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February 9, 2018 

 
Mr. Maurice Jones 
City Manager 
City of Charlottesville 
605 East Main Street 
Charlottesville, Virginia 22902 
 
Dear Mr. Jones:  
 
We are pleased to present this report regarding the City of Charlottesville’s Neighborhood Development 
Services (NDS) Department. This review could not have been accomplished without the input of NDS staff 
and community stakeholders, and we are grateful for the participation of these groups in the review 
effort. 
 
Feedback received during the stakeholder input process, along with the results of individual interviews 
with NDS staff, guided the recommendations included in this report. These recommendations are 
intended to support the Department’s effort to refine and streamline service delivery, particularly with 
respect to the development review process.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to work with the City of Charlottesville on this project.  
 

Sincerely, 
 

 
 

 
Michelle Ferguson 

       Organizational Assessment Practice Leader 
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Executive Summary 
 
The City of Charlottesville’s Neighborhood Development Services (NDS) Department is made up of a 
“group of civic-minded professionals whose focus is to create a superior built environment for the 
Charlottesville community. [Staff] strive to provide excellent customer service, planning, engineering, and 
code enforcement services and work to ensure high-quality design and development that protects [the] 
community’s assets.”1 Staff is tasked with the overarching goal to create and develop a safe built 
environment, which is in alignment with the vision established by both the community it serves and its 
policy makers.  
 
In 2017, The Novak Consulting Group completed an efficiency study of all City departments. This study 
discussed various challenges impacting NDS and its ability to provide services as an encourager and 
enforcer of development regulations. These challenges largely centered on the need for an owner over 
the development review process, structural changes to the Department, and a greater departmental 
emphasis on performance measurement. While the Efficiency Study recommended several strategies for 
addressing these issues, the scope of the study did not permit a detailed dive into the Department’s 
operations and practices. 
 
Following the Efficiency Study, the City of Charlottesville approached The Novak Consulting Group to 
conduct a more in-depth review of NDS. The purpose of this study was to better understand the 
Department’s operations in the context of customer service expectations, and to identify more specific 
recommendations for improving the Department’s management structure, services, and operations. The 
results of this examination into NDS and its role in the development process are the focus of this report.  
 
NDS benefits from a well-defined planning and development review processes, an engaged development 
community, active neighborhoods, and dedicated staff. However, the Department faces several 
challenges, including a heavy reliance on paper-based and manually-intensive tasks, a lack of centralized 
data and performance tracking, reportedly heavy workloads, and a lack of management capacity. 
Additionally, members of the development community and neighborhood groups interviewed by The 
Novak Consulting Group both expressed a desire for increased communication and interaction with NDS 
staff. Development community stakeholders largely requested more interaction regarding site plan 
review and comments, while neighborhood leaders desire more of a liaison relationship between NDS 
staff and neighborhoods. 
 
To address these challenges, the Department should pursue improvements designed to maximize internal 
efficiency, streamline processes, identify workload drivers, improve staff performance, and foster more 
collaborative relationships with developers and neighborhoods. The recommendations in this report 
achieve these goals by adjusting how functional responsibilities are allocated among staff, defining 
appropriate process improvements, and highlighting ways that additional investments in technology can 
support the Department’s work.  
 
The following table illustrates recommendations discussed in this report. 
 
Table 1: Report Recommendations 

                                                           
1 City of Charlottesville FY2018 Adopted Budget 
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Number Recommendation 
Structure and Management  

1 Create a Support Services Manager position. 
2 Reallocate job duties among internal support staff. 
3 Rebalance neighborhood areas assigned to Planning staff. 

4 Create a new Planner position on the Planning Team and refocus the role of the Senior 
Planner/Urban Designer. 

5 Establish a protocol for responding to Council inquiries. 
Development Review Process Improvements 

6 Create a comment review meeting between NDS staff and applicants for eligible by-
right projects. 

Technology and Performance 
7 Provide staff with the appropriate technology to complete their work. 
8 Develop specific performance measures and leverage software to track them. 
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Background and Methodology 
 
In 2016, the City of Charlottesville engaged The Novak Consulting Group to conduct an organization-wide 
efficiency study of the City’s departments, including NDS. During this effort, The Novak Consulting Group 
identified several recommendations to improve NDS and its services. These recommendations included 
relocating engineering functions to Public Works, improving software and data tracking practices, creating 
more defined staff ownership over the development review process, and regularly reviewing the 
Department’s fee structure and schedule.  
 
In May 2017, the City of Charlottesville requested an additional review of NDS to identify opportunities 
for improving the Department. To accomplish this work, The Novak Consulting Group utilized a variety of 
methods to gather first-hand perceptions of the Department from staff and stakeholders. This included 
26 individual interviews and a focus group with NDS staff. In addition, 19 individuals attended internal and 
external focus groups consisting of City staff and development, nonprofit, and neighborhood 
stakeholders. 
 
In addition to in-person interviews and focus groups, The Novak Consulting Group developed a survey to 
solicit input regarding stakeholder interactions with various disciplines throughout NDS, from the 
Department’s Front Desk to Engineering, Planning, and beyond. This survey was distributed to 152 
external community stakeholders and received 52 responses – a response rate of 34%.  
 
Feedback received through these interviews, focus groups, and survey informed the analysis and 
recommendations discussed in this report. 
 

About the NDS Department 
 
The City’s FY2018 budget includes 38 authorized full-time equivalent (FTE) employee positions in the NDS 
Department. This represents a 12% increase compared to actual staffing in FY2014, as illustrated in the 
following table. 
 
Table 2: NDS Staffing History, FY2014-FY2018 

FTEs FY14 
Actual 

FY15 
Actual 

FY16 
Actual 

FY17 
Budget 

FY18 
Budget 

Percent Change 
FY14-FY18 

General Fund 31 34 35.5 36.5 37 19% 
Other Funds 3 3 2 1 1 -67% 
Total 34 37 37.5 37.5 38 12% 

 
NDS is organized into four functional areas: Customer Service Administration, Planning, Engineering, and 
Inspections and Code Enforcement. Each area is composed of employee teams with specific functional 
assignments. Currently, the Customer Service Administration and Planning functions are supervised by 
the Assistant Director, while Engineering and Inspections and Code Enforcement functions are supervised 
by the Development Services Manager. The Department’s current functional areas, teams, and reporting 
relationships are illustrated in the following figure.  
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Figure 1: NDS Organizational Structure, FY2018 

The following paragraphs provide a brief description of each functional area as well as teams of staff that 
operate in each area. 
 
Customer Service Administration provides administrative support for the Department, including 
customer service at the front desk, answering phones, scheduling inspections, issuing permits, processing 
payments and fees, managing the NDS Director’s calendar and appointments, reconciling purchase orders 
and invoices, and performing intake functions for development plans. In addition, staff provides 
administrative support for several boards and commissions and assist with the agenda creation, minute 
taking, and meeting logistics. Four FTEs are currently responsible for these functions, including the Office 
Administrator and three Secretary II positions located in the Support Staff team.  
 
The Planning functional area is responsible for long-range and general (current) planning and zoning tasks, 
coordinating the development review process, and managing the City’s housing, Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG), Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS), and historic preservation programs.  
 
Staff within the Planning area also work closely with several boards and commissions, including the 
Planning Commission, Board of Architectural Review, Board of Zoning Appeals, Entrance Corridor Review 
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Board, the Place Design Task Force, the Community Development Block Grant Historic Resource 
Committee, and the Housing Advisory Committee. The Planning function is staffed by five teams of 
employees: 
 

• The Design and Preservation Team consists of the Preservation & Design Planner, a Planner II, 
and a Senior Planner/Urban Designer. The Preservation & Design Planner and Planner II positions 
are primarily involved with reviewing projects in Architectural Control Districts and staffing the 
Board of Architecture Review and the Historic Resources Committee. The Senior Planner/Urban 
Designer is responsible for general planning tasks as well as urban design review and staffing the 
Place Design Task Force. 
 

• The Planning Team consists of a Principal Planner and two Planner II positions. These positions 
(along the with the Senior Planner/Urban Designer) are responsible for coordinating the 
development review process in assigned geographic areas. Additionally, these positions engage 
in long-range planning processes such as revising the City’s comprehensive plan.  

 
• The Zoning Team consists of a Zoning Administrator and Assistant Zoning Administrator. These 

staff members are responsible for the administration and enforcement of the City’s zoning 
ordinances and investigate and inspect zoning cases. The Zoning Team reviews and certifies 
building permits and issues sign permits, and provides provisional use permits when necessary. 
Staff work closely with the Planning Team and review site plans and conduct site visits to ensure 
compliance. Staff also assist the Board of Zoning Appeals by coordinating meetings, submitting 
reports, and providing technical assistance.  

 
• The GIS Team is made up of an ADA Coordinator/GIS Planner and a GIS Analyst. This team is 

primarily responsible for the management and ongoing maintenance of the Department’s GIS 
layers and related data. Staff are responsible for gathering, compiling, and updating data from a 
variety of sources and performing GIS analysis using mapping tools. The ADA Coordinator/GIS 
Planner also reviews site plans to ensure that proposed pedestrian infrastructure meets ADA 
requirements. 

 
• The Housing Team includes a Housing Planner and Grants Coordinator. Staff are primarily 

responsible for developing and creating policies and implementing the City’s 
affordable/workforce housing program. This team develops, administers, and monitors the 
Charlottesville Affordable Housing Fund (CAHF) budget and its associated fiscal activities. Staff 
also oversee and manage the City’s Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Program. 

 
The Engineering functional area is responsible for administering portions of the Capital Improvement 
Program (CIP) and providing engineering support on other CIP projects in various departments. Staff also 
assist with the Urban Construction Initiative Program, departmental customer service activities, pre- and 
post-construction inspections, citywide survey services, site development plan review process, and grant 
applications, and coordinates projects with other departments, the City Council, state and federal 
agencies, and community groups. This functional area is staffed by the following three teams: 
 

• The Engineering Team consists of eight FTEs: the City Engineer, Assistant City Engineer, a Civil 
Engineer, Engineering Technician, Capital Projects Coordinator, Erosion and Sediment (E&S)/ 
Virginia Stormwater Management Program (VSMP) Administrator, a Survey Technician, and a 
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Project Inspector. The Engineering Team participates in the development review process and 
reviews plans, provides comments, and inspects private and city construction projects.  
 
Engineering staff provide support with planning and CIP/operating budget efforts, such as Form 
Base Code restructuring, Computer Aided Design (CAD) technology, and GIS. Staff is responsible 
for managing the City’s E&S and VSMP programs, Neighborhood Drainage Program, BMP 
Inspection Program, Floodplain Management Program, and Citywide Bridge Inspections and 
Minor Repair programs. In addition, the Engineering Team oversees the citywide new sidewalk 
priority list and several special projects like small area plans, Strategic Investment Area (SIA) 
projects, streetscape projects, and burying overhead utilities.  

 
• The Traffic Engineering Team consists of the Traffic Engineer, Assistant Traffic Engineer, and the 

Bike/Pedestrian Coordinator. Traffic Engineering staff provide neighborhood traffic management 
plans, are responsible for the implementation of the Bike and Pedestrian Master Plan, conduct 
traffic signal studies, capacity analysis, traffic studies, complete site development plan reviews, 
and issue temporary street closure permits. Additionally, Traffic Engineering works closely with 
the Department of Public Works to install traffic signage/signals and make intersection 
improvements to enhance traffic and pedestrian safety.  

