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The use of online mapping is developing fast. It offers new ways for people to access and use local information. This year Newcastle Council for Voluntary Service (NCVS) has been working with the London-based social enterprise Mapping for Change (MfC) (www.mappingforchange.org.uk) to develop an interactive map of local activity in five Newcastle wards. The map is now available at www.cvsnewcastle.org.uk/communitymap.htm
The project aim was to assess the level of community activity around sustainability and climate change and to shed light on “the realities of local activity on climate change offering lessons for national approaches, potential replication and scaling up”. Commissioned by environmental think-tank the Green Alliance, with funding from the Gulbenkian Foundation, a parallel project also took place in rural North Dorset. Mapping for Change made contact with NCVS through NAVCA. 

Local benefits for local groups
Although the project was conceived to inform national policy, it was clear that local groups would need to see a local benefit to getting involved and it was agreed that the map would become a permanent asset for the hosting body. NCVS, whilst acknowledging the environmental theme, saw it as an opportunity to explore the use of online mapping to demonstrate the size and diversity of Newcastle’s voluntary and community sector. 

The map was developed through an interactive process. Two workshops in different parts of Newcastle were organised by NCVS, bringing together a mix of local and citywide groups. Whilst online mapping may be an example of new media the workshops were the stuff of traditional community engagement. 

Using printed maps, post-it notes and sticky stars the participants plotted the locations and activities of voluntary and community groups in their ward. First we had to agree what types of data to include, with each type given a ‘layer’ (such as climate and environmental groups; events; community views; food and farming) and an icon for the online map. 11 layers were agreed. Some of these were included because of the project theme but the remainder reflected local priorities. 

By the end of the second workshop 52 organisations and projects had been mapped, including ten climate and environmental groups, four energy projects, and three food-related projects.
Some organisations mapped were regional or national environmental bodies but there was no shortage of local action. Some surprising participants emerged. Anti-poverty charity the Cyrenians proved to be very active with food growing and distribution projects, had developed energy saving plans and had a combined heat and power plant in one of their hostels. 

NCVS has continued to promote the online map and expand it, using a series of road shows in various city locations to encourage voluntary and community groups to join the community map. As we move into a period of great uncertainty over the funding and influence of voluntary and community groups the online map offers a means of showing in a simple but powerful way just how much the sector has to offer.

Key learning from the project
· Much local activity links directly and indirectly to climate change. However the extent to which people and organisations will identify with the climate change agenda may depend on who is looking to engage with them, and on individuals making connections for themselves.

· The organisation doing the mapping is likely to influence the content of the map. This is about the limitations of networks and movement of information but also about perception of that organisation across the targeted community. 

· Don’t assume that groups will be interested in joining an online map. Use of new social media is still limited in many places, and those with low levels of engagement may not see any value in this style of publicity and there is evidence of this in the mapping project.

There is no doubt though that the exercise has stimulated interest. The organisations most involved have found it a useful way to consider future engagement and develop new links; smaller groups have found a new way to publicise what they do, make connections and become more engaged in discussions around climate change.
The map is available at www.cvsnewcastle.org.uk/communitymap.htm.
There is no doubt though that the exercise has stimulated interest. The organisations most involved have found it a useful way to consider future engagement and develop new links; smaller groups have found a new way to publicise what they do, make connections and become more engaged in discussions around climate change. 





Mapping community action (and climate change)


Chris Church Consultant, Mapping for Change and Martin Gollan Partnerships, Policy and Projects Officer, Newcastle CVS look at the development of a community map in Newcastle upon Tyne.
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