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SYNOPSIS
The mission of the City of Olathe is to “plan for and provide public services to enhance the quality of life for our community.” Each department within the City is responsible for providing high-quality customer service for our customers. However, the Development Services Department has taken extra steps to provide the best customer service possible. Among the many techniques used are new, innovative practices wherewith we have already seen a multitude of positive results. The department’s processes have benefitted much of the community, from developers and engineers, to residents who are involved in shaping the future of the City during our comprehensive plan update. Overall, the success of the department’s public engagement is measured by the satisfaction and participation of our citizens and customers.  

Depending on the scope of the work, our customers can be very different from one another.  The development community is a specific customer which expects a smooth process from the Planning Commission and City Council, through the building permit processes. Though the customers for this application of public engagement are specific, our practices provide several examples of engagement and innovation which can be applied anywhere.
In 2006, the City used a consultant to do a development process review. The results of the process revealed additional time was a needed on the staff side and the consultant recommended we lengthen our entire process from four to six weeks. Data showed that cases were being continued at both Planning Commission meetings and City Council meetings approximately 50 percent of the time.  It was difficult for the engineers and architects to make changes and turn in the plans to meet our deadlines. Changing the development process initially received negative feedback from the development community, as they believed city response time and customer service would be negatively impacted. Staff held several meetings with local developers and educated them on the new changes, as well as solicited input in order to enhance customer service. Staff gained the development community’s trust through open communication and even included extra meetings in the process in which the developer’s team and staff met to discuss outstanding issues.  The result is a smoother development review process where nearly all cases remain on the Planning Commission and City Council agendas.

As part of this development process change, the City created a development review team. This innovative idea allowed the city to provide greater customer service to our developers during major changes. The team consists of representatives from engineering, planning, fire, municipal services (water and sewer), and building codes. These meetings were by pre-appointment only, allowing city staff to review plans beforehand and provide appropriate responses during the actual meetings. Developers/engineers were able to come into these meetings and, essentially, speak to everyone involved in the development process. This greatly enhanced our customer service capabilities and many of the preconditions associated with lengthening the city’s review timeline were absolved. We were able to more effectively meet the needs of our customers and provide adequate response and customer service even though we lengthened the timeline. Some of the actual outcomes we have seen are:     

1. Increased efficiency of the development review process as reported by lower number of continued cases

2. Fewer conflicts over case deadlines

3. Creation of Development Review Coordinator position, who reviews, organizes, and manages development review forums

4. Website enhancement from comments received through customers

The city also created a notification list for the development community whereas they are notified of various city projects, upcoming events, and so on. The City also holds quarterly development forums where developers, homebuilders, and the public can attend and learn of city projects related to development issues. Things such as upcoming street and sewer maintenance projects were discussed, as well as specialty presentations about the comprehensive plan, sustainability issues, stormwater management initiatives, building code changes, major street maps, an upcoming streetscape master plan, benefit districts, sewer updates, website updates, ordinance updates, available trainings, and preservation initiatives. The City also gathered feedback of progress with the new development review process.

	Development Forum Attendance

	Date        
	Guests
	Staff
	Total

	3/8/2007
	25
	9
	34

	6/27/2007
	30
	7
	37

	9/17/2007
	31
	7
	38

	1/23/2008
	44
	10
	54

	4/23/2008
	45
	7
	52

	7/30/2008
	41
	6
	47

	10/15/2008
	45
	7
	52

	2/18/2009
	89
	6
	95

	5/27/2009
	36
	21
	57

	08-03-2009 (Vendor Fair) 
	150
	10
	160

	08-03-2009 (Forum)
	54
	6
	60

	3/11/2010
	46
	8
	54

	TOTAL
	636
	104
	740


The Planning Division of the Development Services department also underwent several enhancements to its community engagement practices, several of which can be exemplified in our comprehensive plan update. The old comprehensive plan had become outdated and the community now needed to focus revising the plan to appropriately meet the needs of Olatheans for the future. With the intent to become one of the top tier communities in the nation, City staff spent countless hours working with citizens, businesses, and other community stakeholders during the process. The plan’s initial steps began in September 2008, during Olathe’s Old Settler’s Day Parade. The parade, one of the largest in the state, was a great starting point for PlanOlathe. Pioneers, parade watchers, and others shared their ideas about what Olathe should look like in the future. Staff occupied a table and received feedback from citizens. In October, the www.PlanOlathe.com website was launched to share information regarding the process, community events, and updates to the plan. The interactive website also allowed public comment on key phrases of the project, as well as participate in virtual exercises and workshops.


