Presentation to Data Connection 

March 2004

Overview

The Municipal Art Society Planning Center launched the Community Information Technology Initiative in the Fall of 2003 to empower New York City's community boards with a crucially needed, online Geographic Information System (GIS).  The CITI initiative addresses:

· Advocating for Increased Technical Capacity for Community based Organizations (innovative partnerships between government, not for profit, City Council and corporations)

· Building on a successful interactive Open Space website (OASIS)

· Offering training and internship opportunities to ensure access to online & desktop GIS applications.

New York City's 59 community boards play a major role in fostering vital neighborhoods and a more livable city, but to do so they need access to basic information from city agencies about their districts, land uses, population, natural environments, and so on. And yet, although they are asked to make critical planning and budgetary recommendations on a range of geographically-based issues, many community boards do not have complete, annotated maps of their districts, or the data they need to function effectively.  And most have limited staff resources (maybe 2 full-time people) with little or no training in GIS and even less time as they address community complaints and develop their recommendations to city planning.

Background

This is where the story of the CITI initiative comes in.

In April 2003, Planning Center co-directors Eva Hanhardt and Micaéla Birmingham introduced and demonstrated the powerful tools of GIS to the staff of Manhattan Community Board 1, explaining how it can streamline the job of assessing community needs—a task that has assumed daunting proportions for that board because of September 11. Since then, they have been helping CB1 develop their own GIS to better analyze the redevelopment proposals and to more easily manage their service-delivery duties.

Last June, the Planning Center prepared the ground for CITI with a series of forums to introduce community board members and staff and other community groups to GIS. The city's Department of Information, Telecommunications, and Technology was represented; Al Leidnergave a presentation of the department's new, highly detailed map of New York City called NYCMap ("Nice Map"); and attendees learned about a multitude of GIS functions—from creating and printing a customized map, to selecting, panning and zooming in and out of desired locations, to how users can send feedback to their community board office to address a specific neighborhood complaint.

The forums were quite successful.  The Planning Center obtained funding for the CITI project from several foundations including 

· The Alfred P. Sloan Foundation

· The Greenacre Foundation

· The National Endowment for the Arts

· The Surdna Foundation, and 

· The Verizon Foundation

A partnership between the Planning Center, NYPIRG’s CMAP program, which operates the OASIS site that Christy will speak on next, and ESRI and Spacetrack, GIS software and services providers, created a website for CITI:  http://www.myciti.org.  These groups have been working closely with a pilot group of community boards on how to use planning data more easily by employing an online GIS system to:

· Make meaningful and informed planning recommendations, and

· Simplify work for the community board staff by decreasing the number of information-seeking phone calls to the office by allowing constituents to retrieve information from the website.  We are encouraging Community Boards to link to myciti.org on their websites.

So what does this website look like?

[Christy’s Demo and Discussion of Technology & Data Integration Issues]

Community Board Needs 

The pilot phase of the CITI project began with five of the six community boards who were present at the June technology session.  During the pilot phase we offered presentations to Full Boards and/or Land Use Committees at the Community Board offices.  Afterward, I met one on one with District Managers, Chairpeople and staff in the CB offices to discuss the data needs of the community, proposed applications of the CITI program and the level of training needed by staff and committee members in their offices.

Training was crucial

In most cases, these offices had the computers and connections needed to use the internet site, if just barely.  I found a number of older computers, smaller screen monitors, but access was available and staff was eager to use the system.  A few offices had GIS software installed and dedicated staff with GIS skills and already had ideas for how they want to use the CITI site.  Based on our assessments, we created two training sessions.  A series of beginner sessions was held in February at the Planning Center, in which we demonstrated the CITI site and offered exercises covering specific examples of use:  

· Exercise 1: Create a land use map of your Community District

· Exercise 2: Locate your CB office address and insert the map into a Word document

· Exercise 3: Email a map to a friend

· Exercise 4: Use the Identify Tool to find a large Institutional site suitable for a greenmarket

Advanced training and additional beginner sessions will be offered in April.  The advanced session will train users in desktop GIS applications.  As we continue these trainings we have opened them to Community Boards beyond the pilot groups.  More and more community boards have requested to link to our site or get training.

