-----Original Message-----
From: Lopez, Donna 
Sent: Thursday, April 25, 2013 9:18 AM
To: Cosgrove, Marybeth
Subject: FW: Mgr. Agenda #7, RSS feeds (AR #13-33) -- plz. do not accept

-----Original Message-----

From: John Hawkinson [mailto:jhawk@MIT.EDU] 

Sent: Monday, April 22, 2013 12:14 AM

To: City Council

Cc: Lopez, Donna; Healy, Bob; "Mary P. Hart <Mhart@CambridgeMA.GOV>"@MIT.EDU
Subject: Mgr. Agenda #7, RSS feeds (AR #13-33) -- plz. do not accept

To the Honorable, The City Council:

    I write to request you decline to "accept the report and place on file" the Manager's Agenda item #7, in re Awaiting Report #13-33 from March 4, 2013, about "the possibiity of adding a RSS feed option to all City websites."

    The Manager's response does not answer the question posed, either in letter or in spirit, and it perpetuates confusion. It lacks an attached letter from the City's CIO with a explanation or response.

    (I apologize for taking up your valuable time with such a minor issue during this week of tragedy; nonetheless, it is on your agenda and it an area of concern to me and the informed citizenry.)

    The orginal order asserted the City lacked RSS feeds on "its website(s)", and asked the manager to explore adding the feature to all City websites. The Manager's reply observes that the City's main website has one single RSS feed (used only for "news and alerts"), and that City Departments can use if they wish.

    I read the order as asking City Departments to use RSS feeds effectively. For instance, the Planning Board should have an RSS feed of all Planning Board meeting agenda and documents, so that those interested in the Planning Board can find out when new materials are posted. Even if the Planning Board items appeared on the City's News and Alerts RSS feed, this wouldn't help. Presumably scores or hundreds of other boards and committees would also then appear there, and the feed would be nearly useless to anyone. Few individuals want to pay attention to each and every board of the City.

    I personally maintain an RSS feed for Planning Board agendas:

http://the-tech.mit.edu/~jhawk/rss/planningboard
That is an example of what the City should offer. Of course not just for the Planning Board, but all parts of the City. Since the City's web site has a common infrastructure for posting files and information, it should be able to produce RSS feeds for nearly every web page without manual intervention.

    The Manager's contention that the City's single News and Alerts RSS feed is available to any department that wants to incorporate it is unhelpful. Firstly, it's clear that the feed is only intended for major news items of relevance to the entire city, not departmental information specific to each department. But secondly, it is at the Manager's direction that City departments operate.

    The Council order asked the Manager to explore adding an RSS feed to each web site. To be told that each department has the capability ignores that request. There should be nearly one feed for each *web page*, not just one for the City as a whole. The Manager should report on the status of his attempts to cause departments to use RSS and why he not capable of mandating, suggesting, incentivizing, or promoting its use, if for some reason he is in fact not acapble.

    I am further disapointed that the Manager did not include a letter with an in-depth treatment of these issues from the relevant Department Head, Ms. Mary Hart, the City's Chief Information Officer. You expect and receive such detailed treatment from the Police Chief (MA #3), the Election Commission (MA #5) this week. And you regularly receive such from Community Development, Traffic and Parking, etc. IT issues are sufficiently complex to merit such a detailed resposne as well.

    The Manager can do much better. Please let him know that you expect it of him.

    I wrote to Ms. Hart late Thursday on this issue; she has chosen not to respond to me. I would be happy to discuss these issues in depth with City Staff, as I am a domain expert in this area.

    Very truly yours,

--jhawk@mit.edu
  John Hawkinson

  Box 397103

  Cambridge, MA 02139-7103

  +1 617 797 0250

Cc: Robert W. Healy, City Manager

Cc: Mary P. Hart, Chief Information Officer

Cc: Donna P. Lopez, Interim City Clerk, for inclusion in the Council Record.

P.S.: Ms. Hart has also not responded to a pending query from April 13.

While the Mass. Public Records Law gives her until Wed., April 24 to respond, the request should not have been burdensome. At least part of it was a simple Yes/No question ("Have there been any further Egov meetings and minutes since January?"). I expect more timely response from the City when it is easy to do.

