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RAISE YOUR 

VOICE
Your opinions matter to 

us. Send comments about 

this issue to the editors at 

editorial@govtech.com. 

Publication is solely at the 

discretion of the editors. 

Government Technology 

reserves the right to edit 

submissions for length.

Correction: In the Group Effort story in the June issue, Dana Watkins, IT director of Enid, Okla., 

was referred to as a woman. He is, in fact, a man. Government Technology regrets the error.

Recovery in Oklahoma

A s this issue of Government 
Technology goes to press, 
communities in Oklahoma are 

recovering from a devastating series 
of tornadoes that struck in late May. 
Entire neighborhoods were leveled, more 
than 30 people lost their lives, and many 
more lost their homes and belongings. 

The tragic events once again showed 
how technology can be critical to emer-
gency response and recovery eff orts. 

The state of Oklahoma quickly launched 
a disaster relief portal with interactive 
maps showing damaged areas and the 
location of aid resources. In addition, 
the site — dubbed OKStrong — includes 
tools to help residents recover lost pets 
and fi nd irreplaceable items like family 
photographs and other keepsakes.

“This is one of those things that IT can 
do to be of assistance to those who have 
suff ered loss as well as to those who are 
trying to bring help,” Oklahoma state CIO 
Alex Pettit told Government Technology. 

OKStrong leveraged the same infra-
structure as Oklahoma’s OK.gov state 

government portal, allowing the new site 
to be created rapidly. Still, the state portal’s 
22-person staff  worked around the clock 
to launch OKStrong and expand it, said 
Mark Mitchell, general manager of OK.gov, 
which is operated by NIC subsidiary 
Oklahoma Interactive.

“We utilized our local content manage-
ment system and initially launched the site 
with a handful of informational pages,” 
he said. “From there, it grew into an 

information source where 
donation centers and shelter 
information were available.” 

According to local news 
reports, the area also got a boost 
from recovers.org, an organi-
zation that matches volunteer 
resources and donations to 

disaster-area needs. Recovers.org for 
Moore, one of the Oklahoma communities 
devastated by the storms, shows a long list 
of available volunteers and materials, along 
with relief information. It also has posts 
seeking everything from paper plates and 
batteries to trucks for hauling away debris.

As Oklahoma residents struggle 
to recover, we keep them in our hearts, 
and we once again remember the 
importance of good technology and 
good partners when disaster strikes.  

POINT OF VIEW

6       July 2013 //  www.govtech.com

By Steve Towns /  Editor

 WE ONCE AGAIN REMEMBER THE 
IMPORTANCE OF GOOD TECHNOLOGY 
AND GOOD PARTNERS WHEN 
DISASTER STRIKES.
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A government technology®

 Thought Leadership Profile | Infor

In the public sector, 
every penny counts. 
The Great Recession and subsequent economic 

malaise have put enormous pressure on the bottom 

lines of governments at all levels. With budget and 

staff  levels stagnant, and in some cases shrinking, 

governments are being forced to re-evaluate their 

traditional legacy operations to fi nd ways to improve 

effi  ciency and service delivery without raising costs.

Hampering these eff orts are the all-too-common 

problems of fraud and abuse. While no organization 

is immune to these issues, public sector agencies are 

under the proverbial microscope more than ever. The 

legal and image ramifi cations that accompany any 

misuse or loss of public funds are particularly steep. 

In 2012, a record $5 billion was recovered from cases 

involving fraud against public sector entities under 

the False Claims Act. Since 2009, False Claims Act 

recoveries have totaled $13.3 billion.1

Despite increased eff orts to curb fraud and abuse 

(see “Recent Government Anti-Fraud Eff orts” sidebar), 

instances continue to emerge. For example, a 2010 

General Services Administration (GSA) employee 

conference held in Las Vegas — to the tune of 

$823,000 — was reported on in 2012 and resulted 

in widespread public and media outrage.2 Further 

investigations uncovered a history of spending 

abuse at the GSA. 

Of course, fraud can happen to any 

organization, and it’s not distinctive 

to government — but as the one 

entity in which every citizen has a 

fi nancial stake, government has 

a unique responsibility to prevent 

and detect it. Over the past 

several years, the federal govern-

ment has taken signifi cant steps 

to decrease the occurrence of 

How governance, risk and compliance software can keep 
agency records safe from internal and external threats

The Ongoing Fight Against Fraud

In 2012, a record 
$5 billion was 
recovered from 
cases involving 
fraud against public 
sector entities under 
the False Claims 
Act. Since 2009, 
False Claims Act 
recoveries have 
totaled $13.3 billion.

    1
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fraud. In 1990, the Chief Financial Offi  cers (CFO) Act 

was signed into law, a rough public sector equivalent 

to the private sector’s Sarbanes-Oxley Act. The CFO 

Act was followed up in 2002 by the Improper Pay-

ments Information Act. And more change is coming. 

Fast-approaching new deadlines for compliance with 

even more comprehensive fraud prevention eff orts 

mean agencies must continue to bolster the security 

of their fi nancial and accounting systems.

The Need to Change
Although not all fraud ends up in news headlines like 

the previously cited examples, it is no less serious. 

However, despite the urgency of the issue, some 

governmental entities have been slow to address 

the unique challenges associated with fraud detec-

tion — dealing with increased demands for services 

and increasingly scarce resources have occupied a 

substantial amount of time. At the federal level, many 

of these late movers have yet to fully address the 

requirements included in the CFO Act, which entered 

the picture over two decades ago. In some cases, 

agencies and departments have simply ignored the 

requirements entirely. But the deadline outlined in the 

Financial Improvement and Audit Readiness (FIAR) 

mandate — first issued in 2005 — is forcing these 

entities to finally tackle the compliance question once 

and for all. 

FIAR originally decreed that every federal govern-

ment agency had to comply with all CFO Act require-

ments by 2017. This distant date gave agencies a 

considerable buffer zone in which to slow down, 

or delay, complying with the requirements until further 

notice. In October 2011, however, the FIAR compliance 

deadline was accelerated to 2014.3 Now, with only a 

year left to ensure compliance with FIAR, agencies 

are scrambling to shift their collective thoughts from 

“we’ll think about it later” to “let’s do this now.”

Federal agencies must act quickly and effi  ciently to 

achieve full FIAR compliance — but how? What needs 

to be done? Where should they start? Who should they 

partner with to help them tackle this increasingly looming 

and complex issue? Besides FIAR, what are some other 

drivers behind governmental anti-fraud eff orts? And 

what about state and local agencies? How can they 

benefi t from FIAR compliance?

State and local agencies are not immune to this 

upheaval. These questions hold signifi cance for them 

as well. State and local agencies are no less suscep-

tible to fraud than federal agencies. Taking steps 

to eliminate fraud and abuse can help all agencies 

maintain public trust and meet increased service 

demands without a proportionate increase in available 

funding. This paper aims to help agencies get started 

2          ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT

Recent Government Anti-Fraud Eff orts 

President George H.W. Bush signs the Chief Financial Offi  cers (CFO) Act, the public sector version of 
the Sarbanes-Oxley Act. The CFO Act created new fi nancial oversight positions in the federal government to 
help combat fraud and waste, as well as new fi nancial reporting requirements.

President George W. Bush signs the Improper Payment Act, requiring agencies to more thoroughly 
evaluate programs and activities vulnerable to fraud, as well as report to Congress on steps taken to decrease 
future vulnerability.4

President Barack Obama signs the Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery Act, which requires 
agencies to “spend at least $1 million on audits to identify potential overpayments, produce plans to cut such 
overpayment errors and set penalties for agencies that fail to comply.”5

The new deadline for all federal agencies and departments to achieve full compliance with the 
Financial Improvement and Audit Readiness (FIAR) Mandate.

1990

2002

2010

2014

2
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on the path to FIAR compliance and answer some 

of the pressing questions they are facing concerning 

fraud and abuse.

Automation and the 
Benefi ts of Governance, 
Risk and Compliance Software
The rise of the Internet and cloud computing have 

brought automation to the forefront of public sector 

accounting. Much of the old manual bookkeeping 

work performed by individuals is now automated, 

done instantaneously the moment a financial trans-

action takes place. The “books” are now located in 

the electronic realm. The benefit of this change is 

obvious — much less energy is spent manually enter-

ing transaction data, and more automation means 

increased efficiency and time saved. However, the 

trend toward automation also has disadvantages. 

In particular, with more accounting processes now 

occurring automatically and online, fraud becomes 

much harder to prevent and detect. When any 

workstation can be used to access records and 

documents (by hacking if necessary), maintaining 

the integrity of the “books” becomes a challenge. 

|Additionally, fraud is increasingly anonymous — since 

the system can be accessed from potentially any-

where in the agency (or outside it), identifying possible 

suspects can be a daunting task. To date, many public 

sector agencies that automate their accounting tasks 

continue to lack the security tools and measures that 

can monitor and analyze these processes effectively. 

Agencies are reaping the benefits of automation, but 

are also exposing themselves to more risk. 

So how can agencies minimize the risk of fraud in the 

era of automation? Is there a way to make public sector 

fi nancial management easier in the digital age, where 

FIAR and other requirements are making oversight 

such a critical element of doing business?

The Appeal of Infor Approva
In response to the diffi  culties of overseeing and protect-

ing fi nancial systems located largely online, recent years 

have witnessed the emergence of software designed 

to help organizations keep their electronic books in 

order. Known as governance, risk and compliance (GRC) 

software, these programs enable organizations — public 

and private — to comply with regulations, like FIAR, that 

require regular auditing and oversight of automated 

fi nancial and accounting processes. 

GRC software can continuously monitor an organiza-

tion’s online records, making sure that all the proverbial 

t’s and i’s are crossed and dotted. It can also help pin-

point instances of internal and external fraud more easily 

— automatic testing of the system provides assurance 

that no suspicious activity goes undetected and that all 

proper accounting and fi nancial principles are being 

followed. In a fi eld where attention to details and thor-

oughness are everything, GRC software helps fi ll in the 

gaps in oversight that are naturally left behind by human 

error and limitations. Infor Approva was developed with 

governmental compliance in mind. For agencies rushing 

to become audit-ready by the fast-approaching 2014 

FIAR deadline, Approva’s fi nancial testing and reporting 

features can be a boon to FIAR-conscious government 

entities looking to quickly gain compliance. 

Overall, Infor Approva helps fraud-conscious 

organizations fi nd the “needle in the haystack” that 

ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT          3

Infor Approva Meets 
Government Compliance Needs

 Runs continuously, providing constant 
monitoring of all fi nancial and accounting 
processes on an organization’s system

 Provides detailed reports on the status 
and health of the overall system, identifying 
possible embedded issues, problems and 
risks, including reporting on potentially 
improper activities like fraud

 Checks for segregation of duties, a critical 
component of accounting oversight and a 
secure, fraud-resistant digital accounting system

 Works seamlessly with any pre-existing 
fi nancial system

  Shortens the audit-readiness process by up 
to 80 percent, thus accelerating full compliance 
with FIAR requirements

    3
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is increasingly diffi  cult to detect in today’s complex 

technological environment. For agencies with automated 

fi nancial and accounting systems, implementing Approva 

can be a major step toward making sure the benefi ts of au-

tomation do not get overshadowed by the potential perils.

Infor Approva in the Real World
Recently, a federal government agency contracted with 

Infor to implement its Approva GRC software alongside 

the agency’s existing electronic fi nancial system. The 

agency’s main goal was to meet its FIAR compliance 

obligations, which included having regular auditing 

and getting its fi nancial controls certifi ed. The agency 

wanted to ensure FIAR compliance in advance of its 

fi rst formal audit, as well as achieve greater visibility 

into its own fi nancial controls and processes. Particular 

attention was being paid to the agency’s procurement 

process, along with user access controls. 

