
From Neighborhood Knowledge to a National Community Information Infrastructure: Examining Emerging Planning Tools

The conventional governmental approach to GIS generates maps that typically reflect departmental priorities, the boundaries of political jurisdictions, and census and program data sources because of their availability and “reliability”.   However, the underlying ICT may be employed in much more open-ended, exploratory ways, through incorporating inter-disciplinary data sets, recognizing but not enshrining the meaning of political boundaries, and providing opportunities for combining codified information sources with community-created data that is based in local, practical knowledge.   New ICT approaches need not be designed to reinforce the social definitions and analyses of the powerful, but can provide tools to challenge prevailing frameworks.

In Los Angeles over the past seven years a public information initiative has grown, beginning at UCLA, but now moving beyond the campus, to explore the broader potential of internet-based G.I.S. and other analytic tools for promoting community development efforts.    This experience points to some emerging roles for ICT in planning that move beyond models of promising but localized innovation. In fact, the Los Angeles initiative may be laying the groundwork for a comprehensive national information infrastructure that can exist outside, but in relation to, local, state, and federal systems.

This presentation will quickly review the history of the Los Angeles community information initiative from the Neighborhood Knowledge Los Angeles (NKLA) (http://nkla.ucla.edu) early warning system on housing disinvestment, to efforts such as  Living Independently in Los Angeles (http://lila.ucla.edu) where users of the information platform—primarily persons with disabilities--co-create their own tools, producing almost all of the data that are displayed online.  Less than one year ago, the Neighborhood Knowledge California (NKCA) project (http://nkca.ucla.edu) was launched as the first statewide community information system.  It enables users to integrate their own spreadsheets with data sources on the platform, producing powerful analytic displays with a few mouse clicks.  NKCA provides the user with a flexible, electronic, learning environment, encouraging a dynamic interplay with information in ways that can build new structures of understanding and enhance public dialogue.

Because NKCA so clearly demonstrates the inherent scalability of internet-based GIS and enables users to customize applications to meet their needs, the system has quickly been adopted as a national model.   The FannieMae Foundation has hired the new LA-based organization, Community Informatics, to use this model for a new national community development information system that seeks to serve a wide range of its stakeholders—policymakers, developers, investors, as well as neighborhood advocates.  This presentation will introduce and provide an overview of the new national system, and highlight some of the opportunities and challenges that lay ahead for this project.

On the one hand, this national system may provide a unique opportunity to establish a “free space”—analogous to the way Harry Boyte uses the terms in movement-building—an information commons that promotes sharing, exchange, analyses, and discourse, independent of the dictates and powerful rationalities of market and government institutions.  This system may contribute to social change by expanding planning dialogues such that representations of social reality by academic/policy elites are no longer privileged, but interact with other forms of knowing.  

Yet, then the challenge is deepening and broadening the discussion around validity claims, rather than giving people tools to more effectively lie with maps. There are real risks in giving every user tremendous research power without ensuring that these users understand, as well, the responsibilities of research.  This may especially be true when online research takes the form of on-the-fly geographic analyses that may, for example, inadvertently conflate co-location with causality

These new tools can build on the tradition of Gail Cincotta, appearing in front of Congress in her mumu with push pins on a map of Chicago demonstrating the effects of bank redlining.  Or, they can move in the direction of the new high tech consultants who build 3-D imagery that demonstrates--with a few computer strokes--how a dismal suburban strip mall can be turned into a “New Urbanist” fantasy, reminiscent of a tree-lined street in Western Europe.

There are ethical issues here and intersecting political ones.  Technology has been used to obfuscate inherent power relations with assumptions hidden in the coding, seducing the user by apparent simplicity and ease.   This presentation will raise more questions than it can answer.  Whose information is this anyway?  Who creates it?  And, how? Who owns it?  Who has access to it?  Who manipulates it before it is on the system?  Who chooses what is salient?  What kinds of analyses can be undertaken?  What cannot?  How is the information interpreted?  What perspectives are embedded in the formulas for forecasting and urban simulations?  Who can claim authorship of “research” that is co-created between user and platform? Isn’t a national system inherently dominating and hegemonic?
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