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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

The central and western regions of 
Massachusetts, which have long been 
underserved, are beginning to see the 
benefits of fiber broadband. 

Community Fiber Networks  
Boost Economic Development 
BroadBand Communities held its third conference on broadband and economic 
development in Springfield, Mass., in September 2014. Following are highlights of some 
of the conference presentations.

A BBC Staff Report 

Central and Western Massachusetts 
have lagged behind the rest of the state 
in access to broadband, and dozens 

of rural towns still have little or no broadband 
access. This situation, which adversely affects 
those towns’ property tax bases, is now changing. 
In 2008, Governor Deval Patrick established and 
funded the Massachusetts Broadband Institute 
(MBI), whose goals are to improve broadband 
access, adoption and use throughout the state. 

MBI, in turn, won a federal BTOP grant 
and constructed a middle-mile network, 
MassBroadband 123, to provide transport  
in underserved areas. MassBroadband 123  
now connects some 1,200 community  
anchor institutions, and the state legislature 
recently approved an additional $50 million  
to help provide last-mile access for homes  
and businesses. 

The unserved communities have been 
preparing for the last-mile build. Most of them 
joined forces to establish WiredWest, which 
will become the last-mile FTTH operator in the 
area. According to David Epstein, WiredWest’s 
executive director, about 13,000 households, 
or nearly half the households in the unserved 
area, have signed pledge cards showing their 
intention to subscribe to WiredWest services. 

MassBroadband 123, which was completed 
in February 2014, is already helping 
Massachusetts communities as well as state 
government agencies.  

BUILDING FIBER, SAVING MONEY
Seven years ago, Kevin Warenda took the 
job of director of technology in the town of 
Longmeadow. He inherited a 10 Mbps cable 
broadband ring that the franchised service 
provider made available for free to the local 
government. The problem was that it didn’t 
work very well. Squirrels and rainstorms 
frequently brought the system to a grinding halt; 
even when it was running, it wasn’t fast enough. 
“How could we replace free bad technology with 
expensive good technology?” Warenda asked.

Both the cable provider and the local 
telephone provider offered to build a better 
network and lease it to the city, but Warenda 
thought the city would be better off building its 
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own network. Because the town was 
fiscally strapped, “it was a tough sell for 
the budget people,” Warenda said. 

MassBroadband 123 came 
to Longmeadow’s rescue when it 
connected the town hall, high school 
and police station to its regional 
network. That left only 11 more 
municipal buildings to connect, which 
the town borrowed $440,000 to do.

Now, because Longmeadow can 
avail itself of the state’s low bandwidth 
prices, it has a 10 Gbps ring with a 200 
Mbps connection for each building. 
All its systems are now cloud-based, 
including online permitting, bill paying 
and citizen reporting of potholes 
and similar problems. The town live 
streams municipal meetings and shares 
data with other towns. The network 
construction will pay for itself for in 
three years and the entire project in 
seven years. 

Warenda has plans for the future –  
he would like to provide Wi-Fi 
downtown and in the schools and offer 
fiber connections to local businesses. 
Only two of the 96 fiber strands are in 
use today, so huge amounts of capacity 
are still untapped.

What made municipal officials 
decide to take the risk? In addition to 
MassBroadband 123, the October 2010 
snowstorm was a deciding factor. That 
early snowstorm, which caught most of 
the Northeast by surprise, caused power 
outages that brought down all the town’s 
computer systems. Warenda explained 
to town officials that with cloud-based 
software, the town could have resumed 
operations from anywhere. “That 
helped the town leadership and school 
leadership understand the value of the 
system,” he said.

FIBER NETWORKS  
FOR HEALTH CARE
MassBroadband 123 connects many 
of the facilities of the Berkshire Health 
System (BHS), a group of hospitals, 
medical practices, long-term care 
facilities and other health care providers 
in Western Massachusetts. When BHS 
began using electronic health records 
and sharing data among providers 
serving the same patient, it suddenly 
had to transmit large quantities of data.

“We needed a high-speed network,” 
said Bill Young, the organization’s chief 
information officer. “We’re becoming 
reliant on health care systems that have 
to be fully available and redundant 
and that save money.” (Recently, the 
benefits of redundant connectivity 
were dramatically demonstrated when 
a hospital’s primary connection failed 
and the facility was able to remain open 
by using its backup connection.) 

