
HENDERSON, NV, Population 150,001-500,000, Service Guarantee Program 
 

 

We often hear that government should run like a business.  As the largest-full service city in Nevada, the 

City of Henderson understood the value of transforming the development services operation into a business 

model that would meet customer needs with service level expectations. As a result, the Cityôs Development 

Services Center (DSC) implemented a Service Guarantee Program (SGP).  

 

The SGP was established through interdepartmental planning and continuous process improvement delivery 

for development related services. Since its inception in 2005, the DSC has maintained a customer service 

on-time rate of over 99% for plan review and inspection services. Based upon a fee based cost recovery 

model, the program is designed for development to pay its way without taxpayer support. Modeled through 

public-private collaboration with development industry leaders, implementation of new higher-based fees 

would support DSC enhancements in order to meet performance specific results and outcomes. 

 

The SGP took a non-traditional approach for adopting new fees to cover the ñcost of doing businessò.  An 

innovative approach, the City made an iron-clad commitment to their customers to deliver improved services 

before charging the new fees necessary to fund the program. Itôs been said, ñtime is moneyò for 

development customers; during the programôs public hearing, developers testified in support of a 77% fee 

increase provided the DSC clearly demonstrates on-time performance of at least 90% for key permits and 

inspections.     

 

The Henderson City Council supported the business approach approving ñseed moneyò funding process 

enhancements. A $4 million one-time general fund transfer to the DSC Enterprise Fund legitimized the 

business model providing the necessary funding to increase staffing necessary for program implementation.   

The employees hired knew if the DSC failed to meet performance outcomes during the 90-day 

demonstration period, the new fees would be rescinded and the 31 new employees hired ñat-riskò would be 

eliminated.   

 

Key components that lead to a systematic approach to transforming their service delivery included: creation of 

the Industry Advisory Committee; managing peak workloads with consultant services; online and other 

internet services; submittal checklists and prescreening submittals; and the retooling of technology. 

 

A. Facing Challenges 

Over 270,000 residents call Henderson their home.  Located within the Las Vegas Valley, the U.S. Census 

Bureau has long designated the City of Henderson as having the third fastest growth rate of any city over 

100,000.  The City has faced the challenges of managing growth for decades.  The City of Henderson 

processed over 15,000 building permits in 2007 representing approximately 800 million  

dollars of annual construction activity.   

 

The Cityôs development departments have long believed the service demands of tremendous growth have 

strained their ability to provide adequate staffing.  Simply put, hiring more people was their suggestion to 

improve service.  In 2000, development fees were increased to hire more people with the ultimate goal of 

improving services.  While the fees increased and new staff was hired, the promises made to our customers 



fell flat.  The lesson learned from this failed effort was that hiring more people, without a systematic 

approach to organizational transformation, left the new staff without the right tools to be successful.  

Essentially, the DSC had set itself up for failure and future efforts to improve services had to focus on doing 

the right things, in the right order to equip their employees to accomplish meaningful results. 

 

At first, the City of Hendersonôs fragmented departments did not work well as a team.  Customers were 

subjected to inconsistent processes with confusing requirements and they often felt lost in the system.  Also, 

the newly created Development Services Center enterprise fund was on the brink of bankruptcy.  By 2003, 

the City was facing another needed fee increase to stabilize the fund and to raise staffing levels to keep up 

with the increasing workload.  How could the City successfully raise fees when failed past promises led to 

credibility and trust issues among key stakeholders such as customers, elected officials, and City 

management?  Employees were over-worked and very worried about the DSCôs financial future.   If a 

solution was not found, the Cityôs General Fund would have to subsidize development service delivery ï 

redirecting existing funding from other important public services. 

 

In the eye of what has been called the perfect storm, the City of Hendersonôs DSC seized the moment and 

used this crisis as an opportunity for meaningful systematic change.  The City transformed development 

services with the Service Guarantee Program, a guarantee to improve services and a commitment to 

demonstrate the improvement with a 90-day demonstration program. 

 

B. Stakeholder Collaboration 

 

The DSCôs first priority was to repair their relationship with their customers, building the necessary trust and 

credibility to lay a foundation for a future fee increase.  The Industry Advisory Committee (IAC) was formed to 

foster a close working relationship by providing a forum for customers to be heard and collaborate on 

solutions.  The IAC had an open door policy and encouraged contractors, developers, and other customers to 

participate and be part of the solution.  The IAC met once a month throughout 2004 and the first quarter of 

2005 to: identify what service levels were expected; what fees were reasonable; and how to improve 

mutual accountability.  By partnering with their customers, the ñService Guaranteeò program was developed and 

predictable, reliable service became the cornerstone of its business model.  The programôs new cost-

based fee system provided the resources needed to meet customer expectations for ñpredictable and 

reliableò services. 

