Local Jam

First Meeting at ICTE

March 10, 2005 – 6 pm to 9 pm

Dear Friends,

This document reports on the first meeting of the NYC Local Jam process. Near 25 young activists and allies gathered for near 3 hours to discuss collaboration, networking, and mobilization of a NYC youth network in preparation for a 1 week event this summer: the Local Jam.  The process is being launched by the Global Youth Action Network.  This first meeting was facilitated by Jonah Wittkamper, the South America Regional Director of GYAN and the organizer of the first Local Jam (which took place in Brazil).

Introduction

Jonah began by setting the stage.  The first purpose of this whole process is to build relationships with each other across traditional divides of class/race/religion etc.  Why? The philosophy of GYAN is that more youth can be involved in activism and that the limiting factors are "access" and relationships.  GYAN wishes to improve access to information, to make it easier to meet youth activists, and to help youth explore new communities. Without "access" it’s difficult to start on your own.

Next Jonah showed a video of the first Local Jam from Sao Paulo, Brazil, and told the story of theWorld Jam.  The first second one was organized in 1996 by California based Youth for Environmental Sanity.  They brought 30 young activists together, from as many countries, for a one-week retreat to share the stories of their lives, to discuss strategies for organizing, and to make new friends. In the following years several other Jams were organized as well.  In 2004 GYAN adapted the concept for the local level and organized the first Local Jam in Sao Paulo in June. "If uniting youth in their diversity can create great results at the global level why not at the local level to help ensure greater sustainability of their new relationships?" Fortunately for Sao Paulo, the mayor's office mapped youth groups across in the city in 2003.  GYAN received a copy of the database and used it to network for the Local Jam.  Near 500 people applied to participate in the event but there was only space for 35.  To prepare for Local Jam retreat itself GYAN hosted several workshops in Sao Paulo for group dialogue and networking.  The retreat took place from June 29 to July 6. Many new projects resulted from the whole process. GYAN now wishes to repeat the project in New York.

Progress to date in New York:

GYAN received a small grant for the project from the Rockefeller Brother's Fund.  It is enough to hire 1 organizer and pay for a retreat space for a week. The Network is still fundraising to complete other parts of the project. 

History of GYAN:  GYAN is an incubator of global partnerships among youth organizations.  In its 5 years of existence it has launched dozens of projects.  It frequently works around UN world conferences. It is partnered with TakingITGlobal, the Internet's largest community of young activists. Near 20,000 unique visitors browse the site each day. 95% of them for the first time. Why so many? Because Google has given us millions of dollars worth of free ads.  The site contains databases of youth organizations, profiles of young activists, calendars of events, discussion boards, grant opportunities and much more. Each country has their own sub-site. A local sub-site is currently being developed for New York. If we can integrate a local community on-line with the global ones that already exist, then the process can be easily recreated for every city. 

At this point Jonah opened the discussion to everyone else with the statement: "Many attempts have been made to build NYC youth networks in the past.  Most haven't succeeded.  Why?"

Jonah invited Alex, former Synergos board member, to talk about the Innovative Development Network.  The group works with people in the beginning of their careers and gets them thinking about global issues of poverty alleviation. It organizes events with speakers and seminars, then peer groups and dialogues on global issues. They also try to make it easy for people to get involved, volunteer, and so they launched a newsletter. It grew to about 800 young people but it hasn't grown much in the past couple of years. For more details contact Nilufar Hossain, co-chair of IDN at nhossain@familycareintl.org

Jonah then invited Amy to share the story of Ya-Ya and its attempt to build a New York City youth activist network.  It worked with Project Reach last year, brought together about 15 groups from around the city with the hope of creating a city-wide network. Once they got back they continued to host meetings once every week or two, but it faded out, perhaps because it was adult-initiated. They are attempting to do it again this year, working with youth form different communities, backgrounds, etc. They are great at bringing a diverse group together, but not maintaining it. YaYa has also been involved with YouthBloc, an entirely youth-initiated and sustained; It ran well for a year or two but slowed down when leaders aged out and went to college.  They are currently struggling for focus but they still exist. www.youthbloc.org YaYa has networked with many groups around the city, and found issues like: collaboration happens around single events. How do we change that? Amy observed that adult staff are protective of their turf, their kids and their funding.

Alex said that credibility of this idea is damaged because of these failed efforts. A bad track record precedes this effort. New York is a "noisy city" with a lot of activities happening which diffuse networking attempts.

Mary, also from Ya Ya, brought up the Compass for Change project, a collaboration between NorthStar Fund, May First Technology Collective, YaYa and others.   They are developing an on-line set of tools for activists including a directory, a calendar, a "skills and resource-sharing" system among other things. The project focus however is not youth.  She also mentioned the Peoples’ Convention which is putting together a peoples’ agenda for NYC. They survey around certain issues then examine candidates running for office.

Others observed that people frequently re-use the same youth in activist programs.  They age out.  The focus needs to be on new youth.  

Charmaine of the Department of Youth and Community Development asked what happened to the YAYA Bulletin, a weekly e-mail calendar of youth opportunities that stopped 1.5 years ago.  Amy replied that the server crashed but that it would be back.  Charmaine commented that it was very useful.

Jonah asked what would attract youth organizations to an event. People replied that they want to join something that contributes to their work and that networking is important.  People want to get access to skills and opportunities that they don’t have, that they themselves can't offer to their youth.  Some suggested that there should be an activity that promotes sharing.   

Jonah told the story of the Stone Soup housing cooperative in Chicago.  Young activists began to gather every Tuesday for dinner.  By the ninth week so many people were showing up they had to eat on the porch.  Twenty of them decided to move in together.  Tuesday night dinners still continue in their residence.  

Jonah explained that he attempted to recreate Tuesday night dinners in New York in 2001 but that it didn't work.  "New Yorkers are too busy."  He then suggested organizing dinners on the first Monday of every month as they do in Sao Paulo.  A brief survey in the room showed that people aren’t too busy to commit once a month. Would people be willing to pay for food?  A suggested donation would be best.  Would everyone commit to inviting 10 others?  Yes but it depends on the event, the context, etc.  What is the purpose? To build relationships and involve new people in the youth movement.  They key is to grow the network.  With growth hundreds of other activities become possible.  People asked what kinds of gathering would be best.  Jonah shared 5 models and people voted on them.

Votes
Model

2 
Roundtable discussion

3 
Just networking with introduction

8 
Half presentations / have networking

4 
Just Food

4 
Showcasing new projects each month

11 
A visitor speaks plus local project showcased

9 
Entertainer / Music, dancing, artistic performance or Cultural presentation

7 
Brainstorming / Sharing Ideas / Resource sharing circle

The next gathering was set for Wednesday, April 13, from 5:30pm to 8:30pm in the same space: the International Center for Tolerance Education.  25 Washington Street, 4th Floor.  A few blocks from the York St. subway station (first stop in Brooklyn on the F train).

A brief group evaluation was made.  People said: 

"It would have been helpful to know better ahead of time what the meeting was about"

"It is great to learn about the organizations present and what they’re doing."

"The break was too long a break, we lost some people."

"The long break was great.  It allowed us to network."

"Would want to follow-up on the discussion."

