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Evaluation of City Inspections Programs Provided by the Departments of 
Housing, Planning and Fire 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Background and Purpose: 
Given the continual efforts to improve efficiency and ensure the effective delivery of services, the City 
Manager requested Management Services to conduct a program evaluation of the City’s various code 
enforcement programs. Not included in this evaluation are State code enforcement agencies that do not 
come under the authority of the City Manager, such as the Health Department. For this study, code 
enforcement is defined as enforcement of the following codes by the following City agencies: 
 

• Virginia Uniform State Building Code (USBC), Part I Virginia Construction Code (VCC) and Part II 
Virginia Rehabilitation Code are the responsibility of the Permits and Inspections Division in the 
Planning Department;
 

• Virginia Uniform State Building Code, Part III Virginia Maintenance Code is handled by the Code 
Enforcement Division of the Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation;  the 
department is also responsible for enforcing the City’s property maintenance codes; 
 

• Enforcement of the Virginia Beach Zoning Code and related City ordinances is the responsibility 
of the Current Planning/Zoning Division in the Planning Department; and 
 

• Virginia Statewide Fire Prevention Code (SFPC) enforcement is the responsibility of the Fire 
Marshal’s Office in the Fire Department. 

 
Program Descriptions and Operational Considerations: 
The report includes program descriptions, operational considerations, and performance measures for 
each of the code enforcement areas evaluated. Key attributes for each agency are summarized in the 
table on the following page: 
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Descriptive Summary of Program Areas for this Evaluation 
  

As of FY 2010-11 As of FY 2009-10 
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Code Enforcement b. No 23.0 4.0 1.0 4.0 $27.61 $3.71 .05 Yes, 
Federal 
& Fees 

Yes 

Zoning c. No 11.3 0.7 1.5 0.7 $26.85 $2.50 .02 No Yes 
Permits and 
Inspections c. 

Yes 28.6 2.8 3.0 9.0 $26.27 $1.17 .07 Yes, Fees Yes 

Fire Inspections d. Yes 13.00 1.5 0.6 1.0 Ranges between 
$136.25 and 
$272.49; median 
$204.37 

Ranges 
between $1.77 
and $4.53; 
median $3.15 

.03 Yes, Fees Yes 

a. Net cost per capita excludes costs supported by fees or non-City revenues. 
b. The Code of Virginia mandates the investigation of property maintenance complaints regarding life safety. 
c. Inspector and supervisor FTEs pro-rated to reflect the proportion of time spent by working supervisors conducting 

inspections.  

d. The cost per fire inspection is higher than the other inspection agencies and the total number of inspections are lower given 
the time involved to conduct these inspections (e.g. varies from 15 minutes to several days), and due to the additional non- 
inspection duties performed that divert as much as 50% of the inspectors’ time from performing inspections (see Appendix G). 

 
Code Enforcement Division - Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation: 
The Code Enforcement Division enforces the Property Maintenance Code to promote well maintained 
neighborhoods and properties within the City. The department also enforces other local option 
ordinances and performs Section 8 rental inspections, and Certificate of Compliance Rental Inspections. 
Only Section 8 rental inspections are mandated. 

 
This Division is comprised of 32 staff, 23 of whom are inspectors who patrol 21 zones and respond to 
complaints (two inspectors perform mandated Section 8 inspections). ). Nearly 90% of the citations are 
issued through patrols.  A national expert indicated that achieving 50% represents a proactive 
enforcement levels; therefore, our City’s level would seem to represent an exceptional comprehensive 
level of service. The total program cost is $2,472,360, and the net General Fund cost is $1,613,525. This 
equates to $27.61 per inspection and $3.71 per capita. The number of inspections (and inspections per 
inspector) have risen over the last few years, but leveled off in FY 2009-10.   
 
As the table on the following page illustrates Virginia Beach has the largest property maintenance code 
inspection staff compared with the benchmarked localities. The City’s Code Inspectors are achieving a 
higher number of “Average Daily Inspector Hours in the Field” and are subsequently achieving a higher 
number of inspections per inspector, for the benchmark localities that track comparable data. Reasons 
for this disparity in inspections could include the model of inspections used and size of inspections staff. 
The majority of the benchmark localities perform targeted, rather than locality-wide patrols that are 
performed in Virginia Beach. The City will be implementing wireless field reporting, which will increase 
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inspection field hours and present an opportunity to reduce staff while still achieving pre-wireless 
productivity. 
 

Property Maintenance Inspections: Key Comparables with Other Localities as of FY 2009-10 

Comparison Item 
Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk 

Chesterfield 
County a. 

Henrico 
County 

Prince 
William 

County a. 
Number of 
inspections 

 
58,399 

 
21,882 

 
6,736 

 
Not Available 

 
10,984 

 
16,383 

Number of 
inspectors 

 
21 

 
8 

 
4 

 
8 

 
14 

 
13 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 business 
and housing units 

 
 

0.14 

 
 

0.11 

 
 

0.13 

 
 

0.07 

 
 

0.13 

 
 

0.11 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 population 

 
0.05 

 
0.04 

 
0.05 

 
0.03 

 
0.05 

 
0.03 

Number of 
inspections per 
inspector 

 
2,781 

 
2,735 

 
1,648 

 
Not available 

 
785 

 
1,260 

a. Zoning and Property Maintenance inspections are combined in Chesapeake, Chesterfield and Prince William Counties. 

 
Current Planning (Zoning) Division - Department of Planning: 
The Zoning Division enforces  the Zoning Ordinance, of the City Code (Articles 1 through 21) in order to  
promote and protect the health, safety and general welfare of the people of the city. It does so by 
encouraging the most desirable use of the land uses.  

 
The Zoning Division consists of 14.3 positions. There are 12 Code Inspectors, two of which serve as 
working supervisors, 1.5 equivalent FTE’s in middle management, and 0.7 equivalent FTE in support. Of 
the 12 inspectors, eight code inspectors are assigned to the field in seven inspections zones and four 
code inspectors are assigned to the office. Inspectors perform patrols through the zone and in targeted 
areas, but due to limited staff and growth in Conditional Use Permits (CUP) & Conditional Re-zonings 
(CRZ) that require inspections, they mostly respond to complaints. Approximately 10% of their citations 
are issued through patrols (90% through responding to complaints).  Although Zoning inspects 100% of 
all of the initial conditional use permits and conditional re-zonings, they are currently re-inspecting only 
5% of these on an annual basis to ensure compliance due to limited staff. The total cost of zoning code 
enforcement for FY 2010-11 is $1,087,756, which is $2.50 per capita, and $26.85 per inspection. 

 
As shown in the table on the following page, three of the five benchmark localities have combined their 
Zoning and Property Maintenance staff (Chesapeake, Chesterfield County and Prince William County). 
The City’s Zoning Inspectors per capita and inspectors per housing units plus businesses are roughly in 
line with the levels in Henrico County and Suffolk. The numbers of zoning inspections per inspector are 
at the highest level of any inspection subject area (but that may reflect the time required to perform 
certain types of inspections).  Our City’s zoning inspectors will be implementing a wireless field reporting 
system in the near future. 
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Zoning Inspections: Key Comparables with Other Localities as of FY 2009-10 

Comparison 
Item 

Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk 

Chesterfield 
County a. 

Henrico 
County 

Prince William 
County a. 

Number of 
inspections 40,513 21,882 2,760 Not Available 

Not 
available 

16,383 

Number of 
inspectors 7.7 8 2 8 3 13 

Number of 
inspectors 
per 1,000 
business & 
housing 
units 

0.05 0.11 0.07 0.07 0.03 0.11 

Number of 
inspectors 
per 1,000 
population 

0.02 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.03 

Number of 
inspections 
per 
inspector 

5,261 2,735 1,380 Not available 
Not 

available 
1,260 

a. Zoning and Property Maintenance inspections operations are combined in Chesapeake, Chesterfield and Prince William 
Counties. 

 
Permits and Inspections Division - Department of Planning: 
The Permits and Inspections Division administers and enforces the mandated portions of the Uniform 
Statewide Building Code (USBC, Parts I and II), known as the Virginia Construction Code and Virginia 
Rehabilitation Code and associated laws and ordinances of the Commonwealth of Virginia and the City 
of Virginia Beach. The division inspects the construction and maintenance of buildings and structures to 
protect the health, safety and welfare of the residents at the least possible cost consistent with 
recognized standards of health, safety, energy conservation and water conservation. 
 
The Permits and Inspections Division is comprised of 49 staff (a reduction of four FTEs from FY 2009-10), 
of which 31.6 perform inspections full-time or part-time across seven inspection zones including: 
 

• Twenty-six full-time inspectors: 
o Six building 
o One building/fire systems, 
o Seven civil, 
o Three cross-connection/backflow, 
o Three electrical, 
o Two mechanical, 
o One mechanical/elevator, 
o Three plumbing 
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• One Fire Protection Engineer, who spends about 40% of his time conducting fire system 
inspections, and 

• Four working supervisors (building, civil, electrical, and plumbing), who spend about 55% of 
their time conducting inspections in the various building trades. 

 
For FY 2009-10, the total program cost was $3,799,501 involving 144,649 inspections, which was $26.27 
per inspection and a net cost per capita of $1.17. 
 
Mirroring the declines in activity in the local construction market, the total number of inspections has 
declined over the last four years to 144,649 in FY 2009-10 after hitting a peak in FY 2006-07 of 164,780. 
Over the same period, the average number of inspections per inspector has declined only slightly from a 
peak of 21.5 FY 2006-07 to 20 in FY 2009-10 as the number of inspectors and working supervisors were 
reduced from 33.6 to 31.6 FTEs. The inspection workload per person exceeds the national range of 9 – 
to - 16 as reported in Municipal Benchmarks: Assessing Local Performance and Establishing Community 
Standards, 2nd Edition

 

. On the other hand, the number of complaints investigated has increased annually 
over the past five fiscal years to 2,044 in FY 2009-10, while the number of stop work orders declined 
from 339 to 326. As shown in the following table, for FY 2009-10 Virginia Beach’s building code 
inspectors conducted the most building code inspections followed by Prince William County despite 
having the lowest number of building code inspectors per 1,000 businesses and housing units and 1,000 
population. Virginia Beach has the second lowest rate of re-inspections behind Prince William County.  

Building Code Inspections: Key Comparables with Other Localities as of FY 2009-10 

Comparison 
Item 

Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk 

Chesterfield 
County 

Henrico 
County 

Prince 
William 

County b. 
Number of 
inspections 

144,649 29,462 13,467 84,818 64,796 113,651 

Number of 
inspectors 

31.6 18 15 35 34 41 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 business 
and housing 
units 

0.20 0.26 .50 0.32 0.32 0.35 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 
population 

0.07 0.09 0.18 0.13 0.11 0.11 

Number of 
inspections per 
inspector 

4,578 1,488 898 2,423 1,906 2,772 
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Building Code Inspections: Key Comparables with Other Localities as of FY 2009-10 

Comparison 
Item 

Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk 

Chesterfield 
County 

Henrico 
County 

Prince 
William 

County b. 
Percentage of 
inspections 
involving re- 
inspections 

25.0% Did not 
respond 

Does not 
track 

62.5% 30.1% 16.4% 

Annual mileage 
per inspector 

11,684 6,869 Not 
available 

Not 
available 

Not 
available 

15,471 

a. Staffing figures for Chesapeake's Building Code staff for FY 2009-10 were estimated based on the FY 2010-11 Approved 
Operating Budget, because Chesapeake did not respond to all requests for information. Mileage for Chesapeake is total 
for all inspectors in code compliance (building code inspectors, zoning and property code inspectors). Mileage was pro-
rated based on total mileage of 172,345 for all fire inspectors (3) and fire marshals (9) in the Chesapeake's Fire Marshal's 
Office. 

b. Mileage for Prince William is for 26 building code related inspectors. Mileage not available for the remaining inspectors. 
 

In all of the localities, building inspectors are cross trained and hold multiple certifications to varying 
degrees. Virginia Beach appears to have a greater depth of cross training than the City of Chesapeake 
with 29 inspectors and supervisors and the Fire Protection Engineer possessing 120 certifications, or 
four on average. Building inspectors had the highest number of certifications at 44 followed by plumbing 
inspectors at 17. The highest number of certifications is in residential mechanical/gas inspections field at 
16 and civil/erosion and sedimentation inspections field at 14. Chesapeake’s new construction 
inspectors in all disciplines are required to be certified in residential; other than that, they are mainly 
segregated into their primary disciplines. Three out of the five localities contacted either are 
transitioning to electronic field reporting (Chesapeake and Virginia Beach) or are using it to some degree 
(Henrico County and Chesterfield County). 
 
Fire Marshal’s Office (Fire Inspections) - Department of Fire: 
The Fire Marshal’s Office enforces the Virginia Statewide Fire Prevention Code (SFPC) and related State 
laws found in the Code of Virginia. The Fire Marshal’s Office performs inspections to safeguard life and 
property from the hazards of fire or explosion. These hazards can arise from the improper maintenance 
of life safety and fire prevention and protection materials, devices, systems and structures and the 
unsafe storage handling and use of substances, materials and devices, including fireworks and explosives 
and blasting agents. The inspection program requires annual inspections of commercial establishments 
that require a fire operational permit, such as: 
 

• Assemblies (theaters, civic centers, restaurants, recreation centers, skating rinks, churches, 
amusement parks, stadium, mercantile/grocery stores), 

• Educational facilities (schools and colleges), 
• Factory/Industry (light industry/manufacturing, lumber yards, wood shops), 
• Factory/light industry (gas and bulk storage, hazardous production, marinas, miscellaneous 

hazards, mercantile/service stations), 
• Institutional (jails/correctional facilities, nursing homes, hospitals, day care centers), 
• Malls (e.g., Lynnhaven and Pembroke),  
• Residential (hotel/motel and multi-family), and 
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• Storage (individual storage, repair garages, car dealers, warehouses, storage and transfer). 
 

Virginia Beach charges $50 for initial inspection and $25 for a 3rd and subsequent re-inspection if 
violations are not corrected. Annual operational permits, ranging in costs from $50 to $150, are required 
for selected commercial occupancies and processes. Depending on the nature of their business, some 
commercial establishments have multiple operational permits. 

 
There are a total of 16.81 FTEs in the fire inspections unit (a reduction of 1.25 FTEs from FY 2009-10). 
This includes 11 master firefighters/fire inspectors, 2.71 civilian code inspectors, two captains, who 
spend 75% of their time managing fire inspections, the Fire Marshal, who spends 60% of his time 
coordinating the fire inspections program, and one staff assistant. A senior fire inspector and a retired 
fire fighter serving as a part-time civilian code inspector (0.71 FTE) provide non-structural review of site 
plans for emergency response issues, conduct related inspections, and serve as quasi-supervisors and 
resources for fire inspectors. Fire inspection zones are quite large as they are based on the four fire 
battalions (see map in Appendix F) with eleven sworn inspectors assigned to the battalions based on 
necessity and workload, and two civilian inspectors perform inspections in all four battalions. The 
program cost is impacted by the amount of time the fire inspections staff can devote to performing 
inspections versus other non-inspection duties, which can consume up to 50% of their workday. For FY 
2009-10, the total program cost ranged between $1,196,781 and $2,393,563; this range reflects 50% 
and 100% of inspector time spent on inspections, respectively. In addition, cost per inspection based on 
a total of 8,784 inspections ranged between $136.25 and $272.49, and net cost per capita ranged 
between $1.77 and $4.53. 

 
The program has a goal of inspecting all commercial establishments annually. However, of the total 
12,182 commercial establishments in the City, only 37.4% were inspected on average in FY 2009-10. Also 
in FY 2009-10, staff inspected 100% of all 127 hotels/motels, but only 19% of all 6,066 offices. The 
staffing shortage in fire inspections was documented in a September 2009, audit conducted by the City 
Auditor’s Office, which demonstrated the need for six additional fire inspectors to annually provide 
comprehensive fire inspections coverage of all City commercial properties. This would increase the total 
number of inspectors from 13.71 to 19.71, provide an additional 3,696 initial annual inspections, and 
3,107 re-inspections annually, and generate $70,000 in fire permit revenue and $312,500 in initial fire 
inspection revenue. The Fire Department requested this additional staffing at a cost of $446,865 in its FY 
2010-11 Operating Budget request, but was not funded due to recessionary constraints. 

 
As shown in the table on the following page, for FY 2009-10 Virginia Beach had the second highest 
number of fire code related inspections, (annual inspections plus other inspections) behind Prince 
William County. And it ranked third in the number of inspections (initial annual and other inspections) 
per inspector, behind Prince William County and Chesterfield County. There is no standard fire 
inspections model used by localities. Some localities provide annual inspections only for those 
commercial establishments required by the Statewide Fire Prevention Code to have fire operational 
permits (Suffolk, Chesterfield County, and Henrico County). Whereas, Virginia Beach, Chesapeake and 
Prince William County use the frequency inspection model that entails inspections of all commercial 
establishments on a regular basis, if not annually. Also, some localities (e.g. Chesapeake) perform only 
the annual fire maintenance inspections, but not other miscellaneous inspections that Virginia Beach 
fire inspectors conduct, such as inspections of tents over 900 square feet, fireworks special events, 
repository boxes for businesses (for building keys and plans/blueprints), and home improvement and car 
shows at the Convention Center, etc. 
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Fire Inspections: Key Comparables with Other Localities as of FY 2009-10 

Comparison 
Item 

Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk 

Chesterfield 
County 

Henrico 
County 

Prince 
William 
County. 

Number of 
inspections 
(excludes re-
inspections) 

5,706 1,511 250 1,923 1,500 6,113 

Number of 
inspectors 14.25 4.8 3 2.5 6 15 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 business 
units 

1.26 0.86 1.92 0.33 0.63 2.07 

Number of 
inspectors per 
1,000 
population 

0.03 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.04 

Number of 
inspections per 
inspector 

400 315 83 769 250 408 

Percentage of 
inspections 
involving re- 
inspections 

35% Not available 
Not 

available 
Not available 

Not 
available 

Not available 

Annual mileage 
per inspector 5,515 1,431 

Not 
available 

Not available 
Not 

available 
Not available 

a. Mileage was pro-rated based on total mileage of 172,345 for all fire inspectors (3) and fire marshals (9) in the Chesapeake's 
Fire Marshal's Office. 

 
Major Findings: 
Overall, the inspections staff in the four inspection areas evaluated (property maintenance, zoning, 
building and fire prevention) are well trained and dedicated to ensuring community safety and a 
consistency in enforcing the various codes. Inspectors in these four inspection areas recognize where 
there are mutual interest and involvement in various enforcement issues and keep each other appraised 
of situations coming under their jurisdiction. In conducting this evaluation, several areas were noticed 
where coordination could be improved. 

 
• Property maintenance inspectors are the first responders for illegal dumping complaints on sites 

that cannot be traced to a specific homeowner or business owner. In these situations, property 
maintenance inspectors coordinate with Public Works staff to ensure that items are removed on 
collection day; however, since the inspectors patrol their assigned areas throughout the week, they 
will occasionally expedite the removal of items that are out of regulation or items that present a 
hazard to residents.  
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• Regularly, inspectors from the four inspections agencies notify each other via various means (in-
person, phone, via administrative staff, e-mail) when code violations are discovered under the 
respective jurisdictions. By not using a standardized process of notification, mis-communications 
could arise and/or issues could inadvertently be missed or overlooked. 

 
• Occasionally, building code inspectors respond to questions from property maintenance and fire 

inspectors about Part I of the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code. 
Examples include changes made to existing structures or other situations that may involve previous 
editions of the construction code. Research of older editions of the construction code is needed 
given that buildings have to comply with the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction 
Code and Statewide Fire Prevention Code at the date the building was constructed. The provision of 
cross-training or some level of refresher training as needed and/or a quick reference guide including 
frequently asked questions about the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code 
would increase the knowledge and capacity of property maintenance and fire inspectors to provide 
additional information as needed to the public.  

 
• Permits and Inspections staff review building plans and Fire inspections staff review site plans from 

different perspectives to meet different code requirements. Permits and Inspections reviews fire 
system structural requirements on building plans, whereas Fire Inspections review non-structural 
emergency response items on the site plans. Sometimes there may be some degree of conflict as to 
what is required between both agencies given the different codes being enforced. Permits and 
Inspections ensures that a building’s fire protection and suppression systems meet the minimum 
requirements of the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code, whereas the Fire 
Marshal’s Office ensures maximum safety to meet requirements of the Statewide Fire Prevention 
Code and requirements of fire operations. Sometimes items impacting fire operations or fire system 
maintenance are not considered or are overlooked during Permits and Inspections’ structural review 
of the building plan as well as fire system inspections, which are discovered by fire inspectors after 
the certificate of occupancy has been issued that require much time and cost to resolve. Earlier 
involvement by Fire inspectors in the building inspection process, such as in the rough-inspections or 
acceptance testing prior to final permitting of a building may prevent some costly renovations after 
the certificate of occupancy is issued. 

 
Recommendations: 
Management Services recommends the respective agencies implement the following to improve 
response to illegal dumping of trash, improve the communication between the various code 
enforcement agencies and reduce the number of issues related to the construction and placement of 
fire protection systems: 
 
• The Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation and Department of Public Works 

should clarify responsibilities for picking up illegally dumped trash to eliminate the concern for 
personal risk; additional time spent hauling trash by the inspection staff, and duplication of effort. 

 
• The four inspections agencies should use a standard process or system to coordinate cases, issues, 

and referrals to one another. In this way inspectors in each agency would know whether inspectors 
from other agencies have taken any actions on a property, cited a property for code violations, or 
whether construction permits have been issued. The new Accela system should provide a means to 
better coordinate cases and issues between Housing, Permits and Inspections and Zoning; however 
Fire Inspections does not use the Accela system, and would need to be given access to it. 
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• Permits and Inspections staff should provide refresher training as needed and/or a quick reference 
guide to the property maintenance and/or fire inspectors to include frequently asked construction 
code questions or construction code issues arising in the field that they may discover in their 
respective inspections that would assist them in serving the public. 

 
• Rather than moving the responsibility for rough-in inspections and permitting of fire suppression 

systems from Permits and Inspections to the Fire Marshal’s Office, Permits and Inspections should 
include the two senior fire inspectors from the Fire Marshal’s Office in the inspection and building 
modification process prior to the final building inspection and issuance of the certificate of 
occupancy. This earlier involvement of fire inspectors may alleviate or mitigate fire operational or 
fire system maintenance issues with new construction. This will allow fire inspectors to inspect a 
building while it is being constructed to identify any issues that could be resolved less expensively 
prior to issuing the certificate of occupancy. Also, when the Accela on-line permitting application is 
operational, Fire may be able to access the building plans that are attached to the permit to be able 
to identify issues earlier. This would improve communications between the two agencies. The intent 
of this change is not to impede or slow the certificate of occupancy process. 

 
• Zoning should transfer responsibility for citing illegally parked boats, recreational vehicles and 

commercial vehicles in residential areas to Code Enforcement, without transferring additional staff.  
This will require amending the City Code. 

 

• Fund $18,432 in Accela licensing so that 311 call center can receive complaint calls for code 
enforcement.  This will help ensure that support staff positions can be eliminated. 

