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To maximize Fairfax County’s long tradition of public involvement in the land use review and approval process, and to encourage the continuing modernization of the use of information technologies in Fairfax County’s land use review and approval process, the Land Use Information Accessibility Advisory Group recommends that the County embrace and build towards the following 5- to 10-year vision for land use information.  These improvements are expected to be designed and implemented over a number of years and reflect the general consensus of the Group.  The target stakeholder audience includes County staff, novice citizens, active land use citizens, developers, property owners, and others with an interest in knowing more about land planning and development activities that are going on nearby.     
The Advisory Group appreciates the responsiveness that County staff has provided for this initiative.  In addition, the Advisory Group recognizes several significant improvements that County staff has already implemented since the inception of this Board request.  These include:

· New web page redesign to reorganize and consolidate the land planning and development information (http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/living/landuse/)

· New ability to search the land development system using a County address to see all nearby land planning and development cases (visually on a map, or by listing, with drill down capability; http://ldsnet.fairfaxcounty.gov/ldsnet/ )
· New ability to search the Land Development System by Magisterial District to see area land planning and development cases (visually on a map, with drill down capability) [November 2006 target go live]
· New business process and system enhancements to the Master Address Repository (MAR) as it becomes the new system of record for addressing in the County.   

The Advisory Group encourages the County to embrace the concept of continual innovative and incremental improvements as well as longer term larger improvements.    

Guiding Principles for Fairfax County Land Use Information
1. Make publicly available land use information accessible at the earliest opportunity, at the greatest depth feasible and in a consistent manner
· For example, when land use information is entered into a Fairfax County database
2. Collect and manage information so that it can be accessed from multiple entry points
· As a geographic location, such as a specific address, parcel ID number, a civic association (if available), and/or a browse-able area
· By stages in the land use approval process (e.g., request for permit or any rezonings)
3. Make all public land use information easy to find, including:

· Land use information developed by County agencies, and 
· Land use information developed by others and submitted to a County agency as part of a County land use approval process
Consumers of this land information include affected area residents, public officials, developers, and other interested parties.  

4. Review standards for data display to ensure consistency and user friendliness across all web pages and across all agencies of the County.  Also consider providing more land use data that can be exported by a consumer into their own spreadsheet for further analysis.  
5. Create standard report forms to allow searches across projects and aggregation of those data for use by County citizens.  
6. Make sure that information systems and any changes made to them are open and scalable so future needs can be addressed.
7. Tailor land use pages to meet the needs of major user types to provide information such as: 

· Information about pending and approved Comprehensive Plan land use proposals in their user defined areas or neighborhoods
· Permit approvals

· Pending and approved zoning requests
· Macro-scale land use data, approvals, and plans

8. Land use application information developed using electronic files should be submitted to the County and retained in an electronic format 

9. Make land use information accessible to citizens with a range of access to tools and resources.  Ensure that the County continues to provide and enhance services such as Cris kiosks, public access PCs in facilities such as libraries, and facilities like the Fairfax Access Center at the South County Center.  Also maintain walk-up and call-in help resources for land use information currently in place to provide information to citizens who do not use a computer or the Internet.    
10. All County information which relates to or is tied to locations, however defined, within the County should be located in a manner using geocoding standards approved by the GIS department in every County database and in every County electronic document.  This includes at least one set of usable geo-coordinates for all permits, tax maps, plats, site plans, etc.  For example, the Area Plans portion of the Comprehensive Plan should be reorganized to meet this requirement so that it can become more useful to citizens seeking Plan information about specific properties.  A unified dictionary of land use terms should be developed to be used across all County agencies.  These steps are crucial to successful implementation of the Advisory Group’s recommendations.  
Recommended Process- and Page-Specific Improvements for Fairfax County Land Use Information During the Next 5-10 Years
· Expanded Application of Land Use Information Tools.  The Advisory Group applauds County staff for the recent major improvements to LDSNet, My Neighborhood, GIS, and other information tools designed to make land use information more readily available.  These tools demonstrate the value of adding spatial and location data and functionality to land use information retrieval.  The improvements are a major first step toward fulfilling the recommendations outlined in this document.  
 
