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Introduction:

This recommendations report narrative is the result of a three-phase process conducted
in collaboration with the City of Bloomington, its employees, and its development community.
The first chapter summarizes stakeholder sessions led by American Structurepoint with design
professionals; local business owners; developers; and builders/contractors, which provided
valuable insight into the challenges and frustrations experienced within the current
development process. The second chapter reviews real-world projects evaluated by
Bloomington staff, allowing us to identify recurring issues within the permitting and review
process. The final chapter presents our recommendations for improving these processes and
outlines key standards aimed at strengthening communication, reducing inefficiencies, and
closing the gap between the city and the community. For ease of reference, a summary of our
recommendations is included at the end of this document, outlining key improvements
American Structurepoint believes the City of Bloomington should adopt to create a more
cohesive development process.

Chapter 1: Stakeholder Session Summaries

On Wednesday, January 14" at the City Library, representatives of American
Structurepoint held external stakeholder sessions. The participants were separated into four
separate stakeholder groups with these being as follows: 1) Design Professionals (Engineers,
Architects, Surveyors, Planners, and Realtor/Brokers); 2) Local Business Owners and Small-
Project Applicants; 3) Developers; and 4) Builders and Contractors. Our goal was to get a better
understanding of the different issues that each group has faced while working with the City of
Bloomington and its permitting processes and development reviews. As the stakeholder
sessions were ongoing, many different suggestions and complaints were brought to our
attention. It is important to note that we within the Planning and Economic Development Group
at American Structurepoint hold sessions similar to these on a frequent basis with other client
local governments. Frequently, we find that each stakeholder group has a slightly different
message. However, our experience during our stakeholder sessions with the City of Bloomington
were that each of the four sessions had very similar messages conveyed to us about the
problems and issues that needed to be addressed. Shown below is a summary of the key issues
that were brought up during the sessions.

One main issue that we heard during our stakeholder sessions was that the review times
on applications are excessive. We were given examples of permits taking months and even
sometimes years to get through the review process. One extreme example included a Planned
Unit Development (PUD) requiring thirty-two (32) amendments and taking over twenty (20)
months. The stakeholders firmly felt that even simple permits were taking too much time and
that delays in one department stalls reviews in others. With a combination of non-concurrent
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reviews, scheduling meetings, reviews, and re-reviews the delays for projects were far in excess
with the City of Bloomington than in other similar communities.

The stakeholders noted that they felt that there were departmental silos and poor
communication between departments. The stakeholders are aware that applications are now
distributed electronically but believe that no one on the review team ensures that comments are
consolidated or coherent to the permit at hand. Applicants often feel that they must act as
intermediaries between departments that do not communicate effectively with each other. The
stakeholders told us that they often have comments from different departments that require
opposing actions, and that the contradictions occur most often between Planning and CBU for
issues such as stormwater, sewer, and tree preservation.

Inconsistent process review and rigid code applications came up more than a few times
during the sessions. Stakeholders feel that each reviewer runs on their own process, often
issuing conflicting interpretations of the same code sections. Many of the stakeholders
mentioned that different reviewers interpret the UDO differently, which often produces results
that are inconsistent, unpredictable, and sometimes reflect personal preferences.

The stakeholders described a culture of mistrust between themselves and the city. Many
different stakeholders mentioned that they desire a culture of partnership, not enforcement. In
the stakeholders view they see the staff as “gatekeepers”, not collaborators. The stakeholders
feel that the reviewers show no sense of urgency or no sensitivity to project timelines or financial
impacts. When projects get pushed back repeatedly there are bonding and financial burdens
that the developers must bear. These stakeholders stated that they feel that those reviewing the
development applications do not have a sense of the financial responsibilities that they bear.
Developers noted that they are required to bond all projects phases simultaneously which is a
huge up-front cost barrier for local firms. Businesses also reported thousands to hundreds of
thousands in additional costs from changes required during review. These financial burdens
lead to lost development opportunities for the city. Developers note that they are to the point
that they have abandoned multi-acre sites due to complexity and the unpredictability of whether
a project can be permitted or not.

Another issue that the stakeholders brought to our attention is what they view as the
unnecessary multi-layered reviews and how the sequence of those reviews are often unclear.
They expressed concern about the consistency of reviews, and that the comments and
requirements change from review to review. Not only are there inconsistent comments, but
applicants frequently do not know the order of required approvals. This is a big cause of
frustration for the stakeholders because these inconsistencies extend project timelines and
back-end costs for developers.

During our meetings we learned that some of the stakeholders are concerned that there
has been some erosion in institutional knowledge throughout the departments. They mentioned
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that long-time capable staff have left or been removed, creating a loss of continuity. This loss of
continuity unfortunately leads to different interpretations of the code leading to unpredictability
for the development community. They believe that some staff lack technical understanding of
design and construction plans. Finally, the stakeholders mentioned that when they have issues
such as these, and want to bring them up, they have a hard time getting in-person meetings.

Chapter 2: A Review of the City’s Review Process

The City of Bloomington allowed American Structurepoint to access their online portal for
permit review and provided us real life projects to review ourselves based on timelines,
commenting procedures, and code enforcement. This allowed American Structurepoint to take
a deep dive into how the current process is working and where improvements can be made. The
following section will identify and review the most common issues we have identified throughout
our exploration.

