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EXECUTIVE  

SUMMARY: 
The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER) has 

a substantial backlog of residential permit applications waiting for 

review and often does not  meet statutory time  limits. The number of 

applications has increased since 2014, and DPER responded by hiring 

third -party contractors to handle a part of the extra work. While this 

strategy has helped reduce its backlog, DPER needs to do more to 

improve efficiency and timeliness. For instance, DPER lacks consistent 

performance standards for its staff and does not effectively track 

timeliness of application s, which could help it meet its statutory time 

limits and improve customer service. 



KING COUNTY AUDITORƀS OFFICE 
  October 10, 2017  

 

Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER): 
Accountability Could Improve Efficiency  

REPORT HIGHLIGHTS 

What We Found 

Because of increased volume and complexity of residential 

building permit applications, DPER accumulated a large backlog 

of permit applications for custom residential projects. In 2016, 

70 percent of these applicants waited more than 120 days (four  

months) to receive a decision. These long permit review 

timelines exceed limits in state statute and county ordinance, 

and DPER cannot demonstrate that any exception applies. DPER 

began to use contractors to help manage workload in 2016, 

which could significantly reduce the backlog of permits waiting 

for review. 

However, DPERõs lack of standards for how long reviews should 

take results in duplication of efforts and  limits accountability. 

Without these standards, DPER cannot analyze its capacity or 

productivity . This means managers are unable to allocate 

workload for greatest efficiency , further delaying permits for 

customers. In addition, we found that nearly half of DPER staff 

has not received a performance review for the past three years, 

a factor that further undermines accountability.  

Why This Audit Is Important  

DPER is responsible for issuing 

building permits for properties in 

unincorporated King County , 

including for residential homes . Long 

permitting delays can seriously impact 

home builders, sometimes delaying 

construction for years. Not receiving a 

permit in time can even jeopardize 

whether the project is built at all . In 

turn, this can impact the amou nt of 

property tax the county collect s, since 

levy increases are tied to new 

construction in unincorporated King 

County. Further, permitting delays 

damage King Countyõs reputation and 

reflect poorly on its ability to provide 

an essential government service. 

Increasing percentage of residential custom home permits took longer than 120 days to process . 

 

What We Recommend 

We recommend that DPER comply with state and county laws regulating permit review timelines and 

communication. We also recommend that DPER set standards to improve consistency, accountability, 

and efficiency. Finally, DPER should ensure that annual performance reviews are conducted as required 

by King County Personnel Guidelines. 
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SECTION 
SUMMARY 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER) has used 

contractors to manage an increase in demand  for permits , but a large backlog of 

applications for residential building permits still exists . In addition, DPER regularly 

exceeds statutory time limits  for application processing. DPERõs lack of standards and 

accountability measures impede efforts to improve in-house efficiency. 

 

DPER expects 
demand for 
permits to 
decrease over 
time  

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review issues building and land 

use permits for properties in unincorporated King County  (see Exhibit A) . DPER 

expects that its workload will gradually decrease over time, as the more urban areas of 

unincorporated King County join cities and towns. Given this long-term forecast, DPER 

has decided to keep its staffing level constant since 2013, even when there are short-

term increases in demand for its services. 

 
EXHIBIT A: 

 
DPER issues building permits for new homes (dots on map) built in unincorporated King 

County. 

 

Source: DPER data of completed  custom residential permits from 2014 through 2016 . 

Note: Of 269 permits issued or ready to issue, 172 had addresses that could be geocoded. 
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DPER 
experienced 
increased 
workload 
since 2013 but 
did not add 
staff 

Applications for residential permits increased sharply in number and complexity 

while staffing stayed constant . Residential permit applications increased by 22 percent 

between 2013 and 2016. The resulting larger workload was compounded by the 

complexity of the new applications. The number of basic residential applications 

declined (which are based on known designs and can be reviewed very quickly), but the 

number of applications for custom homes (which take much longer to review) increased 

by 66 percent during this time period. Exhibit B shows how staff levels stayed the same 

while custom home building perm its increased over the past three years. 

