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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

One EASE E-Link (OEL) is a unique collaboration of state, county, private, and nonprofit human service providers to establish and support an electronic, multi-tooled network for the delivery of coordinated social, health, and employment services. The OEL offers a web site with secure, encrypted e-mail, discussion forums, a document library, an easy to use eligibility screening tool, and case management software.

Built on a 'B to B' (business to business) model, OEL links government, county and private/non-profits together utilizing a Public Key Infrastructure (PKI) behind a secure firewall to share client information, coordinate services, reduce redundancy and effectively marshal resources at the state and county level to serve families in New Jersey.

The statewide OEL strategy became operational in December 1997, as a joint initiative of three departments of New Jersey State government: Labor, Health and Senior Services, and Human Services. One-time seed funding in the amount of $288,000 for planning and implementation activities was allocated to counties that committed to build, implement and support a community-based collaborative of local and county service providers to actively participate in OEL. 

Seventeen (17) of twenty-one (21) counties in New Jersey are currently participating in the implementation phase of OEL. Three of the remaining counties are in the evaluation process and one is in the pre-contract phase. As of this writing, there are 848 service providers and 2330 individual users in the OEL network.  At the county collaborative level the implementation process involves: the purchase, distribution, and installation of hardware; distribution of group ware and digital security certificates; case management application (rollout); the benefits screening application; and training of all OEL users. Member agencies must also secure independent Internet access. The next steps in the process include the release of the web enabled case management application, customization of the software and development of protocols to accommodate the distinct needs of the involved departments and agencies.  Further specialized training for Helpdesk, technical, and program staff is also planned.

OEL is a unique social service network.  The ability to provide coordinated social services relies on the participation of the member agencies at all levels; but, it is the member agencies at the county collaborative level who embraced the vision of OEL and worked to move effective service delivery to the families they service.  Recognition of effort can be shared among all OEL participants but should focus primarily at the local, community level.  Community-based agencies and front line staff provide the human infrastructure for the OEL service system, but it is State level support coupled with the OEL technology that was custom ordered to support their efforts.

A.  Description of project, including length of time in operation

One EASE E-Link (OEL) is a unique collaboration of state, county, private, and nonprofit human service providers to establish and support an electronic, multi-tooled network for the delivery of coordinated social, health, and employment services.  The OEL coordinated service bundle includes a web site with secure, encrypted  e-mail, discussion forums, a document library, an easy to use eligibility screening tool, and case management software.  Built on a 'B to B' (business to business) model, OEL links government, county and private/nonprofits together utilizing a Public Key Infrastructure (PKI) behind a secure firewall to share consensual client information, coordinate services, reduce redundancy and effectively marshal resources at both the state and county level to serve families in the state of New Jersey.  
In 1995 The New Jersey State Departments of Health and Senior Services, Human Services, and Labor began a joint effort to coordinate their individual technology initiatives to improve service delivery to their respective target populations. Pilot testing of the initiative was conducted in Atlantic and Cape May counties for approximately one and a half years prior to implementation.  In December of 1997, the resulting One EASE E-Link (OEL) strategy became operational.  The OEL Planning and Implementation Guidelines were then released to all counties statewide and an invitation for participation was issued.   One-time seed funding in the amount of $288,000 for planning and implementation activities was allocated to counties that committed to build, implement and support a community-based collaborative of local and county service 
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providers to actively participate in OEL.

Seventeen (17) of twenty-one (21) counties in New Jersey are currently participating in the implementation phase of OEL. Three of the remaining counties are in the evaluation 
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process and one is in the pre-contract phase.  At the county collaborative level the implementation process involves: the purchase, distribution, and installation of hardware; distribution of GroupWare and digital security certificates; case management application (rollout); the benefits screening application; and training of all OEL users. Each member agency must also secure independent Internet access.  The next steps in the process include the release of the web enabled case management application (FACTORS Lite), customization of the software and development of protocols to accommodate the distinct needs of the involved Departments and agencies.  Further specialized training for Helpdesk, technical, and program staff is also planned.  As of this writing, there are 848 service providers and 2330 individual users in the OEL network.

B.  Significance to the improvement of the operation of government
Centralized database

A centralized Oracle database provides the infrastructure for the NJ Benefits Screening and case management applications.  A series of secure access measures are built into the entire system and aligned with VeriSign Digital Certificates to allow for the exchange of secure e-mail and file attachments among parties. 

The OEL framework supports for:

· Network governance and maintenance as well as consensual universal sharing of key demographic fields.  

· System flexibility for both vertical and lateral, consensual sharing of client information through the NJ Benefits Screening and case management applications.  

· Discrete tracking for those selectively closed initiatives that are prohibited from sharing client information universally.

The Web based case management application is available for testing and will allow for consensual sharing of client data within specified security loops either laterally or vertically.

At the state level, new and established grant programs that specifically address social service needs or require a secure environment for sensitive information have begun to migrate to the OEL network.  The Early (Childhood) Intervention System, under the Division of Family Health Services, is utilizing the OEL GroupWare and the case management application to track all encounters, referrals, and service provisions for their statewide system of services that evaluates infants and toddlers, birth to age three with developmental delays or disabilities and their families.  Implementation is scheduled to begin May 2001.
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The Department of Health and Senior Services has tracked services to over 9,000 senior adults through their discrete utilization of the case management application.  They are currently providing statewide training in order to move their workers to the secure OEL GroupWare environment and to expand statewide case management tracking for their Respite Care and EASE (Easy Access Single Entry) Programs. 

