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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2010 the Minnesota legislature established speed 
and access goals for broadband. No later than 2015 
every residence and business should have access to 
download speeds of 10-20 Mbps and upload speeds 
of 5-10 Mbps. Minnesota is not on track to meet 
those goals. Meanwhile the minimum standards 
for broadband access in a modern economy have 
increased considerably. Federal Communications 
Commission Chairman Tom Wheeler maintains that 
a 25 Mbps Internet  connection is “table stakes in 
21st century communications.”

Metro areas like Chattanooga, Kansas City, 
Provo, and dozens of communities with municipal 
¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�DOUHDG\�KDYH�FLW\ZLGH�JLJDELW�������
Mbps) Internet access.

,QWHUQHW� DFFHVV� YDULHV� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� DFURVV� WKH�
state. The metro region has the least variation. 
Most households have access to cable options. 

Some also have access to DSL connections. 
These meet the modest state goals but business 
DFFHVV�WR�DIIRUGDEOH��KLJK�FDSDFLW\�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�
is quite limited in both urban and rural regions.

Though Comcast has ensured most of the metro 
region has access to at least average Internet 
access, Comcast is likely to spin off Minnesota 
franchises to a Charter Cable managed company 
if the federal government approves the Comcast - 
Time Warner Cable merger. Charter has typically 
offered slower speeds than Comcast. Under the 
status quo, only a few neighborhoods in the metro 
UHJLRQ�DUH�VODWHG�WR�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�

Far more variation, and innovation, can be found 
in Greater Minnesota. Some communities boast 
networks that provide far greater speeds than are 
available in the metro area while households a 
few miles away rely on inferior satellite access or 
even dialup. 

$� VLJQL¿FDQW� IDFWRU� H[SODLQLQJ� WKLV� YDULDWLRQ� LV�
whether local governments have taken an active 
role. Minnesota local governments have embraced 
a wide variety of strategies to provide universal 
fast, affordable, and reliable Internet access.

Some local governments have built their own 
networks. Others have partnered with private 
companies or cooperatives. Communities in 
Sibley and Renville counties are creating a 
new cooperative as a vehicle for building a new 
QHWZRUN��6RPH�FLWLHV�KDYH�¿QDQFHG� LQYHVWPHQWV�
by issuing bonds; others have gained federal 
grants and/or loans. And some have found they 
FDQ�¿QDQFH�D�VORZO\�H[SDQGLQJ�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�IURP�
the savings generated from switching from leased 
lines to self-provisioning.
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In this paper, we examine some of the prominent 
examples of local creativity.

�� 'DNRWD� &RXQW\� KDV� SLRQHHUHG� D� PRGHO� ³GLJ�
once” approach that has helped it to build an 
extensive network of publicly-owned conduit and 
¿EHU� DFURVV� WKH� UHJLRQ�� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� ORZHULQJ�
telecommunications costs for local governments, 
school districts, colleges and universities, the state, 
and the County itself. The County has saved some 
$10 million by using this coordinated approach.

�� 6FRWW� &RXQW\�� ORFDWHG� MXVW� :HVW� RI� 'DNRWD�
County, was one of many counties that learned 
IURP�'DNRWD¶V�DSSURDFK��$IWHU�EXLOGLQJ�D�¿EHU�ULQJ�
to connect local government facilities, schools, 
and public safety towers, Scott County used the 
H[WUD�¿EHU�WR�DWWUDFW�ODUJH�HPSOR\HUV�WR�WKH�UHJLRQ�
�H�J��6KXWWHUÀ\�DQG�(PHUVRQ��

�� &DUYHU� DQG� $QRND� KDYH� UHFHLYHG� EURDGEDQG�
VWLPXOXV�DZDUGV�WR�EXLOG�¿EHU�ULQJV�FRQQHFWLQJ�NH\�
anchor institutions. Communities within the counties 
DUH�UHSRUWLQJ�VLJQL¿FDQW�VDYLQJV�DQG�PRUH�HI¿FLHQW�
government operations due to the higher capacity 
connections. But where Carver decided to retain 
ownership, Anoka handed the network to its private 
sector partner. As a result, Carver appears to have 
PRUH�ÀH[LELOLW\� LQ�DWWUDFWLQJ� MREV�DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ�
new providers to connect households.

�� %XIIDOR� DQG� &KDVND�� WZR� FRPPXQLWLHV� RQ� WKH�
periphery of the metro region, each invested in 
ERWK� ¿EHU� RSWLF� DQG� ZLUHOHVV� VROXWLRQV� WR� PHHW�
different needs. Both began providing access to 
their local businesses and households before the 
private sector was prepared to offer broadband. 
%RWK�KDYH�FRQWLQXHG�WR�H[SDQG�WKHLU�¿EHU�DVVHWV�
DW�ORZ�FRVW�LQ�WDQGHP�ZLWK�RWKHU�FDSLWDO�SURMHFWV��
but Buffalo is more bullish on expanding the 

¿EHU� DQG� ZLUHOHVV� V\VWHPV�� 6FKRROV� LQ� ERWK�
communities have much faster connections at far 
lower prices than would be available absent the 
publicly owned networks.

�� 7KH� VPDOO� FLW\� RI� :LQGRP� ZDV� WKH� ¿UVW�
LQ� 0LQQHVRWD� ZLWK� D� FLW\ZLGH� ¿EHU�WR�WKH�
KRPH��)77+��QHWZRUN��%XLOW�DQG�RSHUDWHG�E\�WKH�
municipality, the network is extremely popular 
with most households subscribing to at least one 
of the telephone, Internet access, or television 
services. The network has been so successful 
that eight rural communities that had very poor 
Internet access sought and received federal 
stimulus money that has allowed the system to 
expand out to them. Though building the network 
has been very challenging, it has delivered many 
FRPPXQLW\�EHQH¿WV��LQFOXGLQJ�NHHSLQJ�MREV�LQ�WKH�
community and producing a community savings of 
at least $400,000 per year in recent years.

�� 0RQWLFHOOR� DOVR� LQYHVWHG� LQ� D� FLW\ZLGH� )77+�
network but opted to work with local provider HBC 
to deliver services. Prior to building the network, 
Internet access was so poor in some areas of 
the city that businesses would send employees 
home because they could not be productive in 
WKH� RI¿FH�� 7KH� WHOHSKRQH� FRPSDQ\� 7'6� ¿OHG�
an ultimately unsuccessful lawsuit that delayed 
construction for more than a year, resulting in a 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQFUHDVHG�FRVW�DQG�UHGXFHG�UHYHQXH��
$IWHU� KDYLQJ� LQVLVWHG� WKDW� D� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN� ZDV�
not needed, TDS took advantage of the delay 
by building its own, making Monticello the only 
community in North America with two competing 
citywide FTTH networks. Meanwhile Charter 
adopted what many believe is a predatory pricing 
VWUDWHJ\�WKDW�LPSRVHG�DGGLWLRQDO�¿QDQFLDO�EXUGHQV�
on Monticello’s Fibernet. The economic downturn, 
lawsuit, and aggressive pricing forced Fibernet to 
borrow from the municipal liquor store funds and 
bondholders to take a haircut. However, the lower 
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SULFHV� UHVXOWLQJ� IURP� WKH� LQMHFWLRQ�RI� FRPSHWLWLRQ�
into Monticello’s telecommunication sector has 
balanced the temporary losses of Fibernet.

��&RRN�DQG�/DNH�&RXQWLHV�KDG�ERWK�VXIIHUHG� IRU�
years because all telecommunications in both 
FRXQWLHV�GHSHQGHG�RQ�D�VLQJOH�¿EHU�OLQH��2FFDVLRQDO�
accidents left the counties without access to 
����� RU� HOHFWURQLF� ¿QDQFLDO� WUDQVDFWLRQV� DQG� OHIW�
SXEOLF� VDIHW\� RI¿FHUV� XQDEOH� WR� FKHFN� OLFHQVHV�
or license plate numbers. Despite 
years of requests for redundancy, 
the incumbent telephone company 
refused to invest in a diverse path. 
One business in Cook County was 
quoted a $600,000 install fee for 
a simple 1.5 Mbps connection. 
Cook County ultimately formed a 
partnership with electric cooperative 
Arrowhead, which already served 
WKH� PDMRULW\� RI� WKH� FRXQW\�� 7KH\�
used a stimulus award to build a FTTH network 
throughout the County. Lake County also received 
a broadband stimulus award to build a FTTH 
network to everyone in Lake County and some 
areas of bordering Saint Louis County. Lake 
County, which owns the network and partnered 
ZLWK� QRQSUR¿W� /DNH� &RPPXQLFDWLRQV� WR� RSHUDWH�
it, has faced many challenges and come under 
withering attack from national cable company 
Mediacom. Nonetheless, it is expanding Internet 
access and helping local businesses to be more 
competitive.

�� /DF�TXL�3DUOH� FRPELQHV�FRPPRQ� WKHPHV� IURP�
both Cook and Lake Counties. As in Cook County, 
Lac qui Parle partnered with a local telephone 
cooperative to expand Internet access. Like Lake 
County, they faced the challenge of whether to 
build only in areas with no service or to include 
some areas with existing, but slow and outdated, 
broadband Internet access. Primarily because of 
incumbent opposition to competition, they opted 

to exclude the County seat, Madison, which 
already had some Internet access. Years ago, the 
county seat of Madison had broadband while rural 
areas were left behind; now Madison is stuck with 
slow DSL and unreliable cable while the rest of 
WKH�FRXQW\�KDV�YHU\�IDVW�¿EHU�RSWLF�,QWHUQHW�DFFHVV�
from Farmers Mutual Cooperative.

��6LEOH\�&RXQW\�KDV�RUJDQL]HG�UHOHQWOHVVO\�IRU�IDVW��
affordable, and reliable Internet access to the entire 

FRPPXQLW\��QRW�MXVW�WKH�FLWLHV��:KHQ�LWV�
initial Joint Powers Agreement proved 
infeasible, the community quickly 
organized a cooperative effort. The 
FLWLHV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�WRZQVKLSV�
are issuing an economic development 
bond to provide seed funding to RS 
Fiber, which includes most of Sibley 
and parts of eastern Renville County.

2I� WKH� IRXU� FLWLHV� ZH� SUR¿OH�� WKUHH�
have municipal electric utilities but cities without 
such utilities are increasingly using incremental 
DSSURDFKHV�WR�H[SDQG�¿EHU��2I�WKH�HLJKW�FRXQWLHV��
¿YH�UHFHLYHG�EURDGEDQG�VWLPXOXV�IXQGV��$OO�IRXU�RI�
WKH�UXUDO�FRXQW\ZLGH�SURMHFWV�LQYROYH�SDUWQHUVKLSV�
ZLWK�D�FRRS�RU�QRQSUR¿W�WR�RIIHU�VHUYLFHV�

Local governments are already responsible 
IRU� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� DPRXQW� RI� LQYHVWPHQW� LQ� QH[W�
generation networks across Minnesota. They are 
an important tool in expanding Internet access 
and eventually meeting Minnesota’s goals for 
ubiquitous, high quality Internet access.

However, state policy currently limits local 
government investment. For example, requiring 
D� ��� SHUFHQW� VXSHUPDMRULW\� YRWH� EHIRUH� D�
municipality may offer telephone service has 
dissuaded more than a few local governments 
from investing in the face of effectively unlimited 
spending by corporate opposition.

These communities 

represent some of 

the best strategies 

local governments 

can employ to 

expand Internet 

access.
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In 2010 the Minnesota legislature set a goal of 
having universal Internet access across the state 
with download speeds of 10-20 Mbps and upload 
speeds of 5-10 Mbps no later than 2015. Another 
of the legislative goals was to have Minnesota be 
DPRQJ�WKH�WRS�¿YH�VWDWHV�IRU�EURDGEDQG�VSHHGV�

Minnesota is not on track to meet these goals. 
Meanwhile rapid technological advances 
have resulted in communities needing higher 
minimum speeds. 

Federal Communications Commission Chairman 
Tom Wheeler, for example, argues that a 25 Mbps 
Internet connection is “table stakes in 21st century 
communications.”1 Metro areas like Chattanooga, 
Kansas City, Provo, and dozens of communities 
ZLWK� PXQLFLSDO� ¿EHU� QHWZRUNV� DOUHDG\� KDYH�
FLW\ZLGH�JLJDELW�������0ESV��,QWHUQHW�DFFHVV�

Most households in the metro region have access 
to comparatively fast cable options or DSL 
connections that meet the state goals. However, 
FRPSDUHG�WR�KLJK�SUR¿OH�PHWUR�OHDGHUV�DURXQG�WKH�
country, the mayors and city council members in 
the core cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul have 
been all but absent in encouraging investment in 
next-generation networks.

%RWK�6DLQW�3DXO�DQG�5DPVH\�&RXQW\�KDYH�UHMHFWHG�
UHTXHVWV� WR� EHJLQ� PRGHVW� ¿EHU� DQG� FRQGXLW�
installs based on the Dakota County approach 
discussed below. In Minneapolis, a local company 
86,� KDV� GHSOR\HG� ¿EHU� LQ� VRPH� DUHDV�� PRVWO\�
around the Lake Calhoun and Lake Harriet areas. 
USI also owns and operates the Wi-Fi network 
that Minneapolis supports with approximately $1 
million per year. 

It may be that Saint Paul and Minneapolis are 
holding out hope for a big investment from Google. 
If so they would do well to heed the words of Google 
Vice President for Access Services, Milo Medin:

“If there is one message I want cities to leave here 

ZLWK��LW·V�WKDW�\RX�QHHG�WR�VWDUW�RZQLQJ�KRZ�\RX�SODQ�WR�
LPSURYH�EURDGEDQG�LQ�\RXU�FRPPXQLW\��'RQ·W�ZDLW�WR�
have us or someone else do it for you. You can take 

meaningful action starting today.”2

Some suburban communities like St. Louis Park 
DQG� (DJDQ� KDYH� LQYHVWHG� LQ� WKHLU� RZQ� ¿EHU�
networks. St. Louis Park has connected anchor 
institutions and school buildings while Eagan has 
PDGH�WKH�¿EHU�DYDLODEOH�WR�EXVLQHVVHV��SDUWLFXODUO\�
to service providers it hopes can improve access 
and reduce rates to businesses in some corridors. 
+RZHYHU��PRVW�HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�LQ�WKH�PHWUR�UHJLRQ�
seem content with CenturyLink DSL and Comcast 
cable despite the limitations of both technologies.
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CenturyLink has published press releases 
claiming it will be offering gigabit services to 
some people in a number of its metro territories, 
including the Twin Cities. However, CenturyLink’s 
capital investment budget does not seem capable 
of supporting such investment and until the 
company explains to investors how it plans to fund 
such an investment, few experts believe it will be 
DYDLODEOH�WR�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�QXPEHU�RI�KRXVHKROGV�3

It remains unclear how long Comcast will serve 
Minnesota. As part of its anticipated merger 
with Time Warner Cable, Comcast plans to 
trade territories with Charter Cable, which will 
then become the second largest national cable 
company. Charter already has a de facto monopoly 
in many Minnesota communities, including 
Rochester and Duluth. If the merger is approved 
later in 2014, Comcast will no longer operate 
cable systems in Minnesota. Instead, Comcast 
DQG� &KDUWHU� ZLOO� MRLQWO\� RZQ� D� QHZ� FRPSDQ\��
¿UVW� FDOOHG� ³6SLQ&R´� DQG� QRZ� IRUPDOO\� QDPHG�
“Greatland Communications,” that Charter Cable 
will manage. Given that Comcast’s connections 
in most of its territories feature faster Internet 
access than Charter offers, this deal has negative 
implications for those who hope for a near term 
upgrade in broadband speeds.

Greater Minnesota has little to worry about from 
the coming cable monopoly swap because the big 
cable companies care little about smaller, more 
rural markets. 

Rural areas in Minnesota have a tremendous 
variation in Internet access. Some communities 
have the most advanced technology available 
whereas households a few miles away rely on 
vastly inferior satellite access or dialup. The 
RI¿FLDO�PDSV�RI�0LQQHVRWD�VXJJHVW�WKHUH�DUH�IHZ�
unserved areas but a steady stream of anecdotes 
suggests the maps, which were based on voluntary 

data submitted 
by the providers 
t h e m s e l v e s , 
o v e r s t a t e 
c o n n e c t i v i t y 
availability.

Many cities in 
Greater Minnesota 
have embraced a 
self-help approach to expanding Internet access. 
7KRXJK� ZH� KDYH� SUR¿OHG� PXOWLSOH� DSSURDFKHV�
using a variety of strategies in this report, we 
could not cover them all. For example, after being 
ravaged by a tornado, Saint Peter paid for conduit 
installation with a utility fee in the rebuilding 
process that local Internet service provider 
(YHQWLV� �IRUPHUO\� +LFNRU\� 7HFK�� XVHV� WR� RIIHU�
VHUYLFHV�� � 0RRUKHDG� KDV� D� ¿EHU� ULQJ� DQG� RQFH�
operated a Wi- Fi network that followed a similar 
arc as Chaska, which is described in this report, 
DOWKRXJK� 0RRUKHDG� LV� DFWLYHO\� XVLQJ� LWV� ¿EHU� WR�
help other providers offer high capacity services.

Crosslake and Barnesville have long been incumbent 
SURYLGHUV� LQ� WKH�FRPPXQLW\��3LQH�&LW\�EXLOW� D� ¿EHU�
EDFNERQH� DQG� (DJDQ� KDV� EXLOW� D� ¿EHU� ORRS�� ERWK�
WR� VHUYH� EXVLQHVVHV�� $OH[DQGULD¶V� PXQLFLSDO� ¿EHU�
network is available to local businesses. 

Albert Lea recognized it could lower its 
telecommunications costs by getting services 
IURP� WKH� )UHHERUQ� &RXQW\� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN�� 0DQ\�
VFKRRO� GLVWULFWV� RSHUDWH� RQ� SXEOLFO\� RZQHG� ¿EHU��
whether from the municipality, county, or their own 
assets. There are many more examples of local 
government ingenuity to expand access than 
most realize. 

$QG� ¿QDOO\�� VRPH� FRPPXQLWLHV� KDYH� H[FHOOHQW�
Internet access even without public investment 
or special partnerships. A report on advanced 
Internet access in Minnesota is incomplete 
without acknowledging these approaches. They 



LQFOXGH� WHOHSKRQH� FRRSHUDWLYHV� �OLNH� &7&� DQG�
Paul Bunyan) or electric cooperatives that have 
EHHQ� VWHDGLO\� EXLOGLQJ� ¿EHU� QHWZRUNV�� RU� ¿EHU�
and wireless combinations, often with loans 
from the US Department of Agriculture Rural 
Utilities Service. There are also a number of 
local companies building advanced networks 
in Minnesota communities, including two 
referenced in the report – Hiawatha Broadband 
Communications and Jaguar.

In 2014, the Minnesota Legislature launched a 
small competitive program to provide matching 
funds to expand Internet access. Senator Matt 
Schmit and Representative Erik Simonson can 
share credit with a strong grassroots mobilization 
led by the Coalition of Greater Minnesota Cities 
for refusing to give up on the fund in the face 
of strong industry opposition. That fund will 
EH� PDQDJHG� E\� WKH� VWDWH� RI� 0LQQHVRWD� 2I¿FH�
of Broadband Development and is available 
to private companies, cooperatives, local 
governments, and partnerships that will build 
networks in unserved areas.

The Institute for Local Self-Reliance has nearly a 
decade of experience studying and working with 
local governments to expand Internet access. 
Local governments can choose from a wide 
variety of strategies based on their unique mix of 
assets and challenges.

This report offers some examples of the different 
strategies adopted by Minnesota cities and 
counties. The case studies are grouped according 
to similarity, starting with the metro region counties 
of Dakota, Scott, Carver, Anoka. The cities of 
Buffalo, Chaska, Windom, and Monticello make up 
the next grouping. The last group of case studies 
focuses on the rural communities in Cook, Lake, 
Lac qui Parle, Sibley, and Renville counties.

One commonality throughout was an initial 
network focused on meeting internal local 
government needs and later expansion. In each 
FDVH��WKH�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQW�DWWHPSWHG�¿UVW�WR�ZRUN�
with the incumbent provider before seeking other 
partners or investing in a publicly owned solution. 
The counties have tended toward partners and 
sought federal grant/loan funding whereas cities 
have tended to use their bonding authority to raise 
the necessary capital. 

WHAT IS BROADBAND?
'HÀQLWLRQV� RQ� VSHFLÀF� VSHHGV� YDU\� EXW� LW�
generally refers to an always-on connection 
that is faster than dial-up (56kbps). The FCC 
LV�FXUUHQWO\�GHÀQLQJ�´EDVLF�EURDGEDQGµ�DV���
megabits down and 1 megabit up, saying 
that this is the minimum connection needed 
to use common Internet applications.
Most people in Minnesota connect via 
DSL or cable. With recent upgrades, cable 
connections are capable of meeting the 
Minnesota broadband goals of 10-20 Mbps 
down and 5-10 up. In the metro, Comcast 
can deliver those speeds but other cable 
companies have not upgraded recently. 
DSL connections are limited by distance, 
meaning real connection speeds in rural 
areas are often much lower than advertised 
rates. Even under optimal conditions, DSL 
will struggle to meet the Minnesota upload 
goals.
0RGHUQ� ÀEHU� QHWZRUNV� RIWHQ� RIIHU�
symmetrical connections, meaning a user 
can send data as rapidly as receiving it. 
DSL and cable networks are asymmetrical, 
meaning that uploads are much slower than 
downloads, making it harder to work from 
KRPH�RU�VHQG�ODUJH�ÀOHV�WR�FOLHQWV�
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Municipal Broadband Networks Across United States
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Tech Basics

Policy discussions about expanding Internet 
access require a basic knowledge of some relevant 
technologies. Understanding the limitations and 
tradeoffs of different technology is essential in 
crafting the right policies to ensure all Minnesota 
has appropriate access to essential infrastructure.

The current Federal Communications Commission 
GH¿QLWLRQ�IRU�EURDGEDQG�LV���PHJDELWV�SHU�VHFRQG�
�0ESV��GRZQVWUHDP�DQG���0ESV�XSVWUHDP��2OGHU�
technologies like DSL and cable are asymmetric, 
meaning users have much slower upload speeds 
WKDQ�GRZQORDG��0RGHUQ�¿EHU�RSWLF�QHWZRUNV�PD\�
be either symmetric or asymmetric based on 
various technical and economic factors. 

Most of Minnesota has access to DSL, a technology 
using copper telephone lines. Connections may vary 
from up to 40 Mbps downstream and often 5 Mbps 
upstream under ideal conditions to under 1 Mbps in 
both directions. But for most people in Minnesota, 
DSL delivers less than 10 Mbps downstream.

Cable networks can offer much faster speeds, but 
the network is more of a shared environment. That 
means when many people use the network, it gets 
congested. DSL and other technologies can also 
experience congestion, but cable networks have 
historically had higher rates of congestion even 
as they deliver much faster connections. Comcast 
offers download speeds of 105 Mbps in Minnesota 
and 20 Mbps up. Other cable companies may top 
out at 40 or 50 Mbps down and only 5 or 10 up. 

The Institute for Local Self-Reliance is tracking more than 400 local governments that provide 

telecommunications services to local businesses and/or residents in the United States. 



Institute for Local Self-Reliance      Introduction x

)LEHU�WR�WKH�KRPH��)77+��QHWZRUNV�DUH�WKH�PRVW�
DGYDQFHG�QHWZRUNV��WKRXJK�¿EHU�RSWLF�WHFKQRORJ\�
has been used for many decades in the industry. 
It is expensive to install, particularly on the labor 
side as it can require rewiring a whole town.

However, it offers almost limitless capacity and 
WKH� ¿EHU� VWUDQGV� KDYH� D� XVHIXO� OLIH�PHDVXUHG� LQ�
decades. Fiber networks have a high capital cost 
but generally a lower operating cost than cable or 
DSL networks. The best networks in the world are 
DOO�¿EHU�RSWLF�

Satellite customers are at the mercy of the weather 
DQG� H[KLELW� VLJQL¿FDQW� ODWHQF\� RU� ODJ� LQ� VHQGLQJ�
and receiving information because the signal 
must travel into space and back. Communicating 
via Skype or other video application is all but 
impossible due to latency. In addition, it is often 
quite expensive. We have never found a person 
using satellite for Internet access when they had 
DFFHVV�WR�'6/��FDEOH��RU�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�

Upload speeds from cable, DSL, and satellite 
are a particular concern for business clients. 
%XVLQHVVHV� WKDW� QHHG� WR� VKDUH� ODUJH� GDWD� ¿OHV�
with clients must plan accordingly because slow 
connections extend upload times or fail before 
they are completed. In the case of a satellite 
FRQQHFWLRQ��D�EXVLQHVV�PD\�¿QG�D�WUDQVDFWLRQ�FXW�
off if it exceeds its data cap before completing the 
¿OH�WUDQVIHU�

Data caps are another important aspect of the 
modern telecommunications environment. Data 
caps are monthly allotments of bandwidth usage 
per subscriber. Users are typically charged for 
overages or their service may slow or end abruptly. 
HughesNet, a satellite operator in Lac qui Parle 
County, caps its basic service at 40 GB per month. 
HughesNet allows customers to purchase additional 
blocks of bandwidth at $16 per 2 GB blocks.

The expansion of 4G LTE wireless, which can offer 
transfer speeds similar to those of cable or DSL, has 
led some to wonder whether that technology could 
obviate the need for better wired networks in rural 
areas. However, mobile wireless plans frequently 
LPSRVH�GDWD�FDSV��UHQGHULQJ�WKHP�XQ¿W�IRU�FRPPRQ�
functions such as telework or even homework.

Fixed wireless networks have long been an option 
in some rural areas, often operated by local 
entrepreneurs. Some reliably meet community 
QHHGV� DQG� DUH� H[SDQGLQJ� WR� ¿EHU� DQG� ZLUHOHVV�
combined networks. Others have struggled to 
consistently deliver a high quality connection. This 
approach has a high “your mileage may vary” factor.

The average American household wired Internet 
connection used approximately 45 GB per month 
in 2012. This could cost hundreds of dollars per 
month on a 4G LTE plan. In an informal survey by 
*LJD2P� LQ�������XVDJH� IRU�D� IDPLO\�RI� ¿YH�ZLWK�
two school age children ballooned to 198 GB per 
month. A couple with no children who occasionally 
work from home can average as high as 300 GB 
per month.
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POLICY SUGGESTIONS

While researching these case studies, we heard several repeating themes and suggestions. 
One in particular, the 65 percent referendum was raised many times. Simultaneously, 
Federal Communications Chairman Tom Wheeler has argued that state laws limiting local 
DXWKRULW\�WR�EXLOG�ÀEHU�QHWZRUNV�XQQHFHVVDULO\�OLPLW�FRPSHWLWLRQ�DQG�DUH�FRXQWHUSURGXFWLYH�

To achieve border-to-border, high speed Internet access, the state should remove barriers 
to public investment. Both public and private investment are needed to keep Minnesota 
competitive and maintain a high quality of life.

�� A key barrier in Minnesota is the 65 percent referendum requirement to own or operate 
a telephone exchange. Minnesota should remove this barrier and join the majority of 
states that do not limit local authority.

�� The state has established a one time, $20 million fund to encourage Internet expansion. 
This fund should be increased in size and made permanent until such a time as 
Minnesota achieves its broadband goals. Loans should come with conditions similar to 
that of the stimulus broadband programs, requiring interconnection and basic principles 
of nondiscrimination.

�� The state should not limit broadband grant/loan opportunities solely to areas presently 
ODFNLQJ�DFFHVV��1HZ�QHWZRUNV�VKRXOG�EH�ÀQDQFLDOO\�YLDEOH�ZLWKRXW�XQHQGLQJ�VXEVLGL]DWLRQ��
which may mean mixing in areas of higher density (that already may be served) with 
DUHDV�RI�ORZHU�GHQVLW\�WR�HQVXUH�FDVK�ÁRZ�ZLOO�VXSSRUW�GHEW�DQG�RSHUDWLQJ�H[SHQVHV��

�� The state should not assume that private investment is automatically superior to public 
investment. Many of the fastest, most affordable networks in the nation are owned 
by cities. Municipal electric utilities have proven that cities are at least as capable of 
providing low cost, reliable electricity to the public for over 100 years. There is no reason 
to believe municipal Internet networks are any different.
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1. DAKOTA COUNTY

Located south of Saint Paul, Dakota County’s 
northern half is part of the Twin Cities metro 
whereas the southern half tapers into a less 
dense, more rural area. Dakota County offers 
DQ� LPSUHVVLYH� PRGHO� IRU� H[SDQGLQJ� ¿EHU� DQG�
conduit assets on a tight budget while maximizing 
cooperation – both public and private.

The County’s “dig once” approach to quietly 
H[SDQGLQJ�¿EHU�DQG�FRQGXLW�DVVHWV�KDV�LPSUHVVHG�
those who have known about it. Many metro 
counties have copied aspects of it and realized 
VLJQL¿FDQW� VDYLQJV� ±� VHH� RXU� VHFWLRQV� RQ� 6FRWW��
Carver, and Anoka counties. Starting in the late 
1990’s, Dakota County began ensuring it was 
OD\LQJ� FRQGXLW� DQG�RU� ¿EHU� DV� SDUW� RI� FDSLWDO�
SURMHFWV�WKDW�WRUH�XS�VWUHHWV��%\�LQVWDOOLQJ�FRQGXLW�
RU� ¿EHU�ZLWK� RWKHU� SURMHFWV�� WKH� FRVWV� FDQ�EH�DV�
much as 90-95 percent less because the most 
VLJQL¿FDQW�FRVW�LV�WHDULQJ�XS�WKH�JURXQG��

Dakota County has dramatically reduced the cost 
of incredibly high capacity telecommunications 
connections to schools, public facilities, utilities, 
and the like. The County is now examining how 
it could also use its assets to best encourage 
economic development and increase investment 
in last mile services to businesses and households.

Dig Once Basics

The Dakota County Information Technology 
RI¿FH�GHVHUYHV�WKH� OLRQ¶V�VKDUH�RI�FUHGLW� IRU� WKHLU�
approach. They have developed their own award 
winning software and built strong relationships 
with key staff in municipalities across the county, 
the two keys to their success. 

The Cedar Avenue rebuild is an example of 
'DNRWD�&RXQW\¶V�DSSURDFK��$�PDMRU�WKRURXJKIDUH�
into the metro, Cedar Avenue was widened and 
rebuilt to accommodate a new Bus Rapid Transit 
route. To Dakota County IT staff, this was the 
SHUIHFW� RSSRUWXQLW\� WR� SODFH� FRQGXLW� DQG� ¿EHU�
under the streets at a fraction of the price for a 
VWDQGDORQH�SURMHFW���

David Asp, IT Department Network Collaboration 
Engineer, coordinated with each city along the 
rebuild path to understand their needs and ensure 
HQRXJK�FRQGXLW�DQG�¿EHU�ZRXOG�EH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�
SURMHFW�WR�PHHW�GHPDQG�ZHOO�LQWR�WKH�IXWXUH��

Dakota County has custom built software to 
IDFLOLWDWH�FROODERUDWLRQ�RQ�DQ\�SURMHFW��1DPHG�WKH�
“One Stop Roadway Permit Shop,” as soon as 
someone requests a permit to work in the right-of-
way or a number of related permits, the software 
alerts all agencies that may have an interest.4  
Not only has this system streamlined permitting, 
it saves approximately $4,000 per year for each 
agency involved. Dakota County even won an 
award from the National Association of Counties 
for its development. More importantly, it gives the 
County more opportunities to place conduit and 
¿EHU�LQ�WKH�JURXQG�DW�H[WUHPHO\�ORZ�FRVW���

In a number of areas, a School District or another 
public agency in Dakota County may already 
KDYH� FRQGXLW� DQG� ¿EHU�� )RU� LQVWDQFH�� VRPH� RI�

“Dig Once” Approach 

serves as model for 

all communities and 

has saved the county 

millions of dollars. 

Fiber throughout 

the county will 

now be used to 

spur economic 

development. 

Cities and Counties
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WKH� 'LVWULFWV� KDYH� FRQGXLW� ZLWK� ��� ¿EHU� VWUDQGV�
connecting facilities, built at a time when each 
strand was considerably more expensive than 
today. If that conduit is within an area that could 
help expand the County 
network, Asp can offer a 
trade because replacing 
WKH����VWUDQGV�RI�¿EHU�LQ�WKH�
conduit with 144 strands 
may only cost a dollar per 
IRRW� RI� ¿EHU�� &XWWLQJ� WKH�
streets to place new conduit 
DQG�¿EHU�ZRXOG� FRVW� ������
times more.

It is not unusual for County IT staff to convert 12 
VWUDQGV�RI�¿EHU�LQ�D�FRQGXLW�WR�����VWUDQGV�RYHU�WKH�
course of a weekend. The School District would 
own many of those strands but others would be 
reserved for the County and perhaps other uses 
as well. If the route came close to state facilities, 
the State might want to lease a few strands in 
return for paying the “locate” costs of the network. 
/RFDWHV� DUH� SHUIRUPHG� ZKHQ� VRPHRQH� QRWL¿HV�
Gopher State One Call before they dig to allow 
any entity with fragile assets underground the 
RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�PDUN�WKHLU�ORFDWLRQ��7KHVH�DUH�MXVW�
a few of the in-kind trades that Dakota County 
KDV�XVHG�WR�EXLOG�¿EHU�DQG�FRQGXLW�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
County on a miser’s budget.

%HQHÀWV

7KH� PDLQ� EHQH¿W� RI� 'DNRWD� &RXQW\¶V� DSSURDFK�
has been tremendous cost savings. Replacing the 
old telephone system saved tens of thousands of 
GROODUV�SHU�\HDU�DQG�XQL¿HG�FRXQW\� IDFLOLWLHV� WKDW�
were served by CenturyLink and Frontier. Now 
they are all on the same system.

