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Chesterfield County, Virginia

VACo Achievement Award Application
Program Title:
Open Government Webpage

Program Cateqgory:

Customer Service
Overview:

In support of the Chesterfield County (County) Board of Supervisor’s commitment to
transparency and openness in government and at the request of numerous citizens the County
created an Open Government webpage, which serves as a central portal for citizens to find useful
information such as vendor payments (checkbook online), financial statements, budgets,
purchasing contracts and various other items of public interest. This required the collaborative
efforts of County Leadership, staff from Information Systems Technology (IST), Accounting,
Budget and Schools, as well as input received from citizens. The County evaluated multiple
options to provide this information and elected to design the site with existing resources, which
did not require additional funding from taxpayers, and could best meet the needs expressed by
our citizens. The Open Government webpage was made available to citizens beginning

November 2014.

Challenge:

Numerous citizens and the Board of Supervisors requested that the County be more transparent
and accountable by providing additional information on the County’s website that was not
already being published. More specifically, the County was requested to provide a checkbook
online so citizens could monitor County spending. The citizens outlined their specific
transparency requests which included a searchable checkbook online, transparency website,

ability to download data to Excel, and copies of procurement contracts. Benchmarking already
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completed by staff had revealed that states and local governments were emerging with
transparency websites which include payment information. A few states have mandated that
their local government’s post payment information online. While the state of Virginia has not
yet required localities to post this information online, as a leader in local government, the County
supported the transparency initiative. Thus, the Open Government webpage was designed and
implemented to meet our citizens’ requests and support the Board of Supervisor’s initiative. The
development of the Vendor Payments Report required staff to be creative and innovative in
process change and report development to extract reportable information from the ERP financial
system, protect confidential and private information, and present the results to the public in an
easy searchable Excel file. The County met the stated needs of our citizens by providing an
innovative and creative solution to transparency and accountability using existing resources.
Citizens are now able to view information that was unavailable in the past that helps them to

understand the cost of County programs.

Implementation:

Numerous citizens and the Board of Supervisors requested that the County be more transparent
by providing additional information on the County’s website that was not already being
published. More specifically, the County was requested to provide an online checkbook so
citizens could monitor County spending. Various members of County staff met with a small
group of citizens to understand what type of information they were interested in seeing. The
citizens outlined their specific requests which included a searchable checkbook online,
transparency website, ability to download data to Excel, and copies of procurement contracts.
The needs expressed by our citizens matched the benchmarking we had done with other

localities. Benchmarking revealed a wide range of implementation cost ranging from minimal
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amounts to $500,000. There are numerous products available that support transparency for local
governments; some require monthly service fees while others require onetime implementation
cost plus ongoing maintenance cost. The County evaluated expanding its current financial
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system for $100,000 or implementing a hosted solution
with a 3 party which could cost up to $3,000 per month. Using a hosted solution would still
have required County resources to identify and extract the information to be published using the
3" party system. The County decided to deploy an in-house solution because we felt it provided
us with the flexibility to meet the objectives, would be no cost other than existing staff’s time,
and would best meet the needs of our citizens. Total staff time to create the webpage and
Vendor Payments Report and to ensure confidential and private data was protected was
approximately 500 hours. The County used existing hardware and software which required no

additional funding.

In developing the Open Government webpage, IST staff followed Best Practices and guidance
outlined from the Sunshine Review Organization (now part of Ballotpedia). The most difficult
aspect of the project was providing the information related to an online checkbook. The
Accounting department took the lead for checkbook online and researched options available with
the goal of providing meaningful data without disclosing confidential or private information. It
was determined that the best source of data would be the Accounts Payable vendor payment
system. A typical checkbook online would include check date, check number and vendor. The
County decided to offer more than the typical checkbook information and has also included
department and expense description. Because of the inclusion of the additional information the
County refers to its checkbook online as the Vendor Payments Report. Not all payment

information could be made public because certain state and federal laws require that some
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information be protected. This includes medical-related information under the Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA) and exclusions identified through the Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA). The County also wanted to protect confidential and private information
of citizens and business partners, information related to pending legal matters and information
that could jeopardize public-safety enforcement. In order to protect this information staff had to
identify which information needed to be protected and then exclude it from reporting. The
County did not have the capability of flagging confidential or private data in the financial
systems without having customizations performed by the software vendor. Staff created a report
using a Windows-based report writer provided by our ERP vendor to extract financial data from
the Accounts Payable tables within the ERP financial system. Staff created logic within the
report to exclude confidential and private information. Staff also identified certain types of
payments such as those made to police personnel, candidates going through the recruitment
process, as well as for certain types of legal payments that needed to be excluded which required
some creative report designing to accomplish. When the report is run it is then exported to Excel
where additional security is placed on the file to prevent changes as well as placing filters on the
worksheet to help make the data searchable. The Excel report is then published on the Open
Government webpage. The County chose Excel for the Vendor Payments Report (checkbook
online) because it offers many options to the citizens such as filtering and sorting that allow easy
access to expenditures by department, for specific account codes, total payments made to a
vendor, etc. Those with more sophisticated Excel skills can also use pivot tables to view data.
Monthly files are published along with a cumulative file for Fiscal Year. Before the County
began publishing the Vendor Payments Report a thorough review of eight months data was

