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Why Wi-Fi?: 
Setting the Scene 

Ian McShane 
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Broadband infrastructure types and providers 
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Service provider 

Service type 

 Fixed Mobile (and Nomadic) 
Commercial (For-Profit) - DSL 

- Cable 

- Fibre-to-the-home 

- Internet cafés 

- Fee for service wireless hotspots 

- Subscription-based 3G/4G/WiMax 
services 

Public 
Sector/Government 

- Municipal wireless projects serving 
residences 

- Municipal/utility FTTH projects 

- Community access sites  
(eg. libraries) 

- Municipal wireless projects serving 
public places 

User/Citizen - Individuals’ open wireless networks 

- Community wireless projects 
serving residences 

- User-owned FTTH networks 

- Community wireless projects serving 
public places 

- Federated wireless sharing (e.g. FON)  

- Sharing of 3G/4G/WiMax services 

Adapted from Middleton & Byrne (2011) An exploration of user-generated wireless broadband infrastructures in digital cities.  
Telematics and Informatics, 28, 163-175. 



Key determinants of municipal investment 

 

 
• telecommunications markets and regulatory policies 

 

• traditions of public intervention 

 

• role of municipalities in urban planning and utility provision 
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Recent investment drivers 

• concerns over NBN rollout 

• Wi-Fi extends existing municipal services 

• pull (consumer demand) and push (commercial suppliers) factors 

• Wi-Fi as a municipal election campaign promise 

• economic regeneration of regional towns 

• urban competiveness  

• local champions and community ICT capacity 
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10 things you need to know about 
city wi-fi 
…and why we’re doing a trial 
 
Colin Fairweather 
 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#1 
Don’t get confused by the hype 
• ICT vendors (and associated media) are great at 

creating a need for their products 

 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#2 
There’s no such thing as free wi-fi 
 Someone pays! 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#3 
It has to work (managed like any asset) 

– Bad wi-fi is bad for brand 
• Is no wi-fi worse?? 

 
  



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#4 
We have to manage expectations 

–The better the service offering, the 
better the user’s experience  

• The better the service offering, the higher the cost 

 
  



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#5 
Who do you call? 

–The better the support model, the better 
the user’s experience 

• The better the support model, the higher the cost 

 
  



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#6 
Wi-fi is linked to worthy causes 

– Connecting Tourists to the city 
– Supporting the digitally disadvantaged 
– Economic development 
– Space activation 
– Supporting municipal infrastructure e.g. sensors, lighting 
– Officer efficiency 
– Positive promotion of the city 

 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#7 
However, there’s little hard evidence 
linking wi-fi to an ROI 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#8 
There are many models 

– Supporting business to build capability 
– Piggy back (on a municipal service) 
– Advertising model (in many forms) 
– Free with municipal service (e.g. Library) 
– User pays for premium experience 

 
 

 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

Wi-Fi 
dimensions 

Policy 

Economic 

Technological 

Social 

#9  
Good governance still applies 



10 things you need to know 
about city wi-fi 

#10 
If we do it, we should do it well! 

–A trial of wi-fi, will give us evidence to 
inform next steps 



4 things economists hate about 
free public wifi 

And then something they quite like 
 

Jason Potts, School of Economics, 
Finance and Marketing, RMIT University 



#1 Basic economist objection to ‘free’ wifi 
 

Capitalization in fixed resource  
 

– Flows through to property values 
– Transfer from rate-payers to landlords 
– No net benefit to wifi users 
– Akin to improving a public school 

 
• Unintended consequence: drives up rents 



#2 basic objection 
 

there is no market failure 
• No information asymmetry 
• No market power/exclusion 
• Where not supplied, unprofitable. 

 
Consequence:  

public provision is PURE CROWDING OUT 
 
Destroys private wealth.  
Harms consumers. 



#3 basic objection 
 

Unfair competition to 
existing providers 

• See #2. Are their barriers to entry? 
 

• Risk to ratepayers if things go wrong  
– unlike entrance of another private provider, 

harming only shareholders 



#4 basic objection 
 
 

Public good doesn’t necessarily 
mean public provision 

 
• It can just mean public pays 

 
• E.g. Vouchers… 



economic models of public wifi 

1. Natural monopoly 
2. Quasi-Public Good 
3. Bundled / Standards 
4. Club good 
5. Demand uncertainty/discovery 
 

This one 



5 uncertainty of demand 
• the market failure is in figuring out entrepreneurial opportunities, market 

demand, business models, etc. that these are niche and contingent and different 
in different places,  

• in a competitive market, firms do not have the rents (supernormal profits) to 
explore and discover where these opportunities lie.  

– Why, because when they find them they cannot protect them from being copied or from 
imitative market entry.  

– There is a role for public sector as experimental test bed in discovering these opportunities.  

 
• This idea has been advanced by Dani Rodrik as a reinvention of industry policy.  

– Bakhshi, Freeman & Potts 2012 'state of uncertainty’.  

• This is about govt acting as market maker, discovering where opportunities lie, not 
so much as public sector businesses that are then privatised, but as the creation of 
market information about entrepreneurial opportunities as a public good. 
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