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Problem assessment: The need that prompted the local government to develop the program
The challenge is a universal one: local governments need an effective and efficient way to provide property-specific data to the public. Upon request from their citizens and regardless of size or staffing, every community is expected to provide such information as parcel tax identification numbers (PINs), zoning classifications, and voting precincts. This need was intensified significantly during the housing boom because of a deluge of developer requests for zoning and parcel information. Employees found themselves mired in repetitive responses to phone and in-person requests for basic information.
This increase in pressure became the subject of a discussion among 17 municipalities in the northern Chicago suburbs. As members of the GIS Consortium[footnoteRef:2] (www.GISConsortium.org), these communities were accustomed to exchanging ideas across their municipal boundaries. During a technical committee meeting, community development staff brainstormed ideas to improve the process for handling repetitive requests for spatial information. Everyone agreed that the ideal solution would be a standardized, easy-to-use public website that would allow individuals to look up information by searching for specific addresses or PINs. [2:  The GIS Consortium (GISC) is a group of local communities working together to develop geographic information systems (GIS) solutions.  It was originally formed in 1999 pursuant to Section 10 of Article VII of the Illinois Constitution of 1970 and Section 3 of the Illinois Intergovernmental Cooperation Act, which authorizes and encourages the entering into of Intergovernmental Agreements between units of local government.] 

This discussion put into motion a unique and innovative public-private collaboration that greatly improves access to local government information. The website concept developed into MapOfficeTM, an online service that provides a simple, straightforward tool that people with even minimal technical skills can use. In addition, MapOfficeTM gives public employees an easy-to-use tool that streamlines many business processes.
Program implementation and costs
The objective of this project was straightforward: make address-specific information available to the public without the assistance of a public employee. The Consortium members envisioned a website with a map of each community that could be searched like any other online mapping website. To make this happen, the Consortium called upon their existing relationship with Municipal GIS Partners (MGP) Inc., a private GIS consulting firm. MGP facilitates the regional sharing of a full staff of GIS professionals. This public-private partnership allows even the smallest of communities to reap the benefits of GIS technology that would otherwise be unaffordable. Since MGP had a repository of information and experience related to the needs of local governments, it was perfectly positioned to collaborate on this project.
Many local governments were already using web-based mapping technology, but the format was too difficult for the average person to use. People with basic computer skills were unable to use these online maps to retrieve community-specific data in an efficient manner. The Consortium members agreed that they wanted a new design that took advantage of the public’s increasing comfort with internet search engines and online mapping services such as MapQuest or Google Maps.
As MGP and the participating communities discussed what this new website would look like, a second goal emerged. Government leaders also wanted a way for their employees to have quick and easy access to information without the need for extensive GIS training.  Through group meetings and one-on-one discussions, each community contributed to a comprehensive list of tasks that the new website would perform for its employees. The purpose of the new website became twofold: first, it would provide basic property data directly to the general public, and second, it would improve the efficiency of many municipal business processes.
This project did not add to anyone’s annual budget because it was managed within the existing cost-sharing model that the GIS Consortium has with MGP. In this relationship, the costs associated with a GIS program are distributed proportionally to all 17 community members, rather than each community individually bearing the weight of an independent system. No independent consultants were hired and no new software was purchased. Consequently, the municipalities accomplished their goal without any additional strain on their normal operating budgets.
Tangible results or measureable outcomes of the program 
The MGP staff unveiled the new website to the Consortium members at an organization-wide meeting in 2009. Known as MapOffice™, this new online service gave the public the ability to type an address into a search box and find related data within seconds. Front desk personnel were freed from the time-consuming task of looking up this information in response to phone calls and walk-in inquiries from the public. MGP also introduced an internal service called MapOffice™ Advanced. This enhanced version of MapOffice™ gave employees the ability to complete many repetitive tasks much faster than previously possible.
After the initial roll-out, GIS professionals provided on-site demonstrations and one-on-one training sessions for their individual communities. Because the concept of MapOffice™ came directly from local government staff, it was intuitive for those employees to use. In turn, it was quickly embraced by employees throughout the municipalities. Personnel ranging from public safety to engineering to community development welcomed the enhanced service as a way to improve their customer service and workflow. An example of this buy-in comes from the Resolutions Center in the Village of Glenview. Supervisor Jody Hellmer described MapOffice™ Advanced as “extremely helpful because it is a quick, easy tool that contains all of this information in one place to respond quickly to resident and customer questions.”
The use of MapOffice™ Advanced has been significant. In its inaugural year, there were 25,509 hits on this website; in 2010, its usage more than quadrupled with a total of 111,887 hits. The impact of this usage on productivity is substantial. As an example, the parcel summary tool pulls up 17 categories of information on a unique parcel in 13 seconds. If a city employee manually looked up this information, the same process would take approximately 20 minutes. The time savings is remarkable when its overall usage is taken into account, as the parcel summary tool was used 44,934 times in 2010:
44,934 x 20 minutes = 14,978 hours of manual labor
44,934 x 13 seconds = 162 hours of GIS-driven labor
Total time saved = 14,816 hours of manual labor
Assuming that a municipality pays an entry-level employee $20 per hour in salary and benefits to look up this information, it saves $296,315.77 annually. These savings come from just one tool, so the total savings from all of MapOffice™ Advanced is appreciably larger.
Lessons learned during planning, implementation, and analysis of the program
The big lesson for local governments is that there is tremendous value in partnering with other municipalities to address common issues. With equal input from all 17 communities – regardless of population size or socioeconomic makeup – the GIS Consortium was able to come up with a clear, comprehensive list of needs that existing technology was not addressing. This list led to a dynamic partnership with a private company that created an innovative product that is unlike anything else available to local governments today. No longer must employees spend a significant portion of their work days digging through paper files, making trips into the field, or struggling with complicated databases. These tasks are now accomplished with just a few clicks of a mouse.
In turn, one of the greatest benefits of MapOffice™ is the improved delivery of information to the public. Residents are no longer required to contact public employees to request information from their community. Now, they can pull up authoritative information with a few simple clicks and see it for themselves, and not just during business hours. This increased availability of data engenders a public sense that their local governments are transparent, efficient and innovative. 
MapOffice™ Advanced continues to grow in response to requests from the GIS Consortium communities. Additional tools include: one that easily traces flow in public utilities to support National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) requirements; one that quickly looks up locations and flow rates of fire hydrants in support of fire accreditation efforts; and another that creates location-based address lists to support department mailing and citizen notification requirements. In response to a recent round of upgrades, Des Plaines Fire Chief Alan Wax e-mailed to say, “AWESOME – AWESOME. Keeps getting better every time you do an update. Thank you so much.”
If you would like to see how easy to use MapOffice™ is, you may access this service online at http://www.mgpinc.com/mapoffice/.
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