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5.  Writing the Staff Report

In This Chapter

Balancing Detail and Brevity
Organization
The staff report sets the stage for good decision-making by presenting key information in a way that makes it easy to grasp the critical issues.  Staff reports are also important because they are one of the places within the administrative record where the agency’s underlying concerns and rationale may be cogently explained.
 

Staff reports are usually produced for both legislative and quasi-judicial decisions. Reports for legislative decisions usually highlight the key policy considerations.  Reports for quasi-judicial decisions typically include more technical information about how particular policies and ordinances should be applied to the application at issue. 

A well-written report can validate an agency decision, even when it does not reflect staff's recommended course of action.  In contrast, an incomplete or contradictory report can pave the way for a lawsuit against the agency.   

Balancing Detail and Brevity

Officials have little time to read lengthy reports. Brevity is therefore appreciated. The challenge for the drafter is to balance this with the need to provide sufficient information.  Here, there is probably no substitute for experience.  Staff reports need not address every potential inquiry—yet they need to provide enough information for the decision-maker to make a well-informed decision.  
Striking this balance requires the drafter to make decisions about what information to emphasize. There are a number of format techniques that can help:

· Standard Headers.  Standard subheaders, like “Fiscal Impact,” “Plan Consistency” or “Recommendation,” provide structure and help the drafter focus on the key issues. New subheads, such as “Public Involvement” or “Housing Impact” can be added to emphasize subjects in which the decision-maker has expressed a specific interest.

· Short Sentences. Use short sentences. Clear language helps decision-makers refer to the report during the “heat” of a discussion.   

· Matrices.  Matrices provide a quick way for readers to gauge the important information associated with the proposal.

· Bulleted or Numbered Lists.  Bulleted lists (like this one) help the reader sort through information.  They also free the drafter from developing wordy transition sentences between ideas.

Finally, attempting to achieve the right balance between critical information and brevity in the staff report is seldom a one-person job. Peers and supervisors should review the report to assure that key information is not omitted and to edit out unnecessary detail.  

	Staff Reports: Special Considerations For Land Use Decisions

	· Consistency with General Plan.  The report should note the extent to which the proposed action is consistent with the various elements of the general plan.

· Impacts on Housing Policies.  Changes in housing policy may affect the agency’s ability to achieve its regional fair share allocation number, which in some cases may affect the agency’s eligibility for certain funding sources.

· Permit Streamlining Act.  Applications for entitlements are governed by timelines imposed by the Permit Streamlining Act.  The report should note when the application was filed and the time remaining before the application is deemed approved.  

· Environmental Review.  The environmental review and potential mitigation measures are often key elements of a decision. Addressing or summarizing these issues in a separate section of the report helps decision-makers sort through details.

· Multiple Approvals.  Always identify any additional actions or approvals that must be obtained from the agency or other agencies before the project can proceed.  


Organization

How the report is organized will influence how the issues are presented and analyzed. There is no “right” organization—actual styles vary. For example, the chronology below places the recommendation section before analysis.  But many agencies do the reverse.  Regardless of the order, keeping format, font, and language consistent makes it easier to locate specific information.
 This section summarizes many of the “typical” sections found in staff reports.
Title, Summary, and Cover Sheets  

The title should be descriptive enough to inform the decision-maker of the issue presented (for example: Review of Tentative Map Application on 120-acre Parcel Located at 300 Westgate Road).  Many agencies also include a short two- to three-sentence summary to frame the issues for consideration.  
Background Summary 

The background section summarizes important facts or events leading up to the point of decision.  This is a good place to summarize the process and the staff role in developing the recommendations.  For example, if the report involves a recommended ordinance that was developed with significant public participation or stakeholder involvement, this would be an appropriate place to note that involvement.  Likewise, if the report involves a typical application, the background section can summarize the meetings that staff has had with the applicant.

Recommendation
The recommendation is a concise statement of whether or not the decision-making body should approve the item under consideration.  Recommendations should be limited to a single “motion ready” sentence (see sidebar) that completely explains the recommended action.
  For example:

· Not “Motion Ready”: Introduce ordinance approving a negative declaration on environmental impact and amending the zoning regulations.

