Project Mission

The Mount Royal Improvement Association has identified three key components of it’s  outreach projecct:

- Look to new ways to facilitate interaction of residents witinh the community and with the city at large. As the neighborhood demographics change, and more residents commute to work out of the city, it is imperative that new, more efficient forms of communication and organization be implemented.

- Foster communication among / between residents of community to address specific problems. While a formal committee structure addresses issues such as crime, environment, schools and preservation, their success depends on clear communication with and input from members of the community. 

-  Archive and share wealth of knowledge and experience in historic preservation, crime prevention, and other ‘quality of life’ issues. MRIA is over 70 yrs old as an organization, and has dealt with every problem of urban life. It is our duty to share that with residents of Baltimore City.  

Project Overview

MRIA has been an ‘early adopter’ of many now-standard technologies. Over the years the organization has developed a member database, email network, website, bulletin board, and other forms of electronic communication or information gathering systems. 

These different functions have been developed seperately, relying on individual member’s expertise and equipment. Therefore the membership list is on one computer, the email list on another, the web archives on a third. While this has facilitated good communications up to this point, this cobbled-together system is beginning to show its weaknesses and becoming cumbersome for an organization facing increasing pressures.

MRIA's greatest technological challenge is to get everything working as a system rather than as isolated pieces. 

The goal is to have an integrated suite of software applications that can access and share information form one centralized source. That source would ideally be a web-based server, allowing the organization to move away from relying on individual members to maintain vital information on their home computers. One or more local hard drives would provide redundant backup of the information and software.

Since this will be used primarily by volunteers, the system needs to be flexible, easy to use, easy to train new users, and allow for future modifications. This could function something like a .mac or yahoo groups account, where all members have basic access (group calendars, notices, etc.), but only specific members (or docents) have access to critical information (membership, financial records, etc) or can trigger specific actions (emails, membership updates, etc).

Specific Functions
Membership Database – 

The database of MRIA membership should be the locus of the organization’s electronic communications. Like a subscriber or donor database, it would be used to generate emails, notices or calendar events. 

The membership database should have various levels of access: public, members only, staff only, etc. General members should be able to submit information or requests that would then be routed to the proper docent or staff member for action.

Gathering & Sharing Information - 

MRIA posts much of its’ organizational business online, such as minutes of meetings and committee activities. The great need is for a real content management tool, improving the efficiency in posting/updating information.

The system could also track neighborhood statistics: property sales, problem rental properties, housing violations, zoning changes, CHAP requests and tax information are a few areas where shared information is sorely needed.

There should be an extranet area, accessible through the web but available only to approved individuals, to provide specialized information and support services. Programs such as Citizens On Patrol, Court Watch, and Walkers Patrol now rely on informal email and phone contacts to organize (see: http://www.boltonhill.org/mria/m_safetypgms.htm). A central scheduling and training area could greatly improve citizen participation.

Advocate & Engage -

Permit/encourage members to:

- upload (after appropriate review) to the Home Improvement Resources Directory, a web library of sources and resources (http://www.boltonhill.org/resources/r_hird_listings-intro.html).

- advocate on issues such as preservation by going to the web and sending an email/letter to the appropriate person.

- volunteer for projects, committees and activities.

Looking beyond the borders of Bolton Hill, the Mount Royal Improvement Association  is over 75 yrs old as an organization and has dealt with every problem of urban life. It is our duty to share that institutional memory with residents of our neighborhood and with the residents of Baltimore City. The website generates several inquiries per month from other neighborhood organizations for information on web or communication issues. With streamlined web and communication systems, we could become a model for integrated communications within an urban neighborhood.

Immediate Needs


I - Encourage use of the online reources within the community

Many residents are unfamiliar with what is already available, more efficient commmunications and easier asccess to member databases should increase possibilities for public relations efforts through non-electronic forms. At present, MRIA distributes several iterations of the printed bulletin which can drive users to online resources (monthly edition delivered to members, yearly community-wide edition delivered to every household/landowner/tenant possible). There are also quite a few possibilities for face-to-face education and dissemiation of information about online services (new neighbor events, church & neighborhood gatherings, monthly meetings). 

II - Encourage use of the online reources outside the community

- MRIA already has a strong web presence (see below) and often gets requests for information  from new or growing neighborhood associations through its website. Typical requests are for help in setting up a new site, how to organize, or how to develop a stronger association. Part of the extranet would be informal training (basic how-to) in setting up similar systems.

III - Training support for webmaster and web committee:

At present, the MRIA budget has a line item to support technology (mostly for program updates, etc). The website generates some income in the form of rental listings (see: http://www.boltonhill.org/neighborhood/n_rentals.htm) and the occasional banner ad. Collection of payment for these should improve with a new software package, thus generating more funds.  Those funds would be used for training volunteers or hiring consultants for further updates or refinements of the systems.

Sampling of web visitors since Jan 1, 2007

bulletin board: 22869

index (main page): 16819

preservation briefs: 4946

neighborhood guides: 4101

rentals/real estate: 3011

neighborhood contacts & organizations: 1748

CHAP guidelines/forms: 1495

neighborhood news: 1332

Home Improvement Resources Directory: 815

city services guide: 663

parking permit guides: 628

safety info: 607

neighborhood events: 408

suspicious incident police report forms sent through site: 104

streetwalker police report forms sent through site: 52

please note: Some of the numbers above can reflect multiple pages. For example, the preservation briefs are 11 different pdf’s that can be downloaded. The number here reflects downloads of all 11 pages, plus hits on the guide page.

