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	Overview

Country or Region: Canada
Industry: Government
Customer Profile

Niagara Region, located in southern Ontario, consists of 12 municipalities and a population of nearly 430,000 residents.  

Business Situation

The technology that supported www.niagararegion.ca was no longer able to meet the region’s growth and usability needs.
Solution

The region decided to modernize its Web site using Microsoft Office SharePoint Server 2007.
Benefits

· Citizen Engagement

· Time savings

· Fostering growth

· Enhanced search

	
	
	“We are moving from a participatory government to an interactive government, and leverage technology like SharePoint Server on the Web provides us with a crucial piece of the puzzle.”
Connie McCutcheon, IT Web Services Administrator


	
	
	
	Niagara Region in southern Ontario embarked a new Internet strategy that called for a major upgrade to its online services, and to leverage the Web as a more interactive communications vehicle. The decision was made amid growing evidence that the technology that supported its site was no longer able to meet the region’s needs. The region enlisted the help of Microsoft Gold Certified technology partner Infusion Development to modernize the immigration portion of its Web site using Microsoft Office SharePoint Server 2007. The launch of www.niagaraimmigration.ca, has given Niagara Region a powerful new tool to further its newcomer strategy. IT staff now spends less time on routine site maintenance, and information is easier for people to find. 
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Situation

Niagara Region in southern Ontario consists of 12 municipalities and is home to nearly 430,000 residents. Although it supports a diverse industry base, the area is best known for its high-profile attractions and each year millions of tourists visit Niagara.

The region recently launched an initiative known as Niagara 2031, a strategy designed to help the local government build a healthy, sustainable future for citizens, part of which is focused on attracting skilled immigrants in light of the area’s aging population base. “Estimates are that we’ll need several thousand skilled professionals over the next five to 10 years to meet the needs of our business community, so it’s something we need to move on quickly,” says Connie McCutcheon, IT Web Services Administrator, Niagara Region.

In 2008 as part of a partnership with Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration, Niagara secured funding to help build a new online portal designed to encourage newcomers to Canada to consider settling in the area.  However, the announcement came at time when Niagara had embarked a new Internet strategy that called for a major upgrade to its online services, and to leverage the Web as a more interactive communications vehicle. The decision was made amid growing evidence that the technology that supported www. Niagararegion.ca was no longer able to meet the region’s needs. It was based on a customized, hand-coded HTML infrastructure that made it difficult to add update material in a timely fashion.

“Users didn’t have the ability to make updates on their own. Instead, they had to follow a manual submission process that got IT involved, and much of what they submitted had to be re-worked before it got posted. We needed the work of at least one full-time person each day to handle the volume of requests,” adds McCutcheon. Because most employees were not accustomed to writing for the Web, some of the content submitted to the IT team was unusable and had to be reworked and reformatted. This led to further workflow delays. 

Given the region’s growth strategy, the Web site also needed to be more agile and scalable, and help support the Niagara’s partnerships with local, provincial and national levels of government and other organizations.

Solution

In 2005 the Niagara Region built an employee intranet based on Microsoft® SharePoint® software, which made it easier for staff to share documents and work collaboratively. Based on the comfort level people already had with Microsoft SharePoint, the decided to modernize a portion of Web site using Microsoft Office SharePoint Server 2007.

Office SharePoint Server 2007 is designed to help organizations get more done by providing a platform for sharing information and working together in teams. For Niagara, it also offered the prospect of near-seamless integration with its existing Microsoft SQL Server® 2005 database and Active Directory® directory service, which ensure a smooth flow of information across the organization.

The region looked at other collaboration solutions, but concluded that the newest version of SharePoint offered it the best total cost of ownership. “One of the best features of SharePoint is that it’s easy to use and requires very little end-user training, and that made our decision to upgrade an easy one,” adds Scott Laugher, the Business Project Manager and Quality Assurance Coordinator/ Program Evaluator for Niagara Region’s Community Services Department Operational Support Services.

As well, the software’s ability to allow staff members to engage in tasks involving legal compliance in a single workflow – and on a single platform – helped Niagara Region decide to implement the Microsoft-based solution. 

Rather than undertake a complete revamp of the Web site, The Region of Niagara decided that the pending Immigration portal would be an ideal first-phase project.  With the help of Infusion Development, a Microsoft Gold Certified technology partner, the Region of Niagara was able to go live with the new site in November 2008, three weeks ahead of schedule. 

Benefits

The launch of www.niagaraimmigration.ca has given the Region of Niagara a powerful new tool to further its newcomer strategy. IT staff now spends less time on routine site maintenance, and information is easier for people to find. 

‘We are moving from a traditional government model to an interactive government model, and leveraging technology like SharePoint Server on the Web provides us with a crucial piece of the puzzle we need to get there,” says McCutcheon. 

Citizen engagement 

Niagara Region’s migration to SharePoint Server 2007 is helping to deliver a higher level of citizen engagement by transforming a Web site that is static to one that gives citizens the ability to engage with local government and be more interactive. 

For example, the immigration portal now features a photo library where people can submit personal photos taken while visiting the Niagara region. “For the second phase, we want to enable users to showcase where the photo was taken on a virtual map. This provides a whole new level of tourism awareness of the specific sights to see in Niagara,” says Laugher. 

Time savings

The immigration portal requires far less time to manage. Each time the IT team receives an item to post or is asked to change an item online, it can be completed in a matter of minutes, and the changes are made live on the following business day. The ultimate aim is for the new portal function as an electronic bulletin board, where users can collaborate and easily post information once it’s approved. 

The flexibility of SharePoint Server 2007 also made it easy for Niagara, a small municipality with limited IT resources to build an online presence equal to that of larger urban centres. 

“As a small organization, many of us have to wear many different hats, and the Web team is made up of three people. We needed a product that would allow people to be able to post items to the website without involving us to do it for them,” says McCutcheon.

“All I needed was a couple of hours of time to become familiar with the process, and then I was able to post new items and make changes to our website by myself. We have finally arrived at a place in the technology where if somebody wants something added or changed, they can be given the permissions needed and a bit of training, and then they can just go ahead and do it themselves,” adds Laugher.

Taking advantage of Microsoft Office SharePoint Designer will also help Niagara Region to further streamline the posting process, making it easier to assign automatic workflows to document libraries – thus helping reduce time spent on administration. 

Fostering adoption

Niagara needed a way to market the region as an attractive place to live and work to people from all over the world. The new, dynamic Web portal provides a powerful marketing tool for the region, and one that lets it consider adding new forms of content that would have been too difficult to consider previously, such as video, interactive maps and user-generated content – including a now-live library of photos submitted by visitors -  to further engage viewers. To raise awareness of the new portal, Niagara Region also embarked on an e-postcard campaign that contained images of the new site.

Enhanced search

With SharePoint Server 2007 in place, the Region of Niagara now benefits from metadata-based searching, which offers users advanced search features so they can find what they need quickly. This makes it easy for people unfamiliar with Niagara or even Canada to get critical information from the site, and forms the basis for expanded search capability across the entire site as the use of SharePoint Server 2007 grows.

“The stronger search capabilities is one of the strongest features of SharePoint Server 2007, and early testing has generated some great feedback on how easy the site is to navigate,” says McCutcheon. 
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Microsoft Office System
The Microsoft Office system is the business world’s chosen environment for information work, providing the programs, servers, and services that help you succeed by transforming information into impact. 

For more information about the Microsoft Office system, go to: 

www.microsoft.com/office  
�
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: www.microsoft.com





For more information about Region of Niagara products and services, call 800-263-7215 or visit the Web site at: www.niagararegion.ca 