 

C. Program Tools for Success 

 

  1. Service Targets & Report Card 

 

  The desire for accountability resulted in a requirement for the DSC to meet a minimum standard of 

90% on-time rate for plan review and inspection services for new fees to become 

 effective.  To measure ontime performance, the IAC validated service targets in over 500 permits, to 

clearly define what is considered ñon-timeò.  An Industry Report Card is now issued  monthly to report 

on the DSC performance, providing an open dialogue on actual service levels.  By working with our 

customers, the DSC has incorporated their frank and candid feedback in a significant way to 

accomplish change.  In large part due to the success of the DSCôs IAC, the Henderson model was 



used  by the Nevada State Legislature for a new state law requiring local governments with development 

enterprise funds to have a similar advisory board. 

 

  2. Managing Peak Workloads with Consultant Services    

  Staffing for peak workloads is impractical and understaffing creates a backlog of work.  Proactive 

identification of business cycles allows DSC managers to now anticipate peak workloads and staff 

accordingly.  The City worked closely with local union officials to establish a memorandum of 

understanding to allow for the use of consultant services for peak plan review  

  workloads. 

 

  3. Checklists & Prescreening 

 

The checklists were the result of customer feedback regarding the need for a comprehensive listing of 

the various submittal requirements for a project.  These checklists are now being  used to make sure 

that plans entering the plan review system are ready for review.  The use of the appropriate checklist 

is a way that our customers can now avoid the rejection of their submittal and speed plans through 

the DSC plan review process.  The related prescreening program was created to ensure the review 

process was not bogged down with time consuming incomplete submittals.  Due to the high volume of 

development activity, some development consultants would submit partially completed sets of plans 

as a ñplace holderò in the DSC plan review queue.  This practice is actually counter productive since it 

bottle necks the development review pipeline with plans that require extensive review comments and 

numerous review cycles.  The new prescreening program includes a more thorough review of plans as 

they are first submitted to ensure that all the basic requirements for a complete submittal are present.  

Customers who have in complete plans are asked to return when the plans arecomplete and ready 

for review.  The DSCôs permit technicians are working closely with plan review staff on the submittal 

checklists, which help identify the basic elements of a complete plan set.  This new tool has led to 

better overall service times on plan reviews for DSC customers. 

 

D. Retooling Technology 

 

The cornerstone of the performance measurement system was the customization of KIVA, the DSCôs off-

the-shelf permit tracking software application.  KIVA had its limitations; most significant was the ability to 

only capture first review times.  To measure real performance, the DSC had to measure from the time of 

application to the time of permit issuance, and every individual review by every department along the way.  

Adding to the complexity of measurement was over 500 permit types, with varied and multiple layers of fees 

for the new ñcost basedò structure.  The DSCôs KIVA/IT team worked alongside plan review staff during 

every step of the process improvement efforts to ensure a retooling of KIVA would fit the new processes 

and not hinder them.  The KIVA revamp paved the way for home grown applications, such as the 

development of DSC online (real-time customer permit tracking), online fee estimator, online permit 

submittals, and more.  Future plans include e-commerce for permit payments (to be launched summer 2008) 

and electronic plan submittal (under development). 

 

E. Accountability 

 



The cornerstone of the SGP was to build a reliable system of accountability.  The retooling of technology 

has allowed the ability to provide real-time status information on over 500 permit types.  This transparent 

system provides all stakeholders key information, such as: when the cityôs plan review is on-time (or late); 

when a consultant has (or has not) returned plans to the DSC; and other important information impacting 

the permitôs processing.  In addition, to show good financial stewardship, the DSC returned the unused 

portion of the seed money granted by the City Council back to the Cityôs general fund (which was in excess 

of over $850,000).    

 

F. Measureable Results 

 

A picture is worth a thousand words; the two graphs listed below illustrate the DSCôs permit on-time 

performance before and after the Service Guarantee Program.  It is important to note the DSC has  



sustained an overall on-time rate of over 98% for the past three years.  

 

 

The DSC has made a commitment to our elected officials, customers, and citizens to continue to measure 

their on-time rate; ensuring on-time performance continues to exceed the 90% service target.  Once a month 

the Industry Report Card is sent to all stakeholders and clearly identifies the most current performance 

measures.  The report card is also incorporated into the DSCôs newsletter and is posted on the DSCôs 

website. 

 


