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AGENDA

CITY COUNCIL WORK SESSION

April 27, 2020

4:00 PM, City Council Chambers
130 S Galena Street, Aspen

I. WORK SESSION

I.A. Building Permit Considerations
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MEMORANDUM

TO: Mayor Torre and City Council

FROM: Trish Aragon, City Engineer
Scott Miller, Public Works Director
Phillip Supino, Community Development Director

THROUGH: Sara Ott, City Manager

MEMO DATE: April 24, 2020

MEETING DATE: April 27, 2020

RE: Development & Permitting Policies, Construction Activities, & 
Economic Recovery

REQUEST OF COUNCIL: Staff seeks direction from Council on the potential for using 
temporary changes to Community Development Department and Engineering 
Department policies to support development activity as a driver of regional economic 
recovery.  This memo includes an inventory of potential policy changes and cost-benefit 
analysis of each.  Staff requests Council consider each and direct staff to implement those 
policy changes preferred by Council.  

SUMMARY AND BACKGROUND: In light of recent economic impacts from the COVID-
19 pandemic and State and County public health orders, the regional economy has 
contracted significantly.  These economic impacts are broad and deep, effecting every 
sector and disrupting the lives and livelihoods of Aspen residents.  In recent weeks, 
Council and the City Manager’s Office have focused on economic recovery as a key 
element of the community response to COVID-19.  

Council, staff, and members of the development community have all identified 
construction and development activities as potential drivers of increased economic 
activity.  Increased construction activity may create jobs, bring workers to town requiring 
goods and services, stimulate spending on materials, and put money into the regional 
economy of sub-contractors and myriad other ancillary services.  As is the case in any 
community, construction and development create potentially negative impacts as well.  
Dust, noise, traveling public and parking disruptions, reduced air quality, and visual 
effects are all impacts one might reasonably anticipate from an increase in construction 
activity.  

This memo outlines policy and procedure changes which may be made by the Community 
Development and Engineering Departments to expedite the commencement of new 
construction in town.  It also includes analysis of the pros and cons identified by staff 
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which may be reasonably expected from increased construction and development 
activity.

DISCUSSION:  At the April 9, 2020 Council meeting, Council approved Resolution No. 
33, Series 2020 outlining the City’s approach to COVID-19 relief.  That resolution included 
Outcome 4: “Proactively work to minimize further economic disruption and actively 
encourage its recovery.”  One of the objectives outlined in the resolution directly address 
the topic of construction as an economic driver: 

D.  Advance private sector construction projects to shovel ready through permit 
review and extension of the spring construction season. 

In pursuit of this objective, Councilmember Mullins has coordinated with the development 
industry to gather input on why and how construction and development could be 
leveraged to support Councils economic recovery objectives.  Their input was essential 
in the development of this council packet, and staff’s thinking about this topic.  A list of 
possible improvements identified by this group is included as Exhibit B.  

Construction and development activity have the potential to activate sectors of the 
regional economy impacted by COVID-19.  It is challenging to quantify precisely the 
amount of economic stimulus that increased construction activity may provide to the City 
and regional economy.  A report from the Economic Policy Institute estimates that for 
every 100 direct construction industry jobs, 226 indirect jobs (suppliers, goods, services, 
etc.) are created.  Direct and indirect employment and spending will infuse cash into the 
regional economy, add value to real property in the City, and contribute to regional 
recovery.  The degree to which these activities supports Council’s larger recovery goals 
is an important question for Council to consider.

Permitting Policies & Procedures
Community Development and Engineering permitting processes are based on 
procedures and policies which effect the scope of quality of permit submittals on the front 
end of the process and the speed of permit issuance at the back end.  These policies and 
procedures are designed to ensure several community and organizational outcomes:

1. compliance with City regulations and policies;
2. safe, code compliant construction sites, buildings, and infrastructure;
3. mitigation of construction impacts on the community;
4. buildings which house local residents and businesses;
5. buildings which reinforce Aspen’s character;
6. environmental protection from waste and pollution generated by construction 

activity.

Departmental processes and policies evolve over time in response to changing
regulations, community expectations, performance standards, and development 
techniques.  Most are developed and adopted internally by the permitting agencies.  
Changing them is an administrative function, and City staff rely on input from the 
community, development industry, and best practices to inform potential changes before 
they are adopted.  
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Additionally, this discussion is occurring in the context of a larger effort by staff to work 
with stakeholders in the development industry to make substantive, lasting improvements
to the permit process.  Included as Exhibit D is a 2019 memo from Community 
Development and Engineering outlining work done in recent years to substantially reduce 
permit review times and improve process efficiency.  That work continues in 2020.  The 
goal of this larger effort is to reduce permit turn-around times, improve customer service, 
and improve organizational efficiency while continuing to deliver on Council and the 
community’s expectations with respect to development and the built environment.  Should 
Council direct staff to modify policies and procedures to expedite construction, staff will 
seek synergies between those temporary improvements and the long-term project to 
ensure lasting, meaningful change is achieved.

