The Sustai nable Wellington Net The Sustainable Wellington Net
The Devel opnment of an El ectroni ¢ Conmunity Network
Abst r act

The Sustainable Wellington Net is an outgrowh of a wi der proposal (which

is still being devel oped) for a physical Green Centre in Wellington. The aim
of this centre will be to pronote and facilitate sustainable devel opnent in
Wel lington on an individual, conmunity, business and governnental |evel.

As the realities of funding nmeant that the physical Green Centre was going to
be a long term project, the organising cormittee | ooked at other options for
promoting these ains which could be inplenmented in a shorter tine frane. It
was decided to use the conmunication and i nformation sharing potential of the
Internet to set up a Virtual Geen Centre. Use of the Internet could fulfi
many of the functions of a physical Geen Centre but at a |level of cost that
meant it could be set up very quickly and nmaintained relatively easily.

Sust ai nabl e Wellington Net URL - www. sustai nabl e. wel li ngton. net.nz
I ntroducti on

The Sustai nable Wellington Net is part of a wi der concept of a centre in
Wellington to pronote the ainms of sustainable devel opnment - a "Green Centre"

To give you sone background | will give a brief outline of the history of the
concept. The main outconme of the UN "Earth Sunmit" held in Brazil in 1992 was
the formul ati on of the "Agenda 21" for world devel opnent in the 21st century.
Its key points involve taking a holistic approach to sustai nabl e devel opnent -
recogni sing the interrel ati onshi ps between people, the environment and the
econony. Throughout 1996 to 97 as a response to their adoption of the goals
of Agenda 21, the Wellington city Council held wi de-ranging public
consultations on the future devel opment of Wellington. The outcone of this
process was the "Qur City/Qur Future " docunment which was a plan that gave a
strategy for the future of Wellington

Goals, targets and initiatives were outlined in "Qur city/Qur Future". One of
the goals was to establish a "Green Centre" to pronmote and facilitate
sust ai nabl e devel oprrent in Wellington - on an individual, comrunity, business
and governnental |evel.

A steering comrittee was established to develop the idea of the Green Centre.
The commrittee was nade up of community representatives froma diverse range
of backgrounds. As a first step we designed a questionnaire which was sent
out to environnental, conservation and comrunity groups in Wellington
designed to gauge the | evel of support for the idea of a Green Centre. A
further aimof the survey was to get sone idea of what services and
facilities these groups thought the centre should provide. The responses we
recei ved showed there was very strong support for the idea. A |arge nunber of
groups indicated that there was a need for a centre that would provide

i nformati on resources on environnental issues - a sort of one stop

envi ronnent al shop.



Unfortunately the realities of the availability of funding in Wellington
meant that the physical G een Centre was going to be a | ong-term project.
There have been a nunber of environnental centres set up in NZ but only a few
have survived for any length of tine. It is the basic problemof having this
fixed-costs-financial nillstone around your collective neck. We did not want
to take the step of naking a comritnent to a physical centre w thout any
assured long term fundi ng.

The organi sing committee then | ooked at other options for pronoting our ains
and neeting the needs that our survey had identified. It was decided to use
the comruni cation and i nformati on sharing potential of the Internet to set up
a "virtual Green Centre". Use of the Internet could fulfil many of the
functions of a physical Green Centre but at a level of cost which neant it
could be set up very quickly and rmaintained relatively easily.

The first steps to the Sustainable Wellington Net

I will look at this process in tw parts; firstly the initial work we did to
define the framework, format and content of the SWN, secondly the selection
of our networking platform

Part One - Defining Fornmat and Content
In setting up the SWN we felt that it was vital for us to -

* Clearly define our comunity
* Clearly identify the needs of that comrunity

To try and resolve these points we designed a short questionnaire that |ooked
at a nunber of points -whether groups had Internet access, what |evel of
access they had, and how much they used it what services that the SWN coul d
provi de woul d be useful for their group (we gave a |list of possible things
that we coul d provide)

The questionnaire was sent out to all Environnent/ Conservation groups in the
Wel i ngton Regi on. The response rate was approximately 45% The feedback we
got was interesting and useful, particularly regarding the services that
groups thought we should provide. The four key things that were enphasised in
the responses were -

A directory of Wellington Environnment/ Conservation groups
Updates on current Wellington issues

Li nks to useful information

Community notice board

E I

The results gave a very strong indication that groups felt the SWN coul d be
useful to them and that they wanted a focus on local issues. Part Two -
Sel ection of Networking Platform