One of the most common issues that we found during our review is the lack of code
citation used in permit reviews. When a reviewer is commenting on submitted plans, it is pivotal
that the UDO or other applicable codes are cited on every comment. Not only does the code
take precedence on applications but also makes the responses the applicant must make easier
and faster. The applicant will know why the comment is being issued and exactly where to look
to address the problem. Citing the code for all issued comments will assist in rectifying the
existing problem of the process having an excessive number of reviews and inform the applicant
what is missing on their submittal in the most straight-forward way.

Another glaring problem that we identified during our review is that city reviewers often
phrase comments as questions. Questions as comments will frequently lead to unnecessary
communication between the two parties and ultimately extend the review process.
Subsequently, the applicant may not understand what is required and what isn’t, causing
confusion. If the reviewer could use informative statements as opposed to questions, the
applicant will better understand what is required of them for approval. Questions lead to more
questions, which leads to extended review times. Some reviewers may believe that they are
being nice by asking a question, however reviewers are left wondering what they need to do next
or in some situations it makes them feel that something is being extracted from them.

Similarly, opinion-based comments should never be issued in the review process for
permit approval. While doing our review of the applications we found examples of reviewers
commenting on their own personal opinion about items that are not within the permitting
standards provided to us. If items the reviewer identifies are not required in the UDO or other
applicable codes, it does not need to be commented on. Approval should be based on code, not
opinion. While we believe that many of the review comments were made with good intentions,
the reality is that opinions lead to confusion for applicants as to what is actually permitted. With
timelines for the reviews already taking an excessive amount of time, this additional confusion
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creates delay due to back and back comments for the applicant to determine what is actually
being required of an applicant.

Our research and review of the permits indicated that there is a lot of disconnection
between the various departments. This is a problem that can be very detrimental to the city and
how it operates during the review process. For review processes to run smoothly, all
departments within it must be on the same page. Without continuity, applicants cannot be
confident in the consistency and reliability to get their applications approved. During our review
we identified several different types of disconnection that we will discuss further in depth such
as UDO conflicts, contradicting comments, and a lack of concurrent reviews.

Contradicting comments is something that reviewers should be cognizant of when
reviewing an application. If there is no communication between the different departments, then
there is more than likely to be comments that contradict one another. This normally happens
when there is a conflict in the code that creates a problem where more than one department
must make a comment on conflicts, but the comments they make contradict one another. This
is frustrating for applicants as they are being forced to decide on which comment to prioritize.

Concurrent application reviews are a crucial part of any effective application review
process. Different reviewers and the different departments need to be able to see what the other
departments are doing, and the comments they are making to applicants. This creates a unified
review document that the applicant can review all at once. Having concurrent reviews would
also minimize the possibility of conflicting and re-occurring comments.

Chapter 3: Creating Recommendations Based Upon the Results of Our Review

This chapter will be focused on a culmination of the previous chapters with the creation
of recommendations that American Structurepoint has for the City of Bloomington. We will go
over each step that we feel the city should make to produce a more efficient, streamlined, and
effective review process. Some of the items can be implemented immediately, some will need
some effort from all of the departments that are involved.

Recommendations: Utilizing EPL to its Full Capacity

Our first recommendation to the city is to utilize its existing electronic plan review
system, Tyler Technologies' Enterprise Permitting & Licensing (EPL) to its full capacity. EPLis a
great resource that needs to be used as such. There is much to the current EPL that can be
improved to streamline and strengthen the abilities of the city and its review process. The city
must ensure that the history of the commenting process is stored within EPL. This allows
reviewers and applicants to have a centralized location for review and submission. The quicker
the city can consolidate documents and reviews to EPL the more efficient reviews will become.
While we believe that this was the City’s intent when EPL program was first implemented, we
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found numerous instances in our review where substantial documentation was lacking from the
online database. This is a critically important step that needs to be made so that all documents
can be stored within EPL. There will be situations that will occur in the future where a staff
person leaves for another job, and the new person does not have access the previous
employee’s email system (where a lot of the documents had to be retrieved during our review
process). This puts the City at a significant disadvantage in any negotiations that may need to
occur on specific projects with specific applicants.

One of the key recommendations in this process is the use of concurrent reviews
between multiple departments and when necessary multiple reviewers within the same
department. EPL has the capability for concurrent reviews and must be set up for this to be
utilized in this fashion. While Tyler Technologies, the vendor of the City’s EPL system, does have
the capacity to assist the City in configuring workflows at a cost, the City’s current contract with
the provider does not include continuing configuration beyond the initial deployment
phase. Instead, this responsibility falls on city staff. ITS is capable of implementing workflows
given well-defined process maps from collaborating departments, which include the Planning
Department, CBU, Engineering Department, and any other department of the city that desires to
use the system.

Concurrent review is beneficial to both the staff and the applicants. It is key for staff to be
able to see their colleagues’ comments to identify repetitive comments and conflicts within the
applications. It is beneficial to the applicants because it creates a quicker and more accurate
review process that won’t be bogged down by the need for unnecessary reviews. Once the city
can create concurrent reviews, the more streamlined workflows will become evident. Another
advantage of the concurrent workflow is that individual reviewers will not accidentally hold up a
review. With a concurrent process it can be more easily identified who has not yet commented
and who still needs to comment.

Having a streamlined workflow is crucial for keeping reviews on task and increasing
efficiencies on a regular basis. It will also hold everyone accountable to meet the recommended
review timelines that are listed out further within this report. While holding others accountable
for deadlines and other assignments can create internal friction and conflict, it is necessary not
as a means of punishment for employees but rather as a way to identify deficiencies and work
toward making changes for the overall process.

