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Executive summary

The Port Glasgow Community Information Project has been rooted in local interests and needs and designed to be user friendly for both local organisations and users.  As a result, in its first few months since launch, it has already achieved a high hit rate and sparked the imagination of local organisations and local people. It is now well positioned to build on its successes with further core revenue funding.

Process

The project was set up to consult with the community, develop a community website with links to 12 websites for local organisations and install 4 kiosks in community-based locations so people without internet access can use the portal.  

In practice, the approach was very much anchored in the interests of many local organisations and built on what users were interested in. Not only did the project run a consultation group at the early stages of the portal’s development, but the Community Information Co-ordinator also met individually with over 20 local organisations to establish their interests and ICT support needs.

The kiosks are located at the swimming pool, Boglestone Clinic, Port Glasgow Health Centre and the library.  These locations were chosen through consultation with local organisations about where the best locations would be and who would be interested in supporting them.

The portal continues to grow organically, building on local interests and involving people in implementing their own suggestions.  It has built particularly strong relationships at Riverside resource centre and several projects based there are now collaborating with the Digital Information Project and with each other.

Progress against objectives

The project has met all its key objectives and has exceeded some of them, as shown in Figure 1, overleaf.  In addition, two thirds of local organisations surveyed said that the project had so far exceeded their expectations and the others said their expectations had been met, or they didn’t have any.  Many people we interviewed were particularly impressed with the portal’s hit rate at such an early stage – over 300,000 hits in the first full month after its launch and growing.  This has shown how credible the site is with the community and that it is worth local organisations getting more involved.

Figure 1 Progress against key objectives

	Objective
	Planned
	Achieved

	Create a community portal in consultation with community
	1
	1

	Local organisations with websites on portal
	12
	18

	Local organisations trained to update their websites

	12
	18 + 8 planned

	Kiosks installed
	4
	4


Source: Project records

There were no particular objectives for community development work or involving people in moderating and using discussion forums, but both of these have developed from the consultation

Although improving digital inclusion is a longer-term aim for the project, the Community Information Project is best placed to provide a focus for local people’s interest in ICT.  Really pursuing digital inclusion will require partnership work with Riverside Resource Centre and other learning and ICT activity providers.

Benefits and impacts

The project set out to achieve the following benefits, and have achieved most of them.

	Intended benefits
	Progress
	

	Local people have fast, easy local access to clear and current information on local and national services, which is relevant to their needs
	Up to date and relevant news provided by organisations and forum users alike
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	The kiosks provide non-threatening, easy access to digitally excluded people, i.e., those not currently accessing local learning centres or library facilities and those with limited or no keyboard and mouse skills
	No digitally excluded user survey respondents, but respondents using kiosks said site was easy, but mouse and keyboard weren’t
	

	Local residents are able to interact with service providers using online feedback tools
	Yes, tools are there and some portal users said they had used them
	

	The project provides an additional mechanism for community consultation via online surveys and polls
	Yes, through online polls so far, increasing response rates
	

	Port Glasgow has a defined presence on the world wide web
	Yes, ex-pats have written in to the site praising it, and locals say they feel better about the town thanks to the portal
	


In addition to these, it has achieved several additional benefits:

· the project has created a channel for good news to reach the community; 

· local groups have improved their capacity to communicate – for publicity, feedback and keeping up to date on local developments;

· the project has helped partners and local organisations to see the potential of the web and to start thinking creatively about ways to use their websites; and

· it has fostered a spirit of community development in a short period of time

Comparison to greaterpollok.net

As requested in the brief, we assessed greaterpollok.net for content and interviewed its webmaster for issues arising in the project’s development.  This portal was launched around six months earlier, but portglasgowonline.com is already ahead of the Greater Pollok site in several areas:

· a higher level of usage generally (translating views to hits, the Port Glasgow site seems to have 5 times more hits per month)

· more local events listed (3 times as many);

· more jobs listings (over 65 in Inverclyde through one site vs, 2 at Greater Pollok);

· many more discussion forum threads and more average postings to each one; and

· more frequent opinion polls (fortnightly vs every 5-6 weeks) with better response rates, and previous polls listed.

The Port Glasgow site also has regularly changing and colourful news items on the home page, a photo gallery and a more technically accessible format (quicker to load pages on a dial-up connection).

The only area where we thought the Port Glasgow portal might learn from the Greater Pollock one were in themed areas for health and youth.  The youth-driven music forums are very active, but there is as yet no youth section on the site.  There may also be other key topic areas that could be developed, such as learning or parents.

The Greater Pollok project was also starting to train volunteers in web design, but this was a slow process meeting with considerable apathy.

The way forward

The project has developed a strong foundation on which to build:

· there’s a dynamic site that people are starting to look to for news, information exchange and a sense of community;

· many people – both in groups and as individuals – are getting involved with the site and are keen to get more involved;

· local organisations are starting to understand the potential of the portal and their own websites and are keen to develop their web skills further;

· council members are starting to recognise the consultation potential of the portal and the Community Planning Officer and Community Network are keen to develop this further; and

· the kiosks are in place and ready to be fully promoted.

To act on these opportunities, we recommend:

· Increasing the overall promotion of the portal including the promotion of specific initiatives and surveys linked to local decision making on local services.

· Build more formal links with the Community Planning Partnership to formally feedback views on local services and decision-making. 

· Promoting the kiosks more widely, including training host venue staff to use and promote the kiosks, and consider scope for more kiosks to serve the evening market that the swimming pool has demonstrated exists.

· Developing the portal further using the suggestions from local organisations such as web design and multimedia classes for local people.

· Developing the digital inclusion aspect of the project through partnership work and joint marketing with local learning providers and local organisations.

