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Mayor & Council;
Before I start with the report from the committee I would like to acknowledge the
committee members who worked tirelessly on this project; Brett Ekblom, Dave
Boerner, Kenny Gentes, and Roger Young.
This committee was given with a monumental task and we were able to meet
(oftentimes more than) once a week. We were able to listen to honest stories and
real concerns voiced by the citizens of Islamorada.
This committee reviewed the enabling Resolution and conducted the meeting in
order to address the three major issues in that resolution that necessitated this
discussion. We specifically discussed with the attendees, the process, the code, and
staffing.
As many of your recall, during the incorporation effort of Islamorada one of the
main complaints was that the county’s building and planning departments were
broken. The majority of the citizens voted for incorporation and many voted solely
because they wanted to have a user friendly, open, and simpler process. We wanted
to control our destiny and have a department that would work with us, instead of
against us. Well we must report that we are sadly back in the same situation as preincorporation, at least as it relates to parts of the Planning and Development
Services Department.
If the council will allow us to take the time to detail the main issues expressed by the
citizens and to graphically explain the areas of concern and the recommendations
from the citizens and this committee, we would like to continue:

First we would like for you to review a mock-up of an organizational chart. This
chart accurately lays out the Villages’ organization from the top down only as it
relates to this department, but certainly allows for the understanding that the
Village has several other departments that can plug into this chart.
As you will note the top of the chart is the citizens of the Village. These are the folks
that our committee met with, and listened to. And from our meetings we were able
to glean many legitimate concerns.
Next we have the Village Council. The council listened to their citizens and felt it
was important enough to call together this Ad Hoc Committee and to allow us to
work unimpeded by not having staff present. We will touch the importance of this
in a minute. But none-the-less this council recognized the importance of having
unabridged and unsolicited, as well as uncontested HONEST exchanges between the
public and this committee. Without allowing this process to take place we likely
would have gotten the same pabulum or Political Correctness that is commonly
stated in a public forum.
Now below the council is the Village Manager. You all recognize the importance of
this position, and in fact you all are about to review the Manager’s performance
publically, unlike any other evaluation that is done on any other employee in the
Village…IT’S THAT IMPORTANT. You are also responsible to negotiate and
make sure you and the citizens are pleased with the terms of the contract, the salary
for this position and the overall performance of this position, BUT there is one hickup in this equation.
The Village Manager is not only the top person (a contract employee) but he also is
trying to hold down another very important position in the Village staffing, The
Planning and Development Services Director, arguably and likely the most
influential and powerful position in the Village. Now this comment is not intended
to demean the other department heads as their positions are very important, but
short of the Fire Chief, the other department head positions are not quite as public,
quite as powerful, influential, and exposed as is the Planning and Development
Services Director. This Department was supposed to be the focus of this group as
well as the code and the process.
We have two full time positions, Top positions, are being filled by one person and
that just doesn’t work. A manager likely spends 80 hours a week on the job, if he is
performing his job successfully. A Planning Director likely spends 50 to 60 hours a
week performing his position, if he is doing his job correctly, This council and this
community cannot expect one person to deliver 130 hours a week and do either job
correctly, effectively, or completely. This is the failure in the system. It also
coincides with the major complaints about the process, the staffing, the attitude
changes in the department, and other areas of the Village.
So let’s get back to our Chart.

The Director of Planning has the responsibility to make sure he is always
considering the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

CITIZENS VIEWPOINT/OPINION OF THE DEPARTMENT,
INTERNAL DEPARTMENT STRUCTURE,
PUBLIC AND STAFF COMMUNICATION,
CODE UPDATES AND INTREPRETATIONS,
COMPUTER SYSTEM AS TO USEFULNESS AND UPGRADES,
TIME MANAGEMENT& EFFICENCY.

