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WIRELESS SOLUTIONS:

Helping municipalities increase
efficiency and cut costs

Corie McDougall

Today’s public sector is experiencing higher demands
on resources than ever before. Accountability, traceabil-
ity, real-time reporting and access to information, along
with networked government are the new
buzz words. The ability to achieve these
goals, without exceeding budget or nega-
tively disrupting existing business pro-
cesses, is not as far-reaching as it may
initially seem.

How is this possible? Recent devel-
opments in wireless telecommunica-
tions and information technology
have resulted in numerous innova-
tive solutions that resolve the wide
range of challenges that Canadian
municipalities face. Many have
already implemented solutions
that are tried, proven and reli-
able in order to better manage
assets and enable employees to
complete their work more ef-
ficiently.

Wireless Data Solutions
In the Field

Imagine a department’s
paper forms and clipboards be-
ing replaced with a wireless device
(cell phone with a large display, PDA, tablet
PC or laptop) that has been pre-loaded with electronic
versions of the forms. The simple act of converting pa-
per forms and work orders to their digital equivalent,
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and enabling a mobile worker to wirelessly access the

information in a central database in real-time, results in

a number of benefits to the organization including:

» reduced duplication of work — no need to key in the

handwritten information from the paper

forms once back in the office;

» reduced errors — no more il-
legible handwriting issues;
data is automatically vali-
dated through the use of

forms with drop down lists
and other simplified tasks; and
> improved service by enabling

field staff to access service his-
tory, reference information, man-
uals and diagrams.

Some of the first municipal depart-

ments to have implemented this sort

of solution include those managing
public health and safety inspections.

Wireless Inspections

Mobile versions of standard inspection
forms containing embedded checklists and
validation criteria are developed for use
with portable devices, laptops or tablet PCs.
Individual inspection alerts can be sent
wirelessly to the appropriate field inspector
with essential location and other default infor-

mation fields already populated. Data can be gathered
quickly and easily, including image or signature capture,
and audio notes where necessary. The completed forms
are then submitted in real-time back to the office for au-
tomatic processing to back-end systems.

If equipped with mobile printing devices, inspectors
can even print reports to leave behind at the inspection
site. Inspectors can also access data stored in back-end
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Solutions can be either simple, web-based applications, or more
complex, integrated systems tied into existing back-end systems.

systems, such as inspection history, regulatory guide-
lines and other important information that is often in-
valuable while still onsite.
Benefits of a wireless data solution for inspections in-
clude:
> reduced travel to and from office to return forms or
access information;
» improved timelines and accuracy of data collected;
> improved constituent satisfaction; and
» increased number of inspections per agent per day.
City departments that have benefited from mobile inspec-
tion solutions include by-law enforcement, inspection ser-
vices, business licensing departments, planning, and any de-
partment with a service and/or maintenance component to
their mandate.

Wireless Dispatch Solutions

An integral part of the solution outlined above is the abil-
ity to manage the dispatch component of a job. Wireless
data dispatch solutions eliminate the need for voice and pa-
per-based work-order processes, and result in valuable
benefits such as:
> faster and accurate communication between the opera-

tions centre and field personnel — the right informa-

tion gets to the right person at the right time; and

» a verifiable electronic record of the call history show-
ing when the call went out, who received it, time of
response, record of response, etc.

Wireless dispatch solutions can be of great benefit to the
municipality’s service and maintenance personnel. Solutions
can be either simple, web-based applications, or more com-
plex and tightly integrated systems that are tied into existing
back-end systems.

Fleet Management

Another area of significant opportunity for municipal-
ities lies in fleet management or automated vehicle loca-
tion (AVL) solutions. Fleet management solutions also
make use of the dispatch solution component outlined
above. Many Canadian municipalities have implemented
AVL solutions that use the wireless data network to en-
able them to better manage their public works, emer-
gency medical services and transit vehicles.

AVL offers real-time automated positioning of transit
and maintenance vehicles using integrated Global Posi-
tioning System (GPS) technology. Vehicles can also be
monitored for fuel consumption, mileage, speed and var-
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ious alarm conditions such as vehicle breakdown or

driver panic button. Real-time tracking information is

transmitted back to the control centre over a wireless
data network.

Features of a general AVL solution include the ability to
monitor and track:
> vehicle location at any time during a given day or route;
» vehicle speeds, stops, drive times, excessive braking

and fuel consumption; and

> specific vehicle components such as door open/close
and rear gate open/close.

This results in financial benefits, such as:

» reduced operating costs with improved asset utiliza-
tion, fewer vehicle breakdowns and repairs, and lower
fuel consumption; and

» minimized equipment failure and downtime through
preventive maintenance.

Other benefits include the ability to customize the so-
lution to adhere to municipal regulations and legislative
requirements. For example, salt trucks can record the
amount of salt distributed as per environmental regula-
tions. In addition, the municipality can maintain knowl-
edge of the whereabouts and condition of “lone work-
ers” as per pending “lone worker” or “man down” legis-
lation.

Transit Signage

The most effective method for communicating passen-
ger information is through display panels at bus stops.
These displays show up-to-date information — next ex-
pected arrival/departure, for example — in an easy-to-un-
derstand format. This solution incorporates GPS technol-
ogy, and transmits updated scheduling information to the
display signs over a wireless data network.

Benefits include:
> increased passenger satisfaction through clear and re-

liable information from display panels; and
» improved scheduling and resource management result-

ing from the capture of this information.

Passengers can also access the transit authority
website from their home, office or on the move, and con-
veniently gain information about arrival/departure times.

Parking

Parking is another area where wireless data solutions of-
fer municipalities the ability to improve service, reduce
costs and increase revenue. Traditional coin parking meters



can be costly to service and maintain. Wireless parking so-
lutions can facilitate operational improvements in several
ways.

Wireless parking meters offer increased options for
payment, including debit, credit and smart card transac-
tions. The machines can be monitored remotely for dam-
age, coin capacity and paper and ink supplies for re-
ceipts. Parking patrol personnel can be quickly alerted to
the location of expired meters.

Beyond meters, enforcement officers can wirelessly ac-
cess a central database of repeat offenders and other perti-
nent information in real-time, allowing them to make more
effective decisions on the street. They can quickly and effi-
ciently print tickets reducing the amount of errors associ-
ated with batch-processing handwritten tickets at the end of
the day. Handheld devices transmit ticketing information in
real-time throughout the day, allowing for review at the
central office in the event vehicle owners call in with ques-

tions regarding citations received.
Benefits of a mobile parking solution include:

> reduced cost of parking meter maintenance, collection
and administration;

» increased revenues through improved customer pay-
ment options; and

» improved cash flow by reducing invoicing cycles for
fines and associated customer billing disputes.

Conclusion

There is a wide range of wireless data solutions available
to Canadian municipalities today. Many of the process
changes that improve data management offer the additional
advantages of reducing costs and increasing operational ef-
ficiencies as the investment made to ensure that more strin-
gent accountability requirements are met also works to in-
crease organizational effectiveness and have the real poten-
tial to cut costs for municipalities as well.

as published in

Municipal Worid

The magazine trusted by municipal decision-makers since 1891

1-888-368-6125

www.municipalworld.com

Municipal World JUNE 2006 19



