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Virtues of advanced South Island network extolled 

By REUBEN SCHWARZ 



The top of the South Island is on the cusp of having the most advanced and independent communications backbone in New Zealand, says a contractor with the project. 

Speaking at a Telecommunications Users Association conference in Wellington, Chris O'Connell laid out the Nelson-Marlborough Inforegion's $1.5 million vision of a hybrid fibre-wireless network that would link councils, hospitals and schools through Internet exchanges in Nelson and Blenheim. 

The plan is one of 13 community network initiatives to qualify for government assistance by making it through the first round of the Government's Broadband Challenge. 

Mr O'Connell says that if the funding bid isn't successful, "the exchanges will probably happen some way or another because the need is already there". 

The Internet exchanges will allow data travelling between organisations in the region to stay local instead of having to be shunted through an exchange in Wellington, speeding traffic and reducing data communication costs. 

Mr O'Connell envisages a regional hybrid network stretching from Nelson to Blenheim, made of fibre linked to the 44 2-megabit-per-second wireless networks set up in schools under the Government's Project Probe. 

Nelson already has a working prototype of a Mush (municipalities, universities, schools and hospitals) network, wanted by the Government. Dubbed "The Loop", it comprises a fibre optic link between the Nelson-Marlborough Institute of Technology and about 13 schools. 

The fibre, laid by electricity lines company Network Tasman, stretches 300 kilometres and may be extended to schools on the West Coast. 

Mr O'Connell says the project will be an example of a "DIY network", where small organisations with bits of fibre plug into a local network. He hopes up to 50 schools can be connected by the end of the year. 

He believes a "network of networks" will emerge in New Zealand, with regional networks linking to form a national one. 

"We are starting to get a local architecture emerging as well as a national architecture." 

As schools become comfortable with using fibre, the experience and confidence of their staff grows and it's best to "let them get on with it", he says. 

"We have school teachers now starting to negotiate for international bandwidth." 

The Nelson-Marlborough Inforegion is a joint venture between Nelson's economic development agency and Marlborough Regional Development Trust. 
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