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'It is a myth that computer technology is about information: it is about creating and managing new relationships.'

Schrage (1998)

Introduction

The ability of community groups to deliver services, engage members and fully participate in community development is often compromised by technological limitations. These include technical know-how and equipment, but also education about how technology can assist them to achieve their goals in a cost-effective way. This aspect of the 'digital divide' works against the formation of social capital, partly because government electronic commerce efforts have focussed on the business sector.

The Canberra-based group Computing Assistance Support and Education (CASE) exists to fill this technological gap, so that non-profit and community groups can get on with their core activities. This paper describes the methodologies and ethos used by CASE to create this unique community owned IT cooperative. Examples of projects developed within this context will be discussed, including the creation of comprehensive networking services to a local community group and the development of a National Online Volunteer Management System for an organisation providing volunteer educational tutors to outback families. The right kind of computer assistance and training, offered in a win-win context, can foster electronic empowerment that flows beyond the borders of individual groups. 

This paper outlines CASE's approach and principles, which include support for the open source software movement and a commitment to community development and responsiveness to member groups. The final section of the paper relates these to a broader agenda of electronic empowerment and the importance of designing an information infrastructure that provides a democratic dividend.  An overview of complexity theory as a conceptual framework for social cohesion concludes the paper. 
A Clear and Present Gap

Rather than an academic analysis, this is the story of an 'action research' project that grew from experiences in the community and IT sector. Members of the PC User's Group in Canberra saw that non-profit community groups did not have the resources or skills to make full use of computing opportunities. This hindrance, in turn, could inhibit their ability to grow, cater to members, and provide information and services that would help them build social capital in their communities. In September 1998 Darrell Burkey sent out an email 'call to action', resulting in a meeting of like minded community members. Approximately one year later, CASE incorporated as a non-profit organisation: Computing Assistance Support and Education. By early 2002, CASE had eight substantial community IT support projects up and running, and approximately 60 members, equally divided between individuals and community organisations. The following examples are offered to show what a community IT cooperative can achieve, and to describe the values and approaches that underpin its success. Along the way some lessons have been learned, and these too are shared. Like many efforts to build social capital, the road has not always been straightforward, and the landscape has included valleys as well as peaks of achievement. 

Collaboration or competition?

One of the impacts of globalisation is to entrench the idea that competitive corporate models are not just the best solution to the allocation of resources, but the only solution. This can lead to a lack of diversity in business models, which actually inhibits innovation and adaptability (Tisdell 1996). Preoccupations with growth at all costs can also lead to the 'winner takes all' pattern which is a prominent feature of globalisation (Friedman 2000). Needless to say, these approaches do not always produce desirable outcomes. The collapse of many large corporations in recent times illustrate dramatically that the corporate model is not only fallible, it can bring large scale negative social impacts. On a practical level, many community based groups cannot afford to 'buy in' the technical knowledge they need, and have no profits against which to write off such investments. It would be rather bleak to conclude that such organisations are therefore unfit for today's competitive economic climate. The heightened awareness of the need to nurture social capital for a sustainable future indicates that non-profit groups are an important and undervalued contributor to healthy social environments. It seemed logical to turn to a cooperative structure to fill the gap in IT support for community groups. 

CASE is based on a collaborative approach, and uses the skills of members to subsidise work for community groups. At the most basic level, CASE provides low cost web hosting, but the projects described below provide IT help that community groups would be hard-pressed to obtain elsewhere. This win-win approach has been analysed academically, notably by Mintzberg (1996). This cooperative model is worth considering briefly, as it highlights what is lost when a corporate model dominates. 

Mintzberg discussed the various models for the distribution of good and services, and noted that the corporate for-profit model works well for things that are readily dealt with in a market situation. However, he qualified this by saying 'the very notion that an institution, independent of the people who constitute it, can be itself free is a subversive notion in a democratic society. When enterprises are free, the people are not.' He also went on to describe cooperative and non-owned enterprises, which he said provide service to over half the US population. In the not distant past, it was rare to think of certain institutions as 'owned', such as hospitals, mutual insurance companies, universities, or charities. 

