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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Customer Service Toolkit is based on the need to provide high quality map and plan products to our customers. These products need to be delivered in the field as well as in the office.  The Toolkit extends the functionality of the commercial software provided by the Common Computing Environment, particularly Windows NT, Microsoft Office products, and ESRI ArcView. The Toolkit includes functions for Customer Information Management, FOCS Data Transfer, ArcView Extensions, Soil Data Viewer, Conservation Practice Scheduler, and Conservation Report Wizard.
The initial deployment of the Toolkit includes the choice of using a desktop GIS package. With GIS, the Toolkit enables field staffs to make extensive use of the orthodigital photography recently purchased by the Service Center agencies, and the soil surveys recently digitized by NRCS personnel.  However, if the desktop GIS is not available, many of the benefits derived from the Toolkit cannot be attained.
If ArcView is not available, the Toolkit still provides the capability to move customer information from the current NRCS system, the Field Office Computing System (FOCS), to the CCE computers, and produce conservation plans and contracts.
Distribution of the Customer Service Toolkit Version 2.0.1 will be done from the Interoperability Lab through the CCE upgrade system.
Use of the Toolkit is not mandatory. Installation and training will be accomplished according to priorities and resources provided at the state office level. State offices of Service Center agencies will decide how the Toolkit will be installed and used.  A target date of October 1, 2000 has been set in the plan to complete distribution, installation and training for those states that wish to deploy the Toolkit.

I. INTRODUCTION





Background

In 1997, the Natural Resources Conservation Service assembled a task force to define how information technology should be applied at the field level. This group, the Future Directions Task Force, represented the perspective of NRCS field staff and the recommendations of an independent blue ribbon panel that advocated moving to mainstream computing environments, improving access to agency information, and emphasizing geospatial processing. The task force report, 
Future Directions: A Vision of Information Technology for Field Conservationists
, summarized their recommendations based on feedback from Service Center customers, NRCS partners, Congress, and internal agency reports. The task force also sponsored development of the Mobile Planner, a proof-of-concept model that demonstrated that their recommendations were achievable. The Mobile Planner provided the foundation for the Customer Service Toolkit software.




The Customer Service Toolkit was accepted as a Service Center Implementation Business Process Reengineering (BPR) project on December 4, 1997

.
Project Description

The Customer Service Toolkit provides quality tools, capability, and supporting infrastructure to enable Service Centers to provide both in-office and mobile conservation assistance to customers. It enables Service Center staff to exchange data and information electronically with individuals, communities, watershed groups, and other entities in support of locally led conservation. The Toolkit makes extensive use of the commercial software deployed on desktop and laptop computers provided through the Common Computing Environment (CCE) initiative. The Toolkit also sets the foundation for resource assessment through desktop GIS capability.

Project Goals

· Deliver conservation programs in an efficient and timely manner 
· Improve the quantity and variety of products and services for customers
· Improve the quality of products and services for customers
· Optimize time Service Center staff spend in the field

· Strengthen partnerships

· Improve work flow among Service Center staff and partners

Business Processes Impacted 
· Customer Information Management

· Resource Planning & Application

· Resource Inventory and Assessment

· Conservation Information, Education & Training

· Conservation Program Delivery

Sponsors and Partners

The NRCS Conservation Operations Division sponsors the Customer Service Toolkit. The NRCS Information Technology Center provides software development and technical support services.
Many partners worked with NRCS to develop the Customer Service Toolkit. They included the Farm Services Agency (FSA), Rural Development (RD), the National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD), and the National Association of State Conservation Agencies (NASCA). The involvement of these partners ensured that their needs were considered and incorporated.

II. SCOPE AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENT

Scope of Plan
This Deployment Plan provides information on the national distribution and deployment of the Customer Service Toolkit. Since states will have the option of whether or not to implement the Toolkit, this plan offers states guidance rather than directives on Toolkit deployment.
Initial Development and Piloting

Customer Service Toolkit Version 1.1 was installed in three Service Center Initiative (SCI) Business Process Reengineering (BPR) pilot sites: 
Okeechobee, FL
December, 1998

Paola, KS
June, 1999

Scottsburg, IN
July, 1999

This v
ersion contained a collection of tools designed to customize and extend ESRI ArcView® capabilities and a check-in/check-out utility that allowed customer files to be copied from (checked out) a central server onto a desktop or laptop computer. Customer files were checked back into the server when work on the files was completed. This functionality was intended as a proof of concept and was later assigned to the Service Center Information Management Systems (SCIMS) project.
Another prototype product, Customer Service Toolkit Express Version 1.1, was provided to the remaining six pilot sites in 1999. The Express version included only the ArcView extensions, and did not include the check-in/check-out capability. 

