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Preface: The Fully Connected Community

Connections: Preserving Local Values in

the Information Age. Thereportissixthin
a series of “lessons learned” reports from the Na-
tional Telecommunications and Information
Administration’s (NTIA) Technology Opportuni-
ties Program (TOP). Community Connections €X-
ploresthe use of technology in under served popu-
lationsto help connect communities, enhance work
skills and opportunities, and increase the capacity
of community-based organizations. For thelast six
years, TOP has helped close the digital divide by
funding innovative demonstration projects that
bring the benefits of emerging information tech-
nologies to public service organizations.

I t is my pleasure to introduce Community

Community Connections describesthefully
connected community of the 21% century — acom-
munity that treats information as a vital commu-
nity asset; empowers its citizens through informa-
tion technology; builds a stronger sense of com-
munity through onlinetraining; and competeselec-
tronically in the global economy. America’'s
strength has always been afunction of the strength
of its diverse communities; we have always tried
to communicate to the rest of the world the central
rolethat communitiesplay in creating and strength-
ening true democracy.

Community assets, individual empower-
ment, a sense of shared ideals and goals, and com-
petition — are all basic American traditions. And
they take on heightened significance in the Infor-
mation Age, as technology brings people and na-
tions closer together. In the 21% century, commu-
nity building viatechnology will not only help com-
munities grow and prosper, but alsowill help erase
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disparities and ease distances between populations, distances that have
persisted since the inception of the Republic.

Throughout American history, we have alwaystried to devise ways
to help communities help themselves. Americans have always supported
those things that bring us closer together — whether it’s canals, or rail-
roads, or broadcasting, or information technology. In this new century,
information technology holdsthe promise of overcoming the disparities of
distance, of ethnicity, of wealth, of education — in ways that were only
dimly dreamed of in previous centuries.

But it is aways with the idea of community that we start. That is
what Community Connections is about: how communities are starting to
launch the next American revolution, which isredly the ongoing Ameri-
can revolution.

Gregory L. Rohde
Assistant Secretary of Commerce
for Communications and Information



Introduction: Community Is the Key

he technological advances of the 20" cen-

tury brought usvast new opportunities, but

many also undermined one of our most

prized possessions— our sense of commu-
nity. With thetelephone, the automobile, television,
and the airplane, we could find work and friend-
shipsfar from home, yet our tiesto our immediate
neighbors grew more tenuous. We could flee ur-
ban neighborhoods to less crowded suburbs, but
we often left poverty and despair in our wake. We
could produce enormous quantities of food and
goods for national, and even global markets, but
small farms — once seen as the foundation of our
democracy —disappeared at arapid rate. And some
of our most cherished values— participationin civic
life, collaborative problem-solving, a sense of be-
ing connected to those around us— seemed increas-
ingly elusive.

Some believe that the personal computer
and the Internet could extend these trends and sug-
gest that technology separates usrather than unites
us. Now that we can instantly connect with people
anywhere in the world, what remains to hold our
neighborhoods together? This report describes ef-
fortsby awiderange of people, frominner citiesto
someof themost rural reaches of the country, which
demonstrate how technology builds community
bonds. From rural Maineto urban California, from
Montana's Indian Country to downtown Y ork,
Pennsylvania, communities described in thisreport
are using information technologies not to escape
local bonds, but rather to strengthen them.

Thekey element in all these effortsis, first
and foremost, information itself. The first section
of the report describes how communities are find-
ing new ways to use information, much of it a-
ready existing in large government databases, to
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empower themselves. Armed with tools that enhance our ability to under-
stand the complex forces affecting our communities, Indian tribesin Mon-
tanaand civic groupsin South Central Los Angelesaretransforminginfor-
mation into atool that can promote their own objectives, not those of re-
mote bureaucracies.

The second section of the report explores how communities are
taking informati on-empowerment a step further. In both Y ork, Pennsylva-
nia, and Indianapolis, Indiana, community groups are experimenting with
new technologies that enable local groups not just to analyze information
collected from large outside databases, but also to generate their own in-
formation to serve their unique interests and concerns.

Of course, information technology can strengthen communitiesonly
if local groups and individuals know how to use it effectively. The third
section of this report focuses on efforts to increase local capacity to use
modern information technology. It describes how acommunity computing
center is playing a central role in efforts to revitalize inner-city Oakland,
California. Then, it discusses how a computer network has become anim-
portant information hub for communitiesin rural North Carolina.

Finally, the fourth section of this report examines how communi-
ties are combining all these elements — access to large outside databases,
an ability to produce home-grown information tailored to serve local needs,
and the essential training and infrastructure needed to create and share
such information — to make their way in a global economy. This section
describes how entrepreneursin Appal achia are using information technol-
ogy to gain a foothold in the new economy. And it discusses how small
farmersin communities throughout the U.S. and Mexico hope to use simi-
lar tools to achieve economies of scale that may help them, and the com-
munities where they live, survive in an increasingly competitive world.

The projects described here, all supported by the Technology Op-
portunities Program (TOP), represent just a small subset of the numerous
community-building efforts underway around the country. But they con-
tain valuable lessons for othersinterested in pursuing the same objectives.
They reflect afundamental American belief that many of our problems are
best solved at the local level. And, though innovative and decidedly mod-
ern, they demonstrate anew an old truth — namely, that the bonds we have
with neighbors and communities are the keys to successful and rewarding
lives.



Information as a Community Asset

ccess to timely and meaningful information

is essential to any effort to shape public

policy or address public concerns. Over the
years, government agencies have amassed vast
stores of information about communities, but often
this information is not in a form that communities
can readily use. New technologies vastly increase
the ability of communities to gather and interpret
information in government databases. Just as im-
portantly, they reduce the cost of doing so. As a
result, communities today are in a better position
than ever to use information to answer local ques-
tions and serve local needs.

Two TOP-supported projects show how
communities are beginning to seize this opportu-
nity to chart their own future. One seeks to encour-
age Native American tribes to use Geographic In-

formation Systems, powerful tools for under-

standing the many forces that affect the lives
of their communities. The other uses similar
tools to help community-based organizations
in inner-city Los Angeles understand and com-
bat the forces of urban decay.
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Intertribal GIS Council:
Mapping Indian Lands Across America

996 was a watershed year in the history of
the Confederated Salish and Kootenai
Tribes. That year, the two Native American
tribes, which occupy the Flathead Reserva
tion in northwestern Montana, signed a compact
with the federal government to take over responsi-
bility for managing their own forest resources.

With their newfound autonomy, the tribes
set idealistic goals for themselves. For years, the
Bureau of Indian Affairs had managed forests on
the 1.2-million acre reservation with one overrid-
ing objective: to maximize thetribes incomefrom
logging. But the tribes adopted a complex set of
goals. While eager to continue harvesting timber,
they were equally determined to preserve the sce-
nic beauty of the Mission Mountain range where
most of their forestslie. They also wanted to main-
tain high water quality in mountain streams, pro-
tect fish and wildlife habitat, and care for prized
plant life and historic sites. Ultimately, they aimed
to restore tribal forests to the conditions that pre-
vailed before Europeans settled North America.

Any one of those jobs would be daunting,
but pursuing them all simultaneoudly represented
an unbelievably complex undertaking. To accom-
plish thetask, thetribesemployed some of the most
modern tools available — computers, sophisticated
software, and mountains of data. Over a six-year
period that began even before the tribes officially
took charge of their forests, they analyzed the el-
evations of different parcels of forest land to iden-
tify areas where logging operations would mar the
scenic view from population centers. Correlating
what is known about animal feeding habits with
maps showing vegetation, they determined areas
that should be protected as important habitats for
ek, grizzly bears, and other wildlife. They also
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mapped historic sitesand thelocations of highly valued plant lifeto ensure
that logging wouldn’t jeopardize the tribes’ cultural heritage.

The tribes were particularly concerned about forest roads, which
can contribute to erosion and, in turn, diminish water quality and damage
wildlife habitats. Using satellite technology, tribal employees mapped all
the roads running through their forest land. By presenting thisinformation
on amap that also showed the reservation’ s streams and rivers, they deter-
mined which roads posed the biggest threat to water quality and fish habi-
tat. They earmarked these roads to be abandoned or recontoured. Then,
they plotted how to keep or build as few roads as possible to achieve their
timber-harvest objectives. The results were dramatic: careful planning,
combined with newer logging technology, will enable the tribe to conduct
logging, on average, with just four miles of road per square mile of forest,
compared to between six and eight miles of road per square mile of land
previousgly.

Geographic Information Systems

Thetribes maintool inthiselaborate planning processwasabundle
of computers, software, databases and specialists collectively known as
Geographic Information Systems. GIS enable users to combine disparate
databases and present them simultaneously on maps, making it easier to
analyze complex issues and demonstrate relationships between diverse
phenomena. Asthe Salish and Kootenai tribes (tlc.wtp.net/salish.htm)
are showing, GI S also helps communities set priorities and develop strate-
giesfor balancing diverse goals.

Gl Sisbecoming avaluabletool in wide-ranging effortsby Native
Americans to assume greater control over their own lands and lives. On
reservations across the continent, tribes are using it to map their reserva-
tions, take stock of natural resources and cultural treasures, track leases
and land records, monitor environmental conditions, and explore devel op-
ment possibilities — al in a quest to increase their autonomy. With GIS,
says Sue Ball, an analyst for the Salish and Kootenai tribes' Department of
Natural Resources, “thetribes have the tool sto manage their own resources
—and also the credibility that they are doing it in a modern way.”

But while Gl Stechnology isbecoming more accessible, it still can
be costly and difficult to use. Asaresult, although it isbecoming afavorite
tool for planners, especially in large urban areas, it has been slower to
catch on in rural areas — and on Indian reservations in particular. Only
about 100 of the 564 reservations in the U.S. currently have well-devel-
oped GIS programs.

Tribesthat lack their own GIS capabilities must depend on federal
agencies — including the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Bureau of Land
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Management and others — for data about their own lands, although such
information can be seriously out of date. Moreover, outside agenciesdon’t
alwayscollect al theinformation tribes need to manage the land according
to their own values and priorities.

The Role of the IGC

In the eyes of tribal advocates of GIS technology, examples like
this demonstrate the need for tribes to develop their own GIS capabilities
rather than rely on federal agencies. In 1998, the Technology Opportuni-
ties Program awarded a grant to the Intertribal GIS Council (IGC), a na-
tional Native non-profit organization dedicated to promoting tribal self-
determination by improving their management of geographic information.
The council, which is based in Pendleton, Oregon, offerstraining in GIS
technology and consults with individua tribes on GIS related projects. In
addition, it has worked to develop uniform standards whereby individual
tribes can collect data on their lands from government agencies, test it for
validity, exchangeit, and incorporateit into their own expanded databases.

