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Vision 

The Rural Telecommunications Congress aims to become the primary organization for rural communities and rural residents in the United States of America to access the information and support they need to obtain and use advanced telecommunications services, particularly broadband digital communications, for community and economic development. The Congress will provide an Internet portal (website) as the focal point for rural communities and residents seeking information and support for creating and using advanced telecommunications for rural development goals. It will provide an annual conference and disseminate publications (electronic or otherwise) to help rural communities use telecommunications for their development. It will become the common voice of rural communities to state and federal governments on telecommunications policy issues. 


Mission 

Statement: Promoting rural community and economic development through telecommunications

The combination of advances in information technology during the 1990s and the 1996 Telecommunications Act generated great excitement and anticipation of cheap, ubiquitous access to advanced telecommunications services. Despite high expectations, many rural consumers and businesses continue to find themselves on the wrong side of the Digital Divide.  The United States economy is strong enough that we can afford to make advanced telecommunications services universally available. Unlike the inevitable winners and losers that result when railroads, Interstate highways or other transportation infrastructure is built, no community need be left off the Information Superhighway. Rural community leaders need access to the information resources to help them reach the goal of affordable connection to the emerging global broadband digital telecommunications infrastructure.  They also need a collective voice in both federal and state policy and regulatory arenas. It is the mission of the Rural Telecommunications Congress to advance the position of rural America with respect to telecommunications access by:

· informing and empowering rural community leaders;
· educating policy makers; 

· impacting regulatory decisions; and 

· facilitating relevant research and data collection efforts.

The first mission of informing and empowering rural community leaders is primary. The Congress must first become accepted by rural communities as the primary source of information and support for development through advanced telecommunications before it will have the credibility to be successful in the other three activities.

Scope of Impact


 Four distinct areas will be addressed by the Congress and its annual conference:

(1) Community of Place 


At the core of the organization are the rural communities and community leaders that comprise its membership. The Congress is primarily an organization of, by and for rural communities, and the organizations and individuals working to use telecommunications as a tool for rural community and economic development.  These communities must be both the recipients and providers of an extensive information network dedicated to the advancement of rural telecommunications access.

(2) Applications and Training


Up-to-date information for rural communities and their citizens about emerging telecommunications applications is critical to the further development of rural services. From rural health clinics and the availability of telemedicine to virtual incubators for small businesses, from the application of distance learning to rural schools to the application of e-commerce to entrepreneurship, rural communities need to see examples of the potential in order to seize the benefits.

(3) Technology and Affordable Access


Rural communities need not be the last to know or the last to implement new and emerging telecommunications technologies. An effort of the proposed organization is the rapid dispersal of information regarding those new and emerging technologies of greatest potential benefit to rural America.

(4) Policy


The Congress intends to create a forum in which to learn, discuss, and explore the intricacies of federal, state and local telecommunications policy while, in the process, educating and informing policy makers about the potential and actual rural impacts of those policies. 

Stakeholder Needs:  

1. Small towns and rural residents need:

· visions for the future that inspire and energize;

· access to "best practices" or cutting-edge ideas and applications to adapt to local circumstances;

· access to rural-sensitive experts who can provide realistic advice and assistance to communities involved in telecommunications planning;

· a national training, education and networking conference specifically geared to the needs and resources of rural leaders;

· an electronic means of ongoing "connection" to other persons, communities, and experts with an abiding interest in rural telecommunications;

· a source of up-to-date, understandable policy briefs that summarize the major decisions made at the federal and state levels.


      2. State-level regulatory bodies, state legislators, policy makers, and governors need:
· examples of what other states are doing legislatively or in regulatory matters in support of rural telecommunications and broadband access;

· a common and comprehensive access point for understanding the status across all states with respect to major telecommunications reform, for example, status of state universal service programs, extent of broadband deployment, Section 271 action (status of RBOC entry into long distance), extent of competitive entry into the rural marketplace, extent of state/regional/ local government or utility company involvement in the provision of telecommunications.

