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Executive Summary

The ability to see how government uses the 
public purse is fundamental to democracy. 
Transparency in government spending 

checks corruption, bolsters public confidence, 
improves responsiveness, and promotes greater 
effectiveness and fiscal responsibility. In New 
Jersey, both the Legislature and the courts have 
declared that transparency is critical to citizens’ 
oversight of government. According to New 
Jersey’s Open Public Records Act, the public policy 
of this state strongly supports transparency.

Municipalities across the country have been 
moving toward making their checkbooks easily 
accessible to the public by posting government 
spending information through on-line 
transparency portals. Yet, none of New Jersey’s 
15 most populous municipalities—which are 
home to 20 percent of the state’s population and 
spend more than $3 billion in public funds every 
year—has an online open checkbook that meets 
modern standards of government transparency.

New Jersey residents deserve better. Major New 
Jersey cities, with help and leadership from the 
state of New Jersey, should make more informa-
tion about government spending readily available 
to their residents online in a manner that is easy 
to download, understand, compile and analyze.

New Jersey’s 15 largest municipalities—Newark, 
Jersey City, Paterson, Elizabeth, Edison, 
Woodbridge, Lakewood, Toms River, Hamilton, 
Clifton, Trenton, Camden, Brick, Cherry Hill, and 
Passaic—lag significantly behind the national 
trend toward government open checkbooks.

•     None of them provides an online checkbook 
of the sort that has become the national 

standard for municipal government 
transparency, adopted by communities of all 
sizes, from 5,600-person Wellston, Ohio, to 
New York City.

•     10 of the 15 municipalities provide online 
copies of the “User-Friendly Budget 
Document” mandated by state law. Only five 
of the municipalities—Brick, Clifton, Edison, 
Jersey City and Trenton—properly comply 
with the state regulations on how to post 
those documents online.

•     All municipalities provide basic PDF copies 
of their most recent budgets through their 
websites.

•     Just one city (Trenton) provides copies of 
contracts awarded to private businesses that 
perform public services, and it is not clear 
whether all contracts are provided. Edison 
Township provides a historical record of 
vendor bids containing detailed information, 
although it does not provide contract 
language or information about the ultimate 
contract awarded. No other city provides 
any descriptions of the goods and services 
purchased under contract.

•     None of the cities provides information 
on the number, value or recipients of any 
available city tax expenditures. These 
costs include tax credits, deferments and 
exemptions that reduce city revenue but 
are not usually reviewed annually alongside 
regular spending decisions.

•     None of the cities provides any accounting 
of the benefits expected to accrue to the 
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public as a result of tax expenditures, nor any 
evidence of systematically evaluating the 
success or failure of those investments of 
public dollars.

Following our earlier studies of government 
spending in the states and in the country’s largest 
cities, this report evaluates the progress of New 
Jersey’s largest cities toward “Transparency 2.0”—
a standard of all-encompassing, one-stop, one-
click budget accountability and accessibility.

Twelve scoring criteria were used to measure the 
breadth of information each city provides online 
and the information’s searchability. Based on 
these findings, we assigned each city a number 

grade from zero to 100 and a corresponding letter 
grade from “A” to “F.” (See Table ES-1 for the list of 
cities and grades. See Methodology for details of 
the grading and scoring process.)

Jersey City ranked first among the state’s 15 most 
populous municipalities for online budget trans-
parency, followed by Trenton and Edison. None 
of the state’s biggest municipalities, however,  
received a passing grade when evaluated  
according to modern standards of transparency.

•     Jersey City and Newark are the only 
municipalities with a centralized transparency 
website offering open data available for 
citizens to download and use or analyze 

Transparency 2.0

Encompassing: A user-friendly Web portal 
provides residents the ability to search detailed 
information about government contracts, 
spending, subsidies, and tax expenditures for all 
government entities.

One-Stop: Residents can search all government 
expenditures on a single website.

One-Click Searchable and Downloadable: 
Residents can search data with a single query or 
browse common-sense categories. Residents can 
sort data on government spending by recipient, 
amount, legislative district, granting agency, 
purpose or keyword. Residents can also download 
data to conduct detailed off-line analyses.

Transparency 1.0

Incomplete: Residents have access to only 
limited information about public expenditures. 
Information about contracts, subsidies, or tax 
expenditures is not disclosed online and often 
not collected at all.

Scattered: Determined residents who visit 
numerous agency websites or make public 
record requests may be able to gather 
information on government expenditures.

Tool for Informed Insiders: Researchers who 
know what they are looking for and already 
understand the bureaucratic structure of 
government programs can dig through 
reports for data buried beneath layers of 
subcategories and jurisdictions.

 

Transparency 2.0 Standards: Encompassing, One-Stop, 
One-Click Budget Accountability and Accessibility
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as they see fit. These sites offer useful 
information on a variety of topics, but when it 
comes to financial information, they offer only 
top-line spending totals by city department.

•     None of the 15 municipalities provides 
searchable budget information, nor do 
they provide detailed budget information 
downloadable in a format suitable for 
data analysis. Most of New Jersey’s top 
municipalities’ budget information is provided 
in PDF format, which does not allow for easy 
analysis by citizens, non-profits or journalists.

Without full, readily accessible information 
about government spending, New Jerseyans 

Rank City Score Grade

 1 Jersey City 62 D+

 2 Trenton 60 D+

 3 Edison 57 D

 4 Clifton 56 D

 4 Brick 56 D

 6 Paterson 47 F

 6 Woodbridge 47 F

 6 Lakewood 47 F

 6 Hamilton 47 F

 6 Passaic 47 F

 11 Newark 35 F

 12 Elizabeth 32 F

 12 Cherry Hill 32 F

 14 Camden 30 F

 15 Toms River 28 F 

Table ES-1. How New Jersey’s 15 Largest 
Municipalities Rate in Providing Online 
Access to Government Spending Data

cannot properly oversee and weigh in on 
how their local governments spend taxpayer 
dollars. To allow their residents to easily access 
comprehensive information on how their 
money is spent, New Jersey’s largest cities—and 
all its municipalities—should take significant 
steps to improve financial transparency and 
accountability.

