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2.
Executive Summary
Idaho Small Business Solutions™. (SBS) provides online, one-stop Internet service to new and existing businesses, helping them find their way through the requirements of government agencies that regulate businesses in the state of Idaho. Information is presented in a format that considers the viewpoint of small business owners who are seeking personal help with their businesses. 

Business owners have traditionally been forced to work through a maze of government red tape to discover what licenses, permits, and special regulations pertain to them.            It is difficult for someone developing and beginning a business to know where to start, and how many agencies need to be contacted.  This is complicated by the fact that no single agency or person knows about all of these necessary contacts.  So business owners are passed from person to person and agency to agency as they work their way through the maze of requirements.  

In developing the website prior to its launch in July of 2000, focus groups were conducted throughout the state. Business owners said they were frustrated in their attempts to get clear, complete and accurate information from regulatory agencies.  They lost considerable time in their efforts, they often felt that government agencies were out to trap them rather than help them, and they suffered real financial losses if they failed to comply with regulations they didn’t know about.  

For example, a prospective business owner who thought he had all the necessary information proceeded to obtain a $100,000 bank loan only to discover later that sewer hook-up fees would cost an additional $65,000.  This produced a major financing surprise and he abandoned the plan to open the business.  He felt he didn’t get the information he

needed and that government worked against him. The State of Idaho lost an addition to its tax base and the creation of new jobs.      

Another issue this website addresses is that agency websites tend to be organized along functional lines, not according to the issue or problem to be solved.  A person must know who regulates what before they know whose website to visit.  And this implies that they know to ask about the regulation in the first place.

Additionally, Idaho is a largely rural state.  Idaho’s rural communities have higher unemployment and the rate of business growth is slower than that of urban communities. 

Yet it is in these rural areas where available resources to help a business owner are the most limited in both the private and public sectors.  So rural entrepreneurs often must drive to the State Capitol in Boise to obtain assistance and collect the information they need.  An interactive website levels the playing field and opens up government access for business owners regardless of where they are.

The idea behind Idaho Small Business Solutions™. is to provide new and existing businesses regulatory information before they have a problem, not after.

3.
Written Justification (A through D)
A. Description of Project

Through the use of an interactive decision-tree called the Business Wizard, Idaho Small Business Solutions™. www.idahobizhelp.org acts as an intelligent portal to local, state, and federal regulations affecting small businesses in the state of Idaho.  The site, operational since July of 2000, also provides descriptive text plus links to organizations that offer free or low-cost business assistance – consulting, training, loan programs, research, and more.

The Business Wizard was designed to help new and existing businesses meet the regulatory requirements for operating a business in Idaho.  Business owners accessing the website are asked questions about the business they are operating or planning to operate.  Based on their answers, they receive a customized checklist of agencies, phone numbers, hot-linked Web addresses, tax information, and forms that they will need.

B. Significance to the Improvement of the Operation of Government

Idaho Small Business Solutions™ puts local, state, and federal business regulations together in a single online portal.  It doesn’t duplicate what is on the individual agency websites, but uses an interactive decision-tree and a database of agency keywords to send a site visitor to the appropriate agency. 

Information is organized according to business issue, not by agency function.                 The SBS website was developed via a collaboration of front-line personnel from 13 key city, county, state and federal agencies who license and/or regulate business activities, with additional input from many more governmental/business groups on an ad hoc basis.  

Website developers asked the customers, the small business people throughout the state, what they wanted, and then utilized the information to develop a website to meet those specific needs.

The website and its program management and administration is provided by a service agency, the Idaho Small Business Development Center at Boise State University, which has no vested interest in one regulatory agency over another.  

C. Benefits Realized by Service Recipients, Taxpayers, Agency or State

SBS capitalizes on technology, the Internet, to provide fast and high quality information to all business owners throughout the state, especially those in underserved rural areas.  Those site visitors who do not find an answer to their question can send an e-mail directly from the website to the Idaho State Library reference librarians, who will research the question and provide a prompt, confidential response.  