AND CERTAINLY SEVERAL OTHER ON GOING DEPARTMENTAL
FUNCTIONS.
As we were meeting with the public the following reoccurring general comments
boiled up to the surface:
1. CITIZENS VIEW OF THE DEPARTMENT, dissatisfied with the number of
staff members in Planning, and their workload. Citizens opinions were
consistent that planning staff is not helpful, not polite and not timely in
return calls or response to questions. Overall the public spoke of fear of
retribution, intentional denial of applications and opinion generated
decisions. These comments would not have been voiced if staff was present.
2. INTERNAL DEPARTMENT STRUCTURE, Comments were directed
towards, the chain of command is not working, IE: a typical response is
oftentimes deferred to the Village Attorneys or to the Village Manager.
3. COMMUNICATION, General comments were that staffs communication
with the public is not good. Many felt spoken down to and many felt that
staff was simply rude. There were many comments that staff did not respond
in a timely manner and did not return calls or e-mails timely.
4. CODE UPDATES AND INTREPRETATIONS, Comments from the public
and the committee suggested that staff have weekly reviews of comments
related to the code and monthly make decisions as to how to better the code
in all areas, and when ever needed making written memorandums to the staff
as to the Director’s interpretations of the code (for future use)
5. REVEWING THE COMPUTER SYSTEM AS TO USEFULNESS AND
UPGRADES, the major comments were that the public can not access
application status online and that the Village was 10 years plus behind in
digital plan review.
6. TIME MAMNAGEMENT, Most comments were related to lengthy review
periods, too much time spent looking for violations from the past. “Too much
time looking at Google Earth”. Comments were mainly related to lengthy
review periods and no accountability as to the reviewer’s timelines.
Additionally complaints targeted repetitive plan review reports being
returned to the applicant.

SPECIFIC RECCOMMENDATIONS:
1. TRAINING:
a. Staff needs communication training. It would be helpful to discuss a
method used by Lake County that is given by the Disney Institute.
Council should fund training in this area as management has failed to
teach this to staff.
b. Staff must to be taught proper decision making skills. Many decisions
are based off of personal opinions and personal interpretations of the
code. A clear direction from Management is lacking with this skill set.
c. Staff should be empowered with proper decision making skills.
Management has failed to empower staff and as such all decisions are
referred to management. If the code requires one thing but there is
an equal or better alternative staff should be allowed to accept the
alternative.
d. Staff isn’t receiving proper training on interpretation of the code.
Staff has a tendency to interpret the code in the most restrictive way.
Management must train the staff on how to use the code to everyone’s
advantage, unless it is the Council and Management wish to lean
towards the more restrictive side of the code. Management has failed
to perform correctly in this area.
e. Staff is not directed to give good customer service. Management has
not properly trained staff how to deliver good customer service.
Again there are specialized training facilities and programs that
target good customer service. Staff needs training as how to be “userfriendly”. This is a simple concept for government workers/public
servants. There are many seminars directed at teaching this skill.
f. Staff needs training on being more “user-friendly”. They need to
have management show them that code is a fluid document and that if
things are not working the code needs changing. Management needs
to train staff on how to review the code objectively.
g. Lastly staff should be given a written directive as to all interpretations
of the code made by management. The “authority having
jurisdiction”, IE: the Planning & Development Services Director must
memorialize all decisions and interpretations in a memo to the file.
There has been no reported instance where staff gave the citizens a
memorandum from the Director on any interpretations of the code.
2. PROCESS:
a. Plan tracking is a major issue with the public. During several
meeting the citizens discussed how they could not track the status of
an application online. Additionally when asked, staff could not
readily identify the location of a particular application. This must be
reviewed and improved.

b. Limiting the review within the department is a common comment.
The department must come up with a comprehensive list of those
applications that are simply not necessary for planning to review.
This list should include but not be limited to Residential interior
renovations, Electrical work, any kind or mechanical, or plumbing
work. Planning simply does not need to review seal-coating, reroofing, or other non-density, non-intensity generating permits.
Residential applications should only be reviewed for bulk regulations
and landscaping compliance.
c. Planning review comments on existing structures not part of an
application. Many of the attendees spoke of fear of applying for
certain permits because they have had planners, or had been told
that planners, look back on Google Earth to find violations (or
perceived violations) that are not part of the submitted application.
We should note that this complaint was verified by a committee
member as fact and not conjecture. The committee’s
recommendation is that the staff be directed to review the
applications at “face value” and to stop trying to find violations. If
there is a structure in question but has been documented as existing
“pre-incorporation” simply write that that structure is not part of
the submitted application and not part of this review. Simply put
those applications that planning staff looks at should be fewer and
the process should be made easier.
d. Inspections of stormwater swales and other simple inspections were a
common complaint. The public does not understand nor does this
committee understand why a Planner needs to be scheduled to do
stormwater or simple final inspections. The building inspector is
already out on the site looking at the final building inspections and
this should be a regular part of their final inspection routine. The
committee recommendation is to lessen the number of field
inspections required by the Planners during their review and
combine these inspections with the regular inspections done by the
building inspectors.
e. Paperless and concurrent (parallel) reviews, online access to records,
and use of credit cards for fees were discussed at several meetings.
Parts of this topic has been discussed on several occasions but never
completed. It is the committee’s recommendation that the council
approve funding to allow for an upgrade to the current software that
would allow online access to certain applications and records. The
public would like to be able to access application status and
inspection history online. It is also the committee’s recommendation
that management institute a concurrent application review process,
where-as the Planning Department, the Building Department should
be given plans in a digital format and plan reviews be done
concurrently by each department. This process works in many
communities and speeds up the process by weeks in some instances.

