Problem Statement:

There is an old parable about boiling a frog. The parable states that if you place a frog in boiling
water, the frog will immediately jump out of the boiling water. On the other hand, if you place a
frog in cold water and slowly heat the water to a boiling temperature, the frog will stay in the
water and ultimately succumb to the heat.

Prince William County experienced the boiling frog syndrome as it related to the County’s land
and building development processes. For several years, the County struggled with ensuring
compliance with State and County regulations, while at the same time meeting the development
customers’ expectations (consistency, predictability and timeliness). Conditions continued to
worsen and the customer and political pressure to fix the problem increased to a level of urgency
(boiling water).

Solution:

Approximately 3 years ago, Prince William County created the Department of Development
Services. The goal of the new department is to streamline the commercial development process
and promote a partnership culture between our development customers and County staff. The
creation of the department was the first step in a long list of improvement initiatives geared
towards making it easier and faster to open a business in Prince William County.

Partnership Culture

Prince William County is committed to establishing a partnership with their development
customers. The partnership approach provides a mechanism to keep County staff and customers
focused on the end goal – a completed project that meets all applicable County and State
requirements. The partnership approach improves communication between the County and their
customers, which leads to a better understanding of both regulatory requirements and the early
identification of obstacles to project success. The partnership culture also fosters an environment
of creative options thinking as a means of overcoming the obstacles and resolving issues within
the regulatory framework.

To demonstrate the County’s commitment to forging a partnership culture, the County worked
with its customers to establish a Customer Bill of Rights. The Bill of Rights formalizes the
County’s commitment to addressing the customers’ desired outcomes of the development
process. The Customer Bill of Rights focuses on the most important customer outcomes which
include consistency, predictability and timeliness.

Streamlined Processes

Project Management

In the past, customers were responsible for navigating the myriad of silos within the
development process and obtaining the various plan approvals, permits, and inspections

necessary for their project. This method of doing business resulted in miscommunications,
duplication of efforts, lost project time and customer frustration. Under the newly created
Commercial Project Management business model, the County ensures that services are
comprehensive and seamless from the customer’s perspective.

Project Management Concept

When a commercial developer approaches the County with a development plan, the customer is
immediately assigned a Project Manager (PM). The PM works with the customer to identify the
immediate project objectives and identifies the approvals, permits, and inspections associated
with the project objective. The PM then assembles a Multi-Disciplinary Team, which is
comprised of representatives from each of the technical expertise areas involved in the project.
The team then works collaboratively with the customer and their designated representatives. The
Project Management concept is based on the goal of accomplishing the project as defined by the
customer rather than simply completing a technical review or issuing an individual permit.

Performance Results

Plan Review

The Project Management concept has been very successful in Prince William County. By
partnering with our development customers and closely working with the other development

review agencies, Prince William County significantly reduced County plan review times for
commercial projects.

New Commercial Structures

Number of approved building plans

FY08

FY09

FY10

125

102

65

129

67

65

70

74

28

199

141

93

Average days to approval
County Time
Applicant Time
Total Time

**Although the workload declined from FY08 to FY10, staffing levels in Development Agency
Programs declined from 229 full time staff to 125 full time staff.

Site Plans

Number of approved plans

FY08

FY09

FY10

83

46

40

66

41

47.2

420

290

401.8

486

331

449

Average Days to approval
County time
Applicant time
Total Time

**County time to review site plans has remained well below the 66 days recorded in FY08.
Applicant time increased due to a number of “park” plans being removed from the “park” status
and moved forward to plan approval. This is a result of the economic conditions improving and
developers being able to secure financing for the project.

The County understands the importance of saving time for their customers and takes great pride
in the fact that through these efforts; the County shaved off nearly 3 months in our plan review
and approval process.

Customer Satisfaction

The County began tracking customer satisfaction levels with the development process and
customer service delivery. Below are the results for Fiscal Year 2009 and 2010. Although we
don’t have solid statistical number to bench mark against, the satisfaction levels listed below
clearly demonstrate the level of customer satisfaction generated as a result of the County’s
efforts to improve the commercial development process.