By November, city staff was holding personal one-on-one interviews with over 120 community stakeholders such as business owners, neighborhood groups, architects, faith communities, and non-profit organizations to identify common interests, concerns and questions about the future of Olathe. City Planners continued to reach out to as many citizens as possible using conventional and unconventional planning approach methods such as: attending citizen group neighborhood and organizational meetings; holding quarterly development forums; engaging citizens in interviews; soliciting children’s drawings of what they want Olathe to look like; displaying commercials from the City Manager on Olathe Television Network; maintaining the interactive PlanOlathe website; holding televised public meetings; sending outreach emails; and including a feedback section of the PlanOlathe website. During this comprehensive plan update, the department met with over 1,500 citizens through public outreach.  They were able to open lines of communication with citizens across the city.

Overall costs of these community engagement projects were limited to hiring a consultant for the process mapping of development reviews, cash spent on for meeting supplies, and overhead costs of staff. In many cases, exempt employees were presenting/speaking with community stakeholders during the evenings as well. By making these necessary adjustments, we were able to decrease the total number of staff hours spent sorting out planning cases which were not yet ready for the Planning Commission or City Council. Also, staff was able to decrease the amount of time answering similar questions-this was a result of holding our quarterly development forums.
PRESENTATION COMPONENTS
Implementing a new development review process, along with utilizing development forums, allowed staff to decrease the number of items tabled during Planning Commission and City Council meetings. The chart below shows that many of our development reviews were not on schedule and in some cases, a majority were not completed on time. Architects, developers, and engineers were able to use the new additional time to address the changes which needed to be done. Since extending the time allowed for development reviews, fewer cases are being delayed. 

	Rezonings
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Total Cases
	55
	48
	31

	Total Cases on Schedule (1 month)
	30
	24
	15

	Percentage on Schedule
	55%
	50%
	50%

	Average Review Time (Calendar Days)
	 
	17
	16

	Plats
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Total Cases
	155
	182
	144

	Total Cases on Schedule (1 month)
	65
	79
	65

	Percentage on Schedule
	42%
	43%
	45%

	Average Review Time (Calendar Days)
	 
	15
	15

	Final Site Development Plans
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Total Cases
	79
	61
	67

	Total Cases on Schedule (1 month)
	62
	34
	33

	Percentage on Schedule
	78%
	56%
	49%

	Average Review Time (Calendar Days)
	 
	18
	16


Initially, there was an immediate impact on customer service and turnaround times during the permit process. During the summer of 2009, 100% of all building inspector comments were being issued on or before the due dates. 

