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NASCIO FY 2002 RECOGNITION AWARDS ENTRY

The District of Columbia Business Resource Center

Executive Summary
PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The District of Columbia launched its on-line Business Resource Center (BRC), www.brc.dc.gov, in August 2001 to provide the District’s 90,000 businesses a one-stop-shop for business information, resources, and on-line transaction processing.  The BRC offers over 3000 pages of resources for firms of all sizes and types.

Comprehensive Resources for the Entire Business Lifecycle

The BRC offers the business owner a wealth of information, resource guides and links, and on-line transaction processing covering all phases in the business lifecycle.  The BRC’s resources include:


Information:  The site’s information resources include extensive tutorials that guide the visitor through every step in the business lifecycle: starting a business (specifically for for-profits and non-profits), financing a business, continuing a business, relocating a business to the District, and dissolving a business.

Resource links and guides: The BRC provides access to, and guidance through, nearly every business resource in the District, including: obtaining bank loans and small business loans, initiating a public stock offering, obtaining start-up capital, obtaining land development assistance, taking advantage of District and federal tax and development incentives, participating in local business networks, and doing business with the District government.

On-line transaction processing: The BRC offers on-line transaction processing and payment for virtually all transactions a business needs to conduct with the District.  Businesses can also pay license fees and business taxes on-line, using a secure payment engine.

Management tools/ on-line consulting: The BRC provides numerous management tools, in effect serving as an on-line business-consulting firm. These tools include: instructions for preparing an effective business loan presentation; numerous spreadsheets – complete with embedded calculation formulas – to help businesses identify and calculate financial resources; spreadsheets, including embedded formulas, for the six basic financial statements; side-by-side comparisons to aid decision-making in a variety of areas (e.g., which business structure to choose, which form(s) of financing to choose); step-by-step guides to the creation of a business plan and a marketing plan; and a consolidated timeline of all required business filings and payments, in both schedule and calendar views.

Outreach/Assistance Program


To ensure awareness, access, and assistance, the BRC project links the website itself to a comprehensive outreach and assistance program. Four agencies collaborate to conduct 16 outreach workshops per quarter.  These workshops inform residents about the BRC, demonstrate how to use it, and to bridge the digital divide, identify the free Internet access sites in the city. In addition, the BRC offers a help line whose telephone number appears on all BRC pages. The site will soon offer help lines in Spanish and several Asian languages.

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE IMPROVEMENT OF GOVERNMENT
For several District agencies, the BRC dramatically reduces visits and calls to walk-in service centers and telephone help lines, and allowing these agencies to cut customer service positions.  The BRC also serves as an on-line training and reference manual for customer service employees, speeding and improving service and cutting training costs.  Other District agencies that receive business-related inquiries save time and resources, and improve their customer service and outreach, by placing their agency-specific business information on the BRC.

BENEFITS FOR SERVICE RECIPIENTS, TAXPAYERS, AND AGENCIES

The BRC offers dramatic benefits, not only for service recipients – the District’s 90,000 businesses – but also for District agencies. District businesses that use the site can gain both convenience and clarity of understanding by substituting on-line transaction processing for in-person visits to the DCRA and substituting the extensive on-line information and resources of the BRC for telephone calls to District agencies. As a result, business owners save vast amounts of time and money, gain access to broader resources, and avoid often substantial penalties for non-compliance with tax and licensing requirements.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT


The District’s total investment to design and build the BRC was appropriately $1 million, and the annual ongoing cost to support, maintain, and enhance the BRC is approximately $166,000.  To date, estimated savings in reduced customer service positions, net of annual BRC costs, total $1.8 million.  Thus, the BRC yields an ongoing ROI of 163.4%.  This ROI will increase as acceptance of the BRC grows.
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The District of Columbia launched its on-line Business Resource Center (BRC), www.brc.dc.gov, in August 2001 to provide the District’s 90,000 businesses a one-stop-shop for business information and on-line transaction processing.  The BRC offers over 3000 pages of comprehensive resources for firms of all sizes and types -- from the sole proprietor nail salon to the nationwide non-profit or Fortune 500 company -- on doing business both in and with the District. 

