Problem Statement: 
There is an old parable about boiling a frog.  The parable states that if you place a frog in boiling water, the frog will immediately jump out of the boiling water.  On the other hand, if you place a frog in cold water and slowly heat the water to a boiling temperature, the frog will stay in the water and ultimately succumb to the heat.

Prince William County experienced the boiling frog syndrome as it related to the County’s land and building development processes.  For several years, the County struggled with ensuring compliance with State and County regulations, while at the same time meeting the development customers’ expectations (consistency, predictability and timeliness).  Conditions continued to worsen and the customer and political pressure to fix the problem increased to a level of urgency (boiling water).

Solution:
Approximately 2 years ago, Prince William County created the Department of Development Services.  The goal of the new department is to streamline the commercial development process and promote a partnership culture between our development customers and County staff.  The creation of the department was the first step in a long list of improvement initiatives geared towards making it easier and faster to open a business in Prince William County.  

Partnership Culture
Prince William County is committed to establishing a partnership with their development customers.  The partnership approach provides a mechanism to keep County staff and customers focused on the end goal – a completed project that meets all applicable County and State requirements.  The partnership approach improves communication between the County and their customers, which leads to a better understanding of both regulatory requirements and the early identification of obstacles to project success.  The partnership culture also fosters an environment of creative options thinking as a means of overcoming the obstacles and resolving issues within the regulatory framework.

To demonstrate the County’s commitment to forging a partnership culture, the County worked with its customers to establish a Customer Bill of Rights.  The Bill of Rights formalizes the County’s commitment to addressing the customers’ desired outcomes of the development process.  The Customer Bill of Rights focuses on the most important customer outcomes which include consistency, predictability and timeliness.  

Streamlined Processes

Project Management 
In the past, customers were responsible for navigating the myriad of silos within the development process and obtaining the various plan approvals, permits, and inspections necessary for their project.  This method of doing business resulted in miscommunications, duplication of efforts, lost project time and customer frustration.  Under the newly created Commercial Project Management business model, the County ensures that services are comprehensive and seamless from the customer’s perspective.

Project Management Concept 
When a commercial developer approaches the County with a development plan, the customer is immediately assigned a Project Manager (PM).  The PM works with the customer to identify the immediate project objectives and identifies the approvals, permits, and inspections associated with the project objective.  The PM then assembles a Multi-Disciplinary Team, which is comprised of representatives from each of the technical expertise areas involved in the project.  The team then works collaboratively with the customer and their designated representatives.  The Project Management concept is based on the goal of accomplishing the project as defined by the customer rather than simply completing a technical review or issuing an individual permit. 
Performance Results
Plan Review
The Project Management concept has been very successful in Prince William County.  By partnering with our development customers and closely working with the other development review agencies, Prince William County significantly reduced County plan review times for commercial projects.   
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The County understands the importance of saving time for their customers and takes great pride in the fact that through these efforts; the County shaved off nearly 3 months in our plan review and approval process.  

Customer Satisfaction
The County began tracking customer satisfaction levels with the development process and customer service delivery.  Below are the results for Fiscal Year 2009 (July 1, 2008 through June 30, 2009).  Although we don’t have solid statistical number to bench mark against, the satisfaction levels listed below clearly demonstrate the level of customer satisfaction generated as a result of the County’s efforts to improve the commercial development process. 
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Continuing Improvement Efforts
The County continues to invest a significant amount of time and effort in working with the development community to identify ways to continue improving the County’s development processes.  The County has a number of groups and committees established with the purpose of providing valuable input on ways to improve the process.  

Commercial Development Committee
The Commercial Development Committee meets on a quarterly basis to develop recommendations to improve the commercial development process.  The focus of this group ranges from Rezoning and Special Use Permits through the bond release process.  The committee is currently focused on several objectives for the calendar year 2010:

1. Improving the bond release process.

2. Identifying and implementing improvements within the Rezoning and Special Use application process.

3. Considering revisions to the County’s peer review process for building plans.

4. Identifying and implementing process improvements within the Fire Marshal’s Office inspection process.  
Site Plan Improvement Committee

The Site Plan Improvement Committee is an open forum that meets on a bi-monthly basis to specifically address issues pertaining to the site plan approval process.  The main goal of the committee is to reduce the time necessary to process a site plan through the review and approval process.  This group has been successful in reducing the County time required to review and approve site plans by over 35%. 

Bond Improvement Committee

The Department of Development Services recently kicked off a committee to review the County’s bond administration process.  The goal of the committee is to achieve meaningful change to the bonding process that will result in streamlining the process and improving communication between the County and our customers.  
