Category: Digital Government

Nomination: PA Open for Business www.paopen4business.state.pa.us
Executive Summary


     Pennsylvania Governor Tom Ridge pledged to make Pennsylvania the easiest place in the world to start, sustain and expand a business through the use of Web-based resources. With this goal in mind, he directed key state agencies to identify opportunities for streamlining business processes and move them online with the aim of reducing operational costs and providing customers round-the-clock access to government programs. 

     PA Open for Business is the result. Launched in October 1999, this unique web site gives entrepreneurs "one door" access to programs and services offered by government, and instantaneous ability to explore financial options and download or complete many of the important forms necessary to start and grow a business in Pennsylvania. It is a collaborative effort among the Governor’s Office of Information Technology, eight state agencies – the Pennsylvania departments of Revenue, State, Labor and Industry, Community and Economic Development, Insurance, Banking, Environmental Protection and the Pennsylvania Securities Commission -- and a number of software developers.

     The intuitive design and flexible operation of the PA Open for Business site underscore two of the fundamental principles behind the Governor’s vision  – using technology to make state government more “customer friendly” for businesses by presenting a “single face of government.” 

     The first website release in October 1999 contained business structure and enterprise registration forms. An enhanced version, released in February 2000, deployed an online interview to assist customers in identifying what business forms they need to complete; it also introduced “wizards” providing professional guidance in areas like business record-keeping. Subsequent releases in June and December 2000 incorporated nearly 150 additional online licensing and permitting forms.

Key economic development tool

     This web site is an important economic development tool that is helping attract new business investments in Pennsylvania.  More than 50 percent of visitors to the PA Open for Business site do so on weekends and evenings – hours when state offices normally are closed. During its first year, the PA Open for Business website registered nearly 1 million hits each month and hosted 1,600 daily user sessions. The site has registered users from all 67 Pennsylvania counties and all 50 states, with many concentrated around high-tech regions like the Silicon Valley, Seattle, and Boston.  In addition, the site is visited regularly by web-users on six inhabited continents (excluding only Antarctica).

     In 2000, the Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry recognized the website with its Delta Award in appreciation of its tremendous service to the state’s businesses.  The National Governor’s Association’s Center for Best Practices also recognized PA Open for Business in 2000 for providing improved service to businesses by making more state services available online.
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a) Description of project, including length of time in operation
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ennsylvania Governor Tom Ridge pledged to make Pennsylvania the easiest place in the world to start, sustain and expand a business through the use of web-based resources. With this goal in mind, he directed key state agencies to identify opportunities for streamlining business processes and move them online with the aim of reducing operational costs and providing customers round-the-clock access to government programs. 

     PA Open for Business is the result. Launched in October 1999, this unique web site gives entrepreneurs "one door" access to programs and services offered by government, and instantaneous ability to explore financial options and download or complete many of the important forms necessary to start and grow a business in Pennsylvania. It is a collaborative effort among the Governor’s Office of Information Technology, eight state agencies – the Pennsylvania departments of Revenue, State, Labor and Industry, Community and Economic Development, Insurance, Banking, Environmental Protection and the Pennsylvania Securities Commission -- and a number of software developers.

     Throughout the development stages of the site, focus groups and planning sessions are held with business people and associations to help define the direction of the site. 

     An online survey (http://www.open4business.state.pa.us/Survey/survey.asp) collects customer feedback on the usefulness of the site information and what would be desired in future versions. This flexibility will allow for additional agencies and local governments to be brought into the project in the future as it continues to evolve. 

     The PA Open for Business Steering Committee – comprised of representatives from all participating agencies – oversees development of the site. With each new enhancement, the site has been expanded to increase the number of features available to business customers in the Commonwealth. 

     The first website release in October 1999 contained business structure and enterprise registration forms. An enhanced version, released in February 2000, deployed an online interview to assist customers in identifying what business forms they need to complete; it also introduced “wizards” providing professional guidance in areas like business record-keeping. Subsequent releases in June and December 2000 incorporated nearly 150 additional online licensing and permitting forms.

     As the next step, Governor Ridge has directed the Committee to have the Open for Business site “fully interactive” by Labor Day 2001. This enhancement will include providing a fill-in option for all Portable Document Format (PDF) forms currently on the site, creating a virtual, paperless registration process for new businesses. 

b) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

     With Internet technology as the enabler, PA Open for Business is an effective tool to open state government to address existing and emerging needs of the business community in the Commonwealth.

     In doing so, it has given state agency technical, program and administrative staff the opportunity to analyze and map their individual agency business processes and network with their counterparts in sister agencies. The result will be sharing of data electronically among the various participating department.

    As a result, these agencies, and their customers, will become the beneficiaries of improved government services.  

c) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state
helping business

     The intuitive design and flexible operation of the PA Open for Business site also underscore two of the fundamental principles behind the Governor’s vision  – using technology to make state government more “customer friendly” for businesses by presenting a “single face of government.” 