This should include providing at least the level of 
transparency given to state government spending 
in New Jersey and would ideally include adoption 
of all of the best practices of “Transparency 2.0.” 

The governments of New Jersey’s largest 
municipalities should: 

•     Immediately post their state-mandated User-
Friendly Budget Documents for all available 
years, and make available future years’ 
documents as soon as they are created.

•     Continue to post their budget documents 
online as they become available, and to keep 
those documents online in the future.

•     Build online systems for providing checkbook-
level spending data, providing transaction 
details, search functionality, and data 
downloading.

The New Jersey state government also has an 
important role to play in promoting municipal 
transparency. New Jersey state officials should 
provide technical assistance to municipalities 
in their transparency efforts, and should invite 
municipalities and other government agencies 
to add their financial data to the state’s existing 
Open Data Center, at data.nj.gov. State officials 
should also implement the “Bulletin NJ” website 
required by Assembly Bill 3128 passed in 2011, 
which would serve as a state repository of local 
bidding and contract information.
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New Jersey’s state finances are in trouble, 
as revenues fail to suffice for the state’s 
obligations. Spending reform plans under 

discussion in Trenton almost universally include 
shifting some spending off the state books and 
onto municipal governments.1

Local officials, unsurprisingly, are resisting 
these efforts, saying their budgets are already 
stretched thin. As policymakers across the state 
debate how much to spend on what, and out of 
which government agencies’ budgets, it’s more 
important than ever for New Jerseyans to know 
how their governments are spending their tax 
dollars.

Computer technology has made possible an era 
of increased government transparency. Pairing 
electronic payment and accounting systems 
with online presentation has become a standard 
practice in state and local governments across 
the U.S., providing citizens with up-to-date 
information on where tax dollars are being spent.

The state government received a B grade from 
the U.S. Public Interest Research Group Education 
Fund and Frontier Group’s 2016 Following the 
Money report, an inventory of state governments’ 
online transparency services.2 That placed it in a 

category of states advancing in online spending 
transparency, though very much in the middle of 
the pack nationally: 28 states scored higher on 
their efforts.3

In every state, and in an increasing number of 
municipalities of all sizes, citizens are able to 
review their government agencies’ spending plans 
and how they are carried out, with information as 
detailed as a checkbook—reporting who got paid 
how much on what date for providing goods or 
services to the public.

Municipal governments, which often face staffing 
and other challenges, are often assisted in their 
transparency efforts by state governments, some 
of which have created unified online transparency 
portals through which municipalities can report 
their own spending data, while others have 
amassed expertise in transparency from which 
local officials can benefit.

New Jersey municipalities, with help and 
encouragement from the state, should open their 
books to the public, creating opportunities for 
cost savings and efficiencies and providing the 
public with the tools needed to engage in debates 
about how municipalities propose to spend 
money at a time of increasing fiscal strain. 

Introduction
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Across the country, municipal and state 
governments have used advances in 
computer technology to give citizens 

improved access to information about how their 
tax dollars are being spent. Increasingly, those 
efforts are being guided by a set of standards and 
best practices known as Transparency 2.0.4 Cities 
at the cutting edge of Transparency 2.0 now offer 
transparency websites that are encompassing, 
one-stop and one-click. They demonstrate the 
level of transparency that New Jersey’s largest 
cities should be striving to achieve.

Encompassing
Transparency websites in America’s leading cities 
offer spending information that is both broad 
and detailed. In contrast to cities that offer only 
limited online information about government 
expenditures, cities that follow Transparency 
2.0 standards provide historical, searchable and 
comprehensive data on a range of spending, 
including contracting and tax expenditures.

Basic Budget Information
Public expenditures are the most direct declara-
tion of a community’s priorities, articulated in  
dollars and cents. Although municipal budget  
documents are not always easy to follow or ana-
lyze, ready access to basic budget information 
allows citizens to gain a basic understanding of 
how tax dollars are being raised and spent, and 
to gauge the financial health of their local  
government. New Jersey requires that citizens be 
granted “immediate access” to budget  docu-

ments, so making them available on the internet 
would fulfill this obligation.5 Cities that follow 
Transparency 2.0 standards provide some basic 
information online, including:

•     Adopted budgets, which permit residents to 
observe and help shape their government’s 
spending priorities and revenue needs. New 
Jersey requires municipalities to post adopted 
budgets on their local website, if one exists.6

•     Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports 
(CAFRs), which are a presentation of a munici-
pality’s assets and future liabilities, and include 
an assessment by an independent auditor.

•     User-Friendly Budget Documents, a New 
Jersey-specific state-required document 
designed to present key budget information in 
an easily comprehensible way that also allows 
comparison between municipalities. Template 
documents and instructions for municipalities 
are available on the website of the New Jersey 
Department of Community Affairs.7

•     Budgets, CAFRs and User-Friendly Budget 
Documents from prior years, allowing 
residents and officials to track patterns in 
priorities and spending.