 
• The Transportation Team includes a Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) Coordinator 

and a Transportation Project Manager. An additional Transportation Project Manager position is 
currently vacant, but is anticipated to be filled by the end of FY2018. These staff members handle 
the Locally Administered Program (LAP) transportation projects, which involve multimillion dollar 
projects like the 250 Interchange, Belmont Bridge Replacement, and High Street Streetscape. Staff 
are responsible for both securing grant funds and project management. 

 
The Inspections and Code Enforcement functional area consists of staff in both the Building Code and 
Property Maintenance Code Enforcement teams. These teams are responsible for enforcing the City’s 
property maintenance codes and building codes, and issuing building permits. 
 

• The Property Code Enforcement Team includes the Property Maintenance Code Official and 
two Property Maintenance Inspectors. Staff investigate property maintenance complaints, 
coordinate remediation and abatement efforts, and conduct elevator inspections within City 
limits. 

 
• The Building Code Enforcement Team consists of the Building Official, Deputy Code Official, 

and two Building Inspectors. Staff serve as combination residential and commercial building 
inspectors for a variety of trades (such as electrical, mechanical, and plumbing), review 
building plans and site plans, provide permit application information, and issue warnings and 
stop work orders for code non-compliance.  
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NDS Stakeholder Input 
 
Many of the key observations resulting from this assessment were derived from straightforward, 
confidential conversations with NDS staff, other City staff who frequently interact with NDS, and through 
focus groups with community and neighborhood leaders. In addition, a confidential survey was distributed 
to approximately 152 community stakeholders, members of the development community, neighborhood 
representatives, and other individuals who interact with NDS. Approximately 52 respondents submitted 
surveys, resulting in an overall response rate of 34%. 
 
This stakeholder input provided valuable insights into staff perceptions of NDS, the level of customer 
service provided to the public, and the development review process. Key themes that emerged from the 
stakeholder input process include the following:  
 

• NDS staff are courteous, professional, and responsive. Survey respondents and focus group 
participants indicated that they were satisfied with the courteousness and professionalism of NDS 
staff; the level and quality of staff work; and the timeliness of staff responses to requests, calls, 
inquiries, and scheduling inspections.  
 

• The Department fosters a team environment. During interviews, NDS staff widely described the 
Department as a good place to work with a strong focus on teamwork and collaboration. The 
Department’s functional areas and team work units create a close-knit community that enables 
staff to support one another.  
 

• NDS is neighborhood focused. Stakeholders and survey respondents indicated that they believe 
NDS does a good job of reaching out to residents and providing adequate information about 
upcoming events and status updates across a variety of media, including public announcements, 
emails, mobile message boards, and signage.  

 
• New technology could benefit NDS. Stakeholders and staff indicated that they felt NDS could 

benefit from the use and implementation of additional technology, specifically in the areas of 
communication, online application submittal, and data entry. 

 
• Stakeholders desire additional communication throughout the development review process. 

Stakeholders and survey respondents pointed to challenges with the usefulness of staff 
comments in the development review process, as well as a lack of opportunities to engage all NDS 
disciplines regarding site plan review. 

 
Stakeholder Survey 

 
Many perceptions from the development community and neighborhood representatives were gathered 
from the stakeholder survey created by The Novak Consulting Group. The survey utilized a variety of 
questions to gauge respondents’ perceptions of and satisfaction with NDS teams and functions.  
 
The following sections provide a broad overview of the survey results. It should be noted that respondents 
were invited to provide feedback only where they had recently interacted with NDS. Additionally, not all 
questions were required, and several questions invited respondents to check all answers that applied to 
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their experience. As a result, the number of responses to the questions often varies from the total number 
of respondents who participated in the survey. 
 
Respondent Profile 
Survey respondents interact with NDS in a variety of roles, including as a homeowner or resident, 
developer, architect or engineer, neighborhood association representative, and/or as part of a nonprofit 
organization. The following table illustrates the number and percentage of respondents who identified 
with each of these roles.  
 
Table 3: Respondent Roles Describing Interactions with NDS 

Please indicate the role(s) which describe how you interact with NDS. Number Percent 
Homeowner or Resident 18 18% 
Developer 14 14% 
Architect or Engineer 13 13% 
Neighborhood Association Representative 13 13% 
Nonprofit Organization 13 13% 
Builder or Contractor 10 10% 
Other (please specify) 8 8% 
Real Estate Professional 6 6% 
University or College Representative 3 3% 
Board of Architectural Review 1 1% 
Total 99 100% 

 
Other roles identified by respondents included interacting with NDS as a member of City staff or a City 
board or commission, business owners, and local activists. 
 
Respondents most frequently interact with NDS staff at the Front Desk, but over half of respondents 
reported interacting with Planning and Development Review as well as Engineering staff within the last 
year. Nearly half of respondents interacted with Transportation and Traffic Engineering staff during the 
same timeframe. Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & Inspections had the least number of 
reported interactions within the last year. 
 
The following figure illustrates respondent interactions with NDS in the last 12 months by functional area. 
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Figure 2: Respondent Interactions with NDS Staff by Functional Area 

The following sections describe respondents’ perceptions of NDS by functional area.  
 
Front Desk 
Thirty-seven respondents indicated they had interacted with Front Desk staff in the last year. These 
interactions were chiefly related to development review and building permits, as illustrated by the 
following figure. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Front Desk Transaction Types 
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Nearly one-quarter of respondents supplied their own answers to this question, citing event planning, 
general information inquiries, and parking pass stamps as reasons for interacting with NDS Front Desk 
staff. 
 
Respondents were complimentary of Front Desk staff and believe they are responsive, courteous, and 
professional both in person and on the phone. Areas of 50% or greater overall agreement (Strongly Agree 
and Agree) or overall disagreement (Disagree and Strongly Disagree) are represented in bold font.  
 
Table 4: Statements About Front Desk 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Staff at the front desk were courteous and professional. 37% 40% 20% 3% 
Staff at the front desk were responsive to my requests. 31% 57% 9% 3% 
Staff on the phone were courteous and professional. 32% 53% 15% 0% 
The length of time it took at the front desk was 
appropriate. 26% 60% 6% 9% 

Total 32% 53% 12% 4% 
 
Engineering 
Thirty-one respondents reported interacting with Engineering staff in the last year. These respondents 
primarily worked with Engineering on Plan Review and Inspections activities. 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Engineering Transaction Types 

Other transactions reported by respondents included discussions and information requests related to 
Engineering issues, stormwater runoff, and plan amendments and development. 
 
Respondents generally agreed with positive statements about Engineering staff and believe they are 
courteous, professional, responsive, and timely. Respondents also agreed that they understood the 
engineering plan review process and how to schedule engineering-related inspections. However, more 
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than 50% of respondents believe that the information and comments provided by Engineering staff during 
plan review are unhelpful. These sentiments are illustrated on the following table. 
 
Table 5: Statements About Engineering 

Please rate your level of agreement with the 
following statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Engineering staff were courteous and 
professional. 29% 35% 16% 19% 

Engineering staff were responsive to my 
requests. 23% 32% 19% 26% 

I understand the engineering plan review 
process. 20% 50% 17% 13% 

My inspection occurred on time. 9% 57% 22% 13% 
The information/comments provided to me by 
engineering plan review staff were helpful. 13% 33% 30% 23% 

The process for scheduling my engineering 
inspection was clear. 12% 44% 28% 16% 

Total 18% 42% 22% 18% 
 
Transportation and Traffic Engineering 
Twenty-two respondents reported interacting with Transportation and Traffic Engineering staff within the 
last year. These respondents interacted with staff in a wide variety of ways, including plan design and 
review, traffic issues, transportation construction, and temporary street closure permits. These 
interactions are listed on the following table. 
 
Table 6: Transportation and Traffic Engineering Transaction Types 

What type of transaction do you typically have 
addressed with Transportation and Traffic Engineering? 

Number of 
Responses 

Percent 
of Total 

Transportation Project - Design Phase 10 26% 
Plan Review 9 23% 
Concerns About Traffic (Speed, Volume, Parking) 7 18% 
Other (please specify) 4 10% 
Transportation Construction Phase 4 10% 
Temporary Street Closure Permit 3 8% 
Transportation Project - Right-of-Way Phase 2 5% 
Total 39 100% 

 
Other transaction types described by respondents primarily concerned general information requests and 
meetings with Transportation and Traffic Engineering staff. 
 
Respondents agree that Transportation and Traffic Engineering staff are courteous, professional, and 
responsive, and that the process for obtaining temporary street closure permits is easy to follow. In 
contrast, most respondents do not find staff comments helpful and believe staff could be more responsive 
to customer requests. These perceptions are illustrated on the following table. 
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Table 7: Statements About Transportation and Traffic Engineering 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
The comments provided to me by staff were helpful. 15% 20% 45% 20% 
The process for obtaining a temporary street closure 
permit was easy to follow. 17% 50% 17% 17% 

The responses by staff were done in a timely manner. 11% 37% 16% 37% 
Traffic Engineering staff were courteous and 
professional. 20% 35% 30% 15% 

Traffic Engineering staff were responsive to my 
requests. 15% 30% 25% 30% 

Transportation staff were courteous and professional. 16% 58% 21% 5% 
Transportation staff were responsive to my requests. 16% 42% 26% 16% 
Total 16% 39% 26% 20% 

 
Respondents who had interacted with Transportation and Traffic Engineering staff were also asked to 
provide specific ideas for improving process efficiencies. Nine respondents provided open-ended 
suggestions, including responding promptly to email and phone requests, hiring additional staff, utilizing 
software such as See Click Fix, training staff in current urban planning practices (particularly regarding 
pedestrian-oriented development), and prioritizing traffic and street development. 
 
Planning and Development Review 
Thirty respondents reported interacting with Planning and Development Review staff in the last year. 
These interactions consisted primarily of site plan and other discretionary plan reviews (such as 
rezonings), as well as issues involving the City’s comprehensive plan. The frequency of respondent 
interactions with Planning staff are illustrated in the following table by type. 
 
Table 8: Planning and Development Review Transaction Types 

What type of transaction do you 
typically have addressed with Planning? 

Number of 
Responses 

Percent 
of Total 

Site Plan Review 22 28% 
Discretionary Reviews (Rezoning, SUP) 15 19% 
Comprehensive Plan 9 11% 
Neighborhood Inquiries 8 10% 
Subdivision Review 8 10% 
Area Plans 7 9% 
Special Projects 7 9% 
Other (please specify) 3 4% 
Total 79 100% 

 
Other transactions cited by respondents included informational meetings, expressing concerns about 
development, and inquiring about grant funding for projects.  
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Much of the feedback regarding Planning and Development Review was negative. While respondents 
agree that staff thoroughly review plans in accordance with applicable law, they do not believe interacting 
with Planning and Development staff results in a higher-quality development. More than three-quarters 
of respondents believe development regulations are a hindrance to development and are dissatisfied with 
the current development review process, from intergovernmental coordination to stormwater 
regulations. Respondents also believe the development review process is difficult to understand. The 
following table illustrates respondent agreement with positive statements about Planning and 
Development Review.  
 
Table 9: Statements About Planning and Development Review 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Current development regulations do not hinder 
development in the City. 8% 12% 38% 42% 

Engaging in the City’s development review process 
resulted in a higher quality project. 7% 36% 39% 18% 

Inter-governmental cooperation and coordination are 
positive aspects of the development review process in 
the City. 

