
Back in the 1990s, Animal Control Officers (ACOs) for the City
of Lincoln, Nebraska, were looking for a way to replace the
database printout that they carried on their routes to look up

information on the city’s 35,000 registered animals and their own-
ers. Serving a community of 225,000 people spread out over 79
square miles, the Lincoln ACOs wanted a faster, easier way to
access accurate information.

Thanks to a handheld application developed in March 2000 by the
city’s IT department, the ACOs began using PalmVII handhelds with
wireless connectivity to access the city’s mainframe in real time. Palm
i705s were later added to the deployment. The solution lets ACOs look
up information about pets and their owners quickly, saving time and
freeing the ACO dispatcher to answer calls from citizens instead of
ACO requests. Real-time access ensures that the information ACOs
have to do their jobs is up-to-date. The officers can even use their hand-
helds to get directions, render street maps from the city’s ArcIMS
Geographic Information Systems’ (GIS) server, and take digital photos
using a Kodak PalmPix camera attachment.

The animal control application is just one example of how a two-person
team at the City of Lincoln’s IT department is developing applications run-
ning on Palm III, Palm VIIx, Palm i705, and Palm Tungsten W handhelds
to support city workers, improve public service and safety and cut costs.

“Government workers needed information in the field but did not
have a cost effective way to get to it. As soon as the technology was
available to deliver information to them real-time, we delivered it,” said
Systems Project Supervisor Terry D. Lowe, who is with the
Information Services Division of the City of Lincoln, Nebraska. “In
addition to improving city worker productivity and information accu-
racy, the handheld applications have freed up the radio spectrum on our
public safety channel for police officers and other emergency workers
who need to use that channel.”

POLICE

In June 2000, the City of Lincoln’s Police Department began using
Palm handhelds for motor vehicle registration lookup, dispatching,

criminal history checks and accessing intelligence information.
Officers can use the handhelds to drill down into criminal history
information to see details about a person’s gang activity and arrests.
Data accessed by this handheld application reside on an Alpha
Server (Criminal Justice Information System or CJIS platform) that
the city hosts.

ASSESSORS

While performing appraisals and assessments, city assessors can
look up property information including a property’s size, age, condition
and tax information residing on the city’s IBM mainframe via their
wireless Palm handheld. Based on those appraisals, the treasurer levies
property taxes on a home. Assessors can also use the handheld direction
and mapping application used by the ACOs.

BUILDING AND SAFETY

The city’s Building and Safety Department uses wireless Palm hand-
helds to look up information by address about permits that have been
issued, such as electrical, heating and plumbing permits. This informa-
tion sits on an Oracle server. Previously building and safety inspectors
had to call back to the office to check if a permit was issued or to check
the status of the permit. Now inspectors can access the permit database
in real time right from their handhelds.

PUBLIC WORKS

A similar application is used by members of the City of Lincoln’s
Public Works Department to look up permit information from the field to
check on such things as “street use” permits, which let someone block a
street to do construction work or to hold a special event. The handheld
application lets the city workers access the same permitting system as the
Building and Safety Department, eliminating the need for them to call
into the office to check on permits. This application has become espe-
cially important now that homeland security measures have made it
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important for public works staffers to verify that
permits have been issued for unusual activities.

PUBLIC SERVICE

Public Service officers (PSOs) issue park-
ing tickets in Lincoln. If a car has a ticket over
15 days old, it is subject to tow. Because citi-
zens can pay their ticket online or in person at
City Hall, it was difficult for PSOs in the field
to know if a car should or shouldn’t be towed.
If a car was mistakenly towed, the city had to
pay for the towing.

In April 2002, the city deployed a PSO
handheld application that enabled PSOs to
look up information about a vehicle in real-
time from a Palm VII or Palm i705 handhelds.
PSOs can enter a plate number and see motor
vehicle information including name, address,
registration information, VIN no., make,
model and color. Access to so much up-to-date
information means the PSOs can now determine
if a plate actually belongs to the car it is on.
Because PSOs can use Palm handhelds to look
up information about a vehicle in real time, it
helps to prevent the city from wrongfully towing
a vehicle and having to pay for that tow.

