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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


Over the last few years, there has been significant buzz surrounding electronic government solutions at the local, state and national level. The City of Bloomindale – a growing Southern California community of 150,000 residents – is investigating the viability of initiating an overhaul of their current Web site. The City is looking to provide a variety of services via the Internet. Examples include registering for recreation activities online, paying a parking ticket online or obtaining a building permit online.


The five-member City Council has mixed feelings about the initiative. The Mayor and the Mayor Pro Tem both support the idea. One Council member is on the fence, but is leaning towards voting the initiative down because of startup and operational costs. Two Council members are undecided.


Staff feels this movement will provide a convenient method of delivering services to residents. Some studies also show a cost-savings with online service delivery. The City of Bloomingdale has a commuter population of over 40,000 residents. The advent of an e-gov initiative may help this unique population who in not usually in town to conduct City business during regular hours.


There is a fiscal impact to be considered with this initiative as well. To execute a full-scale overhaul, staff has recommended the addition of a full-time programmer and an increase of the City’s current Webmaster’s position from part-time to full-time status. In addition, there could be additional costs with software and/or hardware purchases needed for back-end support of this change. 


Training is another consideration in the initiative. City staff must be well versed in the new online offerings. If an e-gov initiative is adopted, a proper staff training program must be a component of the plan. 

It is critically important that staff gauge the opinions and desires of its residents to determine whether or not there is a significant user base that would warrant the investment in an e-gov initiative. During the surveying process, staff should also determine which services residents desire in particular. 


There are three main alternatives available to this policy decision. First, a complete e-gov program could be implemented, providing a “virtual” City Hall online. Second, the City could continue “status quo,” providing a sprinkling of online services to residents. Lastly, the City could suspend its online offerings and offer only walk-in service to its residents.
INTRODUCTION and PROBLEM STATEMENT


In 2000, President Clinton presented a Webcasted address to the American people. The address outlined several new e-government solutions for online services (Moon, 2002). Since that time over three years ago there has been a surge of interest in e-government or “e-gov” solutions across the country at the local, state and national levels. Although there has been a general demand from constituents at all levels, not all government bodies have initiated online services.

This policy paper follows the City of Bloomingdale, California as they evaluate whether or not they should invest significant resources to begin providing City services online. In addition, this paper will investigate the specific policy issues at stake with regard to this topic. 

The City of Bloomingdale is a community of 150,000 people in Southern California. Currently, the City provides a few services online. The services that are offered online do not utilize the most current technologies available (i.e. no commerce or real-time interactions). 
The City of Bloomingdale has a large commuter population. Approximately 40,000 working residents commute to the Los Angeles area every day, making it hard for them to pay a visit to City Hall in person to take care of government business. 

Staff in the public information office has been charged with exploring online e-gov solutions. The project manager in the public information office has little information technology experience outside of being a frequent user of technology. No additional staff or fiscal resources have been offered for this endeavor at this point.
The Mayor of Bloomingdale supports the idea of e-gov solutions, but is not technically savvy enough to understand all of the issues that surround an overhaul like this. The Mayor Pro Tem of Bloomingdale also supports the idea but understands that although adding e-gov solutions may be well-received by constituents, it could cost the City a large amount of money, time and training. He wonders if the expense to implement e-gov solutions will outweigh the level of use by constituents. 
There are several issues to be addressed in this analysis. First, staff must examine technology industry trends in public organizations. Specifically, staff should look at e-gov trends within municipalities. What are the emerging trends? What are constituents in general asking for? What are Bloomingdale residents asking for? 
The political climate must also be considered. The Council’s feelings towards technology should be reviewed and addressed. In addition, staff should gauge the climate of upper management since administration staff will be responsible for implementing the e-gov initiative.