7% 11% 33% 48% 

Review comments were received within the parameters 
outlined in the local and state laws. 4% 48% 20% 28% 

Staff reviews were thorough. 4% 56% 28% 12% 
The application submittal process worked well. 4% 25% 33% 38% 
The City’s process for development review compares 
favorably with other jurisdictions. 4% 12% 44% 40% 

The City's stormwater regulations ultimately had a 
positive impact on my project/development. 4% 33% 33% 29% 

The review process is easy to understand. 8% 13% 38% 42% 
Total 6% 27% 34% 33% 

 
While respondents are dissatisfied with the development review process, interactions with the City’s 
approving authorities were generally reported in positive terms. Most respondents perceive the Board of 
Architectural Review, City Council, and Tree Commission as having positive impacts on development 
projects, as illustrated in the following table. However, the impact of the Planning Commission is 
perceived negatively by most respondents. 
 
Table 10: Impact of Approving Authorities 

Please rate the level of impact the City's approving 
authorities had on your project. 

Very 
Positive 
Impact 

Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

Very 
Negative 
Impact 

Board of Architectural Commission 6% 56% 25% 13% 
City Council 0% 55% 35% 10% 
Planning Commission 4% 29% 54% 13% 
Tree Commission 6% 69% 19% 6% 
Total 4% 52% 33% 10% 



Page 14 City of Charlottesville, Virginia 
  NDS Review 
 

The Novak Consulting Group 
Strengthening organizations from the inside out. 

Fourteen respondents supplied open-ended ideas for improving Planning processes and efficiency, 
including changing the organization’s leadership, hiring additional staff, revising the development code, 
empowering staff to make additional administrative changes, increasing interactions with neighborhood 
associations, and implementing an electronic application process. 
 
Building Code Enforcement & Inspections 
Seventeen respondents indicated they had interacted with Building Code Enforcement and Inspections 
staff in the last year. These interactions were chiefly related to plan review and inspections activities, as 
illustrated in the following figure.  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Building Code Enforcement & Inspections Transaction Types 

Respondents are generally pleased with Building Code Enforcement and Inspections, and agree that staff 
are courteous, professional, responsive, and timely. Respondents also broadly agreed that scheduling 
inspections was easy and that comments provided by staff were helpful. 
 
Table 11: Statements About Building Code Enforcement & Inspections 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Building Code Enforcement & Inspections staff were 
courteous and professional. 53% 41% 6% 0% 

Building Code Enforcement & Inspections staff were 
responsive to my requests. 53% 41% 6% 0% 

My inspection occurred during the time period it was 
scheduled. 18% 76% 6% 0% 

Scheduling my inspection was easy. 24% 53% 18% 6% 
The plan review comments provided to me were helpful. 47% 35% 18% 0% 
Total 39% 49% 11% 1% 

 

Enforcement
21%

Inspections
43%

Plan Review
36%

Building Code Enforcement & Inspections Transactions
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Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & Inspections 
Thirteen respondents reported interacting with Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & Inspections 
staff within the last year. These interactions chiefly involved property maintenance issues and related 
inspections. One respondent provided an open-ended response citing reports of unfair enforcement 
practices by staff among the City’s various neighborhoods. 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & Inspections Transaction Types 

Respondents approve of Property Maintenance Code Enforcement activities and believe that issues are 
handled effectively and in a timely manner. Respondents also agree that staff are courteous, professional, 
and responsive to requests. 
 
Table 12: Statements About Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & Inspections 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
My property maintenance issue was handled effectively. 23% 54% 15% 8% 
My property maintenance issue was handled in a timely 
manner. 27% 55% 9% 9% 

Property Maintenance Enforcement & Inspections staff 
were courteous and professional. 33% 42% 8% 17% 

Property Maintenance Enforcement & Inspections staff 
were responsive to my requests. 29% 50% 14% 7% 

Total 28% 50% 12% 10% 
 
Historic Preservation and Board of Architecture Review 
Fifteen respondents reported interacting with NDS historic preservation functions, including the Board of 
Architecture Review.  
 
 
 

Inspections
29%

Other (please specify)
7%

Property Maintenance 
Issues
64%

Property Maintenance Code Enforcement & 
Inspections Transactions
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Figure 7: Historic Preservation and Board of Architectural Review Transaction Types 

Other transactions identified by respondents include overlay districts, the appropriateness of 
development in historic districts, contributing structure designations, and the comprehensive plan. 
 
Respondents agree that the application process is easy to understand regarding historic preservation 
efforts, and that the current process helps to preserve the City’s historic assets. However, a majority of 
respondents indicated that comments provided through the design review process were not helpful. 
 
Table 13: Statements About Historic Preservation and Board of Architectural Review 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
The application process is easy to understand. 13% 44% 31% 13% 
The current process helps to preserve the historic assets of 
the City. 18% 35% 29% 18% 

The design review comments provided to me were helpful. 19% 25% 38% 19% 
Total 16% 35% 33% 16% 

 
When asked to identify specific ideas for improving the historic preservation process, five respondents 
supplied open-ended answers. These ranged from leaving the process alone to more rapidly determining 
whether proposed projects fall into historic district areas. Other respondents suggested shortening the 
Board of Architectural Review process to speed up the revision process, more thoroughly tracking how 
comments were addressed during the review process, and comprising the Board of Architectural Review 
with builders and architects.  
 
Affordable Housing, CDBG, and HOME Programs 
Fifteen respondents indicated they had interacted with NDS regarding affordable housing, CDBG, or 
HOME programming within the last year. CDBG was the subject of most transactions, followed by 
Affordable Housing and the HOME program. Three respondents submitted open-ended answers 
describing meetings held with NDS staff regarding these programs. 

Design Review
41%

Entrance Corridor 
Review

21%

Historic Preservation 
Program

17%

Other (please specify)
21%

Historic Preservation and Board of Architectural 
Review Transactions
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Figure 8: Affordable Housing, CDBG, HOME Transaction Types 

Respondents expressed satisfaction with the availability of information about the Affordable Housing, 
CDBG, and HOME programs, and indicated that the application process for all programs is easy to 
understand, as illustrated on the following table.  
 
Table 14: Statements About Historic Preservation and Board of Architectural Review 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
I can easily find information about the CAHF, CDBG, and 
HOME programs. 8% 69% 15% 8% 

The CAHF application process is easy to understand. 11% 44% 33% 11% 
The CDBG/HOME funding application process is easy to 
understand. 8% 50% 33% 8% 

The programs are easy to access. 9% 55% 18% 18% 
Total 9% 55% 25% 11% 
 
Zoning 
Seventeen respondents indicated they had interacted with NDS zoning staff in the last year. A majority of 
these transactions included zoning review and inspections. Less than ten percent of reported transactions 
included home occupation, homestay/accessory apartment applications, or vending/café applications, 
respectively.  
 
Two respondents supplied open-ended answers, including business referrals and certificate of occupancy 
requests.  
 

CDBG Program
46%

Charlottesville 
Affordable Housing 
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29%

HOME Program
12%

Other (please specify)
13%
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Figure 9: Zoning Transaction Types 

Respondents are satisfied with zoning timeframes and the courteousness and professionalism of zoning 
staff. However, a majority of respondents do not believe their zoning issues were handled effectively and 
did not agree that the comments provided by zoning staff were helpful. Respondents were evenly split 
regarding the responsiveness of zoning staff to customer requests. 
 
Table 15: Statements About Zoning 

Please rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
My zoning issue was handled effectively. 19% 13% 50% 19% 
My zoning issue was handled within required timeframes. 20% 53% 0% 27% 
The comments provided to me by zoning staff were helpful. 19% 25% 38% 19% 
Zoning staff were courteous and professional. 25% 44% 13% 19% 
Zoning staff were responsive to my requests. 19% 31% 25% 25% 
Total 20% 33% 25% 22% 

 
Neighborhood Outreach 
Most respondents believe the City provides adequate information for upcoming events and status 
updates, as illustrated on the following figure. 
 

Home Occupation
7% Homestay/Accessory 

Apartment Application
3%

Inspections
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Figure 10: City Outreach for Upcoming Events and Status Updates 

Six respondents provided additional open-ended comments, including recommendations to streamline 
email notifications, improve the legibility of Board of Architectural Review and parking closure signs, 
updating the website, pushing messages via a phone app, and improving the consistency of 
communications.  
 
Twenty-seven respondents reported attending a public meeting or hearing regarding development 
activity in their neighborhood in the last year, while ten respondents did not attend such meetings. 
 

 
 
Figure 11: Attendance at Public Meetings in the Last 12 Months 

Respondents were also asked whether they believe the City works hard at balancing the viewpoints of site 
plan applicants and neighborhoods. Thirty-four respondents answered this question; half agree that the 
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City works hard to balance viewpoints, while the other half disagreed. Those who disagreed were asked 
to provide open-ended responses describing what the City could do differently. Fifteen respondents 
provided various suggestions, including improving communication, reducing adversarial interactions 
between applicants and neighborhoods, avoiding favoritism (particularly of neighborhoods) and 
advocating more for development projects, and focusing on collaboration between stakeholders and City 
staff.   
 
Open-Ended Feedback 
Respondents also provided open-ended feedback regarding improvements to NDS which, in their view, 
would improve customer service or efficiency. Five respondents provided suggestions focusing on 
customer service improvements, such as increasing the friendliness of staff, improving the timeliness of 
staff reviews, and performing data entry tasks more rapidly. Respondents also suggested changing specific 
processes, such as creating more appeals processes for challenging staff decisions, flagging projects in 
historic districts for early review, and improving the certificate of occupancy review process. 
 
Staff and technology needs were also highlighted by respondents. Four respondents directly suggested 
adding staff, particularly at the front desk. An additional four respondents described technology 
improvements that would help customers, such as updating the website, starting a 311 hotline, and 
utilizing better software to aid staff. Other improvement areas mentioned included changing NDS 
leadership, updating the code to eliminate unclear provisions, and providing additional feedback 
opportunities to customers.  
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Analysis and Recommendations 
 
NDS currently performs a wide array of functions and tasks designed to ensure development in the City is 
aligned with the vision established by the Council and the community and meets existing development 
regulations. In an environment of increasing development activity and stakeholder involvement, the 
Department’s ability to provide services and address stakeholder concerns has become constrained. The 
limitations impacting NDS are not limited to inefficiencies in a single process or function. Rather, a series 
of factors and influences have created a working environment that strains NDS staff capacity and prevents 
the Department from working in a more proactive and efficient manner.  
 
NDS must address challenges in three key areas in order to more effectively utilize its existing resources, 
address customer service needs, and plan for its future. These challenges include: (1) realigning the 
Department’s structure and management practices to improve reporting relationships and workload 
assignments; (2) amending the development review process to address stakeholder concerns; and (3) 
investing in technology and performance management infrastructure to provide better insight regarding 
the Department’s operations. 
 
Following the January 2017 City of Charlottesville Efficiency Study, the NDS Department submitted a 
request for a new Civil Engineer position as a part of the FY2019 budget process. While staffing levels 
within the Engineering Division have remained consistent over the last 20 years, workload as well as 
expectations for staff have been increasing.2 It is anticipated that this proposed position will be 
responsible for conducting plan reviews for both private development and City CIP projects and will be 
available to perform in-house design services.  An additional position in Engineering will enable NDS to 
complete more infrastructure projects, improve turnaround time for plan review, and provide enhanced 
customer service for both internal and external customers. In addition, it will allow staff the opportunity 
to update policies and manuals and keep design standards and regulations current. While this Report does 
not specifically address the need for additional Engineering staff, due to the limited availability of 
workload data, The Novak Consulting Group supports staff’s budget request for an additional Engineering 
position and stresses the importance of developing specific performance measures and tracking workload 
data moving forward.  
 
