GLOBAL INFORMATION
SOCIETY WATCH

Community Networks

ASSOCIATION FOR PROGRESSIVE COMMUNICATIONS (APC)
AND INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH CENTRE (IDRC)




Global Information Society Watch

2018

S5, 11
{JAPC 3¢ IDRC |CRDI Canadd

International Development Research Centre
Centre de recherches pour le développement international



Global Information Society Watch 2018

Community Networks

Operational team
Roxana Bassi (APC)
Valeria Betancourt (APC)
Kathleen Diga (APC)
Alan Finlay (APC)
Michael Jensen (APC)
Carlos Rey-Moreno (APC)

APC project coordination team
Namita Aavriti (APC)
Roxana Bassi (APC)

Valeria Betancourt (APC)
Kathleen Diga (APC)
Anriette Esterhuysen (APC)
Flavia Fascendini (APC)
Alan Finlay (APC)

Chat Garcia Ramilo (APC)
Michael Jensen (APC)
Carlos Rey-Moreno (APC)

Graphic design
Monocromo
info@monocromo.com.uy
Phone: +598 2400 1685

Cover illustration
Matias Bervejillo

GISWatch 2018 advisory committee
Carlos Baca (REDES)

Luca Belli (FGV)

Jane Coffin (ISOC)

Kazanka Comfort (Fantsuam Foundation)
Stéphane Couture (York University)
Alison Gillwald (Research ICT Africa)
Michuki Mwangi (ISOC)

Leandro Navarro (PANGEA)

Dorothy Okello (WOUGNET/Makerere University)
Nico Pace (AlterMundi)

Steve Song (Village Telco/Rhizomatica)
Ritu Srivastava (DEF)

Project coordinator
Kathleen Diga / Roxana Bassi (APC)

Editor
Alan Finlay

Assistant editor and proofreading
Lori Nordstrom (APC)

Publication production support
Cathy Chen

This work was carried out with the aid of a grant from the International Development Research
Centre (IDRC), Ottawa, Canada, as part of the APC project “Community access networks: How to
connect the next billion to the Internet”. More information at: https://www.apc.org/en/project/
local-access-networks-can-unconnected-connect-themselves

The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of IDRC or its Board of Governors.

3¢ IDRC | CRDI

International Development Research Centre

Canada

(3.4

Centre de recherches pour le développement international

Financial support provided by
2 Sid
A% Dlda

This edition of GISWatch came into being alongside a brand
new baby boy. Welcome to the world, Ronan Diga!

Published by APC
2018

Printed in USA

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Some rights reserved.

Global Information Society Watch 2018 web and e-book

ISBN 978-92-95113-06-0

APC-201810-CIPP-R-EN-DIGITAL-296

Disclaimer: The views expressed in the introduction, thematic and country reports
of GISWatch are not necessarily the views of APC or of its members.



GEORGIA

NETWORK IN GEORGIA

SAY “NO” TO ISOLATION: THE TUSHETI WI-FI COMMUNITY

Small and Medium Telecom Operators Association of
Georgia and Tusheti Development Fund

Ucha Seturi and Rati Kochlamazashvili
toa.ge/en/?p=974;

Introduction

This report is about the Tusheti Wi-Fi community
network project in Georgia. Tusheti is the name of
the remote northeasternregion of the country, locat-
ed on the northern slopes of the Greater Caucasus
Mountains. It is part of the Tusheti Nature Reserve
and National Park, which is the largest protected
region in Europe.! At 2,345 metres, the village of
Bochorna is the highest settlement in Europe.

Tusheti can only be reached by an unpaved road
that is considered one of the world’s most dan-
gerous,? and which crosses the 2,850-metre-high
Abano Pass. The population of Tusheti is physically
isolated from the rest of Georgia, in part due to the
heavy snow in the region.

