
This document is DRRAC’s  report to the W-S City Council on its study of the current development review process,  
documentation of hindrances within the process that discourage development, and recommendations for improving 

the review process to make it more efficient and user-friendly 
 

  CITY OF WINSTON-SALEM, NC  /  NOVEMBER 2012

REPORT ON IMPROVING THE W-S DEVELOPMENT REVIEW PROCESS W-S Development Review-Related Advisory Committee Report 
 
 
 

Committee Members  
 

Jim Armentrout, Esq.  Mike Powers, Commercial Const. 
Nancy Gould, RLA, AICP  Phillip Rector, REALTOR® 
Clement Little , REALTOR® Stan Senft, PE 
Wendy Mailey, MPA John-Troy Witherspoon, GC 
Jeff MacIntosh, REALTOR ®  

 
 

Staff Support 
 

Derwick Paige, Deputy City Manager / Greg Turner, Assistant City Manager / Kenneth Millett, 
Development Specialist - Small Business Liaison / Kareen Smith, City Manager’s Office 
Coordinator  
 
 
 

 





REPORT ON IMPROVING THE W-S DEVELOPMENT  REVIEW PROCESS 

1 
 

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
Executive Summary ............................................................................... 2 

Introduction ............................................................................................ 7 

I. General Committee Information ................................................. 8 
 
II.  Summary of Work ....................................................................... 10 
 
III.  Improvement Area Charts ......................................................... 12 
 
IV.  BIG 5 Recommendations ............................................................ 19 
 
V.  Miscellaneous Recommendations .............................................. 21 
 
VI.  Conclusions .................................................................................. 22 
 
VII. Appendices .................................................................................... 25 
 
 
 

  

 



REPORT ON IMPROVING THE W-S DEVELOPMENT  REVIEW PROCESS 

2 
 

E X E C U T I V E   S U M M A R Y 
 
The nine-member Development Review-Related Advisory Committee (DRRAC) began its 

work in October 2011, as directed by the Winston-Salem City Council. The Committee was 

charged with developing a report that would advise the Council on ways to improve the City’s 

development and approval process. The Committee took its charge seriously. During its allotted 

one-year time schedule, DRRAC met twice a month, visited and met with City staff in each of 

the seven development review departments (Planning, Inspections, Fire, Engineering, 

Transportation, Stormwater and Utilities), and visited Greensboro’s One-Stop Development 

Service Center. DRRAC members worked over 600 volunteer hours inside and outside its 

meetings to insure its report, “Report on Improving Winston-Salem’s Development Review 

Process,” would be thorough and would provide the Council with easy to understand 

recommendations. DRRAC’s working definition of “development review process” can be found 

on page 10. 

 
During the Committee’s fact finding, it received close to 100 questions, comments and 

suggestions from builders, developers, real estate professionals, related trade organizations, City 

staff and citizens. The Committee had discussions with representatives of the Chamber of 

Commerce, The Downtown Partnership, Winston-Salem Business, Inc. and other groups that 

assist existing, potential and new businesses. Many of their comments were echoed at the 

Committee’s public input meetings by the citizens who attended them. Below are a few 

(paraphrased) examples of the concerns and questions the Committee heard multiple times.  

 
Comment Examples 

 
• “The current review and approval process is confusing, especially for an out-of-town 

business wanting to explore our City’s requirements and understand how to start and 

work through the review process.”   

• “There is no one person I can go to for guidance, and I don’t even know who or where I 

go to begin the process. I’ve tried the City’s website, but I can’t find much help there 

either.”  
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• “No one can tell me which departments have reviewed and approved my plans and 

what else I need to do. Sometimes I get conflicting requirements from two different 

departments.  Why is this? Don’t they have the same computer system and software to 

communicate with each other and track my project’s process?” 

• “If there was more information on the County’s G.I.S. system, it would allow me to 

gather facts and maps that I need to decide if a site or building is appropriate for what I 

want to do.  It would also speed up the time it takes to prepare the plans and documents 

that I will need to submit with my applications.  Heck, it would save both City staff and 

me lots of time and money.” 

• “Hey, sometimes, I can build my project faster than it takes for my plans to get 

approved; something’s wrong with that.” 