According to its website, over 240 nodes have 
EHHQ�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�¿EHU�DW�D�FRVW�RI� OHVV� WKDQ�
$1 million.5  However, a recent conversation with 

David Asp put the number of connections now at 
more than 400.6  This includes everything from 
PDMRU�IDFLOLWLHV�WR�ZDWHU�PHWHUV��6&$'$�V\VWHPV��
DQG� WUDI¿F�VLJQDOV��$V�DQ�H[DPSOH��RQH�RI� WKHVH�

nodes allows the Met Council 
to monitor video cameras and 
sensors in a bus shelter along 
Cedar Avenue to ensure it is 
secure and operational.

)RU� ¿IWHHQ� \HDUV� SULRU� WR�
the Cedar Avenue rebuild, 
slowly corroding copper 
cable connected devices at 
intersections with an extremely 

slow modem to download data and update signal 
timing. Now, multiple devices need some 12-15 
IP addresses per intersection, allowing sensors 
LQ� WKH� FRQFUHWH� WR� ZRUN� WKHLU� PDJLF� DQG� WUDI¿F�
lights to stay green for a few extra seconds to let 
a bus through. In the event anything goes wrong, 
WUDI¿F�HQJLQHHUV�FDQ�DFFHVV�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQ�IURP�
anywhere on the planet. It is impossible to put a 
GROODU� ¿JXUH� RQ� WKHVH� EHQH¿WV�� EXW� WKH\� DGG� XS�
across hundreds of intersections, resulting in less 
pollution, lower tempers, and a generally higher 
quality of life.

The network is redundant and reliable but the 
County is working to make it even more so. They 
have connections out of the County over three 
different directions, each at 10 Gbps. On one of 
those routes, the County partnered with provider 
+LDZDWKD�%URDGEDQG�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV��+%&���VR�
a group of government agencies could share 12 
VWUDQGV�RI�¿EHU�DQG�LQFUHDVH�WKHLU�UHVLOLHQF\�LQ�WKH�
event of a disaster.

Dakota County is prepared for a worst-case IT 
scenario. To test disaster preparedness, they 
recently shut off the power in their main Hastings 
facility. The system immediately re-routed 
everything to servers in West Saint Paul. Leasing 

The network is redundant and 

reliable but the county is working 

to make it even more so. They 

have connections out of the 

County over three different 

directions, each at 10 Gbps



Institute for Local Self-Reliance        Dakota County 3

this level of connectivity from an existing provider 
would cost considerably more annually than 
Dakota has invested in its network over the past 
10 years. And because the network stretches into 
other counties, those counties can simply set up 
server racks in each other’s facilities for remote 
backup purposes - yet another cost savings.

$V�D�¿QDO�H[DPSOH��WKH�&RXQW\�KDG�EHHQ�SD\LQJ�
$49,200 per year to a private provider for two 
VWUDQGV�RI�¿EHU�WR�D�IDFLOLW\��$VS�ZDV�UHFHQWO\�DEOH�
to structure a deal that required $113,000 in one 
time construction costs for 48 strands. Some of 
those are already connecting 
facilities from School Districts, 
the University of Minnesota, the 
Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities System, and the 
State. On that route, they still 
KDYH�SOHQW\�RI�¿EHU� OHIW�RYHU� IRU�
economic development or other 
uses. The County is currently 
working with a consultant 
to develop a policy for the 
¿EHU� QHWZRUN� WR� HQFRXUDJH�
development throughout the 
County and increase investment 
in rural areas. 

Conclusion

Dakota County’s method of intense collaboration to 
deploy FRQGXLW�DQG�¿EHU�DVVHWV�KDV�FRQVHUYDWLYHO\�
saved the County millions of dollars, but the actual 
total is probably more than $10 million. They 
developed specialized software to meet their 
needs and welcome inquiries from other local 
governments that want to know more.

It is important to note the limitations of their approach. 
As of yet, no provider uses the infrastructure to 
expand a gigabit to every household in a Dakota 
County community. Nevertheless, the collaborative 

process has likely encouraged 
local companies like Velocity and 
HBC to invest more in Dakota 
County than they otherwise would 
have. The County is well suited to 
expand its network further but at 
this time County Commissioners 
seem opposed to taking any steps 
that would verge on competing 
with existing providers. 

The most important lesson is that 
Dakota County has the freedom 
to make its own choices. If an 
industrial park needs access to 
¿EHU��'DNRWD�&RXQW\�FDQ�PDNH�LW�

happen. It has leverage, even if it never chooses 
to offer services to businesses or households.

The County is currently 

working with a 

consultant to develop 

H�WVSPJ`�MVY�[OL�ÄILY�
network to encourage 

development throughout 

the County and increase 

investment in rural 

areas. 



Scott County, located south of the Twin Cities, sits 
east of Carver County with the Minnesota River 
DV�WKH�FRPPRQ�ERXQGDU\��'DNRWD�&RXQW\� LV� MXVW�
east of Scott. Ranging from suburban to rural and 
growing rapidly over the past 25 years, it now has 
130,000 residents. 

Scott County had long watched as its neighbor, 
Dakota County, expanded publicly owned 
¿EHU� DQG� FRQGXLW� DVVHWV� WR� LPSURYH� DFFHVV� WR�
schools and other community anchor institutions. 
:KHQ�6FRWW�PDSSHG�SXEOLFO\�RZQHG�¿EHU� LQ� WKH�
community to determine assets and needs, it 
GLVFRYHUHG� WKDW� LWV� RQO\� SXEOLFO\� RZQHG� ¿EHU�
KDG�EHHQ�GHSOR\HG�MRLQWO\�E\�WKH�&RXQW\��&LW\�RI�
Shakopee, and Shakopee Schools.7 

Scott County learned from Dakota’s approach and 
its Board of Commissioners approved a $4 million 
budget for its own 90 mile ring in January, 2007. 
The budget allocation was part of a larger capital 
LPSURYHPHQW�SURMHFW�GHVLJQHG�WR�RYHUKDXO�SXEOLF�
safety communications in the County. Dakota 
County had been trying to connect its towers 
ZLWK� ¿EHU� LQ� DGGLWLRQ� WR� PLFURZDYH� EHFDXVH� RI�
occasional interference problems when the air 
held too much dust or moisture. Scott County also 
UHFRJQL]HG� WKDW� ¿EHU� ZRXOG� EH�PRUH� UHOLDEOH� DV�
well as create many additional opportunities.8  

7KH�SXEOLF�VDYLQJV�IURP�WKH�SURMHFW�ZHUH�HVWLPDWHG�
to be $500,000 per year because the County 
could discontinue expensive leased connections 
from existing carriers.9  In addition, the new 
¿EHU� QHWZRUN� ZRXOG� RIIHU� PXFK� KLJKHU� FDSDFLW\�
connections, a much lower cost per bit delivered, 
and greater reliability. The county bonded for $3.5 
million, spreading the cost of building it over many 
years. However, combining the debt payments and 
operating expenses, the County saves $35,000 per 
year compared to the cost of leasing connections.

The county connected all county owned facilities, 
including public safety towers, libraries, city halls, 
police departments, school districts, and the 
state of Minnesota’s high capacity backbone. 
Ultimately, it also interconnected with Dakota and 
Carver networks as well as providing redundant 
paths out of the county, one to Mankato and one to 
the 511 Building in Minneapolis, where hundreds 
of carriers interconnect networks. Having that 
connection effectively meant that any carrier 
in the 511 Building could offer services to Scott 
County, rather than the county being dependent 
on the small number of carriers that already built 
infrastructure in that region.

Access Communications, now owned by Zayo, 
worked with a local provider to build the network. 
The partnership resulted in a lower cost to both 
parties – the County paid the capital costs to install 
WKH� ¿EHU� DQG� =D\R� LV� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� RQJRLQJ�
PDLQWHQDQFH�� 7KH� VWDWH� 2I¿FH� RI� (QWHUSULVH�
Technology has also agreed to manage portions 
of the network in return for access to some of the 
connections, lowering its own costs.

Even this early in the network’s useful life, the 
results have been tremendous. The School 
District has slashed its expenses, from paying 
approximately $58 per megabit to under $7 per 
megabit. And due to the network, the schools 
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2. SCOTT COUNTY

%XLOW�D�ÀEHU�ULQJ�
to self-provision 

Internet service to 

local government 

facilities. Then 

XVHG�H[WUD�ÀEHU�WR�
attract businesses 

to the region, 

resulting in 

hundreds of new 

jobs. 
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have almost unlimited capacity to upgrade to 
faster speeds that would be cost prohibitive to 
lease from a telephone or cable company.

7KH�QHWZRUN�LV�DOVR�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�MRE�JURZWK�LQ�
the region. The network was 10% completed in 
2010 when County and local municipal leaders 
began aggressive efforts to spur economic 
GHYHORSPHQW� ZLWK� WKH� ¿EHU�� :KHQ� (PHUVRQ�
Process Management was engaging in site 
VHOHFWLRQ� IRU� D� ���� MRE�� ���� PLOOLRQ� LQYHVWPHQW��
WKH� ¿UP� QDUURZHG� GRZQ� SRVVLEOH� FDQGLGDWHV�
to Shakopee and Chihuahua, Mexico.10  Scott 
&RXQW\�FRXOG�RIIHU�LW�DIIRUGDEOH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�¿EHU�
network. Shakopee News reported: “Dependent 
RQ� SURMHFWHG� XVDJH� DQG�
other assumptions, over 
a 20-year period, it is 
estimated this would result 
in a net present-value 
savings of between $1.1 
million and $1.7 million 
for Emerson.”11 Emerson 
picked Scott County.

The more recent decision 
IURP� 6KXWWHUÀ\� WR� ORFDWH�
in Scott County also was 
LQÀXHQFHG� E\� DFFHVV� WR�
FRXQW\� ¿EHU�� 6KXWWHUÀ\�
planned to bring 329 
new positions to the 
community, paying hourly 
wages of approximately 
$19 per hour. The online 
photo service also 
planned to employ an additional 200 people on 
a seasonal basis.12  Ensuring that businesses will 
have an affordable – and often more importantly 
today, reliable – Internet connection is increasingly 
essential to healthy business environment. 

7KH�'DNRWD� DQG�6FRWW� &RXQW\� FRQGXLW� DQG� ¿EHU�
investments position them perfectly to ensure 
those connections are available. 

Conclusion

Scott County reduced its telecommunications 
costs by $35,000 annually while dramatically 
improving Internet access for essential public 
IDFLOLWLHV�E\�UHSODFLQJ�OHDVHG�OLQHV�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�¿EHU�
network. Costs for connectivity have contracted 
sharply for schools from $58 per Mbps to less 
than $7 per Mbps.

In order to reduce the cost 
of the network, the County 
partnered with Access 
&RPPXQLFDWLRQV� �QRZ�
Zayo) which agreed to 
handle maintenance. Scott 
County also collaborated 
ZLWK� WKH� VWDWH� 2I¿FH� RI�
Enterprise Technology, 
saving both state and 
county public funds.

Two large-scale 
HPSOR\HUV�� 6KXWWHUÀ\�
and Emerson Process 
Management, have 
brought more than 1,000 

QHZ�MREV�LQWR�6FRWW�&RXQW\��FLWLQJ�WKH�QHWZRUN�DV�
an enticement. Scott County has more tools at 
its disposal as it seeks next to spur investment in 
residential Internet access.

EYHQ�WKLV�HDUO\�LQ�WKH�QHWZRUN·V�
useful life, the results have been 

tremendous. The School District has 

slashed its expenses, from paying 

approximately $58 per megabit to 

under $7 per megabit. And due to the 

network, the schools have almost 

unlimited capacity to upgrade to 

faster speeds that would be cost 

prohibitive to lease from a telephone 

or cable company.
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3. CARVER COUNTY

Carver County’s 376 square miles lie approximately 
30 miles southwest of Minneapolis. There are 
eleven cities in the County, ten townships, and a 
small number of unincorporated communities. 

The County has experienced high levels of 
population growth due to the expanding Minneapolis 
and St. Paul metro. Based on the level of growth, 
ORFDO� RI¿FLDOV� KDYH� HVWLPDWHG� WKH� SRSXODWLRQ� ZLOO�
reach 195,000 by 2030.13

Many new residents live in the eastern areas closer 
WR� WKH�7ZLQ�&LWLHV� LQ�RUGHU� WR�FRPPXWH� WR� MREV� LQ�
the metro. In the more populated areas, such as 
the County Seat of Chaska, CenturyLink offers 
DSL and Comcast provides cable connections; 
Frontier also operates in the County. Chaska owns 
DQG�RSHUDWHV�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�IRU�SXEOLF�IDFLOLWLHV�DQG�
business customers. Chaska also serves a number 
of small business and residential customers with 
Chaska.net, its wireless network.

Traditionally, many businesses and residents 
in the rural western regions of the County were 
underserved and had to get by with dial-up. 
Government facilities and other larger entities relied 
on T1 lines for connectivity. The County’s network, 
D�³SDWFKZRUN´�RI�¿EHU�DQG�7�V�OHDVHG�IURP�SULYDWH�
¿UPV��ZDV�H[SHQVLYH�DQG�VORZ�

In 2008, the economic downturn coupled with rapid 
population growth put added stress on government 
operations.  Unemployment was up, tax rolls were 

GRZQ��DQG�WKH�VWDWH�KDG�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�VFDOHG�EDFN�
¿QDQFLDO�DOORWPHQWV�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�/RFDO�*RYHUQPHQW�
$LG��/*$���7KH�&RXQW\�UHFHLYHG�OHVV�UHYHQXH�EXW�
served more people than ever before.

As revenue decreased, Carver County’s 
telecommunications budget increased. Prices for T1 
lines grew each year; some were as high as $1,000 
per connection. The escalating telecom budget 
burdened the entire County, leading to discussions 
about a better solution than leasing lines.

Faster Connections, Lower Prices

Recognizing the danger of further reliance on 
expensive leased connections, County leaders 
decided to act in 2008.  They wanted a solution that 
would cut costs while still providing fast, reliable 
FRQQHFWLRQV� DQG� LGHDOO\� MXPSVWDUWLQJ� HFRQRPLF�
development. And they were well aware of the 
Dakota and Scott County approaches of targeted 
¿EHU�LQYHVWPHQW�

&DUYHU¶V� ¿UVW� FRQFHSW� IRU� WKH� QHWZRUN� ZDV�
a 60-mile ring to connect County facilities, 
schools, libraries, police departments, and local 
government agencies.14 The plan included 80 – 
100 sites, allowing the County to eliminate leased 
lines for voice and data. Steve Taylor, the Carver 
County Administrative Services Division Director, 
predicted the County would save $150,000 -  
$175,000 per year.

$W� WKH� WLPH�� &RXQW\� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� RI¿FHV� LQ�
&KDVND�ZHUH�¿OOHG�WR�FDSDFLW\��7KH�&RXQW\�SODQQHG�
WR�GHYHORS�VDWHOOLWH�RI¿FHV�EXW�UHTXLUHG�KLJK�VSHHG�
connections between facilities. Without its own 
network, establishing satellites would be expensive 
and impractical.

Carver worked with Scott County to link government 
centers located across the Minnesota River 
from each other. A connection between the two 
would provide faster access to a range of state 

Used federal 

broadband 

stimulus program 

WR�EXLOG�D�ÀEHU�
ring. New network 

provides higher 

quality, lower 

cost access to 

local government 

facilities and 

spurred economic 

development. 
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databases and Scott County provided access to 
the 511 building in Minneapolis, where hundreds of 
Internet Service Providers interconnect with each 
other. Direct access to the building means lower 
prices for Internet connections due to much greater 
competition.15

The County was not alone in needing better 
access; businesses considering moving to the 
County also required higher capacity connections 
than existing providers were providing at affordable 
levels. When presenting the idea to the County 
Board of Commissioners in June, Taylor noted that 
EXVLQHVVHV�VRXJKW�ORFDWLRQV�ZLWK�DFFHVV�WR�¿EHU�

“It is almost a requirement now,” 

Taylor told the board Tuesday during 

a presentation. “There is a demand 

IRU�WKLV��,·YH�KDG�WKUHH�FRPSDQLHV�DVN�
me in the past six months if we have 

D�ÀEHU�RSWLF�ULQJ�µ16 

The Board voted to instruct staff to 
develop and issue a Request for 
%LGV��5)%��IRU�D�SURMHFW�GHYHORSLQJ�
D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN��

On June 6, 2008, the County 
released a two-part RFB.17��7KH�¿UVW�
option called for a county-owned 
network; staff estimated deployment costs of $2.5 
– $3 million with $100,000 in annual costs.18  The 
second option sought a public-private partnership 
to fund, deploy, and operate the network.

7KUHH� HQWLWLHV� ELG� RQ� WKH� SURMHFW�� FRVWV� UDQJHG�
from $900,000 for a public-private partnership to 
$2.4 million for a publicly owned network.19  Jaguar 
&RPPXQLFDWLRQV� �-DJXDU��� KHDGTXDUWHUHG� LQ�
Owatonna, submitted the winning proposal with a 
70-mile county-owned network that would connect 
all County facilities and nine additional community 
anchor institutions. The bid provided that Jaguar 

have an Indefeasible Right 
WR�8VH��,58��VHYHUDO�VWUDQGV�
of the network and would 
not have to pay for access 
to County rights-of-way 
in order to offer business 
services.20  In exchange, 
Jaguar offered to pay more 

WKDQ�KDOI�RI�WKH�FRVW�RI�WKH�SURSRVHG�¿EHU�EXLOG�

Over the next few months, the County and Jaguar 
H[SDQGHG� WKH� SURMHFW� UHDFK� WR� FRQQHFW� PRUH�
communities. The network would connect all 
eleven cities in the county, the length was extended 
to 85 miles, and Jaguar would also have the right to 

offer triple play services to residents 
and businesses. The Board 
authorized the County to spend 
up to $1.8 million.21  Planning to 
break ground the following May, the 
%RDUG�DSSURYHG�WKH�¿QDO�FRQWUDFW�LQ�
December 2008.22

Jaguar and the County hoped to 
use a loan from the Rural Utility 
6HUYLFH� WR� ¿QDQFH� WKH� QHWZRUN�
but their application had not yet 
received a response when the 
federal government announced 
$7.2 billion program to expand 

broadband as part of the American Recovery and 
5HLQYHVWPHQW� $FW� �$55$��� :LWK� WKH� XQDQLPRXV�
support of the Board, the County applied for ARRA 
funding in August 2009.23  

While waiting for the results of the 2009 application, 
the County developed the Carver County Open 
)LEHU� ,QLWLDWLYH� �&&2),��� D� FROODERUDWLRQ� ZLWK�
community partners to identify community anchor 
institutions to be connected. The County created 
a Broadband Infrastructure Task Force that 
LQFOXGHG�HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�DQG�VWDII�IURP�WKH�&RXQW\��
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV� IURP� ORFDO� VFKRROV�� DQG� RI¿FLDOV�
from cities and townships.

“It is almost a 

requirement now,” 

Taylor told the board 

Tuesday during a 

presentation. “There is 

D�GHPDQG�IRU�WKLV��,·YH�
had three companies 

ask me in the past six 

months if we have a 

ÀEHU�RSWLF�ULQJ�µ
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The County learned in March 2010 that it had not 
been selected for a stimulus award and quickly 
decided to apply for an award in the second round 
with a more ambitious network that would improve 
JRYHUQPHQW�HI¿FLHQFLHV�DFURVV�WKH�HQWLUH�&RXQW\��
They also focused on creating a better economic 
development impact and the promise of better 
access for County residents.

Awarded in the Second Round

In August 2010, the County 
was awarded a $6 million 
Broadband Technology 
2SSRUWXQLWLHV� 3URJUDP� �%723��
grant in the second round of the 
stimulus program.24  The County 
pledged $1.5 million to cover the 
UHPDLQLQJ�FRVWV�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�

&RXQW\� RI¿FLDOV� ¿UVW� GHFLGHG�
to spend $400,000 from its 
Information Technology budget 
DQG�¿QDQFH�WKH�UHVW�ZLWK�D�ERQG�
issue. At that point, County 
costs for leased T1 lines had reached more than 
$230,000 and were expected to increase another 
$100,000 in 2011 for a total of $330,000 per year. 
Redirecting the T1 funds to the bond debt would 
DOORZ� WKHP� WR� SD\� LW� RII� LQ� IHZHU� WKDQ� ¿YH� \HDUV��
However, the County later found it could tap into its 
UHVHUYHV�WR�IXQG�WKH�SURMHFW�ZLWKRXW�ERQGLQJ�25   

Jaguar agreed to provide maintenance for the 
ring and be a service provider on the network. 
Jaguar purchased an IRU for 96 of the total 192 
¿EHU�VWUDQGV�����RI�-DJXDU¶V�¿EHU�VWUDQGV�ZRXOG�EH�
managed as open access per one of the stimulus 
plan requirements. The County would receive a 
one-time payment of $370,000 from Jaguar for the 
IRU. Jaguar would also perform splicing, testing, 
SUH�HQJLQHHULQJ��DQG�SURMHFW�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�GXULQJ�
and after installation.26 

While the network was being built, Carver County 
and Scott County connected their government 
FHQWHUV�ZLWK�D�¿EHU�RSWLF�FDEOH�XQGHU�WKH�0LQQHVRWD�
River. The connection between the two government 
centers linked the two counties for public safety 
purposes. Scott County planned to transition to the 
statewide 800 MHz public safety radio system after 
FUHDWLQJ�D�¿EHU�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�WKH�WRZHU� LQ�&DUYHU�
County. The primary controller for a subsystem 
shared by Carver and Scott Counties was located 
at the Carver County tower.27 

The connection also created a 
¿EHU� URXWH� WR� WKH� VWDWH¶V�2I¿FH�
RI�(QWHUSULVH�7HFKQRORJ\��2(7��
and Minnesota’s Network for 
Enterprise Telecommunications 
�01(7��� OLQNLQJ� JRYHUQPHQW�
RI¿FHV� DQG� VFKRROV�� &DUYHU�
County paid $25,000 toward 
WKH� WRWDO� FRVW� RI� WKH� SURMHFW��
which came to approximately 
$200,000. Access 
Communications, Scott County, 
and the state also contributed.28 

They began construction on CarverLink in early 
summer 2011 and the County was ready to light 
its network two years later. On September 4, 2013, 
IHGHUDO��VWDWH��DQG�ORFDO�RI¿FLDOV�PHW�IRU�DQ�RI¿FLDO�
lighting up ceremony at Waconia High School. 
6XSHULQWHQGHQW�'U��1DQF\�5DQMDQHQ�HPSKDVL]HG�
WKDW� WKH� QHZ� QHWZRUN� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� UHGXFHG� WKH�
District’s connectivity costs, allowing investment 
in other areas.29  In keeping with the District’s 
technology plan, the robust network permitted 
more students to access wireless web-based 
learning software.30  

The entire network is underground, running along 
County rights-of-way for approximately 89 miles. 
Thirty three miles of laterals reach community 
anchor institutions beyond the main ring. The 
network connects all 11 cities in the County to the 

While the network was being 

built, Carver County and 

Scott County connected 

their government centers 

ZLWK�D�ÀEHU�RSWLF�FDEOH�XQGHU�
the Minnesota River. The 

connection between the two 

government centers linked the 

two counties for public safety 

purposes. 
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backbone ring with 8 townships connecting via 
laterals. Capacity on the ring is 10 Gbps; laterals 
are 1 Gbps.

CarverLink has connected 55 sites, representing 
86 community anchor institutions. Eighteen County 
sites, 28 public schools, 6 County libraries, and 
the Carver County Workforce Center were also 
connected in addition to 2 colleges and a number 
of community centers.

1HWZRUN�%HQHÀWV

The County previously had to 
duplicate hardware at its Public 
Works facility in Cologne and at 
WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�RI¿FHV�LQ�&KDVND�
EHFDXVH�&$'�¿OHV�ZHUH�WRR� ODUJH�
WR� VHQG� EHWZHHQ� RI¿FHV� WKURXJK�
the County’s limited network. 
CarverLink has solved that problem 
and even allows the County to 
make better use of its data center 
in Cologne because bandwidth is 
no longer a scarce commodity.

County and municipal public safety entities use the 
network extensively. Fire stations, police stations, 
city halls, and several public safety communications 
towers are all connected. Sheriff deputies now 
upload squad car video via the network; in the past 
deputies hand delivered the videos.31 

Waconia City Administrator Susan Arntz lauded the 
SRVLWLYH� ¿QDQFLDO� HIIHFWV� RQ� :DFRQLD¶V� PXQLFLSDO�
budget:

Our communications costs have reduced by 

almost half, which has allowed us to add wireless 

capabilities for the public and our own operations to 

the Ice Arena, City Hall, and Public Services.”32 

Waconia schools, located in the center of the 
&RXQW\�� KDYH� IRXQG� D� ZD\� WR� VDYH� VLJQL¿FDQWO\��
The community connected three facilities with T1s 
and with wireless service from nearby Chaska.net. 
5HOLDELOLW\�ZDV�QRW�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�LVVXH�IRU�:DFRQLD��
but they were limited in bandwidth and sought a 
single solution. After converting to CarverLink 
DQG� LQWHUFRQQHFWLQJ� IDFLOLWLHV� ZLWK� ¿EHU�� :DFRQLD�
reduced its telecommunications budget by 47% or 
$19,000 per year.

Schools in the County often purchase bandwidth 
via CarverLink. As a way to 
stretch the federal E-rate 
subsidy for schools, CarverLink’s 
infrastructure creates a 
connection between districts 
that allows districts to purchase 
bandwidth as a collaborative. The 
consortium, the Carver County 
6FKRROV�1HWZRUN� �&&61��� LV� DQ�
agreement between the schools 
that increases their bargaining 
power and allows them to take 
advantage of opportunities that 
may not be available to the 
districts individually. In addition 

to obtaining a better price for bandwidth, the 
CCSN collectively applied for and received 
E-rate funding.

Beyond the schools, libraries, and county facilities, 
Crown College, Ridgeview Medical Center, and 
South West Metro Transit headquarters are on 
&DUYHU/LQN�� %XW� WKH� PRVW� VLJQL¿FDQW� LPSDFW� KDV�
come from the eight cities and two townships that 
REWDLQ�VHUYLFHV�IRU�PXQLFLSDO�RI¿FHV��5DQG\�/HKV��
%URDGEDQG�)LEHU�3URMHFW�0DQDJHU�LQ�&DUYHU�&RXQW\��
anticipates more cities and townships will use 
CarverLink as currently connected communities 
share their experiences.33 

After converting 

to CarverLink and 

interconnecting 

IDFLOLWLHV�ZLWK�ÀEHU��

Waconia reduced its 

telecommunications 

budget by 47% or $19,000 

per year.



Institute for Local Self-Reliance       Carver County 10

Lehs noted that the primary purpose of the network 
ZDV� WR� LQFUHDVH� HI¿FLHQFLHV� UDWKHU� WKDQ� UHGXFH�
municipal telecommunications budgets. Many of 
the connected entities still pay what they used to 
but now receive vastly superior service. CarverLink 
offers faster speeds that are symmetrical, 
UHOLDEOH�� DQG� UHGXQGDQW��%HLQJ�RQ� WKH�VDPH�¿EHU�
network also makes it easier to cut costs in other 
departments with more collaboration.

The city of Chanhassen can now take advantage 
of the County’s extensive GIS mapping data. 
Before CarverLink, Chanhassen did not have 
GIS at their disposal because it did not have the 
necessary expertise. 

The small town of New Germany 
����� UHVLGHQWV�� KDV� ERRVWHG� LWV�
access four fold compared to its old 
Frontier service and a new direct 
connection from City Hall to the Fire 
Department allows for much faster 
transfers. Purchasing services from 
the County allows for more stable 
budgets because large providers 
have been known to increase prices 
with little warning. 

&DUYHU/LQN� RIIHUV� ���0ESV� FRQQHFWLRQV� IRU� D� ÀDW�
rate of $75 to public entities that connect a small 
number of facilities like New Germany. The option is 
designed to serve small communities where there 
are only two or three connections. This option also 
provides access to what CarverLink describes as 
a “community ring.” In other words, these facilities 
can communicate directly with any public entity 
on CarverLink.34   New Germany now pays $150/
month in total for better service: $75 to CarverLink 
DQG�����WR�)URQWLHU�IRU�SKRQH�VHUYLFH���,W�SUHYLRXVO\�
paid $300/month to Frontier alone).  

Larger communities pay $150 to connect their 
¿UVW�VLWH�DQG����� WR�FRQQHFW�HDFK�DGGLWLRQDO�VLWH��
&DUYHU/LQN�DOVR�SURYLGHV�WKH�GDUN�¿EHU�FRQQHFWLRQV�
between facilities if they choose this option and 

are comfortable managing their own network. 
Several communities with technical staff opt for this 
system and manage their own needs, limited only 
by the equipment they choose to employ. These 
communities choose a primary site from which to 
access the Internet for $9.95 per Mbps; they can 
then share that Internet access among facilities.

Conclusion

Carver County and its municipalities had hobbled 
along with outdated, slow, and unreliable 
connections until community leaders closely 

examined their options. The 
primary goals were to increase 
JRYHUQPHQW� HI¿FLHQF\�� WDNH� FRQWURO�
of telecommunications costs, and 
better serve the people of the County. 

Rather than depending on providers 
headquartered across the country, the 
County can easily maintain a close 
relationship with Minnesota-based 
Jaguar, which has a history of serving 
community anchor institutions, 
residents, and businesses.

Instead of limping along with a collection of 
“patchwork” connections, Carver is able to 
HI¿FLHQWO\� DQG� DIIRUGDEO\� VHUYH� WKH� FRPPXQLW\��
By eliminating leased lines, the County is saving 
$330,000 per year and no longer faces the threat 
RI�PDMRU�XQDQWLFLSDWHG�UDWH�LQFUHDVHV�

/RFDO� JRYHUQPHQWV� DOVR� EHQH¿WWHG� ZKHQ� WKH\�
transitioned to more affordable service with better 
connectivity. Waconia schools reduced their 
telecommunications budget by 47%, saving over 
$19,000 per year. New Germany, with less than 
����SHRSOH��FDQ�HQMR\�WKH�VDPH�RU�EHWWHU�,QWHUQHW�
access and voice service available in much larger 
cities for half of what it used to pay to the incumbent. 

Instead of 

limping along 

with a collection 

of “patchwork” 

connections, 

Carver is able to 

HIÀFLHQWO\�DQG�FRVW�
effectively serve the 

community. 



Anoka County developed a plan to work with a 
SDUWQHU� WR� GHSOR\� D� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN� FRQQHFWLQJ�
community anchor institutions. The County hoped 
to cut telecommunications costs, encourage 
economic development, and improve access in 
rural areas. While the County retains the right to 
use the network, the infrastructure is owned and 
controlled by its partner.

Approximately 336,000 people live in Anoka 
County’s 423 square miles located north of the 
Twin Cities Metro. The County includes densely 
populated communities in the south with rural 
areas in the north. The County is home to 
the largest school district in the state, Anoka-
Hennepin, along with 20 cities, one township, and 
eight other school districts.35

Connectivity in Anoka Lacking for 

Business, Government, & Residents

Despite its size and proximity to the metro, large 
institutions and businesses were limited to DSL 
service, cable connections, or T1 connections 
from the existing providers. T1s, providing 
speeds of 1.5 Mbps were slow, expensive, and 
did not provide redundancy. In limited areas, 
providers offered connections up to 10 Mbps or 
DS3 connections that supplied 45 Mbps service. 

6HYHUDO�VFKRRO�GLVWULFWV�XVHG�¿EHU�IRU�SULYDWH�:$1�
FRQQHFWLYLW\��EXW�GLG�QRW�PDNH�WKDW�¿EHU�DYDLODEOH�
to other entities.36

Municipalities were limited by whatever technology 
was available in their areas; often there were 
limited connections between facilities. The city of 
Circle Pines used Comcast lines for data transport 
but did not have direct connections between police 
DQG� ¿UH� ORFDWLRQV�� WKH� /LQR� /DNHV� &RUUHFWLRQDO�
Facility used a T1 but needed more capacity. The 
city of Ramsey, located on the western edge of the 
County, paid $1,083 per month for a T1 connection 
WR�LWV�¿UH�VWDWLRQ�

In rural sections of the County, residents and 
businesses still depended on dial-up. In some 
instances, when entities contacted providers to 
request T1 service, providers told them that it was 
not available due to the deteriorated condition of 
copper lines. On the more populated southern edge 
of the County, a limited number of businesses and 
DQFKRU�LQVWLWXWLRQV�KDG�VRPH�DFFHVV�WR�¿EHU�OLQNV�

Anchors, businesses, and local governments 
UHSHDWHGO\� UHTXHVWHG� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQV� IURP�
LQFXPEHQWV�� 4ZHVW� �QRZ� &HQWXU\/LQN�� DQG�
Comcast required the requesting entity to pay 
SURKLELWLYH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� FRVWV� WR� LQVWDOO� ¿EHU� RU�
simply refused to deploy it. Businesses, residents, 
and local governments were trapped; they needed 
better telecommunications options.

In seeking stimulus funding, the County used an 
example to illustrate its need for more investment.37 
A large medical device company located in the 
southern part of the County paid Qwest $30,000 
SHU� ¿EHU� PLOH� WR� FRQQHFW� IDFLOLWLHV� LQ� +HQQHSLQ�
County.  

:KHQ� WKH�&RXQW\� LVVXHG�DQ�5)3� IRU�D� ¿YH�PLOH�
JLJDELW� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� WKH� &RXQW\�
Government Center and its primary Sheriff’s 
building, Qwest’s bid included a monthly charge 
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4. ANOKA COUNTY

Used federal 
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of $9,320 or $111,840 per year. That would be in 
addition to the construction charges which Qwest 
did not include in the bid.38 At these prices, the 
County had little hope of connecting all the facilities 
that needed modern Internet connections.

