
Analyzing Digital Public 
Communication of the Niagara Region 
during COVID19 using
Web Archive Collections

Team Members
Duncan Koerber
Tim Ribaric
Karen Louise Smith
Fletcher Johnson
David Sharron
Cal Murgu

June 2nd, 2022
Vancouver, BC



Table of Contents

Our people.

A summary of our 
preliminary results.

01
THE TEAM THE PROJECT METHODS

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS CHALLENGES YEAR 2

02 03

04 05 06

A summary of our project 
and efforts.

Our approach.

We need your help. The ‘pedagogical’ 
project.



01

The 
Team Fletcher Tim

David

Cal

Karen

Duncan

Cal



The 
Project

02



Over 300gb
Over 3.5 million 
documents

Created using 
Archive-It. 56 ‘key 
local institutions.’

The COVID19 in Niagara Collection

March 2020 —
December 2021
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Objective
● Analyze the communication of one

specific administrative region of 
Ontario, the Niagara Region, to 
understand the extent and 
effectiveness of its municipalities’ 
pandemic digital communication (web 
sites and social media);

● Using a crisis communication 
framework, we ask how municipal 
communication functioned as risk and 
crisis communication.



Information
Communicating 
operational 
updates.

Communicating 
best practices.

EngagementEducation
Engaging the 
community to 
promote action (or, 
in the case of 
COVID, inaction).

Crisis Communication

aims to “provide people with information that can enhance 
their ability to cope with the situation at hand”
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Our 
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13 Regional Municipalities

Niagara 
Region

Pelham

Thorold

Lincoln Ft. Erie

Niagara 
Falls

St. Catharines

NOTL

Welland

Wainfleet

Port

Colborne

Grimsby

Wella
nd

~480,000 pop.



Public Health Infrastructure

Provincial Ministry of Health

Regional
Public

Health
Township



Led by Duncan 
Koerber, considering 
web pages as 
documents.
Leveraging WayBack
and SolrWayback.

Close Reading

‘Mixed’ Methods

‘Distant’ Reading

Led by Tim Ribaric and 
Fletcher Johnson. 
Leveraging ARCH and 
Google Colab.



Screenshot of our 
Solr instance.

Wayback and Solr



Screenshot of a 
Colab notebook 
using TFIDF to 
compare versions 
of webpages.

Using Niagara 
Region as the 
benchmark, we 
compare 
similarity.

Google Colab



Preliminary
Results
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• Generally, municipalities had a coordinated response to the 
pandemic in the early days

• Largely mirroring the message from Niagara Region and the 
Regional Public Health Network

• Largest discrepancies were in the presentation and design of 
municipal pages dedicated to COVID (Port Colborne, for instance, 
used one running web page, continuously adding to the page over 
a number of months).

Early pandemic



• Recognizing a deficit in knowledge about the virus, municipal 
webpages first functioned to teach citizens about the basic 
practices of infection control. 

• Instructions mirrored Niagara Region almost verbatim, and 
analysis suggests these instructions changed very little over the 
last two years.

• However, mistakes and inconsistencies were also apparent.

Public Education Effort
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• Many public services are managed by municipal organizations. 
These services were derailed by Covid.

• In this context, municipalities depended on their web sites and 
social media accounts to explain alternative means for completing 
the tasks typical of the municipality–resident relationship.

• Municipalities also enacted their own by-laws, in alignment with 
provincial rules.

Information Effort



• The pandemic significantly increased bureaucratic oversight of 
people’s everyday lives, all the way down to the most mundane 
activities. 

• This prompted some municipalities to create Frequently Asked 
Questions (FAQ) listings on topics citizens likely never before 
needed to ask, such as “Can I still go for a walk with my family?” 
(City of Niagara Falls)

Information Effort



• Digital media run by governments and health officials were 
important channels for keeping people engaged during the 
pandemic.

• Public Education + Information is not enough — required engaged 
citizenry

• Municipalities in this study tried to different degrees to engage 
their citizens with their efforts to mitigate the impact of the 
pandemic

Citizen Engagement



• Some leaned into social media (#StayHomeNOTL , 
#MaskUpNOTL), others launched feedback portals (Niagara, 
Lincoln), launched newsletters edited by the township (Fort Erie).

• Others ignored these efforts completely. 

Citizen Engagement
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Challenges
(we need
your help 🙏)



Challenge #1
‘Confirming’ 
findings?



Challenge #2
Are we cherry
picking?



Challenge #3
Agreeing on 
a method



Year 2
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Interactive Notebooks?
• There’s an identified 

bottle-neck in web 
archive use and adoption

• Interactive notebooks 
have been identified as 
an informal best practice 
for teaching 
about/using/analyzing 
web archives

• Working towards best 
practices in developing 
learning notebooks for 
students with limited 
programming knowledge



Interactive Notebooks?
So, if
• You have taught undergraduates about/used web archived in 

your classroom
• You have used interactive notebooks (either Jupyter hub or 

something like Google Colab) in the classroom
We’d like to include you in our first phase (pending REB).  Simply let 
Cal know (or email cmurgu@brocku.ca).
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