By implementing Approva, the agency improved its 

financial oversight and reporting capabilities signifi-

cantly. Results of the implementation included:

• A thorough clean-up of thousands of user access 

and segregation of duty issues in the agency’s 

financial system, prior to its first formal audit 

• Automatic monitoring of transactions recorded 

manually by over 3,500 individuals — this 

monitoring now catches thousands of recording 

errors each month

• Savings of thousands of hours every month which 

were previously required in order to manually 

review reports across several decentralized 

agency locations

A government organization 

also recently deployed the 

Approva Continuous Moni-

toring Solution to reduce 

the amount of time spent on 

manual audit preparation, 

prevent external audit 

fi ndings by performing con-

tinuous control checks and 

test internal controls prior to 

external audit. By implementing the Approva 

solution, the organization achieved valuable results:

• Signifi cantly decreased the eff ort and cost 

related to audit and compliance eff orts

• Spent less time testing controls

• Decreased the risk of a security breach

• Reduced the number of accounting errors

• Reduced the amount of cash leaks and fraud

• Have since recorded several years of passing 

audits with zero fi ndings

Fighting Fraud 
and Abuse for Good
Fraud and waste will always be threats to the public 

sector. For agencies to protect themselves from fi nancial 

harm and undue media attention while also complying 

with an increasing number of accounting regulations, 

GRC software — like Infor Approva — is an attractive 

option. With so many fi nancial practices moving to the 

digital realm, having an eff ective GRC solution in place 

is key to thwarting fraudsters in their tracks and keeping 

agencies’ “books” clean. 

4          ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT

Infor Public Sector delivers a comprehensive suite of integrated, government-specific solutions that 

drive civic planning and permitting, citizen relationships, asset and work management, utility billing, 

and regulatory compliance monitoring. Infor solutions increase operational efficiency, citizen satisfac-

tion, government accountability, and process transparency and are transforming how governments 

provide services to citizens.

For more information, visit http://www.infor.com/industries/publicsector/.

Endnotes
1. www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-12-04/u-s-recovers-record-5-billion-in-government-fraud-cases.html
2. http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-04-18/politics/35452299_1_western-regions-conference-gsa-bonuses
3. http://comptroller.defense.gov/fiar/overview.html
4. http://heartland.org/policy-documents/improper-payments-information-act-2002-background-implementation-and-assessment
5. http://voices.washingtonpost.com/federal-eye/2010/07/obama_to_sign_improper_payment.html

For agencies rushing to 
become audit-ready by the 
fast-approaching 2014 
FIAR deadline, Approva’s 
fi nancial testing and reporting 
features can be a boon to 
FIAR-conscious government 
entities looking to quickly 
gain compliance.

4
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govtech.com/extra: 
Updates from Government Technology’s daily online news service.

reader/comments: 
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Community Resilience

WHO SAYS?
“Analytics is where we really want to go, and part of it is we’re just 

starting to look at this data as an asset and something that might be 

really valuable.”

www.govtech.com/e-government/Big-Data-in-Maryland.html

As much as disasters cause fear, they also connect communities in ways other incidents can’t. 

Focusing on those connections, rather than the catastrophe, is the theory behind the San 

Francisco Department of Emergency Management’s project SF72.org, a site created 

to enhance the city’s disaster preparedness. Set to launch this fall, SF72 would link 

disaster victims to citizens off ering resources and services — from food and water to 

mechanical services and a place to stay. The department’s research shows that 

communities with natural social networks are more resilient.

“ This is the point where govern-

ments will lose total control of their 

employees’ activities. While it may be 

possible to maintain real-time control 

over phone use [and] Internet activi-

ties, most managers won’t have the 

time, energy or ability to eff ectively 

monitor the use. It will be especially 

diffi  cult if the employee is allowed to 

download apps. This is how hack-

ing will explode. Given the publicity, 

Staunton, Va., may be a fi rst target of 

those who would do such a thing.

RealOscar in response to BlackBerry to 
Samsung: An Easy Switch for Staunton, Va.

“ Wi-Fi payphones make about 

as much sense to me as the 

computer-controlled carburetors 

in the mid to late 1980s.

Cloudchaser Sakonige in response to 
Payphone Wi-Fi Piloted in Boston

“ Converting social media into an 

email archive certainly has a number 

of pros and cons (i.e., social media is 

rich and interactive, but email is static 

and disconnected), but nonetheless, 

it is great to see some system being 

put in place.

Anil Chawla in response to Ohio City Deploys 
2-in-1 Email and Social Media Archiving

“ Building great teams is clearly 

more than just adding people. It starts 

with people, but builds with getting 

them to buy into the vision, then 

motivating and empowering them to 

pursue that vision together.

Tom McKenty in response to The Smartest 
Thing CIO Phil Bertolini Ever Did

“ There is zero relationship between 

someone’s Klout score and their ‘infl u-

ence.’ Research study after research 

study proves that there is no such 

thing as ‘infl uentials’ in social media. 

You might as well use a Ouija board. 

The message, how the receiver gets 

the message, the time of day — all 

of these infl uence how a message is 

received, but not who sends it.

Rohn Jay Miller in response to Klout and Kred 
Scores: Critical or Meaningless?

TOP-TWEETED STORIES HOT OR NOT?

103
tweets

95
tweets

64
tweets

7 Ideas for the 
Future of Local 
Government
    
6 Things You 
May Not Know 
About Open Data 
 
Ted Gaebler: 
Government 
Transformer

Most read stories online:
Payphone Wi-Fi 

Piloted in Boston  

2,788 VIEWS

Boston Uses Tech to 

Communicate After 

Marathon Explosions  

2,334 VIEWS

Google Fiber in Provo, 

Utah, Comes with 

Strings: $2.9 Million  

1,688 VIEWS

Least read stories online: 
New Site Refl ects 

Recovery of 

Alabama Beach Town  

213 VIEWS 

Innovation Index Ranks 

Thriving Startup Cultures 

150 VIEWS

Cyberthreats 

Pose Unsettling 

Cyber-Consequences

111 VIEWS

Security Reminder

The amount of germs per 
square inch on a typical cellphone 
— that’s more bacteria than is 
found on the average toilet seat 
in the same amount of space. 

Foc

F

t

c

25,107Up to 160,000 Social Security numbers 
and 1 million driver’s license numbers may 

have been compromised in a security 

breach of a Washington state website. 

In May, the Administrative Offi  ce of the 

Courts announced the breach, which was 

discovered in late February and March. 

The state warned that the information of 

anyone booked into a city or county jail 

in Washington from September 2011 

through December 2012 may be at risk.

After detecting the breach, the courts 

offi  ce worked with Washington State 

Consolidated Technology Services and the 

Multi-State Information Sharing and Analysis 

Center to improve its Internet security. 
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1
Tell us about your priorities. I have three: 

Big data, open data and creating what the 

governor calls common data platforms. 

We’re seeing a convergence of all three.

When we talk about data — whether it’s 

crime, health or employment data — we 

want to have one place to go. It doesn’t 

matter if you’re the State Police, the Mary-

land Emergency Management Agency or a 

local fi re department, you should be work-

ing off  the same sheet of music. So we are 

building platforms in these areas. 

One of the great ones is for a health 

information exchange. We’ve created a 

consortium of all 47 acute care hospitals 

in the state. Any admission, transfer or 

discharge is in the system, so if you show 

up at Mercy Medical Center one day and 

at Johns Hopkins a week later, Johns 

Hopkins knows your history of interac-

tions. Can we start sharing diagnosis data 

through that system? Absolutely. Can we 

Michael Powell
chief innovation officer, Maryland
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8       July 2013 //  www.govtech.com

FOUR QUESTIONS

Michael Powell has been Maryland’s chief innovation officer since August 2012. He joined 

state government after working as a consultant for IBM and spending three years as an analyst in 

Baltimore’s CitiStat Office , which helped pioneer the broad use of performance metrics for managing 

public agencies and programs. We talked to Powell at the NASCIO Midyear Conference earlier this 

year about the state’s strategy for using data and analytics.

3
Is the work you’re doing easier 
because of Maryland’s experience 
with the CitiStat  and StateStat 

performance-based management 
programs? Yes, we launched an open 

data portal fairly easily because folks were 

used to collecting performance data about 

their agency, and we were able to put that 

data in the portal. Now the limitation is that 

we really think about things that way. We 

think about data that’s already been aggre-

gated to a certain extent rather than really 

raw data and individual-level data.

We’re good at saying “County X” had 47 

property crimes during a two-week period. 

But what I want to make available is the list 

of the actual crimes. 

4
How do you handle privacy concerns 
as you make greater use of big data 
analytics? I think our solution is to 

aggregate the data to a certain level and 

report things that way. Instead of a list of 

every hospitalization over the past 12 months, 

we’ll count it up by census block group. 

We’re starting to work through those issues. 

I wish I could tell you I’ve solved them. 

— Steve Towns, Editor

start integrated cost data, so we understand 

that better? We can do that too.

2
What are your next steps for big 
data? In local government you have 

data from your 311 system and a 

ton of crime data because the police 

department does that. The state is a 

little more limited. To a large extent we 

regulate and fund things, so the nature 

of the data is diff erent. 

But there are big opportunities. For exam-

ple, we have data about every person who’s 

ever been unemployed in Maryland, largely 

because the state processes and pays 

claims for unemployment insurance. We’re 

starting to realize what an asset we might 

have in this data that gives us a picture of 

unemployment across the state. Analytics 

is where we want to go. We’re starting to 

look at this data as something that might be 

really valuable.
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BIG PICTURE

AP PHOTO/RICK BOWMER

The National Security Agency 
(NSA) expects to complete this 
1-million-square-foot intelligence 
facility near Salt Lake City in 
October, according to news 
reports. The facility has an 
estimated cost of $1.2 billion and 
will house a sophisticated data 
center that’s reportedly capable 
of storing zettabytes of data — 
1 zettabyte is equal to 1.1 trillion 
gigabytes — along with technical 
support and administrative space. 
In June, the NSA became the 
focus of a media fi restorm after an 
employee of a contractor working 
for the agency told the British 
newspaper The Guardian that the 
NSA was collecting the phone 
records of millions of Americans 
in an eff ort to fi ght terrorism. 

Big Data, 
Big Brother?
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How Gangplankers and other social 
entrepreneurs are radically changing 
how cities get their software. 

12       July 2013 //  www.govtech.com

INSIDE THE 
CIVIC HACKING
MOVEMENT 

BY KIM LACHANCE SHANDROW  |  CONTRIBUTING WRITER 
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ocal government agencies are 
tapping into alternative commu-
nity co-working spaces, neighbor-

hood tech meetups and civic hackathons to 
forge innovative tech partnerships, liberate 
municipal data and drive civic engagement.

“In the future, governments and 
companies won’t really care about massive 
operations and giant corporate headquar-
ters,” said Derek Neighbors, co-founder 
of Gangplank, a nonprofi t collaborative 
workspace group and startup incubator 
headquartered in a revitalized historic 
building directly across from the Chandler, 
Ariz., City Hall. “They’ll be far more inter-
ested in sourcing talented, innovative, local 
individuals who can get the work done.” 

Many local governments already 
are, thanks to a new breed of munic-
ipal chief innovation and chief infor-
mation offi  cers, leading the charge 
alongside civic-minded techies who 
are eager to improve the communi-
ties where they live, work and play.

American municipalities — from San 
Francisco to New York City — are pivoting 
away from outsourcing their growing 
tech needs to large corporations and 
away from creating and maintaining their 
own often massive, complex municipal 
data systems. Instead, they’re turning to 
civic coders and private service providers 
who live in the community and work in 
alternative co-working environments 
for everything from app development to 
social media outreach and data storage. 
Meanwhile, these new relationships 
help local governments better under-
stand and respond to citizens’ needs. 

Neighbors, a veteran software engi-
neer, launched Gangplank in 2008 with 
fellow tech entrepreneur Jade Meskill to 
foster an environment for local creatives, 
entrepreneurs and startups to “explore 
innovative ideas and create what they are 
passionate about in ways that enhance 
the community we live and work in.” 
Gangplank has since opened additional 
collaborative co-working spaces in the 
Phoenix area, Virginia and Canada.

www.govtech.com  // July 2013         13 

DEREK NEIGHBORS IS CO-FOUNDER OF GANGPLANK, 
A NONPROFIT STARTUP INCUBATOR THAT WORKS 
CLOSELY WITH THE CITY OF CHANDLER, ARIZ.
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I N S I D E  T H E  C I V I C  H A C K I N G  M O V E M E N T

14       July 2013 //  www.govtech.com

“We don’t want to be just a renter 
inside of a space in Chandler,” Neighbors 
said. “We want to transform the city for 
the better by playing an active, committed 
role in rebuilding the downtown core and 
encouraging high civic engagement.” 

