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Title of Nomination:
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Title:



State Director of Research & Training

Agency:


Idaho Small Business Development Center

Department


State Office

Address:


1910 University Drive 

City/State/Zip:


Boise, ID  83725-1655

Phone:



208-426-1511

Fax:



208-426-3877

E-Mail:


 mmason@boisestate.edu 
Category of Judging:
Digital Government: Government to Business (G to B)

Person Nominating:

Bill Farnsworth

Title:



IT Policy Analyst, ITRMC

Agency:


Department of Administration

Address:


600 West State Street

City/State/Zip:


Boise, ID  83720-0003

Phone:



208 332-1878

Fax:



208 334-2307

E-Mail:


bfarnswo@adm.state.id.us
2.
Executive Summary
Idaho Small Business Solutions™, www.idahobizhelp.org, is a one-stop intelligent portal to local, state, and federal business regulations.  Information is presented according to business issue, not agency function.  Additionally, the site visitor doesn’t have to know what questions to ask.  The interactive Business Wizard asks questions about the visitor’s business and then produces a customized checklist of the agencies they need to contact, with phone numbers, hot-linked Web addresses, tax information, and forms that they will need.  This greatly enhances the start up of successful new businesses throughout the state.

The Wizard is driven by a database of agency keywords and Web site links.  ISBS does not duplicate the various agency Web sites.  It simply relies on the Wizard and the structured database to find and display the appropriate agency contact information and links.  The visitor can then call the agencies or follow the links to download required forms and instructions. 

The project was started in January 1999, was up and open to the public in July 2000, and was formally launched by Governor Kempthorne in December 2000.  Usage has been consistent since the site opened.  It averages 100,000 hits per month and about 100 user sessions a day, with an average stay of 8 minutes.  About 33% of use is after agency business hours.

The site has improved the operation of government by increasing staff effectiveness, reducing the adversarial relationship between citizens and government, and expanding the knowledge base within individual agencies and across agencies.

The site has greatly improved government customer service.   Site visitors get real-time answers about who regulates what and how they can comply.  They can access those answers anywhere, anytime.  The Email Us feature of the site connects visitors directly to the Idaho State Library for fast, confidential answers to questions.  The site lets entrepreneurs get on with their business of producing product, providing jobs, and paying taxes.  

The site cost $120,000 to design and build over a two-year period.  Of that amount, $53,000 came in cash from a grant, while the balance was primarily in cash match from the many state and local agencies that participated in the project.

One agency estimates that their key investigator saves eight hours per week by using the site or sending customers to the site.  This equates to about $7,000 per year, which produces a 13% ROI on the cash and a 6% ROI on the total cost of the project.  Payback is 7.6 years and 17 years respectively.  Adding two more agencies brings the ROI up to 40% on the cash and 18% on the total project.  Payback reaches 2.5 years and 5.7 years respectively.  Additionally, we estimate that that the website helps foster an additional 15-30 businesses a year in Idaho’s rural communities, adding 15-90 jobs.

3.
Written Justification (A through D)
a) 
Description of project, including length of time in operation:

Focus groups were held throughout the state. We asked our customers, the small business people, what they liked and disliked about their interactions with regulatory agencies and what could be done to address those issues.  We then used that information to develop a website to address those specific needs.  Business owners said they were frustrated in their attempts to get clear, complete and accurate information from regulatory agencies.  They lost considerable time in their efforts.  They often felt that government agencies were out to trap them rather than help them.  They suffered real financial losses if they failed to comply with regulations they didn’t know about.  They particularly disliked 800 numbers and automated systems that left them in limbo for extended periods of time.

To directly respond to these problems, ISBS puts local, state, and federal business regulations together in a single online portal.  It doesn’t duplicate what is on the individual agency Web sites, but uses an interactive decision-tree and a database of agency keywords to send a site visitor to the appropriate agency.  It is organized according to business issue, not by agency function.  

ISBS was developed via a collaboration of front-line personnel from thirteen key agencies, with additional input provided by many more agencies on an ad hoc basis.  Program management and administration was provided by a service agency, which had no vested interest in one regulatory agency over another.  The site capitalizes on technology, the Internet, to provide fast and high quality information to all business owners throughout the state, especially those in underserved rural areas.  Site visitors who do not find an answer to their question can send an e-mail directly from the site to the Idaho State Library reference librarians, who will personally research the question and provide a prompt, confidential response. 

The site also contains descriptive text about common business issues and provides links to organizations that offer free or low-cost business assistance – consulting, training, loan programs, research, and more.

The project was started in January 1999, was up and open to the public in July 2000, and was formally launched by Governor Kempthorne in December 2000.  It receives about 100,000 hits per month and 100 user session per day, with a stay of about 8 minutes.  About 33% of visits occur after agency business hours.  Queries to the Idaho State Library come in from all over Idaho and from other states.  These queries are generally turned around in less than one day.  Site visitors have expressed high satisfaction with the site and our fast, personal response to their questions.  For a state with a population of only 1.3 million people, most of them rural, and with about 1,500 new businesses started each year, we are very satisfied with the activity levels the site receives. 

The site did not require any new hardware of software on the part of our hosting agency, the Idaho Department of Administration.  Our site developer used primarily HTML, Cold Fusion, Access 2000 and Front Page 2000.  Updates to site content can be done in Front Page and Access, per the stipulation in our RFP.  This allows us to use university students and part time non-technical personnel for content maintenance.

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

All state governments are having to do more with less.  Uncertain revenue streams and the loss of experienced staff to private industry bring challenges to state agencies.  An on-line intelligent source of high quality information reduces the need for one-on-one communication between citizens and government representatives.  The resulting timesavings allow agencies to cut or maintain costs while continuing to provide excellent customer service.