Seeking Partners

In 2009, Anoka County created the “Connect Anoka 
&RXQW\´�SURMHFW��7KH�&RXQW\�FDOOHG�����UHVLGHQWV�LQ�
a random survey and sent paper surveys to 1,300 
local businesses. Residents reported that they 
would not have moved or built in the 
County if they had known dial-up was 
their only choice.39  Large businesses 
reported that their bandwidth use had 
tripled or quadrupled since 2007; 
they expected usage to rise even 
KLJKHU�� 6RPH� UHSRUWHG� GULYLQJ� ¿OHV�
to customers rather than emailing 
because it was faster. Eighty percent 
of residential and business survey 
respondents favored action by the 
County to improve broadband. To get 
a more complete picture, the County held meetings 
with residents, businesses, cities, school districts, 
and colleges.

In 2009, the County also met with Qwest and 
Comcast to discuss the increasing need and to 
review solutions. While the incumbents did not 
RIIHU� VXJJHVWLRQV� RU� LGHQWLI\� VSHFL¿F� DUHDV� RI�
service within the County, other ISPs expressed 
LQWHUHVW�LQ�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�D�&RXQW\�SURMHFW�40 

On November 4, 2009, Anoka County released 
an RFP to solicit partnerships for broadband 
development.41� � 7KH� &RXQW\� LQWHQGHG� WR� ¿QG� D�
private partner willing to apply for Broadband 
7HFKQRORJ\� 2SSRUWXQLWLHV� 3URJUDP� �%723��
funding offered through the American Recovery 

DQG� 5HLQYHVWPHQW� $FW� RI� ����� �$55$��� )LYH�
companies responded to the RFP, two were 
LQWHUYLHZHG��DQG�=D\R�%DQGZLGWK�//&��=D\R��ZRQ�
the contract.

Zayo is based in Boulder, Colorado. The company 
SURYLGHV�D�YDULHW\�RI�GDUN�¿EHU�DQG�OLW�VHUYLFHV�LQ����
states and Washington, D.C. The privately owned 
company also supplies carrier-neutral co-location 
and interconnection services to government 
entities and private providers. Zayo had already 
UHFHLYHG�D�¿UVW�URXQG�$55$�JUDQW�IRU�����PLOOLRQ�
WR�GHYHORS�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�LQ�UXUDO�,QGLDQD�VR�LW�KDG�

experience working with the federal 
stimulus process. 

In 2009 and 2010 Anoka County 
representatives provided information 
DERXW� WKH� SURSRVHG� SURMHFW� WR� ORFDO�
HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV��7KHLU�SURSRVDO�ZRXOG�
allow cities to connect municipal 
facilities to the network for $75 per 
month per site for 100 Mbps; the 
price for 1 Gbps connection would 
be $400 per month per facility.42   A 

2009 survey of county cities indicated municipal 
government in the County paid approximately 
$200,000 per year cumulatively to connect their 
facilities to the Internet and to connect municipal 
facilities to each other.43  At the time, County 
facilities also paid approximately $200,000 per 
year for similar connections.

&RXQW\�RI¿FLDOV�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�FLWLHV�FRXOG�FRQQHFW�
and receive lit service as soon as Zayo completed 
the network or choose to only have equipment 
placed at their facilities. If they chose the latter 
option, they would not be charged until they 
established service. Participating cities needed 
to provide necessary rights-of-way access, a 
space for equipment on location, and access for 
maintenance. 

Residents reported 

that they would not 

have moved or built in 

the County if they had 

known dial-up was their 

only choice. 



Institute for Local Self-Reliance       Anoka County 13

Some local leaders were concerned that Zayo 
had received an unfair advantage over incumbent 
providers because it received stimulus funds. 
Though this concern ignored the many ways big 
incumbents have often received government tax 
EUHDNV� DQG� VXEVLGLHV�� FRXQW\� RI¿FLDOV� DVVXUHG�
them the network would not provide last-mile 
connectivity and would be available to incumbents 
to use if they wished. The incumbent providers 
KDG�UHIXVHG�WR�DSSO\�IRU�VWLPXOXV�IXQGV�IRU�SURMHFWV�
in Anoka even though entities in the County had 
requested infrastructure upgrades for years. 
Nevertheless, Zayo’s network infrastructure would 
remain open to them. 

Over the years, many local leaders around the 
country have hoped that building open infrastructure 
would entice incumbents, particularly the big 
national cable and telephone companies, to invest 
in better last mile connections. Unfortunately, there 
are very few examples of that dynamic actually 
occurring. Regardless, Zayo’s core business lies 
LQ�OHDVLQJ�GDUN�¿EHU�WR�ODUJH�HQWLWLHV��QRW�EHLQJ�D�
service provider to businesses or residents.

&RXQW\�RI¿FLDOV�VWUHVVHG�WR�ORFDO�OHDGHUV�WKDW�WKH�
network was a cost-effective long-term strategy:

“We think we can repay the bond for what we 

are paying now and save taxpayers money,” [Anoka 

County Deputy Administrator Dave] Minke said. 

´:H·YH�JRWWHQ�VXSSRUW�>UHVROXWLRQV@�IURP�PRVW�FRXQW\�
cities.”44 

Anoka County obtained resolutions of support to 
submit with the BTOP application. In communities 
with poor service, residents went door to door with 
petitions encouraging local government action.45    
Some community leaders hesitated, wanting more 
information before they would support the BTOP 
application.46�(YHQWXDOO\��&RXQW\�RI¿FLDOV�REWDLQHG�
over 80 resolutions and letters of support from 

local businesses, school districts, libraries, cities, 
WRZQVKLSV�� FROOHJHV�� HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�� DQG�SXEOLF�
safety entities

From Idea to Implementation

Zayo and Anoka County planned a 286-mile ¿EHU�
network to serve 145 community anchor institutions 
throughout the County. The list included 56 public 
safety entities, 11 K-12 Schools, three community 
college campuses, the Anoka County Sheriff’s 
2I¿FH�� DQG� FLW\� DQG� WRZQ� KDOOV�� � 7KH� QHWZRUN�
ZRXOG� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� UHGXFH� FRQQHFWLYLW\� FRVWV� WR�
the County because each County facility would 
pay only $1 per month per facility to connect; each 
facility receives a minimum of 100 Mbps. 

:LWK����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�¿EHU�GHSOR\HG�LQ�XQGHUVHUYHG�
areas, the partners estimated the network could 
bring better connectivity to over 141,000 homes, 
assuming that some other entity or incumbent 
provider would suddenly want to invest in those 
connections. Anoka and Zayo also predicted 
private last-mile providers would eventually bring 
better connections to over 11,000 businesses 
and 600 additional anchor institutions. This was a 
more reasonable assumption as businesses and 
anchor institutions are higher margin customers 
for service providers than residents.

The partners stated in the BTOP application 
that they had met with providers interested in 
delivering residential services via the network 
but the only provider mentioned by name in the 
application was Omnicity, a wireless Internet 
VHUYLFH� SURYLGHU� WKDW� ODWHU� ¿OHG� IRU� &KDSWHU� ���
bankruptcy protection.47  Omnicity had produced 
a letter of intent to serve County residents with 
wireless service, but the plan dissolved when 
another wireless provider acquired Omnicity’s 
assets through the bankruptcy. 
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Zayo would own the infrastructure while the 
County would have an indefeasible right of use 
�,58��RI����¿EHUV��7KH�,58��KRZHYHU��UHVWULFWHG�WKH�
County to governmental and quasi-governmental 
uses, limiting its opportunities to generate 
revenue through commercial relationships.48 More 
importantly, if no incumbent provider or other 
entity decided to connect the 141,000 homes, 
the County would be in no position to step up and 
make sure they were connected.

Zayo and the County submitted the BTOP 
application in March 2010. Four months later, they 
were awarded $13.4 million for the $19.1 million 
SURMHFW��6WLPXOXV�IXQGLQJ�SDLG�IRU����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�
SURMHFW�FRVWV��:KLOH�WKH�RULJLQDO�SODQ�ZDV�WR�LVVXH�
approximately $3 million in bonds, the County 
was able to tap into its capital reserves instead 
WKXV�HOLPLQDWLQJ�WKH�QHHG�WR�ERQG�IRU�WKH�SURMHFW��
Zayo contributed the remaining $2.7 million. 
In September 13, 2011, Zayo and the County 
RI¿FLDOO\�EURNH�JURXQG�RQ�WKH�QHZ�QHWZRUN�49   

Pole attachment fees proved to be higher than 
H[SHFWHG�VR�=D\R�GHFLGHG�WR�EXU\�¿EHU�LQ�FHUWDLQ�
DUHDV� WR� NHHS� WKH� SURMHFW� PRYLQJ� IRUZDUG��
The changes required the company to amend 
environmental assessments for permits to go 
underground. The permitting process created 
PLQRU� GHOD\V� EXW� GLG� QRW� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� VORZ� WKH�
SURMHFW�� $WWDFKLQJ� WR� SROHV� DQG� HQYLURQPHQW�
DVVHVVPHQWV�FKDOOHQJHG�PDQ\�VWLPXOXV�SURMHFWV��
both public and private alike.

By the end of May 2013, Zayo connected the last 
community anchor institution - the Coon Rapids 
Head Start building.50  Every municipality in the 
County connected to the network in addition to 
145 anchor institutions.

The network consists of 84 aerial and 192 
underground miles in three 10 Gbps core redundant 
ULQJV��7KH�SURMHFW�H[WHQGV�LQWR�5DPVH\�&RXQW\�DQG�
also into Isanti County to connect the Isanti Campus 
of the Anoka Hennepin Community College. 

6DYLQJV��(IÀFLHQFLHV��	�%HQHÀWV�IRU�
Anoka

The County’s telecommunications costs are a 
fraction of what they were when it leased lines from 
incumbents. As planned, local governments pay 
nominal user fees to the County based on type of 
use, capacity, and the number of facilities connected. 

The Anoka County Internet Technology 
Department now backs up large amounts of data 
in minutes; daily backups had previously required 
more than 10 hours due to the lack of bandwidth. 
Even though staff scheduled them for overnight 
hours, backups would still be processing each 
morning when employees returned to work. 
As a result, County staff contended with slow 
computers every morning; backups now require 
30 to 60 minutes.51  

7KH� &HQWHQQLDO� )LUH� 'LVWULFW� PDLQ� RI¿FH� LQ� /LQR�
Lakes also uses the network for data and voice, 
connecting it to remote stations in Circle Pines and 
Centerville. The Fire District pays a $187 monthly 
fee to Anoka County; the old, slower connection 
was $400. 

Fridley’s Springbrook Nature Center now offers 
:L�)L�IRU�YLVLWRUV��6WDII�XVHG�WR�¿QG�RWKHU�WDVNV�WR�
keep them occupied while they waited for search 
engine results on the old connection. The Center 
now receives results in seconds via a gigabit 
connection. The City removed the old electronic 
storage server at Springbrook because the Nature 
Center now connects to City Hall’s server via the 
network. Fridley now uses VoIP service via the 
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network instead of old phone lines, saving $987 
per month – almost equal to the City’s user fees to 
Anoka County.

Fridley, Circle Pines, and Centerville are a few of 
the municipalities in the County who now have 
fast, affordable, reliable connectivity. The County 
VDYHV� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� WKURXJK� LWV� SDUWQHUVKLS� ZLWK�
=D\R� DQG� HQMR\V� EHWWHU� FRQQHFWLYLW\� WKDQ� LW� GLG�
when leasing lines from incumbents. 

Conclusion

Anoka County expected its FRXQW\ZLGH�¿EHU�RSWLF�
network to create local government savings, spur 
economic development, and attract 
providers willing to offer better 
residential options. Though the 
network has clearly created savings 
for local government it has yet to 
achieve the other two goals. Local 
businesses and residents have seen 
little change due to the network.

The County depends heavily on Zayo 
to reach out to businesses and work 
with potential residential providers. 
7KH�DUUDQJHPHQW�VDWLV¿HV�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�GHVLUH�WR�
shift operation and maintenance of the network 
to an outside party, but relinquishes much of the 
County’s control over the use of the network. 

Zayo describes itself as a bandwidth provider 
that works with most of the largest global 
telecommunications carriers. It is known for 
SURYLGLQJ� PLGGOH� PLOH� ¿EHU� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� DQG�
bandwidth to many of the large carriers, not for 
working directly with businesses that use the 
infrastructure. In short, the County seems to 
have developed the wrong expectations of its 
partner.  This is an incredibly important lesson in 
partnership: know thy partner. 

As Internet access has become infrastructure, 
local governments have to take a stronger role 
in ensuring residents and businesses have 
appropriate access. For some, this will mean 
a partnership but local governments must 

understand the business model of 
potential partners. Zayo has a core 
business focus of providing big 
pipes to big customers, not ensuring 
suburban residents and businesses 
have high quality Internet access. 
Encouraging investment in small 
EXVLQHVV� DQG� UHVLGHQWLDO� ¿EHU�
QHWZRUNV� LV� LQFUHGLEO\�GLI¿FXOW��=D\R�
should not be blamed if Anoka sees 
little progress in that area.

This is an 

incredibly 

important lesson 

in partnership: 

Know Thy Partner.
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5. CITY OF BUFFALO

Buffalo describes itself as “where the old meets 
the new.” Buffalo was a resort town in the mid-
��WK�FHQWXU\�IRU�DIÀXHQW�FLW\�GZHOOHUV��7KH�WRZQ¶V�
population would more than double in the summer 
months with tourists. Today, the community of 
15,000 located 40 miles northwest of the Twin 
Cities Metro is a bedroom community well known 
IRU� ¿VKLQJ� DQG� WKH�PDQ\� DQWLTXH�� ERXWLTXH�� DQG�
specialty shops in its quaint downtown area.

Buffalo is the county seat and operates a utility 
that provides electricity,  water and wastewater 
services, solid waste services and recycling, and 
both wired and wireless telecommunications. 

CenturyLink and Charter Communications offer 
voice, cable TV and Internet access but historically 
have not prioritized the town for investment. 
Prior to the City’s telecommunications venture, 
Qwest dial-up was the only type of data service 
in Buffalo.52  

)\ZPULZZLZ�� /LHS[O� *HYL�� 7\ISPJ� -HJPSP[PLZ�
Approach the City

In 1996, local businesses also approached the 
City requesting it take steps to improve Buffalo’s 
connectivity. Dial-up did not allow them to conduct 

routine business. Many commercial transactions 
with wholesalers or national headquarters were 
transitioning to being only online.

In the mid 1990s, the downtown banks similarly 
approached the City. In addition to better access 
WR� WKH� ,QWHUQHW�� ¿QDQFLDO� LQVWLWXWLRQV� QHHGHG� IDVW��
secure connections between branches and 
headquarters. They reasoned that Buffalo was 
good at providing electric service and that the 
FRPPXQLW\�ZRXOG�EHQH¿W�IURP�D�PXQLFLSDO�QHWZRUN��
7KH�¿QDQFLDO�LQGXVWU\�NQHZ�LW�FRXOG�WUXVW�%XIIDOR¶V�
utilities to provide these essential services. 

Local health care facilities also became engaged 
for similar reasons and Wright County saw an 
opportunity to improve communications between 
IDFLOLWLHV��QRWDEO\�D��MDLO�DQG�SXEOLF�VDIHW\�RI¿FHV�RQ�
the edges of town.

Challenges of an Early Adopter

&LW\�OHDGHUV�¿UVW�ZHQW�WR�&KDUWHU�DQG�4ZHVW�WR�
request better data services for the community. 
Both companies replied that they were only 
interested in investing in high-density areas in 
the metro. Qwest and Charter told the City that 
“someday” they may be able to bring broadband 
to the community but not in the near future.

³6RPHGD\´� ZDV� QRW� VXI¿FLHQW� IRU� %XIIDOR�� &LW\�
Administrator Merton Auger and his colleagues 
considered broadband a necessary economic 
development tool. In 1996, a group of City and 
County leaders, local businesses, and educational 
professionals formed a technology task force.53  

7KH�XWLOLW\�ZDQWHG�WR�WDNH�DGYDQWDJH�RI�¿EHU�DQG�
wireless infrastructure to establish a supervisory 
FRQWURO� DQG� GDWD� DFTXLVLWLRQ� �6&$'$�� V\VWHP��
SCADA capabilities would reduce truck rolls 
during electric outages making the utility more 
HI¿FLHQW�DQG�NHHSLQJ�HOHFWULFLW\�UDWHV�ORZ��

Local banks and 

businesses asked 

the city to build 

broadband when 

private providers 

ZRXOGQ·W��%XIIDOR�KDV�
D�ÀEHU�QHWZRUN�IRU�
businesses as well 

as wireless services 

throughout the 

community. 
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Buffalo had considerable assets that facilitated 
WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN��DQ�LPSUHVVLYH�
feat at a time when the Internet had not yet 
transitioned from nicety to necessity. Through 
its electric utility, the City had easy access to its 
rights-of-way via power poles. Buffalo was in the 
PLGVW� RI� VHYHUDO� VWUHHW� SURMHFWV� VR� LW� FRXOG� WDNH�
advantage of the excavation to install conduit and 
¿EHU�XQGHUJURXQG��

Community leaders wanted to focus on data 
services only, rather than offering the full triple 
play of telephone, cable television, and Internet 
access to the community. The City and the task 
force decided they wanted to offer carrier class 
services. Auger and the City aimed for a network 
that was highly reliable, redundant, and running 
“to the ten 9s; in other words up and running 
99.99999999% of the time.”54  Though this is an 
LPSRVVLEO\�KLJK�VWDQGDUG� �LQGXVWU\� W\SLFDOO\�DLPV�
IRU�³¿YH�QLQHV´�RU�����������LW�VKRZV�WKH�WKLQNLQJ�
of a utility that prioritizes reliability and quality of 
VHUYLFH�IDU�DERYH�SUR¿WDELOLW\�

Deploying the Network

In 1996, the City established a plan to invest 
approximately $1 million to deploy a small 
DPRXQW�RI�¿EHU�55  The School District, which had 
a history of investing in technology, contributed 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\����������WR�JHW�WKH�SURMHFW�
started. Northwestern National Bank purchased a 
$1 million tax-exempt bond and the two arranged 
D�¿YH�\HDU�PXQLFLSDO�OHDVH�SXUFKDVH�ZLWK�WKH�
City. Buffalo paid back the lease purchase 
agreement with revenues derived from the 
system. At the end of the term, Buffalo bought 
the system for $1. 

7KH� ¿UVW� GHVLJQ� ZDV� D� VWDU� WRSRORJ\�� ODFNLQJ�
UHGXQGDQF\��ZLWK�WKH�&LW\�RI¿FHV�DW�WKH�FHQWHU��7KH�
City created a new communications and Internet 
division within the utility and planned a three-

phase deployment. 
Planners intended 
to connect seven 
City buildings and 
utility sites, school 
district facilities, 
the county 
courthouse, the 
library, and three 
downtown banks. 
They planned to 

next expand deployment north from downtown to 
Highway 55 to offer connections to more banks, 
the local hospital, and the middle school. 

By the fall of 1997, District facilities used the network 
for data and telephone connections. Buffalo’s 
educators found new ways to use technology in 
teaching. In July 1998, several teachers won an 
DZDUG�IRU�WKHLU�:HE)ROLRV�SURMHFW�56  

In 1998, the City began to supply data services to 
Wright County facilities. The County established a 
new Human Services building in abandoned retail 
VSDFH�ZKHUH�RI¿FHV�QHHGHG�DFFHVV�WR�EURDGEDQG��
The existing Wright County Government Center 
and the Public Works Building north of Buffalo 
were under renovation, so the County and Buffalo 
DOVR� FROODERUDWHG� WR� LQVWDOO� ¿EHU� EHWZHHQ� WKRVH�
critical facilities. The two entities negotiated a 
lease wherein Wright County would pay $135 for 
each line for three years. According to Bill Swing, 
the County Information Services Director at the 
time, without Buffalo’s network, the County would 
KDYH�KDG�WR�LQVWDOO�LWV�RZQ�¿EHU�RSWLF�FDEOHV�57  

,Q�������WKH�&LW\�&RXQFLO�SXW�XS�WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�
for sale in what Auger described as “a moment 
of cold feet.”58  The City received low offers from 
%UHVQDQ�&DEOH�&RPSDQ\� �%UHVQDQ�� DQG� D� ORFDO�
telephone company.59  After weighing the pros 
and cons, the City Council decided to keep the 
network and develop it for the community.
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In 2000, the City began incremental expansion of 
WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN��2YHU�WKH�QH[W�VHYHUDO�\HDUV��WKH�
star design was slowly replaced with a redundant 
ring. The expansion allowed service to later be 
installed in County buildings on the edge of the 
&LW\�� %XIIDOR� KDV� FRQWLQXHG� WR� H[SDQG� LWV� ¿EHU�
network incrementally. “We always put money 
back into the system,” said City Administrator 
Merton Auger.60  

Buffalo enthusiastically embraced new ideas for 
technology to make municipal operations more 
HI¿FLHQW� IRU� WKH�JURZLQJ�FRPPXQLW\��7KH�HOHFWULF�
utility was upgrading, including building a new 
substation with new switching equipment. Police 
RI¿FHUV�XVHG�PRELOH�FRPSXWHU�WHUPLQDOV�LQ�VTXDG�
cars. Employees at the water plant used laptops 
to monitor and control pumps, valves, and holding 
tanks. City staff used GIS and GPS to map out 
water and sewer infrastructure to replace the 
City’s antiquated paper maps. The City’s rapid 
growth required new approaches. Auger told a 
reporter in 2001:

“We are dealing with growth by using technology 

WR�EHFRPH�PRUH�HIÀFLHQW�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�WR�DGG�PRUH�
staff... We are getting quicker. We are getting to the 

point where we will know more about a problem before 

ZH�HYHQ�VWDUW�WR�À[�LW�µ61 

As more residents and businesses used the 
Internet, Qwest’s dial-up service repeatedly 
struggled under the strain. In 2000, businesses 
and residents that used Qwest approached the 
City Council. Telephone calls were blocked; 
callers received “all circuits are busy” messages. 
The problem was so widespread that the City 
Council sent a letter of complaint to Qwest. The 
company responded with a letter in January 2001 
attributing the problem to rapid growth in Buffalo 
and the increasing popularity of the Internet.62  
Residents and small businesses were increasingly 
GLVVDWLV¿HG�ZLWK�WKHLU�OLPLWHG�RSWLRQV�LQ�%XIIDOR�

Expanding Access With An Affordable 

Wireless Complement 

More residents approached the City asking 
for affordable and reliable connectivity. Buffalo 
H[SORUHG� WKH� XVH� RI� ¿EHU� WR� FRQQHFW� XVHUV� EXW�
IRXQG�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�GHSOR\PHQW�FRVWV�SURKLELWLYH��

Auger and his colleagues decided to explore the 
wireless option for widespread residential service. 
The City released a Request for Proposals to 
reach potential partners.63  Buffalo decided on a 
Waverider 900 Mhz point-to-multipoint system 
using non-line of sight wireless technology. This 
means the utility would put up antennas and 
subscribers would also need an antenna but 
they would still work even if trees or buildings 
were between them. The City installed wireless 
antennas on community water towers because 
they were already connected to the network for 
utility purposes.64  The initial investment in the 
wireless system was $750,000.

The system was ready for residents and local 
businesses by November, 2001. Customers within 
1.3 miles of an antenna relied on an indoor antenna 
in their homes. Beyond that distance, homes 
usually required external antennas. Speeds were 
up to 1.6 Mbps; modems cost $550 or subscribers 
could arrange to pay $10 per month on a rent-to-
own basis. The service cost $29.99 for residents; 
businesses paid $49.99 per month with a similar 
modem arrangement.65  

7KH�&LW\�FRQWLQXHG�WR�LQYHVW�LQFUHPHQWDOO\�LQ�¿EHU�
whenever roads were opened. By 2004, Buffalo 
DOVR� EHJDQ� RIIHULQJ� GDUN� ¿EHU� VHUYLFH� WR� ORFDO�
EXVLQHVVHV�� 'DUN� ¿EHU� VHUYLFH� FRVW� ����� SHU�
PRQWK�DQG�OLW�¿EHU�VHUYLFHV�ZHUH������SHU�PRQWK��
They connected  approximately 35 commercial 
FXVWRPHUV�ZLWK�¿EHU������UHVLGHQWLDO�DQG�EXVLQHVV�
users subscribed to wireless service. Buffalo 
upgraded its wireless system in 2008 and named 
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it Bison QuantumCONNECT. This was the fourth 
upgrade in order to serve more people with faster 
wireless speeds. 

In 2010, residential rates were $14.99 per month 
for download speeds up to 512 Kbps. Today, the 
network  also offers download speeds at 5 Mbps 
for $39.99 per month, 3 Mbps for $29.99 per 
month, and 1 Mbps for $19.99 per month.  Over 
200 residential and small business subscribers 
use the wireless service. 

In 2010 the City launched the Buffalo Wireless 
,QWHUQHW� *URXS� �%:,*��� WKH� VXSSRUW� FHQWHU�
for customers. The BWIG is the antithesis of 
traditional large scale ISPs that focus primarily 
on signing up a customer but struggle to provide 
quality customer service.  Customers can call or 
YLVLW�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�RI¿FHV�IRU�KHOS�FRQ¿JXULQJ�
equipment, setting up antennas, establishing 
email accounts, etc. Technicians will also come to 
a subscriber’s home to perform installation or help 
orient antennas correctly for a nominal charge. 
The cost to launch the service was approximately 
$10,000; BWIG realized a return on the total 
investment within a year.

Economic Development With Fiber

In 2009, a Qwest line was cut, darkening every 
business subscriber in Wright County that relied 
on Qwest for service. Since that incident, more 
business customers have turned to the City to 
access its redundant network. Two independent 
SURYLGHUV� EULQJ� WKHLU� ¿EHU� QHWZRUNV� LQWR� %XIIDOR��
the City works with both. Automatic switching 
equipment at the head end ensures that if one 
line goes down, the other will automatically take 
over. Today, approximately 60 local businesses 
FRQQHFW�YLD�GDUN�RU� OLW� ¿EHU��PDQ\�DUH� UHWDLO�DQG�
manufacturing facilities. 

PenRad, a software producer that makes products 
related to mammography, came to Buffalo from 
a Twin Cities suburb in 2012 because it needed 
WKH� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN�66  PenRad required greater 
capacity and especially reliability; because Buffalo 
could meet its needs, the company brought 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\����ZHOO�SD\LQJ�MREV�WR�WRZQ�

The Centra Sota Cooperative, a customer owned 
company that provides goods and services to the 
agricultural market and urban consumers, recently 
PRYHG�WR�D�¿EHU�UHDG\�ORFDWLRQ�LQ�%XIIDOR��7KH�VLWH�
is a former car dealership; an ideal location for 
the cooperative’s large farm implement inventory, 
fertilizer, and gas for farmers. Centra Sota orders 
products from suppliers that only offer online 
catalogues. Slow dial-up made browsing and 
ordering tedious and almost impossible at their 
previous location.

'DUN�¿EHU�VHUYLFHV�IRU�EXVLQHVVHV�QRZ�FRVW������
per connection, a modest increase over in ten 
years. Banks, healthcare clinics, the hospital, and 
the County Courthouse take advantage of dark 
¿EHU�� 7KH�&LW\� DOVR� KDV� D� ���\HDU� FRQWUDFW� ZLWK�
the State of Minnesota to provide connectivity 
WR� :ULJKW� &RXQW\� IDFLOLWLHV� WKURXJK� GDUN� ¿EHU�
connections.

The City connects its eight facilities to the network 
for voice and data services. Each facility pays 
$258 per month to the utility. The City also uses the 
network for a camera system to monitor security at 
the airport, the electric substation, throughout its 
SDUN�V\VWHP��DQG�DW�VHYHUDO�WUDI¿F�LQWHUVHFWLRQV�

Today, the School District manages its own 
network with minor assistance from the City 
utility. As part of the original investment, the City 
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provided an IRU to the District for one strand of 
WKH�RULJLQDO�¿EHU��7KH�'LVWULFW�QRZ�SD\V�RQO\������
per facility. In addition to a 
GDUN� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ�
facilities, the City provides an 
Internet connection, continuous 
monitoring, and maintenance. 

The City keeps expansion 
costs low with a dig-once 
policy; whenever Public Works 
excavate streets, it also installs 
conduit. The City often installs 
¿EHU� LPPHGLDWHO\� LQ� DGGLWLRQ�
to conduit. The network has 
expanded to over 29 miles, with 
over 80 percent underground.

Since the beginning, Buffalo has reinvested 
UHYHQXHV� IURP� ¿EHU� DQG� ZLUHOHVV� GDWD� UHODWHG�
services back into the network. By 2013, revenues 
exceeded expenses by approximately $90,000 
per year.67 Auger estimates the City has invested 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\����PLOOLRQ�LQ�WKH�¿EHU�V\VWHP�LQ�WRWDO�

The City’s goal is to further expand residential 
services. The wireless network serves many 
homes, but Auger and the City Council know that 

bandwidth requirements will continue to grow. 
The City is considering a plan to expand the 

¿EHU� DQG� FRPSOHPHQW� ZLWK� D�
IRXUWK�JHQHUDWLRQ�¿[HG�ZLUHOHVV�
system, in a hybrid fashion. The 
plan would improve speed and 
leverage current assets.

Conclusion

Buffalo began its network with 

a limited investment but has 
FRPSRXQGHG� WKH� EHQH¿WV� E\�
reinvesting network revenues 
and taking advantage of other 

FDSLWDO� SURMHFWV� WR� H[SDQG� FRQGXLW� DQG� ¿EHU��
The results are impressive, from attracting new 
employers to town to improving government 
HI¿FLHQF\�� 7KH� VFKRROV� KDYH� WKH� FDSDFLW\� WKH\�
need and can upgrade without breaking their 
budgets. By making smart investments and 
retaining control of essential infrastructure, Buffalo 
can chart its own course in the new economy.

By 2013, revenues 

L_JLLKLK�L_WLUZLZ�I`�
approximately $90,000 

per year. Auger estimates 

the City has invested 

approximately $3 million in 

[OL�ÄILY�Z`Z[LT�PU�[V[HS�
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6. CITY OF CHASKA

Chaska, located approximately thirty minutes 
southwest of Minneapolis, has experienced 
steady population growth since the 1950s. 

The City provides water and wastewater services 
in addition to electricity; the Chaska Municipal 
Electric System has served the community since 
1914. In addition to landline telephone service, 
&HQWXU\/LQN� RIIHUV� OLPLWHG� FRPPHUFLDO� ¿EHU�
services under the Embarq corporate name. 
While CenturyLink and Comcast bring DSL and 
cable services to the area today, the community 
had to seek other options years ago when neither 
would provide broadband.

Growing Pains in the Schools

In the 1990’s, the schools found incumbent 
providers unable or unwilling to invest in higher 
capacity school connections than the T1 lines that 
provided 1.5 Mbps. In 1998, community leaders 
decided they could wait no longer and took action. 

“We were tired of waiting for [cable companies] 
to provide bandwidth at competitive prices,” said 
City Administrator Matt Podhradsky.68 

,Q� ������ .0&� 7HOHFRP� �&HQWXU\/LQN¶V�
SUHGHFHVVRU��ZDV� LQVWDOOLQJ�D�¿EHU�RSWLF�QHWZRUN�
DORQJ� PDMRU� FLW\� FRUULGRUV�� ,Q� H[FKDQJH� IRU�
free access to the rights-of-way, KMC installed 
PXQLFLSDO�¿EHU�WR�FRQQHFW�&LW\�IDFLOLWLHV��

%\� FRPELQLQJ� RSSRUWXQLWLHV� WR� GHSOR\� ¿EHU� LQ�
some areas with wireless complements, the 
City and School District partnered to improve 
access.  With a $100,000 Urban Challenge grant 
from the 3Com Corporation, the City launched a 
point-to-multi-point wireless wide-area network 
to complement the leased T1s as an initial 
investment in a wireless network.69  

In 2000, the City and the School District expanded 
WKH�H[LVWLQJ�¿EHU�RSWLF�QHWZRUN�WR�FRQQHFW�DOO�WKH�
existing schools and public facilities. The District 
agreed to pay construction costs and ongoing 
maintenance costs and the City would own the 
lines.70 The City would also retain a number of 
strands for its own use. The goal was to interconnect 
the school facilities and to provide connections for 
existing public facilities in Chaska.71 

The network connected City Hall, a community 
center, the government center, and its municipal 
facilities. The City created Chaska.net, an 
independent telecommunications utility, to serve 
as the ISP for the District.72  At the time, the District 
paid $3,000 per month for connectivity through 
WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�73 

In 2001, Chaska.net expanded to begin offering 
high-speed Internet services to local businesses 
YLD�WKH�FLW\�RZQHG�¿EHU�LQVWDOOHG�E\�.0&��%\�WKH�
end of the year, Chaska.net had connected seven 
businesses, demonstrating demand for better 
commercial telecom options. Chaska.net decided 
to meet the demand with a line of sight point-to-
multipoint wireless service.

Chaska.net was 

WKH�ÀUVW�EURDGEDQG�
provider in the city, 

DPRQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�
citywide wireless 

systems in the 

QDWLRQ��&LW\�ÀEHU�
provides high 

capacity, low cost 

links to schools, 

city facilities.
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Chaska.net placed antennas at City Hall, the 
Community Center, and City water towers to 
provide line of sight to local businesses; monthly 
rates ranged from $99 to $450 per month. In an 
effort to bring connectivity to the surrounding 
towns, Chaska.net installed additional antennas 
in Victoria, Waconia, Norwood Young America, 
and Shakopee. By April of 2004, 71 businesses 
subscribed to the wireless service, creating 
$16,400 per month in revenue.

At a cost of $621,000, the City felt it was time to 
experiment with low cost, self-service Internet 
access for the entire community.74 Chaska.net 
mounted 378 routers on city light poles in order to 
deploy residential Wi-Fi. 

&KDVND�¿QDQFHG� WKH�:L�)L�QHWZRUN�ZLWK�JHQHUDO�
REOLJDWLRQ� HTXLSPHQW� FHUWL¿FDWHV�� ZKLFK� ZDV�
ultimately backed by taxpayers. Chaska’s 
FHUWL¿FDWHV�ZHUH�IRU�D�IRXU�\HDU�WHUP�DW����LQWHUHVW�
for the entire amount. Chaska.net predicted that it 
ZRXOG�SD\�RII� WKH�FHUWL¿FDWHV� WKURXJK�VXEVFULEHU�
revenues and still have revenue for investment.