It costs nothing for people to work 
in Gangplank’s wall-less open concept 
co-working space. Unlike the many monthly 
membership fee-based co-working options 
nationwide, instead of paying rent for 
desk space and conference room use, 
long-term Gangplank users are asked to 
“pay it forward” within the community. 

They lend a hand on various public 
projects for Chandler. Gangplank holds 
a contract with the city that enables 
Gangplankers, as Neighbors calls them, 
to deliver several important services, 
including educational program creation, 

workforce development and profes-
sional mentoring, all at zero monetary 
cost to the city. “Doing so challenges the 
notion of using monetary capital to propel 
commerce and instead uses social capital 
to propel commerce,” Neighbors said. 

He encourages Gangplank’s estimated 
5,000 Chandler members to take responsi-
bility for their city. In fact, he said, “there’s 
someone from Gangplank’s member 
base on virtually every single board or 
commission in the city.” As the current 
president of the board of the Down-
town Chandler Community Partnership, 
Neighbors practices what he preaches. 

Communication between city offi  cials 
and citizen Gangplankers is improved, 
Neighbors said, by weekly meetings at 
Gangplank that bring them together 
to “cross-pollinate ideas, collaborate 

and co-create.” Chandler City Council 
members also regularly interact with 
Gangplankers via Facebook and Twitter 
to give and receive information. 

“It’s not uncommon for one of our local 
City Council members to tweet or instant 
message with Gangplank community 
members during a City Council meeting,” 
Neighbors said. “And those online conver-
sations often continue offl  ine in-person 
when a City Council member drops by 
our space to work for a bit, deliver some-
thing or just to catch up. These everyday 
digital and real-world exchanges help 
to humanize city offi  cials and staff , and 
that’s how citizens end up seeing them 
as people, not as bad government.”  

Hosting Hackathons
Meanwhile, Alameda County, Calif., 

home to the city of Oakland, is dialing into 
the growing civic hacking trend by hosting 
community hackathons. The fi rst Alameda 
County open data civic hackathon took 
place in Castro Valley in December 2012, 
followed by one on April 27, 2013, with 
several more slated for the rest of the year. 

GANGPLANK 
WORKSPACES ARE 
FREE TO USE, WITH 
THE IDEA THAT 
PEOPLE WILL “PAY IT 
FORWARD” IN THEIR 
COMMUNITIES.
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The daylong Alameda County Apps 
Challenge on April 27 off ered civic coders 
$5,000 in prize money to create helpful 
apps that showcased a certain portion 
of the county’s vital public data via 
open source APIs, including restaurant 
health inspection reports, the library’s 
book reservation system and the city’s 
pothole database. Government data sets 
that were used in the April hackathon 
included crime statistics, HUD residence 
information and public health data. 

Apps that were created as a direct 
result of Alameda County’s fi rst 
civic hackathon in 2012 include: 
• SnapMapper — A Yelp-like app for 

food-stamp recipients that shows users 
ratings and information about nearby 
stores that accept food stamps.

• AC BookIT — An app that lets users 
search for and reserve library books. 

• ACPR Finder — An app created by high 
school students that pulls data to pro-
vide information about county parks, 
recreation centers and hiking trails. 

“The Apps Challenge is one example of 
the ways the county is using cutting-edge 

technology to increase government trans-
parency and assist residents in accessing 
vital information,” Keith Carson, president 
of the Alameda County Board of Repre-
sentatives, said in a recent statement. 

In bordering Santa Clara County, the 
city of Palo Alto, Calif., a hotbed of entre-
preneurial tech innovation, has long 
worked with civic-minded coders and 
startups to benefi t the community. 

In fact, the city, in partnership with 
Innovation Endeavors, Talenthouse 
and the Institute for the Future, hosted 
a successful civic hackathon in March 
2012 dubbed the Super Happy Block 
Party Hackathon. The event, which took 
place in a blocked-off  section of High 
Street, was held “in the spirit of collab-
orative community innovation,” said 
Palo Alto CIO Jonathan Reichental. 

Approximately 2,000 civic program-
mers collaborated on apps designed to 
encourage civic engagement and facilitate 
local government transparency. However, 
according to Reichental, it’s sometimes 
hard to know exactly which apps resulted 
from busy public hackathons like these.  
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Jelly meetups are another popu-
lar alternative co-working option 
popping up in dozens of U.S. 
cities and towns, as well as in 
Australia, Canada, Europe, Hong 
Kong and the U.K. Similar to 
Arizona’s Gangplank co-working 
setup, jelly meetups off er 
freelance tech workers, creative 
freelancers and entrepreneurs 
with shared interests and talents 
a refreshing escape from the 
home offi  ce where they can 
network, collaborate, develop 
partnerships, and share ideas 
and resources. 

But jellies also are quite dif-
ferent from brick-and-mortar 
co-working spaces. How so? 
They cost nothing to join and 
often occur weekly, biweekly or 
monthly, depending on each jelly 
and its organizers. Jelly meetup 
locations typically change with 
each gathering and happen 
everywhere from neighborhood 
coff eehouses, pubs and librar-
ies to private residences, tech 
startup offi  ces and even within 
co-working spaces. Anyone can 
attend. All they need is a laptop, 
tablet or anything else they re-
quire to work. Wi-Fi, tables, sofas 
and chairs often are provided. 
Upcoming jellies are listed at 
http://wiki.workatjelly.com, 
www.meetup.com, and on 
individual jelly websites and 
Facebook pages. 

Why the unusual name? 
Because the fi rst two people to 
host a jelly, Web developer Amit 
Gupta and software developer 
Luke Crawford, came up with the 
concept while eating jelly beans. 
They hosted the fi rst jelly in New 
York City in March 2006.   

ALAMEDA COUNTY, 
CALIF.’S HACKATHONS 
HAVE DIRECTLY 
RESULTED IN THE 
CREATION OF NEW 
CIVIC-FOCUSED APPS.
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a Jelly? 
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“It’s often diffi  cult to measure the 
impact of civic hackathons,” he said. “You 
don’t always know what apps were built 
and if indeed companies were formed. 
The hope, of course, is that they are 
and that they’ll have a positive, lasting 
impact on the local community.”

One such hackathon-borne civic app 
still in use today is Palo Alto’s StreetViewer. 
The app helps residents stay informed 
about the condition of city streets and 
was a result of a 2011 nonprofi t open data 
civic hackathon hosted by the city, Stan-
ford University students and local soft-
ware developers. Community members 
can use the free app to view any street 
in Palo Alto, as well as upload and share 
their own photos of street conditions with 
fellow citizens. StreetViewer users also can 
compare local street pavement condition 
ratings against Google Street View images.

Reichental noted that on June 1, 2013, 
Palo Alto will be one of nearly 80 U.S. 
cities to invite its residents to participate 
in the National Day of Civic Hacking. The 
event is designed to bring together soft-
ware developers, citizens and tech entre-
preneurs to “collaboratively create, build 

and invent new solutions using publicly 
released data, code and technology to solve 
challenges relevant to our neighborhoods, 
our cities, our states and our country.” The 
national event, according to its offi  cial 
website, will “leverage the expertise and 
entrepreneurial spirit of those outside 
federal, state and local government to drive 
meaningful, technology-based solutions 
for federal, state and local government.” 

The National Day of Civic Hacking 
is being organized by Code for America, 
Random Hacks of Kindness and Innovation 
Endeavors. Government partners include: 
the White House Offi  ce of Digital Strategy; 
NASA; the U.S. departments of Energy, 
Labor and Transportation; Census Bureau; 
National Science Foundation; Peace Corps 
and many other government entities. 

Palo Alto was one of the fi rst cities to 
sign on to the inaugural National Day of 

Civic Hacking, Reichental said. “I think 
we were part of the inspiration for it 
based on the overall success of our Super 
Happy Block Party Hackathon,” he said. 
“This coast-to-coast event will bring 
people together in cities across the nation 
to get them to really start thinking about 
collaborating and co-creating for civic 
innovation and for the betterment of their 
communities. In our case, this isn’t about 
just fi nding a way citizens can contribute 
to the future of the city of Palo Alto. Our 
participation, which will include tech 
and government professionals, as well as 
families and children, is meant to inspire 
a future generation of innovators and 
to inspire a renewed interest in science, 
technology, engineering and math.”

Reichental said the rise of local govern-
ments that engage neighboring tech 
co-working communities and civic coders 

for the greater good will grow quickly and 
become more common in the future. 

“Cities can no longer be vending 
machines where citizens insert a dollar 
and they get a service back,” he said. “That 
model is coming to an end. The future of 
American cities lies within co-creation 
between the community and government. 
We are now a software-driven society 
and increasingly so. More civic software 
engineers will be very valuable throughout 
our communities, and they’ll be brought to 
bear to solve widespread societal prob-
lems, enabling governments to essen-
tially outsource what they haven’t always 
provided particularly well in the past.”  

Nerds in Philly
That future is now in Philadelphia, 

according to Adel Ebeid, the city’s chief 
innovation offi  cer. 
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extremely passionate about open govern-
ment and open data.” Many are emotionally 
attached to their neighborhoods, he said, and 
have a strong desire to bring government and 
citizens closer together “to improve the digital 
and nondigital quality of life in Philadelphia.” 

And that’s why he wants them to stay 
long enough to lay down permanent roots in 
Philadelphia, instead of bailing for Silicon 
Valley in search of other opportunities. 

“When civic-minded hackathon partici-
pants and social entrepreneurs stay in our 
communities, it creates jobs, improves 
the local quality of life, drives the local 
economy, and everyone benefi ts,” Ebeid 
said. “The bottom line is that if you’re a 
local city and you’re not engaging the local 
tech community right now, then you are 
missing out on a huge opportunity.” 

Kim Lachance Shandrow is a Los Angeles-based tech writer.
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its Open Data Initiative. The crime data 
was used to develop an informative civic 
app at a March 6, 2013, Hackathon at Seed 
Philly, a 6,000-square-foot collabora-
tive co-working high-rise space and tech 
startup incubator in the heart of Phila-
delphia’s Center City district. The app 
shows violent versus nonviolent crimes 
and incident rates displayed on city maps. 

Indy Hall, located fi ttingly on N3rd 
Street, is another co-working tech incu-
bator space that Philadelphia routinely 
shares its municipal data sets with “to 
create apps that solve government prob-
lems,” said Ebeid. In fact, the city recently 
outsourced the creation of a 311 information 
app to Indy Hall innovators to better inform 
the public of non-emergency city services. 

Ebeid said the civic coders he’s worked 
with are “mainly millennials who favor 
capitalism with a conscience and who are 

“Civic hackathons in Philly, especially 
those that are based around open data, are 
already a very normal, common occur-
rence in our city,” Ebeid said. He added 
that his staff  attend, host or engage in 
one to two civic coding events weekly 
on average. The city has a thriving, early 
stage tech scene taking hold, primarily 
anchored around North 3rd Street, a.k.a. 
N3rd (pronounced “nerd”) Street. 

“We’re actively working to liberate 
as much of the city’s government data as 
possible,” said Ebeid, “and we’re doing this 
because we feel that open data is the real 
matchmaker between government, the 
local tech community and our citizens.” 

For example, for the fi rst time, on Dec. 
12, 2012, the city publicly released Type 
1 crime statistics — which covers crime 
categories including homicide, rape and 
robbery — dating back to 2006 as part of 

INNOVATORS FROM INDY 
HALL, A CO-WORKING SPACE 
IN PHILADELPHIA, CREATED 
A 311 APP TO INFORM CITY 
RESIDENTS ABOUT NON-
EMERGENCY SERVICES.

e   citizens insert a dollar and they get a service back.”

