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Municipalities' communications push into overdrive
to keep communities connected during pandemic
AMY SPIEZIO, Managing Editor, NJ Municipalities Magazine

T

he phrase “in this together” has become the sign off on Newark Director of Communications
Sondra D. Roberts’ emails. In municipalities around the state and around the country, officials
are striving to keep residents informed, calm, and safe as they all strive to maintain a sense of
normalcy in an extraordinary time responding to COVID-19.

We spoke with communications managers throughout the
Garden State about how they’ve stepped up their efforts and
how they’re successfully connecting with residents.

EVESHAM

Zane Clark, Director of
Public Information/ADA
Coordinator, Evesham
Township said, “Being
proactive has been key
to Evesham Township
successfully reaching
members of our
community during the
COVID-19 emergency.
Even before the state
had its first presumptive
positive case on March 4,
our municipality was
already exploring
methods to promote
important information
about the virus and the preventative measures needed to keep
our residents safe.”
“Evesham Township has utilized every available communication
tool at our disposal, from posting information on our municipal
website and local TV access station, to sharing regular updates
on our social media pages, to issuing press releases for the local
media,” Clark noted.
The township has also been providing regular live videos
through Facebook, where Clark, Evesham Fire-Rescue Chief
and OEM Coordinator Carl Bittenbender, Evesham Township
Police Department Chief Christopher Chew and Township
Manager Robert Corrales all give updates to residents. The
videos have been extremely popular with residents, each
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averaging more than 10,000 views.
Clark gets face to face, from a distance, “I’ve also been
broadcasting live videos on Facebook most days. These videos
bring our faces to residents in a time of reduced human contact,
and for residents to see us talking directly to them brings more
of a connection to the important messages we’re trying to share.”

HANOVER

In Hanover, Joseph A. Giorgio, RMC, Hanover Township
Business Administrator/Municipal Clerk and Public Information
Officer, noted that officials stay in contact by updating of the
website and sending electronic news alerts for those members
of the public who sign up. They also communicate through
press releases and recorded email and voice mail messages.
For those who venture to town hall and stay at home, the
focus is directing citizens to helpful resources, “information,
forms are provided in our outer lobby, and emphasis is placed
in our releases and on our website on phone numbers and hot
lines where the public can get help.”
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LONG BRANCH

In Long Branch, Lindsay DeAngelis, Assistant to the Business
Administrator and Human Resources Manager, noted that
“outreach to the public has mostly been through our website,
email blast, social media, and ALERT LONG BRANCH alert

system (robocalls) that provides residents with texts and calls
when they sign up.”
They’ve had good results from a variety of media, “We have
found that the page we made on our website made dedicating
information to coronavirus has been successful,” she said.
“We have also done press releases, signs around town, and
flyers. We also started a program called ‘LOCAL TO GO’
(www.longbranch.org/localtogo) where we post restaurants
who are still providing takeout and delivery. This helps our
restaurants and the residents/community use this as a tool to
help when choosing where to order food from. Restaurants
sign up through our website.”
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NEWARK

In Newark, Communications Director Sondra D. Roberts
notes that Mayor Baraka gives a COVID-19 Daily Update via
Facebook Live (Monday to Friday, and any necessary special
updates during the weekend) that has more than 40K views daily.
“We also send messages to opt-in text subscribers, utilize social
media, and share information on our website. In addition to press
releases, we distribute information via our very own Newark
News. Additionally, we held a virtual town hall, send robocalls,
and we created a FAQ mailer that was sent to every resident.”

They have also set-up a Coronavirus Information HUB Page
at www.oakland-nj.org/coronavirus-covid-19-information-hub.
The page features a list of daily updates, CDC and Health
Department Information, Guidance for Businesses and Workers,
and various ways to support local businesses and restaurants
during this difficult time.
The Borough has also created an online survey where Oakland
business owners can submit information on how the public can
help their business during this difficult time. Whether it is purchasing gift cards, ordering take out and/or delivery, or simply
showing support on social media. “We also created a “Support
Oakland Restaurants” poster which shows what restaurants are
currently open, what services they offer, and their current hours,”
Carelli noted, “The poster is updated daily due to changing
restrictions and many businesses changing their hours daily.”

