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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


The purpose of this project is to better understand and apply various methods of creating greater public access to government documents, reports, records, etc., both efficiently and effectively.  Under the Freedom of Information and the Open Meetings Laws, the public has the right to access government documents/records and attend meetings of public bodies.  The public’s ability to attain information is crucial to active participation and the integrity of a democratic society.  Through municipal websites, the public should have the ability to access detailed information and thereby be given the resources to make knowledgeable decisions that directly impact their communities.  In light of the need to gain access to information and the goal of providing access in a timely manner, legislation now before the Governor for approval would broaden the public’s capability to access records that are made readily available prior to open meetings of public bodies.   

What is apparent after speaking with clerks, IT departments and others, is that the major issues cannot be simply solved with a change in programming.  What needs to be considered is communication, accountability, lack of resources and advocacy for improvement.  Each clerk expressed a desire to post information on a website when asked to do so and stated that openness in government is a priority.  The central problem isn't willingness, but rather being under-valued.  The difficulty lies between those requesting that information be posted, i.e., board members, and those who actually post it.  In order to make greater access possible, there must be an emphasis on the value of the technology, those who are responsible for distributing it, and the value of the information being provided.   In addition, prioritization is essential in creating an effective agenda.  Prioritizing topics to be discussed among board members provides a solid base for developing a meeting schedule and would allow the clerk to create the agenda in a timely manner.  Often, though, there is a disconnect; acknowledging that providing information is the responsibility of the municipality is fundamental in dissolving that disconnect.


Creating awareness is a key element that has the potential to radically change the way the public utilizes and shares government information.  What the public can learn during an open meeting or sees on a website is only part of what is actually accomplished. Increasing responsibility on those who carry a heavy burden now may not be an effective way to create transparency. As can be assumed, not every town or village is the same.  Information that is important for one municipality might not have the same value in another, and each is impacted in various ways.  Assessing that impact by looking at budget restraints, staff numbers, information requests by the public and responsibilities of the clerk's office is the first step in determining the needs and transparency goals of local governments.  


Recommendations can only be successful if they are put into practice. These recommendations have the potential to help ease burdens, but only if officials and staff are willing to try new approaches together.  Further research would benefit this project through analysis of the role of a board from the board's perspective, and assessing public opinion on services provided on a municipal website.  Doing so would provide greater insight into the process during and up to a board meeting in which a clerk's office and board members are collaborating to create an agenda.  

METHODOLOGY




The Committee on Open Government (COOG) sought to gain a greater understanding of how various municipalities function daily in order to provide documents, reports, etc., to the public.  


This project gained a greater significance due to the likelihood of approval of pending legislation, bill A.72/S.3255.  The bill states:

“Agency records available to the public pursuant to article six of this chapter, as well as any proposed resolution, law rule, regulations, policy or any amendment thereto, that is scheduled to be the subject of discussion by a public body during an open meeting shall be made available upon request therefor, to the extent practicable as determined by the agency or the department, prior to or at the meeting during which the records will be discussed.  Copies of such records may be made available for a reasonable fee, determined in the same manner as provided therefor in article six of this chapter.  If the agency in which a public body functions maintains a regularly and routinely updated website and utilizes a high speed internet connection, such records shall be posted on the website to the extent practicable as determined by the agency or the department, prior to the meeting. An agency may, but shall not be required to, expend additional moneys to implement the provisions of this subdivision.” 


The bill does not require that municipalities allocate extra funds to provide information and offers flexibility concerning when and if municipal clerks are able to provide documents prior to an open meeting.  That being so, agency staff need not be fearful of this legislation.  Our goal is to suggest efficient and easy methods of fostering public access regardless of whether the legislation is approved.  


