Effective Document
Management for
Local Government
Boards & Committees

The Digital World Requires
a New Approach to Managing
Documents for Municipal Boards
A confluence of factors is putting pressure on
municipalities to improve how they manage and
track the documents their boards and committees
use. The combined impact of an increasing
number of data theft incidents, more stringent
regulations that impact documents used by
municipal boards, and the need to implement a
structured approach to document management
makes change imperative. Relying on legacy,
paper-based systems with limited capabilities is
not viable for the future.
This increasing scrutiny on documents and
information requires that municipalities and board
chairpersons be able to accurately identify which
individuals have specific documents and the
current status of those documents. For many cities
and towns, this is not just good management and
oversight, but a new requirement from audit and
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compliance directives. Compliance requirements
are likely to become even more prominent going
forward.
Perhaps the most important driver of change is
the dramatic rise in the need for securing and
protecting documents. Not all documents have
sensitive information, but rather than selectively
choose which ones to protect, it is far more
efficient to implement a system that tracks all
documents as a means of improving security.
The need for a specific board or municipality to
demonstrate processes are in place will come
from both private and public oversight bodies.
In addition, when there is a security event, the
document management system is an important
part of the forensics process that will be used to
identify how the breach occurred.
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Document management and tracking systems
provide numerous other benefits as well. The
most obvious is version management. Boards and
committees for local governments need to ensure
they’re using current, up-to-date documents.
Eliminating the need to search for the most recent
version of a document will save large amounts
of time. Moreover, boards will be able to track
when changes occurred and who made them.
These systems can also identify what changes
were made to each version, making it easy to
understand how a specific document changed
over time, and how the final version compares to
the original one.

The impact of public disclosure or notification
rules is also increasing the need for improved
document management and tracking. One of the
most common issues will be to have a process
for identifying what documents are in the public
domain, or could be. The ability to set up “classes”
of documents in document management systems
is a major benefit for all boards. For example,
it’s easier to make documents available in an
appropriate manner to support public meetings
and presentations.

E F F E C T I V E

D O C U M E N T

G O V E R N M E N T

Another important benefit is the ability to capture
notes made to these documents. Given that
boards work as a group, it is common for members
to make their own notes on a document in
preparation for a meeting. This may be to facilitate
discussion or to ensure clarification of a key point.
The ability to capture and, if appropriate, share
this information with other board members in
a “living” document improves the efficiency of
board operations.

Another important benefit is
the ability to capture notes
made to these documents.
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Legacy, Paper-based Systems
Have Many Shortcomings
As municipal boards consider upgrading to a
digital document management and tracking
system, they should weigh the limitations of
legacy, paper-based systems against the new
functionality delivered by the digital solution.
Paper-based systems have so many substantial
drawbacks that they actually hinder a board’s
ability to function more effectively.
Perhaps the biggest and most notable drawback
is the lack of search functionality. When board
members need to find a specific fact, piece of
data, or even some text, they may need to rely
on memory or dig through a pile of paper. This
is obviously a terrible waste of time. And worse,
in many cases it’s impossible to find the key
information, so the board has to rely on their
collective recall. Accuracy will usually suffer from
this manual approach. Another problem is that
without effective search functionality boards may
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need to recreate prior work because a document
can’t be found—wasting more time. Finally,
without search, those who must use documents
prepared by the board might find it impossible to
find specific information or data.
Another problem is the inability to track
documents as they are distributed or received.
In cases where a document may be recalled
or replaced, it becomes very difficult to ensure
that everyone who has a copy will receive the
new document. The lack of control inherent in
paper-based systems will also thwart the ability to
support audits that focus on specific documents
and their distribution. This may be necessary if
there is a public disclosure of private or sensitive
information that triggers a legal issue. Further,
there is no control over secondary distribution of
the document to individuals who should not have
access to it.
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A further limitation with paper-based systems is
that board members can only work when they
physically have the document. There is no support
for mobile usage or the ability to immediately refer
to documents to make fast decisions when there
is a time-sensitive issue. This limitation can be
highly problematic as many board members are
not municipal employees who have a workspace
at the town facilities. Board members must
constantly bring a large pile of paper documents
with them whenever they want to work on board
tasks. A missing document in that stack, or an
outdated version, can stop their work in its tracks.

However, that is just the tip of the collaborative
iceberg. Municipal boards and committees are
collaboration driven. Paper-based systems are an
anathema. Digital systems will provide the native
collaboration functionality that will not only
provide better results, but also improve board
processes. This reduced frustration will make it
easier to find and retain board members.
Finally, with paper, it’s impossible to easily post
board notices and documents to important
electronic forms of communication, particularly
the town’s website.

