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Executive Summary

In December 2000, the State of Maine introduced the Rapid Renewal System (RRS), the nation’s first online vehicle registration renewal system that processes fee payments for both local and state governments.  The Rapid Renewal Service (http://www.informe.org/bmv/rapid-renewal/) delivers convenience to Maine residents by accepting vehicle registration renewals from any Web browser.  

The Rapid Renewal Service uses online government to simplify a process that Maine citizens must complete every year.  In Maine, the process for auto registration renewal is more complicated than in other states, because both the state and local community receive funds from an auto registration.  In some municipalities, citizens are able to pay both fees at once, with the local jurisdiction sending the state its portion of the renewal fee.  In other communities, citizens must go to two different locations to complete the renewal transaction.  Also local government excise taxes can only be paid in the town in which it is owed-which is difficult for citizens who are unable to visit their municipal office during regular business hours due to conflicting work schedules.  Rapid Renewal was designed to be available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, eliminating the business hours obstacle. 

The state of Maine is aware of no other government that offers an “inter-branch” 

e-Commerce application- The Rapid Renewal Service is the first e-Government service that transmits citizen fee payments electronically to two different levels of government (as reported in Government Technology on 12/4/00).  Maine citizens can sidestep the logistical challenges of renewing their vehicle registrations at a government office by using The Rapid Renewal Service.  A simple five-minute transaction over the Internet can often save hours of travel & waiting time.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT

To renew a vehicle registration on line, a citizen needs the following:

· A copy of their current registration

· A current insurance card

· The vehicle’s current mileage; and

· A credit card or checking account number

With this information, citizens are just minutes away from renewing their registration.  The online registration system guides users through the renewal process and offers detailed instructions on where to locate information on the registration form and how it should be entered into the web browser.  On the confirmation page, the customer is asked if he/she would like to receive an e-mail reminder prior to next year’s renewal date.  If the user elects to use this service an e-mail reminder will be sent 11 months and two weeks later- or two weeks prior to the registration to be renewed.  A link is provided from the e-mail directly to the Rapid Renewal Service.  The confirmation page is also a temporary registration that is accepted by Maine police as a valid form of documentation for up to ten days.  Within 4-7 days the citizen will receive their valid registration stickers and official vehicle registration for from the BMV.  RRS is a perfect example of how the State of Maine is using the Internet to enhance its relationship with citizens by offering convenient, timesaving online government service.

IMPROVMENTS TO THE OPERATION OF GOVERNMENT 

Excise taxes are a significant portion of annual operating budgets for most municipal governments in Maine.  In the past, any attempt to collect excise taxes on behalf of the municipalities, either by the State of Maine or the private sector, was met with strong local government opposition.  Simply put, the local governments did not want a third party handling these funds.  The Rapid Renewal Service not only bridged the technology gap by being the first ever inter-branch online transaction in the United States, but it also strengthened trust between levels of government and third parties.  In the age of online transactions, citizens have neither the time nor the endurance to deal with the forms, processes, and delays associated with the different levels of government.  The Rapid Renewal Service has set a new standard of citizen-focused customer service and has already opened the door for other multi jurisdictional solutions for the State of Maine and its citizens.

In addition to strengthening the trust between independent levels of government, the development of the Rapid Renewal Service brought to light previously unresolved discrepancies in vehicle registration data.  As a result of the joint effort to create this system by Municipalities, BMV leaders, the Office of the Secretary of State and private enterprise, a Data Integrity Committee was formed that actively pursues improvements in motor vehicle data that is held, shared and exchanged by various levels of Maine Government.

The Rapid Renewal Service also supplies municipalities with a customized administrative website, providing detailed transaction records that automatically total the number of transactions per day, the amount of excise tax collected daily, and an audit report of daily transactions.  These reports streamline the data entry and accounting necessary to maintain a municipality vehicle registration system.

The municipalities who are participating in the Rapid Renewal program have expressed interest in performing more online services in this fashion.  Stakeholders in the program have likened it to building a railroad.  Many “goods” can be transported on the railroad including parking tickets, property tax, dog licenses, etc. all under the same self-funding ASP model (see Return on Investment section for more detail on funding). 

BENEFITS TO THE MUNICIPALITIES AND CITIZENS

The Rapid Renewal Service delivers a wide range of benefits including convenience, timesaving, and cost savings.  In local government, the need for bookkeeping, assessing, filing, internal project management, and reporting support is growing-but funding is not rising to meet the demand.  The Rapid Renewal Service has decreased walk-in traffic at municipal offices, which has allowed local governments to reassign staff to deliver other value-added services to their communities.

For citizens, The Rapid Renewal Service is a money-saving transaction: Maine residents normally pay between $3.00-$5.00 per registration to the municipality in the form of an agent fee.  By completing the transaction online, the agent fee is reduced to $2.00.  In addition citizens can visit the site prior to registering a vehicle and calculate the total excise tax and registration fee.  Citizens are also offered two methods of payment to choose from:  credit card or electronic check.

For the State of Maine, local governments, and citizens, The Rapid Renewal Service is a true win-win-win proposition.  Maine’s leading edge vehicle registration renewal system is what eGovernment is all about:  Simplifying the lives of citizens while making government more customer friendly and efficient.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

The State of Maine’s Portal, called InforME - the Information Resource of Maine, is operated under a self-funding public/private partnership model.  The enabling legislation for the Portal anticipated the need to offer services to municipalities, stressing the importance of enterprise solutions.  As with all Portal online services, the Rapid Renewal System was built at no upfront charge to the State or the participating municipalities.  The Portal’s private partner, a subsidiary of NIC, recoups its investment through transaction fees alone.  Future services will be offered under the same self-funding ASP model.  The Portal builds and maintains the online service at no charge to the government, and recoups its investment once the service becomes adopted by citizens and businesses.

However, the government partners have invested significantly in the project, as they would with any major initiative.  There were minor expenses incurred in modifying their internal software systems ($100 average) as well as the expense of the merchant fee associated with the excise portion of the transaction.

The municipalities and the State measure their return on investment in time savings and in customer service improvement.  Citizens save time in travel to and from BMV and Municipal offices, waiting in lines and appropriate office hours.  Municipalities gain time that previously was lost while manually processing registration renewals, entering vehicle registration data and collecting and reconciling registration fees for State Agencies.  State agency personnel also save time that was previously lost to customer visits for simple registrations.

The city of Lewiston states that in the five months since the commencement of the program, they have had 500 people renew online.  They feel their only “loss” was the $3 agent fee they might have collected if the citizens renewed in person, since they were already accepting credit cards at the window of City Hall.  Lewiston Managers are quick to note that 500 fewer people at the counter over the past months has more than made up for the loss, and the positive feedback has had a significant impact on morale.  “You always try to look for the negative, but there’s no negative to this,” stated Paul LaBrecque, Lewiston’s Finance Director.

The Bureau of Motor Vehicles has been especially appreciative of the kudos from customers, “We’re the BMV,” says Cathie Curtis, Director of Vehicle Services in Maine, “We don’t usually get calls from customers to thank us for our great service, and tell us how happy they are.  It has really had a positive impact on our staff.”

Dan Gwadosky, Secretary of State for the State of Maine gives the best summation of the return on investment; “We know our future lies not in bricks and mortar or increased staff, but in embracing technology and making it work for us and for our customers.”

