1
1

Euro-PA Convention – Rimini – Italy – 12.4.2002

Abstract:  Home Street project
Heli Rantanen, architect
The Helsinki University of Technology, Finland

Department of Architecture

Laboratory of Urban Planning and Design
heli.rantanen@hut.fi
Background

In a large city like Helsinki people often find it difficult to get proper information concerning them or their living environments, not to mention to participate on decision making processes. The municipal governing system is based on various administrative sectors, which do not follow the boundaries of city quarters. This kind of organizational thinking can be seen also in the official Helsinki web site, where the city is not shown as a network of 63 city quarters but as an administrative entity with governmental districts. However, the information needed is very often linked in actual places, people´s own living and housing environments. 

In the city web sites there´s plenty of official information and for example real estate data and GIS (geographical information system) data. But how about the ”unofficial GIS”, many kinds of local data, so called social information, memories of the inhabitants, their knowledge of a place, based on their every day life experience? Where does this information exist, and does it play any role in decision making processes? What is a citizen´s role in city planning processes? 

Home StreetProject:  City as a digital network of neighbourhoods

The concept of the Home Street (Kotikatu) Project was launched in 1997 by the Helsinki University of Technology, Department of Architecture, in cooperation with two citizen organisations, HELKA, The Federation of the Associations for Helsinki City Quarters and the The Association for Local Culture. HELKA has been active in developing new channels of participation and obtaining information from the municipalities for common citizens. The concept is based on an idea of a digital neighbourhood forum supporting local communities in different development processes. The concept of a local development strategy is realised by bringing together the "human forces" consisting of local stakeholders and professionals with technical skills and scientific interests. 

For the first year the financing of the project came from several public sources: The city of Helsinki (Culture Capital of Europe 2000 Project, Neighbourhood Renewal Project), The city of Vantaa, The city of Espoo, The Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities, Ministry of the Environment and Ministry of Education. For the last three years Home Street has been financed by Participation Project of Ministry of Interior and the City of Helsinki. The financing authorities are also conscious of the growing need for interaction between the municipality and the citizens.

Goals of Home Street

The main goal of the Home Street Project is to increase the inhabitant empowerment in urban planning and in that way strengthen local identity in differenbt urban neighbourhoods and support local processes. Citizens can be seen as knowledge creators bilding up a local data base in their neighbourhood. They also build up a positive image of the city quarter, presenting local data beyond cold statistics. For example Maunula, a city quarter in Helsinki with 8000 inhabitants, is not a high class area but a low income area with a lot of old people and unemployed living there. Still, the image of the area is now very dynamic and lively. New technology has been utilized without prejudice. The new information technology is a powerfull tool in the hands of motivated active people. 

The second goal is to use internet as a participatory channel and to develop internet based tools to support these interactive local processes. One of the first interactive internet-assisted planning tools developed in the Home Street Project was a Virtual Nature Tour. It was designed as a part of the Nature Management Plan to the Public Works Department of the City of Helsinki.  Computer aided 3D-models have also been used in illustrations. 3D-models proved to be an interesting and useful tool in city planning when discussing the future of the area with the residents and the planners.

The case of Maunula: Residents as knowledge creators

Like the first two Home Street web-sites, Home Pages of Pihlajisto and Lauttasaari, the web site of Maunula offers a varied range of regional information, news, links and activities as inclusively as possible. Locality is the key word. Home Street Project in Maunula has concentrated in joining together all stakeholders in the area, such as enterprises, citizen associations and other communities. However, new technologies are not adopted by everyone – far from it. The work in Maunula has included training sessions and teaching people side-by-side the necessary internet skills. A lot of work has also been done in numerous meetings where the web-site of Maunula has been planned and constructed together with the inhabitants, project workers and other stakeholders. 

The case of Maunula Mall is something new in Finland. The mall is in a bad shape. The whole area around the mall needs profound re-thinking. The City Planning Department of Helsinki is running a development and planning process concerning this mall. At the same time there is an ”unofficial planning group” organized by local citizens. The both groups are aware of each others actions: a member of the unofficial planning group is participating also the official group´s meetings. The Maunula-group is publishing in the net all the information about the process, enquiries collected from the area, statistics, discussions and suggestions. Because this local group has not any political status, its only change to give its contribution to the process is to be as open and public as possible. Internet offers a powerful channel for this aspiration for shared data and transparency. However, the city is still far more reserved: information must not be given before it´s official – but then it´s often too late to affect the plans anymore!