In addition to sharing electronic 
health records, BHS uses the 
network for telemedicine. Western 

Massachusetts is too sparsely  
populated to have specialists in every 
facility, but now, with a high-speed 
network, neurologists can diagnose and 
treat stroke patients remotely, saving 
valuable time.

“The network is helping us change 
health care,” Young said, “and that will 
change the economy.”

SUPPORTING SMALL 
BUSINESSES 
Even if fiber connections are not yet 
available to small businesses in Western 

KEEPING THE BTOP SPIRIT ALIVE

Douglas Kinkoph, NTIA: Now that the huge BTOP 
effort is completed, how can NTIA continue to move 
the needle on broadband without grant money? One 
way is through technical assistance, including online 
resources, convenings, workshops and hands-on 
assistance at the request of communities. In addition, 
we are educating other federal agencies that do have 
money to spend – Department of Veterans Affairs, 
Housing and Urban Development, Department of 

Labor, Department of Education, Economic Development Administration 
and others – about using some of their funding for broadband. For 
example, HUD money can be used to connect public housing to 
broadband, and the EDA is about to announce a broadband project in 
Cleveland. [This project, a 100 Gbps metro ring funded by the EDA, the city 
of Cleveland and OneCommunity, was announced in November.] 

Communities are becoming more aware of their ability to build 
broadband networks, but they often underestimate the costs, particularly 
for pole attachments and marketing, and overestimate the penetration 
rates they will achieve. In addition, communities must be aware that they 
have to take the lead in using their networks for economic development.

A NONPROFIT MODEL

Lev Gonick, OneCommunity: OneCommunity has 
a singular structure for a fiber network: We’re a not-
for-profit rather than being community owned. We 
have a dual obligation – to benefit the community 
and to be economically sustainable. This model 
offers a chance for well-organized communities to do 
things differently. But to get it started, Case Western 

Reserve University had to cede away control of its network.
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Massachusetts, they are available 
to anchor institutions that support 
those businesses. One is the Quaboag 
Valley Community Development 
Corporation, which works with small 
businesses and nonprofits in rural 
towns over a 400-square-mile area. 

The organization trains workers 
and business owners and operates 
a loan program. It also distributes 
grant funds to help businesses get 
broadband connections and acquire 
other technology. Grants have ranged 
from less than $500 to about $5,000, 
but for many recipients, “even a small 
dollar amount made a big difference,” 
said Sheila Cuddy, the organization’s 
executive director. 

Businesses and nonprofits that 
received technology grants include 

• a pet shelter that added technology 
to its mobile van

• a social-service organization that 
accessed Internet-based training for 
its staff 

• a home-based craft business that 
sells via the Internet and accepts 
credit cards at craft fairs

• a wholesaler that added an eBay 
presence

• a furniture company that uses 
computer-assisted design and emails 
drawings to clients.

• an auto body shop that sells parts 
worldwide. 

A survey of QVCDC’s clients 
showed that grant recipients increased 
their revenue, expanded their markets, 
reduced costs, and retained and 
added employees. None of the grants 
displaced employees.

THE GATEWAY CITIES 
INITIATIVE
Even outside the MassBroadband 123 
area, underserved areas remain. One of 
these is north-central Massachusetts, 
where local mayors have taken matters 
into their own hands. The mayors 

formed a coalition – the Gateway Cities 
Initiative – to work on ideas that would 
benefit the region as a whole. The 
area still has a strong manufacturing 
base that employs 28 percent of the 
workforce, said Mayor Lisa Wong of 
Fitchburg, Mass. Most manufacturers 
are technologically advanced and 
operate in international markets. 
“But they need broadband,” Wong 
said. “That’s what they need to be 
competitive. And looking to the future, 
we’re hoping to attract companies in 
the life sciences and financial services.” 

Fitchburg took a step forward 
recently when it accepted a grant 
that funded free or reduced-cost 
lunch for all schoolchildren. This had 
the unintended effect of making all 
students’ families eligible for Comcast 
Internet Essentials, a low-cost, basic 
Internet service. “Now we can make 
sure every child and family has access 
to these technologies,” Wong said. 
The Fitchburg schools plan to make 
language-translation and educational 
resources available to children at home, 
especially in non-English-speaking 
homes. “Broadband is a big hope for 
equalizing literacy,” Wong said.

