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SUMMARY 

Application for a building permit in Napa County begins a process that is often lengthy and 
unmanageable. The 2023-24 Napa County Grand Jury investigated the process for seeking and 
obtaining approval on building projects and the causes of protracted delays. The issuance of 
permits rests with Napa County Planning, Building & Environmental Services (PBES). The 
building division has primary control over the issuance of permits. 

After a thorough review of common delays to the building permit process, the Jury has 
uncovered three primary reasons contributing to processing delays: 

● Understaffing of plans examiners, specifically examiners trained in the fire safety code 
● Breach of special event protocol 
● Complexity and inefficiency of the permit application 

 
All plan submittals must adhere to county, state, and federal fire safety codes and without the full 
approval from the Fire Marshal’s office, plans cannot be approved. Currently there is only one 
employee to conduct those reviews, resulting in a frequent backlog. 

A second and potentially more troubling reason for delays in processing is due to special event 
permitting protocols not being followed. When an entity in Napa County desires to hold a special 
event of more than two hundred attendees, they must apply for a temporary event license permit. 
Per Napa County policy, the application must be submitted at least 60 days in advance. The 
policy provides that if the permit application is submitted in fewer than 60 days, but greater than 
50 days from the event the department may impose late fees. More importantly, if the application 
is submitted fewer than 50 days in advance of the event, the policy requires denial of the permit. 

Contrary to this policy, an annual golf tournament has routinely violated the specified permitting 
timing without consequence. Other plan submittals, already in process, are deferred while the last 
minute necessary approvals for the golf tournament are completed. Interviewees the Jury spoke 
with believe the exception to the policy is supported up the chain of command, due to the 
importance and positive economic impact of the tournament. 

The starting point for permit applications is itself a notable challenge. The Napa County building 
website (https://www.countyofnapa.org/1842/Building-Permit-Proces) recommends following 
the steps outlined in a five-page building matrix. The complexity and inefficiency of the matrix 
leaves even seasoned professionals confused. 

The Jury’s investigation ultimately led to nine recommendations addressing staffing, adherence 
to policies, and simplification of the application process. 
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BACKGROUND 

Napa homeowners actively engage in improving their own property. The recent rapid growth in 
Napa County has created a substantial demand for new construction. Additionally, a series of 
natural disasters has created an urgent need to rebuild. 

Growth demands services and the people to perform them. An already limited hiring pool has 
been further stressed by Covid19 work restrictions along with increased retirements. 

Napa’s PBES is composed of several divisions that oversee all aspects of construction in the 
unincorporated areas of the county. It issues permits and ensures adherence to local and state 
regulations. 

Many building projects, large and small, require a permit. Obtaining the necessary permit can be 
simple and quick; for example, a water heater change or a re-roof. More often it can be a 
complex, multi-step procedure requiring the participation of licensed professionals and multiple 
divisions of PBES. 

To begin an online building application an applicant must first determine what documentation 
and which permits will be required for the project. PBES provides a building permit matrix for 
guidance: https://www.countyofnapa.org/1842/Building-Permit-Process. Following is a picture 
of page 1 of the matrix. A picture speaks a thousand words: 
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The five-page Matrix (attached in the Appendix) is complicated and confusing to anyone who 
may want to apply for a building permit. Because of its complexity, many applicants have to hire 
expensive professionals to manage the process. 

The website’s flow chart 
(https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3478/Flow-Chart-of-Permit-Process-PDF) 
is also confusing. 
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Although in-person assistance is still available at the counter, permit application submission is 
now 100% online and digital. Applications are completed using an intuitive tool that guides the 
process. A helpful getting-started tutorial and a step-by-step guide have been provided 
simplifying the submission process and creating a continuous information flow among the 
participating divisions. Using the online tool, the applicant can select details of the progress, 
learning of any issues delaying the process, and guiding them through the next steps. This tool 
has been a significant improvement to the process. To improve things further the PBES plans to 
include “how to” videos in the future. 

The speed an application moves through the process depends on multiple factors. More complex 
projects typically require cross-divisional approval and depend on staff availability in each 
division. 

After the application has been submitted, accompanied by the required documentation, it 
undergoes review by multiple examiners in different divisions who check for compliance. Unlike 
the other work hubs which are located within PBES, the Fire Plans Examiner works separately as 
a member of the County Fire Marshal's Office. 

Once the permit has been obtained and the project has begun, county officials are required to 
visit the property to inspect the workmanship. An approved inspection is required for a project to 
move from one stage to the next. A simple project might only require a single visit at completion 
for final approval. A more complex project will have multiple inspection checkpoints, each 
requiring the visit of an inspector. When every aspect of each stage has been inspected and 
approved, the project will be “signed off” as complete. 

PBES is also responsible for the permitting of local events. Festivals, concerts, fairs, and 
tournaments require special permits. The sponsors of those events typically require temporary 
structures, food, and parking. Each of those elements may require specific approvals to comply 
with health, safety, and zoning regulations. Supervision and approval by the County are critical 
to ensure a safe environment for attendees. There have been issues regarding adherence to the 
permitting protocol. 

METHODOLOGY 

The Jury interviewed: 
 
Napa County Departmental Directors 
Napa County Project Managers 
Napa Valley Self Employed General Building Contractor 
Napa Valley Homeowner 
Napa County Departmental Supervisors 
Napa County Fire Marshal’s Office Staff 
Napa County PBES Staff 
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Napa County Special Projects Staff 

Information reviewed includes: 

https://www.countyofnapa.org/589/Planning-Building-Environmental-Services 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/1842/Building-Permit-Process 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/2116/Board-of-Supervisors 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/3492/Building-Division 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/20702/Matrix---Permit-Requirements-by- 

Project-Type---qualifiers?bidId= 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3349/Temporary-Events-License- 
Application-Packet-PDF 

DISCUSSION 

Fire Marshal Plans Examiner 

The Napa County Fire Marshal’s office is responsible for reviewing and approving all new 
building permit applications for property improvements, remodeling, additions, and new build 
construction to ensure compliance with the fire building safety codes. Thus, most permits will 
not be granted without Fire Marshall approval. 

Prior to the hiring of the current plans examiner, there was a six-month vacancy driven by the 
difficulty in hiring a qualified individual trained in fire safety codes. The Jury learned that the 
department is attempting to hire a second plans examiner. If PBES is unable to hire a second 
plans examiner, then staff vacancy will continue whenever the sole examiner currently on staff is 
absent for any extended time. These staffing shortages are causing extended building plan 
approval times. 

Temporary Event License Permits/Temporary Event License 

When an entity in Napa County desires to hold a special event of more than two hundred 
attendees, it must apply for a temporary event license permit from PBES. The application 
package includes a checklist that spells out what is expected from each applicant, along with a 
temporary event manual. These documents can be obtained through the Napa County website. 

Per Napa County policy, the application must be submitted at least 60 days in advance. If the 
application is submitted in fewer than 60 days but greater than 50 days from the event, PBES 
may impose late fees. If the application is submitted less than 50 days in advance, the policy 
requires denial of the permit. There is an annual golf tournament that has routinely violated these 
policies. Interviewees reported that the permits were approved despite the policy violation 
because they were instructed to do so by directive. 
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The building department and planning departments were pressured to stop their work to 
accommodate last-minute submittals. Multiple county interviewees stated that these directives 
have been a pattern for the past three years and are on-going. The Jury was informed by several 
of the interviewees that this failure to follow protocol interferes with their workload and 
negatively impacts the applicants who adhere to the rules. 

In 2023 the non-compliance of the protocol peaked when Napa County did not receive the 
required fees until after the tournament concluded. Nonetheless, the golf tournament was allowed 
to proceed without the final permit being issued. 

2021 Golf Tournament 
Event Date September 16-19, 2021 
Application and Fees Submittal August 16, 2021 
Event Permit Issue Date September 14, 2021 
Submittal Date & Policy 
Requirements 

20 Days after the deadline. 

 
2022 Golf Tournament 
Event Date September 15-18, 2022 
Application and Fees Submittal August 29, 2022 
Event Permit Issue Date September 14, 2022 
Submittal Date & Policy 
Requirements 

33 Days after the deadline. 

 
2023 Golf Tournament 
Event Date September 14-17, 2023 
Application and Fees Submittal August 7, 2023 
Event Permit Issue Date October 4, 2023 
Submittal Date & Policy 
Requirements 

Permit was issued after event concluded 

Napa County Building Matrix 
 
The purpose of the matrix is to provide a standardized system for including building code-related 
data on a set of drawings that are submitted for building permit applications. The building matrix 
outlines the specific requirements needed to be met for each project type to submit a complete 
application for review to be approved. 

It is a complex five-page document, dated June 13, 2023, that was originally intended to be an 
internal staff reference guide, not a guide for public use. The document is confusing to the 
homeowner who desires to obtain a permit without hiring a professional to assist them. 

The matrix is live on the Napa County website for residents and contractors to review. The 
matrix is intimidating and frustrating, often leading to misunderstanding. This can result in 
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delays due to missing information or not meeting the matrix requirements, potentially ending 
with a denial of the application. 

Customer Satisfaction & Complaints 

PBES is currently without a process for customers to provide feedback, either in person or on the 
website. Important guidance that might pinpoint areas of improvement and provide insight into a 
consumer’s service perception is not obtained. 

Additionally, PBES does not survey customers post-project completion, nor do they retain 
records of complaints. There is no formal feedback mechanism to measure customer level of 
satisfaction or to raise awareness for process and performance improvement. 

Building Field Inspections 

Once a building permit is issued, required inspections can be scheduled. Interviewees reported 
inconsistencies in inspector feedback on the same project. In one example, the approval of a sink 
installation by one inspector was later rejected by a second inspector. This inconsistency raises 
costs and takes additional time. Often, building code interpretations differ from one inspector to 
another. While inspectors are typically assigned to specific coverage areas, these areas change 
periodically which can lead to alignment issues between inspectors. 

Electronic technology is currently underutilized by the building department. There is only one 
iPad for six inspectors. While laptops can be used, they require Wi-Fi which is not consistently 
available in Napa County. The lack of real time information like notes from prior inspections 
further contributes to inspector alignment issues and approval timing. 

Office Environment 

The three divisions of PBES are located at the same address on the same floor. A visit by the 
Jury revealed that those diligent, resolute employees are tightly configured into an exceedingly 
small working space. Despite this difficult environment, the staff has a very collegial and 
cooperative working attitude. Under exceedingly difficult conditions, they continue to get the job 
done. 

FINDINGS 

F1. The Jury found that Napa County has only one full-time Fire Plans Examiner. After this report 
was written, the Jury learned that the department had hired a second Fire Plans Examiner. 

F2. The Jury found that all Napa County building permits must be approved by the Fire Plans 
Examiner. 

F3. The Jury found that as a result of staff shortages, projects throughout the county are 
delayed and customers are in a holding pattern pending approvals for extended periods of 
time. 
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F4. The Jury found that an annual golf tournament held in Napa County has consistently been 
allowed to not comply with the permit application rules. 

F5. The Jury found the Napa County permit matrix to be a complex five-page document that 
is confusing to the average applicant. 

F6. The Jury found that PBES is currently without a formal process for customers to provide 
feedback, either in person or on the website. 

F7. The Jury found that PBES does not assign specific field inspectors for entire projects 
leading to potential conflicting opinions about required corrective actions. 

COMMENDATIONS 

The Jury commends the continuing efforts of the PBES team implementing the online digital 
platform. 

The Jury commends the PBES’s dedicated staff who perform despite the challenges of staff 
shortages and cramped office environment. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

R1. By December 31, 2024, the Jury recommends that a qualified fire code plans examiner 
be hired to ensure the department has adequate coverage to meet the demands of the building 
permit submissions. After this report was written, the Jury learned that the department had 
hired a second Fire Plans Examiner. 

 
R2. The Jury recommends that PBES immediately cross-train a staff member to cover the 
work volume during staffing shortages or vacancies. The department should not allow a 
position to remain vacant for any extended length of time. 

 
R3. The Jury recommends that PBES immediately require compliance with the 60 (50) day 
rule for all applicants of temporary events license permits. 

 
R4. By December 31, 2024, the Jury recommends that PBES initiate a comprehensive review 
of existing policies and procedures regarding temporary events license permits to ensure 
future compliance and accountability. 

 
R5. By December 31, 2024, the Jury recommends that PBES modify the existing internal 
matrix into a format understandable by applicants. 
 
R6. By September 30, 2024, the Jury recommends that PBES develop a customer feedback 
option, in person and online, as part of the application process. PBES should retain these 
records for potential performance improvement and evaluation purposes. 

R7. The Jury recommends that, whenever possible PBES send the same inspector to conduct 
follow-up inspections. 
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R8. The Jury recommends that PBES immediately establish a protocol for resolving 
conflicting code interpretations by different inspectors on the same project. 

R.9 By December 31, 2024, the Jury recommends that PBES provide mobile compatible 
electronic devices for each field inspector capable of reviewing plans and prior inspection 
notes. 

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 

Napa County Board of Supervisors – R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, and R9 

INVITED RESPONSES 

Director, Napa County Department of Planning, Building, and Environmental Services - R2, R3, 
R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, and R9 

Chief Building Official, Napa County – R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, and R9 Napa 

County Fire Marshall – R2 

 

Reports issued by the NCGJ do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal Code section 929 requires that reports of the 
NCGJ not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to the 
NCGJ. 
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APPENDIX 

The complete five-page building permit matrix from 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/1842/Building-Permit-Process. 
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