
When the City of Edmonton reviewed its 
Development and Inspection Services 
Branch in 1993, it found a distressing 
lack of management information and 
control. Hence its creation of POSSE, a 
computer system that integrated all of its 
departments, streamlined its staff and 
made processing easier for customers and 
users alike. Here's how one system cleaned 
up the town and got on the most wanted 
list of other municipalities. 
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POSSE (Public One-Stop Service) is a 
flexible information system developed by 
the City of Edmonton Planning and 
Development Department and marketed 
worldwide. In addition to being cost 
effective and efficient, it supported
indeed made possible-vital organization
al change within the department. 
Implementation of POSSE resulted in a 
dramatic improvement in customer ser
vice, decision-making, budget manage-

ment, system maintenance, workflow 
management, and storage and retrieval of 
information. POSSE also demonstrates 
the value of public/private sector partner
ships, and the ability of such partnerships 
to market a product that can be used 
around the world. 

Created out of necessity 
In 1993, the Auditor General for the City 
of Edmonton reviewed the activities and 
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procedures of the Development and 
Inspection Services Branch of the 
Planning and Development Department 
and issued a severely critical report. In 
particular, the report outlined a lack of 
management information and control in 
relation to both ongoing and completed 
activities and to volume of work. 

enhancing Edmonton's status as a "smart 
city." Being a "smart city" required that 
City Council team up with local educators 
and business to promote Edmonton's tech
nological, educational, and business assets 
to people and businesses looking to locate 
and expand. 

In response to Council's direction, 
and based on 
POSSE's successful 

How is POSSE used? 
POSSE is used for a variety of functions 
or "jobs." Some of the hundreds of jobs 
currently on POSSE include: 

• land development services, includ
ing a variety of planning applica
tions such as subdivision 

As a result, Edmonton City Council 
directed a total review of Branch opera
tions to identify and implement business 
process changes over a one-year period. 
They also directed that the Branch imple
ment a new information system, to be in 
place within six months of the business 
reengineering. This 

operation within 
the Planning and 
Development 
Department, 
several City 

POSSE integrates a variety of 

former manual processes and 

other computer systems into a 
meant that POSSE 
had to be developed in 
a very short time 
frame, in an environ
ment of severe finan
cial restraint, and at 
the same time as the 
Branch's business 
processes were being 
redefined. 

one-stop intormation service. 

At that time, con
trol of computing in 
the City of Edmonton 
was primarily decen
tralized. Responsibility 
for the development 
and maintenance of 
applications and sup-
porting infrastructure 
resided within the 
departments. 
Consequently, 
POSSE's development 
was rhe responsibility 
of the Information 
Systems Services staff 

Staff receiving planning, 
development, or building 

permit applications use POSSE 
to immediately determine 

zoning, restrictive covenants, 
existing uses, and warnings 

which affect the subject 
property and nearby properties. 

of the Planning and 
Development 
Department. 

In 1996, Edmonton City Council 
developed a Vision for Economic Prosperity 
which identified rheir priority of "ensuring 
efficient, cost effective, and accessible ser
vices." They also developed a Framework 
and Priority Statement for rhe City of 
Edmonton Municipal Development Plan 
which identified customer service and 
communications infrastructure as priori
ties. The goal was to make it easier for 
businesses and citizens to do business with 
the City, and to enable the City to deliver 
services effectively and efficiently, thereby 

departments have 
since adopted 
POSSE. Existing 
off-the-shelf soft-
ware packages were unacceptable since 
none incorporated GIS (Geographic 
Information System) or the complex 
addressing system which is fundamental 
to issuing permits. POSSE continues to 
expand throughout the City of Edmonton 
as an information technology vehicle 
which helps tie information and cus
tomers together to ensure quicker and 
more efficient delivery of services. 

