DGS Students Rally for Heritage Fest
By Elaine Johnson

When Downers Grove South High School students Rachel Pineda and Brianna Richardson heard Heritage Fest would be suspended in 2010 due to village budget cuts, they decided to do something about it. 
Being teenagers, the first place they turned was Facebook, the mega-popular social networking site where members create personal pages to share information with friends.
“Facebook is the new thing,” Rachel said. “Everyone is on it. I knew if we put this issue on Facebook it would definitely get lots of support.” 

The girls hoped a couple hundred people would join the “Bring back the 2010 Downers Grove Heritage Fest!” group they created on Wednesday, Dec. 9. By Tuesday, nearly 4,500 teens and adults had signed on, including Mayor Ron Sandack and the Village of Downers Grove.

Both Sandack and Village Hall took the opportunity to clarify the council’s reasons for cutting funding to Heritage Fest and turning the future of the 27-year-old summer celebration over to local non-profit organizations and other volunteers.

 “It is the first time we’ve utilized Facebook,” said Doug Kozlowski, the village’s communications director. “It was brought to our attention that a blog on saving Heritage Fest had emerged and was getting quite a few hits.”
The village chose to comment, which it has done only once before as part of an electronic discussion group, in order to provide accurate information, said Village Commissioner Geoff Neustadt, who also chairs the Community Events Commission, which is now charged with finding an alternative to a taxpayer-funded Heritage Fest.

In its comment on Facebook, the village provided a link to archived information about the budget process, which culminated Nov. 24 with the decision to cut festival funding.

The move wasn’t widely anticipated by residents and it wasn’t until Rachel and Brianna launched their Facebook group that most teens became aware of the decision.
The girls didn’t expect to unleash a groundswell, they just wanted to share their opinions. “I like to get involved and say something,” Rachel said. “I like to start a discussion.”

Brianna is surprised by both the reasoned responses of some of her peers and also the adult participation in the group.

“A lot of Facebookers really aren’t serious – they write about TV shows and cartoons,” she said. 
And while “the average teen response is ‘it sucks, it isn’t fair,’other kids are really educated about the situation,” she said. Several teens expressed a sophisticated understanding both of the financial pressures facing the village and the economic benefits the festival provides.
As for the adult participation, “it makes me feel good to have adults on Facebook talking to you like you’re not a child, but like you’re an adult,” Brianna said.

Among the adults the girls still hope to hear from are the village commissioners who voted to suspend the festival. “This group has let the village council know this decision shouldn’t have been made so abruptly,” Brianna said. “Many kids would be more than happy to get involved.”

Toward that end, many Facebook commenters have asked if they can donate to the cause, and Brianna and Rachel are looking into starting a Heritage Fest fund with their parents’ help. 

The girls also have been inspired to continue their community activism. Brianna planned to attend the Dec. 15 Community Events Commission meeting, while Rachel said that their Heritage Fest effort is prompting her to do more, no matter how it turns out.

“Just speaking up has inspired me to become more politically active and I really want to make a difference,” she said.

“Even if it doesn’t turn out as we hope, this experience has opened me up to knowing that even if I’m only 16, I’m still able to voice my opinion,” Brianna said.
Perhaps the most intriguing element of the girls’ quest is its impact on how seriously electronic interest groups are taken by elected officials. “I think going forward, the village will comment when appropriate in all realms of social media,” Kozlowski said.
And while it is too late for the Facebook group to impact the council’s decision on Heritage Fest, “anytime you have (thousands) of people expressing a viewpoint or joining a group, it’s something I have to pay attention to,” Neustadt said. “It’s definitely a gauge of community interest.”
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