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PRESS RELEASE/BIRMINGHAM VOICE LAUNCH/25.07.07
BIRMINGHAM VOICE LAUNCH TAKES DIGITAL POWER TO THE PEOPLE
Hundreds of Birmingham community and voluntary groups have been given the chance to create their own website and network with other groups by harnessing the power of the internet.
Launched today (Wednesday 25 July) by Birmingham City Council and Digital Birmingham, around 140 not-for-profit organisations attended a workshop to find out how the Birmingham VOICE project can help them get online, as part of a nationwide web service supported by local authorities.
The event was addressed by Paul Tilsley, deputy leader of Birmingham City Council, and included a short performance from the Jaguar Charity Pantomime Society, one of the first organisations to join the initiative.

VOICE also gives participating organisations the chance to generate extra income via an Ask.com link on their site, thanks to an initiative by web marketing company HomePages Friends.
Welcoming organisations to the event, Paul Tilsley said: “I believe that in today’s digital age, we must use technology to improve communication and it is vitally important that community and voluntary groups get online as soon as they possibly can – and a website is one of the most effective ways to do so.
“People need help to get their foot on the digital ladder and have access to the tools to enable this sharing of information. We want to make sure that everybody benefits from this digital age and doesn’t get left behind.”

The VOICE initiative is backed by central Government and the International Centre of Excellence for Local eDemocracy. Anna Tan, the project sponsor from the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) addressed the event and said:

“We have been funding the VOICE project nationally for a while and it is at the heart of the Government’s community engagement agenda. VOICE enables community groups to engage more closely with the democratic process and with each other and it’s a cause the DCLG is keen to continue supporting.”
Interested organisations attending included The Digbeth Trust, the Handsworth Women’s Cricket Team and The Birmingham Irish Heritage Group.

The Jaguar Charity Pantomime Society is currently setting up its website using VOICE tools such as FAQ, a members only area, events database and intranet, in addition to the income-generating Ask.com link.

“The website was incredibly easy to create, and only took a few hours,” said Pam Slater from the society.

“It means we now have a professional online presence where customers can find out all about us and book tickets. Being part of a central online directory of community organisations is very exciting and great for the society.”

In addition to the pantomime performance, delegates at the launch had a crash course in how to use the VOICE software and a presentation from HomePages Friends chief executive Tony Lloyd.  

Birmingham VOICE is being set up by Digital Birmingham, an alliance of public, private and voluntary sector organisations who share the goal of ensuring the benefits of global digital technologies are experienced by everybody living, studying, visiting and working in Birmingham.
“Encouraging the community and voluntary sector to become more e-enabled is key to helping local people to actively participate in the development of their own communities and in local democracy,” said Digital Birmingham’s innovation manager,  Annette King.
“This is just one example of how Birmingham is striving to be a leading European digital city by 2010.”

Following the launch,  Digital Birmingham is working closely with Birmingham Libraries who will be providing support for local groups.
To find out more about Birmingham Voice and to apply for a website, visit www.e-voice.org.uk/birmingham or email askvoice@birmingham.gov.uk.
Photo caption:

“They’re behind us!” Members of the Jaguar Charity Pantomime Society show their appreciation for the VOICE project. Back row, l to r: John Whitmore, Katie Thompson, Digital Birmingham innovation manager Annette King, Sharon Wilding. Front row: Birmingham City Council deputy leader Paul Tilsley and pantomime dame Dave Slater.
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