“STATE GOVERNMENT IS A 
DIGITAL BUSINESS” 
Governor Patrick’s vision for Central 
and Western Massachusetts included 
more than just infrastructure, said 
William Oates, chief information officer 
for the Comonwealth of Massachusetts. 
Oates’s agency, MassIT, bridges the gap 

MARKETING A BUSINESS PARK

Chris Merdon, Howard County, Md.: BTOP funded the Inter-County 
Broadband Network, which connected nine central Maryland counties and 
cities. Each jurisdiction took ownership of its own fiber; Howard County has 
250 miles of fiber and has been pretty aggressive about using it. We plan 
to provide open-access lit services, and we have also become an Internet 
service provider for the businesses and community anchor institutions 
connected to the fiber. We’re very excited about the new partnership 
contract with the Columbia Gateway Business Park. That space wasn’t 
leasing well, but now that the owners will be able to market it as a gigabit 
facility, they can attract a different type of tenant. 

Note: Since the Springfield conference, Howard County has announced a 
telemedicine project in the public schools, a new corporate headquarters for 
systems integrator nTech Solutions, and enhanced connectivity for a nonprofit 
cultural and recreational association, all based on connections to the Inter-
County Broadband Network.

SMART RURAL COMMUNITIES

Ashlea Kenalty, GVNW Consulting: When rural 
telcos build fiber-to-the-home networks, their 
communities can become “smart rural communities” 
and expand opportunities for residents. For 
example, in areas that have no pharmacies or clinics, 
metropolitan hospitals operate e-pharmacies 
and remote health monitoring so residents can 

access health care without traveling. Colleges offer virtual online degree 
programs. Residents with high-tech jobs can telecommute. Communities 
need to promote the use of the infrastructure they already have.
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between technologists and operating 
managers in state agencies and tries to 
maximize the public benefit from the 
new infrastructure.

Thanks to MassBroadband 123, the 
state has been able to locate a high-
performance computing center and a 

central disaster recovery site in Central 
Massachusetts and make them available 
to all state agencies. It is developing 
strategies for making public data more 
useful to the public – for example, 
there is now a real-time application 
that tells travelers whether their trains 

FIBER TO THE PEERING POINT 

Tad Deriso, Mid-Atlantic Broadband: Our not-for-profit economic 
development agency owns and operates a middle-mile fiber network 
in rural Virginia. We connected our industrial parks to peering points in 
Atlanta and northern Virginia so tenants could have access to hundreds 
of carriers. That was the biggest driver of economic development I could 
imagine – way more successful than we expected. 

Of the last two dozen companies that visited us to discuss relocating 
or expanding, 100 percent asked how they could connect with AT&T, 
CenturyLink, Verizon, or whatever carrier was hosting their corporate 
cloud. None asked about gigabit service. So we market the region by 
telling companies that if they select one of these business parks, we 
can extend fiber to their facility at no cost and provide 100 Mbps to the 
peering point. That has a major impact.

Since 2006, we’ve had 1,012 new jobs and $1.5 billion in private-sector 
investment. Microsoft put a big data center into a tiny town with no 
broadband – but Microsoft has a connection. That industrial park had been 
sitting fallow for years. The data center employs 150 people at an average 
salary above $40,000, and Microsoft pays taxes and gives money to the 
local schools. Now we’re working on attracting prospects that would like 
to locate near Microsoft. Favorable power costs are also a plus.

Next, we’ll be working on connecting cell towers. The toughest 
problem is trying to connect residential users, which we don’t do directly. 
But wherever we put an Internet point of presence, a carrier comes in and 
uses it. We now have 45 carriers using our network. We’ve done fiber swaps 
with some of them. 

MEASURE TWICE,  
CUT ONCE

Chris Lynch, Matrix Design 
Group: A good design for 
an FTTH network must 
include enough capacity to 
accommodate the growth in 
homes and businesses that 
the network will stimulate. 
All buildable plots should be 
included in the design. Take 
into account that some farms 
may be converted to housing 
developments. Just adding 
10 percent to the number of 
premises won’t cut it.

Make sure to include 
businesses in the design. We 
generally design active Ethernet 
for business versus GPON for 
residential areas. You might 
even need to provide T1 service 
for legacy business lines. Not 
just industrial parks but even 
day-care centers and machine 
shops need broadband today. 
Remember that many new jobs 
will be in home offices. If there 
are houses that can’t access 
broadband, people won’t move 
there, and children can’t do  
their homework. 

