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This paper outlines the opportunities and challenges faced by CyberEquality, a grassroots social enterprise from the junction neighborhood of Toronto. CyberEquality is modeled on a successful organization called Free Geek in Portland Oregon, which enables volunteers to get refurbished computers with open source software.  One of CyberEquality’s opportunities is the advocacy of free and open source software, which is not only an opportunity for reducing costs but has the potential for transforming people from computer beginners into positive contributors in the open source community.  A challenge faced by CyberEquality is maintaining a grassroots based democratic organization, which embodies formal consensus based decision-making that enables broad community engagement.
CyberEquality and the Junction community
The geographical area where the majority of CyberEquality’s members reside is Toronto’s “Junction” neighborhood. Although the Junction is not Toronto’s poorest neighborhood, it is a neighborhood with a high proportion of low-income households (United Way Of Greater Toronto, April 2004).  There are a significant number of individuals whose primary income is from the Ontario Welfare (OW) or Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP), who reside in the Junction neighborhood due to affordable rental housing and the availability of services such as public transit.

A neighborhood with an increasing number of individuals who have lost employment from the steady decline in blue-collar jobs combined with people who are on OW or ODSP provides a strong impetus for starting new community development organizations. The Junction neighborhood provides social entrepreneurs and community organizers with a “stable but inherently unjust equilibrium” (Martin, Roger L. & Osberg, Sally, 2007), which requires new organizations and projects to correct or mitigate the imbalance.  One such imbalance is the high proportion of income poor individuals who do not have a computer at home.  The lack of a home computer and internet access limits the possibilities for engagement in employment search, self-employment, civic participation and community activities.

History of the organization
A social entrepreneur who recognized an unjust equilibrium in access to computers for income poor individuals in the area founded CyberEquality in the Junction neighborhood of Toronto in 2009. The social entrepreneur who started CyberEquality had sufficient social capital to start a new organization and took a community rather than individualistic approach to starting up the organization.  The social capital available to the social entrepreneur consisted of strong social networks including family and friends, and weak social networks consisting of connections from previous employment and volunteer projects (Granovetter, 1973). Therefore CyberEquality as a community organization was initially formed from the social entrepreneur’s social network.

The founder received training on building computers and using open source software through involvement in the organizations that were attempting to start up a Free Geek in Toronto. Free Geek is an “open source” organization that allows any other organization to adopt its organizational “blueprint”, apply it to another organization, modify it, and improve it. Free Geek also enables other organizations to learn from both successes and failures, by posting organizational documents including the minutes of every meeting on a publicly accessible website.

CyberEquality and the adoption of the Open Source Free Geek model
Free Greek publishes a detailed organizational model on the Internet, freely available for anyone to use under the Creative Commons license. The trademarked name “Free Geek” can be used if organizations follow a number of non-monetary requirements. Since Free Geek started in Portland ten years ago, nine other Free Geeks have started up in different cities, including Free Geek Vancouver. CyberEquality has applied and been accepted by Free Geek as the “official” Free Geek Toronto.  CyberEquality’s mission and vision are closely aligned with the Free Geek model.   
CyberEquality’s Mission is:

To promote social and economic justice by: increasing access to computing and communications technologies; providing access to education, training and job skills, promoting the use of Free and Open Source Software, and reducing the environmental impact of electronic waste.

CyberEquality’s Vision for the future is to make our city a place where e-waste is disposed of responsibly, safely, and ethically, and where everyone has access to computers and the internet.
Primary activities of CyberEquality
CyberEquality has established a community technology centre in the junction neighbourhood of Toronto. This centre:

1. Trains volunteers to safely dismantle older computers, recover reusable parts, and to rebuild them as a computer technician would do,

2. Empowers these volunteers in the installation, use, and benefits of Ubuntu, a free and open source Linux distribution known for its ease of use,

3. Provides public access to computers and the Internet,

4. Serves as a recycling depot for people who need to get rid of old computers,

5. Provides graduates of this program with opportunities to receive further training and part-time paid employment to refurbish computers,

6. Incorporates an in-house Thrift Store where excess refurbished systems, peripherals, and components will be sold, and

7. Ensures that leftover e-waste will be sold only to local, ethical downstream recycling plants.

The enabling possibilities of Free and Open Source Software
CyberEquality installs Free and Open Source software on the computers that is grants to volunteers and also the computers it sells through the Thrift store.  There are a number of advantages to the use of Open Source software, including lowering financial barriers, and lowering participation barriers:

1) The software installed by CyberEquality is free.

