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In changing times

Permitting Process Improvements
for Shared Community Goals and 
Priorities
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Land Acknowledgement

2

We humbly recognize that we are gathered on Indigenous land, the traditional, ancestral and unceded 
territories of the Interior Salish peoples. We thank these caretakers of this land who have lived and 
continue to live here since time immemorial.

We acknowledge the role that traditional western-centric planning practices have played in harming, 
displacing, and attempting to erase Native communities and we respect indigenous rights to 
sovereignty and self-determination. 

We commit to being better listeners and to lifting indigenous voices, while centering restorative land 
stewardship rather than unsustainable and extractive use of the land. We also commit to identifying 
and stopping racism and all forms of oppression.
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Purpose/Agenda
• Who are we?
• Who are you?
• How do we navigate change during 

our permitting processes?
• Workshop
• Takeaways

3
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Who are we?
Lei Wu Ty Heimerl Branin Burdette Eric Berglind
SDOT – Operations Section 
Manager

SDOT – Permit Reviewer, Public 
Space Management

SDCI – Land Use Planner SDCI – Operational Excellence 
Manager
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Who are you?
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Activating Right of Way
How SDOT navigated changes to public place
during the pandemic
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Pre Covid-19 
Programs
Existing programs

• 420 sidewalk café permits, including 
8 curb space cafes

• 115 Vending Permits (both cart and 
food truck permits)

• 20 Merchandise Display Permits

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TyNotes from Word DocSDOT had spent several years ahead of 2020 developing an updated cafes in the public place directors' rule and updating a program that had not gotten an update since 2011. This brought our program forward more aligned with our overall updates for Right of Way Improvement Standards (Streets Illustrated). This program allowed for curb space cafes (at the time called Streateries). This was finalized and implemented in November 2019. As everyone knows, by March 2020 the Pandemic began and everything shut down. To deal with distancing and support businesses who were trying to survive a challenging time, SDOT had to pivot and created a pilot program that allowed for flexible, fast tracked and minimally designed areas to support food service businesses in Summer 2020. These were often minimally designed and employee drafted/designed areas to get applications out the door to quickly support the business community. We also had to quickly update our pilot to support other types of activities such as vending, merchandise displays, and residential distance events (called Stay Healthy Blocks during the Pandemic, but more akin to our current block party and play street program). This program was named “Safe Starts”.   At first, as the pilot began in Summer 2020; the cafés were simple in design allowing fenced areas in curb spaces or on sidewalks with minimal cost associated (I have a slide showing the example guidance from this time). Quickly though as we transitioned into winter 2020/2021, we again had to react as businesses began to place canopy tents and build pergola structures in those same curb spaces and on the sidewalks where we had recently permitted simple fenced café spaces. These changes required fast internal and multi-agency coordination across our city to make sure that these spaces were safe for customers to use as our work group did not have any previous experience with reviewing temporary structures (outside of 5 streateries permitted prior to covid which were more robust and permanent in nature). the pandemic really forced us to confront an idea of if we viewed outdoor dining as a positive thing for the city as a whole, or was it more neutral or negative? We decided, after a lot of outreach, that it was a positive thing we wanted to encourage, and we changed our pricing and policies to reflect that decision. That included allowing roofs, allowing more discretion in our rules, and lowering the permit costs. We did outreach and received 10,000 responses from residents, most were largely in support.Racial disparities in COVID-19 business recovery underscore the need for significant outreach to BIPOC businesses.We’ve translated program materials and simplified application requirements.Outreach has included:•Teaming with OED's Small Business Advocates & Only in Seattle team •Individualized coaching & phone calls •In-person, door-to-door outreach in the Central District and Beacon Hill (August & September 2020)In 2023, as the pandemic program was winding down, SDOT again had to work on legislation and overarching Director’s Rule to update our programs. This included updated Directors Rules that incorporated what we learned during the pandemic for Cafes in the Public Place, Vending, and Merchandise Display. The pilot ended for vending on 1/31/2023, and cafes + merchandise display on 6/30/2023 (and 12/31/2023 for those existing in historic landmark districts). Now, we are working through transitioning these temporary permitted uses for the long-term in the public right of way, which has required us to work with businesses to provide more robust and updated site plans. Some challenges we’ve experienced is many businesses have built larger structures than we had previously approved during the pandemic, built structures that do not fully meet our new prescriptive criteria and may require engineering stamped calculations and plan-sets (which has been a huge lift for some of these businesses), and structures/cafe footprints that do not meet lateral clearances from other existing infrastructure such as utility poles, street trees, or ADA curb ramps. All in all, our program from 2019 to now has had to review under four different program era rules that our reviewers have had to navigate, learn, and work with the public on. I want you (the audience) to imagine that you have four major policy and business changes to one process or program that come in a short amount of time. How do you organize, adapt, and solve problems when you are brought so many changes back to back? How do you provide effective customer service in that environment? 
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Safe Starts
An approachable permit process for businesses during the worst of the pandemic
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Winter Weather and Overhead Protection
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• The Pandemic really forced us to confront if we as a city 
viewed outdoor dining and other activation uses as a 
positive thing for the City of Seattle.

