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Department of Ecology 

2008 Permit Applicant Survey 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) is committed to improving the agencyôs 

environmental permit processes and interactions with applicants. The agencyôs vision is: 

 

The citizens of Washington trust that our employees will support and assist them in 

promoting the sustainable environmental and economic well-being of the state. 

 

Predictable and clear permit and regulatory processes, and how well Ecology employees work 

with permit applicants are very important to the agency. Over the past six years Ecology has 

focused on creating a work force that is supportive, helpful, responsive, and knowledgeable. The 

agency has also invested in improving its permit processes. This has been done without lowering 

environmental standards to protect Washingtonôs air, land, and water.  

 

Ecologyôs two permit process improvement objectives are: 

 

1. Improve business practices to achieve predictable, clear, and timely permit processes.  Since 

2002, the agency has: 

 

 Established and tracked permit timeliness targets. 

 Developed permit flow charts and guidance materials. 

 Made it easier to find permit information on the Internet. 

 Established pre-application conferences in our Regional Offices. 

 Improved permit processes. 

 Streamlined transportation permitting. 

 

2. Promote a problem-solving work force to achieve helpful, responsive, and knowledgeable 

service.  Since 2002, the agency has: 

 

 Established a Code of Conduct. 

 Consulted with external Business Advisors. 

 Developed permit and regulatory improvements and measures. 

 Surveyed our customers for feedback on how well the agency is doing to improve 

permit processes and interactions with permit customers. 

 

Ecologyôs managers and permit staff will be reviewing the survey results. Actions will be 

developed to further improve the agencyôs permit processes and customer service.   
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Background 
 
In the late summer of every other year since 2002, Ecology has contracted with the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Services (NASS) office in 

Washington State to conduct a survey of its permit applicants. The 2002 survey established a 

baseline for customer opinion about the agencyôs permit services, the permit process, and 

customer service. In the summer of 2008, the agency contracted with NASS again to survey its 

permit customers to find out how well they think the agency is doing to improve services. 

 
 

Scope 
 
Ecology is Washington Stateôs primary environmental management and protection agency.  The 

agency issues environmental permits to individuals, businesses, and corporations.  These permits 

tell the regulated person or company what they must do to comply with environmental laws: 

 

 To control pollution discharges into the air and water.  

 To safely manage toxic and solid wastes.  

 To protect natural resources and habitat. 

 

Many people have their first contact with Ecology through the environmental permit process. 

How well the agency works with its permit customers and how easy it is to navigate through the 

permit process are important for clarity and predictability . In an ongoing effort to improve its 

services, Ecologyôs permit applicants were asked their opinion of: 

 

 Satisfaction with customer service. 

 The clarity, timeliness, and predictability of permit processes. 

 The permit requirements. 

 
Ecology will use the survey results to target continued improvements in permit processes and 

how Ecology works with permit applicants. 

 

 

Survey Method 
 
The U.S.D.A. National Agricultural Statistics Services (NASS), Washington Field Office, 

provided an independent, neutral administration of the survey; and collection, validation, and 

compilation of the data. Twelve different permit types were the focus of the survey. Between 

April 2006 and May 2008, Ecology received 4,661 permit applications. Ecology gave NASS a 

random sample of 1,849 people and businesses from that list to survey. A random sample was 

selected from permits where Ecology received over 250 permit applications. For permit applicant 

numbers under 250, the entire population was surveyed (detail on page 4).   
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In early July 2008, NASS mailed a letter to the sample group to tell them they had been selected 

to take part in a telephone survey on behalf of Ecology.  From mid-July through August 2008, 

NASS-trained phone surveyors conducted the survey.  NASS used Statistical Analysis Software 

to enter the response data. They tabulated the data in September 2008 and gave the results to 

Ecology on September 30, 2008. 

 

 

Response Rate 
 
NASS called 1,849 Ecology permit applicants to survey them by telephone in 2008.  The number 

of calls that resulted in a complete survey was 1,382, or 75%.  Eighty-nine people refused to 

participate in the survey. NASS could not reach 378 survey respondents. This was primarily due 

to a couple of reasons: the person who applied for an Ecology permit was no longer employed at 

the business or the contact information was not longer valid.  For detailed response rate by 

permit type, refer to the table on page 4.  

 

 

 
 
 

 

Twelve different types of environmental permits were the focus of the survey. The chart on the 

following page shows the number of permit applications received by Ecology between May 1, 

2006 and March 31, 2008. The chart also shows the number contacted as part of the survey for 

each permit type and the response rate. 

