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STREAMLINING THE PROJECT REVIEW AND APPROVAL PROCESS 
TO BE OPEN FOR BUSINESS 

Jessica Bacher and Meg Byerly Williams* 

Communities have been processing applications for land use approval for decades, encountering new chal-

lenges and difficulties, and crafting solutions to each one when encountered. Because of this, many communi-

ties have developed their land use approval processes, standards, and forms incrementally over years, result-

ing in an inefficient process. In many municipalities, the land use review and approval process has become 

hard to understand, time consuming, and expensive, in some cases preventing developers from undertaking 

priority economic development projects. 

Typically, the basic local project review and approval process must adhere to several requirements defined 

by state law. The decisions of local land use boards generally must be made in an open and fair manner, by 

impartial board members, and must be based on reliable evidence that is contained in the record of the 

board’s deliberations. This record should be detailed enough to ensure that board decisions are not arbitrary, 

capricious, or an abuse of discretion, and local boards should allow public access both to their meetings and 

to governmental records, such as reports and files. Many community planning boards and commissions 

simply enforce the required standards and follow the legally prescribed steps in their review and approval 

process, but this may not prevent a review board from asking an applicant to accomplish something the stan-

dards do not require if given appropriate policy approval. If authorized by state law, review boards may 

streamline required process steps by including informational sessions with applicants, preapplication 

workshops, and technical assistance. In addition, municipalities can remove unnecessary steps in the pro-

cess, simplify and clarify applicant materials, and reduce process length. 

When municipalities streamline their land use review and approval processes, they save applicants time 

and money and help expedite priority development projects. A locality with streamlined approval process 

earns its reputation with local residents, property owners, businesses, and large-scale developers as a com-

munity that minimizes the time and costs of land use approval application and a go-to location for economic 

development projects. Municipalities are increasingly recognizing the importance of streamlining the ap-

proval process. In Michigan, the Redevelopment Ready Communities Program implements a voluntary, no-
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cost certification program for Michigan municipali-

ties that integrate transparency, predictability and 

efficiency into their daily development practices 

through a set of streamlining strategies.1 Similarly, 

the Westchester County Association, an economic 

development and business advocacy organization in 

New York State, recently developed a policy play-

book that features process streamlining strategies 

to help Westchester County municipalities imple-

ment economically viable smart growth 

development.2 This article draws on the process 

streamlining lessons from that playbook. 

Below, this article describes the steps municipali-

ties can take to streamline their review and ap-

proval processes. The article first describes how 

localities can assess their current process to identify 

problems. It then presents steps municipalities can 

take to systematically simplify, consolidate, clarify, 

and automate their project review and approval 

processes. The article then describes how munici-

palities can implement pre-application consulta-

tions to better assist applicants, adopt fast-track 

processes for priority projects, and ensure local 

board members are properly trained. To illustrate 

these streamlining strategies, the article presents 

local examples from across the country. 
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Assessing the Current Process 

To streamline its review and approval process, a 

municipality should begin by examining the current 

process to identify common delays, unnecessary 

redundancies, and any difficulties applicants have 

understanding or navigating the process. The 

municipality should discuss the current application 

requirements and land use review and approval pro-

cess with involved staff to determine whether they 

or applicants are frustrated with any inefficiencies 

in the system. Additionally, the municipality should 

meet with each permit-issuing and advisory board 

to determine any steps, standards, or other aspects 

of their work that seem unnecessary or that unnec-

essarily frustrate the application process. Boards 

can identify and share legitimate complaints from 

applicants appearing before them. Working with 

staff and board members, the municipality also can 

identify several applicants who represent a variety 

of application types and interview those applicants 

to uncover any complaints about inefficiencies they 

may have. Based on this assessment, the municipal-

ity should complete a set of preliminary recom-

mendations for revising its review and approval pro-

cess to eliminate inefficiencies. The following 

sections outline the types of strategies municipali-

ties have undertaken to streamline the land use 

development process. 