Today, all PSOs use their Palm handhelds to
look up the tow status of a vehicle in real-time.
When the PSOs order a tow, they update the
database instantly with their Palm handheld.
Any payments on vehicles subject to tow are
also reflected instantly on the handhelds,
whether the tickets are paid at the counter or
via the Internet. This gives PSOs the up-to-
date information they need to do their job and
avoid unwarranted towing.

PSOs using the handhelds also save a sig-
nificant amount of time, especially on week-
ends. Previously, a tow list was prepared for
PSOs to use on the weekend. Creating the list
took four hours per week. One PSO carried the
list and other PSOs called that person to get
the tow status of a vehicle.

The PSO application consisted of just a few
programs and only took the city’s IT depart-
ment one week to write. The savings realized
by not needing to prepare the tow list for each
weekend was itself enough to pay for all of the
PSOs handhelds and the application develop-
ment. Plus, the office manager who previously
prepared the weekend tow list is now able to
put four hours a week to other use.

The city’s IT group is currently writing a
new application that will also let the PSOs
write tickets on the Palm handhelds. With this
new wireless application, PSOs will be able to
look up motor vehicle information and any

related unpaid parking tickets, write a ticket and
update the city’s system in real-time.

“With Palm handheld applications now in
use across the city, many city workers can see
firsthand that the technology is reliable. Three
years ago we had to convince workers to give
handhelds a try. Today, we have a queue of
departments asking for many different appli-
cations,” said Lowe.

DEVELOPING HANDHELD
APPLICATIONS

All of these handheld applications were devel-
oped by two members of the City of Lincoln’s IT
department. For most of the applications, the city
needed to provide access via wireless connec-
tivity for real-time decision-making. A mix of
Palm VIIx and Palm i705 handhelds with
Cingular Wireless network access through the
Palm.Net service are being used for the appli-
cations. The city will be migrating to Palm’s
new Tungsten W handheld that utilizes the
AT&T GPRS environment.

“In order to get real-time access from a
handheld, it would be too expensive to build a
wireless infrastructure from scratch. We use
the privately owned infrastructure already
available to save money and simplify deploy-
ment,” said Lowe. “To deliver information out
to the field, a city only needs to be in a covered
wireless service area and have a Web server in
front of the data. Then the handhelds can be as
effective as a laptop or PC.”

When the IT group receives a request for a
handheld application, they first make sure the
application and the hardware are a good solution
fit. If they determine that handhelds are the
right way to go, the team gathers requirements
for the application.

“For a handheld you’re somewhat limited
by size of the screen, the kind of data it can
deliver and how much of it is needed, so the
application must be designed to meet realistic
expectations about what will fit on the device,”
Lowe said. “Once we understand what the
user needs we can determine how to mold the
information to deliver it fast.”

Typically the team does a small beta test of
the application, makes any necessary adjust-
ments to the application, and then full
deployment begins.

WEED CONTROL

Not all of the handheld applications being
used by the City of Lincoln require wireless
connectivity. For example, the county’s weed

inspectors monitor noxious weeds in rural
Lancaster County, especially those harmful to
cattle. Inspectors that find clusters of noxious
weeds can tell people they need to cut it down
or treat it. In some cases, citizens report a
weed problem, and inspectors go out, look at a
property, write a report and issue an order that
the owner treat the weeds or get billed to have
the county treat them.

Today, instead of using paper forms to per-
form weed inspections, weed inspectors use
Palm III handhelds running an application
developed with Pendragon Forms. At the end
of the day, the inspectors perform a HotSync
to send the data collected from the field to the
city/county’s Oracle database. The application
paid for itself by eliminating data entry and
data entry errors. Five inspectors and two
supervisors use the simple application using
inexpensive Palm III handhelds.

The City of Lincoln’s IT group develops all
of its handheld applications in-house, using
handhelds purchased online and private wire-
less access service. They also perform all
training and support, though they have found
that little is needed because the handhelds are
so intuitive to use. Application updates are dis-
tributed from the IT group’s main handheld to
the handhelds of appropriate users via an
infrared wireless transmission.