Unfortunately, the initial launch was not very 
successful in part because they overestimated 
customer expertise. Chaska.net was overwhelmed 
by customer calls by new subscribers who did not 
know how to use their computers. The goal was to 
offer a self-service, low-cost option for the community, 
but the community needed more handholding. 

City Administrator Matt Podhrasky said:

“The service desk calls overwhelmed us... 

WKHUH�ZDV�D�ORW�RI�¶:H�GRQ·W�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�XVH�RXU�
FRPSXWHU�·µ75 

Customer service issues coupled with technical 
glitches were slowly ironed out and improved  
the wireless service to improve over the next 
several years.

(GXFDWLRQ�%HQHÀWV

3ULRU� WR�GHYHORSLQJ�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�ZLWK� WKH�City, 
the School District leased six 1.5 Mbps T1 lines 
at a cost of $280 each; there was no wide area 
QHWZRUN� �:$1��� ,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV�� WKH�'LVWULFW�SDLG�
$1,120 per Mbps per month for six connections 
and all internal data went out to the Internet before 
reaching its destination. 

$IWHU� GHYHORSLQJ� WKH� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN� ZLWK� WKH�
City and engaging Chaska.net as its ISP, the 
district connected its facilities. Since 1999, the 
District has expanded and managed the network 
incrementally on its own. In 2013, Chaska.net 
provided 300 Mbps Internet access for $4,500 per 
month to a total of sixteen facilities, lowering the 
cost to $15 per Mbps for Internet access. 

In addition to Internet speeds 200 times faster, the 
VFKRROV�EHQH¿WWHG�IURP�
WKH� DGGLWLRQ� RI� D� ¿EHU�
wide area network at 
speeds of 4 – 40 Gbps. 
This means transferring 
¿OHV� EHWZHHQ� VFKRROV�
can happen far faster 
than downloading or 

uploading Internet content.  Students and staff 
have expanded their use of distance learning and 
cloud based applications. The WAN has improved 
VWDII�HI¿FLHQF\��6KDULQJ�ODUJH�¿OHV�RU�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�
in videoconferences, a time consuming struggle 
over the old T1 lines, became routine operations. 

The District used capital improvement bonds to 
¿QDQFH�DGGLWLRQV�WR�LWV�LQLWLDO�QHWZRUN�GHSOR\PHQW��
As the student body grew the District included 
WKH� FRVW� RI� WKH� ¿EHU� RSWLF� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� LQ� WKH�
construction costs for new facilities. Over time, the 
'LVWULFW� KDV� FRQWLQXHG� WR�H[FKDQJH�¿EHU� VWUDQGV�
for access to the City’s ROW, growing the network 
to 18 miles. 
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:KHQ�&DUYHU�&RXQW\� RI¿FLDOO\� OLW� WKH�&DUYHU/LQN�
SURMHFW��GLVFXVVHG�DERYH��WKH�6FKRRO�'LVWULFW�ZDV�
DPRQJ�WKH�¿UVW�HQWLWLHV�WR�XVH�LW�±�ERWK�WR�LQFUHDVH�
redundancy for some facilities and prepare for 
future expansion. In general, Chaska had already 
developed the expertise and assets to take full 
advantage of investments like CarverLink.

&KDVND�QHW¶V�:L�)L�QHWZRUN�KDV�EHHQ� WKH�VXEMHFW�
of multiple case studies, celebrated as one of the 
¿UVW� PXQLFLSDO� :L�)L� QHWZRUNV�
to provide affordable service to 
the entire community. While the 
VHUYLFH� KDV� EHQH¿WWHG� D� ODUJH�
segment of the population, it 
would not exist if the City had not 
¿UVW�LQYHVWHG�LQ�¿EHU�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�
IRU� EDFNKDXO�� 2Q� WKH� ÀLS� VLGH��
Chaska.net has been targeted 
by opponents of municipal 
broadband investment, who 
LJQRUH� DQ\� VRFLDO� RU� HI¿FLHQF\�
EHQH¿WV� RI� WKH� QHWZRUN�� 7KH\�
focus narrowly on its revenues 
and costs to claim it was an unwise investment.

Conclusion

7KRXJK� PDQ\� LQ� &KDVND� UHPDLQ� FRQ¿GHQW� WKDW�
the citywide Wi-Fi implementation was a wise 
decision of its time, it may no longer be a prudent 
investment moving forward due to the high cost of 
equipment upgrades.76  Additionally, Wi-Fi cannot 
provide the same speeds and level of reliability 
that many are beginning to demand. 

Fortunately, the City’s long-term investment in 
¿EHU� FRQWLQXHV� WR�PHHW� LWV� QHHGV� DQG� ZLOO� IRU� WKH�
foreseeable future. Chaska.net has expanded 
WKH�¿EHU� WR�D� WRWDO�RI����PLOHV� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�FLW\��
monitored and maintained by Zayo. Chaska also 
XVHV�WKH�¿EHU�DQG�ZLUHOHVV�QHWZRUNV�IRU�6&$'$�WR�
monitor and control water, wastewater, electric, and 
ÀRRG�FRQWURO�PHDVXUHV��7KH�PXQLFLSDO�HOHFWULF�XWLOLW\�
is in the process of installing smart meters to use the 
network for automatic metering.77 

Chaska’s students began 
EHQH¿WLQJ� IURP� VXSHULRU�
connectivity years before 
students in peer communities. 
In addition to lowering the costs 
from $1,120 per Mbps to $15 
per Mbps, the schools increased 
their Internet speeds 200 fold. 
The schools were also able 
to implement a WAN, greatly 
HQKDQFLQJ�VWDII�HI¿FLHQF\�

Chaska’s future is its own to 
FKDUW�� :LWK� WKH� ¿EHU� DVVHWV� DOUHDG\� LQ� SODFH��
it could choose to become a citywide gigabit 
FRPPXQLW\��2U�LW�FDQ�VLPSO\�HQMR\�NQRZLQJ�WKDW�WKH�
telecom bills of its municipal facilities and anchor 
institutions are far lower than they otherwise 
would be.

 In addition to lowering 

the costs from $1,120 

WLY�4IWZ�[V�����WLY�
4IWZ��[OL�ZJOVVSZ�

increased their Internet 

speeds 200 fold.



Windom lies approximately 135 miles west of 
the Twin Cities Metro and is the county seat of 
Cottonwood County. The community of 4,600 near 
the Iowa border is home to several manufacturing 
plants and many agricultural interests.

:LQGRP� 0XQLFLSDO� 8WLOLWLHV� �:08�� EHJDQ�
providing electric services to the community in 
1895, a time when private electricity companies 
regularly claimed that electric networks were too 
complicated for local governments to manage. 
The City also provides water and wastewater 
services. In 1985, WMU also began offering cable 
television services, as a number of other municipal 
utilities in small towns had long done throughout 
Minnesota and Iowa.

By the late 1990’s the community was frustrated 
at the lack of private investment in broadband 
Internet service and considered upgrading the 
cable network to begin offering telephone and 
Internet access in addition to cable. However, 
Minnesota state law required Windom to pass a 
VXSHUPDMRULW\����SHUFHQW� UHIHUHQGXP� LQ�RUGHU� WR�
“own or operate” a telephone exchange.78 

After the town placed the measure on the ballot in 
1999, the incumbent telephone company, US West 
�ODWHU�4ZHVW�DQG�QRZ�&HQWXU\/LQN���FDPSDLJQHG�
heavily against it, insisting it would upgrade 

facilities in Windom at some indeterminate point in 
the future. In an off-year election with poor turnout, 
only 48 percent of voters supported the measure. 
Local leaders labeled it dead.

However, after Qwest announced the following July 
that nearby communities but not Windom, would 
be upgraded to DSL, an outraged local citizen 
wrote the paper to call for another referendum. In 
WKH� HQVXLQJ� FRQYHUVDWLRQ� UHVLGHQWV� UHÀHFWHG� RQ�
their reasons for demanding a revote. They had 
been previously confused about the question.  
They thought the issue would pass easily and 
hadn’t voted. They had initially voted no but with 
the latest action by Qwest had changed their mind. 
After several weeks of community discussion and 
a petition with 800 signatures, local leaders put 
the question on the 2000 ballot. 

Two-thirds of the voters approved the measure, 
allowing the community to begin examining its 
options. Just because they had the authority 
did not necessarily mean the upgrade would be 
¿QDQFLDOO\�IHDVLEOH��
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7. CITY OF WINDOM

LOCAL AUTHORITY
The US National Broadband plan 
recognizes the importance of local 
authority to build networks as necessary. 
5HFRPPHQGDWLRQ������VD\V��´&RQJUHVV�
should make clear that Tribal, state, 
regional and local governments can 
EXLOG�EURDGEDQG�QHWZRUNV�µ

And a recent opinion from the DC Circuit 
&RXUW�� 9HUL]RQ� Y�� )&&�� VSHFLÀFDOO\�
noted that the Federal Communications 
Commission has the power to remove 
barriers to infrastructure deployment, 
VSHFLÀFDOO\� FLWLQJ� VWDWH� ODZV� FUHDWLQJ�
barriers to municipal networks.

7KH�ÀUVW�FLW\�LQ�
Minnesota with a 

XQLYHUVDO�ÀEHU�WR�
the-home network. 

It is now expanded 

to eight nearby 

small cities. The 

network has spurred 

job growth and 

produces a savings 

of $400,000 per year 

for the region. 



Local leaders convened a telecom working group 
in 2001, tasked with educating the community 
on options for upgrading the cable network and 
feasibility of adding new services. Over two years, 
the group considered twelve approaches before 
VHWWOLQJ� RQ� EXLOGLQJ� D� ¿EHU�WR�WKH�KRPH� QHWZRUN�
offering the “triple play” of television, Internet 
DFFHVV�� DQG� WHOHSKRQH�� � 4ZHVW� ¿QDOO\� EHJDQ�
offering DSL in Windom toward the end of 2003.79 

In 2004 Windom sold $9.5 million in revenue 
bonds. Of this, $650,000 created the bond reserve 
account and another $600,000 was earmarked for 
SD\LQJ� WKH�¿UVW� WZR�\HDUV�RI� FDSLWDOL]HG� LQWHUHVW��
$QRWKHU����������FRYHUHG�¿QDQFLQJ�FRVWV��OHDYLQJ�
approximately $8 million to build the network and 
pay the startup costs until revenues would support 
the effort. The bonds were backed 
E\� WKH� SURMHFW¶V� IXWXUH� UHYHQXHV�� QRW�
taxpayer dollars.

Demand for WindomNet services 
turned out to be even higher than 
expected, with most of the town 
subscribing to at least one of the three 
telecommunications options. Rather 
than installing equipment for 1,500 
premises as forecast, they installed 
2,000. The entire network was built underground, 
which has protected the network from accidents. 
7KH\¶YH� QHYHU� KDG� D� ¿EHU� FXW� DFFRUGLQJ� WR�
WindomNet General Manager Dan Olsen.  Since 
it costs approximately $2,000 to hook up each 
household the extra 500 installs demanded 
an extra $1 million not expected in the original 
business plan. Windom took out a $1 million line 
of credit from a local bank in 2005 to cover the 
difference.

Greater than expected demand came from 
businesses as well as residents. Fortune Trucking, 
DQ�LPSRUWDQW�ORFDO�HPSOR\HU�ORFDWHG�MXVW�RXWVLGH�RI�
town, decided to upgrade its IT systems in 2007 to 

UHPDLQ�FRPSHWLWLYH�LQ�D�¿HOG�UDSLGO\�LQWHJUDWLQJ�QHZ�
technology. Potential customers would place bids 
online and expect a rapid response. Thus, a little 
downtime translated into a big “trucking” problem. 
)RUWXQH� ¿UVW� FKHFNHG� ZLWK� WKH� ELJ� WHOHSKRQH�
company that had thus far met its needs to see if 
it could upgrade the system. After being assured 
the telephone company would upgrade, Fortune 
purchased a $30,000 IT system.80 

The trucking company quickly found that the 
telephone company either could not or would not 
provide the necessary level of service. Frustrated, 
)RUWXQH�EHJDQ�PDNLQJ�SODQV�WR�PRYH�WKH�RI¿FH�WR�
a location with better service in a different state. 
They also called Dan Olsen. In an interview with 
MPR, Olsen recalled some urgency to the call: 

“Dan, you need to get your butt out 
here now.”81 

Thirty days later, WindomNet 
KDG� H[WHQGHG� ¿EHU� RYHU� D� PLOH�
RXWVLGH� RI� WRZQ�� NHHSLQJ� ��� MREV�
in the community. Now when any 
company tries to convince Fortune 
to switch away from WindomNet, 
they decline, saying: “It’s a great 
relationship. When there is a 

problem, I call and it’s taken care of. It’s great to 
have a local company to deal with.”82 

$IWHU� H[SHQGLQJ� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� PRUH� FDSLWDO� WKDQ�
H[SHFWHG� GXH� WR� KLJKHU� WKDQ� SURMHFWHG� GHPDQG�
and the Fortune Trucking expansion, Windom 
sold $2.365 million in short term general obligation 
bonds in 2007. Unlike the revenue bonds, these 
bonds came with the explicit backing of Windom’s 
full faith and credit. The bonds repaid the line 
of credit from the bank and internal loans to the 
SURMHFW�IURP�RWKHU�FLW\�IXQGV�

During the economic uncertainty of 2009, Windom 
FKRVH�WR�UH¿QDQFH�LWV�VKRUW�WHUP�ERQGV�DJDLQ�XVLQJ�
general obligation bonds. The $2.4 million GO 

Institute for Local Self-Reliance       City of Windom 25

Thus, a little 

downtime translated 

PU[V�H�IPN�¸[Y\JRPUN¹�
WYVISLT�



bond repaid the 2007 debt. Meanwhile, Windom 
was working with nearby towns on a plan to apply 
for federal broadband stimulus funds to expand 
WKH� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN� WKURXJKRXW� WKH� UHJLRQ�� 7KDW�
network, the Southwest Minnesota Broadband 
Service, began connecting households in 2012 
and is discussed below.

Key Trade-offs

Windom’s business plan did not 
FDOO�IRU�EUHDNLQJ�HYHQ�¿QDQFLDOO\�
until 2011, a challenge they 
would ultimately come close 
to meeting. But rather than be 
D� VODYH� WR� ¿QDQFLDO� PLOHSRVWV�
WindomNet struck a balance 
by continuing to invest in new 
capacity.

The largest local employer, 
a Toro manufacturing plant, 
upgraded from 100 Mbps 
service to 1 Gbps in 2010, 
giving it faster connectivity 
in Windom than company locations in the Twin 
Cities.83  Despite the continuing impact of the 
UHFHVVLRQ�� 7RUR� DGGHG� ��� MREV� WR� WKDW� SODQW� LQ�
2010.

In the same year, the local hospital became 
an anchor-tenant on WindomNet after its long 
contract with the telephone company expired. 
Expanding connections to the hospital was costly 
but allowed the hospital to spend less on its 315 
phone lines. With the higher capacity connections, 
the hospital began taking greater advantage 
of video conferencing and remote reading of 
diagnostic imagining. 

%XLOGLQJ�¿EHU�SDWKV� WR�)RUWXQH�7UXFNLQJ�DQG� WKH�
hospital delayed the point at which WindomNet 
could break even. These are the kinds of trade-

offs a community owned network often makes 
– improving connectivity for indirect community 
EHQH¿WV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�PD[LPL]LQJ�VKRUW�WHUP�SUR¿WV��
In this case the result for Windom has been more 
MREV�� D� VWURQJHU� HFRQRP\� DQG� PRUH� HI¿FLHQW�
health care.

WindomNet offers higher 
speeds at lower rates than 
CenturyLink. In Windom, as 
in many peer communities, 
CenturyLink’s DSL peaks at 
DGYHUWLVHG�UDWHV�RI�MXVW���RU����
Mbps downstream and less than 
1 Mbps upstream. However, 
many people report that their 
speeds are considerably below 
advertised rates. CenturyLink’s 
connections are priced from 
���� ������EHIRUH� WKH�¿QH�SULQW�
fees are factored in.  A 10/2 
0ESV� �GRZQ�XS�� FRQQHFWLRQ�
from WindomNet runs $38 and 
30/20 is $68. They also offer 
a 60/40 Mbps connection as 
well as a full gig for those who 

need it, whether a manufacturing plant or single 
entrepreneur. 

Small Town Challenges

Given the challenges of its small size and remote 
location Windom has been extraordinarily 
successful. Conventional network economics 
suggest that a triple play network needs at least 
������VXEVFULEHUV�WR�SD\�WKH�VXEVWDQWLDO�¿[HG�DQG�
RSHUDWLQJ�FRVWV�RI�D�WULSOH�SOD\�¿EHU�QHWZRUN��%XW�
JLYHQ�LWV�VL]H�:LQGRP�KDV�MXVW�RYHU�������SRWHQWLDO�
subscribers between households and businesses. 
The small base left Windom with little margin 
for error even given the fact that most residents 
took service from the network. Communities 
considering a triple play municipal network are 
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These are the kinds of trade-offs 

a community owned network 

has to make – improving 

connectivity for indirect 

FRPPXQLW\�EHQHÀWV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�
PD[LPL]LQJ�VKRUW�WHUP�SURÀWV��

Over the longer term, these 

investments can pay dividends 

far beyond monthly revenue. 

Windom has more jobs, a 

stronger economy and more 

HIÀFLHQW�KHDOWK�FDUH�GXH�WR�WKH�
network and decisions they 

made.
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well-advised to partner with nearby towns and/
or townships rather than attempting to recreate 
Windom’s approach.

Compounding the challenge of its scale was its 
distance from an affordable Internet connection. 
Windom needed a high capacity connection 
to the wider Internet to take full advantage of 
LWV� ¿EHU� V\VWHP�� 5XUDO� DUHDV� RIWHQ� ¿QG� WKH� RQO\�
connections out of town are maintained by the 
incumbent telephone and cable companies that 
use their monopoly power to price the circuits 
KLJK��8QWLO�WKH�EURDGEDQG�VWLPXOXV�SURMHFWV�EURNH�
many of these backhaul monopolies in rural 
$PHULFD��VPDOO� WRZQV�ZLWK�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�KDG� WR�
offer far slower Internet connections than their 
¿EHU� QHWZRUN� FRXOG� KDQGOH� GXH� WR� WKH� EDFNKDXO�
bottleneck. 

Windom solved its backhaul limitation by partnering 
ZLWK� RWKHU� ,63V� DQG� JHWWLQJ� D� ¿EHU� URXWH� DOO� WKH�
way into Minneapolis. The network now has a co-
location facility in its network operations center 
that allows other ISPs to take advantage of its fast 
connections as well.

Another challenge Windom faced was the growing 
competition for video services from the satellite 
television companies. Windom’s total number of 
cable subscribers began decreasing in 2003 and 
never fully recovered in town, making it harder 
for WindomNet to meet its business plan goals. 
+RZHYHU��:LQGRP�KDV�EHQH¿WWHG�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV�
by offering its services in neighboring communities. 
Supported by a federal broadband stimulus award, 
HLJKW�QHDUE\�WRZQV�MRLQHG�WRJHWKHU�WR�EXLOG�D�¿EHU�
network managed by WindomNet.

Southwest Minnesota Broadband Ser-

vices - SMBS

The town of Windom was hardly alone in being 
left behind by the big, corporate telephone and 
cable companies. When the federal broadband 
stimulus programs were unveiled, eight nearby 
FRPPXQLWLHV� UHFRJQL]HG�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\� WR�¿QDOO\�
bring modern telecommunications services to 
WKHLU� DUHDV� E\� EXLOGLQJ� WKHLU� RZQ� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN�
that would build on WindomNet’s success. They 
FRXOG�EXLOG�D�UXUDO�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�WR�
invest in a costly head end, voice switch, or other 
equipment that WindomNet already maintained.

-DFNVRQ��/DNH¿HOG��5RXQG�/DNH��%LQJKDP�/DNH��
Brewster, Wilder, Heron Lake, and Okabena 
lacked access to broadband in 58 percent of 
the combined area and another 34 percent only 
had access up to 1.5 Mbps down.84 Jackson and 
/DNH¿HOG� KDG� SUHYLRXVO\� HDFK� EXLOW� WKHLU� RZQ�
cable systems but decided not to upgrade to 
¿EHU� GXH� WR� WKH� KLJK� FRVWV� UHODWLYH� WR� WKH� VPDOO�
SRSXODWLRQ��$IWHU� EHLQJ� WROG� E\� &HQWXU\7HO� �QRZ�

MUNICIPAL NETWORKS
& SMALL BUSINESSES

A recent report from the General 
$FFRXQWLQJ� 2IÀFH� ORRNHG� ERWK� DW�
broadband projects funded by the 
broadband stimulus programs and 
municipal networks to analyze the 
impact on small businesses. They found 
these networks tend to have higher 
speeds and lower prices.
´$FFRUGLQJ� WR� VPDOO� EXVLQHVVHV� *$2�
met with, the speed and reliability of 
their broadband service improved after 
they began using federally funded or 
PXQLFLSDO�QHWZRUNV�µ
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CenturyLink) that the community would “never” 
get faster than dial-up to due to their size, Round 
Lake built its own wireless network in 2002 to 
ensure broadband availability.85 When commercial 
providers continued to ignore Brewester, Heron 
Lake, and Okabena, Round Lake expanded the 
wireless network to them as well.

The Southwest Minnesota Broadband Services 
QHWZRUN�SDVVHV�������UHVLGHQFHV��LQFOXGLQJ�����
homes outside the towns, mostly farms), 292 
businesses, and 50 anchor institutions. Each 
participating town has a representative on the 
board of directors and the subscribers from the 
pre-existing cable and wireless systems were 
transferred to SMBS. 

The SMBS assets are owned by the eight 
communities via a Joint Powers Agreement. The 
$12.7 million stimulus award was split evenly 
into a grant and loan. To raise the rest of the 
FRVW�RI�WKH�QHWZRUN��¿YH�RI�WKH�WRZQV�FRQWULEXWHG�
DQ�DJJUHJDWH�DPRXQW� MXVW� XQGHU����PLOOLRQ��$QG�
Jackson County made an upfront payment of 
$500,000 in return for $1 million worth of services 
over the following 20 years.

SMBS began connecting customers in early 2012 
and already has well more than half of those 
passed taking services. Their goal is to serve over 
������ FXVWRPHUV� LQ� WKH� ¿UVW� ¿YH� \HDUV� DQG� WKH\�
presently have over 2,600 served. They are even 
VHHLQJ�VLJQL¿FDQW�GHPDQG�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�WHUULWRU\�
they presently serve – Dan Olsen noted they could 
KDYH�D�IXOO�WLPH�SHUVRQ�MXVW�DQVZHULQJ�FDOOV�IURP�
people asking them to expand.

In addition to providing the region with Internet 
access far faster, more reliable, and more 
affordable than the big carriers would, the 
network has helped local governments to be more 
HI¿FLHQW��+DYLQJ�DOUHDG\�LPSOHPHQWHG�LWV�RZQ�*,6�
system, Cottonwood County is now able to share 
the application with these towns and eliminate 

duplicated systems. Being a high bandwidth 
application, local governments need cannot use it 
unless they have high capacity connections.

3ULYDWH� EXVLQHVVHV� ZHUH� DPRQJ� WKH� ¿UVW�
supporters of SMBS, submitting letters of support 
to the federal government as part of the broadband 
stimulus application. The city of Jackson had 
been seeking a solution for better connectivity 
to its industrial park for some time because its 
paltry 1.5 Mbps service was unlikely to attract 
new businesses. In fact, when employees showed 
up to work each morning, “there is such a drain 
on bandwidth that the rest of the community’s 
Internet users suffer.”86 It wasn’t only businesses 
publicly lining up to support the investment, the 
First Baptist Church and Sanford Jackson Medical 
Center also endorsed the initiative.

Success or Failure?

7KURXJKRXW� LWV� ¿UVW� GHFDGH� RI� RSHUDWLRQ��
WindomNet has been regularly condemned in the 
state capital by lobbyists for incumbent telephone 
DQG�FDEOH��,WV�¿QDQFLDO�ORVVHV�LQ�WKH�VWDUWXS�\HDUV�
were offered as “proof” that it was a failure despite 
the fact that these kinds of networks always run 
losses in early years – it is built into the business 
SODQ��$V�:LQGRP1HW¶V�¿QDQFLDO�QXPEHUV�LPSURYHG��
critics claimed taxpayer dollars were supporting 
the network. Actually, the network has been 
overwhelmingly built with private investor dollars. 
More importantly, many of the big cable and 
telephone companies regularly receive subsidies, 
including tax incentives, universal service funds, 
DQG�WKH�EHQH¿WV�PDQ\�FDEOH�FRPSDQLHV�UHFHLYHG�
for decades from being a sanctioned monopoly. 
:LQGRP1HW� OLNHO\� EHQH¿WHG� OHVV� IURP� WD[SD\HU�
subsidies than those who regularly attack it.

Our examination of Windom initially found that 
the network could potentially have received 
approximately $1.2 million from local taxpayers 



Institute for Local Self-Reliance       City of Windom 29

DV�ZHOO�DV�¿QDQFLDO�EDFNLQJ�RI�ORZHU�FRVW�JHQHUDO�
obligation bonds for part of its history. But on 
closer examination, we actually found that some 
of taxpayer funds budgeted for the network were 
never used or came from net revenues from 
the cable service in earlier years.87 We believe 
Windom has used less than $500,000 of taxpayer 
dollars to support the network since 2004. But 
DV� DQ� LQGLFDWLRQ� RI� SUHVHQW� GD\� ¿QDQFLDO� KHDOWK��
network expenses have been roughly in balance 
with revenues after depreciation in recent years.

Assuming Windom did spend 
some $500,000 of taxpayers’ 
PRQH\�� ZKDW� DUH� WKH� EHQH¿WV� WR�
taxpayers from that expenditure? 
,I�ZH�LJQRUHG�DOO�WKH�RWKHU�EHQH¿WV�
of WindomNet and solely focus 
on direct economic development 
EHQH¿WV�� VDYLQJ� ��� )RUWXQH�
7UXFNLQJ� MREV� WUDQVODWHV� LQWR� D�
FRVW� SHU� MRE� VDYHG� RI� ���������
This is substantially better than 
Minnesota’s JOBZ Program to 
spur economic development 
�������������������SHU�MRE��88 

<HW� :LQGRP1HW� KDV� EHQH¿WHG�
the community in many more 
ways than keeping Fortune Trucking in town. It 
connects many key employers, from Toro to the 
KRVSLWDO�� PDNLQJ� WKHP� PRUH� HI¿FLHQW�� $QG� VWLOO�
more businesses currently lacking affordable, 
reliable, and fast Internet access in Cottonwood 
County will eventually be connected.

In addition to meeting business needs, the 
network supplies a 10 Gbps ring connecting both 
Cottonwood and Jackson counties to the state. 
The counties also use the network to share IT 
resources and a phone system, helping to stretch 
taxpayer dollars. 

6RPH� RI� WKH� QHWZRUN� EHQH¿WV� DUH� FXOWXUDO�� ,Q�
2013, with the Windom Robotics team in Anaheim 
for the VEX Robotics World Championship, 
residents could cheer their team on television 
after WindomNet “worked some magic” to put the 
live feed on a cable channel.89   

WindomNet provides IT services valued at $7,500 
per year to the City at no charge. Municipal facilities 
and the library have access to much faster speeds 
than they would in WindomNet’s absence, yet pay 
a fraction of what those connections would cost 

from a private provider. Assuming 
that difference saved only $20 per 
month per connection, the savings 
from all 37 connections would be 
almost $9,000 per year. 

The SMBS expansion resulted 
in calls from one town to another 
being untolled rather than 
long distance. With over 2,500 
households taking telephone 
service between Windom and 
SMBS, if the average household 
DYRLGV� MXVW� ��� PLQXWHV� RI� WROOHG�
calling each month at $.1 per 
minute, the cumulative savings 

are $90,000 per year.

Windom has over 1,000 subscribers to its Internet 
access service, which are priced about $10 per 
month below CenturyLink’s advertised rates for 
the two common lower speed tiers. The savings 
per household are over $100 per month and in 
aggregate over $100,000 per year. SMBS also 
has approximately 2,000 subscribers to Internet 
access, some of whom would have been paying 
much more for satellite Internet access. This 
group represents yet another aggregate savings 

in excess of $200,000 per year.

Some of the network 

EHQHÀWV�DUH�FXOWXUDO��
In 2013, with the 

Windom Robotics team 

in Anaheim for the 

VEX Robotics World 

Championship, residents 

could cheer their team 

on television after 

WindomNet “worked 

some magic” to put 

the live feed on a cable 

channel.
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Over 10 years, a $500,000 investment has yielded 
PLOOLRQV�LQ�FRPPXQLW\�VDYLQJV�DQG�EHQH¿WV��7KRVH�
savings have rapidly increased since SMBS 
launched and will likely continue growing.

With this full analysis, a possible $500,000 infusion 
into WindomNet looks a lot less like a subsidy and 
a lot more like a wise investment in the future of 
WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�WKH�UHJLRQ��*LYHQ�WKH�EHQH¿WV�
of expanding the network over more communities, 
WKH� QHWZRUN¶V� ¿QDQFLDO� SRVLWLRQ� VKRXOG� RQO\�
improve over time. 

The addition of so many additional subscribers 
from the SMBS expansion suggests that 
:LQGRP1HW�ZLOO�QR�ORQJHU�QHHG�¿QDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�
from the town. Indeed, as WindomNet grows it 
will begin contributing back to the general fund 
LQ� 3L/27� �SD\PHQWV� LQ� OLHX� RI� WD[HV���:LQGRP¶V�
municipal owned electricity utility, for example, 
has long paid $175,000 per year into the general 
fund.  

,Q�������:LQGRP�UH¿QDQFHG�DOO�WKH�QHWZRUN�GHEW�
into revenue bonds with a term of 20 years. The 
$11,205,000 retired the previous debts and is not 
a general obligation of Windom, which means 
the investors are again assuming risk from the 
SURMHFW�� QRW� WD[SD\HUV�� 7KH� WRWDO� FRVW� RI� WKH�
WindomNet network is in the range of $12 million, 
WKH�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�PDMRULW\�RI�ZKLFK�ZLOO�KDYH�EHHQ�
paid by subscribers to the system. 

Conclusion

%XLOGLQJ� DQG� RSHUDWLQJ� D� WULSOH� SOD\� ¿EHU�WR�
the-home network is a very challenging task, 
particularly for a small town. Windom shows that it 
can be worth the effort, but it is never easy. 

:LQGRP1HW�LV�GHOLYHULQJ�EHQH¿WV�WR�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
ZHOO�LQ�H[FHVV�RI����������SHU�\HDU��D�VLJQL¿FDQW�
amount for the region. They have access to higher 
capacity connections than most metro residents 
and far better customer service than is found from 
any of the national companies. 

Having established SMBS, WindomNet is 
now helping the larger region to be a leader in 
connectivity for the state. Moving forward, the 
network will almost certainly continue to expand, 
giving still more rural residents and businesses 
the opportunity to take advantage of modern 
technologies. 

WINDOMNET COMMUNITY 
BENEFITS

7KHVH�DUH�VRPH�RI�WKH�EHQH¿WV�ZH�FRXOG�DWWDFK�
a dollar value to, each is a per year estimate.

$7,500 – IT Services to Windom

$9,000 – Conservative estimate of savings for 
municipal department connections

$90,000 – Community savings from lower long-
distance charges

$100,000 – Windom’s aggregate Internet 
access savings

$200,000 – SMBS aggregate Internet access 
savings

TOTAL: $406,500 – Estimate of yearly 
FRPPXQLW\�EHQH¿WV�IURP�:LQGRP1HW



8. CITY OF MONTICELLO

0RQWLFHOOR� LV� MXVW�RII� ,QWHUVWDWH�����DSSUR[LPDWHO\�
40 miles northwest of Minneapolis. The city boasts 
nearly 13,000 residents. Since 2009, Monticello 
is the only city in the United States, possibly on 
WKH� SODQHW�� ZLWK� WZR� FLW\ZLGH� ¿EHU�WR�WKH�KRPH�
SURMHFWV�FRPSHWLQJ�KHDG�WR�KHDG��

Prior to Fibernet, most residents and businesses 
had a choice between telephone service and slow 
'6/�IURP�7'6�7HOHFRP��D�)RUWXQH�����FRPSDQ\�
headquartered in Madison, WI) and moderately 
faster Internet access and television from Charter, 
�ZKLFK� ZLOO� EHFRPH� WKH� QDWLRQ¶V� VHFRQG� ODUJHVW�
cable company if Comcast is allowed to take over 
Time Warner Cable.)

Back in 2005, local businesses were complaining 
WR�HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�DERXW�VORZ��XQUHOLDEOH�,QWHUQHW�
access. Bill Tapper, a local business owner, told 
MPR: 

“My employees would sometimes take the data 

home where they had a better Internet connection 

than we did and do their uploads at night.”  90

TDS Telecom insisted it was meeting existing 
demand while Charter cable refused to wire any 
industry or business park unless businesses paid 
an upfront connection fee that few felt they could 
afford.

In May, 2005 the City Council appointed a Task 
Force to investigate options for the community. 
A feasibility study was completed in September, 
2006. As part of that study, a survey of residents 
and businesses found very strong demand for 
lower priced services. Residents were more 
interested in cable television than Internet access 
but businesses focused on lowering the cost of 
Internet access. Judging from survey results, 
neither group particularly cared whether local 
government provided the service or not, each was 
focused on lowering their telecommunications bills.

