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Introduction

Many different groups and networks address different aspects of the complex issues, challenges and opportunities regarding rural broadband in Alberta. Communities without Boundaries’ unique contribution is to identify, connect and inform community champions in all sectors of community life and to foster local networks connecting community champions and technology providers. These networks can create the culture of use across a wide range of applications necessary to realize the potential benefits of broadband technology and meet the practical challenges facing rural Albertans to ensure that rural Alberta is a vibrant part of the Alberta and global economies.
The October 31st virtual conference was an important stepping stone and with appropriate follow-up funding we can continue to develop and connect these networks. This virtual conference was planned and executed as a unique event, connecting 236 registrants in 21 Alberta communities by videoconference. The day’s proceedings included 5 panels with 28 presentations, addressing Education, Health care, Economic activity, Quality of life and the First / last mile . The master of ceremonies was Mayor Kevin Edwards of the Town of Three Hills and the welcome address was given by Doug Griffiths MLA, Parliamentary Assistant for Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development. Video podcasts (of less than ten minutes each) of the complete event and PowerPoint presentations are available via the Communities without Boundaries website www.CommunitieswithoutBoundaries.ca. 
There were three presentations by Alberta Government staff. Paul Gervais reported on ARD’s work regarding broadband and community development. Dr Sandra Honour spoke about the Alberta Livestock Strategy and two presenters from Alberta Health, Gregor McWalter and Susan Anderson, spoke about the Provincial Patient Health Portal.

This report was prepared to satisfy one of the conditions set out in the letter of August 26th from Ron Popek, Executive Director, ARD to Dr. Perry Kinkaide, President of the Alberta Council of Tecchnologies: “You must also submit a written report on the impact of the conference on rural connectivity in Alberta”. The Financial Report in Appendix 1 satisfies another of the conditions. The remaining conditions were that Alberta ARD is allowed to examine all books and records and that any unspent monies be returned. This final condition is moot, as shown in the financial report.

This report has the following sections:

1. Event and partnership development objectives

2. Local network development

3. Technology demonstration: Crossing network boundaries

4. Tangible legacies: website and videos
5. In-kind contributions

6. Future opportunities
Event and partnership development objectives

The decision to hold this conference as a virtual event was taken at a meeting at Three Hills Town Hall on June 3rd, 2008. The purpose of the conference was to “beat the drum” for rural broadband, to gather together a wide range of stakeholders to demonstrate the interest in this topic and its importance to rural Albertans and rural development. The intention was that this conference would be part of a longer term process of cross-fertilization across different sectors, not a one-off event.

This event was conceived as a part of a Rural Partnership Development Program (RPDP) and an application was made for funding from the Federal Rural Secretariat. For reasons better understood in Ottawa, the Rural Secretariat did not meet its own guideline of approving (or denying) applications within 60 days but we decided to proceed with this event using funding provided by ARD and the Hanna and Three Hills Clicsite projects.

The objectives set out in the RPDP application were ambitious:

Primary Goal:  To develop a rural broadband partnership, to coordinate, in a strategic manner, the efforts of local multi-stakeholder groups promoting use of broadband technology to achieve social and economic benefits for rural Albertans.

 

Objectives:

1. To identify local champions (individuals and/or organizations) to help promote the benefits of rural broadband use (through organization of the proposed CWB rural broadband (31st October 2008) event);

2. To assist local broadband champions organize themselves through education and the development of local, interconnected multi-stakeholder groups;

3. To encourage rural youth to play a leading role in technology adoption in their communities (by involvement of rural youth in rural broadband issues through a video competition);
4. To help rural citizens (and rural entrepreneurs in particular) gain the skills and confidence required to use interactive media (e.g. videoconferencing and websites) by strengthening of digital literacy ;

5. To build on the success of the existing planning committee through its evolution into a province-wide multi-stakeholder Advisory Committee;

6. Act as catalysts for development of other initiatives (such as a Voluntary Tower Register);
7. Development of extra-provincial relationships including assessment of the feasibility of an inter-provincial multi-stakeholder meeting;
8. Construct a firm foundation for future action-oriented collaborative initiatives by development of a Partnership Plan for continuation of the Partnership after 31st March 2009; 