Current Development

Customer Service Toolkit 2.0 is the first production version of the product. An information and evaluation copy of Version 2.0 was mailed to states in January 2000. Toolkit 2.0 functionality includes customer management tools, tools to transfer existing data (legacy data) to the new computers, ArcView extensions, a report wizard for conservation plans and contracts, and the Soil Data Viewer application. Toolkit 2.0 was piloted in the Los Lunas, NM Service Center in February 2000.
Since January 2000, the NRCS Information Technology Center incorporated several improvements and fixed minor problems with Version 2.0. These changes were packaged into a new version, Customer Service Toolkit 2.0.1 and were sent to the SCI Interoperability Lab in Beltsville, MD in early April. Version 2.0.1 will be included on the Common Computing Environment CD-ROM to be released in May 2000.
Future Development

Successful deployment and user recommendations will influence future development of the Toolkit. Future versions will continue to coordinate with other Service Center projects to ensure data collaboration and compatibility. Enhancements are planned that will provide extended reporting capabilities, connectivity to the Service Center Information Management System (SCIMS), Natural Resource Data Gateway, and the Wetland Determinations Toolkit.
Future versions of the Toolkit will include connections to decision support tools for nutrient management analysis, erosion prediction, and other conservation planning tools. Connections to these tools may be through the Internet or the tools may reside on the Service Center computers.
III. BENEFIT COST SUMMARY
This summary provides an initial set of estimated benefits and costs associated with the Customer Service Toolkit. It was developed using information from two primary sources:

1) Data collected in BPR pilot sites by the SCI Business Case team.
2) Future Directions – A Vision of Information Technology for Field Conservationists”, USDA, NRCS, August 1997.
The Toolkit will enable regions, states, and Service Centers to institute cost-effective technology that integrates traditional customer data with land-based location data. The toolkit will provide the principle vehicle for NRCS to realize benefits derived from the delivery of soils, plant and climate databases.
Life-Cycle Costs

The Toolkit uses CCE hardware and software and does not require any additional purchases of specialized applications or hardware. Therefore, costs associated with the Toolkit are for development, deployment and training. Life Cycle costs include upgrades and operation and maintenance costs for the life span of the application, assumed to be ten years.

Version 2.0
Life Cycle (10 years)

Development
4.25 Million
9.65 Million

Deployment
0.45 Million
7.20 Million

Training
6.69 Million
14.16 Million

Total
11.39 Million
31.01 Million

Life-Cycle Benefits

· Tangible Benefits

According to the Service Center Initiative Business Case Team, the annual estimated benefits for the Toolkit is $12-15 million, with a life-cycle benefit of $120-150 million over ten years.  
Information from the Okeechobee, Florida and Los Lunas, New Mexico pilot sites yielded specific examples of expected benefits from the Toolkit.
Conservation Plan and Contract Development

Initial evaluations indicated that the Toolkit improved the efficiency of conservation planning by reducing plan preparation time by 50 percent. The Toolkit substantially reduces the time required to revise conservation plans and contracts.
Map Product Development

It was estimated that map products requested by a customer can be produced in approximately 50 percent of the time that it took before the Toolkit was available, while the time required to calculate acreage can be decreased by over 80 percent. The Toolkit substantially reduces the time required to revise map products.
· Intangible Benefits


In addition to improving the efficiency of the conservation planning workflow, the Toolkit provides direct benefits to the customer including:

· Better graphical display of information, which leads to improved decisions by land users and managers.
· A high quality photo map provided at the time of planning, rather than an outdated, poor quality product at a later time or ordering map products from cartographic vendors. 

· Standardized, accurate measurements of field acres from a digital orthoimage base rather than variable measurements from different photos or maps.
· Allows customers and Service Center staff to quickly explore different plan alternatives.

