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The Case of PEACESAT and USPNET

Toshio KOSUGE

University of Electro—Communications**

Basic human needs, such as the need for shelter, food, health, and health care, are today in-
creasingly dependent on efficient communication networks in both the developed and developing
worlds. One of the most important tasks that Pacific Islands nations face today is the establish-
ment of such networks, in the face of formidable obstacles. This paper is concerned with devel-
opments in information and communication technologies in the particular context of Pacific
Island nations. 1 explore the effect of such factors as the small size of island nations, the
diasporic nature of their populations, and their relative isolation on the development of appropri-
ate communicative networks in the region.

From 1971, the U.S.-funded PEACESAT project was established for distance learning, the
first of its kind. Based at the University of Hawai’i, the network utilized NASA’s Application
Testing Satellite (ATS-1), whose reach covered the entire Pacific Ocean. The system, which
transmitted either data or voice, was inexpensive and technologically simple, and its use free of
charge. By 1985, more than 100 stations had been established by numerous governmental and
non-governmental organizations, linking the Pacific Islands to New Zealand, Australia, Japan,
and the United States. Among others, the University of the South Pacific and the University of
Guam used the system for distance education.
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The use of PEACESATE fell into five categories:

1. Education, including technical, medical, and navigating training, including discussions with
and among students

2 . Health care, such as the dissemination of information on breast-feeding, health care train-
ing, family planning, and the training of nurses

3. Research concerning such areas as natural resources, oceanography, reusable energy, and
volcanology

4 . Technology, including the use of personal computers, slowscan video technology, and ex-
perimentation with teletyping

5. Community service, in areas like regional development, Red Cross activities, social welfare,
peace movements, women’s affairs, and youth counseling

Among these activities, higher education distance learning was by far the most valuable.
Young people in the region had, sometimes for the first time, access to higher education despite
the distance between their home base and the institution.

The USPNet was one of the most successful implementations of this system, linking the
twelve island countries or territories that partake in the region-wide international University of
the South Pacific. The net work became a central aspect of educational activities, and the per-
centage of USPNet students soon reached 50%. Since the decommissioning of the satellite in
1985, an alternative medium has been difficult to identify. Pacific Island countries, and the edu-
cational institutions in these countries in particular, continue to encounter major communication
difficulties, despite world-wide advances in information technology. The need for appropriate
technological avenues such as those that PEACESAT offered is as serious as ever.
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