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Project Objective and Timeline
Objective
Community Choices provides cities and counties with the tools, technical assistance and
resources to help them create communities that best suit their unique visions. The City of
Powder Springs was one of five communities selected to receive 2012 implementation
assistance.
Through this report, the Community Choices staff has provided an in-depth review of the City of
Powder Springs’ development review and permitting processes. The City’s process was
compared to three local governments and local developers were interviewed. This provided the
Community Choices team with information to make recommendations on how the City might
improve its development review process.
Timeline
In December 2011, the City of Powder Springs launched a community assessment process to
develop a shared vision for economic development and to prepare the City for the future.
Georgia Power sponsored this assessment, which was conducted by the University of Georgia’s
Fanning Institute. A finding from the report was a perception that Powder Springs is not
business friendly.
The City then approached ARC for assistance in conducting a comparative review of permitting
processes, development review processes, and fees associated with being in business in
Powder Springs. In March 2012, the City of Powder Springs was awarded assistance through
ARC’s Community Choices program to carry out this work.
Community Choices staff met with the Mayor and City Council in May 2012 to kick off the
project and receive input before initial research and analysis began. A suggestion was made
that some of the City’s ordinances related to permitted uses, signage, and development
standards might benefit from a closer review or comparison. Community Choices staff did
perform a limited comparison.
The Community Choices team then met with city staff to discuss the project objective and
gather all relevant documents, ordinances, development process checklists, fee charts and
current permit applications.
In June 2012, Community Choices staff began to organize and study information from city and
county staff. Interviews were conducted with recent new business owners and developers. The
team also met with representatives from three communities as identified in the Fanning
Institute’s study (Dallas, Lilburn and Fayetteville). These communities were chosen because
they have similar characteristics as Powder Springs (e.g., population, lack of direct interstate
access, etc.).
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Report Organization and Context
Report Organization
This report first provides an overview of the City’s current development and permitting process.
The report then identifies major findings based on interviews with developers and peer
communities. Conversations with developers and peer communities are then summarized more
fully. The report concludes with a review of recommendations and an outline of next steps for
the City.
Context
“The City needs not only to be a place in which it is easy to do business, but also
a place that is known for being good for new business.”

This was echoed by several community stakeholders in
the recent study by the Fanning Institute.
Developers and business owners in town had a generally
positive experience when working in and with the City of
Powder Springs. The perception that the City is not a
business-friendly place or that City ordinances are too
strict was mentioned by some individuals. Generally
speaking, partnerships between City staff and business
owners are viewed positively, while the process itself
appears to be in need of review and improvement.
Small Businesses in Powder Springs