The technology has taken hold with a number of tribes. On the
Umatilla Reservation, tribal leaders have used it for everything from de-
termining whereto leaseland for cattle grazing to studying housing-devel-
opment patterns. On the Fort Peck Reservation in northeastern Montana,
the Sioux and Assiniboine tribes have used it to determine where to en-
courage oil and gas exploration. The Y akima Indiansin Washington State
have used it to guide tribal land-acquisition decisions. And these arejust a
few examples; the number of tribes experimenting with the new technol-
ogy is growing every day, according to William Northover, chief execu-
tive officer of the IGC.

e
! Still, trying to persuade finan-

cially-strapped tribal governments to
make the substantial investment required
to develop full-blown GIS capabilities can
be atough sell —especially since abstract
descriptions of the technology invariably
fail to convey its power. “GI'S speeds up
our capabilities, makes us more efficient,
givesusan ahility to do more complicated
analysis and shows awider variety of in-
formation,” notes Clayton Matt, the wa
ter-rights program manager for the Salish
and Kootenai tribes. “But saying that isa
lot less powerful than just demonstrating
it.”
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GIS Proves liself

Matt recalls that Salish and Kootenai tribal staff initially had a
hard time persuading their leadersto invest in GI Ssystems. But the leaders
finally agreed. One of thefirst maps the staff generated showed how much
land on the reservation was owned by the tribe, by individual tribal mem-
bers and by non-Indians. The map had an electrifying effect. It depicted a
hollowed-out reservation, with the tribe owning much of the mountain land
around the reservation’ s periphery while vast stretches of agricultural land
in the center of the reservation had fallen into private ownership (the fed-
eral government allowed outsiders to homestead on the reservation early
in the twentieth century). But many tribal members whose parents and
grandparents had grown accustomed to setbacks, were pleasantly surprised
to seethat thetribe still owned substantial amounts of acreage (with recent
land acquisitions, the tribe now owns about 60 percent of the land on the
reservation.) What's more, the land-status map itself became a symbol of
growing tribal autonomy. Previously, the Bureau of Indian Affairs had
produced similar maps once or twice adecade. Now, thetribe could gener-
ate its own map virtually on demand, giving tribal members an up-to-date
indicator of their autonomy.

After thetribe produced itsfirst land-status map, demandsfor more
maps that would show more information quickly mounted, Matt recalls.
“Now, it's hard to meet all the priorities placed on [the tribes’ mapping
capabilities],” he says. Indeed, today, tribal staff can map more than 300
data sets, or “coverages.” For instance:

O The tribe is using GIS technology to move toward an ecosys-
tem-based strategy for managing their water resources. Com-
bining mapsthat show streamswith othersthat show land eleva
tions, the Department of Natural Resources has identified eight
separate watersheds within reservation boundaries. Using this
data in combination with an extensive system for monitoring
water quality, the tribes will be able to trace very quickly the
source of any water pollution. They also are mapping land uses
in each watershed to determine the relative impact of agricul-
tural, housing and other activities on water quality —information
that will serve as a guide to future environmental policies.

O When a commission set out to assess water-quality in Flathead
Lake, Seth Makepeace, the tribe’s hydrologist, conducted an
extensive study of hisown. The lake, which isthe largest fresh-
water lake in the west, lies partly on the reservation. The com-
mission included a wide range of stakeholders, including other
loca governmentsin thearea, landownersand others. Using aerial
photography and interviews, Makepeace determined the exact
location of homesand businesses along the lake’ s 185-mile shore-
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line that are not connected to sewage-treatment plants. He then
mapped those findings along with data on the underlying geol-
ogy of areas surrounding the lake to determine how much waste
currently flowsinto the lake. The project cost the tribe $15,000,
but the investment paid off when the commission agreed to use
Makepeace' s findings as its own baseline data.

O Thetribesalso have used Gl Sto assert their political rights. For
years, they have battled non-tribal farmers over an irrigation
system that captures water high in the Mission Mountain range
and deliversit to farmsin the valley below. Although the system
was built by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, a group of non-tribal
farmers sought to wrest control of it from the bureau, saying it
actually had been built for their benefit. In response, CloAnn
Villegas, the computer system manager for the tribes’ Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, developed a map showing that the
intricate network of canalsinvariably served landsthat had been
allotted to tribal members, not opened to homesteaders. The sys-
tem remains under the bureau’ s control. Villegasisvice-chair of
the IGC.

QO The tribes used GIS technology in a dispute between the tribe
and state highway authorities. The state wanted to widen Inter-
state 93, a mostly two-lane road that runs through the reserva-
tion. But by mapping state data on highway accidents, Brian
Mladenich, who at the time was the tribes' GIS manager, was
able to demonstrate that the highway actually had just a few
trouble spots, afinding that supported thetribes' claimsthat safety
concerns could be addressed through selective improvements
rather than a massive highway-building project.

Setbacks

With success stories like these multiplying, interest in ac-
quiring GIS technology is growing in Indian country. But the Inter-
tribal GIS Council has suffered some setbacks along the way. For
instance, it initially had hoped to help tribes use GISto develop inte-
grated management plans covering all their natural resources. But
many tribes lacked resources to launch such comprehensive efforts,
so it was forced to help tribes with projects focusing on specific re-
Sources.

Thelntertribal GIS Council also hasbeen frustrated in pursu-
ing one of its major objectives — to help tribes sort out the tangled
state of Indian land ownership records. Inthe early days after reserva-
tionswere formed, individual parcels of land were “alotted” to vari-
ous tribal members. But because few Native Americans were inter-



Community Connections

ested in private property, and few ever bothered to write wills, the owner-
ship of these originally allotted properties has become diluted over the
years among countless heirs; today, it is not unusual for a single, 80-acre
plot of land to have literally hundreds of owners. Many Native Americans
own land, but don’t even know whereit is. In one, fairly typical case, IGC
Chief Executive Northover determined that the owners of a parcel of land
on the Umatilla Reservation each owned about “ seven inches of dirt.”

Some tribes would like to use GIS tools to identify the various
Native American owners of different parcels of land, and then to work
with the owners to consolidate ownership. Legal barriers have prevented
them from doing so. But while the Intertribal GIS Council feels thwarted
in its hopes of working with tribes to straighten out convoluted land-own-
ership patterns, its efforts to help tribes use the latest information technol-
ogy to increase their autonomy is moving ahead on other fronts. For in-
stance, the Council has hired staff to assist tribes in taking advantage of a
new program launched by the Environmental Protection Agency. Called
“Mapping Environmental Issuesin Indian Country,” it seeksto encourage
use of GIS technology. Separately, the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) is encouraging tribes to use satellite imagery to
enhance mapping efforts. The IGC, meanwhile, hopes soon to begin help-
ing tribes develop standards for mapping health, education, employment,
housing and other social data.

All thisbodeswell for Native Americans’ effortsto achieve greater
autonomy. Peter Gillard, the GIS program manager for the Salish and
Kootena tribes, keeps a running tab of his tribes’ own progress toward
that goal. Arrayed onthewalls of hisofficeat tribal headquartersin Pablo,
Montana, are land-status maps showing how much of the reservation was
in tribal hands at various times in history. The maps show tribal landsin
green, while privately-held or “fee” land shows up in white. In the most
recent maps, the green areas have grown.

10



Neighborhood Knowledge Los Angeles:
Using Information to Rebuild Inner Cities

hen Manuel Huerta, a student at the

University of California at Los An-

geles, went back to the neighborhood
where he grew up, he found a gem he had always
overlooked. Working with ateam of students scour-
ing his old neighborhood to identify cultural, edu-
cational, economic and other community assets,
Huerta came upon the Boyle Heights College In-
gtitute. It had been providing tutoring and mentoring
services to neighborhood youth for years, but few
people knew about it, and even fewer were aware
that it had seriously outgrown its space and was
regularly turning away scores of students.

“1 lived here all my life, and | never knew
it existed,” says Huerta, a film student at the Uni-
versity of California at Los Angeles. Determined
to make their findings known, the team of UCLA
students met with Los Angeles city council mem-
ber Nick Pacheco. Almostimmediately, aplan was
hatched: the councilman would make his own,
much larger offices available to the Institute, en-
abling the program to triple the number of students
it could serve.

The Boyle Heights projects is a rudimen-
tary example of “asset building,” a new develop-
ment strategy in which communities sys-
tematically identify their strengths and
then devise strategiesto build on them. Its
. usein the east side of Los Angeles grew
out of “Neighborhood Knowledge Los
! Angeles,” a1998 TOP-supported project
that uses geographic information systems
— databases tied to maps — to help com-
munities learn more about themselves.
Under the direction of Neal Richman, as-
sociate director of the Advanced Policy
Ingtitute at the UCLA School of Pub-

1
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lic Policy & Social Research, NKLA has become an important player in
efforts by city government, non-profit organizations and individuals to
change the face of some of Los Angeles’ most troubled neighborhoods. In
the process, the project is creating a new model for the relationship be-
tween a university and its community, and redefining the role of urban
plannersin the information age.

An Early Warning System

NKLA started with asimple, but far-reaching premise: the process
of urban decay often begins with small, little-noticed changes. Long be-
fore buildings become strewn with trash, defaced by graffiti or abandoned,
they runinto troublesinvisibleto the outside observer; their owners, either
deliberately or due to circumstances beyond their control, may fall behind
ontax paymentsor utility bills. To get ahandle on this process, researchers
at the UCLA ingtitute began collecting information on tax delinquencies,
building code violations, unpaid utility bills, and certain other variables
from disparate government databases, amassing theminto asingle, Internet-
accessible database that serves as an “ early warning system” for neighbor-
hood activists and government officials combating urban problems.

Nobody would question the need to monitor housing conditionsin
citieslike Los Angeles. U.S. Census figures showed that Los Angeles had
154,000 substandard apartmentsin need of major repair in 1995, 107,900
infested with rats, and 131,700 without working toilets, according to Gary
Chapman, director of the 21% Century Project at the University of Texasat
Austin. Chapman, who discussed NKLA in acolumn published by the Los
Angeles Times in November, 1999, said Census datafrom 1997 also show
that the number of Los Angeles rental units occupied by people living
below the poverty level amost doubled between 1989 and 1995, climbing
from 217,200 to 422,500.

Information compiled by NKLA may help turn this situation
around. The website gets more than 1,500 hits aday from arange of gov-
ernment agencies and non-profit organizations. One active user, Concerned
Citizens of South Central Los Angeles, searches the NKLA website for
tax-delinquent properties, which it then acquires before they are put up for
auction. The community-based organization, which is establishing aland
trust to buy large numbers of properties to build affordable housing, says
NKLA helps it identify properties quickly and look for clusters of such
buildingsthat represent opportunitiesfor larger-scale projects. Thewebsite
is“our lifeblood,” says Juanita Tate, the group’ s executivedirector. “ They
are an essential part of what we do.”

Just down the street from Concerned Citizens, the Dunbar Eco-

nomic Development Corporation uses NKLA to identify single-family
homeowners who may bein financial trouble. When homeowners default

12
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on mortgages, their houses often aretied up for monthsin foreclosure pro-
ceedings even after they move out. As aresult, such houses can lie aban-
doned for considerable periods, in the process falling prey to vandals and
drug-users. By identifying such propertiesearly, the Dunbar EDC can help
homeownersresolvetheir financial problemsand keep their homes. And if
that fails, the organization can acquire the properties before they become
locked in legal proceedings. “We use NKLA as atool for intervention,”
says Anthony Scott, Dunbar’ s executive director.

Improving City Services

Thevaueof NKLA hasn’t beenlost on city officials. Garry Pinney,
general manager of the L os Angeles Housing Department, says hisinspec-
tors use the website in setting priorities for its own building inspections.
Deputy City Attorney Richard Bobb consults the website to determine the
enforcement history of landlords— and thereby to identify property owners
whose history of neglectful behavior warrantslegal action. City health in-
spectors, aware that unpaid bills or building-code violations can indicate
other serious problems such asrat infestations, al so search NKLA for clues
about which buildings they should inspect.