POSSE calculates fees, 
accepts payment, prints 
the permit, and auto
matically schedules 
follow-up activities 
including inspections. 

approvals, rezonings, lane 
closures, heritage designations, 
environmental reviews, and site 
assessments; 

• one-stop permit issuing for devel
opment, building, and mechani
cal permits and for special items 
such as compliance certificates 
and stop work orders; 

• inspection scheduling and dispatch, 
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which uses an intuitive, 
graphical interface and which 
allows inspectors to input, 
send, and receive information 
remotely; 

• civic land and property 

management, including 
land acquisition, 
appraisals, land sales, 
leasing, and financial 
system interfaces; and 

• information manage

ment services, such as 
proximity-based notifi
cation letters, statistical 
reporting, documenta
tion attachments, and 
general query tracking. 

POSSE is also a workflow 
management system that 
keeps track of work in 
progress, allows activities to 
be scheduled, and forwards 
task assignments to appro-

Each job track 

shows who is 

working on it, what 

has been done so far, 

how long each 

activity is taking, 

and what the current 

job status is. 

priate staff. POSSE combines job details 
with mapping, addressing, and customer 
information. Staff can find information 
based on location, type of job, customer 
involvement, or any other job details. 
Electronic files, such as pictures, sound 
files, video, and word processing docu
ments, can be attached to jobs so that they 
can be found and easily shared. Each job 
track shows who is working on it, what has 
been done so far, how long each activity is 
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Inspectors use 
POSSE to schedule 
their day, to receive 
assignments, and to 

record inspection 
results. 

taking, and what the 
current job status is. 

POSSE integrates a variety of 
former manual processes and other 
computer systems into a one-stop 
information service. Over 500 staff 
use the system, including 240 in the 
Planning and Development, Asset 
Management, and Public Works 

Departments. Planners, building 
inspectors, development officers, plan 
examiners, planning technicians, clerical 
staff, cashiers, property sales officers, 
property managers, accountants, and 
managers use POSSE to track and 
manage their work. 

POSSE "roll out" in three phases 
POSSE was rolled out to users in three 
releases. The first release was built to sup
port the issuing of development and 

building permits and inspection sched
uling and dispatch. This release includ
ed on-line access both from the desktop 
and from a hand-held remote system 
used by inspectors. The project was ini-

Planners, technicians, 
development officers, 

and plan examiners 
use POSSE to organize 
their work. 

tiated in 

April 1994, 
and POSSE 
went live in 
April 1995. 
A budget of 
$1.12 mil-

lion was approved for hardware and net
work purchases, system development, 
and implementation. The hardware and 
software costs totalled $645,000 and 
personnel costs totalled $477,000. 

Highlights of the initial implementa
tion include the fact that building inspec
tors were able to use POSSE to schedule 
their day, receive assignments, and record 
inspection results. The inspection subsystem 
runs on hand-held, pen-based computers 
called "tablets" that can be carried directly 
onto the construction site. Inspection results 
are recorded primarily by ticking boxes on 
the screen, but additional comments or 
drawings can be entered as well. Assign
ments are downloaded to the hand-held 
computers and results are uploaded to the 
main computer through either cellular 

Septem ber I septem b re 1998 



phones or landlines. 
The second release, which incorporated 

Planning Services Branch requirements into 
POSSE, started in September 1995. 
Additions for the Planning Services 
Branch included automation and on-line 
tracking of branch business functions. The 
new features enabled the Branch to auto
mate many of its manual processes. 
POSSE was enhanced to incorporate 
sophisticated fee handling, enhanced 
security and query capabilities, and the 
capacity to process subdivisions, plan 
circulations, rezonings, legal property 
notifications, customer lists, and other 
planning applications. This release was 
implemented in July of 1996, and a bud
get of $152,000 was approved for system 
development. There were no hardware 
costs attributed to this release since the 
Branch was in the process of upgrading 
its desktop computers under a separate 
budget of $142,000. 