Contracts, Grants, Subcontracts and 
Discretionary Spending
Municipalities make agreements with private 
companies and non-profit organizations to  
provide many kinds of goods and services, from  

Transparency 2.0 Provides 
Citizens Detailed Information on 
Government Expenditures
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office supplies to expensive construction projects. 
It is important to disclose information about public 
dollars paid to these vendors, especially since the 
recipients of these public dollars are subject to 
fewer public accountability rules and sunshine laws 
than are government agencies and civil servants.8 
Like budgets, New Jersey requires that citizens be 
granted “immediate access” to vendor contract 
documents, so making them available on the in-
ternet would fulfill this obligation. Yet municipal 
governments, in New Jersey and most other states, 
face few specific requirements to make procure-
ment transparent or accessible to the public. The 
Sunshine Foundation, a nonprofit dedicated to 
improving government transparency, calls the local 
contract process “notoriously veiled.”9 

A New Jersey law adopted in 2011 required the 
Division of Local Government Services to “design, 
develop, and maintain a single, searchable 
Internet database, to be known as ‘Bulletin 

NJ,’ that contains and displays information on 
requests for proposals and other government 
procurement opportunities.”10 In 2011, the law’s 
primary sponsor Annette Quijano said in an 
Assembly Democrats news release, “This measure 
would improve transparency in local government 
and make it easier for citizens, groups, and local 
governments to access information concerning 
public bidding.”11 But so far, the law has not been 
implemented.l

Municipalities that follow Transparency 2.0 
standards do the following:

•     Open their checkbooks to the public, allowing 
residents to view the value of payments made 
by municipal government to specific vendors.

•     Disclose details on the goods or services 
provided or a copy of the contract for each 
payment.

The online checkbook of Amherst, Massachusetts, is searchable, downloadable and shows specific 
spending amounts and dates.

Figure 1. Amherst, Massachusetts online checkbook
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•     Extend this disclosure to every municipal 
office.

•     Disclose all spending, without a minimum or 
maximum threshold for the amount spent on 
the good or service.

•     Disclose contracts and expenditures from 
previous years, allowing residents and officials 
to track patterns in awarding contracts 
and to measure current contracts against 
benchmarks.

•     Disclose timely information. In cities such as 
New York City, transactions are posted daily.13 

•     Disclose all bids for each contract rather than 
just the winning bid, to give residents greater 
confidence in the awarding process.

•     Disclose spending information at the 
municipality’s quasi-public agencies, such as 
water or housing authorities. These agencies 
are often chartered as legally independent 
entities to keep them technically “off the 
books” in terms of the municipality’s bonding 
limits, but they are indisputably part of 
municipal government. The fact that they are 
exempt from other forms of public oversight 
is more reason for them to be included as part 
of municipal transparency systems.14

Tax Expenditures
Each year, New Jersey municipal governments 
award hundreds of millions of dollars in tax-
increment financing, tax credits, tax exemptions, 
incentive-based abatements and other tax 
subsidies.15 Initiatives that result in forgone tax 
revenue have the same bottom-line effect on a 
municipal budget as direct appropriations, yet 
New Jersey municipalities—along with most other 
local U.S. governments—still don’t disclose much 
information about how they spend through the 
tax code.16 

A 2010 examination of tax abatements by the New 
Jersey Office of the State Comptroller found that 
“Neither the public nor state officials have easy 

access to information concerning the extent of 
abatement usage or abatement-related practices 
in the state’s municipalities.” 17 The report found 
that among the municipalities with the most 
extensive use of development abatements—and 
hence the most potential for waste or abuse—
were seven of the municipalities included in this 
report: Bayonne, Camden, Elizabeth, Jersey City, 
Newark, Paterson, and Trenton.

The lack of transparency for tax expenditures 
means that in addition to costing New Jersey 
municipalities large amounts of revenue, much 
of the time they may not even be encouraging 
beneficial behavior. The state Comptroller 
provided one such example:

In a span of six months from mid-2007 to early 
2008, the [Township of Gloucester] granted 
three separate short-term abatements to induce 
three Wawa stores to expand to become “Super 
Wawa’s.” Each of these establishments was within 
two to four miles of the other. In fact, a search on 
Wawa’s website lists 22 Wawa locations within 
five miles of the area. The area thus does not 
seem to lack this type of establishment, bringing 
into question the need for the tax incentive to 
induce the business development. 18

To increase transparency, municipalities that 
follow Transparency 2.0 standards disclose details 
on all tax expenditures. These municipalities:

•     Disclose the value awarded to each 
recipient. While disclosing the aggregate 
value of a tax expenditure program or 
project enables residents to view the total 
tax revenue forgone through the tax code, 
disclosing the tax credits and exemptions 
awarded to individual companies and 
recipients fights corruption and helps ensure 
that each tax expenditure is a smart use of 
taxpayer dollars.

•     Disclose tax expenditures from all programs 
and sources, including tax-increment financing 
districts, incentive-based property tax 
abatements, and subsidies for job creation 
and other economic growth.
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•     Specify the purpose of the expenditure and 
track its performance. For example, if the goal 
of a tax credit is to create jobs, a municipality 
following Transparency 2.0 standards will 
post online the number of jobs projected to 
be created and actually created. As the state 
Comptroller noted, “Any responsible investor 
would want to know if their investment has in 
fact generated returns, and the public should 
expect no less in the abatement context.”19

One-Stop
Leading American municipalities offer a single 
central website where residents have an array 
of tools to review government expenditures. 
In many Transparency 1.0 cities, like all of New 
Jersey’s largest municipalities, a patchwork 
of disclosure laws gives residents the right to 

obtain much information about government 
expenditures, but only by accessing numerous 
disconnected government websites, visiting 
several local offices, reading through dense 
reports, or perhaps making formal information 
requests. Municipalities following the standards 
of Transparency 2.0, by contrast, disclose all 
information about government expenditures 
through a single website that has the purpose of 
opening the books on all types of government 
expenditures.

One-Click Searchable and 
Downloadable
Transparent information is only as useful as it is 
easily accessible, which means easily searchable. 
Transparency websites in leading American cities 
offer a range of search and sort functions that 

Jersey City’s Transparency Portal has links to large amounts of information, including zoning and housing 
information. The site only offers top-line budget numbers, however, lacking a comprehensive checkbook 
or other more detailed information.

Figure 2. Jersey City’s Transparency Portal
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allow residents to navigate complex expenditure 
data with a single click of the mouse.

