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Executive Summary

NC Net is a unique collaboration among state government entities to apply an enterprise planning and management approach to networking in the state.  Recognizing the fragmented nature of state networking, the increasing unmet needs, and the need to streamline processes and reduce costs; a far-sighted group of individuals in state government began to work together to determine how best to cure these issues and to move forward with networking in the state in the new century.  Changes to technology that enable collaboration and shared uses that were never before possible, coupled with a budget crisis of significant proportions would have led to this initiative and forced changes. However, NC Net is distinctive because it formed prior to the budget crisis announcements and with an explicit understanding that collaboration was required even without a full understanding of how technology could drive this collaboration.  That is to say, it is a pro-active approach to improving networking services in the state that has been met with virtually unprecedented support and cooperation.  Leaders from across the state pledged their commitment to this initiative and have followed through on this commitment with action and a wide amount of participation.

The result for the state will truly be better served citizens and better-educated students.  Networking is becoming a primary requirement for delivering government services more efficiently and effectively through technology and it enables education to reach students to whom it may previously have been inaccessible.  Through distance learning initiatives using video conferencing, students can access education that was previously costly and too distant.  Educational entities can provide a higher caliber of education to a more diverse range of students.  By providing network services, state wide social services can be more readily available with shorter travel times (or even over the Internet with e-government thus completely eliminating travel times). Improved and expanded network services can truly enable people to receive government services with less inconvenience than in the past.  This is particularly important to those who have been disenfranchised and disengaged historically because of the lack of access to these services due to economic hardship, accessibility issues, or other issues.  

The NC Net initiative will avoid significant costs for the state moving forward.  Specifically, one sharing opportunity approved by the NC Net coordinating council has an anticipated annual savings of $96,000 which only accounts for a lease reduction and does not include the additional savings that will accrue through an increased ability to meet expanding requirements without additional costs.  Seven additional sharing opportunities are being explored to determine if they are feasible and cost effective.

Description of Project

Recognizing that network fragmentation in North Carolina was causing inefficiencies and duplication of effort, a collaborative group of state entities joined together in an integrated planning process to ensure that North Carolina establishes evolving enterprise networking services that keep North Carolina competitive and improves services to the citizens of North Carolina.

NC Net was established in Fall 2000, in recognition of the lack of a coordinated approach to network planning in the state, the increasing importance of networks, limited resources, changing technology, and growing concerns about fragmented networks. The North Carolina Legislature supported the initiative from the outset and requested that this body cure issues of fragmentation and coordination in state networking.  In the spring of 2001, NC Net presented to the Legislature’s Joint IT Appropriations Committee and received a strong endorsement to move forward with, according to State Senator Eric Reeves, this “awesome undertaking” which was “phenomenal” and to which NC Net had an “adroit response.”  Senator Reeves is convinced that this effort will result in an “increased ability to provide better services” to citizens.  

NC Net will build state network services through collaboration among all government and education sectors to: meet both unique and common needs; adapt rapidly to both routine and unpredictable technology changes; operate in the most cost effective manner; streamline government services; expand and improve education; and promote economic growth in North Carolina.

The NC Net Coordinating Council identified several key requirements that it needed to meet to be successful. These included: accommodating differing application requirements within an enterprise networking model; defining acceptable minimum standards; communicating with targeted audiences and educating them with an accurate and clear message; and establishing cost-effective measures.  

The NC Net Coordinating Council quickly determined that there is a strong commitment to the success of this initiative and that existing relationships provided a strong foundation for moving forward.  In fact, the heads of all of the affected entities including the education system, the Governor, the state CIO, and others signed a letter to the legislature expressing their strong belief in this initiative and their commitment that included dedicating staff time and effort to its success.   

From a technical perspective, the existence of a common technical architecture based around local and regional communities of interest and backbone design meant that the NC Net effort was feasible.  Similarly, the strategic plans of the involved organizations have common designs and goals.  NC Net recognized there are significant unmet networking requirements in the state and that these should be expected to expand in the coming years especially as the use of technology to increase efficiency and decrease costs becomes increasingly critical in the state. Shared investment can build the capacity for improved services while minimizing future costs.  Concurrently, emerging technology often enables business requirements to be consolidated into a single solution.  For example, where in the past, differing security requirements may have required separate networks, newer technologies may enable these requirements to be met within a network. In the past where voice could not use the same network as video and data, now it is feasible.  

This initiative is consistent with the enterprise approach to IT that has been embraced in the state.  It is supportive of the direction and goals of the NC @ Your Service initiative which includes the state portal and the state’s e-government efforts and the goals and the direction of the Rural Internet Access Authority that was established to eliminate the issues caused by the digital divide.  

Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

The NC Net Coordinating Council’s technical committee identified eight potential opportunities for sharing.  This is significant because, in realizing these opportunities, expanded capacity will become available (without increased costs) for meeting the government’s networking needs.  Meeting the government’s networking needs directly translates into increased efficiency in the provision of government services and an increased ability to provide e-government services, distance education, telemedicine, etc.

North Carolina is in the midst of a budgetary crisis and cost containment is an important factor.  Where elsewhere, services and projects may need to be cut to meet budget requirements, it is anticipated that NC Net will enable the state to effectively meet the state’s connectivity needs while containing costs.  To this end, sharing opportunities and possibilities for consolidation are being thoroughly explored and evaluated.  

It is commonly believed that technology will save money and increase efficiency, but this can only occur if technology is implemented effectively and appropriately. North Carolina has committed to an enterprise approach to technology as a way to achieve economies of scale, leveraged purchases, and increased efficiencies.  The integrated enterprise approach to network planning nad services is consistent with this philosophy and will enable us to efficiently meet networking needs so that the business of the state can be conducted in an efficient manner.

More than fifty-two people from throughout state and local government including educational entities are actively involved with some component of this initiative.

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

The state will realize both cost savings and the ability to meet additional network requirements. Citizens will benefit from faster, more reliable government services and students will encounter easier access to education and education services.

The success of this collaborative effort has contributed to other shared efforts among the involved participants and spawned cooperation on other related and unrelated initiatives.  As government seeks to increase its efficiency and effectiveness, citizen demand for services from government grows, and the need to share information and systems expands, the ability to effectively collaborate among branches of government may prove to be as powerful an outcome from the NC Net initiative as the actual improvements in networking in the state.

The improved ability to meet diverse security requirements while sharing network services where appropriate through advancing technology is promising in terms of security benefits for students and citizens in general. 

Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback

NC Net has approved and is moving forward with the first of eight initially identified sharing opportunities.  This co-location of two network services will save $96,000 annually in lease costs alone.  Because it will also increase capacity, it is anticipated that significant additional savings in the capability to meet additional requirements at no additional costs will be realized. The savings is calculated because the state’s Office of Information Technology Services will avoid a monthly lease cost of $8,032.

Additional opportunities for savings include local access sharing among network clients, co-location sharing and backbone circuit sharing.  
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