I will just digress a bit at this point to give a little bit of background to
our choice of webhosting platform The WCC is in the process of setting up a
Wel i ngton Comrunity Network, and to manage this they have set up a trust
structure called the 20/20 Trust. Sonme of the projects which the 20/20 Trust
run include a sem nar programre providing info on the use of the Internet



which is ainmed specifically at NGO s, PC Recycle which is a conputer

ref urbi shing schene designed to provide conputers at no or |ow cost to
school s and NGO S. The 20/20 Trust al so manages the Wellington Wrld Wde Wb
(or Wk as it is better known); this provides free website hosting for NGO s.
We chose to locate the SWN on this Community Webhosting scheme. The choice of
this for our base was, to be frank, based initially on the pragmatic point
that it was free (given our total lack of funding this was of sone
significance). It has been a good choice; it has provi ded adequate space for
growt h and a nexus for basing associated comrunity Webster. Al so our vision
of devel opi ng an Environnent/ Conservation el ectronic conmunity network fitted
inwell with their concept of a wider Wellington community Network. The
Sust ai nabl e Wellington Net would fit within this network as one of a nunber
of "Special Interest G oups".

Setting up the SWN website

Wth sonme clear idea of our comunity and their needs and a secure host we
t hen began the practical work of setting up the SWN. This developed in a
nunber of stages. Firstly we just had the front page, M ssion Statenent, a
directory of groups and a |inks page. W have progressively added new pages
eg Site News, Hot Topics, Cal endar Page (G een Events), Green Shopping
Et hi cal Investnments. As well as addi ng pages Tom did a substantial redesign
to make the page nore user friendly and to ensure that it -

* woul d be fast to down | oad and not graphics intensive would display
correctly and be usable by any browser (including text only
ones)

* woul d conply with the |atest HTM. specifications (HTM. 4.0, CSS)

* woul d be friendly to people with disabilities (the site is Bobby

Appr oved)

The site was hand coded using BBEdit Lite on an Apple Mci ntosh.
Fut ure devel opnment

A key priority for our future developnment is to increase the use value of the
SWN to Environment and Conservation groups in Wellington - to make it
sonmething that is integral and indi spensable to the work of the groups in our
comunity. G ven our limted funding a lot of the publicity for the SWN has
been essentially word of mouth (or cyber word of nmouth). However, we have
made concerted efforts to use the local nedia to publicise the SWN and have

t aken advant age of any opportunities for networking and neeting with groups
in our community. W have al so produced a Green Bookmark with infornmation
about the website and the note "please bookmark this site" that we have
distributed at places |ike Organic food shops, libraries, CAB's etc. A nunber
of Wellington groups have sent themout with their nail outs. At the

Envi ronnent and Conservation Organi sations annual conference in Wellington we
set up a display and an operating terninal with a cached copy of the website.
This was very useful as a trial run and we hope to repeat this at future
events.

Realistically this has been a slow increnental process but one which is now
showi ng real growth in the use of the SWN by | ocal groups, particularly the
Action Alerts and the SWN Cal endar. January was our first real nonth, the



total nunber of visits to for the nonth was 31 (to be frank probably 60% of
these were Tomand 1), and the average nunber of visits per day in August was
over 7.

There are still real problens that we are facing. Part of the problens are a
result of the realities of NGO s in NZ the very |arge nunber of groups which
can result in fragnentation and | ack of communication. (ECO a nationa
umbrel | a organi sati on of Environnent/Conservation groups has about 70 odd
menbers nationally, but in Wellington alone there are approxi mately 65

Envi ronnent / Conservati on groups). This problem can be exacerbated by a
parochi alismor conservatismin groups. (It was interesting in our survey
that while all of the respondents had Internet access only 40% used it for
their group's work). Lack of funding (that chronic problemof all NGO s) is
an ongoing worry particularly for the future devel opment of a physical G een
Centre. This is further conplicated by the possible uncertain future of the
WCC Conmruni ty Webhosting Schene.

Not wi thstandi ng these problens we are optimstic for the future. Mario
Marino posed the question about community networks: " are they part of an
epheneral social phenonenon that is destined to nerely stall or inplode. O
do they represent a vibrant social force capable of adapting to a rapidly
changi ng worl d and community needs, and achieving positive, lasting socia
change in their communities?"

We believe very strongly in the latter proposition and we hope that the SWN
will develop as a major catalyst for the growh of comunity awareness of and
participation in the sustainabl e devel opnent of Wellington and NZ.