A complete list of benefits for e-gov solutions needs to be drafted. Staff should look at both the possible benefits for constituents and for the organization. The list should address fiscal concerns as well as staffing and training issues. A resource study is also important. Does the City have sufficient fiscal and personnel resources to fund this overhaul? 
Finally, staff should gauge the interest of Bloomingdale residents with regard to e-gov solutions to find out if there is a viable user base to support the costs associated with providing this service. 

There are three possible options:

1. Implement a complete e-gov solutions overhaul, providing as many online services as realistically and fiscally possible. 

2. Continue offering a limited number of e-gov solutions in technologically challenged formats, adding services here and there when a department requests an addition (i.e. status quo).
3. Discontinue e-gov solutions and provide only walk-in service at City Hall. 

BACKGROUND

Industry Trends in Technology

As technology has advanced over the last decade, municipalities have taken an internal look at the way they do business. Following the trend of the private sector, many government agencies have adopted electronic solutions to better serve their constituents. The Clinton Administration was the forerunner in this movement, setting the tone for governments to step up to the technology plate and provide a smorgasbord of services online for constituents. 

The term e-government is not widely understood by public administrators. The United Nations and the American Society for Public Administration provides a broad definition of e-government:

“Broadly defined, e-government includes the use of all information and 
 communication technologies, from fax machines to wireless palm pilots, to 
 facilitate the daily administration of government. However, like 
 e-commerce, the popular interpretation of e-government is one that defines 
 it exclusively as an Internet driven activity ... to which it may be added 
 ‘that improves citizen access to government information, services and 
 expertise to ensure citizen participation in, and satisfaction with the 
 government process ... it is a permanent commitment by government to 
 improving the relationship between the private citizen and the public 
 sector through enhanced, cost-effective and efficient delivery of services, 
 information and knowledge. It is the practical realization of the best that 
 government has to offer.’” (Moon, 2002).

The City of Bloomingdale is using the “popular” interpretation of e-government for its policy study. The City’s examination of implementing e-government solutions is based strictly on the addition of Internet driven delivery of services and information. More specifically, Bloomingdale is looking at the addition of interactive services that would replace a resident’s trip to City Hall. Bloomingdale already has a full-scale informational Web site in place, which meets part of the definition of e-government as a tool for providing information and knowledge.

Trends in E-gov Solutions 


According to Moon (2002), there are five stages of e-government which reflect the degree of technical sophistication and interaction with users:
1. Simple information dissemination (one-way communication)

2. Two-way communication (request and response)

3. Service and financial transactions (replacing staff duties)
4. Integration (horizontal and vertical integration)

5. Political participation (online polling, forums and voting)
The City of Bloomingdale began stage one in 1995 with the launch of an information-only Web site. In 1997, the City launched a redesigned version of its Web site. The new site was still primarily information-based but offered a few added components of a stage two site. 

For instance, the new version had an email option for residents to communicate with City Hall. Although this did not provide automated or immediate communication, it did provide residents an alternative to picking up the phone and calling City Hall. The City also launched an online job application that could be filled out and submitted electronically, which moved more closely into stage three (service transaction). 

For this policy analysis, the City of Bloomingdale is looking at moving fully into stage three, offering Web-based transactions that will not require the use of a staff person (automation). For instance, the City currently offers an online ticket order form for its performing arts theatre. Constituents may view the performance season online, download an online ticket order form and fill it out online. The constituent may even submit it electronically to the theatre’s box office. However, a staff person at the theatre must manually process the order and generate an email response to the constituent. 

To move this transaction into a more pure version of stage three, the order would be processed automatically as would an email order confirmation for the customer. The ticketing system would also be updated automatically to show the sale of the tickets.  Obviously, this type of transaction would require significant back-end engineering, as would all stage three transactions.
Other online services that could be implemented include:

1. Obtaining a business license
2. Obtaining a building permit 

3. Obtaining a filming permit

4. Paying a parking ticket

5. Registering for leisure or recreation activities

6. Answering a request for proposal
Political and Management Climate Regarding Technology


The Mayor of Bloomingdale would like to implement e-gov solutions, but does not fully understand the scope of work. He promoted a “virtual” City Hall during his last campaign and is lobbying for administration to implement a program as he is beginning to hear negative feedback about the delay in e-gov solutions promised. It is possible that even though the Mayor may have “sticker shock” at the proposal, he may push it through based on political pressure.