 
• If future staff levels decline due to budget reductions, property maintenance inspections could be 

performed on a targeted area basis with other areas of the City being handled on a complaint basis. 
These targeted areas should be areas identified as requiring intensive inspections to improve 
neighborhood conditions.  

 
Other issues that should be analyzed in the future involved improved cost recovery for the annual 
inspections fee and various construction permit fees, as well as allocation of fire system related permit 
revenue to Permits and Inspections and Fire Marshal’s Office. The annual fire inspections fee is currently 
$50 regardless of size or type of occupancy inspected (e.g. kiosk at Lynnhaven Mall, Home Depot, 
Sentara-Virginia Beach General Hospital). The Fire Marshal’s Office believes this fee should be based on 
square footage inspected. Plan review of fire systems entails numerous site visits by building code and 
fire inspectors, whose costs may not be fully recovered by the construction permit fee. For example, 
there may be 50 trips to the Westin hotel to perform the acceptance testing on 2,700 devices in the 
building and finalize or release the permit. Also, the Fire Marshal’s Office suggests increasing the permit 
fee to reflect cost per fire system device in the building plan as is done by Arlington and Alexandria, 
Virginia. Currently, the permit fee is based on the contractor’s estimate of what the fire system costs, 
and the Fire Marshal’s Office believes these costs are significantly underestimated. For example, the 
Westin hotel has 2,700 fire suppression devices installed that require testing, acceptance and later on, 
maintenance inspection by the fire inspectors. 
 
Management Services would like to thank all of the staff in the Planning Department’s Zoning Division, 
Permits and Inspections, and Housing and Neighborhood Preservation’s Code Enforcement Division and 



the Fire Department's Fire Marshal's Office for taking their time to assist in the development of this 
report. 
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Evaluation of City Inspections Programs Provided by the Departments of 
Housing, Planning and Fire 
 

Introduction and Background Information 
 
Background and Purpose: 
Given the continual efforts to improve efficiency and ensure the effective delivery of services, the City 
Manager requested Management Services to conduct a program evaluation of the City’s various code 
enforcement programs. Not included in this evaluation are State code enforcement agencies that do not 
come under the authority of the City Manager, such as the Health Department. For this study, code 
enforcement is defined as enforcement that is related to property that falls under the following four 
codes by the following City agencies:  

• Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code, Part I Virginia Construction Code and Part II Virginia 
Rehabilitation Code enforcement by the Permits and Inspections Division in the Planning 
Department; 

• Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code, Part III Virginia Maintenance Code enforcement by 
the Code Enforcement Division in the Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation; 
the department is also responsible for enforcing the City’s property maintenance codes; 

• Virginia Beach Zoning Code and related City ordinances enforcement by the Current 
Planning/Zoning Division in the Planning Department; and 

• Virginia Statewide Fire Prevention Code enforcement by the Fire Marshal’s Office in the Fire 
Department. 

 
The report is organized as follows: 

• An overview of the evaluation methodology; 
• An overview of the four program areas evaluated;  
• Flow chart of inspection programs;  
• Historical background of housing programs offered by the City; 
• Description of Accela wireless technology, which will be implemented in Permits and 

Inspections, Zoning, and Code Enforcement; 
• A brief national literature review on the efficacy of property maintenance enforcement; 
• Benchmarking of performance measures among selected localities; and 
• Detailed description and evaluation of each program area. 

 
Methodology: 
In undertaking the evaluation, Management Services worked collaboratively with the Departments of 
Planning, Housing and Neighborhood Preservation and Fire from mid-August through October 28, 2010. 
This entailed multiple meetings and e-mail correspondence, as well as field observation/work in August, 
2010, to obtain an understanding of the various types of code enforcement administered by these 
agencies. 
 
The information contained in this report has been obtained primarily from the following sources: 

• Field observation, meetings and e-mail correspondence; 
• Literature review via the internet for the non mandated code enforcement; and 
• Analysis of performance measures over time and to geopolitical and peer benchmarks, including 

model of service delivery. 
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Brief Overview of Four Inspection Programs Evaluated: 
The following provides an overview of the key inspections services evaluated: 
 

• The Department of Housing and Neighborhood 
Preservation provides this service through the 
Code Enforcement Division. 

Property Maintenance Code Inspections 

• Ensures the proper maintenance and repair of 
all privately owned, existing residential and 
commercial structures and all private 
property within the City. The most common 
areas of external enforcement are for 
peeling/flaking paint, missing address street 
numbers, exterior walls, trim, siding, roofing, 
draining, windows, doors, framing and fences. 

• Performs Certificate of Compliance and 
Section 8 rental inspections. 

• Performs patrols, inspects, investigates and 
responds to complaints regarding property 
and building maintenance violations. 

• Performs hotel/motel inspections in 
conjunction with a multi-department task 
force. 

• Enforces violations regarding overgrown 
grass, inoperable vehicles, waste 
management, and graffiti violations. 

• Planning Department provides this service 
through the Permits and Inspections Division. 

Building Code Inspections 

• Ensures quality and consistency of 
construction and rehabilitation of buildings 
and inspections during various stages of 
construction. Inspections of construction 
work related to permits issued include: 
footing, foundation/ slab, electrical, 
plumbing, mechanical, framing, structural, 
insulation, erosion and sedimentation, BMP, 
temporary final and final. 

• Conducts zoning inspections on building 
footings and framing for setbacks and 
building height, as well as for conditional use 
permits that affect building permits. 

• Conducts investigations of illegal 
construction work, complaints about 
construction projects, and complaints about 
construction issues related to rental housing 
and commercial buildings. 

• Brings inactive construction permits to 
closure. 

• Issues certificates of occupancy for 
construction projects that pass all final 
inspections for the various permits issued.  

• Planning Department provides this service through 
the Current Planning/Zoning Division. 

Zoning Code Inspections 

• Enforces the Zoning Ordinance which 
encourages the most desirable use of the 
land, density of population and use and 
occupancy of buildings. 

• Inspects, investigates and responds to 
complaints regarding zoning violations. 

• Reviews commercial site plans and proposals 
for use of properties in APZ-1 for zoning 
compliance. 

• Reviews all site plans for compliance with 
zoning code, APZ laws 

 

• Fire Department provides this service through the 
Fire Marshal’s Office. 

Fire Prevention Code Inspections 

• Provides annual Fire maintenance 
inspections and operational permits for 
commercial establishments that are 
considered to pose a higher risk of fire 
hazard (e.g. theaters, restaurants, schools, 
hotels, jails, hospitals, etc.). 

• Provides periodic inspections of businesses 
that pose a lower risk of fire hazard and are 
not mandated for inspection. 

• Reviews site plans for emergency response 
and non-structural issues from five feet 
within the building to the street covering 
items such as location of water mains and 
fire hydrants, size and location of fire lanes. 

• Performs other miscellaneous inspections, 
such as tents over 900 square feet, over 800 
private fire hydrants, fireworks special 
events, and etc. 
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Flow Chart of Four Inspections Programs: 
On the next page is a process flow chart that reflects various inspections that occur after the site plan, 
building plan and permit processes are completed. Site plans are reviewed and approved by the various 
agencies including Zoning, Permits and Inspections and the Fire Marshal’s Office. Building plans are 
reviewed and approved by Permits and Inspections. Zoning provides permits and inspections 
information and determinations about a project’s land use that can impact whether construction 
permits are issued; zoning approval is a pre-requisite in order to issue a construction permit. Permits 
and Inspections issues the various construction permits (e.g. building, electrical, plumbing, mechanical, 
etc). As the various stages of construction are completed, the contractor or project owner calls the 
Permits and Inspections automated inspections request phone system to request an inspection. 
Construction inspections occur in a certain order as shown on the chart. After building inspectors 
approve the final inspection for each permit associated with a building permit, Permits and Inspections 
staff issues the certificate of occupancy. At that time, the responsibility for ensuring proper use and 
maintenance of residential and commercial structures falls to zoning and property maintenance 
inspectors, respectively. And, ensuring fire safety of commercial structures comes under the purview of 
fire inspectors. 



  

Evaluation of City Inspections Programs – Policy Report  Page 15 
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Historical Background: 
Housing Code Enforcement was previously a bureau under the Department of Permits and Inspections 
and was comprised of 12.0 FTEs. This division was transferred to the Department of Housing and 
Neighborhood Preservation in FY 1989-90 to consolidate and coordinate various housing programs 
(Code Enforcement, Housing Rehabilitation Assistance and Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program). 
The remaining duties of the Department of Permits and Inspections were transferred to the Department 
of Planning to enhance the coordination with Zoning. 
 
Accela Field Reporting Project: 
Accela wireless computers will allow inspectors in Code Enforcement, Zoning, Permits and Inspections to 
directly access data in the field and, in some cases, eliminate duplicate data entry and reduce the need 
for support staff. A benefit of multiple agencies using the Accela database is the sharing of inspections 
data so that building inspection staff can discover when property maintenance inspectors cite someone 
and property maintenance inspectors can discover when permits have been issued for a property prior 
to issuing citations. 
 
National Literature Review: 
In addition to trying to determine the impact of code enforcement on housing condition and 
neighborhood vitality, a literature review was conducted to determine whether property maintenance 
code enforcement efforts are also effective in reducing crime or criminal activity elsewhere. The 
relevant findings from the literature search were associated with the “Broken Windows” theory. This 
criminology theory postulates that criminality operates on a continuum that reflects perceptions about 
the breakdown of the social order. Supporters of this theory argue that the prevention of minor crimes 
(such as vandalism), and the encouragement of physical maintenance of properties and neighborhoods 
leads to an effective reinforcement of the social order that deters more serious crime1

 

. Support for this 
theory is mixed. The most widely cited support comes from the work of George Kelling (co-author of 
“Broken Windows” and “Fixing Broken Windows: Restoring Order and Reducing Crime in Our 
Communities”), and point to success in New York (Mayor Rudy Giuliani’s “Zero Tolerance”), 
Albuquerque, New Mexico (“Safe Streets Program”); Lowell, Massachusetts (studies by Harvard and 
Suffolk University respectively); and the Netherlands (study by University of Groningen). Distracters of 
this theory argue that “Broken Windows Theory” “closely relates correlation with causality, a reasoning 
prone to fallacy” according to David Thacher, assistant professor of public policy and urban planning at 
the University of Michigan. Crime rates also declined in other cities during the 1990’s, regardless of 
whether those cities adopted a “zero tolerance” policy or not (Bernard Harcourt in “Illusion of Order: 
The False Promise of Broken Windows Policing). 

  

                     
1  The Oxford Dictionary of Social Sciences. 
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Benchmark Comparisons: 
Comparisons were made internally between the four agencies and with other localities (see Appendix A 
for a discussion on the selection criteria for comparable localities). The following table reveals that not 
all localities track the same type of data.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Comparison Item
Virginia 

Beach a. b. Chesapeake c. Suffolk
Chesterfield 

County
Henrico 
County

Prince William 
County d.

Total Number of 
Residences and 
Businesses

155,344 75,078 29,812 108,205 105,779 118,306

Total Number 
Businesses (as of 
2009)

11,305 5,606 1,566 7,504 9,525 7,249

Population 433,575 222,455 83,659 259,838 296,415 379,166

Building Code 31.6 19.8 15 35 34 41
Property 
Maintenance Code 

21 8 4 8 14 13

Zoning Code 7.7 Combined with 
property 

maintenance

2 Combined with 
property 

maintenance

3 Combined with 
property 

maintenance
Fire Code 14.25 4.8 3 2.5 6 15

Building Code 0.20 0.26 0.50 0.32 0.32 0.35
Property 
Maintenance Code 

0.14 0.11 0.13 0.07 0.13 0.11

Zoning Code 0.05 -- 0.07 -- 0.03 --
Fire Code (per 1,000 
businesses)

1.26 0.86 1.92 0.33 0.63 2.07

Building Code 0.07 0.09 0.18 0.13 0.11 0.11
Property 
Maintenance Code 

0.05 0.04 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.03

Zoning Code 0.02 -- 0.02 -- 0.01 --
Fire Code 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.04

Building Code 369,225 178,597 NA Not Available Not Available 402,258
Property 
Maintenance Code

235,796 Included with 
Building Code

Not Available 42,441 NA Not Available

Zoning Code 81,276 Included with 
Building Code

Included with 
Property 

Maintenance

Included with 
Property 

Maintenance

0 Included with 
Property 

Maintenance
Fire Code 78,589 43,086 Not Available Not Available Not Available Not Available

Building Code 11,684 6,424 --- --- 15,471
Property 
Maintenance Code

11,228 Included above --- ---

Zoning Code 10,555 Included above Included with 
Property 

Maintenance

Included with 
Property 

Maintenance

---

Fire Code 5,515 1,338 --- --- --- ---

Comparison of Various Inspector Related Data for Selected Localities

Number of Inspectors (as of FY 2009-10):

Inspectors per 1,000 Housing and Business Units:

Inspectors per 1,000 Population:

d. Mileage for Prince William is for 26 Building Code related inspectors. Mileage not available for thre remaining 
inspectors.

Annual Mileage for Inspectors (for FY 2009-10)

Mileage per Inspector

a.  For FY 2009-10, Building Code related inspectors included 8 building, 4 electrical, 3 mechanical, 3 plumbing, 3 
cross connection/backflow, 7 civil, 1 civil/Chesapeake Bay, and 4 working supervisors pro-rated @55% and 1 Fire 
Protection Engineer pro-rated @40%. In the FY 2010-11 Operating Budget, 3 positions were eliminated (1 electrical 
inspector, 1 building inspector, and 1 civil inspector supervisor). For Fire inspections, included 11 sworn and 3.25 
civil inspectors in FY 2009-10. For FY 2010-11 Operating Budget, Fire inspections eliminated 1.25 civilian inspector 
FTEs.

b. Seven inspectors and one working supervisor pro-rated @70% are in the field conducting inspections, and 4 
inspectors are assigned to the office to assist customers.

c. Mileage for Chesapeake is total for all inspectors in Code Compliance (Building Code inspectors, Zoning and 
Property Code Inspectors). Mileage was pro-rated based on total mileage of 172,345 for all fire inspectors (3) and 
fire marshals (9) in the Chesapeake's Fire Marshal's Office.
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As can be seen from the table: 
 

• Virginia Beach had a significantly larger property maintenance code inspection staff working in 
smaller zones than it has for building code or zoning code enforcement in FY 2009-10: 
o The City’s property maintenance had 21 inspectors in 21 zones, and travelled 235,796 miles 

(11,228 per inspector). Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation has 23 inspector 
positions, but two, including one contractual FTE, perform only Section 8 Rental Inspections, and 
Section 8 inspections are not performed in the property maintenance, building or zoning areas 
in the benchmark localities.  
 

o Building code inspection staffing included 31.6 inspectors, working supervisors, and fire 
protection and engineer covering zones ranging from one citywide zone to a maximum of seven 
zones, and travelled 369,225 miles annually (13,187 miles per inspector). 
 

o Zoning code inspections had the leanest staffing at: eight zoning code inspectors (including a 
working supervisor) covering eight zones, and travelled 81,276 miles annually (10,555 miles per 
inspector). 

 
• Three of the five benchmarked localities, Chesapeake, Chesterfield County and Prince William 

County, had combined property maintenance and zoning enforcement operations. The City’s zoning 
inspectors per capita and per housing units plus businesses are roughly in line with the levels in the 
other two localities. 

 
• Virginia Beach has the largest property maintenance code inspection staff compared with the 

benchmarked localities including: property maintenance inspection staff per 1,000-housing and 
business units at 0.14, and is tied with Suffolk and Henrico County with having the highest number 
of property maintenance inspectors per 1,000-population at 0.05.  

 
• Virginia Beach has the lowest number of building code inspectors per 1,000-business and housing 

units at 0.2 and per 1,000-population at 0.07 compared with the benchmarked localities.  
 

• Virginia Beach had the third highest number of fire inspectors per 1,000-business units at 1.26, 
lagging Prince William County at 2.07 and Suffolk at 1.92.  

 
Shown in the graph on the next page are inspections conducted by various code enforcement agencies 
in selected localities for FY 2009-10. These Virginia Beach inspectors conducted a substantially greater 
number of inspections than the benchmarked localities: building code inspections at 144,649, property 
maintenance code inspections at 61,479, and zoning code inspections at 40,513. 
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Virginia Beach was second behind Prince William County in the number of fire code inspections at 5,706. 
Prince William County had the second highest number of building code related inspections at 113,651, 
and Chesapeake had the second highest number of property and zoning code inspections at 21,882.  
 
In Virginia Beach, approximately 25% of building code related inspections require a re-inspection 
(36,162). Not reflected in this graph is the number of fire re-inspections, because the data was not 
available for all benchmarked localities. The re-inspection rate varies for the annual fire inspections 
conducted in FY 2009-10: Virginia Beach fire inspectors made an additional 0.67 re-inspections per 
annual inspection, Chesapeake experienced about three re-inspections for every annual inspection 
conducted, Chesterfield County had approximately one re-inspection for every annual inspection and 
Suffolk had 0.5 re-inspections for every annual inspection.  All property maintenance inspections that 
result in a violation require a minimum of re-inspection. 
 
Virginia Beach inspectors, especially building and zoning code inspectors, are conducting more 
inspections per inspector (4,578 and 5,261, respectively) than the benchmarked localities (see graph on 
next page). Fire inspectors in Chesterfield County are performing the most fire inspections per inspector. 
Note that property maintenance and zoning code enforcement inspections are combined in 
Chesapeake, Chesterfield and Prince William Counties. 
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As can be seen in the table on the next page, Virginia Beach’s building code inspections staff have a 
higher percentage of support staff (about 20%) compared with the zoning, property maintenance and 
fire inspections staff. Given the reduction in inspections workload and inspection staff, there may be 
potential to reduce support staff accordingly. Another locality having over 20% of their staff in support 
staff is Prince William County for its property maintenance unit. Virginia Beach’s zoning inspections staff 
is the leanest in terms of supervisory positions and support staff. Henrico County has the smallest 
percentage of supervisory and middle management positions in its building code inspections staff 
compared to all of the localities. Comparisons of Virginia Beach’s fire inspections staffing ratios for 
middle management, supervisory and support staffing to the benchmarked localities are not exact, as 
data was not available from the other localities as to the percent of time spent by supervisors and 
middle managers on fire inspections issues. 
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The next four sections of the report provide descriptions of the four inspections programs (property 
maintenance code inspections, zoning code inspections, building code inspections and fire prevention 
code inspections) and discuss whether the services are mandated; outline what services are provided 
and how they are delivered; display key performance measures; outline the current staffing and training 
requirements; and provide the program costs and any specific findings. 
  

Comparison of Staffing Distributions

Virginia 
Beach Chesapeake a. Suffolk

Chesterfield 
County

Henrico 
County

Prince William 
County

Building Code:
Inspectors 71.2% 73.4% 72.0% 69.9% 69.9% 75.3%
Supervisors 4.0% 0.74% 9.6% 14.0% 8.2% 16.5%
Middle Management 4.5% 14.8% 8.8% 5.5% 5.5% 3.1%
Support Staff 20.3% 11.1% 9.6% 10.6% 16.4% 5.1%
Total 99.9% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Property 
Maintenance Code:

Inspectors 65.6% 79.2% 47.2% 68.8% 69.9% 54.4%
Section 8 Inspectors 6.3%
Supervisors 12.5% 1.0% 15.7% 11.5% 10.0% 12.5%
Middle Management 3.1% 9.9% 21.0% 10.1% 8.1% 12.2%
Support Staff 12.5% 9.9% 16.0% 9.6% 12.0% 20.9%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Zoning Code: Combined with 
Property 
Maintenance staff

Shown above 
with Property 
Maintenance 
staff

Combined with 
Property 
Maintenance 
staff

Combined with 
Property 
Maintenance 
staff

Inspectors 79.6% 33.4%
Supervisors 4.9% 11.1%
Middle Management 10.6% 11.1%
Support Staff 4.9% 44.4%
Total 100.0% 100.0%

Fire Code: b.

Inspectors 82.1% 49.0% 75.0% 29.4% 54.5% 65.0%
Supervisors 8.6% 10.2% 25.0% 11.8% 18.2% 13.0%
Middle Management 3.5% 10.2% 0.0% 11.8% 27.3% 9.0%
Support Staff 5.8% 30.6% 0.0% 47.0% 0.0% 13.0%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

a. Staffing data for Chesapeake's Building Code staff and Property Code support staff were estimated based on the FY 
2010-11 Approved Operating Budget, since Chesapeake did not respond to requests for information.

b. Comparisons between localities for support staff, middle management and supervisory staffing for Fire Code 
enforcement are not exact given lack of data from the benchmark localities. 
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Descriptions of Four Inspections Programs 
 
Property Maintenance Code Inspections 
 
Over a two-day period (August 18, 2010 and August 19, 2010), Management Services staff accompanied 
(1) Code Enforcement Inspector, 1 Code Enforcement Supervisor, and the Housing Code Administrator 
on field tours in the most problematic areas for property maintenance issues in the City. The following 
represents Management Services observations as well as information obtained during meetings: 
 
Program Discussion: 
The goal of Code Enforcement is to promote well maintained neighborhoods and properties throughout 
the City. The Code Enforcement division helps ensure the proper maintenance and repair of all privately 
owned residential and commercial existing structures and all privately owned property in the City. The 
most common areas of enforcement include various features/structures in disrepair such as:  
 
External: Peeling/flaking paint; missing/improperly placed address street numbers; exterior walls, trim, 
and siding; roofing and draining; windows; doors; framing; and fences. 
  
Internal (discovered/enforced during rental inspections): Interior surfaces; handrails and guardrails: 
loose railing and supports; leaking plumbing fixtures; electrical systems (improper wiring, exposed 
wiring, missing receptacle outlet covers); and life safety (without a working smoke detector, or without 
proper heat or hot water). Interior complaints are also received by rental tenants. 
 
The Code Enforcement Division also enforces the following, selected local-option property maintenance 
codes found in various chapters of the City Code (sections noted in parenthetical):   

• Overgrown grass and weeds in excess of 10 inches (23-50 b) 
• Accumulation of trash and junk (23-50a, 23-48) 
• Inoperable vehicles  (junk, wrecked, dismantled) and/or vehicles without a current inspection 

sticker/vehicle registration on private property (16-40) 
• Waste management violations – placement of trash receptacles; disposal of household 

waste/bulky items, illegal dumping and the disposal of vegetative waste (Chapter 31) 
• Inoperable vehicle towing program (16-40) – removal of inoperable vehicles from private 

property (work in conjunction with the Police Department) 
• Certificate of Compliance Rental Inspection Program (16-12.1) – Established in 1989; inspections 

of all rental properties within certain rental inspection districts to ensure safe, decent and 
sanitary living conditions are provided to rental tenants and to prevent blight and deterioration 
(there are 106 Census Block Groups that meet the criteria, which represents 39.6% of the total 
Block Groups). Initially, these inspections occurred every year and/or when tenant changed; 
now they are scheduled every four years. 

