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In a nut shell – the summary
Eastside360 – eastside360.com – is an online network designed to inform and inspire a healthier, greener, and more sustainable Eastside community.  Using the tools of Web 2.0 and the persistent care of a six-member team, eastside360 is starting small and growing over time with content, connections and character. 

Our group was formed not because of a passion for a particular idea or cause, rather, we were formed because the other identified project topics did not  strike a passion within us.  At the LE retreat, it was quickly suggested our group name should be simply “the undecideds.”  After a brief group brainstorm and sharing of ideas and interests, we agreed to the group name of “Sustainable Communities.”

A couple of weeks and a few meetings later, we began to focus in greater detail on food, health, gardening and communities.  We were comfortable with the broadness because it was important for us, individually and as a group, to identify a project for which we had passion.  We needed more time to investigate options.  A speaker’s comment from the LE kick-off retreat resonated with us, “if you are passionate about ‘it’ (the project), it will be more enjoyable.”  That enjoyment ultimately led to the requisite meaning and passion for each member, as well as the commitment, to carry it through to May 14, 2009.
Seeds of an idea
We started out talking about food.  Our original mission was, “to enhance awareness, influence choices and strengthen partner efforts centered on the positive role nutrition, food sources and donations play in the long-term health and vitality of Eastside communities.” 

Specifically, we wondered, how could we best explore the interconnectedness of getting adequate food supplies to people in need and having that food be nutritious and from local, sustainable sources?

Wrapped into this large goal, question and mission were aspirations of the individuals in our group.  What could each of us bring to the project?  We took stock of our leadership and professional skills and strengths, from marketing and project management, to effective advocacy and web design.  

This group inventory helped us realize that we had a diverse set of perspectives and experiences – all the better we thought to tackle a rather large topic, such as sustainable communities.  And so our topic assessment continued, and continued.
Learning as we grow: other ideas sprout 
Several significant growth spurts occurred for our group over the past six months.  Here are the highlights.

“Experts in training”

Early on we realized we weren’t experts on the topic of sustainability.  We had much more to learn in the field.  The initial steps of inquiry ended up playing a big role in our project.  We found that no one resource existed that catalogued  focused efforts around sustainability among Eastside communities.  It wasn’t a huge surprise.  Our own perceptions about the Eastside lagging in practice and policy played into our motivation to learn more.

Cities, King County, schools and non-profit organizations all cover varying topics around sustainable “and green” practices. 

Our discussion topics ranged widely: hunger, obesity, nutritional education, food sources, the value of buying local, education in schools, the local economy, state funding for healthy school food, and food accessibility.

Talking to the Experts

We  wanted to find a community partner with a need and help them.  That should be our goal.  Deeper discourse led us to ask more questions about the scope of our topic – should it be more than food?  Should it encompass the entire “green movement?”  To avoid creating an infinite research quest, we decided to focus on some key connections and see what more we could learn. 

We spread out individually on research missions and spoke with key leaders at:
Eastside farmers markets, volunteer p-patches, Sustainable Communities all over Puget Sounc (SCALLOPS), Rotary 1st Harvest, Washington Environmental Coalition, HopeLink, Cascade Harvest Coalition, Local Farms Healthy Schools Initiative, Washington State Extension program, Northwest Earth Institute, local restaurants, the “Urban Farmers” team from the LE Class of 2010, and the City of Bellevue.  
Conversations with Eric and Rose

Our phone interview with Eric & Rose in December reassured us that we were on “a” right track.  Our scope was broad, and we were generating lots of ideas that we assumed would help when time came to choose a specific topic.  Eric specifically advised us to take a hard look at our top three or four project choices make decision – and just go with it.  
By January, our research process, team meeting discussion and the drumbeat of time, had conspired to generate a bloated list of ideas.  It was time to pick favorites.  
Here’s a sample from that original list – all geared around promoting a more sustainable Eastside community. 

