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  Report to Council 
 

To:  Mayor and Council Members 

From:  Mackenzie Sykes 

Date:  May 12, 2022 

Subject: Internet Upgrades, Hosting Great Plains, and Virtual City Hall (VCH): 
Operational Modernization and Efficiency Upgrades 

 
Recommendation (In order of preference): 

1. That Council authorize upgrading the internet to Managed Business Connection 
at the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the annual operational 
budget; and further that Council approve the Municipal Office remains on DSL 
internet and consider upgrading to fibre internet in the future; and further that 
Council authorize the purchase of hosting Great Plains through Central Square to 
be funded by the Ontario Municipal Partnership Funding (OMPF); and further that 
Council authorize the implementation of Virtual City Hall through Central Square 
and the purchase of a three-year subscription period from 2022 to 2024, 
$25,500.00 to be funded by the Municipal Modernization Intake II Grant and the 
remaining $13,120.00 to be funded by the OMPF. 
 

 
 

2. That Council authorize upgrading the internet to Managed Business Connection 
at the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the annual operational 
budget; and further that Council authorize the construction and upgrade to fibre 
internet through Bell at the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the 
OMPF; and further that Council authorize the purchase of hosting Great Plains 
through Central Square to be funded by the OMPF; and further that Council 
authorize the implementation of Virtual City Hall through Central Square and the 
purchase of a three-year subscription period from 2022 to 2024, $25,500.00 to 
be funded by the Municipal Modernization Intake II Grant and the remaining 
$13,120.00 to be funded by the OMPF. 

3. That Council authorize upgrading the internet to Managed Business Connection 
at the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the annual operational 
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budget; and further that Council authorize upgrading the Watchguard at the 
Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the OMPF; and further that 
Council authorize the construction and upgrade to fibre internet through Bell at 
the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) to be funded by the OMPF; and further that 
Council authorize self-hosting Great Plains by making the current private server 
public and completing further investigation into security measures; and further 
that Council authorize the implementation of Virtual City Hall through Central 
Square and the purchase of a three-year subscription period from 2022 to 2024, 
$25,500.00 to be funded by the Municipal Modernization Intake II Grant and the 
remaining $13,120.00 to be funded by the OMPF. 
 

Background: 

In the Township’s recent Service Delivery Review report, Recommendation 
#250-SDR-01 addressed the ability for ratepayers to access their tax accounts and 
payment history online. Staff had already done some investigation into how we might be 
able to offer electronic access to tax accounts and began investigating more thoroughly 
after this recommendation. Staff have also found that the number of ratepayers asking 
for online access to their property tax roll information and payment history is quickly 
increasing, as well as a much higher demand for online payment options for a majority 
of our services. There has also been an increase in requests for alternative payment 
methods and access to electronic invoices and statements for Accounts Receivable. 
Many ratepayers expect the Township to provide access to their tax information and 
other services through our website based off their experience with other Townships and 
vendors. The best option available to offer the service to address these concerns and 
recommendations is by upgrading our ERP System Microsoft Dynamics Great Plains1 to 
a hosted environment and implementing the Virtual City Hall (VCH) portal with Central 
Square.2 Staff investigated other options but there is no other comparable product that 
offers the same services as VCH. In the County there is one municipality that currently 
offers VCH to its ratepayers, a second municipality that has approved VCH and is now 
in the process of implementing VCH, and a third municipality that is currently 
investigating VCH, in addition to our own investigation and recommendation for 
implementing VCH in our Township. 

In order to implement and operate VCH, Great Plains must be hosted on a 
secure, public server because the VCH portal is pulling information from the backend of 
Great Plains that the staff access. The VCH portal is then making pieces of that 
information available to the public. In order to pull that information, both the VCH portal 
and Great Plains need to be on the same network connection. By hosting Great Plains 

                                                             
1 ERP stands for Enterprise Resource Program is where tax and business data is 
gathered/organized/processed by staff – i.e. the “back end” of our accounting and tax system that 
ratepayers cannot access. 
2 Central Square is the company that provides support, licensing, and additional module integrations for 
our ERP System Great Plains. 
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on a server, we are essentially creating a “Cloud” environment3 where the information is 
uploaded to a server accessible through the internet versus what we have now, where 
our server and computers are directly connected through our private office network. 

