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From Clutter to Class: 
How a massive website project brought out the best 
in Manatee County Government
It was clunky. It was cluttered. It was way past its prime. 
Manatee County Government’s website seemed hopelessly trapped in 1998 -- the World Wide Web’s Ice Age. The outdated site made Manatee County Government appear as if we’d barely merged onto the Internet Superhighway. Maybe worse than its poor usability, the site was an absolute nightmare for staff to update. Few dared to keep their information current and relevant.  

We needed a new electronic gateway to reflect the revamped and responsive local government we’d worked so hard to achieve in recent years. An organization of 1,700 could no longer depend on one webmaster to generate new info for the web, so we also needed a website that was easy to use and update – a site simple enough for the technology challenged to use, but sophisticated enough to challenge software designers. 

Early in the project we knew this would easily one of the largest cross-departmental projects Manatee County Government had ever undertaken. 

Our work was cut out for us. 

In the summer of 2009, after weighing several options, including outside vendors, a small internal team determined the job was not too big to be done in-house. Our Information Services (IT) Department purchased for $30,000 a new open-source content management system called Magnolia under the premise that the job could be done for about half the cost of outsourcing – music to the ears of policy makers in an era of scaled back government. Our best and brightest IT minds spent the fall learning how to use Magnolia that provided the form and flexibility we were looking for.

Magnolia allows for user-generated content templates that provide new functionality, including forums and public user registration. Magnolia also offers an organizational address book, multiple themes, RSS generation and aggregation.

Magnolia, content authors no longer need to switch between different navigation mechanisms to make a small change on a web page. They can instantly edit any page currently being displayed in their browser within the exact same look and feel as the public website.

By January, it was time for the rest of the organization to buy in. Staffers were able to their feet wet with Magnolia by helping to redesign an internal employee network called the iNet. Now, anyone who wanted to make an organization-wide announcement on the iNet needed to learn the ropes of Magnolia. More than 140 content editors emerged, eager to learn a technology better than the old one. They caught on quickly. By March, the old iNet was officially laid to rest and the new, Magnolia-based iNet became MCG’s internal information clearinghouse. 

Manatee County would spend the next four months migrating information from the old public website to the new www.mymanatee.org. But moving content over to an attractive new site was only the tip of the iceberg. We wanted new and improved content. We wanted the public to be able to find our swimming pools without having to search for our Aquatics Center; we needed to give residents a place to find out about their garbage pickup instead of having to track down the Solid Waste division within our Utilities Department.  

Learning the new technology was a feat in and of itself. But employees from across the organization – architects, engineers, accountants, administrative and support staff – were also challenged to sharpen their writing skills to make departmental information easy for the public to understand.  

Internal Magnolia instructors and project leaders held regular lab sessions to teach employees how to use the new content management system. Each of Manatee County’s 15 departments was charged with creating and improving its web content. The County’s communications branch, the Information Outreach division, provided a style guide and guidelines for web writing, encouraging content editors to write from a more outside-in perspective. 

It would have been impossible to attempt the new web project with a small team and limited time for completion. But a small team of dedicated editors soon grew and soon, something inspiring occurred. 

Content editors – people who had never worked together in the past – began to function as a real team. Content editors from our Public Works Department helped those in Natural Resources Department. Neighborhood Services Department editors critiqued content written by Public Safety employees and offered tips to improve it. Everyone was trying to help each other break out of the “government-ese” we had become accustomed to using for official documents. 

As new talent was discovered, stars began to emerge. An air and water quality monitoring manager surprised everyone by customizing portal pages designed for Visitors and Residents. A Finance Department budget technician with an eye for detail became a key proofreader. Employees who were once only colleagues became fast friends. They chatted about their progress and traded ideas at nearby watering holes afterhours. 

By August, more than 1,300 pages of unique content had been created. For the first time ever, visitors to the site could customize their search for information by browsing as a Resident, Visitor or Business. Customized drop down menus on each portal offered a host of quick links to apply for jobs, request building permits, find bus routes and more. Useful links and colorful photos – many by our own talented employees -- abound on every page. 

