PLANNING AND PERMITTING
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	Expenditures
	
	Revenues
	
	FTEs
	
	TLTs

	2025 Revised Budget Biennialized
	
	$49,864,498
	
	$45,391,962
	
	117.0
	
	0.0

	2026-2027 Base Budget Adjust.
	
	($1,448,169)
	
	$0
	
	0.0
	
	0.0

	2026-2027 Decision Packages
	
	($2,903,528)
	
	$142,591
	
	(12.0) 
	
	1.0

	2026-2027 Proposed Budget
	
	$45,513,000
	
	$45,535,000
	
	105.0
	
	1.0

	% Change from prior biennium, biennialized
	
	(8.7%)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec. Pkg. as % of prior biennium, biennialized
	
	(5.8%)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Major Revenue Sources: Permitting Fees, General Fund



DESCRIPTION

The Planning and Permitting appropriation unit within the Permitting Division of the Department of Local Services is responsible for reviewing, approving, and inspecting land use and construction projects. This group is responsible for providing customer assistance and public information regarding permitting, application intake review, review of development proposals for compliance with King County Code, construction and site inspections, and critical areas monitoring. 

SUMMARY OF PROPOSED BUDGET AND CHANGES

Substantive changes in the Executive's proposed 2026-2027 budget include:

· TLT and $454,000 for support on the 2029 midpoint Comprehensive Plan update. This position would be targeted to the Climate Change Element requirements added to the Growth Management Act. This position is funded by the General Fund.

· Reduction in force of 8.0 FTEs, plus a labor contra to hold an additional 3.0 FTEs vacant through the biennium. The total cost savings is estimated at $4.3 million. This is proposed due to lower permit application volume projected during the biennium.
· The positions proposed to be eliminated include two plans examiners, four engineers, one planner, and one records management specialist.
· The positions proposed to be left vacant for the biennium include one business systems manager, one engineer, and one planner.

· $1.2 million for a new technology project to replace the County's permit tracking software and online permit application tools (CIP #1150821).  Supporting material indicates that the project would replace five separate but integrated permitting-related systems, cloud hosted by five different vendors, with a single system that provides online permitting functionality without multiple, inter-system integrations. Today, the existing permitting software in use by the County requires the public to navigate four or five separate online permitting systems to submit, pay for, and obtain permits.  Replacing these disparate systems with a single system will "reduce wasted staff time, errors, and processing delays, and improve workload management and accuracy of project status information and performance reporting…."  The requested appropriation would support the configuration and implementation of a replacement permit tracking software.  The supporting materials also note that updates to the state laws regarding permit processing timelines and performance reporting are not easily met with the existing software.

This project would be funded through a permit fee surcharge for the biennium.  Executive staff note that no vendor has yet been chosen, but that staff "believes that there are solutions available within this price range that will meet the organization’s needs." No contingency is included in the appropriation request, Executive staff state that, to control costs, "KCIT, PSB, and DLS will be closely monitoring this project and the risk of cost overruns through consistent check-ins with project managers, spending dashboards, and leadership involvement. In addition, DLS in its selection of a system must prioritize solutions that it can afford and still meet customer needs." The Division has not yet procured a vendor, and does not have a project completion date. 

There were two agency proposals not funded in the Executive's recommended budget that may be of interest to Council. This includes 6.0 FTEs and $2.7 million to support implementation of a monitoring and adaptive management program associated with the critical areas ordinance, and 1.0 TLT and $455,000 to support the update to the Clean Water Healthy Habitat Strategic Plan. Executive staff state that "[w]ithout funding, Permitting will be unable to contribute to these efforts. The lead agencies for these efforts will need to assess the impacts on their respective project schedules and deliverables."

KEY ISSUES

ISSUE 1 – PERMIT FEE INCREASE

The Executive has proposed changes to the permit fees (accompanying legislation is Proposed Ordinance 2025-0311). Included in the fee ordinance is an 11.8% increase to fees charged by the Permitting Division, a new 3.5% temporary surcharge to fund replacement of the permit tracking software, a new permit application screening fee, and new permit application fees for the Historic Preservation Program and River and Flood Management programs of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks.  

A breakdown of this increase is included in Table 1. 


Table 1.
2026-2027 Permit Fee Changes and Projected New Revenue

	Description of Increase
	Projected New Revenue
	% of the increase

	Central Rates (including additions to the Cost Allocation for Local Services Administration)
	$2,519,000 
	7.5%

	Labor Costs, Geneal Wage Increase
	$1,193,000
	3.5%

	Supplies/Services
	$249,000 
	0.7%

	KCIT Charges
	$36,000
	0.1%

	2026-2027 Projected Fee Revenue with Fee Increase
	$3,997,000 
	11.8%

	Increases from new Application Screening Fee
	$1,000,000
	n/a

	Contributions from surcharge for IT project
	$1,208,000
	3.6%

	2026-2027 Revenue with Surcharge and Application Screening Fee
	$6,169,000
	15.4%



Staff analysis of this permit fee increase is ongoing.  Councilmembers should note that any changes to the permit fee or to the requests in this appropriation unit will need to be balanced.

ISSUE 2 – NEGATIVE FUND BALANCE/FUNDING MODEL

Because of the historically low permit volumes, the Financial Plan for this appropriation unit (updated Financial Plan attached), shows an estimated beginning fund balance of ($10,510,047) for 2026. The Financial Plan does not show a positive fund balance in the 6-year planning period.

Revenues for this appropriation unit are estimated to be 94.2% funded by permit revenue. The $2.6 million in General Fund revenue is proposed to support division overhead costs of $1.5 million, code enforcement overhead of $672,000, and the one-time Climate Change Element work at $1.5 million.

The Permitting Division operates as an enterprise fund, which means that the activities for permit review are 100% funded by permit fee revenue. The Council may wish to consider whether this model is sustainable or whether more work should be done to address it. Of note, as part of the 2025 budget, the addition in 8.0 FTEs resulted in a 10% permit fee increase – but the reduction in the same number of staff does not mean there is any reduction in permit fees, because of increased costs to the Division overall.

Attachment: Updated Planning and Permitting Appropriation Unit Financial Plan