Policy Questions
Given the importance of construction and development to the regional economy and the 
outsized role it plays in Aspen’s community conversation, it is important for Council to 
provide policy direction to staff on the degree to which construction and development 
should be leveraged to stimulate the regional economy. Additionally, in light of Council’s 
recent actions in support of local businesses, consideration of changes to expedite 
construction and development activities should be made in the context of the larger 
recovery effort and recent Council actions.  

Trade-offs between economic sectors and community values are implied in the decision 
to leverage construction and development as an economic driver.  Some high-level policy 
question for Council to consider include:

1. Increased construction and development may result in the demolition of 
commercial spaces, displacing local businesses.  Considering those potential 
impacts to various economic sectors, should staff implement policy changes to 
expedite construction and development?

2. Increased construction and development would result in increased community 
impacts from construction.  Projects in the commercial core may disrupt 
commercial activities and aesthetics.  Project outside of the commercial core may 
disrupt neighborhoods and quality of life.  Does Council support expediting these 
activities with construction impacts in mind?

3. Construction and development activities have a lasting impact on the character, 
scale, and aesthetics of the community.  It would also result in changes to the 
quantity and occupancy of commercial space and affordable housing units. While 
communities always evolve, the speed of that evolution varies.  Does Council 
support increasing the pace and scale of change in Aspen by expediting 
construction and development?

The Aspen Area Community Plan (AACP) is the guiding policy document for the 
community on matters related to development, community character and aesthetics.  
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Relevant policy statements from the AACP to inform Councils deliberation are included 
in Exhibit C.  

Staff has included two exhibits, E and F, outlining the locations of current and potential 
future redevelopment sites.  These exhibits are intended to inform Council’s consideration 
of the scale and location of commercial redevelopment sites in town.  These exhibits do 
not include public or residential projects.  

Potential Changes to Expedite Construction
The development industry working group and staff identified several policy and process 
changes, made administratively and quickly, which would support leveraging construction 
and development activity to support regional economic recovery.  The following is an 
outline of options Council may consider to temporarily expedite permit review.

1. Allow for phased permit issuance and phased construction, such as demolition prior 
to achieving a fully code compliant plan set and full permit issuance.  
Benefits:

 Allows for individual permit applicants to work dynamically with city staff to allow 
for certain scopes of work to begin (Demolition, Site Infrastructure, Foundation) 
prior to the overall approval of the permit application.

 This is standard protocol for municipalities with a less complex regulations and
lower expectations for construction performance and impact mitigation. 

 Gets project moving and people back to work sooner than the current system 
of requiring full permit issuance before demolition.

Risks:
 An increased likelihood that non-compliant proposals are not identified during 

plan review and instead caught at inspection (where fixing would be expensive 
or impossible).

 All building projects are unique. Scopes of work approved during this process 
could differ substantially from one project to another. There will be additional 
staff time to track the approved phases of each individual project. 

 Additional staff time, and potentially more staff, would be required to manage 
the various phases. It takes additional time to review and approve projects in
phases, and to keep track of what a project can do. Also, additional time would 
be required to look at the same project multiple times. 

 If project financing falls through the city may be left with a stalled, partially 
built project until financing is reestablished. The risk of this increases if 
demolition permits are issued prior to full financial backing or if economic 
conditions change.  

 The overall permit queue may slow down, because reviewers would be
managing the issuance of phases and looking at a single project’s plans 
multiple times.

 Once a project is rolling, contractors want to keep it moving. There will be 
greater pressure to issue the next phase of the permit if the construction gets 
ahead of the permit plans, and projects may work outside of their permit for 
the sake of continued progress.
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 The duration of construction fencing will increase. Lots may sit empty with 
construction fencing until the next phase of the permit is ready for issuance. 

 The duration of temporary pedestrian walkways and sidewalk detours will be 
extended if the design documents and permit issuance do not stay ahead of 
the construction

2. Enact administrative changes to free-up additional review time for staff
Benefits:

 Eliminate the non-permit review responsibilities of staff involved in the permit 
process, allowing them to focus on reviewing permits more quickly.

Risks:
 Reduced staff time for other projects and services.  Review staff is involved in 

important projects to the City on myriad fronts, ranging from energy efficiency 
initiatives to customer service. These projects and services would be put on 
hold during this time. 

3. Institute permit review turn-around time standards for staff.
Benefits:

 Gives permit applicants a hard deadline that they know they will hear back from 
permit reviewers. Based on the quality of the submission, this does not 
guarantee approval.

Risks:
 Possible increased staffing needs. 
 Places an additional burden on City staff who may be dealing with child-care, 

homeschooling, and other issues resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 Reduced staff focus on other projects and departmental needs (e.g. process 

improvement, continuing education, customer service).