The Mayor Pro Tem has always been very supportive of an e-gov initiative and would like to ante up the funds to support the proposal. He understands the tremendous procedural and organizational changes that will come with the initiative – not to mention the fiscal impact – but supports the movement nonetheless. He feels that this is an unavoidable trend and would like the City to be a forerunner in the e-gov arena. 
There are three other voting Council members. Two are undecided. The third – known as “Mr. C” for Mr. Conservative – is not fully convinced that residents would use this service and is hesitant to support the initiative, especially given the strained budget climate in California. He acknowledges that the trend is moving towards e-government solutions, but wants to make sure the benefits of this movement outweigh the costs. However, he has privately mentioned to another Council member that even if the benefits outweigh costs he still may not be convinced that this is the right time for the City to begin this endeavor.

The public information project manager charged with researching this policy has informally surveyed department heads to gauge their opinion of an e-gov initiative. Generally, there is a positive feeling amongst the administrative staff about the initiative, however, the director of finance and the director of information services showed great concerns. This finding is expected since those two departments would likely feel the greatest organizational impact from this initiative.


The director of information technology felt that the initiative could be completed if Council provided enough fiscal resources for the project. She suggested the addition of a full-time programmer to help implement the programming of back-end solutions and the increase of the Webmaster’s position from part-time status to full-time status.


The director of finance did not request additional staffing, but noted that he would designate one person from his staff to serve as a liaison with information services. He did not feel that this warranted another position since this staff member would only be consulting with the information services department and not responsible for actual implementation work.

Possible Benefits for Constituents


Public information staff realized the importance of gauging citizen interest in this initiative. With the high costs associated with implementing e-gov solutions, staff knew that presenting Council with a clear idea of community interest would be imperative.


The first step in this process was to include a community-wide survey in the City newsletter, which was directly mailed to every residence within the City boundaries. Over 42,000 surveys were mailed and 856 were returned to City Hall. This was over a two percent return rate and was considered a success. An interesting footnote is that respondents had the opportunity to fill out the survey by hand and return it via traditional mail or log on to the City’s Web site and fill out the survey online and submit it electronically. Of the 856 respondents, 285 opted to fill out the online version, which was just over 33 percent of respondents. 


Survey results showed there was a desire for e-gov services. The perceived benefits for constituents included saving time driving back and forth to City Hall and eliminating the need to stand in line for service.  


In addition to surveying residents, staff researched the topic and found that the movement toward e-government is flourishing in this country, and both citizen and business users of online services are embracing the change at a vigorous rate. (Balutis, 2001). Research also showed that constituents are more satisfied with e-gov experiences than with traditional models of service delivery.  

Businesses favor the move from information-based Web sites to sites with e-gov solutions because they can get the permits and licenses they need online instead of waiting in line and losing hours that could be spent on the job (Moulder, 2001).

In the Bloomingdale case in particular, the commuting population should be considered. Since over 40,000 residents of Bloomingdale commute to work upwards of 50 miles each way, it is possible that they are not able to make it to City Hall to conduct business during regular hours. Providing an online solution for this population is a strong incentive for the initiative.
Possible Benefits for Organization
A recent report issued by the International City/County Management Association stated that an e-gov initiative can reduce costs of government operations; open new sources of revenue; attract businesses, tourists and new residents to the area; make it easy for citizens to do business with the government; and reinforce the relationship between the citizen and democratic government (International City/County Management Association, 2003).
The study also outlined five categories of benefits to an e-gov program:

1. Financial: Reduced costs of government operations/enhanced 

         revenue collection.