John Wickham, staff to the chief legidlative analyst for the Los
Angelescity council, believesNKLA will become avaluabletool for policy-
makerstoo. A “Policy Room” section of the NKLA website enables users
to conduct complicated searchesthat help paint aportrait of various neigh-
borhoods. Instead of seeking to identify specific propertieswith problems,
for instance, auser might ask, “ Show meall of the zip codesin which more
than 1% of the properties have code complaints still open, and less than
2% of the properties have building permits in the last 12 months.” With
tools like these, Wickham says, the city council can identify neighbor-
hoods in trouble, and can use such information to set spending priorities
and devise new policies; for instance, he says, it would be useful to deter-
mine which neighborhoods are most in need of new funds for parks.

While officialslike Wickham believe NKLA will becomeincreas-
ingly useful as atool to assess the health of various neighborhoods, many
believe it already is justified by its contribution to increased efficiency,
providing in secondsinformation that users once had to glean from numer-
0us separate records maintained by separate agencies. Efficiency was on
the mind of policy-makers who hired NKLA to create anew digital infor-
mation system for the city’s building-inspection program. Under the new
system, inspectors are recording their findings on hand-held Palm Pilot
computers, which they then download into a comprehensive database.

UCLA jumped at the opportunity to do thiswork, but it does
not seeitself as an adjunct to the city. Rather, it intends to continue play-

ing an independent role and to serve the community directly. It haslobbied

13
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the city, for instance, for permission to incorporate much of the new in-
spection datainto the NKLA website. With thisinformation, Richman ar-
gues, individual rentersand tenants-rights organizations could track whether
landlords are meeting their responsibilities— and whether the city is effec-
tively enforcing housing codes. Says Richman: “It could become as easy
to track the status of a code violation as it is to track a Federal Express
package.”

A New Relationship

Gayle Byock, an assistant chancellor at UCLA, saysNKLA repre-
sents a new kind of relationship between universities and their communi-
ties. “We are experts at organizing and making sense of information,” she
says. “But communities are the experts at deciding how the information
should be used.” Juanita Tate at Concerned Citizens underscoresthis point.
“They give usthetools,” she says, “but they don’t tell us what to do.”

A newer lineof work for NKLA, mapping community assets, could
put the community even more in the driver’s seat, offering it an opportu-
nity to become its own information source as well as a key user of the
database. This spring, groups of UCLA students and Power Y outh, an or-
ganization set up by Concerned Citizens, began surveying two South Cen-
tral neighborhoods to identify community assets ranging from stores and
churches to music teachers and parks. The results are being posted on “I
Am LA,” anew section of the NKLA website.

Asset mapping represents a significant “new paradigm” in strate-
giesfor building up troubled neighborhoods, notes Byock. In the past, com-
munity developers tended to emphasize what was wrong with troubled
neighborhoods, viewing them as places that need services from outside.
But asset mapping identifies strengths communities already have, so that
residents can seek to build on them. An asset map might point to new local
business opportunities, for instance, or demonstrate areas that are ripe for
retail development. They might identify space that could be used for com-
munity activities. Or, they might help residents find jobs and social ser-
vicesthat exist in the community so that they don’t have to take their busi-
ness elsewhere. In the Boyle Heights area, for instance, students were able
toidentify anumber of individualswho offer music lessonsin their homes.
In other places, asset maps have identified neighborhood people who care
for children or the disabled. Local service providers ease transportation
problemsfor working parentswhile keeping incomein neighborhoodswhere
it can be spent again on other community-building activities.

Asset mapping also has aless tangible, though equally important
effect: it fosters community pride, which itself can be a key element in
successful community-building. “Instead of just talking about our deficits,
we're talking about what’s right about our neighborhood,” says Nevada

14
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Dove, aleader in Power Y outh. Indeed, students surprised themselves and
their mentors with how many assetsthey found in just ashort time after the
“I Am LA project” began.

Elsa Casillas, asenior community organizer for the East LA Com-
munity Corporation, enlisted the UCLA studentsto identify cultural assets
that could be used to build connections between a new museum and its
surroundings. She suggested 30 different institutions the students should
consider, but they came back with many more assets, including Casa del
Musico, amusic store that, unknown even to many nearby residents, offers
guitar lessons and whose owner isaveritable fountain of information about
what isgoing oninthe neighborhood. 1 was pleasantly surprised,” Casillas
says of the students’ findings. “They gave us an opportunity to step back
and look at our community in a different way. It's wonderful to look at
how many resources we have.”

Of course, asset mapping can — and does— occur without comput-
ers. But technology hel ps communities collect more detailed dataand share
it more widely. And it marks a significant departure for the planning pro-
fession and how it views computers, according to Bill Pitkin, director of
planning, outreach, and evaluation at NKLA. “Historically, computer sys-
tems have enabled information to be tightly centralized within a cadre of
technical experts,” he notes. “The new technologies, however, make it
possible to more easily distribute information and democratize the plan-
ning process.”

High Hopes

Concerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles has high hopes
for its asset mapping effort. At the Dunbar Economic Development Cor-
poration, Executive Director Anthony Scott envisions youth working to-
gether with senior citizens to record the rich history of the community,
onceathriving jazz mecca. Melodie Dove, thelead youth organizer for the
community-based organization, hopes Power Y outh can use the system
not only to find new recruits, but also to determine where young children
live so that their homes can be targeted for lead abatement efforts.

But that’s just the beginning. Power Y outh could useits asset da-
tabase to influence where future public investment — for schools and li-
braries, for instance — occurs in South Central. The organization first be-
came a force to be reckoned with when it rallied citizens to demand an
environmental clean-up at Jefferson Middle School. Thefirst public school
to open in the community in 30 years, Jefferson turned out to have con-
taminated soil and groundwater from the former home of achrome-plating
shop across the street. With Los Angeles planning to build some 100 to
150 new schoolsin the next ten years (including several in South Central),
students believe they can influence future siting decisions — not only by
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ensuring that other schools don't get built where there are environmental
hazards, but also by finding locations where possible synergies could be
created between schools and other neighborhood institutions or assets.

NKLA officialsseethisasalogical extension of the origina neigh-
borhood knowledge project — but arevol utionary one nonethel ess. “ Power
Y outh soon will be able to do what only experts could do previoudly,”
argues NK LA director Richman. “ Soon, we're going to map the new infra-
structure of the neighborhood,” he says with satisfaction. “ That’ s the kind
of thing that in the past only high-level planners could do. Now, we're
going to have kids acting as urban planners.”
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hile the Intertribal GIS Council and

Neighborhood Knowledge Los Angeles

have made effective use of information
that already exists in various government data-
bases, participants in both projects have learned
that local communities have highly specific infor-
mation needs that cannot always be met using out-
side information sources alone. As a result, both
have sought to generate their own information to
supplement what they can find from existing
sources.

Two projects are developing new tools that
will enable communities to generate their own in-
formation systematically. In York, Pennsylvania, the
South George Street Community Partnership is
equipping volunteers with hand-held computers to
collect information from neighborhood residents
that will shape a wide range of redevelopment ac-
tivities. And in Indianapolis, Indiana University is
developing a tool that will put GIS technology, once
the sole domain of experts, into the hands of com-
munity-based organizations.
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South George Street Community Partnership:
Identifying Neighborhood Strengths and Weaknesses
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uccessful community development efforts

depend on an abundant supply of informa:

tion. What are acommunity’ s strengths and
weaknesses? What are its needs? What areitsresi-
dents’ plansand expectations? Without answersto
questions like these, government officials, service
agencies, and community organizationswould have
to work in the dark, and their chances of devising
meaningful solutionsto community concernswould
be slim. But reliable, timely, and comprehensive
informationisnot easy tofind, especially when bud-
gets and manpower are limited.

Now, help is on the way. The Enterprise
Foundation in Columbia, Maryland, has been de-
veloping tools that should enable communities to
produce comprehensive information about them-
selves quickly and at surprisingly low cost. Work-
ing with the South George Street Community Part-
nership, a non-profit organization based in Y ork,
Pennsylvania, the foundation has devised a series
of surveys that communities can use to gauge ev-
erything from the condition of buildingsto the atti-
tudes of residents. In addition, these surveys can
be loaded into hand-held, “Palm Pilot” computers,
which survey-takers can carry with them into the
field, and subsequently downloaded into larger da-
tabases.

That means no more stacks of survey
forms; no more days— or even months— of waiting
while results can be tabulated and entered into a
database; and no more watching information grow
stale before it can ever be used. Under this new
system, survey results literally will be available
overnight.
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Improved Planning

Better information should
lead to better planning. “ The big-
gest hurdlein any planning or com-
munity development effort is the
enormous time lag between when
information is collected and when
it is analyzed,” says Moustafa
Mourad, director of the Enterprise
Foundation’s Planning Design and
Development Department. “By us-
ing standard|zed forms and putting them on Palm Pilots, we have reduced
the time lag to zero. That will be of tremendous value to any non-profit
organization or government agency.”

The South George Street neighborhood, a60-block areawith 5,700
residents, demonstrates why community organizations need a wide range
of data— and why automating the process for collecting it makes sense.
The neighborhood, two-thirds of whose residents are African-American or
Latino, has considerable needs, more than athird of the residentslive at or
below the poverty level. But it has high expectations, too. Following a
two-year planning processthat involved 500 people, the South George Street
Partnership developed a comprehensive “neighborhood transformation
plan” that callsfor actionin six areas: housing, health and human services,
education, public safety, economic development, and land use. Among the
specific objectives in the plan are to increase home ownership, improve
the general condition of property, identify the skills of residents, and link
them to community needs so that people can find employment opportuni-
ties.

To pursue any one of these goals, the community requires a vari-
ety of information. To pursue them all at the same time requires automa-
tion. Enterprise and the South George Street Partnership have been work-
ing on that since receiving a TOP grant in 1997. Their efforts culminated
in spring, 2000, when block captains and AmeriCorps volunteers fanned
out through the South George Street neighborhood recording building con-
ditions and land-use data and surveying residents to collect basic demo-
graphic data, identify community assets, and learn more about the views
and opinions of people who livein the neighborhood.

Many Uses

While the datawill have numerous uses, project participants have
some clear priorities. One of the key interests of the Enterprise Foundation
is helping residents find affordable housing. Foundation officials say a
housing strategy must take into account not only the current supply of
housing and the income level of residents, but also the attitudes of people
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who live in the neighborhood. One particularly telling piece of informa-
tion, suggests Armand Magnelli, program director at the foundation, is
whether residents say they would stay in the community or leave if they
felt they had a choice. If surveys show that many residents would move
away, aprogram of simply building new housing might not help the com-
munity. In such a situation, community development strategies probably
should focusfirst on addressing what issueswould drive people away from
the neighborhood, Magnelli says.

That, in turn, would require more information about what people
like, and don’t like, about the neighborhood. Should city leaders empha-
size beautification, for instance, or is public safety a paramount concern?
Knowing the opinions of residents can point to the most effective strategy.
“Community development is a continuum,” Magnelli says. “It starts with
assessment. You can't just jump-start a housing program.”

One clear priority is to identify the skills of residents and match
them with jobs in the community. In addition, the partnership aready has
been gathering data showing community assets such asfirehouses, churches
and community centers, and mapping this data along with police records
showing where crimes occur at various times of day. Armed with these
two sets of information, the partnership can seek out neighborhood leaders
— firefighters, church officials, and community center employees — and
encourage them to keep a watchful eye on the streets during times when
crimes are most likely to occur.