 
EXHIBIT B: 

 
Custom residential permit applications increased by 66 percent since 2013 while 
staffing stayed under 100 full-time equivalent employees .1 

 

Source: Auditorõs Office analysis of DPER data. 

 

DPER could 
not keep up 
with demand, 
resulting in a 
backlog of 
permit 
applications  

Because DPER kept staffing levels constant, the increase in demand resulted in a 

significant backlog of permit applications.  DPER did not hire more permanent staff, 

because managers did not want to lay off employees if demand subsided , which they 

anticipated it eventually would . Adding staff would also necessitate higher fees for 

customers, which DPER wanted to avoid. This meant that the agency could not keep 

pace with the new, more complex applications, and so the total number of permits 

awaiting or in the process of review increased.2 At the start of 2013, there were 54 

custom residential permit applications in process; by the start of 2017 this had increased 

almost five times to 260 applications (see Exhibit C, below). DPER was unable to clear 

this backlog during slower times, such as October through  December, and the backlog 

grew further during the busier spring and summer. 

                                                           
1 Before 2013, DPER had substantially reduced its staffing levels, dropping from over 400 employees to less than a hundred. 
2 Basic home applications are almost always processed in less than a week, so there is no backlog for these types of permits. 
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EXHIBIT C: 

 
The backlog of residential custom home applications increased fivefold since 2013. 

 

Source: Auditorõs Office analysis of DPER Accela data. This chart shows the total number of applications in process 

each quarter. The òbacklogó is the number of applications received in a prior quarter that were still in process and 

not yet ready to issue. 

 

Custom home 
permit 
processing 
times doubled 
between 2014 
and 2016 
 

As the backlog grew, it took DPER longer to process custom residential permit 

applications, causing del ays for customers . In 2014, the median custom home permit 

took 79 days to process; in 2016 that timeframe had more than doubled to 165 days. 

Delays in receiving a permit can be frustrating and have a variety of negative effects on 

customers. Construction can often involve multiple parties with busy schedules, and not 

receiving a permit in time can cost the applicant money or even jeopardize whether the 

project  is completed at all. In turn, this can impact the amount of property tax the 

county collects, since levy increases are tied to new construction in unincorporated King 

County. Further, permitting delays damage King Countyõs reputation and reflect poorly 

on its ability to provide an essential government service. 

Custom home 
permit 
timelines are 
longer than 
law allows 

Since 2015, a majority of single family custom home applications DPER processed 

took longer than a 120-day state time limit.  State law requires that local permitting 

agencies like DPER make a decision (or issue written findings on when a decision will be 

made) within 120 days of receiving a complete application.3 Many reviews exceed this 

time frame, and DPER has not issued written findings as required by state law. For 

example, in 2016 DPER failed to make a decision or issue written findings within the 

stateõs time limit for about 70 percent of applications for custom homes (see Exhibit D, 

below). 

                                                           
3 RCW 36.70B.080(1) 
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Even before the uptick in dem and in 2014 , DPER took longer than 120 days for one 

in three custom home applications.  This implies that the cause of these lengthy 

processing times is at least partially due to DPERõs inefficiency, independent of recent 

demand. We discuss some potential causes of this inefficiency later in the report. State 

law requires the timely issuance of project permit decisions by local governments , since 

it  serves the publicõs interest by providing greater efficiency, consistency, and 

predictability in the permittin g process. We heard anecdotally that long review times in 

King County were a source of frustration among customers, who said that timelines were 

much quicker in Snohomish and Pierce counties. DPER does not systematically track 

customer satisfaction, so it cannot quantify what impact these long timelines might have.  

DPER has established a goal of completing 80 percent of all non-basic residential 

applications within 45 days. 

 
EXHIBIT D: 

 
Increasing percentage of residential custom home permits took longer  than 120 days to 
process. 

 

Source: Auditorõs Office analysis of DPER Accela data. 

 

 Recommendation 1 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review should comply with RCW 

36.70B.080(1) either by making a decision  within 120 days of receiving a completed 

application or by issuing written findings that a specified amount of additional 

time is needed  when a review takes longer than 120 days . 