Processing

Customer Service

FY09

FY10

FY09

FY10

Very satisfied

85%

89%

90%

94%

Somewhat satisfied

10%

7%

7%

4%

Somewhat dissatisfied

1%

1%

2%

.5%

Very dissatisfied

4%

3%

1%

1.5%

Continuing Improvement Efforts

The County continues to invest a significant amount of time and effort in working with the
development community to identify ways to continue improving the County’s development
processes. The County has a number of groups and committees established with the purpose of
providing valuable input on ways to improve the process.

Commercial Development Committee

The Commercial Development Committee meets on a quarterly basis to develop
recommendations to improve the commercial development process. The focus of this group
ranges from Rezoning and Special Use Permits through the bond release process. The
committee is currently focused on several objectives for the calendar year 2011:

1.

Improving the As-Built review process.

2.

Work with industry to review the County’s development fee schedule
structure.
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Contact
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Events

Woodbridge, VA
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Print-friendly page
Government
Development Services

Commercial Project Management Program

Project Early Assistance

Building Development
Division
Development Services
Documents
FAQs
Land Development Division
Project Early Assistance

What is Project Management?
Prince William County’s Development Review, Construction Inspection, and Code Enforcement agencies have united efforts to
redesign their business processes to align with the County’s Vision and Values. To accomplish this primary goal, the Prince
William County development community and county development agencies have created a mutually supportive environment
where the customer and staff work creatively together through teamwork to provide a process that is better coordinated, more
timely and is more predictable for the customer.
Program Implementation
Prince William County has implemented a project management program while it seeks to update the integrated development
processing system. The program aims to improve the customer’s experience and the project’s success. Implementation of the
project program began on July 1, 2008. The initial phasing of this program included:
•
•
•
•

July 1, 2008 — Site Plans (Non-residential)
July 15, 2008 — Joint Occupancy Evaluations (JOE)
Aug. 15, 2008 — Tenant Layouts (TLO)
Sept. 15, 2008 — Building Alterations, Additions and Remodels

Other non-commercial project types including residential developments are being evaluated for inclusion in future implementation
phases.
Project-Oriented Culture
Our new development processing system will center on an innovative Project–Oriented Culture, with three key elements in
support:
1.
2.
3.

Project Approach
Partnership Approach to Customer Service
Project Management

Project Approach
Our new approach ensures that services are comprehensive and seamless from the customer’s perspective. Once the customer’s
“immediate project objectives” are understood, the county ensures communications, processes, and actions are coordinated
through the entire development process. We accomplish this by:
A.

Identifying the approvals and permits that make-up the “immediate project objective” as shown in Figure 1.
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B. The County facilitates the processing steps, from early assistance to certification of occupancy or final
acceptance. The customer will interact with the County in one or more business processes as shown in Figure 2.

Partnership Approach to Customer Service
Prince William County staff is committed to a cooperative relationship, a partnership, between the customer and staff working
together to identify options on project issues and bringing resolution to problems quickly. This partnership will result in a process
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which will have greater predictability resulting in a more timely and efficient process. Three ideas and practices will be established
to support this partnership.
1. Staff uses supportive communications.
2. Structured and adequate time is allotted to discuss and resolve issues.
3. Staff and customer are tasked to be creative in finding ways to resolve issues within the
regulatory framework.
Object of Project Management
Project management is the County’s methodology to assist the customer with processing their “immediate project objective”
through the development system in an efficient and timely manner. This method promotes coordinated County responses to a
project rather than allowing fragmented permits or responses from individual disciplines or departments. In order for Project
Facilitation to work effectively, three key roles have been defined and must function together throughout the process. These three
key roles are shown in Figure 3:
1.

Appointing a Process Management Team (PM) to guide the customer’s project through the system.

2.

Appointing a Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT) to provide all the expertise needed for review.

3.

The Customer and/or their designated representatives participate as a responsive partner on the team.

For additional information, contact the Department of Development Services.
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