The third release, which incorporated 
Land and Housing Branch requirements 
into POSSE, was implemented in 
September 1996. The enhancements 
included: business rules and computer logic 
to handle appraisal, acquisition, and dispo
sition of City owned land, management of 
civic land and property, and accounts 
receivable; an interface to the SAP financial 
system; and extensive upgrades to spatial 
functions. A budget of $681,000 was 
approved for the third release. Hardware 
and software costs were $261,000 and 
personnel costs were $420,000. 

A primary goal of the development 
effort for all three POSSE releases was to 
produce a system that was easy to use. 
POSSE follows Windows conventions and 
standards, both in terms of look and feel 
and in terms of integration with other 
Windows-based software. POSSE is cur
rently integrated with ad hoc inquiry tools, 
faxing and printing tools, all OLE (Object 
Linking and Embedding) compliant office 
automation tools, and e-mail. 

Integrated GIS 
One of POSSE's exemplary features is the 
tight integration of GIS information with 
textual data. POSSE is "spatially enabled," 
meaning that it has been designed with an 
understanding of the relationship between 
spatial data and business information. 
Rather than simply producing pictorial 
maps, the GIS functions in POSSE allow 
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customers and staff to view and analyze 
property information, zoning, work in 
progress, historical planning and develop
ment activities, warnings, or existing land 
uses both on a map and on linked format
ted screens. Queries or searches can be 
performed on business data based on any 
standard criteria, or on combinations of 
text-based criteria and areas or objects 
sele~ted on the map. 

POSSE is able to perform complex 
spatial queries on-line, such as retrieving a 
list of all building activity within a given 
area. With a single query, staff can view a 
list of all permits granted on properties 
zoned for medium density housing over 
the past six months within a defined or ad 
hoc study area. When evaluating a permit 
request, a Development Officer can imme
diately determine existing land uses in the 
area and can view any warnings or restric
tive covenants affecting the target property. 

The benefits of POSSE 
The Planning and Development 
Department has used POSSE to standard
ize their business processes. Customers are 
experiencing consistently improved service 
in spite of a decrease in costs and staffing. 
Since implementing the reengineered 
processes through POSSE, the City has 
been able to eliminate 29 staff positions. 
Front counter staff have dramatically 
improved their services by providing faster 
turnaround on requests for information. 
Permits that used to .take days or even 
weeks to issue can often be issued in min
utes at a public service counter. Complex 
fee calculations, which used to be hand 
calculated, are now computed automati
cally. This has eliminated lost revenues 
due to calculation errors, and audit trails 
have been improved. Most questions 
received by telephone can now be 
answered immediately using current and 
accurate information rather than calling 
customers back at a later date. In the 
Customer Information Centre, eight staff 
members are handling 100,000 calls a year. 

Further benefits were realized through 
increased permitting ability. For example, 
there were 41,729 permits issued in 1994. 
From 1995 to 1997, 25% fewer staff issued 
38,061, 39,169, and 39,189 permits, 
respectively. Prior to POSSE, the average 
turnaround time for a permit application 
was 42 days. In 1997, the average time to 
issue a residential permit was 16 days. 
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Public notifications made easy 
In 1997, there were 170 
subdivision/ rezoning applications to the 
Planning Services Branch chat required 
legal notices to be sent to property own
ers. POSSE's GIS function has greatly 
simplified the public notification process. 
It allows staff to view a property, identify · 
all other properties within a specified dis
tance, view the highlighted properties, add 
to or delete from the list, and submit a 
final approved list to the notification sub
system for printing and mailing. The sys
tem retrieves all of the highlighted 
properties directly from the map, locates 
their owners' names and addresses, elimi
nates duplicates, mail merges, and prints 
addressed letters. A process which used to 
cake up to eight hours can now be per
formed in five minutes. 

POSSE maintenance 
There are three Change Coordinators who 
are responsible for managing workflow and 
data collection requests without the 
involvement of computer systems person
nel. The Coordinators are senior employees 
familiar with the internal operations of the 
department who implement user requests 
and allow the department to easily adjust 
to changing customer needs. There is also a 
team of six systems analysts which main
tains the POSSE server hardware databases 
and the sofrware used by POSSE and 
Cashier, at an annual cost of $70,000. 