A few things that the city can do to create a more streamlined workflow include the
integration of a centralized dashboard and defining timelines for staff to complete tasks. A
centralized dashboard that lists all ongoing permits, what phase they are in, and how urgent they
are, would be greatly beneficial to the review staff with organization and navigation of EPL.
Similarly, if the department heads can assign timelines for each phase of the review process,
staff will benefit by having a complete understanding of what their task is and how they need to
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prioritize their time. We highly recommend that all department heads and division leaders have
access to this dashboard, become highly trained on the improved use of EPL, and use itas a
resource on an almost daily basis to make sure that applications are on track.

The City’s Information Technology Services (ITS) department has a key role to play in
setting up and maintaining EPL system. However, it is not their responsibility alone. The
flowcharts that we have developed in conjunction with the specific departments are critically
important to the process and must be maintained and updated by the individual departments
and conveyed to the ITS department on a regular basis. While the ITS Department has the ability
and knowledge to physically make changes within the online permitting software, it is up to the
individual departments to actually make these changes to the flowcharts so that the physical IT
changes in the software can be made. One specific area that we recommend the departments
work with ITS is on ensuring that when items are exported from sessions such as Bluebeam that
the comments are in a fashion that is easy for the applicant to review and ensure that they make
all the necessary changes. Moving forward, if the IT Department receives a request to modify EPL
system in a manner that they believe is not consistent with this document, they should report
that to the ITS Director so that he can communicate with the other department’s management to
determine arecommended course of action.

All these recommendations support the development of a comprehensive EPL dashboard
that is intuitive and easy for both reviewers and applicants to navigate. While there may be an
initial learning curve for some staff members, EPL is too valuable a resource to leave
underutilized. When fully implemented, it has the potential to improve transparency, streamline
communication, and create a more efficient permitting process for everyone involved. We fully
understand in making this recommendation that there are a variety of different levels of
technological experience and abilities that exist within the reviewers. For this reason, we
recommend the city invest in its employees by ensuring that adequate training is provided for
those users who are not as technologically savvy. While we understand that in the short-term it
may be beneficial for more knowledgeable users to log the comments of less technically savvy
employees, this unfortunately does nothing to solve the overarching problem that exists of
ensuring that everyone can use the technology to its fullest abilities. It is also important for other
reviewers to know who specifically made a comment so that if follow-up is needed the reviewer
knows who to discuss a specific issue with.

Recommendations: Benchmarking Staff Capacity and Timeline Review

We reviewed the City of Bloomington’s staffing and compared it to other cities for which data
was available to obtain an understanding of how Bloomington’s staffing comparing to other
jurisdictions. Shown below is the chart.
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Planning Department Review Staffing Benchmark

City Staff Comparison

Population Planning FTE Development Review FTE Total Planning FTE

Bloomington ~81,000 8-10 6-8 18-22
Carmel 104,000 18-22 10-12 32-36
Fishers 104,000 16-20 10-12 30-34
Noblesville 76,000 12-15 7-9 22-25
West Lafayette | 46,000 8-10 5-6 14-16
Lawrence, KS 97,000 18-20 9-11 30-32
Ames, |IA 67,000 12-14 7-8 20-22
college 128,000 | 22-25 12-15 38-42
Station, TX

High-performing planning departments generally average:
e 250-350 development applications per planner annually
e 40-70 major site plans per planner annually
e 8-15rezonings annually
¢ 30-60 subdivision actions annually

Bloomington appears appropriately staffed for current workloads, although the department
relies on several planners covering multiple review types simultaneously. Cross-training
increases resilience but also creates review bottlenecks during periods of heavy application
volume.

Utilities (CBU) Development Review Staffing Benchmark
Unlike planning departments, utilities engineering groups typically include:
¢ Development Review Engineers
o CivilEngineers
e Utility Inspectors
e Utility Technicians
e GISsupport

e Administrative permit coordinators
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This supports a coordinated first-cycle review within 10 business days through concurrent
review rather than sequential routing.

Staffing Model
An effective staffing model would be approximately:
Planning

¢ Planning Director

e Assistant Director (Enforcement and Operations Manager)

e Development Review Manager

e Long-Range Planning Manager

e 4 Development Review Planners

e 3 Current Planning/Zoning Planners

o Historic Preservation Planner

e Transportation Planner

¢ Housing Planner

e Administrative Coordinator
Recommended total: 20-22 FTE
Bloomington Utilities (Development Review)

e Utility Engineering Manager

¢ 3 Development Review Engineers

o Stormwater Engineer

¢ Water Engineer

o \Wastewater Engineer

e Utility Permit Coordinator

e 2 Utility Inspectors

e GIS/Asset Management Specialist

e Administrative Support
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Recommended total: 11-13 FTE

Relative to its peers, Bloomington appears to have adequate but lean planning staffing and a
functional utility review program. The greatest opportunity is not necessarily adding large
numbers of staff, but improving process integration:

e Establish a guaranteed 10-business-day first review across Planning, Engineering,
Transportation, Fire, and CBU.

e Expand concurrent review so all agencies review applications simultaneously.

e Create discipline-specific review checklists to reduce unnecessary comments and
repeat review cycles.

e Trackkey performance indicators such as first-review time, resubmittal turnaround, total
approval duration, and number of review cycles.

e Assign dedicated case managers for major development projects to improve
coordination across departments.