The community Wi-Fi project has brought high-
speed internet to more than 33 villages in Tusheti,
as well as connectivity to the Abano Pass and for the
roughly 14,000 tourists visiting the region every year.
It is a good example of installing a community Wi-Fi
network in a high mountainous region. At its peak,
the network reaches elevations of 3,500 metres.

The project has opened new development op-
portunities for tourism and agriculture, and helps
to preserve the unique local culture. It also provides
an essential communication channel for health-
care and other emergency sectors. It supports the
economic sustainability of the region and creates
business opportunities for the local community,
benefiting trade in products and access to services.

The project was implemented by a local commu-
nity organisation, the Tusheti Development Fund,
with funding and support from the Internet Society
(1S0Q).3 It also received mentorship from the 1SOC

1 Patterson, K. (2011, 12 October). Special Program Highlights
Largest Protected Area in Europe. National Park Service. https://
www.nps.gov/romo/learn/news/pr_news_release_special_
program_october_20_2011.htm

2 See the BBC documentary at: https://www.dailymotion.com/
video/xitpezk

3 https://www.internetsociety.org

local chapter,* and in-kind support, including co-
ordination, from the Small and Medium Telecom
Operators Association of Georgia.>

It is a successful example of a private-public
partnership that includes the participation of the
local community, the local and central governments
of Georgia,® the Georgian National Communications
Commission,” private businesses and international
donors that helped with equipment and the train-
ing of members of the community in using the
internet, and in e-business skills.® It demonstrates
a sustainable business model that is the result of
community-led development.®

We also believe our experience will be helpful
to other isolated communities in high mountainous
areas. All technical information is open and ready
for sharing.

Policy, economic and political background

Georgia does not have specific policies on commu-
nity networks. You do not need a licence to use the
2.4 MHz and 5 MHz spectrum, and you do not need
special permission to set up a community Wi-Fi net-
work or to operate as an internet service provider
(ISP) - you just need authorisation, which can be
done online. ISPs, however, have to pay a regulation
fee.

The special tax regime of 0% value-added tax
for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) ap-
plies to community Wi-Fi networks. Settlements in
high mountainous regions also receive other spe-
cial tax cuts, such as being exempt from income tax.
As it is a protected area, legislation also allows for
some benefits for the residents in Tusheti.

While Georgia has several community radio sta-
tions, the Tusheti community network is the first
and only one in Georgia. There are no specific po-
litical issues inhibiting the roll-out of community

https://www.facebook.com/groups/isoc.georgia
toa.ge/en

www.economy.ge/?lang=en

gncc.ge/en

projects.worldbank.org/P152441?lang=en

Palovirta, M. (2017, 9 October). A Community Network

in the Remote Georgian Region of Tusheti. Internet
Society. https://www.internetsociety.org/blog/2017/10/
community-network-remote-georgian-region-tusheti

10 The fee is 0.75% of monthly income from the activity.
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networks in the country. Legislation is aligned with
European Union (EU) laws, and therefore can be
considered supportive for community networks
overall. More competition is nevertheless needed
to improve access to the internet in the country. The
population of the country is 3.7 million, and half of
the people live in the cities. Mobile penetration is
nearly 130%,* and the number of fixed-broadband
subscribers is 774,000 (at end of 2017).

Setting up the Tusheti community network

In September 2016, the ISOC Georgia Chapter, the
Small and Medium Telecom Operators Association
of Georgia, the Freenet Ltd. Association, and the
Tusheti Development Fund - a non-profit organisa-
tion set up for the project — signed a memorandum
of understanding (MoU)* with the 1ISOC EU bureau
to build and develop a new wireless network for
the Tusheti community. This MoU creates the mul-
tistakeholder group that guides the development of
the community network.

Equipment was procured over the next few
months, and the network itself was set up in just
60 days — between the end of June and the end of
August 2017.

