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It’s time for a spirited debate on na-
tional broadband goals, but the 
long-awaited National Broadband 

Plan and other pressing matters seem to 
have sucked the air out of any argument. 
Broadband equipment vendors, network 
designers and network providers can-
not do anything about BP’s oil disaster, 
Afghanistan or national health care, of 
course. But the elephant in the room is 
the FCC’s $300 billion price tag.   

The author of the National Broad-
band Plan, Blair Levin, stuck to his guns 
at the Occam National User Group 
meeting last month, held just a few 
blocks from the White House. After I 
told him that my best estimate was $200 
billion to bring broadband to 95 percent 
of the premises that didn’t have it, he 
admitted that there was a large “hockey 
stick” curve in the “$300 billion for all 
premises” estimate but said we were “on 
the same page” about the numbers.

He also pointed out that either way, 
Congress was unlikely to authorize new 
money for broadband and that although 
Universal Service Fund changes are 
definitely on the table, the money would 
be better spent educating people about 
how to use lots of bandwidth and bring-
ing broadband to low-income areas that 
are not necessarily rural. This would 
leave rural areas with a target of 4 Mbps 
downstream, 1 Mbps up. 

The FCC looked at only three states 
in detail. As a whole, the country has 
about 2.6 million miles of paved road 
and 110 million residences. That’s an 
average of more than 40 residences per 
mile, which translates to about $1,000 to 

pass the average residence with fiber and 
leave a drop. That’s $110 billion. 

Of course, there are reasons to ad-
just this number upward. Though laying 
a mile of fiber cable can cost as little as 
$15,000 (aerial, good existing poles), it 
can also cost $50,000 or more. Sometimes 
much more. And there are residences on 
unpaved roads and small islands. 

On the other hand, there are also rea-
sons to adjust the number downward. In 
urban areas, builders don’t have to put 
fiber on every street. And the 94 percent 
of U.S. residences passed by hybrid fiber-
coax plant, most of which is DOCSIS 
3.0 ready, should be relatively inexpen-
sive to upgrade (as tech journalist David 
Burstein points out). Yes, there would be 
problems for areas served only by satellite 
video. And lots of cable plant is of very 
poor quality. And yes, there would have 
to be a lot of DOCSIS node splitting. But 
again, $300 billion?

THE UPGRADE PAYS FOR ITSELF
Where would the money come from? If 
government were run logically, the an-
swer would be easy. The private sector 
could handle most of the expense, but 
the public sector would need to pony 
up $50 to $70 billion over five to seven 
years. That’s $10 billion a year. Savings 
to the government in smart-grid and tele-
medicine applications alone more than 
pays that bill. (The government is sup-

posed to be looking for ways to deliver 
Medicare and Medicaid services more 
efficiently.) And like any infrastructure 
improvement, broadband stimulates eco-
nomic growth. No, we don’t know how 
much, and although there’s pretty good 
evidence that a little broadband helps, 
we’re not sure whether a lot of broadband 
helps more. But I’m a broadband hawk. I 
believe it does.

Instead, government is going the 
other way. The House Appropriations 
Committee has proposed killing $600 
million – almost 10 percent – of the 
funds targeted for broadband stimulus 
but not yet awarded to help pay for extra 
costs of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 
The idea came from Max Baucus, a 
Democrat from rural Montana – a state 
that would be badly hurt if rural broad-
band were cut.

The FCC would relegate rural areas 
to 4 Mbps downstream and 1 Mbps up 
– a near-term target within the capabil-
ity of LTE (4G) cellular and some exist-
ing, obsolete copper plant. But as analyst 
Craig Moffett points out (as quoted by 
Burstein), “If LTE networks are going to 
be usage-capped, then the last pretense 
that LTE can be positioned as a sub-
stitute for terrestrial broadband would 
seem to be gone.” See www.bbpmag.
com for video and more detail on Levin’s 
arguments … and the Hawk’s.  BBP
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