Rich Sheridan, member of the Wireless Washtenaw steering committee

nty WiFi to start

weaving its web

Work on tests begins with eye to October launch

BY TINA REED
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Imagine having a wireless device in
your car that could locate open parking
spaces downtown.

Or envision taking golf advice from a
GPS wireless mechanism that can lo-
cate your position, remind you how you
played the exact hole last time and what
club you should use.

With Wireless Washtenaw, a plan lo
develop a widespread wireless Internet
infrastructure by December 2007, county
officials hope new produet and business
ideas like those could become not only
possible. but communplace.

“it'll be an innovation playground.”
said Rich Sheridan, president of the Ann
Arbor-based Menlo Innovations sofiware
company and a member of the praject’s
steering committee. “There will be in-
frastructure that can be counted on that
was never there before.”

0On Wernesday, the county Board of
Commissioners approved 20/20 Commu
nications, which is partnering with the
international technology firm Siemens,
as its Internet service provider. A con
tract is still pending, but the company
can now begin official pilot tests of its
technology and get plans rolling lo start
integrating part of the county into the
network starting in October.

“T'd imagine a lot of people will say, ‘Oh,
great. 1 can surf the Web and check e-
mail sitting at a cafe or a park," Sheridan
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Rich Sheridan, left, president and CEO of Menlo Innovations, LLC, and David Behen,
director of support services for Washtenaw County. came up with the idea of a

countywide wireless internet service ovar a cup of coMee at Cafe Varde in Ann Arbor,

siild, “Bul once wireless is ubiquitous, the
product ideas couid be endless.”

The idea to weave the wireless Web
across the county was hatched over a
cup of coffee in the fall of 2004.

Imagine Laking the idea of Wi-Fi from
the coffee shop and turning the entire
county into a hot spo’. David Behen, the
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information technology direc-
tor for Washtenaw County, told
Sheridan, a longtime friend and
business partner. The result was
a lwo-year planning process in-
volving the county, local units of
government, local information
technology companies, the Uni-
versity of Michigan and the com-
panies vying to be the ISP

The idea is to spur local busi-
nesses into creating new ways to
use the infrastructure once it's
in place, said Tom Crawford, the
City of Ann Arbor's chief finan-
cial officer and a member of the
Washtenaw Wireless steering
committee.

Inventions that rely on wire-
less Internet would then become
more realistic. Everyday tasks,
such as catching a bus, could be
made easier

“What if you could see where
the bus is from your PDA?"
Crawford said, “Ann Arbor is par-
ticularly suited to take advantage
of that.”

Or how about allowing people
with health issues (o travel the
county wearing monitors to trans-
mit information back to their doc-
tor, Behen said.

The system might also be an
dttractive feature thal causes
businesses to locate lo Washt-
enaw County.

“I could imagine a company
like Google would look at the kind
of forward thinking like ours and
start to pick a place that offers
these types of services" Craw-
ford said, referring to the search
engine giant’s recent announce-
ment it planned to move its Ad-
Words division to the Ann Arbar

area.

The general idea is also about
finding a way to provide basic In-
ternet access for those who can't
afford it or those who have few
oplions near their homes because
neither cable Internet service nor
DSL is available.

“There is a severe digital divide
in our county; it could best be de-
availability drops off dramatically™

de Internet for those who can't afford it or

who have few service options

Going wireless

Here are some frequently asked

questions about Wireless

Washtenaw, a countywide wireless Internet access service.

Q: How much will it cost?

A: Lower speed service

will be free; a high-speed
optional subscription with
advertising will cost §35 for
residential customers; and

a high-speed subscription
without advertising will cost
§50 for residential customers.
It will include telephone
service called Voice Over
Internet Protocol.

Q: How fast is the free
service?

The free service will range
between B5K or abaut twice
the speed of dial-up.

Q: How fast is the paid
high-speed service? *

The high speed service will
be about 1 Mbps (megabit
per second), somewhat
slower than basic D5L or
cable service,

Q: Do you have to live

in the county to get the
service?

No, you must simply be
within its borders to use the
system.

Q: When will it be
available?

The system will be
operational in stages,
beginning in October.
December 2007 is set as
the deadline for the entire
county to have wiraless
access. Ann Arbor will
mast likely gain access first

because of its customer
density and proximity to the
main server. The company
says existing pilot test sites
in the Saline and Manchester
areas may also be starting
points for the system.

Q: What do | need to make
my computer wireless?

A wireless card (standard in
many laptop computers built
In the last two years). They
start at about 530,

Q: What will | need to do to
hook up?

