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A. Description of project

Access Washington is the state of Washington's Web portal and is managed by the Department of Information Services.  The site has been in continuous operation for more than two-and-a-half years since its official launch in November 1998.  In 2001, several significant new features were added to Access Washington to improve navigation and ease of use.  Each of these new features was developed in tandem with the private sector and our partner state agencies. They include:

Customer support: Launched in January 2001 in conjunction with SafeHarbor Technology Corporation in Satsop, Washington.  Customer Support provides immediate around-the-clock support to constituents with self-help, e-mail and telephone support.

Ask George(: A robust search engine, launched in February 2001 in conjunction with Ask Jeeves Business Solutions of Emeryville, Calif. Ask George is prominently located on the portal to support search requests form citizens and businesses in Washington.

Transact Washington™: A place to conduct secure transactions over the Internet using digital certificates. Transact Washington was launched in December of 2000.  DIS works with Digital Signature Trust (DST), the certification authority that issues licensed digital certificates for use in the Transact Washington environment.  IBM supplies the technology to support the secure gateway tool in Transact Washington.

"Refresh" of Access Washington: A major "refresh" to improve navigation and citizen access to information while maintaining basic look of previous site. The updated Access Washington was launched Feb. 28, 2001 ( the day of the Washington earthquake. The Access Washington design team consulted with the lead Microsoft’s MSN.com on design considerations.

B. Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

The refreshed Access Washington portal with new improved function provides another channel for delivery of government service over the Internet. Efficiencies are gained both within government, and to the user who is able to get the information they need quickly, or to conduct business rapidly online without waiting in line.

Customer Support: Washington state's contract with SafeHarbor Technology Corporation lets agencies help their citizen customers on a 24 x 7 basis. As more government services are delivered over the Internet 24 hours-a-day, it is more critical than ever that agencies meet their constituents' expectations for real-time assistance with online offerings. After a competitive bidding process, Washington state awarded a master contract to SafeHarbor Technology Corporation of Satsop, Wash. to provide customer support functions for agencies' online services. By using the state's master contract with SafeHarbor, individual state agencies that serve their customers online can now help citizens around-the-clock. 

An enhanced customer support area represents a new private-public partnership on the Access Washington state Internet portal at http://access.wa.gov. Constituents are now able to get help with questions or issues quickly, at any time of day or night with SafeHarbor working behind the scenes. Prior to partnering with SafeHarbor, e-mail correspondence during regular business hours to be answered the next business day if possible was the primary method for answering citizens' requests for help with Access Washington. 

For Access Washington, SafeHarbor created a customized support Web site to help users find answers about government services. Transition into this help site from the Access Washington front page is seamless for the user. Inside the customer support site, SafeHarbor provides graphical, interactive self-help answers to user questions and access to staff who can give 24-hour, one-to-one support through e-mail and the telephone. As new questions arise, new solutions are added to the ever-expanding Knowledge Base covering hundreds of state government topics. 

Ask George:  Citizens interact with government in thousands of ways, from getting a driver's license to getting an education. Knowing who to call or where to go for government services is confusing, particularly if the citizen is unsure where to start. It can be time consuming to dial up telephone numbers only to be referred to another number.  Constituents in Washington can come to one address on the Web, Access Washington, and can ask a question in the Ask George search.

'Ask George' is a plain English search tool that is now the centerpiece of Access Washington.  'Ask George' provides an easy and powerful way for constituents to search for information and services across more than 200,000 individual Washington state Web pages.  Citizens can ask a wide range of questions about state government by typing their question in a query box.  Search result screens quickly display either a relevant question that will lead to a direct answer and/or a set of relevant Web sites that will likely contain the answer from Access Washington's family of state agency Web sites.   