These process improvements can often produce greater gains in review speed and predictability
than staffing increases alone. For more information on the suggested changes to the Planning
Department’s Organizational Chart, please see the appendix.

Recommendations: Suggested Performance Metrics and Flowcharts

Within an appendix to this document, we have created flowcharts for each plan type and
permit type. This appendix is designed to be ever changing and not a static document. There will
be tweaks made to these flowcharts as staffing and review needs change. For this reason, this
appendix is not attached as part of this main document, however, it is available for public review
upon request. This policy provides the City the ability to give applicants the most up to date
information.

This appendix will show applicants how the review process works and will allow for the
City’s ITS Department to create a concurrent workflow that will can be more effectively used by
the departments throughout the city. The flowcharting process that has been instituted through
this project is not designed to be static. A continual review of this process is needed to ensure
that there are enough persons reviewing each item, but also not too many people reviewing each
item. In our review we found instances where only one person reviewed a specific issues and
other circumstances where numerous individuals were reviewing. When there is only one
reviewer the process will be slowed down when that person is not in the office. Also, when there
are too many reviewers, the process can also be slowed down from a lack of consensus on ikey
items.
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Prior to this report, the City’s ITS had created a similar process of flowcharts. Currently
the system is designed so that the person in charge of application intake has broad ability to
assign out tasks. While we do not recommend prohibiting the application intake person from
being granted the ability to forward the review, there are key routes that should be built into the
system for each application type to ensure that key persons always receive the information. It
was common in our stakeholder sessions to hear one department state that another department
was unaware that they should be notified for a specific issue. The best way to ensure that
notification occurs is to program it into the EPL system.

Shown below is a table that we have created, through the use of our experience and
research with communities similar to Bloomington, that displays permitting timelines. All
timelines listed below are in business days and are the maximum number of days to be
permitted. At first, the timeline program should be viewed as a goal, but as staff become more

comfortable with the new system, the timeline could become standard practice. To be clear, we
do not recommend creating a requirement where if these timelines are not met then a project is
automatically approved. This can in certain instances cause significant harm to neighboring
properties. Instead, the city should create a system of accountability. With this accountability a
continual review should occur between departments to consistently find ways to increase
efficiency.

Application Review Timelines
(Numbers below show the suggested number of maximum business days)

Application Types Completeness Initial Review Resubmittal Review
Review
Plan Types

Lot Line Adjustment Twelve (12) Five (5)
Pedestrian Access Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Easement
Site Plan Twenty (20) Seven (7)

Three (3)
Subdivision Fifteen (15) Six (6)
Zoning Ordinance .
Amendment Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Zoning Relief Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Zoning Verification N/A Two (2) N/A
Letter
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Application Review Timelines
(Numbers below show the suggested number of maximum business days)

Application Types Completeness Initial Review Resubmittal Review
Review
Permit Types
Bond Permit Twelve (12) Six (6)
Certlflgate of Zoning Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Compliance
Encroachment Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Floodplain Fifteen (15) Seven (7)
Development
Right-of-Way Three (3) Twelve (12) Five (5)
Permanent Signs Twelve (12) Six (6)
Temporary Signs Ten (10) Five (5)
Site Development Twenty (20) Seven (7)
Special Event Five (5) Two (2)
Temporary Use Ten (10) Five (5)

Recommendations: Performance Standards for Commenting on Applications

The way in which a reviewer comments on applications can have a negative or positive
impact on how applicants respond to the city’s review process. It is important for the reviewer to
understand this and follow standards that we have laid out in our Performance Standards for
Commenting on Applications Document. It is imperative that the reviewers understand the
standards laid out so that they can minimize confusion and frustration between the city and its
development project applicants. The specific Performance Standards for Commenting on
Applications that have been created can be seen within an appendix in this document.
These Performance Standards do not limit the city staff to provide recommendations that are
requirement in a code. However, should a city reviewer determine to develop a recommendation
it should be explicitly in their comments that this is not required by a City Code, State/Federal
Law, or other City Specifications.

In conjunction with the specific Performance Standards for Commenting on Applications,
the city should develop a review checklist for each development application type that can be
accessed by both the applicant and the reviewer. This will streamline the permitting process by
giving access to what exactly the city is reviewing for each application type. Also, a standard
form to work from is extremely beneficial to younger staff as they learn how the review process
should be handled. Ultimately, systemizing the process will lead to more successful
applications being submitted, which should always be the end goal for the city.
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Recommendations: Removing Conflicts from City Codes

Many individuals within our stakeholder groups made comments during our sessions
pertaining to the conflicts that exist between the existing codes. From our review, we have also
identified conflicts between the UDO and other City Codes. We believe that this is a significant
problem that needs to be addressed as soon as possible. Because different city codes are large,
interconnected documents, it will take time for all of the conflicts to be discovered.
Unfortunately, conflicts often only reveal themselves when a specific development application
is submitted and a specific review process is started. The city needs to create a system of
identifying said conflicts and working towards a resolution of each conflict. The short-term
solution is to make a determination between multiple departments on how said conflict will be
dealt with. The long-term solution is to then modify the City’s Codes to reflect the decision made
on the short-term solution.

