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States are recognizing the importance of broadband expansion, 
and many are taking steps to guarantee access to all their 
residents. But many involved in the effort to expand broadband 
say the federal government also must get involved.

By Mary Branham Dusenberry

 the council of state governments www.csg.org 19



20 state news april 2008

olunteer fi refi ghters in the 
rural community of Berry, 

Ky., found some much-
needed fi refi ghting training 

manuals on the Internet. But 
they couldn’t download them; 

their Internet connection was too 
slow. “We had to go to Georgetown 
to the coffee shop over there to do 
any downloads or research for the 
fi re department,” fi refi ghter/engi-
neer Donald Adams Jr. said. That 
entailed a 35-minute trip one way 
to Georgetown, a small town 15 
miles north of Lexington, Ky.
 After a state partnership effort 
helped bring broadband to the 
small Harrison County community, 
the department can now download 
large fi les easily and has the ca-
pability to participate in live Web 
training classes.
 “I believe it’s going to do some 
good,” Adams said. “I do know 
there are more people utilizing 
computers (now) because they just 
didn’t want to do anything with 
dial-up (before).”
 The situation in Berry isn’t 
unique—many rural areas across 
the country face the same lack of 
broadband access. Some rural com-
munities can’t get broadband even if 
residents can pay for it because of 
the cost to build the infrastructure 
in sparsely populated areas. 
 “This is equally or more critical 
to our economic competitiveness 
as railways, electricity and high-
ways were in the past,” said Brian 
Mefford, chief executive offi cer of 
Connected Nation, a nonprofi t or-
ganization that works to help states 
and communities make broadband 
available to more people. 
 “Our economy was shaped around 
the rail system as it developed. The 
places where the rail bypassed 
foundered until the highways came 
along.” 
 It’s the same way with broadband, 
he said. 
 “Communities that don’t have 
access (to broadband), but don’t 
continually invest to ensure they 
are served by the best technology, 
are going to be faced with the same 
challenges as people bypassed in 
the past.”
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In Competition 
with the World
 Communities today face compe-
tition from more than just neighbor-
ing states and communities—their 
competition is the world. And the 
changing economy demands high-
speed connectedness. 
 “We’ve largely exited from an 
industrial manufacturing economy 
that was the pulse of our business 
activity in the 20th century,” said 
Derek Turner, research director for 
Free Press, a national nonpartisan 
organization based in Washington, 
D.C., working to reform the media. 
“We’ve entered into an era of digi-
tal economy, an era where geogra-
phy doesn’t matter as much. You 
can conduct similar business activ-
ity anywhere in the world if you are 
connected at a high enough level.”
 The problem is that’s not happen-
ing as quickly in the United States 
as it is in other developed countries. 
The U.S. ranks 16th in the world in 
broadband penetration, far behind 
the top three—Iceland, Korea and 
The Netherlands, according to the 
2006 Free Press study, “Broadband 
Reality Check II.” 
 Part of the problem, said Robert 
Atkinson, president of the Wash-
ington, D.C.-based nonpartisan 
think tank Information Technology 
and Innovation Foundation, is that 
the U.S. does not have a national 
broadband policy. So states have 
stepped up to the plate. 
 “The problem with the states do-
ing it alone is that they don’t have 
enough resources to do it,” he said. 
“This is a nationwide challenge. I 
do think there’s an important role 
for the states, but I think we need 
that federal leadership.”
 In addition, federal policy should 
govern interstate commerce and 
infrastructure, Turner said. “Ulti-
mately, you don’t want 50 disparate 
programs that have their own nu-
ances,” said Turner. 
 Absent federal leadership, states 
are confronting the challenge of 
trying to get broadband Internet ac-
cess to far reaches of the country, 
including the most rural areas. 
 “The states have to be in the game,” 

said Doug Robinson, executive di-
rector of the National Association 
of State Chief Information Offi cers. 
“They just can’t sit back and let the 
marketplace dictate and defi ne what 
the future is going to do.”
 But that involvement varies from 
state to state, Robinson said, and the 
debate continues about the role states 
should play in broadband initiatives. 
According to Free Press, state plans 
range from simply trying to identify 
areas with no access to broadband to 
developing a complete roadmap in 
an effort to become an “e-state.”
 “The state role in broadband,” 
Atkinson said, “is becoming more 
about promotion and less about reg-
ulation.”
 Governors have embraced that 
reality, and several have included 
broadband initiatives as goals in 
their State of the State addresses.

