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	2011 COMMUNITY EXCELLENCE AWARDS

Category Worksheet

BEST PRACTICES, Website


________________________________________________________________

Name of Local Government: City of Langford

Project/Program Title: Website Re-design and Content Mgt System

Website Address: www.cityoflangford.ca
Project Summary Paragraph

Please provide a summary of your project/program in 150 words or less. 

The new City of Langford website provides a model of modern site design, functionality, content and navigation. It was specifically developed to allow the communication channel to be more fully utilized, to bring City Hall to the citizen. The new site adheres to modern website best practices as defined by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), is accessible by numerous technical platforms and browsers, is efficient and easy to navigate, and is proving to be very effective in meeting the divergent needs of the community, for the resident, business owner or visitor. The website is accessible from mobile devices, and has several unique features including an Online Business Directory, a comprehensive Forms & Documents Library; a searchable Bylaws database; online RFPs and tenders; Job Postings; quick page finder; real-time weather integration; and much more. The site received the VIATeC Online Strategy of the Year award for creative usability, innovative design, and results achieved from the underlying communications strategy.

Project Analysis
Please answer the question in 300 words or less in 11 pt Arial font (our judges value directness and brevity). If you experience difficulty answering a particular question, consider the aspects of your program that may relate to the question and show us how they are linked. 
1. PURPOSE
a. If this was a pre-existing website, list the basic changes implemented. If this is a new website, tell us why you created it.

The main purpose of the refurbished website was to improve the appearance, navigation, and underlying technology that ran the site. A change to the overall appearance of the site was also included, in order to freshen up the look of the website, and make the design ethos as progressive as the City itself. The re-design was also an opportunity to enhance navigation for our users, in order to help them find information more quickly and intuitively. In a site with thousands of web pages and documents, the ability to find information in a timely and painless fashion is key.

The previous version was a first generation website where information was presented in a static manner, and although it served admirably for over 10 years, it looked dated, and was difficult to use as well as maintain. With advances in technology and information consumption by users over the last several years it was imperative to re-design the website to provide an improved communications channel not only for prospective users, but for visitors and staff as well. 
Before/After:
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b. How did you determine what your priorities were?
A website committee was created that was comprised of key stakeholders from the City. These members were selected based on their credentials, technological knowledge, availability and enthusiasm to champion the new project. This committee had several meetings with Mayor and Council to solicit feedback on their goals and expectations for the new website strategy.   

Feedback from the general public via emails and phone calls were also reviewed in detail to address suggestions and concerns from regular users of the website. 
Our website vendor provided a comprehensive questionnaire prior to the initial discovery meeting. These questions covered information on the organization, demographics, issues within the current site as well as the goals, expectations and requirements for the new website. Topics included content, functionality, design and usability issues. Completing this document allowed the web committee to present the City’s consolidated opinions on the current website and provide sample websites that helped to illustrate ideas for the new site.

c. On average, how often is your website updated?

Certain areas of the website are updated daily depending on the nature of the information while others are updated periodically. With the implementation of the CMS our staff has the ability to post information instantaneously without any delays. A summary of website content updates are provided in further detail below:

Weekly Updates:

• What’s New

• Press Releases
Monthly Updates:

• Calendar of Events

• Job Postings

• Agendas and Minutes

• Business Directory
Quarterly Updates:

• Projects

• Bylaws and Documents

• Zoning

• Facilities

• FAQs

• Photo Galleries

• GIS data

Ad Hoc/Emergency Updates:

• As required

2. CONCEPT

What do you want your website to accomplish?
From the outset of the project the business objectives were clearly defined by City council:

• To sell and promote Langford as a community in which to live, play, and do business

• Promote economic development

• Market and promote the City from a destination point of view

• Design a Municipal website unlike any other municipality

With a municipal website the user profiles are far more broad and diverse than most corporate websites. There are several user profiles that the website is focused on:
• Non-local business (large & small) who may invest in Langford

• Non-residents who may move to Langford (buy or rent)

• Non-residents who may visit Langford

• Local businesses (large & small)

• Current residents

Based on these guidelines our primary strategy was to provide a website that streamlines the large amounts of information the site holds, thereby making that information easier to find. This information was to be housed in a new, lean website featuring a stimulating design that would accurately reflect the perpetual energy of the City. 