• Hazardous trees – trees on private property that are dead, diseased, dying, or could otherwise 
cause damage or injury (23-50.1) 

 
Some other additional programs and services provided by the Code Enforcement Division include:  

• Hotel/Motel Task Force Inspections – Established by the City Manager, works with the Fire 
Marshal’s Office and the Health Department to inspect every hotel and motel in the City 
annually.  
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• Section 8 inspections – conducts annual recertification, special complaint inspections and 
Quality Control inspections as mandated by Housing and Urban Development (HUD). 
 

• Red Tag/Unsafe Equipment Program – addressing concerns regarding unsafe mechanical and 
electric equipment. 

 
The enforcement of the Virginia Property Maintenance Code is not mandated by the State of Virginia 
(Section 8 inspections are mandated, however). The International Code Council (ICC) publishes a 
nationally recognized model of building and fire codes. The ICC codes adopted by Virginia are published 
in the Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code and govern the construction, rehabilitation and 
maintenance of structures throughout Virginia.  The Uniform Statewide Building Code is divided into 
several parts, one of which (Part III) is enforced by the Code Enforcement division. (Part I is mandated by 
State Code Section 36-97 to 36-119.1, and these services are provided by the City’s Permits Inspections 
Division in the Planning Department and discussed later in this report).  
 
Part III, the Property Maintenance Code (PMC), is optional for local adoption.  In 1986 City Council 
adopted Part III (16-3.1 of the City Code). For any locality that does adopt the Property Maintenance 
Code, the State requires appropriate certification of anyone enforcing the Uniform Statewide Building 
Code.  Other enforcement areas previously cited above were adopted, through local option, by the City 
Council. 
 
Property maintenance violations are handled on a case-by-case basis. If a property maintenance 
violation is discovered, the property maintenance inspector will place a notice of violation on the door 
of the residence/establishment. The notice indicates the resident has seven days to correct the violation 
and a formal notice is mailed the next day (seven day notice commences upon mailing of notice). The 
City Attorney’s Office has recommended the duplicate efforts of placing a notice on the door and 
mailing the notification. The reasons for this are a copy of a mailed notice of violation stamped with the 
date of mailing is considered sufficient proof of proper notification in a court of law, and notices placed 
on doors could be removed inadvertently by nature or human error. If the address has not been 
previously cited for overgrown grass/weeds and the nature of the violation is minor, the inspector will 
place a notice on the door, but not place the notice in the mail. The inspector will re-inspect the 
property after seven days. If the property remains in violation, then the inspector will mail the official 
notice of violation. The criminal court action process begins only after a notice has been mailed and the 
violation remains after seven days.  
 
Building maintenance violations are not posted on the property. Official notices are mailed the next day 
following the initial inspection. Life safety concerns and violations regarding hazardous conditions are 
given two days for compliance, and non-life/ safety code violations are given 30 days (residents can seek 
an extension to 90 days for minor repairs). Staff will initiate criminal proceedings via the magistrate for 
uncorrected violations. 
 
The graph on the next page illustrates the distribution of violations by type. Building maintenance and 
property maintenance comprise over 83% of the total, nearly evenly split between the two. 
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The majority of violations are generated through patrols; however, the Department of Housing and 
Neighborhood Preservation did receive 7,301 complaints in FY 2009-10 regarding property/building 
maintenance issues. The majority of these calls are received by 311 phone operators, who record the 
complaint in the current, non-wireless, Accela data base. However, when the City transitions to the new 
Accela Wireless system, there is no funding for the $18,432 in licensing costs for 311. Therefore, 
Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation will be receiving and recording all complaint 
calls internally (at an additional 38 calls per day).  
 
As previously noted, code enforcement efforts are conducted Citywide through 21 zones, each 
containing approximately 8,000 housing units. The table on the following page shows that number of 
citations issued in eight zones are significantly below or above the average of 1,850, with a range of 874 
to 2,751 (below 75% zones: 9, 11, 13, 19 and above 125% zones: 3, 4, 15, 17). Productivity could vary 
among inspectors, but differences in demographic and neighborhoods characteristics may explain more 
of the variation. Also, note that the one inspection zone is maintained by the Code Enforcement, 
certified Arborist, who is responsible for investigating hazardous tree complaints on private property 
throughout the entire City. This additional responsibility serves as an explanation for reduced 
productivity in one zone.  Based on experience and knowledge of the zones/neighborhoods, 
Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation staff conservatively estimates that 
approximately 19% of the City’s neighborhoods experience more frequent property maintenance issues 
(also the Certificate of Compliance rental inspections are conducted in 106 of the City’s 287 Census 
block groups, or 36.9%). There is not a strong statistical correlation between the number of citations 
issued and the percent issued through patrols (.52). It is also possible that if the citation was not issued 
by a patrol, some would have eventually been discovered through a response to a complaint. The data 
in the table on the following page, and in the zone maps, indicate the violations are not isolated to 
certain areas. However, if a decision was made to perform targeted patrols, coupled with responses to 
City-wide complaints, the zones could be redrawn, perhaps not contiguously, to concentrate property 
maintenance code efforts in high incident areas. 

Bldg Maint, 42.6%

Inoperable 
Vehicles, 8.9%

Prop Maint, 40.9%

Unsafe Equip, 0.9%

Waste Mgmt, 6.8%

Violations by Type:
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Property Maintenance Citations by Zones & Percentage of Citations Issued through Patrols 
(residual percentage reflects those issued after investigating complaints) 

Zone # of Citations Issued % of Citations Issued through Patrols % of Average 
1 1,970 94.2% 106.5% 
2 2,300 79.3% 124.3% 
3 2,751 72.2% 148.7% 
4 2,441 90.4% 131.9% 
5 1,731 78.7% 93.6% 
6 2,160 78.1% 116.7% 
7 1,556 63.8% 84.1% 
8 2,151 55.3% 116.3% 
9 1,386 34.9% 74.9% 
10 1,451 74.3% 78.4% 
11 901 67.7% 48.7% 
12 2,010 90.6% 208.6% 
13 1,055 46.6% 57.0% 
14 1,944 82.0% 105.1% 
15 2,620 83.2% 141.6% 
16 1,448 78.0% 78.3% 
17 2,452 88.2% 132.5% 
18 1,827 94.9% 98.7% 
19 874 57.7% 47.2% 
20 1,781 88.4% 96.3% 
21 2,046 73.5% 110.6% 

Average 1,850 77.5%  
Range: 874 to 2,751 Standard Deviation: 535 
Source: DHNP  

 
Performance Measures:  
A successful code enforcement program may maintain the aesthetics of neighborhoods, promote their 
health and safety and maintain property values. Unfortunately, it is difficult to isolate the effects of code 
enforcement efforts on achieving these goals and control for intervening variables that may also serve 
as explanations for changes in aesthetics, crime rates, and property values. Typical methods of 
evaluating a program, such as Pre and Post Test, Time Series Designs, Comparison to a Control Group, 
and Regression Analysis are unavailable for this evaluation. 
 
In lieu of these traditional methods, Management Services determined the effectiveness and efficiency 
of code enforcement efforts by comparing various performance measures over time and against peer 
localities. 
 
The Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation began surveying, through a windshield 
survey, the quality of the housing stock in 1990. Non-standard housing is defined as:  
 
• Deficient: structures that have minor defects that can easily be corrected through regular 

maintenance. Examples include: peeling paint, hanging gutters and missing roof shingles. 
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• Deteriorated: structures that exhibit defects of greater severity that do not represent normal repair. 
Examples include: broken steps, decayed window sills/door frames, cracked chimneys, two or more 
broken windows, damaged siding, and roof repair. 
 

• Dilapidated: structures that fail to meet generally accepted minimal standards for human habitation, 
endangering the health and safety of occupants. Examples include: weakened foundation that 
cannot support the structure, and walls that are leaning. 

  
As can be seen from the table below, the proportion of non-standard housing citywide has remained 
relatively constant. 
 

Citywide Non Standard Housing* (excludes Condos, Apartments, & Mobile Homes) 
1990 1995 1997 2006 

20.55% 17.8% 16.94% 20.0% 
*1990, 1995, & 1997 were based on a complete census of housing units; 2006 was based on a 2.5% sample of housing units.  

 
The data in the table below shows that property maintenance violations have slightly increased as a 
percentage of housing units. 
 

Percentage of Discrete Addresses Cited with Property Maintenance Code Violations as a 
Percentage of Total Non Condo Housing  Units and Businesses 

2007 2008 2009 2010 
8.5% 10.2% 11.3% 11.2% 

Note: this ratio may understate the problem of property maintenance on residential housing.  Fewer violations are issued 
on commercial properties, apartments, and condos, but these are included in the denominator (because residential only 
address violations are unavailable).   
Sources: DHNP; Real Estate Assessor’s Office Annual Report; Virginia Employment Commission.  

 
These two measurements represent direct measures of the quality of the housing stock. Results are 
fairly consistent between the surveys and over time in each survey: consistently 1/5 to 1/9 of the 
housing stock is in some form of disrepair, despite code enforcement efforts. It is difficult to know what 
this percentage would be without enforcing the Property Maintenance Code. The aging of the housing 
stock and turnover in population2

 

 may most likely represent factors as to why this percentage has 
remained steady despite continual code enforcement efforts.  Staff was unable to obtain a national 
estimate for comparison purposes, and this statistic also is not readily available from peer localities. 

In the absence of more formal evaluation techniques mentioned previously, one method to gauge the 
effectiveness of a program is to conduct surveys of organizations and customers that may observe this 
service, receive a benefit, or have the expertise to qualitatively comment on the effect of this service.  
The Real Estate Assessor and the Police Department represent two departments that meet these 
criteria3

 

. A summary and/or excerpts of their responses are provided on the next page (full responses 
are contained in Appendix B).   

The Real Estate Assessor believes code enforcement efforts have a positive impact on property values in 
                     
2 Although the growth in the City’s population has been slow, the City does experience a high turnover in population.  Perhaps 
some rental properties, with different occupants, are continually being cited for violations. 
3 The Tidewater Builder’s Association, Civic Leagues, and the Board of Realtors represent organizations that possibly could help 
determine the effectiveness of Code Enforcement in the City. At this time, however, staff has not expanded the scope of this 
evaluation to outside organizations. 
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certain targeted neighborhoods, but he cannot quantify the impact.      
 
The Police Department believes code enforcement efforts have a positive impact on their operations.  
They subscribe to the “Broken Windows” theory of social disorder issues. Although they believe 
systematic efforts have value in every neighborhood, there is a greater impact in stressed 
neighborhoods, predominantly certain townhome neighborhoods. However, some officers have 
expressed concerns that they do not often see the efforts of the code inspector in our defined “target” 
neighborhoods. Officers also stated that using the standard “Defect Notice” sometimes requires 
multiple notices before any tangible action is observed as having been taken. The police stated that they 
are aware that in some cases this perceived delay in action might be the result of the rules that code 
inspectors operate under in regards to notice and action for property condition violations. Finally, the 
Police state that it might be advantageous that the Department of Housing and Neighborhood 
Preservation periodically attend muster training sessions or distribute reminders to officers regarding 
the value of direct contact with the inspector for any ongoing concerns. 
 
The data in the table on the below illustrate various workload and effectiveness performance measures 
and descriptive data on caseloads for Code Enforcement:   
 

Code Enforcement Performance Measures 
 FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
Number of Inspections (excluding Section 8) 43,021 52,191 58,148 58,399 
% Change --- 23.0% 9.9% 0.3% 
Inspections Per Work Day Per Inspector (based on 228 
work days, and the number of inspectors remained 
unchanged)  

9.0 11.1 12.1 12.2 

Number of Section 8 Inspections 2,757 3,045 3,305 3,140 
% Change --- 10.4% 8.5% -0.5% 
Section 8 Inspections Per Work Day Per Inspector 
(based on 228 work days) 

6.0 6.7 7.2 6.9 

Number of Citations Issued 28,612 33,379 38,511 42,018 
% Change --- 16.3% 15.7% 9.1% 
Number of Complaints Investigated 8,350 8,398 7,251 7,301 
% Change --- 0.6% -13.7% 0.7% 
% of Complaints Resulting in Issuance of a Citation 63.4% 56.0% 58.4% 58.6% 
% of Cases that are Public Safety Related 0.7% 3.9% 4.7% 4.8% 
# of Inoperable Vehicles Cited 4,468 4,446 3,793 3,727 
Service Quality/Effectiveness Measures 
% of Citations Issued through Patrols (residual is from 
complaints) 

81.5% 85.9% 89.0% 89.8% 

Average Elapsed Time (days) for Compliance: Building 
Maintenance 

129 96 93 64 

Average Elapsed Time (days) for Compliance: Property 
Maintenance 

25 22 23 20 

Average Response Time to Complaints 2 Days 
Overall Compliance Rate (regardless of the length of 
time to achieve compliance) 

Approximately 95%-97% 

Recidivism Rate Approximately 26% 
% of Citations that are Resolved through the Court Approximately 2.3% 
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Code Enforcement Performance Measures 
 FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
% of Certificate of Compliance Rental Inspections 
Completed within 4 Year Schedule 

Approximately 75% 

% of Certificate-of-Compliance Rental Inspections that 
Fail 

Approximately 30% 

Potential Revenue from Inoperable Vehicles 
(assumption: these vehicles are likely assessed at under 
$1,000, which means the State’s Personal Property Tax 
Relief fully funds these taxes; however, the City could 
realize $25 in Auto License revenue from each 
registered vehicle). 

$111.7k $111.2k $94.8k $93.8k 

 
The number of inspections and inspections per inspector have risen over the last few years, but leveled 
off in FY 2009-10. The number of citations issued has steadily increased over the time horizon available.  
The majority of citations are issued through patrols rather the investigation of complaints. Dr. David 
Ammons, author of Municipal Benchmarks: Assessing Local Performance and Establishing Community 
Standards, 2nd Edition

 

, indicated that few cities make a point of proactive patrols (rather than reactive to 
complaints). Tempe, Arizona represents one example and their goal is to maintain a ratio of proactive to 
reactive code enforcement actions at 50:50 or greater in favor of proactive actions. This suggests the 
City offers a very comprehensive code enforcement program compared to the level offered nationally.  
Nearly 60% of the complaints investigated result in the issuance of a citation. Only a small percentage of 
citations issued involve a public safety issue.   

Code Enforcement performs well on various measures of forms of effectiveness.  Department of 
Housing and Neighborhood Preservation staff indicated that it is rare that inspectors do not meet the 
two-day response time to complaints as specified in the Code of Virginia. Department of Housing and 
Neighborhood Preservation tracks the average number of days to bring a violation into compliance and 
achieves an overall compliance rate of 95-97% (regardless of the length of time to achieve compliance). 
The length of time for compliance for property maintenance violations (20 days) is approximately more 
than triple the official specified time for compliance (7 days)4, and more than double for building 
maintenance (30 days). The most common national benchmark reported are compliance rates within 30 
to 120 days, and these range from 70%-90%5

  

.. The accompanying table illustrates the various 
compliance rates for peer localities: 

Comparison of Property Maintenance Compliance Rates 
Virginia Beach 20 Days for Property; 64 Days for Building Maintenance 
Chesapeake 60 Days for Property; 79 Days for Building Maintenance 
Suffolk 75% within 45 Days 
Chesterfield 21 Days for Property Maintenance 
Henrico Does not Track 
Prince William 94% within 75 Days 

 
Another measure of performance is the percentage of time inspectors’ decisions are overruled or 

                     
4 For some violations, DHNP staff do not initially mail violations, which commences the 7 day compliance requirement.  
5 Ammons, David N., Municipal Benchmarks: Assessing Local Performance and Establishing Community Standards, 2nd Edition, 
Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2001, p. 83. 
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reversed by a supervisor or the Court, which could reflect poor judgment/overzealousness and/or lack 
of knowledge of the inspector. Unfortunately, statistics are not maintained for either of these 
(Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation staff indicate occurrences are so rare that 
there has not been a need to track).  Staff is only aware of one case in the last seven years in which the 
General District Court ruled against the City in a property maintenance case. Staff indicated that there 
have been two appeals to the Board of Building Code Appeals in the last fifteen years and, in both 
instances, Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation’s decision was upheld.   
 
Council established a Certificate of Compliance rental inspection program for certain neighborhoods in 
1989. Inspection failure rates may represent a measure of success or need for such a program. If the 
failure rate is high, the program may be achieving the desired intent to ensure these renters are 
occupying adequate housing, which could prevent more serious future problems. If the rate is low, one 
could question the need for such a program.6

 

 Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation 
reports an inspection failure rate of approximately 30.4% (there is not one common reason for failure).  
However, Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation is inspecting approximately 75% of 
the scheduled properties every four years. The department is working to streamline the inspection 
process to reduce this backlog. Lastly, the percent of violations taken to court could reflect the success 
of the educational component of the program, but it also could reflect characteristics of the residents. 
The Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation reports that approximately 2.3% of the 
citations are resolved by the courts. Staff estimates the recidivism rate at 26%, however; staff was 
unable to find a national benchmark for recidivism rates. 

Staffing and Training Requirements: 
The Code Enforcement division in Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation consists of 32 
positions, one of which is a contractual FTE:  
 

Staff in Code Enforcement 
 # FTEs % of Total 

Inspectors* 22 68.8% 
Section 8 Inspectors 1 3.1% 
Support Staff  4 12.5% 
Supervisors  4 12.5% 
Middle Management 1 3.1% 

Total 32 100.0% 
*1 FTE is contractual 
Note: An Inspector position has not been added in over 10 years. 

 
There are 21 inspections zones (Appendix C contains the zone maps). The inspectors work from 8:00 
a.m. to 4:30 p.m., with a ½ for lunch, six hours in the field, and two hours in the office. All inspectors 
report to the office at 8:00 a.m. and, because they share computers, they operate on two staggered 
shifts. The first patrol shift runs from approximately 8:15 a.m. to 2:45 p.m.; the second shift runs from 
10:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. The office tasks include: returning phone calls/responding to emails; researching 
Real Estate Assessment and Collection System (RACS) and the utility billing system to determine 
whether the resident cited is the owner or a renter; compiling casework files; and discussing case work 
with their supervisor. 

                     
6 A low rate may be due to the educational component of the program, meaning the landlords are aware of the program 
through past notices of violation or general awareness of the rental inspection requirements. 
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Supervisor workloads consist of field and office duties. Although supervisors do not have assigned 
inspection areas to serve, they do perform several hours of daily field work.  They perform quality 
control inspections on Section 8 rental properties, support inspectors on complex cases, perform 
inspections when staff is on leave or when additional area coverage is needed, and meet with residents 
in the field to address concerns regarding inspectors/processes. Supervisors also inspect each property 
referred for contractual abatement and coordinate with contractors; they inspect each property 
referred by the City Manager’s Office as a complaint or referrals from the Fire and Police Departments. 
The supervisory/office duties consist of traditional management tasks, such as training/certification, 
conducting performance reviews, monitoring work processes, drafting nuisance abatement referrals to 
the City contractor and the Sherriff’s Office (graffiti abatement), processing invoices and billing property 
owners for nuisance abatement work. They also act as precinct liaisons with the citizen advisory 
committees, community organizations, and other City agencies.  
 
The Housing Code Administrator is the City’s building maintenance code official. This is a State 
mandated position for localities that enforce the property maintenance code (Part III of the USBC). In 
addition to traditional management responsibilities (hiring, evaluating, and managing staff and planning 
and overseeing resource allocation), the administrator provides interpretations of codes and 
ordinances; develop plans of actions for addressing code violations; develop and amend policies, 
procedures, and ordinances; schedule Building Code Appeal hearings; consult with various internal and 
external agencies to coordinate inspection projects.  This position also: responds to emergency calls 
after hours from the Fire or Police Departments; responds to complaints and inquiries from the City 
Manager’s Office, citizens, City Council, and other city agencies; conducts presentations for various 
community organizations; and responds to citizen requests for appeals and code modifications.  
 
Office support staff handles all clerical, data entry and judgment processing work for their respective 
inspection team. Support staff receives complaints via phone calls and emails, schedules complaints on 
the area inspector’s daily route sheets, schedules interior inspection appointments with rental tenants, 
mails registration letters, schedules Certificate of Compliance rental inspections, enters case information 
into the inspection database and prints, and mails notices of violation. They also place liens with the 
Circuit Court for nuisance abatement work, release judgments, process payments and make routine 
deposits at the Treasurer’s Office.  
 
All 23 Inspectors have passed the Virginia Property Maintenance Exam, which is given by the Virginia 
Department of Housing and Community Development.   Many have obtained additional International 
Code Council (ICC) and State certifications in various construction fields.   Inspector II positions (18) must 
attend training by the Virginia Department of Housing and Community (VDHCD) in the following areas: 
buildings; electrical; plumbing; and mechanical. Inspector III positions (3) must become certified as a 
residential combination inspector by passing the following residential inspector examinations: building; 
electrical; plumbing; and mechanical. To maintain the property maintenance certification, an inspector 
must complete 16 hours of training every two years, and meet the more stringent ICC continuing 
education requirements based on the total number of certifications held. For some rental inspections 
and building maintenance violations, Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation code 
inspectors consult with building code inspectors in the Permits and Inspections division in the Planning 
Department. The table on the following page summarizes the certifications held by Property 
Maintenance Code Inspectors:  
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# of Inspectors and Supervisors with these Certifications as of June, 2010 
 Inspector II Inspector III Supervisor Building Official Total 
Number with primary 
certificate 

18 5 4 1 28 

Number of State and International Code Council Certificates Held by Code Enforcement 
Property Maintenance 18 5 4 1 28 
Plumb. Res. 6 5 4 1 16 
Mech. Res. 6 5 4 1 16 
Bldg. Res. 2 5 4 1 12 
Electrical Res.  5 4 1 10 
Comb. Res.  5 4 1 10 
Bldg. Official  1  1 2 
Professional Code Admin.  1   1 
Plumb. Gen.  1   1 
Mech. Gen.  1   1 
Bldg. Gen.  1   1 
Electrical Gen.  1   1 
Elevator  1   1 
Amusement  1   1 
Arborist 1    1 
Journeymen Electrician 1    1 
Master Electrician  1   1 
A.D.A Insp. & Plan.  1    

Total Certificates 34 40 24 7 105 
 
Cost and Funding: 
The total cost of enforcing property maintenance is $2,472,360. Federal Community Development Block 
Grant (CBDG) monies can fund code enforcement in certain areas, if 51% of the households have 
median household incomes that are 80% or below the median for the entire locality. The City allocates 
approximately 25% of its CBDG funding to code enforcement that otherwise could fund loans and grants 
for home repair and rehabilitation. The Federal government and fee revenue fully funds Certificate of 
Compliance inspections and supplement property code enforcement in eligible neighborhoods 
($666,159) and Section 8 ($126,876) inspections. The General Fund expenditures for FY 2010-11 are 
budgeted at $1,679,325 for a net cost of $3.71 per capita. The table outlines these expenditures and 
revenues: 
 

Code Enforcement Budget for FY 2010-11 
 Total Budget City Federal Fees Net City Cost 
City Property 
Maintenance  $1,679,325 $1,679,325 0 $65,800 $1,613,525 
Federally Funded 
Certificate of Compliance 
& Code Enforcement $666,159 0 $606,159 $60,000 0 
Section 8 Federal 
Inspections $126,876 0 $126,876 0 0 

Total $2,472,360 $1,679,325 $733,035 $125,800 $1,613,525 
Note: FY 09-10 net City is $1,606,043. 
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Comparison with Other Localities: 
All major cities enforce the Virginia Property Maintenance Code. Virginia Beach does enforce more 
comprehensive areas than many. The table shows selected comparisons for issues that affect the 
productivity and delivery of service: 
 

Selected Comparisons of Property Maintenance 
 
 
 
 

Locality 

Require 
Combination 
Inspectors * 

 
 

Issue 
Citation or 
Education 

Average 
Daily 

Inspector 
Hours in 

Field 

Locality-Wide 
Patrols or Respond 

to Complaints & 
Some Targeted 

Patrols 

 
 

Wireless 
Field 

Capability 

 
 

Take Home 
Vehicle/Satellite 

Parking 
Virginia 
Beach 

No Citation 6.0 Locality-wide 
Patrols 

Near 
Future 

No 

Chesapeake Yes Citation 6.5 Locality-wide 
Patrols 

Yes No 

Norfolk No Citation 5.5 Locality-wide 
Patrols 

No No 

Portsmouth No Citation 5.5 Locality-wide 
Patrols 

Yes Yes 

Suffolk No Citation 5.0 Respond to 
Complaints/Some 
Targeted Patrols 

No No 

Hampton No Citation 5.5+ Locality-wide 
Patrols 

Yes No 

Newport 
News 

No Citation 4.5+ Locality-wide 
Patrols 

Testing No 

Chesterfield No Citation NA Respond to 
Complaints/Some 
Targeted Patrols 

No No 

Henrico No Education 5.5+ Respond to 
Complaints/Some 
Targeted Patrols 

Yes No 

Prince 
William 

Yes Citation NA Respond to 
Complaints/Some 
Targeted Patrols 

Yes No 

*This means that the locality requires that inspectors have some combination of: passed the Virginia Property Maintenance 
Exam (no designation assigned to passing the exam); hold either a Certified Zoning Official or Administrator designation; in the 
building field, hold a Masters Card license and have passed an ICC test in a construction trade field (such as electrical, 
plumbing). 

