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County residents can help shape the future of broadband

By Geoffrey Bowker, Allen S. Hammond and Chad Raphael
Silicon Valley will soon have its own wireless broadband network, offering high-speed Internet service from South San Francisco to Gilroy. Now is the time for public input on what that network should look like, because it will shape all of our futures.

Across the county there has been a debate about who should own and operate broadband networks. Some argue that cities should stay out of broadband because local governments would be unfair competitors. Unlike phone and cable companies, cities could rely on taxes or bonds to pay for networks. Cities might favor their own service by exempting it from regulations others must comply with or by restricting permits necessary to build out competing private systems. In theory, municipalities could provide higher-speed service more cheaply than private competitors, which invested in older and more costly technologies such as cable and DSL.

Some worry that cable and phone companies won't be able to earn back their investments and will restrict future investment. And taxpayers should not bear the financial risk if governments choose a technology that is rapidly outmoded or a service plan that fails to recoup taxpayers' investment.

Joint Venture: Silicon Valley Network and the San Mateo County Telecommunications Authority, which have commissioned the wireless network here on behalf of 38 cities, have addressed some of these concerns in their plans. They recently chose a private partnership to build and operate the network, including IBM, Cisco and Azulstar. SeaKay, a non-profit group, will help get disadvantaged residents connected. Cities won't pay to build the network or own it, just receive services on a non-exclusive basis (so that cities and residents will have a choice of providers).

Do we need the network? Advocates argue that high-speed Internet will soon become a basic public need, like roads and water. One day, all our communications -- including television, radio, and telephone -- may be carried by broadband. Because all people will need access to participate fully in society, some believe government has a responsibility to ensure that broadband is available and affordable. Critics say the cable and phone companies haven't delivered yet on that promise. Proponents argue that municipal broadband will also be the key to maintaining our economic competitiveness, job creation, education and civic participation. Residents will benefit from network-enhanced medical, police and fire services.

But there are many questions still unanswered that will shape how accessible the network is to people least likely to have broadband now -- low-income people, seniors, the disabled, people of color, and rural residents.

Current wireless technology won't deliver service inside most buildings. Who should pay for receivers that will be needed to get a wireless signal inside most homes, businesses, libraries and community centers? Should additional technologies be used in the long run to get a signal inside? What kinds of services should be provided and at what cost? For example, should there be free service (supported by advertisements, taxes or both) and paid subscriptions for service that is faster or advertising-free? Should service be available everywhere, including rural areas that are harder to network? Will including the disadvantaged require additional resources to boost these communities' ability to use broadband to meet their needs? Who should pay for this and how should it be delivered?

To arrive at the best answers, we need public education and participation to envision what we all want from what will be one of the largest wireless networks in the country. New technologies call for new forms of public engagement, so we're organizing a unique way to involve the public.

Saturday, Oct. 7, we will hold a public hearing at Santa Clara University. Representatives from industry, government and community organizations will testify. But instead of speaking to a government agency, the experts will testify to community members who have been learning about the issues, and who will use what they learn to make policy recommendations about broadband to local governments. It will be like a Senate hearing, except members of the public will be sitting in the senators' chairs. And everyone in the audience will leave better equipped to take part in their community's decisions about wireless.

Joint Venture: Silicon Valley Network has advised us on the hearing, along with representatives from the telephone industry, the valley's business community, and advocates for closing the digital divide. They are all eager to hear what the community panel recommends. The League of California Cities will distribute these recommendations to all local governments in the state.

This is an opportunity to educate and engage the public in building the next generation of the Internet, an area where citizens rarely have meaningful input. Everyone interested in learning more is welcome to register for the public hearing. at http://broadbandforall.org. This won't be the last word on the subject, but it will spark a wider discussion about the scope of our wireless future.



IF YOU'RE INTERESTED

Santa Clara University will host a ``Broadband for All'' public hearing Oct. 7 at 9 a.m. at the Arts and Sciences Building. More information about the hearing can be found at broadbandforall.org.
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