Changing the world? 

Now, after four and a half years of Home Street Project, there´s a lot of local information in the net. Dozens of city quarters in Helsinki have their own web pages. HELKA has a server, where the city quarter associations can freely put up their web sites. A network of city quarters exists in www.kaupunginosat.net. What now? This social, every day experience -based information is there to see, but is there real interaction between the citizen and the municipality? Do they communicate through the web? Do the urban planners and architects visit the city quarter web pages before they start their planning work? And do they think that this local data base is of any importance?  In Maunula we can already say: yes, they do visit the site, and yes; they know that they are supposed to be aware of what is happening in the area.  This ”knowing” puts them into a somewhat moral situation: what to do with this unofficial information? Time will show.

Challences of the project

However, one must remember, that information technology still is not equally available for everyone. From the beginning the Home Street Project was concentrating mostly on content creation and learning new ways of acting and communicating with the municipality. The problem is, that too many people in Maunula don´t have the access to the net. There is lack of computers and computer skills – especially among elderly people. Guidance and education is needeed. Dispite the ambitious information society strategys and programs established in Finland people still need a lot of educational support and resources on a grassroot level. One problem is that there aren´t enough fast, fixed price internet connections available. Most of Finns use the internet through modems and pay minute based taxes. Fast internet connections are expensive, and this fact prevents people from utilizing many internet applications like streaming video and on-line chat.

Nettimaunula -project

Last summer Maunula, among seven other regions, was picked up as a pilot area in a great national information society project called OSKU (Learning Regions), which is financed by the Finnish National Fund for Research and Development (SITRA). Many ideas already presented in Home Street will be developed further in a project called Nettimaunula. With some extra financial resources it´s possible to realize and test many practises which otherwise wouldn´t have been possible to carry on. Just to mention some:

· Maintaining a place called Mediapaja as a free public Net Center with several computers and fast internet connections.

· Fixing old, city owned computers for the residents of Maunula so that they can freely ”practise” the use of computer and internet at their homes during the two-year–long project.

· Arranging ”teach-ins” in small goups for the elderly people who want to learn basic computer skills. Teaching takes place in Mediapaja, middle of Maunula.

· Putting up a cooperation project with operators, IT-companies and residents in order to find a cheap solution for fast fixed price internet connections for ordinary people. 31 households in a pilot block of flats has now a fast internet connection which costs 7 euros per month per household. How does the cheap price change the ways of utilizing the internet?

· Designing a more sophisticated, internet-based communicating and participating tool for the residents of Maunula. It is called ”the third generation of a local web site” and it´s going to be published in autumn 2002 (www.maunula.net).

Conclusions

The world has changed a lot since the project was launched in 1997. In the city web sites there´s a lot of official data, memos of the city hall meetings, maps, pictures, text files, and discussion forums presented. Still it is the city who decides which issues are important and asks what the citizens think about certain plans or proposals established by the planners. The internet will change this procedure: more and more information is available, but also more and more is expected. It´s not enough just to have an opportunity to give an opinion on something. Residents - as experts of their own living environment - want to raise up important arguments of their own. 

The web-site of Maunula has proved to function not only as a very efficient knowledge base and communication tool for the inhabitants but also a lucid window for outsiders to receive useful inside-information of the area. This interactive nature of internet challenges the "old system" in many ways. By offering a quick, easy and informal access to many kinds of documents, comments and background information, internet makes it possible for people to participate and discuss topics concerning environmental questions and town planning issues with the experts like planners and municipalities on a more equal basis. 

The experiences especially in Maunula show that using internet as an open forum in local planning processes makes these processes more transparent and creates new knowledge. The city still continues it´s legitimite work as a planner and decision maker. But it´s impossible to neglect the information which raises from the area itself. The local knowledge has to be taken into account.

The home site of Home Street project:  www.kaupunginosat.net/kotikatu  (includes also material in english)

The Network of City Quarters: www.kaupunginosat.net
The Maunula home site:  www.maunula.net (in finnish)
The Learning Regions project: www.oskut.net  (summary in english)