To offer effective solutions, several questions were asked including, but not limited to:

· How much information, i.e. records, documents, etc, is available through the municipal websites?
· What is the degree of difficulty in placing these resources online for public access?
· How are these resources managed?
· What types of software, hardware and/or outside consultants are used to efficiently and effectively index and provide resources to the public?
· What constraints limit the ability to provide information through municipal websites (i.e. budgets, workload management, staffing, etc)?  In contrast, what factors increase the ability to provide information through municipal websites?
· What recent developments have occurred that increase the ability to provide information through online resources, and how has accessibility been affected by these developments?
· In what ways is information shared through social networking sites like Facebook or Twitter? What are the challenges and/or benefits to utilizing those resources?  
· What costs are associated with website development and upkeep?  In addition, what personnel/support staffs are needed to continuously provide website maintenance?

By analyzing the data acquired by asking these questions with numerous municipal officials, we were able to determine which factors significantly influenced the development of municipal websites, as well as the impact on the individuals who update and maintain the websites.  


The project was divided into three phases:

· Collect information from various municipalities regarding records available through municipal websites, including the areas of interest identified above.
· Organize and analyze data collected in light of proposed legislation to require records discussed at public meetings to be made available online prior to a meeting when practicable.  
· Present findings and make recommendations to staff of Committee on Open Government regarding products available and methods for placing materials online, and in relation to associated costs.
Data was collected through a process of phone interviews, e-mail conversations, and face-to-face visits.  Information was also gathered through research of municipal websites, and additional inquiry into technological and managerial solutions. Initially, emails were sent out to numerous municipalities, and those who participated did so on their own. This report is limited in that every local government within New York was not consulted.  

RESULTS


The municipalities varied in population, ranging from around 300 to 100,000.  Found through the interviews was a series of ongoing difficulties that have caused concern within the participating municipalities.  These points include:

●
Work management

●
Part-time staff, handling multiple tasks (i.e. website updating, answering phone calls, office work, handling in-office visits, etc.)

●
Funding

●
Finding cost effective software and services; additional staff help is costly

●
Low staff

●
Staff typically includes town clerk and deputy clerk with regard to records management

●
Technological resources

●
Many clerks' offices do not have webmasters and must maintain a website themselves.  Updating software and applying new applications to the website is accomplished by the clerks themselves.

●
Communication with Municipal Officials

●
For both those with IT departments/webmasters and those without, a complication is communication among officials with regard to documents needed to be scanned and uploaded to a website

●
Ongoing agenda adjustments

●
A large concern among those interviewed is the ability to provide information to the public prior to an open meeting in consideration of schedule and agenda changes.

●
Recent Legislation

●
A majority of the clerks interviewed were concerned that legislation Open Meetings Law would create a substantial amount of work on top of numerous responsibilities already assigned to their position.

●
Public Interest

●
Public interest was a factor that played into additional information provided on the municipal website.  The concern involves the value of the information provided versus what the public wants to see.


Each point of concern was generated based on the responses of the municipal clerks, IT Staff, and general opinion.  One of the initial questions regarding social networks became an irrelevant aspect to the project in that many municipal clerks and staff considered social networks to be ineffective and time consuming.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

Possible solutions are not limited to, but are based on, interviews and discussion with clerks, IT department heads, and other specialists in the field.  Those individuals acknowledged that a primary goal often requires a combination of steps to reach a desired outcome.  

●
Effective Work/Records Management Programs



Increasing functionality of a clerk's office is possible through 

updated management programs.  Such systems as IQM2 could provide solutions for those looking for a relatively cheap management system.  The cost of this system annually is around $4,920.00.  It includes video streaming, minutes creation and indexed coordination between meeting agendas and on-demand video, as well as unlimited content storage.  

●
Internships and Volunteer Work 

Solutions for work management also depend also on the amount of staff working within the office.  In many cases, clerks' offices are maintained by one or two staff members, often without the help of a consultant or outside resources.  Solutions could depend heavily on the ability to allow volunteers or interns to help with office paperwork and website maintenance.  In today's economy, many students are looking for experience in their fields with the expectation that building their resumes will lead to more job opportunities.  Offering opportunities to students and the public can provide a learning experience for students seeking to work with information technology and allow the public to become involved with the operation of a town/village/city/school district. 