 
The following serves as explanation of the table categories: 
• Other than Chesapeake and Prince William County, there is not a requirement to hold some 

combination of: passed the Virginia Property Maintenance Exam; hold either a Certified Zoning 
Official or Administrator designation in the building field; or hold a Masters Card license and have 
passed an ICC test in a construction trade field (such as electrical, plumbing). Both of these 
communities require inspectors to obtain multiple designations to improve productivity and 
flexibility in scheduling.  Achieving this could come at a cost, though. They compensate these 
positions at a higher level. Requiring currently employed Virginia Beach inspectors to achieve 
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additional designations may result in additional training expenses, a reduction in field hours (while 
staff is studying to pass an exam), or additional compensation. 

 
• For certain violations such as grass exceeding Code requirements, localities could chose to issue a 

notice of violation immediately, or educate the resident of the violation and encourage remediation 
first without formally citing the violation. Property maintenance inspectors do use discretion and 
can chose to issue a warning notice for certain types of code violations prior to issuing a formal 
notice of violation; however, if notices of violation are not issued immediately, correction may not 
occur in a timely fashion. From some residents’ perspective, an educational rather than 
enforcement approach may be appealing to citizens with strong pro-property rights beliefs. Henrico 
County is the only locality surveyed for this evaluation that implements this approach, which reflects 
the desire of the County Board of Supervisors. 
 

• Average hours in the field represent a measure of productivity/efficient process and available 
technology. The more hours in the field, assuming that other administrative tasks are performed 
sufficiently, the better. Virginia Beach’s inspectors achieve the second highest daily hours in the 
field, even without wireless capability. 

 
• The decision whether to offer locality-wide or targeted patrols can be based on available resources, 

community/political preferences, and/or the quality of the neighborhoods. With the exception of 
Suffolk, all the regional localities perform city-wide patrols. Henrico, Chesterfield and Prince William 
perform targeted patrols. All localities surveyed respond to complaints. In terms of the demand for 
these services (localities responding to the need), Department of Housing and Neighborhood 
Preservation and Police staff indicate the single most important locality-wide factor associated with 
high incidents of property maintenance violation is the concentration of modestly priced 
townhomes (age of home and income level of residents represent other factors in determining 
property maintenance violations). The more of these types of developments a locality has, the more 
likely the locality will experience problems with property maintenance compliance.  Compared to 
the large regional cities and the peer localities selected for this evaluation, Virginia Beach has the 
second highest concentration of townhome developments (Prince William is first) among the 
localities included in this evaluation.  

 
• The availability of wireless technology can significantly extend the field hours. Department of 

Housing and Neighborhood Preservation staff expect to increase average daily field hours from six 
to nearly eight hours and the impacts of this issue are discussed more below. Satellite parking at a 
public facility near the inspectors’ zone further extends time in the field. Virginia Beach will soon join 
four localities that have wireless capability. The City previously adopted, but since rescinded, a 
satellite parking policy (24-hour staffed City facilities are not available in all inspection zones). When 
the department implements the wireless technology, the availability of satellite parking would 
maximize field hours.  

 
Findings:  
There are several key findings associated with property maintenance code enforcement where 
improved coordination with other agencies would improve productivity and/or services to residents. 

 
• The implementation of Accela Wireless, which should occur in early 2011, will represent a 

significant productivity improvement; however, patrolling, investigating, stopping the vehicle to 
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contact the citizen, writing the citation (if warranted), and remediating conditions that cannot 
be attributed to a particular homeowner all consume time.  
 

• Property maintenance inspectors are the first responders for illegal dumping complaints on sites 
that cannot be traced to a specific homeowner or business owner. In these situations, property 
maintenance inspectors coordinate with Public Works staff to ensure that items are removed on 
collection day; however, since the inspectors patrol their assigned areas throughout the week, 
they will occasionally expedite the removal of items that are out of regulation or items that 
present a hazard to residents.   
 

• Based on the fact that nearly 90% of the citations are issued through patrols, the City provides a 
very proactive level of property maintenance code enforcement. 
 

• Currently, zoning inspectors are responsible for enforcing/writing citations for illegally parked 
boats/trailers in residential areas. The property maintenance inspectors often discover these 
violations during their patrols, since there are more Property Maintenance Code Inspectors than 
Zoning Inspectors. 
 

• The Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation has indicated that the 
implementation of Accela wireless will increase daily inspector field hours from 6.0 to nearly 8.0 
(7.75), resulting in a 29.1% increase in total inspection hours as shown in the table on the 
following page.  This productivity enhancement presents two options: 
o Enhance patrols and enforcement. 
o Maintain current patrols and enforcement with a reduction in staff. The table on the 

following page shows that the pre-Accela level of inspection hours can be achieved with 
approximately five fewer inspectors. However, achieving the same level of hours may not 
mean achieving the same level of inspections because travel times would increase if a 
reduced number of inspectors still patrolled the entire City. Further, because Federal funds 
are only eligible for code enforcement activities in approximately 45% of the City, achieving 
full City coverage could require retaining more City funded positions than this analysis 
suggests. Therefore, the effective reduction in inspectors could be less. However, this 
productivity enhancement will also reduce the workload on the four support staff and the 
four supervisors, possibly resulting in the reduction of additional positions: two support staff 
and potentially considering the reduction of one supervisor (less number of inspectors to 
supervisors but quality control issues and other duties of supervisors are not lessened).  
However, COMIT staff indicated the implementation of Accela may require an upgrade of an 
existing support staff position to oversee the technology. 
 

Analysis of Inspector Hours in Field with and without Accela Wireless (excludes Section 8 Inspectors) 
 # of 

Inspectors 
Average Daily 
Hours in Field 

Annual # of 
Inspector Days 

 
Total Inspection Hours 

Without Accela 21.00 6.00 228 28,728 
With Accela 21.00 7.75 228 38,107 
Number of Inspectors with Accela Required to Achieve Total Inspection Hours without Accela  
With Accela 16.26 7.75 228 28,728 
Note: “Annual # of Inspector Days” represents an estimate of working days available for patrol, which accounts for 
holidays, various forms of leave, and training. 
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Zoning Code Enforcement 
 
Program Discussion: 
The Zoning division enforces the Zoning Ordinance, of the City Code (Articles 1 through 21). The Zoning 
Ordinance was enacted to promote and protect the health, safety and general welfare of the people of 
the City. It does so by encouraging the most desirable use of the land for residential, recreational, 
agricultural, forestry, commercial, industrial, conservation, public service, floodplain, drainage and other 
purposes. It also tries to achieve the most desirable density of population in several parts of the City, by 
encouraging the most appropriate use and occupancy of buildings, by protecting and improving the 
quality of the waters within and adjacent to the City, and by promoting good civic design and 
arrangement. The provisions of this ordinance provide reasonable standards with respect to the 
location, height, bulk, size of buildings and other structures, yard areas, courts, off-street parking 
facilities and other open spaces, density of population, and the use of buildings, structures, and land for 
all purposes.   
 
The Code of Virginia does not mandate that localities adopt a Zoning ordinance; however, all major 
localities in Virginia and in the country for that matter (except Houston, Texas) have zoning ordinances. 
 
The most common examples of inspection work related to the Zoning Ordinance include (through both 
patrols and responding to complaints): ensuring conformity to various conditions placed on a property 
by City Council in granting a Conditional Use Permit (and special conditions placed on a certain 
development by the Board of Zoning Appeals); enforcement of signs/billboards, including temporary 
signs in the right-of-way; inspection of setbacks requirements for sheds and fences; houses/accessory 
structures; enforcement of illegally parked commercial and recreational vehicles in residential district; 
enforcement of illegally operated businesses from a residence; enforcement of lighting violations in 
shopping centers; enforcement of number of dogs and/or farm animals at residences/residential 
districts; enforcement of commercial equipment stored in residential areas; enforcement of 
peddlers/solicitors; inspection of borrow pits for continued compliance with City Council required 
conditions; inspection of structures for height limitations; field checks of parking requirements for 
certain businesses; field checks of businesses applying for ABC licenses; and field checks for businesses 
applying for Alcohol Tobacco Firearms (ATF) approval. 
 
This unit also reviews all site plans (residential and commercial) for zoning compliance; reviews 
proposals for use of properties in APZ-1; provides staff support for Board of Zoning Appeals; reviews 
Chesapeake Bay Preservation Area single family site plans for zoning compliance; attends weekly 
preliminary project review meetings; provides administrative approval for projects in the forested buffer 
for Indian River Plantation subdivision; reviews existing and proposed eating and drinking 
establishments for compliance with the bars and nightclub ordinance; reviews proposed wind energy 
conversion systems; maintains minutes from all zoning meetings, ordinance changes, and zoning rulings; 
and answers public inquiries on zoning matters.  
 
Inspectors perform patrols through the zones and in targeted areas, but due to limited staff (7.7 
inspectors) and growth in Conditional Use Permits that require inspections, they mostly respond to 
complaints. Appendix D contains the inspection zone maps. Zoning inspectors average six hours a day in 
the field and operate in two staggered shifts. This allows the inspectors to discover some violations that 
occur outside of normal business hours (such as a commercial vehicle illegally parked in a residential 
neighborhood overnight, but not during the work day). It is not unusual for inspectors to work well after 
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normal hours, to include weekends by flexing their work hours, to discover certain violations.  The first 
shift runs from 7:00 a.m. to either 3:30 or 4:00 p.m. The second shift runs from 8:00 a.m. to either 4:30 
or 5:00 p.m. (some inspectors take a ½ lunch while others take an hour). The code inspectors, who serve 
in the office work the traditional 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. schedule to perform the tasks previously 
described and answer inquires from the public. The support staff position types and mails 
correspondence and issues storage container permits. Complaints generally are made to the Planning 
Department or specifically to the Zoning division. Implementing the Accela wireless system will increase 
field time for inspectors to help address the backlog in Conditional Use Permit inspections. 
 
Regarding field observations, Zoning staff provided Management Services staff with an educational tour 
of the most common type of inspections and enforcement issues. The Zoning staff was knowledgeable 
and diligent in comprehensively highlighting the types of inspections and various enforcement issues.  
 
Upon discovering a violation, an inspector will issue a notice of violation that typically indicates the 
violation should be brought into compliance within 3 to 30 days. Inspectors will grant extensions on a 
case-by-case basis, depending on the type of violation and the time it may take to remediate. If the 
violations are not corrected within the specified time frame, the inspector will issue a civil penalty (have 
authority and these penalties are analogous to a police officer issuing a ticket).   
 
Performance Measures: 
A successful zoning code enforcement program promotes and protects the health, safety and general 
welfare of the people of the City. Unfortunately, as with property maintenance code enforcement, it is 
difficult to directly measure the effects of zoning efforts on achieving these goals and control for 
intervening variables that may also serve as explanations for changes in them. To evaluate the zoning 
area, Management Services interviewed Zoning staff, observed selected field operations, and analyzed 
performance measures. The below table displays various performance measures for Zoning:  
 

Zoning Enforcement Performance Measures 
 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
Number of Inspections* 30,196 35,446 40,513 

Percent Change  17.4% 14.3% 
Annual Number of Inspections per Inspector  3,922 4,603 5,261 
Inspections per Work Day per Inspector (based on 228 work days) 17.2 20.2 23.1 
Various Plans, Licenses Reviewed per Inspector 3,451 2,480 2,432 

Percent Change  -28.1% -1.9% 
Percent of Initial Conditional Use Permits/Conditional Re-Zonings 
Inspected 

100% 

Percent of Yearly Re-Inspections of Conditional Use 
Permits/Conditional Re-Zonings  

Approximately 5% 

Percent of Complaints Resulting in Issuance of a Citation Approximately 80% 
Service Quality/Effectiveness Measures 
Percent of Citations Issued through Patrols (residual percentage issued 
through investigating complaints) 

Approximately 10% 

Recidivism Rate Approximately 10% 
Percent of Violations Corrected within 10 Days Approximately 90% 

(99% within 30 days) 
Average Response Time to Complaints (Days) 2 Days 
% of Appeals Overruled by a Supervisor Approximately 1% 
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Zoning Enforcement Performance Measures 
 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
% of Zoning Staff Decisions Overruled by the Board of Zoning Appeals Less than 1% 
% of Zoning Staff Decisions Overturned by the Court Less than 1% 

* These include sign removals.  
 
The output measures of field inspections and the accompanying average inspections per inspector have 
notably increased, which can be attributed to the growth in Conditional Use Permits/Conditional Re-
zonings. The fact that only 10% of inspections are performed through patrols and only 5% of annual re-
inspections of Conditional Use Permits/Conditional Zoning Rezoning are performed, suggest an 
insufficient staffing level to meet the demand for zoning enforcement (note that 100% of all required 
initial inspections are performed).  A high percentage of complaints are validated through the issuance 
of a citation and the recidivism rate for zoning violations is relatively low, which could reflect the 
educational efforts of zoning inspectors. Zoning Enforcement performs well on various measures of 
forms of effectiveness. Response times to complaints are within two days; a small percentage of 
inspector’s decisions are overruled/overturned by a supervisor, the Board of Zoning Appeals, or the 
Court. And the compliance rates are high at 90% within 10 days. As previously noted, the most common 
national benchmarks report compliance rates within 30 to 120 days, and range from 70%-90%7

 

. The 
number of various types of plans/licenses reviewed per office inspector has declined, which parallels the 
drop in building activity. Citizen inquiries, however, have not decreased. If building activity does not 
recover, some code inspectors assigned to the office could be reassigned to assist with the backlog of 
field activities (availability of a vehicle could be an issue). 

All major local cities enforce their respective zoning ordinances. In many localities, the zoning inspectors 
do not inspect to ensure conditional use permits conditions are met. Zoning staff indicated that in some 
areas, our Zoning Ordinance is more comprehensive than ones in other localities and in other areas it is 
less comprehensive. 
 
Staffing and Training Requirements: 
The Zoning division in the Planning Department consists of 14.3 positions (includes assigning a portion of 
the Current Planning and Zoning Administrator and her assistant, a Planning Aide III). The distribution of 
these positions is shown in the table below. Just under 80% of their positions are comprised of 
inspectors, including the working supervisors time. Approximately 15% is in management and the 
remainder represents support staff: 
 

Staff in Zoning 
 # FTEs % of Total 
Inspectors 11.3 79.6% 
Support Staff  0.7 4.9% 
Supervisors  0.7 4.9% 
Middle Management 1.5 11.2% 

Total 14.2 100.0% 
Note: There are 12 Code Inspectors, two of whom serve as working supervisors; their time is allocated between “Inspectors” 
(1.3 FTE) and “Supervisors” (.7 FTE)  

 

                     
7 Ammons, David N., Municipal Benchmarks: Assessing Local Performance and Establishing Community Standards, 2nd Edition, 
Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2001, p. 83. 
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There are 12 Code Inspectors, two of which serve as working supervisors. Of these, 8 Code Inspectors 
are assigned to the field in eight inspections zones (one of which serve as a working supervisor), and 4 
Code Inspectors are assigned to the office (one serves as a working supervisor). Currently, field and 
office inspectors only rotate responsibilities to accommodate various forms of leave schedules. 
 
Of the 12 Inspectors, 11 have obtained the Certified Zoning Official designation and four hold the 
designation of Certified Zoning Administrator (which requires passing an exam concerned with 
management practices as well as the legal and technical aspects of zoning that are associated with the 
Zoning Official designation). To maintain these zoning certifications, an inspector must attend or 
complete three Virginia Association of Zoning Officials approved conferences or training classes every 
three years. Inspectors must have proficient knowledge of the Zoning Ordinance, which is very 
comprehensive/detailed and knowledge or legal and administrative interpretations of this ordinance. 
 
Cost and Funding: 
The total cost of zoning code enforcement for both FY 2009-10 and FY 2010-11 is $1,087,756, or $2.50 
per capita. 
 
Findings:  

• The fact that only 10% of inspections are performed through patrols and only 5% of the 
Conditional Use Permits/Conditional Zoning Rezoning inspections are performed suggest an 
insufficient staffing level to deal with the backlog of field activities. The decline in building 
activities may allow for the reassignment of office staff to reduce the backlog. 
 

• The number of Conditional Use Permits issued by the City has continued to increase. 
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Building Code Inspections 
 
Over a two-day period (August 23, 2010 and August 24, 2010), Management Service staff accompanied 
selected building code enforcement staff including the Building Inspector Supervisor, Electrical Inspector 
Supervisor, Plumbing Inspector Supervisor, a Mechanical Inspector and the Fire Protection Engineer. In 
addition, several meetings were held with other Permits and Inspections staff including the Permits and 
Inspectors Administrator, Inspections Coordinator and Permit Services Coordinator (August 23, 2010 and 
August 25, 2010). The following represent Management Services observations as well as information 
obtained during the inspections, meetings and e-mails. 
 
Program Discussion: 
The Permits and Inspections Division of the Department of Planning administers and enforces the 
Virginia Uniform State Building Code, Part I Virginia Construction Code and Part II Virginia Rehabilitation 
Code and associated laws and ordinances of the Commonwealth of Virginia and the City of Virginia 
Beach to contribute to the health, safety and welfare of the community. Both the Code of Virginia and 
the Uniform Statewide Building Code mandate the existence of a building department and the building 
official to administer and enforce the building code. The Uniform Statewide Building Code is a State 
regulation promulgated by the Virginia Board of Housing and Community Development for the purpose 
of establishing minimum regulations to govern the construction, rehabilitation, and maintenance of 
buildings and structures to protect the health, safety and welfare of the residents at the least possible 
cost consistent with recognized standards of health, safety, energy conservation and water 
conservation. The Uniform Statewide Building Code establishes the process and procedures to be 
followed by the Permits and Inspections Division, and allows modifications to be granted to the Code as 
long as the intent and spirit of the Code are met. Inspectors weigh the risks to the public or others if the 
modification is granted. 
 
The Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code requires the submission of permit 
applications (e.g. building, plumbing, electrical, mechanical, gas, fire, etc.) along with accompanying site 
plans and/or building construction plans that may be required to Permits and Inspections for approval 
prior to the commencement of construction. Once permits are issued, construction must occur in a 
specified period of time and must meet minimum Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia 
Construction Code requirements prior to the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy. Various inspections 
are required depending on the nature of the permits obtained:  
 

• Inspection of footing excavations and reinforcement material for concrete footings prior to the 
placement of concrete. 

• Inspection of foundation systems during phases of construction necessary to assure compliance 
with the code. 

• Inspection of preparatory work prior to the placement of concrete. 
• Inspection of structural members and fasteners prior to concealment. 
• Inspection of electrical, mechanical and plumbing materials, equipment and systems prior to 

concealment. 
• Inspection of energy conservation material prior to concealment. 
• Temporary and final inspections. 

 
Also, zoning inspections are conducted on building footings and framing for setbacks and building 
height, as well as for some conditional use permits (e.g. City Council places conditions on a building 
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permit, etc.). Investigations are conducted in response to complaints about construction projects and 
construction code violation issues involving rental housing and commercial establishments received 
from the public as well as from the Housing and Fire Departments. 
 
Inspection zones are based on census tracts (see Appendix E). Permits and Inspections has a maximum 
of seven inspection zones for civil inspectors and their supervisor, and less for the other inspectors (six 
building, four electrical, two mechanical, four plumbing, and a citywide zone for the mechanical and 
elevator inspector and the building/fire inspector). One building inspector, who has multiple 
certifications, provides inspections coverage where needed and is not assigned to a specific zone. The 
building/fire inspector, mechanical/elevator inspector and Chesapeake Bay Area civil inspector each 
have a citywide zone. Supervisors will redistribute work to an inspector in an adjacent zone or an 
inspector with multiple certifications if someone gets overloaded. Zones are switched periodically to 
refresh and provide a variety of inspections for inspectors. Due to the elimination of two inspectors in 
the FY 2010-11 Operating Budget, building and electrical zones were re-drawn and expanded.  
 
Although the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code requires inspections to be 
conducted within 48-hours (two working days) of request, the City provides a higher level of customer 
service by providing inspections within 24-hours of request. Requests to schedule building, electrical, 
mechanical, plumbing, elevator or special amusement device/ride inspections, cancel inspections, 
obtain inspection results, and obtain residential release information are called into the Permits and 
Inspections interactive voice recognition (IVR)/automated inspections scheduling system 24 hours per 
day and seven days per week up to five days prior to the requested inspection date. Same day 
inspections usually can be provided as long as requests are in by 8:00 a.m. each day. Fire system 
inspections must be called directly into the Permits and Inspections’ building and fire systems inspector. 
Inspections are not individually scheduled for a specific time (with the exception of elevator and fire 
system inspections) given the uncertainties of what will be required at the site and lack of details shown 
on the permits and on the inspections schedule. 
 
The daily work schedule is somewhat structured and standardized in that inspectors spend one hour in 
the morning in the office (8:00 a.m. – 9:00 a.m.) and supervisors spend 1.5 hours in the morning (8:00 
a.m. – 9:30 a.m.) and one hour at the end of the day (4:00 p.m. – 5:00 p.m.) in the office. While in the 
office, inspectors and supervisors answer and return phone calls to answer customers’ questions about 
inspections or provide information about Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction or 
Rehabilitation Code requirements, provide second opinions to other inspectors, review plans, review 
and complete inspections related paperwork, review their inspections schedule, and devise their daily 
inspections route. Also, supervisors will answer phone calls for their staff that occur from 9:00 a.m. to 
9:30 a.m. and from 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. as well as review and complete inspections or administrative 
related paperwork.  
 
Inspectors conduct inspections from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., while supervisors conduct inspections from 
9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Inspectors and supervisors carry a mini-library of code books (e.g., International 
Code Council code books, Uniform Statewide Building Code, Statewide Fire Prevention Code, and City 
Code) and a map atlas book in their vehicles for reference. The working supervisors, who are assigned 
smaller zones to conduct scheduled and emergency inspections, will do spot checks on their inspectors, 
and answer any inspector questions. Supervisors are assigned the more complicated projects, such as 
the Princess Anne Commons Sentara Hospital complex. Also, they review rejected inspections and will 
meet with the inspector and contractor in the field; however, these meetings are rare. Supervisors meet 
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at least once a month with inspectors to go over issues to ensure everyone is being consistent with 
application of the various Codes.  
 
The Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code (section 110.6) requires work on 
permits to start within six months of permit issuance with work required every six months and permit 
close-out at six months if there is no building activity; however, permits issued for plumbing, electrical 
and mechanical work shall not be revoked if the building permit is still in effect. Any permit that requires 
multiple inspections (i.e. new construction, building addition, etc.) is automatically renewed for six 
months after each inspection. Construction has to be completed in three years for new detached single-
family dwellings, additions to detached single-family dwellings and residential accessory structures. 
There is no limit to a permit for non-residential construction as long as the work is started within 6 
months of the date the permit is issued, is not stopped or abandoned for a period greater than 6 
months, or is granted an extension. A standardized process for inspections is used involving two to eight 
stages: (1) footing, (2) foundation/slab, (3) electrical, fire, plumbing, and heating air conditioning and 
ventilation systems (4) framing and insulation, (5) BMP, (6) Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act, 
zoning/conditional use permits (some of which are conducted by Permits and Inspections, but are 
mainly conducted by zoning inspectors) and civil inspections, (7) temporary final inspection, and (8) 
final. The electrical and plumbing inspections are done prior to the framing inspection. If framing and 
insulation are approved, then the contractor can install the dry wall. Once a construction project passes 
its final inspection, Permits and Inspections issues the Certificate of Occupancy for the structure, which 
contains certain information needed by fire and property maintenance code inspectors (e.g. Uniform 
Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code version applicable to the structure, classification of 
occupancy, type of construction, presence of automatic sprinkler system, special conditions and 
modifications granted to the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code), who then 
assume the responsibility for ensuring the structure is maintained in accordance with the State property 
maintenance and fire prevention codes.  

 
In addition to responding to requests for inspections, inspectors/supervisors periodically check on 
inactive permits to bring permits to closure, may discover illegal work being performed without permits 
or respond to complaints by neighbors of such work, and may discover work being done that endangers 
the public or violates the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code. To correct these 
situations, Permits and Inspections staff uses various means to obtain voluntary compliance with the 
Uniform State Building Code/Virginia Construction or Rehabilitation Codes. For permits where there is 
no construction activity within the 6 month period established by the Uniform State Building 
Code/Virginia Construction Code, the inspector will send a certified letter requesting the permit be 
brought up to date. If there is no reply, then Permits and Inspections may contact the mortgage 
company with the threat of rescinding the certificate of occupancy, which causes the mortgage 
company to place pressure on the property owner to comply. Also, Permits and Inspections can revoke 
the permit and notify the Department of Housing/Code Enforcement Division that there is no longer a 
valid permit. To obtain compliance, Housing has various courses of action depending on the situation. 
Housing can issue a citation for violations of the property maintenance code and refer the property 
owner back to Permits and Inspections to update their permits, take the case to court and obtain a court 
order to obtain compliance, or begin condemnation efforts if the situation is warranted. For structures 
that become unsafe during construction, Permits and Inspections follows the procedure outlined in 
section 118 of Uniform State Building Code/Virginia Construction Code, and sends a notice of unsafe 
building or structure to the permit holder (e.g., the property owner or builder), or even the 
bank/mortgage company to bring pressure on the property owner. The notification would include 
description of the unsafe conditions, the repairs needed, any demolition needed, and deadline for 
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compliance. As a last resort, the Building Official would deem the structure unsafe and recommend 
demolition or refer the case to the Housing Department for demolition. For work done without a permit 
or work endangering the public, the building code inspectors may issue a written stop work order or a 
notice of violation with a deadline to obtain the necessary permits or correct violations. Stop work 
orders are immediately called into the Permits and Inspections Office. On occasion, inspectors may use 
Police assistance to enforce a stop work order. When code violations are not remedied, or if there is a 
life safety issue, the building inspector may issue a summons and request the City Attorney’s Office 
begin legal proceedings. Unlike some of the other City inspection agencies, Permits and Inspections 
rarely takes cases to court as their philosophy and that of the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia 
Construction Code is to work with the permit holder to obtain voluntary compliance rather than using 
punitive measures to compel compliance. 
 
Performance Measures: 
Mirroring the declines in activity in the local construction market, the total number of inspections 
requested and inspectors have declined over the last four years after a peak in the total number of 
inspections in FY 2006-07 (see following table). However, the rate of decline is slowing. The average 
number of inspections per inspector has declined slightly from 21.5 in FY 2006-07 to 20 in FY 2009-10 as 
FTE’s were reduced. This inspection workload exceeds the national range of 9-to-16 as reported in 
Municipal Benchmarks: Assessing Local Performance and Establishing Community Standards, 2nd Edition

 

. 
On the other hand, the number of complaints investigated has increased annually over the past five 
fiscal years to 2,044 in FY 2009-10, while the number of stop work order varies slightly from year-to-year 
from about 310 to 340. Complaints rose in FY 2008-09 due to the deteriorated economy. For example, 
many properties in new and established neighborhoods under construction were abandoned in varying 
states of completion. Neighbors called Permits and Inspections to report open structures, construction 
debris and port-a-johns left on the sites. Another example involves homeowners performing 
construction work without the required permits after receiving bids from contractors, but not awarding 
them. When homeowners did not obtain the required permits, the contractors would report the work to 
Permits and Inspections. The following table illustrates the five year trends. 

Building Code Enforcement Related Performance Measures 

 FY 2006 FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
Number of inspections 110,508 164,780 153,324 148,254 144,649 
% Change in number of inspections --- 49.1% -7.0% -3.3% -2.4% 
Number of inspectors and working supervisors 34.6 33.6 33.6 32.6 31.6 
Inspections per work day per inspector and 
working supervisor (based on 228 work days) 

14.0 21.5 20.0 20.0 20.0 

Number of complaints investigated 1,285 1,392 1,507 1,921 2,044 
% Change in the number of complaints 
investigated 

--- 8.3% 8.3% 27.5% 6.4% 

Number of stop work orders issued 339 339 312 327 326 
% Change in the number of stop work orders --- 0.0% -8.0% 4.8% -0.3% 

Estimated number of re-inspections based on 
25% of total inspections (not specifically 
tracked in the current database) 

27,627 41,195 38,331 37,064 36,162 

 
Given the economic recession, the nature of the work has changed with decreased permits and 
inspections for new construction, but increased activity with changes to existing construction involving 
residential and commercial retro-fits, relocations and renovations. Examples include replacement gas 
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equipment and appliances such as furnaces, water heaters and stoves that require permits and 
inspections as well as a new business retrofitting an existing structure, such as the Restaurant Depot on 
Virginia Beach Boulevard. If a heat pump is replaced with the same size unit, no permit or inspection is 
required; however, if an upgraded or larger unit is to be installed, then a permit is required. 
 
Staffing and Training Requirements: 
Currently, the Permits and Inspections Division of the Planning Department totals 49 positions 
comprised of the following 31 staff who conduct inspections either full-time or part-time (see following 
table under columns for FY 2010-11): 
• 26 inspectors  
• One Fire Protection Engineer, who spends about 40% of his time conducting fire system inspections  
• Four working supervisors, who spend about 55% of their time conducting inspections in the various 

building trades 
 

Permits and Inspections: Building Code Enforcement Inspections Related Staffing 
 FY 2009-10 FY 2010-11 
 

# FTEs 
% of Total 

Staff # FTEs 
% of Total 

Staff 
Inspectors (includes pro-rated FTEs @0.55 for working 
supervisors that conduct inspections a.): 

    

Building (includes 1.0 FTE dedicated to fire system 
inspections) 

8.55 16.1% 7.55 15.4% 

Electrical 4.55 8.6% 3.55 7.2% 
Mechanical (includes 1.0 FTE dedicated to elevator 
inspections) 

3.00 5.7% 3.00 6.1% 

Plumbing 3.55 6.7% 3.55 7.2% 
Cross-connection/backflow 3.00 5.7% 3.00 6.1% 
Fire Protection Engineer (proportion of one FTE that 
conducts inspections) a. 

.40 0.8% .40 0.8% 

Civil, including one inspector for the Chesapeake Bay 
Preservation Area  

8.55 16.1% 7.55 15.4% 

Sub-Total Staff Conducting Inspections 31.60 59.6% 28.60 58.4% 

Plan Examiners 5.0 9.4% 5.0 10.2% 
Fire Protection Engineer (reflects portion of one FTE, who 
conducts fire system plan review) 

0.60 1.1% 0.60 1.2% 

Support Staff (Planning Aides, Planning Technician) 10.00 18.9% 9.00 18.4% 
Supervisors (includes Planning Technician and portion of 
inspectors supervisors’ time for supervision) a. 

2.80 5.3% 2.80 5.7% 

Middle Management (includes Permits and Inspections 
Administrator, Inspections Coordinator, Permit Services 
Coordinator) 

3.00 5.7% 3.00 6.1% 

Sub-Total Staff Supporting Inspectors 21.40 40.4% 20.40 41.6% 
Total Permits and Inspections Division 53.00 100.0% 49.00 100.0% 

a. There were four working supervisors in FY 2009-10 that spent roughly 55% of their time conducting inspections and 45% 
performing supervisory duties (building, electrical, plumbing and civil). The Fire Protection Engineer performs fire system 
plan review 60% of his time, serves in a supervisory capacity, as well as conducts inspections 40% of the time. 

 
Four positions were eliminated in FY 2010-11 Operating Budget including one electrical inspector, one 
building inspector, one civil inspector supervisor, and one planning aide to reflect the decrease in 
building activity related to the recession. During FY 2010-11, one civil inspector was promoted to a 
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working supervisor to oversee seven civil inspectors. A staff of about 20.4 FTES and one contractual 
position support the inspectors including: 
 
• Five plan examiners and one fire protection engineer, who provide plan reviews, assist inspectors 

in addressing issues found in the field, answer questions posed by citizens and issue permits at the 
counter as needed. The plan examiners are certified inspectors in their respective fields, but do not 
regularly conduct inspections. The fire protection engineer conducts inspections about 40% of the 
time and also oversees one building inspector, who conducts inspections of fire systems. 
 

• Nine full-time planning aides, one planning technician, one contractual planning aide and three 
middle managers (permits and inspections administrator, inspections coordinator, and a permit 
services coordinator) provide various types of support to the inspectors. The majority of the 
planning aides’ duties are to support the inspectors by issuing permits, helping customers with 
policy and procedure questions (e.g. scheduling inspections), or helping the inspectors when they 
need additional information while in the field. The planning technician supervises the planning 
aides and manages the maintenance and repair of inspectors’ vehicles. The inspections coordinator 
is the immediate supervisor for the mechanical inspectors and the overall supervisor for the other 
inspector groups. The inspector coordinator randomly rides along with the inspectors to review 
their performance and assist as needed with any problems encountered in the field. He and the 
permits and inspections administrator review appeals of failed inspections. 

 
The permits and inspections administrator is the City’s building official, a State mandated position 
representing the City on regional and State boards and associations, and providing Uniform 
Statewide Building Code (Parts I, Virginia Construction Code and Part II, Virginia Rehabilitation 
Code) interpretation for the staff and City. In addition to other building code official duties, the 
permits and inspections administrator may respond to emergency calls after hours that are called 
in by the Fire or Police Departments. The permit services coordinator provides various 
administrative support to the division; acts on behalf of the permits and inspections administrator 
and building inspections coordinator in their absence; assists inspectors with information regarding 
permits and/or office policy and procedure; serves as the overall supervisor of the office staff, 
including the Keane consultant responsible for the maintenance of the current mainframe 
application (Permit Issuance System) and oversees the new Accela project which is expected to go-
live February, 2011. 

 
All electrical, mechanical and plumbing inspectors have a Masters Cards/Licenses, and all inspectors are 
certified by the State, and have passed the International Code Council test(s) in their respective field(s) 
(e.g. building residential or commercial, electrical, mechanical residential or commercial, plumbing 
residential or commercial, fuel/gas residential or commercial, etc.). Inspectors are required to obtain 
continuing education to maintain their licenses and certifications, which takes time away from 
conducting inspections, and may require back-filling by other inspectors. 
 

• For International Code Council re-certifications, inspectors are required to attend 15 to 45 hours 
of training every three years depending on their number of certifications. A combination 
inspector has to have 45 hours (4.5 CEU's). For special inspector certifications, 25 hours (2.5 
CEU's) are required. Code Officials and Certified Fire Marshals are required to have 45 hours (4.5 
CEU's). Different inspection certifications involve varying numbers of exams (e.g., building 
general 3 exams and electrical general 2 exams). 
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• For State certifications, inspectors have to obtain 16 hours of additional training every two years 
regardless of the number of certifications. 
 

• For Masters licenses, inspectors must have three hours of State approved training every two 
years. 
 

• When the Uniform Statewide Building Code changes, inspectors and supervisors will be required 
to attend a mandatory class to review the code changes. The first class was held in October 
2010, with the next classes in February and March, 2011 for the 2009 Uniform Statewide 
Building Code update whose pending adoption is March, 2011.  

 
The extensive time commitment to obtain and maintain certifications is reflected in the survey of staff in 
June 2010, whereby 22 building code inspectors/supervisors spent a total of 3,732 hours or an average 
170 hours each in the following types of training during FY 2009-10 as shown in the following table. 
 
Type of Training Total Hours Average Hours per Inspector 
Administration of codes 846 38 
Being mentored in the application of codes 960 44 
Legal aspect of code enforcement 757 34 
Technical aspect of code enforcement 1,175 53 

Total 3,732 170 

 
The majority of building code inspectors, supervisors, and plan examiners are cross-trained and possess 
multiple certifications to work outside their primary area of expertise. As shown on the table on the 
following page, as of June 2010, 29 inspectors, supervisors and the fire protection engineer possess 120 
certifications, or four on average. Building inspectors had the highest number of certifications at 44 
followed by plumbing inspectors at 17. All building inspectors and their supervisor are certified in 
residential and commercial building as well as erosion and sedimentation (civil inspections). Plumbing 
inspectors are mainly cross-trained mechanical, plumbing and cross-connection; however mechanical 
inspectors hold a variety of certifications in addition to plumbing and mechanical. As such, these cross-
trained inspectors can perform various types of basic inspections to assist the primary inspectors, when 
there are inspections backlogs, or staff on leave or in training. However, complex inspections are best 
performed by the inspectors with the experience and licensing in the specific discipline. 
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Cost and Funding: 
The estimated cost for the building inspections program based on the FY 2009-10 amended Operating 
Budget was $3,799,501, of which 86% was fee supported. Permits and Inspections’ Operating Budget 
was reduced to $3,541,707 in FY 2010-11, of which 84% was fee supported. The estimated cost per 
inspection for FY 2009-10 was $26.27 with the estimated net cost per capita (excluding fee supported 
costs) at $1.17. The estimated net cost per capita for FY 2010-11 is $1.35. 
 

Building Code Enforcement Related Budget 
Fiscal Year Estimated Total Budget City Cost Estimated Fees a. 
FY 2010-11 $3,541,707 $585,191 $2,956,516 
FY 2009-10 $3,799,501 $507,647 $3,291,854 
a. Amount of fees related to inspections pro-rated based on percent of total expenditure budget related to inspections 

(roughly 95% for both fiscal years). 
 
Comparison with Other Localities: 
Other localities provide this mandated service. Selected findings are cited on the table on the following 
page: 
  

Building Electrical Mechanical Plumbing Fire a. Civil

Cross-
Connection/

backflow Total
7 4 3 4 2 6 3 29

7 2 1 0 1 1 0 12
7 0 0 0 1 0 0 8
3 4 1 0 0 0 0 8
4 2 3 3 2 0 2 16
3 0 3 2 2 0 2 12
1 1 1 0 0 0 0 3
3 2 2 4 0 0 2 13
2 1 1 4 0 0 2 10
3 0 0 0 2 0 0 5
7 0 0 0 1 6 0 14
1 2 2 0 0 0 0 5
1 0 0 4 1 0 2 8
2 1 1 0 1 1 0 6

Total 44 15 15 17 11 8 10 120

Average Certifications Per Inspector 6 4 5 4 6 1 3 4
a. Includes  the Fi re Protection Engineer, who conducts  fi re system plan review, serves  in a  supervisory capaci ty and conducts  inspections  as  wel l .

Cross-Connection /Back-Flow
Plans Examination

Building - Residential 

# with primary certification  in this trade

Elevator
Plumbing and Gas -  Residential
Plumbing and Gas -  Commercial
Fire
Civil (includes E&S)
Amusement Device

Number of State and International Code 
Council Certifications Held by Each 
Group:

Building - Commercial
Electrical
Mechanical  and Gas -  Residential
Mechanical  and Gas -  Commercial

# of Inspectors and Supervisors with these Certifications as of June, 2010
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Selected Comparisons of Building Inspections 
Locality Inspectors are Cross Trained? Uses Electronic Field Reporting? 
Virginia Beach On average inspectors each had 4 

certifications including their primary 
certification and other disciplines. 
Building and building/fire system 
inspectors have the most 
certifications averaging 6 followed by 
mechanical inspectors at 5. 

Permits and Inspections staff will be 
transitioning to electronic field reporting 
using laptops in their vehicles by 
February, 2011. 

Chesapeake New construction inspectors in all 
disciplines are required to be 
certified in residential; other than 
that, they are mainly segregated into 
their primary disciplines 

New construction building code 
inspections staff will be using electronic 
field reporting in the near future. 

Chesterfield 
County 

Inspectors are cross trained and hold 
multiple certifications. 

Building inspectors use computers that 
can synch to the internet in Wi-Fi areas, 
so they tend to drive to the nearest 
library parking lot to pick up the Wi-Fi. 

Henrico County a. Inspectors are cross trained and hold 
multiple certifications. 

Uses wireless electronic field reporting. 

Prince William 
County 

Inspectors are cross trained and hold 
multiple certifications. 

Does not use electronic field reporting. 

Suffolk a. Inspectors are cross trained and hold 
multiple certifications. 

Does not use electronic field reporting. 

a. Years ago, Henrico County and Suffolk used combination residential inspectors that conducted all the trades’ residential 
inspections in their assigned area.  Given the reduced quality in the inspections not in the inspector’s primary skill set or 
primary certification, they have gone back to single source inspectors. 

 
Virginia Beach has the second lowest rate of re-inspections for building inspections: 

 
Locality Rate of Re-inspections (i.e., failed inspections) 
Prince William County 16.4% 
Virginia Beach (estimated %) 25.0% 
Henrico County 30.1% 
Chesterfield County 62.5% 
Chesapeake Data not available 
Suffolk Does not track 

 
Findings: 
Both inspectors and supervisors design their daily routes using circular patterns based on the location of 
the inspections to avoid back-tracking, minimize driving time and fuel usage. Depending on the 
inspection schedule, size of inspection zone and traffic congestion, drive time between each inspection 
could range from five minutes to 30 minutes. Inspectors use a map atlas book to find addresses, which 
they have found is sometimes more efficient than typing in addresses into a GPS device. Since the City 
does not provide GPS devices, some inspectors use their privately-owned equipment. Average 
inspection time varies depending on size and complexity of the construction project ranging from five to 
20 minutes for a simple project and one to two hours for a complex project, such as the Princess Anne 
Sentara Hospital complex. Inspections may take longer if time is needed to explain to the contractor or 
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property owner the various code requirements in the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia 
Construction or Rehabilitation Codes. A building inspector/supervisor may conduct anywhere from 12 to 
29 inspections per day. At the height of the building boom, five electrical inspectors were conducting a 
total of 80 to 100 inspections per day (16 to 20 each). Currently, a typical day may be 15 inspections for 
an electrical inspector. 
 
To streamline the inspections process, all building inspectors conduct the building, erosion and 
sedimentation, and mechanical (heating, ventilation and air conditioning) inspections on the rough in 
and final inspections for new residential construction, since they are certified in erosion and 
sedimentation and in residential mechanical.  
 
Inspectors use a pass, fail and partial pass grading system to improve efficiency of inspections, which 
helps the contractor maintain progress on the construction project. Depending on the complexity of the 
construction work being done, if the work cannot progress until it passes inspection, some construction 
jobs would shut down. Hence, inspectors will grant partial inspection approvals to allow construction to 
continue while addressing the more complicated or unexpected inspection rejected items. For example, 
in a plumbing inspection of a new house, the plumbing may pass but the gas inspection may fail. If an 
item fails an inspection, it must be resolved and a request submitted to the automated phone 
inspections system for a 2nd inspection. Re-inspection fees are assessed at the inspector’s discretion. 
About 25% of all inspections involve a re-inspection. Of the estimated 25,000 to 32,000 re-inspections in 
FY 2009-10, only 110 fees were assessed. Very few re-inspection fees were assessed because the large 
portion of the re-inspections for that time frame were on permits that were obtained and the work 
done by the property owners, who have no knowledge or experience as would a contractor with the 
applicable building codes.  
 
In an effort to assist the contractors and not delay construction, when there is only one or two small 
items, the inspector will try to return to the site the same day or first thing the next morning to ensure 
those items have been corrected. Although charging more frequently for re-inspection fees would 
generate a great deal of revenue, the Uniform State Building Code/Virginia Construction and 
Rehabilitation Codes are compliant-based rather than punitive codes. Part of the construction process is 
the trust and positive working relationship developed between inspector and contractor. The purposes 
of the re-inspection fee are: 1) when the contractor uses Permits and Inspections as their quality control 
agent and the inspector has to create a check list of construction mistakes 2) when an experienced 
contractor consistently has the same rejected items on different permits, and/or 3) an experienced 
contractor did not address issues listed on the previous inspection card. When the base permit fee was 
developed, it included inspector time to cover one re-inspection. The inspectors have the individual 
discretion to determine the specifics of the situation and if a re-inspection fee is appropriate.  Generally, 
a re-inspection fee is not charged to a homeowner unless it is obvious that the issues addressed 
mentioned above are present. 
 
Currently, inspectors are required to document inspections four times using pre-printed inspection cards 
left at the site for the contractor or property owner, daily trip logs, permits, and cell phones to enter the 
inspections results into the IVR phone inspections request system. The following illustrates the steps in 
documenting a typical inspection: 
 

• Inspectors and some supervisors fill out trip sheets recording arrival and departure times, 
mileage, inspection descriptions, inspection types, number of inspections, and results of 
inspections (pass, fail and partial pass).  
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• Inspectors/supervisors carry the permits with them and write the results of the inspections and 

any comments on the back. 
 

• Per Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code requirement, inspectors/ 
supervisors leave pre-printed inspection cards with results of inspections (pass, partial pass, fail) 
and any comments at the inspection site. 

 
• At the end of the inspection, inspectors/supervisors enter via their cell phones the results of the 

inspections in the IVR inspections request system. 
 
Improvements will be made soon to this part of the inspections process. After Permits and Inspections 
transitions to the use of laptops (anticipated by February, 2011), which will access an automated 
internet based permits and inspections system (Accela), the number of steps to document inspections 
and enter inspection results will be reduced to two. Inspection results will be transmitted via air cards to 
the Accela inspections database system, and the inspections cards will still be left at the construction 
site. Customers will be able to access inspections results via the internet. Building and other inspectors 
may still need to carry their permits/building plan packets with them if the laptops are too slow in 
downloading and transmitting large electronic files. However, the Uniform Statewide Building 
Code/Virginia Construction Code requires contractors to have the building plans at the site. 
 
Maintaining the effectiveness of building code enforcement involves collaboration and interaction 
between Virginia Beach’s various code enforcement agencies. This interaction is required by the 
Uniform Statewide Building Code and Statewide Fire Prevention Code (Uniform Statewide Building 
Code, sections 103.11, 104.2, 105.2, 106.2, and Statewide Fire Prevention Code, section 106.3.1). 
Building code, fire code and property maintenance code inspectors notify each other via various means 
(in-person, phone, via administrative staff, and e-mail) when code violations are discovered under the 
respective jurisdictions. Occasionally, building code inspectors respond to questions from property 
maintenance and fire inspectors about Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code 
requirements, but do not track these interactions separately as part of their performance measures. 
 
Building code inspectors conduct additional commercial inspections to respond to complaints received 
from inspectors from Housing/Code Enforcement or the Fire Marshal’s Office that involve violations of 
the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code. Sometimes there may be some degree 
of conflict between building code inspectors and fire inspectors with the application of the Uniform 
Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code and the Statewide Fire Prevention Code. Building 
code inspectors inspect and require the construction meet minimum Uniform Statewide Building 
Code/Virginia Construction Code; however, fire inspectors may have stricter requirements to ensure 
more efficient fire operations as permitted under the Statewide Fire Prevention Code. Both Uniform 
Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code and Statewide Fire Prevention Code require the 
building code inspectors and fire inspectors to coordinate their inspections and decisions as to not 
subject the customer to conflicting orders or numerous inspections. 
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Fire Prevention Code Enforcement 
 
On August 18th, 2010, Management Service staff accompanied two fire inspectors for half-day 
inspections including the senior fire inspector inspecting Town Center, and a second fire inspector 
conducting a re-inspection and annual fire maintenance inspection. Also, several meetings were held 
with Fire Department fire inspections staff members on August 13th and 18th along with many e-mails 
to obtain information on fire inspections operations. 
 
Program Discussion: 
The Fire Marshal’s Office enforces the Statewide Fire Prevention Code, which is adopted through 
reference in Section 12 of the Code of Virginia Beach, entitled "Fire Prevention and Protection", and 
related State laws found in the Code of Virginia. The Statewide Fire Prevention Code establishes 
statewide standards to safeguard life and property from the hazards of fire or explosion arising from the 
improper maintenance of life safety and fire prevention and protection materials, devices, systems and 
structures and the unsafe storage handling, and use of substances, materials and devices, including 
fireworks, explosives and blasting agents, wherever located, and provides for the administration and 
enforcement of such regulations. Also, it establishes regulations for obtaining permits for the 
manufacturing, storage, handling, use or sale of explosives.  
 
Enforcement of the Statewide Fire Prevention Code is mandated; however there is an option as to 
whether the locality adopts the Statewide Fire Prevention Code and chooses to enforce it or chooses to 
have the State Fire Marshal’s Office be the enforcement agency. The Statewide Fire Prevention Code 
requires annual inspections and operational permits for commercial establishments that are considered 
to pose a higher risk of fire hazard, such as: 
 

• Assemblies (theaters, civic centers, restaurants, recreation centers, skating rinks, churches, 
amusement parks, stadium, mercantile/grocery stores), 

• Educational facilities (schools and colleges), 
• Factory/Industry (light industry/manufacturing, lumber yards, wood shops), 
• Factory/light industry (gas and bulk storage, hazardous production, marinas, miscellaneous 

hazards, mercantile/service stations), 
• Institutional (jails/correctional facilities, nursing homes, hospitals, day care centers), 
• Malls (e.g., Lynnhaven and Pembroke),  
• Residential (hotel/motel and multi-family), and 
• Storage (individual storage, repair garages, car dealers, warehouses, storage and transfer). 

 
In Virginia Beach, the cost for initial inspection is $50 and $25 for a 3rd and subsequent re-inspection if 
violations are not resolved. Annual operational permits required for selected commercial occupancies 
and processes range in cost from $50 to $150, and enable fire inspectors to identify and resolve any 
conditions liable to cause fire, contribute to the spread of fire, interfere with firefighting operations, 
endanger life or property, or to determine any violations of the provisions or intent of Statewide Fire 
Prevention Code. Depending on the nature of their business, some commercial establishments have 
multiple operational permits. Operational permitting, in conjunction with annual fire inspections, 
ensures that fire and life safety features are maintained to facilitate the safe and expedient evacuation 
of occupants in the event of an emergency.  
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After Permits and Inspections issues a certificate of occupancy, fire inspectors inherit the commercial 
buildings to annually inspect fire protection systems to ensure they are being maintained, handle citizen 
inquiries, issue fire code operational permits, and investigate environmental crimes within the City. Fire 
inspectors must identify and note any violations on their annual inspections reports. Fire code permits 
will be issued after the routine annual fire inspections are completed, the facilities are in compliance 
with all Statewide Fire Prevention Code regulations and other referenced codes and standards including 
requirements under the Uniform Statewide Building Code and other nationally recognized safety 
standards, and permit fees are paid. A few examples of these requirements include: 
 

• The amount and location of hazardous material must not exceed allowable amounts as specified 
in the Statewide Fire Prevention Code. 

 
• Fire protection equipment, such as portable fire extinguishers, sprinkler systems, fire pumps, 

fire alarms and other safety equipment must be in good working order. In addition, all current 
test records for this equipment must be kept on site and available for review by the inspector. 

 
• Fire exits must be properly marked and maintained. 

 
• Emergency lights and emergency generators must be tested regularly to ensure proper 

operation. 
 
One of the goals of fire inspections is to educate property owners and occupants of any fire hazards that 
are found in commercial properties. As of October 1, 2010, there were 12,182 commercial buildings in 
the fire inspections database including Schools and other City facilities. State and Federal facilities are 
not inspected as they are not under the City’s jurisdiction.  
 
Fire inspection zones are quite large as they are based on the four fire battalions (see map in Appendix 
F). Eleven sworn inspectors are assigned to the battalions based on necessity and workload, and the two 
civilian inspectors perform inspections in all four battalions. 
 

• Battalion 1: Assigned three sworn inspectors, contains approximately 4,283 commercial 
establishments, and covers 29.9 square miles including northeast quadrant of City including the 
Oceanfront through most of the North End, eastern and western parts of Dam Neck Road, 
eastern parts of Lynnhaven Parkway and London Bridge Road, southern part or North Great Neck 
Road, excluding NAS Oceana and Fleet Combat Training Center-Dam Neck. 
 

• Battalion 2: Assigned four sworn inspectors including one senior inspector dedicated to Town 
Center and non-structural plan review, contains approximately 4,599 commercial establishments, 
and covers 32.1 square miles including north and northwest quadrant of City, from the North End 
west including Northampton Boulevard, north of Lynnhaven River, North Witchduck Road, I-
264/Virginia Beach Boulevard, Town Center, Haygood/ Baker Road, excluding Joint Expeditionary 
Base East-Little Creek-Fort Story, to the City line with Norfolk. 
 

• Battalion 3: Assigned three sworn inspectors, contains approximately 2,558 commercial 
establishments, and covers 37.9 square miles including the central part of the City, Lynnhaven 
Parkway, Green Run, Holland Road, South Independence, South  Military Highway, western 
Indian River Road to the city lines with Chesapeake and Norfolk. 
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• Battalion 4: Assigned one sworn inspector, contains approximately 742 commercial 

establishments, and covers 98.8 square miles including southern part of the City, from Dam Neck 
Road south to the state line with North Carolina.  

 
From its fire inspections database, the Fire Marshal’s Office develops the annual fire inspections list for 
the high risk establishments. This list is divided into three-month inspection periods by the commercial 
use-group and type of establishment, and disseminated on a quarterly basis to inspectors by their staff 
assistant. The inspections schedule displays the establishments, the three-month inspection period, and 
date of last inspection. Thereafter, inspectors in each battalion meet to allocate the inspection 
workload. If inspectors in one battalion finish all of their inspections, they will provide assistance to 
inspectors in the other battalions, if needed. 
 
The initial annual fire inspections are conducted at random, if possible. If an inspection cannot be 
conducted, the inspector leaves a business card or door hanger to arrange an appointment. Re-
inspections are conducted by appointment. The number of annual fire inspections performed daily may 
vary significantly from two to ten depending on the complexity of the facility inspected and 
interruptions by other requests for service or re-inspections. The duration of these inspections may vary 
from 15-30 minutes for an office to over several hours or days based on the size and complexity of the 
business. The inspector conducts the annual fire maintenance inspection along with a representative 
from the business. The business representative may be asked to resolve high-hazard/immediate 
violations during the inspection, such as removal of space heaters from under desks or removal of an 
electrical multi-plug that does not contain a surge protector. During the inspection, documents will be 
reviewed to affirm the last preventative maintenance and servicing for the fire protection systems (e.g., 
fire alarm system, sprinkler system, fire extinguishers, and range-hood system). If documentation 
cannot be provided, even after calls to the respective service companies, or if the date of last 
preventative service exceeded one year (or six months for a kitchen range hood), then violations are 
noted on the inspection report.  
 
The Statewide Fire Prevention Code provides fire inspectors discretion in enforcing the code and setting 
deadlines for compliance. A business may be given two weeks or months to resolve low level hazard 
issues, and only 48 hours to resolve high level hazard issues, such as an improperly maintained kitchen 
range-hood. If a serious violation is discovered, the inspector can take the appliance out of service as a 
“red tag” issue, which will require resolution and re-inspection prior to placing back in service. Likewise, 
the inspector can invoke a fire watch (requires a $25 permit fee to cover seven days) if electrical issues 
are impeding or rendering inoperable the building’s fire protection systems. 
 
The inspector takes notes on violations discovered during an inspection, and then hand-writes the 
inspection report on a standardized open ended two part form, which requires writing the 
business/occupancy name, business address, business class code, inspector name, date of inspection, 
code section and title and descriptions of the violations. Because of the frequent changes in business 
names and addresses, it is more beneficial for inspectors to write the business address information on 
the inspections form and invoice to ensure accuracy, than to use pre-printed forms. In compiling the 
report, the inspector may consult the Statewide Fire Prevention Code or its quick reference guide, if 
needed, and may call a senior inspector to confirm or verify facts or a course of action. Depending on 
the number and extensiveness of violations discovered and the open ended nature of the inspection 
report, it may take over an hour to complete the report. Also, the inspector fills out several lines of data 
on the fire inspections/occupancy permit invoice form. Once the report and fire/occupancy permit 
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invoice form are completed, the inspector will explain to the business representative the violations 
identified, educate about the seriousness of the violations, and explain Code requirements. At the close 
of the inspection, the inspector will obtain the business representative’s signature on the report and 
invoice, and provide an envelope to send the payment for the permit and inspection to the Fire 
Department. The inspector retains the second copy of the report and invoice for submission to fire 
inspections’ staff assistant for entry of the data into the fire inspections database. The Fire Marshal’s 
Office is in the planning stages to automate fire inspections reporting and invoicing, and will be 
submitting a capital project for this system in the near future. 
 
Inspectors report to the office at least once a week to enter individual inspection log data into the fire 
inspections database to account for their time conducting annual fire maintenance and other 
inspections as well as work not related to inspections, which can consume 50% of their time (see 
Appendix G for examples of other miscellaneous inspections and work performed). Once permit 
payments are posted, the fire inspections’ staff assistant prints the permit and mails it to the business. If 
a re-inspection is required before the permit is issued, the permit is given to the inspector to deliver. At 
the end of the month, inspectors submit activity reports to their supervisors. 
 
The part-time civilian code inspector along with a senior sworn fire inspector review site plans for 
emergency response and non-structural issues from five feet within the building to the street covering 
items such as location of water mains and fire hydrants, and size and location of fire lanes. This is 
different than the plan review provided by Permits and Inspections staff, who under the purview of the 
Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code reviews the systems to be installed in the 
proposed building (e.g. sprinkler systems, alarm systems, etc), conducts inspections and acceptance 
tests, grants code modifications if needed, and provides final approval of the fire systems construction 
permit. In addition to their non-structural site plan review, these two fire inspectors inspect the 
installation of fire mains, fire hydrants and fire department connections on new and existing 
construction. Periodically, they work on fire systems issues with the Permits and Inspections’ Fire 
Protection Engineer and building/fire systems inspector. Both Fire and Permits and Inspections staff 
provide cross-departmental back-up assistance (including acceptance tests) to continue providing 
services when needed. 
 
Performance Measures: 
To maximize the amount of annual inspections, a three-month inspections schedule is used to allocate 
fire inspections for each type of occupancy, with the exceptions of offices and stores that are considered 
low-risk or low-level hazards. The goal is to provide comprehensive annual inspections for all of the 
City’s 12,182 commercial establishments. Of these establishments, about 6,116 are mandated by the 
Statewide Fire Prevention Code to be inspected annually as they pose a high risk of fire and require fire 
operational permits. The remaining 6,066 are businesses/offices, which are not required to be inspected 
as they pose a lower risk of fire and do not require fire operational permits; however, for public safety 
reasons, the Fire Marshal’s Office would like to inspect these annually as well. Given an ongoing staffing 
shortage, a triage-like approach is used, whereby occupancies are prioritized by use-group and hazard to 
ensure the highest risk properties are inspected and are compliant (see table on the following page and 
details by use-group in Appendix H).  
 
Civilian and sworn fire inspectors are used differently to maximize the quality of inspections and public 
safety. According to the Fire Marshal’s Office, since civilian inspectors lack the fire behavioral knowledge 
and fire suppression experience compared with sworn fire inspectors, the eleven sworn inspectors are 
assigned higher hazard occupancies to inspect. To expedite large scale inspections, multiple inspectors 
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may form a team to inspect larger establishments. For example, two to three sworn inspectors inspect 
the malls during December through February when the malls have the highest potential for code 
violations due to large inventories and higher public visitation. The Lynnhaven and Pembroke shopping 
malls contain 224 stores eligible for inspection, and had an inspection rate of about 77% in FY 2009-10. 
However, 100% of the 127 hotels and motels are inspected annually from February through April or at 
least by Memorial Day by a multi agency task force including the Departments of Fire, Housing and 
Neighborhood Preservation, and Health.  
 
From July through June, offices (currently totaling 6,066) are supposed to be inspected every other year 
and stores (currently totaling 1,478) are supposed to be inspected annually (see following table) by two 
civilian inspectors. The civilian inspectors also provide inspections for food vendors and tents at special 
events on Saturdays while the sworn inspectors cover Friday night inspections at special events. For FY 
2009-10, 37.4% of all occupancy groups were inspected with a range of 19% for offices up to 86% for 
factory/light industrial; individual types of establishments may have higher or lower inspection rates 
(see Appendix H). 
 

Summary of Schedule for Annual Fire Inspections 

Type of Occupancy 
Time Period to 

Conduct Inspections 
# of 

Occupancies 

Annual 
Inspections FY 

2009-10 

% of Total 
Occupancies 

Inspected 
Assemblies (theaters,  
restaurants, skating rinks, 
etc.) 

July-September 1,637 1,089 66.5% 

Educational Facilities October-December 244 192 78.7% 
Factory/Industry October-December 317 145 45.7% 
Factory/Light Industry (gas 
and bulk storage, hazardous 
production, etc.) 
 

January – March 254 219 86.2% 

Institutional (nursing homes, 
day care centers, etc.) 

October-December 164 124 75.6% 

Malls  December-February 224 172 76.8% 
Residential (hotel and multi-
family) a. 
 

February-April 428 176 41.1% 

Storage (repair garages, car 
dealers, warehouses, etc.) 

April-June 1,370 582 42.5% 

Businesses (offices) July-June  every 
other year 
 

6,066 1,178 19.4% 

Mercantile (stores) July-June every year 
 

1,478 682 46.1% 
All Occupancies  12,182 4,559 37.4% 
a. Although 100% of hotels/motels were inspected in FY 2009-10, only about 16% of the 301 multi-family 

establishments in the City were inspected. 

 
As such, some establishments are inspected infrequently (e.g. every three, four, or five years). Certain 
inspections are delayed, such as kitchen range-hood inspections that are done annually with the initial 
inspections, but should be done semi-annually to coincide with the frequency of required preventative 
maintenance service. As shown in the following table, over the last three calendar years there was an 
average of 439 fires in Virginia Beach entailing $37.3 million in property loss. These fires mainly occurred 
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in single family and other residential properties (54%); however a large number of fires (41%) 
responsible for greatest amount of property loss ($23.5 million) occurred in commercial establishments 
that are mandated for inspections, while a smaller number of fires (5%) involving less dollar loss ($4 
million) were in businesses not mandated for inspections. 
 

 
 
A backlog of fire inspections has developed over the last five years growing 6.3% on average annually 
from 5,973 in FY 2005-06 to 7,623 in FY 2009-10 mainly due to an increase in the number of occupancies 
requiring inspection. Contributing to the backlog was the decrease in inspectors by 0.75 FTEs and loss of 
fire engine crews conducting inspections of low hazard occupancies. A staffing shortage continues as 
civilian and part-time fire inspectors were eliminated from the Operating Budget annually from FY 2008-
09 through FY 2010-11 totaling 2.25 FTEs. As of FY 2009-10, 14.25 fire inspectors (a part-time civilian 
inspector at 0.71 FTE conducts site plan reviews related to emergency response issues) completed 8,784 
inspections, of which 4,559 (about 52%) were initial annual inspections of only 37% of all occupancy 
groups, 3,078 (about 35%) were re-inspections, and 1,147 (about 13%) were miscellaneous inspections. 
Certain types of workload are not captured in the fire inspections database, such as inspections of 
fireworks and food vendors at special events, assistance and information provided to fire engine 
companies, and other agencies. Selected indicators are shown in the following table.  
 

Fire Code Enforcement Related Performance Measures 

 FY 2006 FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
Estimated total number of commercial 
establishments having certificates of 
occupancy (i.e. number of inspections 
available each year) 10,833 10,938 11,602 11,891 12,182 
% Change in number of commercial 
establishments having certificates of 
occupancy --- 1.0% 6.1% 2.5% 2.4% 
Total number of inspections (includes 
annual inspections, re-inspections and 
miscellaneous inspections) 8,467 11,134 9,731 8,988 8,784 
% Change in number of inspections --- 31.5% -12.6% -7.6% -2.3% 
Number of initial annual fire 4,860 6,554 5,032 4,747 4,559 

2007 2008 2009 Average from 2007 - 2009

Type of Occupancy Fires Dollar Loss Fires Dollar Loss Fires

% of Fires by 
Type of 

Occupancy Dollar Loss Fires

% of Fires by 
Type of 

Occupancy Dollar Loss

Occupancy types  mandated by 
SFPC to receive annual  

inspections  a.

165 3,419,024$   190 60,762,174$ 185 42.6% 6,418,859$   180 41.0% 23,533,352$ 

Mercanti le/bus iness  not 
mandated by SFPC to receive 
inspections

16   1,081,902     28   6,069,759     27   6.2% 5,047,181     24   5.4% 4,066,281     

Single Fami ly Res identia l  & 
Al l  Other Res identia l  not 
inspected

231 11,277,776   254 11,367,066   222 51.2% 6,513,573     236 53.6% 9,719,472     

Total 412 15,778,702$ 472 78,198,999$ 434 100.0% 17,979,613$ 439 100.0% 37,319,105$ 

a. Statewide Fi re Prevention Code (SFPC)

Summary of Fires in Virginia Beach and Property Dollar Loss for Calendar Years 2007, 2008, 2009
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Fire Code Enforcement Related Performance Measures 

 FY 2006 FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2009 FY 2010 
maintenance inspections 
Annual fire maintenance inspections as a 
% of total inspections 57.4% 58.9% 51.7% 52.8% 51.9% 
Number of re-inspections 2,355 3,527 3,360 3,030 3,078 
Re-inspections as a % of total inspections 27.8% 31.7% 34.5% 33.7% 35.0% 
Number of miscellaneous inspections 1,252 1,053 1,339 1,211 1,147 
Miscellaneous inspections as a % of total 
inspections 14.8% 9.5% 13.8% 13.5% 13.1% 
Number of backlogged inspections 5,973 4,384 6,570 7,144 7,623 
% Change in number of backlogged 
inspections  -26.6% 49.9% 8.7% 6.7% 
Number of fire inspectors (excludes 0.71 
FTE for the part-time fire 
inspector/civilian plan reviewer, who was 
budgeted beginning FY 2007) 14.00 15.25 15.25 15.25 14.25 
Total inspections per inspector 605 730 638 589 616 

 
Staffing and Training Requirements: 
As of FY 2010-11, fire maintenance inspections are provided by 13 FTEs including 11 master firefighters 
and 2 civilian code inspectors located in the Fire Marshal’s Office. A senior fire inspector (who also 
conducts annual fire inspections), and a retired fire fighter serving as a part-time civilian code inspector 
(0.71 FTE) provide non-structural review of site plans for emergency response issues, conduct related 
inspections, and serve as a quasi-supervisors and resources for fire inspectors. Fire inspection staffing is 
summarized in the following table: 
 

Fire Inspections Staffing 
 FY 2009-10 FY 2010-11 
 # FTEs % of Total Staff # FTEs % of Total Staff 

Inspectors:     
Sworn Firefighters 11.00 60.9% 11.00 65.4% 
Civilian Inspectors a. 3.96 21.9% 2.71 16.1% 
Support Staff  1.00 5.6% 1.00 6.0% 
Supervisors (Captains) 1.50 8.3% 1.50 8.9% 
Middle Management (Fire 
Marshal/Battalion Chief) b. .60 3.3% .60 3.6% 

Total Fire Inspections Staffing 18.06 100.0% 16.81 100.0% 
a. A part-time civilian inspector (.71 FTE) along with a sworn senior fire inspector provides non-structural plan review for site 

plans involving emergency response issues from five feet inside a building to the street. 
b. The Fire Marshal oversees the fire inspections, fire investigations and fire education programs and spends 60% of his time 

on fire inspections, 35% on fire investigations and 5% on fire education. 
 
This staffing level reflects the reduction of one full time and one part-time civilian fire inspector (1.25 
FTEs) in the FY 2010-11 Operating Budget. Two Fire Captains supervise the fire inspections operations 
(75% of their time) as well as numerous areas of the Fire Marshal’s Office, such as investigations and 
special projects (25% of their time). Captains may assist an inspector if there is a problem on a large or 
complex inspection, and also may assign work directly to the inspector. Also, Captains respond to 
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complaints from businesses concerning the $50 inspections fee, respond within 24 hours to 
citizen/business concerns (phone, e-mail, etc). Complaints received by inspectors and office staff 
concerning the $50 inspections fee average about 5 per week and have significantly decreased since the 
inception of the fee. The supervisors average 200+ service requests per month. All staff support is 
provided by one administrative assistant, who provides the inspection schedule to the inspectors, types 
in inspection results in the fire inspections database, provides fire permits to establishments that pass 
the annual maintenance inspections, etc.  
 
The Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development requires fire inspectors to be 
certified (known as “1031 certification”), which involves 15 days of training administered by the Virginia 
Department of Fire Programs including a four hour test. Within 12 months of certification, inspectors are 
required by the State Department of Housing and Community Development to attend a three day “core” 
class. Thereafter, the State requires fire inspectors to have 16 hours every two years to retain 
certification. In addition, the Fire Department requires its sworn fire inspectors to have six years of fire 
operations and suppression service prior to becoming a fire inspector, which exceeds the Statewide Fire 
Prevention Code requirement of three years of experience and general knowledge in at least one of the 
following areas: fire protection, firefighting, electrical, building, plumbing or mechanical trades. Other 
localities have the same requirements for their fire inspectors because of fire behavior experience. 
According to the Fire Marshal’s Office, it is critical that a fire inspector have the knowledge and 
experience of fire behavior and tactical operations that are obtained through fire suppression 
experience in order to be an effective fire inspector or fire plan reviewer. For example, if fire system 
building structural plans are reviewed and the construction sites inspected solely by civilians without 
involvement from fire inspectors, fire-related issues can get overlooked, which causes potential 
operational issues for Fire Operations and costly renovations after construction. The Fire Marshal 
considers a fire inspector to be proficient after two years of conducting fire inspections. 
 
Cost and Funding:  
For FY 2009-10 and FY 2010-11, Fire inspections costs were budgeted within the Fire Marshal’s Office 
that included costs for other programs, such as fire administration, fire investigations and life safety 
education. Initially, the Fire Department estimated the cost for the fire inspections program at 50% of 
the Operating Budget for the Fire Marshal‘s Office; however the actual cost of the fire inspections 
program could vary depending on the amount of time the fire inspections staff spend on fire inspections 
versus other non-inspection duties, which can reach 50%. As the table on the following page illustrates, 
the estimated total cost for the Fire inspections program ranged between $1,196,781 to $2,393,563 in 
FY 2009-10 with a median cost of $1,795,172, depending on whether all inspectors spent 50% or 100% 
of their time conducting inspections. Based on this range of costs, inspection related fees supported a 
range of 18% to 35.9% of the program costs. For FY 2010-11, the fire inspections Operating Budget was 
reduced, and ranges between $1,173,151 and $2,346,303 with a median cost of $1,759,727, and fees 
supporting between 9.8% and 19.6% of program costs. The total cost per inspection for FY 2009-10 
ranged between $136.25 and $272.49 with a median of $204.37. The net cost per capita ranged 
between $1.77 and $4.53 with a median of $3.15. The estimated net cost per capita for FY 2010-11 
ranges between $2.17 and $4.88 with a median of $3.53. 
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Fire Code Enforcement Related Budget 
 
Fiscal Year 

Estimated Total 
Budget 

 
City Cost 

 
Fees a. 

Net Cost Per 
Capita b. 

Total Cost Per 
Inspection 

Based on 50% of Fire Marshal’s Office Operating Budget and 100% of staff time spent on fire inspections duties: 
FY 2010-11 $2,346,303 $2,116,258 $230,045 $4.88  
FY 2009-10 $2,393,563 $1,963,518 $430,045 $4.53 $272.49 
Based on 25% of Fire Marshal’s Office Operating Budget and 50% of staff time spent on fire inspections duties: 
FY 2010-11 $1,173,151 $943,106 $230,045 $2.17  
FY 2009-10 $1,196,781 $766,736 $430,045 $1.77 $136.25 
Using the median cost based on the above two estimates:   
FY 2010-11 $1,759,727 $1,529,682 $230,045 $3.53  
FY 2009-10 $1,795,172 $1,365,127 $430,045 $3.15 $204.37 
a. Fees include initial annual fire inspection fees and annual fire operational permit fees. In the FY 2009-10 Operating Budget, 

the cost estimate was set at $250,000 for the initial annual fire inspections fees, which was reduced to $150,000 in FY 
2010-11 based on actual collections. 

b. Net cost per capita excludes fee supported costs. 

 
Comparison with Other Localities:  
Other localities provide this mandated service; however as shown in the table on the following page, 
some localities may not be very comparable to Virginia Beach as there are variations in fire inspection 
operations and inspections models used, staffing levels, and the number of commercial establishments 
served. According to the Fire Department, there is no standard fire inspections model that is used by 
localities. Also, some localities (e.g. Chesapeake) perform only the annual fire maintenance inspections, 
but not other miscellaneous inspections that Virginia Beach fire inspectors conduct, such as inspections 
of tents over 900 square feet, fireworks special events, repository boxes for businesses, and home 
improvement and car shows at the Convention Center, etc. 
 
In some localities, engine companies are performing life safety inspections (Suffolk), day care center and 
group home inspections (Chesterfield County), and other low hazard inspections (Henrico County). 
According to the Virginia Beach Fire Marshal’s Office, some of these inspections may be courtesy walk-
through inspections, whereby engine crews relay issues identified to the fire inspectors for follow-up. In 
Suffolk, the engine companies are performing life safety inspections of offices on a three year basis, but 
are not performing inspections that require certification as fire inspectors. In Virginia Beach, engine 
company personnel were performing routine, non-specialized inspections numbering in the thousands 
prior to spring, 2006. These inspections ceased after it was determined that the engine crews were not 
certified to conduct them. Certification for the engine company Captains (90 in total) or engine crews 
(292 in total) would not be feasible given the current tactical/operational training requirements for the 
crews, as well as other daily duties, such as responding to calls for service (28,900 per year), conducting 
inspections of businesses to develop fire pre-plans used to assist in tactical operations, performing fire 
hydrant maintenance of the City’s 7,500 fire hydrants, and performing maintenance of their fire 
equipment. Certifying engine crews or their captains may be more practical for smaller fire departments 
that have less staff to train and less fire and/or emergency medical services calls for service. This 
additional fire inspections training would entail additional costs for over-time to back fill three to four 
firefighters for each engine company that attends the inspector training for 15 days. The Fire Marshal 
estimates that it would cost $47,400 to certify one four person engine company at one fire station 
including over time to back fill in their absence if the class were held locally.  
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Comparisons of Fire Inspections: 
 
Virginia Beach 

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Frequency 
• Who Conducts Inspections - Fire inspectors in the Fire Marshal’s Office.  
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting - The Fire Marshal’s Office is developing an electronic field 

reporting solution for fire inspections. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons - Fire inspectors issue warnings or notices of violations 

involving a deadline for voluntary compliance prior to issuing a summons for court. 
 
Chesapeake  

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Frequency 
• Who Conducts Inspections – Fire inspectors in the Fire Marshal's Office.  
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting – Fire inspections will be using electronic field reporting by 

Fall/Winter 2010. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons – Yes 

 
Chesterfield County 

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Permit 
• Who Conducts Inspections – Fire inspectors in the Fire Marshal’s Office. 
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting – Fire inspectors do not use electronic field reporting; however 

the fire inspections office is automated. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons – Yes 

 
Henrico County 

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Permit 
• Who Conducts Inspections – Fire inspectors/ investigators in the Fire Marshal's Office. 
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting – Fire inspectors do not use electronic field reporting. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons – Yes, but fire inspectors do not issue summons. 

 
Prince William County 

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Frequency 
• Who Conducts Inspections – Fire inspectors in the Fire Marshal's Office. 
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting – Fire inspectors do not currently use electronic field reporting; 

however they are moving toward using it in the future. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons – Yes 

 
Suffolk 

• Fire Inspections Model Used – Permit 
• Who Conducts Inspections – Fire inspectors in the Fire Marshal's Office. 
• Uses Electronic Field Reporting – Fire inspectors do not use electronic field reporting. 
• Issues Warnings Prior to Summons – Yes, but no summons written in last 5 years. 

 
Not fully comparable are, Suffolk, Chesterfield and Henrico counties, who use the permit model for fire 
inspections rather than the frequency model used by Virginia Beach, Chesapeake and Prince William 
County. Under the permit model of inspections, only State mandated inspections are conducted for 
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commercial establishments requiring an operational permit under the Statewide Fire Prevention Code; 
therefore, fewer establishments are inspected so fewer inspectors are needed. Inspections would not be 
provided for businesses not requiring operational permits unless there is an issue at the business or a 
complaint to be addressed. Virginia Beach uses the frequency model, which is based on a 
comprehensive inspection program whose goal is to inspect all commercial properties annually. If 
Virginia Beach used the same inspections model as Henrico and Chesterfield Counties, fewer inspectors 
would be needed as the level of fire prevention would be reduced. However, the potential outcomes of 
using this inspections model are increased: calls for service for fire operations, commercial fires, Hazmat 
issues, and etc. According to the Fire Marshal, Virginia Beach and Fairfax County remain the two leaders 
nationwide for their fire inspections, fire investigations, and fire public education models. Compared 
with other Hampton Roads cities, Virginia Beach is well below the average for commercial structural 
fires and calls for service for commercial buildings. Data was requested from Henrico and Chesterfield 
Counties, but was not available to illustrate these comparisons with other localities. 
 
Findings: 
The staffing shortage in fire inspections was documented in a September 2009, audit conducted by the 
City Auditor’s Office that demonstrated the need for six additional fire inspectors to annually provide 
comprehensive fire inspections coverage of all City commercial properties. This would increase the total 
number of inspectors from 13.71 to 19.71, provide an additional 3,696 initial annual inspections and 
3,107 re-inspections, and generate $70,000 in fire permit revenue and $184,800 in initial fire inspection 
revenue. The Fire Department requested this additional staffing at a cost of $446,865 in its FY 2010-11 
Operating Budget request, but was not funded. Another option could be to convert the two civilian 
inspector positions to four part-time fire inspectors when they become vacant or if reorganization 
occurs. Given that sworn fire inspectors have fire behavioral knowledge and fire suppression experience 
to inspect a greater variety of establishments, including high hazard establishments that are mandated 
for inspection, four part-time sworn inspectors would increase the number of high hazard/mandatory 
inspections that could be conducted. 
 

Because Permits and Inspections staff review building plans and fire inspections staff review site plans 
for different items and from different points of view to meet the requirements of different codes, 
certain details can be overlooked and certain conflicts may arise. Permits and Inspections’ fire 
protection engineer and building/fire systems inspector ensure the fire system structures proposed in a 
building plan and installed and tested meets the minimum requirements of the Uniform Statewide 
Building Code/Virginia Construction Code; whereas fire inspectors/plan reviewers have to ensure that 
those fire systems are functional for fire operations and meet Statewide Fire Prevention Code 
requirements. However, in cases where there is conflict, the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia 
Construction Code will prevail. Sometimes items adversely impacting fire operations or fire system 
maintenance are not considered or are overlooked during Permits and Inspections structural review and 
fire system inspections and acceptance testing. These issues are later discovered by fire inspectors after 
the certificate of occupancy has been issued and involve much time and cost to resolve. For example, in 
the case where Permits and Inspections allows Fire Department pipe connections to be constructed in 
the middle of parking spaces in a parking garage without providing space for fire apparatus access to 
hook up fire hoses to these connections, the fire inspector will discover this issue in the annual fire 
maintenance inspection, and will request a building modification. This is a costly mistake requiring 
renovation after construction is completed and the facility is in use, in order to extend and relocate each 
fire connection and create three foot aisles for fire truck access to these pipes. Another example 
includes allowing a building’s fire panel to be located on a wall under a roof drain that could 
malfunction, drain onto and ruin the fire panel that may cost $40,000 to replace. Earlier involvement by 
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fire inspectors in the building fire system inspection process, such as in the rough inspections or 
acceptance testing prior to final permitting of a building may prevent some of these issues. 
 
Fire inspectors spend time conducting inspections other than the annual fire maintenance inspections. 
Given the backlog of fire maintenance inspections and shortage of staffing, there may be certain types 
of inspections that the Fire Marshal would be permitted by the Statewide Fire Prevention Code to 
delegate to Permits and Inspections. This could include inspections of propane tanks used by food 
vendors at special events, tent inspections, or underground storage tank closures. 
 
By inspecting commercial establishments based on their type and level of fire hazard, rather than based 
on their geographic location within the inspections zone, increased driving distances and driving time 
may result, which may result in less time for inspections. Management Services has suggested using a 
geographically based inspection method, whereby all occupancies are systematically inspected 
throughout an inspection zone (e.g. northwest to southeast) to reduce drive time and fuel usage and 
possibly increase the number of inspections. According to the Fire Marshal, this method of inspection 
would not be a viable option as it does not ensure as high a level of public safety as the current 
inspections method.  
 
Given the open-ended nature of the inspections and invoice form, the inspector is required to hand-
write information. To expedite the inspections process, Management Services suggests that the 
inspections form could be modified to include pre-printed data where possible until the inspection 
report is automated and inspectors are using electronic field reporting. The report should require less 
writing by including check boxes for commonly cited code violations and their titles with space available 
for entry of infrequently cited code violations and for any detailed narrative. A similar format is used on 
the fire inspection’s tent/vendor inspection form. Also, to reduce inspector time in handwriting the two 
forms, the inspections report and invoice forms could include computer printed information about the 
business to be inspected or invoiced and inspectors name or code. According to the Fire Department, 
this is not a viable option as the inspector needs to write the business specific information on the forms 
to ensure it is up to date as businesses frequently change names and addresses. 
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Major Findings 
 
1) Staffing and Collaboration: 

Overall, the inspections staff in the four inspection areas evaluated (property maintenance, zoning, 
building and fire prevention) are well trained and dedicated to ensuring community safety and a 
consistency in enforcing the various codes. Inspectors in these four inspection areas recognize 
where there are mutual interest and involvement in various enforcement issues and keep each 
other appraised of situations coming under their jurisdiction. In conducting this evaluation, several 
areas were noticed where coordination could be improved.  
 

• Property maintenance inspectors are the first responders for illegal dumping complaints on 
sites that cannot be traced to a specific homeowner or business owner. In these situations, 
property maintenance inspectors coordinate with Public Works staff to ensure that items 
are removed on collection day; however, since the inspectors patrol their assigned areas 
throughout the week, they will occasionally expedite the removal of items that are out of 
regulation or items that present a hazard to residents.   
 

• Regularly, inspectors from the four inspections agencies notify each other via various means 
(in-person, phone, via administrative staff, e-mail) when code violations are discovered 
under the respective jurisdictions. By not using a standardized process of notification, mis-
communications could arise and/or issues could inadvertently be missed or overlooked. 
 

• Occasionally, building code inspectors respond to questions from property maintenance and 
fire inspectors about Part I of the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction 
Code. Examples include changes made to existing structures or other situations that may 
involve previous editions of the construction code. Research of older editions of the 
construction code is needed given that buildings have to comply with the Uniform Statewide 
Building Code/Virginia Construction Code and Statewide Fire Prevention Code at the date 
the building was constructed. The provision of cross-training or some level of refresher 
training as needed and/or a quick reference guide including frequently asked questions 
about the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code would increase the 
knowledge and capacity of property maintenance and fire inspectors to provide additional 
information as needed to the public.  

 
2) Zone Coverage: 

The Department of Housing provides the most comprehensive property maintenance inspections 
programs compared with other localities with 23 inspectors covering 21 zones providing proactive 
patrols as well as response to complaints. Most localities provide for property maintenance 
inspections based on complaints or targeted problem areas of the City. 

 
3) Staffing Patterns in Other Cities: 

In other localities, property maintenance and zoning inspections functions are combined. Given the 
overlap in functions of property maintenance and building inspectors in terms of building 
maintenance structural violations and issues and overlap in inspection areas between property 
maintenance and zoning, whereby the same address may have zoning and property maintenance 
non-structural violations, there may be opportunities to consolidate the various inspections 
functions.  
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4) Opportunities for Automation:  
All four inspection agencies will be using automated field reporting in the future with building, 
zoning and property maintenance inspectors developing their respective databases using the 
internet based Accela software application. Building inspectors will be using laptops accessing the 
Accela system by February 2011, which will cut in half the number of times they have to document 
inspections from four times (daily travel/trip log, cell phone accessing the automated phone 
inspection request system, inspections card and permit) to two (inspections card and laptop 
accessing the Accela database). Property maintenance inspectors will be using laptops in the field in 
2011, and zoning inspectors will be using laptops for field reporting in 2012. The Fire Marshal’s 
Office is developing a solution to field automation, and will request capital project funding for this 
project. According to the Fire Department, the Accela application is not applicable to fire 
maintenance inspections as it is developed for construction related inspections. In the interim, there 
is an opportunity to partially automate the paper fire inspection and fire permit invoice forms by 
including check boxes and pre-printed information for common code violations. 

 
5) Conflicts in Fire System Plan Review: 

Permits and Inspections staff review building plans and Fire inspections staff review site plans from 
different perspectives to meet different code requirements. Permits and Inspections staff reviews 
fire system structural requirements, whereas Fire Inspections staff reviews non-structural 
emergency response items on the site plans. Sometimes there may be some degree of conflict as to 
what is required between both agencies given the different codes being enforced. Permits and 
Inspections staff ensures that a building’s fire protection and suppression systems meet the 
minimum requirements of the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code.  The 
Fire Marshal’s Office ensures maximum safety to meet requirements of the Statewide Fire 
Prevention Code and requirements of fire operations. Sometimes items impacting fire operations or 
fire system maintenance are not considered or are overlooked during Permits and Inspections’ 
structural review of the building plan as well as fire system inspections, which are discovered by fire 
inspectors after the certificate of occupancy has been issued that require much time and cost to 
resolve. Earlier involvement by Fire inspectors in the building inspection process, such as in the 
rough-inspections or acceptance testing prior to final permitting of a building, may prevent some 
costly renovations after the certificate of occupancy is issued. 
 

6) Conversion of Civilian to Part-Time Sworn Fire Inspectors:  
Given that sworn fire inspectors have fire behavioral knowledge and fire suppression experience to 
inspect a greater variety of establishments, including high hazard establishments that are mandated 
for inspection, four part-time sworn inspectors would increase the number of high hazard/ 
mandatory inspections that could be conducted compared with the two full-time civilian inspectors. 
There may be an opportunity to convert the two civilian inspector positions to four part-time sworn 
inspectors if vacancies or reorganizations occur. 

 
7) Special Events Inspections: 

Both building and fire inspectors provide inspections related to special events. Building inspectors 
provide inspections of amusement devices prior to the event or summer season, and fire inspectors 
provide free inspections for food vendors, and tents over 900 square feet. Given the shortage of fire 
inspectors and backlog of annual fire maintenance inspections, there may be an opportunity to 
centralize inspections related to special event food vendors and tents in Permits and Inspections. 
This would involve delegation of authority from the Fire Marshal’s Office to Permits and Inspections, 
which is allowed by the Statewide Fire Prevention Code. However, the Fire Marshal believes that the 
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current model is best by having the fire inspector perform these inspections so that he can be the 
liaison to fire operations staff, who will be responding to HazMat and other incidents. Furthermore, 
since most of these inspections are completed on Friday nights and Saturday mornings, it would be 
less expensive for fire inspectors to provide the service, since fire inspection staff schedules have 
been aligned for this purpose as sworn inspectors inspect on Friday nights and the two civilian 
inspectors inspect on Saturdays and flex their work week schedule. If Permits and Inspections staff 
took over these inspections, they would require either over-time pay or flex-time during the work 
week, which would reduce capacity during the work week for other inspections. 

 
8) Fire Inspections Model: 

Localities do not all use a common fire inspections model. Localities with less resources/inspectors 
or a different philosophy regarding fire prevention may use the permit model, whereby only 
commercial establishments mandated by the Statewide Fire Prevention Code to obtain an annual 
fire operating permit receive annual fire maintenance inspections. These establishments pose the 
highest risk for risk of fire or hazard. Inspections would not be provided for businesses not requiring 
operational permits unless there is an issue at the business or a complaint to be addressed. Virginia 
Beach’s Fire Marshal’s Office uses the frequency model for its annual fire inspections, with the goal 
of providing annual inspections of all commercial establishments to provide a higher level of public 
safety. Given a shortage of inspectors, the Fire Marshal’s Office falls short of this goal by only 
inspecting 37% of all commercial establishments annually. If the Fire Marshal’s Office changed 
inspections to only those mandated by the Statewide Fire Prevention Code, then more inspections 
could be conducted of higher risk establishments assuming the Fire Marshal’s Office permitted its 
two civilian inspectors to inspect establishments other than offices and stores; however the 6,066 
offices would not be inspected. This would provide a lower level of public safety given that of the 
434 structural fires occurring in the City in 2009, 6% were in businesses that are not mandated by 
the State for annual fire maintenance inspections. 

 
9) Use Volunteers for Property Maintenance Inspections: 

The City implemented a Volunteer Inspection Program from February 2001 through June 2004, and 
employed a temporary weed and grass enforcement inspectors. The volunteer program was 
implemented to increase code enforcement in neighborhoods in lieu of hiring additional inspectors. 
The program achieved modest success (volunteer inspectors in aggregate performed inspectors that 
were equivalent to one FTE), and the Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservations was 
able to attract and retain volunteers (no volunteer was dismissed for performance). The program 
ceased due to the lack of availability of vehicles and inordinate amount of time for supervision.  
Other issues Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation reported were some difficulty 
in coordinating schedules for volunteers (who were not always available during the work days and 
hours). The State Code prevents volunteers from representing the City in Court for violations, which 
meant the volunteers work then caused increased workload for the inspectors. Given the fiscal 
position of the City and the success the previous program had in attracting and retaining volunteers, 
the City could attempt to reestablish a volunteer program. If volunteers are used in lieu of some City 
inspectors rather than as a supplement, the volunteers could use the City vehicles (volunteers have 
to successfully complete a vehicle driving training program). If volunteers are used as a supplement, 
the City Garage has suggested renting cars @ $36.65 per day. However, the previous volunteer 
program equated to one FTE. Without a substantial increase in participation, a transition to a 
volunteer program would mean some degradation in services, and would likely result in the 
elimination of City-wide patrols. 
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Alternative Organizational Structures 
 
Potential options were identified for changes to improve the organization or processes involved in code 
enforcement in the City 
 
1) Maintain existing service levels: 

Do not make any organizational or process changes. Although various recommendations outlined 
below could be supported by this evaluation, no organizational changes would be implemented at 
this time.  

 
2) Reduce property maintenance code enforcement to targeted areas and response to complaints: 

This strategy refocuses property maintenance inspections on problem target areas and rental 
inspections. The other areas of the City are then inspected only on a complaint basis. This would 
eliminate active patrols except for the designated areas of concern. The City’s property maintenance 
efforts are provided at a very comprehensive level compared to benchmark localities. Because of 
the economic environment in which the City is (and may continue to be) operating, a reduction in 
this service may help reduce service reductions in other areas. The implementation of Accela 
wireless can help mitigate the actual reduction in enforcement efforts due to increases in 
productivity.   

 
3) Property maintenance inspections assumes responsibility for enforcement of illegally parked 

recreational and commercial vehicles: 
Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation has more capacity as there are 21 property 
maintenance inspectors compared to seven zoning inspectors, and property maintenance inspectors 
often discover these violations during their patrols. Instead of reporting these to Zoning or ignoring, 
they can cite immediately.  Enforcing this does not require extensive knowledge of the Zoning Code, 
nor would it require property maintenance inspectors to obtain the designation of Certified Zoning 
Officer. This would free up zoning staff to handle the backlog of conditional use permit and other 
zoning inspections. This would entail a change to the City Code, which currently assigns this 
responsibility to the Planning Department. 
 

4) Reorganize code enforcement, zoning, and permits and inspections into one department:  
This would represent the prior model of service delivery, and reflects the model used in Norfolk, 
Chesapeake, Suffolk, Hampton, and Newport News. This could improve the coordination and 
communication between building code, zoning code, and property maintenance code inspectors, 
improve coverage of the City, especially in addressing backlogged rental inspections and possibly 
some conditional use permit inspections, as well as provide a one-stop-shop for zoning, 
building/property maintenance and construction-related issues. Consolidation of the similar 
inspections functions could improve coordination and communication, especially when multiple 
inspections agencies are dealing with the same properties involving multiple violations of the 
respective Codes. Consolidation of these agencies could provide added efficiencies of combined 
inspections for zoning and non-construction related property maintenance issues as well as rental 
inspections and selected building inspections through cross –training and additional certification of 
the various inspections staff (e.g. building and selected property maintenance inspectors, and 
zoning and selected property maintenance inspectors). Lastly, there may be cost savings to be 
achieved with reduction in the number of supervisory and management positions to expand the 
span of control. 
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However, the City may wish to retain its comprehensive property maintenance code enforcement 
program in its current form for several reasons. The City has a higher concentration of townhomes, 
which is associated with more property maintenance issues than most of the peer localities, and the 
residential tax base comprises a larger percentage of the total base in our City compared with the 
peer localities. Code Enforcement’s emphasis on maintaining neighborhood quality and acceptable 
conditions may lose emphasis if it is merged under another department and/or the interaction with 
other housing department programs would not be as seamless. However, there is no strong reason 
to believe that emphasis/relationships between departments and professional staff could not be 
developed. The increased flexibility of combination inspectors may come with a slight cost in terms 
of salary upgrades. Requiring currently employed inspectors to achieve additional designations may 
result in additional training expenses or a reduction in field hours (while staff is studying to pass an 
exam). Also, there may be space/logistical issues as well, if the staff were relocated to Building 2 to 
be co-located with Permits and Inspections. Improved communications and coordination of issues 
between the three inspections agencies may result when the Accela database is operational, since it 
will allow agencies to access other agencies’ inspections and complaint data; for example, building 
inspectors will be able to discover when property maintenance inspectors issue citations for 
violations of the property maintenance code, and property maintenance inspectors will be able to 
discover when permits have been issued for a property. 
 

5) Transfer permits and inspections’ fire inspector and consolidate his functions under Fire on a trial 
basis/pilot project: 
With this consolidation, the Fire Department would then have control over the rough-in inspections 
for fire suppression/protection systems, fire system acceptance testing and finalized permits, which 
may reduce the potential for fire protection system issues being overlooked that could result in high 
maintenance or inadequate systems that adversely impact fire operational issues. For example, 
locating the fire connections that connect to the stack pipes in a parking garage out of reach of fire 
apparatus will result in costly renovations to extend fire connections and alter parking spots to 
provide access. 

 
According to the Permits and Inspections Administrator, fire suppression and protection systems are 
not stand-alone systems, but are integrated into and fall under various code requirements of the 
Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code that fire inspectors do not have the 
authority, knowledge or certifications to enforce. Whereas, Permits and Inspections has multiple 
inspectors that are certified as building, fire and/or mechanical inspectors, who can review/inspect 
for the related Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code issues as well. And, 
there are certified inspectors that can provide inspections when the primary inspection or plan 
review staff members are in training or on leave.  

 
Also, given that the Fire Marshal’s Office is currently under-staffed in fire inspections, it would not 
be more advantageous to the City to delegate this function from Permits and Inspections to the Fire 
Marshal’s Office.  

 
In addition, there is a standardized process and flow to construction: site and building plan reviews 
and issuance of building permits, followed by associated trade reviews and permits, and then 
related inspections that all lead to the issuance of the certificate of occupancy. The current site plan 
review and inspections performed by the Fire Marshal’s Office as components of this process has a 
larger window for submittal and compliance than some other components and therefore very rarely 
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has a negative impact on the flow of this process.  However, if all fire related functions are placed 
under the Fire Marshal’s Office, there could be delays with coordination of fire and related 
inspections as well as the interpretation of these applicable codes.  Delegating fire building systems 
inspections and approval to the Fire Marshal’s Office would create two authorities, the Fire Marshal 
and the Permits and Inspections Administrator, having jurisdiction over fire building systems that 
provide code interpretation and direction as to compliance that could cause conflicts. In the case of 
conflicting code interpretation, the Uniform Statewide Building Code/Virginia Construction Code will 
prevail over the Statewide Fire Prevention Code according to both codes. Having two authorities 
over inspections and acceptance of fire suppression and protection systems would also place 
greater stresses and strains on the working relationship between these agencies and could adversely 
impact customer service. 

 
6) Cross-train civilian inspectors in Housing and Permits and Inspections as well as fire engine 

supervisor or crews to conduct routine, low hazard fire inspections to assist with the backlog of 
offices and stores: 
 
Certified civilian inspectors have been conducting annual fire inspections of offices and stores since 
FY 2006. Also, a few localities are using some of their fire engine crews to perform life safety 
inspections, day care and group home inspections, as well as other low hazard inspections. This 
option would provide some relief in addressing the backlog of annual fire inspections to low-hazard 
establishments. If it is cost prohibitive or otherwise not practical to send one or multiple fire engine 
crews to the two training classes to be certified and then to 16 hours of recertification training every 
two years, then the engine company captains/supervisors could be certified/recertified and could 
then direct the crew on the inspections. Currently, five building code inspectors in Permits and 
Inspections are certified fire prevention inspectors and two are certified as fire protection inspectors 
that conduct building fire system plan review, fire protection system inspection, testing and 
acceptance. 

 
According to the Fire Marshal’s Office, this option will add significant amount of training (a minimum 
of 15 days of training, followed by two months of on the job training with inspectors, a core training 
class after 12 months, and then 16 hours recertification every two years) to an already heavy 
training load for engine companies, and could result in companies having to abort inspections to 
answer a fire or emergency medical services call for service and not get back to the inspection for 5 
days based on the current 21-day work schedule. Certifying fire engine companies and their captains 
to perform inspections would entail additional cost of at least $47,400 per engine company and time 
away from the field. 

 
As an alternative, the Fire Marshal’s Office proposes conversion of their two full-time civilian 
inspectors when vacancies or reorganization occur to multiple part-time positions. Retired 
firefighters or firefighters from other cities, who are certified or could be certified as fire inspectors, 
could be hired on a part-time basis. In this way, more inspections of high risk, high hazard 
establishments can be performed at less cost with a better cost recovery from the $50 inspection 
fee. 
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Recommendations 
 
Management Services recommends the respective agencies implement the following list to improve 
response to illegal dumping of trash, improve the communication between the various code 
enforcement agencies, and to reduce the number of issues related to the construction and placement of 
fire protection systems: 
 
• The Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation and Department of Public Works 

should clarify responsibilities for picking up illegally dumped trash to eliminate the concern for 
personal risk; additional time spent hauling trash by the inspection staff, and duplication of effort.  

 
• The four inspection agencies should have a common system to coordinate cases and issues including 

referrals to one another. In this way inspectors in each agency would know whether inspectors from 
other agencies have taken any actions on a property, cited a property for code violations, or 
whether construction permits have been issued. Currently, inspectors may use a variety of means 
(phone, in-person or e-mails) to coordinate and/or refer cases or issues to inspectors and 
administrative staff in the other inspection agencies. The new Accela system should provide a means 
to better coordinate cases and issues between Housing, Permits and Inspections and Zoning; 
however Fire Inspections does not use the Accela system, and would need to be given access to it. 

 
• Permits and Inspections staff should provide refresher training as needed and/or a quick reference 

guide to property maintenance inspectors and/or fire inspectors to include frequently asked 
construction code questions or construction code issues arising in the field that they may discover in 
their respective inspections that would assist them in serving the public. 

 
• Rather than moving the responsibility for rough in inspections and permitting of fire suppression 

systems from Permits and Inspections to the Fire Marshal’s Office, Permits and Inspections should 
include the two senior fire inspectors from the Fire Marshal’s Office in the inspection and building 
modification process prior to the final building inspection and issuance of the certificate of 
occupancy. This earlier involvement of fire inspectors may alleviate or mitigate fire operational or 
fire system maintenance issues with new construction. This will allow fire inspectors to inspect a 
building while it is being constructed to identify any issues that could be resolved less expensively 
prior to issuing the certificate of occupancy. Also, when the Accela on-line permitting application is 
operational, Fire may be able to access the building plans that are attached to the permit to be able 
to identify issues earlier. This would improve communications between the two agencies. The intent 
of this change is not to impede or slow the certificate of occupancy process. 

 
• Zoning should transfer responsibility for citing illegally parked boats, recreational vehicles and 

commercial vehicles in residential areas to Code Enforcement, without transferring additional staff.  
This will require amending the City Code.  

 

• Fund $18,432 in Accela licensing so that 311 call center can receive complaint calls for code 
enforcement.  This will help ensure that support staff positions can be eliminated. 

 
• If future staffing levels decline due to budget reductions, property maintenance inspections could be 

performed on a targeted area basis with other areas of the City being handled on a complaint basis. 
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These targeted areas should be areas identified as requiring intensive inspections to improve 
neighborhood conditions.  

 
Other issues that should be analyzed in the future involved improved cost recovery for the annual 
inspections fee and various construction permit fees, as well as allocation of fire system related permit 
revenue to Permits and Inspections and Fire Marshal’s Office. The annual fire inspections fee is currently 
$50 regardless of size or type of occupancy inspected (e.g. kiosk at Lynnhaven Mall, Home Depot, 
Sentara-Virginia Beach General Hospital). The Fire Marshal’s Office believes this fee should be based on 
square footage inspected. Plan review of fire systems entails numerous site visits by building code and 
fire inspectors, whose costs may not be fully recovered by the construction permit fee; for example 
there may be 50 trips to the Westin hotel to perform the acceptance testing on 2,700 devices in the 
building and finalize or release the permit. Also, the Fire Marshal’s Office suggests increasing the permit 
fee to reflect cost per fire system device in the building plan as is done by Arlington and Alexandria, 
Virginia. Currently, the permit fee is based on the contractor’s estimate of what the fire system costs, 
and the Fire Marshal’s Office believes these costs are significantly underestimated. For example, the 
Westin hotel has 2,700 fire suppression devices installed that require testing, acceptance and later on, 
maintenance inspection by the fire inspectors. 
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Appendix A 
 

Selection of Benchmark Localities for Comparisons 
 
Selecting localities for benchmarking is not an easy task.  Threats to the validity of these comparisons 
are alternate explanations that can jeopardize the comparisons, and examples of these are cited below: 
 
Issues of Selection: All inspections/citations/cases cases are not equal.  Some cases are more difficult 
and take longer to resolve than others, yet these cases are all counted equally.  The quality of 
contractors, traffic congestion, age of housing stock, the level of knowledge/experience and judgment of 
an inspector, and the percent of homes occupied by renters represents factors that impact the time and 
delivery of various inspections. Community preferences can also vary for allocating resources to the non 
mandated, property maintenance enforcement. Each city organizes and tasks its various Code 
Enforcement agencies differently as well as tracks different indicators, so comparisons may be difficult. 
For example, civil inspectors in other cities may conduct the same inspections that Virginia Beach's 
building inspectors perform (tree canopy, landscaping, and driveways, etc). Some cities do not track 
complaints, summons issued or annual inspector mileage. In some cities, Fire engine companies perform 
certain types of inspections, such as daycare and group homes (Chesterfield County), or other low-
hazard inspections (Henrico County 2,500 inspections); however in Virginia Beach, engine companies do 
not perform fire inspections as they are not State certified. Issues of Instrumentation: Human error in 
recording the data could occur.  Issues of Maturation: Differences in the ability (knowledge/experience) 
of the inspectors can exist among the various localities at the start of these.  Changes can occur during 
the year in which the comparisons are made as well. For example, staff turnover may occur during the 
year (position may remain vacant for a certain period/new staff may not be as productive as the 
previous staff).   
 
The overarching factor chosen was the suburban nature of a community.  The table on the following 
page illustrates some of the aforementioned characteristics among the benchmark localities: 
 

Selected Characteristics of Benchmark Localities 
 Data for Calendar Years 2006 – 2008 
 Population 

Growth Rate 
2000 - 2009 

 
% Attached 
Housing* 

 
Poverty 

Rate 

 
% Owner 
Occupied 

Renter 
Vacancy 

Rate 

Median 
Age of 
Home 

Virginia Beach 2.2% 24.8% 6.8% 68.0% 4.2% 30 
Chesapeake 10.4% 11.8% 6.8% 74.3% 2.4% 26 
Suffolk 30.4% 5.2% 10.3% 71.5% 5.0% 24 
Chesterfield 18.3% 4.7% 5.5% 78.6% 4.4% 24 
Henrico 13.0% 7.8% 8.8% 67.1% 6.8% 30 
Prince William 37.8% 30.2% 4.9% 73.5% 8.3% 21 
*Measured as attached housing as percentage of total housing units, excluding apartments 
Sources: Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 2006-08 
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Appendix B 
 

Value of Property Maintenance Code Enforcement 
 
Real Estate Assessor 
“Do you believe Code Enforcement efforts have a positive impact on property values?”  Yes, I believe 
Code Enforcement efforts do have a positive impact on property values in certain targeted 
neighborhoods, but I cannot quantify the impact”.     
 
The Police Department 
“Do you believe the City’s Code Enforcement activities have a positive impact on Police 
operations/public safety in the City?” Yes, most certainly. The documentation that links the appearance 
of a neighborhood to the general behavior of the neighborhood is considered by the law enforcement 
community to be decisive. Our community policing endeavors are grounded in the “Broken Windows” 
theory of social disorder issues. 
 
“If so, do you believe these benefits are more heavily concentrated in certain geographic 
areas/neighborhoods and, if so, which areas/neighborhoods do you believe Code Enforcement activities 
have the most positive impact?  Are there geographic areas in the City in which you do not see a benefit 
from Code Enforcement?”  Systematically applied code enforcement efforts have significant value in 
every neighborhood where they are applied. Obviously, some neighborhoods – those classified as 
stressed - which in Virginia Beach have a tendency to be predominantly townhome neighborhoods 
where poor property maintenance conditions already exist, demonstrate more drastic improvements in 
both appearance and behavior with a systematic code enforcement effort. There should be ample 
documentation to this effect already in the possession of the Department of Housing and Neighborhood 
Preservation pursuant to a rather comprehensive study completed on this area of interest several years 
ago.  
 
“Are the Code Enforcement staff knowledgeable and do they communicate well with your officers?  Are 
there any areas in which the working relationship and communication can be improved?” 
 
Our experiences are that the Code Enforcement inspectors are knowledgeable. We have some concerns 
from officers that they do not often see the efforts of the Code Inspector in our defined “target” 
neighborhoods. There have also been some reports that concerns reported by officers using the 
standard “Defect Notice” sometimes require multiple notices before any tangible action is observed as 
having been taken. I am aware that in some cases this perceived delay in action might be the result of 
the rules that code inspectors operate under as regards notice and action for property condition 
violations. It might be advantageous that the DHNP periodically attend muster training sessions or 
distribute reminders to officers regarding the value of direct contact with the inspector for any ongoing 
concerns. 
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DISCLAIMER: 
The data is provided “as is” and the City of Virginia Beach expressly disclaims all 
warranties, UCC, and otherwise, express or implied including particular purpose, 
and further expressly disclaims responsibility for all incidental, consequential or 
special damages aris ing out of or in connection with the use or performance of 
the data. The user acknowledges the  d isclaimer of warranty and waives all 
warranties expressed or implied and waives any right of cla im for damages 
incidental, consequential or special, arising out of or in connection with the use or 
performance of the data. 
CAUTION: this map represents approximate locat ions and values; it is sub ject to 
mapping projection and compilation error(s). Property information is compiled 
from recorded plats and best fit to base mapping products using Virginia State 
Plane NAD 1983 coordinate system , with a min imum target accuracy of +/- 2-5 
feet. This mapping product is not a legal survey and therefore can not be used to 
determine private/public property locations, for engineering/construction site 
design  or fo r fina l flood zone determinations.  This map is for inform ational 
purposes only. 
Copyright © 2010 City of Virginia Beach / Center for GIS 
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Appendix G 
 

Other Inspections and Work Conducted by Fire Inspectors 
 
The daily schedule may vary by inspector: 
 
Other miscellaneous inspections (averaging about 1,200 annually) as well as other duties divert 
attention from the annual fire maintenance inspections, such as: 
 
• Inspections and maintenance of 800 private hydrants. Hydrants are tested every 5 years. When 

the inspector is performing an annual inspection, he will ensure that the hydrant has been 
tested and maintained; if not maintained, he will provide the business with a copy of the 
guidelines and write it up as a violation. Engine crews maintain the City’s 7,500 hydrants and 
Public Utilities employees test them. 
 

• Inspections for fire watches when fire systems are out of order, which require fire inspectors’ 
presence and possible permit fee. 
 

• Inspections of commercial or multi-family establishments related to the Red Tag program, 
whereby red tags are placed on gas or electrical appliances that are taken out of service. 
Sometimes red tags are placed on appliances or electrical panels by fire engine companies that 
have responded to a call for service for “smoke odor” and trace the odor to a malfunctioning 
device. The engine company notifies the fire inspector who notifies Permits and Inspections. Fire 
inspectors have to re-inspect the site once notified by Permits and Inspections that the 
equipment is operational. For residential developments, Housing/Code Enforcement inspectors 
discover the issue and report it to Permits and Inspections. 
 

• Inspections of underground storage tank closures. 
 

• Assistance with building repository box installation to determine location of this box, which 
stores building keys and building plans to assist fire operations staff during a fire. 
 

• Response to service requests from businesses for timed fire drills or fire-related advice on future 
renovations or existing fire safety improvements. 
 

• Inspections of food vendors at special events having propane tanks or other fuel sources (no 
charge is assessed for this inspection). 
 

• Inspections for tents over 900 square feet (e.g. Neptune Festival, Strawberry Festival, Sears). 
 

• Inspections at the Convention Center for car, boat and home improvement shows. 
 

• Inspections at fireworks events (amphitheater, weekly for the Oceanfront on Wednesdays and 
Saturdays from Memorial Day weekend to Labor Day weekend). 
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• Inspections performed on an over-time basis for life safety issues involving occupancy at bars as 
well as range hoods. 
 

• Continuous inspections of high tech and complex building construction, such as the buildings at 
Town Center, to stay on top of fire-related building issues. An annual inspection of these 
structures is insufficient. 
 

• Identification of businesses operating without business licenses, and forwarding the necessary 
information to the Commissioner of Revenue’s Office, as well as Planning Department’s Zoning 
and Permits and Inspections Divisions for follow-up inspections.  
 

• Identification of illegal construction or change in business occupancy and notification of the 
Planning Department’s Zoning and Permits and Inspections Divisions for follow-up inspections. 

 
• Identification of issues that could impact Fire Operations, and notification of the respective 

engine companies. 
 

• Identification of health code violations, hoarding situations, and notification of the Departments 
of Health and Human Services. 
 

• Response to requests from Permits and Inspections, Zoning, Housing/Code Enforcement. 
 

• Response to requests from Fire engine companies in each fire inspection zone. 
 

• Response to requests from Police (about 100 annually) for fire inspections when there are 
requests for ABC licenses. 
 

• Research of current and past SFPC related to inspections performed or questions from other 
agencies. 
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Appendix H
Annual Fire Inspections Performed

FY 2009-10

By Use Type

Use Group and Type

Annual 
Inspections 
Performed

# of 
Inspectable 
Businesses

Percentage 
Rate

Cumulative 
Inspections

Cumulative # 
of Inspectable 

Businesses
Percentage 

Rate
 Assemblies               1,089                 1,637 66.5%

A1 Theatres, Civic Centers 11                    60                      18.33%
A2 Restaurants 844                  1,085                77.79%

A3
Recreation Centers, Skating 
Rinks 76                    165                    46.06%

A4 Churches 117                  276                    42.39%
A5 Amusment Park, Stadium -                   2                        0.00%
M3 Mercantile/Grocery Stores 41                    49                      83.67%
B Offices 1,178              6,066                19.42%               1,178                 6,066 19.4%
E Education (Schools/Colleges) 192                  244                    78.69%                  192                    244 78.7%

Factory/Industry                  145                    317 45.7%
F1 Light Industry, Manufacturing 140                  293                    47.78%
F2 Lumber yard, Wood Shops 5                      24                      20.83%

Factory/Light Industry                  219                    254 86.2%
H2-1 Gas & Bulk Storage 5                      5                        100.00%
H2-2 Hazardous Production 10                    24                      41.67%
H2-3 Marinas 14                    19                      73.68%
H3-1 Misc. Hazards 19                    27                      70.37%
M2 Mercantile/Services Stations 171                  179                    95.53%

Institutional                  124                    164 75.6%
I1 Jails, Correctional Facilities 4                      5                        80.00%
I2 Hospitals, Nursing Homes 47                    57                      82.46%
I3 Day Care Centers 73                    102                    71.57%

Mercantile                  682                 1,478 46.1%
M Stores 682                  1,478                46.14%

Malls                  172                    224 76.8%
M1 Lynnhaven, Pembroke Malls 172                  224                    76.79%

Residential                  176                    428 41.1%
R1 Hotel/Motel 128                  127                    100.79%
R2 Multi-Family 48                    301                    15.95%

Storage                  582                 1,370 42.5%
S1 Individual Storage 154                  356                    43.26%

S2-1 Repair Garages, Car Dealers 263                  470                    55.96%

S2-2 Warehouse, Storage & Transfer 165                  544                    30.33%
4,559              12,182              37.4%               4,559               12,182 37.4%Total All Groups and Types
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