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BACKGROUND
The City and County of San Francisco has approximately 7,000 permitted retail food establishments and
receives and processes approximately 850 applications annually. In order to obtain a permit in San
Francisco a business owner would need to download or obtain a hard copy permit application. This
application would then need to be completed and submitted either in person or by mail to the San
Francisco Department of Public Health’s Environmental Health Branch. The submission of an application
along with the required fee was the first step in a long process that could involve months of back and
forth correspondence with business owners. Significant delays were created by the submission of
incomplete applications with missing or inaccurate information. This antiquated process resulted in
many wasted hours of productivity along with frustration by the regulated community due to the
amount of time it would take for a retail food facility to eventually open for business. This was
problematic for business owners who were often paying a high monthly cost of rent before being
approved to operate. Fortunately, the San Francisco Department of Public Health is in the process of
incorporating the continuous improvement principles found in LEAN Management. Through the process
of Value Stream Mapping, we discovered that our entire permit application process was not efficient
and prone to user errors.
PROBLEM DESCRIPTION:
The challenge involved how to make a hard copy application process completely on-line with an on-line
payment option in a time efficient manner that benefits both Environmental Health and the business
owner.
The problem involved two main components:
The Paper Application
To begin the application process, the San Francisco business owner has to first obtain a business
registration certificate by registering with the Office of the Treasure and Tax Collector. San Francisco
has a consolidated billing process whereby the information from an applicant’s business registration
certificate is required for the submittal of an application. The paper application is reviewed by the
inspector for accuracy; if information is incomplete, incorrect or missing then additional inspector time
is required to contact the applicant for corrections, amendments or revisions. Hard copy referrals would
also need to be correctly completed and routed, via interoffice mail, to other Department’s like Fire and
Zoning. In addition, the information from the application would need to be manually entered into an
Access based database. The system was inefficient and prone to data entry errors. It was also a very
time consuming process that could take months to complete.
The Paper Application Fee Payment
The only type of payments accepted for an application submittal were checks submitted either by mail,
or in person. Credit card payment were accepted in person only. This process was void of customer
service and was time consuming for all applicants but especially difficult for applicants operating in
other parts of the country.
1390 Market Street, Suite 210, San Francisco, CA 94102
Phone 415-252-3926 | Fax 415-252-3959

INNOVATIVE SOLUTION
The innovative solution involved our partnership with the San Francisco Tax Collector’s Office. In order
to set up the on-line payment option we had to create a link between their business data and ours. The
first step in this process was to find software that could facilitate the communication between DPH and
the Tax Collector. The software solution was OnBase. OnBase allows DPH and the Tax Collectors office
to communicate regarding business ownership changes in real time. It also eliminated the need for
business owners to notify both DPH and Tax Collector when a business opens or closes.
The below diagram illustrates how the two department’s now work together to ensure data integrity
around business name change.

The next step was to set up the on-line application in collaboration with the Tax Collectors Office with
the on-line application field’s auto-populating information in both Department’s databases. This link
allowed us to standardize the business data between our two Departments and eliminate data entry
errors.
The third step was to create a method for on-line payments and allow our permits to be issued through
the Tax Collector’s Office. The on-line payment option allows applicants to pay by e-check, credit or
debit card. The DPH system collects the Application Fee, Planning Department Referral Fee and the San
Francisco Fire Department Referral Fee. Each fee is directly deposited into accounts set up for each
department. This has eliminated the costly and time consuming process of collecting checks, writing
receipts and depositing payments.
By automating the entire permitting and payment system we can now track permits and payments
through all of the steps in our review process. Below is an example:
Count of Application
Row Labels
Number
Clerk Final
Complete
Initial Inspector Review
Inspector Final Review
Intake (Clerical work)
Pending Payment
Principal Review
Void due to no payment
(blank)
Grand Total

11
14
77
25
51
4
10
8
200

ORIGINALITY
We believe that the San Francisco Environmental Health Branch now has the first and only on-line food
permit application in the State, seamlessly linked to a Tax Collectors Office with the option to pay online.
COST EFFECTIVENESS
The San Francisco Department of Public Health, Environmental Health Branch budgeted $35,000 which
was used to cover the cost of programming and project management.
KEY STAKEHOLDERS
Setting up the on-line Retail Food Application with an on-line payment option required the collaboration
and support of both government and business associations. The San Francisco Environmental Health
Branch assigned a Senior Inspector to work full time with the Tax Collectors Office in order to ensure a

timely and functional application. Below is a list of some of the key agencies involved in this process:
San Francisco Tax Collectors Office
San Francisco Office of Small Business
San Francisco Office of Economic and Workforce Development
San Francisco Business Portal
San Francisco Planning Department
San Francisco Fire Department
Golden Gate Restaurant Association
The on-line application was first presented at the Golden Gate Restaurant Associations Annual
Conference where it was very well received.
RESULTS
After about 17 months of working in collaboration with the Tax Collectors Office, San Francisco now has
a Retail Food Permit Application that is fully on-line which allows for customers to pay application fees
on-line. This means that someone applying to open a restaurant in San Francisco can now apply from
anywhere in the world and pay the application fee. Data entry errors have now virtually been
eliminated by auto populating business registration data from the Tax Collectors Office. Staff no longer
have the burden of manually processing checks and reviewing application which has greatly increased
the efficiency of the program. In addition, clients applying for permits no longer have to wait weeks or
months for their applications to be reviewed and approved. Also, we can now make referrals to other
regulatory agencies electronically by email which has eliminated the need to send hard copy referrals
which has also greatly improved the amount of time required to get a referral approved.
As a result, a permit application process that used to take around 1 year from the date paid to
completion has been reduced to an average of 56 days.
NEXT STEPS
The first step was to pilot the on-line application for permits involving restaurants, retail markets, bars,
bakeries, catering facilities and cafeterias. The next step will be to expand the on-line permit process to
include all of the retail food permit programs which would include: cottage food operations, famers
markets, mobile food facilities, pop-up facilities and temporary food facilities. The ultimate goal will be
to expand the on-line application process to include all of the permit programs currently in the
Environmental Health Branch.

ATTACHEMENT
STEP 1:

To get started log on to:
http://www.sfdph.org/dph/eh/

STEP 2:

These instructions are also available in the following languages: Spanish, Chinese and Tagalog.

STEP 3:

Then follow the simple application instructions

