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ePermitting System Executive Summary

Electronic permitting (ePermitting) is the preparation, delivery, review, correction, approval, and publication of permit application data by using web-based technologies to integrate industry, regulators and the public with a common interface. The information requirements are the same as the paper application counterparts.  The ePermitting system allows a higher quality permit application, a reduced time to approval, and an earlier beginning of the permitted operation.

WVDEP’s ePermitting system is a set of comprehensive electronic permitting functions that allow the regulated community (industrial firms and environmental engineering consultants) to build a complete permit application package online over the extended period of time necessary to document a large-scale industrial facility.  WVDEP staff become aware of these applications only after they are formally submitted for review, and use the same ePermitting system to manage and carry out the application review.

ePermitting is fully integrated with WVDEP’s GIS functionality; everywhere coordinate data is handled, a one-click interface to a Mapper function allows the user to validate  coordinate-pair on the map.  For applications which include map and engineering design documents, WVDEP’s GIS group supports tools for permit reviewers to analyze those documents online.  

The regulated community is provided many other functions by WVDEP’s ePermitting web portal, including the ability to electronically provide complex sample and chemical analysis data, such as discharge monitoring reports and surface and ground water quality data. The ability to access real-time reports showing the status of applications, permits, inspection and enforcement activity, and a wide array of other environmental information is also supported.  Over 15,000 reports of this sort are accessed by the public each month.  

Environmental consultants can apply to become Licensed Remediation Specialists, environmental monitoring well drillers can provide DEP with monitoring well construction details, and Global Positioning System (GPS) correction data for GIS users throughout West Virginia is provided on the WVDEP web site, at www.wvdep.org.

Preliminary data indicates that applications submitted to WVDEP using the ePermitting System can be processed up to 46% quicker than paper-form-based applications.  Applications are higher quality when submitted, and are then processed and reviewed more quickly.  Users within DEP have said that “corrections do not have to be manually tracked with this system…which really streamline(s) the process and allows one person to be able to control all aspects of the review process…the E-Permitting program will drastically simplify and streamline the review process.”
A.  WVDEP ePermitting System Description

Electronic permitting (ePermitting) is the preparation, delivery, review, correction, approval, and publication of permit application data by using web-based technologies to integrate industry, regulators and the public with a common interface. The information requirements are the same as the paper application counterparts.
WVDEP’s ePermitting system is a set of comprehensive electronic permitting functions that allow the regulated community (mostly industrial corporations and environmental engineering consultants) to build a complete permit application package online over the extended period of time necessary to document a large-scale facility.  WVDEP staff become aware of these applications only after they are formally submitted for review.

The only technical requirements for an applicant to use ePermitting are an Internet connection, an email account, and an Internet browser, like Internet Explorer or Netscape.  Customers wishing to submit electronic permit applications sign up for a user account on the WVDEP web site and are able to use the system within the next business day.

Security within ePermitting is controlled by the applicant, who can grant and control access within an application down to the page level.  As a given application is reviewed, the system tracks multiple versions of the application data as needed, along with any attached documents and the changing versions of the underlying forms themselves.

ePermitting is well-integrated with WVDEP’s GIS systems.  Whenever location coordinates are handled, a one-button Mapper interface is provided so any user can see the location on a map, to verify accuracy of the positioning.  When maps and engineering documents are attached to an application, WVDEP’s GIS group supports tools for permit reviewers to analyze those documents online.

The first ePermitting application type went online October 15, 2003.  At the time this document was prepared 13 different application forms are implemented and several additional forms are being developed.  The forms range from simple (Storm Water Construction) to very complex (Surface Mining Application or SMA).  Many application types consist of hundreds of pages of technical information, including maps, water quality data, blueprints and engineering drawings and represent a significant publication cost to the applicant.

All attached documents are automatically virus-scanned both arriving into the system and exiting the system to fulfill a user’s request for data.  In addition to checks, online payments are accepted by credit card or electronic funds transfer.  A planned enhancement currently being developed is the ability for an applicant to copy data from one application to a newer application, or otherwise copy parts of an application for use elsewhere.  

One note-worthy fact was the relatively low cost of development and implementation for ePermitting. The Information Technology Office(ITO) within WVDEP developed this project by adjusting project priorities within DEP’s IT budget rather than through high cost external contracts or by dramatically increasing budgets.  Some funding was provided by a grant from the federal Office of Surface Mining.