As afirst step, we recommend implementing a policy when a reviewer identifies a conflict
itis their responsibility to inform their supervisor of the conflict. If there is a conflict that affects
multiple departments, communication between those departments is key to getting the conflict
addressed. A major source of applicant frustration occurs when they are forced to mediate
between city departments to decide how the conflict should be addressed.

We are aware that the City’s Planning Department has a policy of making changes to their
UDO on an infrequent basis. We strongly recommend that the city prioritize making changes to
the known conflicts that currently exist as soon as possible. Additionally, the city should create
a running list of code conflicts that are identified by the reviewers so that changes can be made
on a specific running basis. We do understand that making such changes on a meeting-by-
meeting basis could become problematic. However, we advise making these code changes on a
quarterly basis. During our stakeholder sessions, there were many applicants who expressed
dissatisfaction with specific requirements within the UDO and other city codes such as the
Stormwater Ordinance. Conflicts are extremely frustrating to applicants because they rightly
believe that a standard is one item and then find out later that is not the standard that is being
applied to their circumstances. While it may be possible that there are some standards that are
too high with specific ordinances, we recommend that the city prioritize clearing the conflicts
that exist from its multiple codes. While an applicant may not like a heightened standard, they
are at least provided notice of said standard prior to deciding whether to pursue a project.
Conflicts in the code and/or inconsistent interpretation are where the city should prioritize its
efforts in making changes.
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Recommendations: Creating Culture Changes

In the past there has been a disconnect between the city and the applicants who apply for
approvals. We recommend to the city that there be a culture shift internally to create a more
positive work environment, develop internal goals, and facilitate a better relationship with the
applicants. We believe that the culture shift will be helped by the highly recommended change
that we are proposing to the Planning Department’s Organizational Chart. As discussed in more
detail in the later section, there needs to be a clear delineation between the City’s Development
Services Division and its Enforcement Division.

According to our stakeholder sessions, developers and other applicants feel that the
reviewers are often trying to make it difficult to get things built in Bloomington. The goal of the
reviewer should be the complete opposite. There needs to be a change in mindset when it
comes to issuing permits. The goal is to approve permits, so the mindset needs to shift to how
the reviewer can get to “yes”. Even if the chances of approval are low, all options that are
available to an applicant should be laid out to them. If the staff can keep this mindset while
making their reviews, the relationship between the city and the applicants will start to become
more of a collaboration.

Taking a more collaborative approach can go a long way toward rebuilding the trust
between the community and the city. The City’s Human Resources Department should be
empowered to ensure staff engage with the community and stakeholders in a cooperative
manner that reflects the city’s values. Reviewers should feel confident explaining their
interpretation of the code in a helpful way, providing clear guidance and support to help
applicants successfully navigate the process and move toward approval.

We also want to make it absolutely clear that we are not recommending that city staff
overlook code requirements, but rather to foster a collaborative relationship with the
development community while continuing to uphold and enforce code regulations. Compliance
and enforcement provisions must still be applied when required. Reviewers should interpret the
code to the best of their ability, clearly explain their reasoning, and provide applicants with
practical next-step options to help them move their projects forward.

Another internal goal we recommend the city adopt is to continuously develop their
newer / mid-level staff. Creating and encouraging learning opportunities is extremely beneficial
for newer / mid-level staff and it is one of the best ways to increase their productivity and round
out their skillsets. Training sessions with the IT department to better understand EPL and its
capabilities would be extremely beneficial. Additionally, cross-departmental training would be
great for staff to better understand how each department works and reviews applications. Also
providing training on how applicants and developers view their industry is a very valuable and
frequently overlooked type of training. This will round out staff’s knowledge of the industry and
bring all the departments together in a more cohesive way.
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Recommendations - Planning Department Organizational Change

We believe that the current Planning Department organizational chart should be modified
to create three divisions instead of two and to have three division heads that each report directly
to the Departmental Director. Currently this is not the case, and we believe that this structure is
significantly flawed. The Departmental Director needs to have the Development Services
Division Head reporting directly to him. Additionally, the Development Services Division needs to
have a clear separation from the Enforcement Division. With the departmental set-up as it
currently is the lines are blurred. Enforcement of City Codes is not an easy job. Itis very
confrontational by nature. For this reason, it needs to be seen as separate from Development
Services. Put another way, it is almost impossible for an employee to one day cite someone for a
city violation and then the next day help them with a permit and make that applicant feel as if
they are working in a collaborative environment. For the newly proposed Planning Department
Organizational Chart, please see the appendix.

We have concerns that the Planner of the Day (POD) Model that is currently employed by
the city is not working as effectively as it was intended. The intention of this method is to always
have someone on call to answer zoning questions. However, the model is frequently cited as not
working because often one person becomes a bottleneck, reviews are inconsistent, urgent
requests constantly interrupt focused work, and accountability for project outcomes become
unclear. Many planning departments have moved toward more structured alternatives.

In the place of the POD Model, we are recommending that the city consider moving to a
Project Manager (Case Planner) Model and have one or two entry level planners serve in an
intake capacity (more similar to what the POD does today). With the Project Manager case
model each application is assigned to a specific planner at intake; that planner remains
responsible for the project throughout the review process; and the assigned planner coordinates
comments from engineering, utilities, fire, legal, and other reviewers. With this model applicants
have a single point of contact for their application. One concern we have with the current POD
approach is that the senior level planners may be spending too much time with application
intake and not enough time on the higher level of review that is necessary to have an effective
work product. Benefits of this system include greater accountability; improved customer service
and communication; more consistent review comments; and better project tracking and
institutional knowledge.