Simplifying the Review Process 

To reduce complexities in the review and approval 

process, a municipality can simplify its application 

requirements, coordinate board reviews, engage the 

public early in the review process, and allow 

administrative approvals when appropriate. Munici-

palities should begin simplifying the review process 

by reducing application requirements to require an 

appropriate level of detail. Municipal staff should 

review all application forms and remove unneces-

sary or cumbersome requirements, especially for 

projects that are exempt from requirements, such 

as non-material or non-visible changes to a structure 

in a historic district. 

Municipalities can simplify the review process by 

coordinating board reviews as well. A locality can 

amend its schedule of meetings for all local boards 

to ensure the smoothest possible sequence of most 
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applications and, whenever possible, allow for 

concurrent, not additive or sequential reviews. Si-

multaneous reviews allow different steps in an ap-

plication to be reviewed together as a package or at 

least during the same timeframe, reducing review 

time. In the City of White Plains, New York, if an 

application requires more than one concurrent site 

plan or special permit approval that would other-

wise be within the jurisdiction of more than one ap-

proving agency, the City appoints one board to ap-

prove such concurrent approvals. The City’s common 

council serves as the approving agency when it 

would be responsible for any of the approvals. In all 

other circumstances, the planning board serves as 

the approving agency.3 

Early public engagement also helps simplify the 

review and approval process because building pub-

lic support paves the way for smoother approvals. 

For appropriate projects, a municipality can hold 

public meetings before project approval to involve 

the public early, foster community engagement, and 

build support for projects. 

Finally, municipalities can simplify review proce-

dures through administrative approvals. A locality 

can modify the approval process to allow municipal 

staff or a board secretary or chair to handle more 

objective decisions administratively if these deci-

sions do not require full review. Municipalities could 

also authorize self-certification of plans and inspec-

tions by engineers as appropriate. For example, 

consent agendas allow boards to approve relatively 

routine applications as a group without applicants’ 

attendance at a board meeting. Eligible applica-

tions could adhere to defined guidelines, such as 

pre-approved exterior paint colors in a historic 

district. Applications are initially screened to 

identify those that are appropriate for board ap-

proval, as submitted, without a need for discussion 

before the vote to approve. Then they are placed on 

the consent agenda, which the board considers and 

approves collectively. 

In Montgomery County, Maryland, the planning 

board adheres to a consent agenda that allows 

administrative approvals of amendments to previ-

ously adopted plans if the proposed amendment is 

supported by the planning staff and not opposed by 

any party; resolutions to take an action that the 

planning board previously adopted in substance; 

and plats for certain qualifying subdivisions.4 These 

consent agenda approvals do not require a public 

hearing. The City of Birmingham, Michigan pro-

vides an online guide that explains what adminis-

trative approvals are, why they are necessary, when 

they are allowed, how they are approved, and how 

they may be appealed. The guide includes an online 

application for administrative approvals.5 

Consolidating the Review and Approval 
Process. 

Municipalities can further simplify the review 

and approval process by consolidating process steps 

to avoid backtracking to boards and to create one-

stop permitting. Process consolidation involves 

forming a central permitting desk, developing a 

consolidated application form, consolidating admin-

istrative staff and boards as appropriate, creating 

an interdepartmental review committee, and cross-

training staff on the consolidated process. 

A municipality should begin consolidating the 

process by creating a central permit information 

desk or office that manages all permit applications 

and approval processes. A process manager in the 

centralized office should handle the intake of all ap-

plications, manage any pre-application meetings or 

workshops, guide sequencing of approvals, schedule 

and manage cut-off dates and public meetings, and 

guide applicants through each stage of the approval 

process. The process manager should ensure that 

this central process incorporates all required 

federal, state, and local processes into pre-

application steps, sequencing, and scheduling. 

Randolph County, North Carolina has a central 

permitting office where cross-trained technicians 

guide applicants through the review process. At this 

office, applicants can obtain and submit zoning, 

building, electrical, plumbing, and other specialized 

zoning permits, such as flood permits and special 

use permits.6 

To ensure different permit applications are not 

duplicative and do not require applicants to submit 

the same information multiple times, a municipal-

ity should consolidate all permit and approval ap-

plications into one form or fewer forms as 

appropriate. The consolidated application form 
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should collect all the applicant and project informa-

tion the planning board, zoning board, and other lo-

cal boards will require for all review and approval 

processes. 

