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March 22, 2010
Mr. Kirkland A. Turner
Planning Director, Chesterfield County

9800 Government Center Pkwy.

Chesterfield, VA 23832

Re: Cost of development

Dear Mr. Turner;

The Home Building Association of Richmond (HBAR) thanks you, Chesterfield County and the county administrator for taking the initiative to review the county’s development regulations with the intention of making changes that will reduce the cost of development in the county. HBAR recognizes the financial dilemma the county faces and that while new development cannot eradicate this problem, it can provide significant additional revenue that can help restore services the county wishes to provide its citizens. Reducing residential and commercial development costs will encourage more economic development and job creation, lower new home prices, produce more home sales and generate more property tax revenue. HBAR appreciates the county’s stated desire to start bringing these costs under control and pledges to do all it can to help in this endeavour. 

HBAR is presenting a number of potential development code and policy changes we see as beneficial to the county, to the building industry and the new homebuyer. We must acknowledge, however, that this cursory review is only one of a number of steps the county needs to take to reduce the cost of housing and development as a whole. The average new home price in Chesterfield County today is more than $280,000. The average age of the county’s current stock of affordable housing is almost 35, and new affordable housing is practically non-existent. The average cost of new housing needs to be reduced by at least 10 percent per home to approach the lower-priced market that is evolving as a result of the current recession. Providing affordable housing – homes priced under $200,000 in all housing categories – needs to become a priority for the county.
In early 2009, HBAR called on the county to form a task force consisting of builders, developers, engineers, architects and county staff that would hold a series of meetings to undertake a full-scale review of Chesterfield County’s building and development codes, with the goal of creating a manageable, reasonable set of codes the residential and commercial building communities can meet while providing the quality construction the county and the building industry desire. We again call on the county to establish this task force. 
The suggestions here are the result of one three-hour meeting called among HBAR members on March 17. The county plans to hold one meeting on March 23 to discuss possible changes. These two meetings, while a good start, cannot cover all that needs to be changed in or eliminated from the county’s development regulations. There needs to be a series of meetings to address each section of the code individually, line-by-line, and eliminate that which is extraneous, change that which is onerous and revise that which can be improved. Without this series of meetings, the county has not done all it can to reduce development costs through the codes and help generate additional revenue through new development. 
Unnecessarily burdensome codes are only one reason that development and housing costs are too high. All the reasons should be addressed. The county does not wish to discuss cash proffers in this review of codes and policies, and HBAR will honor that request. But we would be derelict in our duty to our members, the building industry and potential new homebuyers if we failed to point out in a letter concerning development costs that the $18,966 maximum cash proffer is the main reason development and housing costs are too high, and that this is where the real change must occur. 
The cash proffer unfairly discriminates against county residents each year by making those buying new homes on rezoned lots pay the equivalent of more than seven years of property taxes that existing residents do not pay for services to which all residents have equal access and for which all residents should pay equally. Paying the proffer along with regular property tax rates means a number of residents are being double-taxed. At the current levels the cash proffer adds almost seven percent to the price of every new home. The percentage is even higher for the average townhome or condominium. The added cost virtually eliminates the ability to provide single-family detached (SFD) affordable housing in the county and prevents median-income families from being able to afford most new SFD homes. It keeps the dream many county parents have of watching their children and their families begin building their lives near them from coming true. 
The cash proffer system is broken. Every top county official has admitted this publicly. It cannot raise the revenue needed to make a difference in funding county projects and has damaged this county’s efforts at business recruitment and job creation, destroyed opportunities for affordable housing and cost the county untold millions in residential and commercial tax revenue yearly. As long as the cash proffer is in place, Chesterfield County cannot achieve the cost reductions necessary to generate significant additional revenue through residential and commercial development. 
The county must become willing to address this problem with a broad-based solution. Keeping the proffer and adding to it yearly will continue to increase home prices and prevent sales, economic development, job creation and additional tax revenue. The county should begin to take full advantage of its AAA bond rating and issue more bonds to raise cash for infrastructure needs. The AAA rating provides the best possible terms for repayment, the county’s exceptional history of meeting its bond obligations will insure successful sales, and the revenue generated from the residential and commercial growth triggered by an improving economy and the lower cost of development will insure successful repayment. This will provide an even playing field for all residents, and the $19,000 decrease in the cost of all new homes will lower the cost of living, attract business attention to the county and provide more opportunity for affordable housing, which will generate jobs and revenue and allow the county to provide more services for its residents.
2003-2004 CHESTERFIELD BLUE RIBBON COMMITTEE
In June 2003, the Board of Supervisors created a 15-person, blue-ribbon committee to evaluate the business environment of Chesterfield County with a goal of reviewing business issues that may affect companies considering expanding or locating in the county. This committee spent almost a year in this review, and in March 2004 made numerous strategic recommendations, including many dealing with development. The recommendations included issues dealing with landscaping; architectural design; signage; design standards; fire; zoning and the planning department; and revitalization. 