With the Project Manager review system, we also recommend having planners specialize
as much as possible. These specialties include but are not limited to: Site Plans and
Commercial projects; Residential Subdivisions; Zoning Permits and Variances; and Long-Range
Planning and Special Project Specialization. The benefit of specialization is that it increases
knowledge within the subject for staff and maintains consistency in the approach that the staff
person takes. When using a specialization approach, it is important to make sure that there is
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someone who can alternatively serve in this capacity because of time off from work and other
factors. This back-up role can be reserved for a division leader so that they plug the gaps that
occur when individual staff are off work. This proposed structure eliminates the biggest
weakness of the POD system: no one owns the project. Every application has a clearly assigned
case manager, intake is handled consistently, environmental review is specialized, and
managers can focus on oversight rather than daily routing. For a department of Bloomington’s
current size, this approach typically improves review consistency, customer service, and review
timelines.

Recommendations — Simultaneous Project Reviews

The city’s current Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) permits simultaneous review and
timelines; however, these are not required within the ordinance. Concurrent project reviews
which were discussed above in the “Recommendations - Utilizing EPL to its Full Capacity”
section differs from simultaneous project reviews. Concurrent project reviews occur when
multiple project reviewers from multiple different departments are making comments within a
platform at the same time. Simultaneous project reviews occur when there are project
applications that can be grouped together. Shown below is a table that shows primary
applications and common concurrent reviews. Moving forward, we recommend that the
following simultaneous project review be adhered to.

Simultaneous Project Reviews
Primary Application Concurrent Reviews Recommended
Certificate of Zoning Compliance (CZC),
Stormwater Permit, Grading Permit
Site Plan Review (when development and
subdivision are proposed together)
Preliminary Plan, Primary Plat, Site Plan
elements
Site Plan or Preliminary Plan reviewed on the
same agenda where practical
Site Plan Review when the use also requires site
improvements
Infrastructure, stormwater, and development
permits reviewed concurrently

Site Plan Review

Primary Plat

Planned Unit Development (PUD)

Rezoning + Development Proposal

Conditional Use Permit

Subdivision Applications

Recommendations - Long-Term Vision

The recommendations listed above are what we believe Bloomington should focus on
today to move this process forward. However, we also believe that there are options that
Bloomington should explore to help the city become more efficient, organized, and effective
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over the long term. These improvements can create lasting benefits for the community,
applicants, and city staff alike.

City Building Department

First, we recommend that the City of Bloomington should consider establishing its own
Building Department. Bloomington has grown to a size where a dedicated Building Department
would provide significant benefits to both the city and the community. Currently, relying on
county services can create challenges because coordination is indirect and the priorities of the
city and county do not always align. A city-operated Building Department would provide a
centralized, “one-stop shop” for residents, contractors, and developers seeking information,
permits, and assistance. Given that many developers identified limited access to staff and city
resources as a concern, a dedicated Building Department would improve accessibility,
streamline communication, and create a more responsive and efficient permitting process. Even
though we believe that this should be a long-term goal for the city, we do want to make it clear
that we do not recommend the city start this process today. The other changes within this
document are too important and need to be focused on now. Creating a new city departmentis a
huge undertaking and one that should not be taken on until other more pressing challenges are
addressed.

Development Community Ombudsman

Another long-term recommendation is the creation of a dedicated liaison position to be
held in the Mayor’s Office as a central point of contact for the development community. This
person would work between city departments to provide individual applicants up to-date
information on where specific projects are in the development process and what the individual
applicant should expect moving forward in the process. The role should be focused on improving
collaboration, resolving communication gaps, and helping applicants navigate departmental
requirements more effectively. One of the primary reasons that we are recommending this as a
potential long-term solution is that we do not yet know the amount of positive impact that will
occur from the implementation of the immediate recommendations that are being made in this
document. If these changes are implemented effectively, then this position may not be
necessary.

Highlighting Improved Efficiencies through Multiple Communication Platforms

Finally, we recommend that the city make a sustained effort to highlight positive
developments and achievements throughout the community as it relates to the implementation
of the recommendations within this document. This should include a purposeful
communications strategy featuring regular social media updates, public outreach initiatives,
and improved access to information that showcases completed projects and future
improvements. Bloomington should continue working to strengthen public perception by
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demonstrating progress, celebrating successes, and sharing the impact of city initiatives. By
actively highlighting positive change and fostering community pride, the city can build stronger
relationships with residents and create a greater sense of partnership between the community
and local government. We strongly recommend incorporating this system after the city feels
comfortable that the new application permitting system is fully operational and working
effectively. Without such a system of highlighting process, the improved efficiencies from these
changes will not be broadcast to the community at large. This will help the infrequent applicants
feel and understand that change is occurring.

Conclusion

Throughout this process it was evident that there is substantial friction between the
development community and the specific departments of the city that are mentioned above. Itis
important to recognize that this issue is not unique to Bloomington and that there is no way to
always remove adversity from this process. City staff and the development community
frequently have very different views of how the process should work. The development
community needs an efficient process to ensure that their projects “can pencil.” Whereas city
staff need to ensure that all processes and procedures are followed to be consistent with the
law, the desires of the general public, and to ensure that the development does not create any
unforeseen issues. In our work we often find that it is difficult for each group to see the other
group’s perspective. We are making a point of this dynamic not to dwell on this issue, but rather
to say that it is important for everyone to understand this dynamic.