The recommendations in this report are intended to help the Department more appropriately balance 
staff resources and provide services in a more efficient and effective manner. At the same time, these 
recommendations provide NDS with the tools and resources it needs to more effectively gauge its 
performance and future staffing needs, which will enable the Department to proactively reallocate 
resources as the development environment changes. 
 
Implementing the recommendations contained in this report will result in the creation of two new 
positions3 and adjustments to current reporting relationships in the Department. The proposed 
organizational structure of NDS is illustrated in the following figure. This includes the recommended 
positions in this report and the addition of a new Civil Engineer as proposed by staff in the FY2019 budget 
process; new positions are shown in green. The details of these recommendations are included in the next 
section.  
 

                                                           
2 City of Charlottesville Efficiency Study Report, January 2017  
3 Does not include staff’s proposed Civil Engineer position for the FY2019 budget 
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Figure 12: Proposed NDS Organizational Chart, 2018 

Structure and Management 
NDS is a large Department that spans many functional areas. To improve reporting relationships and more 
effectively balance staff roles and responsibilities, adjustments to the Department’s supervisory structure 
and functional assignments are necessary, as described in the following recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 1: Create a Support Services Manager position. 
A central management challenge in NDS involves the distribution of staff assigned to management 
positions. Aside from the Director, the only upper management staff in the Department consists of an 
Assistant Director and the Development Services Manager. The Assistant Director reports to the Director 
and is responsible for supervising the Development Services Manager along with staff in the Planning and 
Customer Service functional areas. The Development Services Manager supervises staff in the Engineering 
and Inspections and Code Enforcement functional areas.  
 
Under the current staffing structure, the Assistant Director has 15 direct reports, including the 
Development Services Manager, who in turn has seven direct reports.4 The difference in the number of 
staff reporting to these positions is largely attributable to the use of more middle managers within 

                                                           
4 This includes a Project Manager position on the Transportation Team which is currently vacant. 
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Development Services. Teams under this functional area, such as Engineering, Traffic Engineering, 
Property Code Enforcement, and Building Enforcement, all have individual supervisors who report to the 
Development Services Manager. In contrast, staff in the Customer Service Administration and Planning 
functional areas report directly to the Assistant Director. The Historic Preservation Assistant is the only 
staff member in these functional areas who does not report directly to the Assistant Director; this position 
instead reports to the Preservation & Design Planner. 
 
In organizations of Charlottesville’s size, it is unusual for Assistant Directors to be responsible for 
supervising so many positions, particularly when these positions are front-line staff and not middle 
managers. While it is appropriate for the Assistant Director to focus on the Department’s operations and 
staffing, it is unreasonable to expect the Assistant Director to oversee 15 direct reports. This level of 
oversight responsibility requires the Assistant Director to become too involved in day-to-day 
administrative functions for the Department such as resolving personnel issues, overseeing the budget, 
and general customer service and office administration.  
 
Because of this significant span of control, the Assistant Director has comparatively little time available 
for other operational work, such as work planning for Department staff, reviewing employee 
performance, hiring new staff, budget preparation, and reviewing checks, invoices, and payments. These 
tasks also compete with the need to manage important processes, such as the CDBG and the development 
review processes, to ensure staff are performing effectively and that the Department is achieving 
customer service goals.  
 
In addition, it is important to note that the Assistant Director is a staff liaison to the Planning Commission 
and often attends City Council and other public meetings. The Assistant Director is often expected to make 
presentations on proposed development issues and address questions, and leads various special projects 
and planning studies like the Comprehensive Planning Update.  
 
These responsibilities, coupled with the current staffing arrangement, create an environment that 
burdens the Assistant Director with an unreasonably broad role in the organization. To reduce the 
Assistant Director’s span of control, streamline reporting relationships, and more effectively allocate 
workload, it is recommended that the Department create a Support Services Manager position. The 
Support Services Manager should report to the Assistant Director, and should be given oversight of the 
administrative and internal services functions of the Department, including the Department’s GIS, 
Housing, and Customer Service teams. Assigning these teams to the Support Services Manager will result 
in several direct advantages for NDS, its staff, and its customers. 
 
First, transferring the GIS, Housing, and Customer Services teams to the Support Services Manager will 
immediately reduce the Assistant Director’s span of control by six direct reports. As a result, the Assistant 
Director will be responsible for nine total direct reports, including the Support Services Manager and the 
Development Services Manager. Each of these Manager positions will in turn be responsible for seven 
direct reports. 
 
Second, in addition to reducing the Assistant Director’s span of control, the Support Services Manager will 
be able to undertake several departmental functions currently performed by the Assistant Director. These 
include budget and grant management, payroll, and the Department’s hiring/personnel process. Assigning 
these functions to the Support Services Manager is appropriate because many of the staff under this 
position’s responsibility are closely involved with grant processes, payroll, processing purchase orders and 
invoicing, and other internal services tasks. Additionally, the Support Services Manager will be able to 



Page 24 City of Charlottesville, Virginia 
  NDS Review 
 

The Novak Consulting Group 
Strengthening organizations from the inside out. 

engage in more comprehensive management of these staff on a day-to-day basis, including the 
development of work plans, administering performance reviews, and troubleshooting problems as they 
arise. 
 
Reassigning internal services functions to the Support Services Manager creates capacity for the Assistant 
Director to provide enhanced services in a variety of areas. Specifically, the Assistant Director will be able 
to provide greater oversight of the development review process and special projects, and to assist the 
Director with broad strategic decision-making tasks. This is particularly important given feedback received 
through the stakeholder input process. Stakeholders desire improved relationships with NDS, particularly 
in the development review process. Implementing this recommendation will provide capacity for the 
Assistant Director to play a more proactive role in communicating with applicants and developers. 
 
Recommendation 2: Reallocate job duties among internal support staff.  
NDS currently has four administrative staff positions, including an Office Administrator and three 
Secretary II positions. The responsibilities of these positions vary considerably. 
 
The Office Administrator provides direct support to the NDS Director by taking phone calls, making 
appointments, and scheduling. This position provides limited support to the Assistant Director and 
Development Services Manager. In addition, this position processes some internal payments, such as 
invoices and purchases orders, and reconciles the credit cards for the Department.  
 
Two of the Secretary II positions are located at the front desk. These positions serve as the Department’s 
main point of contact with the public. Current responsibilities include answering phones, assisting walk-
in customers, routing inquiries to appropriate staff members, performing intake for all NDS applications 
and permits, issuing permits, scheduling inspections, and processing related payments (intake fees, 
permit fees, etc.). Additionally, these staff are also responsible for many internal Department functions 
such as issuing and paying purchase orders, processing department invoices, maintaining the 
Department’s financial records and budget information, generating monthly, fiscal, and calendar year 
data reports, and ordering office supplies. 
 
The third Secretary II position is responsible for taking minutes for the Planning Commission, Place Design 
Task Force, Board of Architectural Review, and Board of Zoning Appeals. Most of these boards meet once 
a month, although the Planning Commission may meet more frequently depending on development 
schedules. Some of these minutes are transcribed verbatim, while others are summary-based, depending 
on the preference of each board/commission. This position is also responsible for composing notifications 
and mailings related to board/commission activities and formal development processes, such as 
rezonings.  
 
The current division of workload responsibilities among these positions has created several challenges for 
the Department and its customers. First, the presence of only two Secretary II positions at the front desk 
creates coverage challenges in the event of leave or other absence. Staff reported that phone backlogs 
and long customer service lines are not unusual, and noted that customer service degrades when front 
desk staff take breaks, leave for lunch, fall ill, or otherwise use leave. As a consequence, these staff report 
limited ability to take breaks for fear of creating additional backlogs. 
 
Second, the responsibility of staff to cover for each other in the event of an absence is not uniformly 
understood. While all of these administrative positions should be able to cover for front desk staff, this 
coverage is inconsistent, and staff report various levels of knowledge and comfort regarding the 
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performance of front desk job duties (i.e. how to schedule an inspection, take a payment, or issue a 
permit). As a consequence, other staff members including the Assistant Director and the Property 
Maintenance Code Official sometimes provide coverage for front desk staff. This is an inefficient use of 
time among higher-level positions. 
 
Third, the allocation of functions among these positions has evolved largely based on the skillsets of 
personnel in each position. While this creates efficiencies in the short-term, it exacerbates structural 
problems regarding workload. Front desk staff are currently responsible for all external customer service 
functions, including time-intensive tasks like answering phone calls, providing in-person assistance, 
scheduling inspections, and processing payments for development applications. At the same time, these 
staff are also expected to perform time-intensive internal services functions, such as reconciling purchase 
orders and invoices.  
 
To address these challenges and foster a more equitable distribution of workload tasks among 
administrative support staff, it is recommended that the Department reassign administrative support 
functions using a two-step approach. The first step involves distinguishing internal and external service 
functions, and assigning these functions to the appropriate staff. Specifically, the Secretary II positions at 
the front desk should be assigned responsibilities for external customers service functions, while the 
Office Administrator and the third Secretary II should share responsibilities for internal service functions, 
as follows: 
 
External NDS Functions 

• Answer the phone 
• Managing the front desk and addressing the public 
• Intake of applications 
• Schedule inspections 
• Update information in Adept (NDS system) 
• Issue permits 
• Collect payments 
• Deposit cash 
• Data reporting 

 
Internal NDS Functions 

• Calendaring/scheduling of Director 
• Processing of all Department invoices and purchases orders (set-up of purchase orders, 

processing invoices and purchase orders) 
• Department budget functions (Finance spreadsheet) 
• Oversight and responsibility for office supplies and equipment (ordering of office supplies, 

maintenance of copier, etc.) 
• Credit card reconciliation 
• Minute taking of Department boards, commissions, and task forces 
• Setup and meeting preparation for all Department boards, commissions, and task forces 
• Department mailings/notifications 

 
Redistributing workload in this fashion will create more capacity for front desk staff to focus on customer 
service functions, while distributing internal services tasks to administrative personnel who do not 
regularly staff the front desk.  
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The second step toward rebalancing administrative workload involves cross-training administrative staff 
on core functions. All support staff should be expected to perform the core functions of their counterparts 
to facilitate seamless coverage in the event that personnel take breaks or utilize leave. In particular, it is 
essential for these staff to have a good working knowledge of inspections scheduling, issuing permits, 
minute taking, and the processing of purchase orders/invoices. Cross-training staff in this way avoids the 
need to utilize management-level positions to cover for front-line staff.  
 
While this recommendation specifies an approach to rebalancing responsibilities based on internal and 
external customer service functions, it is also important for the Department to obtain a better working 
understanding of staff time and process times associated with these activities. This is particularly 
important for processes and tasks with intensive time requirements, such as scheduling inspections, note-
taking, and the permitting process. Tracking staff time as well as workload tasks will allow the Department 
to more effectively assign staff based on actual workload drivers. The Novak Consulting Group has 
developed a list of several performance measures that the Department should utilize to better gauge 
administrative staffing needs. These measures can be found in the Technology and Performance section 
of the report. After implementing these measures and gathering sufficient data, Department 
management will be able to analyze staffing needs for administrative functions in a more robust, data-
driven manner. 
 
Recommendation 3: Rebalance neighborhood areas assigned to Planning staff. 
For planning and workload purposes, NDS has divided the City into geographic quadrants, with each 
consisting of four to seven neighborhoods. Each of the three Planners and the Senior Planner/Urban 
Designer is assigned a quadrant. All development, such as rezonings, site plans, subdivisions, and special 
use permits taking place in the associated neighborhood/quadrant, is the responsibility of the assigned 
Planner.  
 