The reduction of adversarial relationships between citizens and government agencies has broad benefit to all concerned.  This web site speaks to business owners in their own terms and connects them directly to responsive resources.  It lowers the considerable frustration and antagonism that business people often experience when dealing with regulatory agencies.  This produces less litigation, smoother collection of taxes and fees, and reduced need for the investigation of problem situations. The improved perception of government by its citizens helps agencies institute new laws without as much resistance from the electorate.

Digital government is a major goal within the state of Idaho.  One side benefit of this web site project has been the improvements made to individual agency sites.  As agency representatives collaborated with one another in this project, they saw ways to make their own site more citizen-centric and responsive.  Additionally, more agencies are linking to one another as a result of seeing the benefits of this site.  The information flow as well as the quality of information has improved considerably.  

This web site has enhanced the visibility and effectiveness of its sponsoring organization - the RIB (Reducing Idaho’s Bureaucracy) Committee.  The success of ISBS helps the committee undertake further projects that benefit government and its citizens.  RIB is a unique and informal committee of government employees from various agencies that work to improve services and education for Idaho business owners.  Among its many projects, RIB has developed a combined application form for employers, holds Small Business Information Fairs throughout the state and has turned each agency into a one-stop source of information from a number of other agencies.   

c)  
Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state:
Excellent feedback is being received from business owners.  For example, until this site was developed, few people knew that to start a restaurant in Boise that serves alcohol, 

14 different agencies had to be contacted about licenses, permits and special regulations.  This was in addition to contacting the agencies that regulate employment or taxes.  Missing one of these regulations could have serious and negative consequences.  Now people know in advance whom to contact and why, and are able to develop accurate business plans when seeking funding.  This greatly increases their chances for success, which means more jobs, more products, and more fees and taxes collected by the state.

Consultants at the Idaho Small Business Development Center offices are asking their clients to use the site after the first consulting session and before additional sessions are scheduled.  This gets the clients involved in the realities of starting a business.  It prepares them to make the most of their time with the ISBDC consultants.  This improves the success rate of new businesses and allows the consultants to help more clients.

Counselors at the Small Business Administration are using the site when consulting with clients and 8(a) loan applicants.  The site quickly gives counselors the information necessary to walk clients through the process of starting a business and meeting regulatory requirements.  They can quickly identify the fees that must be considered when making loan applications.  This improves the quality of the counseling and increases the approval rate on applications.  

Staff at the Idaho State Tax Commission and the Idaho Industrial Commission (Workers’ Comp) are using the site to answer questions from telephone callers and front desk visitors.  Customers are very pleased to get complete and prompt information, not only about the agency called but about other agencies’ regulations as well.  This enhances the perception people hold of their government agencies.

A state legislator from one of Idaho’s rural areas said the site delivers what she has advocated for years – a simplified method of obtaining business start-up information from agencies without having to travel long distances or spend time and money on long distance phone calls. Fostering more rural businesses is a significant goal in Idaho.

A rural county commissioner was impressed that the site contains information on city and county regulations as well as state regulations, and that the EPA and DEQ regulations were addressed for agricultural businesses.  This helps the commissioners provide better quality assistance.

A consultant who works with utility companies considering doing business in Idaho said he receives over 800 inquiries a year from various companies in other states.  He recommends the site to callers as a simple and quick way to get answers to their initial questions.  This helps bring new businesses into Idaho. 

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

At the time this project was started in January of 1999, Idaho was increasing in new businesses by approximately 1,500 per year.  The project plan anticipated that the website would help foster an additional 15-30 businesses a year in Idaho’s rural communities, adding 15-90 jobs.  This will occur because more rural businesses have access to information critical to their success in the marketplace.

Additionally, since the website site has been operational, the regulatory agencies themselves are experiencing increased efficiency and time savings.  One agency alone estimates that their key investigator is saving eight hours per week by using the site or sending customers to the site for information.  This equates to about $7,000 per year. 

The total cost of the site was $53,000 in cash from a grant plus $67,000 in cash match and administrative expenses from state and local agencies, for a total cost of $120,000.  The $7,000 savings from just one agency produces a 13% ROI on the cash and a 6% ROI on the total cost of the project.  Payback is 7.6 years and 17 years respectively.  If we assume that just two more of the thirteen key participating agencies experience similar savings, the ROI goes up to 40% on the cash and 18% on the total project.  Payback reaches 2.5 years and 5.7 years respectively.  Feedback has been that these types of savings are occurring in many agencies. 

It is often difficult to fully quantify the financial returns of a project that has among its goals the improvement of customer service and the perception that citizens hold of government entities.  However, the time, expense and frustration saved by citizens in accessing fast and reliable government information from any location in the state are very real and tangible benefits to them.  We know, from feedback received, that the site is meeting its goals.

Hardware/Software Overview

Technology: Internet. 

Hardware and Software: Hosting agency: Server Equipment Hardware:
Micron NetFrame 5001 Server with 512Mb RAM, 3 - 9Gb Hard Drives - dual 400 MHz Pentium Processors, 10/100 Etherlink NIC, Cat 5 Cable

Server Equipment Software: Microsoft Windows NT 4.0 Server, Microsoft IIS 4.0 Web Server, Cold Fusion 4.5, FrontPage2000 Server Extensions, application - WebTrends

Administering Agency: Hardware: Personal Computers with high-speed T1 lines and Pentium processors

Software: Access 2000, FrontPage 2000

Site Developer: Software: Hosting Platform:

NT4.0 Service Pack 5, FrontPage Server Extensions, Cold Fusion Server, Access 2000, ODBC 4.00

Application & Database Search: ColdFusion Studio

Interface: Macromedia Fireworks 3.0, Adobe Photoshop, Dreamweaver Studio, FrontPage 2000