In our stakeholder sessions, we frequently heard comments from city staff about how
they felt the development community would at times be evasive. On the reverse, we often heard
comments from the development stakeholders stating that they felt that the staff was being
evasive and attempting to not work with them. While it may be that in certain specific cases this
could be true, our conclusion is that both groups have one thing in common - they want the best
for their community. Each group just has a different perspective. This is why we recommend that
City employees be cross trained so that they can understand better understand the world as the
development community sees it. While we cannot require applicants to attempt to view the
process from a staff perspective, we do recommend that they attempt to do so.

At times throughout this process, we heard comments implying that the process was so
broken that it could not be repaired. From our findings we do not believe this to be accurate. We
believe that the changes that are being recommended within this document are necessary and
need to be implemented for the City of Bloomington to be able to better work together to achieve
the result that all stakeholders implied that they desire - this being a better Bloomington!
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Summary of Key Recommendations

Utilizing Enterprise Permitting & Licensing (EPL) to its Full Capacity

Integrate All Staff (Planning, CBU, others) Sessions

Staff will store project documents, comments, review history, etc. in EPL so applicants and
reviewers can see the same information.

Concurrent Reviews

Reviewers from multiple departments will have the ability to work on applications at the same
time to reduce redundancies and identify potential conflicts.

Streamlined Workflows

The City will establish review steps and target dates and use a shared dashboard to show where
each application stands, who needs to act, and what remains before a decision can be made.

Implemented by the ITS Department

Planning and other reviewing departments will document and maintain up-to-date flowcharts
showing the steps, responsibilities, and handoffs for each application type so ITS can configure
EPL to reflect the City’s actual review process and meet the needs of both staff and applicants.

Performance Standards for Commenting on Applications

Use the “Performance Standards for Commenting on Applications Document”

The documented standards will guide reviewers to cite the applicable code and state plainly
what must be corrected for compliance, creating a more focused and consistent review.

Create Shared Review Checklists

The City will create a checklist for each application type that applicants and reviewers can use
to confirm required materials and identify outstanding items.

Eliminating Conflicts from City Codes
Establish a policy for reporting and addressing code conflicts.
Employees will report potential conflicts to management when they are identified. A short-term

decision will then be made and communicated across affected departments, so applicants
receive one clear direction.
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Correct conflicts through regular code updates

The City will periodically update its odes to correct confirmed conflicts and prevent the same
issues from recurring.

Defining Requirements for Service, Timeliness, and Staff Development

Provide a clear path to compliance, with a goal of getting to “Yes”.

Staff will provide constructive, code-based feedback that identifies what is required, explains
how outstanding issues can be resolved, and considers available options within the code so that
compliant projects move toward approval

Foster Collaborative Relationships Between the City and Community

Department leadership will support a shared approach to productive problem-solving with
applicants and community members.

Realistic Framework and Internal Goals for Response Times on Applications

The City will set realistic timeframes for each stage of review so staff can coordinate handoffs
and give applicants a clearer sense of when to expect comments and decisions.

Build Staff Knowledge Across Departments

The City will provide ongoing training for newer and mid-level staff on EPL, applicable codes, and
the roles of other reviewing departments so they can provide more complete and consistent
guidance.

Planning Department Organizational Change

Creation of a Compliance and Administration Division

Group the compliance section of the department and its administration personnel. We
recommend that the Assistant Director oversee this division.

The Development Services Manager should report directly to the Director.

Currently, the Development Services Manager reports to the Assistant Director. The
intermediary between the two positions is not logical and should be removed.

Assign clear responsibility from intake through review

Have junior planners serve more in an application intake fashion and have the more experienced
planners serve as project managers.
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Simultaneous Project Reviews

Review related applications at the same time

The specific applicants that should be reviewed simultaneously are shown above in the
specified section.

The Long-Term Vision

Establish a City Building Department

A city-operated Building Department would provide a centralized location for permits,
information, and assistance while improving coordination and communication across city
departments.

Creation of an Ombudsman Position

A dedicated liaison (ombudsman) position would coordinate communication across city
departments involved in permitting and serve as a central point of contact for applicants.

Share progress and results with the Community

Have a coordinated communications strategy with regular social media updates, public
outreach, and improved access to information about city projects and improvements. This
would also include first-hand feedback from people who have used the process.

City of Bloomington Recommendations Report
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Performance Standards for Commenting on Applications

1. Only Comment on Items not Adhering to the UDO or Other Applicable City Codes

Example of standard not being met:

o “More substantial planters, like W. Harris St. or greenspace per Mr. Smith’s previous

drawing. If you do large planters, you can do trees.”
Why is this not appropriate?

o Ifacommentisn’t about compliance with the UDO or another approved city code, it is
not necessary for approval of the submittal. Providing feedback on items beyond the
code and stated requirements may obscure the submission expectations for the
applicant.

How to correctly issue this comment:

o Ifyouare unable to cite the UDO or other city code, the comment may not need to be

issued.

. Cite the UDO, Other City Code, State and Federal Law, or City Specifications

Example of standard not being met:
o “Adjust spaces of these trees so that there is not more than 30’ between trees”
Why is this not appropriate?

o Thereviewer is asking the applicant to move trees to a specific spacing. This is
something straight from the UDO and should be cited, so that the applicant can both
understand what the problem is and exactly where to look to fix said problem.

