INGENUITY
The City of Stuart, Florida,
Creates Its Own Utility Billing Solution

By Louis J. Boglioli III

S

urprisingly, one of the most overlooked and underemphasized aspects of any system is its reporting capabilities — until the reports from the system are not
adequate to meet the demands of the users, at which point
reporting can become critical. The most important reporting
function of a utility is the bill it sends to its customers. When
the City of Stuart, Florida, made changes that created unexpected problems with its utility billing, the city had to develop
a solution quickly and inexpensively. The answer in this case
was to put something together in-house.

forms, that are not normally meant to be manipulated, such
as accounts payable checks, payroll checks, and, of course,
utility bills.
Stuart’s constant goal is to provide excellent services to its
customers and citizens, as well as excellent customer service. Over the years there had been some suggestions about
improving the monthly utility bill, the language and layout of
which was not always entirely clear to every customer.

Of course, improvements had been made over the years
— originally, the bills were printed on continuous sheets
of post cards which had to be physically cut apart by a
BACKGROUND
machine that can only be described as resembling a large
The City of Stuart, a small coastal city in Martin County,
deli meat slicer with multiple blades — but as printing
provides police, fire, and most other general municipal sertechnology advanced, so did ways of presenting the informavices, along with utility services: award-winning water, water
tion. Formerly, the bills went directly from the ERP system
reclamation, residential and commercial sanitation, yard
to a printer that was physically connected, or at least
trash collection, recycling, and storm water maintenance.
networked to it. The information and layout of the bill, or
Though the city uses third-party products for the actual
the “print string,” went directly to the
meter reading and some work order
printer and was controlled solely by
functions, the remainder of the billThe
most
important
reporting
the ERP system. Then Stuart acquired
ing, receipting, collections, and meter
a system that included “smart printers,”
maintenance is handled by an enterfunction of a utility is the bill
whereby a processor was attached to
prise resource planning system that is
it sends to its customers.
a printer. The printer would receive
tightly integrated with the receipting
the print jobs from the server and
and accounting modules. The system
read the print string to detect which
is designed with a common database
custom form and layout was needed. When the utility bills
of service locations and addresses for all the modules, as well
were sent to the printer, it selected the utility bill form, which
as a common listing of customers. The ERP system uses tables
included boxes, underlines and shaded areas to highlight
in a unified database structure to maintain customer informainformation on the bill, and duplicated certain pieces of
tion — services, history, rates, consumption and usage, and
information multiples times, such as printing the account
all the related financial data pertaining to their accounts. The
number on several sections of the mailer. In later years, the
system even generates ACH payment information and all the
city moved to a type of software that collects, manages, and
journal entries that interface with the accounting module of
produces custom layouts for all forms from the server and
the system, and prints customers’ utility bills.
allows users to print to any printer in the network. Over the
The city’s ERP system offers many features and handles
course of all these changes, though, the print string from
almost every aspect of its operations, in one way or another.
the server remained the same. What got printed was what the
It includes a wide array of reports and even allows users
billing system sent out.
to generate some custom reports, manipulate the standard reports provided, and save almost every report as an
THE CHANGE THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING
exported text file. Users can extract information, rearrange
This past fiscal year, Stuart began an expansion of its water
the layout of the reports produced, and combine reports to
reclamation system, or sanitary sewer service. As an incentive
bring together information from the outside. The only area
to entice new customers into the program, the city offered
where these features are not available is on those reports, or
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customers the option of interest-free
done before the new round of bills
financing, allowing them to pay for
went out to customers the following
The changes the City of
the sewer installation over time via
week.
Stuart
has
made
eliminated
a monthly surcharge added to their
One problem was that the print
two employees and another
utility bills. This option was publicized
string was basically still the original
to citizens, customers, and the public
department from the process
information the billing system had
at large, but no one asked the people
and increased response time
been sending out for nearly 20 years.
who produced the bills if it could
It was still formatted for the original
for the billing function.
be done. Once the program began,
post card size layout, so if customers
the city attempted to use its current
had more than eight lines of detail on
print management software to accomtheir service listings, the system “rolled
modate the new feature request, but
it up” to simply say “other services.” The payment plan was an
this added a new wrinkle to existing limitations, and some
unanticipated scenario.
of the bills did not show the correct account balances
or the actual amounts due. (See Exhibit 1.) Not only did
FINDING THE RIGHT ANSWER
these problems have to be corrected, but the system also
had to be modified to provide a new level of reporting that
The city could have taken care of this situation by paying
had not previously been possible — and it needed to be
the software provider to customize the utility billing system,

