navigator” function- focus on 
the front end of the process 
with the applicant



Commercial Plan Review Context

State Building Code Regulations
Structural integrity, fire resistance, safe exits, 
lighting, ventilation, and construction materials 

Chapel Hill Zoning Regulations
Dimensional standards, site design, building 
design, location, stormwater control, steep 
slopes, affordable housing, design, tree 
protection, signs, landscaping, recreation, 
waste management, etc.

Review & approval timeframe
2-4 Years

Review & approval timeframe
30 Days



Plan Review Benchmark Data FTE (2017 data)
City Population Plan Reviewer FTE

Apex 64,744 3

Asheville 91,929 5

Chapel Hill 62,036 2

Goldsboro 41,339 1

Greensboro 284,343 4.5

Greenville 96,423 1

High Point 110,244 3

Raleigh 448,706 15

Wilson 54,566 1

Winston- Salem 344,826 4

How does Chapel Hill Compare? 
It depends on staff and permit 
types.
• In 2017, Chapel Hill 

performed 1,969 plan 
reviews.  1,450 plan reviews 
were multi-family and 
commercial (74%)

• Raleigh: 68% of all reviews 
were multi-family and 
commercial

• Apex: 18% of all reviews were 
multi-family and commercial

• Chapel Hill has one 
commercial plan reviewer 
and one residential plan 
reviewer



• Plan review time is about 40 
hours for large projects

• Fit the review in between 
smaller projects that are also 
time sensitive

• 30 days allows the space for 
managing the workload

• Check for the BIG items.  What 
is not identified in review is 
expected to be reviewed in the 
field

Commercial Plan Review Context



Inspections Context
• Scheduling 10-13 average 

inspections a day, 16-18 
on average in August

• Working with 2 vacancies 
– vacations and sick leave 
have a big negative impact 

• Legislative requirements

• Need to verify work –can’t 
when it’s already done or 
when it’s not ready

• Competing priorities every 
day – big project one day 
and small commercial 
project the next day



Impactful Steps
• Suspend residential building plan 

review to help catch up the 
required commercial review

• Inspection scheduling and 2-hour 
blocks and text messaging

• Fill vacancies September 9 – adding 
another multi-trade inspector!

• Free up Inspections Supervisor to 
assist with problem solving 

• Relieves strain but redundancy 
issue remains



Next Steps

1. New software procurement

2. Continued Process Improvement


