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Danville, a small city on the Virginia–
North Carolina border, was a thriving 
tobacco and textile center until both 
industries went into decline. When the 
jobs disappeared, a quarter of the popu-
lation – for the most part, the better-ed-
ucated and more highly skilled residents 
– departed as well, leaving the city a 
“deeper hole to crawl out of,” according 
to city manager Joe King. 

Local leaders determined that the 
city had no choice but to transition to 
a high-tech economy and that it needed 
affordable, robust broadband to support 
that strategy. After failing to persuade 
incumbent providers to upgrade their 
broadband networks, the city decided 
to build its own fiber optic network, 
provide broadband access directly to 
schools and government offices, and 
then open the network to service pro-
viders that could serve the private sector. 

AdvAntAges for ndAnville
Danville had several advantages in 
launching its network, nDanville. The 
greatest advantage was that the state gov-
ernment had dedicated tobacco settle-
ment funds for the Mid-Atlantic Broad-
band Cooperative (MBC, now called 
Mid-Atlantic Broadband Communities 
Corporation) to build a middle-mile 

network through rural areas and connect 
to Tier-1 peering points. As U.S. Sena-
tor Mark Warner (D-Va.), who was at 
that time the governor of Virginia, said 
in a recorded interview, “We made sure 
the tobacco settlement funds were used 
not to fill a budget gap but as an invest-
ment fund. … We built out the largest 
rural broadband deployment in America 
[MBC]. It’s not a silver bullet, but if you 
talk to anyone, it’s a necessary prerequi-
site. You’ve got to have that capability to 
be competitive in the world economy.” 
He added, “People shouldn’t have to 
move away from their hometowns to 
have quality of life.” Because the MBC 
network passed through Danville, 
nDanville was able to share some of its 
cable and its connections to the Internet. 

Second, Danville’s municipal elec-
tric system had access to skilled workers, 
utility poles, rights-of-way, easements 
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Insights on fiber and economic development from a BroadBand Communities 
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The Danville Story
in November 2012, BroadBand Communities held the first of a series of regional conferences focusing on  

broadband and economic development. The conference was held in Danville, Va., whose remarkable comeback story was docu-
mented in detail in the November/December 2011 issue of this magazine. Selected highlights of the Danville conference follow. 

James salter, CEO, Atlantic Engineering: All 32 of our 
municipal FTTH projects are still in business. They all 
significantly improved broadband in their communities. 
They all brought a sense of local pride and local control 
to their communities. They all achieved adequate market 
share against their business plans. At least half would say 
they had tangible economic development because of the 
network. [For those that have had financial difficulties,] 

the difficulties aren’t because of capital cost or revenue. Rather, it’s that 
ongoing maintenance costs are often underestimated.

Will Aycock, general manager, Greenlight Community 
Broadband, Wilson, N.C.: We have many examples of 
residents who moved to Wilson because of the Greenlight 
FTTH network. In fact, two of them are working for us. 
Others are working out of home offices. 

Operators should be open-minded about how much 
service to provide to homes – a customer may need 100 
Mbps for a home business. Even though we have to cover 

our costs, we’re here to support the community.

See p. 14
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and other assets that were valuable to 
nDanville. The electric utility also pro-
vided a $2.5 million loan to get the fiber 
optic project started – a loan that was 
quickly repaid with interest. 

Third, federal E-Rate funding was 
available for school connectivity (not 
automatically – nDanville had to com-
pete for the schools contract), and this 
revenue stream helped get the network 
off to a strong start. Finally, a local ISP, 
Gamewood, stepped up to offer fiber-
based services to the private sector even 
without the assurance of exclusivity.

An expAnding netWork 
nDanville began serving schools, gov-
ernment offices and electric utility 
substations in 2004. In 2007, it began 
connecting businesses near utility sub-
stations with fiber, allowing them access 
to speeds of 100 Mbps to 10 Gbps. It also 
connected industrial parks and medical 
facilities at no charge. (Most businesses 
pay for their connections as well as for 
the ongoing services.) There are now 26 
business customers. This year, nDanville 
began rolling out fiber to residential  
areas, using GPON technology. 

nDanville is debt free and contributes 
$300,000 to the city general fund each 
year. It also contributes substantially to 
quality of life in the city: It supports Wi-
Fi for municipal government, intelligent 
traffic control, and public hot spots in 
the parks and river district. Fiber to the 
school system has brought Danville’s ed-
ucation “into the digital age,” according 
to King, and fiber to radio towers allows 
the utilities to communicate with smart 
meters. The hospital has secure point-to-
point connections with outlying clinics. 