 

Detailed results for each permit type are included in Appendix A: Survey Results by Permit 

Type, page 19.  
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Response Rate by Permit Type 
 

 
 
*   NPDES ï Water Quality National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 

** Industrial Section ï Major refinery, pulp and paper, and aluminum facility permits  

Permits are defined on pages 23-24. 

 

 
Response Rate Comparison by Survey Year 
 

 
 

The 2002 survey was conducted by mail, with a phone call follow-up from NASS to non-

respondents. The 2002 response rate was 51% with a high (908) refusal to participate in the 

survey. The mail survey coupled with a phone follow-up boosted the initial response rate from 

just mail returns. Based on this finding, the 2004 survey was conducted entirely by phone. The 

response rate increased while the refusal rate dropped significantly. A decision was made in 

2006 and 2008 to continue conducting the survey entirely by phone.  
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In 2004, 2006 and 2008, many respondents noted that they were looking forward to participating 

in the survey. Ecology publicizes the results of the survey through a press release and has posted 

all reports on its Website at: http://www.ecy.wa.gov/quality/survey/customersurvey.html.  

  

To make sure all responses remain confidential, NASS will keep all original survey responses 

and the identity of the respondents.  

 

 

Response Rate by Region 
 
Survey respondents were asked in which county the facility or site being permitted was located.  

The county data was grouped into the four Ecology regional locations, as shown in the map. This 

information is useful to Ecology because it is organized into ten environmental programs located 

in headquarters (Lacey) and four regional offices (Lacey, Bellevue, Yakima and Spokane).  

 

Looking at the survey results by where the facility / site is located is used to help determine 

overall trends in permit applicant opinion of our services from each office location. The regional 

data coupled with the specific permit data is used by the agency to target areas for process 

improvement. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Regional data is based upon where 

the permitted facility or site was 

located. For survey results by 

regional location see pages 18-19. 

 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/quality/survey/customersurvey.html


 

Department of Ecology 2008 Permit Applicant Survey                                                                               6 

Decision Status of Permit Applications 
 

Survey respondents were asked if their application for an Ecology permit was: 

 

 Approved and issued by Ecology. 

 Withdrawn by the applicant or the applicantôs business. 

 Denied by Ecology. 

 Pending a decision by Ecology. 

 

Of the 1,382 completed surveys, 60 respondents did not answer this question. The following pie 

chart and table are based on 1,322 responses to the question on permit status. 

 

 
 
*   NPDES ï  National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System  

** Industrial Section ï Major oil refinery, pulp and paper and aluminum facility permits 
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Results: Promptness in Response Time  
 
Question 4 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked respondents if they were 

satisfied with Ecologyôs response time to their phone calls, e-mail messages, letters, and requests 

for materials.  

 

Legend 
 

 Percent Satisfied 
 Percent Dissatisfied 
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Results: Communicating with Ecology Staff 
 
Questions 5 through 12 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked the respondent 

if they agreed or disagreed with statements on communicating with Ecology staff about their 

permit application. 

 

Legend 
 

 Percent Agree or Strongly Agree 
 Percent Disagree or Strongly Disagree 
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Results: Permit Process 
 

Questions 13 through 21 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked the respondent 

if they agreed or disagreed with statements about the permit process. 

 

Legend 
 

 Percent Agree or Strongly Agree 
 Percent Disagree or Strongly Disagree 
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Results: Permit Requirements 
 

Questions 22 through 24 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked the respondent 

if they agreed or disagreed with statements about the permit requirements. 

 

Legend 
 

 Percent Agree or Strongly Agree 
 Percent Disagree or Strongly Disagree 
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Results: Using the Web for Permit Information 
 
Question 25 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked respondents if they used 

Ecologyôs Web site for information to help them apply for their permit. If they answered yes, 

they were asked if the Web site was: a) easy to use, and, b) helpful.  These questions were not 

asked in the 2002 survey. 

 

 

Legend 
 

 Yes 
 No 
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Results: Agency Coordination on Permits 
 

Question 29 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire) asked respondents if their project 

required environmental permits from other agencies. If the answer was yes, the respondent was 

asked about their level of satisfaction with coordination between the permitting agencies. These 

questions were not asked in the 2002 and 2004 surveys. 

 

 

Legend 
 

 Percent Yes 
 Percent No 

 

 

 
 

 

If Yes, the survey respondent was asked if the permitting agencies were well coordinated. 