Assigning projects based on geographic quadrants allows each Planner to become attuned to the issues 
facing individual neighborhoods and areas. These assignments also create opportunities for staff to 
develop a rapport and history with neighborhood leaders. However, it is important for Department 
leadership to analyze the activity in each quadrant to assure that the distribution of development review 
projects assigned to staff remains equitable.  
 
During interviews and focus groups, both NDS staff and stakeholders shared concerns about the 
Department’s workload. There was consensus among these groups that development activity generally 
has increased in terms of overall volume as well as intensity. Because this growth has occurred in various 
parts of the City, the workload balance among Planning staff has shifted. The following chart provides an 
estimated three-year workload for each of the City’s Planners by quadrant.  
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Table 16: Planning Workload by Quadrant/Planner for past Three Years (Cumulative Total)5 

Estimated Workload, 2015-2017 Planner 1 Planner 2 Planner 3 Planner 4 
Rezonings 2 5 1 8 
Special Use Permits 10 4 7 8 
Site Plans 50 20 27 39 
Site Plan Amendments - 38 31 - 
Subdivisions - 40 22 38 
Total 62 107 88 93 

 
Based on the information provided by staff, each Planner has been assigned on average 87.5 projects over 
the last three years, or approximately 29 projects per year. Only one Planner has experienced less than 
the average in projects completed, while two are much higher. Importantly, these figures represent only 
the number of projects assigned and not their intensity; staff report that formal processes such as special 
use permits and rezonings are frequently more intensive than other projects, while the difficulty of site 
plan review can vary depending on the project. That said, there are large variations in the types of project 
assigned to each staff member over the last three years due to development patterns in the community. 
 
To combat this and provide a more equitable workload distribution for staff, NDS has begun assigning new 
projects based on workload volume in certain quadrants, as well as other factors such as special projects. 
In addition to current development review activities, Planners also are responsible for all long-range 
planning efforts for the City. 
 
Given these trends and reported development patterns in the community, it is recommended that NDS 
rebalance neighborhoods assigned to each Planner based on workload volume as well as workload 
intensity. As development patterns continue to evolve, the Department should reevaluate neighborhood 
assignments on a regular basis (such as biennially) to ensure workload equity and assist in assigning special 
projects.  
 
Recommendation 4: Create a new Planner position on the Planning Team and refocus the role of the 
Senior Planner/Urban Designer. 
The Department currently utilizes four planning positions to coordinate long-range planning activities and 
provide current planning functions, such as formal and by-right development review. Three of these 
positions are part of the Planning Team, including a Principal Planner and two Planner II positions. The 
fourth position is a Senior Planner located in the Design and Preservation Team. Department staff refer 
to this position as the “Urban Designer” or the “Senior Planner/Urban Designer,” and it appears on the 
Department’s internal organization chart as the Urban Designer position.  
 
According to NDS staff, the Urban Designer position was initially created to provide an urban design review 
for all new development projects throughout the City. The urban design review is intended to foster a 
sense of placemaking through a best practice examination of the development’s site plan and publicly 
accessible amenities. It should be noted that this review is not based on codified City standards related to 
urban design, but rather the Urban Designer’s professional recommendation and best practices. The 
recommendations made as a result of the urban design review are optional, and developers are not 
required to incorporate urban design review comments to secure plan approvals.  

                                                           
5 Data provided by NDS staff, estimates only by Planner (not available by neighborhood) 
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Ideally, the Urban Designer would have the time and availability to provide an urban design review for all 
new development in the City. However, the Urban Designer is currently utilized as a traditional Senior 
Planner, rather than solely as an Urban Designer, and is performing standard development review 
activities. The Urban Designer has been assigned planning responsibilities for one of the four City 
quadrants. Responsibilities include pre-application meetings with developers and applicants, coordinating 
applications and submittals, reviewing plans, compiling and distributing comments to applicants, and 
attending public meetings.  
 
In addition, to traditional planning responsibilities, the Urban Designer is responsible for “urban design” 
responsibilities such as staffing the Place Design Task Force, and completing an urban design review for 
all new development throughout the City. However, assigning regular development review as well as 
urban design review responsibilities to the Urban Designer poses several challenges to NDS and its 
customers.  
 
First, having the Urban Designer provide comments based on codified requirements as part of the plan 
review process, as well as best practice comments as part of the urban design review can be confusing to 
applicants – especially when the comments are coming from the same individual. In focus groups and 
survey results, stakeholders indicated that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between comments 
based on codified requirements and comments that represent the Planner’s recommendation of a best 
practice. While staff have made efforts to highlight regulatory requirements by indicating specific code 
sections related to each comment, assigning two different review types to the same position exacerbates 
existing confusion. 
 
Second, as development activity increases throughout Charlottesville, the Urban Designer experiences 
greater development review workload. This in turn decreases available time to conduct urban design 
reviews and reduces the Department’s capacity to a foster a sense of placemaking in new projects. 
Conversely, to properly devote time to urban design review, the Urban Designer may be less available to 
undertake new planning projects occurring in his/her assigned geographic area. This may result in shifting 
workload to other Planner positions who are also responsible for their own development review activities.  
 
Finally, assigning these responsibilities to the Urban Designer creates operational tensions between this 
position’s team roles. The Charlottesville community has historically emphasized the importance of urban 
design and historic preservation activities, and much of these activities are assigned to Design and 
Preservation Team staff. The City currently maintains an inventory of 74 individually registered historic 
properties and utilizes eight Architecture Design Control (ADC) overlay districts to regulate design 
restrictions on properties within each district. The Urban Designer is assigned to the Design and 
Preservation Team to provide urban design guidance for properties outside of ADCs. Instead, this position 
spends a significant amount of time performing non-urban design reviews and working with the Planning 
Team. 
 
Given the City’s interest in historic preservation and placemaking, it is appropriate for the Department to 
maintain a position fully dedicated to urban design. Importantly, the need for dedicated urban design 
support was discussed by NDS stakeholders during this review effort as well as during the 2017 Efficiency 
Study conducted by The Novak Consulting Group.6 To maximize staff capacity for urban design review, 
the Department should create a new, dedicated Planner position on the Planning Team and refocus the 
Urban Designer’s responsibilities solely on urban design review. 

                                                           
6 2017 Efficiency Study 
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The new dedicated Planner position will be responsible for all planning functions outside of urban design 
review which are currently assigned to the Urban Designer. This includes all development review activities 
that occur in the Senior Planner/Urban Designer’s geographic area; handling general inquiries from the 
public; formal development review within assigned neighborhoods; reviewing and coordinating by-right 
projects, special use permits, and rezonings; and attending public and community meetings. 
 
Eliminating regular planning responsibilities will provide the Senior Planner/Urban Designer with 
additional capacity to perform urban design reviews for new development projects across the City. 
Additionally, the Senior Planner/Urban Designer will have increased capacity to work with the Place 
Design Task Force and to continue developing appropriate best practice recommendations and guidelines 
for placemaking.  
 
An additional important function that may be assigned to the Senior Planner/Urban Designer involves 
neighborhood outreach and communication. During focus groups and in survey results, neighborhood 
stakeholders articulated a desire for increased communication and advocacy from NDS staff regarding 
developments in their local areas. While the Department routinely provides neighborhoods with 
opportunities to provide comments and feedback on proposed projects, there is an opportunity for the 
Senior Planner/Urban Designer to work with neighborhoods in a more direct manner.  
 
This increased interaction may occur in a variety of ways. While it is inappropriate for staff to directly 
advocate for neighborhoods during the development review process, there is an opportunity for NDS to 
work closely with neighborhoods on the creation of neighborhood-level plans that help to capture the 
neighborhood’s vision and goals for their community. The Senior Planner/Urban Designer can begin to 
address this opportunity by working with interested neighborhoods on local area plans that incorporate 
design goals and placemaking elements sought by residents. These plans can then be used to inform the 
developers and applicants about the community’s desired vision for new developments in their area. 
 
By creating additional capacity for the Senior Planner/Urban Designer to focus on urban design review, 
and particularly on how neighborhoods can contribute to the urban design review process, NDS can more 
effectively accomplish its workload while building additional bridges with developers and residents alike. 
 
Recommendation 5: Establish a protocol for responding to Council inquiries. 
The City of Charlottesville has an engaged City Council. During interviews, staff throughout the 
Department indicated having various levels of direct communication with members of the City Council. 
This communication includes direct contact between Councilmembers and line-level staff in NDS, as well 
as email communications and phone calls. Sometimes, but not always, the City Manager and NDS Director 
are courtesy copied on emails.  
 
These communication practices have contributed to a sense of confusion among staff. When a request is 
received from a member of the City Council, it is perceived by staff as a top priority, and all other projects, 
activities, assignments are placed on hold to attend to the Councilmember’s request. While 
Councilmembers may not intend for their inquiry or request to be perceived as having a high level of 
urgency, staff nevertheless place a high priority on responding as quickly as possible.  
 
There is currently no defined protocol instructing NDS staff throughout the Department on how to handle 
or respond to Council requests. Some staff members spoke with their supervisor before responding, while 
others did not. Some knew to copy the City Manager’s Office, again while others did not. Employees new 
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to the organization, and new to working in a local government setting with a governing body, had not 
received training or guidance on how best to respond.  
 
To reduce confusion and streamline communications practices, it is important for City management and 
Department leadership to establish a clear protocol regarding communications with the City Council. 
Many organizations encourage a more traditional or formal form of communication between elected 
officials and staff to eliminate confusion and the perception of the governing body directing staff. A recent 
International City/County Management Association publication by Kevin Duggan and Mike Conduff 
provides relevant guidance on this point: 
 

Regardless of variations in rules, regulations, and expectations regarding elected official contact 
with agency staff, it is a fundamental principal of the council-manager form of government that 
council members will not direct staff other than through the manager. In some cases, all direct 
contact is discouraged. In other cases, asking questions is considered acceptable, particularly if 
directed at higher level employees such as department heads.7 

 
To establish an effective communications protocol between elected officials and staff, the City and the 
Department should implement the following communications steps: 
 

1. In situations where staff receive emails directly from a Councilmember, those emails should be 
forwarded to the Director and/or Assistant Director for follow-up. 

2. The Director and/or Assistant Director should review the Council inquiry/request. 
3. The Director and/or Assistant Director (or staff, under the direction of the Director or Assistant 

Director) should respond to the Councilmember, acknowledge the request and indicate that the 
Department is working on a response and when a response will be provided; the City Manager 
and Assistant City Manager should be copied on the email. 

4. The Director and/or Assistant Director should assign the request to the appropriate NDS staff 
member and ask for a response within an appropriate time. 

5. The staff member should provide the Director and/or Assistant Director with the information 
requested via email or electronic memo. 

6. In the event the request takes longer than the anticipated time frame, the Councilmember should 
be notified and provided an updated timeframe. City Manager and Assistant City Manager should 
be copied. 

7. The Director and/or Assistant Director (or staff, under the direction of the Director or Assistant 
Director) should respond to the Councilmember’s inquiry with the appropriate information. The 
City Manager and Assistant City Manager should be copied on the email. 

 
There are several reasons why all Council communication should go through the Director/Assistant 
Director instead of line-level staff members. It ensures that the Council has not overstepped their role by 
directing staff members, and it helps keep management informed of the frequency, type, and number of 
requests made by the governing body.  
 