8QOLNH�WKH�YDVW�PDMRULW\�RI�PXQLFLSDO�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�
built in the U.S., Monticello did not operate its own 
municipal electric company. Instead it developed 
partnership with HBC, a local telecommunications 
company.  Monticello would own the network and 
HBC would operate it. To reduce risk to the City 
and avoid using any taxpayer dollars, Monticello 
planned to issue unbacked revenue bonds to 
private investors. If the network failed to generate 
VXI¿FLHQW�UHYHQXHV��WKHQ�LQYHVWRUV��QRW�WD[SD\HUV�
would bear the losses.
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OTHER MINNESOTA 
EXAMPLES

Local governments have been much more 
involved in delivering telecommunications 
than many realize. Crosslake and Barnesville 
have long been incumbent providers in the 
community. 
3LQH�&LW\�EXLOW�D�ÀEHU�EDFNERQH�DQG�(DJDQ�KDV�
EXLOW� D� ÀEHU� ORRS��ERWK� WR� VHUYH�EXVLQHVVHV��
Many school districts operate on publicly 
RZQHG� ÀEHU�� ZKHWKHU� IURP� WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\��
county, or their own asset. 

7KH�FLW\�EXLOW�D�ÀEHU�
to-the-home network 

in a partnership with a 

private ISP. Following 

a disruptive lawsuit, 

Fibernet has struggled 

ÀQDQFLDOO\�EXW�WKH�
community has saved 

millions by introducing 

real competition. 



In October and November 2006 the city held a 
VHULHV� RI� HGXFDWLRQDO� IRUXPV� WR� GLVFXVV� D� ¿EHU�
network that would be available to every resident 
and business in Monticello. By the end of the year, 
the Industrial Development Committee passed a 
resolution recommending the City Council bond 
IRU�WKH�¿EHU�RSWLF�SURMHFW�

In September, 2007 Monticello held a referendum, 
per Minnesota law, on whether its citizens wanted 
to own and operate a telephone exchange. TDS 
and Minnesota cable companies teamed up to 
RSSRVH�WKH�QHWZRUN��SURGXFLQJ�JORVV\�À\HUV�DQG�
KLULQJ�DQ�RXW�RI�VWDWH�¿UP� WR�FDOO�SRWHQWLDO�YRWHUV�
with misleading claims that the network would cost 
taxpayers $26 million, which actually was the full 
cost of the system to be paid for by issuing bonds. 
Despite being wildly outspent, those in favor of 
a municipally owned network won 74 percent of 
the vote, far in excess of the 65 percent required 
by the antiquated Minnesota law for a network to 
provide telephone services.91  

TDS Sues

After the referendum, Monticello focused on 
¿QDQFLQJ� WKH� QHWZRUN�� 7KH\� XQGHUVWRRG� WKDW�
offering unbacked revenue bonds would come 
with a higher interest rate because investors were 
taking on more risk than if they pledged the full 
faith and credit of taxpayers. Just as the City was 
VHOOLQJ� ERQGV� WR� LQYHVWRUV�� 7'6� ¿OHG� D� ODZVXLW�
claiming the City was prohibited by Minnesota law 
IURP� ¿QDQFLQJ� WKH� SURMHFW� ZLWK� UHYHQXH� ERQGV��
Forced to make a quick decision, Monticello 
GHFLGHG� WR�FRPSOHWH� WKH�ERQG�VDOH�DQG�¿JKW� WKH�
lawsuit. They issued $26.5 million in bonds at a 
6.75 percent interest rate.

In hindsight, the TDS strategy was devilishly 
brilliant: Delay construction of the network, giving 
TDS the time to build its own network, increase 
the cost of borrowing for Monticello, and tie up 
city resources. It didn’t matter that multiple courts 
ruled against TDS, it didn’t expect to win the case. 
$QG�E\�WKH�WLPH�WKH�¿QDO�FRXUW�KDG�UXOHG�DJDLQVW�LW�
lasting damage had been done.

As the case began working its way through the legal 
system, TDS began rapidly upgrading its old copper 
QHWZRUN�WR�¿EHU��GHVSLWH�LWV�SUHYLRXV�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�
its existing system was perfectly adequate. The 
Monticello Times described it this way: 

“Meanwhile, TDS announced it will be improving its 

RZQ�ÀEHU�RSWLF�VHUYLFHV�WR�0RQWLFHOOR��D�PRYH�WKDW�LV�
¶REYLRXVO\�LQ�UHVSRQVH·�WR�WKH�VSHFLDO�HOHFWLRQ�KHOG�ODVW�
fall, according to spokesperson Drew Peterson, who is 

7'6·�GLUHFWRU�RI�OHJLVODWLYH�DQG�SXEOLF�UHODWLRQV�µ

Monticello, meanwhile, had to keep the bond 
proceeds in an escrow account. Recognizing 
the court case would last longer than the 2008 
construction season in Minnesota, the city council 
GHFLGHG� WR� EXLOG� D� VPDOOHU� ¿EHU� ORRS� WR� FRQQHFW�
community anchor institutions and businesses in 
downtown and a business park. Unable to use the 
ERQG� IXQGV�� WKH\� SDLG� IRU� WKH� SURMHFW� RXW� RI� WKH�
city’s reserves, creating a loan that was repaid 
once the bond funds were available.  Some on 
the city council apologized to the public, noting 
that they had promised the network would not use 
taxpayer dollars but felt they had to move forward 
ZLWK�DW�OHDVW�D�VPDOO�SURMHFW�LQ������

$V� SDUW� RI� WKDW� SURMHFW�� WKH� FLW\� DVNHG� 7'6� WR�
HQJDJH� LQ� MRLQW� WUHQFKLQJ�� ZKHUH� WKH\� ZRXOG�
cooperate in placing conduit in the same corridors 
at the same time, potentially saving both entities 
PLOOLRQV�RI�GROODUV��7'6�LJQRUHG�WKH�¿UVW�OHWWHU�DQG�
then turned down the offer after a second letter, 
claiming it would be “anti-competitive” to coordinate 
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in a standard dig once fashion. Joint trenching is a 
common industry practice that violates neither the 
spirit nor letter of antitrust laws.

Without getting lost in the details, the TDS lawsuit 
against Monticello hinged on whether Internet 
access could be considered a “utility or other 
public convenience” and whether bond proceeds 
could be used to pay for the startup costs of a 
SURMHFW��$V�RWKHU�SURMHFWV�LQ�0LQQHVRWD�KDG�XVHG�
bond proceeds for startup costs and Windom had 
long operated a triple play network, TDS stood on 
dubious legal ground.92 

-XGJH�-DVSHU�GLVPLVVHG� WKH�FDVH�ZLWK�SUHMXGLFH�
on October 8, 2008, opening a 30 day window for 
7'6�WR�DSSHDO�WKH�GHFLVLRQ��2Q�GD\�����7'6�¿OHG�
the paperwork to appeal. After another six months 
RI� ZDLWLQJ�� WKH�&RXUW� RI�$SSHDOV� DI¿UPHG� -XGJH�
Jasper’s decision. A few weeks later on Jun 16, 
������WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�GHQLHG�WKH�¿QDO�SHWLWLRQ�
for review from TDS, and Monticello was free to 
¿QDOO\�XVH�LWV�IXQGV�WR�EXLOG�WKH�QHWZRUN�

The end of the case was bittersweet for Monticello. 
Though it would ultimately recover some of the 
losses from the year-long delay in a settlement 
from TDS, it still had to pay interest on the bonds for 
an additional year without revenues. It was nearly 
a year behind in subscribers and assets relative to 
LWV�GHEW�FRVWV�±�WKLV�ZRXOG�SURYH�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�IDFWRU�
LQ�0RQWLFHOOR¶V�VXEVHTXHQW�¿QDQFLDO�WURXEOHV���

Fierce Competition

7KH� RWKHU� VLJQL¿FDQW� IDFWRU� ZDV� WKH� FXWWKURDW�
competition that commenced when Fibernet 
Monticello began operating in mid-2010. It 
had a strong start with some 1,200 subscribers 
despite the late 2009 commencement of 
citywide construction. HBC operated the triple-
play network, offering television, telephone, and 

Internet services to residents and businesses at 
far faster speeds than were previously available, 
and at prices far lower than were previously 
available within the community.

Charter Cable and TDS Telecom both dramatically 
lowered their prices while TDS Telecom had also 
improved its network to offer triple play services. 

In most cases where municipalities have built 
¿EHU�WR�WKH�KRPH� QHWZRUNV�� WKH� FDEOH� FRPSDQ\�
remains a strong competitor by cutting rates and 
sometimes increasing available speeds. The 
telephone company typically continues offering 
a slow, low cost DSL product, effectively ceding 
WKH� KLJK� VSHHG� FRPSHWLWLRQ� WR� FDEOH� DQG� ¿EHU�
SURYLGHUV��%XW�WKH�7'6�XSJUDGH�WR�¿EHU�UHVXOWHG�LQ�
three high speed competitors. Fibernet Monticello 
offered packages from 10 Mbps to 50 Mbps, 
V\PPHWULFDO� �ERWK� XSVWUHDP� DQG� GRZQVWUHDP���
TDS offered up to 50 Mbps down and 20 Mbps 
up. Charter was stuck at 30 Mbps down and an 
HVWLPDWHG���XS� �FDEOH�FRPSDQLHV�RIWHQ�KLGH� WKH�
upload speed as it is so much slower). 

Charter responded to the newly competitive 
market with one of the most aggressive price 
cuts ILSR has ever seen. It sent sales people 
door to door with an offer of every cable channel 
in the lineup plus its top speeds for a two-year 
guaranteed rate of $60 per month. Tech news 
VLWH�$UV�7HFKQLFD�FDOOHG�&KDUWHU�DQG�YHUL¿HG� WKH�
offer was real.93  That same package cost $145 
per month in other Charter cities in Minnesota like 
Buffalo, Rochester, and Duluth. Either Charter 
ZDV� DEVRUELQJ� VLJQL¿FDQW� ORVVHV� LQ� 0RQWLFHOOR�
RU� ZDV� PDNLQJ� DVWRQLVKLQJ� SUR¿WV� LQ� LWV� RWKHU�
FLWLHV�� &KDQQHO� FRQWUDFW� FRVWV� DUH� VXEMHFW� WR�
non-disclosure agreements, but every expert we 
consulted concluded Charter must have been 
losing money every month for each household 
taking that offer. A company with revenues of 
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over $8 billion in 2013, Charter decided to sell its 
services at a loss for years in an effort to deny 
market share to Fibernet. 

After Charter took the offer door to door around 
the community, Fibernet’s growth stalled. Asked 
about the issue in the Monticello Times, City 
Administrator Jeff O’Neill said, 

Predatory pricing and competitive pricing are two 

GLIIHUHQW�WKLQJV��:H�GLGQ·W�H[SHFW�WKH�WKLUG�ODUJHVW�
cable TV company in the country to offer services at 

IDU�OHVV�WKDQ�LW�FRVWV�WKHP�WR�SURYLGH�LW��,W·V�DQ�HIIRUW�WR�
use the revenues from the Buffalos and Big Lakes to 

rub out their competition [in Monticello].94 

Neither the Federal Communications Commission 
nor the Federal Trade Commission evinced any 
interest in investigating these 
types of potential antitrust 
violations, a sad reminder of 
how cities are disadvantaged 
when competing against 
national cable and telephone 
companies.

In some ways, the initial survey 
of residents and businesses 
foreshadowed this possible 
outcome. The largest concern 
from respondents was price. 
Residents wanted to pay less 
and businesses both wanted 
to pay less and have better 
Internet access. Fibernet 
forced the prices down from all providers but 
the entrenched incumbents could lower prices 
below Fibernet’s cost by cross-subsidizing from 
other communities where they did not face 
real competition. The question was whether 
enough people would support Fibernet due to 
better customer service or simply because they 
recognized that if Fibernet failed, the great deals 

from its competitors would quickly evaporate. 
Thus far, the evidence suggests that most of the 
population prefers to take the temporary deals 
from TDS and Charter.

Having lost an entire year to the lawsuit and then 
facing predatory pricing, Fibernet was unable to 
sign up enough subscribers to meet its revenue 
SURMHFWLRQV��IRUFLQJ�ORFDO�OHDGHUV�WR�PDNH�D�GLI¿FXOW�
choice. The network was not producing enough 
revenue to make debt payments. Though they had 
no legal obligation to contribute to the network to 
ensure bondholders were repaid on time, they also 
wanted to make sure the network would continue 
WR� HQVXUH� UHVLGHQWV� DQG� EXVLQHVVHV� EHQH¿WHG�
from the newly competitive market. 

To make up the difference between revenues and 
what bondholders were owed, 
Monticello began loaning 
itself funds from an account 
FRQVLVWLQJ� RI� SUR¿WV� IURP� WKH�
municipal liquor store. Over 
time, they would ultimately 
borrow approximately $5 
million from other city funds to 
make debt service payments 
before deciding on June 1, 
2012, to cease subsidizing 
the network. But prior to that 
decision, the City’s relationship 
with HBC fractured.

On May 30, 2012, HBC 
announced it would step 
down as the network service 

SURYLGHU��OHDYLQJ�0RQWLFHOOR�WR�¿QG�D�QHZ�SDUWQHU��
Though both HBC and the City have been relatively 
quiet about the reasons for the separation, the 
biggest factor must have been the incredible 
stress resulting from the lost year, price war, and 
resulting inability to pay the full debt service from 
network revenues. 

Neither the Federal 

Communications Commission 

nor the Federal Trade 

Commission evinced any 

interest in investigating these 

types of potential antitrust 

violations, a sad reminder of 

how cities are disadvantaged 

when competing against 

national cable and telephone 

companies.
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Monticello went on to hire a new manager, 
Mark Pultusker. Unhappy with his performance, 
Pultusker was ultimately replaced in 2014. The 
network is now managed by Dan Olsen, who built 
and continues to manage both the WindomNet 
DQG�60%6�QHWZRUNV��2OVHQ�KDV�¿QLVKHG�D�VHULHV�
of upgrades initiated by the previous manager that 
are improving Fibernet’s service. 

Service Improvements

)LEHUQHW� KDV� MXVW� DQQRXQFHG� WKDW� ZLWKRXW�
increasing prices, those who subscribed to either 
the 10 Mbps or 20 Mbps tiers will be upgraded 
to 50 Mbps and those on higher tiers will be 
upgraded to 100 Mbps. Additionally, they will be 
able to offer a gigabit to any subscriber in town.  
These upgrades should help Fibernet to regain 
some of the momentum lost from the predatory 
tactics of the incumbent providers.

,W� VKRXOG� ¿QDOO\� EH� QRWHG� WKDW� )LEHUQHW� ZDV�
ODXQFKHG�LQ�WKH�WURXJK�RI�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQW�HFRQRPLF�
recession the nation experienced in 2009-2012. 
Any one of the above factors alone may not have 
so derailed the business plan but together they 
were disastrous.

The City is on the cusp of resolving its bond debt. 
After discussions with bondholders, they agreed to 
a one-time payout of $5.75 million. As is standard 
LQ�VXFK�DQ�DJUHHPHQW��D�MXGJH�KDG�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�
deal and decide whether it met a basic fairness 
WHVW��$� MXGJH�PDGH� WKLV� ¿QGLQJ� LQ� WKH�PLGGOH� RI�
September and barring any appeals, Monticello 
will own the network outright in autumn, 2014. 

To raise the $5.75 million for the payout, Monticello 
will offer a general obligation bond. The City’s 
bond rating took a hit during the uncertainty in 
2012, with Moody’s downgrading it from aa3 to 
A2 – from a high grade rating to upper medium. 
Having resolved the uncertainty around the 

bond, Monticello’s bond rating will likely go back 
up despite having given bondholders a haircut 
because investors understood the risks associated 
with an unbacked revenue bond. 

&RVW�²�%HQHÀW�$QDO\VLV

In total, Monticello will likely have spent some $10-
11 million on the network between the bondholder 
payout and the total amount spent on debt service 
ZKHQ� UHYHQXHV� ZHUH� LQVXI¿FLHQW� WR� SD\� LW� SULRU�
WR� PLG������� 7KLV� LV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� FRVW� WKDW� ZLOO�
continue to grow until Fibernet’s revenue can 
cover its own costs. Note that Monticello taxes 
have not increased by this amount but that some 
of the liquor store funds, for example, could have 
been used to offset taxes to pay for street repairs. 
�,W�LV�ZRUWK�QRWLQJ�WKDW�JLYHQ�&KDUWHU¶V�SURPRWLRQDO�
pricing and extra investments in advertising and 
door to door salespeople, it also is probably 
spending more than it generates in revenue locally 
but as noted, makes up any losses from its more 
SUR¿WDEOH�DQG�OHVV�FRPSHWLWLYH�PDUNHWV��

The investors were only repaid 22 cents on each 
dollar invested and no amount of future Fibernet 
VXFFHVV� ZLOO� EHQH¿W� WKHP�� 7KH\� KDYH� WDNHQ� D�
VLJQL¿FDQW�ORVV��ZKLFK�LV�UHJUHWWDEOH�EXW�VRPHWLPHV�
happens. For instance, Verizon shareholders lost 
$1 billion when telephone and DSL company 
Fairpoint declared bankruptcy in 2009.95 As 
noted above, investors should have understood 
the substantially higher risk in purchasing a tax 
exempt 6.75 percent unbacked revenue bond 
than other bonds. 

Critics of municipal networks generally claim the 
taxpayers are taking on too much risk, so it is 
ZRUWK�FRPSDULQJ�WKH�EHQH¿WV�WR�0RQWLFHOOR�DJDLQVW�
the costs. A municipally owned enterprise uses 
D� GLIIHUHQW� FRVW�EHQH¿W� OHQV� WKDQ� GRHV� D� SULYDWH�
HQWHUSULVH��,WV�¿QDQFLDO�JRDO�LV�WR�FRYHU�LWV�FRVWV�EXW�
cities invest in municipal networks to generate both 
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GLUHFW�DQG�LQGLUHFW�EHQH¿WV�IURP�VSXUULQJ�MRE�JURZWK�
to cutting telecom bills. The easiest cost saving to 
calculate is the telephone service because TDS 
charged over $40 per month prior to competition. 
Charter does not offer a telephone service. 

Monticello has approximately 4,800 households.  
If we use the national average of 65 percent 
of households having a landline connection 
approximately 3,100 households have landline 
service, either from TDS or Fibernet.  

TDS prices have dropped to about $25.  Fibernet 
has charged $21 per month 
since 2009. Because more 
households had landlines 
in 2010 than today, a 
conservative estimate for 
the total community savings 
from residential landline cost 
reduction of $15 per month 
per household is $550,000 
SHU� \HDU��2YHU� WKH� ¿YH� \HDUV��
this amounts to $2.5 million in 
residential savings alone.

Charter’s best deal lowered the biggest package 
price from $145 per month to $60 per month, a 
savings of $85 per month. TDS has regularly run 
deals for a triple play with 50 Mbps downstream 
and 20 Mbps upstream for $70 per month in the 
¿UVW� \HDU� DQG� ���� LQ� WKH� VHFRQG� \HDU� ZLWK� DQ�
ongoing price of $110 per month.96  Fibernet, like 
most community owned networks, tends not to 
engage in promotional pricing but rather has a 
variety of triple play combinations at various price 
points, many of which are in the neighborhood 
of $100. The average triple play bill in the United 
States is $154 per month.97  

Untangling the cable and Internet costs from 
the various possible combinations of savings 
is challenging. However, we have already 
accounted for savings to telephone subscribers 

above and Charter does not offer telephone, so 
we will subtract $15 from the average U.S. triple 
play bill, creating a baseline estimate of $139 per 
month for television and Internet access. Given 
the level of price competition and promotional 
deals, it seems reasonable to assume at least half 
of all households are paying less than $100 per 
month for triple play on average. Compared with 
the national average, this is a savings of at least 
$39 per month and likely more. 2,400 households 
saving $39 per month results in a community-
wide savings of $1.1 million per year. If another 25 

percent of the population are 
paying the TDS rate of $110 
per year, that represents still 
another savings of $400,000. 
Over 5 years, these savings 
total $7.5 million. Combined 
with the telephone savings 
of $2.5 million, the network 
has kept approximately $10 
million more in the pockets of 
Monticello residents over the 
previous 5 years.

Residential savings from the telephone and other 
home telecommunications services are roughly on 
par with the amount the City has contributed to the 
network.  The network has also reduced costs and 
dramatically increased both available speeds and 
options for a reliable connection to businesses. 
However, we could not develop a way to quantify 
WKHVH� VDYLQJV� RU� SXW� D� ¿JXUH� WR� WKH� EHQH¿WV��
Monticello’s businesses have transitioned from 
a poorly connected community to among the top 
connected communities in the nation. Building 
the network has clearly resulted in a much better 
climate for businesses that increasingly depend 
on Internet access. 

0RQWLFHOOR� LV� DOVR� PRUH� HI¿FLHQW� DV� D� ORFDO�
government due to the network. It has gigabit links 
between city facilities that better enable it to use 

Combined with the 

telephone savings of $2.5 

million, the network has 

kept approximately $10 

million more in the pockets 

of Monticello residents over 

the previous 5 years.
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mapping applications like Geographic Information 
6\VWHPV� �*,6��� -XGJLQJ� IURP� WKH� VDYLQJV� ZH�
found in Carver, Scott, and Anoka counties for 
municipal institutional networks, Monticello is 
likely saving tens of thousands of dollars per year 
by self-provisioning a gig rather than leasing from 
TDS or Charter. 

In coming years, the operating losses of the 
network will be at least an order of magnitude 
smaller than the savings to residents. Losses 
are likely to be at most in the low hundreds of 
thousands while aggregate cost savings each year 
are in the low millions. And given the upgrades at 
Fibernet, operating losses are expected to decline 
and disappear over time.

Monticello may have the most competitive market 
for broadband in the upper Midwest. We surveyed 
other cities in Minnesota with TDS connections and 
found the maximum residential speed advertised 
was 25 Mbps, half the commonly advertised rates 
for TDS in Monticello and a fraction of the top 
end 300 Mbps TDS service. Charter has slashed 
its prices. And the slowest connection a person 
can get from Fibernet is 50 Mbps symmetrical, at 
incredibly competitive rates. This level of community 
connectedness should result in higher property 
values over time compared to nearby areas reliant 
on slower DSL and non-competitive cable.

8OWLPDWHO\�� WKH� EHQH¿WV� RI� )LEHUQHW� VHHP� WR�
outweigh the costs, but not by the kind of margin 
H[SHFWHG�� +RZHYHU�� WKH� EHQH¿WV� DUH� WUHQGLQJ�
upward at a far greater rate than costs, suggesting 
that Fibernet has a much brighter future than past.

Conclusion

Monticello Fibernet is a cautionary tale for cities 
that want to improve their telecommunications 
services. They may confront huge corporations 
WKDW� FDQ�XVH�SUR¿WV� IURP� OHVV� FRPSHWLWLYH� DUHDV�

WR�VXEVLGL]H�SUHGDWRU\�SULFLQJ�DJDLQVW�D�ÀHGJOLQJ�
municipal utility. Incumbents can also use lawsuits 
to increase the cost and delay the introduction of 
muni broadband services. Nevertheless, some 
150 cities have managed to build sustainable 
citywide municipal networks nationwide. 

Early into the life of this 20+ year infrastructure 
LQYHVWPHQW�� LW� DSSHDUV� WKDW� GHVSLWH� LWV� ¿QDQFLDO�
challenges, Monticello’s network has saved its 
businesses and residents more money than it 
has cost. 

7KH�SURMHFW�KDV�DFKLHYHG�D�PDLQ�JRDO�LQ�GUDPDWLFDOO\�
lowering the cost of telecommunications services 
in the community but is not yet able to pay its 
own way. Coming years will show whether recent 
improvements in the network and a change in 
management can make it entirely self-supporting. 
Given the economies of scale in telecommunications, 
expanding the network to nearby communities that 
have been left behind by existing providers will go a 

TDS: MONTICELLO VS. BUFFALO

The difference in TDS Internet access 
between Monticello and nearby Buffalo is 
striking. Though TDS regularly runs better 
deals for service in Monticello, paying 
7'6� DSSUR[LPDWHO\� ���� LQ� %XIIDOR� \LHOGV�
a connection of 15-25 Mbps downstream 
and up to 10 Mbps upstream. In Monticello, 
the same monthly payment to TDS will 
SXUFKDVH�����0ESV�GRZQ�DQG����0ESV�XS��
7'6�GRHVQ·W�HYHQ�OLVW�����0ESV�LQ�%XIIDOR��
let alone its top-of-the-line 300 Mbps service 
from Monticello. Perhaps if Buffalo expands 
LWV�ZLUHOHVV�DQG�ÀEHU�QHWZRUNV�LQWR�D�ÀEHU�WR�
the-home network, it too will see TDS invest 
in offering faster connections.
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ORQJ�ZD\�WR�KHOSLQJ�LWV�¿QDQFHV��)LEHUQHW¶V�KHDG�HQG�
can support many more subscribers than even the 
full population of Monticello. 

Oddly enough, one of the lessons from Monticello 
is that the 65 percent requirement in Minnesota 
law offers little predictive power as to whether 
potential subscribers will embrace a municipal 
QHWZRUN��2QH�RI�WKH�MXVWL¿FDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�ODZ�LV�WKDW�
SDVVLQJ� WKH� GLI¿FXOW� UHIHUHQGXP� GHPRQVWUDWHV�

the kind of support necessary for a network to 
VXFFHHG� ¿QDQFLDOO\�� %XW� DV� 0RQWLFHOOR� VKRZV��
there are many variables in whether a network 
VXFFHHGV��DQG�RQ�ZKDW�WLPHWDEOH���7KH����SHUFHQW�
threshold offers no predictive values and is simply 
an impediment to public investment in some types 
RI�¿EHU�RSWLF�QHWZRUNV��



Institute for Local Self-Reliance       Cook County 39

9. COOK COUNTY

Known for its rustic charm, Cook County is home 
to roughly 5,000 people. In the summer, the area 
GUDZV� DQRWKHU� ������ VHDVRQDO� YLVLWRUV� WKDW� ¿OO�
cabins, resorts, and lodges. 

The economic downturn during the Great 
Recession took its toll on tourism and the lack 
of high speed Internet access aggravated the 
situation for businesses that catered to visitors 
accustomed to high-speed Internet access while 
on vacation. The County had the lowest availability 
of broadband in the state at 37 percent.98  Qwest 
provided DSL in some areas and Mediacom 
offered cable connections within the larger towns 
via its aged coaxial infrastructure. Satellite was 
available in some areas, but service was costly, 
slow, and came with data transfer caps.

Dial-up had come to the area in the late 1990s 
WKDQNV� WR� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� HVWDEOLVKHG� QRQSUR¿W�
Boreal Access, which later began providing 
wireless Internet to rural residents and businesses.

In areas popular with tourists, the only choice 
IRU� ORGJHV� DQG� RXW¿WWHUV�ZDV� VWLOO� GLDO�XS� DV� ODWH�
as 2008. Proprietors could not take reservations 
online, so customers booked elsewhere, taking 
tourist revenue with them. Visitors came to the 
PDQ\� ODNHV� IRU� ¿VKLQJ�� EXW� RXW¿WWHUV� FRXOG� QRW�
purchase licenses for their guests online.

Local businesses approached the incumbent 
providers for help. Lutsen Mountain Inn’s provider, 
Qwest, told the owners that it was not possible to 
connect with a T1. The Cascade Lodge, located 
on the main Highway 61, sought a quote for 
installation of a T1 line to offer 1.5 Mbps download. 
Qwest quoted $600,000.99 

Real estate agents reported that the lack of 
connectivity handicapped their ability to sell 
homes. In one instance, a physician couple that 
worked at the Mayo Clinic was ready to purchase 
a home in the area. When they learned that the 
only access was satellite, they walked away. Both 
doctors needed access to reliable broadband to 
work remotely on occasion and satellite could not 
meet their needs.100

In addition to lack of access, the conversion 
to digital television created another problem. 
Regional broadcasters did not plan to upgrade to 
digital equipment in Cook County. Many residents 
relied on television for local information because 
their Internet access was so poor. Television 
provided information on school closings, forest-
¿UH�DOHUWV��DQG�ORFDO�ZHDWKHU�FRQGLWLRQV�

Determining Need, Gauging Interest, 

Deciding to Act

For years, community leaders and activists had 
ZRUNHG�ZLWK�HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�WR�HGXFDWH�WKHP�RQ�
the importance of higher quality Internet access 
and the problems with dial-up and satellite. By 
2008, the County took action to determine the 
extent of the problem, the level of interest, and 
possible improvement options. A $15,000 grant 
from the Blandin Foundation and a matching 
contribution from the County funded a feasibility 
study to examine the problem and potential 
solutions. Additionally, local electric provider 
Arrowhead Electric Cooperative, Inc., and Boreal 
each pledged $10,000 toward the study.101 

Cook county 

partnered with rural 

electric cooperative, 

Arrowhead, to build 

D�ÀEHU�WR�WKH�KRPH�
network to the entire 

county, funded with a 

broadband stimulus 

grant and loan. 
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Joe Buttweiler, acting General Manager of 
Arrowhead, was Director of Member Services 
at the time. The coop had been interested in 
bringing better connectivity to its members for 
VRPH� WLPH� EXW� WKH� H[SHQVH� RI� D� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN�
and the expertise needed to run it were the two 
challenging hurdles. Arrowhead had investigated 
WiMax wireless technology, but the geography 
was too rocky and hilly for it to work effectively.102 

Based on the results of the feasibility study, the 
Cook County Board of Commissioners took up 
WKH�LGHD�RI�GHYHORSLQJ�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�IRU�&RXQW\�
residents, businesses, and government. The 
Board passed an ordinance in December 2009 
declaring that a broadband network was in the 
best interests of the County and created the Fiber 
Optic Network Commission.103  

The survey indicated a high need for better 
access in the County and a strong desire to get 
broadband service from a local provider. Ninety-
one percent of residents surveyed said that they 
believed the County needed a local broadband 
provider. Ninety percent said they would subscribe 
to a local broadband ISP, and an additional eight 
percent said they might subscribe to such an ISP. 
In other words, almost every respondent felt they 
needed broadband and would prefer purchasing it 
from a local company.

Multiple Plans, Same Goal

The County approached Arrowhead to discuss 
WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� RI� EXLOGLQJ� D� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN��$V� LWV�
service territory covered most of the households 
and businesses in Cook County,  the cooperative 
recognized the potential of a partnership. As 
Buttweiler puts it, 

“Up here when the County or Arrowhead are 

VSHQGLQJ�PRQH\��ZH�DUH�VSHQGLQJ�WKH�VDPH�SHUVRQ·V�
money, no matter if its tax dollars or if its Arrowhead 

funds because our service area 99.9% matches the 

County boundary. Both entities are looking out for the 

exact same population.”104  

7KH� IHDVLELOLW\� VWXG\� HVWLPDWHG� D� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN�
connecting every residence and business on the 
grid would cost approximately $50 million. That 
helped to  develop a business plan aiming for take 
rates of 64 and 65 percent of households and 
businesses respectively. The proposed service 
area included over 3,152 homes, 236 businesses 
and 57 community anchor institutions. 

8SRQ�UHÀHFWLRQ��$UURZKHDG�FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�FRVW�RI�
WKH� SURMHFW� WRR� ULVN\� IRU� LWV�PHPEHUV�� ,W� WROG� WKH�
&RXQW\�WKDW�LW�ZDV�QRW�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�SURMHFW��VR�
the County investigated using revenue bonds to 
fund the deployment. 

In order to open as many doors as possible, the 
County also applied for funding made available 
through the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
$FW�RI������ �$55$���7KH\�VRXJKW�����PLOOLRQ� LQ�
grants and loans. Local businesses, potential 
community anchor institutions, and government 
agencies in the proposed service area wrote 
letters of support. Schools, clinics, public safety, 
tribal councils, and even the US Forest Service, 
declared their need for better Internet access in 
Cook County.  

While they waited for a decision on the stimulus 
application, the County approached the voters on 
WZR�TXHVWLRQV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SURFHHG�ZLWK�WKH�SURMHFW���
In November 2009, community leaders asked 
voters to pass a referendum to grant the County 
authority to use the proceeds from a half cent local 
RSWLRQ�VDOHV�WD[�WR�IXQG�D�YDULHW\�RI�SURMHFWV�

7KH� SURMHFW� OLVW� LQFOXGHG� D� ¿EHU� RSWLF� QHWZRUN�
that would be linked to the community’s Boreal 
SURMHFW�LQ�WKH�����V��<HDUV�HDUOLHU��WKH�YRWHUV�KDG�
approved a similar measure to fund an expansion 
RQ�WKH�&RXQW\�KRVSLWDO��7KH�KRVSLWDO�SURMHFW�VDOHV�
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tax was reaching sunset, and the County asked 
voters to continue the sales tax, rather than letting 
it lapse. The measure passed in no small part 
due to the prospect of improving Internet access; 
the County estimated the tax would bring in 
approximately $20 million.

On the same ballot, voters needed to approve the 
question of whether or not the local government 
could own or operate a telephone service. A 
law from 1915 required 
local communities to pass 
D� ��� SHUFHQW� VXSHUPDMRULW\�
referendum in order to grant the 
authority to local government, 
WKH� RQO\� VXFK� VXSHUPDMRULW\�
requirement in the nation.105  
In order to offer triple-play of 
Internet, video, and voice, the 
County needed to pass the 
measure. Even though 56 
percent of voters approved the 
ballot question, it did not meet 
the required threshold.106  

Discouraged but hardly ready to give up, County 
leaders began developing another plan. In the 
revised model, the County would again try to 
SDUWQHU�ZLWK�$UURZKHDG�WR�GHSOR\�D�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�

0HDQZKLOH��D�-DQXDU\�DFFLGHQW�LQ�'XOXWK�FXW�D�¿EHU�
line that killed telecommunications in both Cook 
and Lake counties. E911 calls were impossible, 
credit card transactions could not go through, and 
Border Patrol agents had to rely on Canadian 
RI¿FHUV�WR�WUDQVPLW�PHVVDJHV�IRU�WKHP��7KH�HYHQW�
underscored the danger of continuing to depend 
on the existing providers in the region.107 

In late February 2010, the County learned that 
its Round 1 stimulus application was denied. 
7KH� 1RUWKHDVW� 6HUYLFH� &RRSHUDWLYH� �1(6&��� D�
SULYDWH� QRQSUR¿W� HVWDEOLVKHG� E\� WKH� 0LQQHVRWD�

Legislature, did receive and award that would 
improve the situation along the North Shore. 
NESC received stimulus funds to deploy a middle 
PLOH� ¿EHU� SURMHFW� FRQQHFWLQJ� FRPPXQLW\� DQFKRU�
LQVWLWXWLRQV�DORQJ�+LJKZD\�����7KH�¿EHU�ZRXOG�UXQ�
all the way to the border with Canada and provide 
much needed redundancy to the region.