In Transparency 1.0 municipalities, residents who 
don’t already know what they are searching for 
or where to search will tend to get stymied by 
inscrutable layers of subcategories, jurisdictions 
and data that can’t readily be compared. Munici-
palities that follow Transparency 2.0 standards, 
by contrast, allow residents to browse checkbook-
level spending information by recipient, category 
or purchasing office, and to make directed key-
word and field searches.

Citizens who want to dig deeper into government 
spending typically need to download and analyze 

the data using a spreadsheet or similar tools. 
Downloading datasets can also give residents 
the ability to analyze the data without the time-
consuming and error-prone process of retyping 
it themselves line by line. Municipalities that fol-
low Transparency 2.0 standards enable residents 
to download both bulk data—meaning the entire 
checkbook—and user-selected datasets from the 
online checkbook. Municipalities that follow the 
highest standards of Transparency 2.0 make their 
checkbooks downloadable in open formats—
such as JSON, CSV, and XML, which are more  
versatile, but usually only accessible to  
experts—as well as more common formats like 
XLSX that are more restrictive but easier for the 
general public to use.20

Transparency 2.0

Encompassing: A user-friendly Web portal 
provides residents the ability to search detailed 
information about government contracts, 
spending, subsidies, and tax expenditures for all 
government entities.

One-Stop: Residents can search all government 
expenditures on a single website.

One-Click Searchable and Downloadable: 
Residents can search data with a single query or 
browse common-sense categories. Residents can 
sort data on government spending by recipient, 
amount, legislative district, granting agency, 
purpose or keyword. Residents can also download 
data to conduct detailed off-line analyses.

Transparency 1.0

Incomplete: Residents have access to only 
limited information about public expenditures. 
Information about contracts, subsidies, or tax 
expenditures is not disclosed online and often 
not collected at all.

Scattered: Determined residents who visit 
numerous agency websites or make public 
record requests may be able to gather 
information on government expenditures.

Tool for Informed Insiders: Researchers who 
know what they are looking for and already 
understand the bureaucratic structure of 
government programs can dig through 
reports for data buried beneath layers of 
subcategories and jurisdictions.

 

Transparency 2.0 Standards: Encompassing, One-Stop, 
One-Click Budget Accountability and Accessibility
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Municipalities that follow Transparency 
2.0 standards report a host of benefits. 
Residents, watchdog groups, companies 

and government officials use spending websites to 
save taxpayer dollars and increase governments’ 
responsiveness to constituents.

Transparency 2.0 municipalities tend to 
realize significant financial returns on their 
investment. The savings come from sources 
big and small—reduced fraud, more efficient 
government administration, less staff time spent 
on information requests, and more competitive 
bidding for public projects, to name just a few—
and can add up to millions of dollars.

Transparency websites reduce abuse and waste 
because government officials, contractors 
and subsidy recipients know the public will 
be looking over their shoulders. These savings 
can be difficult to quantify, but are significant. 
According to an official in the New York City 
Comptroller’s Office, the city’s transparency 
website improved decisions on budgetary matters 
and saved money, because “when [city] managers 
know that their budgetary decisions will be 
made public within 24 hours, they make better 
decisions.”21

While municipalities are just beginning to 
quantify the gains from opening the books on 
their spending, many state governments with 
transparency websites provide good examples 
of these increases in efficiency. State agencies in 
Arkansas, for instance, routinely use the state’s 

transparency portal to monitor travel spending 
and ensure that employees are making prudent 
decisions. For example, the Arkansas Teacher 
Retirement System has downloaded and analyzed 
travel spending data to ensure state employees 
are carpooling together when possible, reducing 
the agency’s travel costs.22

Transparency Websites  
Reduce Costly Information 
Requests from Residents, 
Watchdog Groups,  
Government Bodies and  
Companies
•     Information requests from residents and 

watchdog groups: In most municipalities, 
public officials are required to provide data 
on government expenditures and programs 
to people inquiring under freedom of 
information laws—in New Jersey, requests 
are made under the Open Public Records 
Act. Information requests can take weeks 
to process and consume large amounts of 
public employee time. In recent years, many 
municipalities have reduced information 
requests by opening their checkbooks 
and other datasets to the public. For 
example, Mississippi has estimated that 
every information request fulfilled by its 
transparency website rather than by a state 

Transparency 2.0 Creates  
a More Effective and  
Accountable Government
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employee saves the state between $750 and 
$1,000 in staff time.23

•     Information requests from government 
bodies: Many municipal offices require 
information from other offices to distribute 
funds, manage programs and operate 
efficiently. Transparency 2.0 initiatives have 
helped streamline intra-governmental 
information sharing, reducing time-consuming 
information requests between government 
offices and saving resources. In Boston, for 
example, the city’s transparency program has 
helped make all document-sharing between 
the executive and legislative branches 
electronic, eliminating the need for paper 
copies of materials. Over a year, electronic 
copies were estimated to save approximately 
312,000 sheets of paper—equivalent to a 104-
foot stack. The project was expected to save 
almost $250,000 over five years.24

•     Information requests from vendors: 
Companies conducting business with 
municipalities often request information on 
contracts, purchase orders and payments. 
Municipal websites that provide payment 
information and other expenditure details 
can reduce the information requests made 
by current and prospective vendors. The 
e-vendor website operated by the city of 
Houston, Texas, allows companies to view 
the status of payments and access historical 
spending information online; that service has 
reduced the number of phone calls and emails 
received by the city’s vendor liaison.25

Transparency Websites  
Increase the Number of  
Competing Bidders for  
Public Projects
Making bid information available via a central 
transparency website can open up the bidding 
process to a wider pool of vendors and result 

in reduced expenses. In 2011, Massachusetts 
reported that by posting information on state 
contracts and bidding opportunities through the 
state’s checkbook-level procurement website, bids 
for transportation projects funded by Recovery 
Act funds came in 15 to 20 percent below the 
state’s initial estimates. Posting contracts enables 
potential new vendors to see opportunities to win 
lower-cost bids or provide higher-quality goods 
and services, and empowers losing contractors to 
raise the alarm if they perceive that the best bids 
are not selected.26

