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Questions for Written Response from Rural Ombuds:
Rural Ombuds Discussion on Local Services
1.  What does the Ombuds office hear from residents about the County as a local service provider? 

· Some confusion about the County’s role in unincorporated areas from residents and sometimes county staff – where to turn to for which services.

· New Dep’t of Local Services should help.

· Permitting and code enforcement.

· To some extent to be expected because this is where local government touches an individual’s largest investment and sometimes their shelter, livelihood, ability to access their financial resources and is often an emotional touch stone. Of course, some regulation is needed. 

· It is also the place where County residents contact local government and therefore forms the impression that residents have of the County. 

· In 2015 56% of Ombuds complaints I worked on were about Permitting and Code Enforcement.  In 2018 we have seen an increase of 7 % and currently sits at 63%. 

· Approximately 64% of the Ombuds cases regarding DPER are about code enforcement and follow-up permitting.

· Many rural properties have existing unpermitted structures (homes, barns, sheds, garages, greenhouses, animal shelters, etc.) The cultural norms within the County and processes to bring these already built structures through the permit process are not working. 

· Often complaints come to our office about this already built construction process from seniors, working class homeowners, farmers, and small businesses. 

· The Already Built Construction mandatory meeting sets the tone for the permit process and is currently particularly problematic. 

· One small business through the process



· Road Services.

· Deterioration: investments being lost due to lack of maintenance.

· Spending only on higher-traffic roads—high taxes not going to needed services.

· Hard feelings about changes to local icons in rights of way without public input.

2. Where and how could the County improve levels of service? 

· Actual and perceived levels of service can differ. I think satisfaction with local government largely depends how people feel they are being treated and how they feel about the services they are receiving. The county should focus on:

· How and where the county interacts with its residents, since people see county government as one entity, not separate departments and divisions.

· Since rural communities are tight-knit and word travels fast, we should really strive to give our residents positive experiences with county programs, because adversarial encounters with one customer spread quickly, linger for a long time and degrade our reputation.

· Specifically regarding DPER, in 2015 we recommended that agency:

· Adopt a culture of education and assistance to County customers using procedural justice approaches used by police departments nationwide.

· Develop ways to mitigate negative impacts on customer relations resulting from past code enforcement practices.

· Focus on customer service: Set standards, set specific measureable goals for individual officers, train the officers on them leveraging the good work of some, evaluate performance based on those standards and goals, and hold individual officers accountable.

· In 2018 regarding DPER and its “already built construction” (ABC) permitting process, we:

· Worked with the deputy director and customer service manager to streamline a form customers are required to submit after a code violation and before they can discuss their permitting requirements with DPER.

· We informally recommended that DPER have a permit technician rather than a code enforcement officer lead the mandatory interdisciplinary meeting with homeowners and small businesses in the ABC process. This suggestion has not been implemented and we will be advancing this as a recommendation in our annual report. 


3. What should the priorities be?

· The most important thing is to improve the County’s relationship with county residents, using procedural justice concepts for code enforcement in general and changing the cultural framework and approach to the ABC process.

· Review whether the county should give higher priority to protecting major infrastructure such as roads and bridges and consider not only the traffic volumes but also the protection of the capital investment in the road network as a whole. 

· Focus on coordinating all necessary county services for residents with mental health challenges, such as hoarding, who get caught up in the code enforcement process and can’t respond without significant help.

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Review whether funding for the neighborhood drainage program should be increased, as there is evidence that this is a very helpful program 