9. Develop the CWB website to assist in all of the above.

Local network development
The October 31st event should be assessed primarily in relation to the first goal, rather than the broader goals of the ongoing partnership. A tangible measure of our success in meeting the first goal is the number and diversity of registrants at the many venues. The table in Appendix 2 provides these details. We had expected to attract a good cross section of participants in the communities that participated in the initial planning meetings, such as Hanna, Olds, Three Hills and Vulcan, and this proved to be the case. We were pleasantly surprised by the enthusiasm with which local community champions in places such as Camrose, Cold Lake, Hinton, Lac la Biche, Lethbridge, Peace River and Strathmore adopted the event and promoted in their communities. As a result the number of participating communities grew from our planned 13 to 21.
We were also pleasantly surprised by the level and diversity of government participation. Eight Alberta Government Ministries and four Federal ones were represented along with local elected officials and municipal employees. Rural Alberta’s Development Fund, the Alberta Association of Municipal Districts and Counties and the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association were also represented. The following table summarises the multi-sectoral participation:
	Stakeholder group
	Participants

	Elected office holders
	14

	Municipal employees
	15

	K-12 educators
	16

	Adult educators
	43

	Health
	14

	Libraries
	17

	Economic development
	16

	Business
	42

	First nations
	2

	Non-profit
	9

	Media
	2

	Others
	11


Two communities can be used to illustrate the success in developing local networks. Olds College was the venue of the inaugural Communities without Boundaries conference in November 2007. This was a conventional conference sponsored by the Community Learning Campus (CLC, a multi-stakeholder initiative centred on Olds College and the Chinook’s Edge School Division), a University of Calgary outreach project and others. The Olds Institute, formed several years ago to realize the potential of the Alberta SuperNet, is one of the models we have cited as an example of a local broadband coalition. (Others include the Hanna and Three Hills Clicsites and the Vulcan Business Development Society.)
It was no surprise that the new e-learning centre at Olds hosted the largest gathering outside Edmonton with 20 people registered. Half of these were directly associated with the Olds Institute and / or the CLC. Three came from Red Deer, including the President of the Central Alberta Rural Manufacturers Association and the Director of the Chamber of Commerce. Others came from the Town of Didsbury, the Health Region, Olds Library and the Alberta Federation of Gas Co-ops (who are developing wireless internet services for their members). We believe this is a good demonstration of how initiatives like ours can provide added value to existing local networks.

Camrose provides an example of a community champion who used this conference as an opportunity to develop a local network. She approached us only two weeks prior to our event, took the initiative to locate a local video-conference facility (operated by the Battle River School Division) and contacted members of the community. The 15 attendees include two school trustees, a local internet provider, the library, 3 non-profit organizations, several consultants and educators, including one from the University of Alberta campus, and two reporters. An article that appeared in the Camrose Canadian is included as Appendix 3.  
There are many other examples of media interest, stimulated in part by ARD’s “Call of the Land”. In the lead up to the event, Bill Fricker conducted several local community radio interviews and a Francophone participant from Peace River talked to RadioCanada, the CBC French Language service. In Camrose, one participant attended after hearing one of Bill’s interviews.

Access TV generously produced a public service announcement which they broadcast and posted on their website, allowing us to link to it from our site. An example of media interest, interviews with Keith Harper of “1020 The Fox” in High Prairie, is included in our video podcasts. Please visit http://www.communitieswithoutboundaries.ca/Podcast and click on Radio Interview or go directly to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U6HiXE5Nodo. 
These examples demonstrate the strong and widespread interest in rural broadband in Alberta communities and our success in facilitating cross-sectoral collaboration.
Technology demonstration: Crossing network boundaries

No one knows how many videoconference facilities there are in Alberta. There are hundreds in schools, many in colleges and more in health centres and hospitals. There are some in municipal offices and many in libraries. Most of these are directly connected to the Alberta SuperNet. In addition, many Community Futures offices have videoconference suites using Telus DSL connections. Two of our session chairs moderated discussions using their home PC’s. (One went the extra mile and moderated the First / last mile panel from his condo in Hawaii!)

However, many people believe that their equipment is only useful to connect them with others in their sector. One of our goals was to debunk the myth that facilities using equipment from different vendors are incompatible. Another was to demonstrate that schools, libraries, health centres and Community Futures offices could all participate in a single discussion using the Provincial Government’s GVX1000 service or a similar “bridge”. Both were very clearly demonstrated.
We were also able to demonstrate webcasting of our videoconference. This allowed participants in Slave Lake and California or anywhere else they could not attend one of our videoconference venues to watch in almost realtime (with a 15 to 30 second delay). We did not promote the webcast for two reasons. One was that we did not see a successful demonstration of the technology until a week before the event. The second was that we wanted to promote registration at community sites and encourage interpersonal networking. For future events we may well promote webcasting as an alternate medium on a par with videoconference participation.
A third technology we used was Elluminate, an educational software tool that incorporates instant messaging, whiteboard, two-way audio and one-way video. We only used the instant messaging portion. We thought we would use it primarily for questions to speakers and to record questions that could not be asked in the time available. While this was useful, in fact it was used more for “tech talk” to advice sites of issues that arose with audio or video quality, etc.