· The formation of a new group of project partners. The group could meet quarterly and act as an information sharing and idea development group to support the further development of the project. 

· The project should be rolled out to the rest of Inverclyde on a town-by-town basis using the same local demand led development process.

· Continue developing web design skills and community development work with local organisations and interested members of the public, to build local capacity for the project.

· To ensure the project is properly resourced to pursue these things and develop organically in line with local needs, partners need to consider the current and future roles required, preferably by sustaining the current well-connected staff.

Based on its exceeding key targets and performing generally much better than a similar project that started earlier, the Port Glasgow Community Information Project has been very good value so far.  But it needs to continue to develop organically with core revenue funding to make the most of its achievements.

Background and objectives

Background 

The Inverclyde Digital Inclusion Group identified the need for:

· a central information structure to allow local organisations to communicate their activities to each other and the local community as a whole; and 

· new ways to make ICT relevant and accessible to more local people.

A community portal with links to local organisations’ web pages and other local services seemed a cost effective and user-friendly mechanism. The project plan for the community portal also proposed kiosks (standalone internet access points) in community venues to extend access to this information to the whole community, including those who did not yet see ICT as relevant or accessible to them.

Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire, Inverclyde Council and Inverclyde’s URBAN II programme agreed to fund the project for two years.  It was set up to:

· consult with the community;

· construct a community portal;

· help 12 local organisations develop and maintain their own websites, accessible through the portal;

· teach the same skills to people in 8 partner agencies;

· install 4 kiosks; and  

· market the portal and kiosks.

Through this process, the project aimed to improve residents’ communication with local organisations, give Port Glasgow a presence on the web, and give local people more of a say through online polls and surveys.

Objectives of the study

The objectives of the evaluation are to assess:

· the overall progress and success of the project in meeting its objectives and targets;

· the benefits and impact of the project to date on the Port Glasgow community and individual voluntary and community organisations.  This should examine whether the project contributed to: 

· increased awareness and use of online information

· an increase in ICT skills

· increased capacity through use of ICT

· local partnership working

· the project process, including:

· how the project established information needs 

· how the project identified relevant content 

· the level of assistance required in developing local web sites 

· feedback from the organisations assisted on their views on the project including any elements missing, improvements and future direction of the project;

· feedback from the Project Co-ordinator and local partners (represented on the Digital Inclusion Group) on the delivery of the project in terms of success, impacts, strategic fit with other community-based projects, improvements and future direction of the project; and

· how Port Glasgow Community Information Project compares with a similar Scottish based project in a similar community: Greater Pollok Community Web Portal. http://www.greaterpollok.net
Approach

This report examines the extent to which the project met these goals and considers issues for the future of the project.  It is based on:

· 8 qualitative interviews with partners and local organisations;

· a briefing from the project manager and co-ordinator;

· review of the website;

· usage data from the website and kiosks, from the project; 

· a visit to a kiosk;

· the findings of surveys of portal users (28) and representatives from local organisations (26) that have had contact with the project; 

· comparison of the Port Glasgow project with similar projects; and

· feedback from the partners.

In our proposal for the evaluation work we had planned to provide a £50 prize draw as an incentive to support the user survey, as we felt we were asking for the time of people with no particular motivation to respond, and that to get a robust and meaningful response, we would need to attract as many responses as possible.  

However, Scottish Enterprise National advised that we were not to include a prize draw in case it biased anyone.  But as we suspected, without an incentive we had a very small response through such an apparently well-used site.  We have built on this lesson in Chapter 6: Looking to the Future.

Overall progress and success in meeting objectives and targets

This section covers the project’s objectives as laid out in the Project Plan and Provisional Schedule document, and explores the extent to which it has made progress on each.

Establish a community consultation process to decide on content and design for the web portal and the locations of the kiosks

Our interviews with the community groups who took part in the consultation process showed the community consultation process to be a key success factor of the project so far.  Consultees were very impressed at how demand-led the project has been – from the initial consultation stage to the way discussion forums and other aspects of the website have been launched in response to demand and with local people managing them.  It is clear that this community consultation process has been a beginning and an ongoing ethos of the project rather than a single stage in the portal’s development.

Establish working partnerships with local agencies and organisations for initial and ongoing content provision

The project has worked with a variety of agencies and organisations to show them the potential the portal has to offer.  And it has helped them get involved at whatever level they are most comfortable with.  Some agencies have chosen to use their passwords to update their web pages regularly and also contribute to the news sections of the portal.  Some have asked for a discussion forum to be created for their user or interest groups and have taken the opportunity to moderate the discussions.  Others are less confident with the technology or simply do not yet feel the inclination to update their web pages, and these have asked the project co-ordinator to update content for them.

This flexible approach has allowed a wider range of organisations and even looser communities of interest to get involved; and have an input while feeling supported.  Because the software chosen for the website has a simple, database-driven structure, one community group member comfortable with IT said it took “five minutes” to learn how to update her organisation’s web page.  This means that the project can provide support and encouragement to a much wider number of organisations than the original 12 budgeted for. And this, in turn, means that the portal is more widely relevant to the community.  As people in local organisations and others contribute to the site it has increasing capacity to expand.

Develop a web portal

In conjunction with the community groups, the project has developed a web portal that already had a remarkably high number of users by the time of its official launch.  Many consultees see this as a sign of success and good practice because it meant there was a more finished product to launch.

That said it is clear that the portal is a very organic product that continues to develop a life of its own.  Several consultees said that they usually see projects like this set up by outside experts to be exactly what the expert thinks is needed – and then no one uses it.  They were very pleased to see that the demand-led approach had resulted in a portal that has a strong sense of community ownership and dynamism.

