






























































































































































































 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Report to the Town of Cicero Town Board 
May 23, 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
Open government: the governing doctrine which holds that citizens 

have the right to access the documents and proceedings of the 
government to allow for effective public oversight 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Deborah V. Gardner  
Chair, Town of Cicero Committee on Open Government 

Cicero, New York 
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Background 

 
Establishment of Committee 
The Town of Cicero Committee on Open Government (referred to in this report as the committee) was 
established at the January 11, 2012 Town Board meeting, The objective in establishing this committee was to 
have the benefit of a group of Cicero residents presenting suggestions to the Town Board on ways to improve 
open government between the Town and its citizens. On January 17, the committee held its first meeting. .  
 
Residents on the committee are:  
 

Chair: Deborah Gardner 
Members: Dennis Cook, Town Clerk Tracy Cosilmon, David Kirk, Michael Labulis, Karen Lee, 
Mark Venesky 

 
Meetings were open to the public and announced via the Town’s website and at Town Board meetings.  
 
This report represents initial observations and recommendations from the committee.  
 
Mission 
At the first meeting the members developed a mission statement to guide them through the process. The chosen 
mission statement is:  
 

The purpose of this committee is to come up with ideas on how to make information more accessible to the 
residents and then suggest ways to implement those ideas.  

 
Committee’s Role  
Establishing the committee was never intended to be the sole source of open government initiatives. The 
committee respects that the Town Board and others are actively engaged in helping increase open government 
activities. The committee recognizes and appreciates a number of open government initiatives already 
implemented this year, including  

• publication of a detailed agenda,  
• posting of documents to be discussed at Town Board meetings,  
• elimination of acronyms without providing definitions,  
• keeping prior agendas on the web site,  
• and the expanded use of the redesigned website to provide easy access to public information.  

 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Objective of Report  
The purpose of this report is to present proposals with which the Town Board and government can create, 
maintain and expand avenues of communications with the residents of the Town of Cicero. These proposals are 
primarily “one way,” from the Town to the residents. It is the committee’s belief that this first step will increase 
communication opportunities for residents to interact more with the Town. The mission statement was explicitly 
limited in scope to ensure appropriate focus on this first step.  
 
Consideration of Proposals 
These suggestions should be reviewed by appropriate personnel and/or committees for technical, operational, 
legal and economic feasibility. 
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A challenge faced by the committee was deciding whether ideas were realistic and feasible, whether an idea 
should be submitted or rejected. For example, mailing a weekly newsletter to each household would certainly 
improve communications, but at significant cost and with a major impact on staffing. As such, some possibly 
obvious communications avenues do not appear in this report because it was the committee’s considered opinion 
that the cost was either excessive or the benefits too few.  
 
Overview of Proposals  

Use streaming video for Town Board meetings. Streaming video offers real-time viewing of town 
meetings and the user, as well as the Town, has the option to save (archive) the video. Since the Town Board 
minutes are much more streamlined than in the past, videos of the town board meetings will be increasingly 
more valuable. 
 
Readable Budget. The proposal for a readable budget will empower residents to understand the cost of 
various town departments instead of having the various costs shown in a number of categories that are 
difficult to assess. 
 
Open Government Commitment. This proposal is to encourage the Town Board and other elected officials 
to make a written commitment to the furtherance of open government concepts within and outside of the 
town.  
 
Document the Request for Proposal (RFP) Process. This proposal is to improve understanding by 
residents of town government processes. Acronyms such as RFP and RFQ are confusing by themselves and 
the process is not widely understood. 
 
Expand e-Policing reports to website. Adding the periodic e-Policing email notices to the website may 
improve access to this information for residents.  
 
Investigate social media. Two of the proposals involve social media (Facebook and Twitter). We recognize 
that some people like these products and some dislike them. Both services are free to use and many, perhaps 
thousands, of Cicero residents use them daily. Although these media will not reach all residents, they offer 
an excellent opportunity to communicate short messages with many residents at no direct cost. 
 
Implement an email newsletter. The proposal for an email newsletter offers an opportunity to combine an 
extensive amount of information monthly for residents and offers the additional benefit of providing an 
ongoing history of Town achievements and announcements.  
 