Ultimately, the City has the opportunity to be more
proactive in its development and permitting efforts and to make related documents more
attractive and user-friendly to potential businesses owners. To this end, this report looks first at
the current processes an applicant would go through to develop land or start a new business in
Powder Springs.
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Overview of Current Land Development Process in Powder Springs
1. Application Submission
Developer or potential business owner comes to the Community Development Office and
staff walks them through necessary steps and produces appropriate forms and/or permits.
Some developers might only need a week to submit an application following the City’s
procedure. Other first time developers might take six months or longer to tailor their plans,
depending on zoning, site constraints and permitted uses.
2. Zoning Verification
Community Development staff confirms that the project is permitted under existing zoning.
If not permitted, comment from the Planning & Zoning Board and approval from City
Council is required. The length of this process can take anywhere from one to eight weeks
depending on verification status.
3. Project Approval and Preliminary Plat/Site Plan
Community Development staff collaborates with Public Works and the Cobb County Fire
Marshal’s Office, Department of Transportation, and the Cobb County Water System to
ensure application meets all requirements for preliminary plan and site plan guidelines. The
length of this process can take anywhere from two weeks to two months depending on
amount of comments between staff, agencies and applicant.
4. Land Development and Final Plat
A Land Development Permit is required for any clearing, grading and land construction
including streets, parking, etc. Fees and bonds are paid and inspections completed before
the final plat. The length of this process can take several weeks to approve, and actual land
development ultimately depends on the applicant.
5. Building Permit
A building permit is required before any construction, erection, moving or alteration of any
building or structure. The process begins with the Cobb-Marietta Water Authority and the
Fire Marshal’s office, followed by a SAFEBuilt review. The length of this process can take
several weeks to approve (usually two weeks with the County and one week with the City).
6. Certificate of Occupancy and Licenses
Community Development staff will collaborate with the Fire Marshal and other appropriate
Cobb County departments (i.e. Health, etc.) and ensure all required inspections are
complete. After Certificate of Occupancy is issued, applicant is eligible for Business Licenses.
This process can take a couple of days.
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Overview of Current Business Permit Process in Powder Springs
1. Zoning Verification
Potential business owner checks with the Community Development Office to determine if
proposed use is permitted in the zoning district or if it requires a special use application. If
use is permitted this process can take under a week. If use is not permitted, the zoning,
special use, variance or text amendment process can take up to 2 months with public
hearings before the Planning and Zoning Commission and the Mayor and Council.
2. Tenant Occupancy Permit
Applicants proposing renovations or changes in
occupancy type (i.e. retail to office) must first submit a
completed Commercial Permit application to the Cobb
County Water System for approval (email submittal is
acceptable), then make an appointment with the Fire
Marshal’s office for a plan review. If the use involves
no site changes and is the same type of use (i.e. retail
to retail), the applicant submits a name change form
to the Fire Marshal for processing. In either instance, upon approval by the Fire Marshal,
applicants then submit a City of Powder Springs Commercial Permit application to the City’s
Community Development Department. Plan review by SAFEbuilt of renovations or change in
occupancy classification takes between 2-4 business days. Then approved applicants pay for
and receive the tenant occupancy or tenant finish permit. Posting the permit allows the
applicant to make the approved renovations to the space before opening the business.
3. Building Inspections
When all renovations to the space have been made and prior to a new tenant’s occupancy,
applicants schedule inspections with the building inspector and the Fire Marshal’s office.
Depending on the scope of work, multiple inspections may be required. As a general rule,
SAFEbuilt inspections take 1-2 business days.
4. Certificate of Occupancy and Business License
When all required inspections are completed, the City of Powder Springs will issue a
Certificate of Occupancy in the name of the new tenant. After an applicant receives a
Certificate of Occupancy, they are eligible to receive a Occupational Tax Certificate
(Business License). Applicants will submit a completed Occupational Tax Certificate
application with associated fees to the City’s Community Development Department for
issuing. Certain types of businesses (general contractors, day care centers, restaurants, hair
salons, etc.) also require additional from the State and/or from Cobb County Health
Department.
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Key Findings
After reviewing Powder Springs’ current process and gathering information from relevant city
and county staff, the Community Choices staff began to conduct interviews with recent
developers and the three communities. Below is a summary of key observations and
recommendations.
1.

Observation: The development process as a whole is unclear to applicants.
The City has made an effort to simplify and disseminate information to applicants.
However, from our discussions with developers and observations at peer communities,
we find that the overall development process is still unclear to many applicants. Since
the City has already made some progress in this area, this is an opportunity to build on
that success.
Recommendation: Create user-friendly visuals and flowcharts.
The City should create a user-friendly graphic flowchart for applicants that outline the
general development process in Powder Springs. Include key areas of the process from
start to finish. Information including points of contact, timeframes for each step, and
necessary permits and applications should all be included in this document. Please see
Appendix A: Peer Community Development Flowcharts.

2.

Observation: Existing development checklists are complex, but can be simplified.
The City’s current development review guides and checklists are extensive. From our
conversations with peer communities, we find that these detailed process checklists can
become lengthy and in effect become less useful for the end user. Basic checklists that
correspond with each outlined step in the process can help the user stay on the right
track.
Recommendation: Ensure process checklists are simpler and correspond with each
step.
The City should create a standard checklist template and use it for each step in the
process and/or for each permit to be submitted. Break big pieces of the process into
smaller steps for the developer or business owner to understand and manage. Use
charts and graphics when appropriate. Some parts of the development process are very
detailed with many items to check off. While these checklists should be comprehensive,
easy-to-read formatting is important. Please see Appendix B: Sample Process Checklists.
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3.