The number of hits at the site has been growing steadily and rose sharply in December, when the portal was officially launched.

Figure 2 Portal usage over time by hits
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Source: www.portglasgowonline.com administrative data.  Figures for January are to 28/2/05. 

Install and configure kiosks

Installing and configuring kiosks seems to have been the most challenging aspect of the project so far.  Through consultation and a process of elimination the four sites for the kiosks were fairly smoothly identified but the (lack of) internet access caused delays to the installation of the kiosks.

The only internet provider for the kiosk areas was NTL and their pricing schedules were either for businesses or residential customers.  They were not equipped to offer rates to charitable organisations and negotiating the residential rate took some time.  The last kiosk was launched in mid-December, several months behind plan, but this part of the plan was highlighted as particularly tentative in the Project Plan and Provisional Schedule.

The user survey has provided a small amount of feedback on the effects of the kiosks and their use.  Eight of the user survey respondents (just over a quarter) had used or were using a kiosk when they responded to the survey  

· Four of these had tried more than one kiosk.  

· Of this small number, the swimming pool kiosks were the most commonly used, but all four of the kiosks had been tried by at least one respondent.

· Only three of these respondents had simply seen the kiosk and tried it out; everyone else had also heard about it from somewhere first.

· Nearly all of these respondents thought the portal was very easy to use through the kiosk but some said the mouse and especially the keyboard were less easy to use.  

· All those who used the kiosks were already regular or occasional internet users and had also accessed the portal from other places – mostly their home or a learning centre.

Three quarters of those respondents who had not used a kiosk did not know where they were located.  They were only installed at the end of 2004 but there is still considerable scope for promoting them much more widely.

Train staff in relevant agencies and organisations in how to provide and update content

As alluded to above, training has been happening over the course of the project.  The project co-ordinator is responsive to queries not only about contributing to the portal’s content but also general IT queries different organisations have had.  Through this process he is gradually supporting organisations’ confidence with IT and eliminating barriers to participation.  The participating organisations interviewed see him as a vital source of support and confidently seek him out on a regular basis.  In doing so they stay aware of the portal and have scope for updating it.

Figure 3 Types of IT support received
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Source: Organisation Survey, n=12

In the organisation survey we found 12 respondents who said they had had some form of IT assistance from the Community Information Project.  While most of the support was related to websites – either pages on the portal or help with the organisation’s own site – there were also several respondents who had received some substantial IT support.  This included, for example, setting up networks and website-related help.  Ad-hoc IT advice and moral support was also common even among some people who said they had not had website-related help.

It appears that the portal has sparked further potential for learning and its work is far from done:

· Respondents overwhelmingly rated the support as excellent.  

· Four of the ten who had support said their ICT skills had improved and two said their colleagues’ skills had improved.  

· Of 21 respondents who answered the question two thirds wanted to learn more about websites – people who said they had not yet had IT support as much as those who had.

Monitor and maintain portal and kiosks 

With the kiosks only recently launched this is a relatively new part of the project but they are already receiving considerable use as Figure 4 illustrates.

Figure 4 Kiosk monthly usage figures at 28 January 2005
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Source: Port Glasgow CIP’s Kiosk monitoring software

In the meantime it is worth noting that the swimming pool is attracting much greater usage, and particularly between 5.00 and 9.00pm.  

Figure 5 Hourly usage per week, January

	Kiosk venue
	Hours used/week

	Swimming Pool
	42.7

	Bogelstone Clinic
	18.0

	Port Glasgow HC
	16.5

	Library
	11.3


Source: Port Glasgow CIP from kiosk monitoring software

This suggests there is more demand for internet and portal access in the evening.  The library is also open until 7pm but was used most around 5pm.  The healthcare-based kiosks are busiest in the afternoon but generally close at 5pm.

Monitoring and promoting the kiosks does, however, appear to be one area that has not been addressed yet, due to other commitments for the Community Information Co-ordinator.  It is one sign that the project is starting to outgrow its staffing level.

Respond to portal and user feedback

As described above, the project has always been demand-led and continues to be.  The discussion forums are a prime example of demand-led success.  Discussion forums are rarely well used because the designers, who think a forum would be a good idea, create them.  The discussion forum for the design of the portal was hardly used but the forums on general news, ECDL and other IT advice and, most notably, the local music forum have been very well used.  The latter has even led to discussions with the Council’s youth services department about a local bands event.

In the user survey of the 11 people who commented on “the best thing about the portal”, three said the discussion forums.

Six respondents to the user survey said that they had made suggestions about the design of the portal.

· Four of these had made their suggestions directly to the Community Information Co-ordinator and three said their ideas were implemented; one was unsure.

· One had used the feedback mechanism on the portal and was not sure if the suggestion had been implemented.

· One had responded to the postcard survey at the early design stages and said the suggestion had not yet been implemented.

This pattern suggests that the relationship building approach is the most effective as it allows for immediate discussion and the person making the suggestion to get involved in implementing the idea.  More remote responses (by postcard or the feedback facility on the portal) are less likely to be from people with time to invest. 

That said, some of the ideas for the youth and music section discussed by the young moderator of the music forum are still to be implemented because of the substantial restructuring of the portal that will be required.

Both of these reasons are worth keeping in mind in planning the future development of the site.  The more the site is a live and interactive tool the more people will make suggestions and the project will need to implement these to sustain the goodwill and local sense of “ownership”.

The project process 

While the people interviewed often said they had expected a community website would be designed by an IT specialist based on his or her own interests and to show off his design talents, they found the opposite to be true for the Port Glasgow Community Information Project.  

From the fundamental structure and design principles developed in the beginning to the domain name of the website to the development of features on the site and its content, the Community Information Co-ordinator has been an enabling force for the local community.