NEW BRUNSWICK

Bert Baron, Public Information Officer for the City of New
Brunswick said the city’s outreach began with the sharing of
the County Office of Health’s dedicated COVID-19 website,
which was linked to the state and the CDC’s most up-to-date
pages. From there, a local page was created on the City’s site
that offered additional links and pages as the pandemic spread.
County and state releases and posts are shared on the website
and the content is forwarded through New Brunswick’s social
media platforms.
“The City also is creating and producing a daily 30-minute
radio show and Podcast (complete with a Spanish postscript) to
share current important information. A local AM radio station
(WCTC) has agreed to air the Podcast to get the info out to
listeners,” he added.

OAKLAND

In the Borough of
Oakland, they have
been utilizing every
channel to reach our
residents during the
Coronavirus Pandemic,
noted Michael E.
Carelli, Assistant to the
Administrator Borough
of Oakland.
“We have been posting
daily Coronavirus
Updates, which
include information
from the County.
These updates are posted to our Borough Website, Facebook and
Twitter Accounts, and are sent out via email blasts. We also
post graphics on our local TV Station. In addition, the Borough
releases daily Reverse 9-1-1 messages to keep residents
informed on what is going on in Oakland.”
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SUMMIT

Amy Cairns, Summit’s Chief Communications Officer noted
that the communication office updates the city website, sends
push notifications and issues news releases regularly, often
daily. “We post on social media two to three times each day.
While we have an established process, this new crisis required
us to add staff from departments that provide non-essential
services, and extend hours for our part-time people. It really
has been an all-hands-on-deck effort,” she said.
“Our website was a primary focus of our outreach,” she added.
“Staff updated the homepage newsfeed with information provided
by the state and county, as well as our regional health office,
and we built a designated COVID-19 Resources page. The
homepage and COVID-19 Resources page continues to be
updated multiple times each day.”
Summit has a designated staff member that posts on and
monitors Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Mayor Nora Radest
also provides five or more Facebook live updates each week,
along with other videos created for social media to address
emerging issues and community needs. Other elected officials
actively share information online as well.
Taking into consideration that not all members of the community
are online, Cairns noted, “we rely on our local cable television
partner HTTV to share our news releases and social media posts
on its station, as well as record videos with the mayor and key
staff to broadcast to viewers. News releases and media advisories
are sent to local organizations and print publications to reach
seniors and others that may not have Internet access.”
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MIDDLETOWN: Step by Step
Tara Berson, Public Information Officer, Township of
Middletown notes that Middletown Township has been
conducting outreach to the community through the
following channels:

Website: We created a landing page for all COVID-19
related information (www.middletownnj.org/coronavirus)
including links to COVID-19 resources and Governor
Murphy’s executive orders, notices about Municipal building
closures/event cancellations, press releases, daily updates
from the Health Department regarding the number of positive/negative cases, details about how to access Township
services remotely and more. There is also a Public Health
Alert emergency bar along the top of all of our website
pages that directs residents to the COVID-19 landing page.
E-newsletter: The Township has a weekly e-newsletter,

Middletown Minutes, that is distributed to over 8,000
subscribers. We utilized this distribution list to blast out
several “COVID-19” Updates per week in March. In April,
the e-newsletter had a section dedicated to any COVID-19
specific updates and resources. The updates were hosted
on our coronavirus site.

Social Media: We shared all of our COVID-19 related
information/graphics through our social media channels
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which include Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. We also
shared informational videos about social distancing and
other best practices from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention on our Middletown, NJ YouTube channel.
Additionally, we had an open flow of information sharing
with our Board of Education via social media which was
beneficial for both parties.

TV Station: We shared all information related to COVID-19
on our municipal channel, in addition to the CDC’s videos
about the importance of social distancing, washing hands, etc.

Signage: Signage was posted across town to keep residents
informed. We had a large digital signboard in a central location
that directed residents to both local and state resources,
signs on all of our Municipal facilities informing community
members that public access was restricted, as well as
signage on Township playgrounds letting people know that
they were closed to the public. e