For future events, Elluminate can help with two additional functions. One is the display of PowerPoint slides and other material, such as websites. The second is to provide a medium through which webcast viewers can ask questions to participants in the videoconference event.

Our main concern as the number of participating sites grew from our original plan of 13 to 21 venues with audiences and another four with speakers only was with the “human factors” of maintaining participation and interest, not with the technology risks. Panels with presenters at different venues did not present a problem and in the sessions that had time for audience participation questions came from many sites. The limit on participation was the number of presenters which limited the time available for discussion, rather than the technology.
Tangible Legacy: Website and Videos
In addition to providing webcast feeds, the servers at Business Link and NAIT also provided recordings of the entire event. The recording from the Business Link was edited into segments of under 10 minutes each and uploaded to YouTube. (If we upgrade our website we will be able to deliver longer videos directly from there.) We then created links from our own website to allow access to YouTube and also to PowerPoint slideshows and other documents as a seamless interface. Thus any visitor to our website can view the whole proceedings in manageable, labelled portions.
The Special Areas produced a professional video for the conference with interviews of 3 rural businesses regarding their use of the Internet. We have also uploaded this to YouTube and provided a link so anyone can view this. 

The website is a legacy in its own right. With 200 registered users (broadly but not exactly corresponding with conference participants) it provides a forum for ongoing discussion and information. One feature on the website is Rural Internet Stories which provides a forum for discussing the impact of rural broadband access or the lack of it. A second discussion is the Speedtest where website visitors have recorded the performance they get in different parts of Alberta using the SuperNet, Shaw Cable, Telus DSL, Dial-up, Satellite and different types of wireless service. 

We would like to explore other ways of publicising the stories told at the conference. Although we attracted a good number of local elected officials and staff from three levels of government, we believe that many elected representatives at all three levels of government remain largely unaware of the opportunities and challenges in this area. A short brochure highlighting current applications and future potential in relation to the four pillars of the rural development strategy and first / last mile issues could be an effective way of communicating with this audience. Unfortunately our limited budget did not include this.
In-kind contributions

Because of the budget shortfall resulting from the absence of federal funding, in-kind contributions became critically important. Our marketing was done entirely by email and word of mouth. Provincial employees in ARD, Culture and Community Spirit, Finance and Enterprise, Health, Advanced Education and Technology and doubtless in other ministries provided significant support to our marketing efforts. Service Alberta provided technical support during the day and in our planning meetings and test sessions through their GVX1000 bridge.
As noted above, Access TV produced and broadcast a public service announcement which they posted to their website, allowing anyone to view it via a link from our website. The Alberta Distributed Education Technology Association (ADETA) provided us with website server services and email addresses. The Business Link and NAIT provided us with webcast and recording services and The Business Link provided us with two videoconference suites to accommodate the 50 or so registrants in Edmonton and provide a workspace for our Event Manager. ABCtech provided us with a full page advert in the Propel magazine at no cost to Communities without Boundaries and publicised this event through their network.
All the community videoconference locations were also provided at no charge and we often took up a considerable amount of technical and administrative staff’s time. Had we been required to pay commercial rates for all these facilities, the cost would have been about $20,000. We would have also incurred a similar cost for our planning meetings.

The efforts of the community champions who participated in planning meetings and spearheaded the marketing of this event were another important set of in-kind contributions.
Future Opportunities

This conference succeeded in “beating the drum” for rural broadband. It created significant momentum as it brought together stakeholders from different sectors. It has created or strengthened local coalitions in many areas. It has shown that community-to-community videoconferencing is a useful way to address many issues facing rural Albertans and we are very pleased to see others such as Rural Team Alberta developing similar practical use of this technology.
We did not solve any of the challenges facing rural communities in a single day of presentations but we did show that we can stimulate the growth of networks of community champions both locally and provincially. One of the key post-conference activities identified in our application to the Rural Secretariat’s Rural Partnership Development Program was a Partnership Development Plan. With the hiatus in Federal Funding we have yet to make significant progress on this Plan. However we feel that it is an essential next step towards realization of the potential benefits of rural broadband in Alberta.
Appendix 1 Financial Statement

	Communities without Boundaries  Conference  Oct 31st, 2008
	
	

	Revenues
	
	
	
	