The Partnership With Arrowhead Electric

Arrowhead became the SURMHFW�
leader in the next plan devised 
by the County.  In the plan 
submitted for round 2 of the 
broadband stimulus awards, 
Arrowhead Electric would own 
WKH�QHWZRUN�� � � �7KH�SURMHFWHG�
costs were lower than those 
estimated for the Round 1 
stimulus proposal, coming 
between $16 - $20 million. 

Buttweiler was not familiar 
with the details of the original 

stimulus network architecture and equipment 
choices because Arrowhead stepped away from 
WKH�SURMHFW�EHIRUH�WKH�&RXQW\�¿OHG�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ��
The revised plan included the “bare minimum” 
needed to serve all properties on the AECI grid.108 

In September 2010, Arrowhead was awarded $4.8 
million in a low interest loan and $11.3 million in a 
grant through the Broadband Initiatives Program 
of the Rural Utilities Service under ARRA. 

As a cooperative with little experience in providing 
this level of telecommunications service, 
Arrowhead sought help from Consolidated 
7HOHSKRQH� &RPSDQ\� �&7&��� D� FRRSHUDWLYH� IURP�
the Brainerd and Baxter region in Minnesota, 
served a region with similar demographics, 

“Up here when the County or 

Arrowhead are spending money, 

we are spending the same 

SHUVRQ·V�PRQH\��QR�PDWWHU�LI�LWV�WD[�
dollars or if its Arrowhead funds 

because our service area 99.9% 

matches the County boundary. 

Both entities are looking out for the 

exact same population.”
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including a large ratio of seasonal properties and 
tourist establishments. Arrowhead began to learn 
from CTC in February, 2011.

Arrowhead also collaborated with the NESC 
to lower costs and expand the footprint of both 
networks. The electric cooperative would complete 
DOO� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� LQ� &RRN�&RXQW\� DQG� VXSSO\� ¿EHU�
space to NESC so its middle mile network could 
reach community anchor institutions 
in the County. NESC would connect 
$UURZKHDG�WR�'XOXWK�ZLWK�LWV�¿EHU�OLQH��
The cooperatives signed a 22-year 
agreement, creating a zero-dollar 
WUDQVDFWLRQ�EHQH¿WWLQJ�ERWK�HQWLWLHV�109 

Buttweiler said, “The deal saves 

Arrowhead millions of dollars by 

avoiding costly transport of data from 

RXU�RIÀFH�LQ�/XWVHQ�WR�'XOXWK�XVLQJ�
another provider.”110 

AECI began collecting preregistration forms, 
leading to 550 prospective residential and business 
customers. Construction started in late July. 

The County Board of Commissioners, excited by 
WKH� SURMHFW� DQG� UHFRJQL]LQJ� WKH� HQWKXVLDVP� RI�
local constituents, authorized up to $4 million of 
the 1% sales tax authorized by the voters. The 
funds were made available to Arrowhead in the 
form of a grant. In exchange, the cooperative 
would provide some services to the County at no 
charge, including Internet access to a number of 
County facilities.

Throughout the summer, potential subscribers 
continued to preregister. The cooperative had 
distributed over 3,000 preregistration packets; by 
mid-September, Arrowhead had signed up over 
1,100 households and businesses.111 

While waiting for the paperwork for federal funds 
to clear, Arrowhead began building the network 
but ultimately had to pause. Delays from state 
agencies also contributed to the decision to 
temporarily halt construction. The Minnesota 
3XEOLF� 8WLOLWLHV� &RPPLVVLRQ� �38&�� ZDV� VWLOO� LQ�
the process of approving the cooperative’s ability 
to provide necessary phone services, such as 
emergency 911 and long distance calling. 

'HVSLWH� RI¿FLDO� GHOD\V�� LQWHUHVW�
continued building and ultimately 
revealed a problem unique to rural 
FRPPXQLWLHV�� $� VLJQL¿FDQW� QXPEHU�
of residents living off grid for the 
purposes of electricity wanted on 
to the worldwide web. On those 
properties, the cooperative had no 
property rights, rights-of-way, or 
even funds earmarked for providing 
access. AECI was considering a 

SRVVLEOH�ZLUHOHVV�VROXWLRQ�XVLQJ�WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�
for backhaul. The stimulus award pertained 
only to properties already on AECI’s grid. The 
FRRSHUDWLYH�� IRFXVHG� RQ� FRPSOHWLQJ� WKH� ¿EHU�
SURMHFW��GHFLGHG�WR�UHYLVLW� WKH�LVVXH�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��
to date, AECI has not found a solution.

After waiting several months, Arrowhead got the 
needed approvals from RUS and the PUC. By late 
July they were building again but winter weather 
and frozen soil slowed underground construction 
later that year.

In October 2013, Arrowhead held an open house 
DW� LWV� /XWVHQ� RI¿FH� WR� VKRZFDVH� WKH� QHWZRUN��
The cooperative had established a 100 Mbps 
FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�LWV�RI¿FH�DQG�WKH�&7&�RI¿FH�
in Brainerd. The cooperative also set up a Wi-Fi 
KRWVSRW� IURP�LWV�RI¿FH��7KH�HYHQW�GUHZ�RYHU�����
people from all over the County, clogging Highway 
61 with cars as people parked along the road to 
test the new service. As word spread, it became 

As word spread, it 

became common to 

ÀQG�SHRSOH�SDUNHG�LQ�
$UURZKHDG·V�SDUNLQJ�
lot at all hours with 

their laptops using 

the fast, free Wi-Fi. 
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FRPPRQ� WR� ¿QG� SHRSOH� SDUNHG� LQ� $UURZKHDG¶V�
parking lot at all hours with their laptops using the 
fast, free Wi-Fi.112 

$UURZKHDG� SODQV� WR� FRPSOHWH� WKH� PDLQ� ¿EHU�
routes in the fall of 2014. The next step will be to 
complete drops to members’ homes. Because much 
of the infrastructure rests on existing utility poles, 
splicing must be done outdoors; progress in the 
ZLQWHU�LV�ZHDWKHU�GHSHQGHQW��7KH�JRDO�LV�WR�¿QLVK�
construction in 2014.

Approximately 200 members already subscribe to 
the network. These include residential members, 
a few small businesses, some larger resorts, and 
several seasonal properties. 

The service, named True North, provides voice 
and Internet access. Monthly prices for Internet 
access include packages at $46.99 for 20 
Mbps download, $59.99 for 30 Mbps download, 
and $99.99 for 50 Mbps download. All speeds 
include 10 Mbps upload speeds and symmetrical 
service is also available. Local unlimited calling 
phone service begins at $15.99 per month; there 
are several long distance options. Additional 
telephone service features such as caller ID, call 
waiting, voicemail, and others are available in an 
a la carte fashion. A small discount applies when 
customers bundle both services.

Expectations for the network are high. In addition 
to improving the situation for existing businesses 
and providing an economic shot of adrenaline, 
County residents want to create an environment 
that will keep youth close to home.

“:H·OO�JHW�DQ�HFRQRPLF�EXPS�IURP�WKH�EURDGEDQG�
SLSH��:H�GRQ·W�NQRZ�KRZ�ELJ�RU�KRZ�ORQJ�LW�ZLOO�WDNH��
but it will happen,” [Jim] Boyd said. “Kids who moved 

DZD\�WR�JHW�DQ�HGXFDWLRQ�FDQ·W�PRYH�EDFN�DQG�OLYH�RQ�

���DQ�KRXU�SDUW�WLPH�VHDVRQDO�ZRUN��ZKLFK�GRPLQDWHV�
QRZ��:H�GRQ·W�KDYH�IXOO�WLPH��EHQHÀW�SD\LQJ��OLYDEOH�
ZDJH�MREV�IRU�WKHP��DQG�WKDW·V�ZKDW�,·P�KRSLQJ�
broadband will make possible.”113 

Conclusion

Danna MacKenzie, Executive Director of the 
0LQQHVRWD�2I¿FH�RI�%URDGEDQG�'HYHORSPHQW��ZDV�
Cook County Director of Information Services from 
1999 – 2013. She also served as Administrator 
of the Cook County Broadband Commission. 
As one of the Community leaders spearheading 
WKH� SURMHFW�� VKH� DGYLVHV� RWKHU� FRPPXQLWLHV� WR�
begin educating community leaders as early as 
possible. It is important, she says, to develop a 
local culture that broadband access is important 
for the community.114 

Partnering with a cooperative offers rural 
communities like Cook County a proven model 
to build and maintain modern infrastructure– 
HTXLYDOHQW�RU�HYHQ�VXSHULRU�WR�WKDW�LQ�PDMRU�PHWUR�
areas. Members who use the service also own the 
service, establishing a clear path to accountability. 

Young entrepreneurs no longer have to leave 
the area to establish businesses dependent on 
technology. Home-based businesses can thrive; 
existing businesses can reach out to people 
around the world. Though Cook County was once 
hurt by the refusal of distant corporations to invest 
in it, businesses and residents now have world 
class infrastructure that they control, restoring 
self-determination to the community. They have 
all the tools they need to thrive.
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10. LAKE COUNTY

Lake County, located in the northeast Arrowhead 
region of the state, is one of Minnesota’s largest 
by area. The County, with 11,000 people and 
approximately 2,100 square miles, contains 
pristine swaths of forest and water. Two Harbors, 
the county seat, and Silver Bay are the most 
populated communities with 3,800 and 1,900 
residents. Both are located on the shore of Lake 
6XSHULRU�� 2QH� VPDOO� FLW\�� ¿YH� WRZQVKLSV�� DQG�
nineteen unincorporated communities also lie 
within the borders. 

Lack of Access in Rural Areas: Multi-

Faceted Vulnerability

Frontier Communications and CenturyLink 
provide dial-up in the rural areas with Frontier also 
offering DSL in the some of the more populated 
communities. Mediacom offers cable services in 
Two Harbors, Silver Bay, Beaver Bay, and the 
two townships of Aurora and Hoyt Lakes. Another 
cable operator, Midcontinent Communications, 
serves the townships of Babbitt and Ely. 

In a region known for its tourism, local resorts 
with only dial-up access have had to contend 
with visitors hoping for some level of broadband 

access. Without high speed access, resorts have 
limited options for booking, which limits their ability 
to advertise online. Even in areas served by cable 
providers, the service has been notoriously slow 
and unreliable, which keeps businesses in Duluth 
even when entrepreneurs want to relocate up the 
North Shore. Michael Stiff, owner of Hybridge 
Imaging of Duluth, described his dilemma:

“Without it [broadband] we are handcuffed... We 

have wanted to move our business to Two Harbors 

for a number of years, but have been reluctant due 

to poor Internet service speed and bandwidth.” 115

Because the incumbents have focused only 
on higher density areas, more than half of the 
households in the County did not have access to 
EURDGEDQG� XQGHU� WKH� )&&� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� �� 0ESV�
downstream and 1 Mbps upstream. Even in 
communities considered served by the incumbents, 
there were often no redundant connections to the 
Internet. As a result, network failures have been 
damaging to the local economy, public safety, 
and residents. Emergency 911 services have 
been severed on more than one occasion forcing 
FXVWRPV� ERUGHU� RI¿FLDOV� WR� UHO\� RQ� &DQDGLDQ�
RI¿FHUV�IRU�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV��2XWDJHV�KDYH�ODVWHG�
12 or more hours.116 

Finding Partners and Establishing Plans

In 2008, the County began to address the region’s 
lack of connectivity, recognizing it as a public 
safety, economic development, and quality of life 
issue. The broadband stimulus in the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act on 2009 offered an 
opportunity to improve Internet access throughout 
WKH�UHJLRQ��&RXQW\�RI¿FLDOV�TXLFNO\�LVVXHG�DQ�5)3�
with a rapid turnaround for a partner to develop a 
FTTH network throughout the county.

%XLOGLQJ�D�ÀEHU�WR�
the-home network 

to all of Lake 

and part of Saint 

Louis County with 

broadband stimulus 

funding and a host 

of challenges from 

telephone and cable 

companies. 
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7KH�&RXQW\�DZDUGHG�WKH�SURMHFW�WR�1DWLRQDO�3XEOLF�
%URDGEDQG��13%���D�¿UP�FRPSULVHG�RI�'U��7LPRWK\�
Nulty and Gary Fields, who had expressed interest 
LQ� WKH� SURMHFW� ZKHQ� WKH� &RXQW\� LQLWLDOO\� EHJDQ�
searching for vendors. 

The County submitted a Round 1 Broadband 
,QLWLDWLYHV�3URJUDP��%,3��DSSOLFDWLRQ��7KH�&RXQW\�
requested an $11 million grant and a $22.4 million 
loan to fund infrastructure to local government 
entities, 585 businesses, and 7,300 homes. 

7KH� 5XUDO� 8WLOLW\� 6HUYLFH� �586�� GHFOLQHG� WKH�
application but encouraged the County to apply 
for the second round of awards. The County 
VXEPLWWHG�LWV�PRGL¿HG�DSSOLFDWLRQ�LQ�0DUFK�������
This time, they included rural areas of neighboring 
St. Louis County, increasing the geographic area 
to almost 3,000 square miles. In addition to more 
than doubling the number of households, the plan 
included a total of 1,060 businesses and 98 critical 
community facilities. The County requested a 
$56.4 million loan and $10 million grant; they still 
intended to issue $3.5 million in revenue bonds to 
KHOS�IXQG�WKH�SURMHFW�

In September 2010, RUS announced the County 
was selected to receive a total of $66.4 million in 
combined grant and loans, the largest broadband 
VWLPXOXV�DZDUG�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��7KH�SURMHFW�ZDV�DOVR�
RQH�RI�RQO\�D�IHZ�VWLPXOXV�SURMHFWV�WKDW�GHSOR\HG�
ODVW�PLOH� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLYLW\�� :KLOH� PRVW� $55$�
IXQGHG�SURMHFWV�FUHDWHG�PLGGOH�PLOH�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��
WKLV�SURMHFW�DQG�QHLJKERULQJ�&RRN�&RXQW\�SODQQHG�
to serve every premise on the regional power grid. 
Construction was scheduled to start the following 
spring; the County and NPB estimated completion 
within three years, offering a connection to 37,000 
people in 15,000 homes. 117 

OVERBUILDING POLICY
One of the frequent concerns in Internet 
policy is whether a government program 
VKRXOG� DOORZ� ´RYHUEXLOGLQJµ� RU� EXLOGLQJ�
a new network where another already 
H[LVWV��,Q�/DF�TXL�3DUOH��WKH�QHZ�ÀEHU�RSWLF�
network avoided areas already served by 
much slower cable and DSL, which may 
result in people and businesses moving 
just outside town limits to get much better 
Internet access.
7KH�/DNH�&RXQW\�ÀEHU�SURMHFW�GHFLGHG�WR�
connect the entire county and portions of 
nearby Saint Louis County, including the 
towns of Two Harbors and Silver Bay. 
Mediacom has protested this action at 
all levels of government, saying it should 
not have to compete against a subsidized 
network. However, one could also argue 
that decades of a monopoly is also a form 
of subsidy that has historically protected 
Mediacom from competition.
The larger policy problem is that 
encouraging networks only in the hardest 
to reach areas increases the costs 
VLJQLÀFDQWO\��%\�LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�PRUH�GHQVH�
areas of Lake County, the project is 
much more likely to achieve positive cash 
ÁRZ� ²� DUHDV� RI� KLJKHU� UHYHQXH� EDODQFH�
the areas of lower revenue. Without the 
higher density areas, the network may 
need ongoing subsidies, which is often 
decried by the same people demanding 
that no overbuilding occur.
The best question may be: what is 
WKH� PRVW� ÀVFDOO\� UHVSRQVLEOH� ZD\� WR�
ensure we have high quality border-to-
border Internet access.  The answer 
will almost certainly involve some level 
RI� ´RYHUEXLOGLQJ�µ� WKRXJK� DOPRVW� DOZD\V�
where the existing networks have refused 
to upgrade to deliver modern services.
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(DUO\�'LIÀFXOWLHV

:LWKLQ�D�PRQWK��WKH�&RXQW\�¿UVW�IDFHG�RQH�RI�WKH�
PDQ\� LVVXHV� WKDW� KDYH� FKDOOHQJHG� WKH� SURMHFW��
In October 2010, the Lake County Board of 
Commissioners decided to establish a Fiber 
Committee. The Committee would have had 
VSHQGLQJ�DXWKRULW\�XS� WR��������� IRU� WKH�SURMHFW�
without the need to seek Board approval. But 
when the Lake County Attorney pointed out that 
VXFK� DXWKRULW\� PDGH� WKH� &RPPLWWHH� VXEMHFW� WR�
open meeting laws, NPB expressed concern. 
)LHOGV��WKH�13%�3URMHFW�0DQDJHU�FRQVLGHUHG�LW�LOO�
advised to risk revealing sensitive information that 
LQFXPEHQWV�FRXOG�H[SORLW�WR�VDERWDJH�WKH�SURMHFW��

A Lake County News-Chronicle article reported:

“Fields said his concern is in revealing project 

aspects when it is competing with other technology 

companies. He said he would love to go to a Frontier 

business meeting to see what they are pricing things at 

���KH�FDQ·W�GR�WKDW�µ118  

Rather than create vulnerability before the 
SURMHFW�FRPPHQFHG��WKH�%RDUG�FKRVH�WR�ZLWKKROG�
Committee purchasing power, allowing the 
&RPPLWWHH�JUHDWHU�ÀH[LELOLW\� LQ�NHHSLQJ�EXVLQHVV�
strategies secret.

3XEOLFO\� RZQHG� QHWZRUN� SURMHFWV� DUH� JHQHUDOO\�
VXEMHFW� WR� RSHQ�PHHWLQJ� ODZV� WKDW� GR� QRW� DSSO\�
WR�SULYDWH�SURMHFWV��7KLV�LPEDODQFH�LV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�
advantage to the more secretive cable and 
telephone companies, which have advance notice 
RI�EXVLQHVV�SODQ�VSHFL¿FV�IRU�WKHLU�SXEOLF�ULYDOV�

Nevertheless, in communities where leaders 
actively engage citizens, as in Cook, Sibley, 
and Lac qui Parle Counties, people tend to 
EH� PXFK� PRUH� HQJDJHG� LQ� WKH� SURMHFW� DQG�
ultimately more supportive. Community meetings 
focused on educating the public about economic 
development, potential savings in the community, 

DQG�WKH�PDQ\�EHQH¿WV�RI�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV��SURGXFH�
a pride of ownership. Lake County used a top-
down strategy focused less on building grassroots 
support. That approach may have hurt its ability 
to withstand attacks from incumbent providers 
seeking to undermine the network and prevent 
new competition in the market.

Financing in a Troubled Economy

As a condition of the award, the County intended 
to issue $3.5 million in revenue bonds as a local 
PDWFK�� :KHQ� WKH� SURMHFW� SODQQLQJ� ZDV� LQ� LWV�
LQIDQF\�� HOHFWHG� RI¿FLDOV� KDG� SXEOLFO\� DVVXUHG�
County residents that funds would come from 
future network revenue, rather than from County 
funds. But high interest rates in late 2010 
WKUHDWHQHG� WR� DGG� DOPRVW� ���PLOOLRQ� WR� WKH� ¿QDO�
FRVW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�119��&RXQW\�RI¿FLDOV�FKRVH�WR�WDS�
LQWR�&RXQW\� UHVHUYHV� UDWKHU� WKDQ� LQÀDWH� WKH�¿QDO�
FRVW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��

Changing the source of funds gave opponents 
DQ�RSHQLQJ�WR�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�SURMHFW��7KH�&RXQW\�
Commissioners could be accused not only 
of using local taxpayer dollars, but of having 
PLVOHG�WKH�SXEOLF��$QG�WKLV�SURMHFW�KDG�D�IHZ�YHU\�
motivated opponents.

Cable provider Mediacom serves Two Harbors and 
Silver Bay, but the towns needed better connectivity. 
Mediacom’s aging copper infrastructure was slow 
and unreliable. Additionally, the cable network 
was not symmetrical; upload speeds were much 
slower than download speeds. Though Time 
Warner Cable and Comcast are regularly rated 
WKH�ZRUVW�FDEOH�FRPSDQLHV�LQ�XQVFLHQWL¿F�VXUYH\V��
Consumer Reports puts Mediacom as worse.120  

Community leaders also knew that future 
economic development depended on ensuring 
EHWWHU� FRQQHFWLYLW\� IRU� H[LVWLQJ� DQG� SRWHQWLDO� MRE�
creators, especially home-based businesses. 
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$V� WKH�&RXQW\�SURMHFW�PRYHG� IRUZDUG��ERWK�7ZR�
Harbors and Silver Bay entered into Joint Powers 
$JUHHPHQWV��-3$��ZLWK�WKH�&RXQW\�WR�VROLGLI\�WKHLU�
intent to cooperate.

Mediacom accused each community of fraud 
based on language in an early version of the 
JPA. It also accused the cities of lying to obtain 
RUS funding and demanded they rescind the 
JPAs. In keeping with the long tradition of cable 
companies abusing public records request acts to 
punish public rivals, Mediacom demanded copies 
RI�DOO�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�UHODWLQJ� WR� WKH�SURMHFW�� WKH�
Minnesota statewide cable lobbying 
RUJDQL]DWLRQ� DOVR� ¿OHG� VLPLODU�
requests. The New York-based cable 
FRPSDQ\�YRZHG�WR�DSSHDO�WR�WKH�2I¿FH�
of Inspector General of the United 
States Department of Agriculture 
�2,*��WR�UHTXHVW�DQ�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�121 

Russ Conrow, Special Assistant 
Lake County Attorney, responded by 
pointing out Mediacom’s factual errors 
DQG� VKDULQJ� WKH� ¿QDO� -3$� ODQJXDJH��
&RQURZ� ¿QLVKHG� KLV� UHVSRQVH� E\�
inviting Mediacom to take advantage 
RI�WKH�QHZ�QHWZRUN�UDWKHU�WKDQ�¿JKW�LW�

“It is a pity that you feel you have to 

UHVRUW� WR� VXFK� KHDY\�KDQGHG� WDFWLFV��
rather than choosing to continue to work in 

partnership with the Cities and join with Lake County 

to provide services on this new infrastructure.”122 

2Q�)HEUXDU\�����������0HGLDFRP�¿OHG�D�FRPSODLQW�
with the OIG.123  It requested the RUS cease 
distributing stimulus funds while the OIG perform 
DQ�RI¿FLDO� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ��0HGLDFRP�DOVR�DFFXVHG�
the County of expecting to default on the loan 
segment of the award, illegally transforming it into 
an unauthorized grant. However, it produced no 
evidence to back up its incendiary claim.

0HGLDFRP¶V� PDLQ� REMHFWLRQ� ZDV� WKDW� WKH� &RXQW\�
was overbuilding its territory. According to the 
complaint, Beaver Bay, Silver Bay, Two Harbors, 
and Hoyt Lakes were considered served under 
federal guidelines because Mediacom was 
advertising rates of at least 4 Mbps downstream 
DQG���0ESV�XSVWUHDP��+RZHYHU��ODUJH�SURMHFWV�PD\�
serve areas that already have basic broadband 
as long as the overall service territory achieves 
D� VSHFL¿HG� WKUHVKROG� RI� XQVHUYHG� SUHPLVHV�� ,Q�
industry parlance, building a new network where 
one already exists is termed “overbuilding,” giving a 
sense of how welcoming industry is to competition.

0HGLDFRP�DQG�RWKHUV�KDYH�YLOL¿HG�WKH�
FRQFHSW�RI�RYHUEXLOGLQJ��FRPSHWLWLRQ���
but it can be necessary to give rural 
SURMHFWV� D� ¿JKWLQJ� FKDQFH�� 6HUYLQJ�
the denser populated town areas 
�ZKHUH� WKH� FRVW� WR� RSHUDWH� LV� ORZHU�
per household) creates the revenue 
needed to balance out the high cost of 
serving rural areas where broadband 
LV� PRVW� ODFNLQJ� �DQG� WKH� FRVW� WR�
operate is higher per household). 

Disallowing overbuilding may result 
in unsustainable networks that may 
require ongoing subsidies like the 
Universal Service Fund. However, if 
networks have the appropriate mix 

RI� GHQVLWLHV�� QRQSUR¿W� EXVLQHVV� SODQV� PD\� QRW�
need ongoing subsidization. Or, if they do require 
VXEVLGL]DWLRQ� �DV� &HQWXU\/LQN�� )URQWLHU�� $7	7��
DQG�PDQ\�RWKHU�¿UPV�GR�LQ�UXUDO�DUHDV�WRGD\���WKH�
subsidies will be far less with a  better mix of density.

Any argument of unfairness regarding the stimulus 
award must be balanced against the reality that 
Mediacom had every opportunity to take advantage 
of the program itself or work with the County 
RQ� D� PXWXDOO\� EHQH¿FLDO� DUUDQJHPHQW�� ,W� FKRVH�
not to. Another balancing act is whether County 

Any argument of 

unfairness regarding 

the stimulus award 

must be balanced 

against the reality 

that Mediacom had 

every opportunity 

to take advantage 

of the program 

itself or work with 

the County on a 

PXWXDOO\�EHQHÀFLDO�
arrangement. It 

chose not to. 
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Commissioners should defer to Mediacom’s 
desires or the thousands of constituents that had 
no broadband and no realistic hope of getting it 
from an existing provider.

The OIG looked into Mediacom’s allegations and 
determined that the complaint did not warrant an 
RI¿FLDO� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ��%XW�0HGLDFRP�ZDV� QRW� WKH�
RQO\�VRXUFH�RI�SUREOHPV�DV�WKH�SURMHFW�SURJUHVVHG��
In late 2010 and early 2011, the relationship 
between the County and NPB deteriorated. 
%XUOLQJWRQ� 7HOHFRP�� D� PXQLFLSDO� ¿EHU� SURMHFW�
in Vermont that was run into the ground by a 
secretive-minded City Hall, came to the attention 
of County Commissioners. Tim Nulty had created 
%XUOLQJWRQ�7HOHFRP�LQ�9HUPRQW�DQG�OHIW�WKH�SURMHFW�
in 2007 after a disagreement with the then-new 
mayor. County Commissioners accused Nulty 
and Fields of misrepresenting the success of 
Burlington and ultimately severed the contract.124  

By the end of February 2011, the Board had chosen 
-HII�5RLODQG�DQG�*HQH�6RXWK�WR�KHDG�XS�WKH�SURMHFW��
Roiland ran the En-Tel telecommunications network in 
Willmar, Minnesota. South served as CEO of Lakedale 
Communications in Annandale, Minnesota for many 
years, providing service in parts of central Minnesota. 
Together, they formed Lake Communications and 
become Lake County’s partner.

The Board also took formal steps to authorize $3.5 
PLOOLRQ� LQ� &RXQW\� FDVK� UHVHUYHV� IRU� WKH� SURMHFW�
rather than pay high interest bond rates or risk 
losing federal funding. The County had contracted 
WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�WKH�SXEOLF�¿QDQFH�¿UP�25,;�IRU�WKH�
ERQG� LVVXH� DV� SDUW� RI� WKH� HDUOLHU� ¿QDQFLDO� SODQ��
7KH�PRYH�UHGXFHG�¿QDO�FRVWV�IRU�WKH�SURMHFW��EXW�
SURPSWHG�25,;�WR�¿OH�D�EUHDFK�RI�FRQWUDFW�FODLP�
against the County. The ORIX lawsuit did not 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\� GHOD\� WKH� SURMHFW�� EXW� LQFUHDVHG� WKH�
RYHUDOO�FRVW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�GXH�WR�OHJDO�IHHV�125  

Lake Communications needed to obtain a license 
to operate as a competitive local exchange 
carrier before offering a telephone exchange 
service via the infrastructure. Minnesota Cable 
&RPPXQLFDWLRQV� $VVRFLDWLRQ� �0&&$�� REMHFWHG�
on the grounds that the County would be offering 
telephone service without a referendum as 
required by Minn. Statute 237.19. That statute 
UHTXLUHV� D� VXSHUPDMRULW\� UHIHUHQGXP� EHIRUH� D�
municipality may own or operate a telephone 
exchange. Similarly, MCCA argued that the 
state law precluded the County from using cash 
reserves to construct infrastructure on which it 
could offer voice services without voter approval.

7KH�0LQQHVRWD�3XEOLF�8WLOLWLHV�&RPPLVVLRQ��38&��
agreed with the County’s argument that it would 
not be the entity owning or operating a telephone 
exchange; Lake Communications would be 
the third party provider. The MCCA withdrew 
LWV� REMHFWLRQ� DW� WKH� ODVW� PLQXWH� EXW� YRZHG� WR�
“chip away” at the County’s authority to deploy 
a network.126 The PUC determined that Lake 
Communications was in a proper relationship with 
the County to meet regulatory requirements and 
granted a conditional license.

Though it sent out glossy mailers to scare citizens 
DZD\� IURP� WKH� SURMHFW��0HGLDFRP�DQQRXQFHG� LQ�
the summer months of 2012 that it would not sue 
WR�VWRS�WKH�SURMHFW��:KDW�LW�GLG�GR�ZDV�XVH�LWV�FORXW�
in D.C. to convince a House committee to look into 
WKH�SURMHFW��7KH�(QHUJ\�DQG�&RPPHUFH�2YHUVLJKW�
and Investigations Subcommittee began a review 
that later led to congressional hearings that were 
used for partisan purposes more than for any 
substantial review or oversight.

But back in Lake County, everyone was reminded 
what the stakes were. In June 2012, residents, 
businesses, and government endured another 
loss of telecommunications service for thirteen 
KRXUV� ZKHQ� WKH� RQO\� ¿EHU� RSWLF� FRQQHFWLRQ� WR�
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'XOXWK�EURNH� LQ�ÀDVK�ÀRRGLQJ��$OO� ODQGOLQH�DQG�FHOO�
phone service went out, including 911 service.127  
Regardless of the problems surrounding the Lake 
&RXQW\� SURMHFW�� WKH� LQFLGHQW� GURYH� KRPH� WKH� IDFW�
that the area needed better 
connectivity than the incumbents 
were willing to provide.

Even those who were hesitant 
to embrace the idea of a 
publicly owned approach 
realized the necessity. Dave 
Johnson, owner of outdoor 
JHDU� GHVLJQ� ¿UP� *UDQLWH�
Gear, would work from home 
two days a week due to poor 
RI¿FH� ,QWHUQHW� DFFHVV�� 7KH�
Two Harbors company needed 
high capacity connectivity to 
transmit content rich catalog 
DQG�GHVLJQ�¿OHV��7KH�¿UP¶V�DUW�
director would work nights and 
evenings to avoid competing 
for bandwidth with other employees. 

That all adds up to lost productivity, said Johnson, 
who notes that nothing has changed in the 11 
years he’s lived in Lake County.

“*HQHUDOO\�,·P�LQ�IDYRU�RI�D�PDUNHW�EDVHG�VROXWLRQ��
rather than having a government come in and 

provide a service,” he said. “This is one of those 

FDVHV�ZKHUH�WKH�PDUNHW�KDVQ·W�PHW�WKH�QHHG�µ128 

Despite the obstacles created by incumbents, 
¿QDQFLQJ�� DQG� LQWHUQDO� VWUXJJOHV�� FRQVWUXFWLRQ�
¿QDOO\� EHJDQ�RQ� -XO\� ���� ������ VRPH� WZR� \HDUV�
EHKLQG�VFKHGXOH��&UHZV�EHJDQ�E\�VWULQJLQJ�¿EHU�
in the communities of Two Harbors and Silver 
Bay. Planners were criticized for commencing 
construction in an area where Mediacom already 
offered services. 

7KH\�SODQQHG�WR�¿UVW�FRQQHFW�6LOYHU�%D\�SURSHUWLHV��
then Two Harbors, and then move south toward 
Duluth in St. Louis County where the network 
would connect to the larger pipe and the Internet. 

Rural areas would be added 
in a later phase. Such an 
DSSURDFK� PDNHV� WKH� SURMHFW�
PRUH� ¿QDQFLDOO\� YLDEOH� ±�
something critics were 
deeply concerned about – by 
HQVXULQJ� WKH� SURMHFW� EHJLQV�
generating as much revenue 
as possible as early as 
possible. However, it is a bitter 
pill for those who have waited 
years for broadband to have 
to wait another year when 
people in town are getting an 
additional connection.

Pole Attachment Problem

Once they began deploying, they found still another 
PDMRU� FKDOOHQJH�� ,Q� $XJXVW� ������ WKH� &RXQW\�
and Frontier entered into the pole attachment 
DJUHHPHQW�UHTXLUHG�IRU�WKH�¿EHU�WR�EH�DWWDFKHG�WR�
Frontier’s poles. The agreements were premised 
on both parties’ understanding that Frontier only 
owned poles located outside of City limits.