4. Extend construction hours for right-of-way and on-site work from the current hours of
7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. M-F, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Sat, no work Sunday:
Benefits:

 Help with traffic by spreading the rush hour out over a longer time period.
 Anecdotally, we have heard from contractors that 12-hour work days for two-

three months will get some projects back on schedule after the recent delays.
 The extended work hours would allow companies to split crews in a different 

way. It gives sites the ability to do two (2) six-hour work shifts, whereas 
existing work hours only allow for one shift

 Extended work hours give workers flexibility when they get to work. This 
lessens peak hours on the bus. With less crowded buses there is better social 
distancing. 

 There most likely will be less people in town impacted by the ROW work this 
summer.

Risks: 
 Current construction hours have gone through extensive community vetting to 

get to the balanced place they are now.  
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 Work hours don’t always dictate how long a project will take. Construction may 
not get done in a shorter time frame with less disruption with the proposed 
extended work hours.

 Workforce wellbeing – need to consider workers health, and not getting 
overworked with long days. 

5. Extend ROW construction season in the commercial core from its current June 1st

closure date:
Benefits: 

 The ROW season typically opens April 1 – the extended ROW season will make 
up for the month or April that was lost for ROW work.

 If crews are following social distance guidelines it should take them longer to 
complete a task. By providing a longer timeframe crews can adhere to social 
distancing guidelines and still complete the work.  

 Crews are not permitted to carpool, and sites must limit the number of people 
onsite. This results in smaller crews and a need for more time. 

 Crews are not able to get proper PPE (thermometers, handwashing stations). If 
a site cannot get the proper equipment until later in the month, they may need 
an extended ROW season.  

Risks: 
 Added disruptions to open businesses and people in town. 
 Increased impacts to community aesthetics.
 The increased construction activity in the core would have significant impacts to 

the ROW. Each site takes parking spaces, sidewalk area, space within the 
alleys. With more sites under construction the impact to the ROW is 
compounded. 

6. Enact a “fast-lane” by charging a fee for expedited third-party review of certain types 
of permits.
Benefits:

 Applicants who desire quicker turnaround times can pay an additional fee at 
permit submittal that would cover the cost of the City outsourcing and 
expediting the review of the permit to a third-party to augment internal staff 
capacity. 

 Departments with sufficient staff review resources would not need third party 
support, reducing the likelihood that one review agency gets significantly 
behind another, a common cause of permit review delay.

Risks:
 Previous attempts at this policy resulted in nearly every application paying this 

additional fee. If all permits become expedited, functionally, no permits can be 
expedited.  

 This step would create equity issues for those seeking permits who do not pay 
the fee.  It is vital that City customer service be provided equitably.  This change 
may not meet that standard.
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Planning & Land Use Processes
Staff has received comments and suggestions regarding the role that the planning and 
land use entitlement process may plan in expediting construction.  The industry group 
working with Councilmember Mullins indicated in Exhibit B that some changes to the 
planning process may help to expedite construction.  While staff recognize the time
commitment involved in applying for land use entitlement, staff does not believe that 
abbreviating that process is the right approach to leveraging construction for economic 
benefit.  

The planning process relies on equitable application of regulations and meaningful public 
outreach and participation to ensure good outcomes which meet community expectations.  
Conducting staff review of application materials and scheduling review hearings with 
boards and commissions does take time.  However, that time is important for ensuring 
the process is administered properly and outcomes are commensurate with community 
expectations.

Presently, the Planning division is short-staffed due to resignations and promotions.  
While the Planning staff can support expediting construction through administrative 
process improvements, significant changes to processes or regulations to speed up 
construction are not recommended by staff.

Trade-Offs
In considering whether to direct staff to implement any of the changes outlined above, 
Council is asked to weigh the trade-offs implied in many of these changes.  Some of those 
potential trade-offs are include:

 Increasing construction activity would bring additional workers to town, which may 
have public health implications.  While no construction site, currently permitted or 
otherwise, may operate without a public health-compliant COVID-19 response 
plan, additional workers in town will increase Aspen’s daytime population.  
Members of the community have expressed concern about the impact that may 
have on Aspen’s ability to achieve its public health objectives.

 Additional resources may be needed to meet demand, particularly in the Building 
and Zoning divisions of Community Development.  Third party contractors to 
support building and zoning and engineering review would require additional 
financial resources, which would create challenges in light of the budget cuts 
required to respond to decreased City revenues from the COVID-19 pandemic.

 Expediting permit review and issuance may require enhancements to the City’s 
digital permitting system.  Those changes may add additional cost to the 
management of the system in the 2020 budget cycle which have not yet been 
anticipated.