To break down informational silos, a locality 

should consolidate, as appropriate, the roles of mu-

nicipal officials and staff, local boards’ secretarial 

staff, and boards with overlapping or related 

functions. Consolidating staff who enforce building 

and zoning codes makes it easier to track a project 

for the duration of its life, ensures that administra-

tive staff are aware of each project’s building code 

and zoning issues and can address these issues in 

context, and frees remaining staff to focus on other 

important roles. Consolidated secretarial staff for 

local boards saves money, ensures projects are 

tracked properly as they shift between board 

reviews, and reduces miscommunication. The same 

staff can support all land use boards, shepherding 

an application between reviews. Additionally, 

consolidating local boards that share functions also 

helps speed the approval process. Some municipali-

ties have achieved efficiencies by combining related 

boards like a shade tree commission, conservation 

advisory council, and waterfront advisory commit-

tee into a single environmental advisory board. 

Municipalities can further consolidate the review 

process through an interdepartmental review com-

mittee and cross-trained staff. A locality can create 

an interdepartmental review committee with a 

designated coordinator to help coordinate reviews 

by multiple departments and boards and work out 

discrepancies between reviews. Cross-trained staff 

reduce specialization, ensure all staff understand 

how different approvals work together, and improve 

coordination. Additionally, staff training helps 

expedite the approval process while increasing the 

number of employees who can staff a central permit 

desk. 

Clarifying the Review Process. 

The local review and approval process can be 

complicated and difficult for applicants to 

understand. Local governments can clarify the pro-

cess for applicants by creating clear guidelines, 

developing a road map for them, revising applica-

tion materials, ensuring transparency throughout 

the process, and proactively educating the public 

about the process. 

Municipalities should provide applicants with 

clear guidelines that present an overview of the 

permit process and provide tips for navigating this 

process. Helpful guidelines for applicants may 

include: 

E A short, descriptive guide to project review. 

E A list of all permits and approvals with short 

descriptions. 

E A table listing which office applicants should 

go to for various permits and services, along 

with anticipated timelines. 

E How-to instructions for the most frequent 

approvals. 

E Checklists for each approval that describe 

what applicants must include in each applica-

tion, the materials and information they must 

gather to undertake the process, how to calcu-

late permit fees, and how to record and file ap-

provals after they are obtained. 

E A list of regularly scheduled meetings for land 

use boards, committees, and commissions that 

includes meeting times, addresses. 

E Contact information for each department and 

board. 

E Frequently asked questions. 

The Town of Woodstock, Connecticut offers ap-

plicants a building permit checklist. This checklist 

uses laymen’s terms to describe what must be 

included in the building permit application and 

provides instructions on how to calculate estimated 

building permit fees. Woodstock also provides ap-

plicants with a subdivision flowchart that describes 

the steps applicants must take to obtain the 

approval.7 Similarly, the City of New Rochelle in 

New York offers an online developer’s guide to facil-

itate development in the City’s Downtown Overlay 

Zone (DOZ). The guide helps developers determine 

DOZ eligibility requirements and provides step-by-

step guidance for developing a parcel in the DOZ. 

Guided steps include verifying project location in 

the DOZ, determining the relevant DOZ develop-
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ment standard, determining street type, and rele-

vant parking requirements.8 

To further clarify the project review and approval 

process, a municipality can create a clear “road 

map” for approvals of various project types. The 

road map should feature process flowcharts show-

ing specific steps applicants must take for each ap-

proval and demonstrating the most efficient ap-

proval sequence for applicants who must obtain 

more than one permit. Flowcharts should feature 

optional, but recommended, steps that further as-

sist applicants and should explain the process re-

sponsibilities of all agencies and governmental bod-

ies involved in the approval processes. Flowcharts 

also should include relevant county, state, and 

federal processes; mandatory timeframes as neces-

sary for certain steps; and steps for recording and 

filing approvals after they are obtained. 

