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Introduction
The development of modern society is often considered to be in opposition to the environmental health and well being of natural ecosystems. Due to growing complexity of society and its spatial representation in utilization of rural and especially urban space, the understanding of the whole system has become increasingly difficult. Additional difficulties arise from the increasing alienation between academic approaches studying the state and mechanisms behind environmental change. Therefore, the practices and tools which not only describe, but also provide 
· Interdisciplinarity to understanding of environment and its processes

· Link to the practical applications in society (eg. spatial planning, environmental management)

· Better understanding and involvement of general public to provide favorable conditions to the decisionmaking and application of more sustainable ways in development of society

E-community  serves as a link between adequate environmental info and decisionmaking. The uniqueness and innovation  of E-community is not in the well ordered environmental information in online-ready GIS system as well as in well ordered spatial planning public process management module. The crucial benefit of the system lies in the fact that environmental info and development ideas are in the same spatial frame to be weighed and analyzed in various steps of public planning process and decisionmaking. Therefore, E-Community could be seen as environmental management tool analyzing environmental information in participation process but also providing feedback to development of GIS systems analyzing and providing environmental data for spatial planning.

In following the development of municipal GIS systems organizing spatial environmental data is outlined. The links to the modern understanding of public planning process are provided. Also wider context of environment is discussed where in gradient rural-urban environment the need to treat classical aspects of environment, such as nature, its state and its conservation, public health, in close connection to social and cultural aspects of environment. And finally, the perspectives of further development of E-community are discussed. 
The development of GIS systems and environmental management in local communities
The rapid development of cheap, easy to use and compatible GIS systems has lead to the wider application of GIS systems in different fields including environmental and development management of local communities. Apart from well-known general use software platforms (ARcInfo, MapInfo) there are various GIS platforms specially designed for local communities for data administration purposes. Those systems include transportation analysis and planning. The systems in their application are generally ranging from common resource allocation representation and analysis (such as nature resources GIS) to more comprehensive analysis tools which include in addition to natural resources data of various aspects derived from human induced processes and developments. This data could be in principle static (administered manually to the system) or dynamic (obtained and updated automatically via internet or some other links between GIS  and source data administrator). 
The wider application of GIS systems has provided municipal management with more comprehensive understanding of the state of resources behind the development of the community. As the updating of the data-layers has become easier, the data are much more adequate. Concentration of the data to few compatible systems has lead to the possibility to combine data various aspects in day-to-day spatial planning process. For example, the availability of economical data (eg. production) in combination to the frequency of endangered species in the area has great importance in assessing mutual development perspectives of both natural communities/ species and economical networks. 

The wider application of GIS systems was in Estonia first used by geographers-scientists and the most important tasks were various spatial analyses tasks in natural and human geography in mid 80-es. This development was followed by various administrative GIS systems in national, regional and municipal levels. The recent development has lead to the better accessibility and applicability of general use GIS systems- those are easily accessible by internet and have various involvement levels (visitor-viewer, advance user, manager etc) such as it is proposed in  e-community. Also the subjects represented in GIS layers are shifted from raw conventional environmental data to more combined data providing also both online updating and request management throughout the GIS layers. The information content has extended from physical environment to social and cultural aspects broadening thus the concept of environment.
The wider understanding of the environment

The understanding of environment has undergone changes in accordance to the development of environmental management methodology and practices as well as in land use and development planning. The development has been part of the general rise of environmental awareness as well as development of participatory practices of comprehensive planning in modern society. 
The development was acknowledged in European political circles when  in Torremolinos Chapter (adopted by 6th European Conference of Ministries Responsible for Regional Planning on May 1983) the term spatial planning was presented as was stated in paragraph 8 of the Chapter: „Regional/spatial planning gives geographical expression to the economic, social, cultural and ecological policies of society.”
Both in spatial planning of rural communities but even more in urban settlements the importance of combined and comprehensive analysis of environmental as well as social and cultural aspect are of great importance. This has lead to the argument whether the term environment would have to be understood in narrow understanding as a physical phenomenon or does it have wider understanding including both social and cultural aspects. There have not been firm statements on the issue in academic nor administrative circles. For example there are contradictions in the understanding of the term environment in both Estonian and EU legislation. 
Regardless of the actual outcome of the debate the issue shows clearly the practical need to more comprehensive approach of environmental management practice.