The builds we’re working 
on are getting extremely high 
take rates. In terms of speed, 
the important thing is not so 
much to offer gigabit speeds but 
to offer speeds comparable to 
what nearby areas are getting. 
People want to do whatever 
their neighbors are doing on the 
Internet, and they want to be 
able to sell their homes when 
they need  to.

TELEMEDICINE FOR  
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Duke Horan, Henkels & McCoy: The Rural Nebraska 
Healthcare Network has increased residents’ access 
to health care, improved physicians’ efficiency and 
helped small towns recruit physicians. In addition, 
the network has indirect economic development 
benefits. A healthier workforce is more productive, 

and retirees can age in place because they can receive care without having 
to travel. Access to health care can even help persuade college-educated 
residents to remain in or return to the towns where they grew up.
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are on time. “Clearly, this is just the 
beginning,” Oates said. “It would be 
tragic if we don’t build on these assets.”

MassIT is already reducing costs 
by consolidating data centers and 
systems and coordinating such major 
IT initiatives as the health insurance 
exchange, public-safety broadband, 
next-generation 911 and mobile 
technology for child-safety workers. It 
is developing a culture of innovation by 
encouraging state agencies and startup 
businesses to launch pilot projects that 
use public data for public benefit. “State 

government is a digital business,”  
Oates said.

Oates now hopes to work with  
local officials to extend MassBroadband 
123 to more municipal facilities, 
including schools. “We want to provide 
better connectivity at lower cost,” he 
said. He also wants to help cities and 
towns use that connectivity for public 
benefit in the form of Wi-Fi hot spots, 
open-data applications and transparent 
government. 

“We want to eliminate the obstacles 
and limitations so that no one is 

digitally excluded,” he said. “We’re 
building a community to do great 
things on a bigger, broader scale.” v

BAR HARBOR RETAINS  
A RESEARCH LAB

Josh Broder, Tilson: Jackson Labs in Bar Harbor, 
Maine, supports research institutions by breeding 
mice with specific genetic mutations. The lab was 
originally located in Bar Harbor because, being close 
to a big body of cold water, it’s a good place to breed 
mice. But there was no easy way to get fiber there – 

so the location was no longer so good once broadband became a necessity.
With help from a new commercial carrier in Bar Harbor and from the 

state research and education network, the lab was able to get a fiber 
connection to Boston, where it can connect to Internet2 at low cost. It’s 
now linked to a new facility for computational science in Farmington, 
Conn. The 1,300 employees at the lab can continue working there. 

The issue now is getting connectivity to the off-island community 
where the lab’s employees actually live – but that community recently won 
a federal grant that will provide capital to build a lateral off the fiber line. 
The fact that a fiber line runs through the community from the lab to the 
research network made the grant application more competitive; it would 
have been a really hard case to make otherwise. The fiber is available to  
the community because it was part of a BTOP project, which makes it  
open access. 

To help smaller communities gain access to broadband, community 
anchor institutions where middle-mile fiber terminates should agree to 
serve as wire centers for distributing last-mile service. Small carriers or 
municipalities could colocate their headends in these institutions and 
share their connections to the Internet. 

In addition, we need to define anchor institutions more broadly. A 
cell tower could be an anchor institution – it provides 911 services, and 
it probably has fiber to the base. If some carrier spent a lot of money to 
build fiber there, we could start thinking about the cost of deployment 
beginning there. From the cell tower, fiber could be deployed to the 
schools and then to the rest of the community. Electric utilities’ smart-
grid facilities could also serve as anchor institutions. There are substantial 
unmet opportunities for collaboration.

AFFINITY 
MARKETING FOR 
FIBER NETWORKS 

Craig Settles, Gigabit 
Nation: A network’s marketing 
dollars go further when the 
operator collaborates with 
organizations that can drive 
successful marketing campaigns. 
A partner may become an 
anchor subscriber, recruit other 
subscribers, donate funds or 
help obtain grants from others. 

For example, a school system 
may be an anchor tenant; 
market the network to teachers, 
students and parents; and may 
be eligible for grants that would 
help finance the network. Health 
care providers can fill similar 
roles. In Ottumwa, Iowa, a health 
care provider will provide new 
telehealth applications for 
patients, making that facility a 
conduit to new subscribers. 

Similarly, a county 
government that wants to 
provide e-government services 
might have an incentive to 
get residents to subscribe. A 
large employer might want its 
employees to telecommute. 
A local chamber of commerce 
can be a conduit to small 
businesses. One network uses its 
relationship with a data center 
company as a way to recruit 
business customers.
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