Supporting technology for Ask George was obtained from Ask Jeeves, Inc. through a competitive acquisition process. A team of subject matter experts representing several state agencies selected a set of common questions that could be anticipated by 'Ask George.'  These questions were based on e-mails, phone logs and other questions that are asked frequently by users of Access Washington, the State Library and by other agencies.  The search function combines natural language technology with human editorial judgment. The technology behind 'Ask George' tracks the most frequent information and services that people seek and aggregates and organizes the online content.  This helps DIS and other state agency Web managers rank and prioritize the content on their Web site from their customers' perspective.  'Ask George' supports the digital Washington community by directing citizens to government information and services when and where they need it.

Transact Washington: Transact Washington is an extension of the Access Washington Internet portal. It is designed for citizens and businesses to conduct secure electronic transactions with the state. Transactions might include maintaining health records, fulfilling reporting requirements, or filing taxes. 

Transact Washington is a gateway where a user proves his or her identity one time for access to multiple state services in a single Internet session. Digital certificates make this single entry point possible, because the digital certificate proves the identity of the person passing through the gateway. Once an individual obtains a digital certificate and opens a Transact Washington account, he or she can choose to register for several online services in a secure environment. 

Washington worked with IBM to design and build the Transact Washington application, and with Digital Signature Trust (DST), a licensed Certification Authority in Washington.  These important relationships with the private sector have made this national first possible.  A true partnership is in place with the private firms and the state that has lead to the deployment of the secured gateway that uses Digital Certificates as the authentication mechanism.

The State of Washington has contracted with Digital Signature Trust (DST) to provide digital certificates, issued in accordance with the state’s certificate policy, for use in the Transact Washington environment. Digital certificates can do more than prove a trading partner's identity, as they can be used also for digitally signing and encrypting. Digital Signature Trust issues digital certificates to the State of Washington with three different levels of security assurance: standard, intermediate and high. The certificate level assigned to a service is based on its security requirements. For example, a certificate with a high level of assurance might be necessary in the review of medical records, while a certificate with standard assurance may be all that's needed to file business taxes. 

Many agencies need to offer services or information over the Internet that can only be accessed by known, approved users. Transact Washington builds upon the implementation of digital government in Washington state by allowing agencies to take advantage of a single, shared, security infrastructure for government transactions. This provides a significant benefit for state agencies: they don't have to assume the burden of building their own authentication infrastructure, yet they maintain control over which trading partners will be allowed to access their secure services.
Access Washington refresh: The updates at http://access.wa.gov include more direct links to state's most often used government Web areas, a suite of online tools for citizens and businesses, enhanced speed and easier site navigation. Since its launch in 1998, state agencies have launched numerous digital government services to the public. The new Access Washington has features and links to online services that help citizens get real business done with their government in real time. 

Through a strategic relationship with Microsoft, the Washington state design team was able to leverage the knowledge and experience of one of the larger commercial portals, MSN.com and apply that knowledge to the design and approach for the Access Washington portal.  Access Washington registers about one million page views every month ( which means citizens and businesses use it almost 500 percent more today than when it initially rolled out two years ago. All of the portal's new features -- Ask George, Transact Washington, around-the-clock customer support, and enhanced navigation -- help take our digital government to the next level of convenience and security, especially for our state's businesses.

C. Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

Digital government benefits everyone, even those who don’t own a computer. Serving growing numbers of people over the Internet causes waiting lines at traditional agency counters to grow shorter and telephone hold-times to decline.  Here are some specific figures on how digital government through Access Washington is benefiting the citizens of the state.

Customer support:

· Improved service value to citizens by delivering efficient, accurate, on-demand customer support 24x7x365.
· Accelerated response time to customers--eliminates waiting for traditional business hour return responses.
· Enhanced  help-page questions and answers in both graphical and text version.

· Increased satisfaction among customers--enriching their online user experience by getting information   and services they want, when and where they want them.
Ask George

· Added a powerful search tool that delivers highly relevant results.
· Improves service value to citizens by providing a single reference point for state government information and Web services. 

· Enhanced search capabilities representing over 200,000 Web pages in state government. 

· Promotes cross-agency, 'single face of government' approach in providing digital services to citizens of Washington, businesses and the public beyond. 

Transact Washington 

· Creates a secure environment where citizens and businesses can complete secure online transactions with the State of Washington. 