· Increased confidence and credibility in communications providing natural resource, land management, and other assistance related to the customers operation.
· Plans, maps, and other data can be provided to customers in an electronic format, providing an extra degree of flexibility.

· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
Use of the Toolkit with ESRI ArcView desktop GIS has been shown to significantly save time and substantially improve the quality of products provided to customers.
IV. System Requirements
Installation Options

The Customer Service Toolkit has several installation options as described below:

· Option 1, Toolkit GIS and Non-GIS Components
This option installs both the non-GIS and GIS components of the Toolkit when ESRI ArcView® is available. If certified soils data is available, the Soil Data Viewer may also be installed. In addition, the Legacy option installs tools for transferring existing FOCS data from the UNIX computers to the CCE computers.
The computers where option 1 will be installed must have this operating system and these software applications installed:

· Microsoft Windows NT 4.0

· Microsoft Office 97(
· Microsoft Outlook 98(
· ESRI ArcView( GIS 3.1 or 3.2

Laptop or desktop computers that will operate Toolkit with ArcView should have at least 128 MB RAM.
· Option 2, Soil Data Viewer
This option installs only the Soil Data Viewer when ESRI ArcView® GIS and certified soils data are available.

The computer where option 2 will be installed must have this operating system and these software applications installed:

· Microsoft Windows NT 4.0

· Microsoft Office 97(, specifically Access

· ESRI ArcView( GIS 3.1 or 3.2

Laptop or desktop computers that will operate the Soil Data Viewer should have at least 128 MB RAM.
· Option 3, Toolkit Non-GIS Components
This option installs the non-GIS components of the Toolkit. In addition, the Legacy option installs tools to transfer existing FOCS data from the UNIX computers to the CCE computers.













1. 
· 
· 

2. 
· 

3. 
· 

The computer where option 3 will be installed must have this operating system and these software applications installed:

· Microsoft Windows NT( 4.0

· Microsoft Office 97(
· Microsoft Outlook 98(
Laptop or desktop computers with only 64 MB of RAM will operate the non-GIS Toolkit components with satisfactory performance.

V. Data Management

As Service Centers move towards using common data and software tools, the Toolkit development team is working with the Service Center Implementation Team to assure that data elements are aligned with other BPR and Service Center initiatives. All data requirements and metadata are provided to the SCIT Data Management Team.


Management of Shared Data
The Toolkit developers recommend an approach to exchanging customer data between office computers where one computer is designated as “Toolkit Central.” The Toolkit Central computer is used as a warehouse for customer data, to transfer FOCS data, and to control revisions to cost lists and other standard data.

The ‘remote’ computer users, through the use of local area networks and shared directory structures, copy customer data files to their workstations, work on those files, and then copy back the revised files to the Toolkit Central computer. While the files are “checked out”, they may travel with a planner on a laptop computer to a farm or ranch site for direct work with a landowner. The files may also be augmented with up to-date-spatial data or with new planned conservation practices. 

As document management systems, relational databases, and data/application servers become available in Service Centers, this approach will change.

Legacy Data
The Toolkit uses most of the data that is transferred from current FOCS databases3 to a Microsoft Access database. The Toolkit also transfers HEL and Wetland determinations, but this information is not used by the current version of Toolkit. The transferred data may be retrieved as needed to support activities needing historical data.

Customer data, plan and contract data, cost lists, and assistance notes are moved to Microsoft Outlook, Microsoft Access, and Microsoft Excel formats. Other data such as HEL and wetland determinations are stored only in an Access database.

Spatial Data

The Toolkit integrates spatial data with conservation planning data with desktop GIS software. It generates conservation plans, contract support documents, and planning maps using existing data or newly entered data.

The Toolkit GIS components use digital orthophotography, satellite data, digital aerial photography, and digital photos. This imagery is used for a visual display of farm and ranch fields and provides a background for drawing conservation practice locations. Digital imagery can be used in either compressed (MrSID format) or uncompressed formats. 
The Toolkit uses d
igital soil survey data as interpretive maps for planning and information purposes. Toolkit ArcView Extensions and Soil Data Viewer use spatial soils data from SSURGO and NASIS sources.