In the private sector, the businesses 
that benefit especially from nDanville 
are those that have multiple offices and 

special requirements for high band-
width – and these businesses benefit the 
city in turn because they draw educated, 
middle-income residents back to Dan-
ville. “We want to be, eventually, a place 
where people who can do business any-
where will come,” King said.

Representatives of several local busi-
nesses spoke about what nDanville 
meant for them. 

Essel Propack is a global manu-
facturer headquartered in India that 
produces plastic and laminated tubes 
for packaging. The company has 22 
plants in four countries, including one 
in Danville, and it has grown exponen-
tially in recent years. Managing a widely 
dispersed and rapidly growing company 
requires constant communication – and 
nDanville’s fiber meets the company’s 
need for communication with its Dan-
ville plant.

Danville Dental Associates has 
four in-town offices and a fifth office in 

EmployErs in othEr  
Ftth CommunitiEs spEak out

Alpha natural resources, Bristol, va. – Coal Mining
Jonathan Hall, manager of network engineering: Alpha decided to locate 
in Bristol because we need reliable connectivity. If we lose connectivity to 
the fans in the coal mines, we have to pull the miners out for safety reasons, 
which incurs high costs. Multiple providers and redundant connectivity 
24/7 are important. Our site is staffed 24/7, and we have a disaster recovery 
site in Asheville, Va. Work-at-home capability is also significant – everyone in 
the IT department works part-time from home, as does the accounting staff. 

iCf, Martinsville, va. – Consulting  
keith Montgomery, senior program director for broadband: ICF performs 
surveys and customer support from a number of centers, and we looked 
for a site that would integrate everything. We needed redundant lines out 
of town. Without MBC, maintaining connectivity to all our centers would 
be impossible. It’s important for the business site to have connectivity – 
but if you want employees to stay with the company, it’s also important for 
the community itself to be connected. 

Employees are interested in the education of their children, in a good 
health care system, in good public services, in whether their smartphones 
will work. In addition, about a third of our employees work from home or 
elsewhere in the community, and they’re heavily reliant on broadband. 
They all use videoconferencing on their PCs. So if you’re trying to attract 
employers to your community, you need the whole ecosystem. The com-
munity college should be involved, too. A new company coming in is inter-
ested in the available workforce – it will want certified people who want 
to be local. You also need to educate small businesses – once they under-
stand that they can increase their sales by using broadband, you’ll have [a 
broadband culture].

Finally, you need an understanding of what your economy is. Work with 
state economic development officials to understand the trends. If you can 
support telemedicine and data centers, that’s huge. Target where they’re 
going to be, not where they are. 

eric ogle, research associate, University of Tennessee: 
Pike and Bell counties in Kentucky were success stories for 
broadband deployment, but businesses weren’t using the 
broadband very much. Why not? The barrier may be the lack 
of familiarity with technology. In addition, some people fear 
that broadband siphons more money out [via Amazon, etc.] 
than it ships in. Top-down and bottom-up collaborations 
are both needed, as is nontechnical training. 
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a rural area outside Danville, and the 
five locations now operate as if they were 
a single office. Since joining nDanville 
in 2007 (the rural office is connected 
through MBC), the company can access 
a direct, secure fiber optic connection 
from each dental chair. Patient health 
records and X-ray images are easily ac-
cessible from all locations. A dentist 
can easily refer patients to specialists in 
other offices and even schedule appoint-
ments for them. 

Noblis is a nonprofit science, tech-
nology and strategy organization. It is 
headquartered in northern Virginia, 
and its Danville office, the Center for 
Applied High Performance Comput-
ing, develops software for medical, 
defense and other clients using a Cray 
supercomputer. Gilbert Miller, the com-
pany’s chief technology officer and vice 
president, said that when the company 
decided to develop a new set of applica-
tions based on high-performance com-
puting, it needed to open a new office. 
“As we began to talk to municipalities  

and counties, we asked them, ‘Do you 
have the network capability to move 
data to the machine? We’ll have 4 tera-
bytes’ worth of data on the supercom-
puter, and we need to move it back and 
forth to our headquarters in northern 
Virginia and our clients throughout the 
world.’ When we came to Danville, they 

had the MBC consortium step up and 
then Jason Grey [nDanville’s network 
manager] talked about nDanville. The 
rest is history.” 

Miller said that in addition to being 
able to move massive amounts of data, 
Noblis required disaster recovery capa-
bilities and a choice of service providers, 
both of which Danville could provide. 
Noblis also operates a high-definition 
videoconferencing link that remains 
permanently open so employees in 
northern Virginia and Danville can talk 
to one another easily and casually. 

