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Introduction

Networks, networks everywhere

No place is undisturbed.

The revolution’s underway.

Its pace cannot be curbed.

-Vinton G. Cerf, September 2, 1999

Thisversecomesfromapoemread by oneof thekey figuresinthedevel opment
of thel nternet at arecent symposium held to cel ebratethe 30" anniversary of thefirst
successful transmission of digital bitsfrom one computer to another, which ushered
intheeraof computer networks (Kaplan, September 6, 1999). Perhaps not unexpect-
edly, participantsin this commemorative event reflected on the rapid devel opment
of networking and what we today call the Internet and predicted its ubiquity in
everyday life, likening it to electricity. Obviously, however, we are not quite there
yet. Recent datafromtheU.S. Department of Commercesuggest that, despiterapidly
increasing rates of computer ownership and Internet access in the United States,
there are still many people who have been left out of the information revolution.
Researchers found that Internet accessis highly correlated with income, education
level and race, leading them to conclude:

The information ‘haves' have dramatically outpaced the information

‘have nots' in their access to electronic services. As a result, the gap

between these groups — the digital divide — has grown over time.

(McConnaughey et al., 1999, p. 88)
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In the context of globalization, this so-called “digital divide” exists between
devel oped and devel oping countries, between rural and urban areas, and even within
urban areas. According to two leading thinkers on theimpact of theinformation age
on urban areas, the digital divide has exacerbated existing socioeconomic dispari-
ties, creating “ opposite and equal ly dynamic pol es of theinformation economy” and
leading to a socially-polarized “dual city” (Borjaand Castells, 1997, p. 42).

If there exist such disparitiesin access to this new information media, what is
being doneto ensurethat this gap does not increase even more, especially asthe Net
becomesmorecommercialized and subject totheneedsandinterestsof business?As
evidenced in the compilation of chaptersin thisbook, there are numerous examples
from around the world of people working to address this “digital divide” by
promoting alternative, community-based |nformation and Communications Tech-
nology (ICT) projects. This “Community Informatics’ approach seeks to “design
electronically-enabled ‘ services' or applications so that they are aswidely available
and usable as possible” (Gurstein, 2000).

A natural venue for the development of such applicationsisthefield of urban
planning and community development, especially in light of recent changes in
planning theory. The traditional “expert analyst” model of policy development, in
whichplanners(i.e., the" experts’) serveasinterpretersof datafor policymakers, has
increasingly been challenged by both practitioners and theorists who have long
sought to reduce social and economic disparities asa part of “community building”
in urban areas. According to John Friedmann (1987), this is accomplished when
planners successfully link technical knowledge with action, thus leading to pro-
cesses of social transformation. Reflecting on how Habermas' stheory of communi-
cative action informs the experience of planning practice, several theorists contend
that planningisacomplex, dial ogic processinwhich community residentsmust play
arole (Forester, 1989; Innes, 1998). Therefore, planners serve asalink between the
local government and residents, analyzing data.and information in order to under-
stand community dynamicsand devel op neighborhood plansin acollective process.
Would this, then, not be anideal place to explore the intersection between ICT and
community planning and development?

Oneof thefirst inquiriesinto thisissuetook placein the spring of 1996, during
acolloquium at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Department of Urban
Studies and Planning. Theimpetus for the colloquium came from faculty members
in both the computer technology and community devel opment concentrations of the
department, and the presentati onsfromthe serieswerepublishedin an edited volume
(Schon et al., 1999). The academics who participated in the colloquium painted a
rather grim picture of theimpact of ICT oncities, outlining how itis—and likely will
even more—increase social and economic disparities between the information
“haves’ and “have-nots’ and-debunking hype of “digital utopia” Community
activists, who had traditionally been skeptical of technology’s role in community
planning and devel opment, al so participated inthe colloquiumand weresurprisingly
optimistic about the potential role of ICT in community building. The editors of the
volumeattributethisoptimismtotheactivists' realizationthat “ at atimeof declining
government funding for inner cities, communities lacking electronic access to
resource announcements will be disadvantaged in competing for scarce resources’
(Schén et al., 1999, p. 374). Moreover, the colloquium gave the activists an
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