 
Although a daunting task, DRRAC was able to group the comments and ideas it supported 

into three major areas of the review process that needs improvement: External 

Communication, Modernization and Technology Utilization, and Internal Structure. A chart was 

developed for each of the improvement areas that: states the problem or hindrance, lists the 

Committee’s major recommendations for addressing the problem, and also contains a list of 

other recommendations DRRAC received and accepted as a positive action that could be taken. 

The Improvement Area Charts are located on pages 13-18. 

 

Using information from Improvement Area Charts, DRRAC was able to synthesize and rank 

the recommendations into the top five overall recommendations that together will significantly 

enhance Winston-Salem’s development review process and make it more efficient and more 

user-friendly. DRRAC’s BIG 5 Recommendations are below: 
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DRRAC’s BIG 5 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

To satisfy its charge to advise Council on ways to make Winston-Salem’s development review 
process more efficient and user-friendly. 

 
1. Development Services Center. Create a Development Services “One-Stop Shop” with 

management oversight by one person, whose responsibilities include monitoring the 

process and providing the City Council and development community with updates about 

and changes to the review process. Most often, a One-Stop-Shop is a center that provides 

access to all aspects of the commercial and residential building approval processes, 

including plan review, inspections and permitting. Some cities have their Development 

Services Center also being responsible for enforcing the NC State Building Codes and its 

required inspections and approvals on general construction, plumbing, heating, and 

electrical inspections. See a copy of Greensboro’s webpage for its Development Services 

One-Stop-Center on pages 5-6 of APPENDIX 6. 

2. Up-to-Date Technology with Designated IS Staff. Provide improved technologies that 

allow electronic submission and review of plans, shared communication and a single, 

shared project tracking system with IS technology oversight of the review process by one 

person or team. 

3. New Development Services Webpage. Redesign the City’s website, to include a separate 

webpage/site designated to the development review process.  The content and 

functionality of the webpage should be determined by a group that includes development 

community members. This “Virtual One-Stop Shop” should be much more informative, 

more user-friendly and designed to help with many different types of projects than what is 

currently on the City’s website. 

4. Individual Assistance and Staff Accountability. Provide a single person (gatekeeper) 

responsible and accountable for the process running smoothly and quickly for each 

applicant. This employee would be the “go to person” for anyone interested in building or 

developing in Winston-Salem, and would have the authority to direct and work with 

departments to correct problems that are unnecessarily slowing down a project. 
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The gatekeeper would be the person all citizens entering the Bryce A. Stuart Municipal 

Building would be directed to for any matter related to building and development.  Ideally, 

the gatekeeper would be located on the same floor as the Planning and Inspections 

Departments (which are currently on two different floors).  A less effective, but alternative 

method could be an electronic kiosk in the building’s lobby that directs a person to the 

appropriate department/person based upon their need.  

 
The gatekeeper would also be responsible for answering questions, determining for the 

applicant which approvals and permits are needed and in which order, tracking the 

applicant’s plans as they move through the review and approval process, and being the 

liaison between the applicant and the development review departments. (DRRAC sees 

recommendation #4 as the first step towards creating a Development Services One-Stop 

Center).   

 
5. Ongoing Dialogue. Establish a group of City staff members and representatives of the 

development and real estate communities to work together, assisting and advising the City 

Manager and staff as the logistics of approved strategies are discussed. 

 
DRRAC members realize some of the Big 5 Recommendations are major undertakings that 

will be costly, especially since public and private funds are more limited than ever. However, the 

consequences of ignoring the flaws in the current process and the need to modernize the City’s 

technology will eventually cost our community much more than the cost of the needed 

improvements. Just think how much time, money, and natural resources are wasted with the 

current process. Implementing only Recommendation 2, Up-to-Date Technology with 

Designated IS Staff, above would make a huge difference. Rather than multiple large sets of 

paper plans being hand delivered to each review department and stored there, electronic 

submission would allow plans and review comments to be sent to all of the review departments 

and the applicant with just a click on the computer. This is just one of many examples and 

reasons why Winston-Salem’s development review process needs improvements that will bring 

it up to 21st Century standards. 
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DRRAC trusts that the City Council, City staff and fellow citizens will find useful insights 

and information in its report, and will agree that it is not the final word on the subject matter. 