GT07_12.indd   17 6/11/13   1:30 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

®



New platforms are transforming 
the idea of civic duty and reinventing 

how citizens engage with 
government. These tools 

allow users to interact and share 
feedback with government entities 

in creative, convenient ways. 
Here are fi ve platforms that are 

helping redefi ne civic engagement.
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That achievement led to the 
creation of Neighborland. The engage-
ment tool debuted in New Orleans 
in July 2011 and a year later it was 
expanded to 25 U.S. cities. In 2012, 
the platform went nationwide.

“Our goal is [to] help residents inform 
themselves about the issues that matter 
in their neighborhoods and to take action 
on those insights,” Parham said. “We 
want to help communities become, in 
Douglas Farr’s words from Sustainable 
Urbanism, more ‘connected, compact and 
complete.’ We want to help people build 
more sustainable, resilient communities.”

According to Parham, more than 
750 mayors have used Neighborland 
to advocate for safety within cities. 
City leaders including New Orleans 
Councilwoman Stacy Head, Chicago 
Alderman Danny Solis and the San 
Francisco Neighborhood Empower-
ment Network also employed the plat-
form to act on residents’ ideas.

Neighborland plans on building out 
further functionality in its slate of Action 
tools that residents and organizations can 
use to collaborate. In addition, Parham 
said he and his team are developing 
how-to guides for Neighborland based on 
case stories from residents and organiza-
tions who successfully used the platform.
BRIAN HEATON, SENIOR WRITER

Textizen
An easier way to give opinions 

CHICAGO PUBLIC SCHOOLS, the nation’s 
third-largest school district, struggled 
to collect feedback from parents. To 
simplify the process, the district deployed 
Textizen, which makes sharing comments 
and responding to survey questions 
as easy as sending a text message.

The district’s massive size made it 
tough to communicate with parents 
through traditional methods, said 
Textizen co-founder Alex Yule. “Sending 
things home with the students wasn’t 
that feasible because [the informa-

tion] was getting lost along the way.” 
Textizen combats that issue by avoiding 

it completely. Questions are posted in public 
areas, and people are encouraged to text 
their response to a specifi ed phone number.

After deploying the tool in early March, 
Chicago Public Schools launched two 
surveys to gather opinions about the 
district’s facilities and programs. So far, the 
initiative has been successful: The district 
received more than 1,200 responses. One 
survey asked parents, teachers, students, 
staff  and community members what 
facility resources would benefi t students. 
And the second survey, displayed in city 
buses and trains, asked what services 

2 1 S T - C E N T U R Y  C I T Y  H A L L
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Neighborland
A new way to rally residents

IF YOU’VE EVER TRIED drumming up 
support for a neighborhood project, you 
know fi rsthand how diffi  cult the eff ort can 
be. From diverse work schedules to just 
plain indiff erence, capturing a community’s 
attention and rallying residents on an issue 
can seem impossible at times. Neighborland 
was created to make that task easier.

The online social engagement platform 
helps citizens and public offi  cials connect 
on ideas and plans for a community. After 
creating a profi le on Neighborland, users 
can post questions or ideas using words 
and pictures. The posts can be categorized 
by topic, and users can suggest related 
actions such as fundraisers and meetings.

Users who support an idea can click 
a “me too” button — similar to “liking” a 
Facebook post. The information is then 
presented in an open, transparent way 
indicating the will of the community, 
complementing city council hearings and 
other traditional forms of communication.

Dan Parham, co-founder and CEO of 
Neighborland, said the platform originated 
from co-founder Candy Chang’s “I Wish This 
Was” project. Chang, a New Orleans resident, 
saw large amounts of vacant storefront prop-
erties in the city, so she created stickers that 
read “I wish this was,” leaving a blank space 
for people to suggest ideas. The approach 
was a success, gathering many responses.
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— like health centers or early child-
hood education — community members 
would use if off ered at a nearby school.

Textizen stems from Philadelphia’s Code 
for America project in 2012. It was devel-
oped by Yule, who was a Code for America 
fellow at the time, and colleague Michelle 
Lee. The tool was created to approach 
civic engagement in a new and innova-
tive way. “We decided on text messaging 
because it’s a much broader, more 
widely available technology,” Yule said. 

Eighty-six percent of Americans own a 
cellphone, according to the Pew Research 
Center, so creating an application that uses 
text messaging seemed like the obvious 
answer to improve citizen engagement, Yule 
said. Many citizens don’t want  to attend 
town hall meetings, which may take hours 
or are inconveniently located; however, 
text messaging is easy and requires a small 
commitment compared to other ways to 
participate in local government, he added.

“Most people are willing to take a few 
seconds to text in, especially if you’re asking 
about something really relevant to their daily 
lives.” SARAH RICH, STAFF WRITER

Voterheads
Early warning on important issues

IT’S A SCENARIO every local government 
is likely familiar with: There’s a council 
meeting and while decisions are being 
made on behalf of everyone in the area, 
only a small percentage of the popu-
lation participates in the process. But 
once a decision is made, citizens 
complain about the result.

“It’s frustrating for elected 
offi  cials because they’re doing 
what they’ve done for years 
as far as making people aware 
by posting agendas and having 
public meetings about all these 
things,” said Voterheads founder 
Karl McCollester. “Yet most people 
don’t feel like they’re being informed.”

That’s what McCollester and his 
colleagues are attempting to change 
with Voterheads, a free online 
engagement platform that alerts 

citizens via email when their city, 
county or school board is discussing 
a topic that they’re interested in. 

Using a sliding scale, users indicate 
their degree of opposition or support 
of a topic like taxes, at which point the 
system decides if or how quickly that 
person should be notifi ed about an 
upcoming public meeting. “If you’re 
neutral about it, we probably won’t notify 
you unless it reaches a critical mass of 
people within your community, which 
means it’s something that’s of interest 
to everyone,” McCollester said.

The platform uses technology similar 
to Google’s spiders that crawl around 
the Web to build an index by combing 
through online agendas, Word docu-
ments and PDFs to gather the appropriate 
information. The company is working 
on an application programming inter-
face so organizations can push data 
to Voterheads to ensure accuracy and 
embed the platform on their website.

Additionally users can comment 
and vote on the topics in a social 
media-style format, as well as link their 
social networking accounts to Voter-
heads so they can share items.

The platform is being launched this 
summer in communities in central South 
Carolina, including Columbia, where 
Councilwoman Tameika Isaac Devine 
sees it as a good opportunity to engage 
citizens on local issues and initiatives. 
“If [citizens] had a way to actually know 
when issues are coming up in front of 
us as a council,” she said, “they could 
communicate with us about what 

their ideas and feelings are 
about diff erent issues, 
instead of us always 
playing catch up.”

While Voterheads 
may expand to other 
government levels in 
the future, its focus will 
be on local government 
“because state and 
federal get so much 
attention compara-

tively,” McCollester said.

ELAINE PITTMAN, 
ASSOCIATE EDITOR

2 1 S T - C E N T U R Y  C I T Y  H A L L
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Community PlanIt
A game with real-world results

ERIC GORDON, an Emerson College 
professor, creates games and other digital 
tools that energize civic participation. He 
runs the university’s Engagement Game Lab 
and develops programs to make community 
planning fun and interactive for citizens.

One of his creations is Commu-
nity PlanIt, an online game that solicits 
comments from residents about their 
neighborhoods. City administrators analyze 
the feedback to make more informed 
choices about community development.

Gordon hopes that citizens will become 
more interested in local government 
by playing a game about city planning 
that delivers real results and commu-
nication with public-sector leaders.

“We’re looking at ways in which a public 
engagement process like this can bolster 
the strength of community bonds,” he said. 
“It’s not just about better technical deci-
sions; it’s about making sure the public 
feels they have a voice in major decisions.”

Community PlanIt hosts city-focused 
games that last for weeks at a time. Resi-
dents earn coins by answering trivia ques-
tions about their community and submitting 
information like neighborhood photographs 
and comments and opinions about specifi c 
areas. Coins and awards also can be earned 
if users’ comments evoke many responses 
and are liked and shared socially by others. 
Players pledge their coins to real-life 
neighborhood causes, however, the three 
causes with the largest pledge amounts at 
the end of the game win actual funding.   

“You don’t just feel like you’re fi lling 
out a regular survey, and I think the 
game accomplishes that by establishing 
a point system so you’re rewarded for 
your correct answers,” said Clint Randall, 
a planner for the Philadelphia City Plan-
ning Commission. “The more you partici-
pate, the more points you can earn, so 
you’re encouraged to have discussions 
with other players. You’re encouraged to 
comment on other people’s answers.”

In January, Randall and his colleagues 
ran the Philadelphia 2035 game, which 
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asked residents to share ideas for 
the future of a specifi c district in the 
city. City staff ers are analyzing player 
comments and activity for data that 
can infl uence municipal planning. 

Many games like the 2012 Detroit 
edition have attracted about 1,000 
players, according to Gordon.  

The genesis for Community PlanIt came 
about in 2010 after Gordon received a 
$675,000 grant from the Knight Foun-
dation for development. The fi rst game 
that year was in Lowell, Mass., followed 
by fi ve games between then and spring 
2013 for other jurisdictions. More games 
are on the way for other areas, including 
Los Angeles and a city in Sweden.

Gordon hopes the game, a JavaScript 
product that runs on the Django platform, 
will catch on at a broader level, and he’s 
encouraged by the interest other cities 
have expressed. “We’re hoping that this 
continues and that people continue to 
call us and want to use it,” Gordon said.
HILTON COLLINS, STAFF WRITER

Open Town Hall
Letting cooler heads prevail

DEMOCRACY IS A MESSY PROCESS. 
James Madison said that faction and 
discord are “sown in the nature of man,” 
and have “divided mankind into parties, 
infl amed them with mutual animosity and 
rendered them much more disposed to vex 
and oppress each other than to cooperate 
for their common good.” Winston Churchill 
once noted, “Democracy is the worst form 
of government except all those other forms 
that have been tried from time to time.”

Some argue that it is for this reason 
that the Founding Fathers created a 
republic instead of a democracy, where 
“cooler heads” represent the hotheads 
and can thus decide the issues of the 
day with fairness and rationality. But 
considering recent occurrences in polit-
ical campaigns, Congress and state 
legislatures, good luck with that.  

Still, in spite of the hazards inherent 
in doing so, many governments still 
attempt to engage the public in plan-
ning and decision-making. 

Peak Democracy’s Open Town Hall 
moves the public meeting process online, 
acknowledging some 21st-century realities 
and off ering a few other advantages too. 

Attending a traditional government meeting 
can be diffi  cult for people who are parenting, 
working, mobility impaired or elderly, said 
Peak Democracy co-founder Mike Cohen. 
Even more important, many people don’t like 
to speak in public, especially about confron-
tational issues. “It’s not very inviting to the 
moderates in the community,” Cohen said, “so 

you often get more of an extreme view that can 
lead to decisions that frustrate the commu-
nity.” For example, he said, one city asked for 
suggestions on how to improve the region and 
was swamped with suggestions to “legalize 
marijuana” and “make more nude beaches.”

Another problem with such open-
ended input, said Cohen, is something 
called the “referendum eff ect,” in which 
people expect the suggestions with 
the most responses to be enacted, and 
that creates frustration when it doesn’t 
happen because of legal constraints, 
funding issues, lack of authority, etc.

Open Town Hall requires registra-
tion, and the topics are presented by the 
jurisdiction. Rather than restricting input, 
said Cohen, it broadens the appeal of 
participation and brings in many more 
moderate views. Open Town Hall also 
requires a geocoded address so that input 
on an issue can be evaluated based on its 
location. The names and locations view 
can be turned on or off , depending on 
the issue and the jurisdiction’s wishes. 

“One of our fi rst topics was Yalecrest,” 
said Nole Walkingshaw, Salt Lake City’s 
planning program supervisor. “We have a 
very affl  uent historic neighborhood, and 
smaller houses were being torn down 
and large houses being constructed.” 