The city of York, for its part, is eager to obtain data on the condi-
tion of buildings. “Local governments are interested in defining strategies
for the use of public funds,” Magnelli observes. In some neighborhoods,
rental properties may be in greater need of renovation than owner-occu-
pied ones, whilein other neighborhoods the opposite may betrue. In some
neighborhoods, a program to encourage landlordsto spruce up rental prop-
ertiesmay pay big dividends, whilein another a better strategy might beto
encourage home ownership. Political leaders might want to target their
resources on neighborhoods that are in the greatest need. Or, they might
choose to concentrate spending on neighborhoods where they believe they
can have the biggest impact — such as a neighborhood with a substantial
supply of vacant buildingsthat lies adjacent to one where housing demand
isconsiderable.

“There arereal strategic advantagesto focusing limited public re-
sources rather than taking a shotgun approach,” Magnelli says. But that
isn't possible without detailed information about different neighborhoods.

Beneficial Side Effects

Aside from gathering useful information, the simple act of con-
ducting surveys can have a positive impact, project leaders say. “ Surveys
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giveyou the opportunity to become more involved with people, to let them
know that you can help,” says Magnelli. Survey takers, for instance, could
tell residents during housing-rel ated interviews about programs that might
help them finance the purchase of a home. “Until you go to somebody’s
door, you don’'t have that opportunity,” Magnelli notes.

Newt Miller, director of the York Community Access Network
(YorkCAN), a program of the South George Street Community Partner-
ship, adds that surveys also dlicit constructive suggestions from people
about how to improve neighborhood conditions —in contrast to less flex-
ible positions that can emerge from heated community meetings. In re-
sponse to a recent survey designed to address a controversy over lack of
parking space in one section of the neighborhood, for instance, someresi-
dents offered off-street parking spaces on their own property to help alle-
viate the problem. “With surveys, you get people’s opinions one by one,
not just corporate opinion,” says Miller. YorkCAN links community resi-
dents and businesses, and provides information on the community’s revi-
talization effort, assets, and job listings, among other things.

The techniques being developed in York can be applied almost
anywhere. The Enterprise Foundation has created a suite of survey forms
alowing for the electronic collection of information on building condi-
tions, land uses, basic household demographics, housing needs of neigh-
borhood residents, code inspection and licensing matters, asset mapping,
business opportunities, the availability of goods and services, employment
needs, and residents’ opinions concerning housing, employment, retail,
education, and safety issues. The information from such surveys can be
easily melded with existing databases, and if a particular community has
its own ideas about what information it wants to collect, the Enterprise
forms can be modified or entirely new survey tools can be devel oped, says
Magnelli. Enterprise also is preparing a curriculum to train people in how
to conduct the surveys and manage the data produced by them.

Finally, the value of collecting the data on hand-held computers
shouldn’t be underestimated. Palm Pilotsthemselves areinexpensive (they
can be purchased for aslittle as $150 a piece), and people can betrained to
conduct a basic survey with them in about half a day. And Magnelli sees
one other advantage to collecting data on portable computers. the auto-
mated approach increases confidentiality. “Once the data is downloaded
from the hand-held computer, it goes directly into the database,” he says.
“So you never have paper sitting on somebody’ s desk.”

22



Indiana University’s SAVI Project:
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f information is power, a community data
and mapping project in Indianapolis is
bringing power to the people.

The Socia Assetsand V ulnerability Com-
munity Connections Project, asit is known, offers
Indianapolis residents and organizations a multi-
layered menu of dataabout their community, all of
it easily accessiblein tables or plotted on mapsvia
the World Wide Web. With support from TOP, the
project soon will take a big step further, offering
community-based organizationsthe opportunity to
map their own dataalongsidefederal, state, and lo-
cal social indicators. The potential uses are almost
limitless.

Imagine, for example, that a congregation
decides to tackle homelessness. Through inter-
views, members of the church group learnthat most
of the homelessindividualsin their community are
single men who dropped out of high school. Sothey
go on the Internet to the Social Assetsand Vulner-
ability Indicators (SAVI) website at Indiana Uni-
versity; with just a few clicks of the computer
mouse, they determinewhether their neighborhood
has a higher dropout rate than other communities
in Indianapolis metropolitan area. If so, they have
reason to look deeper for what causes students to
leave school early intheir community. But if other
communities have similar dropout rates, the con-
gregation may decide to seek to collaborate with
other communitiesin seeking answers. Inthat event,
members of the congregation may go back out in
the field and ask homeless men where they grew
up. Returning again to SAVI, they then can ana
lyze youth programs and other services in those
communitiesto seewhat more can be doneto tackle
the root causes of the problem.
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Or, imagine that a social agency discovers that welfare mothers
are having trouble holding jobs because they can't find day care for their
children. It goesto SAVI and asks for a map showing all of the licensed
day care providersin the area. Many of its clients rely on public transpor-
tation to get them to their jobs, soit also asks SAVI to add public transpor-
tation routes to the map and show the day care providers who are within a
quarter-mile of atransit stop. That helps, but many of the agency’s clients
work non-traditional hours, making it difficult for them to rely on licensed
day care providers. So the agency surveys the neighborhood, and feeds
into the computer the location of baby-sitters who live close to licensed
day carefacilities or to clients’ homes. With all this information, working
parents in the neighborhood have new options for addressing their child-
care needs. As a result, they stand a better chance of succeeding in the
workplace.

Or, imaginethat acivic association is vying for funds under anew
city program to improve sidewalks. It first turns to SAVI for a map of
schooals, libraries, human-service agencies, and other institutions. It adds
its own information on the location of additional public meeting places,
and then maps which sidewalks in its neighborhood need repair, showing
that many are in locations with heavy pedestrian traffic. Finally, the group
turnsto SAVI for some general dataon the number of childreninthe neigh-
borhood as well as general statistics on income, employment status, and
other key demographic characteristics of the neighborhood, demonstrating
that the neighborhood needs support.

Empowerment

In these hypothetical examples, and many others like them, the
unifying themeis empowerment — hel ping community-based organizations
acquire the ability to find and use information that traditionally has been

_1.";
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the exclusive domain of central planning agencies. “We see the need to
empower neighborhoods,” says Karen Frederickson, director of the com-
munity analysis group at the Polis Center, an arm of Indiana University
Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI).

The center, working with the city of Indianapolis and the United
Way of Central Indiana, launched the SAVI project in 1993. Sincethen, it
has created an impressive database of socia indicators and community
assets. Now six million gigabytes strong, it is expected to grow to over 10
million gigabytesin the near future. Users can find welfare data, vital sta-
tistics, a wealth of information on the educational system (including en-
rollment statistics, teacher salaries, SAT scores), crime data (including in-
formation from the juvenile justice system), information on lending pat-
terns collected under the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act, aswell asinfor-
mation about libraries, churches, United Way programs, human-service
providers, fire stations and police stations.

With each of the twelve major organizationsthat provide data, the
Polis Center negotiated a memorandum of understanding governing how
the information would be used and presented. These agreements spell out,
for instance, the extent to which the data must be aggregated to protect the
privacy of individuals.

Professionals say the value of the SAVI database has been proven
many times over. For example:

Q ThelndianapolisPublic School system used census, hedlth, crime
and other data from SAVI to support its successful application
for a 21 Century Learning Center grant from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education.

QO Metro Ministriesused SAV| to determine where churches should
plan programs that would complement existing social services.

O The Marion County Health and Hospital Corporation used cen-
susinformation and SAV1 datato plan a Healthy Start program
designed to reduce infant mortality.

O Community Centers of Indianapolis used SAVI data to demon-
strate that accessto transportation and day care were key factors
determining whether welfare reci pi ents could find and keep jobs.
It also uses SAVI to plan whereto offer summer youth programs.

O The Marion County Commission on Y outh used SAVI to com-
pile acomprehensive geographic picture of youth opportunities.

O The Indianapolis-Marion County Public Library used SAVI to
determine new branch locations and patron use patterns.
25
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OThe City of Indianapolis used demographic, poverty, income,
education, crime and community asset data to support its appli-
cation for federal Empowerment Zone designation.

Innovative Technology

The Polis Center worked with Environmental Systems Research Insti-
tute, aGeographic | nformation Systems software company, to devel op par-
ticularly robust tools for such searches. Typically, web-based GIS pro-
grams alow usersto search arelatively small number of data sets, and to
call up pre-programmed maps that display this data. But under the new
process, called “interactive,” or “dynamic”’ mapping, users can create their
own, unique maps based on their own needs.

Compared to traditional web-based GIS mapping, thistool alows us-
ersto send more complex queriesto more complex databases. And it soon
will do something more: using templates prepared by the Polis Center,
groups will be ableto ask SAVI to map their own data alongside its exist-
ing databases. With that step, GIS will reach the grassroots.

Officias at the Polis Center see this as a logical extension of their
work. Before SAVI reached the World Wide Web, the center made the
tool available on college campuses, at 38 public access sites (mostly i-
braries), and also at “enhanced” access sites, where experts could help
users design searches. The computers at all these sites had to be updated
periodically with new CD-ROMs that carried the |atest data. Now that the
systemismoving to theweb, it can be updated more frequently, and can be
reached by anyone with Internet access.

But that isjust the beginning of the outreach process. The center alsois
designing acurriculum to train organizationsin how to usethe data. It also
will employ two community facilitators to work directly with neighbor-
hood-based organizations to clarify their concerns and figure out how to
use technology to answer the questions they want answered.

“We recognize that many organizations will ask poor questions, and
that the answers won't tell them what they want to know,” says David
Bodenhamer, director of the Polis Center. “ Part of what the project isabout
is helping to provide training not just in the use of technology — we have
tried to make that so simpleit’ sjust a matter of overcoming fear to useit —
but also in how to think critically, to think about where the datacome from
and what data are appropriate for what kinds of questions. What do the
data mean in terms of their intentions? Do the data support their percep-
tions or modify them? And do the data reveal where the potential for col-
|aboration [with other organizations] exist?’
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SAVI dready is helping increase its users' data literacy by including
“metadata standards’ with each data set they can call up. When a user
seeksto map aparticular set of data, the website offers* background infor-
mation” that tells where the data came from and explainsits strengths and
weaknesses. As neighborhood organi zations seek to collect, map, and ana-
lyze their own data, they will have to develop their own metadata stan-
dards. And if they choose to enter their information into the permanent
SAVI database so that it can be shared with other organizations, as the
Polis Center hopes will happen, they will have to meet high standards.

“The big issue for us will be making sure that the data organizations
have are good quality and reliable, and described so that they can be useful
to other organizations,” says Bodenhamer. The process won't be easy, he
concedes. It will have to begin by building trust. “We want to help organi-
zations that collect the data remain true to their mission, but if we can
establish a relationship with them to satisfy their legitimate agenda, we
hope we can work with them to develop data that will be helpful to other
organizations in the community.”

The success of that effort to build relationships, more than the massive
new database and impressive new technology being developed to help
people use it, will be the real test of the Social Assets and Vulnerability
Community Connections Project, says Bodenhamer. Ultimately, he ex-
plains, “We are facilitating community building. Data is a necessary, but
not a sufficient, condition; they often open the door, but never solve the
problem. The best use of dataisto provoke more questions, and in provok-
ing more questions you begin to uncover different perspectives and values
so that everybody begins to understand what really is at issue and how we
can work together.”
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Making the Net Work

To take advantage of sophisticated new information tools such
as those being developed by the Enterprise Foundation and Indiana
University, community-based organizations must have well devel oped
computer and networking capabilities. But many such organizations,
especially thosein rural aress, till lack these basic tools. From 1996
t0 1999, the North Carolina Justice and Community Devel opment Cen-
ter tested one model for spreading technological capabilities to com-
munity organizations. Its website (www.ncexchange.org/
networker) offers numerous practical suggestionsfor those attempt-
ing to meet this challenge.

