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Report regarding operations within the Building Code Division of the Hawai’i County Public 

Works Department 

Project scope: To identify inefficiencies within the building division of the Public Works Department that 

may lead to delayed intake, processing, and issuance of building and/ or associated construction 

permits. 

Project limitation: operations within the fire code division, public works permitting division, planning 

department and health department are outside of the scope of this report. 

Methodology: Online research of permitting and legal information relative to building and associated 

permits as well as face to face interviews with building division permitting staff and a limited number of 

permit applicants. Interviews with staff were held between October 3, 2022-October 7, 2022. Staff 

interviews were representatives of permit clerks (permit technicians), inspectors, plans examiners and 

division managers. Below are general interview questions and generalized responses of each group that 

was interviewed. 

Permit Clerks: 

Q. How do you receive most of you permit applications? 

A. Most are received electronically through the EPIC permit system. 

Q. I understand that you use Tyler Energov as your permit records system. What does EPIC do that 

Energov does not do? 

A. The permit clerks could not provide a clear answer to the question however it became clear to me 

that EPIC provide enhanced initial permit application ability for the applicants. 

Q. Does EPIC require specific information such as building occupancy, construction type, height, etc. to 

be input by permit applicant before the application process can continue? 

A. No 

Q. Does EPIC provide automated geographic information such as whether a property is in a flood hazard 

zone to the permit applicant? 

A. No 

Q. It appears the owner declaration form and contractor declaration forms must be submitted as 

separate documents and are not part of the EPIC or Energov systems. Is that correct? 

A. Yes, they are separate documents that must be provided by the permit applicant. 

Q. Do you issue very many rooftop solar voltaic building permits and if so, can you tell me how many? 

A. Yes, we issue a lot of them, but I can’t tell you how many. 

Do you require building permits for all rooftop solar installations? 

A. Yes 

Q. Are simple projects prioritized? 

A. To some degree yes but there is no formal procedure for doing so. 

Q. May I obtain a copy of your policy and procedure manuals? 

A. We don’t have policy or procedure manuals. 



Q. I understand that Hawai’i state law requires that the county verifies the licenses of each contractor 

with each permit application. I also understand that the State will provide a list of licensed contractors 

for use in required contractor verification. Does the County utilize that list or do you perform an online 

search for contractor information with each permit application. 

A. The information is within EPIC but it is not automatically validated. Permit Clerks validate the 

information prior to permit issuance. 

Q. When staff meetings take place is a written meeting agenda distributed to staff? 

A. No 

Q. Your online checklist shows that once all reviews are approved, the applicant must come to the 

building division do have a permit placard printed to be posted on the jobsite. What is the purpose of 

the placard? 

A. So that the inspector driving by knows there is a permit for the work being done. 

Plans examiners: 

Q. Do you use Bluebeam Revu to conduct your reviews? 

A. Yes 

Q. Is Revu integrated with Energov? 

A. I don’t think so. 

Q. How do you know when a new project is ready for review? 

A. (A little ambiguous). We are notified by the permit clerks. 

Q. Do you prioritize simple projects to get them “out the door” more quickly? 

A. Somewhat, yes. 

Q. When minor corrections are needed on the plans do you redline them and approve the plans? 

A. Sometimes. 

Q. When corrective items are noted on plans do you attempt to contact the designer by phone and/ or 

email or do you always input the corrections into Energov without additional contact attempt methods? 

A. Corrections are entered into Energov. We typically do not use additional contact methods. 

Q. When are plans sent to the structural engineer for review? 

A. When the other plans examiners determine structural review is needed. 

Q. Are you familiar with the Public Duty Doctrine? 

A. No. 

Q. When workloads are overwhelming, do you utilize third party plan review? 

A. We’ve done so on a vey short term basis in the past. 

Q. Do you require the industry standard delta and revision cloud when changes are made on plans? 

A. No 

Q. Do you use the “compare” feature in Bluebeam Revu to identify what changes are made to different 

iterations of plans? 

A. No 

Q. Does your division use the ”Sessions” feature of Bluebeam Revu? 

A. Yes 

Q. Do you have an ordinance or policy that defines what a “complete” set of plans is? 

A. No 

Q. Do you require an engineer or architect to analyze the impact of rooftop solar systems on the 



building’s roof structure? 