Frontier surprised the County, Lake Connections, 
and the City of Two Harbors when it claimed 
ownership of approximately half of the poles 
within the city limits.  For decades, the City 
had maintained the poles, replaced the poles, 
and even billed Frontier for use of the poles. 
Nevertheless, Frontier traced ownership to two 
predecessors, forcing the City to engage in drawn 

In June 2012, residents, 

businesses, and government 

endured another loss of 

telecommunications service for 

WKLUWHHQ�KRXUV�ZKHQ�WKH�RQO\�ÀEHU�
optic connection to Duluth broke 

LQ�ÁDVK�ÁRRGLQJ��$OO�ODQGOLQH�
and cell phone service went out, 

including 911 service.  Regardless 

of the problems surrounding the 

Lake County project, the incident 

drove home the fact that the area 

needed better connectivity than 

the incumbents were willing to 

provide.
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out negotiations. The two entities eventually 
reached a settlement over who owned which 
poles but negotiation continued until July 2013.129 

The County and Lake Connections continued 
construction during negotiations to keep the 
SURMHFW� PRYLQJ� IRUZDUG�� 7KH� SDUWQHUV� KDG� QRW�
submitted permit applications to Frontier before 
LQVWDOOLQJ� ¿EHU� EHFDXVH� WKH\� DVVXPHG� WKH� SROHV�
were County property. During negotiations, 
Frontier raised a second issue, stating that Lake 
County had violated the hierarchy standards 
accepted in the industry because it had placed its 
cable on the bottom pole position. After numerous 
County requests, they met and couldn’t resolve 
their disagreement. They went back and forth, 
complained to the FCC, and eventually resolved 
it in June 2014 after much drama. This is par for 
WKH�FRXUVH�RI�SROH�DWWDFKPHQW�PLQXWLDH�DQG� MXVW�
one of the reasons there is little hope for robust 
broadband competition in the current regulatory-
SROLWLFDO�ODQGVFDSH��$Q\�PHWKRG�WR�GHOD\�D�SURMHFW�
or increase costs for a competitor is a tool in the 
toolbox of an incumbent provider.

While construction continued in 2014, 
approximately 100 of Silver Bay’s 836 households 
began taking service in July in Silver Bay. Beta 
testers in Two Harbors have helped to identify 
and resolve problems before service is available 
to every one. Lake Connections estimates that 
Phase One, covering Two Harbors and Silver Bay, 
ZLOO�EH�¿QLVKHG� LQ� WKH� IDOO�RI�������3KDVH�7ZR� LV�
scheduled for completion before June 2015.

Conclusion

Lake County’s plans include a data center to 
complement its next-generation network and 
marketing efforts are already yielding interest from 
possible users. Granite Gear is testing the service 
in Two Harbors and Dave Johnson says the new 
connection is affecting productivity “in big ways.” 
The art director now works during the day with 
other staff. High-resolution images uploaded to 
customers’ websites used to take several hours 
and degraded speeds for the entire operation; now 

Speed Price

3�4IWZ����
4IWZ

$� �  

3�4IWZ����
4IWZ

$69.99

���4IWZ����
4IWZ

$99.99

���4IWZ����
4IWZ

$109.99

1���4IWZ����
4IWZ

$149.99

1���4IWZ�����
4IWZ

$199.99

Unlimited long-

distance

$29.99

Internet Access

Lake Communications Rates
Residential Rates

Digital TV

Voice

Basic $29.99

Expanded Basic $49.99

Enhanced $74.99
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the process takes a few minutes. Johnson says:
“…Every employee who uses a computer 

gains a few seconds several times a day 

courtesy of the faster internet speeds, and 

FXPXODWLYHO\��WKLV�DGGV�XS�WR�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�
improvement in productivity.”130 

7KH� /DNH� &RXQW\� SURMHFW� RIIHUV� LPSRUWDQW�
OHVVRQV� IRU� ODUJH�VFDOH� UXUDO� SURMHFWV�� :KLOH�
the geography creates a challenge in the 
physical sense, Lake County also teaches 
other communities to anticipate important 
stumbling blocks. While rural communities 
RIWHQ� KDYH� WKH� EHQH¿W� RI� VWURQJ� FRPPXQLW\�
ties, it is important to self-scrutinize. 

Due diligence is important, as in the case 
of Lake County’s pole ownership, because 
incumbents will not hesitate to use their ample 
UHVRXUFHV�WR�VORZ�GRZQ�RU�GHUDLO�DO�SURMHFW�WR�
maintain the status quo. 

As previously noted, educating the community 
leads to stronger grassroots support. When 
SURMHFWV� IDFH� DGYHUVLW\� IURP� LQFXPEHQWV�

or other sources, citizen backing can help 
overcome such issues or breath new life in a 
WURXEOHG�SURMHFW�

)RUWXQDWHO\��/DNH�&RXQW\¶V�GLI¿FXOWLHV�DUH�QRW�
W\SLFDO�� 7KH� WLPLQJ� RI� WKH� SURMHFW�� FRPELQHG�
ZLWK� WKH� VLJQL¿FDQW� IHGHUDO� IXQGLQJ� UHVXOWHG�
in a top-down approach that is uncommon in 
WKHVH�SURMHFWV��,Q�VRPH�ZD\V��LW�LV�WKH�RSSRVLWH�
RI�WKH�5HQYLOOH�6LEOH\�)LEHU�SURMHFW��ZKHUH�VR�
much effort was invested in educating and 
involving the public. 

1RQHWKHOHVV�� WKH� SURMHFW� JRHV� RQ�� ,W�
KDV� VLJQL¿FDQW� ORDQV� WR� UHSD\� DQG� IDFHV�
competitors in some areas willing to invest 
ample resources to protest the County 
investment while refusing to substantially 
invest in upgrading their own networks. But 
the people and businesses of Lake County 
ZLOO�¿QDOO\�KDYH�PRGHUQ�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�,QWHUQHW��
The implications for education, economic 
development, and health care are incredible.



11. LAC QUI PARLE COUNTY

Lac qui Parle County rests on the border of 
South Dakota. Approximately 7,200 people live in 
communities of less than 100.  Three thousand 
reside in equal numbers in Madison and Dawson.  
In Minnesota, senior citizens comprise 14 percent 
of the population; in Lac qui Parle County, almost 
25 percent of residents are over 65.131   

In 2010, approximately 52 percent of all Lac 
qui Parle residential properties and business 
properties still depended on dial-up or satellite.   
A total of twelve K-12 schools, libraries, medical 
clinics, public safety facilities, public housing, 
colleges, community support organization, and 
government facilities also depended on dial-up or 
satellite for Internet access.132

Mediacom, headquartered in New York, offers the 
fastest telecom service in the County in the towns 
of Madison and Dawson. Mediacom’s cable service 
generally outperformed DSL but during peak times, 
capacity was reduced due to congestion. Mediacom 
advertised speeds of “up to” 15 Mbps downstream 
and 1 Mbps upstream but customers consistently 
described much slower speeds.

Frontier Communications, headquartered in 
Connecticut, provides telephone service in 
the region and offers DSL in cities with denser 
populations. Frontier offers speeds up to 1.5 Mbps 
downstream with much slower upstream speeds. 

A Partner on the Prairie

When farmers sought telephone and electric 
service in the early 1900s, they banded together 
to create cooperative entities owned and operated 
by community members. Today, telephone and 
electric cooperatives are delivering the next 
essential utility.  

)DUPHUV� 0XWXDO� 7HOHSKRQH� &RPSDQ\� �)DUPHUV��
was established in 1904 to serve the farming 
community in the northwest corner of the County.133  
,Q�������DQ�DPHQGPHQW�WR�WKH�5XUDO�(OHFWUL¿FDWLRQ�
Act of 1936 allowed local telephone companies to 
receive federal loans to extend service deeper 
into rural areas; Farmers applied immediately.134  
In 1950, the company obtained a loan that allowed 
it to rebuild and upgrade its existing system. The 
following year, the entity reorganized from a stock 
mutual to a cooperative. 

In 1995, Farmers began offering dial-up Internet 
DFFHVV� RYHU� LWV� FRSSHU� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�� ¿YH� \HDUV�
later Farmers shifted to HDSL, one of the earliest 
forms of DSL technology, to improve services.135  
The slowest HDSL speeds were approximately 
twice as fast as the fastest dial-up speeds. 

Around that time, in nearby Stevens County the 
Federated Telephone Cooperative began offering 
cable TV and Internet access to its 2,000 residential 
and business customers, charging lower rates 
than the existing provider Mediacom.136  In 2000 
Federated decided to rebuild its entire network as 
D�¿EHU�WR�WKH�SUHPLVH�V\VWHP��

Institute for Local Self-Reliance      Lac qui Parle County 52

Stuck on very slow 

dialup and DSL, the 

county partnered 

with a telephone 

cooperative to build 

ÀEHU�DFURVV�PRVW�RI�
the County. 



In 2002 Federated and Farmers formed a 
partnership. The two entities maintained separate 
Boards, but began sharing a General Manager; 
Kevin Beyer has served both cooperatives.

,Q������)DUPHUV�GHSOR\HG�D�¿EHU� ULQJ� LQ�0DGLVRQ�
DQG� 'DZVRQ� WR� SURYLGH� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQV� WR� DUHD�
hospitals. Dawson, Madison, and Appleton hospitals 
connected to the ring to take advantage of high 
bandwidth telehealth applications. Farmers also 
SURYLGHG� ¿EHU� VHUYLFH� WR� WKH� /DF� TXL� 3DUOH� 9DOOH\�
Schools and to a small number of local businesses.

,Q� SODFHV� WKDW� ODFNHG� ¿EHU�� )DUPHUV¶� FRSSHU�
infrastructure provided slow and inconsistent 
Internet access. The cooperative could not offer 
the bandwidth members needed because the long 
distances between households was ill-suited to 
'6/�WHFKQRORJ\��ZKLFK�GHJUDGHV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�RYHU�
distances as short as a few miles. When members 
UHTXHVWHG�EHWWHU�VHUYLFHV��)DUPHUV�NQHZ�WKDW�¿EHU�
was the best option and piggybacked on Federated 
7HOHSKRQH¶V�¿EHU�GHSOR\PHQW�H[SHULHQFH��

Farmer used the proceeds from a sale of its interest 
LQ�D�UHJLRQDO�FHOOXODU�SURYLGHU�WR�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�¿QDQFH�
D� ¿EHU� XSJUDGH�� 7KH� SURMHFW� EHJDQ� LQ� ����� DQG�
the last of Farmers’ 1,000 customers transitioned 
WR� ¿EHU� LQ� ������ 7KH� HQWLUH� SURMHFW� FRVW� �����
million. Approximately 63 percent of customers 
ZKR�UHFHLYHG� WKH�¿EHU�XSJUDGH�QRZ�VXEVFULEH� WR�
Internet access in addition to phone service.137 

A New Partnership 

In 2007 Farmers attracted the attention of the 
newly appointed Executive Director of Lac qui 
Parle County’s Economic Development Authority 
�('$���3DPHOD�/HKPDQQ��6KH�DWWHQGHG�D�%ODQGLQ�
Foundation conference and heard a presentation 
by Beyer. Lehmann was particularly impressed by 
)DUPHUV¶�¿EHU�XSJUDGH�SURMHFW��

At the time Lac qui Parle County was essentially 
separated into three geographies and levels of 
corresponding service: Madison and Dawson, 
with 3,000 people who had access to cable or 
DSL connections; the northern 40% of the County 
where 1,000 Farmers customers had access to 
¿EHU�VHUYLFH��DQG�WKH�VRXWKHUQ�UXUDO�DUHDV�ZKHUH�
approximately 3,200 residents depended on dial-
up or satellite. 

The EDA quickly established a Broadband 
Steering Committee to investigate methods to 
improve connectivity in the community. Lehmann 
approached Frontier to discuss the possibility of 
EULQJLQJ�¿EHU�WR�WKH�XQGHUVHUYHG�UXUDO�DUHDV�LQ�WKH�
southern part of the County. In a meeting with the 
Frontier regional manager, they proposed applying 
for a feasibility study grant from the Blandin 
Foundation. Frontier made no commitment for any 
type of partnership but the EDA did not abandon 
the prospect of working with Frontier. 

In the spring of 2008, the EDA received a Blandin 
Foundation grant for 32 hours of technical 
assistance to investigate ways to improve 
services in Lac qui Parle County.138  Blandin 
representatives, Lehmann, and the EDA convened 
a meeting of leaders from local government, 
education, business, and healthcare. Internet 
service providers also attended.139  

In late 2008 and early 2009, the EDA approached 
)URQWLHU�DJDLQ�WR�VXJJHVW�D�MRLQW�$PHULFDQ�5HFRYHU\�
DQG� 5HLQYHVWPHQW� $FW� �$55$�� DSSOLFDWLRQ�� EXW�
Frontier was not interested. In a National Public 
Radio article, Lehmann described the situation:

“We had two meetings with some of the upper 

PDQDJHPHQW��7KH\�VDLG�WKH\�GLGQ·W�KDYH�WKH�IXQGV�
available for a project like this. When they are looking 

DW�WKH�ELJ�SLFWXUH��D�VPDOO�&RXQW\�LQ�ZHVW�FHQWUDO�
Minnesota was not their priority at that time.”140 
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In early 2009 Lac qui Parle County and Farmers 
moved forward. Their agreement encompassed 
three phases, each based on a 50/50 partnership. 
7KH� WZR� HQWLWLHV� ZRXOG� MRLQWO\� DSSO\� IRU� D� JUDQW�
from the Blandin Foundation for the feasibility 
study. If the study suggested the need for better 
connectivity in the County and provided possible 
alternatives, Farmers and EDA would apply for 
ARRA funding. Their application would combine 
grant and loan funding; both entities would repay 
WKH� ORDQ� GROODUV� HTXDOO\�� ,I� WKH� SURMHFW� XOWLPDWHO\�
required more than the ARRA funding allowed, 
the partners would split the cost of the overage.141 

In August 2009, the County sent a formal 
partnership request to both Frontier and to 
Farmers. Farmers responded while Frontier 
remained silent. 

Lac qui Parle County did not want the burden 
of owning and managing a telecommunications 
network. The EDA wished to stay informed of 
progress and participate in promoting the network, 
but wanted Farmers to hold the reins.142  Farmers 
would own the physical infrastructure.

Farmers had already applied for ARRA funding in 
WKH�¿UVW�URXQG�RI�DZDUGV�EXW�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�ZDV�
QRW� VHOHFWHG�� 7KH� 5XUDO� 8WLOLW\� 6HUYLFH� �586���
the agency tasked with administering funds 
for broadband infrastructure, was required to 
DZDUG� VWLPXOXV� ¿QGLQJ� WR� SURMHFWV� WKDW� LQFOXGHG�
at least 75 percent rural areas without access to 
broadband.143� �)DUPHUV¶�¿UVW�DSSOLFDWLRQ� LQFOXGHG�
0DGLVRQ�� ZKLFK�ZDV� GHHPHG� VXI¿FLHQWO\� VHUYHG�
for purposes of stimulus funding and without 
Madison the proposal did not achieve the 75 
percent requirement.144  

Farmers’ had the equipment expertise thanks to 
WKH� ����� ¿EHU� XSJUDGH��:KHQ� DSSURDFKHG� ZLWK�
the idea of expanding, cooperative members 

expressed uncertainty. Beyer described Farmers’ 
assessment of the County’s connectivity in the 
southern areas:

“We knew that the towns of Madison and Dawson 

had reasonable ability to get a broadband connection 

– 4 Mbps or 5 Mbps connections – outside of town no 

one did. So we knew the rural residents were needing 

some form of broadband connection. They had simply 

no option.”145 

In October 2009,  EDA commissioned a feasibility 
study. The study was funded with a $25,000 Blandin 
Foundation grant and $12,500 each from Farmers 
and the EDA.146  The feasibility study’s engineering, 
operational, and market development plans were 
later used to support the ARRA funding application.

As noted, the stimulus funding criteria did not allow 
infrastructure deployment in areas considered 
“served.” Including both Madison and Dawson 
LQ� WKH� SURMHFW� KDG� SXVKHG� WKH� SURMHFW� RYHU� WKH�
“served” threshold. They decided to include 
'DZVRQ�LQ�WKH�SURMHFW�DUHD�DQG�RPLW�0DGLVRQ�WR�
remain under the required threshold.

Farmers planned an underground network 
connecting directly to each property. In 2010, 1,561 
residential properties, 165 business properties 
and 12 community facilities still depended on dial-
up or satellite.147��7KH�SURMHFW�IRFXVHG�RQ�UHSODFLQJ�
those slow, unreliable, expensive connections 
ZLWK�EURDGEDQG�YLD�WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN��

The County and Farmers were awarded a  $9.6 
million ARRA award in August 2010. As originally 
planned, the funds were equally distributed as 
grant and loan.148 The 50 percent grant reduced 
the risk and encouraged Farmers members to 
strongly back the plan.
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+RZHYHU�� WKH\� GLVFRYHUHG� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� SUREOHP�
DIWHU�¿QLVKLQJ�WKH�¿QDO�¿QDQFLDO�HVWLPDWHV��,Q�WKH�
time since submitting the application, the estimated 
costs had increased dramatically for two main 
UHDVRQV�� OHDGLQJ� WR� D� SURMHFWHG� EXGJHW� VKRUWIDOO�
up to $3 - 4 million. According to Beyer, two main 
ÀDZV�LQ�WKH�RULJLQDO�SULFLQJ�FUHDWHG�DQ�LQDFFXUDWH�
estimate: 1) the estimates did not calculate 
labor costs correctly; and 2) some equipment 
estimates were based on those obtained by large 
corporations with strong negotiating power. 

)RU� WKH� EURDGEDQG� SURMHFW�� WKH� )HGHUDO�
government established labor costs equivalent 
to highway construction wages at almost $40 per 
hour, considerably higher than the typical wages 
IRU� VXFK� D� SURMHFW� LQ�ZHVWHUQ�0LQQHVRWD�149 That 
RWKHU�VWLPXOXV�SURMHFWV� IDFHG� WKH�VDPH�GLOHPPD�
was hardly comforting.150   

Fiber optic cable was in short supply because of 
the high demand created by numerous stimulus 
SURMHFWV�DQG�DQ�LQFUHDVH�LQ�¿EHU�WR�WKH�FHOO�WRZHU�
investments for 4G rollouts, driving up the cost. 
6XSSOLHUV�ZRXOG�RIIHU�ORZHU�SULFHV�WR�ODUJH�SURMHFWV�
EX\LQJ�LQ�EXON�ZKLOH�UHODWLYHO\�VPDOOHU�SURMHFWV�KDG�
to pay more and wait longer.

Farmers considered abandoning the plan because 
it did not have funds to cover the shortfall. Under 
the terms of the original agreement, Farmers and 
the County each agreed to cover 50 percent of 
any shortage. Because Farmers did not have the 
ability to contribute an additional $1.5 million, the 
County agreed to loan the cooperative its portion 
from County cash reserves.151  

+RZHYHU�� E\� ZRUNLQJ� GLOLJHQWO\� WR� NHHS� SURMHFW�
FRVWV� GRZQ�� WKH� ¿EHU� QHWZRUN� KDV� WKXV� IDU� FRVW�
MXVW�XQGHU�����PLOOLRQ��PXFK�FORVHU�WR�WKH�RULJLQDO�
HVWLPDWH�WKDQ�H[SHFWHG����:H�LQFOXGH�WKHVH�GHWDLOV�
because it offers a glimpse at what problems can 
occur and how Lac qui Parle and Farmers were 
prepared to deal with them.)

2QFH� WKH� SURMHFW� ZDV� EDFN� RQ� WUDFN�� )DUPHUV�
and EDA launched an aggressive outreach plan. 
Farmers applied a well-considered two-pronged 
strategy. Before construction could begin, Farmers 
needed to obtain installation agreements from each 
property owner.  If property owners failed to sign the 
agreement, they would be responsible for installation 
costs at a later date, likely costing thousands of 
dollars. Farmers also emphasized competition,

“This will allow you, in the future, to have a choice 

for telephone, high speed data, Internet, and cable 

television providers.”152 

Farmers offered households and businesses the 
opportunity to sign installation agreements at the 
&RXQW\�)DLU��5DGLR�DGV��WHOHYLVLRQ�DGV��DQG�À\HUV�
kept residents and businesses informed about 
WKH�SURMHFW��7KH\�FRQWDFWHG�HDFK�SURSHUW\�RZQHU�
individually through the mail, over the phone, or 
with a home visit. 

Approximately 95 percent of property owners 
LQ� WKH� SURSRVHG� SURMHFW� DUHD� VLJQHG� LQVWDOODWLRQ�
agreements.153  

Unfortunately, a March 2011 earthquake and 
WVXQDPL� LQ� -DSDQ� LQWHUUXSWHG� ¿EHU�RSWLF� FDEOH�
production in one of only a few manufacturing 
facilities.154�'HPDQG� IURP�RWKHU�VWLPXOXV�SURMHFWV�
strained materials supplies, delaying construction 
by approximately nine months. 

When Farmers began construction in late 2011, it 
already had an extensive network in the northern 
SDUW� RI� WKH�FRXQW\�DQG�KDG�¿EHU� LQ� WKH� WRZQV�RI�
Madison, Dawson, and Appleton to serve the local 
hospitals. Farmers integrated the new network by 
using the anchor institutions in Dawson, Madison, 
and Appleton as hubs. Spokes expanded out to 
serve new customers in Dawson and Boyd and to 
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extend outside of Madison to reach areas where the 
SDUWQHUV� FRXOG� GHSOR\� ¿EHU�ZLWKRXW� RYHUEXLOGLQJ��
in accordance with stimulus requirements. 

The network was completed in the summer of 2014 
as Farmers continued to add subscribers. By the 
end of August, 320 new residential customers and 
50 new business customers received services 
from the cooperative.

New subscribers are not immediately made 
members of the cooperative. Instead, both 
Farmers and Federated have a policy of waiting 
a number of years before allowing membership. 
The duration is based on the costs of expansion. 
During that time, the net income from the new 
subscribers compensates the prior member-
owners for the risk and capital they offered to 
enable the new connections.

Services

Federated offers cable TV but Farmers does 
not. Farmers will eventually offer standard triple-
play services of telephone, Internet access, and 
television via the new infrastructure, but currently 
GHOLYHUV�MXVW�WHOHSKRQH�DQG�,QWHUQHW�DFFHVV��

For rural residents, satellite TV is often the best 
or only option. Instead of offering video over its 
¿EHU� QHWZRUN� LQ� ����� )DUPHUV� DQG� )HGHUDWHG�
became authorized DISH Network partners under 
a new program offered by DISH. Customers are 
billed for the service through Farmers and DISH 
technicians handle all installation or service calls. 

Because of an exclusivity agreement between 
DISH and Frontier in the Madison, Dawson, and 
Boyd exchanges, however, customers in those 
areas do not have access to DISH through 
Farmers. Farmers can still offer DISH in the 

northern areas it already served before the Lac qui 
Parle expansion because there are no Frontier/
DISH exclusivity arrangements there. 

The situation creates a fractured market and 
logistical problems for farmers. Being unable to offer 
a triple play everywhere complicates advertising 
and hurts its ability to grow marketshare. 

In order to provide a television option for 
subscribers in the Frontier territories, Farmers is 
negotiating with content providers to offer Internet 
3URWRFRO� WHOHYLVLRQ� �,379�155� YLD� WKH� QHZ� ¿EHU�
infrastructure. However, the entire video market is 
structured in ways that reward large corporations 
DQG�PDNH� LW�GLI¿FXOW� IRU�VPDOO�SURYLGHUV��ZKLFK� LV�
one of the reasons few Americans have robust 
choices for this service. 

Fortunately, offering Internet access is 
comparatively simple compared to the 
complications of cable television.  Most residential 
and local businesses subscribe to 20 Mbps 
symmetrical service for Internet bundled with 
local and long distance service priced at $68.45. 
Farmers also provides a bundle that includes 
similar features156 with unlimited long distance for 
$99.45. For Internet only, 10 Mbps symmetrical 
service costs $69.95. 

Resistance from Frontier

After Farmers began offering services, several 
residents and businesses contacted the EDA to 
report problems they encountered with Frontier 
when they tried to switch providers. After long 
SHULRGV�RQ�KROG��XS�WR�DQ�KRXU�UHSRUWHG���)URQWLHU�
told customers they must pay a $250-$300 per 
line early termination fee, according to the terms 
of their contract. When customers questioned 
the contract, Frontier told them accounts 
automatically renewed. If a consumer pushed 
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back and demanded a copy of the contract, 
Frontier representatives told them the company 
did not retain the physical contract.

Regardless of whether or not Frontier’s behavior 
is illegal, it appears to have caused a cooling 
effect for the present. Dawson and Boyd schools 
still contract with Frontier for data and phone 
service. Schools have multiple lines so hefty early 
termination fees are a factor administrators must 
weigh when considering changing providers.

Residential and small businesses 
comprise the bulk of Farmers 
customers on the network. 
Downtown Madison was not 
LQFOXGHG�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�DUHD��
so many government facilities in 
the County seat are still connected 
with Frontier or Mediacom. In the 
future, Farmers may decide to use 
LWV� H[LVWLQJ� ¿EHU� WR� H[SDQG� LQ� WKH�
town of Madison.

Ironically, the County seat has 
become a reverse oasis – having access only 
WR�VORZHU�VHUYLFHV�UDWKHU� WKDQ� WKH�XOWUD� IDVW�¿EHU�
connections surrounding it. Lehmann lives in Boyd 
but works in Madison. Her home connection is 
faster and more reliable than her work connection. 
According to Beyer, this situation is common in Lac 
qui Parle. This may eventually cause businesses 
to abandon Madison for locations served by 
)DUPHUV�¿EHU��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHWWOH�IRU�VORZHU�FDEOH�
and DSL.

As anticipated, the network has allowed 
home commerce to expand. Jean Menden of 
%R\G� XVHV� KHU� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQ� IRU� KHU� MHZHOU\�
business. In addition to an improved online store, 
she now accesses video tutorials to improve her 
silversmith skills. 

“ If you had two hours, you could watch a 

���PLQXWH�YLGHR�µ�0HQGHQ�VDLG�DV�VKH�GHVFULEHG�WKH�
ÀWIXO�FRQQHFWLRQ�WKDW�XVHG�WR�EH�WKH�EHVW�DYDLODEOH�
around Boyd, a town of 172 people not far from the 

0LQQHVRWD�6RXWK�'DNRWD�ERUGHU��

Unfortunately, I probably spend more time on the 

,QWHUQHW�WKDQ�,�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�EHFDXVH�ZKHQ�\RX·G�EH�
frustrated before it was easy to shut down and be 

GRQH�ZLWK�LW�IRU�WKH�GD\�µ�VKH�VDLG��´1RZ�WKHUH·V�QR�
reason to shut down.”157 

In addition to home-based 
businesses, a variety of small 
businesses in the area have 
EHQH¿WHG� IURP� WKH� QHWZRUN��
Madison Bottling Company, a 
wholesale beer and soda seller, 
is located near the edge of the 
Madison. In 2007, the company 
became one of a handful of 
businesses connecting to 
)DUPHUV¶� ¿EHU� LQVWDOODWLRQV� LQ�
the area. Madison Bottling left 

Frontier DSL and switched to Farmers for data 
service because DSL did not provide enough 
speed and capacity to transfer daily sales and 
inventory reports to suppliers. Kay Roth from 
Madison Bottling describes the transition as a 
“win-win” for the company. In addition to better 
rates and faster connections, she feels Farmers is 
more accountable to customers.158  

Even as the network is helping other businesses, 
)DUPHUV� LWVHOI� LV�DOVR�DGGLQJ� MREV�� �$FFRUGLQJ� WR�
Beyer, Farmers is adding new positions to handle 
WKH� LQFUHDVH� LQ� FXVWRPHUV� ±� QHZ� MREV� FUHDWHG�
because of the presence and popularity of the 
new network.159   

Ironically, the 

County seat has 

become a reverse 

oasis – having 

access only to 

slower services 

rather than the 

XOWUD�IDVW�ÀEHU�
connections 

surrounding it.
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Conclusion

Through a strong public private partnership, 
Farmers Mutual Telephone Company and Lac 
TXL�3DUOH�&RXQW\�EURXJKW�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�¿EHU�
connectivity to the approximate 1,700 locations 
that had no real access to modern connections. 
With the exception of the town of Madison, very 
high speed Internet access is now available in 
WKH� HQWLUH� &RXQW\�� 7KH� SURMHFW� ZRUNHG� EHFDXVH�
when incumbent providers refused to invest, 
ORFDO�OHDGHUV�IRXQG�D�WUXVWHG�SDUWQHU��7KH�SURMHFW�
H[HPSOL¿HV�WKH�JURZLQJ�UROH�RI�ORFDO�FRRSHUDWLYHV�
as reliable partners the expansion of broadband in 
Greater Minnesota.

Federated recently submitted an application for 
funding from the FCC as part a of experimental 
program to improve investing in rural regions. 
Federated is considering expanding in Swift 
County, located northeast of Lac qui Parle County. 
Swift County is considering a proposal that would 
include a $1 million contribution in the form of a 
loan to Federated in order to bring FTTH to its 
9,700 residents.160  

With the exception of the “donut hole” that is 
Madison, the region has excellent access to 
the Internet available. The network provides the 
opportunity for more home based businesses 
and telecommuting that will keep more revenue 
in the local communities. If Frontier is required 
to stop imposing punitive early termination fees, 
subscribership may increase faster.
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12. RENVILLE-SIBLEY FIBER COOP

Sibley County is located in south central Minnesota; 
5HQYLOOH� &RXQW\� LV� MXVW� WR� WKH� QRUWK� DQG� ZHVW� RI�
Sibley. Sibley’s population has steadily declined as 
the workforce has shifted away from agriculture. The 
U.S. Census estimates approximately 15,200 people 
in a little over 6,100 households. Sibley County is 
MXVW�XQGHU�����VTXDUH�PLOHV�

To expand fast, affordable, and 
reliable Internet access, most of 
the cities and townships within 
Sibley County and some of 
the cities and towns in eastern 
Renville are working together to 
EXLOG�D�¿EHU�WR�WKH�IDUP�QHWZRUN�
called RS Fiber Cooperative. 
Renville County has been very 
supportive of the approach. 

Like many other mostly rural 
communities across the U.S., large 
corporate providers have not deployed broadband 
in the areas outside of Sibley’s seven cities or 
even much within them; many of the smaller local 
providers are also providing only slow broadband. 
Mediacom Cable operates in some cities; Frontier 
Communications and CenturyLink offer DSL in 
some cities and to select surrounding areas. Some 

of the farms still rely on dial-up for Internet access 
but many have some form of wireless access that 
can be both expensive and slow.

In addition to slow Internet access, farmers often 
complain about poor Frontier telephone service. 
Repairs can take weeks. Some farmers must pay 
long distance fees for every call.

0RVW�RI� WKH� MREV� LQ� WKH�6LEOH\�&RXQW\�DUH�HLWKHU�
agriculture or service positions; grain farming 
contributes 16% of the county’s total output. The 
science of growing crops has advanced to include 
high tech insect and weed control, genetics, and 
state-of-the-art irrigation systems, not to mention 
studying market conditions and opportunities. 
Farmers in Sibley County increasingly rely on 
Internet connectivity to do business in a highly 
competitive industry.

Seeking a Modern Network

Prior to taking a position as City 
Administrator for the City of 
Winthrop in 2008, Mark Erickson 
had spent years working in 
telecommunications. While 
he had previously served as 
City Administrator in the city of 
/DNH¿HOG�� 0LQQHVRWD�� KH� PRVW�
recently worked for Hiawatha 
Broadband Communications 

�+%&���+%&�KDV�EXLOW�DQG�RSHUDWHV�¿EHU�QHWZRUNV�
in southeast Minnesota and has partnered with 
communities to expand Internet access.

Seeking a stable position in a small town, Erickson 
took the Winthrop position expecting his biggest 
challenges to be “barking dogs and unshoveled 
sidewalks.”161 Erickson recalls that during the 
interview process, he was never asked about 
telecommunications.

Cities and townships 

in Sibley and Renville 

Counties have spent 

years organizing 

D�ÀEHU�WR�WKH�IDUP�
network. They are 

creating a new coop 

and using local 

government bonding 

to provide seed 

funding. 

“%XW�WKH�SURMHFW·V�OHDGHUV�
remained dedicated to 

universal access. They 

ZDQWHG�WR�EXLOG�ÀEHU�WR�
the-farm, with no one 

left behind because they 

reasoned that the fate of 

both the farms and towns 

are woven together.”
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But at a city council meeting that same year, 
Mayor Dave Trebelhorn raised the issue of 
telecommunications. He suggested Winthrop 
look at the possibility of building its own network 
to improve Internet access speeds, service, and 
prices. At the time, Erickson did not take the 
comment to heart, but when Trebelhorn asked him 
to follow up, Erickson approached local provider 
:LQWKURS�7HOHSKRQH�&RPSDQ\��:7&��

For historic reasons, Minnesota and Iowa have 
an unusually high number of “independent” 
telephone companies – private companies, often 
owned by local families, that were never a part 
RI�WKH�$7	7�³0D�%HOO´�V\VWHP��0DQ\�RI�WKHVH�DUH�
owned by people who still live in the community 
and continue to upgrade as they can. Winthrop 
Telecom Company’s owners, however, now live far 
from the community and their ties and perceived 
obligations to the city are weaker.

During the next year, the city discussed a possible 
)77+� SURMHFW� ZLWK� :7&�� $W� ¿UVW� WKH� FRPSDQ\�
appeared enthusiastic but eventually pulled out, 
VWDWLQJ� WKDW� WKH� SURMHFW�ZRXOG� EH� WRR� H[SHQVLYH��
+RZHYHU��HYHQ�DIWHU�:LQWKURS�RIIHUHG� WR�¿QDQFH�
construction of the network, WTC refused to 
further consider partnering, asserting prohibitive 
FRVWV�IRU�WKH�SURMHFW�WKRXJK�LW�ZRXOG�SD\�YLUWXDOO\�
none of them.

In fact, the following year similar offers to pay for 
FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�ZHUH�DOVR�PDGH�
to CenturyLink, Frontier and Mediacom. All three 
UHMHFWHG�WKH�LGHD��FKRRVLQJ�QRW�WR�FRRSHUDWH�ZLWK�
WKH�SURMHFW�

Knowing that Winthrop wasn’t large enough to 
EXLOG�D�)77+�QHWZRUN��������SRS���(ULFNVRQ�VRXJKW�
partners elsewhere. Winthrop approached the 
nearby city of Gaylord, where community members 
faced similar problems with poor connectivity and 
VHUYLFH��7KH�WZR�GHFLGHG�WR�MRLQ�IRUFHV�DQG�UHDFKHG�
out to other local governments, eventually forming 

D�-RLQW�3RZHUV�%RDUG��-3%��WKDW�XOWLPDWHO\�LQFOXGHG�
all seven cities in Sibley County as well as the city 
of Fairfax in Renville County.

