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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2010-0530 would increase and restructure plumbing and gas piping permit fees.  

SUMMARY
Currently, permits for plumbing and gas piping are combined into one fee category.  The proposed legislation would separate the plumbing and gas permits and create two new fee structures to reflect the different costs of service.  In addition, it would allow for full cost recovery – previously, permit fees for smaller jobs did not cover the cost of service and were subsidized by larger jobs.  According to the fiscal note, the fee increase will generate about $2,490,000 in additional revenues in 2011 allowing for full cost recovery.  
BACKGROUND
Home and building owners installing, relocating or changing gas piping or plumbing systems are required to obtain permits.  Public Health has jurisdiction in Seattle and unincorporated King County.  
ANALYSIS

The fee is based on a unified hourly rate ($201) plus a $9 reserve contribution.  Single fixture inspection fees are proposed to increase 27 percent, while fees for 100 or more fixtures would decline (19 percent for plumbing, 12 percent for gas piping).  The proposed legislation would also increase the re-inspection fee by 13 percent.  The current and proposed fees are shown in the tables below.

Current and Proposed Plumbing Fees

	Number of Fixtures
	Minutes per Permit
	Current Fees
	Proposed 2011-2013 Fees

	1
	40
	$110
	$140

	2-3
	60
	$122-134
	$210

	4-6
	85
	$146-170
	$298

	7-10
	95
	$182-218
	$333

	11-99
	Varies
	$110 + $12/fixture
	$333 + $8/fixture

	100+
	Varies
	$1,298
	$1,053


Current and Proposed Gas Piping Fees

	Number of Fixtures
	Minutes per Permit
	Current Fees
	Proposed 2011-2013 Fees

	1-4
	40
	$110-146
	$140

	5-6
	50
	$158-170
	$175

	7-9
	60
	$182-206
	$210

	10
	70
	$218
	$245

	11-99
	Varies
	$110 + $12/outlet
	$245 + $10/outlet

	100+
	Varies
	$1,298
	$1,145


During earlier panel meetings, Councilmembers requested information on what is being done to control costs.  Public Health responded that the program has taken steps in an effort to reduce costs and increase efficiencies, including:
· Reducing staff by nearly 50 percent. The Plumbing and Gas Piping Program has reduced staff from a high of 19 field inspectors two years ago to 10 inspectors now, and they have assigned senior inspectors (previously office-based) to approximately 75 percent time in the field to use all staff more efficiently.  In addition, administrative support staff have been reduced and consolidated with support staff from other programs.

· Consolidating offices.   Two years ago the program maintained an office in Renton and one co-located with Seattle’s Department of Planning & Development.  The program is now consolidated at the Chinook Building, reducing overhead. 

· Implementing an online permit system.  In the three months since the online system has been available, 140 contractors have registered to use the portal, 500 permits have been issued, and 30 percent of all plumbing permits are currently being issued online.  This is an attempt to improve customer access to permitting and reduce staff time necessary for data entry, allowing for staff reductions as described in the first bullet. 

· Implementing use of field devices (tablet computers) to conduct inspections more efficiently and reduce data entry steps.  
Councilmembers also asked about the reasonableness of the base hourly rate of $201 (or $210 including a $9 contribution to reserves).  Beginning in 2005, the Board of Health adopted a unified hourly rate with a standard 5 percent annual escalator for Environmental Health fee-based programs.  The hourly rate is based on fully loaded program costs divided by the expected number of hours worked.  

The fully loaded rate includes all salary and benefit costs associated with professional staff, administrative staff, and supervisors; supplies; facility and equipment costs; and county, Public Health and Environmental Health Division overhead.

Reconciliation Follow Up:
Last week, the committee asked staff how the proposed fees compare to other jurisdictions.  Public Health indicated that King County is the only jurisdiction in Washington in which the public health department regulates plumbing and gas piping.  Other counties and most cities in King County regulate plumbing through the building department and their plumbing inspection costs are incorporated into the building permit or are nominal based on the assumption that no special trip is made for the gas or plumbing inspection.  

As such, Public Health indicates that there are “no comparable jurisdictions with which to compare fees.”  However, Public Health provided the examples below:

· Mercer Island:  Minimum fee of $143 plus $11 to $26.60 per fixture depending on type of fixture

· Sammamish:  Base of $62.50 to $83 for the first fixture with between $10.40 and $20.80 per additional fixture depending on the type of fixture and whether the building is residential or commercial.

· Bellevue:  $35 for the first fixture and $11.10 for each additional fixture for residential; commercial fees are based on the number of stories

· Woodinville:  $24.15 base charge plus between $6.04 and $16.80 per fixture depending on the type of fixture

Note that Public Health regulates gas piping and plumbing for several cities:  Seattle, Beaux Arts, Clyde Hill, Medina and Yarrow Point.
Again, as described above, the permit fees for these other jurisdictions may be low because building inspectors are already conducting inspections for building permits, so the additional work to inspect the gas and plumbing systems is minimal.
REASONABLENESS
At this time, staff analysis is complete unless Councilmembers have any further questions.  As such, it would be reasonable for the committee to take action.

OPTIONS

Option 1:  Approve as proposed.

Option 2:  Direct staff to develop an alternate proposal.
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