 

DPER does 
not track 
waiting time 
so does not 
know if it is 
complying 
with code 
 

In addition, DPER cannot show that it is complying with the time limits in the King 

County Code.  King County Code requires DPER to make a decision on whether to 

approve a permit  application for a single family custom home within 90 days. Unlike the 

120-day standard in state law, King County Code allows DPER to exclude certain time 

periods from the 90 -day limit. For example, DPER can òstop the clockó and exclude time 

from its 90-day allotment, such as when:  

Ĭ DPER is waiting for additional or corrected materials from an applicant  

Ĭ an environmental impact statement is pending  

Ĭ the applicant and the department  mutually agree upon an extension.4 

                                                           
4 See King County Code 20.20.100(C) for a complete list of exclusions to the time limits. 



 DPER: Accountability Could Improve Efficiency  

KING COUNTY AUDITORƀS OFFICE 5 

However, DPER does not regularly keep track of these òstoppedó time periods, so DPER 

cannot demonstrate that it is complying with the limits in King County Code. For 

example, in 2016 DPER did not make a decision within 90 calendar days for almost 75 

percent of custom home applications. DPERõs actions on some or all of these 

applications may have complied with King County Code, but it did not colle ct the data 

necessary to demonstrate compliance. 

 

 Recommendation 2 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review should collect and 

monitor data that documents when the òclockó stops and starts for the reasons 

listed in King County Code 20.20.100(C) to ensure that it is complying with the 

King County Code.  

 

DPER has not 
reported 
permit 
timeliness as 
required  
 

DPER has not  publically report ed its performance as required by state law.  State 

statute requires DPER to publish specific performance metrics about how long permits 

take to process on its website.5 DPER does not collect data on some of these metrics. For 

example, the required metrics include how many permit applications were pr ocessed 

within the time limits under King County Code , but DPER lacks the òclockó data needed 

to report on this metric . Even for the metrics where DPER does have data, such as how 

many complete applications it received each year, DPER has not published these 

numbers on its website since 2013. 

 

 Recommendation 3 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review should comply with RCW 

36.70B.080(2)(b) by posting required performance reports on its website that detail 

the timeliness of its  permitting process. 

 

DPER used 
contractors to 
reduce 
backlog 
 

DPER hired third -party contractors to review residential permit applications  

starting at the end of 2016 , which has started to reduce the backlog and improve 

processing times . Before hiring contractors, DPER attempted to increase capacity by 

asking for voluntary overtime and hiring short -term temporary employees. According to 

DPER, staff did not  volunteer to work enough overtime and the booming housing  market 

made it difficult to find qualified short -term employees. After reaching an agreement 

with its union represented employees, DPER hired two contracting agencies to conduct 

reviews on residential permit applications . According to DPER managers, the added 

capacity mitigated in -house bottlenecks and allowed application s to move more quickly 

through the required review processes.  

 

                                                           
5 RCW 36.70B.080(2)(b) 
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Contractors 
could 
significantly 
reduce 
backlog 
within two 
years 

By using contractors, DPER was able to double the average number of custom 

residential permits it issued each month.  In the second quarter of 2017, the number of 

permits DPER issued exceeded the number of new applications. This means DPER was 

able to reduce the backlog with the help of the contractors. Assuming that DPER can 

sustain this level of productivity and that demand remains constant, DPER could 

potentially eliminate the residential custom backlog by the third quarter of 2018  (see 

Exhibit E, below). 

 
EXHIBIT E: 

 
At current processing rates and including contractor help , DPER could potentially 
eliminate the  residential custom backlog in 2018 . 

 

Source: Auditorõs Office analysis of DPER data. 

 

DPER should 
take steps to 
increase its 
capacity 

 

While the contractors are helping to reduce the backlog, DPER can do more to 

improve efficiency of its own staff.  It makes sense for DPER to use third-party 

contractors to manage the review workload that exceeds its capacity, given the 

variability in permit applications. However, DPER should also take steps to increase its 

internal capacity to review permit applicati ons by increasing efficiency and productivity. 