Observation: Variances from the City’s ordinances are routinely granted.
The City has made progress in creating planning documents and adopting ordinances
that best reflect the community’s vision. In conversations with developers, we find that
often times variances are granted that deviate from the ordinances related to planning
and zoning. This is not necessarily unusual. However, City staff is tasked with abiding by
the City’s ordinances, making it difficult for staff to develop clear and consistent
expectations for each applicant.
The contextual nature of each variance can make this difficult. Variances mentioned
most often include ones related to signage, landscaping, design regulations, and setback
reductions. One community shared that their elected body recently amended their sign
ordinance to address the most common variance requests they received (and usually
allowed). They are hopeful that this action will minimize the volume of future variance
requests. Another community mentioned that only two variances have been granted in
recent memory; one on signage and the other on a building setback.
Recommendation: Update appropriate staff policies and city ordinances regularly.
Ordinances and policies should be updated routinely and adapt to the changing
economic marketplace, within reason. The City should regularly examine the number of
variance requests submitted and granted (by ordinance), and use this as a guide to
review each ordinance for relevance and effective implementation. Staff should be able
to assist applicants with the development process. Providing clear, consistent standards
and expectations will facilitate quality development.

4.

Observation: Interactions with applicants are somewhat informal.
Conversations with developers make it clear that City staff have positive informal
relationships with clients. This is important because it can facilitate the development
process. However, many of the developers and business owners interviewed expressed
a desire for the City to create and put in place standard tools that bring more
organization to the process. Some of the cities have created standardized comment
return forms, meeting agendas, etc. to guide these interactions.
Recommendation: Create templates and standardize communication.
The City should create a standard comment return form that is shared with the
applicant before the process starts. Typical turn-around times for each step of the
process should also be noted at the beginning of the process. Moreover, the City should
consider creating a standard agenda to guide the pre-construction meeting that outlines
8
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next steps for the applicant and includes contact information for all key contacts. Some
interviewees stated that a standard agenda for Planning and Zoning Board workshops
would also be helpful in determining expectations. For an example of draft comment
return, please see Appendix C. Please also see Appendix D: Sample Pre-Construction
Meeting Agenda.
5.

Observation: Planners are primarily seen as interpreters of regulations.
Each community underscored the importance of assistance and customer service in the
development process. Powder Springs’ Community Development Department has a
positive reputation, but staff are characterized as chiefly interpreting regulations, and
not facilitating development. Two communities stated their goal is to help the applicant
“make their project work”. This is largely a customer service issue, but staff can only be
flexible on items they know are seen as negotiable by the elected body.
Recommendation: Create an environment where planners are facilitators of
development.
The City should consider evaluating the role of staff and elected officials throughout the
development process, and what changes can be made to become true “facilitators of
development”. This is about helping developers and business owners through the
development process.
Best practices from peer communities include being proactive in reaching out to
applicants and potential applicants, working collaboratively with applicants to achieve
their goals, visiting with applicants at project sites and checking in with applicants on a
regular basis.
City staff might implement a process to walk the applicant through the development
process, step by step and be responsible for initiating contact with the applicant if they
have not heard from them in a certain period of time. This attention to customer service
and maintaining relationships will serve the City well.
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6.