Rather, it is “just the beginning” of working together toward the goal of making Winston-Salem 

more business (and citizen) friendly. Even though DRRAC consolidated and generalized some of 

the more specific recommendations it received, all of the recommendations work toward this 

goal, and all of them should be considered. Then those judged to be practical should be used to 

develop an implementation plan starting as soon as possible. Additionally, Recommendation 5, 

Ongoing Dialogue, above is critically important to insure workable and jointly agreed upon 

strategies for improving the review process.   

 
As recent work between City staff and development and real estate members has demonstrated, 

working closely together on well-defined objectives fosters trust, information sharing and 

creative thinking. The results are improved methods that protect the public, save money; are 

effective, efficient and easy-to-understand; and which can be implemented through reasonable 

cost sharing among all stakeholders. What’s the best way to improve Winston-Salem’s 

development review process? DRRAC believes it is through continued use of this type of 

collaborative problem solving.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
A few of us can still remember when Winston-Salem’s development review process consisted of 

walking in and sitting down with a building inspector, and sometimes, engineering and utilities 

staff with one set of construction drawings, and then walking away in an hour or so with the 

permit needed to start grading and building. However, as towns grow into cities and cities 

continue to grow, the development review process becomes more time consuming and 

complicated out of necessity. Winston-Salem, like most growing cities and for the most part, has 

simply added additional reviews and permit requirements as new regulations have been adopted, 

without evaluating the impacts to the overall review and approval system. Therefore, the review 

process has grown like Topsy over the past 30 years, to the point that it is showing signs of 

starting to crumble under its own weight, with frustrated citizens, applicants and City staff. A 

poorly operating review process will eventually discourage new development and negatively 

impact Winston-Salem and its government’s image as a top digital, business friendly, green 

conscious city with an efficient and service oriented local government and staff.  

 

Too many Winston-Salem citizens, business and institutions have worked too hard and too long, 

continuously striving to make Winston-Salem a better place each year, to allow its development 

review process to pull it down. Winston-Salem City Council and staff recognized this several 

years ago and have taken steps since 2008 to begin improvements. In 2011, the Council created 

the Development Review-Related Advisory Committee (DRRAC) to provide citizen, consumer 

based recommendations for comprehensively improving the review process. The Committee’s 

one year of work is consolidated and presented in its “Report on Improving the Winston-Salem 

Development Review Process” report, which also presents its recommended actions for 

improving the process and helping keep Winston-Salem’s future bright. 
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I. General Committee Information 
 

 DRRAC’s PURPOSE and CHARGE 
 

The Development Review Related Advisory Committee (DRRAC) was created and directed 

by the Winston-Salem City Council to prepare a report for the Council on ways to make 

the City’s development review process run more efficiently and be more user-friendly. 

 

In fulfilling its purpose, DRRAC was directed by Council to present, within 12 months, a report 

with its findings and recommendations on strategies to: 

1) Keep Staff and the City Council informed about major concerns by the development 

community and opportunities for improvement;  

2) Better inform the development community about the development review and approval 

processes, requirements and upcoming changes; and 

3) Promote public-private partnership opportunities and initiatives to help achieve the 

Committee’s recommendations. 

 

Note:  The findings, recommendations and strategies found in this report are not organized around the 
desired results above. However, the three desired results will be achieved as the implementation of 
the report’s recommendations take place.   

 
DRRAC MEMBERS AND STAFF 

 
Each member of DRRAC was required by Council to have some knowledge of the City’s 

development review process.  In fact, several have years of direct experience as applicants for 

new development or redevelopment proposals and are very familiar with the entire review and 

approval process. In addition, the Committee’s members represented the following broad 

spectrum of professions that often utilize the process: construction, development, real estate, 

engineering, architecture, landscape architecture and planning. Also included on the nine-

member Committee are a citizen representative and the government affairs director of the 

Chamber of Commerce. DRRAC is chaired by Ms. Nancy Gould and Mr. Stan Senft is vice 

chair. (Committee and staff support members names can be found on the cover page of this 

report)   
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TIME LINE AND MEETINGS 

 
June 2011  DRRAC is established by the Winston-Salem City Council  

September 2011 Members are appointed by the City Council 

October 2011  Committee has its first meeting 

November 2012 Committee’s final report is ready for submittal to the City Council  