 

There are two options to do this: 

A. We host Great Plains ourselves on our own server and convert it to a publicly 
accessible server, which requires updating our Municipal internet, security, etc., 
OR 

B. We pay to host Great Plains through Central Square’s server, which is already 
set up as a Cloud environment. 

 

Analysis: 

Part 1: Upgrading to Managed Business Class Internet 

When we were researching and analyzing our options for Hosting Great Plains 
through Central Square or on our own server, County IT identified that we currently only 
have a basic internet package with Nexicom. This is essentially the same internet 
package you might purchase for your home, and is not suitable for business needs. 
County IT recommended that regardless of which direction we choose to go with while 
hosting Great Plains, we upgrade our internet to a Managed Business Internet 
Connection.  To upgrade the Municipal Office to a Managed and Business Class 
Internet it would cost $125.00 to install, and would cost $45.00 per month, replacing our 
current monthly internet fees. 

 

Part 2: Where to Host Great Plains 

A. Option A: Self Hosting Great Plains 
Hosting Great Plains ourselves is not a recommended option and would create a lot 

of security concerns and problems, both from the staff’s perspective and County IT’s 
perspective. We would essentially be upgrading our server so that the public would 
have the ability to log in to the server through the VCH portal and access limited 
information regarding their personal accounts such as taxation and accounts receivable. 
It is very important that other confidential information that is stored on our server stays 
securely locked down. Hosting Great Plains on our own server would mean that any 
other programs, software or information currently on our server would also be included 
on the new “public” server. The municipality would have to upgrade our firewall and 

                                                             
3 “Cloud” computing/Cloud environments are essentially sorting and accessing data and programs over 
the internet instead of the computer’s hard drive. This makes it possible to save files to a remote 
database and retrieve them on demand. Some examples of Cloud environments are Dropbox, Microsoft 
365, iCloud, Gmail, Zoom, and Slack. 
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increase management and auditing to ensure we are not at risk for security breaches or 
hacks. Because County IT is not trained in Great Plains and are not security experts as 
it pertains to hosting a public facing finance system, this would involve hiring a third 
party (Central Square or similar) to configure GP and VHC as well as a security provider 
to audit and test the internal and external network. However, this is only required if the 
municipality hosts Great Plains and VCH on our own server. If we outsource the hosting 
to Central Square, our own server would not need to be public so we would not need 
these additional precautions. We would also most likely see an increase in our cyber 
insurance because we would be opening ourselves up to a greater risk of liability due to 
a cyber-hack or information leak. 

Additionally, there is no way we could possibly create a Cloud based server that 
hosts Great Plains and VCH on our current internet connection. As we all know, internet 
is a large concern in our Township for all of our residents, and the Municipality is not 
exempt. We currently have the best internet speeds possible through our current 
connection at the Municipal Office but we already experience connection problems in 
the office, we often lose Wi-Fi, and as we expand our internet use, the more processes 
at our location results in more strain on our internet space and download/upload 
speeds. Currently none of our locations are connected or have managed Internet as 
stated previously, which means that any upgrades we do at our Municipal Office 
location should be replicated at other sites for network and application access as well as 
improved management and security. After some investigation with Nexicom and Bell, 
the only viable option that would give us the internet strength we would need to operate 
a public server that could host Great Plains and VCH would be installing fibre internet. 
There is access to a fibre internet cable within the vicinity of the municipal office so it is 
possible to upgrade to fibre internet. We have inquired into the cost at both Bell and 
Nexicom for the building and construction of running the cable to the office, the 
installation fees, and the monthly cost for fibre internet. 

