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Virginia Government Services Enabled for the Personal Digital Assistant (PDA)

 http://www.vipnet.org/portal/services/palmpilotapplications.htm 

Virginia is leading the nation in making government services available via alternative electronic devices, including PDA hand-held devices such as Palm Pilots and Handspring Visors.  The Virginia Information Providers Network (VIPNet), a state entity that assists other Virginia government entities in providing their information and services electronically, partnered with the Virginia State Board of Elections premiered palm-enabled access to state election results in November of 2000, making Virginia the first government entity in the nation to offer election results in that format.

Subsequently, VIPNet and its Virginia government partners have added more than a half dozen palm-enabled services, including the state’s public meetings calendar, polling place look-up, consumer assistance portal, and legislative tracking service.  VIPNet is working to expand the range of service offerings via the palm-based devices, as well as through other PDA’s and wireless communications devices.  Ultimately, all government information services will be available simultaneously via the user’s preferred communications mechanism, whether that be that a desk-top personal computer or a wireless phone.

The convenience of this mechanism of service delivery benefits both the Virginia government entities providing the services, as well as the citizen users.  Government entities now are able to deliver their information and services in a more timely and effective manner to many different types of users.  Those users, in turn, now may access government at any time, from anywhere.

A) Description of the project, including length of time in operation:

One of VIPNet’s primary missions, as described in the network’s enabling legislation, is to provide a single, common electronic gateway to Virginia government (VIPNet provides the official Virginia homepage or portal at www.vipnet.org or www.state.va.us).  One way of attaining that goal and helping to address “digital divide” issues is to make online services available via alternative delivery mechanisms, including personal digital assistants.  After identifying several Web-based services to provide via those devices, VIPNet began working with several government agency partners to modify those Web-based services for use on the smaller, hand-held device screens, such as Palm Pilots and Handspring Visors. 

VIPNet and the State Board of Elections premiered palm-enabled access to state election results in November of 2000, making Virginia the first government entity in the nation to offer election results in that format.  Subsequently, the network has developed more than a half dozen other services for palm-enabled delivery, via wireless palm access or through the AvantGo online clipping service where users synchronize their palm devices with their desktop computers.  

VIPNet is working to expand the range of service offerings via the palm-based devices as the network and its agency partners make government more accessible via electronic means.  VIPNet also is developing access to those services through other through other PDA’s and wireless communications devices.  

Ultimately, Virginia’s goal is to make all government information services available simultaneously via the user’s preferred communications mechanism, whether that be that a desktop personal computer or a wireless phone.  From a development perspective, new technologies including XML will permit VIPNet and government entities to create concurrently electronic information services that are accessible via PC’s, palm, devices, wireless telephones, or whatever communications device that is available.

The following are brief descriptions of those palm-enabled services currently offered by VIPNet:

Online Election Results -

This is the first palm-enabled state elections results site in the country (see Government Technology Magazine, January 2001.)  Users are able to select a desired election race and receive real-time result summaries via the palm-based display.  Members of the press stated that the service allowed them to report election results from the Virginia Capitol steps as precincts reported to the Virginia State Board of Elections, not tying them to a desktop PC.  

Polling Place Look-Up - 

To enhance voter turnout and accessibility, VIPNet teamed with the Virginia State Board of Elections to create this palm accessible service.  Users enter their residential address and within seconds their polling place name, location, and voting district information is returned.  Voters now may confirm their polling location while on their way to vote.

Consumer Assistance Portal-Complaint Selector - 

Users may access the portal via palm-devices when they are interested in filing a complaint against a business but unsure of with which government entity to file that complaint (there are more than 40 agencies in Virginia responsible for different types of complaints).  The palm version of the service permits users to select a category, sub-category and locality regarding a consumer complaint.  The appropriate department or agency is returned including a phone number, mailing address, and e-mail links to homepage, consumer information, and/or complaint form when available.  
Commonwealth Calendar, Event and Official Meeting Announcements for the Commonwealth -

The Commonwealth Calendar is Virginia’s official public meetings announcement calendar.  For more than three years, state entities have submitted their meeting notices to the Calendar, which users may then search against.  That same calendar now is available on handheld devices.  Users access the searchable meetings list and then determine the date, time, and agenda information for posted Calendar meetings, as well as directions and contact information for meeting organizers.