Observation: There is a lack of community outreach to potential developers and
business owners.
Business owners who also live in the City of Powder
Springs noted that there is little seen or heard about
what the Community Development Department does.
Those who interact directly with staff and boards see
and know the hard work put into the development
process. The disconnect, and sometimes negative
perception that the City is not business-friendly,
stems from the lack of communication and regular
connections.
Recommendation: Outline and implement an outreach strategy.
The City might consider embarking on an ongoing outreach strategy that reaches out to
residents and potential business owners in Powder Springs. Create awareness around
what businesses already exist within the City, what is being developed, and why
residents and visitors should do business in the City.
Perhaps an annual or quarterly luncheon series could highlight a local business or recent
development project. Some communities have an annual Developer’s Day to foster such
activities. This is a great opportunity for staff to explain to the general public, in plain
terms, how the development process works. This could also be a venue to share regular
updates on parcels that are available for development or redevelopment.

7.

Observation: Economic development incentives were not a contributing factor.
We noticed that although the City has an Economic Development Incentives Plan in
place, none of the developers or businesses we spoke with mentioned this. Incentives
were not a primary reason or contributing factor for their doing business in Powder
Springs.
Recommendation: Revisit the City’s 2007 Economic Development Incentives Plan.
The City should revisit the 2007 update to the 2002 Economic Development Incentives
Plan to align with current needs. In this current development climate, each City’s
response to business development should be analyzed. As part of the study, it might be
helpful to speak with developers who have made use of the incentives to assess the
incentives’ effectiveness and consider if others are needed.
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8.

Observation: Fee schedule is adequate and on par with peer communities.
Developers and business owners noted that fees the City charges seem generally fair.
Differences in fees are marginal compared to peer cities’ averages. One community,
since the onset of the economic downturn, has discontinued the use of impact fees.
Recommendation: Keep fees as low as possible and evaluate the role and
effectiveness of impact fees.
The City should constantly evaluate fees and keep them as low as possible. It might be
advantageous to lower certain fees by a certain percentage from surrounding
communities to provide a competitive advantage. Impact fees should also be analyzed
regularly for effectiveness at providing needed community infrastructure.
Some specific fees are outlined in the peer community review later in this document.
Please see Appendix E: Peer Communities Fee Schedules.

9.

Observation: Partnerships with other departments are strong.
It is clear in speaking with staff from Community Development, Public Works, Cobb
County Fire, Water and Transportation, and SAFEBuilt that internal partnerships are
strong. Cobb County employees noted that Powder Springs is one of their best and
easiest communities to work with. City staff takes the lead on coordination meetings
and has effectively built good working relationships and developed clear expectations
on communication, timing and commenting on projects.
Recommendation: Continue to nurture partnerships.
With so many new initiatives moving forward, it is
important for the City to continue to nurture
working relationships and partnerships it has built.
Current partners have nothing but positive
feedback for Powder Springs. The City should
maintain this status and do what is necessary to
orient any new employees to the methods
employed to build these relationships.
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Conversations with Developers and Business Owners
The Community Choices team was able to conduct a number of telephone interviews with new
business owners and developers to better understand their perspective on the development
process. The following narrative summarizes themes drawn from these conversations.
Background
As noted previously, a finding from the Fanning Institute’s report was a view that Powder
Springs is not business friendly. Even if this view is just a perception, its effect on the
community is a concern.
In our conversations with developers and business owners, we were told by some that they had
heard that it was difficult to start a business or development in Powder Springs and that it
would be a negative experience, confirming that there is a perception that the City is not
business friendly.
What was most striking was that on the whole, developers and business owners had a better
experience with the City than the friend they had heard about. Most claim their experience hit
a snag or two, but at the end was better than they expected it to be.
Unclear and Complex Development Process
In these conversations, it became clear that different applicants face a wide variety of issues.
Whether it be a routine developer unclear about specific steps of the process or a new business
owner who is new to development and doesn’t know where to start, each concern is valid and
should be addressed.
On the whole, developers and business owners expressed their satisfaction with the staff’s
ability to offer assistance and guide them when called upon to do so. Seasoned developers
shared that they thought the development and permitting process seemed standard. Others
shared their frustration that they didn’t know where to start or that there wasn’t a clear picture
of what they were embarking on. Items such as a guide, flowchart, and process map were all
identified as tools that would be helpful. Specific requirements and fees that the City, Cobb
County or the State asks of applicants should be communicated at the beginning of the process.
A concern applicants brought up was time delays on obtaining permits and conducting
inspections. Clear and regular communication and shared expectations is vital to the success of
any project. Turnaround times should be clearly stated at the time of application submission.
Others expressed confusion on some of the turnaround times or policies on permit granting
and/or the number of inspections required. One example is Land Development Permits needing