An antenna outside the
house and a router may be
needed for computers set up
inside homes. Users of the
free service simply need to
select the network from the
computer and subscribers
will receive a password for
faster access.

Q: How do | make my
computer more secure on a
shared network?

Purchase strong firewalls and
Spyware ta protect personal
information on computers.
Itis also possible to select a
privatization option in the
control panel of cormputers
with Windows XP to encrypt
saved files and a similar
option exists on Apple
computers running the latest
version of OSX.

Source; Bob Woolf, piesident of 20/20
Communications; Jarrod Mitchell,

a PC technicion ot Affordoble
Computers Irve. in Ann Arbor.



It's a problem I.hn!.mnnvmm
dents deal with on the western
side of the county. In some spots
near the small towns, Internet
access might be available, but
in other places the only option is
disl-up or satellite.

\ted access oplions, said Peggy
Moran, a real estate agent at the
Charfes Reinhart Company in
Chelsea. Moran heard about Wire-
less Washtenaw at an Ann Arbor
Board of Realtors meeting and
she can't wait to tell clients about

didn’t even look at a house without
it. That was his No. 1 priority”

The access could also make
a difference in how Moran does
her own job, such as when she's
showing a client a house.

“If I have my computer and had
the wireless, I could pop it on and
give you the additional informa-
ton on-site,” Moran said. “I'm
rudylortheclmnge I'm all for
anything that will improve our
county.”
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Dave McCarthy, senior
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the electronic

equipment for a wireless access polm to be mounted on top of the Manchester water tower Monday.
ﬂnla:m point will bu used to test signal strength in the Manchestar area nnd is part of the Wireless

program

Arhor, a corned beef sandwich
and a laptop were Rick Zahodn-
ic's only companions.

The Macomb Township resi-
dent wasn't bored,

While passing through town, he
had found one of the many busi-
ness Internet hot spots in town
and spent his lunch hour check-
g\%m catching up on work
“Would El make a difference
in the future of whether I come
back? Definitely," he said. “You
get hooked on having access
and being able check the Inter-
net.”

Wireless Washtenaw may have
the same effect on a much larger
scale, said Bob Woolf, president of
20/20. Last weekend, Woolf trav-
eled to New Haven, Conn., and

phones warning users when their
time is about to expire,

This could be the future for
Washtenaw County once it has
msuppune Wan!fsm “

it, i

it all starts atop an 11-story
building in downlown Ann Arbar.
That is “rad.l:ml mecea,” d(;ne of ﬁ
many large dlngs tting
city where local telephone
and Internet providers have set

up their own radio

ll': where 20/20 Communlca
tions has sel up initial testing
sites for its radio-transmitting
equipment - or access points,
The estimated 5000 access
points, nicknamed pony-kegs at
the company for their cylindri~
cal shape and size, hold six radio
transmitters that will communi-
cate with individual computers
or with radios in other access

to allow wireless Internet access throughout Washtenaw County.

request the information from
the transmitter located clos-
est to it. The request would be
sent through the wireless web
of access points back to a main
mmur;lgu&um Ann Arbor,
most e e 100-
digital pipeline at 20/20 Com
nications, and out into the Inter-
net from there. The information
would be sent back again, boune-
ing between radio transmitters,
io the individual in the form of a
Web page.

20/20 Communications is no

is planning to pay the estimated
$42 million cost to set up the ser-
vice and provide the free access
within county borders.

“Now don't get me wrong, it

won't be fast access,” Woolf said.
“Otherwise, how would we make

governmen!

as water towers, and gain access
to customers around the county.
This summer, it began testing
new equipment that uses higher

G ies to avoid the

wireless problem of radio-signal
interference. Part of the tests in-
volved hanging a transmitter on
the sign in front of Ahmo's Gyros
& Deli on the corner of Huron and
Division streets in downtown Ann
Arbor and hanging a transmitter
from the Manchester water tow-
er. The technology worked better
than expected,

“If someone is downtown, it
would make sense to send them

Wireless

Data transmitted
across radio waves

Allows for mobility, less
nfrastructure needed to put in place

General performance capacity can

be lower than wired systems. Signals
can be reduced greatly by fluorescent

lights, structure and steel.

Around $30 10 550

About 1 Mbps; somewhat slower
than DSL or cable; speed varies
depending on proximity to access
point.

