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BROADBAND POLICY

City Planners Need  
Broadband Education
City planners develop the documents that guide cities’ growth and infrastructure 
upgrades – yet few of them are familiar with broadband issues. More education is in order.

By Kathleen McMahon / Applied Communications

City planners can play key roles in 
helping facilitate the deployment of 
broadband infrastructure. They are 

responsible for drafting planning documents 
that chart the needs for community growth, 
they communicate with public officials to help 
set local priorities, they administer regulations 
for subdivisions and they coordinate with other 
departments on issues regarding rights-of-way 
and investments in capital improvements. 
Additionally, planners are rapidly adopting new 
technology applications that require robust 
broadband networks. 

However, a nationwide 2013 survey of 
almost 300 planners conducted by this author 
as a follow-up to the American Planning 
Association research report Planning and 
Broadband: Infrastructure, Policy, and 
Sustainability (PAS Report #569) indicates that 
planners generally lack familiarity with basic 
broadband concepts. Given their key roles in 
the potential deployment and use of broadband 
infrastructure, it is time to begin engaging city 
planners in discussions on broadband. 

The broadband and planning survey was 
conducted online in 2013. A total of 282 
planners from 26 states responded. The majority 
of respondents (63.8 percent) worked for city 
or county planning departments, 13.6 percent 
worked for private consulting firms, 5.4 percent 
worked for state or federal agencies and the 
remainder worked for other types of employers. 

Respondents represented small towns, midsize 
jurisdictions and large metro areas. 

PLANNERS ARE UNFAMILIAR  
WITH BROADBAND CONCEPTS 
The first part of the survey was designed to 
assess city planners’ familiarity with basic 
broadband topics and concepts. Given the 
prominence of the FCC National Broadband 
Plan and the NTIA broadband mapping 
project, survey respondents were first asked to 
indicate their familiarity with these initiatives. 
Approximately one-third of planners were 
familiar with the Broadband Plan, but only 
a dismal 15 percent had viewed or used the 
broadband maps. 

Planning for any type of infrastructure 
requires familiarity with the basic components 
of the system. At the very least, planners should 
be able to respond to questions about the 
availability of broadband services to prospective 
businesses and should be knowledgeable enough 
to coordinate with broadband providers on 
issues such as use of rights-of-way and provision 
of service in new developments. 

Most respondents indicated that they were 
familiar with the last-mile technologies of DSL, 
cable and 3G or 4G wireless services. When 
asked about middle-mile networks, however,  
84 percent of the planners didn’t know 
about the availability of this service in their 
communities. About 50 percent were unable to 
answer whether there was fixed wireless service 



AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014 | www.broadbandcommunities.com | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | 55

in their planning area. A significant 
number of planners were also unaware 
of whether fiber to the home or free 
downtown Wi-Fi services were available 
in their communities. 

One reason planners may lack 
basic knowledge about broadband 
infrastructure is that, unlike other 
infrastructure, such as roads, water, 
sewer and stormwater systems, 
telecommunications services are most 
likely to be owned and operated by 
private-sector enterprises. More than 95 
percent of respondents indicated that 
private, for-profit companies were the 
providers for DSL, cable and wireless 
services in their communities. Local 
government, however, was more likely 
to be involved in providing downtown 
Wi-Fi service (42.5 percent of 
downtown Wi-Fi was provided by local 
government, compared with 46 percent 
by the private sector). Although private 
utilities may be the primary providers of 

services, planners must still be actively 
involved in broadband planning to 
advocate for community interests and 
coordinate broadband deployment with 
other capital improvements. 

INTEGRATING BROADBAND 
PLANNING INTO LOCAL 
PLANS
The second part of the survey was 
designed to assess whether and how 
planners were integrating broadband 
strategies into community plans. 
As part of the ARRA funding for 
broadband mapping, each state was 
allocated planning funds to promote 

broadband deployment and adoption. 
The most common use of these funds 
was to conduct regional broadband 
planning meetings and establish 
regional broadband task force groups. 
In addition to these planning efforts, 
some local economic development 
agencies have also undertaken 
broadband planning efforts. 

When planners were asked about 
such task force initiatives, only 22 
percent were aware of an existing task 
force in the community; 47 percent 
said they didn’t know whether a task 
force even existed. Of those who were 
aware of a community or regional task 

Planners responding to a recent survey 
were largely unfamiliar with the broadband 
infrastructure in their communities. 
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force, 43 percent indicated that the 
planning staff was participating in  
the effort.