• We conducted outreach with the help of the Office of 
Economic Development and received 10,000 mostly 
positive responses.

• In January 2023, we published our new Director's Rules 
for Outdoor Dining, Vending, and Merchandise Display 
Permits.

"The community response has been fantastic – folks have 
genuinely been excited about our outdoor seating and I've 
heard countless times that we should make it a permanent 
installation. For business, our sales yesterday were up 84% 
from the average of the last four Saturdays."
-Eden Hill Provisions

"As a Columbia City resident, I thoroughly 
enjoy the open patio concept you provided in 
Columbia City. I am able to eat from my 
favorite local restaurants while feeling safe 
from COVID." - City of Seattle Resident
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Centering Equity in our decision making
Racial disparities in Covid-19 business recovery 
underscore the need for significant outreach to 
BIPOC businesses and underserved 
communities

We’ve translated program materials and 
simplified application requirements

Outreach has included:
• Teaming up with COS Office of Small Business 

Advocates & Only in Seattle team
• Individualized coaching & phone calls
• In-person, door-to-door outreach in the Central 

District and Beacon Hill neighborhoods (August & 
September 2020)
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Transitioning for the long-term
• In 2023 we have been transitioning 275-300 safe start 

cafes into long-term use permits

• SDOT has created a list of prescriptive criteria for 
overhead weather protection structures which helps 
reduce the cost of hiring a licensed engineer or architect

• Working with Department of Neighborhoods to help 
transition and work with businesses through the nuances 
of the Historic Landmark District process.
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1-2-4-All Activity
Prompt: We face constant change in our work, what are your best 
practices to address unforeseen change?
Activity: 
1. For 1 minute, think about an answer to this question.
2. For 2 minutes, turn to the person to your left and build upon your 

ideas from question 1.
3. For 4 minutes, as a pair turn to the pair to your right and build upon 

your ideas from question 2.
4. For 5 minutes, Establish a spokesperson to share out the top idea 

from the group of 4 out to the whole room.
Source: https://www.liberatingstructures.com/1-1-2-4-all/

13

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EricLiberating Structures options1-2-4-AllThis will be about Silent self-reflection by individuals on a shared challenge, framed as a question (e.g., What opportunities do YOU see for making progress on this challenge? How would you handle this situation? What ideas or actions do you recommend?) 1 min.Generate ideas in pairs, building on ideas from self-reflection. 2 min.Share and develop ideas from your pair in foursomes (notice similarities and differences). 4 min.Ask, “What is one idea that stood out in your conversation?” Each group shares one important idea with all (repeat cycle as needed). 5 min.MaterialsSticky NotesPensEither a large whiteboard or large sticky note pad – to capture the room ideas
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Land Use Development and 
Street Improvement Permitting

