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Initiative bridges rural Ohio's digital divide

These days, the small water tower in rural Vinton — population 324 = helps deliver more than water,

Thanks to the Connedting Rural Ohio Wireless Neighborhood Projedt, a coflaborative initiative bringing Intermet connectvity to
fppalachian commundies, o stand of antennas bristhng atop the water tank makes the Intermat accesable ko most Vinton hafmes,

For residents without a wireless modem at home, there's a community learnang center in Town Hall, a former one-room
schoolhouwse built If 1893, With ik new computers, a panter and a wireless network, this southern Ohio community can anter the
information superhighway.

g and running since Apnl, the netwaork already has
brought change, in the form of onfine educational

opportunities and e-commerce possibilibes.

Vinkon is anly the most recent beneficiary of the technology
attruism of the CRO project, which unites partners like Ohio
State’s Office of the CI0, the Ohio Supercomputer Canter
and the Governor's Office of Appalachia in Bringang
broadband access to the region.

Thé first community was New Straitsville, a village with
fewer than 800 residents in southern Perry County, which
racEivad its wiraless natwork in 2003, Mext cama
Chestarhill, an enclave of 300 in Morgan County, which was
brought ondine in 2006,

“Each community we've worked in i5 unique,” Says Alan
Escovitz, external affairs direchor for the Office of the CI0.

These communites — and many athers n Jhio’s 29
Appalachian counties — have not fared so well in boday’s
fast-paced, technalogy-driven waorld. Emplaoyment and
education opportunibes are limted, and in most of these

B hilly and out-of-the-way villages, there is no Intermet
connectivity to speak of, The CRO project aims o provede
access o Wab-based training and education, stabidize and
stimulate the local economy and increase the community s
standard of ving,

“fs a land-grant wniversity, part of Ohio State's mission s
autreach,” said Bob Dixon, a résearch enginear whio dodas
kis time between the CIO's office and the Chio
Supercomputer Caenter,

“Typacally, the role of outreach has belonged to the
academic departments and not to service areas like the
compiuter canter, But we reakzed we have unique skills and
abilties to offer these communities, and it's been very
revwarding work.”
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Alan Escovitz stands atop the Vinton water tower, Hd'h“ Wothe  [ake it tricky to engineer wide coverage of the wirsless
stand of antennas installed by the Connecting Rural Interngt :tanll. and because they are intarested not just in
providing the egquipment but also in opening up educational
and commeraal resources, they hold commurety mestings,
recruet community partners to provide follow-up educstion and @stablish tachnical support networks,

All hardware and software installed at the vanous locations are provided through grants from groups like the Amencan Distance
Education Consortiurmn and the LS, Department of Agricuiture. Al the labor and tme i takes o nstall that equipment are donated
by folks ke Dikon, Escovitz and another 05U engineer, Gabe Moulton. Taken together, the Vinton installation is worth an
estmated £30.000.

With each new community they go into, Moulbon says, the team leams a bit more about what to do and how best to do it. "I think
the project in Vinton stands to be the best one of the three so far,” he says, noting that Columbus-based company Mindleaders is
providing 200 frie onling traineng courses in topics as vaned as personal inance and Microsoft Office.

Moulton says he sees the team as doing a bet of trailblazng: Since the completion of the projects in New Straitsville and
Chestarhil, DSL connectivity has bean made avadable to those communities from the commercial sector.

“Before we want there, | think the prevailing opinion in the commercal sector was that these areas had no money or interast in
thiir services. That turms out not to be the case at all,” he says.

How that Vinton is online, the group turns its attention, resources and hardware to the next destination, A recent grant from the
Ohio Governor's Office of Appalachia means that up to three mone towns can be moved across the digital divide,

“It's not just about connectivity,” Escovitz muses. " It's about what kinds of resources and opportundtias wa'ra able to bring o &
Cormmunicy.”

Far maore infarmation about Connecting Rural Ohio and its partnears, go to cro.osc.adu,