Line-level staff should never be placed in a situation where they are expected to communicate and 
respond directly to City Council inquiries and requests. This allows staff to stay focused on their day-to-
day work while allowing the Director/Assistant to maintain a positive and supportive relationship with the 

                                                           
7 “Making it Work: The Essentials of Council-Manager Relations”, Kevin Duggan and Mike Conduff, 2016 - 
https://icma.org/documents/making-it-work-essentials-council-manager-relations 
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City Council. Staff should be provided the tools and permission to refer a Councilmember to the 
Director/Assistant or City Manager in situations where they may be contacted directly.  
 
Development Review Process Improvements 
 
Ownership of the Process 
In the January 2017 City Efficiency Study, The Novak Consulting Group recommended that an Assistant 
City Manager be designated as the owner of the City’s development review process and Chair of pre-
development meetings. Since the publication and review of that study, the City has funded a new NDS 
position. However, there has been much discussion about the focus of that position and its organizational 
location.  
 
The intent of the original recommendation was to have someone own or oversee the development review 
process within the organization – specifically to help resolve issues of conflict among disciplines, ensure 
deadlines are met, and ensure that appropriate staff attend meetings. As noted elsewhere in this report, 
opportunities for staff to internally resolve comment conflicts as a group are limited to DRT meetings, 
which occur prior to initial review deadlines for staff. If conflicting internal staff comments are unresolved, 
the applicant is often put in the position of mediating the resolution between departments or disciplines. 
This is problematic for staff as well as applicants. 
 
To resolve these challenges and facilitate improved communications with applicants, it is important for 
the City to designate an owner over the development review process. This owner needs to be in a position 
of authority to provide clear and consistent direction to all development review staff, regardless of their 
department. This position should also be the face of the process to the development community. Because 
this role will require significant institutional authority, it is recommended that ownership of the 
development review process be assigned to an Assistant City Manager.8 
 
Notably, The Novak Consulting Group’s original recommendation did not include language advocating for 
the creation of a new position. Rather, the Efficiency Study indicated that a position at the Assistant City 
Manager level should ultimately have the authority to take ownership of the development review process.  
 
In this context, ownership of the development review process does not include day-to-day oversight of 
staff involved in development review. Management oversight of these staff should be left to the NDS 
Director and Assistant Director, including assigning work to staff, reviewing staff reports, working with 
relevant boards and commissions, and attending meetings when necessary (including pre-application, 
pre-development, DRT, Comment Review, and Site Plan Conference meetings). In contrast, the Assistant 
City Manager would be utilized at a much higher level and brought into projects that are high-profile, 
involve extensive conflicting comments, poor staff performance, or other significant challenges. The 
Assistant City Manager may also get involved in the development review process when a proposed project 
becomes very politically charged or sensitive.  
 
In short, the City should designate an Assistant City Manager to manage the development review process 
when challenges, issues, and opportunities require escalation at a higher level than the NDS Director and 
Assistant Director can provide. The intention of this recommendation is not to require an Assistant City 
Manager to attend more development review meetings, unilaterally change processes, or otherwise 
insert themselves into the development review process simply for the sake of becoming more involved. 

                                                           
8 Ibid 
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Rather, the goal is to create a deeper connection between NDS and the City Manager’s Office regarding 
development review which can better accommodate high profile projects and resolve significant 
challenges in a constructive manner. It is not anticipated that this workload will merit hiring an additional 
Assistant City Manager position; rather, these responsibilities should be assigned to the Assistant City 
Manager currently overseeing NDS. 
 
To facilitate growing this relationship, the assigned Assistant City Manager, NDS Director, and NDS 
Assistant Director should establish regular monthly communication meetings to keep each other informed 
of upcoming projects and to determine which projects and meetings the Assistant City Manager may need 
to be involved in and attend. The Assistant City Manager should also offer advice and insights regarding 
projects, staff activities, and the development review process where appropriate.  
 
Rather than use the newly-funded FTE position to hire a new Assistant City Manager dedicated to 
overseeing development review, the City should consider utilizing the funded FTE to fill other positions as 
recommended in this report, such as the Support Services Manager position or the Planner position. 
Rapidly filling these new positions will have a positive impact on the Department and the development 
review process. 
 
Current Process Elements 
The City development review process is well-defined and includes several steps designed to inform 
applicants as well as community members about proposed developments. Like other communities across 
the country, the City utilizes several mechanisms to address development needs. Development projects 
that involve formal components, such as special use permits and rezonings, involve pre-application 
meetings with applicants and public hearings where residents can provide feedback to relevant boards 
and commissions (like the Board of Zoning Appeals and/or the Planning Commission). Other development 
processes, such as the City’s by-right development process, are less formal. A by-right development does 
not require approval from a City board or commission, and its application process is coordinated and 
approved entirely by NDS staff.  
 
While the Department’s formal development review processes appear to provide ample opportunity for 
input by applicants and the public, stakeholders articulated dissatisfaction with the by-right development 
process. When an application for a by-right project is submitted, it is assigned to a Planner based on 
geographic area. The Planner is responsible for distributing the application, plans, and supporting 
materials to relevant disciplines in NDS and other City departments for review. This distribution is entirely 
manual and involves making duplicate paper copies and routing them via interoffice mail. Each discipline 
is expected to return written comments regarding the application to the assigned Planner within three 
weeks. City staff usually provide these comments to the Planner via email.  
 
In the interim, the Planner schedules two meetings related to the project. The first meeting involves the 
Development Review Team (DRT), which is composed of City staff from various disciplines who discuss 
the project submittal and provide an overview of major comments related to the application. DRT 
meetings typically take place at least two weeks after the application’s submittal. This allows staff to listen 
to comments and feedback from other disciplines, and creates an opportunity for resolving conflicts prior 
to the comment deadline. This meeting is coordinated and led by the assigned Planner. 
 
The second meeting is called the Site Plan Conference, which typically occurs three weeks after application 
submittal (this is also generally the week after the DRT meeting). The Site Plan Conference is largely an 
opportunity for the applicant to provide information about the project to interested residents, and for 
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residents to provide feedback on the project to the applicant. The assigned Planner attends the Site Plan 
Conference to answer questions about the development review process, but the meeting primarily serves 
as a contact point for applicants and area residents to share perspectives. This meeting is chaired or led 
by the applicant/developer. 
 
After receiving comments from all disciplines, the assigned Planner compiles an initial review letter and 
includes all comments supplied by City staff. This letter is sent to the applicant and the property owner (if 
different from the applicant) via email and hard copy. The applicant is then responsible for reviewing the 
letter, addressing staff comments, and filing a resubmittal. The assigned Planner then distributes the 
resubmittal for plan review with a comment deadline of three weeks. If additional comments need to be 
addressed, the Planner will compile them and send them to the applicant and property owner. This 
process repeats until the application is approved or the applicant withdraws the application. A flowchart 
depicting the major phases of by-right development review is included in Appendix A of this report. 
 
Recommendation 6: Create a comment review meeting between NDS staff and applicants for eligible 
by-right projects. 
Feedback from NDS stakeholders indicates that applicants are dissatisfied with opportunities to meet with 
City staff to discuss comments received on initial by-right submittals. After submitting their application 
and plans, applicants receive no formal feedback from the City until the assigned Planner compiles staff 
comments and distributes the initial review letter. Applicants are then responsible for parsing and 
following up on comments with individual staff members and do not meet with the DRT. Stakeholders 
expressed a strong desire for opportunities to meet with staff regarding their applications, and indicated 
that in prior years the City had engaged with applicants to discuss comments in person.  
 
Given this feedback and the current structure of the by-right review process, there is an opportunity to 
improve communications with applicants and, by extension, community members who are interested in 
by-right development projects. To maximize valuable feedback for applicants and better prepare them for 
Site Plan Conferences, the Department should create a Comment Review meeting consisting of the 
applicant and DRT staff. The purpose of the Comment Review meeting is to provide the applicant with an 
opportunity to meet with all disciplines regarding the initial submittal and to review major staff comments 
associated with the submittal.  
 
Establishing a Comment Review meeting between applicants and City staff to review initial comments 
presents several advantages for developers and staff. First, it provides the applicant with an opportunity 
to discern nuances associated with staff comments and solicit feedback from all staff simultaneously. 
Second, it provides staff and the applicant with an opportunity to discuss key aspects of a project in 
person, keeping everyone in the loop regarding the information exchanged and decisions made for each 
application. Third, it creates additional accountability for the applicant and staff regarding important 
comments to be addressed and provides an opportunity for emphasizing significant comments and 
concerns. 
 
Because meetings like DRT involve significant numbers of staff, it is important to schedule Comment 
Review meetings in a way that avoids unnecessary drains on staff time. Currently, NDS reserves 
Wednesdays each month for DRT meetings and Site Plan Conferences, alternating weeks on which these 
meetings occur. For example, in any given month, Wednesdays in Weeks 1 and 3 are reserved for DRT 
meetings, while Wednesdays in Weeks 2 and 4 are reserved for Site Plan Conferences. To continue utilizing 
this approach and minimize scheduling impacts on staff, a two-step approach to establishing Comment 
Review meetings is recommended. 
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First, Comment Review meetings should be required only for by-right development projects that exceed 
specific thresholds, such as the amount invested in the project, the size/square footage of the project, 
and/or the type of project being constructed. NDS staff should establish specific criteria that trigger 
automatic Comment Review meetings for significant projects. This minimizes additional meetings for 
small-scale projects and allows staff to emphasize intensive communication for high-value and/or high-
profile projects.  
 
Second, because Comment Review meetings will be composed of the same staff that attend DRT 
meetings, NDS should reserve time following each DRT meeting for Comment Review. While this 
arrangement may require DRT staff to meet for longer periods each week, it capitalizes on a time when 
most DRT staff are available and reduces the need for additional scheduling. Applicants should be 
scheduled for a Comment Review meeting after receiving initial comments from staff; for example, the 
assigned Planner should indicate the Comment Review meeting date in the applicant’s initial review 
comment letter. This provides the applicant with some time to review and process staff’s initial comments 
prior to reviewing them in person. The Comment Review meeting, like the DRT meetings, would be led or 
chaired by the assigned Planner. 
 
The following table illustrates major milestones associated with the current by-right review process 
compared to the recommended approach of utilizing a Comment Review meeting.  
 
Table 17: Comparison of Current By-Right Process to Proposed By-Right Process 

Week Current By-Right Process Proposed By-Right Process 

Week 1 • Application submitted and routed 
to staff 

• Application submitted and routed 
to staff 

Week 2 • Initial plan review  
• DRT Meeting 

• Initial plan review  
• DRT Meeting 

Week 3 

• Staff comments due 
• Site Plan Conference 
• Initial review letter sent to 

applicant 

• Staff comments due 
• Site Plan Conference 
• Initial review letter sent to 

applicant 

Week 4 • Applicant addresses comments with 
individual staff 

• Comment Review meeting 
• Applicant addresses comments with 

individual staff 
 
The creation of a Comment Review meeting for eligible projects is unlikely to increase the time associated 
with development review because it will occur the week after the applicant receives comments. Over the 
long term, the Comment Review meeting may serve to shorten development review times if applicants 
and staff take full advantage of the meeting to improve communication about comment requirements.  
 