14
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R.OW Improvement Challenges During 
Covid and After

2020 - The new SIP 
Lite permit process 

is established by 
SDOT to manage 

curb ramp 
installations

2018 - Land Use 
Code and SDOT 

Streets Illustrated is 
revised to reflect 

the Consent Decree

2017 - Consent 
Decree Requires 

Curb Ramp 
Installations
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Adaptation of SDCI With the Onset of Covid Restrictions and Other Challenges

• Need to digitize plans, documents, drawings and data.
• City of Seattle and King County scanned most documents and created online 

databases for public use.

• Allocation of funds to improve software, hardware and 
infrastructure.

• The City of Seattle budgeted sufficient funds that allowed for the purchase of 
laptops for all employees that allowed staff to begin having remote meetings.

• SDCI ceased the expiration of permits.
• Those projects that were affected by Covid restrictions were given the time to 

acquire needed funding and documents that allowed the proposal to continue.

• Created a virtual Q&A portal and live chat program.
• Allowed for more rapid response to questions and expanded the ability of the 

many different divisions to work through issues prior to permit submittal.

• Increased SDOT collaboration in a virtual environment.
• Allowed SDCI staff the ability to rapidly reach out to SDOT staff to ask questions 

regarding specifics concerning the Consent Decree, SIP Lite process and how 
they interpret the many codes that related to strete improvemetns.

16
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What Policies Worked 

• The virtual Q&A and live assistance software has been 
continued.

• A new public counter that will be shared by SDOT and SDCI will 
open at the end of 2023.

• The continued scanning of most documents.
• Now available for easy access online or via contacting our Microfilm staff.

• All internal training is still done virtually.
• Has allowed those who may not normally ask questions in an in-

person meeting the comfort to be more involved and outspoken.

• The virtual system to review plans, projects and diagrams.
• Has allowed SDCI zoning staff the ability to reduce our review times 

considerably and meet most target dates; which was rare prior to 
COVID.

17
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What are the Upcoming Challenges for SDCI and Our Permit Review Processes?

• How will HB 1110, and its allowance for more density, 
affect the need for future right-of-way 
improvements?  Will there be a continued need for the 
SIP Lite process?

• With the Council and Mayoral direction to allow for more 
residential development, how can we balance that need 
with the increase in time and cost in street improvement 
supporting more dense development?

• In 2024, the City of Seattle will adopt a new 
Comprehensive Plan with Land Use Code amendments 
that has the potential of requiring additional right-of-way 
improvements for all forms of development.

• Balancing the ability to waive R.O.W improvements in 
certain cases versus the Consent Decree mandate.

18
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Street Improvement 
Permit Lite

Process Improvement Project
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Background
• SIP Lite Implemented Rapidly -

• Provide a permitting path for small scale 
street improvements

• Timed with second phase of our transition to 
Accela in 2020

• Launched during a period of uncertainty and 
the height of COVID

• Time to recalibrate, measure 
and provide continuous process 
improvement.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
https://reporting.seattle.gov/#/site/SDOT/views/ReviewMetrics/SIPFormalReview?:display_count=n&:iid=1&:origin=viz_share_link&:showAppBanner=false&:showVizHome=n
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Curb Ramps

• All those curb ramps
• Land use code update - pedestrian 

circulation in Urban Villages
• 2017 Consent Decree 

• 18-year agreement
• 1,250 curb ramps installed or 

improved annually

21
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Approach - Process 
Improvement 

Design

Implementation

Monitor Results

Follow Up

22

Develop Process 
Context
•Suppliers, Inputs, 

Process, 
Outputs/Outcomes, 
Customers

Understand 
Current State 
Process
•Detailed Flow Chart
•Wastes
•Issues and 

Complaints

Design Future 
State Process
•Design Guidelines
•Detailed Flow Chart

Develop 
Preliminary 
Implementation 
Road Map
•Identify actions
•Prioritize
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Stakeholder Interview Questions

• When you think about the SIP Lite process, what images come to 
mind?