There are several steps that DPER could take to accomplish this goal, including 

documenting screening criteria for permit applications, setting performance standards 

for review tasks, and consistently evaluating staff against those standards. The remainder 

of this report will discuss these strategies. 
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Lack of 
standards 
results in 
duplicated 
efforts 

DPER has not established and documented standards for initial application 

screening , resulting in duplic ate work flows . Reviewing permit applications involves 

interpreting and applying King County Code to a wide variety of circumstances. This is 

challenging work that requires professional judgement. However, DPER managers stated 

that , in the absence of clear standards for initial screening, staff members use their own 

interpretations of code and òpersonal feelingsó to evaluate applications. This can require 

a second review by more experienced reviewers before an application is added to the 

queue. Thus, incoming residential permits are reviewed twice, a practice that DPER 

managers agree is duplicative. This practice can further delay issuing permits. 

 

 Recommendation 4 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER) should develop 

and document  internal  standards for initial application reviews to ensure 

consistency across different reviewers  and reduce the need for duplicative work . 

DPER should also conduct training on and monitor implementation of these 

standards.  

 

Lack of time 
standards for 
review steps 
limits DPERôs 
abil ity to 
efficiently 
manage staff 

DPER has not, with a few exceptions, delineated minimum or average time 

standards for most review tasks, which complicates its ability to distribute work 

effectively and manage staff. While the circumstances of each permit vary, it is 

possible to determine a range for how long each review step should take. The lack of 

documented time standards has several negative impacts. Specifically, lack of standards: 

Ĭ Hampers workflow planning and staff allocation.  Without standards, it is difficult  

to estimate how long a particular review task should take. This makes it more 

difficult to plan work and allocate staff effectively. For instance, some DPER 

managers indicated that they do not have the tools necessary to identify areas 

where demand for certain types of permits is outpacing the capacity of staff 

assigned to that product line . This can lead to large backlogs in individual 

product line s, such as residential custom permits.6 

Ĭ Undermines staff accountability. If there is no clearly documented expectation for 

how long a task should take, it is difficult to objectively evaluate whether a staff 

member took too long to do the task. This also means that a staff person cannot 

determine whether their work is meeting expectations and the needs of the 

department . 

Establishing clear standards for review tasksñboth in terms of how they should be 

accomplished and how long it  should takeñcould provide greater clarity  and 

accountability  for both management and staff that they can use to improve performance 

and increase productivity. 

 

                                                           
6 Different types of permit applications take different amounts of time to process, so the number of permits in each product li ne 

is not a good way to compare demand. 
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 Recommendation 5 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER) should develop 

and document  internal  standards on the time expected for common review 

processes, such as ordinance, ecological, and drainage reviews . DPER should also 

conduct training on and monitor implementation of these standards.  

 

Performance 
review 
process has 
not been 
consistently 
used 

 

DPER managers have not consistently conducted performance reviews  of their 

staff , thereby missing opportunities for feedback and coaching . Performance reviews 

are an important tool managers use to set goals and provide regular feedback to staff 

members. They give managers an opportunity to highlight areas where staff members 

are doing high -quality work and identify areas where staff can make improvements. In 

analyzing performance review data over the past three years (2014 to 2016), we found 

that supervisors did not conduct 45 percent of performance reviews that  are required by 

King County Personnel Guidelines (see Exhibit F, below). This means of the 72 employees 

who were eligible to receive a performance review in 2016, 33 did not get one.  

 
EXHIBIT F: 

 
Nearly half of DPER staff did not receive a performance review between 2014 and 2016. 

 

Source: Auditorõs Office analysis of DPER data. 

 

 Three of the seven supervisors were responsible for the majority of the incomplete 

reviews.  These three supervisors were responsible for 30 of the 33 reviews that were not 

done in 2016. Staff members managed by these individuals have gone three or more  

years without a performance review. Managers told us that the increased workload made 

it diffi cult to find time to conduct these performance reviews. DPER is in the process of 

updating its performance review process to increase the focus on coaching and 

employee development. Managers believe that these changes will facilitate the process 

and utilit y of conducting the reviews. 

 

 Recommendation 6 

The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review should consistently 

conduct reviews of and track employee performance  as required by King Countyõs 

Personnel Guidelines . 
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