Transparency Websites  
Cost Municipalities Few  
Resources to Launch
The benefits of transparency websites and 
other portals that shine a light on municipal 
spending can come with a surprisingly low price 
tag. Baltimore and San Francisco—with two 
of the most comprehensive and user-friendly 
transparency portals in the country—spent 
$24,000 and $30,000, respectively, on their 
transparency websites.27 Denver, Las Vegas and 
Phoenix did not track specific spending on the 
portal creation, but reported their cost was either 
“very little” or “minimal.”28

Around the country, municipalities of similar sizes 
to New Jersey’s largest have undertaken these 
efforts. Help is available: New York City has made 
its software code open-source to assist in these 
efforts in any interested community.29 

In some New Jersey communities, technologically 
savvy residents may be willing, even eager, to 
help improve municipal transparency at little or 
no cost to taxpayers. In 2013 and 2014, a group 
called Code for Jersey City used volunteers and 
free and donated software to create a system for 
processing the city’s annual municipal budget 
document from a black-and-white PDF file of 
columns of numbers into an interactive online 
visualization allowing more intuitive exploration of 
the city’s spending.30
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In other cases, particularly in Ohio, state officials 
working on transparency for state spending 
have constructed their systems to accommodate 
and present data from municipalities and other 
government agencies. That allows smaller 
communities—even ones as tiny as 5,600-
resident Wellston, Ohio—to achieve high  

levels of transparency with minimal investment 
of financial and staff resources. Similarly, in New 
Jersey, the state-operated Open Data Center 
presents an opportunity for state officials to 
assist municipal governments in becoming more 
transparent, accountable and efficient.
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Local governments across the country 
have been making municipal spending 
information accessible online. Each of 

New Jersey’s largest municipalities was analyzed 
based on its progress toward encompassing, 
one-click and one-stop government expenditure 
transparency.

New Jersey’s 15 most populous municipalities—
Newark, Jersey City, Paterson, Elizabeth, Edison, 

Woodbridge, Lakewood, Toms River, Hamilton, 
Clifton, Trenton, Camden, Brick, Cherry Hill, and 
Passaic—are home to 20 percent of the state’s 
population and spend more than $3 billion in 
public funds every year.31

Currently, none of New Jersey’s largest 
municipalities meets Transparency 2.0 standards 
for government spending transparency.

Online Checkbook
None of the municipalities provide an online 
checkbook of the sort that has become the 
national standard for municipal government 
transparency, adopted by communities of all  
sizes, from 5,600-person Wellston, Ohio, to New 
York City:

•     Reno, Nevada, home to 237,000 residents, 
allows users to click on departments and 
subcategories to get to detailed invoice 
information, and permits people to download 
selected data in Excel format.32

•     The town of Amherst, Massachusetts, which 
has 40,000 residents, allows downloading 
of its entire transaction history or selected 
subsets.33

These municipal governments have better 
financial transparency than New Jersey’s 15 
most populous municipalities, which range in 
population from 65,000 to 280,000, with annual 
budgets from $67 million to $638 million.

Making the Grade: Scoring New 
Jersey’s Largest 15 Municipalities 
on Online Spending Transparency

Rank City Score Grade

 1 Jersey City 62 D+

 2 Trenton 60 D+

 3 Edison 57 D

 4 Clifton 56 D

 4 Brick 56 D

 6 Paterson 47 F

 6 Woodbridge 47 F

 6 Lakewood 47 F

 6 Hamilton 47 F

 6 Passaic 47 F

 11 Newark 35 F

 12 Elizabeth 32 F

 12 Cherry Hill 32 F

 14 Camden 30 F

 15 Toms River 28 F 

Table 2. How New Jersey’s 15 Largest 
Municipalities Rate in Providing Online 
Access to Government Spending Data
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User-Friendly Budget  
Documents
Starting in April 2015, New Jersey municipalities 
were required to create and distribute “User-
Friendly Budget Documents,” a 12-page 
standardized document specified by the state 
Department of Community Affairs. This was 
in response to a law first passed in 2007, but 
statewide rules and a standardized form template 
weren’t promulgated until years later.34

For all budget dealings after the rules took effect 
in April 2015, municipalities must prepare a User-
Friendly Budget Document when a budget is 
introduced, and for the final version of the budget 
that is adopted.35 If a municipality posts budget 
documents on its own website, the User-Friendly 
Budget Document must be included, either as part 
of the main budget file, often an Adobe Portable 
Document Format (PDF) file, or posted nearby as 
a separate file.36 When a budget is approved, all 
municipalities must submit a final User-Friendly 
Budget Document to the state Department of 
Community Affairs, for posting on its website.37

While these documents are themselves 12-
worksheet Excel documents (or 12-page PDF 
documents) and therefore less user friendly 
than they could be, the information in these 
documents can make important financial 
information easier for the public to access.

Seeing where changes in municipal spending 
are occurring helps the public and government 
officials understand local funding priorities. For 
example, in Clifton, the User-Friendly Budget 
Document makes clear that in the proposed 
budget for 2016 city spending on parks and 
recreation is going to drop 19 percent.38 

Ten municipalities have provided their User-
Friendly Budget Documents online, either on 
their municipal website or on the Department of 
Community Affairs central repository for User-
Friendly Budget Documents. Newark is among 
the five municipalities that have not posted this 
budget document online; city budget officer 
Darlene Tate says the city, which has been under 

state supervision since 2014, expects to submit 
its first User-Friendly Budget Document to the 
state in 2016.39 (See Appendix A for the full list 
of municipalities with and without a publicly 
available User-Friendly Budget Document.)