From a functional perspective, the website was to incorporate as many City services as possible via the Internet site, and to make these services available easily and quickly. Success will be measured by an increase in user comments about site attractiveness and ease of navigation and a reduction in user comments about lack of browser compatibility, fewer user comments about difficulty in finding information, and by the successful integration with our custom database applications.

3. EFFECTIVENESS

How is the website more efficient and/or effective than it was before? If this is a new site, explain what old processes for disseminating information or doing business you improved upon.
The previous website had limited content within its 200 pages. This resulted in frequent calls, email inquiries, and in-person visits from users requesting additional information and clarification on materials. Website updates were also limited to the IT department’s resources that were already tasked with regular job duties. At times this led to a backlog of website updates which caused delays in posting the new content to the website.       

The new site architecture provides a flexible solution for the City to provide additional categories and content as required. The new website now boasts over 500 pages of content which represents a 150% increase overall. The architecture is streamlined based on user profiles and allow site visitors to find the information in the easiest manner possible.      

Specifically the dedicated self-service FAQ section reduced the numbers of phone calls and emails for simple inquiries. The ‘I Want To’ section provided a shortcut mechanism to content that was grouped by action items that include Apply For, Contact, Learn, Pay For, Report, and View. These architecture elements provided users with the ability to quickly access pages that are visited/requested most frequently. 

Training the City staff on the CMS also alleviated the burden and backlog of internal website requests by more than 20%. The defined workflow for the CMS allows staff to update the content on the website on-the-fly and The City’s IT department is now responsible for reviewing the update rather than performing the entire update themselves.

Key performance measurements since the March 1, 2011 launch are noted below:

· 11.40% increase in unique visitors 

· United Arab Emirates – 250%

· Brazil – 178%

· Russia – 107%

· Japan – 73%

· New Zealand – 28%

· United States – 28%

· Mexico – 26%

· Canada – 11%

· 8.29% increase in site visits 
· 23.76% increase in average time on the website

· 51.07% increase in number of page views 
· 39.51% increase in average page views per visit 
· 8.34% increase in search engine traffic

· 18.23% decrease in bounce rate (%of users who enter a site and then leave without viewing any other pages)
Not only are more people visiting the site, these people are staying when the do come. These are clear indications that the site is both useful and engaging.

4. ACCOUNTABILITY

How has this program/project improved upon accountability to the community's citizens?

The City is accountable for its actions, decisions and policies that can be reviewed by the public and its stakeholders at anytime. With the implementation of the new website and detailed site architecture, all of the information that is available to a visitor at City Hall is now available online. This provides users with access to detailed information on policies, bylaws, staff reports, initiatives, committees, financials and more. This vastly improved communication channel enhances the user’s ability to disseminate information and provide feedback to the City.    

The implementation of a backend Content Management System (CMS) allows updates to be performed simply, quickly and with minimal technical skill. Designated staff from each department were made responsible for managing their content under some guiding principles and policies. This ensures a lively, current website that is consistent with the content and design guidelines. 

City staff can now direct inquiries to specific areas in the website that are dedicated to the topic of interest confident that the information is accurate and up-to-date. The detailed website strategy has not only increased the visibility of the City but has helped to provide transparency and accountability for its daily operations to its citizens. 
5. AWARENESS

How has this program/project created more awareness in the community about local government actions?

The new site makes it much easier to find information, and since the navigation and site design is consistent, once familiar with the site, it becomes very quick to use. The site contains specific information useful for the citizen, for community groups interested in reaching an audience, for businesses who desire the facts, and for visitors to the community. As such, it has contributed to encouraging awareness of local issues and citizen involvement in many areas of Municipal interests from economic development to emergency services.
RSS technology has been implemented to automatically notify visitors of updates to specific sections of the website. RSS is defined as "Really Simple Syndication" and is a web feed format that allows users to subscribe and utilize a site aggregator to compile the notifications into one place. RSS feeds have been added to the most popular areas of the website as noted below:

· Job Opportunities

· RFP / Tenders

· Latest News

· Press Releases

· Bylaws 

In addition, the home page of the website provides six (6) feature boxes that allows the City to showcase individual projects, initiatives, and/or topics that represent the most popular or time sensitive content to inform their citizens. This allows users to view the most relevant items ‘at a glance’ directly from the home page without having to use the navigation system.   

