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THE epal PROJECT AND ITSUNIQUE ELEMENTS

Mike FITZIMMONS, Chair of the Board of Greater Manchester Company

The epal project is based on the creative use ©f media and technologies,
combined with innovative approaches to the desigh @elivery of public services,
producing a unique resource for 13-19 year old&ieater Manchester. It is an
electronic information service, fronted by Asha, @lectronic personal assistant,
imaginatively combining contributions by young peopfor young people;
information, advice and guidance; opportunities fmnsultation, dialogue, and
participation with a range of public and voluntagctor agencies; and opportunities
for young people to develop their skills and knadge both electronically and in face
to face settings.
The primary aim is to provide a multi-channel electronic platfotilmough which a
virtual community of young people can access infiiton and services supported by
a virtual community of specialist agencies. Yourgpgle can also participate in
ongoing design and development, contributing tbein content if desired.
The objectives are to:

= contribute, alongside more traditional ways of doitmings, to improved
outcomes for young people; measured in terms of tdagacity to negotiate
the risks and challenges of teenage life
maximise their opportunities for personal and datgaelopment
gain achievements in terms of informal and forntalcation
achieve a successful transition to adulthood.
innovatively and creatively exploit new technoloigy support and promote
wider participation of young people as citizenssacial and political life.
How does it work? Young people are able to interact with an “epal’order to
acquire information, communicate with others artdriact with relevant agencies and
organisations. Key background and contextual médron is provided covering a
wide rage of topics, usually in partnership witreages working in the field. The
technology involved enables the system — the "ep#d"highlight and broker access
to local sources, networks and opportunities.

This method of delivering services to young peaplevinned with another, equally
innovative mechanism, of enabling young people ddigipate in the development
and “content” of the project. This has been aroanabling young people to develop
skills in a variety of areas such as Urban Musinjmation, Styling, Photography,

Journalism — which in turn facilitates these yopegple to publish, “content” to epal.
A consequence of this is that epal gains credariiath locally and digitally, that aid
with the take up of the electronic Personal Adviservices. Therefore, the epal
project is significant in that there is a structurtback-end” of information and

resources, with a youth focussed and producedt4ead”.



The unique characteristics of epal

1. Integration with mainstream public services

It is fully integrated into the newly emerging Camxions Service (the Government’s
flagship youth support initiative targeting 13-1€ay olds). The Connexions Service
provides information, advice and guidance to 13¢8r olds, in order to help them
make informed choices and fulfil their potentiaPart of this is around careers,
education, training and employment, but also endgwaeider youth issues, from
drugs and alcohol, through to a host of other gjpistisupport services. Through epal,
Connexions is able to deliver services more effetti and efficiently; to a wider
range of young people than would be possible tHidage to face methods, and in
ways more in tune with many young peoples’ lifestyand preferences. It makes
these services substantially more accessible —ihdtre sense that electronic access
suits the needs of some young people more thantéafeee approaches may do; but
also in the sense that it provides potential foagmative presentation of materials,
more in tune with young peoples’ learning styled arpectations.

2. Thestrength of its partnerships

Underpinning epal is a robust partnership structumgolving all key agencies

working with young people, including youth serviceéouth Offending Teams,

Probation, schools, colleges, the Learning andIsSKibuncil, training providers,

transport agencies (GMPTE), health (drugs, alcgbioysical and mental health); the
Police and other specialist providers. Working tigio and integrated within this

partnership structure, epal is a vehicle for deihgea very wide range of services and
information about services online. It includesamnprehensive directory of services
across Greater Manchester, information about ceurkssure opportunities and
events, volunteering opportunities, issues reletangoung people and places and
people to talk to about those issues. It is als@ehicle for consultation and

participation - ensuring that services are desigaed delivered in ways that meet
young peoples’ needs and engaging young peoplectage aitizens in the wider

public arena.

