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OPERATIONAL STUDY OF CERTAIN FUNCTIONS
OF GOVERNMENT FOR ERIE COUN1Y

Overview of the Study

In October 2001, the Firms of Lumsden & McConnick, UP (L&M) and the Center for Governmental
Research, Inc. (CGR) were engaged by Erie County (the County) to identify opportunities to achieve
service and efficiency improvements through reorganization of how various functions and departments
carried out their work, commonly referred to as "reengineering." This report summarizes L&MICGR's
findings and recommended strategies which we believe the County can successfully implement to make
its operations more efficient while continuing to provide a high level of service.

A key element of the study from its inception was to deliberately not accept the current basic
organization of the County as an inflexible "given." The thinking was that County organization in New
York State has been largely a product of the past, when all counties (including urban counties) were
organized around a board of supervisors that acted as both executive and legislature. Under this
arrangement, each operating department in all counties reported directly and only to its designated
supervisor or committee of the board of supervisors. Thus, there was little interdepartmental contact
and coordination and no unified oversight of the departments. In effect, each department operated as an
independent unit, with oversight coming only from its particular legislative contact, and with countywide
budgetary limitations being the sole unifying factor.

The board of supervisors was replaced in Erie County in the mid-1960s by a county executive form of
government. This in theol)' provided central executive authority, but the underlying philosophy of
operations for the County has remained essentially intact from the past - everything is organized around
departmental operations, which may in some cases not be most effective or efficient.

The study therefore deliberately set out to investigate County operations from a functional viewpoint,
rather than from the standard departmental orientation. L&MICGR conducted a detailed evaluation of
several major County operations and reviewed several other major functions from a broader, functional
perspective. The County Charter and Code support a more centralized control and management style
which in turn indicates that a functional organization of County activities seems appropriate.

The study was limited in scope to those departments reporting directly to the County Executive and
County Comptroller, thus excluding departments managed by separately elected officials, as well as the
County library system, Erie County Medical Center and Erie Community College. The principles
ident;ified are nonetheless generally applicable to all departments of the County. For instance, a
Department of Fleet Operations (see below) could easily embrace Sheriff's Department vehicles under
the guidelines outlined

The project was further guided by the knowledge that the County was undertaking a second, far larger
project, involving the replacement of its data processing system with a new generation of software (the
ERP project). The ERP project actually began about three months after the commencement of this
study, and will continue through 2004. An integral part of the ERP project is the mapping and
blueprinting of the County's various procedures, processes, and future requirements, and finding the best
practice available within the capabilities of the software selected Essentially, the ERP project is
concerned with the detailed, step-by-step business processes of Countywjde and departmental functions,
which will in many cases result in significant procedural changes.
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The study in consequence avoided individual procedural recommendations that might be made obsolete
by new software and procedures within the next 6 to 24 months, and in most cases would at least be
carefully looked at by the ERP project. The focus was instead on strategic planning - how to organize
functional areas of the County to maintain service quality while identifying cost reductions, and how to
position the County to benefit from the procedural improvements that will result from the ERP study.

Key Challenges

Erie County government is a very large business, with a long history. Size and history make change
difficult. Large organizations are, by their very nature, not easily changed. Adding to this challenge is the
weight of historical precedents, both legislative and contractual, which creates its own type of resistance
to change.

. The biggest structural challenge to the County is the fact that departments have historically
been managed as quasi -independent operations. Each one has undertaken to carry out its
primary functions in its own silo, without being able to count on resources from other
departments, Countywide support structures, or outside organizations.

. The biggest operational challenge in the County is that the work force is subject to
constraints imposed by the civil service and collective bargaining environment, much of
which is governed by New York State laws and regulations. The departmental silo has
amplified this challenge, since employees have historically been tied to one operation, rather
than being considered part of the larger County work force.

As a result of these structural and operational challenges, County management has not been able to take
advantage of a systems approach to managing County operations. L&MICGR believe that utilizing
systems thinking will produce significant operational and cost benefits to the County.

Critical Concept

As the detailed recommendations listed below are reviewed, the reader should keep in mind that the
critical element common throughout all the observations and recommendations is that the County gain
the ability to actively manage and deploy its work force. The obstacles to such effective management and
deployment are those arising from the challenges noted above. These obstacles make such effective
management difficult, but not impossible if this goal is pursued with vision and detennination.

If the County can reasonably manage and deploy its work force, then it becomes possible to reorganize
certain functions, currently in departmental silos, on a multidepartment or countywide basis. This offers
multiple advantages including standardization, efficiency, training, pooling for seasonal or crisis demand,
and most importantly makes possible effective management control.

The concept of effective management and deployment of the County's work force through functional
groupings has an important corollary. As the ERP project proceeds, and the related procedural
improvements are implemented, significant time savings are expected to result. Effective functional
management will allow the County to secure full and unifonn implementation of such procedures and to
capture the related savings through work force management. Both of these goals will be chancy at best
given the current departmental organization.
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