	2009

	Month
	Number
	Comments on or before due date
	Comments missed due date

	April
	16
	100%
	0%

	May
	28
	100%
	0%

	June
	38
	100%
	0%

	Total
	82
	100%
	0%


By October 2009, 69% of cases which went to the Planning Commission were on time or ahead of schedule. This is approximately twenty percentage points more than in 2006. Of course, the greatest enhancement to the department was the increased level of customer service. Better communication through the development forums also allowed us to present many issues affecting the development community in one setting.  We also heard concerns at one time, received feedback through surveys, suggestion boxes and face to face conversation. Through this process, the development community not only developed better working relationships with staff, but also amongst their peers. 
Though website creation is not new technology, the department used this medium of communication for the first time with its comprehensive plan. The intent was for PlanOlathe to be an interactive and user-friendly plan which set the standard for public usability and accessibility. While graphics, maps, and diagrams in the Plan document help to illustrate the concepts embodied by the plan, the plan’s website, www.planolathe.com, enables the user to fully explore the plan in a way which is visually interesting and specific to the user’s interest. PlanOlathe is useful in different ways to different groups. Residents may be interested in the location of parks, schools, or community facilities. Business and property owners may be interested in land use recommendations or development policies for their property. Topics such as the fiscal health of the City are a priority for policy makers. Through the Plan website, users of the Plan can explore detailed information on Plan concepts, City services, demographic and development information, or neighborhood activity, all in the context of the vision and recommendations contained in the Plan. The PlanOlathe living website was a request of the staff during the RFP process.  Though there was a consultant involved to help us map out the process of creating the new website, the City’s ITS team prepared most of the website. Similarly, a new permit application was used for the development reviews. After the reorganization, the city was able to use online permitting which greatly enhanced our ability to provide quick customer service. 
OUTCOMES ACHIEVED
There were several customers, all of which had varying needs. The development community expected efficient planning processes, predictable outcomes, staff availability, and quicker responses. The creation of the development review team and development forums, were direct consequences to feedback gathered from our development community. We were able to fulfill their needs because we listened to them, and then incorporated their ideas into our new development process. Many members of the community who were involved in the comprehensive plan update expected the plan to fully represent the community. They expected to participate and be engaged in this lengthy process. Citizens and stakeholders expected responses, from city staff, to their voices and concerns. Their major concerns identified became a key theme in the creation of the future land use map, vision, guiding principles, policies and actions.  

Service delivery has certainly been enhanced and now, after adequate time to fully implement the new programs, the development community knows what to expect from Olathe’s development process and receive far fewer continuances to the next Planning Commission and City Council meetings. Additionally, experienced staff members are able to provide the engineers and architects with answers to their specific questions. The community also has time to address staff comments and meet with staff concerning those comments, resulting in less confusion, communication breakdowns, and time.  

We are unable to ascertain yet whether or not the comprehensive plan update enhanced service delivery or if the health of the community has improved. Certainly the innovative and new techniques we used to engage our citizens, including several public displays and roadshows, commercials, and the new interactive website enhanced our service delivery. In the future, we hope the product of this effort, the comprehensive plan, does in fact enhance the quality of service delivery for our customers. The city has pushed the envelope to the extreme and gone out of our way to keep the public apprised of the progress of the plan, as well as solicit input for changes. Overall, the process has been user-friendly and engaging. Citizens have had many opportunities to participate and give comments and in effect, citizens have had enhanced access to their government. We also have been able to respond appropriately to concerns for many residents, resulting in enhanced trust and reliability. Olathe will continue to be an accountable and trustworthy government for our citizens while providing the best level of customer service possible.  

APPLICABLE RESULTS AND REAL WORLD PRACTICALITY
The community outreach techniques we used could provide many local governments with new, innovative ways to engage their communities. We could provide examples of our development forum process, examples of our development review team meetings, and roadshows. Our interactive website is always available for view and we could advice governments about why our website has worked for us. We could also provide advice for communication during restructuring of processes, as well as how to engage the community during those restructuring processes.

Our efforts are highly duplicative in other organizations when tailored to meet the needs of their communities. Our examples worked for us and we are happy to share our knowledge and experience. We continue to monitor our progress and make improvements if needed. Every year, the department revises its business plan (if needed) to reflect new goals and opportunities with our development community. Performance measures have been included which help us monitor progress. A few measures are: total number of quarterly development forums, attendance at development forums, and percentage of planning applications where staff comments are given on schedule. Many methods of communication were used and overall, we saw great benefits from our efforts. 
CASE STUDY PRESENTATION
Either a group or individual presentation with PowerPoint (if available) would be best. We could have handouts, spreadsheets, and a link to our website. We would also show our commercial for the Comprehensive Plan which we displayed on Olathe Government Television Network, as well as YouTube. The commercial can be found at www.planolathe.com. 