THE FUTURE OF
HANDHELDS FOR THE
CITY OF LINCOLN

The IT group at the City of Lincoln is
now evaluating the activities of other gov-
ernment workers to assess their need for
mobile information access. In all cases, the
IT group evaluates whether handhelds fit the
need and whether wireless information
access is required.

One group they plan to assist in the near
future are public health nurses who do home
visits and currently fill out paper forms that
must be turned in and manually entered into
the city’s public health system. Instant
access to information could improve patient
care, eliminate data entry and help ensure
information collected is accurately entered
into the system.

HANDHELDS FOR
LANCASTER COUNTY

Because the City of Lincoln is located in
Lancaster County, Nebraska, city IT staff are
also working with the Lancaster County
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Sheriff to support security for the county’s
court system. A wireless application under
development will provide officers inside the
court buildings with handheld, real-time
access using 802.11 to their criminal justice
system via an emulator. When the officers are
outside the 802.11 zone, the handhelds will
work on an AT&T network.

Another wireless application will support
the efforts of the Lancaster Sheriff in serving
warrants. The deputies can update the CJIS
database to indicate when a warrant is served,
how it is served, and to whom it is served, so
that this information is immediately available
to the county attorney and court system.

HANDHELDS AND HOMELAND
SECURITY IN LINCOLN

The City of Lincoln is the beta site for a
homeland security application called

InterLinc Desktop Alert. The software uses
“push technology” to send government offi-
cials and citizens alerts. It has a PC compo-
nent as well as a mobile component that
sends alerts to handhelds, Web-enabled cell
phones and other mobile devices.

When a change is made to the country’s
homeland security status, when an Amber
Alert is sent out, or when an alert is sent out
by the National Weather Service, a notice is
sent out over the system within 60 seconds.
On a PC the application sounds an alarm
and displays a crawler message at the bot-
tom of the computer screen. On a handheld
or other mobile device, a text message
appears. Citizens can download the applica-
tion from the city’s Web page beginning
March 2003.

The service will eventually offer citizens
and government officials the ability to
receive locally issued alerts. Local alerts are
coordinated by five city/county agencies:
the Police Department, the Sheriff, the Fire
Department, the Health Department and the
Emergency Services Department. Protocols
coordinated by these public agencies pro-
vide guidelines as to when the public
receives local alerts.

The city and county public safety agencies
can use the system internally as well, and can
set up distribution groups to quickly contact
one segment of the population in the event of
an emergency, such as school administrators,
first responders, surrounding rural communi-
ties or private emergency coordinators in the
business community.

Citizens of Lincoln and Lancaster County
who own a wireless Palm VII handheld or
newer Palm model also can also download
the InterLinc PQA application from the city’s
Web site to perform a number of tasks. If they
find an animal, for example, they can use
their handheld to look up the animal’s tag
number on the Animal Tag Lookup applica-
tion and see who is the owner and if the ani-
mal’s rabies shots are current. The handhelds
can also be used to learn about fire runs, look
up polling place information by address, and

look up phone numbers by name or depart-
ment on the government’s telephone list.

The PQA also lets citizens look up their
property taxes from their handheld and pay
them with a credit card. Citizens can even use
the same street mapping/street finder lookup
application that government workers use. The
application provides verbal directions about
where streets start and stop as well as a map
that shows where streets run.

CONCLUSION

From animal control to homeland security,
the City of Lincoln IT group expects its hand-
held applications to continue improving citi-
zen service, as well as cutting costs and
improving the productivity of mobile govern-
ment workers.

“There seems to be an endless number of
ideas about how wireless access to informa-
tion can help our city,” said Lowe. “We feel
proud to have such a significant impact on the
city’s operations.”

NaSPA member Christine
Harland Williams is
President of Harland
Communications, a con-
sultancy providing writing,
public relations, market-

ing communications and Web design services. For
nearly three years, Mrs. Williams has tracked the
use of handhelds in the enterprise. She can be
reached at www.harlandwebs.com.
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FIGURE 1: SCREEN SHOT OF THE MANY HAND-
HELD APPLICATIONS THE CITY OF LINCOLN
NOW MAKES AVAILABLE TO THE PUBLIC.
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