11 https://www.budde.com.au/Research/
Georgia-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses

12 GNCC Annual Report: gncc.ge/uploads/other/3/3117.pdf

13 https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=8&esrc=s&
source=web&cd=1&ved=2ahUKEwjd243w_]_dAhVECpA
KHT6qBAYQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.inter
netsociety.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2Fo8%2F
Press20Release20MoU20Tusheti2oGeorgia.
docx&usg=A0vVaw2mDG7-vkCtA_-bvoztXd8Q

It was built using only solar energy, six masts
up to six metres in height, and a few gap fillers for
“white” areas. We also bought and installed a few
end-user computers for the most vulnerable villag-
es and used them for site and network checking and
testing. This high-speed wireless internet service
can deliver a 10 Mbps connection to each user.

The network connects to the internet in the
Kakheti region (the village of Ruispiri is the closest
point for internet connection) via a 42 km radio link
with a 120 Mbps connection speed to a mast on the
Abano Pass. The Abano Pass is then connected to
the Diklo mountain mast (this is a 20 km link). From
this point a connection is made to three masts that
cover all three of the gorges in the Tusheti region.
The network provides access to 85% of the villages
in Tusheti, and covers more than 260 square kilo-
metres. Freenet provided technical training and
helped with on-site installations.

The parallel activities by the government, such
as those by the Ministry of Economy and Sustain-
able Development’s Innovation and Technology
Agency (GITA), and the World Bank-funded GENIE
Project, have also been very important for getting
the network going. The GENIE Project trains disad-
vantaged citizens in internet and e-commerce skills.
Participants also receive a voucher (USD 70) as a
contribution towards purchasing equipment and
paying for bandwidth.

14 documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/320681467987898858/
pdf/PAD1543-PAD-P152441-R2016-0029-1-0U0-9.pdf
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Network sustainability

We want to highlight the sustainability and busi-
ness model of the community network. Firstly, it is
important to involve the local community in the pro-
ject—in conceptualising the project, in installing the
network, and in managing the project’s finances.
The community needs to have a good understand-
ing of the idea of the social ownership of the
network. Right now the Tusheti Development Fund
works well as a mechanism to manage the network.
Through this the community is able to manage the
project on its own, whether it comes to technical or
managerial skills.

The network provides cost-effective internet
connectivity to dispersed communities located in
a challenging terrain, and this point is very impor-
tant for us.” The profit generated from the network
is not allowed to exceed 10% of all operational and
capital expenses.* Any profit made is used to devel-
op the network further, repair or replace equipment,
or for other activities that promote and develop the
network.

Tourism is fundamental to the financial sus-
tainability of the network. Currently Tusheti is in
high demand from local and international hikers
and adventure tourists. As a result, hostels and
guesthouses contribute the most to the income of
the Wi-Fi network. Good quality Wi-Fi is also impor-
tant to begin thinking about the development of
meetings, incentives, conferences and exhibitions
(MICE) tourism.

Most importantly for many permanent resi-
dents, the internet is free and running costs are
covered by the Tusheti Development Fund during
the winter time, when tourism is low — although it
is hoped that the young tourists will find other rea-
sons to stay in the area when poor weather rules
out hiking or adventure sport.

A clear understanding of the importance of the
“bottom-up” approach is crucial. Each community
also has to understand the importance of volun-
teer activities and how this can contribute to the
development of their community or region. The vol-
untary activities provide in-kind support from local
community members and local stakeholders. This
is the type of spirit necessary not only for running
the Wi-Fi network, but also to meet the needs of

15 Quarmyne, N., & Granville, K. (2018, 5 January). Hauling
the Internet to an Ex-Soviet Outpost High in the Caucasus
Mountains. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2018/01/05/technology/caucuses-mountains-internet.
html

16 Maka. (2018, 19 March). Project for Tusheti Community Internet
Network, Georgia. Small and Medium Telecom Operators
Association of Georgia. toa.ge/en/?p=974

the community, such as roads, electricity, and water
supply. The state and donors create opportunities
for micro and small businesses, but often these lack
“community soul”. As a result, they do not bring the
desired results and benefits for the whole commu-
nity and for individuals inside of the community.