A. Yes 

Inspectors: 

Q. Do you require licensed plumbers to perform plumbing inspections? 

A. We have dedicated inspectors that perform plumbing inspections. 

Q. Does state law require that plumbing inspectors be licensed plumbers? 

A. Unsure 

Q. Must final plumbing inspections be completed prior to calling for the building final inspection? 

A. Yes 

Q. Can the general contractor request plumbing inspections? 

A. No. Only the plumbing contractor can request plumbing inspections. 

Q. When electrical inspections are requested is the general contractor allowed to request the 

inspection? 

A. No. Only the electrical contractor is allowed to request electrical inspections. 

Q. Is there a state requirement that electrical inspectors be licensed electricians? 

A. We believe that the answer is “yes” 

Q. Do you allow building inspectors to perform inspections for minor plumbing and/ or electrical 

installations? 

A. No 

Q. When a rooftop solar installation is inspected, does the building inspector go on the roof to check the 

structural connections? 

A. No 

Q. When the rooftop solar installation electrical inspection is called for, does the electrical inspector 

look at the structural connections on the roof? 

A. No 

Q. Do you allow any level of self-certification for minor maintenance permits such as water heater 

change-outs? 

A. No 

 

Conclusions: 

Permit processing systems are extremely complex. Without written documentation such as 

policy/procedure manuals it becomes extremely difficult to keep complex systems organized and 

predictable for permit staff and permit applicants. The result is inefficiencies, personal preferences, and 

some level of chaos creeping into the system. These items lead to non-predictability for permit 

applicants which in turn leads to unnecessary complaints to upper management and elected officials. 

The lack of written meeting agendas leads to ineffective use of staff time during staff meetings. If there 

is no agenda, there should be no meeting. 

As you know, there are a significant number of open plan review positions. This is not unique to Hawaii 

County but rather is an industry-wide concern. It’s somewhat worsened by the low rate of pay being 

offered by Hawaii County. Third-party plan review is a possible solution and seems to be the trend in the 

industry. 



The current plan review fees being charged might make it difficult to retain the services of third-party 

review. Current building plan review fee is 20% of the building permit fee. Industry standard and the fee 

called out in in the generic International Building Code (IBC) is 65% of the building permit fee. As you are 

aware, raising fees brings political implications. 

Compartmentalization of duties among inspection staff also leads to inefficiencies as does assignment of 

virtually all structural plan review being performed by licensed engineering staff in the plan review 

section. Using licensed engineers to perform structural review projects scoped up to conventionally built 

single-family houses is extremely unusual in the industry. Finding a third-party plan review firm that 

would utilize this practice would hover somewhere where the needle is close to “Impossible”. There also 

appears to be an extreme over reliance on internal engineering staff even though the project has been 

designed by licensed design professions such as architects or engineers. The talents and expertise of 

internal licensed staff is best reserved for extremely complex structures. This over reliance appears to 

(at least in part) stem from extreme risk intolerance. Such intolerance can be partially muted with 

training in the tenants of the Public Duty Doctrine. 

Rooftop photovoltaic systems are typically extremely light weight (typically less than 4 PSF) Research 

and experience in major southwest mainland jurisdictions has demonstrated that there is little benefit in 

requiring the time and expense of requiring licensed design professionals to design these systems. 

Washington State as example, specifically exempts systems meeting established criteria from requiring a 

licensed design professional. It’s estimated that well over 95% of rooftop systems fall within the 

limitations established by Washington State. Several jurisdictions have decided that building permits for 

these systems provide no benefit other than collection of permit fees so no longer require building 

permits but rather simply issue an electrical permit and ask the electrical inspector to verify required fire 

fighter access paths from the ground when they perform the electric inspection. 

There are several other areas where staff can be better utilized such as allowing the building inspector 

to perform plumbing inspections at the same time as the framing inspection for simple structures such 

as single-family homes. 

While there may be some benefit in not allowing the general contractor to call for plumbing or electrical 

inspections, the benefit is extremely minor but is quite an inconvenience to the permit holder. It is also a 

procedure I’ve not seen in my 34-year career. 

There are some additional efficiencies that can be made but would require minor changes to the County 

Code. 

Staff members I interviewed were all unaware of what a Lean Process Improvement program is.  Lean 

process improvement program involves a Lean Consultant leading meetings, usually over several days 

where staff identifies every touch, movement, contact, flow, etc. of the permit application intake 

through issuance process and documents each (usually by writing each on a sticky note and attaching 

them to a wall). Each item is then questioned as to the necessity of why the item is being performed. If 

the item cannot be validated as either necessary or legally mandated, the item is deemed unnecessary 

and eliminated. The process typically results in a 15%-40% reduction in workload. 