2. Economic development

3. Reduced redundancy: Consolidating and integrating government 

         systems

4. Fostering democratic principles

5. Improved service to citizens and other constituencies. 

The cost-saving benefit is an important element to this analysis. Marty Wagner, the General Services Administration's associate administrator for the office of govenmentwide policy, cites numerous studies showing costs savings of 50 percent for order transactions, 70 percent for procurements, 67 percent on billing, even 71 percent cost reductions in motor vehicle registration. (Hyde, 2001). 

Some research has shown that if local governments want to attract new firms as part of its economic development program, an expedited permit and inspection process is key. (Moulder, 2001). This would be a marketing edge for the economic development department to use when recruiting new businesses to the community.
Fiscal Concerns
An estimate of staffing costs associated with the e-gov initiative is as follows:

Full-time programmer

Salary: 

$ 70,000





Benefits:  

$ 20,000

Increase in Webmaster

from part-time to full-time
Salary increase:
$ 30,000





Benefit increase:
$   8,500





Estimate Total:
$ 128,500/annually

There would also likely be startup fees for software and hardware upgrades. For instance, the parks and recreation department currently uses the RecWare software package to register participants in leisure and recreation activities. There is an online component available for this software package that integrates online registration with the back-end system. There would be a fee associated with acquiring this component. The same holds true for the ticketing system at the theatre. 
In addition, there are also several third-party providers that offer permitting services. A “sub” policy issue to emerge from this study is whether or not the City should piecemeal its online services using third-party software and/or providers or whether it should construct its own software using the full-time programmer hired as part of the e-gov initiative. Staff recommends constructing its own software for seamless integration between services.
Currently, constituents typically pay for services using cash, check or money order. With the advent of online services, the credit card transaction will be used more frequently since this is the suggested method of payment online. Processing credit card payments is more costly because of a transaction fee imposed by the credit card companies on the businesses that accept payment by credit cards. (Brannan, 2001). This will be an increased cost to the City, unless the transaction fees are built into the online transactions (i.e. constituents that choose to pay online will pay an online transaction fee, whereas someone who visits City Hall and pays by check would not. 

Training Issues and Resource Analysis


Training is an obvious component to this policy initiative, but in the full scope of things it does not truly affect the policy decision. All City staff members are technologically savvy and use a personal computer on a daily basis. Training for online services is estimated to take one day per department and will be conducted by the information services staff. The back-end changes will be implemented by the programmer and City staff would need only to manage the transactions that take place over the Internet (i.e. run reports, settle payments and transactions, etc.).

Council will need to determine whether or not they are willing to invest the capital outlay and recurring staffing costs associated with this initiative. They will either need to reallocate money already budgeted or dip into City reserves to fund the project.   
User Analysis

According to a poll conducted by opinion experts Peter Hart and Bob Teeter between November 12 and 19, 2001, 75 percent of Americans who use the Internet had recently used a .gov site. (Van Wert, 2002). It is important that the e-government services provided are those that the public has expressed an interest to use. Without interest from the public to use the online service the project could result in limited usage at a potentially high cost. (Brannan, 2001).

Seventy percent of Americans polled by Harris-Teeter say that it is very important that government invest tax dollars into methods of providing individual citizens with information and services that are easier to use. Nearly as many (68 percent) say that it is important that government invest in ways to improve communication across government agencies and between the different levels of government. A smaller percentage (62 percent), but still nearly two out of three, said it was important to invest their tax dollars in e-government applications that help businesses find and use government resources and meet regulations. (Van Wert, 2002).
POSSIBLE POLICY ALTERNATIVES
There are three possible options to this policy analysis. Each one will be briefly examined below.

Alternative No. 1: Implement a complete e-gov solutions overhaul, providing as many online services as realistically and fiscally possible. 