When the project started, fewer than 21 percent of North Caro-
lina non-profits were online, and only 33 percent of those connected
were actively networking, according to the center. Moreover, it noted,
community work and information technology were “two worlds col-
liding,” inwhich “inhabitants speak different languages and often have
different education backgrounds, political perspectives, skill sets, com-
muni cation styles, and attitudes toward technology.” To bring the two
worlds together, the center created the job of “net worker,” a circuit
rider who would move from organization to organization, helping each
assess its technology needs and then to acquire the hardware, soft-
ware, and training needed to useiit.

The project had some significant successes. A number of or-
ganizations that had virtually no technological capabilities acquired
basic computer networks and networking skills, and the net workers
developed arobust network among themselves that increased their ef-
fectiveness. But the project also had its share of frustrations. Perhaps
most significantly, the net workers often found themselves torn be-
tween the demands of “host” organizations that paid their salaries and
thevarious other community organizationsthey were supposed to help.
The heavy demand by host organizations reflected both the complex-
ity of developing networking capabilities and the enthusiasm that or-
gani zations devel oped once shown the value of the tool. But the con-
flicts, which led some net workers to worry that they were neglecting
organizations that weren't their hosts, led a number of participantsin
the project to conclude that circuit riders should be employed by out-
side organizations so that their independence would not be compro-
mised.

These and many more observations — on everything from as-
sessing organizations' technological needs to nuts-and-bolts sugges-
tionsfor how best to conduct computer training —make for interesting
and worthwhile reading.
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hile sophisticated information tools like

Geographic Information Systems are

becoming easier for non-experts to use,
communities won't be able to take advantage of
these new technologies unless they meet certain
prerequisites. Individuals need basic training in
how to use technology, and they need the ability to
communicate over computer networks. Despite the
dramatic growth of the Internet, many individuals
and communities still lack these essential capabili-
ties.

In Oakland, California, a computer train-
ing center is showing how communities can help
individuals acquire basic computer training — and,
at the same time, revitalize neighborhoods. Across
the country, in rural North Carolina, the Mountain
Area Information Network has developed a strat-
egy for bringing Internet connections — and a wealth
of local information — to small communities that
otherwise might see the information age pass them

by.
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The Eastmont Computing Center:
A Training Facility Promotes Business Networking
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or years, Charles M. Brown ran a success-

ful business repairing the various types of

equipment used to make and edit movies.
But he came to a disheartening realization eight
years ago: the machines he fixed were al being
replaced by computers. “1 saw the handwriting on
thewall,” hesays. “ My skillswere not needed any-
more. | was adinosaur.”

Rather than bemoan his fate, however,
Brown, whose friends call him “C.B.,” spent the
next 18 months studying computer networking
manuals. He also started visiting the Eastmont
Computing Center, acommunity-based technol ogy
facility in central east Oakland, California. It wasa
mutually beneficial relationship; the center got valu-
able help developing and maintaining its network,
while C.B. got achanceto hone hisown new skills.
“Here was a working system | could train myself
on,” he says.

Eventually, Brown took the required tests
and became aMicrosoft-certified systemsengineer.
But that’ s not the end of his story. Even though the
Microsoft credential could be a ticket to a high-
paying job, Brown mainly wants to teach. And not
just anywhere: hewantsto train students at the same
center that served so well as his own training
ground. “It can cost $10,000 to $12,000 to take all
the courses and teststo be certified,” he says. “But
you don’'t need to spend that if you have the books,
asystem to work on, and somebody to guide you.”

For Brown and a cadre of others, the
Eastmont Computing Center isalaunching padinto
the digital age. With 68 computers and two, high-
speed “digital subscriber lineg” (DSL) connections
to the Internet, the center gives arearesidents free
access to basic information tools. It also offers a
variety of classes designed to help people develop
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their information technology skills. That is no small matter in a part of
Oakland wherefew residentshave personal computersat home. But it hardly
begins to describe the role the center is playing in its community. Much
more than a collection of computers, the center is also a hotbed of entre-
preneurship, self-help, and face-to-face networking — a gathering place
where people are hel ping each other take charge of their own futures.

President Clinton has proposed spending $100 million in federal
fundsto create 1,000 similar community technology centersin low income
urban and rural areas. The goal is to help such communities bridge the
“digital divide.” But as the Eastmont facility demonstrates, technology
centers can do much more than introduce low income peopl e to computers
and computer networks. They also can help build stronger communities.

This doesn’'t happen by accident. From the outset — the Oakland
center was launched with a TOP grant in 1997 — Director David Geilhufe
and Operating Director Tony Fleming have sought not merely to provide
access and training, but also to encourage peopl e to assume responsibility
for their own learning, to work together and then to stay in the community
and help others. “Everything we do is designed to promote community
building,” says Geilhufe, who refersto the center asa“family.”

In the process, Geilhufe, whose training isin international devel-
opment, and Fleming, a former radio talk show host who seems to know
everybody in the neighborhood, are learning valuable lessons about how
low income communities can bridge the digital divide.

A New Kind of Mall

The computing center is based in the Eastmont mall, which itself
is a symbol of east central Oakland’s resurgence. Thirty years ago, the
mall was athriving retail hub on what then were the outskirts of Oakland.
But when a new interstate highway opened, middle-class residents and
retailers fled to emerging suburbs farther from downtown Oakland, send-
ing the mall and its neighborhood into atailspin. By the early 1990s, both
had hit rock bottom. However, the mall’s current owners, who acquired
the hollowed out facility following foreclosure proceedings in 1993, had
an idea about how to turn things around. The mall, isolated from the new
freeway, was unlikely ever to return as a regional shopping center, but
there still were plenty of people in the area, and these people needed a
range of services as well as shopping opportunities. Why not make the
mall a center for the community, they asked — one that would bring to-
gether retail outletsand public facilities, service agencies and public meet-
ing space? That would bring people back to the mall, they reasoned, and
the increased traffic eventually would lure some retailers back, too.

Thus, themall wasreborn asthe Eastmont Town Center. The Oak-
land Public Library, which previously had operated a small kiosk in the
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mall, built what is now its third-largest branch there. Alameda County
opened a “self-sufficiency” center that provides a variety of job and wel-
fare-to-work services. Planned Parenthood moved into other abandoned
retail space. The Public Health Department established an office offering
nutrition and other community health services. A senior citizens center
moved in. The public transit system decided to make the mall a major hub
of its system. The Oakland police agreed to open a new precinct station
inside the facility.

The technology center is an integral part of the mall’s comeback,
according to Jack Sumski, president of the mall. “ The city and larger re-
tailers are al concerned about how well wired the facility is,” he says.
“The [computer center] shows them.” The Oakland Citizens Committee
for Urban Renewal (OCCUR), which opened the center to help residents
of the surrounding low income neighborhoods acquire skills needed in a
growing number of jobs, saw other advantages to placing the center in the
heart of the resurgent neighborhood. “ Technology can pull communities
like this apart,” notes David Glover, OCCUR’s executive director. “We
wanted the center to be in a place that would bring people physically to-
gether.”

Two groupsthat began using the center almost as soon asit opened
—senior citizensand kids— offer proof that the center is nurturing personal
relati onships. Seniorswho cameto the center quickly organized themselves
as “SeniorNet.” They found an instructor they liked, and insisted that he
teach their classes. And they adopted atrain-the-trainer strategy, whereby
seniors who received training turned around and delivered training to oth-
ers.

Kids also use the center as a social gathering place. Like the se-
niors, many youths come into the center with well-defined interests: they
want to play games. But forget images of solitary youth sitting alone at
home playing Nintendo. The computer lab at Eastmont can be raucous, as
kids seek games on the Internet and then shout strategic ideas back and
forth. Even kids who have games at home prefer to come to the center to
play with their peers, says Jabari Adisa, who supervises the center’ s daily
operations.

Putting Users in Charge

As part of its community-building strategy, center directors felt it
was important to encourage users to set their own learning objectives. Se-
niors had no trouble with this task; they wanted a basic introduction to
computers and the Internet, and instruction in word-processing, email, and
in the financial software Quicken. They also showed interest in software
that could help them trace their genealogies and construct family trees.
“They want to be part of society,” says Joan Adams, an educational ad-
viser for the Pleasant Valley Adult School. “They don't want to be left
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behind.” Pleasant Valley, part of the Oakland Unified School District, pays
for the seniors’ instructor.

Thecenter didn’t resist thekids' interest in games. Besidesbeing a
good tool for learning some computer basics, games often lead kids to
develop more advanced skills, notes Adisa. “ After awhile, they get bored
with games and want to do something elsg, like learn how computers work
or how to network,” he says. When one youth tired of playing by himself
and learned that different computers could be connected so that multiple
players could compete simultaneously, Adisareadily agreed — but he said
the youth first would have to learn how to create a rudimentary network
among different Macintosh computers. Later, when kids started using the
Internet to play games online, Adisa again required them to figure out on
their own how to configure their computers and then find, download, and
install the games.

Veda Guess, who teaches a programming course at the center, also
has come to believe in the utility of games. “| started by showing them
business programming, but they weren't too interested,” she recalls. “So
we switched to programming games.” Designing games, she said, requires
all the same skills — database management, graphic design, and basic pro-
gramming —as more prosaic business applications. “ Y ou still haveto usea
programming language to create something,” she says.

In general, centers that enable the public to dictate what they are
taught wind up with essentially the same curriculum as centers that take a
more top-down approach, according to Geilhufe. But they do so in away
that may make members feel more responsible for the organizations' suc-
cess. At Eastmont, where all classes are free, students frequently teach
others what they have learned. When Jorge Flores, a young Hispanic, fin-
ished aclass at the center, for instance, he offered to teach asimilar onein
Spanish. Although he doesn’t have a high-school degree, he has been a
popular teacher —so much so that some
English-speaking classes have asked
him to be their instructor as well.

As many educators have
found, turning traineesinto instructors
has great pedagogical value. “If you
just take a class, you retain maybe 25
percent of what you learned, but if you
havetoteachit, you remember 90 per-
cent,” says Geilhufe. Meanwhile, stu-
dents benefit aswell. “The instructors
have a persona touch,” says Roscoe
Drisdale, one of the center’s first stu-
dents.
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Institutionalizing Past Gains

Asthe Eastmont Center nearsitsfourth year in operation, officials
are moving to institutionalize some of the mutual support systems that
evolved spontaneoudly inits early years. At the same time, they are work-
ing to make sure that students who have mastered introductory courses
have ample opportunity to keep learning new skills. Under a new “tech
scouts’ program, for instance, youths who develop new skills will receive
“badges.” Those who collect enough badgeswill be ableto moveinto paid
internships, instructing others or performing various services to keep the
center operating. In addition, the center will offer Cisco Networking Acad-
emy training, which combines online learning and hands-on experience
leading to employment in the design, construction, and maintenance of
computer networks. Geilhufe says adding the networking programisakey
step in the center’ s strategy to offer neighborhood youth a complete “lad-
der” of training that leads to good jobsin information technology.

Expanding the range of educational opportunities also may bethe
key to reaching what Fleming calls the “missing demographic” in the
center’s users: working adults. In general, this group is more difficult to
serve, both because adults have lesstime to cometo the center and because
they have more varied needs. To serve them better, the center isbuilding a
collection of computer-based training programs. Fleming hasreviewed more
than 300 electronic courses, and hopes to use them to offer virtualy any
subject a person might request. But he envisions doing much more than
provideimpersonal, pre-packaged instruction. Healso isrecruiting arange
of working adults who have variousinformation technology skills and can
use the computerized courses to supplement their own instruction.

