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Executive Summary

Several years ago, the state of North Carolina recognized the potentially devastating impact of the digital divide to this state and its largely rural population.  As a result, the Rural Prosperity Task force was established. One of the outcomes of the Task Force was the legislative establishment of the Rural Internet Access Authority which was created with specific goals, responsibilities, and objectives focused on providing equitable Internet technology access to North Carolina citizens.  

The Rural Internet Access Authority is guided by a Commission responsible for its direction and achievement of its goals.  It is staffed by a non-profit rural organization.  Recognizing that the Authority could only achieve its goals through a close partnership of public and private interests, the Governor, House, and Senate who were responsible for appointing members to the Commission, and did so very carefully.  The Commission membership includes a broad range of public, private, and non-profit interests.  This diverse membership ensures that wide ranging interests and a broad understanding of the complex technical, political, and economic issues, that should appropriately influence Authority decisions, are brought to the table.  

The Rural Internet Access Authority received funding from a non-profit organization – MCNC -- for achieving its goals that can include issuing grants and proposing incentives for private sector infrastructure investments.  Therefore, the return on this investment will accrue through benefits to citizens and increased economic development opportunities at no cost to the state government. This is especially critical as North Carolina is experiencing a budgetary crisis.  Moreover, because the Authority contains a sunset provision so that it will only be in place for three years, the innovative public/private partnership is designed to ensure that the benefits of the Authority continue when the Authority itself no longer exists.

Description of Project

The Rural Internet Access Authority is legislatively established to address the digital divide in North Carolina. The Rural Internet Access Authority is operated by a Commission with 21 members – ex officio and appointed by the Governor, House and Senate. They are charged with the responsibility to pursue specific goals to help to ensure that North Carolina’s rural counties will have the same quality and cost of service for access to the Internet as the remainder of the state.  Specific targets are established in the legislation regarding high-speed Internet access, the development of “telework” centers, ensuring open technology approaches, supporting application development, and coordinating activities to support these goals.  

The goals and objectives of the Authority are: 

· Provide local Internet access from every telephone exchange within one year; 

· Make high-speed Internet access available with comparable prices in rural counties within three years;

· Establish two model Telework Centers by January 1, 2002 (note that the telework committee has expanded this goal to four centers; 

· Foster increased computer ownership throughout North Carolina

· Develop government Internet applications using open technology approaches; 

· Coordinate activities and research 

· Develop and advocate recommendations for action. 

The project is a public private partnership between a state entity – the Rural Internet Access Authority and MCNC – the non-profit organization that funds it.  As well, it takes advantage of both public and private sector participation and sees this as essential to its success.  

The Legislature was motivated to create the Authority by the following findings: (1) Access to computers and the Internet, along with the ability to effectively use these technologies, are becoming increasingly important for full participation in America's economic, political, and social life; (2) Affordable, high-speed Internet access is a key competitive factor for economic development and quality of life in the new economy of the global marketplace; (3) In the digital age, universal connectivity at affordable prices is a necessity for business transactions, education and training, health care, government services, and the democratic process; (4) Unequal access to computer technology and Internet connectivity by income, educational level and/or geography could deepen and reinforce the divisions that exist in our society  

The intent of the Rural Internet Access Authority is to close this digital divide for the citizens of North Carolina.

The beginning principles of the Rural Internet Access Authority include: using technology-neutral or open solutions, encouraging the use of local solutions, using the private sector to the maximum, avoiding “extra-special” regulations, and recognizing that the same solution will not apply across the entire state.  All of these principles require a public/private partnership to succeed.

The Authority was established in the 2000 session of the General Assembly, appointments were announced in December, and the Commission commenced its meetings in December 2000.  The Commission appointed six committees with Chairs from the Commission to undertake the work of the Authority, in conjunction with Authority staff.  The Committees were established with both Commission members and “volunteer” members.  Volunteer members could join the committees from any private or public sector organization.  The only requirement was that they meet attendance requirements.  While volunteer members do not have a vote, the Authority’s standard operating procedures ensure that their voices are heard and considered.  Given the vast complexities of technology that are currently available and the diverse needs, requirements, and demographics of the state, the broad committee participation by the public and private sector is critical to ensuring that all of the options are assessed and the best routes selected.  More than 100 individuals participate on the six different committees, with many people serving on multiple committees.

The Authority is well on its way towards meeting its first goal of ensuring that there is local dial-up Internet access available across the entire state.  It has broadened their telework (telecenter) goal and is going to issue grants to establish four telecenters in rural areas across the state.  A Web site is going to be established where citizens can locate information about their Internet access and about Authority programs. See the interim web site at www.ncruralcenter.org for current information on the project.  A technical infrastructure inventory will be taken across the state and completed, as is legislatively required by November 2001.  The Authority member, staff and volunteer committee members have been operating on an innovative intranet site, hosted by a private corporation, to facilitate moving its agenda faster.  This can be viewed at http://RIAA.hostwithait.com.

Significance to the improvement of the operations of Government

The Rural Internet Access Authority and the composition of the Commission that guides it provide the opportunity for government to better meet the needs of its often difficult-to-reach, dispersed rural citizens.  This is significant to the operations of government because it offers the ability to better meet the needs of these citizens and it also offers economic development opportunities that could provide tremendous benefits to the state.  In addition, the Authority is a test of a public/private approach that could prove to be useful as government moves further and further into using technology, transforming how the government conducts business in a fast changing technological world.

It is important to note that the significance of digital technology cannot be understated. Digital technology is an important contributor to the total US economy and accounts for a significant number of new jobs. Moreover, the Pew Internet Group has determined that people without Internet access or who choose not to use it are beginning to be excluded from information and opportunities to a greater degree than in the past where the Internet only duplicated opportunities that could be accessed elsewhere.  Therefore, for government to provide its services equitably, for education to be accessible across the state, and for citizens to have equal access to such opportunities as training and jobs, the Rural Internet Access Authority must be successful in providing access, training, and education.

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

The benefits of the work of the Rural Internet Access Authority will be improved access for citizen, improved economic development opportunities, and a better educated more technologically skilled work force in North Carolina.  These benefits could reap substantial rewards for the entire state – both its citizens and its government.  

Return on investment

The Rural Internet Access Authority is completely funded by a non-profit organization.  Therefore the benefit of its work will be at no cost to the current state budget.
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