The ‘Civic Hacking’ Fund [name to be changed]
An Outline Proposal by Tom Steinberg

Premises:

· The net sometimes produces highly scaleable, socially useful tools which make people’s lives better in the real world. First-class examples include www.faxyourmp.com , www.upmystreet.com and www.consume.net .

· There aren’t as many as we might expect given the size of the net, and the number of people engaged with it.

· One reason for this is the nature of ‘geek politics’ – volunteers coders tend to steer away from political/social programming, unless it is of a strongly anti-government libertarian bent (http://opengov.media.mit.edu/). Attempts to mobilise significant numbers of coders to work on polished, socially useful tools through voluntary means have mostly failed.

· The net is quite good at small projects that scale with minimal marginal cost.

· Government tends only to fund projects that can only be scaled with large marginal increases in resourcing. This is driven by a historic obligation to universal inclusion, and is not at all, per se, a bad thing. However, government cannot often fund those types of internet projects with the highest possibility of social return on investment.

· There exists a large pool of bored, dissatisfied but idealistic software developers who could be mobilised through low-level financial incentives, just enough to allow them to leave a dull job for a few months and keep paying their bills.

Proposal: A fund will be set up to foster projects which are internet based, highly  and cheaply scaleable, and which deliver clear, easy to access benefits to individuals and groups in civil society. 

Possible Components
· A public competition, offering funding to the best proposals, as judged by either an expert panel, or the internet at large, or both.

· An internal think tank with development funding, and informal connections to the wider public programming and idea development world.

This mixture of channels will be designed to make the inflow of ideas as broad and ask mixed as possible.

Steps taken so far:

1. Idea conceived, and floated in article on Opendemocracy. Term ‘Civic Hacking’ coined by James Crabtree. (http://www.opendemocracy.net/debates/article-8-85-1025.jsp).

2. A technologically savvy MP, Derek Wyatt,  has agreed to provide a room in the House of Commons, and to sign and send invitations to possible Funders.

3. Steve Clift, founder of www.e-democracy.org  suggested the foundation of a advisory panel.

4. Names under consideration for the panel include James Cronin, Tom Loosemore, Simon Waldman, Cait Hurley,  Steve Bowbrick, Steve Clift (edemocracy.org), Pam Giddy (Rowntree), Paul Waller (e-envoy). There needs to be a good inclusion of non-geeky people with connections in the trusts and grants world. James Cronin has accepted.

5. An off-the-shelf charity (UK Citizens Online Democracy) has been suggested as the legal entity on which the fund could be based. I have approach board members Richard Stubbs, Manar Hussein & Craig Pickup about this.
Notable Assets:
1. Media connections. James Crabtree in particular has been highly effective at getting extensive coverage of his projects into the national media, and Tom Steinberg has strong connections in the tech-media. We are very likely to be able to garner and sustain considerable coverage for the fund and it’s projects. This will be very important for optimising the quality of projects, and for increasing their reach.

2. Government knowledge. Tom Steinberg has worked extensively within central government, and James is a frequently included stakeholder in technology policy making.

3. Use of House of Commons facilities (rooms, etc), via Derek Wyatt MP, and possibly other sympathetic MPs.

4. Connections with the pre-existing socially focussed software scene in the UK, including advisory members from organisations such as FaxYourMp.

Next Steps:
1. Locate advisory panel members with proven experience in the charitable trust and corporate donation’s spheres.
2. Find out to what degree, if any, government would be willing to engage. A good initial aim would be to have publicly voiced support for the organisation, and an agreement to at least examine the outputs for their relevance to government aims and objectives.
3. Ask advisory panel to improve core concepts.
4. Make project public using the normal mix of on and off-line media outlets, in order to encourage a ‘buzz’.
5. Choose a name which is more acceptable to funders! Currently considering “The Public Programming Fund”.