  
DRRAC’s standard meetings were held twice monthly and were well attended.  Members also 
worked outside the standard meetings, contributing over 500 volunteer hours in fulfilling the 

Committee’s charge.        
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II. Summary of the Committee’s Work 
(For a more detailed description, please refer to the Summary Meeting Minutes located in the 
APPENDIX) 
 

DRRAC’s METHODOLOGY 
 
City Council asked the Committee to gain an understanding of all aspects of the City’s 

development review process; hold city-wide public input sessions to solicit comments regarding 

issues that hinder the development process; evaluate the development review process “best-

practices” of other similar communities; and prepare a prioritized list for the City Council of 

recommendations by department. DRRAC completed this work in the following manner: 

 
1. Working definition of “Winston-Salem’s development review process” and the 

Committee’s scope of work.  Ask five different people, “What’s the development review 

process?” and you will most likely get five different answers. For purposes of the 

Committee’s work, it used the following definition: 

Winston-Salem’s development review process is its system of discussions, applications, 

reviews and approvals that are in place to ensure that all construction, reconstruction 

and land development proposals, plans and documents meet all required regulations and 

policies. A set of approvals are required before each of the following major events can 

occur: (1) any work on the site, (2) any buildings constructed, and (3) any of the 

development and its buildings can be occupied. 

DRRAC focused its attention primarily on the review process as it relates to (1) and (2) above. 

 

2. Research and education.  DRRAC first worked with City staff to better understand and 

document the current review process, and find any hindrances within the process that might 

discourage new development or redevelopment. At the same time, concerns and 

recommendations from the development community, City staff and the general public were 

gathered, and the 2008 Development Review in Local Government: Benchmarking Best 

Practices was reviewed by all members and discussed. The Committee also visited 

Greensboro’s Development Services Center, more commonly called a “One-Stop Shop.”  See 

IV.1. for a description of a “One-Stop-Shop.” 
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3. Organization and evaluation of information. DRRAC then studied the concerns, 

suggestions, and information it had gathered over several months, and found that most of 

them fell into one or more of the following three Improvement Areas: 

 (a) External Communication and Information Sharing;  
 (b) Modernization and Technology Utilization; and 
 (c) Internal Structure   

 
For ease of understanding, staff prepared an individual page-sized chart for each of the three 

Improvement Areas. The front-side of each includes the Committee’s Findings (problem 

statement) and a list of Top Recommendations for addressing the Findings.  The back-side of 

each chart lists all Other Recommendations the Committee finds worthy of further 

consideration.  These charts follow this section of the report. 

4. Feedback on and support of DRRAC’s Draft Recommendations. The Draft Improvement 

Area Charts were then shared with City staff and Council members. Also, both Committee 

staff and individual members took it upon themselves to make sure a wide range and large 

number of development community organizations and individuals received the charts for 

review and comment once again. The distribution list, along with a list of the professional 

associations that support the recommendations, are located on page 1 of APPENDIX 7. 

5. Major comprehensive recommendations.  Since the three Improvement Areas and many of 

their recommendations are interrelated and overlap, the Committee thought it beneficial to 

consolidate the recommendations from the charts into a short list of the most important 

overall recommendations. The result is a list of the BIG 5 Recommendations DRRAC 

believes will result in the most significant improvements to all aspects of the development 

review process. The BIG 5 are listed on pages 19-20. 

6. Other groupings of recommendations and additional conclusions. As its final work, 

DRRAC asked staff to develop three other lists of recommendations: (1) Those City staff 

implemented or began during the past year, (2) Department specific recommendations, and 

(3) Those that can most easily be implemented. These can be found on pages 21-22. In 

addition, DRRAC shares several conclusions it was able to draw from all it learned over the 

past year.   
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III. Improvement Area Charts  
 

(LOCATED ON THE FOLLOWING PAGES) 

 

A. External Communication and Information Sharing 

B. Modernization and Technology Utilization; and 

C. Internal Structure 
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A.  EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION AND INFORMATION SHARING 
 

FINDINGS 
 

Communication between city departments and the owner, developer, designer, contractor, 
management agency, and/or tenant tends to be fragmented throughout the development review 
process. This is especially true for those involved in a project that are unfamiliar with the process in 
Winston-Salem. Delays in the development review process are frequently caused by the lack of 
thorough, timely, and consistent communication between the applicant and City departments. 
Communication between city departments and the owner, developer, designer, contractor, 
management agency, and/or tenant tends to be fragmented throughout the development review 
process. This is especially true for those involved in the projects that are unfamiliar with the process 
in Winston-Salem. Delays in the development review process are frequently caused by the lack of 
thorough, timely, and consistent communication between the applicant and City departments. 
 