Already avallable in specific hotspots

in cities and towns from various
companies in the county; found
most often in businesses. County-
wide service to start creation this
October, Homeowners may also
have another Intermet service but
use a router to create their own
wireless network In their home

During a recent Thursday space is occupied and can send  points. When a user requests a
lunch at Zingerman's Deliin Ann & text message to registered cell Web page, the computer would
- - . 5 .
Comparing network connectivity: What does it all mean?
Cable Dial-up DSL Satellite
What ls it Data transmitted Datatravels  (Digital SubscriberLine)  pata transmitted
through cable TV lines.  through a regular Data transmitted via satellite to an
phone line using through separate outside dish similar
amodem. telephone wire, to satellite TV.

Pros | High speed and mostly Available High spead and mostly  Available anywhere
smaoth performance; everywhere, smooth performance;  other high speed |
bundled cable TV and inexpensive bundle telephone and  Intemet can't reach;

Internet service. Internet service without  about the same
tying up the phene line.

Cons | Natas pervasively or Slowest speed Not as pervasively or Equipment and
consistently available in ilabl consistently avallable in  activation can be
rural areas, might need to rural areas, might need to | costly; light delay in
buy both television and huy both telephone and  video conferancing
Internet service to geta Internat service to get a and realtime

good deal. good deal. activitles,
= i
Monthly Between $33and S45  BetwenS$Dand — Betwesh $13and 530, $50 and $130
cost  depending on bundling depending on
with ather cable services. speed and bundle of
services
Speed 6 to 8 Mbps (Megabits  Between 35Kand  Between 15and6Mbps;  Upto 1 Mbgps,
per secand) available; 56K Between 25 and 100 somewhat slower
about 100 times faster times faster than dialup ~ than DSL or cable.

| than dial-up.

3 Availabllity  Much of the county Everywhere Service ig avallable in Everywhere the
where you can getcable  whete there is different parts of the  company is willing
television from provider. | telephone service county to install.

| However, there are some
townships and spots in

| the western portion of

| the county thit do not

| raceive full service.

| e of ity of @ 120 Catitttie wtrvni: SEuCreies Alecls
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David McCarthy, radio-
frequency engineer for 20/20
Communications, works on
tuning the RF output signal at the
wireless access point on the sign
outside of Ahmo's Gyros & Deli on
Huron Street in Ann Arbor,

ads to places that would be within
walking distance,” Woolf said.

The free service will range
around 85K, or about twice the
speed of dial-up telephone ser-
vice, Wooll said. The system will
be set up to allow future integra-
tion of the new technology Wi-
Max, which may replace Wi-Fi in
the future.

The company still can't say for
sture who would get service first

Ome option would be to build out
from testing sites, gradually ex-

panding across the county, piece

_by piece, starting in October. This

summer, the company performed
its own testing in Manchester and
Saline and hopes to run official pi-
lot testing from these sites.

“But we have to start earning
our money back as soon as pos-
sible,” Woolf said.

That means, the company may
have to split its focus between
getting access to those in the ru-
ral areas and to higher populated
areas, such as Ann Arbor, that
could more quickly garner more
stbseriptions to the higher-speed

service,

The ISP has been receiving
questions from rural residents
eager to offer their own farm
silos and barns for hanging the
access points.

"“Our phones have been ringing
off the hook." Woolf said. * This is
like a brand new utility. They fig-
ure the closer to them, the better
the service.”

Those offers will help, but
without assets from the county,
it would have been impossible to
compete, Woolf said.

“This is the first time we’ll be
able to go out against the big guys.
We've got our slingshot loaded.”

Companies that offer other
forms of Internet locally aren't
worried aboutthe new access be-
ing offered.

The countywide Internet ser-

. vice Is only another competitor,
for

said Jerome Espy. spokesman
Comeast, which offers cable ac-
cess around the county and state.

There may well be problems
early on as the project gets up
and running, Behen said.

“No one has really done this,
so there's going to be technical
issues,” Behen said. “There may
be mlerfemnce with other busi-
nesses.”

Ann Arbor business owners
didn't expect the county wireless
program to affect their business.

At Zingerman's, which has
wireless both indoors and out-
doors, the countywide access
would only complement or re-
place the service they offer as an
extra to their main product - the
food, said Grace Singleton, man-
aging partner of the deli.

The wireless isn't supposed to
eliminate other forms of access,
Crawford said.

“I think we'll always see land
line and businesses offering wire-
less on their own,” Crawford said.
“This won't become everyone's
network.”

Excitement is growing from
impatient residents who want to
know when they will be integrat-
edinto the program. I's a strange
development because only a few
years ago, the project would have
seemed impossible or unneces-

“People simply expect this to
be there and expect this to work,”
Sheridar said. “It's amazing how
yesterday's luxuries become to-
day’s necessity”

Tina Reed can be reached at
734-994-6828 ar
tregdiannarbornews.com,