Contribute articles to local newspapers. The proposal to write periodic articles for the Star-Review and/or 
Neighbors North will ensure that Cicero receives regular visibility in the community and also offers the 
opportunity for Town employees to share their knowledge. Also, articles are often available after 
publication via the Internet.   

 
Proposed Response by Town Board  
The committee will appreciate a decision on all proposals not later than the September 12, 2012.  
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Proposals 
 

 

Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Streaming Video 

 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To give as many residents as possible the opportunity to participate in Town Board meetings in real time. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
An on-going concern of Supervisor Corl’s is that meetings and workshops were scheduled at inconvenient times 
for interested parties to attend. At the January 12, 2011 meeting, the suggestion to stream the Town Board 
meetings was made. After a discussion on the topic, the Town Board voted unanimously to make meetings more 
accessible to the public and to make a diligent effort to get all information, including costs associated with 
live feed of Town Board Meetings, on the Internet. (Page 16, Town Board minutes of January 12, 2011) 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
Stream all Town Board meetings and workshops to the Internet 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
Begin with streaming just the regular Town Board meetings. 
 
Use as much of the technology the town already has. This may include a laptop with a built-in webcam or with a 
peripheral webcam. The Town Clerk has a microphone that can be used with cameras to capture audio spoken 
into the microphones already used at the Town Board meetings. 
 
Free video streaming sites such as UStream (http://www.ustream.tv/) and CamStreams 
(http://www.camstreams.com/) can be utilized subject to approval of the terms and conditions by the Town 
Attorney. 
 
If successful, the Town Board may wish to investigate paid streaming services for additional features. For 
example, the cost on UStream is $99 a month for 100 ad-free hours. 
 
A camera that can be mounted on a tripod and used to scan the audience or focus on the speakers might be 
utilized. Special Town Board meetings, budget workshops and other meetings may be added to the line up. 
 
A link can be placed on the website for one-click assess to the meetings. 
 
An archive of the video can be posted to the website. This will be helpful to interested citizens who were unable 
to watch the meeting live due to their scheduling conflicts. 
 
Special arrangements to stream board meetings may have to be made if the meeting is held off-site. 
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Examples of streaming/webcasts in New York 
North Syracuse School District: http://www.nscsd.org/district.cfm?subpage=40060 
Yorktown, NY: http://www.yorktownny.org/generalpage/test-streaming-12 
New York State webcasts: http://www.nysegov.com/webcast.cfm 

 
CONSIDERATIONS:   
 
Since the Town Clerk’s computer is sometimes used for presentations, a second computer will have to be 
available for those presentations. 
 
One person should be assigned the task of turning on the web cam and positioning it and changing camera 
angles if desired. 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 
Proposal for  Budget 

 
            

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To help ensure that Cicero residents who are interested in the budget process can understand the annual town 
budget. 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
The Town’s budget is presented in such a manner that many citizens cannot fully understand where the tax 
monies are being spent. Further, it is difficult to ascertain how many tax dollars are being spent for a particular 
department. (See attached.) 
 
Many organizations in the private sector publish financial statements in a format that the investors/shareholders 
can understand while creating an accounting financial statement for internal use. We propose that the annual 
budget be presented to the public in a taxpayer-friendly version. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
The annual budget will be presented to the public in a format that meets the needs of the Town accounting 
procedures. The budget will also be presented in a taxpayer-friendly version so that the residents can more easily 
understand where the monies are being allocated. After the first year this format as used, the previous year’s 
budget amounts can be included for easy comparison. 
 
Also, the annual budget is currently online as a scanned image. If the original document is converted to a 
Portable Document Format (PDF), the budget will be searchable, making it easier for the public to find user-
specified items. 
 
This proposal should be reviewed by appropriate personnel and/or committees for technical, operational, legal 
and economic feasibility. 
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Budget Confusion 
 

The following is an example of the confusion that may ensue from the current budget format. We attempted to 
calculate the cost of Parks and Recreation. A break-down of payroll taxes and employee benefits could not to 
found in the budget. These costs are part of the cost of having a Parks & Recreation department. No costs 
associated with Information Technology for this department were listed that we found. Other items which may 
apply are liability insurance and workers’ compensation. 
 
