My name is Garth Graham and I am here on behalf of the Vancouver Island Open Network Society (VION) and the Victoria FreeNet Association (VIFA), to add one more voice to a message about aggregating demand and spending for Internet broadband connectivity that I know you have already heard in several other communities.  I am specifically speaking to recommendations of the Broadband Community Champions Consortium (BC3) called:
Provincial Policy and the Digital Divide.  Recommendations from the BC3 conference in Prince George, August 8, 2003.

This was sent to the Premier, August 25th and forwarded by him to Sandy Santorini as the Minister of Management Services, responsible for Common IT Services (CITS) and the Shared Provincial Access Network for British Columbia (SPAN/BC).

BC3 has recommended a network model that will better utilize existing provincial public expenditure to allow municipalities and communities to build broadband Internet connectivity for themselves by aggregating local demand.  This is necessary for two reasons:

· There are many cases where the private sector appears reluctant to move forward rapidly enough to provide services the communities see as essential to economic survival.   But the primary carriers of telecommunications services also appear reluctant to get out of the way, just in case their guess that there’s no money in it proves to be wrong.

· By continuing to allow government departments to think about the shape or “architecture” of network services in terms vertical and separated “silos,” we are blocking communities from gaining access to something they know is essential for their participation in the knowledge-based economy.

I know that you have already heard from several people before me about using the existing infrastructure and IT services purchasing power of the BC Provincial Government to leverage broadband access for all British Columbia communities. You have heard from:

(Sharon Bennett, speaking in Courtney for the Strathcona Broadband Initiative and the North Island Broadband Initiative.  She said:

“Currently schools, public colleges, libraries and other provincially-funded offices are prevented from becoming customers of community networks because of existing provincial policy and internal protocols. We have not finished our business plan, but our preliminary analysis suggests that community networks can provide greatly improved Internet service to these agencies (assuming they have any connectivity at all currently) at market rates, if they are only empowered to bid on your business.”

(Les Deacon-Rogers, speaking in Prince Rupert as Project Co-ordinator for the Resources, Access and Information Network or RAIN Project that serves nine isolated North Coast communities.  He recommended leveraging the existing connections of the Public Learning Network (PLNet) to meet their needs.

(Kevin McIsaac, speaking in Cranbrook for Columbia Mountain Open Network (CMON) said:

“Right now schools, public colleges and other provincially funded offices could play a key role as 'anchor tenants' of community networks . The work that CMON has done to date suggests that a community network would be viable if they had the opportunity to bid on providing services to these agencies where appropriate.”

I also note that Minister of Management services, Sandy Santori, speaking to the Union of BC Municipalities in Vancouver, September 24th, said:

1. In the short term, we are working to get as many communities connected as possible by leveraging existing services.

2. In the longer term, we will aggregate broader public sector spending in the province to drive down unit costs and increase services to communities.

3. We are working closely with communities that have applied to Industry Canada's Broadband for Rural and Northern Development program to assist them with development of their business plans.  

4. We are also in close discussions with the federal government, working toward a program where we cost-share bringing broadband to all communities.

This is, of course, exactly the message we want to hear.  But the devil is going to be in the details of implementation, and the negotiation of those details takes place behind closed doors.  Those remarks underline a critical recommendation of  BC3 that my colleagues did not mention and that I would like to draw to your attention.  In the BC3 recommendations section 5, Policy Development and Contract Management, we say:
“The community networks should have representation on any policy setting/ oversight body that is created as part of the solution to the digital divide.”

Policy development and standards setting processes for the integration and coordination of networking services that are interactive has to be far more open and collaborative than has previously been the case.  BC needs a much more open and consultative approach to network planning and operations because:

· Increased access to broadband is going to cause an explosive growth of Internet traffic

· The real uses or applications that will then emerge will not be as originally imagined and will be impossible to predict in advance.

That kind of explosive change requires a capacity for flexible and rapid response that is not currently present, except among the communities themselves. On their own, the many community networking associations and municipalities in BC have created an enormous degree of horizontal coordination and cooperation by working together on issues related to the uses of telecommunications for community development.  They are already very able and willing to partner in a more open process of moving forward.
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