Lobbyist-In-A-Box (LIAB), Legislative Tracking Service - 

The palm-enabled version of LIAB provides users real-time legislative tracking via bill profiles and composite information summaries that the user specifies, just as has done through the Web-based access version.  The palm version displays a login screen and a composite view of the selected bill profile, including linkable bill number, sponsoring patron, brief summary, and last action for each bill.  Selecting linkable bill numbers, users are able to see full bill text and amendments with the tap of their stylus.  This new service has revolutionized the way lobbyists may immediately address changes to bills that they are tracking and better serve their clients and constituents.  

VIPNet and the Virginia General Assembly’s Division of Legislative Automated Systems premiered the palm-based version of LIAB for the 2001 legislative session.

B) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government:

Virginia government has consistently been a leader in providing information services to its constituents, via the most convenient and accessible mechanisms available.  What started as a PC–based, Web revolution in electronic service delivery now has expanded to encompass a wealth of different PDA devices.  Virginia is utilizing those new technologies as yet another means of providing better service delivery.  Today, users may access an increasing number of government services via palm-based devices.  In the near future, VIPNet and its government partners will increase the number of services available in that format, along with making those services accessible via other types of PDAs.  

The introduction of Web-based access to government several years ago changed government operations by making information and services available at any time, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  Virginia’s expanding utilization of PDA technology makes government available anytime and anywhere.  Thus, users no longer are tied to a desk-top PC in order to access or interact with government.  Rather, while traveling, at a park, or in line at a grocery store, users may obtain the government-related information that they need and, in an expanding number of instances, exchange information with government as well. 


In addition to improving government operations by making government accessible at anytime and any place, Virginia’s use of PDAs also is helping to make government available to anybody who has an electronic communications device.   Although a significant percentage of the population has access to PC’s, the “digital divide” still includes many people who do not.  However, an even higher percentage of the population, and one that cuts across broader socio-economic distinctions, utilize many of the PDA devices available today when you include wireless telephones in that analysis.  And industry analysts have consistently recognized that the desktop PC of today may not be the primary means of Internet access tomorrow.

Under that assumption, Virginia is hoping to serve an even broader percentage of its population by making its government services available through these alternative electronic means, which often involve less costly equipment.

C) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state:

It is often said that government services offered online are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  However, in most instances, this is only true when a user is sitting in front of a PC.  Virginia’s palm-based delivery initiative now truly defines 24 by 7 access as constituents can carry the tools for access to this information and services with them at all times and virtually all places.   Thus, users are benefiting from Virginia’s alternative electronic delivery of services by having government that is truly available when they need it, wherever they need it.  

Government entities in Virginia have benefited from the new electronic information delivery methods by being able to provide their services to more users, more conveniently and with little additional expenditure of resources.  Under the current technology, palm-enabling Web-based applications requires customization of the html coding for the presentation of the information so that it may be displayed on a palm-size screen.  Future technology will permit simultaneous programming of both traditional Web based and newer PDA device displays. 

The same types of cost-benefit analysis done for the Web-enabling government services are just as compelling for providing those services via PDAs: electronic delivery of information services is the most cost-effective means for a government to provide services to citizens.

D) Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback:

As stated above, this project has provided an excellent short and long term return on Virginia’s minimal investment of resources in the PDA technology.  Citizens are receiving information and services when they want it, and where they want it.  Government entities are providing that information and services to more people, in more places than ever before.

 This project also is helping to guide the future of alternative electronic service delivery mechanisms in Virginia.  Based on the success of this project, Virginia now is pursuing the provision of an even greater number of services via palm devices and expanding the types of PDAs available for service delivery. 

Observers once mocked the images of wristwatch-based communications between “Dick Tracy” and his colleagues as visions of an unobtainable future technology.  In Virginia, those same skeptics could soon be using wrist-based communications technology to renew a government license or permit.