Historical Budget Documents
All 15 municipalities provide online copies of 
their most recent budgets, and all municipalities 
provide budgets going back at least two years; 
making these documents available can assist 
residents in monitoring trends of municipal 
spending over the course of time. The process is 
as simple as posting a PDF of the final approved 
budget document to the municipal website.

Many of the posted budgets are in a scanned 
image format, making the information contained 
difficult to extract for analysis. Information can 
only be extracted  either by copying by hand, or 
by using optical character recognition software, 
which is often inaccurate when applied to budget 
documents with complex formatting.

Descriptions of Goods and 
Services Purchased
Just one municipality (Trenton) provides online 
access to copies of contracts awarded to private 
businesses who perform public services, and it 
is not clear whether all contracts are provided. 
Edison Township provides a historical record of 
vendor bids containing detailed information, 
although it does not provide contract language 
or information about the ultimate contract 
awarded. Providing bid information, as Edison 
does, is important because it allows the public 
some insight into the fairness of the procurement 
process. No other municipality provides any 
descriptions of the goods and services purchased 
under contract. Knowing specifics of what is 
purchased with taxpayer dollars is important to 
understanding—and improving—government 
spending practices and efficiency.
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Information on Tax  
Expenditures and Other  
Government Subsidies
None of the municipalities provides information 
on the number, value or recipients of any 
available local tax expenditures, including tax 
credits, deferments and exemptions that reduce 
local revenue but are not usually reviewed 
annually alongside regular spending decisions.

Starting in 2016, municipalities around the 
country will have to keep, and disclose in 
standardized formats, records of tax expenditures 
they approve, under new rules set forth by the 
Governmental Accounting Standards Board.40 
Municipalities committed to transparency will be 
well advised to include this information online, 
and not just in complex and lengthy budget 
documents.  

One Stop Transparency Hub
Only two cities—Newark and Jersey City—
provide a website devoted to transparency and 
municipal data. These sites, with colorful graphs 
and sortable data, provide a glimpse of what is 
possible using modern internet technology to 
enhance access to municipal information. These 
city transparency sites provide information on 
zoning, property taxes, location information, and 
more. 

However, neither transparency site provides 
budget information beyond top-level spending by 
category. Newark’s budget transparency website 
is not even connected to its main open data site, 
and can only be accessed by following links buried 
in its traditional website.

Figure 3. Newark’s Transparency Website

Newark offers a glimpse of the budget transparency possible using modern internet technology.ao 
However, the city transparency website does not offer budget information beyond top-level budget 
categories, and is only useful for answering basic budget questions.
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o	 Named signatory or authorizing 
government official

o	 Government agency making the payment

o	 Government program under which the 
agency is authorized to pay

•     Ensure those online systems allow searching 
by vendor or contractor name, type of service 
or item purchased, government fund paying 
for the good or service, and office or branch of 
government purchasing the good or service.

•     Ensure those online systems allow download-
ing the entire data set, as well as subsets of 
the data, in formats such as XLSX or CSV that 
lend themselves to off-line data analysis.

•     Set up the system so that it can easily contain 
and provide access to multiple years’ data, so 
as to include, where possible, checkbook-level 
data for previous years, and so as to allow 
future years’ information to be added easily.

•     Provide online the full text or PDFs of 
contracts for all items listed in the checkbook, 
or descriptions of goods and services 
purchased if the transaction was not part of a 
contract.

•     Include in the online checkbook system tax 
expenditures and “tax-increment financing” 
(TIF) arrangements—which in New Jersey are 
often called “economic redevelopment and 
growth” (ERG) programs. These programs’ 
details should include, in addition to the 
checkbook-level data:

Policy Recommendations

Readily accessible information about 
government finances is critical if New 
Jersey residents are to have influence 

over how their tax dollars are spent. To allow 
their residents to easily access comprehensive 
spending information, New Jersey’s municipalities 
should take significant steps to improve financial 
transparency and accountability.

This should include adopting the best practices 
of “Transparency 2.0,” and at minimum should 
be equivalent to the system available for citizens 
to review state government spending in New 
Jersey. 

The governments of New Jersey’s largest 
municipalities should: 

•     Immediately post their state-mandated User-
Friendly Budget Documents for all available 
years, and make available future years’ 
documents as soon as they are created.

•     Continue to post their budget documents 
online as they become available, and keep 
those documents online in the future.

•     Build online systems for providing checkbook-
level spending data, including:

o	 Date of payment

o	 Payment amount

o	 Check or disbursement number

o	 Named recipient and, if applicable, the 
company or organization involved



Recommendations  21

o	 The type of expenditure (e.g., tax credit, 
deferment or exemption; below-cost land 
sale; direct grant; favorable loan terms);

o	 For ERG subsidies, the specific tax 
program that governs the expenditure;

o	 The goals of the subsidy, such as specific 
public benefits each project is expected to 
produce; and

o	 Current, regularly updated information on 
the progress of the project, including the 
benefits that have been produced to date.

•     Disclose on the website itself any data that 
has been excluded from the transparency 

site and the reason for exclusion (e.g. 
confidentiality).

The New Jersey state government has an 
important role to play in promoting municipal 
transparency. New Jersey state officials should 
provide extensive assistance to municipalities 
in their transparency efforts, and should 
invite municipalities and other government 
agencies to add their financial data to the 
state’s existing Open Data Center, at data.
nj.gov. State officials should also implement 
the “Bulletin NJ” website required by Assembly 
Bill 3128 passed in 2011, which would serve as 
a state repository of local bidding and contract 
information.
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Methodology

Grades for the scorecard were determined 
by assigning points for information on 
websites maintained by each municipality. 

(See Table M-1 for a detailed description of the 
grading system.)

What Was Graded
The online spending transparency for New 
Jersey’s 15 most populous municipalities was 
assessed. The list of municipalities was derived 
from U.S. Census Bureau, “Incorporated Places 
and Minor Civil Divisions Datasets: Subcounty 
Resident Population Estimates: April 1, 2010 to 
July 1, 2015,” accessed at https://www.census.
gov/popest/data/cities/totals/2015/SUB-EST2015.
html, 20 July 2016.