How to correctly issue this comment:

o Per UDO Section 20.04.080.F.3(C), adjust spacing of these trees to a maximum of 30’
between trees”

Additional Guidance on this Topic: Commenters can make a suggestion based on their
experience and expertise only if it is absolutely clear that a statement such “This is not a code
requirement, but a suggestion” is made in the text.

Make Your Points with Statements and Not Questions
Example of standard not being met:

o “ADA parking and signage specs/details?” “Dumpster enclosure specs?”
Why is this not appropriate?

o Asking questions is not beneficial for the applicant and can seem like what the
reviewer is asking for is optional. Questions can make the applicant feel as if
something is being extracted from them and subsequently causes frustration with the
city.

Additional Guidance on this Topic:

o When areviewer has a genuine question that needs to be conveyed to the applicant
this can still be phrased as a statement. For example — “l am not sure what you are
trying to convey here. Please make this graphic clearer, so that | can effectively review
this item.”

o Inthis circumstance we reviewed the UDO and available requirements and did not
find a portion of code that relates specifically to Details and Specifications. This
creates additional frustrations for the applicant. If it is difficult for someone such as us




to find the requirements, then it will be almost impossible for the applicant to find said
requirements, especially if they aren’t written in the code.

o The best remedy for this situation is to have all related resources easily accessible to
the applicants and appropriately cross-referenced.

How to correctly issue this comment:

o Per application requirement Sec. XXX - Add parking, signage, and dumpster
specifications and details.

o Inthe future, should there be a requirement that is needed and you cannot find a code
reference inform your supervisor or department head as soon as possible.

. Cite the Problem Once and Ask for Compliance Throughout the Document

Example of standard not being met:

o “A4’tall, highly visible barrier shall be installed a minimum of 3’ from the dripline of all

protected trees” — This item was commented 8 times on the same review.
Why is this not appropriate?

o Excessively making the same comment so that the applicant must constantly reply to

it can be frustrating for the applicant and is unnecessary if commented on correctly.
How to correctly issue this comment:

o PerUDO Section 20.04.080.C.3, all trees to be protected must have a 4’ tall, highly
visible barrier installed at a minimum of 3’ from the dripline. This issue exists in
multiple locations throughout the submittal. Please fix all occurrences throughout
your submittal.

o The standard should be to cite the UDO section number above with details as listed
above. When the issue reoccurs then cite the page number where the original full
citation and details are located.

Be aware of Conflicts Within the Code and Report them when they are Present
Example of standard not being met:

o “Notree or shrubis to be planted within 10’ of a CBU owned sanitary water main.”
Why is this not appropriate?

o Conflicts between different sets of regulations can occur. To the best of everyone’s
ability, all the departments within the city should ideally be working together to remove
said conflicts. Once the conflict is discussed internally, the reviewer should then
come back to the applicant with a solution on how to address the issue. Without a
structured process for resolving conflicts in the code, review cycles may take longer
and require additional rounds of review.

Additional Guidance on this Topic:

o Theidentification of a conflict with the City’s Code should be reported to a supervisor
as soon as reasonably possible. One of the recommendations that we are making in
this process is for the Planning and Transportation Department; CBU; and Engineering
to work together to keep a running list of all conflicts that have been identified. We are
recommending that revisions to the code be made on a quarterly basis with prioritizing
the elimination of conflicting code provisions.




o Items that are not actually technically a conflict, but that narrow the applicants
options should also be reported to a manager and then considered for a code
amendment.

e How to correctly issue this comment:

o Per UDO Section 20.04.080.C.1.(B) remove all trees within 10’ of CBU owned sanitary
water main. This code conflict has been discussed with Planning, and UDO Section
20.04.080.F will not be required in areas with a CBU owned sanitary water main.

6. Use Your Knowledge of the Code to Assist the Applicant in Gaining Approval
e Example of standard not being met:

o “Isthis a mulched planter bed? What is this gap for”
e Why s this not appropriate?

o Thejob of the reviewer is to help guide the applicant toward approval, not to make it
more confusing or difficult to gain approval. When questions are issued like the one
listed above, the reviewer may feel like the comment is friendly but could be taken as
the opposite by the applicant. Giving additional information to the applicant to assist
them in finding the appropriate regulation is highly encouraged.

e How to correctly issue this comment:

o Questions like the above example can come off as passive aggressive to the applicant.
The comment isn’t within the UDO and isn’t giving the applicant any direction on what
they should be doing to address the problem.

7. Hearing Strategy is Outside the Permitting Review Process
e Example of standard not being met:

o When areviewer is commenting on how the applicant can change their plan to gain
favor with hearing boards. The reviewer should only comment on their interpretation of
the code for approval.

o Why s this not appropriate?

o Making these comments only encourages your elected and appointed officials to not
follow the UDO and instead approve or disapprove projects based on personal
feelings.

o Making comments like this can make the applicant question if what is being asked is
necessary for approval. If the reviewer is discussing hearing strategies with the
applicant, it can be taken as playing favorites between the different applicants.

e How to correctly issue this comment:

o When commenting on applications, stick within the confines of the UDO or other city
codes that are applicable. The reviewer shall be making statements to the applicant
that assists them in approval in accordance with the existing UDO or another city
code.

Disclaimer - In an effort to not identify what specific projects are being commented on, we have in several instances
generalized names, place locations, and other comments.
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