12

Development Review | City of Powder Springs | ARC Community Choices Program

1-2 inspections done between clearing and obtaining a Building Permit, thereby taking up to 3
weeks when in some places this is all done at once and in 1 week.
Further, the City’s “New Business Checklist” was mentioned to be a document that is intended
to help applicants but can actually overwhelm them. Different checks and controls the City has
over the development process should be audited and tested for validity and ease for both
developers and the City. Mandates from the State or County are harder to control than the
City’s own mandates, which is why some developers suggest looking internally when
streamlining the development process.
Community Development
Generally, developers and business owners
overwhelmingly compliment the Community
Development staff’s friendliness, approachability,
willingness to help, and pleasantness.
However, the City can appear less prepared to
handle and process development because it, like
many communities, is called on to process new
projects or revive dormant projects under
scenarios not previously experienced. Examples of
these scenarios include foreclosed developments
with expired bonds and secondary or tertiary permittees. The standard procedures do not
readily apply, and staff across the state have had to adapt or adjust processes to the new
scenarios. Additionally, as in other communities, a decrease in and dormancy of developments
led to staff reductions, which result in fewer staff handling the full development process.
Without a streamlined written process in place, inefficiencies can result.
Many also shared that the title “Community Development” is misleading because the
department is mainly seen as interpreting regulations, not facilitating community growth. As a
result, some said that the amiable staff should reach out to the community more often.
Business owners expressed the need for greater awareness for business development within
and outside Powder Springs. Giving local businesses and developers attention in the community
doesn’t just help them, but it helps bring a culture of growth and development to the City. They
also mentioned the desire for staff to assert themselves more in proposing alternatives and
suggestions to problem solve and create effective solutions to zoning or regulatory challenges.
Overall, the collaborative nature of Community Development is noticed and appreciated. This is
an opportunity to capitalize on this strength and draw more business to the area by
implementing effective policies.
13
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Planning and Zoning Board and City Council
The varying boards’ willingness to work with developers and business owners is essential. Most
see the boards positively with regard to welcoming and accommodating new business. Several
mentioned this as a reason why they would do business in Powder Springs again.
Developers also mentioned a desire to know the board agenda in advance and that comments
returned to them had a standard minimum time of 3-4 days before their initial meeting with
the respective boards. Comments returned to developers the same day of a board meeting
gives them little time to prepare and retool their proposal.
Some also see benefit in Community Development staff and boards having more of an open line
of communication with each other and the applicant to avoid mixed messages (i.e. when staff
and/or planning and zoning board suggests one route, and city council suggests a different
route, thereby forcing another cycle of meetings to retool).
Unclear Ordinances and Variances
Communities everywhere grant variances to their respective City’s ordinances. A theme we
noticed in conversations with applicants was that variances are often granted by the City. Often
times for an applicant, especially a new one, seeking a variance can be cumbersome, timeconsuming and intimidating.
Most of the delays brought up by developers and
business owners related to regulations that were either
confusing or needed a variance. Examples include signs,
landscaping and tree coverage, and storefront uses.
Developers and business owners shared that certain
ordinances lack a clear interpretation (such as
calculation of tree canopy). Some disagreed on
allowable uses and requirements for special use permits,
believing the current list may be too restrictive and
should be relaxed to allow more uses. Others noted what they thought to be zoning
discrepancies in code (i.e. one part calls for a 50 foot setback and another over the same land
calls for the building to be built up to the street). Updating policies and ordinances regularly to
meet the realities of the present is essential.