It is obvious that a great deal of time and money has been used to implement the Energov and EPIC 

systems. My limited observation of EPIC indicates to me that the implementation was intended to make 



applying for a permit as painless for the applicant as possible and to a great extent looks to have been 

successful. This is particularly true given the challenges that Energov is well known for. While there are 

no perfect permit systems in existence, Tyler’s Energov is well known in the building permit industry as 

being particularly problematic. With adequate revenues, the problems eventually always come to a 

resolution. 

I’ve worked with several jurisdictions that have implemented Energov and one commonality seems to 

be that the sales team makes promises that the technical installation team can’t keep or at least can’t 

keep while staying within the contract budget. Typically, this results in added and unanticipated 

expenditures after the system goes live. Additionally, there are always things that permit and IT staff 

find they wished they had done differently. In conversation with building division staff there appears to 

be some of the same angst in this regard as I’ve heard from several other jurisdictions. 

There is always some level of ongoing customization with any permit system therefore there is always a 

need for a revenue stream (in addition to annual maintenance charges) to pay for such customization. 

It appears EPIC was designed to make permit application as easy as possible for applicants without 

predefined “you can’t go to step B until you complete step A” types of requirements. While on the 

surface this methodology seems like great customer service, it’s counterproductive by putting additional 

work on the permit clerks so actually results in a delay in permit processing. A better methodology is to 

utilize drop down pick lists and require applicants to choose the appropriate information from each pick 

list before they can move on to the next item. Doing so will reduce the workload of the permit clerks 

and keep the “chess clock” on the applicant’s side until the application is completed. If that change is 

decided to be implemented, it with create a need for significant additional revue for the vendor. 

Another item noted is that there does not appear to be a user-friendly method for applicants to access 

GIS data via EPIC or Energov. I’ve heard this compliant from several developers. 

The building chief (building official is the position title used in the International Building Code (IBC)) from 

what I’ve learned has had no participation in national code development. The same holds true for the 

assistant building chief. Each year, code change proposals are sent to the appropriate International Code 

Council (ICC) committee for consideration. The committees meet in the spring where testimony both 

pro and con are put under consideration and at the end of about a one-week session, the committees 

will send their recommendations forward for ICC staff to compile.  

In the fall of each year, ICC holds their annual business meeting (ABM) where the full membership will 

listen to testimony both pro and con and then vote whether to accept the committee’s 

recommendations. The ABM’s are rotated around major mainland cities each year. These 11-day 

meetings not only give the building chief knowledge of what code changes will be in the next code cycle 

but also provides the building chief the knowledge of the reason behind each change. That knowledge 

gives them the ability to properly interpret the code changes as well as the ability to bring that 

knowledge back to the jurisdiction and pass it along to building division staff. 

While travel around the nation is expensive, it’s typically far less expensive than sending multiple staff to 

mainland training events. The current building chief has never been to one of these events. 

Recommendations: 



• Implement a technology fee to pay for enhancements to Energov. These fees are not unusual 

(typically around $25.00 per permit). 

• Investigate increasing plan review fees to industry standard (65% of the permit fee). 

• Conduct Lean Process Improvement training for all building division staff 

(https://www.lean.org/https://www.lean.org/). This will necessitate hiring a consultant 

proficient in the Lean process. 

• Provide Public Duty Doctrine training for all building division staff. This can usually be facilitated 

by the jurisdiction’s legal staff. 

• Investigate allowing building plan reviewers performing structural review for simple projects. 

• Investigate allowing building inspectors to perform combination inspections. 

• Look into third-party plan review services. 

• Define by ordinance what constitutes a complete permit application. 

• Assuming that data connectivity is generally available across the jurisdiction, eliminate the need 

for the permit applicant to come back to the permit center to obtain a permit placard. Instead, 

provide access to be able to print and post the permit and an inspector to access permit 

information remotely when they feel necessary. 

• Provide budgetary support to allow the building chief and assistant building chief to participate 

in the ICC Committee Action Hearings (spring meeting) and the ICC Annual Business Meetings 

(fall). 

• Eliminate the use of “Sessions” in the Bluebeam Revu process. The same result can be achieved 

provided both Hilo and Kona are on the same Local Area network (LAN) without the inordinate 

amount of work setting up a “session” each review creates. Most jurisdictions where all review 

staff are on the same LAN have stopped using sessions. 

• Provide additional GIS integration within EPIC to automatically let the permit applicant know if 

the subject property has restrictions such as flood plain or geologic hazards. 
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