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Metropolitan King County Council
Committee of the Whole

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	6
	Name:
	Terra Rose

	Proposed No.:
	2024-B0030
	Date:
	February 27, 2024



SUBJECT

A briefing on the first of two reports about the King County website upgrade project required by budget proviso and a presentation by the County's Chief Information Officer on the project.

SUMMARY

The King County website, available at www.kingcounty.gov and viewed by more than 14 million users annually,[footnoteRef:1] is a primary source of information about County government and services for members of the public, County employees, and others. In the 2019-2020 biennial budget,[footnoteRef:2] the Executive proposed and the Council approved a new capital project[footnoteRef:3] and associated appropriation ($1.35 million) to upgrade the backend content management system underlying the website, known as Sitecore, to a version that could receive continued vendor support ("website upgrade project"). Two additional appropriations were approved by the Council -- $2.5 million in 2020 and $6.2 million 2021 -- to accommodate site redesign work and for additional consulting resources providing needed technical expertise and to further support County departments with the content redesign and migration work.[footnoteRef:4] To date, the Council has appropriated approximately $10.1 million in capital funding for the website upgrade project, which does not include in-kind KCIT and department labor. [1:  2020 3rd Omnibus Capital Appropriation Proposal (CIP #1135308)]  [2:  Ordinance 18835]  [3:  CIP #1135308]  [4:  2020 3rd Omnibus (Ordinance 19138); 2021 1st Omnibus (Ordinance 19307)] 


In late 2023, Councilmembers raised concerns about the look, user experience, and functionality of the County website and included a proviso withholding $200,000 from the KCIT operating budget until two reports are transmitted to the Council and a motion acknowledging receipt of the second report is approved.[footnoteRef:5] The first report, focused on providing a status update on completed and remaining work related to the website upgrade project, was filed with the Council on January 30, 2024.[footnoteRef:6] No Council action is associated with this first report. [5:  2023 2nd Omnibus (Ordinance 19712)]  [6:  2024-RPT0020] 


At a high level, this first report indicates that the updated version of Sitecore is in place and the redesigned website with components compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the ability to translate material into languages other than English is now live. The report notes that the global pandemic caused significant changes in County work plans, which in turn affected the website upgrade project progress as KCIT staff were re-deployed to support COVID-related projects, and that these impacts on the website upgrade project were felt through mid-2023. Continued work is expected this year around further customization, testing, evaluation of user satisfaction, and website buildout by both KCIT and departments. According to the report, the estimated date of completion of this project is dependent on workload and the projected availability of KCIT and department staff to complete the remaining activities. As of December 31, 2023,  approximately $9.5 million has been spent on capital costs and $5.5 million in in-kind KCIT labor associated with this project.  

Of note, the report indicates that KCIT was recently notified by Sitecore that it is planning to restructure its platform technology and will no longer support the current version of Sitecore as of 2027. According to the report, KCIT plans to undertake an evaluation to determine if a new web platform product is necessary to meet the information and technology needs of King County.

A presentation on the website upgrade project by the County's Chief Information Officer and Director of KCIT, Megan Clarke, will follow the Council staff briefing.

BACKGROUND 

King County Website.  The King County website, available at www.kingcounty.gov, is a primary source of information about County government and services for members of the public, businesses and non-profits, government agencies, and County employees. The website is visited by more than 14 million users who view more than 89 million pages a year.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  2020 3rd Omnibus Capital Appropriation Proposal (CIP #1135308)] 


The County's Department of Information Technology (KCIT) supports the platform and associated technology necessary for the website and individual departments provide the content. The County website uses Sitecore for the backend web content management system, which enables site editors and content creators to create, edit, and publish digital content. 

Website Upgrade Project and Appropriation History.  In the 2019-2020 biennial budget,[footnoteRef:8] the Executive proposed and the Council approved a new capital project[footnoteRef:9] and associated appropriation of approximately $1.35 million to upgrade the version of Sitecore, as the version used at that time was soon to be out of the vendor support period ("website upgrade project").  [8:  Ordinance 18835]  [9:  CIP #1135308] 


According to Executive staff, in early 2019 the former Chief Information Officer made the decision to expand the scope of the website upgrade project to include redesign of the website after it was determined to be needed to improve the information architecture and search capabilities, to allow for translation of content into multiple languages, and improve compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). In 2020, the Executive proposed and the Council approved an additional $2.5 million capital appropriation to accommodate the redesign work that was already underway.[footnoteRef:10] Executive staff indicated at that time that KCIT significantly underestimated the complexity of this project and the resources it would require to achieve the updated scope. Budget materials indicated that at the time the estimated total cost at completion with this expanded scope was $6.85 million, which included $3.23 million in capital costs, $650,000 in contingency funds, and $2.97 million in in-kind KCIT labor. In-kind costs associated with departmental work (excluding KCIT) to support this project with content update and migration is not included in the estimate.  [10:  Ordinance 19138] 


