Hot Websites

Big Decisions Coming on Broadband
by (Name), (Community) 

There has been a lot in the news about the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (http://www.recovery.gov/), which includes $7.2 billion dollars for broadband access and adoption. Much of that funding is expected to go to rural communities defined specifically as areas that are considered unserved or underserved with broadband technologies.

Broadband relates to the speed or bandwidth of an Internet connection. Dialup access is slower, low bandwidth Internet access; broadband refers to faster, high bandwidth connections. With broadband access you can watch a movie online or talk to your doctor through a remote video-conference.  For more examples, see Blandin Foundation’s Broadband Toolkit report (http://broadband.blandinfoundation.org/toolkit/). 
The qualitative difference between broadband connections is that the faster the connection, the more you can do.  Thus, many people consider state of the art broadband as an essential service for economic development.  Policymakers are trying to set a minimum speed to define broadband. Until 2008 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) defined broadband as 200 kbps; they now say 768kbps; but they are expected to change that again soon.  Many other countries have much higher standard broadband speeds.
The FCC’s definition of broadband will help determine which communities are considered unserved or underserved, which in turn will determine which communities get ARRA funding. It will be a meaningful decision.

As the federal government is deciding funding criteria, the Minnesota Ultra High-Speed Broadband Task Force (http://www.ultra-high-speed-mn.org/) is developing recommendations for the governor and legislature regarding the creation of a statewide high-speed Internet access goal, and a plan for implementation by 2015.  Those recommendations are due in November.  
The Minnesota Broadband Task Force meets monthly (http://www.ultra-high-speed-mn.org/). The public is welcome and each session begins with a public comment period. This summer they will be meeting in Grand Rapids, Mankato and Fergus Falls. Accompanying the Task Force meetings, the Blandin Foundation will be hosting Minnesota Broadband Policy Seminars (http://tinyurl.com/mvquta). Anyone who is interested in Broadband Policy is welcome to attend.  These sessions will be good opportunities to learn about what’s happening and offer an opportunity to influence broadband public policy in Minnesota.

With the current broadband funding opportunities and the parallel policy making at state and federal levels, it is vital that community leaders become engaged in the broadband arena.  Communities have the opportunity to leap ahead or be left behind in the digital age, and the next 12 months will have a tremendous impact on a community’s future.
Blandin Foundation works to inform community leaders through the Blandin on Broadband blog (http://blandinonbroadband.org), which tracks issues and news related to broadband, especially in rural areas. Check it out to keep up on the latest news. There is also the Minnesota Broadband Coalition (http://mnbroadbandcoalition.com/), a membership-directed organization that promotes more, better broadband. Consider signing up to show your support.
Hot Sites is produced by Blandin Foundation's Broadband Initiative to introduce rural citizens to online tools that can help them save time, save money, learn about a topic or have fun. Visit http://broadband.blandinfoundation.org for more information.
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