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Fresno County office assistant Pat Acevedo reshelves a file amid vast, overflowing shelves holding about 800,000 public assistance files at a leased warehouse on Ventura Avenue in Fresno.
	County will chip away at paper 
Technology will help Fresno County manage records. 
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	Millions of paper documents are overwhelming work areas in Fresno County and forcing officials to spend more than $300,000 a year on extra storage space. 

The county is trying to get a handle on the paperwork nightmare by having employees sort through documents and destroy those that, by law, don't have to be kept. 

The rest would be taken to a centralized warehouse for safe keeping. 

This plan -- called record management -- is reducing the amount of space and cost associated with storing paper documents. 

But it's not the only way the county plans to deal with the growing mound of paper. 

Eventually, officials say, they want to do away with paper altogether. 

"We're trying to move toward creating electronic records," County Administrative Officer Bart Bohn said. "We're making some progress, but we still have a long way to go." 

The county wants to purchase scanners for every department so employees can scan documents into computers. 

The plan also is to put applications for such items as building permits and dog licenses online so the public won't have to go to county offices. 

"If we can get the information electronically, then we don't have the paper to deal with," said Phil Atkisson, the county's chief information officer, who added that some documents could be online by April. 

Doing away with paper and scanning documents into computers would eliminate the need for departments to lease space in off-site warehouses. 

The county pays about $350,000 annually for leases on 22 buildings. 

The Health and Human Services System, the county's largest department, leases a warehouse on Ventura Street in downtown Fresno that houses about 800,000 files. 

The files line hundreds of shelves, and a staff of 11 keeps them organized. 

Some documents date back to the 1960s, said County Clerk Victor Salazar, who is overseeing the county's record management program. 

"The problem is, a lot of times these records are out of sight, out of mind," Salazar said. "You continue to incur costs if you don't have a mechanism for managing records." 

Don Pierce, interim director of the Health and Human Services System, said his department is paper-driven and most files in off-site storage involve old public assistance cases. Only about a third cover active cases. 

In the past, the department destroyed documents more than 3 years old. But in 1998, after welfare reform was instituted, the state told the county to stop destroying records of public assistance cases. 

Since then, every case has been filed in the warehouse. 

The county recently got permission to destroy records from about 200,000 cases. 

Said Pierce: "That's about one-fourth of the cases in the warehouse that we are going to be able to send to the shredder in a short period of time." 

Employees are developing a schedule for destroying other files. 

The schedule will go to the Board of Supervisors for approval in the next month. 

The department will purchase nine scanners that will eliminate some of the paperwork and make it easier for people when they apply for public assistance. 

Employees will scan certain documents, such as drivers licenses and Social Security cards, so people don't have to continually bring those items with them. 

"That's real exciting for us," Pierce said. "Now we can scan that information, and it will be there forever." 

Fresno County won't be rid of paper overnight. 

Officials estimate it will take at least five years before all employees are using scanners and the public is filling out documents using home computers. 

"The technology exists now so that imaging will be a way to get rid of documents," Salazar said. "But what we're proposing is a change in the way business has been done, and that will take some time." 

The reporter can be reached at kginis@fresnobee.com or 441-6317.


Paper gives way to progress 

County's transfer of records saves space, money.

By Marc Benjamin / The Fresno Bee 
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Documents waiting to be filed no longer crowd long aisles as they did a year ago in Fresno County's records storage warehouse. 

A year after "record management" began in earnest, 179.6 tons of paper — equal to the weight of 30 elephants or 69 armored Humvees — have been removed from the downtown Fresno warehouse. 

County employees hosted an open house Wednesday to show off their progress toward a paperless office. 

With the new system, employees don't have to hop, skip and jump to navigate crowded aisles and there are no more heavy boxes to push out of the way. 

The county hired a battalion of workers to computer scan files from the county's Office of Employment and Temporary Assistance, Department of Behavioral Health, Children and Family Services and Community Health Department. 

Essential files and records are now available on computer for office workers across the county. Unnecessary files were scanned, shredded and dumped. 

"My objective is to do away with all of this in a five-year period," said County Clerk Victor Salazar, whose office is overseeing the end of the paper trail. "I want to eliminate the cost of leasing the warehouse." 

The 28,610-square-foot warehouse costs the county $350,000 annually. 

Already, the county has ended one records storage building lease at a cost of $56,000 a year, Salazar said. 

By placing county documents online, the county also saves on transport costs for shipping documents. 

Unlike paper documents, computer files can be looked at by more than one person at a time. They also save time because employees can pull up files with the click of a mouse and a few keyboard strokes rather than searching a huge warehouse. 

The program has improved morale and reduced employee injury, Salazar said. 

And, having documents on a computer keeps them safe from fire. 

The county learned that difficult lesson 11 months ago when thousands of files were destroyed at the Sierra Resource Center on Dakota Avenue in Fresno, said Julie Hornback, director of the Department of Employment and Temporary Assistance. 

Seeds for the record management program were planted when the Fresno County grand jury recommended in 1997 the county do a better job in organizing its paper documents. 

"There had been no purging of files going on for years," Hornback said. 

A year earlier, concerned citizen Paula Guzman, now Fresno County grand jury forewoman, had made a similar suggestion. 

"I would recommend we encourage all the other county departments to come on board and do something like this," Guzman said Wednesday after touring the warehouse. 

