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Include the government permit
process in your timeline.

Your architect is nearing completion of
plans for you  r new build or renovation
project, and you have a pretty good idea
how long construction should take once
ground is broken. As you plan your project
start date, a critical factor to include is the
time needed to move through the Walton
County Planning and Building
Departments to obtain required permits.

Walton County continues to grow at
lightning-speed. The area was listed as the
sixth fastest growing county in the nation
(change from 2016 to 2017) by the news
website Business Insider. Since 2016,
approximately 3,700 new single-family
homes have been permitted in Walton
County, and inventory of readily available
lots is shrinking. Furthermore, a number of
buildable residential lots have been picked
over and are less desirable. Many vacant
lots sit in flood zones, contain wetlands, or
present other challenges that make the
land more expensive to develop. In
addition to construction on existing vacant
lots and the development of new
subdivisions, there are trends toward
renovation of existing residences and the
tear down of existing structures to make
way for new construction.

Local county government officials are
working hard to appropriately manage
growth while keeping up with building
demand. The County enacted an initiative
to update both the Comprehensive Plan
and Land Development Code, with the
goal of reconciling inconsistencies
between these documents while
preserving and enhancing quality of life in
our physical and natural environments.

Regardless of structure type, Walton
County officials must review and approve
projects prior to construction. Some
permits, such as those for interior
remodels, may be approved in less than
one week because the Planning
Department is not involved. On the other
hand, construction permitting on some
single-family lots can take from one to
three months, depending on the
complexity of the criteria that must be met
at specific locations. Under most
circumstances total permitting time takes
approximately two months, but keep in
mind that certain properties and plans may
take considerably longer to complete all
the steps.

Most general contractors work in
conjunction with architects and engineers
to manage the building permit process for
property owners; however, several local
firms specialize in walking property owners
through the planning and building permit
process.

The Walton County Land Development
Code contains requirements for setbacks,
parking, storm water management,
preservation and natural resource
protection, floodplain management, and
other considerations that must be
addressed during the planning review
process.

Below is a checklist of the major
requirements to apply to the
Walton County Building
Department. Depending on lot
location, some or all these items
must be addressed. Consider these
issues during lot selection. Some
affect the complexity and time
required for permitting. Some
impact the actual buildable area
and construction cost for a single-
family residence.

1) Architectural Review Board Letter – If
your lot is located in a subdivision that has
a Homeowners Association (HOA), you will
need written approval from the
Architectural Review Board of the HOA
stating that the home you plan to build
meets the architectural guidelines and
satisfies the general design covenants of
the neighborhood.

2) Storm Water Compliance – Several
requirements must be met if the
subdivision does not have a county
approved storm water management plan
and is located south of Choctawhatchee
Bay. In addition to a boundary survey, a
topographic survey and geotechnical
report (soil boring test) may be required to
complete a drainage plan.

* The maximum impervious surface ratio of
home and improvements to overall lot size
is 40 percent. Brick pavers are also
considered impervious, so factor their
square footage in when calculating the
size of the home’s footprint (including roof
overhangs). Also, be informed of setback
requirements and permissible placement
of driveway access.

* All structures must be on pilings or pier-
supported to allow for storm water
infiltration, unless you have a storm water
management plan that meets minimum
requirements. Additional storm water
requirements must be met if the lot is
adjacent to or fronts a coastal

dune lake, or if the lot is in one the areas
identified by Walton County Public Works
as a closed basin.

3) Environmental Compliance – If the
home is located within the Wildlife
Conservation Zone (within 750 feet of the
mean high-water line of the Gulf of
Mexico), the architect must submit a
lighting plan that specifies types of light
fixtures, locations, and light bulbs.

4) Choctawhatchee Beach Mouse – The
animal is a federally-identified endangered
species whose natural habitat is coastal
Walton County. Depending on your lot’s
location, you may be required to apply for
a federal permit with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service.

5) Flood Zone – Again, depending on
location, you may be required to submit an
Elevation Certificate (proposed and actual)
and indicate where you will construct
breakaway walls or flood vents in areas
enclosed below the base flood line.

6) If you’re planning to build on a Gulf-
front lot, you must secure a Department
of Environmental Protection (DEP) permit,
which will add an estimated 6 months to
the permitting time.

Once the Planning Department has
approved the plans, you can
submit to the Building Department
by completing their specific
checklist. The Building Department
will review construction plans for
code
compliance and issues. They have
been turning permits around in
approximately 1-2 weeks. 

If you plan to purchase a lot in
South Walton and build a single-
family residence, it is highly
recommended that you consult with
one or more of the following
professionals: a realtor, architect,
surveyor, engineer, or general
contractor who is versed in Walton
County planning and building codes.

Although this article is not exhaustive, I
hope the information will help you set
realistic expectations as you work through
plans, checklists, timelines, and the
permitting process. Permit tasks may
seem daunting to navigate, but these
requirements are in place to help our area
grow while maintaining its unparalleled
beauty, protecting public safety, and
respecting nature and wildlife. Coastal
property is in high demand, so be patient.
In the end, it will be worth it the wait.

For detailed information, explore the
Walton County, Florida, government
website: https://www.co.walton.fl.us.
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