The site was ready, and we gave County Commissioners a preview the day before launching. After a brief introduction, we unveiled the site with more than a bit of trepidation. But then, once the site popped onto our Commissioners’ monitors and heard slight gasps of pleasant surprise, we knew MyManatee.org was a hit. 

The site went live the next day with relatively few hiccups. During the site’s first week, we heard nothing but positive feedback and praise. One e-mailer who once wrote, “your site couldn’t suck any worse …” had a new opinion upon seeing the redesigned site. “Wow,” he wrote. “… the layout is a huge improvement.”

One thing we emphasize is that the project is not finished. It never will be. The idea behind our new county website is that it will continue to grow, evolve and improve. We plan to incorporate user feedback any and every time we receive it. A web team will meet on a regular basis to discuss successes and trade ideas on future improvements. This is another way we’ll integrate information that lay behind departmental fences in the past. 

Mymanatee.org was a huge team project. It gave everyone on the team a great sense of gratification. Our website is no longer a sore spot; it has become a mark of pride. 

1. Innovation/Creativity

• How did the program/project/service, etc. improve the organization?

Magnolia-powered websites replace an outdated website and other technologies with a single tool to publish web pages, documents, data and mapping information to both the Internet and the County’s internal intranet.  The sites give mapping and data reporting capabilities to content editors that were only available to IT staff in the past. 

With more than 1,300 pages of unique content, the new MyManatee.org has more information than ever. The site’s professional look, in many ways, reflects a leaner, more responsive County Government and it is another indicator of Manatee County Government’s renewed commitment to customer service.

• Were new technologies used? 

Yes
o If yes, what methods and/or applications did you implement?

This project represents the culmination of multiple new technologies introduced in the past year, and a significant commitment to Open Source Technologies at all tiers of the implementation. Some of the new methods and applications used include:

VM Ware Server Infrastructure (from physical servers)

Red Hat Operating Systems (from Solaris)

Tomcat Application Servers (from Oracle Containers for Java)

Magnolia Enterprise Content Management System (from a vendor's custom Domino )

Java 1.6(from java 1.4)

Netbeans(from jDeveloper)

Mod Security application firewall in additional to new security protocols

• Was a private consultant used? No, the project was done entirely in-house.
2. Outcomes Achieved

• What customer/community needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled?

Difficult navigation scheme based on the organization structure-

The site introduced a completely new information architecture that provides multiple ways to navigate to information, including a dynamically generated sitemap, customer-centric landing pages, categorization of pages and dynamic page generation based on document metadata.

Broken search- Magnolia uses an open source search framework that indexes both documents and content and provides api level access for custom templates.

Missing or outdated contact information- Contact information was imported directly from the existing domino directory and centrally located and available to editors.  Contact information is located in a single location, any updated cascade to all pages utilizing the information.

Better understanding of the organization and intra-organizational linkages by the 140 team members and web ambassadors. The project also gave rise to a strong sense of team with organizational pride as we shared successes.

• Has service delivery been enhanced?

Yes, the site has been greatly enhanced and it will continue to improve. 

• Did the initiative improve access to your government?

o If yes, how?

Yes, department level editors have an unprecedented ability to collect information through contact forms and share information with Manatee County online customers.  Easily locating name, title, phone number will open the channels of communications between Manatee County constituents and employees. 

• Has the health of the community improved as a result?

o If yes, how?

The site was only recently launched but we have already received nothing but positive feedback, whereas it was quite common to receive negative feedback on the old site.

3. Applicable Results and Real World Practicality

• What practical applications could you share if selected?

The ability of internal teams with disparate skill sets to come together to develop world class products at minimal organizational costs.

Information Architecture (Navigation scheme), System design strategy  

 • How applicable is the project/program/service to other local governments?

Very applicable because of the ubiquitous use of the Internet combined with the open standards utilized in the implementation.

• What results/outcomes will you be able to share?

Timeline, feedback, user acceptance metrics, editor acceptance metrics.

• Please include any performance measures if applicable

Not yet available
4. Case Study Presentation

• Briefly describe what your case study presentation might include.
If selected, Manatee County would like to show the audience our newly refurbished website, www.mymanatee.org. The presentation would include a quick demonstration of how quickly and easily the site can be updated. 
