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The Latino Information Network at Rutgers University (LIN@R) project was launched a year ago this month with the mission that we would create a digital platform – a website portal – that would serve as a central repository of Latino-related research produced by various Rutgers schools, departments, programs and scholars, focusing primarily on the Latino experience in New Jersey.  

On the surface, Rutgers has never enjoyed a reputation as noted Latino research center as other universities have.  Yet, on closer examination it is obvious that there is more here than meets the eye.  When one examines the sum of parts – much of it disparately spread throughout the university system – it is clear that there is a critical mass of scholarly work at Rutgers that would rival some institutions that have touted Latino research centers for decades.  

We began with the premise that we needed to gain a sense of scope for the content and how that content would be digitally handled, housed and disseminated.  As the project took shape, so did the size and scope of thought behind the website concept.   Could the site go regional?   Yes.  Did it have the legs, conceptually, to go national?  Yes, it could.  So set out to determine just how much wing span this project had.  The findings have been far better than what was anticipated.  
The LIN@R project was started with $175,000 of seed money to examine the parameters and the potential for the project.  The Rutgers administration, via former Executive Vice President Phil Furmanski, backed the project with $75,000.  The Rutgers School of Communication and Information and the School of Arts and Sciences, via its respective Deans, Jorge Reina Schement and Doug Greenberg, each contributed $25,000.  And Verizon became our first corporate funder with $50,000.  

Four principal investigators were assigned to the project:  Deans Schement and Greenberg; Aldo Lauria Santiago, chairman of the Department of Latino and Hispanic Caribbean Studies; and Yolanda Martinez San Miguel, professor in the Department of Latino and Hispanic Caribbean Studies and director of the Institute for the Research of Women (at Rutgers).  They were kept abreast regularly of both the project’s progress and occasional obstacles. 
LIN@R is housed in an office adjoining the Department of Latino and Hispanic Caribbean, located at Lucy Stone Hall on the Livingston campus.              
Content Assessment

The first task was to conduct a massive 4-5 month content assessment that covered the entire Rutgers system from Camden to New Brunswick to Newark.  This assessment determined what schools, departments, programs and other projects were engaged in Latino-related research.
To date, it is estimated that more than 300 people have been interviewed over the last year, including Rutgers personnel, state employees and Latino community leaders, among others through this effort.
The content assessment has determined definitively that there is a mass of Latino-related research/content that exists as research that is currently being undertaken or already exists at more than 25 distinct entities of the Rutgers University system.

The data is disparately housed, but as noted earlier, the sum of the parts forms a critical mass from which to draw publishable content for the proposed website, a grand opportunity to raise Rutgers’ reputation as a Latino research center nationwide.

Website Design & Development 
With the assessment done, we began the task of building the digital apparatus – the website portal – that could handle the girth of the content that Rutgers possessed.  The decision was made late last fall to employ the School of Arts and Scienea’ IT Department to design and develop the LIN@R website.
Discussions regarding the design of the LIN@R website began in late February with SAS IT Designer/Developer Anna Witek.  Initially, it was determined that the SAS IT’s content management system – based on the Joomla design – would house the website.   
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Static mock-ups of the website were designed in the following weeks and reviewed subsequently.  However, the SAS IT was put at a disadvantage when one of its designer/developers left that department for another job.  In retrospect, and in all fairness to her, Witek was left with the myriad design and development projects in the SAS house.  
In retrospect, she was clearly was left shorthanded, and the project began to lag time-wise due to the personnel issues.
The decision was made in late July to move both the design and development of the project to the IT department at the School of Communication and Information and to also utilize that school’s processor to house the website and its content management system.   
We have begun meeting with SCI’s IT department personnel and have outlined a strategic plan of attack that would allow us to launch sometime in the fall.   
Staffing   
At present, I am the only fulltime staffer working on the project. I have employed on a part-time basis Anna Lisa Raya Rivera, an MLIS graduate student with 12 years of journalism experience; pregnant, she works 16 hours a week and will likely leave us in January 2012 after the birth of her baby.

I utilized one undergraduate student as an intern during the spring 2012 semester.  Three more student undergraduates are interning this summer.

As we approach a launch date, I will be in dire need of a webmaster, a programmer that can handle the content management system that we will utilize.  

Most importantly, I will need at least one fulltime graphic designer, one fulltime copyeditor and two part-time writers that could help develop and write the high volume of copy that will be needed to feed the website.