Figure 6 Project development cycle
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The Co-ordinator started the design process with several meetings with the design consultation group of community members and representatives from community project.  He first showed the group several other community websites and from these examples they developed a clear idea of the structure and simplicity they wanted.  They also made suggestions about the structure.  On this basis, he designed a basic site and then consulted almost monthly with the group as the portal developed.

This small group of consultees were not the only ones to have their say.  The project elicited suggestions and votes for a domain name through reply-paid postcards left in local venues such as learning centres, shops, post office, health centres.  Three hundred people responded and the winner and his daughter were featured on the main page of the portal.

Since the initial design phase, the Co-ordinator has spent his time encouraging both local groups and the wider population of portal users to contribute their ideas, and then helping them get involved in acting on their ideas.  He has visited 29 local groups, using the Digital Inclusion Champion, SIP Co-ordinator and Urban 2 Officer as advisers on who to contact.  (These local groups are listed in the Appendix 1 of this report.)

User input

The portal has a feedback facility that appears to be well used and acted on.  Five of the user survey respondents said they had made suggestions to the development of the site – three directly to the Community Information Co-ordinator, one through the Feedback facility on the portal, and one through the postcard survey.  The more directly they made the suggestion, the more definite they were that the suggestion was acted upon. 

Input from local organisations 

Of the 26 respondents to the survey of local organisations, 21 say they were involved in the development of the portal.  

Figure 7 Types of involvement in portal development by organisation survey respondents
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Source: Survey of local organisations, n=26

All had had discussions with the Community Information Co-ordinator about their interest for the portal, and some of these had also been involved in the early consultation group and/or had made additional suggestions about new aspects of the site.

Nearly all of those who had had an input said their suggestions had already been implemented.  Two said their suggestions would be incorporated soon, and two were unsure about the outcome of their suggestions.  

When asked if they had any comments to add about the design and development of the site so far, 15 of the 26 responded.  They said:

· The design is very user-friendly and clean (6)

· Regularly updating the homepage with news and stories keeps people visiting the site and attracts new users (3)

· It’s an excellent way to reach a large number of people/potential customers (2)

· It belongs to the community (2)

· Two said at this point that it should be rolled out through Inverclyde

· They liked the design (2)

· It’s the best community inclusion initiative they’ve seen in Port Glasgow (2)

Two of the comments were particularly detailed.

“The Community Information Co-ordinator has been very responsive to any suggestions about the development of the portal. He has made it very clear that the portal is not his personal project but that it belongs to the community. I also think that despite the complex programming behind the site The Community Information Co-ordinator has made it very easy to navigate and to update.”

“It is one of the best community initiatives I have seen developed in Port Glasgow and I would like to see the Council make the resources available for the Project to be developed across Inverclyde.”

In the organisation survey we quantified organisations’ overall satisfaction so far with the project, by asking how well it had met their expectations.  In line with the positive feedback from the interviews, 95% of respondents were happy with the project and two thirds said it was “much better” than they had expected.

Figure 8 Project’s success at meeting organisations' expectations so far
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Source: Organisation Survey, n=20

One respondent who was not involved in the early stages said that he would have liked to have been asked to be more involved, but he was very happy with the portal as it had developed. 
Increased development already

Now different groups are talking to each other about how to build on the portal.  The momentum includes many creative links between Riverside’s digital music project, the portal and a new web radio project, and the music fans forum is planning events that the Council’s Youth Services department is keen to support.

The Inverclyde Community Network and Community Planning Officer are keen to develop the portal as a mode for more dialogue between the community and decision makers.  This will take experimenting with the best communication tools and timing of the events, but also engaging the decision makers and helping them see the site as a credible source of local people’s views.

Developments not yet fully implemented

There have been some suggestions, particularly through the postcard survey and feedback mechanism on the portal, that have taken longer to implement.   Examples include a chat facility and the recently added photo gallery. These have required restructuring the site and testing the best software to deliver the suggestions. 

The kiosks have not yet been fully exploited in terms of training staff at the host venue or in full promotion.  This, like the restructuring, has not fit into the Co-ordinator’s limited time.

Benefits and impacts of the project

The project is still in the stage of establishing a foundation for developing its potential but already stakeholders and supported local organisations cite many visible benefits and users are enthusiastic.

ICT-related benefits

Improving the image of IT people

Most people interviewed – even those who work daily with ICT – were amazed that the co-ordinator would be a friendly, helpful person who cares what they think and supports them with the website and other IT problems.  They had expected people associated with ICT to be lacking social skills and only interested in technology for its own sake.  The co-ordinator’s approach alone seems to have changed many people’s perceptions of ICT.  One person said:

“I associate computer problems with shouting – because I end up shouting at the computer – but when I phone The Community Information Co-ordinator, he always calms me down.”

Building confidence in an IT professional’s personal and social skills has been critical to the process of building the trust needed to gather local input on how the project should develop.

Making ICT relevant

One of the strongest messages is that the project has changed local organisations’ understanding of the potential of ICT to help them.

“It’s changed people’s views about what’s possible with ICT.  That it’s useful to support a living project rather than simply making something pretty to look at.”

The Community Information Co-ordinator has placed local relevance and potential at the centre of the portal’s development, and the resulting link between ICT and human needs and views has surprised users.  

The project has developed and evolved around what local people asked for, feedback on priorities for the design of the website (simple and accessible) and solicited suggestions and acted on the responses.  The co-ordinator involves people as much as possible in putting their ideas into action and now several people have taken on roles within the project on a voluntary basis.  Several projects interviewed highlighted the sense of community ownership and dynamism that has developed: 

“The Community Information Co-ordinator’s planted the seeds, and now they’re growing organically.”

