Artificial Intelligence in Rural California Counties: Practical Steps for Leaders
by Steve Monaghan

Two short years ago, ChatGPT launched, sparking a wave of excitement about Artificial
Intelligence (Al) and its transformative potential. At the time, real-world examples were sparse,
but today Al tools are no longer just futuristic concepts—they are reshaping how local
governments operate. From theoretical ideas to practical solutions, tools like ChatGPT are
enabling more efficient, impactful public service delivery. This article explores actionable ways to
adopt Al, best practices for implementation, and critical considerations for local elected officials.

Understanding Al in Local Government

Al has been quietly supporting local governments for years with applications like spam filtering
and data analysis. The latest evolution—generative Al—introduces groundbreaking capabilities
to create new content, ranging from written responses to visual designs. Modern Al tools can
summarize complex documents, draft resolutions, and extract valuable insights from vast
datasets, opening new doors for innovation in governance.

Local Government Al Success Stories

Some local governments are already leveraging Al for transformative impacts:

1. City of San José GovAl Coalition

The GovAl Coalition, comprised of over 300 local governments across the country,
pioneers Al policies and best practices, assisting other agencies to implement Al solutions
safely and effectively. Their Al polices and work products are available to any local agency
to leverage.

2. Placer County Ask Placer Virtual Agent

Placer County leverages an Al assistant via smart speakers, smartphones, tablets, PCs, and
webpages to help citizens get the information they need.

3. Los Angeles County Housing Stability Program

LA County uses Al to predict residents most at risk of losing housing. Proactive outreach
then connects these individuals with resources to help them stay housed.

4. San Francisco Public Safety Insights

San Francisco employs Al to identify public safety concerns by detecting connections
between seemingly unrelated events. These insights inform crime-prevention strategies
and community policing efforts.
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5.

Sonoma County Behavioral Insights

Sonoma County uses Al to analyze anonymized conversations, identifying new slang for
drugs. This helps caseworkers stay current, recognize red flags, and intervene effectively.

Five Practical Applications for Local Governments

Al offers versatile tools that can help address local challenges:

1.

Citizen Services

Virtual assistants can now handle resident inquiries 24/7, including voice calls, reducing
staff workload and improving response times.

Public Safety

Al-powered tools can analyze 911 dispatch trends and staffing patterns, aiding
dispatchers in accelerating emergency response times.

Infrastructure Maintenance

Predictive algorithms can monitor road and bridge conditions, helping prioritize repairs
and extend infrastructure lifespans.

Budgeting and Planning

Al can analyze fiscal data to uncover cost-saving measures and identify funding
opportunities, streamlining resource allocation.

Environmental Monitoring

Al-integrated sensors can monitor air quality and water usage, driving sustainability
initiatives and compliance efforts.

What Elected Officials Need to Know

Elected leaders play a critical role in guiding Al implementation responsibly. Key considerations
include:

1.

Data Privacy and Security

Protecting sensitive citizen data is paramount. Robust safeguards must be in place to
prevent breaches or misuse.

2. Bias and Transparency
Al algorithms can unintentionally perpetuate biases. Diverse datasets and rigorous testing
are essential to ensure fairness.
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3.

Accountability

While Al can support decision-making, human oversight remains crucial, particularly in
high-stakes areas like law enforcement and social services.

Policy Frameworks

Federal and state guidelines, like the “Al Bill of Rights,” provide ethical foundations for Al
use. Local governments should craft policies that reflect these principles.

Best Practices for Al Implementation

Drawing from leading examples like the GovAl Coalition, here are strategies for success:

1.

Start Small
Pilot Al projects in low-risk areas to build confidence and demonstrate value.
Engage Stakeholders

Collaborate with IT, legal, and community representatives to address concerns and
ensure inclusive deployment.

Partner Strategically

Leverage expertise from universities, nonprofits, and private tech firms for resource-
sharing and innovation.

Continuous Training
Invest in training staff to maximize the benefits of Al tools while promoting ethical use.
Monitor and Adjust

Regularly evaluate Al implementations for effectiveness and alignment with community
values.

Actions for Elected Officials

To lead Al adoption effectively, elected officials can:

1.

Educate Themselves

Stay informed about Al advancements and their implications for governance.

2. Advocate for Resources
Secure funding for Al initiatives and staff training to ensure successful adoption.
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3. Prioritize Equity
Focus on Al solutions that promote inclusivity and address diverse community needs.
4. Establish Oversight

Form an Al ethics committee to oversee implementations and ensure they serve the
public interest.

5. Plan for the Future

Adopt flexible policies to accommodate rapid technological advancements.

Moving Forward

Al is more than a tool for efficiency; it’s an opportunity to redefine governance for the 21st
century. By adopting Al thoughtfully and strategically, local governments can enhance services,
empower employees, and foster community trust. Elected officials are pivotal in this journey,
ensuring that innovation aligns with accountability to unlock the full potential of Al.
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Upcoming Course:

Interested in diving deeper into this topic? Consider attending Steve Monaghan’s upcoming CSAC Institute
for Excellence in County Government course Driving Digital Transformation in the Era of Artificial
Intelligence on March 14™ (offered online and available statewide). Designed for non-technical CA county
board members and senior executives, topics explored will include: best practices in IT integration into
the county and department strategy, governance policies, management of IT projects, manage the risks
of a digital world, leverage enabling capacity of technology while balancing costs of investments, and how
to avoid the failures of technology.
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