Form 4 - Proposed Solution, Outcome and Results

The Galveston Community Network (GCN) project will bridge the digital divide on Galveston Island by (1) developing an inventory of currently available resources; (2) improving public access to hardware and infrastructure, (3) providing current and relevant community content; (4) increasing awareness, utility, and training; and (5) establishing a sustainable program that builds upon the initial phase. While the actual identification of the means towards these ends and of who will be involved must wait until the completion of the Planning Grant, initial activities will examine feasibility of meeting community needs as identified on Form 3.

This planning proposal is based upon Galveston’s willingness to tackle its own problems. Its public schools are educating students for new technologies, the library is expanding Internet access for persons without computers at home or work, health education kiosks are being placed at UTMB, and the local Housing Authority is increasing the number of single-family homes available to low-income residents. Transportation is excellent for Galveston’s size, with free rides to UTMB for medical care. Building on these efforts, GCN will expand community services.

GCN will issue an RFP to solicit proposals for professional consulting/planning services to assist in development of the Implementation Proposal. This consultant will help design a plan for GCN to meet its community’s telecommunications needs. The types of services that the consultant will provide include:

· Study overview from GCN Planning Group.

· Attend Planning Group meetings.

· Meet with Working Groups as needed to collect and analyze necessary data.

· Assemble data and provide drafts of Activity Plan as prescribed in Form 5.
· Determine and help design appropriate assessment, survey and testing instruments as prescribed in Form 6.

· Assemble and incorporate changes from Working Groups and Planning Groups for the final Proposal.

Specifically, the GCN Planning Group and consultant will undertake the following: 

Inventory existing telecommunications resources. First, a cursory survey shows no mechanism to determine what technologies or training programs are currently available. This lack of a centralized information source makes it difficult to find training and technology assistance and leads to duplication of effort. Outcome: A methodology to track and coordinate efforts to use technology and training resources. 

Second, catalog and utilize TIF-financed technologies already in island schools and library. Further use HRSA grant resources; expand access to its primary beneficiary, Jesse Tree [http://www.jessetree.net/], which provides emergency and support services to poor and homeless through a network of medical, social, charitable, and religious organizations. Outcome: Identify, then leverage, extant funds and resources.

Meet with non-TIF-eligible employers and local representatives of telecommunications industries. Some of the island’s major employers already collaborate to expand technology access and its application as shown by Galveston Community Network Group proposal [http://www.tamug.tamu.edu/gcn]. Invite other employers, including those in hospitality and tourism, to participate in GCN. Outcome: Continued community initiative to enhance telecomm access and technology education.

Encourage collaboration among organizations to bridge digital gaps. Maximize opportunity to reach those who most benefit from improved access and availability to Internet and other telecommunications technologies. As an example, make planned health information and education kiosks available at places with high probability of being frequented by identified populations. Outcome: Collaborative model for access to technologies, services, and information at easily reached locations.

Evaluate training needs and opportunities available to community residents. As stated earlier, GCN will survey existing training opportunities to construct a job skills database using local employer interviews and current Department of Commerce data. Enlist island schools, businesses, non-profit and economic development organizations to coordinate training activities and schedules. Outcome: A local, technology-trained workforce, making the island more attractive to new or expanding business and industries.

Train end-users to maintain public access stations/labs. Outcome: Establishment of train-the-trainer program to ensure sustainability of GCN.

Examine innovative approaches to improve availability and access. Some ideas to be considered are: Medical kiosks: Use lessons learned from kiosks installed and tested through UTMB grant as opportunity to evaluate applicable software, hardware, accessibility, and training components for public Internet sites and to determine additional locations. Outcome: Identify probable sites to locate public workstations. 

Virtual City Hall: Support Galveston Virtual City Hall so citizens can transact city business via Internet, such as filling out informational, registration or other data forms. Allow for future, electronic participation in Council meetings, forums, and "town hall meetings". Finally, as commercial high-speed access becomes common, enable Internet audio and video Hall meetings. Outcome: Better informed citizenry able to take advantage of city services regardless of transportation or time constraints. 

Central, shared repository of GIS data: An educated, technically trained population is but one step towards encouraging business development and attracting new industry. Create a central repository for Geographic Information System (GIS) images, showing utility services locations and detailed plat information, to assist prospective businesses in site selection. Outcome: Attract new commercial ventures to make island less dependent on low-paying, seasonal tourist jobs. 

Second, make GIS data available community-wide. Outcome: Utility, city, social, and educational organizations can determine areas not currently served and plan upgrades accordingly. Assist emergency crews to rapidly locate gas, power and communications lines.
In addition, the Planning Phase will be used to:

Evaluate cost efficiency of aggregating Internet connection off the island. The muscle behind the above-listed ideas is a high-speed network. Such an infrastructure would aid health care, economic development, and educational opportunities. Leverage GCN’s collective buying power to deal with telecommunications providers, not as individual institutions, but as a synergistic community. Such an aggregated network would make it possible, as an example, for a GISD student to remotely take classes not offered locally. In the business world, high-speed connectivity can tip the scales in favor of an island location. In the health care arena, patients and their doctors can access specialty consultations from their neighborhood. To broaden our community’s job skills, a high-speed network, combined with training, can provide a real-time laboratory to teach necessary skills allowing the learner to compete and advance in a high tech world. Outcomes: Leverage buying power for higher quality and lower cost Internet access. Provide ability to "plug in" at minimal cost. Incorporate video conferencing, telemedicine, and video training into business models.

Develop conflict resolution and governance procedures. The GCN Group established via agreement signed by public and non-profit partners (Appendix A), will manage conflict resolution. An Executive Committee of a senior administrator from each member entity governs the Group and resolves all conflicts. One participating organization, not yet named, serves as lead operator of GCN Group. Each organization is responsible for its individual network and its attachment to GCN Group.

Initiate steps to maximize sustainability of Galveston Community Network. The GCN Group is investigating funding possibilities such as: private donations; funds from Convention Center construction; utility company tax rebates; provision of service as part of purchase license; contributions by members; and end-user access fees.

Each organizational entity agrees to be trained to maintain its own infrastructure and web presence.

As a sustaining organization, the Galveston Community Network Group agrees to charter in order to further investigate options and possibilities for expanding and sustaining the proposed GCN project. 

In summary: Through this TIF grant we hope to provide the electronic core infrastructure for the future of the Galveston Island community and have no doubt that future usage will likely include things not yet envisioned. We intend to construct electronic "wide streets" to provide infrastructure for growth as future needs and technology unfold. We hope by building this infrastructure bridge, we can close identified gaps in our community’s technological divide and improve employability and quality of life for all Galveston Island residents.
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