Comprehensive Help Through the Entire Business Lifecycle 


The BRC is a needs-based gateway that guides firms through every process necessary – or valuable – to running a business in the District.  A business manager enters the BRC site either directly (www.brc.dc.gov) or through the District homepage (ww.dc.gov), where the BRC appears as the first item on the homepage’s “Business Services” menu.  The BRC’s homepage offers two gateways.  First, the “What Do You Want to Do” menu provides a comprehensive list of links covering all events in the lifecycle of the business.  For each event, the menu provides a description of the event and the services the BRC provides in connection with that business event.  Alternatively, the business manager with a more focused interest can link to a menu of four services:  obtaining a business license, registering a business name, and filing and paying taxes.


Whichever gateway he/she chooses, the business owner gains access to a wealth of information, resource guides and links, on-line transactions, in-depth management tools, and downloadable forms.  These resources include the following:


Information:
The site’s information resources include extensive tutorials that guide the visitor step-by-step through the following business functions, among others:
· Starting a business:

· Choosing a business form (e.g. partnership, corporation, etc.),

· Deciding on a business structure,

· Developing a business plan,

· Obtaining a tax identification number,

· Registering the business with the District,

· Obtaining a certificate of occupancy,

· Identifying the type of license required,

· Registering the trade name of the business,

· Applying for a business license,

· Functions specific to starting a non-profit business:
· Determining the federal 501(c) type,

· Establishing a board of directors, and

· Developing non-profit bylaws.

· Financing a business:

· Identifying and organizing financing resources,

· Evaluating resources,

· Obtaining additional resources including loans, grants, venture capital, and public equity financing,

· Obtaining a credit report, and

· Completing six key financial statements.

· Continuing a business in the District:

· Filing required reports with the District,

· Renewing business licenses, and 

· Filing franchise tax returns.

· Relocating a business in the District:

· Obtaining business relocation assistance from local and national resources, 

· Obtaining market research statistics, and 

· Taking advantage of the wide variety of incentives to locate a business in the District and in special tax-favored enterprise zones within the city.

· Dissolving a business: filing the Articles of Dissolution specific to the business type.

All resources identified on each page link to explanations and the homepage of the resource provider.

Resource links and guides:  The BRC ensures that a current or prospective business proprietor has access to, and guidance through, virtually every business resource available in the District, including the following, among others:
· A complete how-to for obtaining bank loans from local lending institutions, including contact information and site links to over 20 local lenders, as well as a step-by-step guide to the loan process and developing an effective loan presentation,

· How to initiate a public stock offering, consistent with applicable federal regulations,

· How to obtain start-up and venture capital using the resources of the National Business Incubation Association,

· A complete how-to for obtaining a small business loan from the federal Small Business Association (SBA),

· How to participate in DC Business Connections, a local business outreach program, 

· How to obtain land development assistance and bond financing through the National Capital Revitalization Corporation,

· How to take advantage of District and federal tax and development incentives, such as Community Development Block Grants, technology-oriented incentives, housing development assistance, and employment training tax credits,

· How to participate in local business networks such as the Digital Capital Alliance, the Greater Washington Board of Trade, and the Chamber of Commerce, and
· A complete how-to on doing business with the District government, including how to qualify as a District contractor, how to navigate District procurement procedures, and a searchable index of all contracting opportunities available with the District government.

On-line transaction processing: The BRC offers on-line transaction processing and payment for virtually all transactions a business of any size or structure needs to conduct with the District. Businesses can also pay license fees and business taxes on-line, using a secure payment engine. 


