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I attended college in Terra Haute Indiana where the population was roughly equivalent to that of Queens Community District 3 – now with about 160,000 residents. Terra Haute had 2 TV stations, a handful of radio stations, and a daily newspaper to address the needs of its residents. In Community District 3 we don’t have any of those. The regional media typically focus on us when there’s been a significant blood letting. 

Local governance uses phone calls, faxes, word of mouth, and when our miniscule budget allows, the U.S. Mail in our effort to make real the concept of democracy. One part of our district is lucky, it’s served by a weekly newspaper.

4 years ago, under the able leadership of then Chair Jimmy Smith, Board 3 began an exploration to find ways to use technology to improve community governance. 

We began our review with a fundamental belief in the wisdom of the people and that democracy is an experiment that improves with inclusiveness, transparency, and more capable communication tools. We read the city charter which requires each of the city’s 59 community boards to “Consider the needs of the district which it serves" - a broad mandate. 

And we asked: Where does democracy live in our society? Certainly City Hall, Albany, Washington, and our media play a significant role. But where’s the venue where new ideas can emerge, and for ongoing local conversations? It doesn’t exist.

We sponsored 4 meetings at which over 150 technology experts, community board members, elected representatives, city officials, and residents exchanged their views on how we can use technology to better our city.

We documented the historic limitations of Community Boards as detailed in the insightful report being issued today by the Select Committee on Technology in Government under the able leadership of Council Member Gale Brewer. 

Among our findings was that the Internet offered numerous opportunities to remedy these historic shortfalls in community communication. We proposed and developed a Prototype Community Board Website Development Project to provide Community Boards and communities with communication and publishing capabilities; and such standard business features as interactive calendars, discussion forums, and polling. 

However, suffering under the city’s budget woes, the Prototype exists for our district only - to be used on a B & B basis – that is Begged & Borrowed. We offer our thanks to LaGuardia Community College and Lightspeed Software for helping make this possible. But this increasingly valuable democracy tool could be shut off at any time.

We look forward to the day when training empowers community board staff and members - and the community at large - to use these new tools to provide an improved democracy and the fruits it will bring. And we look forward to the day when the city’s other 58 Boards can gain the training, support, and access they need to enter the 21st Century.


The Prototype Community Board website can be found at: www.community-boards.wego.net. Tom Lowenhaupt can be reached by phone at 718 639 4222 or via email TomL@communisphere.com.