	
	Alberta ARD
	
	$35,000
	

	
	ClicThreeHills.com
	
	$2,500
	

	
	Hanna Learning Centre
	
	$2,500
	

	
	
	Total
	
	$40,000

	Expenses
	
	
	
	

	Website set-up expenses
	
	
	

	
	Everett Wilson (To be reimbursed to Three Hills)
	
	$682.50
	

	Local catering and photocopying expenses
	
	
	

	
	Strathmore
	
	$138.40
	

	
	Three Hills
	
	$98.14
	

	
	Fort McMurray
	
	$145.00
	

	
	Edmonton
	
	$945.00
	

	
	Lac La Biche
	
	$110.16
	

	
	Vulcan
	
	$169.79
	

	
	Calgary
	
	$355.96
	

	
	Hanna
	
	$200.10
	

	
	Hinton
	
	$150.79
	

	
	Olds
	
	$466.99
	

	
	Camrose
	
	$208.34
	

	
	Edson
	
	$88.53
	

	
	Lethbridge
	
	$331.64
	

	
	Peace River
	
	$292.30
	

	
	High Level
	
	$120.00
	

	
	Site expenses TOTAL
	
	$3,821.14
	

	
	Postage - receipts $11.57+  $15.66 + $228.12
	
	$228.12
	

	
	Shipping boxes - receipt from R.M. Moving Supplies
	$32.55
	

	
	photocopying - receipt from NAIT
	
	$9.50
	

	
	400 2-sided copies - Aug 24-27 promotion
	
	$205.00
	

	Consulting Fees
	
	
	
	

	Bonne Journee      Strategies Event planning - May to October 2008; GST incl
	$20,000.00
	

	Andy Blundell
	Project Coordination
	
	$15,000.00
	

	
	TOTAL CwoB Expenses
	
	$39,978.81

	
	
	
	
	

	Balance remaining
	
	
	$21.19


Appendix 2: Conference Registration

	CwoB October 31st registration by venue and sector
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Note: Many participants did not provide details; others could be put in multiple categories but have been placed in only 1
	
	
	

	Venue
	Ab Gov
	Federal
	elected
	Muni Emp
	K-12
	Adult Ed
	Health
	Library
	Ec Dev
	Business
	1st Nat
	Non profit
	media
	Other
	Total

	Athabasca
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	3

	Barrhead (Closed due to Funeral)
	1
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2

	Calgary
	2
	
	
	
	
	4
	1
	
	
	9
	
	
	
	1
	17

	Camrose
	
	
	1
	
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	1
	
	3
	2
	2
	12

	Cold Lake
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	5

	Edmonton
	23
	3
	2
	3
	2
	6
	
	
	2
	13
	
	2
	
	1
	57

	Edson
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	1
	1
	1
	
	
	
	
	5

	Ft McMurray
	1
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	
	
	5

	Grande Prairie
	2
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	
	
	5

	Hanna
	
	
	1
	1
	1
	6
	
	
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	
	12

	High Level
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	
	
	
	2

	Hinton
	1
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	1
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	6

	Lac La Biche
	
	
	
	
	
	6
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	6

	Lethbridge
	
	1
	
	
	1
	4
	
	9
	
	1
	
	
	
	2
	18

	Medicine Hat
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	1
	2
	
	
	
	
	4

	Olds
	
	
	
	1
	3
	2
	3
	1
	2
	5
	
	2
	
	1
	20

	Peace River
	2
	
	4
	2
	
	1
	
	
	3
	1
	
	
	
	
	13

	Grouard
	
	
	
	
	3
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	4

	Strathmore
	
	
	2
	1
	
	
	2
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	6

	Three Hills
	
	
	2
	2
	
	3
	3
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	14

	Vulcan
	
	
	1
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	3
	3
	
	1
	
	
	11

	Wainwright
	
	
	
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	3

	Westlock
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2

	Other
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	4

	Total
	31
	4
	14
	15
	16
	43
	14
	17
	16
	42
	2
	9
	2
	11
	236


Appendix 3 Conference Program
CwoB OCT 31 Program (presenter’s locale in bold)
Master of Ceremonies – Three Hills Mayor, Kevin Edwards – welcome and introduction of MLA Doug Griffiths (Edmonton) (8:30 – 8:40 am)

Education – Chair Cathy King (Edmonton) (8:40 – 9:35 am) 

Topics &/or Presenters – 



Rick Neidig, Northern Lakes College, Grouard, RADF – Alberta Rural Development Network



Vickie Derksen , Olds College/High School 



Dave Hinger – (Lethbridge) - VCAlberta.ca



Jennifer Thomas & Duff Crerar – Grande Prairie Regional College – University Transfer program

