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LITTLE ROCK - This summer a non-profit organization called Connect Arkansas will be established. Its purpose is to promote and expand broadband Internet access in areas of the state that lack high speed connections.
The legislature created Connect Arkansas with Act 604, which was approved in March. The act defines broadband as any service that provides Internet access at a minimum of 384 kilobites per second.
Hospitals and rural health care providers would benefit enormously with improved access to high speed Internet. Currently, telecommunications companies say it is not financially prudent to build the infrastructure necessary to connect rural areas to the Internet, because they have relatively few potential customers.

The Senate sponsor of Act 604 said broadband is the "next major highway" in telecommunications.
Job creation and economic development would benefit in communities with broadband capabilities. A major reason is the resulting improvement to local health care. Hospitals in rural areas, when they needed to consult about a medical problem, could speedily transmit patient records, X-rays and other images to hospitals in larger cities. Also, physicians in rural areas could take training sessions without leaving home.

The University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences, the state Health Division and private health care providers have joined to apply for a $15 million grant from the federal government. If they receive the grant, they will spend it to build a broadband infrastructure connecting rural hospitals to Little Rock. 
Officials at UAMS, the state's medical school, say that they will know later in the summer if their grant application is approved.
Connect Arkansas, the organization created by the legislature in Act 604, will be authorized to apply for similar grants from state and federal agencies.

Another function of Connect Arkansas will be to register all areas that now have broadband services. An accurate assessment will allow the organization to target those areas lacking access.
Other services that require a lot of bandwidth, besides transmittal of medical information, include high-definition television and geographic information systems that rely on sophisticated maps generated by computers.

Act 604 also creates the Arkansas Broadband Advisory Council to monitor the efforts of Connect Arkansas, and to make annual reports to the governor and the legislature.

New Emergency Management Headquarters

The state Emergency Management Department opened a new $18 million facility at Camp Robinson in North Little Rock. It is on property donated by the Arkansas National Guard, which also has headquarters at Camp Robinson.

The 39,000-square-foot building has the latest technology used in responding to natural disasters and catastrophes. It can withstand tornadoes and earthquakes, and has its own capacity to generate electric power.

Besides a 20,000-gallon tank for storing clean water, it also has an air filtration system in the event of toxic chemicals being released into the environment nearby. It has a wall of video screens for monitoring weather radar and news channels.
