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Managing Events in the Digital Era

By Susannah Cross, special to Municipal Interface

IN THE 2011 Canadian Census, there were only two
major urban areas to decline in population. The
majority of areas increased by double digits. As many
cities continue to burst at the seams, Richmond, British
Columbia, is no exception and the government’s
biggest challenge is growth. Municipalities are
looking at ways to improve efficiencies and bring new
innovative solutions to tired and archaic systems. As
they face more work and fewer resources they turn to
online and digital tools for help.

Municipal Growth

Richmond is a culturally diverse and geographically
unique city and, with a population of over 200,000
residents, has been experiencing rapid growth and
change. Over the past several years, the city has
transformed itself from a rural, local community to an
international city with a balance of urban, suburban
and rural areas.

Richmond's recreation and cultural division
has grown along with the city and offers a wide
assortment of events and venues. To date they have
had over 100 events submitted for this year. Over the
years, events have varied in size from a few people
to the largest event including up to 400,000 people
and involving various approval agencies. Each event,
depending on the type, can involve up to
21 stakeholders including fire, RCMP, ambulance, city
parks, coast guard and community health.

The Challenge

Richmond found itself facing an efficiency hurdle

in order to support the organization, review and
approval of its events. In 2010, Mountain Interactive,
a Vancouver web development company specializing
in application development, was hired by the City

of Richmond to take on the challenge of improving
efficiencies. Using the system at the time, event
organizers were required to fill out a detailed paper
application in order to hold an event in the city. The
event administrator would be the middleman between
the event organizer and the approval committee. It
was a long, outdated process that involved a several
hours of human resources, not to mention a huge
paper trail.

According to Claudia Gutierez, Community
Services at the City of Richmond, communication was
the biggest issue. “Gathering info from the organizer
and communicating it to the approval committee

Richmond found itself facing
an efficiency hurdle in order to support
the organization, review and approval
of its events.

and going back and forth through that process,
collecting all the information we needed” was the
biggest challenge.

More often than not, the applications were
incomplete. Hundreds of emails, phone calls,
meetings and accumulated mileage, between all the
stakeholders, were necessary to accurately complete
and approve the applications. The goal was to
streamline this process.

A system that a municipality could use to manage
events digitally could not be found here or in the U.S.
and so Mountain Interactive and the City of Richmond
spent a year developing a comprehensive system —
the first and only one of its kind in North America.

Opportunity Seized

The two parties delved into the obstacles the city

was facing and identified their key goals. The City of

Richmond wanted to:

1. Cut down on the number of hours dedicated to
event approvals.

2. Centralize all steps of the approval process.

3. Align the event application process with the city’s
green initiatives.

4. Add transparency to all communications.

These exploratory discussions resulted in
the development of the Event Application and
Approval System (EAAS). Developed using ASP.NET
Framework, written in C# and leveraging |Query, the
>NET Ajax Library and the Entity Framework, EAAS is
an intuitive portal for all stages of the event process.
It runs as a virtual application of the City of Richmond
website where the master page of the EAAS system
is a child of the City of Richmond's master page. This
allows for a seamless end user experience within
Richmond's website.

EAAS also includes a state of the art online
application, which stores all information in a SQL
Server database. The application form can be
customized as needed and features a unique dynamic
filtering questionnaire. It even allows event organizers
to save drafts as they gather and complete the
required information and duplicate applications from
previous years.



The application is user-friendly and designed
to allow for a two-tiered approval system. Each
question can be assigned to one or multiple
approval agencies. The Administrator has full
control over these approvals in addition to giving
final approval.

In order for communication to be both easy
and effective, Mountain Interactive developed a
centralized communication tool. The transparency
of this tool allows for the optimal communication
between departments, agencies, and event planners.
Updates, comments, approvals and changes are
seamlessly sent through the system to the appropriate
stakeholders. Communications can be either private
or public and everything is logged. Incidentally,
all data is stored according to privacy laws for
public bodies. Data for things such as incomplete
applications can be purged according to the
municipality’s requirements.

EAAS can also integrate with other municipal
systems such as financial management or facility
booking systems.

Outcome for the City

The City of Richmond has been using EAAS for

over a year now. In that time, the paper trail has
disappeared and with it the paper and copying costs,
all while meeting their green initiative objectives.
Time on phone calls and in meetings has decreased
substantially. “It has, at least, cut the administrative
hours spent on event application and approval in half.
We also cut back to approximately three meetings a
year versus the 10 to 14 meetings a year we used to
have,” says Gutierez.

When asked what she likes the best about the
system, Gutierez said, “Oh so much! | would say the
accessibility to it. The fact that any representative from
the approval committee can access it and approve
it and review it wherever they are and whenever is
convenient for them as well as the event organizer.
The other thing is that they can communicate on the
system so it takes me out as the middleman but | can
still follow conversations that are happening. There is
also the convenience of having all the records in one
place and tracking it year to year.”

Eddie Hung, Manager, Enterprise Applications,
at the City of Richmond feels the top three benefits
of the applications are its ability to expand and
contract based on the size of the event, the ease
of communication back and forth between the
organizers and stakeholders and the one stop shop
for all parties.

The Event Organizers seem to enjoy the system as
well. The most common feedback that Gutierez has
received is that it is “so much easier this year and
approvals happen so much faster.”
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The transparency of this tool allows for the optimal
communication between departments, agencies, and
event planners.

The Future

The partnership between Mountain Interactive and
the City of Richmond has continued since the success
of EAAS. As the municipality continues to increase
efficiencies through digital means, they are now
working on the Grant Application and Approval
System. Other potential uses for the software are for
film production approvals, development approvals
and various permitting.

In addition to the customized solution deployed
for the City of Richmond, EAAS is available as a
Saas$ cloud-hosted solution. This is a cost-effective
option for smaller municipalities that do not have
the budget for the customized solution or require the
advanced features such as customized event status’
and integration with other systems.

For more information, visit the City of Richmond
at www.richmond.ca or Mountain Interactive at
www.mountaininteractive.ca. ®
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