WVDEP’s ePermitting system is primarily developed using Macromedia’s ColdFusion development environment, with Oracle DB for the back-end data repository.  Data quality edits and drop-downs are enabled using Javascript.  There is a custom built in-house program named Application Builder that establishes the component structure of an electronic application and supports migration from the Test to Production environments.  

ITO staff also wrote extensions to Microsoft’s FrontPage to allow temporary employees to create the HTML shells for an application’s GUI interface pages, which are then connected with the ColdFusion logic, which manages the data and edits. 

No new hardware was necessary to implement ePermitting; it uses the same 1U rack-mounted dual-CPU server that serves WVDEP’s whole web site. 

B.  Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

By facilitating the preparation of an environmental permit application, the ePermitting system insures the completeness and enhances the accuracy of the application data, so that the quality of a submitted application is much higher than the manually prepared paper form.  Data entered on an ePermitting application is edited directly, and cross-check edits are performed between related fields and across pages of the application as well.

Information already resident within WVDEP’s Environmental Resource Information System (ERIS) that applies to a given application is automatically supplied so that duplicate data entry is not required.  The ePermitting system enforces a higher quality permit application, a reduced time to approval, and earlier startup of an environmentally-sound permitted operational facility.

One engineer using ePermitting has said “corrections do not have to be manually tracked with this system…which really streamlines the process and allows one person to be able to control all aspects of the review process.  Furthermore corrections [can be] received within minutes instead of days or weeks thru the mail… the E-Permitting program will drastically simplify and streamline the review process as we know it.”

Available data shows a 46% improvement in time to process permit applications submitted using ePermitting over an application submitted using paper forms and mail.
C.  Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, the agency or state

After an applicant submits an application, WVDEP permit reviewers use the same ePermitting system to review the planned facility’s construction details in order to confirm that the proposed facility will meet or exceed all relevant environmental requirements.  The ePermitting system facilitates communications between applicants and WVDEP reviewers to promote an earlier consensus on issues of substance.

Consulting firms save money on the preparation of multiple copies of completed forms, paper drawings and blueprints, and the revision of these complex and cumbersome permit application packages during the review and correction process.  Current paper-based processes involve two staffers paging through a permit application document one page at a time in order to keep all copies of the application internally consistent as revisions and corrections are made.  All of this work is eliminated with the ePermitting system.

The applicants benefit by having permit applications submitted and reviewed more quickly, generally resulting in an earlier start date for their planned new facilities.  WVDEP captures more information using the ePermitting system (100%) than is entered into ERIS (10-15%) from paper application forms.

D.  Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback

The WVDEP ePermitting system provides a one-stop portal for businesses when applying for environmental approval of  their facilities.  It is much easier for anyone to complete an application package because online context-sensitive help and advice for filling out a given page of any application form is provided.

Once an application is marked complete and submitted, it is locked from changes by the applicant until a WVDEP permit reviewer unlocks a form page for correction or addition. When that correction is done, the applicant marks it complete and re-submits the application.  The WVDEP permit reviewer is then notified by the system that the application is ready for further review.  This is the same process as is used for paper forms, but there is no messenger traveling back and forth making changes to multiple volume paper documents.  

The process can actually support multiple cycles of review and correction in a single day, which is impossible using a manual paper-based system.

Additionally, once an application is submitted and is officially being reviewed, it becomes a matter of public record.  When dealing with paper forms, public access involves the publication of additional paper copies, which all have to be manually revised for each review and correction cycle, which is very expensive both in elapsed time and in payroll.  Most or all of this handwork is avoided when the ePermitting system is used.

Another cost savings is in filing and archiving of permit applications.  WVDEP ePermitting system automatically stores each submitted document for long term accessability without the requirements of a file room maintained by a file clerk.  Further, since these documents are electronically stored they can be retrieved and used by multiple persons simultaneously; the Oracle DBs are backed up to optical storage for long-term archival storage in addition to on-line magnetic storage.

One example of this cost-effectiveness is Home Aeration Unit permits (HAUs are hi-tech septic systems). The Health Department requires 6 copies of an approved HAU permit application.  With the implementation of ePermitting, they will now access ePermitting HAU data using the public access reporting function of the system. 

WVDEP’s ePermitting system’s home page is at http://www.wvdep.org/eplogin.cfm
For additional information about WVDEP’s ePermitting system, click on the Tour link on the middle right side of the ePermitting home page:
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