Data Needs Identified

· Zoning vs. Actual Use – The most requested feature was a way to break down land use into further subcategories and then layer them over a zoning subcategory indicating allowable uses.  Or in the case of a community, whose character is rapidly changing, indicate a possible zoning change (rezoning, or upzoning) based on actual use.

· Census Layer – The second most requested feature was a way to overlay layers with population, housing and income data.

· Historic Districts, Business Improvement Districts and Economic Development Zones

· Construction Data –  Permits, proposed construction, under construction (major projects), ongoing infrastructure improvements, etc.

· Transportation – Bus routes, subway routes, hubs, proposed routes, traffic density/capacity, parking zones & facilities

· Aerial Map

Challenge:  Getting information from Community Districts back into the appropriate government agency system

The data on the CITI site is by no means complete relative to the needs identified in CB interviews.  In many interviews, a common complaint was that the RPAD data was not accurate as far as ownership and actual use is concerned and that the land use data itself was too broad to be useful (An Institutional site could be a school, church, hospital, etc.). This is a challenges, but given that CITI is an ongoing initiative it is one in which we will attempt to address as we get access to more data, add more layers etc.  In the meantime, we have addressed these needs by providing links to sources of data online:

· The Building Information System from the Department of Buildings

· The Assessment Roll from the Department of Finance

We also have created documents to explain the data that appears on the site:

· Metadata/Source information is linked from layers listed on the Legend tab

· A CITI Zoning Guide describing certain zoning codes was created by Eve Baron of MAS

There are a lot of data layers we would love to get for the site and that CBs have requested, but that are not available to us yet.  Access to the zoning layer, detailed health statistics, facilities mapping, are some examples of requests we received in our interviews.  If anyone would like to help us add a data layer, please let us know.

Applications

We interviewd CBs on the issues they are currently addressing in their districts and how they may wish to use the CITI site to address the concerns.  After interviewing Irene Janner, the Finance and Personnel Chair of Brooklyn CB2, she forwarded me an email addressing their needs which were typical of many of the boards we interviewed.  This is an excerpt of that email:

“Our wish list for items - overlay census block lines with links to census demographic data; the Rent Stabilization Board to determine presence of regulated rental units at a site; overlay zoning map lines; showing facilities from the city lists (like the demo map on ESRI's website of Queens CB# 3). I'd like to be able to download the map with its underlying GIS data so we could use it in our GIS work without re-inputting everything all over.


The above is in connection with … analysis of current residents in buildings expected to be demolished when Downtown Brooklyn is upzoned. Our planned GIS work goes further - trying to get certain statistics from the Dept. of Health for us to add to our map; get ratings of intersections from DOT re congestion/capacity; input sites of complaints we receive (like rats, illegal dumping, etc.). We also have a second GIS project seeking grants to survey our open space, which would go on our map. We'd use these to discuss comprehensive planning, generally and in the context of the Downtown Brooklyn upzoning, to better analyze potential impacts and to draft meaningful and informed recommendations. “

Meaningful and Informed Recommendations – this was the bottom line

In the case of Brooklyn CB2, Irene was quite blunt.  CITI gives CB2 data that it’s small staff needs to evaluate plans by developers who have their teams of lawyers, engineers and planning consultants.


Open Space:  Community Board 2 in Brooklyn, an area of public housing projects and mixed-income homeowners, GIS will mean having the capacity to survey sites in the districts which are not official parks, but are being actively used by residents as recreational areas—such as grassy medians and yards near historic manufacturing buildings. According to the board’s Shirley McRae, CB2 wants the ability to present the Parks Department with an accurate lot-by-lot inventory of potential low-cost parkland acquisitions, sites that the department is currently seeking.

Displacement:  In areas of redevelopment, GIS can help a community board to address the issues of displacement; for example, the system can help them to analyze options for the relocation of potentially displaced residents in nearby public housing developments that may have vacancies in newly renovated units. In Brooklyn Community Board 2, one district is being re-zoned by the Department of City Planning to allow for higher-density development. The community board has not been given any maps, plans or lot-by-lot description of how this re-zoning will affect members of the community, especially low-income residents and small businesses (neither of whom are mentioned in DCP's plan). The board would like to use GIS to overlay a map of lots in the area to be rezoned with census income demographics, to identify how many low-income residents will be displaced from affordable housing in areas such as Willoughby Street in downtown Brooklyn. This would enable the community board to present to City Planning the realities of this zoning change for residents and small business owners.