Revenues 
Department Income, pg 6 
 Senior’s Charges 3,500 
 Parks Fees 700 
 Farmers Market Fees 1,760 
 
Departmental Income, pg 24 
 Recreation Fees 54,600 
 Playground Fees 34,720 
 Extended Daycare 4,680 
 
Miscellaneous Revenues, pg 25 
 Canteen-related 60,690 
 
State Aid, pg 26 
 Youth Bureau Funds–Total  50,000 
 State Aid–Youth Programs P & R 4,500 Total Revenues:  $215,150 
 
Expenses 
 Buildings, page 14 
 Parks & Rec Pole Barn 2,300 
 
Programs for the Aging, pg 19 
 Total 94,893 
 
Culture and Recreation, pg 19 
 Parks 247,387 
 Special Recreational Facilities–Beach 40,610 
 Farmers Market 1,625 
 
Culture and Recreation, pg 30 
 Parks & Recreation Admin–total 198,989 
 Playgrounds & Rec Centers 36,795 
 Youth Programs, Canteen 92,977 Total Expenses:  $715,596 
 
   Net Expenses: $500,426   
  
Other Items 
None of these items includes a breakdown by department. One may assume that the Parks and Recreation 
Department incurs some costs in these areas. 
 Information Systems, pg 15 
 Employees Benefits, pg 22 
 Employees Benefits, pg 32 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Commitment Statement 

 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To demonstrate a willingness by elected officials to commit to working for an open government in the Town of 
Cicero and to set an example for future elected. 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
Each elected official sign a statement committing to open government.  
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
A sample statement is attached for all elected officials to sign. Each official may choose to write his/her own 
statement or modify the individual statement also attached. These statements, once signed, should be posted to 
the web site. 
 



 

 
Open Government Report, May 23, 2012  Page 9 of 18 

Town of Cicero Open Government Commitment  

We, the elected officials of the Town of Cicero, are committed to creating an unprecedented level of 
openness in our town government.  It is the desire and intention of the Town to have town officials 
work together with the public to ensure open and effective government.   

The following objectives all work towards the goal of ensuring the taxpayer dollars are spent 
efficiently and the Town fosters public trust: 

Transparency:  To increase accountability, promote informed public participation, and create 
economic development opportunities, the Town shall expand access to information.   

Participation:  To create more informed and effective policies, the Town shall enhance and expand 
opportunities for the public to participate (e.g. detailed town board meeting agendas and releasing  
documents in advance that are to be discussed at the town board meetings).   The Town has created a 
Committee on Open Government to respond to its citizens’ desire to be more involved in the 
operations and decision making of their government. 

Collaboration:  To more effectively fulfill its obligations to citizens, the Town will enhance and 
expand its practices of cooperation among Town departments, other governmental agencies, the public, 
and non-profit and private organizations. 

We will make diligent efforts to ensure that the Town employees and colleagues understand and 
promote compliance with open government law. 

____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Town Supervisor Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Deputy Supervisor Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Councilor Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Councilor Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Councilor Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Highway Superintendent Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Receiver of Taxes Date 
 
_____________________________________ ______________________________ 
Town Clerk Date 
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Town of Cicero Open Government Commitment  

I, John Doe, Title, am committed to creating an unprecedented level of openness in our town 
government.  It my desire and intention to work together with other town officials and the public to 
ensure open and effective government.   

The following objectives all work towards the goal of ensuring the taxpayer dollars are spent 
efficiently and the Town fosters public trust: 

Transparency:  To increase accountability, promote informed public participation, and create 
economic development opportunities, I shall expand access to information.   

Participation:  To create more informed and effective policies, I shall enhance and expand 
opportunities for the public to participate in the governmental process. 

Collaboration:  To more effectively fulfill my obligations to citizens, I shall enhance and expand my 
practices of cooperation among Town departments, other governmental agencies, the public, and non-
profit and private organizations. 

I shall make diligent efforts to ensure that the Town employees and colleagues understand and promote 
compliance with open government law. 

____________________________________ ______________________________ 
John Doe, Title Date 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Requests for Pricing/Proposals 

 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To ensure that all interested parties understand the process for obtaining bids and that those bids are obtained in 
a consistent manner. This will increase transparency as to how vendors are selected. 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
The Town should have a policy that includes definitions of “Requests for Proposal,” “Requests for Quotes” and 
“Requests for Qualifications.” This policy would include when each will be used with justification. Further, the 
policy concerning sealed bids should be formalized (if it is not now.) 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
The Town Board or its designee will write such a policy and the Town Board will, upon approval, communicate 
the policy by posting it to the web site. Whenever an acronym is used, also include the full spelling, e.g., RFQ 
(Request For Quote).  
 