Participatory spatial planning

The most important link between the effective utilization of environmental information and public decisionmaking is comprehensive spatial  planning. In the light of concern of environment and sustainable development trends the main goal of spatial planning is to promote representative and interactive decisionmaking. It’s the question of not only informing the public, but getting also active feedback from people from different social groups and arising dialogue between different stakeholders in the process. The people should become active participants in the decisionmaking process. Involving citizens in discussion about complex choices of social demand is fostering dialogue and community consensus. Through the participatory in spatial planning process the citizens start to adhere the principles of environmental management and how different decisions affect their lives in direct ways. 
In reality very often no real effort is made to inform the public objectively. And when it is done, then the citizens are very often turned off by the static and seemingly „finished“ quality of a plan or physical model. Citizens often do not feel compelled to participate simply because they don’t fully understand how a certain planning proposal will affect their lives in direct ways, they don’t have enough time to do the research, and simply don’t feel equipped to make decisions. Even the language used in planning proposals, and in meetings is often difficult to understand and that way it is ineffective in communicating a designer’s or planners idea, the impact of a development, or the realistic concerns of a local resident. People get afraid for example the technical jargon used by the professionals, or the cryptic two-dimensional drawings are very confusing. That kind of „instrumental“ and Top-down planning philosophy is not fostering dialogue and community consensus.

A basic understanding about participatory planning process lies in the fact that there has to be a common language that foster the ideas that can be realized immediately in a compelling, easily understandable way. Participators must feel compelled and equipped to make decisions about their concerns. 
Much like the common skill of interpreting realism through the television, the initial idea of E-community is the creation of a 3D computer model of an existing environment in a real-time modeling software package which is easily understandable for everyone.

When tool is used, citizens are no longer limited to being a passive audience that simply sees a proposed design in all its beauty, but they become active participants. During the planning process, citizens and community leaders alike will be able to work interactively in front of a computer including in the front of the same computer. By simple movements of the mouse, they will be able to walk up to their own front porch, looking at the proposed shopping mall alternatives across the street from virtually any angle. The changes from the discussion can be viewed interactively again and design issues can be revisited or introduced by the participants. Participating can ultimately fuel ideas, bringing them to life and fostering clearer communication for consensus building. Creation of the eCommunity web-based information system implies development of the "virtual reality" where the town spatial plans drawn by specialists will have their own 3D spaces, realistic models of the planned area, which can be virtually walked through and where citizens will have possibilities to make additions and corrections to the plans and transfer it automatically to a new 3D model representing recent changes.

The eCommunity project promotes more transparency in decision-making in Narva town and therefore offers a window of opportunity to the Narva municipality to develop a more effective dialogue with the town inhabitants and better understanding among the public of decisions adopted by the municipality.

The system available through the regular Internet will be developed tailor made to needs of specific stakeholder groups and will include components such as an “investor web” or a “tourist web” sites. The system will include a wide range of thematic information sub-systems, such as a city master plan, a thematic plan of bicycle traffic, a public transport agenda; a thematic park of old town; etc. 

The eCommunity project goal is to promote sustainable and democratic urban planning by using opportunities offered by modern information technologies and the Internet. The project will apply innovative web-based software solutions to make available information on the town spatial planning and development to the town citizens as well as to interested organizations and persons internationally in order to promote involvement of public into making decisions on the issues of local development and to increase investments into the economy of the Narva municipality. It is hoped that the project will demonstrate use of the system as a tool for urban planning; if this project experience is positive, the same tool could be used also in planning in other towns and regions across Europe.

















Fig 1. Principal stages of spatial planning 
As presented on figure 1 the spatial planning has in principle links to public participation and GIS systems in every step of the process. The E-community is designed to act as a public discussion and information presentation platform thorough the process. 
The further development of E-community

The development of E-community in Narva as well as similar initiatives have shown following possibilities for further development of E-democratic platforms

· More data can be presented in the system, the in-system analysis tools would improve
· Online updating of the GIS layers would enable to present recent and fresh data
· The development of internet, especially easily accessible public internet access points will increase involvement of new social groups into system.
· Better compatibility to management systems of local community (eg those required by the legislation) would enable to integrate the system to both national and municipal web based management systems.
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