TOP RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Implement a single integrated electronic tracking system accessible by all development 

departments and applicants through the review and approval process. 
 
2. Develop a comprehensive website/webpage outlining the departments involved and detailing the 

development review process from a simple upfit to major commercial or residential 
development; website also should include applications, flowchart of the entire development 
process, fee schedules, etc. (Completed) 

 
3. Offer electronic notification of plan, permit, and inspections reviews and comments. 
 
4. Create a one-stop development services center. 
 
5. Track plans/projects through the development review process including time in the “City’s 

hands” and time in the “designer’s/contractor’s/developer’s hands.” 
 
6. Designate a single contact person to help liaison through the development process. 
 
7. Designate a manager to oversee the development review process and resolve disputes when they 

arise. 
 
8. Adopt a “can do”, customer focused attitude among staff. (Completed) 
 
9. Expand sketch plan review to include plan review of projects that already have the proper 

zoning. 
 
10. Provide more consistent interpretations and reviews by providing ongoing staff training, 

retaining documentation that is publicly accessible whenever new interpretations are made, etc. 
 

(See other External Communication & Information Sharing recommendations on reverse side)  
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EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION & INFORMATION SHARING 
 

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

A. Improve electronic access to more public tax and GIS information important to building and 
development communities. 

B. Prioritize the returning of phone calls, responding to e-mails, etc. 
C. Advertise all development incentives on a website or webpage. 
D. Develop checklists and associated fees for each step of the development review process 
E. Track complaints/feedback through the development review process. 
F. Build in flexibility of staffing and operations of the development services center to account for 

fluctuations and trends. 
G. Conduct a comprehensive review of development related processes every 3 to 5 years in 

conjunction with the development community to identify any unintended consequences that may 
hinder new development. Any changes in the regulations process should be shared with the 
development community ahead of implementation in order allow their review. 

H. Explain/justify any fee increases clearly in order to link them with the resultant benefits of 
quicker processes, improved record keeping, etc. 

I. Update website to include a “suggestion card” soliciting public feedback on how the 
development review process can be improved. 

J. Conduct an annual review to ensure process revisions are being implemented in accordance with 
the committee’s recommendations. 

K. Provide necessary training for field inspectors to ensure confidence in their interpretations and 
enforcement of building code compliance without the fear of ridicule from colleagues or 
customers. 

L. Partner with the development community when designing the comprehensive website to ensure 
the consideration of their ideas and needs. 

M. Form a partnership between city staff and the development community in order to create a more 
formal, on-going system for the communication of potential changes and actual changes in rules 
or processes. Such a system also provides the opportunity for the development community to 
provide feedback to staff on what’s working, what’s not working, and how changes to the 
process can be made. 

N. Standardize the procedure to include a study of a potentially new rule’s or ordinance’s effect on 
the development review process. 

O. Form a partnership between city staff and the development community to explore ways the 
development review process can include more accountability on both the city staff side and the 
development community side. 

P. Develop fast-track review process for smaller upfit projects. 
Q. Offer fast-track review as an incentive for targeted development the city wishes to attract. 
R. Establish timelines for each step of the development review process. 
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B.  MODERNIZATION & TECHNOLOGY UTILIZATION 
 

 
FINDINGS 

 
The current system of paper-based plan submission and review hinders the consistency and 
particularly the timeliness of feedback and comments through the development review process. It 
often requires the submission of several sets of plans and multiple trips to different departments 
as plans are moved back and forth between the applicant and departments during the review 
process. It also makes it difficult for each department to know other departments’ comments 
about each project, sometimes resulting in conflicting requirements by departments. 
 

 
 

TOP RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Enhance overall technology to include: 1) A single integrated tracking system accessible by 

all departments and applicants through the review and approval process; 2) Electronic 
submission and review of plans; 3) Electronic notification of plan, permit, and inspections 
reviews and comments; and 4) As plans/projects are tracked through the development review 
process include time in the “City’s hands” and time in the “designer’s/ 
contractor’s/developer’s hands.” 