All responses should be posted to the web site with its corresponding written request. 
 
This will avoid confusion for the public and provide guidance to this and future boards as to when to use which 
request. 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  e-Policing 

 
   

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To ensure that all interested parties have access to the crime data sent out via email by the Police Department. 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
E-policing emails will continue to be sent to all residents who subscribe to this service. In addition, a summary 
document in .pdf format containing all of the crime data (eliminating any header or other extraneous 
information) can be created and posted to the web site. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
The information in the emails can be copied and pasted into the document. Data in each subsequent email can be 
added to the summary document and uploaded, replacing the now out-of-date document. A new document can 
be started with the first email of the new month. 
 
Concerns about personal privacy due to subscription requirements will be eliminated. Also, this information will 
now be readily accessible to taxpayers and retirees who live outside of Cicero, as well as others interested 
parties. 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Social Media (Facebook) 

 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To develop a process, for interested residents, to subscribe to and receive information on Social Media Sites 
(Facebook) from the Town of Cicero. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Social Media has proven to be an instrumental force in delivering information to subscribers.  
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
To develop a process to allow pertinent Town information to be posted/ and subscribed to on Social 
Media Sites. Allow the opportunity for Local residents and the public in general to subscribe to this 
information.  
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
The Town create an “Open Government” Social Media Site. Identify an “Open Government” 
employee responsible for keeping the site populated. 
 
This site should contain: 

• Directions on obtaining Town Documents 
• Reminders of important Dates (e.g. Town Board Meetings, Court Dates, Recreation sign-up 

deadlines) 
• Helpful information from Department heads on navigating Town Processes (e.g. Dog 

Licensing, Permits, Drainage) 
• Site be configured to allow subscriber to opt out of email notifications of site changes and 

updates. 
 
This site should NOT contain: 

• Personal political views of Department heads 
• Information that incites political polarity 
• Campaign agendas 
• Comments from individual subscribers 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Social Media (Twitter) 

 
 

 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To send short announcements of time-sensitive events to residents and interested parties. 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
Use Twitter to send out announcements using 140 characters or less. (The maximum number of characters for a 
tweet is 140.) 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
Set up a Twitter account at twitter.com. Use a name that indicates the Town. For example, TownOfCiceroNY or 
CiceroNY  may all be appropriate. “NY” should be in the name so that this account will not be confused with 
Cicero, Illinois. 
 
Have one person assigned the responsibility of sending the messages (referred to as “tweets”). Examples of 
messages are: “Town Board meeting tonight 6:30 town hall” or “Last day to sign up for summer camp.” 
 
The number of tweets per day or week should not be restricted as these are short messages and people who tweet 
(referred to as “tweeters”) and receive tweets often expect several messages per day. 
 
Advertise “Follow us on Twitter” with an article in the Star-Review and/or Post Standard, a link on the web site 
and notices on public bulletin boards in Cicero. 
 
Include a disclaimer such as: “The Town of Cicero does not follow other tweeters, nor does it retweet.” 
 
CONSIDERATIONS: 
 
The Town may decide to have each department open its own Twitter account. We do not recommend this, as 
some departments will rarely have a need to tweet and may forget to announce it up-coming activities using 
Twitter. Also, more people will have to be trained; there may be some resistance to using social media by 
personnel; and the span of control will be too broad. 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  Newsletter 

 
 

 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
Provide periodic news announcements to residents. Examples of announcements would include 

• New services to residents 
•  Overview of upcoming events 
•  Brief summary of high-interest topics from recent Town Board and/or Planning Board minutes 
•  New topic categories and significant updates on website 
•  Notice of issues needing resident attention (e.g., stray dogs, unauthorized vendors in area, etc.) 
•  Reminders of upcoming dates such as holidays, trash days, school closings, Town services such as rabies 

shots 
•  Important messages from the Town Supervisor or a Town Counselor 

 
PROPOSAL: 
 
Provide an email newsletter service to residents that can be subscribed to via the Town's website. There might 
also be a separate page to explain what the email newsletter service does and does not include. This would be a 
one-way service, geared to share information, but not for dialogues with residents. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
People familiar with Internet mailing lists generally prefer to be in control of the relationship. To achieve that, 
we recommend that the email service allow residents to subscribe and unsubscribe with no manual intervention. 
Any information collected other than email address should be only for demographic use, such as general 
location of resident (e.g., Cicero, North Syracuse, Brewerton, Bridgeport), but no personal data. We recommend 
that the email address subscription list for this service be used for no other purpose, not even for Town business. 
 