 

B. Option B: Hosting Great Plains through Central Square 
The second option, recommended by County IT and staff, is to rent server space 

from Central Square on their public servers. When Central Square hosts Great Plains 
for us, they take on all the responsibility and costs for cyber security, insurance, server 
space, and maintenance. The Township still owns all data and information we process 
through Great Plains and remains confidential. Additionally, all the data on their server 
stays in Canada and within the same region as our location, which is important for 
customer support and any server/connection interruptions so that outages do not affect 
all servers at once. This would also reduce the amount of programs and information 
stored on our municipal server, which would reduce our liability if there were ever a 
cyber security issue, and reduce the size needed for server space. Our server is due for 
replacement and by hosting Great Plains through Central Square (as well as moving all 
staff to Microsoft 365), the hardware requirements will be less thus reducing hardware 
costs. At this time, we are not able to calculate an estimated reduced cost until we 
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further investigate the needs and requirements for the server when it comes time to 
purchase a replacement. 

The day-to-day operations in Great Plains would be accessed through the internet 
and not our private server, which means that connecting to Great Plains remotely would 
no longer require a VPN connection. This would make remote work through Great 
Plains a more consistent and reliable experience for staff, making operating Great 
Plains much easier and faster for everyone. Currently, the VPN connection for remote 
work is extremely slow, and staff’s experience running Great Plains through the VPN 
varies widely. Some processes in Great Plains are extremely difficult to complete and 
depending on the staff’s remote location, their processing speeds can be unreliable and 
extremely slow at times. When hosting Great Plains through Central Square, any year-
end upgrades, normal updates, or changes that need to be implemented on the 
software would be included and implemented automatically for us. Currently, we have to 
schedule a time with Central Square to connect to our server and make the updates 
there, and then County IT assists in manually pushing out those changes to each 
individual workstation one by one. 

Many programs and software are headed towards a fully hosted environment, 
meaning there is no longer an option to purchase the software and set it up on your own 
private server for a one-time cost, and instead you pay on a subscription basis and 
purchase server space along with new software. It is possible and probable that Central 
Square might only provide the option to host Great Plains on their Cloud server space in 
the near future, and we might be forced to migrate to Central Square hosted Great 
Plains regardless. 

 

Part 3: Virtual City Hall through Central Square 

Virtual City Hall (VCH) is an online portal that we can link to on our existing 
website and fully integrates with Microsoft Dynamics Great Plains. This is a seamless 
connection between VCH and Great Plains that updates instantly in real time for both 
the public user and internal staff. VCH also closes the loop on our eSend integration 
(the Central Square module that allows us to send electronic documents to ratepayers 
via email). As discussed when the eSend module was approved for purchase, we have 
had a high volume of ratepayers requesting electronic bills and notifications. When 
using eSend in combination with VCH, the municipality can offer an entirely paperless 
experience from start to finish. 

 

With VCH, ratepayers can get information on their property/account in an instant 
and it is much more accessible since ratepayers access all of their information in one 
place and on one screen. One of the key components VCH offers is the ability to access 
property tax information with a secure log in. Once the user logs into the secure area, 
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they can view different accounts and drill down into account details, balances, arrears, 
and outstanding amounts. They can also view a copy of any bills or notices emailed to 
the ratepayer using eSend. A link to make payments online via credit card appears 
directly in the portal, which allows the ratepayer to make a payment directly through the 
portal by integrating a third-party payment processor. We currently already have an 
agreement with the online payment processor Paymentus that allows us to accept credit 
card payments online or through telebanking and is already compatible with VCH4. 
While a user is in the portal viewing their account information, they can also sign up for 
e-billing (eSend), control their pre-authorized payment plans, change their mailing 
address, and more. This means the ratepayer can complete the entire process from 
checking their balance, making a payment, and confirming payment all in one place in 
less than 5 minutes. 

