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Synopsis


The ongoing economic crisis caused by sub-prime mortgages, collapse of the housing market and the implosion of some of our biggest insurers and mortgage companies has caused considerable financial strain to our citizens.  Housing prices in metro Phoenix have dropped by double-digit percentages for the past two years. The State of Arizona’s $10.6 billion budget has a $2 billion hole to fill in the next fiscal year. The Town of Gilbert is similarly affected by the ongoing economic crisis. The projected revenue shortfall for the 2009-2010 budget year will be $10.5 million.  In this tough economic climate, municipalities should leverage their considerable investments in technology to come up with innovative solutions to cut costs and to do more with less.  Innovation sounds like a great idea when times are good. It is downright essential when times are tough.

This paper details some of the innovative solutions which the Town of Gilbert has implemented in the past several months. Most local governments have to provide a clean, reliable water supply to their citizens. Similarly, reliable and efficient disposal of sewage is a key responsibility of most municipalities. The Town of Gilbert has partnered with adjacent cities such as the City of Mesa in building a shared waste water treatment facility and with the City of Chandler in building a potable water supply facility. Using inter-governmental agreements, these considerable infrastructure investments and ongoing maintenance costs are spread over a wider section of the population to reap the most benefits while maximizing capacity and utilization.  Software and hardware investments must be similarly maximized. The Town was going to procure a multi-million dollar utility billing software system. By utilizing business process re-engineering techniques the Town split up the one big monthly billing cycle into 17 smaller ones for its citizens. This effectively extended the usability and lifespan of the existing billing software allowing the Town to postpone multi-million dollar software purchases and even enhance its billing service for its citizens, in the process.

Providing fire services for its residents is another key deliverable for local governments.  A neighboring municipality which had previously outsourced its fire services wanted to reap the benefits of setting up its own fire department. The Town of Gilbert utilized its considerable investment in geo-spatial software (GIS) to provide the newly formed fire department all of the routing maps for the newly formed fire dispatch staff. Expertise and hardware such as alerting systems, scheduling and incident reporting systems were also shared, resulting in a win-win situation for both municipalities where one saved the outsourcing costs and the other was able to get fiscal compensation for their services.  

“Fix the leaks”. Implement smart systems to monitor and eliminate wastage of technology resources.  In tough economic times there is a tendency to develop tunnel vision and eliminate all spending even if it could provide considerable ROI. The Town enhanced its Internet monitoring software and was able to reduce its monthly ISP charges for Internet access. The improvement in employee productivity was an additional bonus. Well targeted investments in employee self service software and online requisition management systems resulted in reduced costs and better service to employees. This paper documents some of these technology implementations which are essential during good times but downright vital to survive our tough economic times.
Components of Presentation

1. Innovation/Creativity 

The boundaries of many of these projects exceeded the geographic boundaries of Gilbert. Cross-functional and in many cases, teams from multiple agencies and municipalities were formed very early on in these projects. These teams met on a regular basis and were directed by strong project leaders. Agendas, timelines and action items were closely monitored.  A strong concept of inter-agency teamwork and assistance was fostered. Contributors’ efforts were recognized at the completion of projects. 
Mature technologies such as GIS and existing Customer Information Systems application software were utilized. In some cases such as online requisitions, third party hosted software as a service (SAS) portal was used. Every effort was made to maximize in-house technology investments before procuring anything new from the outside. New purchases and additional expenditures were incurred only when it was unequivocally determined that existing in-house software solutions could not provide the solution.
2. Citizen Outcomes

The primary focus of most of these projects was to maintain or better the services we provide to our residents, while reducing expenses. By collaboratively working on new water facilities, greater sections of the population of multiple municipalities reaped the benefits. Same applied to the new fire district. Providing safe, dependable water, sewer and fire services are some of our primary duties.  Efficiencies achieved by streamlining in-house technology operations allowed for more effective usage of limited tax payer dollars.  Using online job requisition portals enables a wider section of the population to apply for jobs resulting in a better candidate pool too.

3. Applicable Results and Real World Advice 
 Make your investment in technology work hard for you and your citizens. Smart investments in technology such as automated network and server monitoring, disk space usage, e-mail deletion and records retention help to reduce your recurring expenses. Collaborate with other agencies and implement joint projects. They are facing the same challenges as you and may already have implemented innovative solutions which you can emulate.  
