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Case Study

“Chester City Council creates a smart city with Charisma”
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1. Case Study

Chester City Council is committed to ensuring that plenty of citizens are flaunting their Charisma. The council has just launched an innovative new smart card called Charisma Select, which signals the start of a bold new initiative to modernise the delivery of the council’s public services. 

In partnership with the Chester and District Sports and Recreational Trust, the new smart card is being made available to members of the Northgate Arena leisure centre as a replacement for their traditional membership card. Charisma Select is a contactless card, which means, in practice, that it does not need to be physically swiped. Northgate Arena members will simply present their new hi-tech cards in close proximity to a smart card reader and it will recognize their membership details immediately.

“It’s the first step in terms of putting applications on the new card,” says Councillor David Evans, Chester City Council’s Leader. “We are committed to developing the Smart Card concept for Chester and are delighted with the success of the Leisure Application.”

From a technical point of view, the biggest challenge of the new smart card project has been setting up the back office systems from scratch. “We’ve installed a minimal level of integration between the leisure centre and the council offices to allow a direct transfer of information to keep the back office systems in sync and to have a smooth enrolment process,” explains Kevin Farquharson, the project’s technical manager. He says a great deal of care was taken over the creation of a single Charisma database, which is effectively laying the foundations for the introduction of future smart card applications.

Cllr David Evans adds, “The Charisma Select card enables us to collect data securely. We can then analyse information to improve the services we deliver to our citizens. It’s part of the process of making the council’s services more orientated towards the citizen.”

As well as the new smart card, Chester City Council already has a Charisma loyalty card in circulation that has been promoted in the local press, radio and on buses. The loyalty card was launched successfully in March 2003 to more than 50,000 households and the council has so far received about 25,000 registrations. More than 5,000 loyalty cards have also been sold to company employees. The council is keen to target the 30,000 people who travel into Chester for work from locations that include North Wales and Ellesmere Port. This year, there are plans for the Charisma loyalty card to be expanded into the tourism industry.

For the time being, the loyalty card is being run in parallel with the new smart card. However Helen Newport, Charisma Card Manager, says the long-term desire is to migrate loyalty card-holders onto the new smart card if it gets the necessary financial support for expansion.

In the meantime the joint existence of a Charisma smart card and loyalty card is helping to build up awareness of the Charisma brand and is bringing sections of the Chester community closer together. Loyalty cardholders are being encouraged to use their cards at local shops, restaurants and at a wide variety of well-known attractions ranging from Chester Zoo to country castles. The council’s intention is to build a successful scheme that will continue to secure Chester’s place as the region’s foremost shopping, business, culture, and leisure destination. 

With the new Charisma Select smart card successfully launched in one major leisure centre, others could soon follow in the near future. “We would like to take it out to other leisure centres and potentially transport services as well,” the Council Leader says. 

While it’s early days for the new Chester smart card, it is already clear that the new electronic system offers greater potential for the council to work across partnerships. The Charisma Select project leaders believe the card could eventually help to forge closer links with partners across the region in order, for example, to reach remote rural areas to help make local services more accessible and to tackle issues such as social exclusion. Or it could be simply deployed as a method of providing secure access to a selection of authority-owned locations.

“We’re putting basic information about the citizen on the card in a standard format,” explains Kevin Farquharson. “We have a basic set of data that could be quickly utilized for another application. If a partner wanted to introduce an access capability for a car park or a building, there would already be information on the card which could be verified or read with a reader at a ticket machine.”

In its desire to create a city with more Charisma, the council has looked carefully at the experiences of other local authorities including Southampton, Cornwall and Nottingham before embarking on the introduction of its own smart card. The project leaders say they have also received valuable advice and assistance from the National Smart Card Project and the local authority members of the Smart Card Networking Forum.
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For more information please visit: www.chester-charisma.com