Taami Parker, who runs her own web design and el ectronic-com-
merce (e-commerce) consulting firm, may be a model. Parker, who is 32
years old, was originaly trained in computer repair, and taught herself
about website design and e-commerce before launching her own consult-
ing business. Attracted to the Eastmont Computing Center by Charles
Brown, who himself was drawn to the center by Fleming, she agreed to
teach a course at the center in e-commerce. She also bought new
“CourseWare” softwareto create acomputer-based version of her class—a
process she said would give her an opportunity to learn about the new
software while hel ping the center capture her expertisefor future use. Like
many people who use the center, Parker isn't just giving. One day while
visiting to prepare her course, she saw that the center would be offering a
class on Cold Fusion, a high-powered web development and deployment
platform for e-commerce and other business solutions. Excited by the op-
portunity to increase her own skills, she immediately signed up.

“For thismall to be asite of learning —it'samazing,” says Parker,
alifelong resident of the Oakland areawho has watched the mall’ sdecline
and now itsresurrection. “It's a Phoenix rising.”
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Instructors like Parker clearly are drawn to the center more for
psychic reward than financial gain. The center pays its teachers $10 an
hour, and courses frequently run two hours —not enough for instructorsto
support themselves. Geilhufe says the salary is essentialy atool to “for-
malize” the volunteer relationship. Still, the benefits of being associated
with the computing center can flow both ways. Not long after Parker signed
up for her class, Albert Walls, a self-employed expert in telecommunica-
tionswiring, showed up at the center to discuss the possibility of teaching
aclass himsef. Walls, who learned his skill in the Air Force, was eager to
“give something back” to his community, and he noted that Pacific Bell,
the local telephone company, is*“really hurting” for people with his skills.
Theday he camein to see Fleming about his course, he met CharlesBrown.
Seeing an opportunity to join forcesto offer one-stop shopping for clients
who need to install or upgrade computer networks, the two almost imme-
diately were engaged in conversation that could lead to new business op-
portunities for both.

Unmet Needs

Geilhufe and Fleming live for such moments when residents of
east central Oakland find each other and build rel ationshipsthat allow both
for learning and new economic and social opportunities. “Wewant to offer
enough services that people will stay in the community forever,” says
Geilhufe. But while making strides toward achieving that goal, the center
is barely scratching the surface of what the community needs. The vast
majority of the center’s clientele — about 450 peopl e use its services every
week — gtill requires the most basic introduction to computers and the
Internet, and that kind of training is not enough to find a place in today’s
information economy. Meanwhile, the ladder from there into information
technology jobs remains only partialy built.

Never lacking in ideas, the center officials do have a strategy for
stepping up the effort to increase access and computer skills. Basic train-
ing should be moved even closer to people’'s homes — to churches and
community recreation centers, argues Geilhufe, so that organizations like
the Eastmont Center can specialize in moving people on up the higher
rungs of the career ladder. The center tried to take a step toward achieving
this model by forming a computer network with a group of churches. It
hoped the network would become a meansfor sharing lessons learned and
coordinating efforts. But Geilhufeand Fleming say it didn’t work as planned.
“Wetrained alot of peoplein how to set up acommunity technology cen-
ter, but then they weren’t quite ready to cooperate,” Geilhufe says. Instead,
they started competing with each other for funds. As a result, Fleming
adds, “we lost two years — and two years in this new economy is alife-
time.”
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The network’ s successdid not comewithout astruggle. Asin other
places where non-profit Internet Service Providers have been established,
commercial 1SPs initially felt that MAIN represented potentially unfair
competition. However, such complaints have diminished over time, ac-
cording to Bowen. He cites several reasons. First, he says, MAIN helps
commercial providers by “growing a market” for Internet access, espe-
cially among people who otherwise could not afford it but who later might
“graduate”’ to a commercial provider. What's more, MAIN refers a sub-
stantial amount of website construction businessto private businesses, and
thus takes pressure off commercial 1SPs who are “bombarded” with re-
quests from local hon-profits for free websites or discount dial-up access,
Bowen says.

Although MAIN’s principle objective is to offer its community a
rich supply of local news and information, Bowen argues that it could not
achieve that goal if it hadn’t also become an access provider. Besides se-
curing asolid source of revenue, serving as an Internet portal has enabled
MAIN to attract a substantial audience for its website.

“Simply focusing on building a top-flight local-information
website, without guaranteeing local traffic, would be like building a beau-
tiful public park off the beaten track, while all the main thoroughfares and
bus routes go to the local shopping mall and amusement park,” Bowen
says. “Some folks may make the extra effort to seek out the public park,
but most folkswill be drawn to the more accessible and familiar shopping
mall/amusement park.”

Can MAIN Be Replicated?

Although Bowen believes non-profit Internet cooperatives could
succeed in urban aswell as rural areas, it remains to be seen whether this
model can ensure a place for community networks. Non-profit Internet
Service Providers surely would face more opposition in urban areas, where
there are more commercial 1SPs. Moreover, it is unclear whether provid-
ing Internet access by itself will prove to be a viable revenue-producing
activity in the long run; some analysts believe that the value of delivering
an audience to advertisers and customers to e-commerce companies will
become so great that companies will offer consumers Internet access for
freejust to get as many people online as possible.

Already, profit margins for Internet Service Providers are being
sgueezed, according to Bowen. “ The dial-up, consumer |SP business can
only beprofitable, asacorebusiness, in very large-scaleenterprises,” Bowen
says. “Smaller 1SPs, on the other hand, derive their profitability from a
variety of web-hosting, web-design, network administration and high-speed,
dedicated access offerings. The dial-up access business is so labor inten-
sive, given the high level of tech support and ‘ hand-holding’ required, that
smaller 1SPs cannot depend on it as their core business.”
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Bowen believesthese underlying economic forces explain amerger
trend among | SPs. (Internet of Asheville, the largest local 1SP in western
North Carolina, wassold to alarger | SPfirm based in Florida, for instance.)
But thetrend, in turn, pointsto aserious social challenge for communities:
Asloca Internet companies are bought out by national ventures supported
by national advertising, what will happen to local voices and local con-
tent?

“Thelnternetisanideal tool for helpingto create and sustain civic
participation and the collective “community memory,’”” Bowen notes. But,
he adds, “It’s hard to imagine how local news and information-gathering
could be profitable for the emerging media conglomerates. If this assess-
ment istrue, where will local news and information come from? And how
will it find an audience?’

To Bowen, non-profit networks must fill the gap. “Oneof MAIN’s
most lasting achievements may be our efforts to encourage and enable
civic participation, and to grow and preservethelocal community memory,”
he concludes.

Whether heisright or wrong, he has posed some important ques-
tions that communities will be facing in the future.
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Resources for Community Builders

Five years ago, theidea of using information technologiesto
promote community building was new and, to many, almost a con-
tradiction in terms. But since then, numerous organizations have dis-
covered myriad ways that these technol ogies can, indeed, strengthen
local communities even as they bring people from diverse places
around the globe closer together.

One of the best waysto connect with the growing number of
community builders and to tap their ever growing body of experi-
ence and idesas is through the National Community Building Net-
work (www.ncbn.org), which providesan extensivelist of resources
and a veritable Who's Who of community building efforts.

NCBN: s, in part, the brainchild of the Urban Strategies Coun-
cil (www.urbanstrategies.org). In 1994, TOP awarded the coun-
cil agrant to develop a state-of-the-art needs assessment tool to help
urban areas figure out how to use new technol ogies to support local
community-building efforts. That project resulted in The Community
Builders’ Guide to Telecommunications Technology, which outlined
ways that new technologies could support community-building ef-
forts, explored key policy issues surrounding the use of technology,
as well as the assessment tool.

The council, whichisbased in Oakland, California, hasgone
onto establish its own national technical assistance project, the Com-
munity Building Support Center (www.urbanstrategies.org/
cbsc_overview.htm), whichworkswith community-buildersaround
the country to devel op peer |earning strategies and training modules.
It also helped found the National Neighborhood Indicators Partner-
ship (www.urban.org/nnip), a multi-city consortium of commu-
nity-building intermediaries, universities and community foundations
that seek to encourage the development and use of neighborhood-
level information systems for local policy-making and community
building. The partnership is convened by the Urban Institute
(www.urban.org/). All are excellent sources of information and
links.
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Technology Strategy

Of course, Appalachian businesses cannot take advantage of in-
formation technology unless they acquire computers and learn how to use
them. ACEnet has pursued a three-pronged strategy for helping its region
bridgethedigital divide. First, it has networked its own operationsto show
its business clients the advantages of being computerized. Second, it un-
failingly encourages business people to get their own computers and get
online. And third, it offers computer-training classes in area high schools
and operates its own community technology center for people who don’t
have computers at home or in their offices. This* Computer Opportunities
Program” has opened doors for students like Carrie Ferguson, who grew
up in apoor home without even atelephone and now works as a computer
trouble-shooter at Berea College in Berea, Kentucky. “My high school
didn't even teach computers before the COP program,” says Ferguson,
who is pursuing at degreein psychology at Berea. “What | learned will be
important to me whatever | do.”

ACEnet hopes graduates of the COP program will set up their own
micro-enterprises—and that some of their first clientswill be start-up food
businesses, which need their own computer systems and web pages. The
program has been in operation just two years, but one graduate, Sarah Baxter,
aready has established her own consulting business. In addition, a student
established awebsite for agourmet dog food enterprise, and students cre-
ated a website for the Daughters of the American Revolution chapter in
Athens.

But trying to forge links between the COP and Food V entures pro-
gramsgenerally hasbeen a“rocky road,” saysHeather Snedeker, ACEnet's
COP instructor. Although the COP program seeks to teach entrepreneur-
ship as well as computer skills (it encourages students to conduct online
research to determine how various businesses market themselves, for in-
stance), “kids are more interested in getting computer skills than in being
entrepreneurs,” Snedeker says. In addition, conflicting schedules, lack of
time or lack of transportation have frustrated some efforts to forge busi-
ness-student collaborations. And some entrepreneurs, for their part, have
been reluctant to trust their fledgling enterprisesto student web-designers.

To address these problems, ACEnet has decided to add a second
year to the COP program to help students gain more advanced skills. And
the program is expanding from three schools in the 1999-2000 academic
year to seven in 2000-2001. To meet the higher enrollment, Snedeker will
switch from working directly with students to training teachers, who then
will passon what they have learned to their studentsin the various schools.

While progress has come more slowly than some had hoped, busi-
nesses in Appalachian Ohio are beginning to move into the digital age. A
growing number of ventures, for instance, now have websites, and are start-
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ing to market their goods on the Internet. Some are drawn to e-commerce
by the opportunity it gives them to charge retail, rather than wholesale
prices. Others see technology as a means to maintain local ties even while
entering bigger markets. Maureen Burns, who runs the Herbal Sage Tea
Company (www.herbalsage.com) intiny Rutland, Ohio, saysshecouldn’t
operate her business without the web. Success in retail trade used to be
based on onething —“location, location, location,” says Burns, who previ-
ously owned a vintage clothing and tea business in Cleveland. “But now
it's web page, web page, web page.”