The Toolkit uses Common Land Unit4 spatial data developed by the Farm Service Agency (FSA). FSA is responsible for the converting tract and field locations from paper maps to a digital form to create the Common Land Units theme. Common land units are used by the Toolkit as a base theme from which conservation planning themes are developed.

The USDA Service Center GIS Strategy5 lists nineteen GIS themes for Service Center Activities. These additional data sets include climatic, demographics, elevation data, geographic names, hydrography, land use and land cover, plant databases, transportation data, and wetland data. The Toolkit will be able to incorporate this data, as it becomes available.
Customer Data 

The Toolkit uses 
Microsoft Outlook 98 as the “filing system” for customer records. Customers’ records, including standard address information, are stored as Outlook Contacts. Outlook is used as the access point to all customer data including conservation reports.
Customers’ conservation practice schedules, land units, and cost share information are stored in individual Microsoft Access databases. Plan and contract support documents are generated and stored as Microsoft Excel spreadsheets. A combination of Outlook functions and custom-developed Visual Basic code links Outlook to these databases. 


Electronic customer files are very similar to standard paper files kept in many field offices. They contain information on a variety of conservation and customer concerns. They also keep the data organized in a consistent manner from case file to case file. With Toolkit folders, the subfolders are simply subdirectories on the Service Center computer’s hard drive. The Toolkit electronic customer folder is automatically organized as follows but may be added to for the convenience of the Service Center:
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Reports

The Toolkit provides a Report Wizard that is used to generate conservation plan reports and contract support documents. The Report Wizard steps users through the process of constructing a plan or contract, and produces the report as a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The spreadsheet incorporates the customer’s planning data from the Access database. Reports can be customized or easily revised in Excel. Plan and contract documents are saved in the customer’s electronic folder.

Maps

If the Toolkit GIS components are installed, interpretive and informative maps may be generated. Maps may be created for viewing onscreen or printed at scales that range from individual farms to the county level.
VI. Support

A three-tiered approach is proposed for technical support of the Toolkit. A system is needed for answering questions and providing assistance with general Toolkit operation, FOCS data transfer, Toolkit GIS extensions and implementing fixes and upgrades to the Toolkit.

Local Support


The first tier is at the field/area level. States should identify individuals with skills to provide basic support at this level. 

State Support
The second tier of support is at the state office level. States should identify individuals at this level to support specific portions of the Customer Service Toolkit. These individuals could include a Resource Conservationist, a Soils specialist, and a GIS specialist.
National Help Desk Support
The third tier of support is from the USDA West Region Help Desk. Generally, this level of support is used only when tiers 1 and 2 have been unsuccessful in addressing the situation or need. 
User Documentation
The Customer Service Toolkit includes a complete set of user’s guides including: Installation, Getting Started, FOCS Data Transfer, Managing Customer Data, Conservation Reports, Toolkit Extensions to ArcView, and Soil Data Viewer
These guides are provided on the Toolkit installation CD-ROM. The most up-to-date versions of each document are located on the Internet at this location: 
www.itc.nrcs.usda.gov/toolkit
User guides are provided in Microsoft Word format. The documents may be copied directly onto each computer or they may be accessed from the installation CD-ROM. Users may print all or only part of each guide as needed.
On-Line Help
Each Customer Service Toolkit tool includes on-line help to assist users. On-line help is available from the Help menu found in each application.
Toolkit Web Pages

Information about the Customer Service Toolkit may be found on the Internet at this site:

www.itc.nrcs.usda.gov/toolkit
VII. Security

Customer Service Toolkit security issues fall under the security protocols already established for all CCE computers.

Backup Schedules and Routines

Several 
Toolkit folders must be backed up on a regular basis. Each state should establish a schedule and routine to do this. Backup routines must include these folders and their subfolders:

· C:\Customer_Files
· The Toolkit Folder.pst file in the user profile folder
· C:\Field_Office_Tech_Guide
· C:\Service_Center_Themes
Freedom of Information Act

Information contained in the C:\Customer_Files folder is subject to the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and will be maintained in accordance with that policy. 