Management tools and on-line consulting: The BRC takes a giant step beyond most e-government business sites by offering business owners a variety of tutorials and management tools, in effect serving as an on-line business consulting firm. These services are tailored especially for sole proprietorships and small businesses, which predominate in the District, but also offer useful management aids for businesses of any size. These tools include:

· A complete set of instructions for preparing an effective business loan presentation,

· Numerous spreadsheets – complete with embedded calculation formulas – to help businesses identify and calculate financial resources,

· Spreadsheets, including embedded formulas, for the six basic financial statements (balance sheet, income statement, statement of uses and sources, etc.),
· Side-by-side comparisons to aid decision-making on subjects such as which business form to choose, which financing option to select, and others,

· Additional comparative evaluation tools that identify the advantages and disadvantages of a variety of key business choices, 

· A step-by-step guide to the creation of a business plan (provided separately for for-profit companies and non-profits),

· A step-by-step guide to the creation of a marketing plan,

· Checklists that summarize numerous requirements and functions, from starting a business to complying with various licensing and tax requirements, and

· A consolidated timeline of all required business filings and payments (e.g., registrations, licenses, and fees) for each business sector and structure, available in two views – schedule and calendar.


Together, the BRC’s 3000-plus pages of on-line information, resource links, transaction processing, tutorials and management tools provide businesses of all sizes far more than mere convenience. The BRC is the equivalent of a multi-faceted management consulting team including a business strategist, an accountant, a marketing consultant, a District procurement officer, and an economic development and planning expert.

BRC Outreach/Assistance Program


Central to the BRC’s effectiveness as a comprehensive business resource are awareness of the BRC, Internet access for District residents, telephone assistance for BRC users, and access for handicapped residents and non-English speakers. To ensure awareness, access, and assistance, the BRC project links the website itself to a comprehensive outreach and assistance program. First, the four agencies that collaborated in developing the BRC – the Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA), the Office of the Chief Technology Officer (OCTO), the Office of Planning (OP), and the Office of Tax and Revenue (OTR) -- conduct 16 outreach workshops per calendar quarter, two in each of the District’s eight Wards. These workshops inform residents about the BRC, demonstrate how to use it, and to bridge the digital divide, identify all the free Internet access sites in the Ward. In the near future, workshop leaders will distribute at each workshop a comprehensive list of all free Internet access sites in the city.


In addition, the BRC offers a help line, available during business hours, whose telephone number appears on all BRC pages. Callers to the help line receive not only assistance in using the BRC website, but also routing to other District agencies and local resources that can help meet their business needs. 

Finally, to maximize access for the handicapped, the site is Section 508-compliant, and to provide access to the BRC for the District’s growing non-English-speaking population, the site will soon offer a help line in Spanish and, shortly thereafter, help lines in several Asian languages.
Hardware and Software


The BRC runs on the standard District of Columbia server, with the following specifications:

· Base Unit: PowerEdge 1650,Pentium III-T, 1.4GHz,512K Cache,Base (220-8606)

· Processor: 2nd Processor,Pentium III,1.4G512K Cache,PowerEdge1650 (311-1585)

· Memory: 2GB SDRAM,133MHz,2X1GB DIMMS (311-1294)

· Video Memory: PCI Riser,2x64/66,for Dell PowerEdge 1650 (430-0288)

· Hard Drive: 3 X 73GB 10K RPM Ultra 160 SCSI Hard Drive (340-3884)

· Hard Drive Controller: Raid on Motherboard,PERC3-DI, 128MB, With Documentation,for Dell PowerEdge 1650 (340-3605)

· Operating System: Windows 2000 Server,5 Client Access Licenses,English,4GB Partition (420-0236)

· Operating System: Dell OpenManage Kit,32-Bit (310-1261)

· NIC: Dual On-Board NICS ONLY (430-8991)

· CD-ROM or DVD-ROM Drive: 24X IDE Internal CD-ROM,Black,for Dell PowerEdge (313-0317)

· Sound Card: Bezel Option for Dell PowerEdge 1650 (313-0868)

· Speakers: 3 Bay SCSI Hard Drive Backplane, (1in only), PowerEdge 1650 (311-1586)

· Option 1: MR5,ROMB 5,C4, for Dell PowerEdge 1650 (340-3608)

· Option 2: Rapid Rails for Dell Rack, PowerEdge 1650 (310-1354)

· Misc: Power Supply,275W,AC,Redundantfor Dell PowerEdge 1650 (310-1358)

The principal software used in the design of the BRC was Active Server Pages (ASP) for dynamic pages and HTML for static pages.