The methodology was designed to determine 
whether municipalities possess the online 
framework for transparency by posting 
certain datasets that open the books on 
government spending. By first creating the 
online infrastructure for opening the books, 
municipalities can then easily post accurate and 
complete datasets online. Ascertaining whether 
municipalities were posting complete or accurate 
datasets in the categories studied was beyond the 
scope of this report.

During August 2016, our researchers evaluated 
municipal websites based on the criteria laid out 
in Table M-1. Municipal officials were given an 
opportunity to comment on findings. After an 
original review in November 2015, and a second 
review in August 2016, municipal officials were 
asked to review our evaluation for accuracy. 

Calculating the Grades
Municipalities can receive a total of 100 points. 
Based on the points each municipality received, 
grades were assigned as follows:

Municipalities were given full credit for making 
particular categories of information available on 
their websites, regardless of whether we could 
ascertain that the data evaluated were complete. 
For example, if a municipality provided a User-
Friendly Budget Document either separately from 
its budget document or incorporated within it, full 
credit was awarded without regard to whether 
every line in the document was completed.

Score Grade

95 to 100 points A

90 to 94 points A-

87 to 89 points B+

83 to 86 points B

80 to 82 points B-

75 to 79 points C+

70 to 74 points C

65 to 69 points C-

60 to 64 points D+

55 to 59 points D

45 to 54 points D-

1 to 44 points or no site F

Table 3. Grades
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While it is obviously critical that municipalities 
post complete datasets and documents in 
their online transparency tools, measuring the 
completeness of each municipal website is 
beyond the purview of this report and would 
require separate objective data sources on what 

Table M-1. Description of Point Allocation for the Scorecard

Criterion Description Points Partial Credit

information should be included. Those sources 
do not currently exist. We look forward to 
future efforts to ascertain the degree to which 
municipalities are providing full and complete 
spending information to the public.

A database, portal, or document 
that provides values of payments 
made by the municipal government 
to vendors. A list of pre-purchase or 
term orders is not eligible for credit. 

6 6 points – The payment values are 
accessible without opening and reading 
copies of individual contracts.

1 point – The payment values are 
accessible only by opening and reading 
copies of individual contracts.

3 points – 1 point (up to 3) for every 
fiscal year of checkbook-level spending 
data from a year since 2010 and before 
the current budget year.

Checkbook-
level Spending 
Data

Note: Partial credit is additive across the 
categories below.

3 points – Copies of contracts for check-
book items procured through contracts.

3 points – Descriptions for checkbook 
items for either a) goods and services not 
procured through contracts, or b) goods 
and services procured through contracts 
if copies of the contracts are unavailable.

6Copies of contracts and individual  
descriptions for the goods and ser-
vices purchased in the checkbook

Contracts and  
Descriptions  
for Items in 
Checkbook

Checkbook 
Searchability 

Ability to search checkbook-level 
spending data. Search features 
must be part of the checkbook 
tool. Text searching of a PDF does 
not count

9 Note: Partial credit is additive across the 
categories below.

3 points – Ability to search by vendor or 
contractor name.

3 points – Ability to search by type of ser-
vice or item purchased (either the website 
allows a keyword search or provides a list 
of categories) or the government fund 
paying for the good or service.

3 points – Ability to search by office or 
branch of the government purchasing the 
good or service.
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Downloadable 
Checkbook

Checkbook-level information, 
listing the price of goods and 
services purchased from each 
vendor, can be downloaded for 
data analysis (via XLSX, CSV, etc.) 

3 3 points –Allows download of all 
available data in one file for data analysis 
(via XLSX, CSV, etc.).

1 point – Allows the download of 
checkbook-level information, but not in a 
single comprehensive file.

Tax 
Expenditures

Details on expenditures through 
the tax code, including tax credits, 
deferments and exemptions.

5 5 points – Expenditure data are 
recipient-specific.

2 points – Expenditure data are not 
recipient-specific, but are aggregated 
by credit program or project.

Municipal 
Budget

File document (e.g. PDF) of the 
approved budget. 

20 No partial credit.

Historical 
Municipal 
Budgets

File document (e.g. PDF) of the 
approved budget from previous 
years.

6 2 points (up to 6) for every budget file 
document available for previous years, 
excluding the most recent year.

User-Friendly 
Budget 
Document

File document (PDF or XLSX) of the 
User-Friendly Budget Document 
from the most recent introduced or 
approved budget. 

24 24 points – Provides the UFBD in a 
separate file on the transparency 
site or in the budget section of the 
municipality’s website, or at the 
beginning of the file document of the 
municipality’s most recent introduced 
or approved budget document.

15 points – Provides the UFBD from the 
most recent approved budget on the 
New Jersey Department of Community 
Affairs website.

Historical 
User-Friendly

Budget Documents or 
Comprehensive Annual Financial 
Reports File document (PDF or 
XLSX) of the User-Friendly Budget 
Document from past budgets, or 
CAFRs from past years

6 2 points (up to 6) for every year for 
which the municipality provides a UFBR 
or CAFR, excluding the most recent year.

Criterion Description Points Partial Credit
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Central 
Transparency 
Website

Municipality maintains a 
central portal that has the 
purpose of opening the books 
on government spending. 

9 Note: Partial credit is additive across the 
categories below.

5 points – Packages the site as a 
“transparency” website. The website 
title must contain one of the following 
words: “transparency,” “checkbook,” 
“open,” or “data.” One of the following 
features must be accessible with 
no more than one click from the 
transparency website: Checkbook, 
Tax Expenditure data, Municipal 
Budget data, or User-Friendly Budget 
Document.

