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Overview

The Permitting Division is proposing a 49 percent fee increase for 2025 to meet six general demands on the Division:
· General Wage Inflation and Central Rate Increases
· Senate Bill 5290 (SB 5290) Cycle Time Reduction Mandates
· Workforce Transition
· Workload Increase
· Public Records Online Self-Service
· Fund Balance Restoration
The scope and scale of these cost drivers is summarized below.
Cost Drivers

General Wage Inflation and Central Rate Increases

The pro forma cost of the Division’s current workforce and internal County services has increased $1.93 million for 2025. Aside from wage inflation, the three largest central rate increases are legal services, insurance premiums, and information technology. In order to maintain current Division staffing and service levels, a fee increase of 13 percent is needed. 

SB 5290 Cycle Time Reduction Mandates

SB 5290 was passed by the State legislature in 2023 and becomes fully effective January 1, 2025. SB 5290 sets maximum permit review times (cycle time) for review of development projects and permit applications, typically 65 days. The County is not currently delivering within the mandated cycle times of SB 5290. (For example, a new home permit recently has spent 17 weeks under County review on average, while the statute mandates nine weeks.) To obtain compliance, the Division is proposing code and policy amendments and pursuing process improvements, improved communication with applicants, new technology, and additional staff resources.
Eight more positions are needed in 2025 to address the two main impediments to rapid permit approval: the poor quality of applications and insufficient County staffing to screen them. The Department of Local Services and Permitting (DLSP) proposes adding staff in every professional discipline for dual purposes: more capacity to assist customers prepare better applications and more capacity to vet applications before acceptance for plan review. With additional staff to screen applications, review staff will have more time to review plans, and better prepared applications can be approved within the State-mandated cycle times.
The 2025 cost of the eight positions, and related County overhead costs, is about $1.6 million. A fee increase of 10.8 percent is needed to fund them.


Workforce Transition

In the last three years, one-quarter of the productive capacity of the Division has been impaired. Each year 17 percent of its staff have separated from employment and 6 percent of its staff have taken extended parental leave in 2022 and 2023. On average, 19 positions have been vacated or unavailable per year. This workforce trend over the past three years is a stark departure from the previous decade, during which the Division had no parental leave, few resignations, and only one or two extended medical leaves each year.

More permanent staff are needed to compensate for the extended leaves, the serial vacancies, and the concomitant staff time recruiting and training replacement hires. In the 2024 3rd Omnibus Supplemental Budget, the Division requested eight full-time positions to permanently backfill the lost productive capacity. These new positions also provide backfill for the veteran staff who are implementing policy and procedural changes driven by SB 5290. 

The 2025 cost of the eight positions, and related County overhead costs, is about $1.6 million. A fee increase of 10.8 percent is needed to fund them.

Workload Increase

In addition to the demands of SB 5290, workload has increased for human resources, public records, and technology support.

In 2025, the Division is requesting to hire 17 staff positions related to SB 5290, the Managed Accounts Team, and other staffing deficiencies described below, plus five TLTs for grant-funded energy code outreach and compliance. The prospective hiring exceeds the permanent capacity of the HR team in the Department, which is already stretched with 17 percent staff attrition every year. The Division is requesting an additional position to recruit and onboard staff for the new positions and replacements for on-going attrition.

The Division also requires a second records management specialist to provide timely compliance with Public Records Act (PRA) requests. County-wide in 2023, PRA requests averaged 100 requests per records officer. DLSP’s records officer received 346 requests in 2023, 3.5 times the typical workload for County records officers. The volume of PRA requests received by DLSP continues to increase, on track for more than 500 in 2024. To keep pace with demand at a sustainable workload for staff, a second permanent position is needed. 

The Division has only one staff person to maintain and support all its cloud-hosted and subscription-based permitting-related software applications. The number of these applications has tripled in the past seven years: In 2017, DLSP had only Accela Civic Platform for permitting and Selectron voice-activated inspection scheduling. Since then, DLSP has deployed four more systems: MyBuildingPermit.com on-line permit application, Selectron text-based inspection scheduling and resulting, and BlueBeam Revu and Avolve Project Dox for digital plan review. Although hosted by different vendors, all these applications are integrated with each other, requiring more intensive and continuous maintenance than stand-alone applications. These applications are not installed on County servers or workstations and are not managed, configured, administered, or supported by KCIT. The implementation, replacement, or upgrade and ongoing support and maintenance of these applications is provided solely by Division staff. Supporting these systems now exceeds the capacity of the single functional analyst in DLSP. Without additional resource, system enhancement in support of continuous improvement or SB 5290 compliance will be inadequate. More system administration capacity is also needed to implement on-line access to public records, replace the obsolete permitting system, keep the DLSP website up-to-date, and onboard new staff. 