The issue was very confrontational, said 
Walkingshaw, but Open Town Hall kept the 
ideas fl owing. Walkingshaw said the plat-
form is inexpensive and easy to ramp up. He 
and Cohen met at a conference and worked 
out a prototype site in a hotel lobby. “All we 
had to do was turn it on; plug the iframe into 
our city page. We got hundreds of people 
involved, and it really was successful.”
WAYNE HANSON, DIGITAL COMMUNITIES EDITOR  
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Placehood.org: Billed 
as a “virtual place to dis-
cuss real places that you 
want to see transformed,” 
Placehood connects 
citizens, developers and 
city planners. The goal is 
to repurpose or improve 

underutilized proper-
ties, while letting users 
comment about a place, 
post improvement ideas, 
add images and gather 
support. 
Outline.com: This plat-
form visualizes a public 

policy’s impact on the 
state or local economy by 
simulation. Outline lets 
citizens perform what-if 
analyses on budgets and 
policies and provide feed-
back to the government. 
The simulator is being 

piloted in Massachusetts, 
and the company hopes 
to grow the number of 
users this summer. 
PlaceSpeak: Launched 
in Canada, the online 
community consultation 
website connects citizens 

with local issues. Users’ 
addresses are verifi ed, 
allowing the government 
or organization to specify 
areas where it would like 
to get feedback from or 
generate ideas about.

3 PLATFORMS TO WATCH
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Data is everywhere. Making it work for everyone is 
what we do best.
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effective, and your customers’ lives better. If you’re looking for 
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THE YEAR IS 2033. A bleary-eyed woman heaves 
her suitcase from a gleeming baggage carousel in Los Angeles Interna-
tional Airport. Rather than hailing a cab, she steps into a white, stream-
lined pod attached to an overhead rail. The woman swipes her credit 
card and uses a touchscreen to indicate her destination , a pod stop 
near her home in Beverly Hills. The door closes, and her pod acceler-
ates to match the speed of traffi  c as it merges onto the main guideway 
at 114 mph. The woman fi nishes her salad and plays Sudoku on her 
smartphone as the pod glides along silently. She’ll be home soon.

This is the kind of transportation experience being promised by 
personal rapid transit (PRT) or automated transit network compa-
nies. Traffi  c on PRT networks is controlled by a central computer, 
so collisions, traffi  c and even the stress of possibly getting lost 
could all theoretically be eliminated. PRTs can be powered by 
clean energy, and some proposed systems use magnetic levitation 
to connect vehicles to a high-speed guideway, eliminating pollu-
tion, noise and the usual wear caused by moving parts. A PRT 
network that spanned a large metropolitan region could solve 
most problems of existing public and private transportation.

BACK 
TO THE
FUTURE?  

BY COLIN WOOD  |  CONTRIBUTING WRITER

PERSONAL RAPID TRANSIT 
DERAILED IN THE 1970S. 
SOME ARE READY TO GIVE 
IT ANOTHER TRY.
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Everything about PRT smacks of the 
future, but the technology’s here today. Or 
at least it exists — although the networks 
haven’t been built. There are only a 
few small PRT networks in operation 
worldwide, and there are several more 
under way, but none of them embody 
the potential of what proponents of PRT 
say the technology can off er. The oldest 
PRT network began operation in 1975 
in Morgantown, W.Va., but a bystander 
could easily mistake the system for some-
thing other than futuristic. The Morgan-

town PRT network is neither personal 
nor rapid — each car holds about 20 
passengers, the system runs on a ground-
mounted rail, and the top speed is 30 
mph. To be fair, technology has come a 
long way in the past 40 years, and besides, 
many today still consider the Morgan-
town PRT network a great demonstra-
tion of the reliability, safety and improved 
service that PRT networks could off er.

T here are two other PRT 
networks in operation — 
one designed by 2getthere 
in Masdar City, a planned 
city in the United Arab 

Emirates, which would be the fi rst zero-
carbon, zero-waste, car-free city in the 
world. The other was completed by 

ULTra for London’s Heathrow Airport 
in 2011. And while both systems have 
been lauded as excellent demonstrations 
of PRT’s viability, neither system real-
izes the technology’s full potential. These 
networks have only a few stations, cover 
only a few miles, and have only 13 and 21 
cars, respectively. Likewise, a PRT system 

being built now in Suncheon, South 
Korea, is of similar size and not intended 
to displace local taxi or bus services, but 
rather serve as a way to transport guests 
to the city’s upcoming garden expo. 

Existing PRT networks have very 
specialized functions, said William Millar, 
former president of the American Public 
Transportation Association. For the 
technology to progress beyond airports 
and pilot cities, he said, something must 
change. Factors like rising fuel prices, 
growing populations and increased public 
concern about global warming all are 
forcing transportation methods toward 

greater effi  ciency, Millar said. But while 
PRT off ers a solution for these prob-
lems, PRT’s track record makes Millar 
doubt that it will become a prevalent 
technology in the future. “Personal rapid 
transit is an idea whose time heretofore 
has never come. It has been tried in many 
diff erent forms, in many diff erent ways, 

and it has not yet found much of a market 
other than specialized circumstances.”

Perhaps the biggest hurdle for PRT is a 
social one. “Often these are services that 
are elevated in the air in urban areas, and 
people don’t want that,” Millar said. “It 
won’t be the technology that holds this 
back. It will be the institutional design 
concerns that people have.” Communi-
ties often view such proposals as eyesores 
and raise concerns about noise and other 
problems. Even if the system is actu-
ally small and silent, as is the case in 
many of the new systems being devel-
oped, it won’t matter, he said — overhead 
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ALTHOUGH IT GOT OFF TO A ROUGH START, THE PRT 
NETWORK IN MORGANTOWN, W.VA., HAS PROVIDED 
SAFE AND RELIABLE TRANSPORTATION FOR DECADES.

ALEJANDRO MUÑIZ DELGADO

DAVID KIDD
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transit systems like elevated trains have 
conditioned the public to oppose PRT, 
even if their reality is totally diff erent 
than what the public thinks it is.

The case still must be made that 
PRT is superior to existing transporta-
tion options, Millar said. “What you’re 
willing to do on your vacation in Disney 

World,” he said, “is not necessarily what 
you’re willing to do when you’re back 
home in the work-a-day world.”

Others aren’t so pessimistic. Several 
companies are striving to replace the car, 
bus and train with citywide networks 
of fast-moving pods. SkyTran, based in 
Mountain View, Calif., at the NASA Ames 
Research Center, is one such fi rm. The 
company is starting locally, petitioning the 
Federal Transit Administration (FTA) for 
approval to build a PRT system in Moun-
tain View. But SkyTran also is aiming its 
high-speed system at large cities world-
wide. The fi rm recently contracted with 

Tel Aviv, Israel, to build a line that could 
eventually be expanded throughout the 
city if the pilot is deemed successful.

Chris Perkins, vice president of govern-
ment aff airs for SkyTran, said the benefi ts 
of PRT are compelling enough to sway 
public sentiment and revolutionize trans-
portation. “It doesn’t have wheels [or] 
a diesel motor. It doesn’t belch fumes,” 
Perkins said. “It’s essentially an all-electric, 
linear motor system that uses magnetic 
levitation so there’s no wheel contact. 
There’s no wheel noise as the vehicle is 
traversing our guideways.” What SkyTran’s 
PRT off ers, he said, is “point-to-point, 

nonstop, on-demand service, which is just 
like a car,” except better. “It’s the kind of 
car we all want,” Perkins said. “You get in 
the thing, you go where you want to go 
and then it just disappears. No possible 
parking tickets to pay, no insurance.”

PRT networks like the ones SkyTran 
is proposing could replace trains, buses 
and even personal vehicles, to an extent. 
A single guideway is equivalent to three 
lanes of traffi  c, Perkins said, yielding 
potentially 11,000 passengers per hour. The 
cost to the consumer is about half that of 
owning a car, he said, and would cost a city 
about $9 million per mile to build, which 

is much cheaper than the cost of most 
traditional transportation infrastructure. 
The low cost and small footprint of PRTs 
are two reasons the technology is starting 
to replace automated people movers in 
airports, as it did in London’s Heathrow, 
and why a city like Tel Aviv will try it.

Perkins agreed with Millar that 
concerns about how PRT will look and 
sound are the most common worries 
from prospective clients. But he said 
PRT systems won’t necessarily mar the 
nation’s cityscapes. In fact, these systems 
could help clean up urban visual blight 
by integrating power lines and light and 

traffi  c poles into the guideway structure. 
SkyTran’s design is modular, so it could 
be mass produced easily, he added. “It can 
be built in factories, then shipped to the 
job site and assembled like Tinkertoys.” 

SkyTran’s PRT relies on magnetic 
levitation, but in 2009, the FTA 
released a report citing key 
challenges around the use of 
magnetic levitation in urban 

areas. Obtaining right of way, meeting safety 
standards and traveling at speeds lower 
than what’s normally used for magnetic 
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PRT HAS THE 
POTENTIAL TO 
REVOLUTIONIZE 
TRANSPORTATION 
— SELECT A 
DESTINATION 
FROM THE ON-
BOARD COMPUTER 
AND YOU’RE OFF.

RUNNING 21 CARS, THE PRT NETWORK AT LONDON’S 
HEATHROW AIRPORT ILLUSTRATES THE NETWORK’S 
VIABILITY BUT DOESN’T REPRESENT THE TECHNOL-
OGY’S FULL POTENTIAL.

ULTRA GLOBAL PRT
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levitation were all key concerns cited by 
the report. However, the federal govern-
ment has spent more than $250 million 
researching magnetic levitation, including 
a four-year research grant completed by 
SkyTran in 2010, and they’ve come a long 
way in providing solutions to all of those 
challenges, Perkins said. But so far, SkyTran’s 
projects have been relegated to the space 
already staked out by PRT in the past. The 
company’s vision of fast-moving citywide 
networks that can replace lanes of freeway 
traffi  c and branch out to every neighbor-
hood is still out of reach. The Colorado 
Department of Transportation is evaluating 
whether SkyTran should build a guideway 
between Denver International Airport and 
nearby ski resorts. That system, if built, could 
possibly someday extend into a larger system 
used for more general transport, Perkins 
said. But for now, governments don’t see 
PRT as a main mode of transportation that 
will replace cars or buses anytime soon.

Last year, San Jose, Calif., conducted 
studies examining the possible use of a 
PRT network for transporting people both 
within San Jose International Airport and 
connecting them with nearby train and 
light rail systems. The reports found that 
PRT has potential, beating out shuttle 
buses and automated people movers 
in terms of cost and service provided 
to the user, but the studies also recom-
mended that San Jose tread carefully.

PRT shows promise, said Laura 
Stuchinsky, sustainability offi  cer for the 
San Jose Department of Transportation, 
but many unproven components must be 
worked out before the city invests. PRT 
proponents often point to existing systems 
in Heathrow Airport or Morgantown as 
proof that the technology works, and to 
some degree, those statements are fair. 
The systems have proven safe and reliable, 
but those small systems don’t eliminate 
concerns that PRT may not scale well, nor 
do they provide any comfort regarding the 
lack of a regulatory framework that govern-
ments can comfortably work within.

“We think there’s great utility, but 
there’s not a system proven yet that can 
handle large crowds like what would be 
coming off  a high-speed rail station or 
out of our airport during peak periods,” 

Stuchinsky said. “We’d love to see these 
systems built in the U.S.” But there isn’t yet 
suffi  cient proof that such a system would 
work well enough for San Jose to build a 
limited airport network, let alone a wider 
network to serve the entire city, she said.

“We also don’t think automated transit 
networks [will] replace existing transit. We 
think the best initial applications, and there 
may be other applications, are weaving 
together existing systems,” Stuchinsky 
said. San Jose’s 2040 General Plan includes 
the development of urban villages, mixed 
residential and urban areas that would let 
people walk or bike to work while enjoying 
many of the benefi ts of a large urban 
center. PRT could connect such villages to 
larger transit networks, or cross barriers 
like rivers or freeways. PRT could deliver 
travelers along the fi nal leg of their jour-
neys, Stuchinsky said, connecting major 
transit hubs with common destinations.