Just 4 percent of respondents 
indicated that the community had 
developed a broadband strategic 
plan for the community, and 28 
percent answered “Don’t know” to 
this question. Although only a small 
number of communities actually have 
stand-alone broadband plans, most 
communities have comprehensive 
plans, and infrastructure is an 
important element of these plans. 
When asked whether broadband 
infrastructure was addressed in the 
comprehensive plan, however, only 
15 percent responded “Yes,” and 20 
percent did not know the answer. 

At a minimum, a comprehensive 
plan should include maps that are now 
readily available from the national 
broadband mapping effort and should 
cross-reference broadband strategic 
planning initiatives. Additionally, there 
should be policies to address the myriad 
issues related to broadband deployment 
and adoption. 

Respondents who indicated that 
the comprehensive plan addressed 
broadband issues identified promotion 
of telecommuting as the most common 
policy, followed by a general goal of 
working with telecommunications 
providers to improve networks. 
Amending the zoning ordinance to 
address issues with wireless towers 
and promoting co-location of wireless 
facilities were also commonly noted. 
Policies that addressed broadband 
deployment and digital divide issues 
were least likely to be included. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
The survey indicates that planners 
have a low level of awareness regarding 
the basic components of broadband 

infrastructure and existing broadband 
planning initiatives. Not surprisingly, 
this lack of awareness results in 
comprehensive plans that neglect to 
address this critical infrastructure. 
Planners should be engaged in decisions 
regarding broadband investments to 
promote community interests such as 
economic development, neighborhood 
revitalization, coordination with capital 
improvements and meeting the needs of 
low-income households. 

In 2010, the American Planning 
Association issued an infrastructure 
white paper titled Rebuilding 
America: APA National Infrastructure 
Investment Task Force Report. The 
chapter on telecommunications 
infrastructure contained a number 
of recommendations for planners to 
become more involved in broadband 
planning. These recommendations 
included the following: 

1 Broadband needs to be part of 
a suite of services that build 
community and should be 
addressed in comprehensive plans. 

2 Planners should coordinate 
with public agencies and private 
industries to cost-effectively deploy 
telecommunications and broadband 
infrastructure. 

3 Cities should consider providing 
incentives, if necessary, to construct 
broadband infrastructure in certain 
locations. 

4 Planners should support the 
use of a community planning 
process to identify the appropriate 
model for providing advanced 
telecommunications and broadband 
infrastructure. 

5 Planners, public officials and 
communities need to become 
educated about the benefits of 
broadband infrastructure and issues 
related to its deployment. 

6 Planners should promote the 
creation of state, regional and local 
task forces to address issues with 
deploying broadband and promote 
broadband applications, especially 
as related to planning practice. 

To provide education for planners, 
the American Planning Association 
– Technology Division is cohosting a 
seminar for planners on September 16, 
2014, at the BroadBand Communities 
economic development conference 
in Springfield, Mass. This day-long 
summit can be a model to begin giving 
planners the tools they need to be 
broadband champions. 

Service providers and economic 
development professionals can 
work with local planning boards, 
staffs and local officials to improve 
familiarity with broadband issues. 
Ask for time on the planning board 
agenda to make a presentation on 
the importance of planning for 
broadband. If the community is 
updating its comprehensive plan, 
ask that it add policies to promote 
broadband deployment, such as “dig 
once” policies and support for gigabit 
networks. Regularly monitor city 
council and planning board websites 
to identify when items regarding 
right-of-way issues or future street 
improvements are being discussed. 
Attend meetings and ask that the city 
budget for broadband improvements, 
such as conduit, be included as part of 
capital improvements plans. Cities that 
have been proactive in planning for 
broadband are generally prompted by 
advocates in the community who have 
brought this issue to their attention. 
A combination of educating and 
advocating before planning boards 
will result in positive outcomes for the 
broadband community. v

Kathleen McMahon is a founding 
partner of Applied Communications, 
a Montana-based consulting firm that 
provides land-use planning, broadband 
planning and strategic planning for towns 
and community organizations. You can 
contact her at kate@appcom.net.

Many planners who responded to the survey 
were also unfamiliar with broadband planning 
efforts in their communities. 
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