In the future, the Advisory Group recommends development of a more integrated and intuitive “front end” that enables users to go to one location and search for land planning and development information relevant to their inquiry location (such as address or parcel and the surrounding area).  Furthermore, the Group recommends further integration of these and other land data sources such as the Courts Automated Retrieval System (CARS), the Fairfax Inspection Data Online (FIDO) systems that contain permits and inspections information, the DTA IAS system which contains real estate parcel information, and other related systems.  Expansion of the My Neighborhood capabilities combined with a data warehouse may be good strategies to help achieve this.  The Advisory Group also requests that the County investigate how much more control of web page display could be provided to constituents.  
· Integration of GIS into LDSNet.  Users of LDSNet should have the opportunity to use the full complement of GIS tools and layers as demonstrated through the new My Neighborhood service.  
· Land Use Public Hearing Information.  For land use cases involving a public hearing the County should make land use information currently provided in the hard copy staff report, including critical pieces of information such as proffers, development plans and affidavits, available electronically.  The County should develop a framework, perhaps a single web-based portal, through which the public can access this information regardless of whether it is produced and maintained by County staff (e.g., staff analysis of the application) or by applicants (e.g., justifications, proffers, development plans, affidavits, etc.).  The Group also encourages research on the financial and practical viability of using this framework to encourage applications subject to a public hearing to utilize available visualization technologies to show how the proposed development would fit into the fabric of their adjacent neighborhoods and the existing environment, particularly for larger applications. 
· Electronic File Submission and Review.  Given that nearly all land use information is now produced electronically, Fairfax County should continue to update County land use review processes to facilitate electronic file submission and review.  The Advisory Group recognizes that such process changes need to be prioritized for implementation over several years, and recommends that County staff develop a prioritized project list of land use processes to move towards electronic file submission and review during 2007.  
· Citizens requesting permits should be able to file electronically and utilize address or other information already on file with the County.  Work flow should be modified to take advantage of information already on file and on limiting the creation of paper to the minimum.  A permit seeker, for instance, should be able to retrieve from the County all tax, fire, easement, use restrictions, flood, etc., information available to the County electronically which applies to that site.
· At the stage of requesting permits, or earlier, using GIS-approved standards, electronic data should be filed with the County.  At a minimum, a spatially-defined footprint of every proposed land use change of significance should be filed.  Minimum additional information will be required in an appropriate digital format to meet Federal, Commonwealth, County, Police and Fire requirements.  Disclaimers would be required for data relating to easements and other land development and land use information that can change or be inaccurate across systems.   
· Land Use Orientation Page and Activity Calendar.  The Advisory Group recommends that the County develop a single web page to provide users orientation to Fairfax County land use approval processes and current information on all upcoming land use public meetings and public hearings.  This primer page should provide links to common land use inquiries (e.g., how to apply for a building permit) and also contain a link to a glossary of common land use terms.    Further, all search results obtained by users of the portal should be hyperlinked back to the relevant explanations and definitions.  The calendar should be inclusive of all land development activity, including BOS, PC, and BZA hearings, and the existence of such a calendar should be publicized in public service announcements (e.g., on Channel 16).  
· Verbatims and/or Viewable Proceedings of Planning Commission Decision Discussions Should be Available Online.  The Board of Supervisors currently receives copies of verbatim transcripts of Planning Commission discussions prior to voting on land use cases.  Planning Commission verbatims for any of its recommendations on land use matters heard by the Board of Supervisors should be placed online prior to the scheduled BOS hearing.  Also, make Planning Commission meetings available as Video on Demand, as are Board of Supervisors meetings and numerous other Channel 16 highlights (see http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/cable/channel16/vod.htm).  The County should investigate the possibility of allowing a constituent to download any on demand video, such as a Planning Commission hearing.  Google video could possibly be utilized to archive these hearings while still allowing them to be accessible.  
· Notification Process Above & Beyond State and Ordinance Requirements.  Fairfax County should study how to develop a process to allow interested citizens to be notified via email, or via another ‘push’ technology, of the submission of permit requests, rezonings, special exceptions, site and subdivision plans within a user-specified distance of a County address and according to certain categories of proposed land use.  This study should focus on which technology(s) would be most useful and a user-friendly processes for identifying and implementing thresholds for what information is sought by the user to provide the full complement of desired information without information overload.  RSS (really simple syndication) could be utilized to notify citizens who have registered to receive land use updates, as well as podcasting.    
· Collection of Approved Plans and Visualization of Community-Wide Development.  Fairfax County should collect electronic version of approved development plans and build an electronic library to facilitate easy retrieval of approved plans.  These electronic files should be collected using standards established by GIS so that they can be more easily aggregated to visualize communities of the future if and when these approved plans are actually built.  For selective high priority planning exercises focusing on a specific area, Fairfax County should investigate retroactively digitizing approved development plans to visualize approved development not yet built but in the development pipeline.  The Advisory Group recognizes the expense of retroactively digitizing these hard copy files and encourages the Board of Supervisors to be selective in digitizing the hundreds of thousands of hard copy plans and land use records in County filing cabinets.  In the future, County imagery may need to be upgraded to be more three dimensional.   
· The Advisory Group encourages the County to consider creation of new GIS overlays for entities such as the Comprehensive Plan and information about verified as-builts on properties.  