Further, we recommend that the format of the email messages be “plain text,” i.e., no graphics, no bold or 
underscored or other embellishment of fonts, no fancy fonts and no color. By avoiding what is termed “HTML 
format,” the messages will be smaller, use less bandwidth, and will be less prone to containing any viruses or 
malware. There should also be no attachments as that increases bandwidth, may contain viruses and may not be 
readable on the residents” computers. 
 
We also propose that email newsletters be sent no more frequently than weekly, but not less than monthly. 
Generally, the more frequently a newsletter arrives, the less likely the content will be substantive and residents 
may view the newsletters as spam and unsubscribe. Content is key. 
 
CONSIDERATIONS: 
 
Finally, we suggest the newsletter have a short name so that discussions about it do not need the 
preamble, “The Town of Cicero Email Newsletter”; for example, use eCicero. 
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Open Government Committee 
Town of Cicero, NY 

Proposal for  News Articles 

 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVE: 
 
To inform residents of the various activities of each department in the town 
 
PROPOSAL: 
 
On a rotating basis, each department head or his/her designee will write articles concerning his/her department. 
This may be about the general activities of the department or specific activities or issues the town faces that fall 
into the purview of that department. 
 
Each Town Board member will be in the rotation and write an article of interest about an issue the town is facing 
or an activity that interests that board member. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS:   
 
Contact the Star-Review and Neighbors North to gauge interest in a periodic (e.g., weekly, monthly) article 
from the Town. 
 
If either or both newspapers are interested, prepare a schedule for those employees writing the articles. This will 
give each person sufficient time to write the article and have it proofread. Also, the articles can be scheduled to 
be published at the best time. For example, the Parks and Recreation director may wish to write an article about 
the summer activities available; therefore, this article would be scheduled to be published in May or June. 
 
Each article would end with: “Call 699-xxxx for more information or visit us at http://ciceronewyork.net/.” 
 
The articles can also be posted to the website. Consider putting all the articles on one page instead of scattering 
them around. This will be helpful when looking for an article without knowing who wrote it. 
 
Readers typically look for columns that interest them and a picture is usually very helpful. Since these articles 
will have many authors, consider using the Town’s seal as the picture. Readers will then identify these articles 
with that image and be drawn to it. 
 



 

 
Open Government Report, May 23, 2012  Page 17 of 18 

 
Summary/Next Steps 

 
The committee recognizes that these proposals will take time for assessment and a decision on which proposals 
to pursue further and which to eliminate from consideration. The committee also recognizes and respects that 
a decision to pursue a proposal does not mean the proposal will be implemented or in what fashion the proposal 
may be implemented. Legal, technical, financial and other considerations may cause some proposals to not be 
feasible.  
 
In the spirit of open government, the committee requests that the Town Board consider each proposal and 
announce decisions on each not later than the Town Board meeting on September 12, 2012. This feedback will 
be instrumental in deciding the appropriate direction for the Committee’s future objectives. The committee 
members appreciate having had the opportunity to develop this report and look forward to the Town Board’s 
assessment.   
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Appendix 
 
The committee found the following Internet sites supportive and instructional on open government:  
 

Department of State Committee on Open Government 
http://www.dos.state.ny.us/coog/index.html 
 
Paul Greenberg, "Engaging Citizens the Right Way: Government Uses  
Twitter During Hurricane Irene" 
http://www.zdnet.com/blog/crm/engaging-citizens-the-right-way-government-uses-twitter-during-
hurricane-irene/3478 
 
"Guidelines and Best Practices for Social Media Use in Washington State" 
http://www.governor.wa.gov/media/guidelines.pdf 
 
"Social Media Guidelines" 
http://wiki.cio.ny.gov/wiki/Social_Media_Guidelines 
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