 A healthy tourist economy depends in part on memorable experiences in an 
exceptional place.  To the extent that increased construction activity may 
undermine community character and aesthetics, that may impact the tourist 
experience.  However, with visitation projected to be down significantly in the 
summer 2020 season, these impacts may be reduced compared with the typical 
summer season.
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 Community Development and Engineering have work programs approved by 
Council for 2020.  Those include projects and policy initiatives which Council 
identified in fall 2019 as priorities.  Expediting construction may delay or defer staff 
work on those work program items.  

 Implementing policy and procedural changes in Community Development and 
Engineering will require reallocation of staff time and resource be taken off other 
projects and services.  These may include code enforcement, administrative 
processes and improvements, customer service, and professional development.

Public Outreach 
Input from the community is important to Council and staff.  Given the compressed 
timeline for developing and implementing recovery measures in response to COVID-19, 
staff proposes an expedited timeline for collected public input on the concept of leveraging 
construction and development as a recovery tool.  An outline of the public outreach 
conducted by staff and input received will be included in the staff presentation at Mondays 
work session.

FINANCIAL IMPACTS:  Expediting construction and development activity through the 
issuance of permit may require supplemental staff support for permit review and 
inspection.  Those services would be secured through contracts with third-party 
contractors.  The exact fiscal impact would depend on need and cost based on Council 
direction.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS: Construction activities are significant contributors to 
vehicle and land-fill emissions.  Waste accounts for 12% of Aspen’s annual greenhouse 
gas emissions.  Of that, construction and demolition (C&D) waste accounts for 64% of 
the City’s waste related emissions.  Since 2014, C&D waste has increased 27%.  
Construction and demolition generate traffic and exhaust, which impact City air quality, 
particularly PM-10 and ozone.  Should Council desire additional environmental 
information, Community Development can provide more complete data in an 
informational memo.

ALTERNATIVES:  N/A

RECOMMENDATIONS:  Staff recommends Council provide direction on the policy 
questions outlined above.

CITY MANAGER COMMENTS:

ATTACHMENTS:
Exhibit A: Pros and Cons Matrix
Exhibit B: Development Industry Recommendations
Exhibit C: AACP Policy Statements
Exhibit D: 2019 Info Memo: Prior Process Improvements
Exhibit E: Map of 2020 Right-of-Way Permit Sites
Exhibit F: Map of Current and Potential Future Redevelopment Sites 
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Exhibit A
Construction & Recovery Pros-Cons Analysis
4/27/20 

The following is a cost-benefit analysis of modifying development review and permitting 
policies and procedures to expedite construction and development activity as an 
economic recovery tool.  The analysis is not comprehensive and is intended to inform 
and stimulate Council’s thinking on this topic in conjunction with the staff memo and 
other exhibits.

Pros: 
1. Support direct and indirect jobs.
2. Increase money moving through regional economy.
3. Take advantage of down-year tourist season, reducing impacts to other sectors.
4. Projects can take advantage of current financing options. As the economic 

downturn progresses it is unknown what effects there will be. 
5. Increase City permitting revenue.
6. New and revitalized commercial and residential structures.
7. Utilities and infrastructure improvements adjacent to new projects.
8. Improved stormwater outcomes through new development.

Cons: 
1. Potentially conflict with business support programs.
2. Potentially displace local businesses. Leases for businesses within existing 

buildings will be terminated in preparation for redevelopment. 
3. Additional impact to businesses that are open and near construction sites. Open 

businesses would be dealing with additional construction impacts with more 
projects going at once. 

4. Increased construction impacts to the ROW. Each site requires parking spaces, 
and space within alleys and along sidewalks. Deliveries, staging, and material 
hauling cause interruptions to the general use of the ROW. Additionally, sites 
need to do work within the ROW to tie in to utilities and public infrastructure. With 
more sites under construction the impact to the ROW is compounded. 

5. Increase in temporary pedestrian walkways and sidewalk detours. 
6. While sites must still comply with noise regulations the higher construction 

activity will result in more construction noise through town. 
7. Increased emissions from construction contribute to climate change; undermine 

CAP implementation.
8. Increase volume of material to landfill.
9. Impact to neighborhood aesthetics.
10.A rush to start projects could result in more stalled projects down the road due to 

financing. This would mean more lots would sit empty or half finished with 
construction fencing for a longer duration of time. 
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Community Development Economic Recovery Suggestions  

22 April 2020 

 

Action Benefit Con Health Notes 

Building Department     

1. Expedite Permit for 
May 15 construction start 
– from pre-submittal 
through review to 
issuance.  Continue to 
expedite permits through 
2020.  Get shovel ready! 
 

Has more projects 
ready to go with the roll 
out of safe construction 
practices.  Encourages 
owners to continue 
with the process and 
not put projects on hold 
– generating upstream 
jobs and advances 
money into the City’s 
General Fund, the fund 
that supports the 
hardest hit operational 
budgets. 

Reviewers fear of 
having to take short 
cuts. 