· Improve Access to Site-Specific Land Use History.  Fairfax County should continue its efforts through LDSNet and My Neighborhood to integrate land use approval information for specific sites to improve the accessibility of site-specific land use histories.    
· Coordination with other Jurisdictions.  The Advisory Group recommends that County staff stay in close contact with other jurisdictions seeking to make land use information more accessible to learn about new techniques and technologies, and to participate in collaborative initiatives that bring about the recommendations in this document.     
· Coordination within the County.  The County should assure all public safety agencies are able to acquire and use current and proposed electronic land use data immediately, and these data should be available on the County portal where prudent.  This information may be “pushed” to residents and commercial entities in specific areas.

· All County inspectors (tax, engineering, fire, police, etc.) should take spatially-referenced and dated photography in a manner consistent with the needs of all County agencies and this photography should be related to all addresses in the County in a digital repository.  Fairfax County should create a database to store spatially-referenced and dated data for access across County agencies and, where appropriate, the public.
· The Advisory Group encourages the County to provide more information about other County related land development projects, such as the Park Authority, Water Authority, and FCPS.  
· The Advisory Group encourages the County to move forward with the PRODS proffer Tracking and status reporting initiative between DPZ, DPWES, and DIT.  
· Outreach to Citizens and Businesspeople in the County.  The County should use available land use information and technologies to improve its conversation with and among citizens about land use.  Fairfax County should coordinate with private media services such as the Washington Post Fairfax County supplement “What’s Going Where” to make it easier to find detailed information about proposed plan amendments, zoning applications and site plans. Existing outreach efforts by the Office of Public Affairs and the Planning Commission (e.g., Planning Commission Roundtable) are encouraged, as are the periodic sponsorship of workshops and forums on land use topics of general interest.  These outreach activities should take advantage of Internet-based technologies to involve the largest number of interested Fairfax County stakeholders.  The Advisory Group discussed the possibility of a portal for regional land information hosted by a non-County commercial or private sector organization.  

· Outreach to Civic and Homeowner Associations.  The County could ask the Federation of Civic Associations to work closely with Board offices to collect information about which addresses and parcels are associated with a particular civic or homeowner association.   
· Ongoing focus groups.  Some type of periodic ongoing advisory group could meet to monitor progress and make further recommendations.  This could be aligned with the Planning Commission, and it could include periodic meetings with members of the LDSNet focus group.      
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