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INTRODUCTION

There is growing worldwide agreement that the globalization of the information-based digital economy requires equal opportunity for all people to participate in the new economy.  Many discussions in every corner of the world concerning the "digital divide" and the "information haves and have nots", focus on identifying ways to close the divide and provide "digital opportunities.”  These discussions and goals have inspired renewed attention to and proposals, theories, and projects towards addressing various aspects of the gap between those who have and do not have access to and the skills and knowledge required to use information and technology.  

In fact, the later two concerns – closing the gap in access to information and information technologies and closing the gap between the skills and knowledge required to use information and information technologies – are the impetus for this Internet for All Conference.  The presentation of best practices throughout the conference -- activities and projects that address the needs of the groups most affected by the divide (women, the poor, elderly, disabled, and those in rural areas) – are used to exhibit and illustrate successful strategies in providing digital opportunities and in closing the divide.  

It is certain that this flurry of activity also generates a much needed focus on the role information, technology, and communications/telecommunications infrastructures (ICTs, but referred to as I&IT for the purposes of this presentation) play in providing access, developing skills, facilitating knowledge acquisition, as well as in creating and getting needed content. 

But why are the infrastructures so important in a conference focused on equal opportunity on the Internet?  A simple response is that in order to have equal opportunity “on” the net, there must be equal opportunity “to” the net.  Additionally, the ultimate success of any and all of the activities/projects discussed during this conference depends upon the deployment of and access to the I&IT infrastructures.  And in the near future the success of these and related digital opportunities will depend on the deployment of and access to broadband and advanced applications.

But it is not merely the infrastructures that can thwart equal opportunity.  Lack of broad based interest, support and participation among people and throughout communities also threatens equality of opportunity.  This presentation proposes that use of a framework for planning sustainable infrastructures can assist significantly in addressing both of these issues and assist in moving a community forward towards the Information Society.  The premise for this proposal rests on the fact that since most sectors at all levels engage in some form of planning, that by adjusting the planning process to focus on creating a “shared vision” for the community and by revising the planning process towards collaboration and integration – that the foundation for ensuring equal opportunity on and to the Internet can be established.  

Before looking at the planning framework, however, it is useful to first identify what are the infrastructures of concern and define them; secondly to review some of the problems, challenges and changes related to infrastructures, communities and the Information Society; and thirdly, to highlight what others are doing in planning infrastructures.    

What Are Infrastructures?

Infrastructures are the substructures or underlying foundations, especially the installations and facilities, on which the continuance and growth of a community, state, etc. depend (Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English, 3rd Edition: New York, Simon Schuster, 1988).  In most communities, creating and supporting sustainable local infrastructures is a common goal and critical desired outcome.  Sustainable infrastructures being infrastructures which must endure and “carry the weight” of the current and future needs of the community.  Many communities also value flexible and accessible infrastructures.  The former referring to the ability of the infrastructures to evolve/grow over time without significant overhaul; and the later referring to equal opportunity for all to get to and use the infrastructures that support community/local, public, and private sector activities and services.

Local infrastructures generally include the core areas of: education, health, transportation, public safety, labor, utilities e.g., water, sewage, waste, communications/telecommunications, etc.), housing, economic development, and recreation/entertainment, and culture.  Traditionally, these areas or sectors function separately, are autonomous, and interact only on an “as needed” basis (such as in emergency preparedness, joint projects, etc.). 

In the evolving Information Society, however, the I&IT infrastructures become central to most, if not, all activity.  For purposes of clear communication, it may be useful to define these infrastructures.  (Note the distinction made between I&IT infrastructures in this discussion.  It is a bit different from most of the current literature, but is a critical distinction.  Unfortunately, the time constraints and the narrow focus of this presentation do not allow exploration of this topic.  But it is an ignored area that hopefully in other forums and future writings will be addressed.)

The information infrastructure is defined here as organizations, institutions, and people that support the creation, development, maintenance, distribution, storage, retrieval, preservation, or access to data and information regardless of format (electronic, print, digital, etc.) or media.  The information infrastructure is composed of libraries, museums, universities, government bodies, businesses, publishers, Internet Service Providers (ISPs), and others.