No health threat. Do a “real-time” test 
of a permit for a 48-
hour review and 
issuance. 
 
Move a staff person 
to Permit 
Coordinator role.  
Hire more help? 
 
How to streamline 
review process so 
that bottleneck does 
not happen, and 
everyone is reporting 
to Comm Dev 
director (currently 
some departments 
report to Comm Dev 
and some to City 
Manager). 

2. Adjust/allow for 
phased permits that 
mirrors what is allowed 
in IBC. 

Upstream benefit, 
allows professionals to 
keep working and 
submitting information 
and enables projects to 
start faster. 

Piecemeal review 
could result in lack of 
coordination.  

No health threat. Administrative policy 
doesn’t need Council 
approval. 
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22 April 2020 

 
 3. Adjust change order 

policy so that it does not 
require multiple 
department 
review/revised land use 
code requirements – 
quicker turn around. 

Allows projects to not 
get stuck and on hold – 
better workflow, 
owners will want to 
continue to work. 

There is no con, this 
just needs to happen 
regardless of CoVID 
19. 

No health threat. Change orders 
currently can trigger 
a “major” review and 
gets bogged down in 
process resulting in 
many weeks/months 
of review. 

4. Review surety 
requirements in CofA 
development agreement. 

Provide greater 
confidence around 
project stoppage and 
that mechanisms of City 
recourse in case of. 

Performance 
guarantee is not 
enough to anticipate 
every circumstance. 

No health threat. Clarity to City Council 
of existing measures 
already in place. 

5. Provide administrative 
extensions for existing 
permits and permits in 
the queue. 

Allow owners to assess 
issues encountered and 
to slow expenditures 
immediately.  Allows 
project pacing. 

No City con, just 
possible internal flow 
issues. 

No health threat. Administrative policy 
doesn’t need Council 
approval.  This 
worked well in 2008. 

Planning Department     

1. Public approval 
meetings still occurring – 
P&Z, HPC, City Council 

   Happening, great 
job! 

2. Encourage referral 
departments to continue 
doing site visits via 
facetime.  

Keeps projects moving 
forward safely.  

No con. No health threat. This has been 
happening and is so 
important to forward 
movement. 

3. Omnibus vested rights 
extension for projects 
nearing expiration of 
vested rights – group 
several projects together 
or issue a blanket 
extension. 

Provides confidence to 
numerous projects.  
Single action requires 
significantly less staff 
time than handling 
each individually.  

Some projects may not 
“need” an extension.  

No health threat. 6-month extension, 
keep it simple by 
grouping projects 
together. 
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Exhibit C
Relevant Aspen Area Community Plan Policy Statements
Construction and Economic Recovery Work Session
4/27/20

Managing Growth for Community and Economic Sustainability
I.1 Achieve sustainable growth practices to ensure the long-term viability and 
stability of out community and diverse visitor-based economy.

I.4 Identify opportunities to reduce the “boom-bust” nature of the economy.

IV.1 Minimize the further loss of lodging inventory.

IV.2 Replenish the declining lodging base with an emphasis on a balanced inventory
and diverse price-points.

V.1 Encourage a commercial mix that is balanced, diverse, and vital, and which 
meets the needs of year-round residents and visitors.

V.2 Facilitate the sustainability of essential businesses that provide basic 
community needs.

V.3 Ensure that the City Land Use Code results in development that reflects out 
architectural heritage in terms of site coverage, mass, scale, density and a diversity 
of heights, in order to:

 Create certainty in land development.
 Prioritize maintains our mountain views.
 Protect our small-town community character and historical heritage.
 Limit consumption of energy and building materials.
 Limit the burden on public infrastructure and ongoing public operating costs.
 Reduce short- and long-term job generation impacts, such as traffic congestion 

and demand for affordable housing.

VII.1 Ensure that new development and redevelopment mitigates all reasonable, 
directly related impacts.

VII.4 Develop better methods to manage adverse construction impacts, including a 
construction pacing system that respects the quiet enjoyment of our community and 
neighborhoods.

VIII.1 Restore public confidence in the development process.

VIII.2 Create certainty in zoning and the land use process.
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INFORMATION MEMORANDUM

TO: City of Aspen Mayor and Council

FROM: Jessica Garrow, Community Development Director
Mike Metheny, Chief Building Official
Trish Aragon, City Engineer

MEETING DATE: June 24, 2019

RE:     Information Only:  Permit Process Updates and Improvements

Background:  Aspen is a special place, with complex regulations adopted by City Council to 
help protect our authentic small town character, while also pushing the built environment to 
be the most efficient and sustainable possible.  At its most basic, Aspen’s permitting system 
requires development to occur in a way that ensures the City of Aspen remains an authentic, 
vibrant, safe, and livable community. This is achieved through the preservation of our unique 
history; a focus on environmental sustainability; and protecting public health, safety and 
general welfare as it relates to the construction and occupancy of buildings and structures.