14

Development Review | City of Powder Springs | ARC Community Choices Program

Three Communities: Comparison to Powder Springs
Research shows clearly that people compare different service providers before making any
major decision, and opening a new business is no exception. Peer comparison is one of the
most widely used and accepted methods of analysis.
Here we compare three peer communities with Powder Springs. These communities were
chosen by Fanning because they have similar characteristics (e.g., population, lack of direct
interstate access, etc.). Below are some demographic data points for each community and
Powder Springs.

2010 Census Data
Population
Median age (years)
% White
Housing units
Total number of firms, 2007
Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)
Median Household Income
Unemployed
Land area in square miles

Dallas
11,544
30.9
61.10%
4,970
3,086
$274,209
$35,231
8.30%
7.06

2010 Census Data
Population
Median age (years)
% White
Housing units
Total number of firms, 2007
Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)
Median Household Income
Unemployed
Land area in square miles

Fayetteville
15,945
39.9
55%
6,499
2,733
$683,940
$58,438
3%
10.89

2010 Census Data
Population
Median age (years)
% White
Housing units
Total number of firms, 2007
Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)
Median Household Income
Unemployed
Land area in square miles

Lilburn
11,596
36.3
52.70%
4,219
3,028
$382,678
$61,139
5.40%
6.32

2010 Census Data
Population
Median age (years)
% White
Housing units
Total number of firms, 2007
Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)
Median Household Income
Unemployed
Land area in square miles

Powder Springs
13,940
36.2
41.60%
5,477
2,056
$161,587
$61,486
7.30%
7.17

Peer Community: Dallas, Georgia
A process flow chart that city staff has created guides all development applications and permits.
Internally, every step to a permit or application corresponds to a checklist for the staff and/or
City Council to review.
Highlight: A highlight of Dallas’ process is the pre-construction meetings where staff meets with
the applicant one last time before releasing them to start construction. This meeting ensures
15
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that all checklists are satisfied, fees paid, and introduces the appropriate contacts necessary for
development. Applicants leave with a clear understanding of next steps. Powder Springs
conducts monthly plan review meetings and an on-site preconstruction meeting.
Trend: The City asks for cash bonds whenever possible. Staff is considering an online
submission process. Staff and City Council work with developers whenever possible to
encourage new business.
Advice: Develop checklists and live by them. Small details are important. The City may consider
simplifying its checklist and being more organized in its meetings with developers.
Peer Community: Lilburn, Georgia
Members of the City of Lilburn’s development staff focus on being friendly, easy-going, having
an open-door and finding a way to make a project work.
Highlight: Staff will customize forms for an applicant (i.e. making a 1-page business license
overview for a specific applicant versus just handing them multiple pages of detailed
information applicable to all developments).
Trend: Staff is gradually moving the permitting process and documents online. The City
simplified zoning around Highway 29 in an effort to keep zoning easy for businesses to
interpret.
Advice: Keep the environment a place of “yes, if” and not a place of “no, because.” Powder
Springs might consider online permitting if financially feasible.
Peer Community: Fayetteville, Georgia
The Planning and Zoning Department utilizes a flow chart, development process hand out, and
internal checklists.
Highlight: Templates and standardized documents are very useful in this City. Each application
(i.e. rezoning, development plans, etc.) includes an easy to read form to fill out and an attached
checklist for the applicant. The pre-construction meeting template is also worth noting,
available in Appendix D: Sample Pre-Construction Meeting Agenda.
Trend: The City is creating more of an online “one-stop-shop” for developers that will house
everything from applications to fee schedules.
Advice: Ordinances, policies and processes should be relevant and regularly reviewed.
A detailed comparison of development timetables and features in Powder Springs and all three
peer communities can be found below.
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Comparative Analysis
Metric
Have internal development
process document
Have user-friendly flowchart
for development