The main problem the study points out, which still exists today, is the inconsistency in defined policies and procedures. While the county has implemented some of the committee’s recommendations that have improved efficiency and service in the six years since this report was presented, a number of the recommendations have yet to be acted upon. HBAR urges the county to consider implementing the remaining recommendations of the Blue Ribbon Committee.
HBAR has summarized the issues addressed during our March 17 meeting, noting that a number of these issues were originally cited in the Blue Ribbon Committee report. 

Planning and Zoning Issues

1) Reinstate rezoning ability for R-7 and R-9 zoning districts – this is absolutely essential to bringing costs down. The difference in cost between a lot in an R-12 district and R-7 is approximately $10,000 depending on location; the difference is even higher with an R-20 lot. The median consumer is no longer buying the 2,500-square-foot home on a ½-acre lot. Today they want homes between 1,400 and 2,000 square feet on smaller lots. A well-designed, well-built 1,500-square-foot home on a 7,000 or 9,000-square-foot lot will sell in the low $200s, which now is much closer to the median consumer’s purchasing range. Builders have to be able to provide that home and have difficulty doing that now. Allowing this rezoning will generate more of these homes that will add to the tax rolls.

2) Too much design information is required on tentative plans. Tentatives have evolved to include much of the same information that is required on construction plans. We don’t need to repeat the same information; it takes up time and money.

3) The natural resource inventory (NRI) requirement at zoning is an expensive requirement that is largely redundant. Requirements such as the RPA determination process of the Chesapeake Bay Act and the existing state programs reviewing threatened and endangered species and historical, archaeological and cultural features already deal with many of the requirements in the Department of Environmental Engineering’s (EE) NRI. The NRI requirement should be trimmed to save time and money. Further, the transaction screen is an ASTM process designed for use in the loan/lending process that is largely unused anymore because of its limited scope. It would produce little useful information beyond what is already gathered during the zoning process. Most lenders require the Phase I Due Diligence ASTM 1527 for lending processes, rendering the transaction screen of no use beyond meeting the requirements of EE NRI. The transaction screen should be eliminated.

4) When a developer has control of two adjacent properties that require a buffer between them, let the developer decide how to allocate this buffer. 

5) Allow SWM/BMP’s in buffer areas and setbacks. Any landscape requirement can be handled within the limits of dry basins or around the perimeter of wet basins. This would open up usable land and saves considerable cost.

6) Reduce the amount, size and caliber of landscaping across the board. A project should not be immediately required to look like a long-standing vegetated area.  

7) Remove the ability of staff to dictate architectural design. Staff should not be interjecting its personal tastes unless the design is of poor quality. The way a building or home looks should be the architect/owner’s decision, not the county’s. Significant time is often lost bickering about items such as the color of brick or the size of a patio. This should be the builder’s decision. 

Development Design and Construction Issues

1) New RPA guidance from DCR can take many acres of usable land from property owners. The county regulation has gone from 100 feet off the blue line on USGS maps to 100 feet off of perennial streams using the Fairfax method to 100 feet off of every jurisdictional feature that touches every stream. We need to go back to measuring RPA’s at 100 feet off of perennial streams. It must be remembered that the new measurement is “guidance,” not a requirement. The additional unnecessary taking of land that comes with measuring from every jurisdictional feature can severely limit the number of lots a development can provide, driving the cost of each approved lot higher.  