Development in Aspen is complex, innovative and continually adapting. As a result, our 
permitting system is not a one size fits all – it is a system that adapts depending on the project, 
and is continually improving to meet the demands of our community. Since 2014, the City of
Aspen has initiated positive changes to address complaints we’ve heard from customers about 
the length, intricacy, and cost of obtaining a permit.  The improvements are ongoing and 
additional upgrades are forthcoming.  This memo provides a high-level overview of the City of 
Aspen permitting process, including innovations and improvement measures both implemented 
and planned.

Summary:  The building permitting process consists of three core activities — permit intake, 
permit review, and permit issuance.  Throughout each step, staff works with applicants and 
their teams to ensure projects are working through the process.  Even prior to permit intake, 
review groups encourage applicants to meet with them during the conceptual design of a 
project to help identify any potential code-related issues.  

1. Permit Intake:  In this beginning step, an applicant submits their project to the City for 
review and approval.  Applicants are responsible for submitting complete and code-
compliant permit applications. Three (3) Permit Coordinators (PCs) work with applicants 
to ensure their submissions are complete, and address the requirements of the various 
review agencies.  They also act as a main point of contact for all applicants as their 
project works its way through the permitting system.  In 2016, this process moved to an 
electronic portal, and paper permit submissions were phased out in an effort to reduce 
the city’s environmental impact, and to improve the processing of permits through the 
review process. 
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Permit Process Informational Memo
Page 2 of 7

2. Permit Review:  During this phase, the various review agencies evaluate a permit against 
all applicable codes, and any previously approvals that may be relevant.  Depending on 
the scope of the projects, up to thirteen (13) different agencies may review an 
application.  During this phase, the PCs will provide status updates to applicants, and 
reviewers will work directly with the applicant team to ensure specific regulations are 
met and seek clarifications when needed.  If the application complies with all codes, the 
reviewer will approve the permit for their respective agency.  If not, the reviewer 
provides a detailed comment letter with all issues that need to be addressed.  This will 
trigger a second review round.  The comment issuance and applicant response process 
will continue until the application complies with all applicable codes/regulations for all 
review agencies.

3. Permit Issuance:  Once all applicable review agencies have reviewed and approved a 
permit, it goes through a final approval process.  This ensures that the correct sheets 
are included in the approved and issued set of plans, which will be on-site during 
construction.  Final fees are paid, and the approved plans and associated documents are 
given to the applicant.  Once a permit is issued, the applicant has 180 days to begin 
construction, or request an extension if more time is needed.   From there, the 
contractors in the field build to plans, and the City’s Construction Management and 
Inspection teams ensure that construction follows the approved plans.  

Discussion:  Below is a summary of upgrades to the permitting process the City has initiated, 
which were based on customer feedback and targeted engagement with the community.  To 
date, emphasis has been placed on the development review process, which has been successful 
in tackling the issues our customers cared about most: cost, timeliness, and simplicity.

Electronic Plans Review:  In 2016, the City began transitioning to electronic review and 
management of permits.  This work included extensive scanning of permit and address files
(which continues), so they are part of a searchable database available to staff and the 
community, as well as the use of an electronic permit review program called Bluebeam.  
Bluebeam enables staff from multiple departments to review a single permit simultaneously, 
rather than sequentially.  This single change has transformed the City’s ability to more quickly 
review permits.

Electronic Permits Management System: Also in 2016, the City entered into a contract to 
create a new electronic permits management system using a platform from a company called
Salesforce.  To date, smaller permits, including Mechanical, Electrical, and Plumbing (MEP) 
permits, tent permits, fence permits, and sign permits are fully functional in the system.  Full 
Building Permits are expected to be live in this system later this year.  Once the new Salesforce 
Platform is completely deployed, staff and applicants will be able to track permit review status 
online.  The system will also provide more robust permit tracking and data metrics; which will 
assist in informing and facilitating future process improvements. Additionally, this system has 
sophisticated reporting capabilities that will enable Council, staff, applicants, and the 
community to understand the permit queue and review times in more detail.

Improved Review Times: Throughout 2016 and 2017, staff focused on areas to improve the 
process.  In the fall of 2017, the City convened a series of focus groups to map and track the 
city’s review and permitting process.  These focus group identified a number of key pain points 
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that needed to be addressed – the overall timeliness of permit review, as well as the transition 
from planning approval to permitting.  

Several process and staffing improvements were made to speed permit reviews, which resulted 
in a reduction of review times by a significant margin.  By way of example, one year ago the 
zoning building permit queue was backed-up with approximately 200 permits requiring review.  
Today, the zoning queue backlog averages less than 20 permits requiring review on any given 
day, a 90% decrease.  Additionally, Zoning has improved coordination with Historic Preservation
and Planning staff to ensure the permits submitted comply with any relevant land use approvals.  