• What complaints or problems do you have with the SIP Lite 
process?

• What needs or expectations do you have when using SIP Lite?
• How would you change SIP Lite to better serve your needs and 

expectations?
• Do you have any other input that you think would help the 

project improvement team?
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Project Development - 
Initial Perceptions

• Incomplete permit submittal plans by 
developers’ teams

• Permitting longer, more costly than 
desired

• ADA Review is late
• Inconsistent guidance and feedback
• Incorrect plan information, ongoing 

design issues

24
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Project Development - Problem Statement
The SIP Lite process is more complicated, costly, and lengthy than expected given 
the scope of work. 

Likely Causes:
• Receiving key feedback on curb ramp designs late in the process
• Incomplete plan submittals by applicants 
• Rush to get to the SDCI building permit intake
• Unclear requirements and priorities in design
• Inconsistent guidance during permitting

Focus:
• Most SIP Lite permits are for ADA curb ramps.

25
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Project Development - Goals

• Providing safe mobility options for traveling public
• Provide predictable and equitable process
• Remove ‘waste’ in permitting process
• Reduce permitting review cycles and time
• Provide quality reviews at the right time

26
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Improve Ideas/Guidelines 

• The initial permit submittal by applicants has details acceptable 
for  90%

• Limit permit submittals to 90% and 100%
• Clear ADA guidelines and priorities
• ADA review happens during the first cycle
• Break the tie between building permit intake and SIP Lite 90% 

approval while maintaining the dependency

27
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Outcomes:
• Submittal of high-quality permit 

applications 
• Build a better Applicant with more 

design guidelines, with a focus on 
ADA requirements

• Provide applicant coaching
• Ensure complete plan sets with all 

relevant information
• Create performance measures for 

continuous process improvement
• Eliminate waste and low value 

activities
• Reduce rework
• Create a process that is faster and 

less expensive

Future State Design Improvements

28

Characteristic Current 
State

Future 
State

Number of 
Steps

29 9

Number of 
Review Cycles

4 2 (Ideal)
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Improvement Areas
• Decouple SIP Lite 90% approval and Building Permit intake
• Be aware of, and sensitive to, applicant project schedule
• Accept an 90% formal review submittal as the first SIP Lite review

Timing

• Work is assigned when individuals have capacity – rather that wait in individual work queues
• Work aging (time in queue) will be a key management measure from Accela
• Measure processing (work) time for each step and total elapsed time to completed application
• Secondary reviewers are identified in Accela and will be assigned work through Accela

Permit Management

• Design process to handle curb ramps and other street improvements
• Develop clear ADA guidelines and priorities
• ADA review happens during the first review

ADA Improvements
• Limit permit submittals to 90% and 100%, allowing for optional coaching and design guidance 

when requested
• All plans submitted for permits on a project are components of one plan set and internally 

consistent
• Build better applicants that can submit higher quality plans

Plan Improvements

29
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TRIZ - Workshop

Prompt: What is your approach in providing street improvements 
to accommodate higher density residential development?  
Activity:
1. Make a list of all you can do to make sure that you achieve the worst result imaginable 

with respect to your top strategy or objective.
2. Go down this list item by item and ask yourselves, ‘Is there anything that we are currently 

doing that in any way, shape, or form resembles this item?’ Be brutally honest to make a 
second list of all your counterproductive activities/programs/procedures.”

3. through the items on your second list and decide what first steps will help you stop what 
you know creates undesirable results?”

Source: https://www.liberatingstructures.com/6-making-space-with-triz/

30
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Stay in Touch

Feel free to reach out to us!
• Lei Wu – lei.wu@seattle.gov
• Ty Hiemerl – ty.heimerl@seattle.gov
• Branin Burdette – branin.burdette@seattle.gov
• Eric Berglind – eric.berglind@seattle.gov 
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Thank you!

32

From the Team:
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