Conclusion

The benefit of the Wi-Fi network to the community
is clear.

Irakli Khvedaguridze is a 76-year-old doctor
living in the village of Bochorna. During winter he
is the only resident in the village. When local tech-
nicians arrived to install the antenna and get the
network connection running, he was overjoyed,
even though he did not yet have a smartphone or
even a computer. He recounted the following story:
One winter atree fell on a man in Tusheti, hurting his
back. The man had to walk with his injured back for
three days through waist-deep snow to find some-
one who could then contact the doctor to help. Even
then, helicopters could not reach the man and a
team of seven men had to walk from another village
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and carry him out on a stretcher. The doctor’s first
thought was how much of this could be avoided if
there was an internet connection.

Just a year’s experience shows that the demand
for local tourism facilities has increased rapidly. The
Tusheti network allows tourists to easily connect
directly with the locals, and those in the tourism
industry can now focus on offering their services
without an intermediary. Local guesthouses need
the internet to support their hospitality businesses
and stay competitive in the market — a high-speed
internet connection gives them an advantage. A
guesthouse owner in Darkizanidze has expanded her
guesthouse to meet the demand of an increase in the
number of tourists since the Wi-Fi was installed.

The farmers and guesthouse owners deep in the
Gometsari gorge, who previously did not have the
internet, are now are able to boost their business-
es and have an “easier life”. The farmers are also
able to reach out more to buyers of their products,
besides enjoying connecting to their relatives in
faraway places. Archil Elizbaridze, a sheep farm-
er, says he enjoys the conversation with his family
and friends every evening after he takes care of his
sheep.

The hard winter in the region undermines the
network, and brings us new challenges, such as
those related to electricity and solar energy supply
in the long winter nights. Two high-altitude sites
(the masts in Abano Pass and Diklo) need their bat-
teries replaced and additional solar panels installed
because of a lack of sunlight in the wintertime, and
over periods of heavy snowfall. Other than this, the
radio equipment and other devices are working

without any issues, network performance is good,
and technical troubleshooting has been carried out
in an appropriate way.

The Small and Medium Telecom Operators
Association of Georgia is now working with local
partners on a different community network project
in the neighbouring Pshavi and Khevsureti areas
and we hope to find donors and supporters for this
network. This will be connected to the Tusheti com-
munity network. It is important for both of these
areas to get access to the internet, because they
have two schools with more than 30 children, and
more than 50 SMEs.

Action steps

Firstly, our plans relate to the Tusheti project. This
year — and for next two years — we have to monitor
the system we have built and keep it running, of-
fering help wherever it is needed. We will check all
sites and will install additional filler masts so that
there is full coverage in the Tusheti area.

One challenge is the lack of qualified employees
in the local community. However, we have managed
to find a decent technician and we will train and pre-
pare him for on-site activities.

Tusheti also faces the important opportunity of
deserted villages. The internet could allow these
to be resettled by people in the areas near tourist
trails. Secondly, ISOC is working in cooperation with
the Kyrgyzstan government, the regulator and the
ISP community in that country, as well as the 1ISOC
Kyrgyz Chapter, among other stakeholders, in order
to replicate the Tusheti model there. We will sup-
port this in any way we can.
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THE 43 COUNTRY REPORTS included in this year’s Global
Information Society Watch (GISWatch) capture the different
experiences and approaches in setting up community
networks across the globe. They show that key ideas,

such as participatory governance systems, community
ownership and skills transfer, as well as the “do-it-yourself”
spirit that drives community networks in many different
contexts, are characteristics that lend them a shared
purpose and approach.

The country reports are framed by eight thematic reports
that deal with critical issues such as the regulatory
framework necessary to support community networks,
sustainability, local content, feminist infrastructure and
community networks, and the importance of being aware
of “community stories” and the power structures
embedded in those stories.



