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Executive Summary

Government transparency and fiscal accountability are important principles in managing
Minnesota state government. It is part of a national trend of governments: being more
open with information about spending to assure taxpayer money is well spent. In fact,
many states are developing searchable data and websites that allow the public, media,
and interested groups to view financial information in searchable and downloadable
formats. Only a few years ago, it was apparent that Minnesota needed to get up-to-
speed on the trend.

In 2014, the U.S. Public Interest Research Group (U.S. PIRG), a consumer protection
group, gave Minnesota a grade of “D+” in providing online access to government
spending data. The U.S. PIRG said Minnesota was “lagging” in its efforts to provide
checkbook-level spending to taxpayers.
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The effort was a huge boost in transparency into Minnesota state finances. In fact in the
2015 U.S. PIRG report, Minnesota went from a “D+” to a “B,” making it number four in
the top 10 most improved transparency websites from 2014 — 2015.

You can find Minnesota’s Open Checkbook at http://mn.gov/mmb/transparency-mn/.



http://www.uspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Following%20the%20Money%20vUS%20v2_0.pdf
http://www.uspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Following%20the%20Money%202015%20vUS.pdf
http://mn.gov/mmb/transparency-mn/

Concept

One of Minnesota Management and Budget’s goals was to make Minnesota’s state
government finances and operations more transparent and accountable to citizens. To
that end, MMB created TransparencyMN, a single site designed to provide access to
information about how tax dollars are spent to support state government programs. One
component of that site is Minnesota Open CheckBook.

Oracle Business Intelligence Enterprise Edition had previously been selected as the
software to access data from the new SWIFT Data Warehouse, a storage site for a
variety of state data. (MN Open CheckBook also uses this software.) MN Open
CheckBook provides the public with direct access to state government spending
information from SWIFT by making access to the state’s operating budget and
associated expenditure records available online. In addition it provides access to
information contained in SWIFT about state contracts, grants and purchase orders. The
application integrates and provides access to very complex data contained in SWIFT
through an understandable, easily used interface. This allows users to search, drill and
easily download the results of searches.

In meetings with MMB and the Minnesota Department of Administration, it was
determined that there needed to be five separate content areas: Budgets, Payments,
Contracts, Grants and Purchase Orders. Requirements were determined for each
content area, along with logic to be used in securing private data about individuals.

Using an iterative process, the Minnesota Open CheckBook application was developed
and each content area was prototyped. These prototypes were reviewed by MMB and
the Minnesota Materials Management Division of the Department of Administration and
refined as requested.
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Significance

Most states have transparency websites. These efforts began in 2009 under the
reporting requirements American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which was
designed to promote economic recovery following the great recession.

Minnesota's efforts began about the same time. The effort was known as Minnesota
Transparency Accountability Project (TAP). At that time MMB's website provided detalil,
not only on federal ARRA projects in Minnesota, but also provided initial direct access to
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payment and professional-technical contract data for FY 2007-11 under the state's old
accounting system (MAPS).

The accounting system was replaced and the new system, SWIFT, began operation in
FY 2012. As part of the SWIFT development project, Minnesota state statute was
amended in 2009 (MS 16A.056 - Searchable Database) requiring direct access to
accounting data for appropriation, expenditures, payments, contracts, grants, tax
expenditures, and state audits.

The system meets the MN.IT Services priority of delivering digital services to citizens.
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Impact

MN Open Checkbook makes complex financial information accessible and
understandable to citizens, providing information on how their tax dollars are spent in a
concise and user-friendly format. Both detailed and summary financial information is
available to the public. A robust user interface is provided that allows users to search,
drill and download this information. Minnesota’s transparency ranking by the USPIRG
was increased from a D+ to a B, making it number 4 in the top 10 most improved
transparency websites from 2014 — 2015 as a direct result of this project.



http://mn.gov/mnit/about-mnit/who-we-are/index.jsp
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