Burns estimates that she makes 90 percent of her sales on the
Internet. But she is under no illusion that simply having a web page will
guarantee business success. She set her businessup in Rutland in 1997, but
says her company still isn't profitable. She isn't giving up, though. She
believes she can strengthen her business by developing a more sophisti-
cated, highly interactive page that is both informative and creates a sense
of community.

The Marketing Challenge

That is atime-consuming and expensive task, though. And it may
not be the entire answer. Officials at ACEnet have given considerable
thought to how small businesses like the Herbal Sage Tea Company can
stand out and find customersin the vast seathat isthe Internet. Onceagain,
they believe the answer istied, in part, to the idea of localism: often, they
say, businesses should start by developing a network of local customers.

ACEnet has alot of experience to support this conclusion. It was
one of the participants in the Public Web Market (www.civicnet.org/
webmarket/), an early experiment in e-commerce. The market was built
on the premise that small businesses could attract attention by coming to-
gether in alarge online market that collectively would offer consumers a
widerange of products. The Public Web Market, which still exists, iscred-
ited with pioneering some valuable e-commerce tools. But except for a
few lucky businesses, it was never commercially successful. ACEnet Presi-
dent Holley says the project lacked funds and never effectively marketed
itself. But more important, she says, the diverse amalgam of businesses
that participated —the market featured specialty food and craftsfrom North
Carolina, New Mexico, and Hawaii as well as Ohio — was too varied to
give the market a clear identity.

Today, ACEnet encourages businesses to look closer to home for
their base markets. It publishesa“ buy local” map onitswebsitethat shows
residents of southeastern Ohio where they can purchase locally-made food
products. Similarly, it helps Rural Action, another non-profit organization,
operate an online farmer’s market. Each week, Rural Action sends out a
list of locally-produced goodsto some 300 Athens-arearesidents who sub-
scribe to its listserv. They can make orders online, and then pick up the
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goods at ACEnet’s offices each Wednesday.

In the early days of the Internet, an online e-commerce ven-
ture had to pursue a national audience because so few people were
online, saysRichard Civille, who built the Public Web Market. “Now,
the level of penetration in rural communities is high enough that
there’ sthe potential to find acritical massaudienceat thelocal level.”
Civille is executive director of the Center for Civic Networking, a
non-profit organization based in Friday Harbor, Washington.

While emphasizing the importance of building alocal base,
ACEnet isn't turning its back on regional, national, or even global
markets. Among other things, it helpsitsbusiness clients design prod-
ucts that will have appeal in the rapidly growing market for organic
and gourmet foods. But once again, its marketing strategy empha-
sizes local themes. Working with a group assembled by the Ohio
Arts Council that hopesto forge astronger regional identity and pro-
motetourismin Ohio hill country, ACEnet isexploring waysto build
the region’s reputation as a source of distinctive, high-quality, spe-
cialty foods. Eventually, Holley believes, the effort will culminatein
development of aregional brand that local food producers can add to
their labels to show they are from southeastern Ohio.

Paw-Paws and Celebrity Salsa

It will take time and a lot of hard work to build such are-
gional identity, but some of ACEnet’sfood producers are committed
to the effort. Consider, for instance, Chris Chmiel. After studying
botany at Ohio University in Athensin the early 1990s, Chmiel found
himself with little more than asmall housetrailer, someland south of
the city, and a fascination with the paw-paw. This nutritious fruit,
described as tasting something like a combination of mango and ba-
nana, grows naturally in 25 states east of the Mississippi River, but it
has never been developed into a commercial product. Chmiel con-
ducted an Internet search, and found an aging expert on the paw-paw
who lived in Michigan, who taught him techniques for grafting paw-
paw trees. He went to ACEnet, which helped him develop first a
frozen paw-paw product and then aline of paw-paw jam, smmering
sauce, and chutney. With some advice from studentsin the COP pro-
gram, he developed awebsite (www.integrationacres.com) to sall
his productsonline. And all thewhile, hedidn’t forget hislocal roots:
he organized an annual paw-paw festival in Albany to stir local inter-
est in the fruit —and thus begin to link it more closely to the region’s
identity.

Chmiel is convinced the growing public appetite for natural
food, environmentally-friendly farming, and authentic regional cui-
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sine eventually will ensure hisbusinessabright future. Of course, building
a business in the age of e-commerce comes more easily for some than
others. Jorma Kaukonen, who won fame as a guitarist with the Jefferson
Airplane rock group in the 1960s, runs Fur Peace Ranch
(www.furpeaceranch.com), a guitar camp for adults, not far from
Chmiel’s home in Meigs County, Ohio. When he launched a website this
spring to publicize the ranch and sell music videos, tapes and souvenirs,
success came virtually overnight.

“Almost immediately, we were getting 56,000 hits amonth,” says
Roman Warmke, the ranch’s marketing director. Warmke estimates 450
people are using the website every day, and many are buying products.

With such a strong marketing tool, Kaukonen and Warmke started looking
for additional productsto sell. They settled on the idea of “Legends Lim-
ited,” a new line of specialty food products, each carrying the name of
Kaukonen or one of hismany famousfriends from the world of music. The
first three products — including “Jorma’s Outlaw Salsa,” “Jack Casady’s
Merciless Mustard” (named for a fellow musician who formed the rock
group Hot Tunawith Kaukonen), and a third to be named for G.E. Smith,
the former head of the Saturday Night Live band — will be rolled out this
year with arush of publicity (and perhaps an inaugural concert).

Warmke expects to make all sales initially via the Internet, by-
passing the often arduous struggle that lesser known food producers must
mount to find food distributors willing to promote their products and gro-
cery stores willing to give them shelf space. “ Sooner or later, the grocery
storeswill cometo us,” he predicts.

But even easy successin e-commerce needn’t mean the death knell
to loca communities. After all, in Ohio and many other places, commit-
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ment to community reflects more than an economic strategy. At its root
lie fundamental values that transcend economics. When Kaukonen
and Warmke discussed who would produce and bottle the Legends
Limited, the choice was a no-brainer: Casa Nueva, the salsa-maker
in nearby Athens got the job. Says Warmke: “Jormareally believes
in helping the local economy.”
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Using the Internet to Preserve Family Farms
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n 1993, a group of small farmersin Ala-

bama and Mississippi loaded freshly har-

vested watermelons, peas, okra, tomatoes,

cucumbers, beans, squash, cantaloupe,
corn, peppers, and peaches onto arented refrigera-
tion truck, and headed north. The next day, they
reached Chicago, where acommunity-based orga-
nization called No Dope helped them unload their
goods at a farmers market. Soon, residents of a
nearby public housing project, many of whom un-
doubtedly could tracetheir rootsto southern farms,
flooded into the market to buy the inexpensive and
unusually fresh fruit and vegetables. The farmers,
for their part, left two days later with substantially
higher profitsthan they could have earned deliver-
ing their produce to wholesalers and food brokers
closer to their farms.

This story helped inspire an ambitious
project by the Rural Codlition, aWashington, D.C.-
based alliance of community-based groups dedi-
cated to hel ping small and minority farmers. While
it has become almost aclichéto say the Internet is
producing massive change in the economy and so-
ciety, the Rural Coalition’s project seeksto usethe
Internet to achievethe exact opposite goal —to pre-
serve away of life that increasingly seems part of
our past. If small-scalefarmers could regularly con-
nect more directly with consumers and with each
other, the coalition argues, they could meet area
market need and, at the same time, increase their
ownincome. Inthe process, they would learn more
about food markets, and they might have opportu-
nities to exchange information with each other on
how to produce and market their goods more effi-
ciently.

With support from TOP, the Rural Coali-
tion set out to put thisideainto action by creating a
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new kind of “ SuperMarket.” Existing only in cyberspace, this market will
carry — or at least describe in a comprehensive database — the output of
literally thousands of family farms stretching from Maine to Californiato
Mexico. Buyerswill be able to see at aglance what family farmershaveto
offer. And the farmers will gain insights into the workings of a market-
place that many find mysterious and less than benevolent.

A Diverse Constituency

The codlition that is building this new market represents adiverse
group. Among its members are the Federation of Southern Cooperatives,
which represents 25,000 low income rural families; the Intertribal Agri-
cultural Council, anon-profit corporation whose member tribes control 79
percent of the land held in trust for Native Americans; the Mississippi
Association of Cooperatives, which represents primarily African-Ameri-
can producer cooperatives;, Homeworkers Organized for More Employ-
ment (HOME), a cooperative based in Maine that helps sell crafts and
other goods often made by people in their own homes; the Washington
Association of Minority Entrepreneurs, which hel ps Hispanics get into the
agriculture business; and the Hmong American Community, which assists
members of aCambodian ethnic group devel op businessand farming skills.

In recent decades, the small farmers represented by these groups
have seemed to be an endangered species. But with innovations like the
SuperMarket to bring theminto the digital age, they may just stage acome-
back. At least they will have abetter achanceto becomeplayersinalucra
tive and rapidly changing food industry, where technology is playing a
transformative role. “ The Internet can be viewed as the 21% century ver-
sion of rivers, which in the 18" century gave U.S. farmers access to mar-
kets,” says Robert Tse, amarket analyst for the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture Foreign Agricultura Service. “ Small farmersshould be abletojump
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the existing distribution channel and reach socially responsible buyersin
the retail or processor area that purchase organic or sustainable farmed
products.”

As Tse's remarks suggest, the Rural Coalition believes the
SuperMarket will appeal to anew, but increasingly important, kind of con-
sumer. “Our market is the socially responsible consumer,” says Debra
Livingtson, the Rural Coalition’s director of development. “Market data
show that almost 70 percent of the peoplewho shop in grocery storeswould
purchase organic or sustainably produced goodsif they had achoice.” Others
have made similar observations. In a 1999 study by Cone Roper, for in-
stance, 84 percent of survey respondents said they had a positive image of
companies that supported a cause the consumer cared about, and 65 per-
cent said they would switch brands to one associated with a good cause,
assuming they would have to make no sacrifice in price and quality.

But the Rural Coalition isn’t pinning its hopes on altruism alone.
A growing number of Americans are buying natural foods —those that are
minimally processed and free of artificial ingredients, preservatives, and
other non-naturally occurring chemicals—for health reasons. Sales of natu-
rally produced goods grew from under $2 billion in 1980 to $25 billionin
1998, according to a study by the Appalachian Center for Economic Net-
works. Moreover, ACEnet reports, the pace of sales growth is accel erat-
ing. In 1990, natural product sales climbed 7 percent. As the decade pro-
gressed, those sales climbed to more than 20 percent ayear in 1994-1997,
and surged 79 percent in 1998. ACEnet has produced a guide called Col-
laborative Cause Marketing Handbook for the Speciality Food Industry to
help small-scale producers figure out ways to tap into this market.

The Rural Codlition, for its part, plans abig marketing effort once
its SuperMarket is fully operational. To appeal to socially conscious buy-
ers, Luis Sierra, marketing coordinator for the Rural Development Center
in Salinas, California, envisions a SuperMarket website that not only will
list products but also will describe the farmers who grew them — complete
with picturesand regional histories of the areas where the various products
wereraised. In addition, the coalition will try to link to like-minded orga-
nizations aswell asto increasingly important natural foods buyers. A pos-
sible partner is the Chefs Collaborative, an organization that represents
cookswho areawayson the hunt for high-quality, locally produced goods.

Educating Farmers

Educating the public to the value of goods raised by small farms
will be only part of the Rural Coalition’seffort. It alsowill haveto spend a
substantial amount of time helping farmers understand their markets better
than they currently do. Many people won't buy unwashed greens, for in-
stance, but will pay more for greensthat are packaged and ready to eat.

