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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this technical memorandum is to assess the current Sarasota County (County)
development review and permitting process as it pertains to the County Stormwater
Environmental Utility (SEU). Review practices and decisions which directly impact SEU functioning
will be discussed, but detailed review techniques and criteria will not be, as they have little
relevance to SEU function. Specific areas of importance, relative to the SEU, in the development
review and permitting process include the link to the SEU database, potential staffing needs, and
inter-organization communication and coordination.

LINK BETWEEN DEVELOPMENT REVIEW AND SEU DATABASE

Once a development application is approved by both the Planning and Zoning Division and by the
Public Works Division, the approval is sent to the Property Assessor. Upon completion of
construction, the Property Assessor sends notice to the Tax Office that the property now exists,
and the Tax Office then updates its parcels coverage to include the development. The Public Works
division downloads the parcels coverage daily from the Tax Office, and generates a report which
identifies any differences, or exceptions, between the Tax Office parcels coverage and the Public
Works parcels coverage. An exception is generated each time a new development is constructed.
For each exception, Public Works staff manually update their parcels coverage to match what is
shown in the Tax Office coverage. It is at this point that a new development is entered into the
SEU database, and a 50% credit is assigned if appropriate. This process is shown graphically in
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Figure 1. It should be noted that it is possible for a new development to receive a credit other
than 50%. For this to occur, an applicant would have to submit a Credit Application to the County
for review. Based on provided construction plan sets, engineering calculations, and other pertinent
information, the County can assign a representative credit. For these rare instances, credits are
manually altered in the SEU database.

The current process workflow for updating the SEU database itself is detailed in the Stormwater
Revenue Management System “SRMS” User Manual (Sarasota County, 2010). This information has
not been included at length in this memorandum.

Figure 1 - Development Review to Credit Assignment Process
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STAFFING NEEDS

The magnitude and cyclical nature of Florida land development create a challenge when it comes
to adequately staffing the land development review group. The County currently has five full-time
development reviewers on its staff, and contracts additional development review services out to
consulting firms when the volume of development applications surpasses what can be
accommodated internally. This practice of outsourcing during periods of high application volume
allows the County to keep up with review deadlines while concurrently reducing the risk of over-
staffing, thereby, having to reduce its full-time staff during periods of low application volume.

While the contracting out of development review services is overall a practical and necessary
exercise, there are aspects which may be changed to improve efficiency. Contracts for
development review services are awarded for six-month contract cycles. Typically, once a
consulting firm wins a development review contract, there is a ramp-up period when the
consultant becomes familiar with the latest County codes and review processes. This training and
review period is essential but is also burdensome on County staff when it must be facilitated
every six months. If the contract cycles were extended from six months to one year, this burden
would be eased. Furthermore, many of the consulting firms who bid on these contracts have
conflicts of interest which prevent them from conducting the reviews. As a result, there are a
limited number of firms who can be awarded this work. Extending the contract durations could
also help make the bidding process more lucrative and competitive.

From discussions with current development review staff, the hiring of an additional full-time
reviewer would be of great benefit. Current development review staff identified a challenge in
workload balance due to the employment turnover rate within the team. This group is rarely at full
capacity of all five positions filled. There is a concern that newly hired staff receive training on the
processes and then leave for other employment opportunities, after less than a year with the
County. This turnover causes increased use of consultant staff time to support the review process.

Once a development is approved and constructed, review staff are tasked with incorporating the
new development into County watershed models. The updating of these models has been given
a lower priority than the review of development applications, and as a result, often does not get
completed due to the volume of development reviews pending. These models are used in level-
of-service determination and capital improvement project identification, which are both key
aspects of the SEU. This furthers the justification for potentially hiring an additional full-time
reviewer.

Presently, the County has a single full-time staff member responsible for entering data into the
SEU database. This staff member is also responsible for the general maintenance of the SEU
database and for report generation from the SEU database. This is currently a full-time
responsibility, and potential changes to the SEU rate structure currently under consideration may
necessitate the hiring of additional staff to manage the database. Staffing support will be
addressed during the evaluation of rate structure changes.
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INTER-ORGANIZATION COMMUNICATION AND COORDINATION

The chain of communication and coordination pertaining to the development review process and
the assigning of credits typically occurs as shown in Figure 1. Development reviews are
coordinated internally so that a 20-calendar day turnaround time is achieved from when
applications are received until either an approval or a request for additional information is given.
Some aspects of the process from development reviews to entry in the billing system and credit
assignment do not require communication or coordination between staff within the SEU but do
require communication between various SEU staff and the Property Assessors office. This is the
case for the daily download and comparison of the Tax Office parcel data with the SEU billing
parcel data. A daily check is needed to determine if credits are appropriate and applied to new
developments. Other aspects, such as notifying different divisions of approvals, do require
communication and coordination. This is typically achieved via email or phone communication.
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