3. STAFFING:
As an explanation of this topic we offer the following:
Each committee member was tasked with finding three or more cities of like
age or, like size in area or, like size in population. Each chose a different
group of cities and specifically looked at the structure and size of the Planning
and Development Review Department, with or with-out the same title but
having the same responsibilities. Some committee members reported that
they looked for a city that had roughly the same population plus/minus 1500
people, while some looked for cities that were comparable in size by plus or
minus 5 miles square. The following was a common report:
The Village is 7.2 sq. miles in area, and has roughly 6100 residents; it
currently has no fulltime Planning Director, one Assistant Director, three
Planners, one Biologist, and one Administrative aid. Most cities of like size
and/or like population had a much smaller Planning Department. It was
fairly typical to find a Director of Planning, perhaps a Planner, perhaps a
planning Tech or assistant planner and an administrative aid. As examples
we offer the following:
a. Tequesta, (2.2 sq. miles – 5629 population) has One Community
Development Director, One Assistant Director, and One Clerk.
b. Marathon, (9.6 sq miles – 10,200 population) has One Director and two
planners.
c. Brooksville, (5 sq miles – 7719 population) has One Planning Director and
One admin aide.
d. Fort Meyers Beach, (6.2 Sq. Mi. – 6277 population) has One Community
Development Director, one Community Development Technician one
Planning Coordinator and one Environmental Coordinator.
e. Neptune Beach, (6.8 sq miles – 7037 population) One Community
Development Director.
f. Sanibel (33.2 sq. mi. – 6469 population) One Planning Director, two
fulltime Planners, two part time Planners.
g. Pinecrest, (7.6 sq mi. – 18,223 population) One Planning Director, one
Planner, one Administrative Assist.
h. Southwest Ranches, (13 sq. mi. – 7345 population) Planning Department
uses a Private Planning Firm.
i. Key West, (7.4 sq. mi. – 25,000 population) One Planning Director, One
Planner, one Biologist, one administrative aide.
These examples were confirmed either by phone calls or online information
from each city site.

The Committee has struggled with this recommendation but can only come
to one conclusion. It is the committee’s recommendation that the Village
Manager hire an experienced fulltime Planning Director. One who has
extensive experience with managing employees, working with the public,
working in private industry, and an understanding of the Village or a similar
code. The Manager must empower that new Director to assess the current
staffing, the responsibilities, and the workload and determine how to best
utilize staff. It is quite likely that staff numbers can be lowered significantly
if the workload is lessened or redirected, and responsibilities are re-evaluated
and re-assigned. If fewer applications are reviewed by the planners and
fewer inspections are performed by the planners then the workload shifts. It
is interesting to note that each of these like cities had relatively an equal
number of building department staff as Islamorada currently has on the
books, including code officers. Bottom line is that this department needs a
close, honest, and painstaking review and must be able to justify completely
why Islamorada requires a much larger staff than any other city we have
compared in Florida in communities of like size and population, including
cities in an area of state critical concern. The committee feels that staffing
should be equal to the workload and feels that if the other recommendations
are accepted and made, cannot understand why the Village needs more than
one working director, one planner, one planning tech, one biologist and one
administrative aide.
While reviewing other cities we found many ways to expedite the currently
used process that the Village has in place. Marathon for example has set
timelines on an application. When an application for development review is
accepted at the counter the applicant is given a date certain for the DRC, the
Planning Commission meeting and the City Commission meeting for the
application. Other cities have timelines established for all staff during the
review process. If applications are not reviewed and approved/denied in a
set timeline (usually 7 to 15 days) the staff member not performing is given a
bad review or relieved from employment. Lake county has developed a
Planning department review process where as they assess their code on a
monthly basis and rewrite sections as needed. The planning staff is also
trained in public service, politeness, and public opinion. It has been the
management’s goal to find a more user friendly department.
4. Public Opinion:
a. Reprisal, This is a real concern voiced by the Public. This Committee
recommends that a written and clear directive be given to staff that Management
will not allow reprisal or retribution to be demonstrated by any Village Employee.
It is all too easy for a disgruntled employee to make permitting difficult if not
impossible for an applicant. The Manager and Director should take these
complaints very serious and should follow-up on all complaints that are made
regarding this topic. This committee recommends that there be some form of