Much as NASA or the U.S. military hires 
independent agencies to test the viability of 
a rocket or missile, she said, governments 
nationwide could benefi t from a federal 
program that demonstrated PRT as a low-
risk venture for both the government and 
private companies planning to build these 
networks. Few cities want to be a guinea 
pig for large-scale PRT deployment though, 
especially if they’re picking up the tab.

Peter Muller, president of PRT 
Consulting, agreed that the federal govern-
ment should help the technology get a 
foothold in the U.S. Public opinion polls 
measuring PRT users’ satisfaction, Muller 
said, have shown that the technology is 
safer and provides better service than all 
other forms of public transport. The public 
loves PRT when it’s available — people just 
haven’t been given a chance to embrace it. 
Part of the problem, Muller said, is that the 
U.S. government still hasn’t gotten over its 
hurtful breakup with PRT in the 1970s.

The Morgantown system is considered 
by many today to be safe and reliable, but 
the network didn’t start that way. While 
still under development, the project was 
altered from an initial plan of a true PRT 
system to a PRT-group transit hybrid. To 
complicate things further, the project was 
rushed to completion by Richard Nixon, 
who wanted to see it fi nished in time for 

his run for a second presidential term. On 
the day the system was unveiled, Tricia 
Nixon, the president’s daughter, rode the 
fi rst vehicle until it promptly jammed in the 
middle of the track, stranding her. “It took 
them three years to get it to work,” Muller 
said. “They had to start all over. It overran 
the budget, it overran the schedule, it embar-
rassed Tricia Nixon. It was a disaster.”

Since then, PRT hasn’t gotten 
a fair shake from the feds or 
regional transit agencies, Muller 
said. “The way public trans-
portation is funded is a huge 

part of the reason,” he said. “They don’t 
encourage innovation. They don’t encourage 
people to fail and then learn from their 
failures. If you try something new and 
it fails, heads have to roll. This doesn’t 
encourage people to try something new.”

Another problem is that the way the FTA 
evaluates transit systems tends to under-
value PRT, Muller said. “They do what 
are called corridor studies. Well, PRT is a 
network system. It’s designed to operate 
in a network. It can work in a corridor, 
but that’s not its biggest advantage.” 

Concerns that PRT may not be scal-
able are legitimate, Muller said, but the 
degree of skepticism and fear surrounding 
the technology is unrealistic. “The federal 
government should step up and fund a 
demonstration program with PRT and either 
prove or disprove its scalability, so cities 
that want to do it can feel some comfort 
that this is a system that’s been proven to 
really work,” he said. Cities like San Jose or 
New Jersey, which also looked at the tech-
nology in 2007, concluded the same thing 
— PRT has been around for decades, but 
the research and development required to 
demonstrate the viability of a large network 
is beyond most city and state governments.

Transportation is about improving quality 
of life for as many people as possible, Muller 
said. “If the government doesn’t [help], people 
are going to have to carefully tiptoe into this 
technology, and it will take a long time for it 
to become ubiquitous and that’s just a shame. 
It can solve many of our problems.”  

Colin Wood is a regular contributor to Government Tech-
nology. He can be reached at colinwood0@gmail.com.
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MOBILIZE YOUR 
GOVERNMENT 
ENTERPRISE
There is no question that mobility has 
momentum in government. But mobility isn’t 
just a one-off pilot project or a string of siloed 
initiatives. How do you move from rollouts to 
results and ensure that your entire enterprise 
is benefiting from all that mobility has to offer? 
Download this Special Report to learn how. 
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for Strategic Mobility

Putting BYOD to Work

The Mobility Master’s Toolkit

What’s Next for 
Government Mobility?
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THINKING 
VERTICALLY

PROPONENTS SAY 
VERTICAL STACKING 
SIMPLIFIES YOUR DATA 
CENTER — BUT WILL 
YOU BE LOCKED IN?

BY ADAM STONE 
CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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Here’s how data centers have 
been rigged out for the past 
few decades: Government 
IT leaders shop around, 

buying best of breed at the best price 
from whoever is selling. This satisfi es 
taxpayers’ need to know that funds are 
being used effi  ciently, and it gives IT 
leaders a modicum of comfort in knowing 
they’ve bought the best they can aff ord.

This piecemeal approach comes with a 
price. It can take a while to tie together the 
parts, and even then, the many components 
— networking equipment, servers, storage 
— don’t always play nicely together. When 
something does stutter, vendors may pass 
the service buck, each insisting that the 
problem lies in someone else’s components.

Enter the rising star known alternately 
as vertical stacking, convergence or simply 
single-vendor purchasing. It is as it sounds: 
Find a single vendor that can sell you the 
whole system, can pretest interoperability 
and confi gure components in advance of 
installation. It’s an appealing notion but it, 
too, has potential downsides.

IN VERTICAL STACKING, servers, 
data storage, networking equipment and 
software converge under a single vendor, 
as a single comprehensive off ering. The 
idea behind this approach is straightfor-
ward: Pre-assembled and pre-integrated 
stacks of server, storage and networking 
gear from a single vendor are simpler for 
customers to install and they’ll perform 
better since they’re built to work together.

There is a slight subtlety here that 
merits note, however. “Single vendor” 
typically refers to the one that assem-
bles, provides and often services the 
package. That doesn’t mean, though, that 
what’s inside the box all shares a single 
point of origin in that vendor’s shop.

“If you look at what is being put out 
there from a ‘solution stack’ approach, 
almost everyone has to get together with 
someone else,” said Bill Cassidy, CTO 
of IT Partners, a Tempe, Ariz.-based 
IT provider. “Very few people, with the 
exception of HP, can say they have built 
a solution stack with servers, software, 
services and management elements.

“Even in a situation where people want 
to look at stacks, you are really buying a 

pre-integrated solution, more than a 
single thing from a single vendor,” he said. 
“Someone else is doing the infrastructure 
work for you, but in terms of the equip-
ment, it’s not really diff erent from buying 
from multiple vendors. It is just called 
something else.”

One good example comes from 
Cisco. Along with its partner NetApp, 
the company has presented a “converged 
infrastructure” for government agencies 
and businesses. The company’s FlexPod 
integrated data center system includes 
Cisco Unifi ed Computing System blade 
servers and Cisco Nexus switches, 
NetApp’s unifi ed storage system and 
VMware virtualization technology. The 
solution has seen some government uses, 
serving as the underlying technology 
in Melrose, Mass., where it provides IT 
services to internal city agencies and other 
municipalities within the state.

In such an arrangement, while the inner 
workings may come from varied origins, 
the overall result is a seamless whole.

IT’S BEEN NO SMALL FEAT for Cisco 
to claim a leading place among today’s 
vertical-stack contenders. In a November 
2010 report, Gartner slammed Cisco’s 
vision as too pricey and proprietary. 
Recently Cisco fi red back, commissioning 
Deloitte Consulting to investigate the fi eld.

Deloitte’s report came back with 
positive news for proponents of the single-
vendor method, starting with the fi nding 
that single vendor costs no more than a 
heterogeneous approach. “Within the 
context of total IT spending, the use of 
single-vendor or multivendor architectures 
does not present material cost diff erences 
on a long-term basis,” the analysts found.

Multivendor may cost less up front, but 
ongoing operating costs will eat up the 
savings, Deloitte said, adding that “higher 
operating risk in service, support and 
operational integration” along with “addi-
tional operational risk based on the need 
for customers to assume increased risks for 
integration, interoperability and support.”

(Most of Deloitte’s surveyed customers 
were organizations with networks 
between 2,000 and 10,000 users, with a 
three-tier network, multiple distribution 
sites and more than 30 remote sites.)

Y
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The most widely recognized concern 
regarding single-vendor purchasing has to 
do with the prospect of being trapped. As 
big, reputable and competitive as any given 
basket may be, IT leaders have an almost 
instinctive fear of putting all their eggs in it.

With the habit of competitive shopping 
long ingrained (and for many in govern-
ment, mandated as well) the prospect of 
one-stop shopping is anathema.

“If you are buying it all from one 
vendor, lock-in becomes a huge problem,” 
said Andi Mann, vice president of stra-
tegic solutions at CA Technologies. “If 
the vendor you have chosen decides to 
stop supporting the box you bought, or 
decides to raise the prices, you can’t just 
swap out the storage. It’s all one big box.”

The same goes for licensing. If terms 
change for a particular license, but that 
license is tied up inside a whole bundle 
of hardware and software, it’s not hard 
to imagine that the government user will 
lose some negotiating power. But there’s 
a hedge against this: Stay with a single 
vendor, but mix it up a bit. “Rather than 
get 100 functions from one vendor that 
combines three other vendors, you get 70 
percent from two vendors working as a 
partnership, then use their infrastructure 
to determine what you need and what 
you don’t for the rest,” Mann said. “You 
make it more customized to your environ-
ment, and you avoid some of that lock-in.” 

In the end, perhaps the greatest 
concern about single vendor comes on the 
application front. For government users, 
the point here is not to build systems, but 
to get the work done.

“All that really matters to the govern-
ment consumer is the applications,” 
Cassidy said. “Very few of the converged 
vendors actually produce the applications 
in question. Anything they are advocating 
comes from them working in partnership 
with someone, some other application.”

Bottom line: Don’t get caught up in the 
hype. Even if the components mesh seam-
lessly, even if it’s all been pretested and 
preconfi gured, IT purchasing still comes 
down to functionality. The hardware may 
sing and dance, but if the software doesn’t 
perform, you haven’t got a show.  

Adam Stone is a regular contributor to Government 
Technology. adamstone@newsroom42.com

T H I N K I N G  V E R T I C A L LY

Others have seen the fi nancial scales 
tip in favor of single vendor. A 2012 IDC 
white paper looked at deployments of 
Vblock Infrastructure Platforms from 
VCE. Respondents said new infrastruc-
ture deployments went from fi ve weeks 
to one week and staff  time to confi gure/
test/deploy fell by 75 percent.

The jury’s still out on the fi nan-
cial side, however, with no clear signal 
from either analysts or vendors. That 
being the case, what other factors might 
mitigate in favor of single vendor?

For government users, single vendor 
means less time shopping around, said 
Peter Doolan, vice president and chief 
technologist of Oracle Public Sector. 
The company has been a proponent of 
vertical stacking since its acquisition 
of server vendor Sun Microsystems in 
2010 and has released several vertically 
integrated data center solutions. Buying 
multiple components can take months, 
“and that takes contracting offi  cers. You 
are paying a lot of back-offi  ce people to 
be pushing a lot of paper,” Doolan said.

The single-vendor approach also 
eases the pain of integration. “You get 
a much easier process to consume 
technological change. There are just 
fewer moving parts,” Doolan said.

Overall, single-vendor solutions guar-
antee a level of system integrity, said 
John Fitzgerald, CTO of Dell Federal. 
“You can put in a process and say, ‘This 
is how we are going to do it,’ including 
a process for new applications coming 
in. You have a process that says, ‘If you 
want to plug it into our back end, here’s 
a quick process to go through. If you 
want to color outside the lines, here’s a 
vetting process you have to go through to 
prove that you really have to have this.’”

ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR of vertical 
stack purchasing include:

Faster deployment. For government 
managers trying to shop around for best-
of-breed can be daunting. “There’s never 
enough money, never enough skilled 
individuals to be able to get things stood 
up in a timely way,” said Sandy Krawchuk, 
vice president of government accounts for 
IBM’s Systems and Technology Group.

Technology viability. Heterogeny 
doesn’t work anymore because technology 
has become too intricate and intertwined, 
Doolan said. “Each of these technologies 
has gotten more and more complex. Every 
vendor in that market is competing on a 
feature function war, so that over time all of 
these pieces get more and more complex,” 
while becoming more and more tightly 
integrated. “If something goes wrong, 
you have to get all those vendors together 
on the phone, and each of these vendors 
may have another third party beneath the 
covers who they have leveraged,” he said.

Less distraction. A piecemeal system 
can cause managers to spend too much time 
shopping and not enough time managing. 
In a study by systems integrator Kovarus, 
only 38 percent of IT professionals 
surveyed said they specifi cally make invest-
ment decisions based on true alignment and 
value to the business. Maybe the rest are 
shopping for features, or maybe for price. 
Either way, a lack of cohesive implementa-
tion seems to be distracting some in IT from 
the importance of a business-fi rst approach.

