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Levine, P., (2006). Civic renewal in American democracy. Philosophy & Public Policy Quarterly, Vol. 26 Winter/Spring 2006.
Implications for Cooperative Extension. The Cooperative Extension Service has a rich history of getting citizens engaged in their communities and addressing public problems. This article suggests that a national movement is underway for civic renewal. OCES can play an important role in this movement through projects developed and implemented through Extension as well as partnering with other organizations and groups engaged in this work. This article provides some ideas on what is happening and the groups involved. 
Overview. A robust movement is beginning to renew civic engagement in America. The heart of today’s civic renewal movement is a set of concrete, practical experiments that are highlighted in this article. 
Highlights. Following is a brief summary of some of the examples of civic renewal identified by Levine. 
Community Economic Development. Non-profit corporations are organizing to create jobs and income that are formally tied to neighborhoods or to specific rural areas. These corporations include co-ops, land trusts, and community development corporations (CDCs), among others. 
According to these groups, one of the biggest weaknesses of democracy today is the mobility of capital. According the Gar Alperovitz, University of Maryland, corporations can influence political decisions in multiple ways including the implicit or explicit threat of withdrawing its holdings and business endeavors from an area. Often times in rural communities, there are few or no alternative economic enterprises. This situation puts the community in a very difficult economic and political situation.
The success of CDCs, land trusts, and similar innovations proves that viable alternatives to the standard corporation exist. It is possible to increase wealth in economically disadvantaged communities by creating economically efficient organizations that are tied to places and unable to threaten to disinvest.

Democratic Community-Organizing Work. The Industrial Areas Foundation represents a form of community organizing that builds the political capacity, as well as the wealth of disadvantaged people. Instead of defining a community’s problems and advocating solutions, IAF organizers encourage relatively open-ended discussions that lead to concrete actions there by generating civic power. An example of concrete action is the construction of a 2,900 townhouse complex in Brooklyn, New York.

Asset-Based Community Development emphasizes the importance of cataloguing and publicizing the assets of communities as a prelude to development. The goal is to shift from thinking of poor communities as baskets of problems, to recognizing their intrinsic capacities. The Pew Partnership for Civic Change incorporates and facilitates this assets based approach to community development.
Work to Defend and Expand “The Commons.” The “tragedy of the commons”---that tendency of any resource not privately owned to be degraded as people over-use or fail to invest in it---is real. 
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However, practical work to protect and enhance “the commons” is underway within the American Libraries Association. Librarians see themselves as defenders of public artifacts such as books, maps, databases and Web pages as well as public facilities and public ideas. Librarians believe that these public goods face numerous threats, ranging from patrons’ abuse of library books and budget cuts to corporations’ efforts to overextend copyright law. To this end librarians encourage constructive public participation in local libraries to enhance the value of these common goods. An example is the September Project, a series of discussions, art exhibitions, readings, and performances that take place in thousands of public libraries every September 11th, as a democratic response to the terror attacks. 
Development of Social Software. Blogs are one example of a new behavior enabled by software. Many developers are working on other software to enhance discussions and collaboration. A good example is the Bakersfield, California Northwest Voice project consisting entirely of material written by citizens. People submit news items that are automatically sorted by location and topic. The result is a Web site that looks exactly like a professional online newspaper, even though it is created by volunteers. Copies are printed with advertising supplements and distributed to every household.
Conclusions. The article highlights several other civic networking examples that might be helpful to Extension work. Levine is convinced that the civic renewal movement has great promise for the future.
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