In addition, municipalities should also offer clear 

application materials that define key terms using 

simple, direct language in layman’s terms and that 

clearly state submittal requirements, as well as 

where to submit applications. Applications should 

also be available in languages other than English 

as applicable. To work more efficiently with many of 

its applicants, Houston, Texas has begun to offer 

several permit applications in Spanish. Translated 

forms and applications exist for inspections, side-

walk installations, building permits, earth removal, 

zoning, and more.9 

Finally, municipalities should clarify the review 

process by offering online resources, making the 

process as transparent as possible, and educating 

the public about the process. To ensure ease of ac-

cess, municipal websites should provide links to all 

application materials and resources, as well as in-

formation related to board meetings and answers to 

frequently asked questions regarding the approval 

process. Additionally, municipal staff should ensure 

transparency by documenting everything during 

review and approval procedures for each applica-

tion and making these records publicly available in 

real time. Once the land use approval process is 

streamlined, municipalities should proactively 

reach out to landowners to educate them about the 

process. The City of Portland, Oregon offers the 

“ABCs of Land Use,” which is a free workshop 

designed to teach neighborhood activists, business 

association members, and land use volunteers how 

the City develops its land use policies and plans, 

how the development review process works, and 

how community members and neighborhood/ 

business associations can take action.10 

Automating the Process 

Municipalities can further streamline the submis-

sion and progress of applications by automating the 

permitting system and making it as user friendly as 

possible. Expanding the municipal website to 

include an online permitting system and a comput-

erized tracking system helps automate the process. 

Online permitting systems provide electronic 

permit applications and submittals for applicants, 

as well as easy-to-access guidelines and helpful 

information. Online systems can receive applicants’ 

required plans and other documentation electroni-

cally and can facilitate board coordination and com-

munication by alerting boards immediately to newly 

submitted applications and providing internal 

results for projects that come before boards. Munici-

palities should also invest in universal computer-

ized tracking systems that enable staff to com-

municate application status to applicants and 

identify coordination problems between depart-

ments and boards. 

Arlington County in Virginia maintains ePlan 

Review, an online portal for reviewing and approv-

ing plans for building permits, land disturbing 

activity and stormwater permits, and civil engineer-

ing plans. Applications are submitted via the portal, 

which includes tips and guidelines for applications, 

accepts credit card payments for required fees, and 

allows external and internal application tracking.11 

Pre-application Consultations 

Pre-application informational reports, workshops, 

and roundtables help get all parties on the same 

page early in the process, avoiding conflict and 

confusion later. Municipalities can offer applicants 

a range of pre-application services based on project 

type. Upon an applicant’s request, a municipality 

should prepare an informational report for a poten-

tial new development project. The report should 

indicate whether a proposed use is permitted under 
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current zoning, note existing certificates of oc-

cupancy, and describe necessary approvals, process 

steps, and requirements that the applicant must 

achieve and meet to obtain permits. 

For complicated projects like commercial develop-

ments, subdivisions, or projects that involve more 

than one board, workshops or work sessions with 

staff are very useful. During pre-application work-

shops, staff should review relevant code and ap-

plication requirements with applicants to ensure 

proposed projects comply. In addition, staff should 

help applicants identify and map the sequence of 

required approvals and may provide applicants with 

technical assistance for complicated application 

requirements. Workshops may be mandatory or vol-

untary as appropriate. Washoe County, Nevada of-

fers a pre-development meeting twice a month with 

developers, design professionals, owner-builders, 

and contractors to address permit issues related to 

their projects prior to application submission. The 

roundtable discussions include municipal staff from 

the planning, building, engineering, fire, health, 

parks, utilities, and air quality departments, as well 

as the regional transportation commission. At-

tendees are asked to fill out a questionnaire before 

attending a meeting.12 

Finally, municipalities can offer monthly round-

tables or informationals for smaller project ap-

plicants and other interested landowners. Monthly 

roundtables should offer general information and 

advice regarding development permits, require-

ments, and incentives to multiple applicants at one 

time and help familiarize attendees with the locali-

ty’s approval processes. Roundtables should include 

municipal staff and members from all boards, and 

staff could require applicants to submit completed 

questionnaires prior to attending a roundtable. 