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE IMPROVEMENT OF GOVERNMENT

For a long list of District agencies, the BRC provides substantial convenience and savings.  Visits to the DCRA’s and OTR’s walk-in service centers have dropped dramatically since the BRC “went live,” as have calls these and other agencies’ telephone help lines.  As a result, several agencies have been able to cut their customer service positions significantly.  In addition, the BRC serves as an on-line training resource and reference manual for these customer service employees, and provides information for them in a far faster, more accessible formal than a hardcopy training manual or classroom training course.  On-line, at-your-fingertips training though the BRC improves the speed and accuracy of employee customer service to businesses and allows the agencies to reduce or eliminate costs for training manuals and seminars.  Eventually, we expect that the BRC will eliminate all formal training for DCRA customer service employees.

Other District agencies that receive business-related inquiries save time and resources, and dramatically improve their customer service as well, by placing their agency-specific business information on the BRC.  To date, 13 of the District’s nearly 70 agencies and instrumentalities are, or plan to be, represented on the BRC, and we expect this number to grow substantially as the BRC matures.
BENEFITS FOR SERVICE RECIPIENTS AND TAXPAYERS


The BRC offers dramatic benefits for the District’s 90,000 businesses.  District businesses that use the site can gain both convenience and clarity of understanding in three ways: 1) by substituting on-line transaction processing for in-person visits to the DCRA, OTR, and the Office of Partnerships and Grants (OPG), 2) by substituting the extensive dynamic on-line information and resources of the BRC, which represents the codified, “official” compilation of all D.C. business licensing and tax requirements, for often multiple telephone calls to separate District agencies; and 3) by preparing those business owners that do visit service centers to understand licensing processes and fill out forms in advance, thereby streamlining visits dramatically.  In addition, as noted above, the BRC’s extensive information resources, on-line tutorials, and management tools offer businesses the equivalent of a complete, multi-disciplinary management team, providing small businesses guidance and support they simply could never afford or obtain otherwise, and offering even the largest companies a unique one-stop-shop to meet all needs related to doing business in, or with, the District.

As a result, business owners, managers, and taxpayers save vast amounts of time and money, gain access to broader funding, planning, and marketing resources, and develop new expertise in navigating District contracting and procurement processes.  Businesses also save money in another way: because the BRC makes it almost effortless to track and meet license and tax filing requirements and deadlines, businesses avoid often substantial penalties for non-compliance.
RETURN ON INVESTMENT

The District’s total investment to design and build, maintain, and support the BRC has been appropriately $1 million.  In the 10 months since the BRC opened for business, it has recouped this investment nearly twice by permitting three District agencies – the DCRA, the OTR, and the OPG – to eliminate over 30 customer service positions that cost approximately $60,000 per year each in salary, benefits, facilities and equipment.  Eliminating these positions has produced total savings of over $1.8 million.  The annual cost to support, maintain, and enhance the BRC is approximately $166,000, and thus annual recurring savings net of maintenance costs yield an ongoing ROI of 163.4% (($1.8 million minus $166,000) ÷ $1 million = $1,634,000).  Moreover, annual savings will grow because the BRC is far from saturation: traffic figures show that visits have increased by 20% monthly for each of the last three months.  Thus, the District’s ROI on the BRC will multiply many times as the BRC becomes better known and an increasing number of businesses substitute on-line transactions and queries for in-person visits and telephone calls.
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