Awareness also comes from the community itself since there are easily accessible contact forms on the website that include a feedback form, department directory and service request form. These forms allow users to contact specific departments in the City with regards to issues, concerns or compliments on their operations.
6. INNOVATION

What makes your website innovative and creative? And/or what made your process innovative and creative?
The City prides itself on being on the forefront of municipal technology and we wanted a website that matched our ambition. Langford is very forward-thinking and wanted this reflected in our online presence by creating a robust website that would be beyond functional; we wanted something impressive.

The overall design combines the high level of usability, legibility and visual sophistication that definitely breaks the mold of the typical municipal website. The creativity in the design has managed to deliver a powerful, functional and brilliant web design in the ‘look and feel’ which is easy to use and visually attractive. The design is also flexible to adapt to future modifications or updates as required.

The user experience has dramatically improved over the past few years, resulting in rich and responsive user interfaces. Advances in code such as AJAX, JavaScript and CSS are widely used to offer users the dynamic interaction that they have come to expect from advanced, sophisticated, professional solutions.

One of the most innovative features is the Quick Page Finder. This custom application performs a search as the user types in the search box and auto-fills based on their query to quickly locate the information. This feature runs seamlessly for the user by compiling a custom algorithm that indexes page titles, meta data, content and site hierarchy based on complex weighting to generate accurate results.   
Other custom features provide a wealth of functionality:

· Online Business Directory;

· Comprehensive Forms & Documents Library;
· Searchable Bylaws database; 
· Online RFPs and tenders; 

· Job Postings; 

· FAQ area for citizen self service;
· Customized Photo Galleries; 
· Real-time weather integration; 
· And much more.
This overall development process was put into action from the initiation kick-off meeting through careful planning, review and refinements during each phase of the project. The end result is the combination of creative flare and functional integration that provides a unique user experience like no other.   

7. SUSTAINABILITY

What measures have you put in place to ensure the continued operation of this initiative? (e.g. staff time, resources, financial)
The use of the content management system has greatly reduced operating costs of the website, as City staff are now able to update the site themselves from any web-ready computer. This not only means faster updates, but fast updates that are done at no additional cost to the City, and subsequently, our constituents.
For example, departments have the ability to post revised reports, agendas, minutes, brochures, maps and application forms to the website. These items can then be added to the What’s New section to inform users of the revisions who are then responsible for downloading and printing the materials. This eliminates the requirement for additional administration, printing and distribution costs associated with new materials.

During the on-site training sessions for the CMS system, each designated staff member was also required to provide an alternate resource as a backup. This redundancy scenario would ensure that during any absence such as holidays or sick days, the alternate would have the skills and knowledge to update the information on the website. This also allows department representatives to request assistance from other City resources if there are any backups in the system.    

In addition, the vendor is located in the same region and has provided contact information for key personnel for technical support and assistance if any issues arise with the website or CMS. These services are included within the maintenance package of the CMS and additional support is utilized on an ‘as needed’ basis, which minimizes our support costs. 

The ElementCMS product that we selected integrates seamlessly with our current technology platform. This will allow growth and extensibility in adding new features and enhancements that will benefit the City and its citizens.

All of these factors have allowed the City to maximize its return on investment by ensuring that the technologies and products purchased can grow and support the operations of the City over the long term.   

8. BEST PRACTICES

What sets this program/project apart as a winning idea? Why should it be considered a best practice, in comparison to other similar programs?
We relied on our vendor’s extensive experience to define best practices for the project, several of which are described below:

Accessibility - The new site was created to be widely accessible – for those with a variety of technical abilities and hardware, but also to those with impairments or disabilities. Best practices, as defined by the W3C (World Wide Web Consortium), were followed, further enhancing usability by a large range of people and their chosen technical platforms.
Mobile - significant effort was placed on creating a site that would be more easily viewed and downloaded using mobile devices. 

