E-mail from Bernie Satterwhite to Mike Lunceford dated February 02, 2010:
 
Dear Mr. Lunceford: 

Councilwoman Mandy Nathan indicated that you had questions regarding the permitting process for Horn School , specifically with respect to why it takes so long to get a permit. In reviewing your email to Mandy, which she forwarded, it appears that it was mistakenly communicated to you that it was the construction permits that took three months to issue. In fact, it is not the construction permits that take that long, but rather the specific use approval. 

Under our zoning ordinance, property in residential zoning districts can be used for schools only under a specific use authorization. Essentially, the zoning code must be amended to allow for specific use. The amendment, which is approved by City Council after being reviewed by the Planning and Zoning Commission, then becomes a permanent part of our zoning code.  The specific use process is what takes so long. Even though a school may have been in a specific location for many years, such as Horn, any time the footprint of the improvements on the property are changed, or the use of the property is changed, another specific use amendment is required. Specific use is just that…specific. Even changing the building plans, which changes the footprint or square footage of the building after the specific use amendment was approved by council, would require another specific use amendment. We tend to refer to the specific use amendment as a specific use permit (SUP). That is what probably has caused confusion with the building permits. It is more accurate to say specific use amendment or specific use authorization. 

The specific use process entails a rather extensive and detailed land-use application, which shows what the property will be used for and how it will be used. It also shows how things like traffic will be impacted and how the neighboring residential community might be impacted. After review by staff, the application goes to the Planning and Zoning Commission (P&Z) for review. The commission is required to hold a public hearing on the application, which requires a specific notification period. It is my understanding that the first meeting available for the Planning and Zoning Commission to hold a public hearing and review the application is March 8, and that date is going to be hard to make if we don't get the SUP application by the end of this week. After P&Z conducts a public hearing and reviews the application, they make a recommendation to City Council regarding approval. P&Z may or may not hold the public hearing on the same night that they vote to recommend action, which could extend the process further. They can also recommend approval with conditions, which may cause HISD to have to take additional time to consider the conditions before proceeding to council. 
Once P&Z has made their recommendation, council must also schedule a public hearing. Council rules require that they vote to schedule or call the public hearing at an open meeting. In order for council to call the public hearing, all items in the application must be in order, P&Z must have provided a recommendation and the entire ordinance must have been drafted.  The closest available meeting date to call the public hearing in this timeline would most likely be April 5. After calling the public hearing, because there is a fifteen day notification period and the next council meeting is typically only 14 days after calling the public hearing, the public hearing most likely would have to be scheduled on or after April 26.  Typically, council does not take action on an item discussed in a public hearing on the same evening to ensure that the public has ample opportunity to submit written comments. That means the SUP could not be considered for approval until council's next regular meeting, which could be May 3 or 17.  This timeline is predicated on the application being submitted soon, and the process proceeding smoothly.  

This schedule hopefully represents a typical case. There could be opportunities to shorten the process a little, by either combining meetings into one night or holding meetings at other times besides the regular meeting night. For now, until we can better tell how busy the City Council schedule will be at that time, we felt providing a typical scenario for planning purposes would be prudent.  I suspect that moving the school form one side of the campus to the other will bring out some residents that will have concerns. Council will want to ensure that those residents are heard and their concerns are addressed. Therefore, I doubt that they will want to hasten the process by much. We will work to shorten it as much as we can, but I think the May-June timeframe for start of construction is a realistic estimate.

I hope this clarifies the miscommunication regarding permitting. The good news is that the plans can be reviewed during the specific use process and permits should be ready to be issued as soon as the specific use amendment is approved. I would ask you please help dispel any rumors or notions that the City of Bellaire somehow concocted the process to allow for the Little League to finish their season. The process is prescribed by ordinance. We were fully ready to be off the field by March in accordance with the letter we received from HISD several months ago. However, as we saw that the specific use application had not been submitted, and knowing the process would take some additional time, I directed our Director of Parks and Recreation to contact HISD and ask if we could extend the time that the fields would have to be vacated so that LL could finish the season or at least get as close as possible to finishing. That was only after we saw the March date was not going to work for the start of construction. We will be ready to vacate the fields whenever HISD needs us to. I am somewhat amazed, I guess, that someone would imply that we would play those types of games. I would hope that we would be seen as being more professional than that. I'm sure you understand. 

I am pretty sure that HISD is familiar with the process we have to go through, as we have been through this same process several times, most recently with the renovations of the Condit School playing fields about five years ago. I know it is different than working with Houston , but I would have thought the specific use process would have been considered within the HISD timeline for the construction of the school. It is my thought that the specific use application could have been submitted long ago, as only a finished site plan is required to begin that application. 

I'm sorry for any confusion and pledge that we will work closely with HISD staff to ensure that the project moves smoothly through the process. 
I am available anytime if HISD staff or Board members have questions about the process, or if we can help make the process go more smoothly.

Sincerely, 

Bernie Satterwhite 	
City Manager 	
City of Bellaire 	
7008 S. Rice Ave. 	
Bellaire, Texas 77401 	
Phone - (713) 662-8228 	
Fax - (713) 662-8212 
Please let me know if you need any additional information.  Thanks for your help.  