The total lifecycle cost of using proprietary software is not only the initial installation whether at a low subsidized cost, donated or pirated, there is a lifetime of costs for upgrades and potential support.  This lifetime cost can be a significant factor for those on low income in being further disenfranchised through a digital divide.  FOSS lowers the financial barrier to participation in an increasingly digital economy and society. 

2) OSS enables users to become valuable contributors in the OSS community.  

Any contribution to improving proprietary software is necessarily limited, and the primarily financial benefits are to an organization, not to any individual.  Individual contributions to OSS are recognized, and may even enable people to get employment and self-employment over the long term.  Mel Chua described her journey of transformation from a user to a contributor in a presentation titled "The Invisible Traceback: Blockers that make potential contributors drop out (and how to fix them)" (Chua, Mel 2009).  

An evolving governance structure
CyberEquality has been incorporated as a non-profit corporation without share capital, and will apply to Revenue Canada to become a registered charity. CyberEquality is a democratically run, membership-driven and worker-driven organization. The members contribute time and work, instead of financial dues. Within the membership, there are some distinctions:

• Council: Policy and important decisions are made at monthly general meetings of the members, through a consensus decision-making process.

• Board of Directors: Chosen by members; provide legal and financial oversight.

• Staff Collective: full-time and part-time employees paid by CyberEquality.

• Core, Adoption & Build volunteers: different levels based on time commitments.

The transition from an informal “club” of volunteers to an incorporated organization with a board of directors has been difficult for CyberEquality.  Prior to incorporation, the council was the de facto “board” for the organization, making important policy decisions. 

The council has practised and recently adopted formal consensus as defined by Butler and Rothstein (2009) Formal consensus has the promise of being a more democratic process than supervisor-employee or Roberts Rules of Order processes.  Formal consensus attempts to improve a proposal through addressing questions and concerns rather than adversarial votes for and against a motion as in Robert’s Rules of Order.  
Volunteer involvement in business operations

Both paid and volunteer participants perform most of the day-to-day work, including dismantling, testing, building, sales, training and support. They also work within workgroups and the Council for group decision-making.  Future staff will be chosen from amongst the core group of volunteers. Staff and volunteers are encouraged to both peer-teach and pursue the development of new skills.

One of the differences between CyberEquality and more hierarchical organizations is the role of volunteers.  In a typical hierarchical nonprofit organization there is an executive director managing staff, who in turn manage volunteers.  CyberEquality is a volunteer-member managed organization and has no Executive Director.  Volunteer members hire staff through workgroups and provide overall guidance to staff through council meetings.

Another difference between CyberEquality and other volunteer involving organizations is that a significant number of the volunteers at CyberEquality are also recipients of products/services. Volunteers involved in the adopt and build programs are granted a computer to take home upon completing the required hours of service.  Volunteers who have received a computer through a grant or have purchased a computer (at an extremely low cost of $50) also receive technical support services.  All members and volunteers can attend a wide variety of training courses completely fee of charge.

Target population

CyberEquality will focus on the lowest quartile of income groups as defined by Statistics Canada, with the very lowest subgroup of that quartile that are on social assistance, either in the form of Ontario Works (OW) or the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). CyberEquality’s target population is the income-poor. CyberEquality gives them the hardware, software and desktop training they need to participate more fully in society, and thus raise their computer literacy and the self-esteem. We will not charge any financial cost for these items, allowing income poor individuals to reserve most of their income for food, rent and other essentials.

The income-poor and hard-to-employ are often shuffled from one training or volunteer program to the next, never getting the opportunity to apply what they have learned in a workplace setting, and thereby largely forgetting the training acquired. CyberEquality will provide hands-on and carry-on environments for people to develop, retain, and grow their technical, organizational, and communication skills.

Summary  
CyberEquality’s opportunities and challenges described in this paper include:

· The adoption of the open source Free Geek organizational model.

· The enabling possibilities of open source software.
· The governance challenges in transition from a club of individuals to an incorporated entity with a board of directors.

The process for overcoming governance challenges for CyberEquality include recruiting new board members who will be part of a generative problem solving board (Ashraf, 2010) rather than a policy making board. As a social enterprise, the long-term financial viability of the business will support sustainable achievement of the social goals of the organization. Broadening the member base to include a greater number of volunteers, one of the most undervalued resources, will enable the organization to build its human capital to work through current and future challenges.  
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