Technology and Performance 
To provide efficient and effective services, it is critical for organizations to utilize technologies that 
streamline routine work while facilitating the collection of appropriate workload and performance 
measurement data. Because NDS relies on manual processes and does not utilize centralized software 
solutions, the Department cannot accurately describe how workload is divided among staff or reliably 
forecast future staffing needs. This contributes to a service delivery approach that is more reactive than 
proactive, which in turn contributes to dissatisfaction among staff and stakeholders.  
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The following recommendations are designed to highlight specific hardware, software, and performance 
measurement initiatives that will position the Department to more effectively track and analyze workload 
and employee performance. This information is essential for Department leadership to make informed 
decisions about staffing and customer service goals.  
 
Recommendation 7: Provide staff with the appropriate technology to complete their work. 
As noted in the 2017 Efficiency Study report, the NDS Department is heavily reliant on paper and manual 
processes to accomplish tasks such as plan review, permitting, and inspections. Many of these paper 
transactions are logged into a custom software program, ADEPT, which largely serves as a central data 
repository for the Department. However, the ADEPT program has not been updated in some time and 
does not capture sufficient data to meet the Department’s present needs. As a result, the 2017 Efficiency 
Study recommended implementing a new software system to better meet the needs of all NDS disciplines.  
 
Subsequently, NDS staff received authorization to issue a request for proposals (RFP) designed to procure 
software to replace ADEPT. Staff initially developed an RFP that mirrored the original design specifications 
for the ADEPT system. During this process, other departments (such as Public Works) expressed interest 
in partnering with NDS to procure a single software platform that could meet workload tracking and 
performance measurement needs City-wide. As a result of these discussions, staff are currently rewriting 
the software RFP to better reflect broader organizational needs.  
 
In addition to software needs, the age of computer hardware in NDS is also a source of concern. The 
Information Technology (IT) Department completed an inventory and assessment of NDS computer 
hardware in June 2017. Of the Department’s 42 computers, approximately 70% were purchased prior to 
calendar year 2015. The median age among all NDS computers is approximately four years, and the 
Department’s oldest computer is more than eight years old. The following figure illustrates the number 
of computers purchased in NDS by calendar year. 
 

 
 
Figure 13: Number of NDS Computers Purchased by Calendar Year, 2009-2017 

In addition to age, the IT Department evaluated NDS computers based on available memory, processor 
speed, and suitability for upgrades. This information was used to assign each computer a classification 
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based on a three-point scale. Computers classified as “green” indicated little need for upgrades or 
replacement. Computers classified as “yellow” indicated a need for memory or other upgrades to perform 
acceptably, while computers classified as “red” indicated a need for replacement.  
 
Nearly one-third of NDS computers were classified as “Red”, or needing replacement, and over two-thirds 
require memory or other upgrades to achieve acceptable performance. The following table illustrates 
these results. 
 
Table 18: Status of NDS Computer Systems, 2017 

IT Department Classification Number of Computers Percent of Total 
Green 1 2% 
Yellow 28 67% 
Red 13 31% 
Grand Total 42 100% 

 
Replacements and upgrades to these systems were suspended in mid-July 2017 due to the IT 
Department’s increased emphasis on upgrading all computers City-wide to Microsoft Office 2016™ and 
Windows 10™. As part of this shift, the IT Department suspended computer replacements unless 
machines became totally inoperable. 
 
In short, while the Department has begun to make progress replacing outdated software and hardware 
systems to better meet the needs of staff and customers, both of these developments have been put on 
hold or otherwise delayed. While these delays have occurred for rational purposes, NDS will be unable to 
make significant progress regarding customer service improvements, workload measurement, 
performance tracking, and streamlining process efficiencies without proper technology investments. 
Therefore, it is imperative for the City to prioritize technology upgrades and replacement.  
 
As the Department endeavors to procure technologies that better equip staff to perform their work, 
several factors should be considered to ensure maximum utility for NDS. For example, any software 
procured for NDS should include the following functions at a minimum: 
 

• A permitting function that facilitates online permit applications, acceptance, and payment. Over-
the-counter permit transactions should be automated to the greatest extent possible. Electronic 
permit applications should get automatically routed to the appropriate reviewer based on 
geographic location or other criteria.  

• A development review function that creates a digital repository of all submitted plans, projects, 
and related permits. Planners should get automatically assigned to new submittals based on 
geographic location or other appropriate criteria. Staff in other disciplines involved in plan review 
should receive a digital notification that a new plan is eligible for review, and comments should 
be made within the software program. Comments should be visible to all other staff associated 
with the development project. 

• As part of the development review function, external customer service enhancements should be 
included, such as the ability to electronically submit (and resubmit) applications, review staff 
comments, review permits status, submit payments, and schedule inspections. The system should 
provide applicants, residents, and interested parties the ability to track an application or project 
throughout the process. 
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• An inspections function that facilitates scheduling, tracking, and reporting on multi-disciplinary 
building inspections as well as property maintenance code enforcement inspections. The software 
should enable staff to record notes in the field and sync relevant pictures, videos, and other data 
related to the inspections process. The software should also standardize and streamline 
enforcement procedures such as violation notices, stop work orders, and abatement activities.  

 
In addition to these functions, the software chosen by NDS should be capable of automatically time-
stamping and tracking milestones associated with core processes, such as the dates and times applications 
were received and approved by staff, when materials were returned to applicants, resubmittal dates, and 
the dates of inspections. Where possible, software should also calculate staff time devoted to core tasks, 
such as plan review and inspections, and track workload and performance measures as described 
elsewhere in this report. 
 
By evaluating potential software solutions against these criteria and the requirements of other 
departments, NDS will lay the groundwork for procuring technology that will truly help the Department 
evolve to provide more efficient services. This will result in a software package that not only replaces 
ADEPT, but allows NDS to change its processes to better serve customers and evaluate its performance. 
 
Similar considerations must be undertaken regarding the Department’s hardware. While there is no 
universal standard to determine when computer replacements are necessary, factors such as age, 
technical specifications, software capabilities, security concerns, and how personnel interact with 
hardware should all be considered. In this context, NDS should work closely with ITS to quickly procure 
hardware that can run the Department’s software and meet the mobility needs of users. 
 
By prioritizing investments in the Department’s software and hardware needs, the City will enable NDS to 
pursue process improvements in a data-driven manner. This in turn will allow the Department to cultivate 
and implement more efficient processes rather that prop up existing, inefficient practices.  
 
Recommendation 8: Develop specific performance measures and leverage software to track them. 
NDS currently tracks certain workload measures and data points designed to help measure progress 
toward achieving the City’s strategic planning goals. These measures are in turn compiled in the City’s 
Clearpoint system, which visualizes progress on strategic initiatives through a dedicated online portal.9 
Specific measures currently tracked using this system include: 
 

• Number of supported affordable housing units created per year 
• Continuum of housing options 
• Housing support for improved economic mobility 
• Supply and demand of housing 
• Price and turnover of housing stock 
• Inventory of rental housing 
• Number of Entrance Corridor Review Board (ERB) cases per month 
• Number of Board of Architecture Review (BAR)/ERB administrative reviews per month 
• Number of sign permits reviewed in Design Control Districts 
• Planning projects completed 
• Site plans approved by the City 

                                                           
9 This portal is accessible at widget.charlottesville.org/strategicplan.htm 
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• Linear feet of sidewalk constructed 
• Number of permits issued 
• Number of building permit inspections 
• Number of building plans reviewed 
• Total construction value of permits issued 
• Fees collected for all permits 
• Number of property maintenance inspections conducted 
• Number of rezoning/Special Use Permit applications submitted per month 
• Number of site plans submitted 
• Number of parking requests reviewed per month 
• Number of traffic calming requests handled 
• Number of BAR cases per month 
• Historically designated properties 

 
While these indicators are useful and help shed light on the Department’s compliance with strategic 
planning goals, NDS is unable to provide detailed information regarding employee workloads, process 
times, and other analytical information that may be used to inform staffing calculations or improve 
services. This is primarily because the workload measures above largely involve the number of processes 
and tasks performed by the Department, but do not provide context on the amount of staff time 
associated with each process, the total turnaround time for various processes, or the number of 
processes/tasks that are completed within acceptable timeframes. 
 
Effective performance measurement involves tracking three types of measures. The first is workload 
measures, or inputs. These are measures that define the volume of work managed by personnel, as well 
as discrete work activities. Many of the performance measures currently tracked by NDS are workload 
measures, as discussed above. However, the workload measures currently tracked by the Department are 
not sufficiently granular to facilitate an in-depth analysis of workload distribution among the 
Department’s staff.  
 
The second type of workload measure is outcome measures. These are calculated using inputs (e.g., 
workload measures) to develop ratios and indicators of performance, such as the percentage of plan 
reviews completed on-time, or the number of inspections completed within appropriate timeframes. 
Outcome measurement is useful because it provides organizations with a greater understanding of how 
current processes meet customer and internal expectations. Developing appropriate outcome measures 
and tracking performance in this way helps organizations to fine-tune process areas that are out of sync 
with goals and expectations. 
 
The third type of measure is an efficiency measure. These measures indicate the relative cost, in terms of 
dollar value and labor hours, required to meet workload demands. For example, the average number of 
labor hours required per inspection and the total staff time involved in plan reviews of various types both 
illustrate resource requirements needed to address specific workload patterns. 
 
While the Department has created a framework for tracking basic inputs, expanding performance 
measurement practices to evaluate a “family” of workload, outcome, and efficiency measures is an 
essential component of improving efficiency and customer service. The following table details a series of 
additional performance measures that NDS can begin tracking to more effectively measure performance 
and service delivery, particularly in the context of permitting, inspections, and development review. 
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Table 19: Example NDS Performance Measures 

Performance 
Measure Inputs Required Calculation Steps 

Permitting and 
Inspections   

Ratio of permits 
received to permit 
processors 

• Number of permits received by 
permit type 

• Number of permit processors 
(intake staff) 

• Divide permits received by total 
permit processors to calculate an 
annual ratio of permits per processor 

• Evaluate annual change in ratio to 
determine whether workload is 
increasing or decreasing 

Ratio of inspections 
completed to 
available inspectors 

• Number of inspections 
completed by inspection type 
(e.g. property maintenance, 
building, mechanical, 
plumbing, etc.) 

• Number of inspectors by type 
(e.g. property maintenance, 
building inspectors) 

• Calculate an annual inspections ratio 
by dividing inspections completed by 
type by the number of inspectors 
available to perform inspections 

• Evaluate annual change in ratio to 
determine whether workload is 
increasing or decreasing and inform 
staffing decisions 

Average time per 
inspection by type  

• Number of minutes spent 
performing inspections, by 
inspection type (e.g. property 
maintenance, building, trades, 
rough-ins, etc.) 

• Calculate the average number of staff 
minutes performing inspections of 
each type 

• Evaluate changes in average minutes 
spent per inspection 

• If changes are significant, investigate 
potential causes 

Percentage of 
inspections 
completed on 
schedule 

• Number of inspections 
scheduled, by inspection type 
and date 

• Number of inspections 
completed, by inspection type 
and date 

• For incomplete inspections, 
record a reason why the 
inspection did not take place 
(e.g. reschedule, no-show, etc.) 