“It will naturally expand and there will be lots of new ideas taken up.”

Several stakeholders were impressed at how quickly the portal’s use has grown – even before its launch.  At time of writing it has 129 registered users but many “guests” use the portal as well.

At least two projects said they had heard people saying to each other, “Have you seen what’s on the web portal?”  Because it is designed around local needs and updated by local people it provides information that local people are interested in.

Not only do project staff update their own sites but they also vote in opinion polls and contribute to other areas of the site such as discussion forums. 

Members of the public have also contributed actively to opinion polls and used the site to share a wide range of information and advice with other people – music events, where to get photographs of Port Glasgow, ICT advice.

Increased awareness and use of online information

For a community information project to be genuinely effective it must ensure that local organisations and residents consider the internet to be a viable source of information for them.  They have to see it as relevant and they have to be confident with their own skills to use it. So far this is the case but mostly because its “early adopters” have been already confident with ICT.

Local organisations

Our survey of local organisations showed that most respondents were already quite confident with ICT so the scope for increased use of online information was perhaps more limited than it might have been.  But still several respondents said they were using the internet more and their awareness of online information had increased.  This was true not only for respondents but for some of their colleagues as well.  Although nearly half of the respondents were Council staff the change in awareness of online information was mostly among local community/voluntary organisations and agencies – the main target of the project’s development work.

Portal users

The respondents to the user survey were all people who were already regular or occasional users before they used the portal, and generally neither their use of the internet nor their internet skills increased (two respondents said their ICT skills had increased).  It is not surprising that these more confident people should be the early adopters of the portal.  There is already some evidence of word of mouth publicity for the portal – both from the user survey and the project interviews.  But at this stage the portal on its own may only be serving as a foundation for other digital inclusion work.  

Capacity building and community development

Increased capacity for local organisations

Local organisations we spoke to had all used the portal to improve their effectiveness with little effort.  The more involved they have been, the greater the impact.

· All projects praised the increased ease of getting news out to a wider audience guaranteed, for free and for an extended amount of time.  This contrasts to expensive adverts in the paper, press releases that may or may not get published and only on one day, or countless meetings and posters on bulletin boards.  This also helps members of the local public to quickly and accurately find out what’s happening.  Organisations said bulletin boards cluttered with out of date notices were the main way of communication before.

· Most also talked about the improved efficiency and effectiveness of finding out what other organisations are doing.  Instead of having to phone or meet with lots of organisations and then have the news be out of date quickly, organisations can simply look at each other’s web pages on the portal to keep up to date. 

· With so many organisations listed on the portal and wider news, organisations and locals can keep up to date with many more organisations than they had time to before.

· Those who had help with their own website (rather than the simple web page each participating organisation gets on the portal’s database), also have had positive feedback on their own improved website.  

“We’ve been told our site is now easier to use, clearer and simpler.”

Reaching a wider audience

As a result of the improved communication structures two of the most active organisations said they have been able to reach new people thanks to the website:

· Riverview has opened the ECDL classes questions and answers facility to the wider public by using a forum – and people outside the classes are engaging in discussions.

· The Digital Music project promoted their project on the portal and several people who got in touch said they had heard about it through the portal.

· Riverview Resource Centre had been unsuccessful in finding a second Spanish tutor and someone suggested they put a request on the portal.  A few weeks later a Spanish person working in Glasgow and living in Gourock saw the posting and contacted the centre.  He had come to Scotland through learning English in a Community Learning Centre in his hometown in Spain and being involved in an exchange programme. 

· This triggered the idea for Riverview to also provide an exchange programme, and the centre hopes that some of its members and volunteers will be heading to Spain in the autumn through URBAN II funding.

· Local bands using the music forum have the facility to include their logo and web address so people reading forum postings can learn more about them.  Given the popularity of the music section of the portal this is likely to be helping them reach a wider audience.

One of the most active projects said: 

“It’s given people lots of ideas – though the portal and the involvement in developing it.” 

In the organisation survey: 

· In a free response question, 5 respondents cited receiving new contacts and enquiries specifically as a result of the portal; and

· half the respondents said the portal had put them into contact with a broader range of people (either “definitely” or “a little”).

Responses to the user survey confirm this is happening, as shown in “Connecting the Community”.

Community development

One of the greatest successes, which was emphasised less in the funding application, is the project’s role in community development.  All interviews described a process of community development and the way the portal has developed is evidence of this.  One community development worker running a project we interviewed said:

“The Community Information Co-ordinator’s not a trained community development worker, but he’s out there getting people to do their own community development.  That’s a success that community development workers plug away at for years to achieve!”

Two people noted that the potential for community development is strong in Port Glasgow…

“In the Port, there’s a lot of community spirit and people here will take on anything that they think will be good for the community.”

“In Port Glasgow, if you have an idea and have a peer group, they’ll support you in using something like a forum you want.”

…and the Community Information project has met that potential with a structure that they can use to build on the community spirit.

There are many examples of people wanting to get more involved and feeling confident to think creatively and work together with the Community Information Co-ordinator to bring ideas to fruition.  They consult with the Co-ordinator but are happy to take on new tasks themselves, which is also critical to the viability of the project and its potential for growth. 

Changing the news

Another powerful result of the project is its role in changing the way that Port Glasgow is presented in the news.  Nearly all organisations and stakeholders we spoke to noted that a particular strength of the project is that it presents “good news” as compared to the local mainstream press which is dominated by crime and other “bad news”.  The Community Information Co-ordinator has received emails from residents and expatriates alike making the same comments.

Equally important the Greenock Telegraph is now using the portal as a source of news and following up stories with the Co-ordinator.  So the project’s work is injecting mainstream news with more positive stories that will reach even people who never use the internet.

