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Wireless network concerns get venting

By Mary Anne Ostrom
Rolling out a regional wireless network is no easy task, and the backers of the plan to bring seamless Internet access to Silicon Valley got an earful from a panel of a dozen residents Saturday.

Key concerns included making access equitable, protecting users' privacy, and providing training and equipment for underserved residents.

Silicon Valley leaders last month chose Metro Connect, a team that includes Cisco Systems and IBM, to set up a free and affordable network that would stretch 1,500 square miles through three counties and serve up to 2.4 million people. Dubbed Wireless Silicon Valley, the project is managed by Joint Venture Silicon Valley Network, a civic and business group. More than 40 jurisdictions, including most of the cities in Santa Clara and San Mateo counties, Santa Cruz, Fremont and Newark, are evaluating the project.

Saturday's panel was the first time project backers faced local residents since Metro Connect's selection. It was composed of people who volunteered to study the proposal, under the auspices of two Santa Clara University professors. The panelists represented underserved communities, including the disabled and people from rural areas. They will deliver their recommendations Oct. 18.

Though generally pleased with the outlines of the plan, many on the panel expressed concerns about pricing and how useful the basic free service might be, especially should broadband connections become clogged, not reach rural areas or not include features for disabled residents, such as screen-readers for the blind.

Metro Connect's proposal calls for a free level of basic service, mostly available in outdoor locations, and one for children, with filters. There are an additional five service options, ranging from $14.95 to $59.95 a month, that will provide more reliable connections, security features and faster speeds.

``Is it really equal access?'' one panelist asked.

``No,'' answered Harold Galicer, who heads SeaKay, a non-profit partner of Metro Connect whose goal is to help other non-profits use technology. The plan is ``broadband access for all, not equal broadband access for all.''

Galicer added: ``It's going to cost a lot of money. The network has to fuel itself.''

Seth Fearey, who leads Wireless Silicon Valley, said none of the concerns surprised him, and explained to the panel that few answers are nailed down.

``We're doing this on the fly,'' he said. Few models exist because of the size of the region and population they want to serve.

He said Google, which launched free WiFi in Mountain View in August, is sharing its lessons. One warning: City council members can expect calls when the connections don't work.

Panelist Ana Ragone of Santa Clara said she worries about the security of a wireless system. ``There's been a lot of identity theft. That's my biggest concern.''

Project leaders said although filtering is possible, the service is designed to give people access to information, not restrict it. They acknowledged the need for training for residents who are unfamiliar with the pitfalls of the Internet.

More details will be laid out in a model agreement being developed by Metro Connect and Wireless Silicon Valley that will be sent to participating jurisdictions by mid-November. Network construction is to begin early next year. Fearey said to encourage quick municipal approvals, construction of the network will begin wherever officials sign on first.

Fearey acknowledged concerns about how much coverage will be available at first and whether cities might have to pay to reach some places.

``Metro Connect would like to serve the easy areas,'' Fearey said. He later added, ``we're putting the pressure on them to'' make sure the network reach is wide enough.

And on price, he said, ``we're haggling.''