Mapping Broadband 
Access
 Most broadband advocates agree 
that to get broadband to new areas, 
states must fi rst discover where ac-
cess isn’t available. That was a key 
component in the roots of Ken-
tucky’s efforts.
 “The fi rst and most important step 
is identifying the gaps,” said Mef-
ford. “That tells us where the work 
needs to be done.”
 Mefford’s company started as 
ConnectKentucky, which began as 
a public-private partnership with 
state government to help support the 
research and strategic development 
for broadband in the state. The non-
profi t expanded to a national effort 
after it received numerous requests 
for startup assistance from other 
states, Mefford said.
 To develop the broadband inven-
tory map, ConnectKentucky worked 
with telecommunications companies 
across the state to determine where 
the service existed. Kentucky’s map 
has information from 81 providers, 
Mefford said, but every state will 
have a different number and types 
of providers. 
 Inventory maps are crucial to ex-
panding service, Mefford said, but 
many states don’t have them.
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A 2006 study, “Measuring 
Broadband’s Economic Impact,” 
by researchers from the 
Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology and Carnegie 
Mellon University found that 
between 1998 and 2002, 
communities in which 
mass-market broadband 
became available by December 
1999 experienced more rapid 
growth in employment, the 
number of businesses overall 
and businesses in information 
technology-intensive sectors.

For tips on state broadband 
policies, visit Capitol Comments, 
the CSG blog, at www.csg.org. 

 “Once the gaps are identifi ed … we 
can begin working in those gap ar-
eas to determine what’s the best way 
to get broadband service there,” said 
Mefford.
 He said it’s important to get commu-
nity members on board to show provid-
ers they would have enough subscribers 
to generate a good return on investment 
by expanding service to the area.   
 “We’re generating that demand ahead 
of that investment,” he said.

Generating Demand
 Turner of Free Press said the demand 
for broadband lately has been strong. 
The adoption rate for the technology 
has been much faster than the adoption 
rates of television, telephone and cable, 
he said.
 Broadband was once considered a 
luxury, but no more, according to Rob-
inson. “People are realizing now that 
broadband is a de facto necessity to 
conduct your daily business in some 
places,” he said.
 Atkinson points out that “up until 
three years ago, there weren’t many 
people using broadband. Now that 
broadband has become more prevalent, 
people are aware of how critical it is.”
 That was evident in ConnectKen-
tucky’s early efforts. The nonprofi t 
brought together companies from vari-
ous sectors, representing health care, 
automotive manufacturing, telecom-
munications and technology, as well as 
state and local government offi cials.
 “We had the public sector talking 
about policies along the lines of e-health 
and e-government, as well as distance 
learning and online education,” Mef-
ford said. “We were talking about e-
health, yet only half of our doctors had 
the ability to subscribe to broadband. 
Only a fraction was using broadband.”
 That illustrated the need for a major 
effort in Kentucky.
 New York offi cials helped feed the 
need for broadband by fully embracing 
the e-government concept. The state of-
fers everything online from applications 
for services to webcasts of government 
meetings. 
 The state’s broadband initiative has 
several components, one of which is 
the build-out of broadband to serve ev-
ery New Yorker, according to Melodie 
Mayberry-Stewart, New York’s chief 