The information technology (or the information technology and communications or ICT) infrastructure is defined as the technologies employed by organizations, institutions, and people including the lines (wire, wireless, satellite, or cable), platforms/architectures, and applications that support computing, various networks, systems, Intranets, and the Internet; and will support high speed/high capacity Internet access and advanced applications.  The IT infrastructure is composed of hardware and software companies, various public and private/proprietary networks and systems (of libraries, government, financial and banking, communications and telecommunications industries, etc.), ISPs, and others.

What Are the Problems?   

There are several problems or issues concerning I&IT and other infrastructures that impact the ability of a community to compete in the global economy and participate in the Information Society.  There are also other problems and issues concerning the challenges communities face in the Information Society and how they address those problems. 

A key problem in most instances is that these sectors (or infrastructures) have and are continuing to make significant I&IT plans and investments, separately and independently from other sectors.  In the U.S., in addition to building state and federal telecommunications networks in the 1960's and 1970's, the more recent I&IT investments include:

· Executive level Chief Information Officers and IT departments in most if not all states and in some local governments

· Directors or managers of IT systems in most executive, legislative and judicial departments

· Computerization of routine management and operation functions 

· Creation of electronic, online, and digitized resources 

· Development, maintenance, and upgrades of websites, networks, and IT infrastructures

· Upgrades for broadband and advanced applications

In fact, until recent years most IT decision-making in all sectors and in government, the public/nonprofit, and private sector has been insular.  The focus has been:

· on the needs of specific company, organization or of a specific government operation, unit, or department;

·  on improving efficiencies; and

·  on providing selected existing services or operations online.

Consequently, the resulting systems, networks, and infrastructures were not and continue to not be interoperable, interconnected, or open. 

To address these and other coordination issues in government, most states now have Chief Information Officers (CIO) (who in some instances head departments) to address, if not to coordinate, IT selection, decision-making and management in all executive agencies.  Additionally, all state (and federal) executive departments have a manager/director of IT or IT systems or a CIO that is responsible for hardware, software, systems, and networks of their particular department and communicating with their counterparts in not only the executive, but also in the legislative and judicial branches of government.  Likewise, some local governments, and large corporations and organizations have adopted similar approaches and have hired a technology executive with similar responsibilities.  Also, in most large corporations, other private sector businesses, and in nonprofit organizations CIO’s have been given similar responsibilities.

But these activities still fall short; and the associated disconnect between the sectors is too often made apparent after investments have been made.   

A July 9, 2001 article in the U.S. publication the Chronicle of Higher Education pointed out that the next advance in distance learning will be courses using high-definition television (HDTV) assessable through high-speed networks like Internet 2.  The article laments that most institutions may not have invested in the costly equipment and high capacity needed for HDTV over Internet Protocol (IP) and therefore, “the bulk of the people who really, really, really want distance learning from home or school, can’t afford the infrastructure…”  (www.chronicle.com/free/2001/07/2001070501u.htm)  This is a costly disconnect between sectors, especially between the I&IT sector and the education community; and further delays access to a robust application or “killer app” that potentially could increase consumer demand on the Internet.  This is also a very expensive way to realize interdependency and the need for collaboration and integration between sectors.  

In addition to problems associated with the infrastructures, there are a variety of related challenges and changes in the frameworks and paradigms of law and policy, education, management, business, and other areas as we evolve in the Information Society.  Some of the challenges include evolving or new frameworks to address such issues as access, security, privacy, taxation, workforce development, staff training, intellectual property, and cultural diversity.  Many of these challenges and changes have led some sectors to recognize not only their increasing level of interdependence with others, but to recognize that the well being and growth (economic growth) of a community or locality, region, or state depends on how well the various sectors plan and work together toward common goals and strategies.  Communities, organizations, and businesses are also increasingly realizing the need for improving communications and relationship building within and between sectors, throughout their communities, as well as with others outside of their community.  And some are also recognizing the need for ubiquity, interconnection, interoperability, and openness in their networks, systems, and I&IT infrastructures.    

Despite these realizations, however, these problems and challenges need to be addressed in the context of the new realities of living in an evolving Information Society.  The I&IT infrastructure in the Information Society is not merely a core infrastructure used for communications anymore.  It has quickly evolved into the bedrock upon which all other infrastructures are being and will be refashioned -- in all sectors and at all levels.  E-government, e-democracy, e-business/e-commerce, virtual and distance learning, telemedicine, video-streaming and movies on demand, interactive services and entertainment  – are all a part of the near future.  And these new realities provide the impetus and imperative for finding mechanisms to ensure equality of opportunity for all to participate in the Information Society.