Adopting a Fast Track Process 

Municipalities can speed the approval process by 

creating a fast track process for priority projects. 

Local governments should adopt board resolutions 

that commit to a firm review process and timeline 

for certain economic development projects. The fast 

track process should result in final action on ap-

plications within a fixed period, subject to developer 

cooperation, place priority projects first on all board 

meeting agendas, and avoid re-opening settled 

issues. Once the fast track process is in place, the 

municipality should create a system for consistently 

evaluating and improving the process and advertis-

ing the fast track process to developers. 

Sarasota County, Florida has created a fast-track 

permitting process for Developments of Critical 

Concern (DOCC) by adopting a green development 

incentive resolution. DOCCs include amendments 

to sector plans, rezone and special exception peti-

tions, site and development plans, and building 

permit applications that meet green buildings or 

development standards.13 Similarly, Berkeley, Cali-

fornia adopted a green pathway ordinance that of-

fers expedited permitting for certain development 

projects within the City’s Commercial Downtown 

Mixed Use District (C-DMU).14 Under the Green 

Pathway ordinance, development projects qualify 

for expedited review if they exceed C-DMU green 

building requirements and provide additional pub-

lic benefits, such as affordable housing and street 

façades that enhance the pedestrian realm.15 Re-

views for qualified projects must conclude within 90 

to 210 days of application date, depending on proj-

ect type. 

Training Local Boards 

Finally, municipalities should ensure local board 

members receive proper training to further smooth 

the review and approval process. Some states 

require training for local boards, including New 

Jersey and New York. New Jersey requires local 

board members to attend a land use law course that 

provides a basic understanding of board roles and 

duties and their relationship to neighboring munici-

palities, regional planning entities, counties, and 

state agencies.16 The law encourages board members 

to receive training beyond this basic course. The 

New Jersey Planning Officials association provides 

basic courses that fulfill this requirement, as well 

as training sessions for more experienced board 

members.17 New York State law requires all local 

board members to attend four hours of similar train-

ing annually.18 New York municipalities can find 

training resources for their local board members 

from a variety of sources. The New York Planning 

Federation offers a range of trainings for local zon-

ing and planning board members,19 and the 
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Westchester Municipal Planning Federation directs 

municipalities to a variety of training resources.20 

In addition to trainings required by state law, all 

municipalities should ensure board members receive 

training to understand their boards’ unique func-

tions within the overall system and should teach 

members the rules for approvals, public participa-

tion, and ethics. Trainings should also ensure that 

local board members are familiar with any new 

clarified and expedited development review process 

and their roles in it. Municipalities should organize 

trainings for board members internally or identify 

and approve specific trainings that cover appropri-

ate topics. For example, the Land Use Law Center 

at Pace Law School presents the Land Use Leader-

ship Alliance Training Program which trains local 

leaders on both foundational and cutting-edge infor-

mation related to their priority land use issues.21 

Finally, municipalities should develop tracking 

systems that log required trainings for individual 

board members, as well as completed trainings, and 

certify that each serving board member has com-

pleted the training program satisfactorily. 

Evaluating the Process 

Municipalities should review their process annu-

ally to identify successes and weaknesses in the 

project review and approval process.22 To assist this 

evaluation, municipal staff should distribute sur-

veys to applicants to collect feedback on the process 

and suggestions for improvement. The interdepart-

mental review committee and cross-trained staff 

can then review surveys, identify appropriate pro-

cess modifications, and implement changes as 

appropriate. 

Conclusion 

The streamlining steps outlined above will help 

local governments simplify, consolidate, clarify, and 

automate their local processes. By streamlining the 

land use review and approval process, a municipal-

ity minimizes the time and costs associated with 

land use approvals and communicates to residents, 

property owners, businesses, and developers that 

the community is open for business. 
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