Gord Booth Grande Yellowhead Regional Division – K-12 perspectives (Edson)
Health care – Chair Brenda Poole (Strathmore) (9:45 – 10:40 am)


Topics &/or Presenters 



 Chris Sarin – (Calgary)  First Nations Telehealth 


Anita Puddicombe - Trials & Tribulations of Rural Telehealth (Westlock)


Joe Moreau – (Calgary) IT needs of Radiologists via SuperNet



Gregor McWalter and Susan Anderson – (Edmonton) Provincial Patient Health Portal


Sandra McLay – (Killam) Stroke survivor - Telestroke project
Rural Economic Activity – Chair Darcy Ferguson (10:55 – 11:50) (Hanna)


Topics – Mary Anne Barnett; Prairie House Kitchens (Hanna)



Roger Didychuk; I.W. Kuhn Environmental Ltd (Hanna)



Rosana Ramos, Farmer (Hanna)



ALMA Alberta Livestock and Meat Agency  - Dr. Sandra Honour (Edmonton)


Ag Alberta project to determine successful SuperNet applications – Paul Gervais (Edmonton)



Interactive Municipal Websites - How to Leverage Community Involvement – David Lust (Edmonton)
Lunch – Communities without Boundaries – (11:50 am – 1:00 pm)

 
Broadband Stories + Open Mic – stories from the floor + Open opportunity for Press to join

Rural quality of life – Chair Jann Beeston (Hanna) (1:00 – 1:55 pm))


Topics – Kevin Edwards - Clic sites (Three Hills)



 Leslie Warren - Functioning projects (Vulcan)



 Cathy King - Innovation Fund project (Edmonton)



Punch Jackson - Alberta Libraries’ interests in Broadband (Edmonton)



Perry Kinkaide - impact of rapid technological change (Edmonton)

First/last mile – Chair Craig Montgomerie (Hawaii) (2:05 – 3:15)


Panelists – Allan Bly - ViTel Consulting Inc, (Edmonton) Author of the Parkland County Study
   

     Stephanie Betts – (Edmonton) Perspective from AAMDC

     
   

     Ben Heide – BCC Hardware & gamer/entrepreneur (Vulcan)



     Jeremy Chorney – Telus (Edmonton)

     Michael Hocken – (Edson) Bell Canada



     Graham  Fletcher – The Internet Centre (Edmonton)



     Terry Ducherer – Paragon Computer Solutions/Netago Wireless
Appendix 4: Camrose Canadian Article
Supernet a powerful tool
Kelly Barrett
Staff Reporter
Recently, Camrose became the newest community to be added as an access site to a groundbreaking, high-tech means of conferencing that will prove to be immensely beneficial in communications.
Communities without Boundaries director, Donna Phillips, held an information conference on Oct.31, to offer informative education on the service to which Camrose now has access.
It is the wave of future in communications, said Phillips.
The Alberta SuperNet consists of a broadband network linking over 4,200 government, health, library and education facilities in 429 communities across the province at affordable and sustainable costs to the Alberta Government.
The project is a broadband superhighway, which was conceived and developed by the Government of Alberta, Bell Canada and a company called Axia NetMedia. The service brings affordable, high-speed network access and opens the door to new, economic opportunities that might not be otherwise available to the urban public.
Imagine the convenience and savings that your business could enjoy, when, instead of the expense, travel time, winter road conditions and manpower involved in sending employees to travel to several necessary meetings and conferences every year, the net-working could be done from the comfort and convenience of your own office.
With the new SuperNet system, networking merely requires pouring yourself a cup of coffee, settling in front of your monitor or television screen and connecting with a dozen or even hundreds of other participants in real time.
At the Oct. 31, conference, attendees were situated around a large television screen that was partitioned into 12 different screens. Each screen served as the office for different participants, with a total of 214 attendees. The screens rotated to different locations across Alberta. Information was given, questions were asked and answered and everybody even took a lunch break at the same time. It was a virtual conference that served the same purpose that it would have if everyone involved had gotten into their cars, traveled and gathered in a boardroom.
The SuperNet Advantage is not just for large corporations and companies.
Rosana Ramos, a farmer who lives in Hanna, Alberta, has personally experienced the benefits of the new technology.
Farming is a big business just like any other, said Ramos. And you need to keep up with the times.
Farmers can gain access to veterinary reports for information on current animal diseases, quarantined zones and feedlots, and can also use the system to track origin and health details on cattle before they are purchased.
For more information on the SuperNet Advantage or for help, visit www.albertasupernet.ca
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