In the user survey, almost half the respondents said they had a better image of Port Glasgow – including from people in Greenock and Gourock who responded to the survey.

Connecting the community

Not only does this “good news” approach help local organisations and projects get their news out, it also supports the community in feeling good about Port Glasgow.  As one project said:

“The portal is bringing everyone in Port Glasgow together.”

Clearly, the project has not yet engaged everyone in Port Glasgow, but it is engaging a wide range of organisations and many members of the community at large, with growing numbers of hits at the portal each month.

The results of the user survey confirm the role of the portal in community cohesiveness, particularly in making people aware of social opportunities and local events.

Figure 9 Impacts of the portal on users
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Source: User Survey (n=17)

Though not quite as strong as some impacts, nearly half of user survey respondents have taken the opportunity to comment on local services and nearly a third have learned about new local services and used them.

The role of the Council

While Inverclyde Council is a funding partner for the project and the project co-ordinator’s employer, it has given the project a free rein, and praise for this was a common theme in the interviews.  Organisations were impressed that even potentially contentious issues addressed by the opinion polls, such as planning permission for a new supermarket were not “censored” by the Council.  And they said this has been critical in giving the portal a sense of community ownership.

Officers at the Council have been pleased to see the portal’s success and also see it as a useful mode of communicating good news and consulting with the community.  

· The Community Network is working with Inverclyde Council to run a series of debates on topics such as community safety.  The first used a discussion forum and generated thoughtful, in-depth discussion.   The next will experiment with a chat forum.

· After a feature on the new recycling scheme, the manager of the scheme said she had had a less positive response to the scheme to people in the street. But the entirely positive feedback from a specially created forum on the portal was very encouraging.  

This successful approach should be carefully maintained in the future so that it is clear that the Council is engaging with a community site, rather merging with it and making it lose its highly valued community identity.

Usage patterns of the portal 

On the basis of the small number of responses in the user survey (16 by the end of the survey), the portal seems to be reaching a broad mix of age ranges – from 21-24 to 60-64.  Contrary to stereotypes, two-thirds of respondents who gave their names were women.

Although 9% of the respondents said they were first time users of the portal, most were repeat users and half had used the portal more than 10 times – suggesting using it was becoming part of their lives.   Many users also access the portal from a variety of places.  The average user had used the portal in 1.6 places.  The figure below shows the most popular places. (No one said they had used a computer at a friend or family member’s house.)

Figure 10  "Where have you accessed the portal?"
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Source: User Survey, n=27

Although the original plan for the portal was to provide community groups with the chance to have websites the community could access, the more interactive and frequently changing aspects of the portal are the most popular.  This echoes the theme explored later that the Community Information Project is drawing the community together.

Figure 11 Most common types of use within the portal
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Overall, the users surveyed were largely supportive of the portal with three quarters saying it was either very or quite useful.

Figure 12 "How useful have you found the portal?"
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Comparison with other projects

To put the Port Glasgow Community Information Project in more context, we looked at two other projects – one with similar support and one that works in Inverclyde.  The Port Glasgow project compares favourably but there are lessons from both.

greaterpollok.net

Background 

This portal was also launched with assistance from the local Digital Inclusion Champion, and seeks to draw together information from community-based organisations with opportunities for local people to communicate with each other.  

It was designed by a design consultancy after a series of consultation events and has since been handed over to a webmaster, who spends half of his time doing outreach work, some running a web design drop-in surgery, and the rest working on the website.

The project now has 4-5 volunteers who contribute news stories.  The portal is promoted through articles in the local newspaper, visits to community centres, posters for events (such as a Christmas competition), search engines, and stands at local open days.  It relies on existing network of public access points in community centres to assist public access.

The project’s greatest challenge has been to engage community members to give up their time to update the site.

Comparisons

The project was launched in March 2004 and now receives 5,000 visits per month, compared to an estimated 27,000 visits per month for www.portglasgowonline.com.  How does the population targeted compare?
The Greater Pollok site has three main strands, initiated by the project manager, but anyone can add topics under these.  In comparison, the Port Glasgow project has 14 forums. The table below shows an overview of the usage statistics.

Figure 13 Forum activity comparisons

	
	greaterpollok.net
	portglasgowonline.com

	Topics
	23
	217

	Posts
	97
	844

	Readers/post
	128
	114


Source: Activity data on the websites at mid-February 2005

The two sites have several other comparable features, detailed in Figure 14.

Figure 14 Comparable features

	
	greaterpollok.net
	portglasgowonline.com

	Local organisation directory
	113 listings
	79 local listings plus wider links per topic page

	Local events listed
	7
	22

	Opinion polls
	1 shown

about Big Brother

results only visible after voting

24 votes currently

once every 5-6 weeks
	12 listed

current one about local regen

results visible without voting

58 votes, avg 68 since launch

fortnightly

	Jobs section
	Local jobs – 2 listed
	National jobs sites, plus employment and training links, 65 Inverclyde Council jobs


Source: www.greaterpollok.net and www.portglasgowonline.com

The Pollok site has several distinct features the Port Glasgow project might consider:

· Links to Community Councils and Councillors pages and contact details;

· Substantial Youth and Health sections;

· Downloadable issues of the local newspaper; and

· Various forms and leaflets to download.

It also has a new classified ads section, which has yet to result in any transactions, and an out of date “Celebrate” section, that seems to have been last updated in April 2004.

Port Glasgow’s unique features include:

· a new Gallery section, in response to user suggestions;

· colourful local news items on the front page, updated weekly on average; and

· a Style Sheet-based structure for leaner, more accessible pages.