     Businesses must strive to be operationally efficient and comply with government information mandates. These two requirements often conflict, given the number of agencies that regulate business activities. PAO4B is designed to streamline public services to help businesses respond faster to marketplace opportunities.

     Through the Open for Business site, businesses will no longer need to submit repetitive information to multiple agencies. Using online “wizards,” visitors are guided through online interviews, which help them to determine exactly what information they need to start their new business in Pennsylvania. 

     For example, by presenting questions in a predefined manner, information can be collected to fully populate the sections of the “Fictitious Name” and “Articles of Incorporation,” forms required by the Department of State; the “PA-100” form required by the Department of Revenue, the “Certificate of Insurance” required by the Department of Labor and Industry, and various state forms for different types of companies. The user need not complete any of these forms -- they will be populated by the “wizard” at the end of the process and provided to users for downloading and printing. The information will be electronically shared among the appropriate agencies.

     Online tutorials on topics such as “Creating a business plan” and “Business bookkeeping” also provide the business user with added value.  Another special feature of the website is the availability of an online, secure “briefcase” for customers to store information and forms for future reference, making the website even more customer-friendly.

helping the economy
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     This web site is an important economic development tool that is helping attract new business investments in Pennsylvania.  More than 50 percent of visitors to the PA Open for Business site do so on weekends and evenings – hours when state offices normally are closed.  Clearly, users appreciate the convenience of being able to access state programs from their home or business at any time of day. 

     During its first year, the PA Open for Business website registered nearly 
1 million hits each month and hosted 1,600 daily user sessions. The site has registered users from all 67 Pennsylvania counties and all 50 states, with many concentrated around high-tech regions like the Silicon Valley, Seattle, and Boston.  In addition, the site is visited regularly by web-users on six inhabited continents (excluding only Antarctica).

     The value of the PA Open for Business website to the business community is reflected in the steady growth of public visits.  Additionally, in 2000, the Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry recognized the website with its Delta Award in appreciation of its tremendous service to the state’s businesses.  In a 22-page report, the National Governor’s Association’s Center for Best Practices recognized PA Open for Business in 2000 for providing improved service to businesses by making more state services available online.

Software and Hardware

     In order to generate trust and ensure authentication, e-government must ensure privacy and security. The PA Open for Business application is housed within the Commonwealth Technology Center E-Government Server Farm, which provides a stable, scaleable Internet platform, coupled with website management services to provide a high-performance and secure hosting environment.   

     These components will be enhanced or deployed in advance of the next Open for Business milestone on September 3, 2001 when the site goes “fully interactive,” creating a virtual, paperless registration process for new businesses. 

     Microsoft Windows 2000 Advanced Server will be utilized. Internet Information Server v5.0 serves as the web server platform. SQL Server 2000 will be the database engine for the project. Microsoft BizTalk Server 2000 will facilitate the flow of data between the different agencies, as well as back and forth to the Server Farm.  Microsoft Host Integration Server will be leveraged for providing easy access to information currently residing on a legacy AS/400 and mainframe systems. As the project moves into the electronic transmission of data, appropriate security and authentication methods will be implemented to ensure the security of sensitive/confidential data. Because of the sensitive nature of some Internet-based transactions, agencies will use 128-bit encryption to transmit data.

     The final new addition for this project is Microsoft Application Center Server 2000, which is being used throughout the server farm.  This allows for easy deployment and management of clusters of servers, and facilitates extremely high availability for web components, as well as increased performance capabilities. (Guaranteed availability of all servers and Operating System platform for at least 99.9% of the time.) 

     JetForm's ReachForm product is being leveraged to quickly implement and provide interactive forms capability.

     Hardware includes Dell PowerEdge 2550s with dual 933MHz Pentium III processors with 2GB of memory, for web pieces and smaller database components.  Larger 8 processor servers are being leveraged (Dell PowerEdge 8450s) with 8 - 700MHz Pentium III Xeon processors with 8GB of RAM for the central Biztalk clusters, and the central JetForm clusters.

d) Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback Return Cost-

    effective

     An underpinning of Open for Business and all of the Commonwealth’s
e-government initiatives is harnessing technology to transform government operations making them more customer-oriented and efficient.

     Through strategic investments that will produce significant short and long-term efficiencies and savings, PA Open for Business is focused on building “friction-free” government to make it easier to start, sustain and expand a business in Pennsylvania.  

      This process has required cooperative efforts to “de-fragment” an existing regulatory and programmatic infrastructure, which has required separate state agencies to maintain separate systems that heretofore did not facilitate sharing of common information. 

      PA Open for Business is committed to ensuring that business owners can go to one location to obtain information they need, and to provide the necessary business-related information required by the Commonwealth. 

     Through the leadership of the Governor’s Office of Information Technology, PA Open for Business is using new information technology tools and the Internet to support changes in internal management processes within and among agencies. 

     These changes will lower the costs of doing business in Pennsylvania and increase the bottom line for Commonwealth businesses.