Better use of resources. Cisco estimates 
that 75 percent of IT time and resources in 
a nonconverged infrastructure go toward 
management and maintenance, with just 
25 percent support of noncore services. 
 Presumably the comprehensive manage-
ment approach of a converged system would 
help to tip those numbers the other way.

THIS IS BUILDING UP to be a slam dunk 
for convergence but the fact is, nothing 

is ever that simple. The single-
vendor approach to data center 

infrastructure inevitably 
comes with its own 

set of caveats and 
concerns.
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“We saved enough energy to bring a new 
  middle school off the drawing board.”

Loudoun County Public Schools Superintendent Dr. Edgar B. Hatrick

NAME : Loudoun County Public Schools, Virginia

IMPROVING ENERGY PERFORMANCE BY: Earning EPA’s 
ENERGY STAR® certifi cation for 46 schools

SAVINGS: More than $40 million, plus a nearly 360,000 
metric ton greenhouse gas emission reduction

RESULTS: Energy savings equaled cost of building 
their newest middle school

When Loudoun County Public Schools partnered with ENERGY STAR, the idea was 
to cut energy costs so the savings could go to a better use. In nineteen years, their 
savings equaled the cost of building a new middle school. Today, that school is a reality. 
And the energy they’re saving reduces greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate 
change. Put ENERGY STAR to work for you at energystar.gov.
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By Noelle Knell /  Assistant Web Editor

T he police department in Boynton 
Beach, Fla., established a presence 
on social media early on — back in 

2007. Its fi rst platform? MySpace. While the 
department no longer posts new content on 
its MySpace page, it maintains a presence to 
prevent anyone else from assuming its iden-
tity on the platform, according to Boynton 
Beach Police Department Public Informa-
tion Offi  cer Stephanie Slater.

Today, the force of 158 sworn offi  cers in 
Boynton Beach is represented on Facebook, 
YouTube, Twitter, Pinterest and Ustream. 
And this breadth of activity is intentional, 
Slater said.

“We know not everyone is just using one 
[social media platform], so that’s why we use 
that many,” she said. “We’re trying to reach 
as broad an audience as we can.” 

And the platforms serve not just to 
disseminate information — the goal is truly 
to engage the citizens of Boynton Beach. 
Noticing a lot of Facebook comments about 
speeding in school zones, the department 
placed more offi  cers in school zones, docu-
menting enforcement eff orts with social 
media posts and photos, taken from enough 

distance to respect the privacy of those 
being cited. 

Residents were so appreciative so the 
department continued the eff ort, but with 
a twist. It polled Facebook users on where 
offi  cers should be stationed. The location 
with the most votes was rewarded with a 
police presence.

“Why do we do traffi  c and speed zone 
enforcement at these school zones? Because 
there are children going to school and it’s for 
the safety of those children — it’s not to write 
tickets,” Slater said. “And for us to be able to 
do that and the community to be part of it 
and watch it happen, that was awesome.”

To date, the department has hosted three 
live chats with Police Chief G. Matthew 
Immler, and Slater also broadens the reach 
of the department’s ride-along program by 
conducting virtual ride-alongs via Twitter, 
using the hashtag #ridewithbbpd. During a 
one- or two-hour span, the offi  cer’s activi-
ties are tweeted and participants can follow 
along and ask questions. In a recent ride-
along, Slater said, an offi  cer was dispatched 
to a domestic violence situation between 
two elderly residents involved in an alter-
cation with a cane as the Twitterverse 
followed along.

Boynton Beach’s latest foray into citizen 
engagement comes in the form of the MyPD 
app. It chose the app, from Massachusetts-
based Wired Blue, since it is low cost and 
feature-rich, according to Slater.

Peter Olson, the former Peabody, Mass., 
police detective behind the app, said that 
about 100 law enforcement agencies nation-
wide now use the app. Development began 
in 2010, when there weren’t many other 
products on the market. 

“I thought it would be great to have a 
multi-featured app that police departments 
could use to communicate with citizens,” 
Olson said, adding that the fi rst priority was 
to develop a powerful solution for users. 

While custom solutions can run as much 
as $50,000, most departments deploy the 
MyPD app for less than $1,000 per year. 
So far, a couple hundred Boynton Beach 
citizens have downloaded the tool, which 
off ers more than 20 features. Among the 
most popular is the ability to submit a tip to 
a specifi c section of the police department. 
Tipsters can divulge contact information or 
remain anonymous.

“Let’s say you want to submit a tip on 
gang activity,” explained Slater. “You hit 
submit, and that information is directly sent 
to our gang detectives. You have information 
about a cold case? That info is directly sent 
to the supervisor of our major case squad.”

The app’s push notifi cation capa-
bility sends out departmental tweets to 
subscribers at regular intervals, saving users 
from actively monitoring social media feeds. 
But to reduce “noise” and focus commu-
nication on the most relevant information, 
MyPD doesn’t distribute retweets or direct 
messages, Olson said.

In areas where several police agencies in 
close proximity use the app — like in Massa-
chusetts — users benefi t from being able to 
get data from multiple agencies with only 
one app. Living and working in two diff erent 
cities, both of which are on MyPD, means 
users can always stay informed.

According to Olson, more enhancements 
are planned for MyPD in its next annual 
update later this year. New features, like 
the push notifi cations law enforcement 
agencies now use, will be developed based 
on user feedback. 

nknell@govtech.com
twitter@GovTechNoelle

Crowdsourced Cops
 Boynton Beach Police Department uses various social media 
 platforms and a mobile app to protect and serve residents.

PUBLIC SAFETY
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Boynton Beach PD polls 
residents via Facebook and 
tweets during ride-alongs.
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A BZ Media Event  

Big Data TechCon™ is a trademark of BZ Media LLC.

“Big Data TechCon is loaded with great networking 
opportunities and has a good mix of classes with technical
depth, as well as overviews. It’s a good, technically-focused
conference for developers.”

—Kim Palko, Principal Product Manager, Red Hat

“Big Data TechCon is great for beginners as well as 
advanced Big Data practitioners. It’s a great conference!”

—Ryan Wood, Software Systems Analyst, Government of Canada

“If you’re in or about to get into Big Data, this is the 
conference to go to.”

—Jimmy Chung, Manager, Reports Development, Avectra

Discover how to master Big Data from real-world practitioners – instructors 
who work in the trenches and can teach you from real-world experience!

Big Data gets real 
at Big Data TechCon!

San Francisco
October 15-17, 2013
www.BigDataTechCon.com

• Collect, sort and store massive quantities
of structured and unstructured data

• Process real-time data pouring into
your organization

• Master Big Data tools and technologies
like Hadoop, Map/Reduce, NoSQL 
databases, and more

• Learn HOW TO integrate data-collection 
technologies with analysis and business-analysis

tools to produce the kind of workable 
information and reports your organization
needs

• Understand HOW TO leverage Big Data 
to help your organization today

Over 60
how-to 

practical classes

and tutorials 
to choose

from!

The HOW-TO conference for Big Data and IT professionals

Come to Big Data TechCon to learn the best ways to:
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Drones like this may one day become digital storm-chasers, helping forecasters fi ll 
the meteorological gaps needed to better understand and predict tornadoes.

By Colin Wood /  Contributing Writer

On May 20, a mile-wide EF5 
twister touched down in Moore, 
Okla.,  killing 24 people and 

leaving a 17-mile trail of destruction. 
Since 1991, Oklahoma has experienced 
44 major federal disasters — that’s more 
than any other state. Amid the mayhem, 
however, people are looking to technology 
to increase safety during future storms. 

Engineering students at Oklahoma State 
University have designed drones that may 
someday collect new data about tornadoes 
and other storms, helping public safety 
agencies more accurately predict and plan 
for disasters. Although the designs are 
in the preliminary stage, the university’s 
Department of Mechanical and Aero-
space Engineering is negotiating with 
its partners to settle on a possible multi-
year project that could change tornado 
science and ultimately save lives.

The project — which includes the 
University of Colorado at Boulder, the 
University of Kentucky, Virginia Tech and 
the University of Oklahoma — has several 
active drone experiments in addition to the 
tornado study. Much of their drone research 
is funded by the U.S. Department of Defense, 
said Oklahoma State University Professor 
Jamey Jacob, but there are many applica-
tions for drones in civilian airspace too.

Before the tornado struck, storm chasers 
estimated its starting location but were 
off  by tens of miles, Jacob said. Although 
their predictions were wrong, the storm 
chasers didn’t make a mistake. There’s just 
a lot of missing information when it comes 
to tornadoes. In fact, about 70 percent of 
tornado warnings are false alarms, Jacob 
said. While there’s available informa-
tion about the initial rotation of a twister, 
weather modelers still need more data about 
the initial conditions that lead to a tornado.

Traditional methods of gathering data 
from tornadoes, like Doppler radar, provide 
information on moisture levels and other 
factors, but measurements, such as temper-
ature gradients and pressure levels inside 
tornadoes, remain unknown. Exactly why 
and when tornadoes form is still a big ques-
tion, which is why this drone project could 
be useful. “Whether there’s a magic key in 
there, in what would be present in meteo-
rological or thermodynamic data, we don’t 

know yet simply because we don’t have 
those types of measurements,” Jacob said.

To make the drones practical for use in 
a storm, the student designs were required 
to meet several needs, including carrying at 
least one deployable data-gathering device. 
Called dropsondes, they are cylinders fi lled 
with sensors designed to be dropped into 
storms to collect information. It’s that 
data that could fi ll the gaps in knowledge 
when it comes to tornadoes, Jacob said.

The next step is to redesign the drone 
so a prototype can be manufactured. The 
cost to build a prototype storm drone is 
between $25,000 and $100,000, Jacob said, 
which is comparable to many drones on 
the market today. But cost isn’t typically 
the main concern with drones. Function-
ality and regulation are still both nascent. 

Ultimately the goal behind using 
drones to collect data, Jacob said, is to 
fi ll gaps in meteorological knowledge that 
could give scientists better information 
about storms and allow people to better 
prepare for disaster. 

“Our best-case scenario would be to put 
vehicles in the hands of end users — fore-
casters, meteorologists, weather service, 
those doing research in storm systems 
and also fi rst responders,” Jacob said. 
“It’s really important that you’re able to 
have something in the hands of the police 
and fi refi ghters who are doing the search 
and rescue missions post-disaster.” 

colinwood0@gmail.com
twitter@govtechnews

Storm 
Chasers

INNOVATION
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Oklahoma State engineering 
students design drones to fl y 
into tornadoes and collect 
potentially life-saving data.

A pile of debris from the 
EF5 tornado in Moore, Okla.
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CASE  STUDY
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By Matt Williams  /  Contributing Writer

The Manassas City Council approved 
a $328 million budget in May that 
will allow the Virginia community to 

rebuild an elementary school and improve 
sidewalks in the city’s old town area.

At fi rst glance, it may not seem like 
exciting news. Budgets and other admin-
istrative minutiae usually are greeted with 
indiff erence, as if the process is almost auto-
matic. But that wasn’t the case in Manassas.

Years of distrust and dysfunction had 
accumulated between the city government 
and school system, causing the two sides 
to lead parallel but separate lives. This was 
especially true when it came time for each 
of them to make budget requests to the City 
Council. Neither side completely trusted 
that its counterpart was spending wisely.

So, in eff ect, the mayor and school 
board arranged a shotgun marriage last 

September. The city government and 
Manassas City Public Schools were told 
they’d begin working together imme-
diately on a joint capital improvement 
plan — a document that would identify 
a master list of infrastructure projects 
and guide future budgets for the next fi ve 
years and beyond. Instead of competing 
for the same money, they’d work together. 
Furthermore, the eff ort would emphasize 
public participation and transparency. 

City Manager John Budesky and School 
Superintendent Catherine Magouyrk 
were tasked with creating a working draft 
within four months, for the start of 2013. 
They were both relative newcomers, 
having been in their jobs only months.

“We didn’t have any bruises or 
scars from the past. We just knew we 
had to do this,” Magouyrk said.