 
2. Designate an IS/IT staff person responsible for continual oversight and improvement of 

development review process technology. 
 
3. Develop a comprehensive website/webpage in partnership with development community’s 

ideas and needs that outlines the departments involved and detailing the development review 
process from a simple upfit to major commercial or residential development; website also 
should include applications, flowchart of the entire development process, fee schedules, etc. 

 
4. Add or improve support technology (hardware and software) needed by each development 

department. 
 
5. Improve connectivity between City and County databases and information. 
 
6. Improve electronic access to more public tax and GIS information important to building and 

development communities. 
 
7. Offer standardized, simple system for payment of all permit/development fees. 
 
 
(See other Modernization & Technology Utilization recommendations on the reverse side) 
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MODERNIZATION & TECHNOLOGY UTILIZATION 

 
OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
A. Utilize feedback to implement needed changes or improvements. 
 
B. Conduct a comprehensive review of development related regulations every 3 to 5 years to 

identify any unintended consequences that may hinder new development.  Any changes in 
the regulations process should be shared with the development community ahead of 
implementation in order to allow their review. 

 
C. Develop a financial structure that maintains high quality service while remaining competitive 

with other communities. 
 
D. Explain/justify any fee increases clearly in order to link them with the resultant benefits of 

quicker processes, improved record keeping, etc. 
 
E. Add the ability to purchase some permits online via the website. 
 
F. Conduct an annual review to ensure process revisions are being implemented in accordance 

with the committee’s recommendations. 
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C. INTERNAL STRUCTURE 

 
FINDINGS 

 
The current organizational structure and separate physical locations of departments involved in 
the development review process encourages the silo mentality.  Each department—and therefore 
their processes—operate independently of each other, creating a lack of coordinated 
communication and accountability as plans are being moved through one department to another. 
Without a manager over the entire process, there is no one serving as the ultimate authority or 
decision maker in the event of conflicts or disputes. Applicants must contact multiple staff in 
multiple departments to find the current status of their project. 
 
 

 
TOP RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Create a one-stop development services center. 
 
2. Designate a single contact person to help liaison through the development process. 
 
3. Designate an IS/IT staff person responsible for continual oversight and improvement of 

development review process technology. 
 
4. Designate a manager to oversee the development review process and resolve disputes when 

they arise. 
 
5. Develop checklists and associated fees for each step of the development review process. 
 
6. Develop a flow chart of the entire development review process. (Completed). 
 
7. Build in flexibility of staffing and operations of the development services center to account 

for fluctuations and trends. 
 
8. Assign a single assistant/deputy city manager to oversee all of the departments involved in 

the development process. (Completed) 
 
9. The development review process should include the tracking of complaints and feedback. 
 

 
(See other Internal Structure Recommendations on reverse side) 
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INTERNAL STRUCTURE  

 
OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
A. Utilize feedback to implement needed changes or improvements. 
 
B. Establish timelines for each step of the development review process. 
 
C. Adopt a “can do”, customer focused attitude among staff. 
 
D. Conduct a comprehensive review of development related processes every 3 to 5 years in 

conjunction with the development community to identify any unintended consequences that 
may hinder new development. Any changes in the regulations process should be shared with 
the development community ahead of implementation in order to allow their review. 

 
E. Develop a financial structure that maintains high quality service while remaining competitive 

with other communities. 
 
F. Explain/justify any fee increases clearly in order to link them with the resultant benefits of 

quicker processes, improved record keeping, etc. 
 
G. Conduct an annual review to ensure process revisions are being implemented in accordance 

with the committee’s recommendations. 
 
H. Provide necessary training for field inspectors to ensure confidence in their interpretations 

and enforcement of building code compliance without the fear of ridicule from colleagues or 
customers. 

 
I. Form a partnership between city staff and the development community to explore ways the 

development review process can include more accountability on both the city staff side and 
the development community side. 

 
J. Coordinate efforts between City Council, city staff, neighborhood organizations and the 

development community in order to review the parts of the development review process 
involving board approvals to see if there are opportunities to a) replace board approval with 
staff approval, or b) replace multiple board approval with single board approval. 