These cooperative and non-profit institutions are based on a normative model. Mintzberg described this as: structured around values and attitudes, based on an integrated social system, guided by accepted principles rather than imposed plans, and driven by visions rather than targets. In this normative model responsibility is borne by all and judged by recipients of the service, as well as members of the group (Mintzberg 1996). The ideal of a norm, for individual and collective behaviour, underpins this model. These features describe CASE, which was founded on values of helping community organisations to have the best possible computing resources and management, including the skills and tools to help them do this well. Over the next few years, CASE hopes to extend the idea of an IT Co-op to facilitate best practice and skills development for both community groups and individuals.
From small beginnings…

Following the call to action, and the establishment of CASE as an organisation, the serious business of building partnerships and embarking on projects began. One basic IT service not readily available to community groups is low cost web hosting, so along with a web site for CASE, this became the first cab off the rank. This is provided by renting bulk web space on one of the world's largest independent web hosting services, and re-selling it for just $10 per month to members. CASE also provides services that are not usually free. These include support in developing and transferring sites to the hosting space, more disk space than commercial providers usually offer (up to 10 meg), traffic allowance of approximately 100Meg/day, domain name registration, e-mail filtering and mailing lists with automated features. 

These extra low cost services can become valuable as the organisation expands and IT needs increase. These include cgi scripting, database integration using MySQL, Microsoft FrontPage support and statistical reporting for site traffic. 

CASE mottos are 'IT resources for the community, by the community', and 'supporting those who support the community.' CASE's objectives include the dissemination of information about computers and computer networks to the largely overlooked community and non-profit sector. This has led to a series of free public presentations on topics useful to (or requested by) members, such as installing and using free anti-virus software, going beyond the basics of e-mail, networking windows computers, and what the Internet can do for a community or non-profit group. Along with less formal social gatherings, this has helped to build a lively group, where members are starting to discuss their IT needs with each other, and learn how community groups can leverage up their collective presence. 

As well as helping in these immediate and practical ways, CASE's objectives include: encouraging research and educational projects, promoting public policy objectives that facilitate community groups benefiting from information technology, and community advocacy. Thus, the President of CASE was a member of a committee formed to address digital divide issues in the ACT. However, governments often lag behind community groups in awareness of what is needed to build social capital. CASE was unsuccessful in obtaining a Digital Divide Grants from the ACT government, although it probably has the strongest local record of helping community groups with their IT needs. The current approach seems to remain fragmented, based on 'give them each a computer and some training'. This is very different from CASE's approach which facilitates learning and developing a cohesive reflective IT environment. As will be outlined in the final section, this individualistic perspective is not in keeping with recent research on social cohesion. This research, based on insights from complexity theory, emphasises the importance of the interactions between groups as a source of social structure and cohesiveness. 

However, CASE now has sufficient standing in the community that the ACT Department of Education and Community Services commissioned CASE to evaluate and report on the IT infrastructure of community agencies that they fund. This evaluation, now complete, will be used to assist in planning for further allocations of IT equipment. As a result of this work, CASE has been asked to consult on other IT issues for the department.

As anyone in the community sector knows, the whole is (and should be) greater than the sum of the parts. Governments tend to apply an individualistic business model, where each community group learns about computing technology and applies it as well as their mostly volunteer staff and meagre budgets can afford. Clearly, this just leads to a 'divide and conquer' approach, and survival of the fittest. Governments are also not generally good at realising that encouraging community input to their policies is a strength, rather than a weakness. The ACT Digital Divide Network had just one meeting, and then a draft program was offered for endorsement. This draft strategy did not have provision for ongoing liaison with the committee members, and thus there is no realistic measure of the performance or accountability of the program. 

CASE endeavours to help community groups to learn from each other, and support each other. The following CASE studies illustrate just how effective this cooperative approach can be. 

...to substantial community IT support

One early project was the establishment of a secure web site to enable processing of payments from members of the Women's Electoral Lobby. Open source software was used for Public Key Encryption of financial information and a secure server to host the pages. CASE is committed to open source software whenever feasible, and sees this as a meaningful way to promote an open computing environment. This facility has allowed WEL to provide a level of service consistent with member expectations and best practice in the private sector. A vast amount of information is available online to assist non-profit organisations to harness the benefits of electronic commerce (see for example, benton.org), but relatively little is available from an Australian perspective. Nor can web resources provide the kinds of 'on the ground' assistance that a group such as CASE can offer, at low cost. 