 

 
 Percent Agree or Strongly Agree 
 Percent Disagree or Strongly Disagree 
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Results: Office of Regulatory Assistance 
 
The Office of Regulatory Assistance (ORA) is a Governor-level service co-located with 

Ecology. This office helps permit applicants sort out what permits from multiple agencies and 

local government are needed for their project. Question 30 of the survey (Appendix B: Survey 

Questionnaire) asked the respondent if they had worked with the Office of Regulatory Assistance 

on their project. If the answer was yes, a follow-up question was asked about their help in 

applying for permits from multiple agencies. These questions were not asked in the 2002 and 

2004 surveys. 

 
 
Legend 
 

 Percent Yes 
 Percent No 

 

 

 
 

 

If Yes, the survey respondent was asked if their assistance was helpful in applying for permits 

from multiple agencies. 

 

 
 Percent Agree or Strongly Agree 
 Percent Disagree or Strongly Disagree 
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Regional Response Summary 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 

Department of Ecology 2008 Permit Applicant Survey                                                                               17 

Regional Response Summary 
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Appendix A 
 

Survey Results 
 by Permit Type 
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Permit Descriptions 
 
The following permits were included in all four surveys. Charts that compare results from 2002, 

2004, 2006, and 2008 are on pages 24-45.  For more detail about a particular permit, visit the 

Ecology Web site at: http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/pac/index.html  

 

Permit Type Description 
Results on 

Page 

 

Agriculture and Outdoor 

Burning   

 

 

This permit is required for burning vegetative 

agricultural wastes, land clearing debris, and forest 

slash. 

 

22-23 

 

 

Air Quality Operating 

Permit 

 

 

This five-year permit is required for major 

facilities that release contaminants to the air 

(facilities that release a large quantity of air 

contaminants).  

24-25 

 

Air Quality New Source - 

Notice of Construction, 

Prevention of Significant 

Deteriorization,  

Temporary Source, and 

General Order 

 

 

A permit is required for either the construction of 

new sources or modification of existing 

equipment/processes or temporary sources that 

release contaminants to the air (Prevention of 

Significant Deteriorization, Notice of 

Construction, General Order, or Temporary 

Source). 

 

26-27 

 

401 Water Quality 

Certification 

 

 

This permit is required for any activity that might 

result in a discharge of dredge or fill material into 

water or wetlands or excavation in water or 

wetlands. 

 

28-29 

 

Water Quality Municipal 

and Industrial 

Wastewater Discharge 

 

 

Municipal sewage treatment facilities and 

industrial facilities that discharge wastewater to 

surface waters are required to get a National 

Pollution Discharge Elimination System permit. 

 

30-31 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/pac/index.html
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Permit Type Description 
Results on 

Page 

 

Water Quality General 

Wastewater Discharge 

 

A water quality general permit covers a group of 

like businesses or activities that have similar 

discharges to surface water (stormwater, boatyard, 

fruit packer, sand & gravel, animal feeding 

operation, and aquatic pesticide application). 

 

32-33 

 

Biosolids Management 

 

 

This permit is for management and land 

application of biosolids. Biosolids are treated 

sewage sludge that meets quality standards that 

allow it to be applied to the land for beneficial use. 

 

34-35 

Water Rights New 

 

A permit is required for new withdrawals of water 

from surface and ground sources. 

 

36-37 

 

Water Rights Change 

 

 

A permit is needed for changes or transfers of an 

existing water right permit, certificate, or claim. 

 

38-39 

 

Dam Safety 

 

 

 

A permit is required for any dam or control of 10 

or more acre-feet of water, liquid waste, or mine 

tailings. 

 

40-41 

Industrial Section 

 

Pulp and paper, oil refining, and aluminum 

smelting facilities receive their air, water, and 

waste permits from one organizational unit 

(Industrial Section) within Ecology rather than 

having to apply to several programs. 

42-43 
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Agricultural and Outdoor Burning Permits 
 
A permit is needed for burning vegetative agricultural wastes, land clearing debris, and forest 

slash. 

 

 
 
Percent who Agreed or Strongly Agreed with the statement. 
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Agricultural and Outdoor Burning Permits 
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Air Quality Operating Permit 
 
This five-year permit is required for major facilities that release contaminants to the air (facilities 

that release a large quantity of air contaminants). 

 

 
 

Percent who Agreed or Strongly Agreed with the statement. 
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Air Quality Operating Permit 
 

 