· “Motion Ready”:  Approve the negative declaration on environmental impact and amend Section 5-12-120 of the Zoning Code to allow a post office and public and private postal services in the C-N Zone, subject to an administrative use permit.

Here, the second recommendation is “motion ready” because a decision-maker need only say, “I move to” before restating the recommendation verbatim.  

Sometimes the recommendation will include conditions or alternatives.  For example, if a request for rezoning conflicts with the general plan, staff might recommend an alternative that would not be in conflict.  If there are multiple recommendations, each should be listed and numbered separately. If the staff report carries no specific recommendation, this section should state "Staff has no recommendation on this matter" or "For information only."  

	Recommendation Tips

· Do not refer to attachments in the recommendations (for example "That the City Council approve the attached agreement…").  Framing a recommendation in this way frustrates members of the public who receive agenda summaries without attachments.  

· If the staff recommendation differs from that of an advisory body, such as the design review board, clearly state the difference in the recommendations.  List both recommendations, with the advisory body recommendation first.  

· Advisory body recommendations should be accompanied by attached minutes that reflect the recommendation.


Proposed Findings  

Draft a proposed set of findings based on staff’s recommendation.  For more information on drafting findings, see Chapter 8.  
Discussion of Proposed Action
The discussion section builds the case supporting the recommendations. Findings of fact, analysis, and commentary should each be presented in separate subsections.  Avoid mixing factual information with subjective conclusions. Be cautious about using absolute language like “never” or “always,” or “only”—which might be used against the agency if the decision-maker elects to take a different action than what is included in the staff recommendation. 
Discussion elements will vary depending on the type of decision (including whether it’s legislative or quasi-judicial).  But typical elements include: 

· Site Information Data. Basic information includes information about the site, current zoning and surrounding land uses.  Additional information would include recent land use actions (such as rezoning, conditional uses) in the area and a summary of existing and proposed public facilities serving the site, including sizes of water and sewer lines, and classification and condition of roads.  Finally, any other relevant information, such as transit issues, traffic counts, environmental data, cultural site issues or general safety issues should also be included.

· Legal Issues.  In some instances, it may be necessary to explain the effect that a state or federal law or regulation has on the decision.  This section should be reviewed, if not written, by the agency attorney.  Often an opinion from the attorney will be included as an attachment. 

· Staff Analysis. This section should present the decision-making criteria from plans or development codes with comment on how the project meets or does not meet these criteria.  The analysis should also evaluate the consistency of the proposed action with all applicable plans and include excerpts from relevant written policies, ordinances, and map designations.  In addition, if necessary, this section should also include any specialized impact analysis.

· Pending Data and Information.  Summarize additional data or information that has not yet been submitted.

· Other Agency or Department Comments.  Include comments from other affected agency departments, commissions, committees, advisory bodies, or outside organizations.  It is not usually necessary, however, to cite the concurrence of the agency chief executive or attorney unless there are specific legal issues involved.  In citing concurrences of department heads, titles should be used, not proper names.

Finally, if staff recommends conditional approval, the report should provide clear guidance on what conditions must be met, and by what date.  
Description of Fiscal Impact

The fiscal impact section identifies how much the proposal will cost the agency and how such costs will be financed. A chart or table often communicates fiscal information better than a narrative description.  But narrative descriptions are still used to draw a conclusion about financial data.
  Key issues to address in the fiscal section include the following:

· Total Cost.  How much will the recommended action cost?  Is this a one-time or recurring cost?  Explain the basis for the cost estimate, referencing the source document, such as a budget or financial plan.

· Sources.  Identify the sources of funding or revenue. Will it come from grants? The general fund? Fees? Will debt financing be required? Is it necessary to transfer funds from somewhere else?

· Comparison.  Cost estimates alone often fail to provide sufficient perspective.  Explain how the estimates compare with previous estimates on the projects or similar costs on other projects.

· Impact.  Are existing resources adequate? If not, how will the extra cost be funded? Are there any revenue or cost offsets? If a new appropriation is required, can the agency afford it?  What is the impact on ending fund balance and working capital?

	Finding the Right Term


	Choosing the right transition or action word may assist

the drafter focus on the elements and incorporate clear language.