All development activity
in one city department
Dedicated staff

Powder
Springs

Dallas

Lilburn

Fayetteville

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

1.5

3

2

2

Timetables
Application Intake

< 1 week

< 1 week

< 3 days

< 1 week

Zoning Verification
Planning & Zoning
Meeting Schedule

1-6 weeks

1-4 weeks

1-6 weeks

2-6 weeks

4 weeks

4 weeks

5.5 weeks

3.5 weeks

4.5 weeks

4.5 weeks

8 weeks

4.5 weeks

Time from Filing to P&Z

Council Meeting Schedule
Time from Filing to Council

Major Fees
Zoning Application

$250-$2,200

$400-$750

$500-$2,000

$1,750

Development Plan Review

$600

$300-$350

$250-$500

$400

Special Use Permit

$250

$400

$500-$1,000

$400

Administrative Variance

$250-$450
$4,125 – Based
on SqFt

$250
$4,100 $6,000

$250-$400

Water Tap (3/4” R)

$1,150

$1,000

Land Disturbance Permit

$150

$100-$250

Building Permit

$50 min

$100 min

Appx $600
$4,147
(Gwinnett Co)
$1,128
(Gwinnett Co)
$100 +
$40/acre
$100-$150

Landscape Review

$500

Included

Included

Included

Certificate of Occupancy

Included

Included

$50-$75

Included

City Impact Fees

√

Sewer Tap (R/C)