During this same time, Engineering, Water and Electric combined their reviews. This not only 
reduced the review times, it provided efficiencies in staffing and provided more clarity for our 
customers by  reducing the number of departments they needed to coordinate with.

Expedited Tenant Finish Permits:  One of City Council’s 2017-2019 Top Ten Goals related to 
ensuring commercial vitality, particularly for small businesses.  As a way to assist all businesses 
in Aspen, the Building Department led an effort to create the “EPIC” permit process, which 
provides increased assistance and expedited review for any minor interior tenant finish or 
remodel.  These permits are given special attention during the pre-submittal process as staff 
works with the applicant to submit a permit that can be quickly and easily approved so 
businesses have more time to complete their remodels and be open more quickly.  Projects that 
begin construction without a permit are not eligible for this expedited permit process, which 
has also increased the number of projects that require a building permit actually applying for 
one.  Since its creation at the beginning of 2018, over 50 permits have been reviewed under 
this process, with an average turnaround time of 12 days.  Going forward, staff is exploring a 
sister program for minor residential remodels.    

Customer Focus Group:  One of the main improvement steps from the fall 2017 focus group 
work, was the creation of a ComDev & Engineering (CD&E) Customer Advisory Group, consisting 
of 12-15 frequent customers, including planners, architects, engineers, and contractors.  This 
group has successfully assisted us in identifying additional areas to improve the City’s 
development review processes. Using framework created through conversations with this group, 
staff’s focus on improvements falls into three (3) main categories: Transparency, Turnaround 
Times, and Managing Expectations.  

 Improved Transparency:
o Review of Comment Consistency. One area the CD&E Group identified was a 

concern that different reviewers provided a different level of review and different 
comments.  As a result, staff reviewed a sampling of permits, and was able to 
identify how to improve training for staff to ensure a consistent level of review 
comments. It was determined that generally comments amongst reviewers in a 
single department are consistent, but that some improvements to the type of 
comments between departments could be more standardized.  Staff from all 
agencies has dedicated time and resources to increase consistency in the style and 
type of comments provided in the permit review.

o HPC Referral Process. While commercial projects that go through an HPC or other 
planning process have had an internal departmental referral process for years, 
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this same process was not used for residential projects going through an HPC 
Review.  In early 2018, a formal referral process was implemented for all HPC and 
planning projects, which has enabled a discussion early in the planning process to 
identify any potential fatal flaws with a proposal, and the ability to address those 
issues prior to HPC approval, rather than waiting for the permitting process when 
it’s more difficult to resolve. 

o Checklists. Over the past several years, Engineering and Building have developed 
and refined checklists and submittal guides for their requirements, which are 
available on the City’s website.  Zoning is in the process of drafting a checklist of 
their submittal requirements.  These checklists/guides detail the documents 
required for different scopes of work and provide some specific direction about 
what the agencies need.  

 Turnaround Times:
o Delayed CMP. The City has required detailed Construction Management Plans be 

submitted with most permits since 2006.  While this has been a successful 
program, our customers have indicated that the level detail needed to fully 
complete these submissions is not known at the time of an initial permit submittal, 
but is known when a permit is closer to issuance.  To respond to our customer 
needs and to save applicants and staff time from reviewing incomplete plans, the 
CMPs may now submitted later in the permit review process.

o Right Sizing Resources.  As mentioned above, the addition of new resources 
within the zoning review team has been successful in dramatically improving 
review times for Zoning. The Zoning Division now benefits from more effective 
daily oversight, guidance, and teamwork.  The additional capacity in zoning has 
enabled zoning to participate in building permit pre-submittal meetings.  These 
pre-submittal meetings have been invaluable by assisting prospective building 
permit applicants in preparation of their applications in a manner that checks off 
all the zoning requirements.  As a result, once a given permit is formally 
submitted, zoning staff review time is significantly reduced.  Additionally, Zoning 
staff has been implementing efficiencies in the final site inspection processes.  
Finally, Zoning, Engineering, and Building, now all have the capability to 
outsource plan review if the review queue length increases significantly. 

o Formalized issue and response for review agencies. Review staff issue their 
comments directly to the applicant when they are completed, however, the City 
now requires applicants to submit one response that addresses all reviewers’ 
comments.  This process ensures that any conflicting comments between agencies 
are caught more quickly, and ultimately results in a more efficient review 
timeline.

o EPIC Permit Process.  Explained in more detail above, this program has been 
successful in reducing times for commercial interior tenant finish permits.