●   Increased Communication with Board Members

An issue that was most concerning for many clerks revolved around the fact that, in order to complete updates and information on their websites, they need to obtain the documents from various town officials.  This, though not an extremely pressing issue, creates difficulty in presenting information in a timely manner, particularly when preparing for a board meeting. In order to deal with this situation, board members should be permitted to have access to the agenda process.  Board members often rely on the clerk to update agenda notices and schedules.  However, because changes occur frequently due to board member requests, they should be given direct access for the purpose of updating agendas.   

· Grant Funding/Inexpensive Software Solutions for Low-Budget Municipalities
Many smaller towns and villages are dealing with the reality that broadband access is non-existent.  Many of those that do have websites lack the technology to create an efficient website for the public.  It may be feasible to develop websites through the acquisition of grants from providers, such as the New York State Archives.  Grants through the Local Government Records Management Improvement Fund (LGRMIF) provide resources to local governments to improve basic applications and systems already in place.  Other grants can be found online that support local government agencies.  Resources can be found online that provide HTML editors and Web Design Software, along with free downloads for specific applications.  Examples of these resources are online programs such as Coffee Cup, Alfresco, Microsoft Frontpage and Laserfische.  Each provides a type of document management system as well as website editor programs.  Coffeecup has direct File Transfer Protocol (FTP) with archival features allowing the user to work with HTML, Javascript and more.  

· Measuring Value of Public Interest
The functions of municipal websites are designed to bring information to the public relating to the business of a city/town/village/school district.  Many websites allow administrators, and in some cases the public, to view the number of visits to the website and the individual pages provided.  However, the value of these views is often not taken into account, and in order to efficiently provide information to the public, the consideration of public interest should be taken into account more effectively, i.e., by providing surveys of new developments within the municipality and how public value factors in.  One resource is the PVAT system developed by SUNY/Albany Center for Technology in Government (CTG).  Though it is not a replacement for Return On Investment (ROI) analysis, it adds an element for discovering interests of the public and the effect on daily life.  Utilizing this tool is easy and can be done online.  By including stakeholders, i.e. the public, clerks and IT staff, determining whether to follow through with new technology initiatives or possible website updates or downgrades can be done in a way that measures the impact of those actions on the public and those who are directly affected by possible changes.  

· Putting New Legislation in Perspective
In light of new legislation that may require, when practicable, that municipalities provide documents to be discussed by a board prior to or at an open meeting be made available in advance of meetings, clerks have become concerned over how the legislation could impact their work. Simply put, the law states that, whenever practicable, documents to be discussed at an open meeting must be provided prior to or at the open meeting.  Many clerks reported that they deal with requests that are perhaps burdensome due the content and volume of documents requested.  If a board decides that it wants to discuss a topic or drop a discussion close to the time of a meeting, or cannot provide the document adequately, it will be up to the clerk and his/her staff to determine what is "practicable". Practicality plays a large role in the legislation because there are times when the ability to post a document online or provide numerous copies of a document prior to or at a meeting may not be feasible. Ultimately, the clerk is responsible for determining the extent to which it is practical to upload or provide documents prior to an open meeting in consideration of agenda changes and scheduling.
Inexpensive Solutions for Novices


In researching possible solutions, aside from those already mentioned, two models identified could provide multiple functions for municipalities with minimal resources.  Each has the potential for growth and proliferation.

●
Digital Towpath

Digital Towpath (DT) is a service that began in western New York and was designed due to the need of town clerks to better organize their websites.  It is a community of local officials who have worked to create solutions to make managing and maintaining a website easy. Jeanne Brown, project director for Digital Towpath, and the community of Digital Towpath, provide support and services for dozens of municipalities in western New York.  DT provides the foundations for website development in which any person, regardless of background or knowledge of information technology, can utilize and maintain a municipal website.  For a yearly fee of $600.00, users can access a community based forum along with instructional, easy-to-follow video demonstrations and one on one communication with Ms. Brown directly.  Those services allow the user (municipal clerk, webmaster, etc.) to directly manage and maintain the website from their computer, including uploading files, updating notices, archiving minutes, creating agendas, and so forth.  The websites can be customized but are essentially designed to provide accessible information to the public efficiently and economically.