In May 2010, the Blandin Foundation awarded 
the group a $40,000 grant toward a broadband 
feasibility study for Arlington, Fairfax, Gaylord, 
Green Isle, Henderson, New  Auburn, and Winthrop. 
Tim Dolan, Executive Director of the Sibley County 
Economic Development Commission, suggested 
the feasibility study also include rural farms. In 
order to help fund the expanded study, Sibley 
County Commissioners approved an additional 
$40,000 for the grant match.

Because western Sibley shares a school district 
with eastern Renville County, the study also 
examined the area around the Fairfax telephone 
exchange. A few years earlier the Gibbon-Fairfax- 
:LQWKURS� 6FKRRO� 'LVWULFW� �*):�� DSSURYHG� D�
¿UVW�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQ� SODQ� WR� GLVWULEXWH� L3DGV� WR�
each student.162 Without better connectivity at 
home, students could not take full advantage of 
the technology. Renville County and the Fairfax 
Economic Development Authority chipped in to 
extend the feasibility study to cover that area.

A statistically valid telephone survey in August 2010 
LQGLFDWHG�KLJK�LQWHUHVW�LQ�D�ORFDO�SURMHFW��0RUH�WKDQ�
60 percent of those interviewed voiced approval of 
a municipally owned telecommunications network.

To educate the public and seek support, the JPB 
created a marketing committee that hosted dozens 
of meetings in summer and fall 2010. The group 
scheduled multiple meetings in each community – 
a morning, afternoon, and evening meeting in each 
to maximize opportunities for public feedback. 
The JPB marketing committee sought citizen 
participation throughout the process, one of the 
KDOOPDUNV�RI�WKH�56�)LEHU�SURMHFW��0HHWLQJV�ZHUH�
RYHUZKHOPLQJO\� ¿OOHG� ZLWK� ORFDOV� WKDW� VXSSRUWHG�
WKH�SURMHFW��RQH� UXUDO� UHVLGHQW�PHPRUDEO\�FDOOHG�
it a “no-brainer.”
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Starting in November 2010, the Board presented 
a feasibility study at a series of public meetings. 
7KH� VWXG\� ¿UVW� H[DPLQHG� D� WULSOH�SOD\� ¿EHU�
network in only the cities, assuming an ambitious 
70% penetration for residential video service 
within three or four years offering a $100 triple 
play including 20 Mbps Internet access.163 With 
those assumptions, the network would break 
HYHQ� DIWHU� ¿YH� \HDUV� DQG� FUHDWH� DQ� DJJUHJDWH�
community savings of $600,000 per year resulting 
from households paying less for far higher quality 
Internet access. In order to build the network, the 
community would need to borrow $33.7 million.

In order to extend the network out to include all 
farmers in Sibley County and everyone within the 
Fairfax exchange with the same 
assumptions, the group would 
need to borrow $63 million; the 
network would be cash positive in 
its 7th year. Community savings 
would increase to $900,000 per 
year. The Board recommended 
funding with a revenue bond., 
wherein the local governments 
issue bonds to private investors 
and repay them with revenue 
from the network.

The presentation highlighted the challenge: 
whether to include the farms or stick with the 
stronger business plan only connecting cities. 
Alternatively, should farms have to pay 
more due to the higher build costs? The 
overwhelming agreement was that the farms and 
cities depend on each other. If one were 
weakened, the other would suffer. Therefore, 
they felt it necessary to stick together in building 
a network, made available to all households on 
similar terms.

At a January 15, 2011 meeting in the Arlington 
&RPPXQLW\� &HQWHU�� RI¿FLDOV� IURP� 6LEOH\�
County, Renville County, city councils, and rural 
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV��JDWKHUHG�WR�GLVFXVV�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�
QH[W� VWHSV�� 0RUH� WKDQ� ��� RI¿FLDOV� DJUHHG� WR�
decide by the end of February whether or not to 
SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�WKH�QHWZRUN�SURMHFW�DQG�EHFRPH�SDUW�
of the JPB.164

By mid-February, four cities had unanimously 
YRWHG�WR�MRLQ�WKH�-3%��+RZHYHU��6LEOH\�&RXQW\�KDG�
WR� VLJQ� RQ� WR� EXLOG� D� ³¿EHU�WR�WKH�IDUP´� QHWZRUN�
UDWKHU� WKDQ� MXVW� ¿EHU�WR�WKH�WRZQ�KRXVHKROGV��
Without the County they would not be able to raise 
the necessary capital to connect all the farms.

On February 21, Renville County 
YRWHG� XQDQLPRXVO\� WR� MRLQ� WKH�
SURMHFW�� 7KH� VDPH� GD\�� 6LEOH\�
County Board of Commissioners 
YRWHG� ���� LQ� IDYRU� RI� MRLQLQJ�
the JPB. Many local farmers, 
attended the standing-room only 
meeting. Minnesota Public Radio 
reported on the meeting: 

[Linda] Kramer, whose husband is 

D�FRUQ���VR\EHDQ��DQG�ZKHDW�IDUPHU�
in Moltke Township, says their DSL 

connection of 1.5 Mbps is too slow.

“My husband tries to upload USDA maps,” she 

VD\V��´:H�VWUHDP�WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�PRYLH��,W·V�QRW�QHDUO\�
HQRXJK��:H·UH�DV�IUXVWUDWHG�ZLWK�WKDW�DV�ZH�ZHUH�ZLWK�
GLDO�XS����\HDUV�DJR�µ165

Kramer noted that often her husband would begin 
uploading reports to business partners in the 
evening. When they awoke in the morning, they 
ZRXOG�¿QG�WKDW�WKH�UHSRUWV�ZHUH�VWLOO�WUDQVPLWWLQJ�RU�
the connection had failed in the night.

The overwhelming 

agreement was that 

the farms and cities 

depend on each 

other. If one were 

weakened, the other 

would suffer. 
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In March 2011, representatives from Sibley and 
Renville Counties, Fairfax, Gibbon, Winthrop, 
Henderson, Gaylord, Arlington, Green Isle, and 
1HZ�$XEXUQ�JDWKHUHG�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�IRUPDO�PHHWLQJ�
of the full JPB. The group also established legal, 
¿QDQFLDO�� RSHUDWLRQV�� DQG�PDUNHWLQJ� FRPPLWWHHV�
WR�PRYH�WKH�SURMHFW�IRUZDUG��

Over the next several months, the marketing 
committee ramped up its effort to educate the 
SXEOLF�� ,Q� DGGLWLRQ� WR� GLVWULEXWLQJ� ������ ¿EHU�
“primer”166 booklets through a mass mailing and 
at a series of community meetings, the committee 
mailed out pledge cards to every household in 
the proposed network area. The cards were not 
OHJDO�FRPPLWPHQWV��EXW�ZHUH�LQWHQGHG�WR�FRQ¿UP�
the results of the study and provide an accurate 
picture of the need in the region. At the time, the 
JPB hoped to obtain a minimum of 2,300 cards 
from households in the potential service area.

In October 2011, the JPB hired Hiawatha 
%URDGEDQG� &RPPXQLFDWLRQV� �+%&�� WR� RSHUDWH�
the network they planned to build. HBC, a Winona 
¿UP��KDV�D�VWURQJ�UHSXWDWLRQ�DV�D�VHUYLFH�SURYLGHU�
and had managed the publicly owned network in 
Monticello for a number of years.

While the public rallied strongly around the 
network, Frontier, CenturyLink, and others sought 
to persuade Sibley Commissioners to back out of 
WKH�SURMHFW�

An especially contentious meeting on March 27, 
2012, resulted in the Commission suspending 
D� YRWH� LQ� VXSSRUW� RI� WKH� SURMHFW�� 7KH� -3%� KDG�
collected 3,500 pledges from potential customers, 
the amount the Commission had requested 
EHIRUH� GHFLGLQJ� WR� EDFN� WKH� SURMHFW� WR� WKH� QH[W�
phase. Rather than vote, the Commission voted 
to suspend the vote until the JPB could collect an 
DGGLWLRQDO�������SOHGJHV��7KH\�DOVR�DVNHG�SURMHFW�
backers to “poll” the 17 townships in Sibley County.

The decision inspired new volunteers to knock on 
doors, make phone calls, and reach out to others 
in the community. Within a month, the group 
obtained over 4,300 pledges representing over 56 
SHUFHQW�RI�FXVWRPHUV�LQ�WKH�SURMHFW�DUHD��6L[WHHQ�
of 17 townships voted unanimously in support of 
WKH�FRXQW\�PRYLQJ�IRUZDUG�ZLWK�WKH�¿EHU�SURMHFW��
In the rural areas, more than 62% of residents 
VXSSRUWHG�WKH�SURMHFW�

At a late April meeting, the Sibley County 
Commission Board passed a resolution to back 
WKH�SURMHFW� LQ� WKH�QH[W�SKDVH��7KH�-RLQW�3RZHUV�
%RDUG�KLUHG�DQ�HQJLQHHU�DQG�D�VHFXULWLHV�¿UP�WR�
SXW� WRJHWKHU� ¿QDQFLQJ� DQG� VFKHGXOH� D� UHYHQXH�
bond sale.

Ultimately, the matter of the debt service reserve fund 
presented the biggest, and ultimately fatal, obstacle 
to funding the network. Revenue bonds often have a 
GHEW�UHVHUYH�IXQG��D�VDIHW\�YDOYH�LQ�FDVH�WKH�SURMHFW�
falls behind its business plan. The reserve would 
JLYH� WKH�QHWZRUN�D�FKDQFH� WR�¿[�SUREOHPV�ZLWKRXW�
having to default on bond payments.

RS Fiber was moving forward on a plan where the 
local governments would establish the reserve 
fund and if it were drawn down, they would 
have to replenish it with tax dollars from their 
community. Unfortunately, this was at the same 
time that Monticello and Vadnais Heights were 
requiring different sets of bondholders to take a 
haircut, Monticello on revenue bonds issued for 
its broadband network and Vadnais Heights on 
revenue bonds issued to build a sports arena. As 
a result, bond attorneys adopted an extremely risk 
averse perspective to the issuance of revenue 
ERQGV�IRU�WKH�56�)LEHU�SURMHFW�

In the worst case scenario, if RS Fiber signed 
up no customers, the debt reserve fund would 
be exhausted in the fourth year. Replenishing it 
would require most cities to double their annual tax 
levies to replenish their share of the debt service 
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fund. Given the overwhelming amount of interest 
LQ�WKH�SURMHFW��WKH�SURVSHFW�RI�D�GLVPDOO\�ORZ�WDNH�
rate is extremely unlikely but the bond attorneys 
QRQHWKHOHVV�UHIXVHG�WR�VLJQ�RII�RQ�WKH�SURMHFW�

From the beginning, incumbent telephone 
company Frontier expressed its resistance 
WR� WKH� SURMHFW�� $W� D� 'HFHPEHU� ���� %RDUG� RI�
Commissioners meeting, Frontier General 
Manager Todd VanEpps claimed their old copper 
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�FRXOG�FRPSHWH�ZLWK�¿EHU�

 “We have had copper in the ground for many years 

and it is paid for already. What we can do is provide 

WKH�VDPH�VSHHG�RI�VHUYLFH�DV�ÀEHU�FDQ�SURYLGH�µ167

That claim could not withstand close scrutiny. Not 
only does copper have many technical restrictions, 
the long distances between households in much 
of Sibley County makes copper solutions almost 
totally infeasible.

Frontier warned the Board that “the County could 
write itself into quite a debt” and questioned the 
SURMHFWLRQV�DQG�FRVW�DQDO\VLV� IURP� WKH� IHDVLELOLW\�
study. Frontier also regularly suggested that 
:LQGRP¶V�¿EHU�QHWZRUN�KDG�EHHQ�D�IDLOXUH��D�FODLP�
we discuss in this paper in the Windom section 
�FKDSWHU����

7KH�0LQQHVRWD�7HOHFRP�$OOLDQFH��07$���DQ�LQGXVWU\�
group representing telephone companies from 
national companies like CenturyLink and Frontier 
to locally rooted independents, also tried to stop 
WKH�SURMHFW�� ,Q�D� OHWWHU� LQ� WKH�1HZ�8OP�-RXUQDO� LQ�
October 2012 MTA’s President and CEO, Brent 
J. Christenson accused the JPB of withholding 
information from the public and criticized consultants 
ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKH�SURMHFW��&KULVWHQVHQ�ZURWH�WKDW�³���
percent of all households do not have a wireline 
connection and the number is growing.”168 Actually 

the number of households with wireline Internet 
access is growing. He was confusing telephone 
statistics with Internet access statistics.

The uncertainty took a toll on the unity of the 
JPB. On October 23, 2012, the Sibley Board of 
Commissioners passed a resolution by a 3–2 vote 
to withdraw from the JPB. But given the strength 
RI� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� VXSSRUW� IRU� WKH� SURMHFW�� WKRVH�
KHDGLQJ�LW�UHFRJQL]HG�WKH\�FRXOG�QRW�MXVW�JLYH�XS�
in their goal of building the network to as many 
households as possible.

Immediately after the vote, a group of farmers 
approached Jeff Nielsen, General Manager of the 
ORFDO�8QLWHG�)DUPHUV�&RRSHUDWLYH��8)&��

“7KH\�VDLG��¶:H�KDYH�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�·µ�UHFDOOHG�
1LHOVHQ��´,�VDLG��¶/HW·V�JR�EDFN�WR�RXU�URRWV�DQG�WU\ɑWR�
IRUP�D�FR�RS�·�7ZHQW\�IRXU�KRXUV�ODWHU��ZH�KDG�DQ�
organizational meeting. We had about 30 people 

show up. This is really a credit to the grass roots 

people who have been working their heads off for the 

last two years to get this done. We were shocked the 

commissioners voted no.”

“&OHDUO\�LW·V�PXFK�PRUH�HIÀFLHQW�WR�JR�LQWR�D�FLW\�
�ZLWK�ÀEHU��µ�1LHOVHQ�VDLG��´%XW�OHW·V�UHPHPEHU�ZKR�
SDLG�WKH�WD[HV�LQ�WKH�FRXQW\��WKH�IDUPHUV�DQG�DJ�
producers. Why are we leaving them out of the 

technology?”169

It was clear that a large segment of the community 
wanted to move ahead. Local municipalities, 
EXVLQHVVHV��DQG�VFKRROV�VWLOO�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�SURMHFW�
but without Sibley County and its contribution to 
the debt reserve fund, options were limited.

Over the next few months, the JPB worked to 
FRPH�XS�ZLWK�D�YLDEOH�VROXWLRQ�IRU�WKH�SURMHFW�WKDW�
ZRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�DWWUDFW�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�¿QDQFLQJ��
7KURXJK�WKH�HIIRUWV�RI�WKHLU�¿QDQFLDO�DGYLVRU�WKH\�
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GHFLGHG�WKH�SURMHFW�VKRXOG�EHFRPH�D�FRRSHUDWLYH�
with the JPB providing a start-up loan to help them 
DWWUDFW�¿QDQFLQJ�

The JPB had already completed most of the 
¿QDQFLQJ�DQG�HQJLQHHULQJ�DQG�DOO�RI�WKH�PHPEHUV�
of the new cooperative had already been involved 
ZLWK� WKH� -3%�� 7KH� FRRSHUDWLYH� LV� UHDOO\� MXVW� D�
FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI� WKH�-3%�SURMHFW� LQ�PRVW� UHVSHFWV�
but may no longer reach every household in the 
territory because townships could opt in or out. The 
UHVLGHQWV�DQG�EXVLQHVVHV�ZLWKLQ� WKH� MXULVGLFWLRQV�
RI�WKH�-3%�ZRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�MRLQ�WKH�FRRSHUDWLYH�
simply by taking service from it.

7KH� QHZ� SODQ� LPSURYHG� ¿QDQFLDO� SURVSHFWV� IRU�
WKH� SURMHFW�� /HVV� PRQH\� ZDV� UHTXLUHG� WKURXJK�
WKH�QHZ�¿QDQFLQJ�VFKHPH�DQG�WKH�QHZ�HVWLPDWH�
IRU� WRWDO� SURMHFW� FRVWV� ZDV� ���� PLOOLRQ�� :LWK� VR�
PXFK� ¿EHU� H[SHFWHG� WR� EH� EXLOW� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�
county, wireless Internet service providers would 
be able to expand better access to some of the 
farms if some townships chose not to participate. 
Such connections would not offer the speed 
QRU� UHOLDELOLW\� RI� ¿EHU� EXW�ZRXOG�EH�D� VXEVWDQWLDO�
improvement over the status quo.

Seventeen of the 21 eligible townships in Renville 
DQG�6LEOH\�&RXQWLHV�XOWLPDWHO\� MRLQHG�WKH�SURMHFW�
as well as the Renville cities of Fairfax and Buffalo 
Lake. Sibley cities of Gibbon, Winthrop, Gaylord, 
New Auburn, and Green Isle have also committed. 
Stewart and Brownton, located in McLeod County, 
and Lafayette from Nicollet County are also 
participating. Arlington and Henderson have opted 
out, to the frustration of a fair amount of voters.

Cities and townships that opted out may have an 
RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�MRLQ�DIWHU�WKH�QHWZRUN�LV�EXLOW��ZKHQ�
it could be under pressure to expand in many 
different directions to meet the growing needs 
of the neglected farms and towns and cities of 
Greater Minnesota.

The cooperative board decided to set higher goals 
for Internet service. The lowest Internet access 
will be 50 Mbps both downstream and upstream 
instead of 20. Subscribers will be able to access 
speeds as high as 1 Gbps. The network will offer 
home and farm security systems, broadcast 
high school events live, and make telemedicine 
opportunities available to the many elderly people 
in the community. Because the capital costs have 
decreased, the cooperative will break even after 
45 percent of households and small businesses in 
WKH�SURMHFW�DUHD�VLJQ�XS�IRU�VHUYLFH�

RS Fiber already has pledges from about 62 
percent of rural households from the proposed 
service area; they expect more. If the coop signs 
up 90 percent of rural households, it will only need 
half of city households.

Financing the Cooperative

7R� ¿QDQFH� WKH� QHWZRUN�� WKH� -3%� ZLOO� LVVXH�
a General Obligation Tax Abatement Bond 
�*�2�� ERQG�� WR� SURYLGH� D� ���� PLOOLRQ� HFRQRPLF�
development loan to the new cooperative. To do 
so, those communities must hold a series of public 
hearings and the relevant city councils must vote 
to authorize each community’s commitment. The 
loan is guaranteed by local governments’ ability to 
raise taxes if the endeavor cannot make payments 
on the debt for the cities and townships.171

Though cooperatives have been successful at 
providing these services, especially in the Midwest, 
HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�QHZ�RQH�KDV�VLJQL¿FDQW�FKDOOHQJHV��
All the more so if that cooperative needs a large 
amount of capital to engage in a business against 
entrenched competitors like Frontier, CenturyLink 
and Mediacom. Investors see a new venture 
like RS Fiber as very risky. Local governments 
have well-established means of raising capital 
IRU�HVVHQWLDO� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�SURMHFWV�EXW�VRPH�DUH�
uncomfortable with local government delivering 
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a service that had historically been the province 
of private companies. The RS Fiber Cooperative 
approach is an attempt to use some of the 
advantages of both approaches.

The Board hopes the economic development 
loan will help secure loan guarantees from federal 
programs designed to encourage infrastructure 
investments, including the U.S. Department 
RI� $JULFXOWXUH� �86'$��� WKH� 6PDOO� %XVLQHVV�
$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ� �6%$��� DQG� WKH� 'HSDUWPHQW� RI�
+RXVLQJ�DQG�8UEDQ�'HYHORSPHQW��+8'��

Phil Keithahn, Chairman and CEO of Gaylord’s 
3UR*URZWK� %DQN�� WRRN� XS� WKH� UROH� RI� ¿QDQFLDO�
advisor to RS Fiber. Keithahn explored potential 
VRXUFHV�RI� ¿QDQFLQJ��7KH�56�)LEHU�&RRSHUDWLYH�
does not qualify for RUS funding currently because 
Winthrop Telephone had previously received an 
RUS loan that was still being repaid. The agency 
would not lend funds to entities that compete 
with each other. Because Winthrop Telephone 
had received funds to build a comparatively slow 
broadband system, much of the county has a 
JUHDWHU�FKDOOHQJH�WR�¿QDQFH�D�PRGHUQ�QHWZRUN�

Keithahn has approached a number of banks and 
possible private lenders. He has had to seek out 
funds from several institutions because smaller 
banks have lower lending limits. Federal loan 
guarantees will strengthen his ability to secure 
lending from private lenders.

Keithahn has calculated the costs to taxpayers in 
a worst case scenario. If the network signs only 
one in three households, and all communities 
must make the full bond payments, the additional 
tax burden to each home would be approximately 
$35 - $36 per month. But services from the new 
network will be approximately $25 less per month 
than what households now pay. In other words, 
LI� WKH� QHWZRUN� GRHV� QRW� KLW� LWV� SURMHFWLRQV�� WKH�
QHW� DGGLWLRQDO� ¿QDQFLDO� EXUGHQ� WR� HDFK� SURSHUW\�

owner taking service would be approximately 
$10 - $11 per month. They would also have the 
EHQH¿W� RI� IDVW�� UHOLDEOH� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQV�� (YHQ�
if a property owner chooses not to connect to 
the RS Fiber network, competitive pricing and 
services will improve their rates and their Internet 
access. Additionally, home values are expected to 
LQFUHDVH�ZLWK�D�¿EHU�FRQQHFWLRQ�DYDLODEOH�

%HFDXVH� +%&� LV� FRQVXOWLQJ� RQ� WKH� SURMHFW�
and will likely manage the network, Keithahn 
has approached potential funders in the local 
communities where HBC manages other 
networks. In addition to understanding the ways 
D� FRPPXQLW\� QHWZRUN� FDQ� MXPS�VWDUW� WKH� ORFDO�
economy, local banks earn credibility with local 
customers for investing in the community.

The RS Fiber Cooperative is established as 
a Chapter 308B cooperative. The designation 
makes it easier for cooperatives to raise equity 
by allowing non- patron investors - also known 
as equity members.172 Equity members invest 
LQ� WKH� SURMHFW� EXW� GR� QRW� WDNH� VHUYLFHV� IURP� WKH�
cooperative. But everyone who takes service from 
the cooperative will automatically be a member. 
A Board is elected each year and every member 
who attends the annual meeting gets one vote.

One of the principles of cooperatives is to 
cooperate, something RS Fiber has already 
experienced with an offer of assistance from Paul 
Bunyan Communications, a cooperative out of 
northern Minnesota. The MTA has even suggested 
that it would back off its opposition if RS Fiber were 
a cooperative rather than a municipal network. 
It remains to be seen how much Frontier and 
CenturyLink will continue attempts to undermine 
its success.

Another guiding principle of cooperatives is 
to make a positive difference to its members, 
PD[LPL]LQJ�EHQH¿W�LQVWHDG�RI�WKH�ERWWRP�OLQH�
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RS Fiber would like to start construction in Q2 2015. 
)RU�QRZ��WKH�FRRSHUDWLYH�LV�EXV\�SXUVXLQJ�¿QDQFLQJ��
holding public meetings to educate the public, and 
signing up potential customers. In order to update 
community members about the new business plan, 
the coop board’s marketing committee distributed a 
second round of pledge cards describing the plans 
to pursue a cooperative model.

The cooperative is asking potential customers to 
commit to one year of service and to eventually take 
at least two of the three triple play services. Those 
WKDW�VLJQ�XS�E\�D�FHUWDLQ�GDWH�ZLOO�KDYH� WKH�¿EHU�
installed at no charge. Those 
who wait will have to pay an 
installation fee. The costs of 
LQVWDOOLQJ� ¿EHU� FRQQHFWLRQV�
is more cost effective when 
installers don’t have to return 
to an area that already has 
customers hooked up.

Conclusion

Although still a work in progress, the RS Fiber 
Cooperative experience provides many important 
lessons, particularly for rural communities. The 
most obvious is the importance of engaging 
and educating residents, businesses, and key 
stakeholders in the importance of and opportunity 
for improving Internet access. Sibley has faced 
daunting challenges and disappointing setbacks, 
EXW� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� UHPDLQV� GHWHUPLQHG� WR� ¿QG�
a solution that will provide fast, affordable, and 
reliable Internet access to all.

Though some cities and townships have elected 
QRW� WR� MRLQ� WKH� HIIRUW�� WKHLU�
populations will undoubtedly 
be at the end of the waiting 
list for access, not completely 
off of it. Sibley’s effort to 
seed a cooperative with 
an economic development 
loan from local government 
bonds appears a unique and 
¿WWLQJ� VROXWLRQ� IRU� LWV� PL[� RI�
assets and enthusiasm. The 
SURMHFW� KDV� ULVN�� VRPHWKLQJ�
that community leaders have 
been candid about. However, 
the risk resulting from doing 

nothing appears far greater to the community.

Sibley County provides many 

important lessons, particularly 

for rural communities. The 

most obvious is the importance 

of engaging and educating 

residents, businesses, and key 

stakeholders.
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http://archives.ecmpublishers.info/2010/02/24/city-still-has-broadband-questions/%20
http://archives.ecmpublishers.info/2010/02/24/city-still-has-broadband-questions/%20
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/broadband-networks-purchases-internet-service-provider-omnicity-incorporated-182195571.html
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/broadband-networks-purchases-internet-service-provider-omnicity-incorporated-182195571.html
http://archives.ecmpublishers.info/2011/09/10/anoka-county-high-speed-fiber-broadband-groundbreaking-tuesday/%20
http://archives.ecmpublishers.info/2011/09/10/anoka-county-high-speed-fiber-broadband-groundbreaking-tuesday/%20
http://www.startribune.com/local/north/212632761.html
http://www.startribune.com/local/north/212632761.html
http://www.startribune.com/local/north/224808892.html
http://www.chaskaherald.com/news/business_news/time-to-re-boot-for-chaska-net/article_be95fd9b-242f-5268-85e2-28a4ec31e68d.html%3Fmode%3Djqm%2C%20also%20in%20the%20Blandin%20report%20from%202004%20
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%20http://blandinonbroadband.org/2008/06/13/cook-county-to-study-broadband-feasibility/%20
http://www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us/ped/pedrep/jobz.pdf
http://www.mprnews.org/story/2012/03/26/ground-level-broadband-monticello%20%20
http://www.mprnews.org/story/2012/03/26/ground-level-broadband-monticello%20%20
http://arstechnica.com/uncategorized/2008/07/telco-wont-install-fiber-sues-to-keep-city-from-doing-it/%20%20
http://arstechnica.com/uncategorized/2008/07/telco-wont-install-fiber-sues-to-keep-city-from-doing-it/%20%20
http://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2012/03/predator-or-prey-charter-cuts-internet-prices-to-compete-with-city-owned-network/%20
http://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2012/03/predator-or-prey-charter-cuts-internet-prices-to-compete-with-city-owned-network/%20
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/27/technology/companies/27fairpoint.html%3F_r%3D0


Institute for Local Self-Reliance 72

105.   KWWSV���ZZZ�UHYLVRU�PQ�JRY�VWDWXWHV�"LG ������

106.   http://www.muninetworks.org/content/results-tuesdays-elections

107. ��³3KRQH�RXWDJH�LQ�1(�0LQQHVRWD�UHYHDO�SRWHQWLDO�GDQJHUV�´�%RE�.HOOHKHU��035�1HZV��)HE�����������http://
www.mprnews.org/story/2010/02/03/north-shore-phone-outage

108. ��&RQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLWK�-RH�%XWWZHLOHU��$XJXVW���������

109. � � ³$UURZKHDG�(OHFWULF� FORVHU� WR�EURDGEDQG�JURXQGEUHDNLQJ�´�5KRQGD�6LOHQFH��&RRN�&RXQW\�1HZV�+HUDOG��
-XO\����������KWWS���ZZZ�FRRNFRXQW\QHZV�KHUDOG�FRP�QHZV������������)URQWB3DJH�$UURZKHDGB(OHFWULFBFORVHUBWRB
EURDGEDQGBJURXQGEUHDN�KWPO

110. ��³+LJK�VSHHG�,QWHUQHW�PHDQGHULQJ�LWV�ZD\�WKURXJK�&RRN�&RXQW\�´�-DQH�+RZDUG��&RRN�&RXQW\�1HZV�+HUDOG��
December 8, 2012, KWWS���ZZZ�FRRNFRXQW\QHZV�KHUDOG�FRP�QHZV������������)URQWB3DJH�+LJKVSHHGB,QWHUQHWB
PHDQGHULQJBLWVBZD\BWKURXJKB&RRN�KWPO

111. � � ,QWHUYLHZ� ZLWK� %UXFH� 0DUWLQVRQ�� ³&RXQW\� RNV� RQH� SHUFHQW� PRQH\� IRU� $UURZKHDG� EURDGEDQG� SURMHFW�´�
:7,3�1RUWK�6KRUH�&RPPXQLW\�5DGLR��-XO\�����������http://wtip.org/drupal/content/county-oks-one-percent-money-
DUURZKHDG�EURDGEDQG�SURMHFW

112. � � ³,Q� &RRN� &RXQW\�� FORJJLQJ� WKH� KLJKZD\� WR� JHW� KLJK�VSHHG� ,QWHUQHW�´� 'DYH� 3HWHUV�� 035�*URXQG� /HYHO��
Nov. 21, 2013, http://blogs.mprnews.org/ground-level/2013/11/in-cook-county-parking-on-the-highway-to-get-high-
VSHHG�LQWHUQHW�"UH¿G �

113. ��³&RRN�&RXQW\¶V�FKDOOHQJH��EDODQFH�FKDUP��FKDQJH�´�5RQ�%URFKX��%XVLQHVV�1RUWK��-XO\����������http://www.
QRUWKODQGFRQQHFWLRQ�FRP�QHZV�SKS"1:$UWLFOH,' ����

114. ��&RQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLWK�'DQQD�0DF.HQ]LH��HDUO\������

115. �/DNH�&RXQW\�1HZV�&KURQLFOH�(GLWRULDO��-DQXDU\��������

116. � �-LP�%R\G��³1RUWK�6KRUH�FRPPXQLWLHV�GLVFRYHU�D�IULJKWHQLQJ�YXOQHUDELOLW\�´�135��)HE����������http://www.
mprnews.org/story/2010/02/04/boyd

117. ��/DNH�&RXQW\�3UHVV�5HOHDVH��6HSWHPEHU�����

118. � � ³6LGHV�GLIIHU�RQ�EURDGEDQG�UXOHV�´�/DNH�&RXQW\�1HZV�&KURQLFOH��2FWREHU�����������DV�UHSULQWHG� LQ�70&�
*UHHQ�7HFKQRORJ\�1HZV��http://green.tmcnet.com/news/2010/10/14/5068670.htm

119. ��³5HVLGHQWV�HDJHU�IRU�¿EHU�VHUYLFH�´�/DNH�&RXQW\�1HZV�&KURQLFOH��0DUFK�����������http://www.twoharborsmn.
FRP�FRQWHQW�UHVLGHQWV�HDJHU�¿EHU�VHUYLFH

120.   See http://www.consumerreports.org/cro/news/2014/03/consumers-still-don-t-like-cable-tv-companies/
index.htm

121.   KWWS���ZZZ�PXQLQHWZRUNV�RUJ�VLWHV�ZZZ�PXQLQHWZRUNV�RUJ�¿OHV���������0HGLDFRP�)8'�OHWWHU�SGI

10. LAKE COUNTY

122. http://www.muninetworks.org/content/mediacom-falsely-accuses-lake-county-communities-false-
statements

123.  �KWWS���ZZZ�VFULEG�FRP�GRF����������&RPSODLQW���WR�2,*�/DNH�&RXQW\�)LEHU�3URMHFW�����������

124. ��7KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�GHEDWH�DERXW�ZKHWKHU�WKLV�ZDV�WKH�UHDO�PRWLYDWLRQ�IRU�VHYHULQJ�WKH�FRQWUDFW��1XOW\�UDUHO\�
KLG�KLV�GLVGDLQ�IRU�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�%XUOLQJWRQ�7HOHFRP�WRRN�DIWHU�KH�OHIW��WKRXJK�KH�EHOLHYHG�DQG�ZH�KDYH�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�
LW� DSSHDUHG� WR�EH�RQ� WUDFN� IRU� VXFFHVV�ZKHQ�KH� OHIW� LW�� ,W� LV� HQWLUHO\�SRVVLEOH� WKDW� WKH�%RDUG�PLVXQGHUVWRRG�1XOW\¶V�

9. COOK COUNTY

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=237.19
http://www.muninetworks.org/content/results-tuesdays-elections
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http://www.mprnews.org/story/2010/02/03/north-shore-phone-outage%20
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http://blogs.mprnews.org/ground-level/2013/11/in-cook-county-parking-on-the-highway-to-get-high-speed-internet/%3Frefid%3D0
http://blogs.mprnews.org/ground-level/2013/11/in-cook-county-parking-on-the-highway-to-get-high-speed-internet/%3Frefid%3D0%20
http://www.northlandconnection.com/news.php?NWArticleID=751.
http://www.northlandconnection.com/news.php?NWArticleID=751.
http://www.mprnews.org/story/2010/02/04/boyd
http://www.mprnews.org/story/2010/02/04/boyd
http://green.tmcnet.com/news/2010/10/14/5068670.htm
http://www.twoharborsmn.com/content/residents-eager-fiber-service
http://www.twoharborsmn.com/content/residents-eager-fiber-service
http://www.consumerreports.org/cro/news/2014/03/consumers-still-don-t-like-cable-tv-companies/index.htm
http://www.consumerreports.org/cro/news/2014/03/consumers-still-don-t-like-cable-tv-companies/index.htm
http://www.muninetworks.org/sites/www.muninetworks.org/files/2010-12-Mediacom-FUD-letter.pdf
http://www.muninetworks.org/content/mediacom-falsely-accuses-lake-county-communities-false-statements%20
http://www.muninetworks.org/content/mediacom-falsely-accuses-lake-county-communities-false-statements%20
%20http://www.scribd.com/doc/49458237/Complaint-2-to-OIG-Lake-County-Fiber-Project-02-07-11-2
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