Work commenced immediately, 
although everyone was on edge at fi rst. 

Nine or 10 staff  members met weekly 
for several hours at a time to discuss 
needs and priorities, fi nancial forecasts 
and possible alternatives. They even 
toured each other’s facilities to get a feel 
for each organization’s staff  and opera-
tions. A tremendous amount of infor-
mation was shared and traded, so much 
so that an internal Dropbox site was 
added to the city’s website so staff  could 
upload and access meeting minutes, 
building plans, bids and fi nancial data. 

Within the plan, needs were ranked in a 
manner they never had been before. Police 
stations were compared against auditoriums, 
roads were weighed against ball yards. 

The public also was given a big say in a 
series of outreach meetings, which were 
publicized through traditional means and 
social media, as well as via a phone system 
used for citizen notifi cation. The eff ort was 
branded “Your Voice, Your Community, 
Our Future.” Residents were given elec-
tronic voting devices that allowed them 
to instantaneously share their opinion 
about whether a project was an immediate 
need or future priority. Public opinion 
was incorporated into the master list of 
projects. “They felt like they were more 
engaged because they got to see their 
work, and in real time,” Budesky said.

The prioritization process yielded some 
surprises. For instance, staff  thought resi-
dents were enthusiastic about the construc-
tion of a city branch library — the city shares 
a library system with the surrounding 
county — but that turned out to be a lower 
priority in the court of public opinion. 

“We off ered people opportunities to see 
what [the plan] looked like — see it, smell 
it, touch it, have a voice in it. While we still 
had people who were naysayers, there were 
many, many more people who showed up 
at City Council and said, ‘Raise my taxes.’”

They got their wish. In May, the 
Manassas City Council approved a 7 percent 
tax hike on residential homeowners for 
funding capital improvement projects. 
Although more revenue is coming, the 
city and schools have identifi ed many 
areas where they can work together.

matt.ms.williams@gmail.com
twitter@govtechnews

True Collaboration
The city and school board in Manassas, Va., overcome past 
rivalries to develop their fi rst joint capital improvement plan, 
engaging citizens in the process.
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Manassas, Va., residents 
help prioritize city projects.  
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product news By Miriam Jones |  Chief Copy Editor

For more product news, log on to explore Government Technology’s Product Source.  govtech.com/products

Send product review ideas to mjones@govtech.com, twitter@mjonesgovtech
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Wrist Rest
The GoSmart RestPad features a removable sheepskin 

wrist rest designed to give pressure relief for anyone 

using a computer for hours, for those with repetitive wrist 

injury, or for those suff ering with carpal tunnel. The wrist 

rest area is also large and rounded to maximize user 

comfort. Other features include a rigid construction with 

a high friction rubber base so users always have a fl at 

and stable area for maneuvering a mouse. The RestPad 

comes in beige, brown and pink. http://justgosmart.com

Key Ring Protection 
Hippih’s hipKey key ring connects wirelessly to an iPhone or iPad and alerts the user with 

a loud alarm when the two devices are moved too far out of range from each other. hipKey 

is made from anodized aluminum for a lifetime of use in a pocket or bag. The device uses 

Bluetooth Smart 4.0 technology to connect to a phone or tablet, providing a secure wireless 

connection with long battery life. Users can set the distance before an alarm is triggered and 

adjust the alarm volume from within the app. www.hippih.com/hipkey

Stylish Cover 
The Logitech FabricSkin 

Keyboard Folio for iPad 

features a Bluetooth 

keyboard with keys 

seamlessly fused into its 

interior fabric. The folio’s 

fabrics are treated with a 

liquid-repellent coating. 

Hidden magnets hold the 

iPad in two convenient 

positions, snapping the 

tablet securely into typing 

mode and ensuring that 

the folio stays shut when 

the user moves around. 

The folio is off ered in a 

range of colors from 

Electric Blue and 

Sunfl ower Yellow to 

Mars Red Orange, and 

in an array of fabrics 

from matte leather to 

fi nely woven cotton. 

www.logitech.com
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Read our latest Special Report to learn how to transform 
big data into powerful and actionable educational insights 
to improve student outcomes on your campus. 

TO DOWNLOAD A FREE COPY, VISIT
www.centerdigitaled.com/reports/q2-2013/

IDENTIFYING at-risk students before the trouble starts

TARGETING research-based interventions in real time

PREDICTING AND MANAGING campus goal attainment

IMPROVING professional development strategies

IMPLEMENTING student and instructor value-added growth models

ACHIEVING career readiness

Produced by:

THE IMPACT OF 
BIG DATA WILL BE 
GROUNDBREAKING 
for K-12 and higher 
education institutions. 
Specific benefits anticipated 
by education leaders are:

Sponsored by:
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Fuel Pucks. Add fi ve parts 
shredded paper, one part sawdust 
and 10 parts water, mix in a huge 
container, press really hard and 
voila: You’ve created fuel pucks 
or fuel bricks! This is exactly 
what U.S. airmen in the 440th Air 
Expeditionary Advisory Squadron 
are doing in Afghanistan to help 
local orphanages that need fuel 
to cook and stay warm. In a 
four-month period, volunteers 
made more than 1,600 pucks 
and 700 bricks. The pucks 
burn for up to 20 minutes 
and the bricks for 
40 minutes. SOURCE: U.S. AIR FORCE
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spectrum 
More research, more science, more technology.
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Send Spectrum ideas to Managing Editor Karen Stewartson, kstewartson@govtech.com, twitter@karenstewartson

WATCH SPECTRUM AT 
www.govtech.com/spectrum

Talking Shoe 
Meet Google’s talking shoes, 

a.k.a. your future personal 

cheerleader or drill sergeant. 

If you played a great game, but 

don’t have someone to pat your 

back, the Talking Shoes will 

compliment you. On the 

other hand, if you’ve been 

inactive for a while, the 

retrofi tted Adidas with a 

tiny built-in computer, an 

accelerometer, a pressure 

sensor, a gyroscope, 

speaker and Bluetooth, 

will chastise you. 

SOURCE: ABC NEWS

If you are being lazy, 
the shoe may say,

“This is super boring.”

er@karenstewartson
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Smarter Prosthetics: 
A British fi rm has married prosthetic 
limbs with smartphone technology — 
the result is called i-limb ultra revolu-
tion, reportedly the fi rst prosthetic 
limb that can be controlled by an 
iPhone application. Users may control 
the limb using their own muscle
signals or access 24 preprogrammed 
grip patterns with an iPhone app 
called “biosim,” according to Touch 
Bionics, the manufacturer.
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ELECTRONICS YOU CAN EAT: 
Two Carnegie Mellon University researchers teamed up to 
develop edible electronics. The pill-sized devices are biode-
gradable and activate when wet. Specifi c applications haven’t 
been developed yet, but they could be used for tasks like stimu-
lating damaged tissue or monitoring gastric health, the researchers 
say. The edible creations are powered by sodium-ion batteries, which 
can be made cheaply and are less invasive than implanted devices. SOURCE: CARNEGIE MELLON UNIVERSITY
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August 25 - 29, 2013
Charleston, South Carolina

Charleston Marriott

        

        National Association of State Technology Directors     www.nastd.org

Since 1978, the National Association of State Technology Directors (NASTD) has provided state government 
information technology professionals with information, educational programs and networking opportunities 

The 2013 Annual Conference and Technology Showcase will bring more than 200 state government and 
private sector IT professionals together. The conference theme is “Climbing into the Clouds: Transforming 
Technology Services for Tomorrow”. Featured speakers include: Mike Liebhold, distinguished fellow with the 
Institute for the Future; Paul Marciano, leading authority on employee engagement and retention and author 
of “Carrots and Sticks Don’t Work”; and Ed Viesturs, author and adventurer who is widely regarded as this 
country’s foremost high-altitude mountaineer.    

Attendees will include state government technology professionals along with representatives from the 
private sector technology organizations that serve them.  The annual conference is NASTD’s premiere event 
for networking, sharing information and learning about new ideas and solutions.

For more information about the 2013 Annual Conference and Technology Showcase,  
visit www.nastd.org or contact Pam Johnson at 859-244-8184.

Climbing
Into the Clouds

Transforming Technology
Sevices for Tomorrow

36th
Annual Conference & Technology Showcase
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5 Lessons from Gov 2.0 
How the Open Government Directive has shaped states and localities.

A lthough government 2.0 has been 
around since Bill Eggers’ 2005 
book Government 2.0, the term 

truly took over in 2008. After President 
Barack Obama’s 2008 election, his fi rst 
memorandum in offi  ce was the Open Gov-
ernment Directive with its three pillars of 
creating a more transparent, participatory 
and collaborative government. This frame-
work quickly spread from federal govern-
ment down to state and local government 
and across the nation.

So fast-forward fi ve years and let’s ask 
what have we learned.

1 / It’s about mission problems. At 
the beginning of gov 2.0, a lot of the initia-
tives and reported case studies were fl ashy, 
citizen-facing initiatives focused on crowd-
sourcing a new project or senior leaders 
using social media to engage with the public 
and share their message. While important, 
I’m excited to see the push in the last few 
years to use these approaches and ways 
of thinking to solve deeper problems — 
whether it is truly transforming the way we 
deliver health care or building software or 
helping with criminal justice decisions or 
reforming procurement.

2 / It’s about sustainabil-
ity. In the beginning of gov 
2.0, many eff orts were focused 
on quick wins such as launch-
ing a social media channel or 
highlighting an app created 
at a hackathon. However, we 

quickly discovered that sustainability is key 
and new solutions came about. Hackathons 
evolved so now the prize often is a one-
year contract to grow and sustain the win-
ning app. Code for America launched the 
Brigade to focus on growing and improving 
a key set of open source apps so folks don’t 
reinvent the wheel. And internal open gov-
ernment initiatives went from being side 
projects to receiving dedicated budget and 
resources for sustainability.

3 / It’s about human capital. This 
movement is not just about technology — 
it’s mostly about people and new ways of 
thinking. Thus, agencies have taken new 
human capital approaches to these prob-
lems. Many cities have created chief digital 
offi  cers, data offi  cers and innovation offi  -
cers — all roles that didn’t exist fi ve years 
ago. Other cities, including Philadelphia 
and Boston, have set up a Mayor’s Offi  ce of 
New Urban Mechanics, as well as new 
programs like San Francisco’s Mayor’s 
Innovation Fellowship.

4 / It’s not static. Five years ago, smart-
phones were used by only a small percent-
age of folks and today’s popular tablets 
hadn’t even been released. Now, nearly half 
of the U.S. population has a smartphone 
and more than 30 percent of people have a 
tablet, according to a recent Pew Internet 
study. Agencies have deployed mobile apps 
and optimized websites for citizens, while 
introducing tablets for various workfl ow 
functions ranging from permitting to city 

council meetings. For those heavily engaged 
with government 2.0 in the beginning, 2013 
is radically diff erent as the tools, form factors 
and potential have changed every year. 

5 / It’s more than open data. Of the 
Obama Open Government Directive’s three 
goals, transparency and open data have 
defi nitely gotten the most follow up, with a 
recent Open Data Initiative launched at the 
White House and open data initiatives taking 
root at the state and local levels. The open 
data movement has evolved greatly from 
simply putting a few data sets out there. Now 
the key is making that data usable via appli-
cation programming interfaces so it can be 
quickly used in apps. There’s also been a big 
push to release important, high-quality data 
whether it is Medicare reimbursement rates 
or procurement information — important 
data that can drive real solutions.

Overall, a lot of progress has been made 
in fi ve years. Besides the items above, it’s a 
cultural and mindset shift that we are see-
ing grow throughout government each year. 
Individuals and agencies are focusing on 
how to make important systemic change 
with new technology and approaches to 
improve government.

As Bill Gates said, “We always overesti-
mate the change that will occur in the next 
two years and underestimate the change that 
will occur in the next 10. Don’t let yourself be 
lulled into inaction.” I’m excited to see what 
comes next.  

Steve Ressler
is the founder 

and president of 

GovLoop, a social 

networking site 

for government 

officials to connect 

and exchange 

information.

By Steve Ressler
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