VIII. Deployment Strategy

Distribution
The Toolkit installation software and user documentation will be distributed on the CCE CD-ROM to be distributed to all USDA Service Centers in May 2000.
Evaluate the Toolkit
States should evaluate the Toolkit to determine the extent of implementation on an office-by-office basis. States will deploy and implement the Toolkit using their own priorities and strategies.
 Factors that may affect deployment decisions include:

· Availability of CCE workstations in a Service Center.
· Ability of each Service Center to manage data effectively in a shared environment.

· Availability of ESRI ArcView® desktop GIS.

· Availability of spatial data including orthophotos and SURGGO soils data.
· The extent and quality of FOCS data.

States that elect to implement the Toolkit are encouraged to discuss with their regional office the establishment of a Regional Toolkit Implementation Team. The regional team would 
assist states with deployment issues and encourage sharing of skills and experience.
Develop a State Toolkit Implementation Plan

States that will implement the Toolkit are advised to develop implementation plans that consider the following:
· Establish a State Toolkit Implementation Team
States are advised to establish a multi-disciplinary Toolkit implementation team to prepare strategies for deployment. This team may facilitate coordination among disciplines, assess state needs, and provide technical support following deployment. State issues are identified throughout the User’s Guides and include the following concerns:

· Personnel resources and commitments

· Comprehensive strategy for data management, entry, and maintenance

· Installation and networking

· Training needs (see section IX. Training Strategy)

· Support (see section VI. Support)

· Establish State Support Groups

A basic knowledge of Toolkit will be sufficient for a user, but a higher level of knowledge is required to support it. States will need to establish support networks, at least, in the following areas to expand skills beyond the user level:
· Geographic Information Systems (GIS)

· Information Technology

· Ecological Sciences
· Soils
These disciplines are essential for software installation and support, use of desktop GIS, conservation planning activities, use of commercial software, and use of soils interpretations.

· Assign a Toolkit Coordinator







Toolkit deployment and training is a substantial undertaking and states are advised to assign responsibility for Toolkit coordination. Coordination duties may be collateral or full time.

· Inform Management


Successful deployment and implementation of the Toolkit will require support from state level managers. At a minimum, overview knowledge of the Toolkit will be needed by state level managers, including:

· General capabilities of the Toolkit

· Limitations of the CCE environment, e.g. lack of data/application servers and enterprise data management solution
· Installation options
· Prerequisite training in Windows NT and Microsoft Office
· Flexibility of Toolkit use

References 
include Customer Service Toolkit User’s Guides: Getting Started, FOCS Data Transfer, Installation, Soils Data Viewer, Managing Customer Data, Conservation Reports and Toolkit ArcView Extensions. 
A Customer Service Toolkit Overview PowerPoint® presentation is available from the 
Toolkit website
www.nrcs.itc.usda.gov/ Toolkit.
· Develop Data Standards and Guidance











A comprehensive strategy for data management and guidance for data entry should be developed within each state. The guidance for data management and standards should be emphasized in the deployment and training of the Toolkit. Elements to consider include:

· Toolkit Central installation and set-up, including
· Generic login vs. individual logins

· System administration procedures

· File check out procedures

· Plans for managing customer data

· Consistency in use of Toolkit
· Choice lists entries
· Naming conventions for customer IDs, contract file names, plan file names, user defined spatial data themes

· Establishing data entry requirements and guidelines

· The amount and quality of the current FOCS data

· Setting read/write protection on files, such as templates, primary lookup tables, legacy Access databases, and Service Center Themes

It is recommended that states include strategies for data management standards and guidance within their individual state deployment plans. Disciplines including GIS, information technology, ecological sciences, and soils should share in the development of file naming conventions, folder/directory management, and Toolkit options. Toolkit User’s Guides contain both “PRE” AND “POST” installation references for data management and Toolkit customization.

IX. Training Strategy
Training is essential to the successful implementation of the Customer Service Toolkit. This section provides a schedule of training opportunities for states and recommendations for delivery training delivery at the field level.
“Train the Trainer” Training
September 1, 2000 is the target date for the delivery of training to all trainers. This optional training is intended for one or two participants per state. A schedule for this training will be delivered to the states by June 1, 2000. Personnel from the Information Technology Center and the Toolkit Deployment Team will deliver the training on a Regional basis.