55



Community Connections

One of the main goals of the SuperMarket project isto teach farm-
ers about such consumer preferences. “This is going to give farmers the
information they need to decide what they need to be growing,” says
Rebecca Bond, manager of the project. “Instead of guessing, they are go-
ing to see how the market is moving. It will show them what is being
purchased and when, what variety isbeing demanded, and what pricesare.
We think this will show our non-organic farmers how they can get higher
prices by producing organic goods.”

Nevertheless, the
farmers and farm coopera
tives represented by the
Rural Coalitionwill haveto
come a long way to start
using their digital tools.
“They need everything
from how to use a mouse
to understanding what the
web is about, and why it
makes sensetoinvest time,
money, energy and resourcesto learn any of thisstuff,” saysRichard Civille,
executive director of the Center for Civic Networking. The Rural Coali-
tion began by training membersin computer and Internet basics.

But the centerpiece of its project will bethe massive database show-
ing what coalition members produce. When fully developed, userswill be
able to use the SuperMarket website to find out in advance what various
farmers expect to produce. When the goods are harvested, the database
will show exactly what isavailableand in what sizesand grades. Thewebsite
also will show the prices of the various products, as well as various pack-
aging options.

The website recently launched aretail section so that farm co-ops
can useit to make direct sales (www.supermarketcoop.com). The ad-
vantages of using the web are abundantly clear to those who have tried it.
HOME, the Maine cooperative, cut its costs sharply by switching to web-
based advertising rather than printing and mailing catalogues—and it real -
ized a30 percent gainin salesof jamsand jellies. Salesof Christmaswreaths
al so soared.

Farmer-to-Farmer Networking

In general, though, the Rural Coalition doesn’t believe the success
of the SuperMarket will depend on direct sales. While the Internet may
present good retail opportunities to some producers, especially those who
make non-perishabl e, packaged products that can be shipped easily, many
small farmers lack the tools needed to get fresh foods to distant markets,
and many wholesale buyers still want to seetheir produce before buying it.
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The SuperMarket can benefit small farmersin countless other ways, though.
Among other things, it can enable them to form partnerships that could
lead to efficiencies currently available only to large-scale farming opera-
tions. Food buyers often buy seed for large farmers, for instance, but small
farmers don’t get such help; by banding together, small farmers in the
Rural Coalition might gain enough clout to win similar treatment. Simi-
larly, small farmers might be able to lock in sales with groups like the
Chefs Collaborative in advance. “It may be that specialty buyers will be
able to make arrangements with our farmers before the seeds go in the
ground,” notes Bond.

Joint marketing through the SuperMarket also could enable farm-
ersin different parts of the country to increase the value of each other’s
goods. For instance, producersin the southern U.S. and Mexico couldjointly
market tomatoes, effectively extending their growing season; when toma-
toesarenolonger availableinthe U.S., buyersstill could obtain them from
Mexican producers — an opportunity that would appeal to many buyers
looking for a steady supply.

Rural Coalition members say they have only begun to explore the
possibilities for such collaboration. Father Randy Elridge, director of the
Maine cooperative HOME, says he has discussed the idea of working co-
operatively with a group of farm workersin Maine. Originally, Father
Elridge sought out the farm workers as a possible market for jams, jellies,
and crafts produced by members of his cooperative. But the farm workers
were equally interested in using the SuperMarket to learn about job possi-
bilities up north. With the network, the farm workers could learn exactly
when goods are ready to produce, how much work there will be, what the
growers would pay, whether the growers seeking workers are reliable,
whether transportation to thejob would be provided, and what medical and
educational facilitiesmight be available on thejob. That could savethem a
lot of wasted travel to jobs that don’t work out.

To Michael Drews, a consultant who devel oped the SuperMarket
database, such discussions are not surprising. “ There is no end to type of
cooperation you can have when you all havethe same database,” saysDrews.
“This project is going to have ramifications that are totally unforeseen.
People will devise uses we never thought of.”
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Small Business from Ato Z

Running a small business has got to be one of the most
difficult jobs in the world. Unlike big corporations, which have
entire departments to handl e various functions such as accounting,
marketing, long-range planning and legal affairs, small businesses
typically must rely on ahandful of utility infielders—or, inthe case
of sole proprietorships, a single jack-of-all trades — to stay on top
of all these matters.

TheWest VirginiaHigh Technology Consortium Founda-
tion (www.wvnet.edu/ ~ equalnet), a 1997 TOP grantee, has
created an online database to help small businesses with the many
challenges they face. The siteincludes links to numerous websites
offering information on everything from accounting tointernational
trade. With a click of the mouse, businesses can call up informa-
tion on anything from accounting to marketing, or from economics
to legal issues.

Among other things, users can find websites that offer fi-
nancia planning worksheets or databases on awide range of sources
of capital. They can connect to business-related information ser-
vices or gather marketing tips, or they can join shared email lists.
Companies interested in plunging into foreign markets can find
interactive forumsthat explore theins and outs of exporting goods
to countriesfrom Mexico to India. And they can collect accounting
software and tax tips, link up with government agencies or find
lawyers who can address small business legal issues.

Many of thelinks areto text based sites, but usersalso can
view and listen to multimediamaterials online with streaming soft-
ware. For any small business, it's a resource worth looking into.
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Conclusion: Technology Is a Human Product

t is often assumed that we are shaped by

technology. But the fact is that technology

isahuman product. Our own values, which

often predatetechnological innovations, are
key factors in determining what kind of technol-
ogy we develop and how we useiit.

In this report, we have seen how commu-
nities all across Americaare seeking to ensure that
powerful new information technol ogi es strengthen,
not weaken, the bonds between neighbors in rural
areas, towns and city neighborhoods. From Indian
country to inner-city neighborhoods, leadersarede-
termined to make sure that local people — not re-
mote agencies — have the technological tools to
shape their own destiny. They have made good
progress, and the gains of the future promise to be
even moreimpressive as newer technol ogies make
sophisticated information tools like the neighbor-
hood survey and Geographic Information Systems
ever more accessible and useful.

While al of the projects described here
involve new technology, sponsors of these projects
share a belief that technology is not an end in it-
self. The real goal, articulated by virtualy ever
person described in thisreport, isto build relation-
ships between people. These relationships, which
make collaborative effort possible, are the fabric
of communities. The many partnersinvolved inthe
effort, from universitiesand federal agenciesdown
to grassrootsorganizations, al shareacommitment
to seeing this fabric grow stronger.

With thisend in mind, theinnovatorswork-
ing on projects discussed here urge communities
to start by assessing their non-technol ogical needs,
and only then to consider how technology can help
them achieve their goals. Similarly, they stressthe
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importance of devel oping human skillsin tandem with deploying new tech-
nologies; as Indiana University’s David Bodenhamer so eloquently ex-
plained it, helping individuals develop the analytical tools to understand
what information they need, and to discern what the datathey collect means,
isat least asimportant as giving them thetoolsto gather it in thefirst place.
Finally, leaders of the projects described here share acommitment to put-
ting these toolsinto the hands of grassroots organizations and individuals.

Although the outlook is promising, these projects are, for the most
part, till in their early stages. Only time will tell whether they flourish or
disappear. But we can take hope from the fact that they reflect an abiding
American commitment to local communities. With such tradition and dedi-
cation behind them, they have avery good chance of succeeding.
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Appendix: Projects Featured in this Report

Intertribal GIS Council, Inc.

Tribal Non-profit Board of Directors

Start-End Date: October 1, 1998 — September 30, 2000
Total Project Cost: $230,134

Federal Share: $113,804

Contact: Mr. William Northover
29 Southeast Court, Suite 215
P.O. Box 1937
Pendleton, OR 97801
(541) 966-9097
igs@itgisc.org
www.itgisc.org

University of California at Los Angeles

School of Public Policy and Social Research
Advanced Policy Institute

Start-End Date: October 1, 1998 — September 30, 2001
Total Project Cost: $1,030,542

Federal Share: $500,000

Contact: Neal Richman, PhD
3250 Public Palicy Building
Box 951656
Los Angeles, CA 90095
(310) 825-0577
richman@sppsr.ucla.edu
nkla.sppsr.ucla.edu/

South George Street Community Partnership Inc.
Start-End Date: October 1, 1997 — June 30, 2000
Total Project Cost: $637,188

Federal Share: 324,996

Contact: Ms. Heather Wisdom Mr. Armand Magnelli, Program Director
506 S. George Street The Enterprise Foundation
York, PA 17403 10227 Wincopin Circle, Suite 500
(717)-854-8742 Columbia, MD 21044
hwisnom@yorkcan.org (410) 772-2460

www.yorkcan.org amagnel li @enterprisefoundation.org
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Indiana University

Start-End Date: October 1, 1999 — September 30, 2002
Total Project Cost: 31,067,487

Federal Share: $475,000

Contact: Mr. David J. Bodenhamer
The Polis Center
1200 Waterway Boulevard
Indianapolis, IN 46202
(317) 274-2455
intu100@iupui.edu
www.savi.org

North Carolina Justice and Community Development Center
NCexChange

Start-End Date: October 1, 1996 — May 31, 1999

Total Project Cost: 31,086,887

Federal Share: $543,443

Contact: Ms. Ruby Sinreich
PO Box 28068, 224 South Dawson Street
Raleigh, NC 27611-8068
(919) 856-2162
ruby @ncexchange.org
www.ncexchange.org

Oakland Citizen’s Committee for Urban Renewal
Community Information Service, Inc.

Start-End Date: October 1, 1997 — March 31, 2000
Total Project Cost: $702,669

Federal Share: $351,018

Contact: Mr. David Geilhufe
7200 Bancroft Avenue, Suite 209
Eastmont Town Center
Oakland, CA 94605
(510) 382-0555
david@eastmont.net
www.eastmont.net

Land-of-Sky Regional Council

Mountain Area Information Network (MAIN)
Start-End Date: October 15, 1995 — November 15, 1998
Total Project Cost: 33,118,821

Federal Share: $800,000

Contact: Mr. Wally Bowen
34 Wall Street, Suite 407
Asheville, NC 28801
(828) 255-0182
wallyb@mainsrv.main.nc.us
www.main.nc.us

62



Urban Strategies Council

National Community Building Network

Start-End Date: October 15, 1994 — December 31, 1996
Total Project Cost: $200,000

Federal Share: $100,000

Contact: Mr. Ed Ferran
672 13" Street
Oakland, CA 94612
(510) 893-2404
www.urbanstrategies.org

Appalachian Center for Economic Networks
Start-End Date: October 1, 1998 — September 30, 2000
Total Project Cost: $675,512

Federal Share: $300,000

Contact: Ms. June Holley
94 North Columbus Road
Athens, OH 45701
(740) 592-3854
juneh@acenetworks.org
www.acenetworks.org

The Rural Coalition

Start-End Date: October 1, 1998 — September 30, 2000
Total Project Cost: $883,391

Federal Share: 3438,954

Contact: Ms. Lorette Picciano
1411 K Street, N.W.
Suite 901
Washington, DC 20005
(202) 628-7160
ruralco@aol.com
www.ruralco.org

WVHTC Foundation

Start-End Date: October 1, 1997 — September 30, 1999
Total Project Cost: 81,411,587

Federal Share: $475,000

Contact: Ms. Lydotta Taylor
1000 Technology Drive
Suite 1000
Fairmont, WV 26554
(304) 366-2577

Imtaylor@wvhtf.org
www.wvnet.edu/ ~ equalnet/index.html
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