Fiscal, Staffing and Constituent Impact:  High 
This alternative would require a multi-tiered approach to implement. First, a comprehensive study should be done that gauges whether or not citizens would use e-gov solutions provided on the Internet and which services they would be most likely to use.
 The study should also gauge whether or not businesses would use the services and whether or not they would find the services beneficial over traditional service delivery methods. The study should also examine the impacts on economic development (i.e. using e-gov as a recruiting tool as described earlier in the paper). 

A complete cost-benefit analysis should be completed, showing the full scope of startup and staffing costs, recurring annual costs associated with e-gov solutions, and potential cost-savings associated with the initiative. This analysis should also take into consideration constituents feelings on the importance of investing tax dollars in the initiative. This could be gauged in the survey mentioned above.

If Council chooses to implement a full-scale e-gov overhaul, strategies would need to be put in place to ensure proper staff development and training for this new technology. Consideration should be given to the fact that this change will affect current organizational operations. 

Another component to be considered is marketing the e-gov solutions once in place to ensure that the investment is used by constituents. A marketing and public relations campaign is an important component of this initiative.

Alternative No. 2: Continue offering a limited number of e-gov solutions in technologically challenged formats, adding services here and there when a department requests an addition (i.e. status quo).

Fiscal, Staffing and Constituent Impact:  Low to Moderate

This policy alternative is a status quo model, meaning that the City would not change its current methods with regards to e-gov solutions. Currently, e-gov solutions are added to the City’s Web site when a department requests the additions. Because the Webmaster is not a programmer, however, the solutions are often disjointed and cumbersome instead of streamlined and seamless. 

Although this does provides constituents with some type of e-gov options, it is not a comprehensive plan nor does it provide for future planning and policy direction.



This option would not have any fiscal impact with staffing or software acquisition. Staff would need to develop some sort of position statement as to why the City has chosen not to pursue this seemingly unavoidable direction in service delivery. 

Alternative No. 3:  Discontinue e-gov solutions and provide only walk-in service. 

Fiscal and Staffing Impact:  Low
Constituent Impact: Moderate to High  

This option would remove all e-gov solutions currently on the site since the solutions are not as technologically advanced as possible. It could be argued that since the services are not truly interactive, it would be no loss to an e-gov initiative. 


An argument for this option may be that delivering services to constituents in person will ensure a high level of customer contact and service and that citizens may even feel better about their dealings with the City because of the personal interaction with staff.


There would be no fiscal impacts to adopting this alternative. The Webmaster staff position would be maintained to continue the City’s effort to provide a stage one Web site (information-only site). This option would not have any fiscal impact with staffing or software acquisition. Staff would need to develop some sort of position statement as to why the City has chosen not to pursue this seemingly unavoidable direction in service delivery.
RECOMMENDATION
After significant analysis and research, staff recommends adopting alternative number one, implementing a complete e-gov solutions overhaul, providing as many online services as realistically and fiscally possible. There is significant findings that show that e-gov is a necessary component of government administration and staff feels that a comprehensive approach to delivering services over the Internet is in the organization’s best interest. Although initial startup costs and training costs will be high, the long-term payoff will be significant. 

Staff recommends hiring one, full-time programmer and increasing the City’s Webmaster position from part-time to full-time. The addition of the programmer will allow the City to customize its e-gov solutions to its specific needs, creating a seamless integration with its current back-end systems.
The public information staff should conduct a follow-up survey to gauge which services are most likely to be used by constituents. A look at other City Web sites and discussions with colleagues is also an important component of the research. 

A proper staff development program should be implemented to ensure seamless transition between traditional service delivery to Web-based service delivery. A Web team, comprised of a staff member from each department, should be established. Each team member will be responsible for driving their department’s online services.

Once the first phase of the initiative is in place, the public information should launch a public relations campaign to inform the constituents of the new initiative. This campaign should include news stories, direct mail and an Internet campaign. 

This topic should be revisited by administration staff on a quarterly basis to evaluate its success and progress and revisited by Council on an annual basis to conduct an overall needs assessment and funding issues.
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