information offi cer and director of the 
Offi ce of Technology.
 “Another component of the strategy 
is to increase the digital literacy level 
of underserved and rural communities 
that are the last to receive broadband 
access,” she said. “Our model is unique 
in that we also have a component to in-
crease the use of e-government.” 
 The state also has instituted a $5 mil-
lion grant program to help facilitate 
the expansion of a broadband network 
and provide universal broadband Inter-
net services for underserved rural and 
urban areas, according to a fact sheet 
about the grant program. The program 
also looks for open access environments 
promoting competition and providing 
consumer choice, as well as efforts to 
increase digital literacy in unserved and 
underserved areas.
 “Digital literacy is equally important 
to the infrastructure build-out,” May-
berry-Stewart said. Nonusers, she said, 
need to have the skills and understand 
why it’s important to learn to navigate 
the Internet.
 Increased use is also a focus of Cal-
ifornia’s effort. The California Broad-
band Task Force in January released 
its fi nal fi ndings and recommendations 
after a yearlong study. The report, 
“The State of Connectivity: Build-
ing Innovation Through Broadband,” 
includes maps of current broadband 
availability and speed, recommen-
dations to achieve universal access 
and increased use, and a timeline to 
meet those goals. Among the recom-
mendations: Building a high-speed 
broadband infrastructure to serve all 
Californians; increasing the use and 
adoption of broadband and computer 
technology; and creating a statewide 
e-health network.
 “Implementing these recommenda-
tions will create jobs, improve public 
health and safety and expand educa-
tional opportunities,” Dale E. Bonner, 
co-chair of the task force and secretary 
of the state’s Business, Transportation 
and Housing Agency, said in a press re-
lease announcing the report.
 Bonner’s co-chair, Silver Lake man-
aging director Charles Giancarlo, said 
the recommendations “provide a de-
tailed roadmap for California and the 
rest of the country to maintain our eco-
nomic competitiveness and technology 

Policy Workshop: 
Rural Broadband

Don’t miss the policy workshop 
on rural broadband from 10:30 
a.m. to noon May 30 during The 
Council of State Governments 
75th  Anniversary—
Spring Conference.
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leadership through increased broadband 
deployment.”
 Other states have recognized the impor-
tance of broadband access to economic 
development, as well as to providing bet-
ter services to their residents.
 “As the global economy becomes more 
and more digital, jobs are more and more 
mobile,” Mefford of Kentucky said. “So at 
a minimum, we have to ensure as states 
that our people are the most competitive 
people in the world when it comes to hav-
ing the technology-based skills and liter-
acy relative to the global work force. We 
can’t expect people to have those skills un-
less they have access to the technology in 
their homes.”

Expanding Services
 But it all comes back to access.
 While states can play several different 
roles in bridging the broadband divide, 
they need help from the private sector to 
build that bridge.
 “The whole strategy is based on driving 
public-private partnerships,” Mayberry-
Stewart said of the New York model. “It’s 

critical to sustain coverage. It’s got to be 
community-based.”
 That’s one reason for the broadband 
grants. The response has been overwhelm-
ing. “We have more demand than we have 
funding available,” she said. “There are a 
lot of needs out there.”
 There are also some federal grants to 
help meet needs across the states. The De-
partment of Rural Development in the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, for instance, 
provides Community Connect grants to 
expand broadband access.
 ConnectKentucky has directed provid-
ers—including the telephone company that 
expanded service to Berry, Ky.—to fund-
ing opportunities, and helped to gather 
information and support for service expan-
sion, according to Mefford. Those services 
can include everything from DSL through 
telephone lines to wireless Internet.
 But Turner with Free Press believes the 
private sector investment will only go so 
far, even with grants, because of the cost 
and return on investment. “In the long run,” 
he said, “some of these areas, especially 
rural areas, aren’t going to get broadband. 

What you’re going to need is some type of 
public infrastructure investment.”
 In addition, Turner says some of the 
expansion focuses too much on DSL and 
not enough on the true two-way communi-
cation model Congress envisioned in set-
ting the national broadband policy. Most 
providers, he said, are existing telephone 
and cable television companies, and they 
are relying on older technologies that of-
fer slower speeds and come with a higher 
price tag. 
 But Mefford said the need is here now, 
and U.S. citizens need to have access to 
broadband to remain competitive.
 “Philosophically, we’re all for more 
and bigger broadband,” he said. “We sort 
of deal with the reality too, though, that 
we have to begin somewhere. In those 
unserved communities, if it’s a matter of 
an intermediate solution today and an up-
grade tomorrow … when you don’t have 
broadband, the intermediate step to get 
broadband is welcome.”

—Mary Branham Dusenberry is manag-
ing editor of State News magazine.
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