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County logs in to Lambda Rail

By TOM TREWEEK/OBSERVER STAFF REPORTER

The Sandoval County Commission approved an agreement with the high-speed, fiber-optic computer network Lambda Rail during its Thursday meeting, leaving the county to focus on applications for its new broadband network.

The Lambda Rail agreement has taken longer than expected. Dandin Group CEO Dewayne Hendricks, the director of Sandoval Broadband, said it was supposed to be available in late 2005.   Lambda Rail allows for partnering agreements that could bring the price down further, he said.

Despite the setback, Hendricks said the county's project was still at the forefront, even though others have begun their own wireless projects.   "The county is still the leader, but you're not alone now anymore," Hendricks said.   In addition to the 281 municipalities nationwide who are building their own wireless network, as well as the two counties of Long Island, N.Y., Vermont and New Hampshire will announce their intention to build statewide wireless networks.

One of Sandoval Broadband's goals now is to reduce the cost. When the broadband project began, a 1-megabit-per-second (Mbps) Internet connection would have cost $125 a month. That price has already dropped to $50, and Hendricks hopes to see it at $20 shortly after 2007 begins.

The public-private corporation is also looking to upgrade soon from its 100 Mbps infrastructure to 200 Mbps, doubling its capacity.   But while the capabilities of the county's broadband network are among the nation's leaders, it is nothing by itself. Olla Grande CEO Jonathan Mann, a contracted consultant on the project, said the network was of "no value" without applications to run on it.

The two application focuses mandated by the county are education and healthcare, both of which are in short supply in the county's outlying areas.

State Higher Education Director Stephanie Belmore, who was formerly the Rio Rancho Cyber Academy principal, said online technology has been used to help some students get ahead and others to catch up, allowing "opportunities and flexibility within online education."

John Pompei of Intel, who works with school and government entities, imparted the importance of investing in this program.   "The investments you are making today are probably every bit as important as the investments you have made on roads, public infrastructure," he said.

What the broadband project will allow school districts to do is redesign the entire educational system with Internet technologies in mind.

"If schools as we know them didn't exist, how would we design them today," he said.

Dr. Dale Alverson, the medical director for the University of New Mexico's Center for

Telehealth and Cybermedicine Research, said the Sandoval County model would be used by other communities in the future.   "We're leapfrogging over barriers that have existed in the past," he said. "We can take care to people who can normally not get that service."

Alverson was excited about the possibility of diagnosing strokes, hepatitis C and other diseases online, thus getting treatment to the patient sooner. We called it a "virtual house call."   "We have a tremendous number of programs that are ready to launch and we can launch them in Sandoval County," he said.

Commissioner Jack Thomas, without any provocation, boisterously extolled the importance and the benefits of the broadband project.   "You have to understand how important this project is to Sandoval County," he said. "I don't know if the Sandoval County Commission truly grasps how impressive this is."

Thomas challenged the commission not to lose site of the projects ultimate goal: to bring muchneeded services to a struggling population.   "We are the next California if we don't drop the ball ... or we could lose the vision and be a thirdworld country," he said.

With the infrastructure in place, Intel government relations manager Terry McDermott said

companies will come where they can get service.   "They're going to come where the bandwidth is," he said.   McDermott also said it would be beneficial to those already paying a steep price for services.   Cuba schools, he said, are paying $1000 per month for a 1.5 Mbps T1 Internet connection. At today's cost, through Sandoval Broadband, the price for the same speed connection would be $75 per month.

Commissioner Bill Sapien asked Hendricks when the county would "get out." Hendricks replied that between the forth and fifth years, the county could likely sell the company. The project is now in its second year.   "When everything's right ... we'll go away," he said.

Hendricks assured the county that it would only be in the broadband business long enough to fix a broken market.

So far, the county has only spent its original $2 million on the project. Mann said he had gotten an additional $1 million from the state and $1.8 million from the federal government.  Hendricks said that, although the original feasibility study called for $9 million on the project, it currently looks like it will only cost $5 million.
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