
Serving an extremely large group of diverse people in local government 
is a challenge. It is, however, the daily reality for the City of Miami, where 
the City website achieves excellent results by focusing on community 
engagement and strong leadership with its partner, OpenCities.  

City of Miami



The problem
The 450,000 residents of Miami 
speak different languages, represent 
different socioeconomic communities, 
and are of every age and technical 
ability. They needed a website that 
offered government services that were 
accessible to everyone. It needed to be 
mobile friendly and easy to navigate. A 
cookie-cutter site wasn’t going to work, 
and neither was spending too many of 
the tax payers’ dollars. 

Mike Sarasti, the newly appointed Chief 
Innovation Officer, knew he had a big 
project ahead of him. With the help of 
OpenCities, Sarasti formulated a plan to 
revolutionize how his city engaged with 
the people who work, live and play in 
Miami. Here’s how they did it. 

The process
Miami launched an Alpha website 
(a pilot site used for testing the new 
website strategy and content) and 
asked its citizens to give feedback 
on what worked and what didn’t. This 
allowed the city’s existing site to remain 
up and running while the staff and 
residents tested new online services 
and forms on the Alpha site. Early 
feedback from the people who would 
regularly use the site was critical to 
ensuring that the right government 
services were developed and made 
available to everyone who needed 
them. 

As the Miami City Government was 
collecting feedback from its Alpha 
site, disaster struck. Hurricane Irma 
was headed toward land and Miami 
was directly in its path. Fears of 
flooding forced the City to find an 
alternative, and remotely hosted server 
environment for their website, or risk 

a communications nightmare as the 
current site was in danger of going 
offline. Citizens needed resources and 
information about every aspect of the 
emergency. The OpenCities Alpha site 
proved to be an excellent solution for 
an emergency services site, as it was 
easy to modify content, add appropriate 
links to County and non-profit services, 
and it was hosted in the Microsoft 
Azure Gov cloud. The OpenCities team 
worked with city staff, and within 6 
hours existing site traffic was redirected 
to the Alpha site, which was now an 
emergency preparedness site. The 
flexibility and power of the OpenCities 
platform meant the City could quickly 
adapt all of the content in a matter 
of hours, giving Miami residents the 
information they needed in a dangerous 
and frightening week. It also gave 
government leaders the confidence 
to trust that this new site was going to 
work, even if City Hall was flooded!
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OpenCities’ solution
Sarasti and OpenCities agreed that 
just overhauling the look of the 
website would not solve the existing 
site issues of outdated information, 
a lack of online services and search 
capability, and cumbersome navigation. 
Thankfully, OpenCities provides 
in-depth training and best practices 
workshops for local government staff 
on a wide array of critical topics. 

Miami was one of the first US clients 
where OpenCities developed and 
conducted a Digital Service Academy 
(DSA) to train staff on a User Centered 
Design approach and create empathy 
for their community of website users. 
The workshop helps staff convert 
web content from broadcasting 

information to providing effective 
online transactions. The DSA was 
held for staff in city government who 
would have access to updating or 
changing the website content for their 
department. This training included 
exercises and tools for content 
creation, best practices for simplifying 
government processes and workflows, 
as well as strategies for user testing.

The scope of this project was much 
larger than just launching a new City 
website. Sarasti knew he needed to 
provide more support and training if he 
wanted government workers to commit 
to owning and improving their portion 
of the new city site. 

Case study | City of Miami



When cities purposefully engage 
their citizens, it allows us to  
build better platforms, which 
transform government. Alpha 
engagements, combined with our 
user-testing, help us develop new 
updates and functionality for all 
OpenCities platforms.

By offering staff training from 
OpenCities, as well as other consulting 
and leadership training from both 
OpenCities and others, he was able 
to give City employees the tools and 
confidence to change their approach 
and offer services that engaged 
their citizens. Although OpenCities 
offers content migration from old to 
new sites, Sarasti chose to focus on 
improving the capabilities of the entire 
team so that the content on the City 
of Miami website could be reviewed 
and refreshed by City staff at the 
departmental level, and his staff  
could focus on the technology and 
digital services. 

Asking the citizens of one of the 
largest cities in the US for feedback 
on their website could have been 
overwhelming but Sarasti believed in 
transforming the experience of local 
government for his community. Using 
the OpenCities Alpha website, the 
Digital Services Academy training 
and other OpenCities consulting 
services, Miami has launched a 
beautiful digital services website that 
has revolutionized the way the City 
engages with its residents. The best 
part is that this platform will grow and 
transform over time as OpenCities 
continues to push through technology 
updates, new features and more.

Visit miamigov.com
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https://www.miamigov.com/Home


 
 opencities.com
 hello@opencities.com
 +61 3 9913 0020

Serve better.