citizens review committee established that can hear these types of complaints and to
follow-up a remedy.
b. Opinionated decisions are of real concern. Committee members as well as the
public have reported receiving direction or determinations made off of staff’s
prejudices and not based off of the code. This committee recommends that
Management teach staff that their personal agendas must be “left at the door” and
that the code is the determining factor in all decisions. The Village Code is tough
enough for some people to meet and it becomes only that much more difficult when
opinions are interjected. The manager and the Director of Planning must be
sensitive to this and make this a priority.
c. Rude behavior by staff has been reported by citizens to this committee. This
committee recommends that Management teach or have staff taught how to handle
delicate situations and how not to be rude or considered rude. Again there are
classes that are made for this type of training and the Village will be better off if this
training was funded. Again Management must follow-up on all complaints and
documents their findings.
d. Restrictive interpretations of the code were reported on numerous discussions
in the meetings. There have been times when a planner gave an interpretation of
the code that later was overturned by the Manager. Usually the interpretation given
by staff was on the most restrictive side of the code. After another review by the
Manager a more acceptable determination was made and the applicant was much
more satisfied with the result. This committee recommends that Management
memorialize their interpretations in a memo form. This should help with any
misunderstanding of the Manager’s direction as to the code. Staff should also be
taught that the code is a guideline and their job is to assist the public in finding a
way to comply with the code while being able to accomplish any and all reasonable
requests. This is clearly the responsibility of the Director of Planning and must be
viewed as such.

Final Recap and recommendations:
Attached are the recommendations that this committee gave to the LPA for
consideration. We hope the Council will allow the LPA to consider reviewing these
codes and highly recommend that staff revisit these codes and rewrite many if not
all of them. This committee also highly recommends that the Council consider
changing the LPA to a Planning Commission (PC). We recommend that the PC be
made up of citizens that are knowledgeable of the Village Code and the
Comprehensive Plan. We recommend that the PC have the authority to make
decisions and not recommendations on such things as conditional use applications,
text amendments and zoning changes. We clearly understand that Council should
have the final word on such matters but feel this is best to expedite the process. The
PC could also sit as a Board of Adjustment and Appeals in order to hear appeals to

a planning decision or code interpretation, as well as other contested decisions made
by the Planning Director.
This committee recommends that a like committee be established and allowed to
meet every other month to follow-up on these recommendations and track the
implementation of the recommendations. This like committee should be responsible
to report directly to council as to their findings and should be the voice for citizens’
regarding, complaints or concerns.
This committee cannot stress the need for staff to be properly trained in the areas of
public service, public opinion, and work ethics.
This committee agrees that many sections of the Village code must be reviewed and
changed and recommends that the Village Council be proactive on updating the
code as well as listening to public complaints regarding the code. Management also
must be proactive in recognizing and recommending to Council all necessary
updates to the code, based off of need and public input.
This Committee recognizes the need for written interpretations and determinations
made by the director. Staff must have clear direction in order to accurately
implement and enforce the code.
Lastly this committee understands the need for proactive code enforcement and
recommends that the Manager institute a proactive code enforcement department
including additional code enforcement staff as needed. There are many properties
in the Village that have been transformed, added to, intensified in use, and
increased in size, recently with no fear of enforcement. This sets an example that
should not be tolerated and shows a weak management style/mentality.
Respectfully submitted by the committee, and affirmed by vote as follows:
Motion to approve this report and to submit to Council was made ON 4-22-13 by:
Kenny Gentes
Motion Seconded by:
Roger Young

Donald Horton, Chair
Brett Ekblom, Vice Chair
Dave Boerner,
Kenny Gentes,
Roger Young,

YES
YES
YES
YES
YES

