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On March 1, 2001, Governor George E. Pataki announced the official release of New York State’s new Portal Home Page (http://www.state.ny.us/) and the state’s Common Web Banner that is on all executive agency home pages. This banner (see below) provides easy and convenient access to government information, services, and transactions available on the Internet from a central location.  

 

This release marks the first major milestone in Governor Pataki’s e-commerce/e-government initiative, which he officially launched on June 12, 2000.  The theme of this initiative is “Government Without Walls."  It is intended to break down barriers for citizens doing business with individual state agencies, allowing citizens to conduct business and find information anytime, anywhere without having to know which agency handles each type of transaction—in essence, a one-stop shopping concept. 
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Figure 1: New York State’s Web Banner shows the various landmarks of the State that includes a sailboat, the Statue of Liberty, New York City Skyline with beams of lights representing the World Trade Center building with an inscription “In Remembrance”.  The banner also has four navigational boxes to various government services.

 

By navigating through the portal, users can find information in a variety of ways. The user is able to browse categories of life events and find links to both appropriate state agency Web site pages and relevant Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs). A search feature is also available to find the same information based on user-supplied keywords. All links and FAQs are stored in a central Web-accessible database that more than 62 agencies use to keep information, services, transactions content of the portal, and Web banner buttons up-to-date. Additionally, the state is currently piloting the participation of local governments within the portal.  New York City now enters links and FAQs into the central database so citizens can easily find information and services for both the city and the state.  
 

As the New York State portal continues to evolve, there has been more effort devoted to integrating information from different state agencies, so that users will not have to go to another Web site to find the information they need. The Office for Technology, however, does not create or maintain most of the information available through the site. In order to make current, accurate information available, syndication is being employed to retrieve the requested data directly from the source agency and re-purpose the content so that it has the same look and feel as the rest of the portal.  Extensible Markup Language (XML)—a universal format for exchanging structured documents and data on the Web—is being used to package the information as it is transferred between Web sites. 

 

New York State is currently testing syndication for use within the state portal and anticipates being production ready by the first quarter of 2002.  Syndication is being implemented for three different sets of data in the portal. One example is the use of a geographic (map) interface to navigate to a county of interest. On the county page, which can be accessed from the map-NY button on the common Web banner, there is a list of county officials with contact information. This information is retrieved from another state agency that maintains an accurate list of local officials to meet its own mission. Although data is cached on a daily basis for performance reasons, the information presented to the user is coming from the most reliable state source and is always current.  In addition, a list of municipalities within each county is also available on the county page from the same source.  A third example where syndication is being implemented is the search feature enabling citizens to look up their legislators or election districts. The information is retrieved using XML and presented to the user in the same interface they have been working with, rather than the user being sent to another state site with a different interface and navigation mechanism.  

 

Another application was developed to aid relief efforts following the September 11th terrorist attacks.  It includes syndication to the U.S. Postal Service Web site to retrieve address information when a zip code is entered. Using syndication, zip codes were electronically converted into city and state addresses, reducing staff time for data entry.  

 

There are many Web sites that provide valuable information and services that can be incorporated into other applications. Some examples include weather, lottery scores, news feeds, and more.

 

In addition to using XML for moving data between Web sites, XHTML is also being used to prepare for extended future use of XML. XHTML in a new W3C standard (http://www.w3.org/TR/xhtml1/#xhtml) that blends XML and HTML.  While XHTML allows compatibility with current browsers that support HTML, it begins to build compatibility for future browsers that will support XML.

 

Technical Details.  The New York State portal application is written in Macromedia’s ColdFusion. In the example of the local officials, a template was placed on the source Web server, which is activated when there is a request from the portal site. When activated, the template executes a query against a database. The query results are packaged using WDDX, which is an XML wrapper protocol, and sent to the portal site where the data is unpackaged and reformatted, based on the requirements of the application. In the other two examples provided, information is scraped from the source site, packaged again using WDDX, then parsed and reformatted as appropriate. 

 

While these methodologies all provide information to the user, the preferred method to use is the first example, where a template is placed on the source Web server.  This approach enables the most accurate, up-to-date information to be culled and promotes increased communication between the “host” and the “source.”  

 

The net result of using syndication and XML is that the user never knows that the content did not come from the portal site they are currently using. This simplifies and improves the user experience. 

 

New York State is researching the possibilities of using additional syndicated information as it moves forward with the Governor’s  “Government Without Walls” initiative.  This e-commerce initiative was conceived as a way to enhance access to government services, by providing access at anytime, from anyplace,.  This need was brought into sharp focus during and after the World Trade Center (WTC) disaster. WTC illustrated that e-commerce gives government the ability to continue to provide services and transactions when citizens cannot use traditional methods, such as visiting a government office.  The state will continue to develop services for its businesses and citizens that allow them to get the information they need, when they need it.

For more information, contact Barry Meehan, NYS Office for Technology, Applications Team by telephone at (518) 402-2017 or via e-mail at barry.meehan@oft.state.ny.us.