Exhibit 1: The City of Stuart’s Original Utility Bill
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but this tends to be an expensive, time consuming option
that results in an additional annual maintenance fee to
keep the customization moving forward with the product.
The customizations sometimes become part of the baseline
product, eliminating the annual maintenance fee, but only
if enough other customers decide they like and want the
customized feature as well. Another factor in the decision
was the possibility of more changes ahead; the utilities
department was beginning to offer further options for the
expansion program, so the layout of the bill might need to
change again.
City officials had already been looking into what is commonly known as “informative billing,” which includes historical consumption information, statistical measures, additional
financial information, and possibly some sort of graphical display. Informative billing was incompatible with the existing
system, however, since the existing print string included the
current charges, account balance, and consumption related
to the current bill, and nothing more. The city wanted to show
not only the past 12 months of consumption, but also total
deposits being held on the account. This information was
stored by service on the ERP system and did not even exist as
a single field that could be selected, even if that option were
available. And now the city needed to combine payment
plan information with the current charges and amount due,
which essentially called for extracting and combining data
from different tables and sources to produce a unified bill.
The answer to this challenge was open database connectivity, structured query language, and a commercially available
database program.
With open database connectivity,
users could see the data tables within
the city’s ERP system just as if they
were any other table in the database.
Then, structured query language can
be used to create queries that select
data or information directly from the
tables of the billing system and bring
them together. Most of the work is
done by the database program, and
the user needs a roadmap showing
which tables contain what information, providing some common ele-

ment be-tween the tables to link them. Without a map per
se, some simple exploration will suffice. For example, the
table containing the service address information may have
the customer’s account number as a data field, and the table
containing the customer’s consumption history probably
has that same account number as a data field. Once that is
established, the user can now combine the service location
information with consumption history.

Taking into account all the data elements city officials had
for so long wanted to be included in Stuart’s informative
billing, and now spurred on by the
need to correct the bill to accurately
Printing problems had to be
incorporate its sewer expansion paycorrected, and the system
ment plans, the city began to write the
queries in a database that was linked
also had to be modified
to the utility billing module via open
to provide a new level of
database connectivity. The queries
reporting that had not been
pulled together information from the
possible previously — before
consumption history tables to provide
the previous 12 months of consumpthe new round of bills
tion information for each account. The
went out to customers the
city was also able to provide a detailed
following week.
accounting of the financial transactions affecting the account and add
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all the separate deposits posted to different services into one
lump sum amount by account. The database program allows
users to graph all this information with one click.
The utility billing personnel in customer service still operate the same way they did before, right to the point of
pressing the print button in the ERP system. The only difference now is that once they have calculated the bills for the

Exhibit 2: The City of Stuart’s Updated Utility Bill
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period and generated the record, they go into a custom database menu, again created with one click, and choose “print
bills.” This generates something the city never had before: a
print preview of the job. The print job can then be saved as a
PDF, e-mail, or one bill, or sent on to the printer. The city will
soon be able to offer electronic billing, offering customers the
option of receiving PDFs of their bill rather than mailed paper
copies. (See Exhibit 2 for the new bill.)

Exhibit 3: Taking Control of the Billing Process
Before

ERP System “Server”

Dedicated Printer

After

Spreadsheet

Dedicated Printer
ERP System “Server”
Additional Tables
and Databases

After gaining complete control over the layout of its utility
bills, the city addressed the “newsletter” portion. This section
had to be converted from a word processing program into
another format, which involved the IT staff and did not allow
much latitude for changes. With the new process, customer
service employees simply save the word processing document to the same folder each time there is an update, and the
database form pulls in the newsletter in real-time to print on
demand. (See Exhibit 3.)
CONCLUSIONS
The changes the City of Stuart has made eliminated two
employees and another department from the utility billing

function, and improved response time. The process is also
more flexible; theoretically, files from the city’s commercially
available spreadsheet program could also be included, along
with files from other sources, if needed. Since the initial
release of the new utility bill, the city has created several new
versions and is on what employees jokingly refer to as Bill 3.0.
The level of customization these results would have required
to the ERP system would have cost approximately $10,000 in
upfront expenses, as well as additional annual maintenance
for the foreseeable future.
It is well known that one way to be successful is to emulate others who have had success. In this case, Stuart looked
at how other utilities provide billing information to their

December 2013 | Government Finance Review 35

City officials had already been looking
into what is more commonly known
as “informative billing,” which includes
historical consumption information,
statistical measures, additional
financial information.

customers, but their solutions were all well outside the city’s
budget. The solution the city achieved instead provides everything the city’s contemporaries provide, however, at just the
cost of the man hours that went into its development. y

LOUIS J. BOGLIOLI is the financial services assistant director for the

City of Stuart, Florida, and is a Florida Certified Government Finance
Officer. He has made a number of presentations on the topic of
technology and its uses in government in the state of Florida and for
the GFOA, and has written several articles for Government Finance
Review. Boglioli is also the author of a case study titled “Cutting
the Red Tape to Go Paperless,” part of Case Studies on Digital
Government (Bruce Rocheleau, editor, ICI Global, 2007). He can be
reached at 772-288-5324 or via e-mail at jboglioli@ci.stuart.fl.us.

36 Government Finance Review | December 2013