Fund Raising

Fund raising has been an issue.  We have been working with and through the efforts of the Rutgers Corporate and Foundation Relations (CFR) office.  To date, CFR has been unsuccessful in their attempts to raise any financial support for the LIN@R project. 

We have developed a “core” document that outlines the mission, goals and business plan for the website; and we have developed a serious of one-, two- and three-page briefs that we can send out to prospective funders.  We are not without marketing collateral.  

We also have both static mock-ups and development mock-ups (web images that move on the screen).  These can be used in presentations for potential funders.  

CFR has insisted on doing “one offs” – they send out a proposal and then wait for a response before sending out another proposal.  Over the last eight months, CFR has sent out only two proposals – one to the Dodge Foundation, which was rejected and a second to the MacArthur Foundation, which is pending a review.  

We have our eyes on sending corporate proposals to Verizon, Anhueser-Busch, State Farm, Proctor & Gamble, Time Warner, McDonalds; among foundations, we have targeted the Knight Foundation, the MacArthur Foundation, Ford Foundation, the Carnegie Foundation, the Fund of New Jersey, Alfred Sloan Foundation, among others.. 

Community Outreach

We have been actively engaged in delivering presentations related to Latinos in New Jersey on numerous occasions.  For example, we have provided U.S. Sen. Robert Menendez with talking points about Latinos in New Jersey that he has used on the floor of the U.S. Senate in Washington D.C.

Last fall, I appeared on the Steve Adubato Show to discuss “Diabetes in the Latino Community” and to talk about LIN@R.   This past April, we co-sponsored  with the Department of Latino and Hispanic Caribbean Studies Department a leadership conference that was keynoted by Sen. Menendez at the Bloustein School.  We received a $3,000 donation from Verizon, which covered the expenses for the conference. 

Also in April, I delivered a presentation at the Latino Literary conference that was co-sponsored by Rutgers and the University of New Mexico.  In May, I delivered a demographic presentation on Latinos in New Jersey at a workshop co-sponsored by the Newark Star-Ledger and the Rutgers Center for Migration and the Global City at the Newark Museum.  The presentation received coverage in the Star-Ledger.
In June, I delivered a presentation on the demographics of Latinos in New Jersey at a full house  in the city council chambers of Perth Amboy.  In June, I arranged the logistics for a Peruvian import/export trade conference that was held at the Rutgers Business School; it was attended by more than 125 local Latino business people. 

I am working with incoming Rutgers Board of Governors appointee Martin Perez, president of the Latino Leadership Alliance of New Jersey (LLANJ) in developing plans for the establishment of a New Jersey Latino Health Institute.  The project, which would outlining the various health disparities that are afflicting Latinos in New Jersey, is being funded by a federal grant through the Center for Disease Control. The LIN@R project would tie in with this proposed health institute, utilizing valuable content that could serve the Latino communities of New Jersey in a significant manner. I have agreed to be a speaker at a conference summit that the organizers plan to hold at the Bloustein School inOctober.  
As word of the LIN@R project spreads, I continue to maintain a pipeline of dialogue with the Latino community on a week to week basis and I continue to receive numerous requests to speak throughout the state.    

IUPLR Association & Other Affiliates

The Latino Information Network at Rutgers University was invited to be a member institution of the Inter-University Program for Latin American Research (IUPLR), a 24-member consortium of Latino research institutes. This group represents a Who’s Who of Latino research institutes from throughout the country, spanning from coast to coast.  

In becoming a member, the IUPLR also voted unanimously at its board meeting in July to agree to support the LIN@R project by authorizing informational feeds from any of its 24 member institutions and its websites to the Rutgers website.  With that move, LIN@R was instantly transformed from a New Jersey-centric website operation into a national information network with potential feeds from these top-notch Latino research institutes.  
The Future of LIN@R

At the end of its first fiscal year, the LIN@R project only spent about half of its initial $175,000 budget.  The scope and size of the project has been determined. We now know that its concepts have realistic capabilities on a national scale.  The design and development of the website is in its latter stages.  But the remaining budget will not get the website launched. 

We strongly believe that funders exist that would support the concepts involved, funders that we have yet to approach.  But we also need additional Rutgers support that can bridge the project over while stronger efforts are made to tell the project’s story to potential funders.  

We believe the stage is set for LIN@R  to take off.  Without additional funding, a good idea would go by the wayside – a clear opportunity that could raise Rutgers’ reputation as a renown epicenter of Latino research and public dialogue.      