Communities Internet

Background 

We also spoke to one of the unpaid staff at what was Communities Internet and is now DC3N.  This voluntary organisation is staffed by four directors who are passionate about IT and 12 volunteers who are also interested in web design.

The organisation provides a standard structure for their portals for each community they work with in Renfrewshire and Inverclyde. They provide a hosting service and seven web pages for each community group.  Part of the standardised approach is that each portal homepage looks exactly the same. The organisation engages interested local people to develop content to populate the sites.  Businesses can subscribe to a similar service, or invest in more elaborate sites at a higher rate, which helps cover the cost of running the servers.  

Despite the standard home page, the individual websites produced by the organisations’ self-taught volunteer designers each reflect their own style, not the community group’s necessarily. The technical accessibility ratings of these sites are consequently quite low, but that is not the aim of the organisation.

The initiative has experimented with some innovative technology – enabling whole streets to be text messaged when there are burglars about or a child has gone missing – but this is still new.

Inverclyde contacts

The sites for each community are based on a few people’s interests, or sometimes even one.  

· There is a link to www.portglasgow4u.co.uk, an existing Port Glasgow site that is rich in local history and photographs (to which portglasgowonline.com has a link).  This site is run by one person.

· The project has contact with a few people in Greenock interested in a community portal. 

· A Gourock-based group is already running their own website and was not interested in working with Communities Online.

Some of these may be worth contacting when considering extension of the project model elsewhere in Inverclyde.

Comparisons with portglasgowonline.com

Essentially the two approaches are very different.  One provides a standard-looking portal and a hosting and design service.  The other (Port Glasgow) consults extensively and creates a widely relevant, demand-led communication and information source for the whole community and agencies alike.  The only common theme they share is an interest in involving local community members, and the challenge of engaging them.

Looking to the Future

The project has developed very strong foundations, and now there is more work to do.  The secret to success will be to sustain the current staff and funding and build organically in collaboration with local organisations. 

Further work to do

The Port Glasgow Community Information Project has been very successful in its foundation and early development stage.  As it comes toward the end of its initial funding, there is a lot more work to do in its next stages.

To follow up the original strategic aims of the project

· Digital inclusion is a longer-term aim to develop using the hook of the portal, but it will need partnership working and more effort.

· The project has developed an identity so far as a community voice, but it will be important to anchor this identity and be clear to the wider population that it is not the council’s but their own.

· The kiosks in particular but the portal as a whole needs wider ongoing promotion in the community and to agencies (as a community voice they can access for input on service development).

· The project has stimulated demand from local organisations for more training in web design and website management.

· In line with the digital inclusion aim, the project may need more kiosks in venues open in the evening.

To build on opportunities raised by local organisations

Local organisations have suggested ways to build on the project.

· Web design and multimedia classes for local people and small businesses – building on the interest the site is beginning to stimulate, and possibly attracting new people to contribute to the project’s work.

· Teaching staff at kiosk venues how the portal works so they can promote it to their customers.

And they have ideas about how they can run complementary activities themselves.

· Involving local groups in ICT learning activities that relate to their organisational aims.

· Create more formal links with the Community Planning Partnership so that it becomes recognised as a valid method of involvement in the Community Planning process. In this way the views made through discussion forums and opinion polls could actually inform local decision-making.

· Local organisations already helped by the project want to show other local organisations the potential of having their own website and how they can use it.

· The Digital Music project and new Web Radio project are planning complementary developments with the portal – marketing locally produced music and sharing news.

· Online chat shows connecting community voices with local agencies will also connect well with the Web Radio project.  

Specific roles needed

Current roles required

While the design stage is much less time-consuming now, the role of Community Information Co-ordinator is still busy and complex:

· developing ideas with community projects, local agencies and interested individuals;

· finding and presenting a constant stream of local news;

· moderating some forums and adding new features to the portal;

· keeping track of kiosk use and supporting marketing and any repositioning required;

· investigating new software and components for the site (for instance, a chat facility); and

· supporting local organisations with their IT needs.

Future roles required

Despite the existing community input, the human time input needs to increase, if the project is to live up to its potential as local organisations and users see it.  To act on these, several areas will need more time investment.

Promotion

· promoting the portal along with fun outreach activities to connect this new, locally relevant part of the internet with digitally excluded people; 

· widely promoting specific feedback initiatives and surveys linked to local decision making about services – and experimenting with incentives, promotion techniques, the best software for online discussions (for example, chat vs email); and

· promoting the kiosks and training staff at the host sites how to use and promote them.

Portal development requiring advanced technical skills

· restructuring the site to allow for special interest “zones” (for instance, youth, learning, parenting) that could have news content and links, as well as discussion forums, and be covered by the search facility;

· incorporating other user-suggested features of the portal requiring more work to respond to – chat facility; and

· teaching local organisations about web design in response to the demand revealed in our survey;

Networking and innovation development

· keeping in touch with all the local organisations to keep up to date with news for the portal, plan collaborative projects, and identify IT or learning support they need; 

· helping local councillors and other staff in decision-making agencies understand the potential of the portal for community engagement; and

· helping develop the new portals elsewhere in Inverclyde and to co-ordinate the structure and information that can be shared across the towns.

Ways to address these opportunities

Sustaining the current staff

The Co-ordinator has developed a role as a focus, driver and co-ordinator for the project’s growth.  By basing the project firmly in local people’s interests and supporting them to take on their own parts of the project he’s kept his own workload relatively manageable while helping the project to grow in many ways beyond what was envisaged in the project plan.

