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Problem/Opportunity

The digital divide emerges from inequalities in access to hardware, connectivity, content, and training in patterns that reflect economic and social status as well as geography.  Similarly, the investment divide has its origins in impediments to adequate banking services, mortgage lending, business loans, and financial literacy.  The quality and availability of financial services is generally much better in affluent neighborhoods than in poor neighborhoods.  Frequently, the investment divide is exacerbated by public investment decisions that place scarce government resources in communities that are already able to attract private investment.  Just as technology goes where technology is, money goes where money is.

These two trends have reinforced one another to further marginalize poor communities.  Innovations in technology have led to the consolidation of the financial industry and the subsequent closure of many bank branches in low-income and rural communities.

However, Internet technology tools might provide new opportunities for expanding financial access and broaden investment networks. While technological change can intensify social division, it can simultaneously open up a space that broadens accessibility to critical services and social networks.  For example, as banking and investment move to the web, even communities without banks can access financial services through a computer.  Moreover, the economies realized by financial institutions could enable them to offer a broader range of lending products rather than a “one-size-fits-all” solution.  The Internet can help lenders find sizeable but overlooked markets that need specialized investment tools appropriate to low-income communities.

Approach

The Advanced Policy Institute (API) will use Next Generation Internet technology to address both the digital and the investment divide by creating a statewide electronic community platform, called Neighborhood Knowledge California (NKCA). 

The centerpiece of NKCA is a statewide property data system, i.e. a repository of geographically indexed, statewide property data. Through thematic mapping, i.e. the integration of multiple data sets at the metropolitan, census tract or other levels, patterns of (dis)investment emerge by geographic region. Tools for web-based, automated updating by community groups and local and state government will ensure that the property database remains current.

Further extensions of NKCA will include a project directory for community networking to enable community groups to build project websites. NKCA eventually will also include online video training to help a diverse and dispersed user group effectively use NKCA’s functionality.

Advanced Policy Institute, UCLA

The Advanced Policy Institute (API) is an applied research and development center and one of the primary outreach arms of the UCLA School of Public Policy and Social Research. Established in 1995, API addresses a variety of strategic policy needs by furthering the professional development of those working in the public interest, supporting efforts to access and apply research, developing innovative information technology tools to deal with policy challenges, and building new and mutually beneficial relationships between the university, policymakers and community leaders.

API’s programs link academic research with the experience and practical knowledge of policy practitioners and community leaders, focusing topics such as housing, community and economic development, health care, social services and disability issues. 

Contact Information

To find out more about UCLA’s Advanced Policy Institute,  (api.ucla.edu) and its NGI Application project please contact Dr. Neil Richman at (310) 825-0577 or richman@sppsr.ucla.edu.

For more information on CommerceNet’s Next Generation Internet Application program please contact Molly Petrick at (408) 446-1260 x234 or molly@commerce.net, or Richard Jullig at (408) 446-1260 x286 or richard@commerce.net.
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