 
K. Plan reviewers in the Fire Department should perform only plan review; the Prevention and 

Suppression inspections should be performed by other designated department staff. 
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IV. BIG 5 Recommendations 
 

DRRAC’s BIG 5 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

To satisfy its charge of advising Council on ways to make Winston-Salem’s development-review 
process more efficient and user-friendly. 

 
1. Development Services Center. Create a Development Services “One-Stop Shop” with 

management oversight by one person, whose responsibilities include monitoring the process 

and providing the City Council and development community with updates about and changes 

to the review process. Most often, a One-Stop-Shop is a center that provides access to all 

aspects of the commercial and residential building approval processes, including plan review, 

inspections and permitting. Some cities have their Development Services Center also being 

responsible for enforcing the NC State Building Codes and its required inspections and 

approvals on general construction, plumbing, heating, and electrical inspections. See a copy 

of Greensboro’s webpage for its Development Services One-Stop-Center on pages 5-6 of 

APPENDIX 6. 

2. Up-to-Date Technology with Designated IS Staff. Provide improved technologies that 

allow electronic submission and review of plans, shared communication and a single, shared 

project tracking system with IS technology oversight of the review process by one person or 

team. 

3. New Development Services Webpage. Redesign the City’s website, to include a separate 

webpage/site designated to the development review process.  The content and functionality 

of the webpage should be determined by a group that includes development community 

members. This “Virtual One-Stop Shop” should be much more informative, more user-

friendly and designed to help with many different types of projects than what is currently on 

the City’s website. 

4. Individual Assistance and Staff Accountability. Provide a single person (gatekeeper) 

responsible and accountable for the process running smoothly and quickly for each applicant. 

This employee would be the “go to person” for anyone interested in building or developing 

in Winston-Salem, and would have the authority to direct and work with departments to 

correct problems that are unnecessarily slowing down a project. 
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The gatekeeper would be the person all citizens entering the Bryce A. Stuart Municipal 

Building would be directed to for any matter related to building and development.  Ideally, 

the gatekeeper would be located on the same floor as the Planning and Inspections 

Departments (which are currently on two different floors).  A less effective, but alternative 

method could be an electronic kiosk in the building’s lobby that directs a person to the 

appropriate department/person based upon their need.  

 
The gatekeeper would also be responsible for answering questions, determining for the 

applicant which approvals and permits are needed and in which order, tracking the 

applicant’s plans as they move through the review and approval process, and being the 

liaison between the applicant and the development review departments. (DRRAC sees 

recommendation #4 as the first step towards creating a Development Services One-Stop 

Center).   

 
5. Ongoing Dialogue. Establish a group of City staff members and representatives of the 

development and real estate communities to work together, assisting and advising the City 

Manager and staff as the logistics of approved strategies are discussed.   
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V.  Miscellaneous Recommendations 
 

 COMPLETED OR INTITIATED RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

DRRAC was most pleased and surprised on several occasions during the year to learn from its 

staff about recommendations on which work had already begun or were totally implemented.  

These include the following:   

 
a.  Assign a single assistant or deputy city manager to oversee all the departments involved 

in the development review process. (Greg Turner was the assistant city manager 

assigned this responsibility.) 

b. Develop a flow chart of the entire development review process. (See flow chart under 

Appendix 8) 

c.  Adopt and encourage a “can do” attitude among staff. (The City has a Service 

Excellence Program.) 

d. Develop a comprehensive development services website/webpage. (Upgrading of the 

City’s website is currently underway.) 

e. Provide additional information important to development and building on the GIS. 

(Lead by the County, staffs from both the County and City are currently working on 

this recommendation.) 

f.   Create an ongoing working group of City staff and development community 

representatives to assist the City Manager and other City staff as the implementation of 

recommendations are refined. (There already exist two such groups, DRRAC and the 

Change-of-Use Taskforce, that have worked closely with City staff on solving 

development review problems.) 

