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+ Trip the loop
Our independent activity to directly connect individuals and share data, using
wires and radio rather than use the incumbent provider, is a short circuit of the
local telco loop, otherwise governed by corporate proyt driven interests. This
challenge throws into question all relationships in the sector by exposing access

exploitation and asserting obscured rights.

Make your switch

Our earliest efforts included the building of free software-driven routers to
arbitrate exchange routes and articulate viable network peers to each other.
We now use home grown mesh network software and inexpensive customisable
hardware to fuel our equipment requirements and feed free network propagation.
We are increasingly making a switch away from prescriptive deynition of telecom

utility to one that is owned and operated by its users.

Consume the net

We engage with network neighbours in a logically minded and naturalistic
approach to exchange data, without billing or censorship overheads. The
community proposition is a compelling prospect and each instance of its

adoption furthers the collective utility. It is an optimisation of resources.
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The State of Wireless London [extract]
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Following the dot.com boom, a period of distorted values and valuations

where everything touched by the internet lost its connection to geographic and
000000000 0000000 00O o000 000000 (0 000000000 0000000 000000000000 0000000000000 . . .
I000000N000000M0I000000000000 economic realities, there came the crash in 2000. Independent and ground-up
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approaches to new technologies emerged in its wake, and wireless networking
was one of these. Wireless free networking came as an antidote to the commercial

pipe dreams of telcos and investors, and with its focus on the ownership of
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iz . iz infrastructure and local and co-operative action, it can be seen as a grounding of
ig @ ig internet utopianism in something real, useful and manageable. [...]
12 . :
Eg Eg (Wirelessi is a versatile term that conjures up images of war time huddles around
EE EE Bakelite sets and describes a huge range of electromagnetic emissions including
32 o long wave, shortwave, visible light and radar. This study does not look at the
éé A éé entirety of wireless activity but focuses only on a certain radio frequency and
n 5 i a group of technologies that has been an enabler for free networking - the
E}E EE self-provision of computer networks. This frequency is 2.4Ghz. It is one of the
%n 5 few frequencies available in the UK for use by citizens which does not require
g% 5 EE a licence from the national regulatory authority. This arrangement is termed
i 5 licence exemption, and 2.4 Ghz is peculiar in that it is license exempt in many
g% g% jurisdictions around the world. This exemption is the result of the status of
Eﬁ Eﬁ 2.4 Ghz as part of a guard band around the frequencies used by microwave
EE HAMES : EE ovens, which was considered by regulators to be a trash band, unusable on
E E noise grounds. It was therefore opened up for public use, though within strict
EE EE power limits. In contrast to other bands, this exemption meant that there was
EE EE no licensing restriction or cost of usage, and technology vendors focused on
EE EE the band as a place to develop products justifying a large R&D spend with a
523 523 potentially huge market opportunity. Even though the band had been declared
Eg Eg an unusable trash band, the low opportunity cost and international market for
§§ EE products drove technological innovation to overcome these difyculties.
) o Product development was also enabled by open standards, in particular the
EE i 802.11 group of standards (b, a, g) developed by the IEEE.! Just as the 802.3
3349536875050 010216 SR TS 4 7 8 15202 samssosiszsssssssss O M idBHCHHSHEATHAS50S 9605162636455 q standards that deyne wired Ethernet ensure that any compliant network device
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connected to an Ethernet network will work correctly, the 802.11 standards
strictly deyne wireless LAN. The existence of the standards allows for vendor-
neutral interoperability, in effect creating the space for a WLAN market to
develop. In 2000 these factors came together with the release of 802.11b
products operating in the 2.4 Ghz band. They were high speed, compared to
other wireless networking technologies operating at up to 11 Mbps, and above
all cheap. The products were rapidly taken up by people wishing to self-provide
their own networks and prices have continued to fall and speeds to rise, as WLAN
equipment becomes a cheap commodity and the technology improves. [...] This
means that the regulator does not keep statistics on coverage or usage in 2.4
Ghz and it has been up to user groups and other interested parties to construct
their own databases of installations and maps of uptake as needed. Examples of
these were created early on by Wireless Free networkers, later to be followed by

commercial providers. [...]

A Free Network is one which is owned and operated by its users, and allows for
the free (libre) transit of data across it. By connecting many smaller free networks
a larger network can be constructed and the sum of these is often termed The
Freenetwork. Wireless networking makes this patchwork of networks possible
in an urban environment like London by removing the need for running wires
over different properties. Wireless freenetworking as an idea has strong roots in
London. The Consume project was one of the yrst to propose using the 802.11b
equipment that had been originally been designed for home and ofyce internal
networking, for building local user owned infrastructure. The project came out
of three years of practical experience that started in 1997 with a link between
two buildings on either side of Clink Street. The link between Backspace and
Mediumrare provided access to an expensive internet leased line using earlier
802.11 equipment.2 While an expensive solution at the time, it enabled the
creation of a local network serving over 100 people. The wireless equipment had
been chosen over a cable run in order to avoid a planning law that meant that

only Public Telecoms Operators could string a wire across a street.
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In 2000 James Stevens and | wrote a manifesto® and publicised a proposed
expansion of this locally tested idea to build a wider high-speed network, owned
by its users. Under the banner (Trip the loop, make your switch, consume the
netd, the project was critical of, and opposed to, commercial telecoms providers.
Partly conceived as a way to allow digital art practitioners to experiment with
higher speed networks than the offerings available at the time could affordably
allow, the project was taken up by a strongly technical crowd with strong free
software ties. There were difycult technical problems to be overcome at both
software and hardware levels. [...] The model was quickly replicated elsewhere,
especially in the States, and there is now a burgeoning wireless freenetwork
community around the world. While Consume was not the yrst community
wireless group - it had been preygured by the Bay Area Wireless Group* and
others - it was perhaps the yrst to grab media attention and gain some kind
of wider momentum. In the last year or so, the Freenetworking Movement
has begun to coalesce around new concerns, with recent discourses putting
freenetworks and ownership and control of media infrastructure in a freedom of
expression context. Control of a network means ultimate control over network
trafyc. Consume argued that the only way to ensure an autonomous media was

to ensure that the network ownership was distributed. [...]

One of the ideas expressed in the Consume Manifesto® was that of a meshed
network. A meshed network is one with no itopd where each node on the network
is connected to a number of neighbours offering many possible routes across it.
In contrast to a star topology, which has nodes connected to hubs that then link
to backbones, a meshed network is resistant to being controlled, as constriction
at one node causes data to ynd another route. In a star topology, constriction at
one central node controls all transfer to nodes towards the edge of the network.
Most commercial broadband networks such as ADSL are star topologies rather
than mesh ones. There are a number of ways of achieving a meshed network,
either it can be created automatically using ad hoc mesh routing, or it can be
managed by a Network Administrator and stitched together with agreements

between Network Neighbours.
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