Participants for this training need to be selected by the states and should include those employees who will coordinate and conduct Toolkit training. Attendees should have both technical and training expertise. Proficiency in Outlook 98, Office 97, and ArcView 3.1 or 3.2 are prerequisites.

Training for trainers will be given in a classroom setting, but future supplemental training may be given by remote methods.

The sessions will enable state trainers to instruct in legacy (FOCS) Data Transfer, Customer Data Management, Conservation Reports, Toolkit Extensions to ArcView for the components of conservation planning such as planning decisions, narratives, contracts, and plan maps. The state trainers will also be able to instruct in the use of the Soil Data Viewer. There will be a section of the training designed for developing an individual state deployment plan.

Training of State Support Staffs

August 1, 2000 is the target date for the delivery of training for state support staffs (GIS, IT, and Soils). A schedule for this training will be delivered to the states by June 1, 2000. The training will be delivered by teleconference augmented by remote computer demonstration. Training will be delivered to small groups (8-12 persons). Members of Information Technology Center and the Toolkit Development Team will provide training.

Participants for this training need to be selected by the states and should include all state personnel who will be assisting in the installation and support of the Toolkit at the USDA Service Centers. Attendees should have responsibility for providing state assistance in their respective areas.

Toolkit support training will include, but is not limited to, the following:

· GIS assistance: data delivery, technical support, GPS interfaces, and GIS customization

· IT assistance: establishing shared file systems, disk management, and FOCS data transfer
· Soils: NASIS download procedures for the Soil Data Viewer, and technical support
Training materials for these audiences include the Toolkit User’s Guides: FOCS Data Transfer, Managing Shared Folders, Toolkit Extensions to ArcView, and Soil Data Viewer. These guides are available as Microsoft Word documents on the Toolkit Installation CD-ROM or from the Toolkit website:

www.itc.nrcs.usda.gov/toolkit
Service Center Training

Toolkit 
installation, FOCS data transfer, and geospatial data acquisition and preparation should be completed in advance of Service Center Toolkit training for the selected installation scenario. Training delivery is contingent upon the installation option (refer to section IV. System Requirements) selected for a particular site.

Service Center staff should possess basic skills in the following areas before delivery of Toolkit training: Microsoft Windows NT, Microsoft Excel, and Microsoft Outlook. Some basic ArcView GIS skills are necessary to operate the Toolkit Extensions to ArcView. Failure to meet these prerequisites will greatly increase the time and complexity of training delivery as well as the frustration level of the trainees.

Service Center training is best delivered through an interdisciplinary approach. Advance development of state guidance in Toolkit data entry, customer records management, and file management will facilitate training delivery and ongoing technical support. 
The Customer Service Toolkit user guides are the primary source of training materials for Service Centers including: 
Getting Started, 
Managing Customer Data, 
Conservation Reports, 
Toolkit Extensions to ArcView, and 
Soil Data Viewer.

Training should be a combination of lecture and hands-on techniques. Where prerequisites are met, the following times are estimates to cover the material in the aforementioned training materials:
· 9-12 hours for Managing Customer Data and Conservation Reports
· 12-20 hours for the Toolkit Extensions to ArcView



The number of trainees and the diversity of intended uses of the Toolkit will impact training delivery. A maximum of 15 people per training session is recommended to provide adequate hands-on assistance. Invitations to attend this training should be given to appropriate USDA partners.


Follow-up Training

Three to six months following initial deployment of the Toolkit, advanced training is suggested. Recommended audiences are state support staff and Service Centers with delivery from national, regional and state staffs respectively. The delivery mechanism may include on-site or Web-based training. 
Potential topics include:
· Advanced use of Microsoft Outlook to expand Toolkit functionality

· Microsoft Access database features
· Advanced ArcView functions
· Toolkit enhancements and new tools

X. OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE

Operation

The Customer Service Toolkit will continue to be enhanced and upgraded, as dictated by the needs of the Service Centers, the direction of the Service Center Agencies, and available funds. Revisions, new versions, and new tools will be incorporated as future Common Computing Environment upgrades occur. 
Maintenance

Toolkit maintenance activities are performed at the NRCS Information Technology Center in Fort Collins, Colorado. 
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