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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2011-0221 would accept a proviso response on gas piping and plumbing inspection services and fees. 
SUMMARY

The 2011 budget included a proviso requiring a report that: 

· Identifies ways to reduce gas piping and plumbing inspection fees; 

· Discusses the feasibility of consolidating the gas piping and plumbing inspection function into the Department of Development and Environmental Services (DDES); and 

· Discusses the feasibility of partnering with other jurisdictions to achieve efficiencies in conducting these inspections.
The response meets these requirements.
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 and contracts with the cities of Beaux Arts, Medina and Clyde Hill to provide this permitting service. 
The total budget for the program in 2011 is $2.7 million. The program currently has 13.5 FTE (10 inspectors, one supervisor, and 2.5 support staff), a reduction from the 20 staff it had during peak construction in 2006 and 2007. The program’s entire inspection staff is based in Seattle, but permits can be obtained in Seattle and the Black River site, as well as online on the department’s website. Between 2005 and 2010, 9,000 to 18,000 permits were issued and 15,000 to 28,000 inspections performed annually. Seventy-three percent of the work performed is within the City of Seattle, 25 percent in unincorporated King County, and two percent in the contract cities. 
During the 2011 budget process, the Council approved an increase and restructuring of the plumbing and gas piping permit fees (Ordinance 16964). Prior to passage of this ordinance, the permits and fees for plumbing and gas piping were combined into a single fee category. Ordinance 16964 separated the permits and created two new fee structures for permits based on the number of fixtures to better reflect the different costs of service. The ordinance also allowed for full-cost recovery. Previously, permit fees for smaller jobs did not cover the cost of service and were subsidized by larger jobs. 
At the time the Council was considering the ordinance, concerns were raised about the fees and whether efficiencies could be achieved to help reduce fees. A proviso was included in the Public Health budget:

“Of this appropriation, $200,000 must not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits and the council adopts a motion that references the proviso's ordinance, section and number and states that the executive has responded to the proviso.  

This proviso requires the executive to transmit a report that: 

(1) identifies ways to reduce gas piping and plumbing inspection fees; 

(2) discusses the feasibility of consolidating the gas piping and plumbing inspections function into the department of development and environmental services; and (3) discusses the feasibility of partnering with other jurisdictions to achieve efficiencies in conducting gas piping and plumbing inspections.”
ANALYSIS
As noted above, the proviso requested that Public Health:

1. Identify ways to reduce gas piping and plumbing inspection fees; 

2. Discuss the feasibility of consolidating the gas piping and plumbing inspection function into the Department of Development and Environmental Services (DDES); and 

3. Discuss the feasibility of partnering with other jurisdictions to achieve efficiencies in conducting these inspections.
1. Ways to Reduce Gas Piping and Plumbing Inspection Fees

The proviso response identifies a number of efficiencies that have been implemented since 2004. Below are a few examples of these efficiencies: 

· Automated phone line for customers to request inspections and verify the status of inspections. This has allowed for a reduction in administrative staff.
· Online permit application and purchasing, which has significantly reduced the level of activity at the permit counters and the resulting paperwork. About half (46 percent) of all permits are being issued online. One clerical position has been reduced as a result.

· All of the plumbing staff were consolidated into one location in 2009, reducing the program’s space utilization. The centrally located office has also reduced travel time to areas outside of the City of Seattle. 

· Inspectors are now beginning to use notebook computers in the field. Inspectors can complete more of their inspection data entry and reports in the fields. 
The efficiencies and cost-savings steps described above have been incorporated into the new fees that were included in the 2011 Adopted Budget. Note that staff asked how these efficiencies have impacted the program’s fees, but Public Health was not able to quantify the savings from the efficiencies implemented.
In response to the proviso, Public Health also considered additional potential efficiencies that could be implemented, such as:
· Reduce Travel Time: One way to reduce travel time is to batch requests for inspections in more remote areas until there are multiple jobs to inspect.
 However, because only 25 percent of permits are issued in unincorporated King County and only a small portion of those are in outlying areas, the potential cost savings would probably not be significant. Currently 95 percent of inspection requests are handled within 24 hours of receipt of the request, irrespective of location.  Public Health indicates that customer service and satisfaction would be reduced if the approach of batching and holding requests is followed. 
· Service Reductions: Another potential way of reducing costs is to reduce the number of inspections performed per permit, but Public Health does not recommend this approach. Currently, every permit is subject to two to three inspections: 

· Ground work – Plumbing or gas piping that is installed below grade and must be inspected prior to cover of backfill material and construction. 

· Rough in – Plumbing or gas piping that is installed within construction must be inspected prior to finishing construction of walls, floors and ceilings 

· Final inspection – Installation of plumbing fixtures and plumbing or gas piping appliances and equipment. The final inspection is the only inspection not specifically required by the plumbing code. While it could legally be eliminated, this approach would increase risk of an incorrect installation. Data from 2008 to 2010 indicates that 25 percent of single-family residential, 20 percent of multi-family residential and 19 percent of commercial installations require corrections at the final inspection. 

While some costs may be reduced through these approaches, they would have a negative effect on customer satisfaction as well as the risk of incorrect installation.

2. Feasibility of Consolidating Gas Piping and Plumbing Inspections Into DDES
One area of interest expressed last fall was in whether DDES inspectors could conduct gas piping and plumbing inspector duties, as they are already conducting inspections for building permits. As noted previously, 73 percent of permits issued by the Public Health plumbing and gas piping program are in Seattle. In contrast, DDES primarily serves unincorporated King County and the DDES Director strongly indicated to Council staff that serving Seattle would be the opposite of the direction DDES is focusing on. In fact, the majority of DDES permits are in unincorporated areas. Therefore, no efficiencies would be achieved for the 73 percent of permits issued by Public Health in Seattle, as DDES inspectors are not already making trips in Seattle.
Nevertheless, the DDES Director has indicated that consolidation of plumbing and gas piping services into DDES, which currently does not provide this service, is feasible and could result in a single permit system for plumbing and building permits. This could enhance customer service and reduce administrative costs. However, again, this would be counter to the direction that DDES has been working towards. Note that it would also require training building inspectors
 to conduct plumbing inspections or relocating Public Health plumbing inspectors to DDES, which would raise labor issues that would likely need to be collectively bargained.
3. Partnering with Other Cities

As noted earlier, the majority (73 percent) of Public Health’s gas piping and plumbing permits are in Seattle. The City of Seattle Department of Planning and Development indicates that it is satisfied with the current service delivery model. 
Three additional cities (comprising two percent of the permits) contract with Public Health for gas piping and plumbing permitting and inspection services: Beaux Arts, Medina and Clyde Hill. DDES has indicated that it would potentially be willing to serve these contract cities, but that decision would have to be negotiated with those cities. Again, staffing issues would remain in terms of ensuring that DDES has the expertise needed on staff to perform this work. However, DDES does not currently conduct building inspections in these cities, so efficiencies would not be achieved as long as those cities continued to provide their own building permits.
REASONABLENESS

Staff analysis of Proposed Motion 2011-0221 is complete at this time. As such, it would be reasonable for the committee to take action on the proposed motion.
ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2011-0221 (with attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter 
� This approach would be similar to what we currently do with Vashon Island, where inspections are conducted only on Wednesdays.  


�While all of the Public Health inspectors are certified, certification is not required at this time. However, this has been an active point of consideration in the industry and the State Legislature in recent years.
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