Arizona Legislature Turns on the P.O.W.E.R.
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“We are empowering the average person to actively participate in their government with electronic access to the same information as legislators and a live connection to the outside world.” --Sen. Dean Martin.
CAPTION
A lobbyist has P.O.W.E.R. with her laptop outside the state Capitol. 


The Arizona Legislature has become the first state legislature in the U.S. to provide free wireless public access to the Internet to constituents and other visitors. The Public Online Wireless Electronic Resources (P.O.W.E.R.) Network was announced last September by Sen. Dean Martin and Rep. Bob Robson as the result of a public/private collaboration with Intel Solutions Services and Cox Communications, and is now in place and available to the public in time for the start of the regular legislative session. A series of strategically placed wireless access points (or hotspots) will allow visitors in and around the House and Senate buildings in downtown Phoenix to utilize their wireless-enabled phones, PDAs, tablet computers, and laptops to remain connected and productive while onsite at the legislature.

Arizona has long been a recognized leader in e-Government, pioneering online service to its citizens. The state offers a highly developed user-friendly portal providing access to a wealth of information and e-services, such as online motor vehicle registration and submittal of forms to agencies. The Arizona Legislative Information System (ALIS) provides access to bills, committee activities and hearings, live proceedings and substantial background on legislators and the legislative process itself. In 2002, the Center for Digital Government and Government Technology Magazine awarded the Arizona Legislature an award for the most digital legislature in the country.

Now the Arizona Legislature, recognizing the untethered real-time world that wireless advances have brought, again advances the concepts of constituent services and citizen engagement with the P.O.W.E.R. Network. “This project will really open up the legislative process to working Arizonans who cannot be out of contact with their offices or families to come to the Capitol and testify on a bill,” says Sen. Dean Martin. “We are empowering the average person to actively participate in their government with electronic access to the same information as legislators and a live connection to the outside world.

The P.O.W.E.R. Network is made up of six wireless access points placed in and around the House and Senate facilities utilizing the common Wi-Fi 802.11a/b protocols that are already integrated or easily added to today’s mobile computing platforms. Intel Solution Services provided the access points and performed the site engineering for optimizing their placement around the legislative complex and courtyard. Cox Communications, with their fiber optic infrastructure already reaching the Capitol mall, is contributing the high-speed connection to the Internet, some 3 Mbps today, but scalable as demand rises. 

To enable the broadest range of users and devices and the planned ad hoc use by the general public, activation procedures will be simple, though those connecting will be asked to acknowledge and accept a terms of service agreement when they sign on. As this wireless access is a free and open public service, users must remain cognizant of potential security issues and exercise appropriate caution in the transmission of privileged or sensitive communications. 

P.O.W.E.R. will also enable visitors attending hearings and legislative sessions to research relevant information and collaborate with others on and off site in real time. One can also expect alerts and live reporting now to emanate directly from legislative hearings and sessions while they are going on to inform select groups or the public at large and even generate calls to action in response to matters in real time. 

“Associations and communities of interest with issues before the legislature will be able to reach out to their members around the state to keep them up to date with legislative movements and when necessary, rally grassroots responses requesting that their associates e-mail their opinions to the legislators working on those issues while they remain under active consideration,” says Meghaen Duger, an associate with lobbyist firm, Public Policy Partners (P3).


Arizona’s Legislature faces a difficult session with looming budget and policy issues, but continues to recognize the value of public input and engagement. With their recognition of the evolving mobile connectiveness of their constituency and the unique P.O.W.E.R. Network in place, they have moved once again to the forefront of state legislative programs to engage the public in their processes and enable those participants to stay conveniently connected while visiting the House and Senate. Get Connected: www.azleg.state.az.us or www.az.gov
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