1 point for each of the following 
features accessible from the 
transparency website: 
•     Checkbook
•     Tax Expenditure data
•     Municipal Budget data
•     User-Friendly Budget Document

Documenting 
Completeness

3Tells users what 
information, 
if any, is not 
included in the 
site. 

Specifies that all municipal 
expenditures are disclosed, or lists 
data “excluded” from the site – what 
the municipality doesn’t have access 
to, what is under the jurisdiction of 
some other department, and/or what 
is confidential for some reason. No 
partial credit.

Criterion Description Points Partial Credit
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Checkbook-level spending data 
Provides values of payments by  
opening/reading individual contracts

Provides values of payments to vendors  
without opening/reading individual contracts

Provides checkbook-level spending data from  
up to three years since 2010 and before the  
current budget year (one point per year)

Contracts/descriptions  
for items in checkbook
Provides copies of contracts for checkbook items 
procured through contracts

Provides descriptions for checkbook items for 
either a) goods and services not procured through 
contracts, or b) goods and services procured hrough 
contracts if copies of the contracts are unavailable

Checkbook searchability
Allows searching by vendor or contractor name

Allows searching by type of service or item 
purchased (either through keyword search or  
a list of categories) or the government fund  
paying for the good or service

Allows searching by office or branch of the 
government purchasing the good or service

Downloadable checkbook
Allows download in one file for data analysis 
(via XLSX, CSV, etc.) of all available checkbook-
level data, listing the price of goods and services 
purchased from each vendor

Allows the download of some checkbook-level 
information, but not in a single comprehensive  
file

Criteria

Appendix A: Transparency Scorecard

6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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Tax expenditures
Provides recipient-specific details on expenditures 
through the tax code, including tax credits, 
defements and exemptions

Provides expenditure data that are not recipient-
specific, but are aggregated by credit program or 
project

Municipal budget
Provides file document (e.g. PDF) of the most 
recent approved budget

Historical municipal budgets
Provides file document (e.g. PDF) of the approved 
budget from a previous year (up to three years, two 
points per year)

User-friendly budget documents
Provides, in a separate file listed in the budget 
section of city’s website, file document (XLS or PDF) 
of the city’s User-Friendly Budget Document from 
most recent approved/introduced budget

Provides, at the beginning of the city’s most recent 
approved/introduced budget document, the 
relevant User-Friendly Budget Document

Provides, on NJDCA website, file document (XLS or 
PDF) of the city’s User-Friendly Budget Document 
from most recent approved budget

Historical user-friendly budget  
docs/CAFRs
Provides file document (XLS or PDF) of the city’s 
User-Friendly Budget Document OR the city’s 
Comprehensive Annual Financial Report (CAFR) 
from a previous year (up to three years, two points 
per year)

M
ax

. s
co

re
N

ew
ar

k
Je

rs
ey

 C
it

y
Pa

te
rs

on
El

iz
ab

et
h

Ed
is

on
W

oo
db

ri
dg

e
La

ke
w

oo
d

To
m

s 
Ri

ve
r

H
am

ilt
on

Cl
ift

on
Tr

en
to

n
Ca

m
de

n
Br

ic
k

Ch
er

ry
 H

ill
Pa

ss
ai

c
U

ni
on

 C
it

y
Ba

yo
nn

e

Ma
x. s

cor
e

Ne
wa

rk
Jer

sey
 Cit

y
Pat

ers
on

Eliz
abe

th
Edi

son
Wo

odb
ridg

e
Lak

ew
ood

Tom
s R

ive
r

Ham
ilto

n
Clift

on
Tre

nto
n

Cam
den

Bri
ck

Che
rry

 Hil
l

Pas
saic

Un
ion

 Cit
y

Bay
onn

e

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 4 6 6 6 6 6

20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

24 0 24 0 0 24 0 0 0 0 24 24 0 24 0 0 0 0

24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

15 0 15 15 0 0 15 15 0 15 15 15 0 0 0 15 15 15

6 4 6 6 6 6 6 6 2 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 4
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Central transparency website
Packages site as “transparency” site, including 
in site’s name one of the following words: 
“transparency,” “checkbook,” “open,” or “data”

Makes the checkbook accessible with no more than 
one click from the transparency website

Makes tax expenditure data accessible with no 
more than one click from the transparency website

Makes municipal budget data accessible with no 
more than one click from the transparency website

Makes the User-Friendly Budget Document 
accessible with no more than one click from the 
transparency website

Documenting completeness
Specifies that all city expenditures are disclosed or 
lists data “excluded” from the site - e.g. confidential
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5 5 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

100 35 62 47 32 57 47 47 28 47 56 60 30 56 32 47Total (Not all rows are additive, see Table M-1 for scoring details.)
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Appendix B:  
Questions to Municipal Officials

These are the questions sent to municipal 
budget officials.

1. The attached spreadsheet lists each item 
for which [CITY]’s website could have received 
credit, followed by either a Y (yes) or N (no), 
indicating whether we found that feature on 
the site. If you believe that our scoring gives 
less credit than appropriate, please explain to 
us exactly how to find the feature so we can 
confirm it is on the website. If you believe that 
our scoring gives more credit than appropriate, 
please also let us know. 

2. Please identify specific efficiency gains or 
cost savings resulting from [CITY]’s online 
budget transparency efforts. For instance, some 
governments have identified savings from reduced 

information requests, consolidated procurement, 
enlarged contracting pools, or recognition of 
redundancies. If possible, please include an 
estimate of the dollar value of these savings. 
Other anecdotes will also help us describe the 
gains from your transparency efforts.

3. Has [CITY] created innovative features that 
track government finances or interface spending 
data with other information, but are not part 
of our inventory? We would like the text in our 
report to bring attention to innovative features, 
even when they do not affect the summary score.

4. Please tell us about any special challenges 
with implementing best practices in [CITY] or in 
New Jersey as a whole, such as jurisdictional, 
technological or legal issues.
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