· Allows citizens to conduct business with the state at their convenience, around-the-clock. 

· Provides single sign-on for access to many different services provided by multiple agencies. 

· Uses the latest digital certificate technology to confirm a user's identity.

· Leverages the speed of the Internet.

Access Washington refresh:

· Provides citizens with multiple methods of getting state information quickly through links, prominent search and customer support.

· Link selections based on most popular services, such as jobs, lottery and licenses. This ensures that most people are able to find what they came for. 

· Gateway to online services so citizens can do much of their business with government without waiting in line.

· Allows state agency participation in portal through news section that is updated daily and in the services section.

D.  Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (include summary calculations). Projects must exhibit measurable operational benefit

Return on investment is great with the enhancements made to the Access Washington portal site.  The focus on these investments has been a citizen-centric delivery of services and support to the constituents in Washington.

Customer Support: Application development costs of $35,000 and monthly fee of $6,250. 

· Estimated to save 10,400 state FTE hours by shifting 24x7x365 customer support services to a private sector concern that is providing jobs in an economically disadvantaged community. 

· Each state agency that takes advantage of the Master Contract will benefit from staff time saved in researching criteria for a 24x7 Web-based customer support solution, and preparing a competitive acquisition without the benefit of cross-government collaboration.
· Increased usage - 86% in three months - of online customer help support sessions.

Ask George: Application development costs of $73,000 and monthly subscription fee of $18,000. 

· Initial statistics indicate user queries at approximately 95,000 a month (nearly 5,000 queries each business day).

· Each online query saves at least three minutes of FTE time equally 57,000 hours yearly 

· Customer agencies experience a conservative cost avoidance of $969,000 per year  (57,000 hours saved x $17 per FTE hour = $969,000) 

Transact Washington: Application development duration for the December launch was ten months with an equivalent of two-and-one-half persons.

The Transact Washington secured gateway and use of digital certificates for authentication establish a key infrastructure in Washington State.  The ROI for the secured gateway is properly seen through the applications that use it, not Transact Washington itself. By building this framework once, agencies can connect applications into the structure without having to recreate the infrastructure for each agency or for every new application that is deployed.  At this time in early spring of 2001 there are nine applications deployed behind the Transact Washington secured gateway.  Another seven are planned in next couple of months.  To review a conservative total of 16 applications in the initial seven months of operation, each is able to leverage the investment such that each application does not have to design and develop the infrastructure.  This is only the initial wave of applications planned.  

The primary return on investment will be to the businesses and citizens of Washington.  In those cases where confidential information is required, no previous combination of technologies were available to guarantee confidential and private transactions with highly authenticated partners over the Internet. Constituents have the convenience of a single sign-on gateway to conduct secured transactions with government.  This saves time for constituents and provides a citizen-centric delivery of government services. 

Security and trust are at the forefront of every government transaction. A digital certificate helps build this trust and provides a method for making payment. Return on investment will include fewer mistakes in data entry, meaning greater operational efficiencies to those state agencies that are participating in Transact Washington. Digital certificates are now used to electronically file state business taxes, to file workers’ compensation claims, and to access workers' compensation information by key groups.  Direct access to this data helps companies control workers' compensation costs and helps get injured workers the services they need and to return to employment.
Access Washington: This design assistance from Microsoft was delivered via the strategic partnership of the State of Washington and Microsoft at no cost to the state.

The Access Washington refresh team was made up of DIS plus the services of the lead from Microsoft’s MSN.com.  The usability expert at MSN.com participated in the Access Washington design team meetings at no cost to DIS. This partnership approach helped the DIS team capitalize on the successful methods employed by the MSN portal that draws millions of visitors each day.  State agencies will reap the rewards of these design changes as Access Washington performs its job of getting citizens quickly to the information and services they seek within the state of Washington's community of Web sites. It is nearly impossible to place a value on having a single URL address for citizens with this customer service focus built in to the Web site.  Citizens, businesses, legislators, government workers all benefit from the availability of these services in an easy to find and use Web site.