This structure works for those involved and should be continued to maximise the project’s development and impacts.  Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire has submitted an application for URABN II funding to continue the project’s core funding for a further two years.  Although this funding is still subject to approval, it appears to be likely to be approved.  If it is, this will offer the project a firm foundation on which to continue development at an organic, and well thought-out pace.  It will also remove the scope for pressure to shape the project around available funding streams rather than around what its users value.

Extending the project

Local organisations’ input

As shown above, many local organisations have said they would like to be more involved in the future of the project. (Appendix 2 lists respondents to the organisation survey and the areas of interest in growing the project.)  In collaboration with the Community Information Co-ordinator, these people will help grow the project and its wider impacts.

Wider input

Before the Digital Inclusion Group was disbanded, it offered a strategic reference point and networking opportunity for the project and its partners.  Looking ahead, the partners who came to the feedback workshop see the need for a new group linked to the project, but with a different format.

The new group, they suggested, should be more informal and act as an information sharing and idea development group.  The group could meet quarterly and address issues such as the best way to approach extending the project model to other parts of Inverclyde.  Our interviews with local organisations showed a consistent view that other towns should have their own portals developed organically from local consultations in the same way the Port Glasgow project has been.  However, the practical implications (including funding and remit) will need in depth and gradual planning.

Looking further to the future

The Community Information Project is already producing community development and skills enhancement results.  It is likely to hit several agendas of the public sector and funding bodies.  These could include:

· digital inclusion, under Smart Successful Scotland;

· Modernising Government;

· Community Regeneration Fund’s Closing the Gap strategy; and

· linking new communities with established ones through the Regeneration of Clyde Waterfront.

As the project grows in consultation with the quarterly information and idea-sharing group, it will need to consider how its aims and successes and those of its users fit with the above strategies.  Where the project is delivering or catalysing the aims of these strategies, it should start to monitor and publicise its effects so as to have a strong case for the appropriate funders.

Conclusions 

The Port Glasgow Community Information Project is still in its early stages, but already it has proved to be a well-judged initiative that meets a strong appetite for community information and communication infrastructure.  It was designed around the input of local people – both organisations and the general public – and this has surprised and delighted many people.  It has grown organically and inspired many people to take part with new ideas and new areas of the portal.

The project has succeeded in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of local organisations’ communications – both outgoing publicity and keeping up to date on other organisations’ activity.  Some organisations have evidence they are reaching new people through the portal, and our user survey provides some further evidence that this is happening.

Community development and changing the orientation of “the news” are two key successes the project is already achieving, and which can continue to grow.  Both of these are important to affirming Port Glasgow as a place where people are proud to live. The further scope for incorporating contributions from organisations and local individuals still needs more exploration, as similar projects have found this to be the greatest challenge of a portal.

The ideal Community Information Co-ordinator – The project bid for SE Renfrewshire funding noted in the section on Risk Assessment, “The success of the project will depend largely on the abilities and skills of the post holder in community development techniques”.  The project’s initiators were clearly very successful in addressing this risk factor.  Anyone we asked about the project immediately praised the abilities and skills of the Co-ordinator.  

The project is well positioned to keep growing in many ways, some through partnership with other projects and organisations.  To sustain this growth effectively, it will need more sustained core funding to help the project grow organically.  Many local organisations want to build on the work of the Co-ordinator.  To help keep the project on course, it would benefit from the input of an informal group to share information and ideas, including on how best to extend the project model through Inverclyde. 

The pilot’s success suggests it should be rolled out to the rest of Inverclyde, but all consultees were emphatic that this must be on a town-by-town basis using the same local demand-led development process, because these are what give the project its sense of community ownership and this support.

The project fits with many strategies for the area.  The steering group should monitor and publicise the project’s contribution to these strategies, and seek funding to support new work as it best fits the community’s best interests.

Appendix 1: Organisations the project consulted through visits and discussions

1. Boglestone Clinic

2. CVS Inverclyde

3. Enterprise Childcare

4. Federation of Learning Centres

5. Financial Fitness Team

6. Inverclyde Advocacy Project

7. Inverclyde Community Safety Partnership

8. Inverclyde Council Community Development

9. Inverclyde Council Literacy

10. Inverclyde Council on Disability

11. Inverclyde Employment Advice Centre

12. Inverclyde Leisure

13. Inverclyde Libraries

14. Inverclyde Training and Employment Initiative

15. James Watt College

16. Linking Education and Disability (LEAD)

17. Moving On Inverclyde

18. Parklea Association Branching Out

19. Phoenix Community Health

20. Port Glasgow Community Learning Centre

21. Port Glasgow Health Centre

22. Port Glasgow Housing Association

23. Port Glasgow Voluntary Transport Group

24. Riverview Resource Centre

25. Robert Street Neighbourhood Association

26. SAMH Connection Clubhouse

27. St Stephens Enterprise Centre

28. Stepwell In Health Project

29. Tree Tops Community Nursery

Appendix 2: Organisations wishing to get involved in future developments

Providing articles 

Inverclyde Council Community Support Services 

Inverclyde Council Business Store
Riverview Resource Centre
Promotion

LEAD

Solas

Riverview Resource Centre – particularly promoting the potential of having a website

Developing formal links to the Community Planning Process

Inverclyde Community Network

Riverview Resource Centre

Design, Online discussions, links to own site

Solas

Riverview Resource Centre

General interest in getting involved

Port Glasgow Learning Centre

St Stephens Enterprise Centre

Inverclyde Leisure Services

Budget:


12 local organisations with websites linked to the portal


Actual:


31 organisations with web pages on the portal


48 others with contact details listed





Budget: 


12 projects trained to update their website


Actual so far:


18 local organisations trained (inc partners)


8 later registrations on the waiting list








� There was also an objective to train 8 people in partner agencies, but these seem to have overlapped with the local organisations trained.
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