• For each type of inspection, divide 
the number of inspections completed 
by the number of inspections 
scheduled to determine the 
percentage of inspections completed 
on-time 

• Evaluate inspections not completed 
on-time to determine major causes 
of inspection delays 

Average length of 
time between 
inspections 
scheduled and 
completion 

• Dates inspections were 
scheduled, by inspection type 

• Dates inspections were 
completed, by inspection type 

• For each inspection, subtract the date 
inspections were completed from the 
date inspections were scheduled to 
determine the amount of time 
between scheduling and receiving an 
inspection (e.g. in days or hours) 

• Compare the average amount of time 
between inspection schedule and 
completion to NDS customer service 
goals 
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Performance 
Measure Inputs Required Calculation Steps 

• If this time is excessive, investigate 
causes that contribute to delayed 
inspections 

Inspection 
compliance rate 

• Number of inspections, by 
inspection type, that achieved 
compliance 

• Total number of inspections 
performed, by inspection type 

• For failed inspections, record a 
reason why the inspection did 
not achieve compliance (e.g. 
no action taken since last 
inspection, code violation, etc.) 

• For each type of inspection, divide 
the total number of inspections that 
achieved compliance by those that 
failed inspection 

• Compare the compliance rate of each 
inspection, by type, to NDS customer 
service goals 

• If compliance rates fall short of 
Department goals, investigate 
contributory causes and determine 
action steps to improve compliance 
(such as education campaigns)  

Development 
Review   

Average number of 
days between initial 
application 
submittal and initial 
plan review 
completion 

• Date applications were 
submitted, by type 

• Date initial plan review letters 
were issued, for each 
application, by type 

• For each type of development review 
application, subtract the date initial 
plan review was completed from the 
initial application submittal date 

• Calculate the average number of days 
each application spent in review, by 
application type 

• Evaluate application review goals 
against the Department’s target time 
of 21 days for initial plan review 

• If the average number of days 
exceeds the 21-day target, identify 
causes contributing to lengthy initial 
review times 

Average number of 
days between initial 
plan review 
completion and 
application 
resubmittal 

• Date initial plan review letters 
were issued, for each 
application, by type 

• Date applications were 
resubmitted, for each 
application, by type 

• For each type of development review 
application, subtract the date 
application was resubmitted from the 
date initial plan review letters were 
issued 

• Calculate the average number of days 
each applicant spent revising 
applications, by application type 

• Utilize the average amount of time 
applicants spend revising applications 
to inform the development 
community about approximate 
process times 
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Performance 
Measure Inputs Required Calculation Steps 

Average total time 
from initial 
application 
submittal to project 
approval/denial 

• Date applications were 
submitted, by type 

• Date applications were 
approved, by type 

• For each type of development review 
application, subtract the date the 
application was approved/denied 
from the date the application as 
initially submitted 

• Calculate the average total time each 
application type spent in the 
development review process 

Percentage of 
development 
review projects 
completed on 
schedule  

• Average total time from initial 
application submittal to project 
approval, by project type 

• Compare the average total 
development review time of each 
project, by type, to NDS customer 
service goals 

• Utilize this data to provide applicants 
with estimates regarding turnaround 
times and inform customer service 
goals 

Average hours 
spent performing 
plan review 

• Number of staff hours spent 
reviewing applications and 
plans, by type 

• For each type of development review 
application, calculate the average 
number of staff hours each reviewer 
spent performing reviews 

• Evaluate trends in average review 
times by application type to 
determine whether workload is 
increasing or decreasing and inform 
staffing decisions 

Change in 
development 
review workload 
assigned to staff 

• Number of development 
review applications assigned to 
NDS staff for review, by type 
and geographic location 

• Average hours spent 
performing plan review  

• For each staff member, calculate the 
total number of development review 
projects assigned, by type 

• Multiply the number of development 
review projects assigned by the 
average hours spent performing plan 
review 

• Evaluate the total estimated hours 
associated with plan review for each 
staff member, by type and geographic 
location 

• Where necessary, adjust staffing or 
rebalance workload among staff to 
more equitably distribute tasks 

Administrative 
Support   

Change in customer 
interactions 

• Number of phone calls, emails, 
in-person contacts made by 
administrative staff, by type 

• Sum total interactions by type and 
multiply the total by the estimated 
amount of time required to attend to 
the customer service request 
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Performance 
Measure Inputs Required Calculation Steps 

• Estimated time associated with 
each contact type 

• Evaluate the total number of 
interactions and total estimated staff 
time to determine whether 
administrative staffing levels are 
adequate 

Percentage of 
inspections 
scheduled within 
acceptable 
timeframes 

• Time inspection request was 
made to administrative staff 

• Time inspection request was 
scheduled by administrative 
staff 

• For each inspection request, calculate 
the total time staff spent scheduling 
inspections by subtracting the time 
inspections were requested from the 
time the inspection request was 
made 

• Compare the average time required 
to schedule inspections to NDS 
customer service goals 

• If request processing times exceed 
service standards, evaluate factors 
that contribute to lengthy process 
times 

Average payment 
processing time 

• Staff time associated with each 
payment processing function 
(e.g. credit card reconciliation, 
purchase orders, invoicing) 

• For each payment processing 
function, record the number of staff 
hours required to accomplish the 
process 

• Calculate the average amount of staff 
labor hours necessary to accomplish 
payment processing, by type 

• Evaluate whether administrative 
capacity is sufficient to accomplish 
processing tasks based on average 
actual processing times 

Average 
transcription time 
for board and 
commission 
minutes 

• Staff time associated with 
composing minutes for boards 
and commission meetings, by 
board/commission type 

• Record the number of staff hours 
associated with compiling minutes for 
all boards and commissions 

• Calculate the average number of staff 
hours required to compile minutes in 
each year 

• Evaluate whether administrative 
capacity is sufficient to accomplish 
compiling minutes given current 
practices 

• Evaluate opportunities to adopt 
summary minutes or other minutes 
formats that reduce associated staff 
times 
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The above example performance measures are not intended to be inclusive. In any performance 
measurement system, it is important to gather data that informs the Department and ultimately serves 
to guide staffing and process improvement decisions. While the measures described above are intended 
to help the Department begin answering these questions, the Department should periodically evaluate 
and refocus performance measures where necessary. 
 
Additionally, the inputs required to calculate the performance measures above are significant and require 
the ability to associate granular data with individual staff members, permits, plans, applications, and 
processes. To avoid burdening staff with significant tracking activities, the Department should seek a 
software solution that automates the collection of this input data as described elsewhere in this report. 
Another advantage of utilizing software is the ability to automatically generate reports that calculate 
these performance measures, further reducing staff workloads associated with reporting data.  
 
Where automated collection is not possible, the Department should create benchmark targets for tracking 
sufficient data to enable reasonable estimates. In other words, it is not necessary for staff to record every 
minute of every day for performance measurement to be successful. Data should not be gathered simply 
for the sake of gathering data, as this dilutes the purpose of performance measurement. To provide 
reasonable estimates, the Department should instead target a specific sample size of processes and 
measure inputs associated with that sample size. For example, the Department may choose to track 
process times associated with 30 permit reviews and 15 plan reviews, and extrapolate estimates based 
on the data collected from those sample sizes.  
 
The goal of performance measurement is not to displace the core work of staff or to force legalistic 
accountings of staff time. Rather, by leveraging technology to automate the data collection and recording 
process and collecting granular data on core processes, the Department will be better equipped to 
evaluate the effectiveness of its customer service goals. Data obtained throughout the performance 
measurement process can then be used to educate staff and the public about reasonable customer service 
goals and to identify additional opportunities for improvement. 
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Conclusion 
 
NDS is poised for success, with employees who are committed to creating a superior built environment, 
ensuring high-quality design and development, and providing excellent customer service to the 
Charlottesville community. The recommendations contained in this report identify opportunities that, if 
pursued, will build upon the strengths of the Department.  
 
By restructuring its organization and management practices, modifying the development review process, 
and leveraging technology to better equip staff and track performance, the Department will lay the 
groundwork for additional adaptation and innovation. Without these changes, staff will continue to 
operate in a largely reactive manner, and the Department will lack the data it needs to better understand 
how it operates and how processes may be improved. 
 
While the recommendations discussed above represent the first step toward improving NDS, it is 
important to emphasize the role of leadership in cultivating organizational change. Successfully 
implementing these recommendations will require consistent management oversight, support, budgetary 
resources, and evaluation on the part of City Management and Department leadership staff. Without 
dedicated attention, management oversight, and encouragement, efforts to transform the Department 
and change outmoded practices will be more likely to fail. Buy-in from all levels of the organization, 
including peer departments, will be necessary to support the work of improving NDS over the long term. 
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Appendix A: Current By-Right Development Review Process 
 
 
 
 
 



By-Right Site Plan Review Process - IntakeBy-Right Site Plan Review Process - Intake

ApplicantApplicant
NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS PlanningNDS Planning
Other NDS 
Disciplines
Other NDS 
Disciplines

NotesNotes

In
ta

ke
In

ta
ke

Complete and 
submit application, 
plans, supporting 

materials

Application 
complete?

Collect fees and file 
application with 

appropriate Planner

Verify application 
and required 
materials are 

complete

Calculate 
appropriate fees

Mail review packets 
to appropriate 

disciplines with due 
date for comments

Photocopy 
application and 

distribution sheet 
and create review 

packets

Schedule 
Development 
Review Team 
(DRT) meeting

DRT occurs every 
other week. Allow at 

least 2 weeks 
between application 

receipt and DRT.

Proceed to 
Initial Review

Receive application 
packet and materials

Comments generally 
due in 3 weeks. 

State statute 
requires 60 days for 

initial submittal.

Schedule Site 
Plan 

Conference

Create and mail Site 
Plan Conference 

notification to 
properties within 

500 feet of project

Site Plan 
Conferences occur 

in gap weeks 
between DRT 

meetings (typically 3 
weeks from 
submission).

Pay fees

Prepare for 
Site Plan 

Conference

Prepare for 
Site Plan 

Conference

Yes

No



By-Right Site Plan Review Process – Initial ReviewBy-Right Site Plan Review Process – Initial Review

ApplicantApplicant
NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS PlanningNDS Planning
Other NDS 
Disciplines
Other NDS 
Disciplines

NotesNotes

In
it

ia
l R

ev
ie

w
In

it
ia

l R
ev

ie
w

Conduct Planning 
review

Conduct discipline 
review

Email comments to 
assigned planner

Compile comments 
in review letter to 

applicant

Chair DRT 
Meeting

Attend DRT 
Meeting

Attend Site 
Plan 

Conference

Site Plan Conference 
includes applicant 

meeting with 
neighborhood.

Proceed to 
Initial Review

Proceed to 
Initial Review

Prepare for 
Site Plan 

Conference

Prepare for 
Site Plan 

Conference

Send initial review 
letter to applicant 

and property owner 
with comments via 

email and hard copy

Review letter and 
begin addressing 

comments

Answer applicant 
questions as needed

Answer applicant 
questions as needed

Prepare 
Resubmittal

Prepare 
Resubmittal

Applicant has 60 
days to respond to 

comments.



By-Right Site Plan Review Process – ResubmittalBy-Right Site Plan Review Process – Resubmittal

ApplicantApplicant
NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS Front Desk / 
Admin Support

NDS PlanningNDS Planning
Other NDS 
Disciplines
Other NDS 
Disciplines

NotesNotes

R
es

u
bm

it
ta

l R
ev

ie
w

R
es

u
bm

it
ta

l R
ev

ie
w

Prepare 
Resubmittal

Prepare 
Resubmittal

File resubmittal with 
letter illustrating 
how comments 
were addressed

Distribute 
resubmittal 

documents as 
appropriate to 

disciplines

Conduct Planning 
review

Conduct discipline 
review

Compile staff 
comments

Have all 
comments been 

addressed?

Proceed to 
permitting and 

construction

No

Yes

Comments generally 
due in 3 weeks. 

State statute allows 
max 45 days for 

resubmittal review.
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