Each domain pays a separate fee, but there are instances where a government uses more than one domain, with only one website.  In that case, the government will pay a single annual fee.  If a webmaster might have administrative control over several municipal websites, each individual municipality would have to pay the annual fee.  If a municipality decides to hire a webmaster, any additional fees charged by the webmaster are unrelated to Digital Towpath and are negotiated between the municipality and the webmaster.  

In addition, Digital Towpath cuts down time needed to learn new software applications and gives the user the ability to maintain minutes, agendas, notices, and other valuable information with the click of a button.   Diminishing the time necessary to manage a website allows for other daily tasks to be completed.  One webmaster can manage numerous websites from a single computer and has the ability to enable staff within a municipality to update information as well.  It provides, as part of the service, a notification to users when a certain document cannot be uploaded to the site due to laws enacted that prevent disclosure.

An extremely positive characteristic of Digital Towpath is its constant search for new ways to help solve the ongoing issues that municipal clerks face.  It is a complete package that supports the user's needs to the fullest extent.  Moreover, it is an effective method for passing along knowledge from one clerk to the next because anyone can utilize it.

●
WordPress
There is a free version of WordPress that can be accessed in which the initial purchase is for the domain name.  The second option for is self-hosted WordPress which gives the user control over editing themes to make website appearance more appealing.  The hosting costs about $100.00 annually, with an initial investment of around $1,000.00 to get the website set up, basic training and “how to”s on maintaining the website. 

Either version of WordPress is easy to use, requires only internet access, is search engine ready, allows the developer to integrate social media, if desired, works on smartphones, can upload PDF files of minutes and provides off-site record of minutes for back-up recovery.

These resources tend to be more directed at users who are experienced with FTP and HTML editing, but forums are provided to respond to questions and exchange ideas.  Costs can be determined by the need of the municipality through quotes pertaining to each model.  

●
Technology4All


Technology 4 All, a small business located in Columbia County, offers services such as IT consulting, automated backup solutions (including off-site backup), document retention, annual budget preparation, website development and maintenance, computer training, virus/malware removal and security assessments.  A prepaid block of time with a minimum of 10 hours for a 12-month period along with a Technology Assurance Plan (TAP) is part of the annual agreement.  Currently, it provides services for eight local governments in Columbia County, and staff are experienced with Real Property Service, BAS Programs and knowledge of the town clerk responsibilities, iTax programs and IPS.  They utilize LogMeln for remote services, StorageGuardian for off-site backup services and document retention and AVG security software.  Their rates (as of 9/2011) are as follows:


Onsite Service:  $105/hr plus mileage


Remote Service: $80/hr


Phone/Website Service:  $70/hr


TAP & Other Project:  Quotes can be provided depending on need

With over 30 years experience in the technology industry, Technology4All is a service that is cost effective and meets the needs of the municipality.  

· County-Based Technology Services

A county based system emanates from the Schoharie County website run by Central Data Processing (CDP).  Stan France, the Director of CDP, and his staff work with municipalities within Schoharie county to manage and maintain websites.  CDP employs a simple File Transfer Protocol (FTP) that allows CDP to take files provided by users and upload them directly to a website by storing them on a server via email attachments from registered users.  CDP, from there, can edit the website by organizing the website files accordingly. 

This model also allows the user to upload documents as an attachment to agenda notices, which would help greatly in providing direct information on what is to be discussed during an open meeting.  Links are directly provided to users when they log-in to the services and, from there, they have the ability to send information to CDP. 

CDP provides the full support for towns and villages. They spec their machines, set them up, install and monitor antivirus and repair and rebuild as necessary. Since the towns and villages have the same tax base as the County, the service is provided at no cost, although they do monitor expenses with a work order system.

Creating a similar service within other counties would greatly ease the burden of many municipal agencies that do not have the resources to hire a webmaster but it may be difficult and costly to a county.  The cost of developing this service involves creating and maintaining domain services for websites and utilizing servers to store the information.  IT staff would need to update and maintain such a service, but many municipalities would be able to save money due to the fact that they no longer need to refer to a consultant or appropriate additional money for a separate service.
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