Text Re-sizer - text is re-sizable whenever possible and available in as many browsers as possible on every page of the website.
Screen Readers - the website’s coding has been specifically set up so that people who require screen readers or other assistive devices will be able to navigate the website in the simplest manner possible. 
Browser / Platform Compatibility - Extensive testing was done to ensure that the code generated by ElementCMS was compatible with all current, popular web browser and operating system configurations. This list is constantly updated to reflect technology changes as new versions are released.

Usability – the new website is easy-to-use, fun and logical for users to locate what they need based on several key components:

Navigation – a well-organized site architecture allows site visitors to find the information in the easiest manner possible, and with the fewest number of button clicks. Navigation is clearly laid out and presents logical topics based on user profiles.

Design – part of communicating more effectively is to have the information displayed in a clear, concise and readable manner. In order to do that, we created a stimulating and unique design that was attractive, kinetic and easy to read.

Functionality – from improved accessibility to the integrated applications, all of our users are being served in numerous different manners. Whether it is the ability to pay taxes online or search for a local business, there are a variety of new services and functions available to make the user’s visit more enjoyable and useful.

Technology – the technology developed matches our current platform and provides the ability to be upgraded and enhanced over the long-term which will allow us to support website users and meet new requirements with mitigated financial impact.

Management and Maintenance – when changes to the website are made over time, any requirements regarding design, development, testing or other project documentation are updated to reflect the changes. 

These best practices guidelines will help the site remain current, if not ahead of its time and encourage people to return in the future.
9. KNOWLEDGE SHARING

What helpful advice would you share with other communities looking to embark on a similar project?

Adopting a strategy of sharing resources and advice with other municipalities prior to a website project and in the operations of a website are key to its success. Some of the primary elements from this initiative that we have learned are outlined below: 

Resources – create a website committee to participate in the project that includes key stakeholders in the municipality. At a minimum this should include staff, IT personnel and potentially a council member. A single project champion should be selected from this group to ensure the continued progress of the project from strategy development to site launch.
Define the vision and strategy – hold strategic planning sessions with municipal councilors, staff, citizens, businesses, potential vendors and consultants early in the process to understand the requirements of the stakeholders. Based on this feedback Council and the website committee can clearly define the goals and objectives for the website. These will then be utilized to create a project charter that outlines the parameters of the project, establishes a realistic timeline, budget, and identifies people responsible for each phase. 

Communication – managing expectations is accomplished by ensuring that all stakeholders are kept informed of the progress of the project and of any issues that may pertain directly to them. Involve the stakeholders in the decision making whenever possible to ensure that everyone’s needs are being met and addressed as necessary.
Hire a professional vendor – this is definitely one of the key factors in the overall success of the project. With the day-to-day operations of the City it would have been detrimental, if not impossible, to try and implement this project with only internal resources. The vendor was diligent and extremely helpful during every stage of the project to keep us on track for deliverables to meet our launch date. 

10. TELL US MORE

Please share any other information you think may help us better understand your submission.
Our vendor has over 15 years of experience in the municipal marketplace, and understands the broad, interrelated aspects of online strategy, architecture, usability, design and development of municipal projects. This was a significant advantage in developing such a detailed strategy and successful project launch. 

The new website has received a wealth of positive feedback from residents, visitors and people considering investing in Langford alike; the site is fast, easy loading, responsive and informative. We believe positive feedback is the best way to measure the success of the new site – if it makes site visitors happy, that’s what we’re going for. We’ve been very pleased to have such an overwhelmingly positive response from both site visitors and City staff. In addition, the site has received high praise for its new design and extensive content in local media publications.
We believe the new Langford website is an excellent example of how to build a modern local government website through a well-planned, forward-thinking and collaborative process. It is useful, attractive, up-to-the-minute, affordable and manageable for the smaller community, and will provide a solid platform for increased web based offerings into the future. 

The City’s website recently won the 2011 VIATeC Online Strategy of the Year for its new design, functionality, technology and accessibility features. This prestigious award not only solidified the City’s pride in being on the forefront of municipal technology but also recognized the comprehensive online strategy.

Our team would be more than happy to discuss our project with any municipalities that are looking to initiate a website re-design project. Our contact information is provided in the submission package.
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