$2,778.50 min
$1,300
$100 +
$40/acre
$50 min

√
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Peer Community Conversations
The Community Choices team was able to conduct interviews with these three peer
communities as identified by the Fanning Institute study to better understand their perspective
on the development process and how each handles challenges. The following narrative
summarizes themes drawn from these conversations.
Elected Body and Staff Background
Similar to Powder Springs, each of the peer communities we spoke with has a City Council and
Planning and Zoning Board that are pro-growth and supportive of new businesses. Like Powder
Springs, each also has members who have been business owners or developers in the past. This
perspective is invaluable to understanding what developers and business owners want and
need.
Having a dedicated staff for community development activities was identified as an integral
component of being business-friendly and managing the development process. A weakness can
be that because of the more complicated or unusual development scenarios, response times
have gone up in many small to medium size communities.
The Need for More Flexible Regulations
Along with Powder Springs, each community identified the growing concern that ordinances
are too restrictive and must be evaluated to meet the needs of the current economy. The
communities have conducted internal reviews on underlying zoning and overlay districts on
areas such as signage, landscaping requirements and allowable uses. They have become less
restrictive since 2008. These were conversations that included staff, the elected bodies,
business stakeholders and the general public.
Ordinances and policies should be relevant and regularly reviewed. One peer community had
consistent feedback on the complexity of their sign ordinance. As a result, they made
amendments to make the ordinance more flexible. In this specific case, it gave business owners
a clear and concise set of regulations for signs and banners.
Process: Fast and Simple
Each community identified the progress they are making toward streamlining their own
development process. No community handles development in the exact same way, yet each is
trying to make small, regular improvements.
The intake process for applicants varies widely from community to community. Some
customers have a deep understanding of the process, while others are navigating it for the first
time. Therefore, City staff must be well-versed on both understanding each step of the process
18
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and being able to communicate them clearly to an audience who may not relate to
development terminology. Peer communities shared that an important part of the intake
process is to communicate both the steps of the process and what is required of the applicant
at each step. All of the communities with which we spoke use some form of checklist to ensure
everything is complete upon submittal. These checklists should be easy to use for the applicant,
yet comprehensive enough for City purposes. Process flowcharts are in use in all three peer
communities.
Each community makes use of a volunteer planning
commission, and of course, each have their own elected
body, their City Council. All communities clearly post regular
planning commission and council meeting schedules and
agendas. Staff strive to notify applicants where they are on
the agenda ahead of time, and to give each item its proper
attention, but not to draw out discussion or make last
minute requests and changes to regulations at these
meetings.
Turnaround times for permits and reviews are an important
Small Businesses in Powder Springs
topic as well. If various steps of the development process can
be done concurrently, this provides a real benefit to the applicant. Like Powder Springs, two of
the three communities have planning and zoning and building permitting housed within one
department. Most planning departments send preliminary site plans off to the related
departments (fire, water, etc.) at the city or county and require comments within a certain
timeframe.
Two of the three communities specifically mentioned that they allow Land Disturbance and
Building Permits to be granted at the same time. Many consolidate needed inspections into one
site visit for simplicity. One community gives businesses a temporary Certificate of Occupancy
to get the business up and running if all City reviews and permits have been acquired. Powder
Springs also issues temporary Certificates of Occupancy.
The bottom line is that turnaround times often depend on the project and the applicant. The
City can’t control how long external partners take to review plans or grant permits, but it can it
can choose to be the champion for a speedy and successful process that satisfies all
requirements.
One community shared that they are trying to shift the burden of application from the
applicant to the City. Instead of asking the applicant to go around and obtain signatures from
every relevant department, the City processes the plan internally and returns it back to the
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applicant with all signatures needed. Instead of requiring physical plans to be stamped upon
comment, staff allow comments by email.
All three communities either currently feature or are striving to roll out an online one-stop shop
on their community’s website for all development documents and fees. This is very helpful to
the potential applicant, especially those from out of town or working on multiple projects.
Giving Customized Service
Each community specifically mentioned the power of asking “how can I help?” as one practice
that has helped their department the most. Customized and tailored service to applicants and
potential applicants is critical for small to medium-size cities that compete for development and
business growth. Many communities hand out a customized packet of information and
checklists, depending on the applicant’s needs, rather than a general checklist applicable to all
developments. They will often make handwritten notes on the checklists to provide additional
guidance where needed.
One community has an open door policy where when a plan comes in the door, staff will
actually stop what they are doing and sit with the applicant to spot check everything and to
make sure they understand the application. Another community hosts work sessions once a
month where a developer can come in and talk with staff from various departments on a
particular project. Similarly, Powder Springs conducts monthly plan review meetings and will
meet with customers who drop in unless they are already engaged in a meeting with another
customer.
Each community communicated the importance of staff playing a proactive role, offering
suggestions and alternatives to resolve conflicts or issues. If staff do not play this role, they can
be seen as unfriendly or even obstructionary. Powder Springs would benefit from having the
ability to offer suggestions and alternatives.
Keep Fees to a Minimum
Each peer community mentioned the importance of keeping fees to a minimum. Many measure
their fees against what their home county charges as a means of comparison. They try to stay
below the county’s fees so they have the competitive advantage.
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Conclusions and Summary Recommendations
The City’s Comprehensive Plan states that “In order to be effective, [the City] must identify and
provide workable strategies for addressing the issues and opportunities facing the community.”
It further outlines goals of providing resources necessary for economic development and
improving marketing and public relations in order to attract more business interests to Powder
Springs.
To this end, the ARC Community Choices team organized information related to and studied the
City’s development process. Interviews with recent new business owners and developers were
conducted. The team also spoke with representatives from three peer communities to inform
the recommendations.
In summary, the Community Choices team makes the following recommendations:
1. Create user-friendly visuals and flowcharts.
2. Ensure process checklists are simpler and
correspond with each step.
3. Update appropriate staff policies and city
ordinances regularly.
4. Create templates and standardize
communication.
5. Create an environment where planners are
facilitators of development, not just
interpreters.
6. Create and implement an outreach strategy.
7. Revisit the 2002/2007 Economic
Development Incentives Plan.
8. Keep fees as low as possible.
9. Continue to nurture partnerships.
Powder Springs Veterans Memorial
The City’s Comprehensive Plan said it best, that “the
City will strive to maintain its identity as a small
town amid the challenges of planning and development in a major metropolitan region.”

A shared vision for economic development is crucial to the City of Powder Springs moving
forward in implementing its vision and keeping its motto of being ‘small enough to know you,
yet large enough to serve you.’ The perception that Powder Springs is not business-friendly can
limit the City’s ability to facilitate new development because those potential developers or
businesses are unaware of others’ positive experiences. Key steps outlined in this report can
help reverse this trend.
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