In comparison, our current process requires ratepayers to call or email a staff 
member to confirm their outstanding balance during business operating hours and make 
a payment through cheque, debit, cash, or online banking, which takes a minimum on 
two business days to confirm. Then the ratepayer must contact a staff member again to 
confirm successful payment and/or request a receipt for their payment. This entire 
process can easily take a full week or longer. For other changes like address changes, 
confirming title on a property, or accessing a copy of their current tax bill, ratepayers 
currently have to fill out a form and submit it to staff, who then manually update their tax 
roll account or pull the information. VCH gives municipalities the option to allow 
ratepayers to make these changes directly themselves in the portal and the changes 
reflect automatically on their tax roll account in Great Plains in the “back end.”  

The portal offers 24/7 access to account information and payments for 
ratepayers. Regardless of our business hours, ratepayers could access VCH anytime 
and conduct their business online. This would help significantly reduce staff time 
responding to these types of straightforward inquiries since we currently receive a high 
volume of inquiries over the phone and through email related to change of mailing 
address requests, current balance requests, reprinting copies of bills and issuing 
receipts for payments. All of these requests can be completed by the ratepayer 
themselves in the VCH portal. With eSend and VCH, ratepayers can access copies of 
the emails sent to them using eSend in their VCH portal as well as access any of the 
attached documents/bills that were sent in the emails at any time so they could 
generate copies of their tax bills, previous year’s tax amounts, and more entirely 
themselves. 

Through VCH, ratepayers can access their AR accounts including invoices and 
payment/transaction history just like their tax accounts. This would be extremely useful, 

                                                             
4 We have done some investigations into other payment processors but found them to be very 
comparable to Paymentus and our existing agreement. Since we already have a contract with Paymentus 
we believe the best decision at this time is to stay with the provider we already have. When our contract is 
up with Paymentus, we can investigate alternative options further at that time if necessary. 
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as the Municipality has seen an increase in dog license purchases, which are currently 
invoiced out through posted mail, and for charges in other departments invoiced to 
property owners, such as planning fees, arena advertising, and more. VCH is 
compatible with almost every module available in Great Plains, so as we expand and 
improve our processes in Great Plains, these integrations with VCH will already be 
available to offer to ratepayers. VCH integrates with pet licensing, business licensing, 
by-laws, permits, tax certificates and utility billing in addition to property taxes and 
accounts receivable sundry. 

Another optional service that could be set up depending on discussions and 
investigations during the implementation and set up of VCH is the electronic property 
search. The electronic property search would essentially provide an electronic version 
of the property information only as available in our financial software. VCH can be set 
up to include a publicly accessible search function. There may be some restrictions that 
users would need to agree to prior to accessing the information subject to the Municipal 
Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (MFIPPA), and our Township 
policy as per By-Law #68/08. The Township can restrict or open up this information as 
much as we would like, so we can completely customize what information is available 
publicly and electronically to the user. 

Lawyers can set up logins in Virtual City Hall to obtain tax certificate information, 
which would greatly reduce the amount of time it takes staff currently to manually 
receive a request, confirm payment, process the tax certificate and send the information 
back to the law firm.  Restrictions are put into place so that the lawyers are limited to 
see only the information typically requested in a tax certificate, and they make their 
payment for the fee prior to receiving the tax certificate. This is also an optional service 
that could be set up depending on investigations during the set up. 

Other optional services that ratepayers can access without a secure login that we 
may want to implement depending on set up are the ability to search and pay for 
parking tickets, locate owners of lost pets, and search for businesses in the community. 

