Community/Political Organizational Database – Intern Proposal


A need exists within smaller, local political/social organizations to have access to a more robust web-based database for the purposes of tracking, contacting and managing membership, budgets, etc. There is also a need within these organizations to have access to other web-based technologies to assist in the growth and development of these organizations. 


The long-term goal of this project is to provide such technology in an easy-to-use, easy-to-configure package. The resulting (and developing) software package will be entirely Open Source, and will fall within one of the Open Source licensing methods.


The initial development of this software will require three concurrent efforts

1) Starting with existing membership database design, begin final development and testing of design. Other components to this initial design will be added shortly, as others with experience in tracking/managing this type of data will be included in the conversation.

The membership database will be the primary focus at this point in time, however, it will link to three other databases (and it will link to additional databases in the future):

A) Precinct Database – a list of all precincts within the Legislative District, and tie those precincts to Congressional Districts, County Districts, etc. In the original version, this will be simple to upload. In the future, this database will tie to the Address database. Original file source based upon King County Elections data.

B) Address Database – this database will contain all of the legal addresses within the Legislative District. The source of this data will be the King County GIS “shapes file.” This database will be used to cross check against the membership database, as well as it will be used in the future when more GIS/mapping capabilities are added to the package.

C) Voter Registration Database – this database will contain all of the voter registration information for the Legislative District. The source of the data will be King County Elections. This database will both cross-check against the membership database, as well as it will have it's own search features.

NOTE: The precinct and address databases are normally updated on an annual basis, while the Voter Registration database will be updated as conditions require.

Granular security according to Linux/MySQL best practices will be necessary both for security purposes, and membership tracking/recruiting purposes.

Also note, the external data sources (Precinct, Address and Voter Registration) will be loaded in as single tables.

2) Design and development of the Database Interface – interface the database with the website using PHP

I'm a firm believer that the interface code should be elegant, well commented and cross-referenced where required. The intent of developing the interface is to ensure that modifying the interface (and database) to meet geographically local purposes is a relatively simple process. 

With elegant, well commented interface code, the future development and expansion of the interface will proceed in an orderly fashion.

In the mid-term, the well written, easy to follow interface code will also facilitate the writing of a top-quality end-users manual (pdf, html and man formats).


3) Content Management System – build CMS using Wordpress and plugins: 

After having reviewed several CMS packages, I will agree with the suggestion of the SCCC IT department that Wordpress is the tool of choice. It appears to be the best supported, as well as it appears to have the greatest number of plug-ins available.

Being in a position of having to install and learn this tool myself, we will greatly look forward to exploring tools and possibilities we don't know exist through Wordpress and Wordpress plug-ins.

Among the initial requirements of the CMS will be:

A) The ability to import existing CSS into Wordpress, while ensuring the future extensibility of the existing CSS. (The existing CSS is well commented, and relatively easy to follow.)

(The existing CSS we'll build around is divided into several stylesheets – header, left-nav, center-column, right-column. There are additional CSS sheets for IE6 and IE7. Fortunately, this appears to work well with  Wordpress.)

B) The ability to easily incorporate new articles into the navigation system.

C) The ability to ensure proper security levels for user input to the website.

D) Context sensitive menus should be made available after a user logs onto the website.

Among the plug-ins we'd like to build into the initial package will be:

1) Ability to send bulk email (Constant Contact API?)

(It would be great if there was a way to track returned email for the purposes of ensuring a clean database, thus reducing overall email traffic in cyberspace)

The ability for individuals to automatically unsubscribe to mass or targeted emails will be required.

 2) Visitor polling capabilities

Website visitors should have the ability to rate various articles. 

Among the polling capabilities should also be the opportunity to agree or disagree with the Congressional and Legislative votes taken our elected representatives. In the long term, this becomes a tool to hold elected representatives accountable. 

3) Forum capabilities, which use the existing database to ensure authorization levels.

4) The ability for registered users/members to upload files for use and review by the community should be available.

Not being familiar with all of the possibilities of Wordpress plug-ins, we'll greatly look forward to suggestions and ideas on how to best utilize this wonderful tool.

Additional Notes for consideration:

There should be absolutely no consideration given to flash player. The security vulnerabilities within the Adobe flash player are to great for any consideration to be given to this “eye candy.”

There are certain instances where snippets of javascript (such as getting older versions of Internet Explorer to render transparent PNG files) will be beneficial, but this should be used very sparingly.

In the long term, this project should also have the ability to connect to other, remote databases. As an example, the State and National Democratic Parties use a website called VoteBuilder. The ability to import information from, and export information to VoteBuilder will be and important long-term consideration.

In terms of printing mailing labels, printing credentials sheets (normally on tabloid-sized pages), etc., should be built into the overall package.

A preliminary view of the database concept is located at <http://test4.30thdemswa.org>. The development website (which gives an idea as to the potential for expanding the website/navigation) is located at <http://test5.30thdemswa.org>.

Additional subdomains (test1 through test3) are available for testing purposes. The appropriate FTP accounts can be readily established as required.

Future linked databases will include (but not be limited to) a budget database, precinct performance tracking (based upon final election results as recorded and imported from King County Elections).