1. Assist Senior Services with volunteer recruitment for its senior transportation program

2. Create a Game – “Eastside Sustainability Scavenger Hunt” – or Quiz Show

3. Create an education piece/campaign on food sources - where does food come from

4. Create and promote a “Top-10” list for healthy living, sustainable choices and community building on the Eastside – “Simple Steps to Sustainable Living (for a Sustainable Community)”

5. Create greater awareness/build bridges for Local Farms-Healthy Kids initiative

6. Create knowledge/awareness/action around parking strip and backyard gardens

7. Create the Eastside “Good 4U Guide”

8. Develop and stage a Community Forum/Panel on a sustainable community topic

9. Enhance communication of Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farms

10. Help Eastside Farmers Markets with food donations going to local food banks
11. Initiate or help stage Eastside Sustainability Community/Kids Fair

12. Produce (or develop a concept for) a video documenting local farms, chefs and retailers committed to sustainable practices – pitch it to local government access channels, city websites, non-profits, etc

13. Promote a network of P-Patches/Community Gardens (like in Seattle - maybe link up with them)

14. Promote/sustain series of Eastside-based Voluntary Simplicity classes

15. Provide tools to Eastside food banks (Hopelink) that promote healthy choices

16. Set up P-Patches in schools or senior centers

17. Solicit and promote healthy, fun recipes for families and kids

18. Work with/among other Leadership Eastside projects to sustain them

19. Website centered on 'Eastside Sustainability’
Recognizing, we still had work to do to shorten the list, in mid-January, we developed a Project Decision Criteria (PDC) matrix tool to run each of the project ideas through and see if they qualified to move to the next stage.  By the end of January, our “PDC” tool was agreed upon and consisted of the following set of questions: 

· Do we have a quorum that is passionate about this project?
· Can we get this launched by the end of April?
· Can we accurately define the Customer/Target Audience?
· Can we identify Community Partner, and are they willing to work with us?

· Does this support LE’s goal of broad community leadership?
· Can this idea 'sunset' to another group (is it sustainable)?
· Do we need outside resource, and if so, do we need funds to do it?
We ran our choices through the PDC.  Individually we chose our five favorites and each team member voted for their top five choices which narrowed the field down to:

· Create and promote a “Top-10” list for healthy living, sustainable choices and community building on the Eastside – “Simple Steps to Sustainable Living (for a Sustainable Community)” (5 votes)

· Create an education piece/campaign on food sources - where does food come from? (3 votes)

· Develop and stage a Community Forum/Panel on a sustainable community topic (3 votes)

· Help Eastside Farmers Markets with food donations

· Promote/sustain series of Eastside-based Voluntary Simplicity classes

Through quite an organic process of conversations and brainstorming - Top 10 lists of what?  Reducing footprint, transit, food (healthy/local),  calendar – virtual or paper, celebrities? Famous celebrities or local people doing the ‘right thing’.   Our thinking continued to evolve.   We knew that we wanted to have a tool for communication’ such as a calendar, community forum, top 10 lists, a game etc...

 Thus was born the idea of a website that we could scale along with the topic.  It would take the sustainability theme and present it with a local twist.  It would focus on the little things each person can do to make a difference and highlight those in our community who already were.

Our best efforts could turn up nothing like it – there was simply no one place to look for Eastside resources on sustainability.  As a result, we have made the commitment to sustain it through our Leadership Eastside tenure for the next 24 months with the goal of ‘sun setting’ the website with a community partner.
Taking root with our audience
The eastside360 primary target audience is broadly defined as: Eastside residents (with an Internet connection) who just need a gentle nudge to take small steps that will create a healthier community.

Specifically – they have access to the Internet – and already have an affinity for the topic.  eastside360 is designed to be home and launching point for information about a range of community partners.  We know we can’t “boil the ocean” on the topic, but the site will regularly feature organizations, companies, and individuals that have a message to share.  
We will continue to seek out community partners who have ideas to enhance the network, and one of our final goals will be ultimately to hand off eastside360 to a community partner.  We have resisted the analogy until now – that eastside360 is just a seed we’ll nurture along with help from others who see value in telling their stories.

The Issaquah Farmers Market has offered a booth space to our group to seed the message about the network and our effort on the Eastside.  
The Group 4 Project: eastside360

An online network at eastside360.com to promote and strengthen awareness and efforts centered on the positive role of sustainable choices in the long-term health and vitality of Eastside communities.

Growing in step with LE’s mission
Our project is all about “interconnectedness” and its power to create change in a meaningful way.  Eastside360 will evolve, as will our breadth of topics and ability to serve up relevant information and establish our audience.  Each touch between a reader and the subject matter will bring some change – from the slightest awareness to full-fledged healthy habits.  Again, we are not the experts, but we know where to find them.  Their stories are waiting to be shared.  Those stories – and connections – have the power to move people in the right direction.      

Also, within the next year, our work will focus on sustaining the site with compelling content and identifying a group to take ownership of the network.  A full complement of social networking tools via Facebook and Twitter will extend the eastside360 network.
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