 

In order to access the secure information, the user must sign up for a secure 
account. The Municipality manages the requirements for the log in credentials as well 
as the information that is available without a log in. We can control what pieces of 
information the user needs to provide in order to verify they are the owner of the 
property in question they would like access to. The user can be required to enter 
specific information confirming their identity when they are setting up their account 
online to ensure we are upholding privacy protections, which will be determined in 
consultation with our Clerk, Connie Parent. 
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VCH has a responsive design because of the HTML, which means the site never 
needs to be adjusted for the application it is being used on. It can be viewed on any 
screen size such as phones, tablets, P.C.'s, etc.  The portal also integrates directly into 
the municipality's existing website via a link. This means we don't need to put in any 
design work on our existing website before launching VCH and any updates or changes 
that occur in VCH are isolated to the portal itself and will not affect our existing website 
or Great Plains. The portal is fully customizable so that we can create a cohesive look 
with our website and branding, and we have full control over what information/actions 
are available to the public in the portal. The portal also fully integrates with Great Plains 
on the backend, which means that any actions that happen within the portal from the 
customer's end or within Great Plains from the staff's end will update to the companion 
product instantaneously. 

 

Financial Implications: 

1. Managed Business Connection Internet for the Municipal Office (280 Burleigh St) 
is $125.00 in installation fees; and $45.00 per month, replacing our current 
internet monthly fees of $69.95 per month, to be funded through the annual 
operational budget. 

 

2. a. Watchguard is an additional $160.00 implementation fee to be funded 
through the Ontario Municipal Partnership Funding (OMPF); and $229.95 per 
month to be funded through the OMPF for the implementation year, further 
funded through the annual operational budget starting January 2023. 

i. Bell Fibre internet is an additional $11,841.60 in 
building/construction fees to be funded through OMPF; $2,500.00 
implementation fee to be funded through OMPF; and $695.00 per 
month on top of the Managed Business Internet and Watchguard 
Fees to be funded through the OMPF for the implementation year, 
further funded through the annual operational budget starting 
January 2023, OR 

ii. Nexicom Fibre internet is an additional $23,000.00 in 
building/construction fees to be funded through the OMPF; $975.00 
implementation fee to be funded through the OMPF; and $895.00 
per month on top of the Managed Business Internet and 
Watchguard Fees to be funded through the OMPF for the 
implementation year, further funded through the annual operational 
budget starting January 2023, OR 

b. Hosting Great Plains through Central Square is an additional $16,320.00 
in implementation fees to be funded through the OMPF; and $10,000.00 
annually for maintenance/server space Square to be funded through the 
OMPF for the implementation year, further funded through the annual 
operational budget starting January 2023. 
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3. Municipal Modernization Intake II Grant to fund $25,500.00 (75% of $34,000.00) 
of the VCH costs. Virtual City Hall is an additional $14,620.00 implementation fee 
and $8,000.00 annually in maintenance fees over a three-year subscription 
period from 2022 to 2024 for a total of $24,000.00 in subscription fees. The total 
cost for the VCH implementation and three-year subscription from 2022 to 2024 
is $38,620.00; $25,500.00 of which to be funded through the Municipal 
Modernization Intake II Grant; the remaining $13,120.00 to be funded from 
OMPF for the implementation year; and $8,000.00 annual maintenance fees 
funded through the annual operational budget starting January 2025. 

 

Strategic and/or Other Plans: 

Service Delivery Review – Recommendation #250-SDR-01. 

 

Strategic Plan:   

3. Governance – Maintain a Strong, Accountable Municipal Government 

3.2 Provide Quality Community Programs and Services 

3.3 Provide for effective Township Communications 

 

In Consultation with: 

Alana Solman, Chief Administrative Officer 

Judy Everett, Treasurer 

Dianna Everson, Deputy Treasurer 

Christopher Lee, County IT Manager 

 

Attachment:  

PowerPoint Presentation “Internet Upgrades, Hosting Great Plains, and Virtual City Hall (VCH): 
Operational Modernization and Efficiency Upgrades” 


	Background:
	Analysis:
	Financial Implications:
	Strategic and/or Other Plans:
	In Consultation with:
	Attachment:

