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Memorandum  
Department of Planning & Development Services  
 
 

TO:  Mike Geisel, City Administrator 

 
FROM: Justin Wyse, Director of Planning & Development Services  
 
DATE:  June 7, 2018  
  
RE:  St Louis County Contract Services / Permit Reviews  
 
 

As requested, the Department of Planning and Development Services has compiled information 
on building permits issued within the City of Chesterfield.   
 
Current City of Chesterfield Process 
Since the City’s incorporation, the City of Chesterfield has contracted with St. Louis County for 
the review, issuance, and inspection of permits for building, mechanical, electrical, and plumbing.  
This arrangement has been in place since the City’s incorporation.  There is no direct cost to the 
City of Chesterfield for this service; however, St. Louis County collects building permit fees from 
the developer or homeowner for each project. 
 
In order to obtain a permit from St. Louis County, applicants must first submit a Municipal Zoning 
Approval (MZA) to the City of Chesterfield Department of Public Services, for review to verify that 
the proposed work is consistent with the City’s land use regulations.  The City does no review or 
analysis of the proposed construction as it relates to the adopted building code.  Examples of 
items included in the City’s review include compliance with setbacks, height requirements, 
architectural requirements, screening requirements, etc.  In 2017, the City of Chesterfield 
received 1,422 MZAs.  The City does not charge a fee for this service. 
 
Following approval and issuance of the MZA by the City, the applicant submits to St. Louis County 
Department of Public Works for their review, which if successful culminates in the issuance of a 
building permit.  Permit applicants can go to the County’s satellite office in Chesterfield which is 
located in the Clarkson Wilson Centre development, or they can apply the County offices in 
Clayton.  Once the permit is issued, work is officially authorized to begin and periodic inspections 
are conducted by the County to ensure that work is completed in accordance with the building 
code.  City Staff also inspects throughout the construction process to ensure any applicable 
requirements imposed by the City of Chesterfield are adhered to. 
 
Once the authorized construction is complete, County has inspected and has determined that 
the work is compliance with the applicable codes, St. Louis County then sends the  approved 
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occupancy permit to the City of Chesterfield.  This allows for City Staff to complete a final 
inspection of all required items.  Once everything is completed, the City releases the occupancy 
permit to the property owner.  There are frequent inconsistencies in this particular phase of the 
process since owners and builders desire to accelerate occupancy or loan closings.  
 
It should also be noted that the two fire districts severing the City of Chesterfield (Monarch Fire 
Protection District and Metro West Fire Protection District) each have their own independent 
requirements for permitting and inspections.  While these often overlap with inspections from 
the City of Chesterfield and St. Louis County, they are a separate process altogether. 
 
Other Cities 
Municipal contracts with St. Louis County for building code services is common within the County, 
although there are many levels of participation of services.  As of 2015: 
 

 37 municipalities in St. Louis County contract with St. Louis County for building permit 
services; 

 65 municipalities in St. Louis County contract with St. Louis County for mechanical permit 
services; 

 73 municipalities in St. Louis County contract with St. Louis County for electrical permit 
services; and 

 68 municipalities in St. Louis County contract with St. Louis County for plumbing permit 
services. 

 
Cities may choose to utilize St. Louis County’s service for a variety of reasons.  Some of these 
include: 
 

 Economies of scale across the County help minimize the variation in costs and revenues 
from year to year.  Larger service areas help to attenuate the volatility of a very unstable 
service. 

 Some disciplines (e.g. Structural, mechanical, electrical, plumbing, fire protection) require 
specialized employees to properly review and inspect.  The size of the County’s service 
area help to spread these costs across a larger pool of projects.   

 A larger volume of work allows for staffing redundancy to handle short term disruptions 
(e.g. vacations, gaps in employment) without increasing costs. 

 Utilizing another agency reduces the overall size of the local government and reduces 
long term liability to the organization (e.g. retirement).  

 Contracting through the County increases consistency and uniformity throughout the 
region and discourages political interference in life safety system review. 
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As shown in the information above, many cities selectively contract with County Public Works for 
some disciplines, but not all.  A city choosing to provide some of the services may elect this route 
to maintain control of certain aspects of the regulatory environment, while leaving other 
specialties to the County where the advantage of size assists in having specialty employees.  This 
scenario requires inspections to be coordinated with multiple jurisdictions (e.g. electrical and 
mechanical with the County, and plumbing and building with a municipality).  This complicates 
smaller projects where residents would have an additional layer of scheduling for their homes or 
similar projects. 
 
