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Image: Groveland Town Hall1 

 

Executive Summary 

The Town of Groveland adopted the Transparency best practice in January of 2016 as part of a Community 

Compact agreement signed with the Baker-Polito Administration.  Groveland partnered with the Office of 

Municipal and School Technology (OMST) to talk through the challenges of transparency and develop a plan for 

improving the flow of information between the Town and its residents.  The Town has executed upon several key 

elements of this plan, including a redesign of its website and implementation of Point PermitLink electronic 

permitting software.  Further planned changes will include the deployment of a public records tracking tool along 

with an open checkbook or open budget tool. 

 

COMMUNITY PROFILE 

The Town of Groveland is located in northeastern Massachusetts in Essex County.  Groveland is a small residential 

community of 6,459 people2, with a median household income of $69,1673.  The Town changed gradually during 

                                                           
1Richard B. Johnson (LymanSchool). “GrovelandMATownHall.” Wikimedia Commons. Creative Commons License. Accessed 
October 2017. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:GrovelandMATownHall.jpg  
22010 Census. “Community Facts.” United States Census Bureau, American FactFinder. Accessed October 2017.  
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/community_facts.xhtml  
3Ibid 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:GrovelandMATownHall.jpg
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/community_facts.xhtml
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the 20th century from a shoe and textile manufacturing community to one which is almost wholly residential, 

serving now as a suburb of nearby cities. Today, Groveland retains all of the characteristics of a friendly rural town 

in the setting of a convenient suburb. 

 

Project Background & Process 

Smaller towns in Massachusetts, including Groveland, are responding to the growing number of requests by 

residents to proactively provide more information online, directly through the Town’s website and also through 

specialized applications like information portals.  These requests must be balanced with budget realities and must 

be free of any personal or otherwise inappropriate data, and updated frequently so consistent accuracy is 

maintained. As outlined below, Groveland has completed two important steps in this process with additional 

steps planned in the future. 

 

WEBSITE REDESIGN 

In the summer of 2017, Groveland’s website was redesigned with a new, modern layout.  Displayed below, is the 

old layout in the figure on the left; the new layout in the figure on the right. 

      

A “resource center” is front and center in the new design, showcasing the most popular destinations for visitors 

to the Town website so the number of clicks necessary is reduced.  A “find it fast” button displays even more of 

the most requested links, so visitors don’t have to go through numerous menus to find what they are looking for. 

The new design is also “mobile friendly” so it displays properly on smartphones and tablets, which more and more 

residents are using as their primary internet devices. 



 

4 
 

 

Included on the site are links to the Town’s official Facebook and Twitter accounts, which reduces confusion 

about what accounts residents should be following for official Town information. 

 

POINT PERMITTING 

The Town worked with their permitting vendor, Point Software, in deploying “PermitLink”, an online permitting 

solution that includes a public access portal for property information.  The portal has several different views for 

information; including the ability to search for a property, see all active and historical permits issued to it, and 

filter by type or status. Inspection data and other relevant documentation can also be accessed through the 

portal. Having all this information online is extremely valuable and allows residents to have access to numerous 

pieces of information without making a formal request. 

 

 

Image: Groveland’s Online Permitting Solution 

 

PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST TRACKING 

The Town is also exploring implementing a tool to track public records requests.  In January of 2017, an updated 

Public Records Law in the Commonwealth took effect.  One provision of the updated law requires that records 

responses be provided in an electronic format unless the record itself does not exist electronically or the 

requestor cannot receive the record in an electronic format.  The updated law also requires that responses to 
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records be processed within ten business days.  This makes the tracking and expeditious fulfillment of requests 

even more important for municipalities like Groveland.  Other communities in Massachusetts have successfully 

implemented tools to manage and fulfill public records requests.  As seen below, Middleborough, Massachusetts 

uses one such tool called NextRequest to manage incoming requests and provide transparency into the fulfillment 

process, making the requested documents available to the original requestor and the general public. 