The Department of Family Development's new Kinship Care Wrap-Around Program provides statewide, regionally based wrap-around services for grandparents or relatives that are providing care for children who otherwise might require placement in foster care.  Four regional service centers are approved to provide services to 6,000 Kinship Care families.  Participation in OEL is a requirement of the grant proposal. As members of the OEL collaborative, the Regional Service Center staff can search for county specific services as well as send and receive secure detailed e-mail referrals.

Whether positioned as a discrete case management application program or functioning in the shared benefits screening application, all state programs have the opportunity to target population shifts and identify community service needs.  Cross program tracking of clients is within reach and duplicative and/or redundant data entry can be significantly reduced, resulting in better statistics in both the closed and open program tracking environments.

Raising the technical knowledge base

At the community level, the OEL guidelines and hardware requirements helped to establish a baseline technology and PC standard for the collaborating agencies. The OEL intra agency collaboration at the state level provided for the infusion of significant funds to community-based service providers to purchase hardware, servers, training, and to support the initial administration efforts. Hardware requirements needed to support the certified e-mail communication and Internet access defined a baseline hardware stratum that evolved into a statewide standard.  Additionally, participation in the OEL initiative required that all the community-based providers secure an internet service provider (ISP) and browser.  This requirement helped to prompt a new level of technical familiarity if not proficiency across the state.  And finally, once electronic files and documents began to move seamlessly through e-mail, program staff efficiency improved as lost 'phone tag' and fax time diminished. 

The need to plan and fund additional technology efforts at the local and state level has become a priority as state and local government agencies continually explore new ways to utilize the secure OEL network.  The consensual posting of challenged adults seeking community-based homes through the New Jersey Division of Developmental Disabilities and the incorporation of the Board of Social Services' (BDSS) Child Welfare Agencies onto the OEL network are examples under implementation. 
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C.  Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state.

Traditional client intakes are done manually by individual agencies.  Appropriate referrals are based on the experience of the intake worker and usually require the client to travel to another agency and go through a partially redundant intake interview. Eligibility screening for programs often involves multiple client applications, interviews, and verifications of supplied information. Client information is not shared between agencies and service providers usually have no access to the client profile or details of how the client was served.  Case management among agencies usually requires staff travel. Outdated printed resource directories, non-existent libraries and service-related discussion forums have been challenges for direct service workers.

OEL is designed to address service providers’ needs for: a secure shared client database/casebook, the coordination of service plans, updated resource directories, agency protocols, eligibility screening and information, and appropriate inter agency client referrals. Clients benefit because information no longer needs to be collected several times, thus eliminating their need to endure repetitive and tedious intake procedures. For families, one universal eligibility screening can eliminate many interviews, bus rides, and lost employment hours spent in waiting rooms with restless children.  The universal electronic benefit screening also eliminates inconsistent or conflicting information from one agency to another, which is often the cause of delay or rejection of services or entitlements. The connectivity and presence of PC workstations at all sites creates a virtual one-stop human service shopping center for clients.

While the general population grows exponentially, and service caseloads increase, agency budgets do not always keep pace with this growth. There is, consequently, a demand for new tools and technologies to address the need for increased services at more cost-effective rates. OEL has the potential of offering State agencies and taxpayers a more efficient system, which will generate new costs, but will also result in more and better services delivered at lower administrative cost for agencies.

D.  Return on investment, short-term/long term payback.

The immediate return on investment

The OEL process has helped to develop a tier of technology support at the county level. The initial funding model provided for an OEL Project Manager as well as technical support and network administration staff.  The OEL model was intentionally nebulous allowing each county to utilize available resources and customize their infrastructure to address county specific needs.  Training and Education funds were available to provide the first buffer layer of computer training but more importantly, each county was required to maintain an OEL Project Manager.  It is the Project Managers who have remained 

available to train, teach, guide, or coach their collaborative frontline users.  This tier of 
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expertise was often the first technology encounter for many of the participating human services private and/or nonprofit agencies.  The sensitivity and the availability of the 

OEL Managers to their end users has allowed for greater member participation and helped to carry and maintain participation of the member agencies through the program growing pains.  

Immediate benefits for OEL end users are the ability to search in real time for services, other professionals and documents.  Information templates and document libraries are maintained at the agency or member level allowing for daily updating, eliminating channel or tunnel delays related to centralized editing models.

The enhanced communication capabilities provided by the statewide implementation of OEL have resulted in a tremendous increase in collaboration between and among entities at all levels: among the three participating departments of State government, among divisions within the same department, between State and local agencies, between county collaboratives, and, most importantly, among provider agencies locally, regionally, and statewide.  Examples of this collaboration are: discussion forums established for an on-going dialogue on specific issues among entities which are geographically very distant in the State; a growing document library with data posted by OEL users for the benefit of, or at the request of, other users; and, the growing development of interagency protocols as agencies increase their shared case management activities. 

Long-Term Benefits

One EASE E-Link has fostered sustainable lateral and vertical team building, helped to establish standards and protocols for data sharing across multi-service programs and has guided technology into the human service corridors.  

The state's enlightened decision two years ago to restructure OEL from a client server model to a web based infrastructure has now given collaboratives access to one, shared database for the NJ Benefits Screening Program. This improved data management with efficient and responsible collection of consensual data is now available to help the state, county, and communities plan effectively for their residents.  For legislators, shifts in population or service needs can now be evaluated on a county by county or statewide level. 

OEL is a unique social service network.  The ability to provide coordinated social services relies on the participation of the member agencies at all levels; but, it is the member agencies at the county collaborative level who embraced the vision of OEL and worked to move effective service delivery to the families they service.  Recognition of effort can be shared among all OEL participants but should focus primarily at the local, community level.  Community-based agencies and front line staff provide the human infrastructure for the OEL service system, but it is State level support coupled with the OEL technology that was custom ordered to support their efforts. 
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