3. FCC, other federal agencies, and policy makers need:
· access to effective local community leaders and other grassroots spokespersons;
· access to sources of primary and secondary "rapid response research" conducted by academic institutions and generated on a timely and directed basis in response to specific data requests;
· access to informed, thoughtful, and rural-sensitive corporate, business, and industry representatives;
· non-partisan or academic experts to help design effective policy.



4. Applications and infrastructure providers need:
· "handles" on the rural marketplace;

· reasons to competitively enter rural America;

· alternative ways of identifying the opportunities that might exist there;

· encouragement to extend their services beyond the traditional "business case;"

· access to new marketing channels.
 

5. Non-profit organizations, including development organizations and educational institutions, need:
· more resources when working in rural communities that have an interest in telecom issues but lack staff to attend well to issues;

· improved access to data about rural communities.
 


Operational Objectives:


The Congress will:

(1) Assume responsibility for sponsorship and support of the annual Rural Telecommunications Conference; 

(2) Provide for operation and maintenance of the Congress listserv and Website and expand the Website to become the major portal for rural telecommunications and development issues and applications and a knowledge network for rural communities seeking improved telecommunications access; 

(3) Conduct  research to identify the following state-specific information: 

(a) annual rural telecommunications summits, conferences; 

(b) key rural telecommunications organizations, agencies, champions; 

(c) significant rural telecommunications reports and papers.

(4) Create an extensive, web-based, searchable database of communities that have implemented innovative, workable, and affordable solutions to their local telecommunications needs;

(5) Provide for a paid Organizational Facilitator whose responsibility is to: 

(a) accept and process membership;

(b) structure and direct the member listserv dialogue;

(c) design a data-mining system by which major telecommunications issues, policies, and regulatory decisions can be easily monitored;

(d) build on the current Conference website to include a "Rural Telecommunications Policy Monitoring" section, which will provide a one-stop web-based location for rural communities and its citizens to understand the major rural-relevant telecommunications issues, policies and regulatory decisions being made at the federal level;

(e) begin to solicit and identify those academic institutions with a significant interest in and ability to provide "Rapid Response Research" in rural telecommunications policy-related areas; and

(f) begin to build a database, with information largely supplied by members, of communities having implemented innovative, workable, and affordable solutions to their local telecommunications needs.


(6) Provide local leaders access to training and training materials in telecommunications policy issues either directly or by linking them to other institutions that can provide such training; 


(7) Work with members from different states to provide sections of the web portal for state-level information, including relevant rural community activities and examples and relevant state legislative and regulatory decisions.
Organizational Products and Services 


The products or services that the Congress should provide to meet the above-identified needs include:

· assuming responsibility for continuation of the annual Rural Telecommunications Conference; 

· managing and expanding the Congress Internet web site so that it becomes a key information portal and knowledge network for rural communities;

· maintaining a list of rural-sensitive experts and grassroots folks willing to testify or inform regulatory staff when called upon to do so;

· developing and maintaining multiple rural information databases of relevance to rural community leaders, federal, state, and local policy makers, policy implementers, and policy reactionaries;

· maintaining a list of telecommunications consultants (as recommended by local communities) from which other communities might: (1) match their needs with individual consultant or company capabilities; (2) access the resume of the consultant or company and the list of all communities with whom the consultant has worked; (3) read the testimonials of other communities with whom the consultant has previously worked;

· maintaining a database of national organizations with a rural focus or rural interest group;

· providing a year-round mechanism, e.g., discussion list, by which topics for the next Rural Telecommunications Conference are nominated, discussed, critiqued, and decided upon. This discussion list can serve the purpose of deliberating key telecommunications issues as they arise, and in the process develop a timely and relevant Conference agenda;

· maintaining a "Horizon List" of telecommunications issues. This future-oriented list, perhaps facilitated by a separate listserv, would be a continuously evolving statement of the issues and technologies that loom on the rural telecommunications horizon;

· developing contacts at multiple research universities and academic institutions interested in and capable of carrying out elements of a "rapid response research" agenda;

· providing the intermediary voice between federal/state policy makers and research institutions by linking data/information needs and the researchers capable of meeting those needs; and

· producing educational and informational materials on rural telecommunications topics.
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