	Demonstrating Cause and Effect: “because, since, accordingly, thus, therefore as, for this reason, therefore, as a result, consequently, it follows that.”

Providing an Example: “for instance, for example, as one example, to cite but one example, one case of this nature, likewise, another.”

Showing Deliberation:  “granted, to be sure, admittedly, though, even though, even if, only if, true, it is true that, while, naturally, in some cases, occasionally, provided, when, if, while it may be argued that, notwithstanding, despite.”

Interpreting Jargon:  “that is, in other words, put simply, more commonly.”

Sequencing Ideas:  “First . . ., Second . . ., Third . . . ,”  State initial point, then: In addition. . . , 

. . .also . . . , Finally, . . .”


	Adding a Point:  “moreover, further, furthermore, also, and, in addition, besides, what is more, similarly, nor, along with, likewise.”

Restating:  “in other words, that is, this means, in simpler terms, in short, put differently, again, put simply.”

Contrasting:  “but, instead, yet, however, on the one hand, on the other hand, still, nevertheless, conversely, on the contrary, whereas, nonetheless, in contrast.”

Pressing a Point:  “in fact, as a matter of fact, indeed, of course, without exception, still, even so, anyway, that fact remains.”

Summarizing:  “to summarize, to sum up, to conclude, in short, in brief, so, and so, consequently, therefore.”


The fiscal impact could include either savings or costs, on either an ongoing or one-time basis.  When recommended actions are neutral relative to cost, this should be stated in the fiscal impact section.  This section may be omitted when it is clearly inappropriate.

Discussion of Alternatives

This section should present reasonable alternatives to the staff recommendations, including taking no action (if this would be reasonable).  A brief discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative should be included, with an explanation of why the alternative is not recommended.

For most projects and proposals that require an environmental impact report under the California Environmental Quality Act, the discussion of alternatives should be consistent with (and perhaps summarize) the discussion of alternatives in the environmental impact report.  In most cases, it’s good to limit the alternatives to those included in the environmental review.  If different or additional alternatives are listed, explain why these alternatives were not reviewed as part of the environmental review process.  

The recommended action(s) should not be restated, since this section is intended to outline alternatives to the recommended action.  If no realistic alternatives can be identified, this section should be omitted.

Attachments 

Attachments supplement information in the report. Examples include consultant reports, minutes, maps, site plans, or contract provisions.   All attachments should be referenced within the staff report.  Some thought should be put into what documents are attached to strike the right balance between brevity and providing sufficient documentation.  The attachments should be well organized, numbered, and similarly labeled.  Thus, when a reference is made to an attachment within the report it can be referred to by both its title and label.  For example:

The Planning Commission recommended that the plan amendment be approved.  (Attachment 2, Minutes of June 12 Planning Commission Meeting)

All attachments should be listed at the end of the staff report, complete with title and label number, and should be labeled consistently so that users can routinely find the information they need.

Signature 
The staff report should include a signature approval line from a senior staff person responsible for the report.  The signatory is often the community development director—particularly when the report is submitted to the planning commission.  Other agencies, however, require or the agency's chief executive or manager to sign the report, but also include the name of the appropriate department head. 

	Drafter's Checklist

Introductory Headings

· From: (name, title of department head)

· Prepared by:  (name, title of report writer)

Staff Recommendation

· Prepared in "motion ready" manner

· Stated in one sentence

· Stated specifically and completely

Draft Findings

· Develop draft findings based on staff recommendation

Discussion

· Write for public and professional reader

· Describe background (any past actions)

· Provide clear, complete explanations

· Avoid acronyms and technical jargon

· Avoid absolute terminology, such as “never,” “always” or “only”  
· Reference attachments in right places

· Include comments from other agencies, advisory bodies, community groups

Fiscal Impact

Provide specific and complete information regarding:

· Total cost of program

· Funding source(s)

· If new or higher appropriation required, how much and why?

· If transfer required, how much remains in original account?

Alternatives

· Offer alternative recommendations (only if they are real and reasonable)

Attachments

· Organize the attachments

· Create one page summary or table of attachments

· Assure that all attachments are specifically mentioned in the report

Proofing

Has more than one person checked the report in detail?
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