A more ambitious longer term project is a sophisticated relational online database for VISE, Volunteers for Isolated Students' Education. This project has a two year time frame, with Stage 1 now operative. Members of VISE were present at the initial meeting that discussed setting up  CASE, and immediately saw the relevance to their work. VISE has more than 250 volunteers, generally retired teachers, who spend between four and twelve weeks each year in the outback assisting about 600 families. They offer one-to-one tutoring with distance education students, play a friendly advisory role and sometimes give support in emergencies or when respite is necessary. VISE provides at least $2 million in unpaid work per year in Queensland alone. The new database allows their staff to manage the processing and reporting of volunteer placements much more effectively. VISE is now saving 25% of their budget, or $10,000, due to the efficiencies of the new database.

This project is being provided at just over half commercial rates. The more relaxed time frame suits many community and volunteer organisations. The technology issues are usually chronic, rather than urgent, and their members are not generally free to devote themselves full time to answering queries from the programmer or learning the new system under pressure. This more generous framework also suits the volunteers who work on the database and its administration. They can develop skills that are valued in the commercial workplace while providing assistance to the community. This community need not be local, either. VISE's web master is based in northern Queensland, but could be anywhere.  

The VISE database will cater to administrative staff, local area co-ordinators, and the volunteer tutors. Each group has different needs and levels of computer skills vary greatly. Feedback from the Online Volunteer Centre (Stage 1) indicates that the online support and training, and the functionality of the database itself, are achieving their goals. 

Southside Community Services Network  

This project has been particularly successful, and has been one of CASE's most ambitious. It has provided a full computer network for a group that is a 'hub' for integrating many community services. CASE designed and installed the system and provides ongoing system administration. This project also provided valuable work experience for a secondary school student who assisted in the installation of network cabling and the configuration of workstations. In keeping with CASE's open source ethic, the local area network uses a Linux server. It is a totally professional and fully configured network with firewall, direct connection to the Internet, domain name, email and web servers. This cost effective solution also provided staff training, ongoing technical support, email anti-virus protection and data backup. It can be expanded flexibly as needs increase.
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Australian Online Community Network (OzOC.net)

As CASE has grown, some valuable partnerships have formed. One of these has been with the umbrella group Volunteering ACT, which has offered CASE an office on its premises.  Out of this has developed OzOc.net, a joint project to provide low cost professional web site development and hosting services to non-profit and community groups. This is now operating, providing a community development perspective on web sites, not easily obtained from fully commercial providers. This is another step towards developing a high level of IT awareness and expertise in the ACT community sector. 

More to come

Other CASE projects planned for the future include computer recycling and refurbishment, based on similar projects elsewhere. There are also plans for an Internet café in a suburban branch of the local labor club, which CASE would run on a commissioned basis. 

On the horizon, the dream of a true community technology centre, along the lines of CTCs elsewhere (http://www.ctcnet.org/), remains elusive. As CASE's reputation and credibility spread, it is expected that more partnerships and viable projects will emerge. 

Limiting Factors

CASE has made great progress, and developed strong ongoing relations and partnerships with other community groups. This is the start of synergies that can lead to real influence in the way government, and the general public, view the role of information technology for non-profit organisations. A longer term goal is to help give community organisations a voice in the way the infrastructure for the information society is being shaped. Much of the dialogue about key issues such as privacy, intellectual property and the cyberspace 'commons' is happening either at an academic level (for example Lessig 1999), or removed from the awareness of local groups that are struggling just to stay afloat. Likewise, the potential role of information technology to become a tool for the renovation of democracy is often lost amid the hype about electronic commerce and service delivery (Geiselhart 1999). 

CASE has many members committed to their organisations, but on the ground skills and time to contribute to the cooperative approach are often limited to a few dedicated individuals. The nature of volunteering has changed somewhat, and young people are looking for paid work, although perhaps at lower initial rates. More older people are available for volunteer work, but the generation with the needed computer skills are often still in the workforce. A true cooperative of IT skills has yet to reach the critical mass that would make it sustainable. 

At this stage in its development, CASE needs a injection of funding that would allow it to fulfill its role as a broker of IT skills. It needs one paid staff member who can oversee the projects and maintain a roster of volunteers to take on some of the tasks. Over time, it is hoped the kinds of projects now achieving success and expanding CASE's reputation will lead to more secure funding and further expansion of activities. Currently, the ability of CASE to progress its goals is restricted by the limited participation of members, not an unusual situation for a community group. 