The 2025 cost of the three positions for HR, PRA requests, system administration, and related County overhead costs, is about $500,000. A fee increase of 3.4 percent is needed to fund them.

Public Records Online Self-Service

The Division needs to provide customer on-line self-service access to public records.

In 2023, DLSP received over 4,000 research requests related to property and permits. Because customers have no direct access to most public records kept by DLSP, they must submit requests that are queued for research and response by DLSP staff. Because all public records kept by DLSP are now preserved in an electronic format, they could be made available on-line for the first time. On-line access to these records via a public portal means records will be available 24/7 without waiting for DLSP staff to retrieve them. The self-service portal would also reduce the volume of requests routed to staff, increasing existing DLSP staff capacity for other types of public assistance and customer service. Examples of public portals in use include Public Health septic system records (https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dph/health-safety/environmental-health/on-site-sewage-systems/oss-system-records), the Roads Division map vault (https://info.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/roads/mapandrecordscenter/mapvault/), and the Snohomish County Planning and Development Services On-line Records (https://snoco.org/pdspublicrecords/index.html). The Division is requesting funding to join the Enterprise Document Management System (EDMS) used by other County departments and to provide public access to its records via an on-line portal. This system would also enable document retention management consistent with State law and County policy for timely disposal or permanent archival in the County’s content manager. 

Cost of these projects is estimated at $370,000. A fee increase of 2.5 percent is needed to fund them.

Fund Balance Restoration

The Permitting Fund is projected to finish 2024 with a fund balance deficit of approximately $4 million. The precipitous decline in permitting activity in 2020 and two consecutive years (2022 and 2023) of the lowest levels of permitting activity in a decade depleted the fund. Increasing development activity and fee revenues provides an opportunity to rebuild the fund balance. Permitting volume in the first half of 2024 is nine percent greater than the same six-month periods of 2022 and 2023. Permitting activity is projected to rebound by another three percent in 2025. If permitting activity sustains that level, a fee increase of 8.6 percent in 2025 (and subsequent biennial fee adjustments for GWI) will eliminate the Permitting Fund deficit by year-end 2027.

Fee Revenue Requirement and Fee Revenue Projection

The following table shows the calculation of the fee revenue requirement and the related fee increases.
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Fee History

Past fee increases have been co-incident with the budget process as follows:
· 2013: Four percent fee increase, for general wage inflation
· 2015: Four percent fee increase, for general wage inflation
· 2017: 14 percent fee increase, for general wage inflation, onboarding MyBuildingPermit.com, credit card acceptance, and staff separation costs (retirement)
· 2019: 6.2 percent fee increase, for general wage inflation and funding for DLS
· 2021: 2.4 percent fee increase, for general wage inflation
· 2023: 13.7 percent fee increase to restore positions cut in pandemic

Proposed Fee Impact and Local Fee Comparison

With the proposed fee increase, King County building fees for a new 3,600 square foot home would be comparable to the City of Bellevue, less than the City of Issaquah, and more than Federal Way, Seattle, and neighboring counties. 
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Proposed Fee Adjustments

2025 Projected Baseline Fee Revenue 14,857,000     

plus:

DLS Cost Increase 145,000            1.0%

August GWI Increase 230,000            1.5%

ProForma GWI and Central Rate Increases 1,556,000        10.5%

SB 5290 Screening and Customer Services 1,600,000        10.8%

Workforce Transition 1,600,000        10.8%

Staff Recruitment and Onboarding 100,000            0.7%

Records Management Specialist 200,000            1.3%

Business Systems Manager 200,000            1.3%

Enterprise Document Management System 130,000            0.9%

Public Records Access Portal 240,000            1.6%

Fund Balance Restoration Installment 1,280,000        8.6%

2025 Projected Fee Revenue with Fee Increase 22,138,000      49.0%
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New 3600sf Home Total Fees % of Mean

Pierce County 8,467 $        58%

Snohomish County 11,243 $      77%

Seattle 11,502 $      78%

King County - Current 13,050 $      89%

Federal Way 14,123 $      96%

Average Other Cities/Counties 14,672 $      100%

Bellevue 19,161 $      131%

King County - Proposed 19,314 $      132%

Issaquah 23,533 $      160%