What Are Others Doing?

“Plan local, think global” is a growing maxim for the 21st Century that captures the essence of the ideal.  In order to create sustainable infrastructures, including I&IT infrastructures, planning should occur not just within the various sectors in a community, but throughout a community in a coordinated fashion, and take into consideration related larger interests (e.g., regional, state, federal and even international infrastructures).   

It is not as if planning is new.  Most, if not all federal, state, and local governments, large businesses and organizations have engaged in departmental planning or enterprise-wide planning.  In the U.S., regional and state “comprehensive” planning (usually for a sector or area such as land-use or health care) has been in place since the 1950’s.  Also, all federal executive departments are required to create agency plans; and many state and local governments have enacted laws requiring planning and establishing planning boards.  

Cities in the U.S. such as San Diego, California, Austin, Texas, Phoenix, Arizona, Indianapolis, Indiana, and Hennepin, Minnesota – have all engaged in creating strategic plans for telecommunications or I&IT, but their plans were limited in scope and did not include all sectors and stake holders; tended to be somewhat insular or focused on goals to upgrade the infrastructure; and did not emphasize facilitating collaboration and integration outside of the local government.  However, these planning efforts did seek to be consistent with state goals and strategies, and to some extent took into consideration the goals and principles of the National Information Infrastructure (NII).  Unfortunately, since 1999, it appears that these plans have not been updated, although most of these cities have comprehensive and separate sector plans that include I&IT-related goals (mostly related to management and operations).  Each of these cities also have websites that offer a interesting selection of routine government services online, but do not have any readily accessible information about I&IT, the Information Society, or related topics.        

In the experience of the City of Grande Prairie in Alberta, Canada, however, one finds the seeds of change – a departure from the disconnect between sectors that is currently commonplace.  Grande Prairie used practices that can be a model for others, especially in creating a plan to evolve its community toward their vision of the Information Society.  

The City of Grande Prairie created a series of strategic planning documents (www.city.grande-prairie.ab.ca) for information technology and telecommunications to position the community to exploit the global “information exchange” and economy.  In a 1993 document on the Grande Prairie experience, it is noted that the city’s strategic plan anticipated “…a planning process for the community as a whole, not just for city government.  It contemplates advancing the understanding that this is a survival issue; and assisting with the question: “how do we encourage the community to be excited about becoming “wired” for the Information Age, before it is too late?”  Throughout its documents, the imperative of collaboration and integration in planning and achieving their vision was stressed.  The City’s strategic plan was consistent with and made in consideration of state and federal goals, principles, strategies and benchmarks; and projects, policies, and other decision-making were governed by the completed and updated plans.  Additionally, Grande Prairie also took into consideration the goals, strategies, and principles of E-Europe (the Bangemann Report, etc.), Australia, Denmark, and the U.S. (federal, state and local plans).  The City also updates its comprehensive plan annually since 1998.

But it is the European Commission (EC) that has laid the most productive groundwork on which to build a planning framework for sustainable infrastructures.  The EC through its Information Society/E-Europe initiative (http:// europa.eu.int/information_society/eeurope/index_en.htm) has set forth principles, strategies, goals, action lines, and benchmarks for the evolving Information Society.   The action lines, benchmarks, and other resources provide the core information needed to facilitate planning sustainable infrastructures.

What is the Community Visioning/Strategic Planning Framework?

Achieving the goals of the Information Society and global digital economy require a truly networked world.  And a truly networked world requires truly networked communities that plan and facilitate the development of infrastructures which provide the capacity, functionalities, speed, etc. needed.

The ideal is a planning framework that views I&IT and all other infrastructures (as well as the related resources and services) holistically with, not separate from, community, local, and state planning.  It is also important to engage in a process that maximizes local input and feedback, maximizes identification of existing and needed infrastructures (and resources/services), maximizes the information/data available for analysis and private/public sector decision making, and maximizes the deployment of the needed infrastructures (highest capacity and speed); while at the same time minimizing duplication, failure, risk, inadequate or "excessive" build-out, and poor decision-making.  