The Democratic Dividend

Along with many community based initiatives that seek to foster local autonomy, CASE is up against a dominant world view that does not favour non-profit endeavours. For example, the ACT government promotes electronic commerce, but does not provide direct assistance to community groups so that they, too, can jump onto this learning curve. Community groups can miss out on at least two levels. These have been described as the instrumental and the developmental (Considine 1994). On the instrumental, or practical level, community groups face the disadvantage of not being up with the latest thinking and techniques, so that they are not providing the level of service that the public is getting used to in dealing with other businesses. Of course, smaller businesses face a similar disadvantage. This is another dimension of the digital divide (SETEL Paper No 3). Larger and better funded businesses and non-profit organisations are better resourced to develop their technology. The Australian Consumers' Association is an example of a non-profit that has a highly developed web site, with all the bells and whistles of electronic commerce. But their resources are also tight, as the author found in 2001 when she worked with them to develop the interactive of their policy pages. Neither their policy officers nor their web content manager had the time to find and sift through the vast but highly accessible literature on online advocacy. An organisation such as CASE can help to gather and filter this information and create a community of users at the local level. One critical element for such facilitated learning is adequate resourcing of the facilitating group. 

The second level of disadvantage to community groups and IT is the developmental, or the ability for reflective, longer term planning. Many groups simply lack the broader perspective to have a say in the overall shaping of information technology, either locally or more broadly. Government web sites are heavily oriented towards 'service delivery' which effectively ignores the wider role of government to engage citizens (Gualtieri 1998, Geiselhart 1999, Musso, Weare and Hale 2000). Thus, few citizens or groups expect new technologies to create a democratic dividend. Low levels of participation and engagement with direction setting has become the status quo. This is gradually changing, with the lead coming from Europe and Canada (for a UK perspective, see Coleman and Gotze 2000). Within Australia, Queensland has set up an E-Democracy Policy Framework, and Victoria is developing one. As the use of new technologies matures within government, there is likely to be flowthrough to other areas of society. This bring us to the next section, which considers how ideas spread and social structure emerges.

Complexity theory simplified

With accelerating pace over the past 20 years, awareness has grown in first the physical, and lately the social sciences of a new and powerful way of modelling many kinds of systemic behaviour. Complexity theory is showing that understanding and some form of control is possible without total determinism and predictability. These revelations suit the modern, information driven world, which is changing faster than human institutions can adapt to. Most of these institutions, including representative government, were developed for a simpler, less interdependent age. Physical systems, such as climate, are also undergoing rapid transformation. There is heightened recognition of the need to find new ways of understanding interactions of all kinds.

The application of these 'non-linear' approaches, which seem to underpin many real world systems, builds on the patterns formed by large scale interactions between many actors. These actors may be human, but may also be molecules or animals. A basic 'stick and ball' model is useful in an amazing array of situations (Bossomaier and Green 1998). It provides a way of understanding structure that goes beyond the action-reaction of classical physics. These Newtonian concepts have also influenced views of social structure and management, and have perhaps culminated in the dominant view of a central leader with ultimate power and responsibility. 

Recent work on simulating social models and the spread of ideas shows that while ideas spread from one-on-one exchanges, it is the collective and cumulative interactions that lead to major shifts in perception or values. These can be modelled for explanatory and predictive purposes  to show how social structure 'emerges' from an unpredictable series of interactions. Social cohesion may be considered the sharing of beliefs or a sense of group identity (Stocker, Green, and Newth 2001).  A similar account of how ideas and social influence spreads has been described in the religious and political sphere McFadyn (2000). The open source software movement, one of CASE's founding principles, also draws on this non-hierarchical, distributed conceptualisation. A now famous article contrasted these approaches as 'the cathedral and the bazaar' (Raymond 1998). This is closely related to the topic of this paper: the development of both expertise and purpose in community approaches to information technology. One does not need to be an expert on complex systems modelling to understand the power of this approach to computer programming. The political and economic ramifications have also been extensively analysed (Lessig 1999, Forge 2000).

By actively facilitating the knowledge and interactions that encourage the articulation of social values and networks, CASE is encouraging the emergence of social and community structures that are robust, influential and sustainable. There is a fair way to go yet before these interactions reach a 'critical mass' that can lead to real changes in the ways community groups operate and harness technology.  We at CASE believe we are on the right track to achieving this and look forward to the journey.
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