Annual Permit Revenue 
The City of Chesterfield receives permit information from St. Louis County.  Much of this data is 
reported in terms of construction costs on a quarterly basis in the Department of Planning and 
Development Services Monthly Report.  Permit costs are typically comprised of several main 
portions: 
 

 An administration fee – this is the cost of processing the permit through staff time. 

 An inspection fee – generally an established fee required for each inspection. 

 A construction cost fee – typically a cost per $1,000 of construction costs or a per-unit fee 
for number of fixtures (varies by trade). 

 
The table below is a summary of total revenue collected by St. Louis County for all disciplines 
from 2010 – 2017.   
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As can be seen in the graph above, revenue from permitting is highly volatile, with the 2017 fiscal 
year representing approximately three times the revenue as compared to 2010.  The average 
revenue emanating from the permitting process over this period was $1,218,106 with the low 
(2010) being $617,588 and the maximum (2017) being $1,868,355.  Removing 2010 and 2011 
from the analysis results in less, but still substantial, volatility with average annual revenue of 
$1,405,788 and a range between $1,137,622 (2016) to $1,868,355 (2017).  It should be noted 
that although the revenues fluctuate wildly between fiscal years, the necessary staffing to 
accommodate the review remains a continual financial cost. 
 
Revenue Sources 
Project fees by sector are largely driven by commercial development and are comprised of a 
significant (no less than 41% across all sectors) value from new construction when comparing 
building permits for new buildings, existing buildings, non-habitable structures, and temporary 
structures.   
 

 
 
The large quantity of new construction and commercial development will certainly be impacted 
as the City continues to be developed and fewer greenfield development opportunities exist. 
 
Chesterfield currently conducts an average of approximately 1,250 permit reviews a year plus 
1,000 additional permits for occupancy and re-occupancy.   
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Staffing Considerations 
In order to determine a reasonable staffing level to accommodate this level of activity, 
organizational structures of similar cities were evaluated considering the scale and type of 
development in conjunction with the services offered.  Using this information, 11 new positions 
would need to be created initially, with additional review of staffing levels to match service 
expectations.  These include a building official (1), plans examiner (2), inspector (6), and 
administrative assistant (2). 
 
A rough estimate of salary, benefits, and additional costs were calculated for the minimum 
staffing level and an estimate of larger capital items was included.  This includes items like 
computers, pool vehicles for inspectors, and permitting software.  Please note, these numbers 
are preliminary and have not been vetted to ensure a final expectation.  Rather, they are intended 
to provide a level of magnitude for discussion.  The result of this is $1,100,000 to establish a 
minimum staffing level. 
 
Another significant barrier to providing the service is where to physically locate the service.  
Currently, the City does not have space for 11+ new employees or a location with reasonable 
public access to the location for permitting work.  A future space would need to be identified and 
costs associated with renovations or new facilities are not included in the information above. 
 
Based on a preliminary review of the staffing needs, it is feasible to operate a revenue positive 
service; however, the high volatility of the activity would result in years where it may run at a 
deficit.  Additionally, this review does not consider potentially significant upfront capital costs in 
providing a physical location for the service to be run from.  
 
Recommendation 
Revenue from permitting services are highly volatile.  The revenues and expenses are realized at 
different points; often spanning multiple fiscal years.  Preliminary analysis of activity within 
Chesterfield suggests that anticipated costs will be lower than the current revenue collections 
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under the St. Louis County fee schedule, but it should be acknowledged that service expectations 
would have the impact to increase costs.  Additionally, the information does not account for a 
physical location for the service to operate from. 
 
Staff is of the opinion that the current arrangement with St. Louis County is an overall positive 
relationship and the City should not further consider bringing the permitting, review, and building 
inspection process in-house. 
 
I recommend that this item be forwarded to the Planning and Public Works Committee for 
review, discussion, and direction. 

 
Attachment 

1. St. Louis County Municipal Contract Matrix 