2) RPA buffer area restoration should not be required on lands that have never had buffers, such as agricultural land that are fields that has been rezoned to residential land. The change of use requires a buffer be installed if portions of the land are in the RPA.

3) Extensive verbose narrative and soils maps, etc. that DCR has asked Chesterfield to implement is a huge additional time-consuming process for the engineering community. Extensive narratives about the site and soil maps will have no additional impact on the quality of water runoff as the projects on sensitive areas are shown and have always been shown on the plans. We need to go back to using the step-by-step construction sequence narrative that has always been provided, which has been sufficient for years. The verbose narrative is just a feel-good issue that costs more time and money. 

4) Requiring that the pipe barrel/riser must be onsite before issuance of a land disturbance permit is the county’s way of making sure the contractor truly puts in the device prior to clearing everything. But the contractor could be clearing the minimum area it takes to install the basin or the access road to the basin instead of waiting the few days it sometimes takes to get the riser built. This would save time and money.

5) On lots R-15 and larger, the requirement to intercept water that crosses more than two lots should be removed. Having to pick up the sheet flow across more than two lots require expensive yard swales to be installed. This creates additional clearing, higher runoff rates and substantial additional cost. If drainage is in the form of sheet flows, yard swales should not be required.

6) Reduce the double review of drainage designs/calculations by EE.

7) EE makes the statement that it is the “responsibility for compliance to Chesterfield County standards and policies and state and federal regulations will be placed on the professional engineer who signs and seals the construction plans approved,” yet EE requires numerous resubmittals of multiple plan sets. One resubmittal should suffice if the responsibility is on the P.E. Reproduction for  resubmittals alone can cost thousands of dollars.

8) Give licensed professionals – i.e. architects, engineers – final control over engineering designs instead of inspectors.

9) Establish and publish a methodology for quickly resolving issues with inspectors.

10) Inspectors should not be allowed to require changes to designs that have been approved by county staff. Changes at the inspection stage are extremely expensive and degrade the credibility of the county’s capabilities and review and approval process.

Procedural Issues

1) Inter-departmental bickering needs to be reduced – citizens are caught in the middle and we all suffer. HBAR would suggest appointing an ombudsman from among the current planning department staff who can mediate disagreements between departments and make final decisions as to the policy to be followed. 

2) Departments must stop changing rules after a project is underway. Start with good rules and decisions and live with them.

3) The county needs to project a positive, proactive image, not the current resistant, reactive posture, particularly with regulation use.

4) Too much micro-planning. This may be the building industry’s biggest concern. Millions of dollars are wasted every year due to plans that have to be reviewed over and over because staff comes up with different requests after having reviewed a section once. The developer needs the ability to move forward without constant worry over changes requested after staff has signed off on parts of a plan.

5) Have staff commit to a one-look review. There should not be the ability to go back time after time and nitpick a project apart. If required items are missed, this should be corrected. Otherwise, one review and a follow-up to review requested changes should suffice. It is our understanding that the new subdivision ordinance considers this issue, but we felt it needed mentioning here.

There are a number of issues to be discussed with the new subdivision ordinance, but we will leave that discussion for the April meetings. 
As was mentioned earlier, this is the result of a cursory review. An in-depth review will provide additional opportunities for cost savings. HBAR has not included building code changes with the changes listed here as we see building and development as separate issues with separate codes. HBAR believes the building codes also need extensive review, and can provide a number of potential building code changes at this time if the county desires. We would hope to have this review if the county establishes the task force discussed earlier in this letter.

HBAR again thanks the county for requesting our input in its effort to reduce development costs. It is our hope that this is the first step in an overall review of the county’s costs associated with growth. In the coming months we hope to work together with Chesterfield to bring its costs to a level where more affordable housing can be provided that will attract retail, corporate, manufacturing and industrial business to help the county grow and thrive in the future.
Sincerely,

C. Warren Wakeland

Director of Government Affairs
Home Building Association of Richmond

