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Benton P.U.D. launches first-of-its kind community wireless 
network to deliver high-speed Internet service

Sen. Maria Cantwell cuts a dial-up modem cable, making it official—
affordable Internet broadband service installs instantly, needs no wires

KENNEWICK, WASH. – March 10, 2003 – Today Benton Public Utility District, the public power provider in Benton County, Wash., brought high-speed, affordable Internet service to its community. The approach sets a new standard for networking rural communities. 

United States Senator Maria Cantwell cut a symbolic dial-up modem cable in Kennewick, Wash., to officially launch the wireless broadband service, dubbed Project Durango. “This is an important step forward for scientific, educational and business development in the heartland of Washington State,” Cantwell said. “The Information Highway has a new onramp from the Tri-Cities, and that will yield new opportunities for years to come.” 

In many smaller communities, there has been little incentive for telecommunications companies to wire neighborhoods for Internet broadband service. Here in downtown Kennewick, there has been no affordable broadband service. 

“My graphic design business is highly computer-dependent,” explained Deb Ashbeck, president of Aurora Art, a graphic designer in downtown Kennewick and a beta user of the new wireless service. “The dial-up phone line is so slow that this makes a night-and-day difference when I send files to printers and clients.”

From fiber to doorstep

The Benton PUD has access to the fiber-optic network that the Bonneville Power Administration installed to carry data from its generating sites.  But the challenge is in the so-called “last mile.”

“Getting the Internet from the fiber cable to the doorstep is prohibitively expensive,” explains Jim Sanders, general manager, Benton PUD. “Extending the fiber or running conventional cable can cost thousands of dollars per building, which just isn’t practical. 

“Our approach eliminates the need for wiring and brings the cost down to a good value for everyone,” Sanders continues. “We’ve built an infrastructure for any Internet Service Provider wanting to provide high-speed access to the citizens of Benton County.”

The wireless network broadcasts an open-air signal on the Wi-Fi standard, also known as 802.11, which is identical to low-cost office, home and “hotspot” wireless transmitters sold in electronics stores. The community version uses larger antennas, but accomplishes the same high speed—up to 11 megabits per second—at very low broadcast power (one watt or less).  

A new type of network

Intelligent network software developed by Chameleon Technology makes the Benton wireless project possible. The software-based Service Provider Broadband Suite provides rigorous security and privacy for users, while enabling multiple Internet service providers (ISPs) or telecommunication carriers to simultaneously market the service, using a common infrastructure, and bill their customers for its use. The Chameleon software will also enable interconnection with other wireless networks, such as 3G cellular. 

“To our knowledge, Benton is the first community wireless broadband network to fulfill this ‘open access’ mission of multiple carriers and ISPs,” said Ken Arneson, president and chief executive, Chameleon Technology, and a local resident. “Many people are talking about setting up networks that are this flexible, but few, if any, have done so.” 

“We see this as a tremendous community-development step,” said Frank Armijo, Hanford program director for Lockheed Martin Information Technology, which is providing systems integration services in partnership with Benton PUD and Chameleon Technology. “Broadband is essential to us for our Hanford mission of advanced applied research. And it makes a difference in attracting new employers to the Tri-Cities.”  Armijo is also past chairman of the Tri-Cities Industrial Development Council (TRIDEC). 

Quick to install

In the first phase, the wireless network serves the densely populated business district of Clearwater, in Kennewick, with a signal area covering eight square miles. The system is particularly convenient for mobile users, because their portable computers can remain connected throughout the service area.

Initially, service is being offered by two Internet service providers.  But others may join at any time, purchasing wholesale from the PUD. The first such providers for the service are Amerion (www.amerion.com) and One World Telecommunications (www.owt.com).   

It’s quick to gain access to the Kennewick broadband system from home or office.  The user’s first step is to add a Wi-Fi radio card (typically less than $100) to their computer or home network. Supplier selection and billing arrangements are accomplished online, then the Chameleon access software is downloaded. 

About Benton PUD

The Benton PUD (www.bentonpud.org) was organized by a local vote in 1934. It became an operating utility and assumed operation of the electrical distribution system from Pacific Power and Light in 1946. Benton PUD now serves more than 40,000 customers, who use approximately 1.5 billion kilowatt hours per year. 
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About Chameleon Technology

Chameleon Technology (www.chameleontechnology.com) enables a community to introduce Wi-Fi or other unlicensed wireless broadband technologies as its last-mile delivery mechanism.  Its patent-pending software is carrier-grade, using off-the-shelf network components and Linux servers.  In addition, it integrates into existing billing systems and supports strong encryption standards. The Seattle-based company was created by accomplished veterans of the cellular phone industry. 
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