3. Therangeand quality of information and services which it makes accessible.

A robust partnership network, combined with theecoontribution of the Connexions
Service, ensures that the information and senacesssible through epal are of good
quality, relatively comprehensive and wide rangingcharacter. This is critical to
ensuring success in terms of credibility with yoyspple, accuracy and maximising
the potential usage of the resource.

4. Its strong emphasis on youth participation and involvement

There is a special emphasis given to this aspe@ooinexions, which reflects the
Government’'s wider concern about youth exclusiord ahe lack of wider
opportunities for youth involvement and participatin public and political life.
Working through a range of methods, including fexdace “skillshops” and events
designed to promote young peoples’ creativity ansblvement, as well as a variety
of “online” methods of engagement, epal offers ipldt opportunities for
engagement and involvement.



Young people can contribute their own content. yTlean moderate content
contributed by others. They can rate content piediby agencies. They can engage
in discussion forums about issues relevant to théhey can engage in dialogue with
agencies and decision makers who might otherwisenhecessible.  They can
participate in consultation exercises about keydssand services, and make their
needs and views known. Work is also taking placengage young people more
effectively in the governance of epal and as pdiats in project work (e.g. market
research) that the project can develop.

A key factor is that the design and structure adlemsures that the look, feel and
content of the site reflect young peoples’ needs$ aspirations. It ensures that the
resource is able to sit comfortably within a yoathture dominated by commercially
driven services and products which heavily inflleelyoung people. Although epal
has a very strong public sector ethos in termsetif’ering services and support, this
is achieved within a context that is young persent@d, attractive and engaging -
without being patronising. This ensures that tteouece is popular and attractive to
its target group; in turn making epal a tremendopsortunity and vehicle for public

agencies seeking to engage with or deliver sent@gsung people.

5. Itsunderlying community development principles and their potential

Underlying this methodology, is a set of principlberrowed from community
development but applied in the context of emergirgpvernment. What epal drives
forward is a set of electronic communities — withugig people at their centre — plus a
range of agencies and partner organisations, whiy not otherwise be accessible.
These can be defined around areas of common ihtésssies, etc), or geography
(neighbourhood, local authority area, etc); or widmvic issues (consultation,
engagement, participation), and have very realmiatiefor supporting and improving
“real communities” (introducing young people andittprojects from different areas
to each other; sharing and disseminating learnirigg)s important to see epal as a
dynamic process — something with potential thak gribw and develop over time.

6. Personalisation

epal is personalised and personal. Young people tiee option to register (and to
do so at differing degrees of detail) when theyettie virtual epal community. They
are guided in doing this, and in searching andifipgdnformation, by a personal
assistant (Asha), who functions in the manner ofise elder sister - helping young
people negotiate around the resource to access tivbyatneed. Young people can
personalise their information searches, gain oa #incess to a Connexions personal
advisor, and contribute to the site. They are alde to customise their home page.

7. Localness

Although there are a range of web based servigegdiong people nationally, these
do not have the local content that is essentiagh&epal concept. This includes
directly accessing locally based services on ldenfiexions in the first instance, but
with potential for other agencies to experimentdire course), but also the local
character of the information available. This isimhaprovided through the directory

of services, but also through the contributions enbyl local young people, agencies
and organisations, in terms of content.
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8. Accessibility and Scale

The accessibility of epal does not just cover issaund access to information or
services, but also the technological aspects adsatiaility, including mobile phones,
pcs, and emerging channels such as digital tet®vidt has been designed from the
outset to be scaleable — in its partnership andhyimvolvement methodology and its
technological content and design. Technologicdlg, design of the resource means
that it can cater for an expansion in the numbersefs, and for an infinite expansion
in the content carried. It has also establisheaethodology for experimenting with
the delivery of online services, and for engagingng people and partner agencies in
the process. The project also aims to experimaiiit & further new technological
dimension, by piloting content suitable for a yoatitess digital television channel in
due course.