Miller also appreciates the “vibrant 
user community” in Danville. For ex-
ample, the fact that the hospitals and 
medical professionals are all connected to 
the network is a “good indication that the 
community understands broadband, and 
that the infrastructure is working.”

Broadband isn’t everything, Miller 
added. It was also helpful that Danville 

Colman keane, director of fiber technology, EPB Chattanooga, Tenn.: We deployed our FTTH network 
and realized that people didn’t understand what it was and what it could do. So we reached out to 
community leaders and held two- to three-hour sessions about what the network could do. Then 
those leaders brought in groups of 10 to 12 people, and we did the same presentation, the same 
conversation, for more than a year. … Our GeekMove program offers incentives to recruit people with 
technical skills to move to Chattanooga. The GigTank competition, which we were involved in along 
with large foundations and companies, gave out $150,000 in prizes [for applications that made use 
of the FTTH network]. We had a transcontinental duet between a local musician and T Bone Burnett 

in Los Angeles. We had Hackanooga – a Mozilla Hackathon event – and the Digital Public Library of America held 
an Appfest Hackathon in our public library. So building the network itself was not enough – it took getting people 
involved. Now we’re starting to see a lot of young entrepreneurs moving into the city. Kids who grew up here are 
coming back, and others are coming for the first time.

dan gerlach, president, Golden LEAF Foundation: [Golden 
LEAF Foundation invested in the MCNC middle-mile 
network in North Carolina.] We believe this investment 
helped secure the prices for community anchor institutions 
for what they pay for fiber, which gives them the certainty 
to continue to develop applications. It takes away distance 
as a major barrier to success. It connects industrial parks. 
It attracts retirees, who don’t put a lot of pressure on the 

tax base – that’s part of economic development in North Carolina. The 
network can even lease or sell fiber to the incumbents for a reasonable 
price, which is a source of money for future maintenance and upgrades. 

William Wallace, project director, US Ignite: Coming down 
the pike are hundreds of new applications that will make high-
bandwidth networks even more valuable to employers. For 
example, extremely high-quality videoconferencing with 
low latency and no compression requires high bandwidth, 
but businesses can trade off bandwidth for equipment 
costs. The intelligence is in the network, so it doesn’t have 
to be in the equipment. There are workforce development 

applications such as 3D immersive training, where a trainee can create and 
avatar and learn from what it is doing. Another field is process control for 
manufacturing – on a high-bandwidth network there is no latency, and 
technicians can manage equipment in real time. Public-safety applications 
are among the most important. They need intensive computation, and 
increasingly they rely on crowdsourcing – people might take cellphone 
pictures in an emergency and send them to first responders to use. 



November/December 2012 |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES |  61

DANVILLE CONFERENCE COVERAGE

city government was willing and able 
to work with Noblis to resolve issues – 
for example, by approving construction 
plans within days. “That’s an unbeliev-
able asset for Danville,” he said.

Gamewood Technology Group is a 
homegrown Danville business founded 
by Dr. Franklin W. Maddux, who came 
to Danville to practice nephrology in 
1990, saw the need for a dialysis labora-

tory management system and decided to 
create such a system himself. Respond-
ing to advances in technology over the 
years, he evolved his business in two 

different directions – it became both an 
Internet service provider and a health re-
cords management system. 

Eventually, the electronic health re-
cords part of the business was spun off 
and sold to Fresenius Medical Care (of 
which Maddux is now executive vice 
president), and Gamewood became the 
first (and so far only) service provider 
for nDanville. Fresenius’s software now 
serves more than 2,100 medical fa-
cilities, and Gamewood offers IPTV, 
FTTH and wireless services, and a cell-
tower backbone network. Maddux said, 
“We created 200 jobs that didn’t exist 
previously, about half of them in this 
region. This is a model for building out 
a business through a public-private part-
nership with nDanville and MBC.” v

Bruce Abraham, CEO and president, North Georgia 
Network: We built a middle-mile network and found that 
the businesses in our area didn’t know how it could help 
them. They didn’t know, for example, that they could save 
hundreds or thousands of dollars per month by using 
business VoIP services instead of traditional telephony. 
We’re starting a program for 1,000 small businesses in the 
area to find out how they are using the Internet and teach 

them what more they can do. Seventy-five percent of the job growth comes 
from [companies already in the area], so we feel an obligation not to just 
drop the network on their doorsteps. It’s a Johnny Appleseed approach to 
improving business broadband.
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Seventy-five percent of the job growth comes 
from companies already in the area. 