In 2021, the Council approved an additional capital appropriation of approximately $6.2 million for the website upgrade project, which budget materials indicated was to be used for additional consulting resources to bring in technical expertise not available in-house and to further support County departments with the content redesign and migration work.[footnoteRef:11] Executive staff indicated that, without the requested appropriation, KCIT was limited to supporting only four departments at a time due to KCIT and department staffing constraints.  [11:  2021 1st Omnibus (Ordinance 19307)] 


To date, the Council has appropriated approximately $10.1 million in capital funding for the website upgrade project, which does not include in-kind KCIT and department labor. Budget materials indicate the funding source for this project is countywide technology central rate funds and KCIT operating end fund balance, noting that the funding source for the agency support portion will be determined during supplemental budget ordinances based on further analysis of the KCIT operating fund balance and the actual scale of each department's needs for support with content migration.

Proviso.  In late 2023, Councilmembers raised concerns about the look, user experience, and functionality of the website and included a proviso withholding $200,000 from the KCIT operating budget until two reports are transmitted to and a motion acknowledging receipt of the second report is approved by the Council.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ordinance 19712, Section 86, Proviso P2] 


The proviso requires the first report to provide an update on the status of completed and remaining work on the County's website upgrade project due by January 30, 2024. The proviso specifically requires the first report to include: 
· A description of the scope of work and the overall timeline for the project;
· A list of activities completed and remaining to be done by KCIT and other departments;
· Major milestones for activities remaining to be completed, including the estimated date of completion; and
· The total amount that has been spent on the project that includes capital, operating, and in-kind expenditures.

A second report addressing concerns about the County's website upgrade and about user satisfaction, as well as a motion acknowledging receipt of the second report, is expected to be transmitted by August 1, 2024.

The full text of the proviso is provided below: 

Of this appropriation, $200,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until:  (1) the executive files a project status update for the King County website upgrade; (2) the executive transmits a report addressing concerns about the King County website upgrade and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report addressing concerns about the King County website upgrade; and (3) a motion acknowledging receipt of the report is passed by the council.  The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section, and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.

The project status update for the King County website upgrade in (1) of this proviso shall include:  a description of the scope of work and overall timeline for the project; a list of activities completed and remaining to be done by the King County department of information technology ("KCIT") and county departments; major milestones for activities remaining to be completed including estimated date of completion; and the total amount that has been spent on the project that includes both capital expenditures, operating expenditures, and in-kind expenditures.  The executive shall electronically file the project status update no later than January 30, 2024, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff, and the lead staff for the committee of the whole or its successor.

The report addressing concerns about the King County website upgrade in (2) or this proviso shall include, but not be limited to, the following:

A. A description of the process used to determine user satisfaction with the upgraded website and an ongoing mechanism by which internal county users and the public can provide website feedback and suggested improvements.  The process shall include, but not be limited to, gathering user satisfaction data on:  overall impression; the ease of finding specific information or county services; website organization and ease of navigation between pages; website accessibility; website aesthetics; and functionality of the mobile version of the website.  The process to determine user satisfaction with the upgraded website shall include both internal county users of the website, as well as the public, and should be complete no later than June 1, 2024; and

B. A summary of the findings from the process described in subsection A. that includes user satisfaction metrics, any trends that were identified, and the steps that KCIT will take to make changes to the King County website to mitigate any adverse findings related to user satisfaction.

The executive should electronically file the report addressing concerns about the King County website upgrade and motion required by this proviso no later than August 1, 2024, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff, and the lead staff for the committee of the whole or its successor.

ANALYSIS

The first of the two reports required by the proviso, which focuses on the status of the County's website upgrade project, was filed with the Council on January 30, 2024. There is no motion associated with this first report and therefore no action needed by the Council.

A summary of how this report responds to each of the proviso requirements is provided in the following subsections of the staff report. 