 
EASY-TO-IMPLEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
DRRAC pulled from the long list of the recommendations it received and accepted those 

recommendations that should be fairly easy and/or inexpensive to implement. 

 
a.    Require all major development proposals, including those that have the appropriate 

zoning district, to start the process with review by City staff’s Technical Review 

Committee that meets every Friday morning to discuss proposals with each applicant. 
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b. Add a “Positive and Negative Feedback” link on the existing City website and on the 

recommended Development Services webpage, so feedback can be better tracked. 

c. Publish, record and track department review times to see if goals are being met, and to 

use this information to evaluate how improvements as implemented, shorten review 

times.   

d. Develop checklists of required information, steps and fees available to citizens, through 

the City’s website. 

e. Investigate the feasibility of providing an Express Review for “up fit” projects and 

smaller development projects as some other NC cities have. 

 
 

DEPARTMENT SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Soon after DRRAC started meeting, each development review department’s director briefed the 

Committee on the internal review and approval processes of their respective department. Later, 

smaller groups of members visited each of these departments and talked with its plan review 

staff. Staff members were also encouraged to make improvement suggests to the Committee and 

to review and comment upon the Committee’s draft recommendations.   Based upon what was 

learned from this work, DRRAC finds that the internal development review process of each 

development review department runs efficiently.  

 
There were only two recommendations DRRAC received that apply to specific departments:  (1) 

A separate detailed analysis of the Storm Water Management Department should be conducted, 

with the goal of finding ways to shorten the time for reviews and approvals, while also 

maintaining the quality and control needed by the Department. (2) Fire department plan 

reviewers should not be assigned other tasks that take them out of the office or will delay plan 

reviews.   
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VI. Conclusions 
 
 In 2008 City Staff participated in a program offered to UNC School of Government, 

Development Review in Local Government: Benchmarking Best Practices, to help them 

learn first-hand about development review processes and services in other parts of our 

country known for being efficient and user friendly. DRRAC studied the report from this 

work and finds that the information, especially about the common characteristics of well-run 

development review processes and services, is still accurate and still a valuable guide. These 

top five characteristics are: 

 
1. Commitment to delivering services at a level and cost that match the scale of    

development in their community 

2. Customer-focused services 

3. Transparency 

4. Reliance on high-functioning technology 

5. Extraordinary relationship with Information Technology support personnel.  

 
 The City’s development review departments have done a good job of implementing most of 

the Benchmarking Report’s inexpensive recommendations over the past few years. 

Therefore, this report acts as a guide to build upon the improvements made thus far. 

 The internal system each development review department has set up for conducting its part of 

the overall process functions well. The development review process’s major weaknesses 

relate primarily to the overall process, such as the following deficiencies: 

 
- No employee with the authority and responsibility to make sure the process is 

efficient and user friendly.  

- Lack of an adequate up-to-date technology system for all the development review 

departments that allows for tracking a plan’s progress, for compatible communication 

between all the departments and submission of electronic plans.  

- Information available on each development department’s webpage related to 

development reviews, but no single webpage to assist and guide someone thinking 

about building in Winston-Salem. 
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 Winston-Salem is behind many other North Carolina towns and cities that have up-to date, 

integrated technology and a single development services center.   

 Some of the most needed improvements will be expensive.  However, the current system is 

very costly, and will continue to get more costly each year improvements are not made.   It 

currently eats up large amounts of City staff time, can unnecessarily increase development 

costs significantly, and creates frustration for both City staff and the applicant.  

 A smooth running development review process benefits not only the business sector of our 

community, but also all citizens.  The community benefits include new services and jobs, 

more housing types to choose from, an increasing tax base and revenues, saved staff time, 

“green” operations, and major long term savings. 

 To successfully implement these reports major recommendations, creative solutions and a 

fair cost sharing plan will be necessary. DRRAC believes that the business and development 

sectors will be willing to collaborate with City Staff and Council on creating an 

implementation plan, including costs. However, in order to gain their support,  an easy to 

understand cost benefit analysis will be needed with a clear explanation of exactly what new 

services will be provided and how funds from any increased fees or costs will go directly to 

providing the new service. 

 Over the past few years, collaboration between City staff and representatives of the 

development community have paid off for everyone with the creation of solutions to 

problems that result in win-win-win solutions for Winston-Salem, City staff and the 

development community. This type of collaborative work should continue through every step 

of the implementation process, beginning with work already started by City staff on updating 

the City of Winston-Salem’s website.   
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VII. Appendices 

 

 

(LOCATED ON THE FOLLOWING PAGES) 










































































































