performed by all County departments and Schools to ensure private and confidential data was not
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being disclosed. This review resulted in some internal process changes and some changes to the
existing chart of accounts. The County developed and implemented monthly processes that are
efficient and repeatable that helps ensure confidential and private information is not being

disclosed.

The Vendor Payments Report is one of many items available to the citizens through links on the
Open Government webpage.  Other items include; current and prior year budgets,
Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports, purchasing contract information, building permits and
zoning information, public meetings and videos, background on County Officials, and options
for citizens to submit cost savings ideas and to report fraud, waste and abuse. Since Chesterfield
County Public Schools (CCPS) accounts for 41% of the County’s budget, staff collaborated with
CCPS to produce a payments report for CCPS expenditures that is published on the School’s
new Open Government webpage. The County’s Open Government webpage has a link to the

CCPS Open Government webpage that contains their Vendor Payments Report.

Before the County published the Open Government webpage a meeting was held with the group
of citizens who had expressed interest in an Open Government webpage with focus on an online
checkbook. The purpose of the meeting was to demo the County’s solution and to evaluate if it
met the needs of the citizens. The citizens had originally requested numerous items and proposed
a three phase implementation that included a searchable checkbook online, transparency website,
ability to download data to Excel, and copies of procurement contracts. The County was able to
meet the majority of the needs identified with the initial rollout of the webpage. The citizen
group was very pleased with the proposed solution and acknowledged that it met their needs.
They were also very pleased to hear that it was implemented at no cost to the taxpayers other

than staff time and were impressed how quickly the County was able to fulfill the request. A
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local newspaper, Chesterfield Observer, reported a citizen saying the information now available
is “pretty much everything we wanted. We wanted to be able to see what the county is spending

and where they’re spending it, and now we can.”

Chesterfield County elected a soft rollout of the Open Government webpage in November 2014
and then a full rollout to the citizens during January 2015. The webpage was available to anyone
beginning in November but was only publicized to staff and the citizen group who had expressed
interest. This gave the County the opportunity to work through any issues before formally
presenting the webpage to the county citizens during a January 2015 Board of Supervisors
meeting. During November and December the webpage averaged 48 unique visits and 65 total
visits which indicated we had several interested citizens who visited the site multiple times. Once
the webpage was demoed to the public at the January 2015 Board of Supervisors’ meeting the
unique visits to the site more than doubled to 112 during January and 214 during February.
During February the County had 45 citizens who visited the page multiple times. The webpage
also offers citizens the opportunity to contact the County through email to answer questions
related to the site or request additional information if they are unable to locate what they are
looking for. Based on the fact that the County has only received one question related to the
webpage since its rollout we believe that citizens are able to access the information in an

effective manner that meets their needs.

Summary:

In support of the Chesterfield County (County) Board of Supervisor’s commitment to
transparency and openness in government and at the request of numerous citizens the County
created an Open Government webpage, which serves as a central portal for citizens to find useful

information such as vendor payments (checkbook online), financial statements, budgets,
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purchasing contracts and various other items of public interest. This required the collaborative
efforts of County Leadership, staff from Information Systems Technology (IST), Accounting,

Budget and Schools, as well as input received from citizens.

The County decided the best option for the Open Government webpage was an in-house solution
which required an investment of staff time only with no external costs. The development of the
Vendor Payments Report required staff to be creative and innovative in process change and
report development to extract reportable information from the ERP financial system, protect
confidential and private information, and present the results to the public in an easy searchable
Excel file. The initial feedback from citizens is that they are very pleased with the solution the
County implemented at no cost to taxpayers, other than staff time, and acknowledged that it met
their needs. They were also impressed with how quickly the County was able to fulfill their

request.

The development and implementation of Chesterfield County’s Open Government webpage and
Vendor Payments Reports provide citizens with the information they requested and supports the
County’s commitment to transparency and accountability. The searchable Excel report allows
citizens the ability to view information that was unavailable in the past that helps them to
understand the cost of County programs. The webpage received 214 visits from citizens the first

month it was made available and publicized.

The County met the stated needs of our citizens by providing an innovative and creative solution
to transparency and accountability using existing resources. We believe this solution can be a

model for other localities.
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Supplemental:

Screen shot of Chesterfield County’s Open Government webpage
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Screen shot of Chesterfield County’s Vendor Payments Report
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