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Project Overview:  Connecting GIS with Streaming Video
While planning and budgeting for the function was years in the making, the City staff took the new service and added an innovative use that surprised even the company providing the service.  Basically, the GIS coordinator and other technology employees saw the service through a different perspective – one directed at their own department – and created a unique opportunity to connect agenda items related to specific areas to the GIS mapping system.  With the new solution,  information of concern in a particular geographic area is easily accessible and searchable by adding links to archived video directly to an interactive map.
Jurisdiction/History of Project

The City of College Station, home to Texas A&M University, operates in a well-educated community with high expectations.   With a population of 81,222 and average age of 21.8 years, it is no surprise that technology plays an essential role in the lives of our residents and staff.  Like many cities throughout the United States, indeed the world, lack of communication is often cited as the reason one project or another did not succeed.  College Station is no different.  With the City Council dedicated to broadening communication efforts with our community, the City of College Station added the broadcast of Council meetings to efforts designed to keep the public informed.   In 2003, funding was approved to move from a contract basis for broadcast to development of our own facility.  This allowed new opportunities for the broadcast of other meetings, as well as development of original programming for the channel.  

In November, 2005, the City of College Station entered a new era of communications with the addition of the streaming video function. Previously, viewership of our channel was limited to cable subscribers and only the schedule posted on our website.  Streaming video would prove to not only enhance the potential of our government access channel, but to broaden the audience by providing worldwide access to anyone with internet access on a 24/7 basis.  The ability to access archived files and target specific agenda items added to the popularity of the new feature.  Expansion of the service to include interactive maps has proven a unique approach to linking video files with our mapping system.
Importance/impact to the organization.
Although the primary goal of streaming media was to broaden access to our communications efforts, thereby making government more transparent, it also allowed our organization to think differently and expand our horizons. College Station is well aware that an informed community is the best kind to have, as citizens are much more likely to be supportive if they understand the issues – even if they may not agree.
By going beyond the expected and linking the streaming media function to our GIS system, our community now has another method to explore the sometimes complex issues facing our community.  As any city administrator knows, any opportunity to clarify and/or inform residents of items being discussed is one more chance to tell our story.  And telling the story is what hopefully explains the necessity for specific programs and projects.  
Who has benefited from the innovation?
With regard to benefit, the addition of this feature has allowed neighborhood associations, property owners, developers, realtors, individual citizens, media and staff to learn more about what is going on in a fast growth area such as College Station.  They are no longer limited to trying to follow what is said during a City Council or Planning and Zoning meeting, but a new world opens by keeping them informed by linking directly to the properties or areas in question.  The reverse is also true, allowing groups or individuals to monitor issues in specific areas with a simple click of the mouse.
How was the innovation initiated and implemented?

When Granicus (the San Francisco-based company selected to host our streaming video services) held a meeting with our public communications and technology staff members to introduce them to the system, Brett Blankner, GIS Coordinator for the City of College Station, was invited as a courtesy.  As he sat through the meeting, he interpreted the information disseminated through his own particular lens.  City Council and various city commissions often handle issues of a geographic nature.  In fact, the next week, Blankner would be going in front of Council as a citizen to discuss the addition of bike lanes.  With the new Granicus solution, information of concern in a particular geographic area would be easily accessible and searchable.  But what if the public didn’t know where to search for the information; what if topics were searchable by area, rather than agenda item?  Blankner envisioned a way all of this could be accomplished in an extremely user-friendly way:  the links to archived video could be added directly into an interactive map.
Assuming the project would take months to materialize, Blankner and his supervisor did not make it the highest priority.  To their surprise, the entire process, from conceptualization to implementation, took only three weeks.  An intern from Texas A&M now spends only one hour each week doing everything from researching possible agenda items to linking them with the interactive map.
What risks were associated with planning and developing the innovation?

Perhaps the greatest risk would have been to not think “outside the box.”  Once the concept was identified, the only risks would have been that (1) it may have taken an inordinate amount of time or (2) not been deemed an acceptable use of time by supervisors.  Neither was the case.

What was the environment in which the innovation was created and sustained?

Organizational values identified by the City of College Station employees are:  Respect everyone; Deliver excellent service; Risk, create, innovate; Be one city, one team; Be personally responsible; Do the right thing; and Have fun.  An environment with those values lends itself to creative approaches and the confidence to try something new in resolving even routine issues. 
What were execution costs and savings?
Since execution and maintenance of the concept were done without the necessity for extra personnel, equipment or software, the City of College Station was fortunate to be able to provide additional services for its citizens at no extra cost.
What lessons were learned that could be shared with other local governments?
Any local government with streaming video and GIS can adapt the concept with little, if any, cost to their citizens.  Tom Spengler, President of Granicus, said the work “was amazingly insightful and innovative.”  Emery Jones, CFO for Granicus, added the following comments:  “In working with more than 100 clients throughout the United States, never before has such an innovative use of our solution been created with such little guidance.   It is very forward thinking and I have shared this as a ‘best practice’ with every new client I train.”
How it works:  From the GIS homepage, select the GIS Fast Map.  A new window appears with a map sprinkled with red camera icons.  Use the legend on the left to switch the cursor mode to Identify Features and click on the camera of your choice. To the right of the map, notice that a link to the chosen streaming video appears.  Clicking this link will bring you directly to the point in the video where the agenda item concerning your area is discussed.  

Which department and/or individual championed the product?

The new concept was the initial idea of Brett Blankner, GIS Coordinator, who worked with three members of the Office of Technology and Information Services department in turning the concept into reality.  Assisting him were Erich Hafhenmaier, Kevin Joyner and Shelby Coder.  Members of this department are known for their problem-solving skills. 
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