 Managing Expectations:
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o Permit Fee Estimator.  The Permit Fee Estimator allows applicants to accurately 
estimate their permit fees during the early stages of their design process and all 
the way up to permit submittal.  Available to the public upon request, this 
document allows an applicant to enter data about their project and receive an 
accurate fee estimate. Prior to this document, applicants had to rely solely on 
City staff to provide fee estimates as the City’s permit fee structure is quite
complex.

o Queue Tracking. Led by the Permit Coordinators, an internal permit queue was 
adopted in 2017 to provide an objective assessment of permit priority for 
individual review agencies. City staff are now able to provide more accurate 
information to applicants regarding their exact place in the review queue, and 
this process has begun to create a more equitable system for all permits, so the 
least complex can be more easily reviewed and approved, and the appropriate 
amount of time can be spent on the larger more complex permits.  This has 
allowed City staff, as well as applicants, to have a greater understanding of the 
likely timelines for individual projects. Queue-ranking information is available to 
the public upon request. 

Updated Customer Surveys:  Until the fall of 2018, the Community Development and 
Engineering Departments surveyed customers once a year, which resulted in a very low response 
rate.  Responses from just 10-20 people were used to track the development review services
and process, when in reality we have over 1000 customers and process an estimated 100 land 
use cases per year and 1,500 permits per year.  

Using feedback from the CD&E Group, a new survey tool was implemented at the end of 2018, 
which has already tripled the number of customer survey responses.  These anonymous surveys 
are sent to any person who contacts our offices in person, by email, or by phone (and provides 
their email address), as well as to any customer who completes a major step in the development 
review process (planning, permit pre-submittal, permit acceptance, inspections).  Staff is 
working with the CD&E Group to ensure “survey fatigue” does not set in during this initial pilot 
of the new surveys.

Based on the data gathered to date, timelines for permit review continue to be a concern for 
customers, and improvements made thus far are favorably recognized by the CD&E Group.  Over 
the summer months, staff will be focusing on ways to provide permit applicants with relevant 
status updates and will be concurrently working on improving collaboration between staff and 
applicant teams to resolve any conflicting review agency permit review comments.  All these 
items were identified by our customers via the Customer Survey.

Next Steps:  In the spirit of continual dynamic improvement, staff is pursuing additional 
initiatives to ensure that the City’s permit review processes respond to policy direction from 
City Council and the needs of our customers.  In the next year, with the help of our customer 
service group, staff plans to review and work with a consultant to update the overall fees for 
permits, complete process mapping for the updated process to find additional efficiencies, and 
work to consolidate the various department checklists into a single source for applicants.
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By the end of October, the new electronic permits management system will provide permit 
tracking and data metrics enabling confirmation of the efficacy of our next set of process 
improvement efforts.  This data, along with the on-going customer surveys, will further assist 
in identifying where course corrections and refinement in the process may be realized.

Attachments:
Exhibit A: Summary of additional Permitting Process Improvements 
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Exhibit A: Additional Permit Process Improvements

Year Item Description
2014 Traffic Impact Analysis 

tool
An online tool that provides a menu of options for mitigating 
traffic impacts of development. This eliminated the need for 
complicated traffic analysis and provided a streamlined 
customer focused tool.

2015 Engineering Design 
Standards

A guide for developers that outlines The policies and design 
guidelines to city agencies, design professionals, private 
developers, and community groups for residential and 
commercial development that ensure the public welfare, 
preserve the community aesthetic, and promote efficient 
development

2016 Tree Canopy Credit Allows development to take credit for preserving tree 
canopies on their site reducing the size of water quality 
infrastructure on their sites.

2016 Electronic Utility
Connection Permit

The utility connection permit was converted into an 
electronic permit that is customer focused and reduces 
ambiguity in the utility permitting process

2016 EPIC Permits The Building Department implemented an Expedited Tenant 
Finish permit process to enable businesses to receive their 
permits more quickly and therefore enable businesses to 
open more quickly.

2017 Energy Code Toolkit An online tool that customers can use to determine 
requirements projects will need to meet to comply with the 
City’s stringent energy codes.  This tool saves both staff and 
customers time by consolidating over 10 complex 
calculations into one easy to use spreadsheet.

2017 Mudflow Training The City offered mudflow training to engineering firms. This 
training allowed these firms to perform mudflow calculations 
in house instead of outsourcing the to only mudflow company 
on the western slope.

2017 Standardized C Sheets This is an example civil set for engineers to use as a guide on 
what a successful plan set looks like. This provides an 
additional level of clarity for our customers.

2017 Updated Contractor 
Licensing

In 2017, the City became the “Authority Having Jurisdiction” 
to administer the Board of Examiners for Standardized 
Testing (BEST) for the Roaring Fork Valley and beyond.  To 
improve the system, the City established a new streamlined 
online testing process that enables contractors to take these 
required tests at home, rather than requiring them to come 
into the City Offices.

2018 CMP Online Training Online resource for contractors to inform them of our 
construction mitigation requirements

2018 Plat Incorporation into GIS All of the plats within the boundaries of the City were 
incorporated into GIS there by aiding customers in their plan 
and permit preparation and aiding staff in permit review.
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