Scope of Work and Project Timeline.  The proviso requires this first report to provide a description of the scope of work and an overall timeline for the project. The report discusses the scope of work beginning on page 7 and its contents are summarized at a high level below, noting three scope changes beyond the initial project concept:
· Initial Project Scope: Upgrade the outdated version of Sitecore version 7.2 platform to version 9 given the end of vendor support on older version. Additionally, establish standards for website design and content, complete technical design work to allow for translated content, and create an ADA-compliant page. Content work with departments was out of scope.
· Scope Update 1 – Reorganize and update content: KCIT began supporting departments and agencies to cull, organize, and restructure each group's content.
· Scope Update 2 – Utilize Cloud-Hosted Virtual Environment: Replace existing physical servers with a new, virtual cloud environment, which was to enable the County to automatically adjust capacity based on web traffic to smooth site performance during higher-than-normal traffic spikes. The report notes that this change to the underlying technology had cascading impacts on other aspects of the system, resulting in significant reconfiguration, and required an experienced vendor to implement.
· Scope Update 3 – KCIT Assists Departments with Page Building: Assist departments with organizing their content and building pages.

An overall project timeline that lists granular project activities and tasks completed between 2018 and 2023 can be found beginning on page 9 of the report. The report highlights that the global pandemic significantly impacted County work plans, which in turn affected the website upgrade project progress as KCIT staff were re-deployed to support Covid-related projects, resulting in impacts that continued through mid-2023. 

Completed and Remaining Activities by KCIT and Departments. The proviso required the report to include a list of activities completed and remaining to be done by KCIT and county departments. At a high level, the report indicates that the updated version of Sitecore is in place and the redesigned website with ADA-compliant components and the ability to translate material into languages other than English is now live. Continued work is expected this year around further customization, testing, evaluation of user satisfaction, and website buildout by both KCIT and departments. Additional details on completed and remaining activities can be found in the tables below, which have been recreated from the report. 

Table 1.
County Website Upgrade Project Activities Completed (2019-2023)

	Activity
	Responsibility

	Installed new platform that replaced outdated infrastructure with new technology
	KCIT

	Established new website design for organization of content and alignment with business and site visitor needs
	KCIT and departments

	Created style guides to establish a unified site design
	KCIT

	Created a system to house existing pages after transition to new platform
	KCIT

	Partnered with departmental and agency to reorganize content and establish shared page design components
	KCIT and departments

	Established a communications hub to share information about updates to the platform with site editors and content owners
	KCIT

	Launched new site with ADA-compliant components and ability to translate the site into languages other than English
	KCIT

	Trained departmental and agency site editors on how to create and manage their web content in the new system
	KCIT and departments





Table 2.
County Website Upgrade Project Activities Remaining

	Timeframe
	Activity
	Responsibility

	Q2 – Q4 2024
	Building out of platform and customization
	KCIT

	Q3 2024
	Continued validation and testing of platform
	KCIT

	Q2 2024
	Testing and design validation by users
	KCIT

	Q4 2024
	Complete website content buildout
	Departments



Major Milestones.  The proviso requires the report to include the major milestones for activities remaining to be completed, including the estimated date of completion. The report identifies major milestones and an estimated timeframe when they will be met on page 13. Some of the remaining major milestones and their estimated completion date include:
· Replacement of the user search tool (Q2 2024);
· Upgrade Sitecore internal indexing tool to mitigate public-facing performance impacts (Q2 2024);
· Determine a long-term strategy for the website translation approach (TBD);
· Build out a full-scale testing environment, which would allow for full testing that does not impact the public experience (Q3 2024); and
· Establish user testing program required by the proviso that provides ongoing evaluation of the site (Q2 2024).

According to the report, the estimated date of completion for the overall project is dependent on workload and the projected availability of KCIT and agency staff to complete the activities. 

Additionally, the report notes that KCT was recently notified by Sitecore that it is planning to restructure its web platform technology and will no longer support the current version of Sitecore as of 2027. In response, the report states that KCIT will undertake an evaluation of the product to help determine if a new web platform product is necessary to meet the information and technology needs of the County. 

Total Expenditures.  The proviso required the report to identify the total amount that has been spent on the project that includes capital, operating, and in-kind expenditures. The report states that approximately $9.5 million in capital funding and $5.5 million in KCIT in-kind labor has been spent as of December 31, 2023. 



INVITED

· Megan Clarke, Chief Information Officer and Director, King County Department of Information Technology (KCIT) 
· Dwight Dively, Director, Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget

ATTACHMENTS

1. King County Information Technology Web Project Status Update Proviso Response (2024-RPT0020)
2. 2024- RPT0020 Transmittal Letter
3. KCIT CIO Briefing Presentation (Materials will be available at meeting)
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