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The Pennsylvania Open for Business Interactive Registration Portal

A. Description of project, including length of time in operation.

Pennsylvania Open for Business, Pennsylvania’s Government to Business  (G2B) portal, allows business owners to register their enterprise online with the Commonwealth. 

In October 1999, using web-based technology, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania undertook an enterprise-level initiative to focus on delivering efficient customer service by presenting citizens with “a single face of government. “ One aspect of this initiative called for facilitating government to business interaction, 24-hours a day, seven days a week. The philosophy was to accommodate the needs of business, according to their schedule.

The first website release in October 1999 contained business structure and enterprise registration forms. An enhanced version, released in February 2000, deployed an online “wizards” to assist customers in identifying what business forms they need to complete; it also included “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.

With each new enhancement, the site has been expanded to increase the number of features available to business customers. 

On September 10, 2001, the Open for Business site went live with an “interactive” interview feature, allowing prospective business owners to register their enterprise any time of day.  This site truly makes government work for their citizens by removing the burden of a registrant assuring all the data is sent to the correct agencies. Under PAO4B, the Commonwealth takes that initiative.

This is accomplished via an intuitive, online question and answer process, allowing them to pay select fees online with a major credit card with no user fee. 

Each interaction is unique, based upon individual responses provided to questions. At the completion of the interview, the enterprise is registered to do business in the Commonwealth by virtue of information supplied online directly to the departments of State, Revenue and Labor & Industry, the core state agencies with statutory or regulatory responsibilities for business registration in Pennsylvania.

The latest enhancements also include providing a fill-in option for Portable Document Format (PDF) forms currently on the site, creating a virtual, paperless registration process for new businesses. 

Business owners are assured that their data is secure. The site, which utilizes a 128 SSL encryption, provides the three agencies with only the information they need to satisfy their business requirements. 

Other features include an online searchable database to check availability of a business name; online briefcase to store forms; and, electronic signature to satisfy requirements for electronic transactions. At the conclusion of the online interview, users also have the ability to print out completed forms for their personal records. 

No other state or federal site currently provides these services for its citizens.

B. Significance to the improvement of the operation of government.

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. 

The PA Open for Business Steering Committee – comprised of representatives from all participating agencies – oversees development of the site.

In doing so, it is providing participating agency’s technical, program and administrative staff the opportunity to carefully analyze, map and review their respective agency business processes and to network with their counterparts in sister agencies. The result is development of a collective knowledge base in an environment that encourages creativity and innovation focused on enhancing government service and efficiency.
As a result, agency personnel gain a renewed sense of pride and ownership in their work, and their  “customers,” the citizens of the Commonwealth, benefit from more efficient, effective delivery of government services.  

C. Benefits realized by Service recipients.

PA Open for Business has dramatically simplified the process of registering or expanding a business in Pennsylvania. The paper process was complex, confusing and time consuming. Prior to the service, prospective business owners were required to complete multiple paper forms, each containing duplicative information.

The site offers a quick, inexpensive way to register a business or expand services online – all at the convenience of the registrant.  Transactions with governmental agencies typically occur during regular business hours -- 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. The Open for Business portal allows 24-hour-a-day by 7-day access to state government for business customers. 

This is confirmed by user statistics that show the site being utilized more during traditional non-business hours and weekends -- 56% occur after normal working hours and on weekends.

Since the interactive release on September 10, 2001, the site has demonstrated increasing great value and utility:

· During the six-month-period (Sept. 2001 – Feb. 2002), more than 30 million site hits were recorded on the site;

· The number of unique visitors approached 100,000; and, 

· More than 18000 business registrations were recorded since Sept. 10, 2001.

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

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

Small and large-businesses-owners, as well as the general public, have an opportunity to utilize the portal to conduct business, or to obtain useful information at their convenience.

No longer is there response lag time of up to several weeks to register an enterprise, or delay in obtaining business-registration related information from one of the participating agencies. 

For example, when a registration is completed, an email message is automatically generated and sent to the applicant to confirm the registration. In addition, if a tax license is part of the registration, within one day, an email is sent with the license number in advance of the actual paper certificate, to facilitate immediate business operation.

Resources previously expended by business owners for professional services to register their enterprise can now be invested in their enterprise. Considering that a business expends an average of $500 to have a professional service conduct such services, the O4B website is a key asset to the prospective business owner.

The site is accessible by anyone who may be interested in duplication. 

The Project team has provided technical assistance to other states, which have expressed interest in establishing a similar service.

While Pennsylvania can provide technical assistance and guidance, it will be necessary for parties interested in undertaking such an initiative to be prepared to thoroughly examine and formalize their internal business and logic flow processes as one of the first major steps. 

This portal uses commercially available hardware and software that requires customization to specific programs. The Pennsylvania Open for Business portal is funded 100% by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

In June 2002, Governor Mark Schweiker signed an Executive Order creating the Office of Pennsylvania Open for Business. This further demonstrates the commitment of the Commonwealth to be the nation’s leader in facilitating online interactions between government and business.