The program was conceived by the RIB (Reducing Idaho’s Bureaucracy) Committee, an informal organization of government employees from various state and local agencies, working to improve services and education for Idaho business owners, and chaired by two employees of the Idaho State Tax Commission. The RIB Committee and the subsequent development and implementation of SBS illustrate how collaboration and cooperation within government can more effectively meet the needs of citizens. 

This Idaho citizen-centric approach resulted in the successful introduction of a unique and interactive website dedicated to providing business regulatory information and assistance and, to date, is yet to be duplicated. During 2001, developers plan to add an additional decision-tree and database of funding and rural development resources to the website’s original concept and design. Site enhancements are ongoing and immediate improvements will include breaking down longer pages of information into smaller pieces through pull-down menus and other functions.  

Excellent feedback is being received from business owners.  For example, until this site was developed, few people knew that to start a restaurant serving alcohol in Boise

required contacting 14 different agencies about licenses, permits and special regulations.  This was in addition to contacting the agencies that administer employment regulations or taxes.  Now people know in advance whom to contact and why and are able to develop accurate business plans when seeking funding.

Consultants at the Idaho Small Business Development Center offices are asking their clients to use the site after the first consulting session and before additional sessions are scheduled.  This gets the clients involved in the realities of starting a business and better prepares them to make the most of their time with the ISBDC consultants.

Counselors at the Small Business Administration are using the site when consulting with clients and 8(a) loan applicants.  The site quickly gives counselors the information necessary to walk clients through the process of starting a business and meeting regulatory requirements.  They can quickly identify the fees that must be considered when making loan applications.  SCORE counselors are actively using the site. 

Staff at the Idaho State Tax Commission and the Idaho Industrial Commission (Workers’ Comp) is using the site to answer questions from telephone callers and front desk visitors.  Customers are very pleased to get complete and prompt information, not only about the agency called but about other agencies’ regulations as well.

A state legislator from one of Idaho’s rural areas said the site delivers what she has advocated for years – a simplified method of obtaining business start-up information from agencies without having to travel long distances or spend time and money on long distance phone calls.

A rural county commissioner was impressed that the site contains information on city and county regulations as well as state regulations, and that the EPA and DEQ regulations were addressed for agricultural businesses. A consultant who works with utility companies considering doing business in Idaho said he receives over 800 inquiries a year from various companies.  He recommends the site to callers as a simple and quick way to get answers to their initial questions. A representative of the Pacific Northwest Pollution Prevention Resource Center in Seattle said the site was great. They will add a link from their site to this one.

D. Return on Investment, Short-Term/Long-Term Payback

At the time this project was started in January of 1999, Idaho was increasing in new businesses by approximately 1,500 per year.  The project plan anticipated that the website would help foster an additional 15-30 businesses a year in Idaho’s rural communities, adding 15-90 jobs.  This will occur because more rural businesses have access to information critical to their success in the marketplace.

Additionally, since the website site has been operational, the regulatory agencies themselves are experiencing increased efficiency and time savings.  One agency alone estimates that their key investigator is saving eight hours per week by using the site or sending customers to the site for information.  This equates to about $7,000 per year. 

The total cost of the site was $53,000 in cash from a grant plus $67,000 in cash match and administrative expenses from state and local agencies, for a total cost of $120,000.  The $7,000 savings from just one agency produces a 13% ROI on the cash and a 6% ROI on the total cost of the project.  Payback is 7.6 years and 17 years respectively.  If we assume that just two more of the thirteen key participating agencies experience similar savings, the ROI goes up to 40% on the cash and 18% on the total project.  Payback reaches 2.5 years and 5.7 years respectively.  Feedback has been that these times of savings are occurring in many agencies. 

It is often difficult to fully quantify the financial returns of a project that has as its overriding goal, the improvement of customer service and the perception that citizens hold of government entities.  However, the time and expense saved by citizens in accessing fast and reliable government information from any location in the state are very real and tangible benefits to them. 