Paper-based systems are also a nightmare when
it is necessary to bring a new board member
up to speed and provide that individual with
the key documents necessary to be an effective
participant. The basic task of collecting the latest
version of all pertinent documents can take hours
and may result in an incomplete set of files. And
presenting a new member with a large stack of
paper documents is often overwhelming, and
rather then wade through all that paper, he or she
may just try to “learn on the fly.”
Collaboration is also difficult with a paper-based
environment. When an initial draft is presented,
the author may get back numerous unique
versions of that document containing the
individual edits of other board members. The
task of integrating all the comments and input
can take hours, and in the event of conflicting
input, more time is necessary to figure out which
change is correct.
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Rather than just make a few clicks to post
information, the process is bogged down by
identifying the right paper version to post,
manually editing the document, and asking
the website manager to post the document. It’s
tremendously inefficient.
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Digital Document Management and
Tracking Systems Deliver Critical Benefits
A digital document management system
eliminates the drawbacks and limitations of
paper-based systems, and positions the board to
meet the demands of a digital world. The benefits
delivered by digital systems empower not only
the board, but elected officials, support staff, and
the taxpayers. Key benefits of today’s best-in-class
digital document management systems include:
•

Reduce the demand on the IT staff– Cloudbased software-as-a-service (SaaS) solutions are
a self-contained approach to IT infrastructure
that does not require more attention from the
limited IT staff in a municipality. The IT staff can
rely on the cloud service provider to deliver
the application itself, protect the data, provide
a secure environment, meet performance/
responsiveness demands, and furnish reliable
and dependable systems.

•

Reduce the impact on support and
administrative resources–Eliminating paper
will reduce the load on the municipality’s
support staff. There is no need to manually
make copies or edit documents intended for
public consumption. The board can do all its
work on the document management system.

•

Implement consistent and tracked document
delivery–With these digital systems, the
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municipality can create and implement
consistent rules for document access and
delivery. This makes it easier to meet legal,
regulatory, and other requirements. The
system also stores the information on who
received a document, what version they
got, and more. If there is a breach involving
a document with sensitive or confidential
information, the ability to show that access
was restricted and managed is critical.
•

Support for the modern style of work–As a result
of the massive technology advancements in
mobile technology and smartphones, people
expect to work from anywhere and on any
device they happen to be using at the time.
Digital document management systems are
designed to support this lifestyle.

•

Automatic archive creation–Keeping a record
of the documents, in all of their different
versions, is an important part of effective
board operations. When the documents are
in a paper format, the process is generally ad
hoc, and typified by just “throwing documents
into a file folder.” This is poor process. Digital
systems will automatically store and organize
all documents into a useful archive.
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How the City of Independence
IA Benefits from Digital
Document Management
The city of Independence was founded in 1864
and is the county seat of Buchanan County IA.
There are approximately 6,000 residents in the
city. The city operates under a city council/town
manager form of government. There are two full
city council meetings per month and monthly
meetings for three sub-committees.

difficult to deliver the appropriate backup files
and documents. This complicated process made
it hard to publish city council meeting agendas in
a timely fashion for the citizenry.

Although the city had already moved to a
“paperless” environment, there were still issues in
managing the agenda for meetings and ensuring
that the proper supporting information was
available. A large part of the problem was that

After implementing BoardDocs, the city gained
many benefits. Agendas can now be created
in minutes with the “drag and drop” function of
BoardDocs. The staff also save a great deal of
time that was previously wasted, allowing them
to complete other tasks more efficiently. Board
members also find that the Metasearch feature
provides a far better way to find important

individual council members would create “selfmade” agendas that had to be combined into a
single accurate agenda by the City Clerk/Treasurer,
Jeena Lynch, and her team. As a result, agendas
tended to come out close to meeting dates
and making changes to published agendas was
difficult or not possible. This also made it more

information in seconds. Other features that the
City of Independence uses regularly include;
adding video content to meetings, the ability
to log-in from anywhere, more timely public
disclosure of meeting agendas to the community,
and the use of different access levels to provide
the appropriate features and access for each user.
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Want to read more about our customer
success? Click here to read how other school
boards have accomplished their goals with
BoardDocs.
Questions?
Ask about our products, implementation
or anything else.

Website: BoardDocs.com
Phone: (800) 407-0141
Request a demo

About BoardDocs
BoardDocs was launched nationally in 2002,
and in 2004 the company committed 100%
of its resources to developing, implementing,
and supporting online governance solutions.
To date, more than 2,000 organizations have
selected BoardDocs’ technology to save
money, reduce staff time, improve board
effectiveness, increase transparency, and help
the environment. BoardDocs is committed to
a cloud-based SaaS model to better serve its
customers.

Summary
“The setup and training
received from the BoardDocs
staff made our implementation
and live launch ‘flawless.’ And
the ability to search agenda
items and add attachments and
supporting documentation on
the fly, beats copying paper
any day. Do your county a
favor and get on board with
BoardDocs.”

With the breadth and volume of information
being used by municipal boards continuing to
increase, and security and tracking demands
driving the need for better organization,
municipalities are turning to digital
document management systems. Legacy,
paper-based approaches to managing
documents are fraught with problems
and limitations. New digital approaches
to document management and tracking
provide the benefits that board members
require, and the functionality that enables
them to use their time far more efficiently.
The combination of legal, productivity, and
management requirements makes the move
to modern digital solutions a necessity for all
municipal boards.

— Jerry Derr, Commission Assistant/HR
Director of Meade County, SD
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