POSSE is growing and 
winning awards 
Ocher City departments are now using the 
system. The Community Services 
Department has prototyped the use of 
POSSE for playground maintenance and 
is evaluating its use for maintenance of 
municipal reserve information and mos
quito control. The Emergency Response 
Department puts warnings on POSSE 
properties and is using the system for fire 
prevention and inspection activities. The 
Transportation and Streets Department 
uses POSSE for lot grading approvals and 
fee collection. They also depend on it for 
electronic circulation of planning applica
tions. Corporate Services is in the process 
of implementing POSSE for by-law 
enforcement and inspection. And Telus 
Corporation (formally the City of 
Edmonton telephone system) has limited 
access to POSSE to look up property 

Plan Canada 

information within city boundaries. 
POSSE has also received international 

recognition. It has been inducted into the 
Smithsonian Institution's permanent 
research collection on information tech
nology and it won a URISA (Urban and 
Regional Information Systems 
Association) award for "exemplary systems 
in government." POSSE was also selected 
by the Bertelsmann Foundation of 
Germany as one of the top 10 systems in 
North America in information and com
munication innovation demonstrating 
best practices in information computer 
technology. 

Two private-sector companies, 
Computronix and Municipal Data 
Services, market POSSE to municipalities 
and other government levels. POSSE has 
been sold to the City of Saskatoon and 
negotiations with ocher municipalities are 
in varying stages of completion, indicating 
widespread market acceptance. Indeed 
POSSE is a flexible, state-of-the-art 
system that can meet a wide range of 
municipal needs. 49 

Summary 
POSSE (Public One-Stop Service) i.s a flexi
ble information system developed by the 
City of Edmonton Planning and 
Development Department and marketed 
worldwide. In addition co being cost effec
tive and efficient, it supported-indeed 
made possible-vital organizational change 
within the department. Implementation of 
POSSE resulted in a dramatic improvement 
in customer service, decision-making, bud
get management, system maintenance, 
workflow management, and storage and 
retrieval of information. POSSE also 
demonstrates the value of public/private sec
tor partnerships, and the ability of such 
partnerships co market a product that can be 
used around the world. 

Bob Caldwell MCIP, AACIP, in his 
capacity as Manager of the Planning 
Services Branch, was instrumental in 
providing critical guidance in the initial 
development and implementation of 
POSSE. He can be reached at 
(403) 496-6100 or 
bob. caldwell. @gov. edmonton.ab. ca. 

Joni Mines, in her capacity as Land 
Applications Manager, Corporate Services, 
orchestrated the creation of POSSE and 
continues to play a leading role in its 
development and expansion to other 
organizations. She can be reached at 
(403) 496-6001 or 
Joni. mines@gov. edmonton. ab. ca. 

Duncan Fraser MCIP, AACJP, Senior 
Planner has been the Planning Services 
Branch POSSE Change Coordinator since 
1996. He can be reached at 
(403) 496-6105 or 
duncan.fraser@gov. edmonton.ab. ca. 
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Le systeme POSSE (P ublic One-Stop 
Service) est un systeme d'information 
flexible mis au point par le Service d e 
l'urbanisme et du developpement de la Ville 
d'Edmonton et vendu .dans le monde entier. 
En plus d'etre economique et efficace, ce 
systeme a appuye et meme rendu possible 
des echanges organisationnels essentiels au 
sein du service. Limplantation du systeme 
POSSE a donne lieu a des ameliorations 
majeures dans des secteurs tels que le service 
a la clientele, la prise de decisions, la gestion 
des budgets, l' entretien des sys tem es, la 
gestion du cheminement du travail ainsi que 
le stockage et la recuperation de 
!'information. Le systeme POSSE demontre 
egalement l'ucilite des partenariats publics
prives et la capacite de ces partenariats de 
vendre un produit pouvant etre utilise dans 
le monde entier. 
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