Although there is no guarantee that any model, process, or framework would end these undesirable outcomes, there are certain considerations that can minimize them. 

Assuming that collaborative and integrated models represent the most effective models for sustainable infrastructures in the Information Society, especially those towards building digital opportunities for all, some of the features of the planning framework include:

· Collaboration, partnership, cooperation, etc. between the various stakeholders (public and private sector, etc.) with common interests

· Integration and expansion of existing planning models (including management, operations, service, decision-making, law/policy development, etc.)  

· Inventory and assessment of infrastructures, resources, and services

· Short- and long-term goals, objectives, and action lines/tasks developed through consensus among the stakeholders and community  

· Shared and agreed upon, but clearly defined responsibilities 

· Benchmarks, feedback and evaluation of outcomes, needed changes

· Establishment of clear, honest, and ongoing formal and informal communication

Conclusion

There are no road maps to building the Information Society.  The Information Society is evolving in most areas based on certain principles, mainly economic and democratic principles that we hold in esteem.  Balancing the economic vision and the democratic vision of the Information Society will be our greatest challenge.  It is, however, the focus on one democratic principle -- equality of opportunity (as we are doing in this conference) – that can certainly serve as a worthy foundation on which to evolve the Information Society.  

The imperatives of the Information Society, a global digital economy and global competition, e-commerce, and e-government require new frameworks or at least the revision of the old ones.  This discussion has proposed a planning framework for sustainable infrastructures that urges movement away from the insular or sector based focus and towards collaboration and integration.  

The “bottom line” of this presentation is unless the infrastructures are built to facilitate equality of opportunity, unless all stake holders in a community come together to consider their needs and desires for the future, and unless these same stakeholders work  together to bring about the desired future – equality of opportunity to the Internet or on the Internet will never be achieved.  The revised planning framework described in this presentation, however, offers a familiar tool that can be used to plan and implement sustainable infrastructures which support equal opportunity and are based on a shared vision of a community’s future in the Information Society. 

In concluding this presentation, two next steps are suggested.  First, in follow-up to this conference convene a series of forums to discuss the viability of the community vision planning framework presented today as a means for communicating, planning, and implementing sustainable infrastructures and a shared vision of the Information Society.  Second, conduct a pilot project using the community visioning framework proposed in this presentation.

(For additional information on I& IT infrastructures, strategic planning, and community visioning see the following selected resources.)
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Information and Information Technology (ICT) Infrastructures 

Computer Science and Telecommunications Board, National Research Council, Realizing the Information Future: the Internet and Beyond, Washington: National Academy Press, 1994.  

Computer Science and Telecommunications Board, National Research Council, The Changing Nature of Telecommunications/Information Information Infrastructure, Washington: National Academy Press, 1995.

U.S. Department of Commerce, The National Information Infrastructure: Agenda for Action.  Washington, DC.  1993

U.S. Department of Commerce, 20/20 Vision: the Development of the National Information Infrastructure.  Washington, DC.  1994

Strategic Planning and Community Visioning

Visioning and Strategic Planning – www.cdinet.com/millennium/Resource/vision.html

Blais, Pamela, “How the Information Revolution is Shaping Our Communities”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  24:16, Fall 1996.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Chandler, Michael, “Citizen Planning Academies”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  29:14, Winter 1998.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Chandler, Michael, “The 21st Century Comprehensive Plan”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  31:4, Summer 1998.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Chandler, Michael, “Putting Vision in Our Plan”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  21,22:?, Winter, Spring 1996.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Chandler, Michael, “Ten Steps in”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  39:?, Summer 2000.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Cogan, Elaine, “The Panning Commission and the Vision Thing”, Planning Commissioners Journal.  11:?, ?.  (www.plannersweb.com)

Fidelman, Miles R. (Center for Civic Networking), “Life in the Fast Lane: A Municipal Roadmap for the Information Superhighway”, Municipal Advocate (a publication of the Massachusetts Municipal Association).  (1994)  (www.civic.net)
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Selected Community Visioning Projects

Harrisburg, PA --  http://www.harrisburgregionalchamber.org/display.aspx?pathId=envision
Richmond, VA -- http://www.grcc.com/vision2010/
Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania  http://pottsville.koz.com/servlet/randhsite_ProcServ/DBPAGE=cge&GID=00038000000961353781155409