Ground Zero Recovery:  For Manhattan’s Community Board 1, where the World Trade Center once stood, GIS will mean helping local businesses, based on their location, understand what recovery programs remain available to help them. It will also mean having oversight of all activities—from the closing of a street for construction purposes to the impact studies needed for development proposals ensuring (among other things) the protection of residents and their environment.

Olympics Planning:  Community Board 3, based in Jackson Heights, Queens, has established a committee to research and advocate on behalf of its ethnically diverse neighborhoods on issues related to New York City’s Olympics bid for 2012. This community is the proposed location for several Olympic venues. Whereas the NYC2012 committee and the City have not provided the board with any documentation, plans, or maps of the proposed venues—which have the potential to attract thousands of people to their neighborhoods—the board will be able to apply the GIS system to identify the sites selected and analyze the impacts of the games, such as pedestrian and auto traffic, transit improvements, economic development opportunities, and natural resource management. 

Rat Abatement:  Manhattan Community Board 7 is working with the Department of Sanitation to begin a rat abatement education campaign in a six-block low-income area, from 107th St. to 110th St., between Manhattan and Amsterdam avenues. GIS will be a critical tool used to map the locations of DOS violations such as (holes in buildings, uncovered garbage, disposal areas etc.) The goal will be not to give citations to building owners but to educate residents on strategies to improve building conditions to ameliorate a particularly bad rat infestation. GIS will be used to monitor the effectiveness of the education effort and the increase, decrease, or clustering of new violations.

Eliminating Blight:  Community Board 2 in the South Bronx also wants to be able to identify the owners of derelict buildings and lots that are blighting the neighborhood and attracting rats and garbage. John Robert, the board’s district manager, intends to use a comprehensive GIS map of the area to make informed decisions about community services and quality-of-life issues in a district that is home to both a residential and an industrial community, despite perceptions that there are no residents in this manufacturing-zoned area.

Affordable Housing:  Manhattan Community Board 7 is home to numerous Mitchell–Lama, Local Initiatives Support Corporation, and single-room-occupancy housing units, yet it faces an affordable-housing shortage. The board is anxious to begin using GIS to identify potential new housing development sites that could accommodate a portion of the 65,000 housing units proposed by Mayor Bloomberg in his recently released housing plan, New Marketplace: Creating Housing for the Next Generation. GIS would be able to “query” lots based on their size, zoning, and ownership to yield a list of potential housing sites. By mapping existing land uses along with potential new sites, the board can make informed planning decisions aimed at preserving a diverse mix of housing opportunities in the district.

Economic Development:  Manhattan Community Board 7 is also working with local merchants, the 96th St. (Business Improvement District) as well as developers, to identify new economic development opportunities in the district. Specifically, the board will use GIS to analyze the existing land use patterns of the neighborhood to maintain successful mixed-use commercial corridors while identifying soft sites that are currently vacant or underutilized such as parking garages. These soft sites could be areas for increased commercial investment promoting small businesses and meeting community service and employment needs.

Community Preparedness:  Many community boards have no fast, efficient way to contact the residents they serve; the postal system is problematic because time-elapse and address changes. The online GIS system will allow residents to register with the community board to receive messages via mail, e-mail, or phone, depending on what best serves the moment. With a database of resident contact information, the board will be able to map the residents’ locations to identify areas where more targeted outreach is needed. This will allow the board to analyze where the people who are active in community affairs are, and “gaps,” where the board needs to do further outreach to engage a more diverse population. Manhattan Community Board 7 is developing a database of community contacts including co-op board members, local development corporations, tenant associations, and religious leaders to broaden levels of community participation and increase emergency preparedness. Not only will this database enable the board to send mailings to key community leaders but, when the district is mapped, it will allow the board to identify underrepresented areas.

Also, by mapping the locations of community contacts, a board can conduct targeted outreach when there is a specific issue or emergency in one part of the district, such as a water-main break; the board can contact all tenants associations and small businesses within a given radius to provide them with information of street closures and updates on a clean-up schedule.