 

 

Image: Middleborough, MA – Public Records Request Tool 

 

OPEN CHECKBOOK AND OPEN BUDGET 

With a modest budget and smaller population, Groveland must carefully balance budget realities with service 

delivery to its residents.  It’s important that this budgeting process be highly transparent to residents, so they are 

encouraged to participate in Town government.  Proactive disclosure of information can discourage rumors and 

false statements as well. 

 

Two potential avenues for proactive disclosure of financial information include open checkbook and open budget.  

Both solutions have been implemented by numerous communities of various sizes and populations in 

Massachusetts with the common goal of making municipal financial information more accessible to residents in a 

machine-readable and graphical format.  Groveland is interested in becoming one of these communities. 
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Open Checkbook – enables users to explore municipal finance on a transactional, line-by-line basis.  Transactions 

can be filtered by several categories including fiscal year, department, and vendor.  Most open checkbook tools 

allow users to see the transactional information represented in a visual chart or graph, allowing for easy 

comparison of categories or fiscal years. 

 

Other communities in Massachusetts have successfully implemented open checkbook solutions, including East 

Longmeadow using an open checkbook product called OpenCheck.  This is a cloud-hosted product that can be 

embedded into a municipality’s website for seamless accessibility.  Data from the tool is batch exported from a 

municipality’s finance tool automatically on a weekly basis and can be exported from the tool itself into several 

open formats, allowing for public users to analyze municipal data using their own tools if desired. 

 

 

Image: East Longmeadow, MA – Open Checkbook 

 

Open Budget – enables users to explore municipal budgets in an interactive format, complementing a budget 

document consisting of traditional static tables, charts, and graphs.  This makes the budget document more 

accessible overall to users without a background in finance and allows for better analysis by internal and public 

users, so they can understand budget realities and priorities at a glance, understand the context of decisions 

made by their municipal leaders, and compare their community’s budget with the budgets of other communities 

more easily. 
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Other communities in Massachusetts have also successfully implemented open budget solutions, including Essex 

using an open budget product called VisGov Visual Budget.  This tool allows users to enter in their individual tax 

bills to see where their dollars are going in the budget document itself, answering such questions as, “How much 

of my tax bill goes to the schools?”.  This tool also allows users to see a breakdown of town revenues, answering 

such questions as, “How reliant is my Town on property taxes versus state aid?”. 

 

 

Image: Essex, MA – Visual Budget 

 

OMST Recommendations and Conclusion 

OMST applauds the work that Groveland has completed so far in the area of transparency.  The redesign of the 

Town’s website makes it easier for constituents to navigate and find what they are looking for.  This new version 

is also much easier to navigate on a mobile device, which is the way more residents are accessing information 

today. The implementation of Point PermitLink is also a big step forward for Groveland, as it allows residents to 

have quick access to a variety of information about properties around Town without having to go to Town Hall 

and request the information in person. 

 

OMST recommends that the Town continue with their plan to explore implementing a public records request 

tracking tool along with an open checkbook and/or budget tool.  These are both very valuable for improving the 

flow of information between a municipality and the public. 
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A public records request tracking tool will allow residents to submit easily-trackable records requests and allow 

for fulfillment through a portal that enables other members of the public to access the already-requested 

information.  This reduces the labor surrounding multiple requests for the same piece of information. 

 

An open checkbook or open budget tool will allow residents to explore municipal finance in a more meaningful 

way compared to traditional budget documents with static spreadsheets, tables, graphs, and charts.  Providing 

municipal transactions in a “checkbook” format can help a Town dispel rumors and false statements through 

transparency.  Providing the municipal budget in an open format can help a Town show a breakdown of spending 

per an individual taxpayer’s bill or compare the local budget with the budget of neighbors with a similar 

population, increasing understanding of the difficult decisions made by municipal leaders and encouraging 

participation by residents in the budgeting process. 

 

Groveland is well-positioned for success in the area of transparency.  The work completed so far on their website 

and the implementation of Point PermitLink are great first steps forward in this area.  Next steps in public records 

request tracking and open checkbook and/or open budget will further improve the flow of information because 

the Town and its residents, which will hopefully lead to better-informed and engaged participants in Town 

government. 


