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MTA Commentary--Ubiquitous Broadband Access

January 26, 2005
President Bush recently called for ubiquitous, affordable access to broadband telecommunications services by 2007.  That’s a laudable goal.  Let’s see where we are today with broadband access, and how we get to “ubiquitous” access in two years.
“Broadband” telecommunications refers to high-speed data rates that enable users to send and receive more electronic information in less time.  Broadband connections are usually always-on, and let you download large documents and graphics almost instantaneously.  

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) defines “broadband” as data speeds higher than 200 Kpbs in one direction.  That is, many high speed services allow users to send information at a different speed than they receive information.  (Usually, it’s not as important how fast information leaves your computer; consumers care far more about how fast they can receive, or download, information from the Internet.)  Thus, the FCC’s definition of broadband starts with 200 Kbps in only one direction, usually the download leg.  
According to the latest FCC statistics, broadband connections grew by 15% nationwide in the first half of 2004, from 28.2 million lines to 32.5 million lines.  For the 12 months ended June 30, 2004, high speed lines for residential and small business subscribers increased 46%.  In other words, most larger businesses already have broadband access.  The real growth now is in smaller business and residential markets.
In Montana, we’re doing quite well with access to broadband services, especially if you are served by one of Montana’s rural independent telephone companies.  Montana’s rural telephone companies cover over 80 percent of Montana’s land mass, and serve about one-third of Montana’s telephone customers.  Collectively, these companies invest over $70 million every year in Montana’s telecommunications infrastructure.  This investment includes over 5,000 miles of fiber optic lines that cross our state.  And, speaking of broadband, these companies have deployed broadband access to more than 250 towns and communities throughout Montana.  Most of that broadband access is in the form of DSL service over telephone lines.  There’s also broadband access made possible through cable connections as well as some limited wireless networks.  I should point out, also, that the kind of broadband speeds provided by DSL and cable far exceed the FCC’s standard of only 200 Kbps in only one direction.
Thus, a significant portion of rural Montana already has access to broadband service.  This access has involved a lot of investment in a lot of communities where there are not a lot of people.  
However, access to broadband service, and actual usage of broadband service are two different things.   As the FCC’s statistics show, while there are over 32 million high speed business and residential lines in use, there are over 180 million total lines in use in the U.S.  So, less than 20 percent of the lines in use are high speed.  The statistics for Montana are similar, with less than 20% of all business and residential lines being broadband lines.  However, it’s interesting to note that the growth rate for DSL lines alone in Montana was 45% in the first half of 2004 compared to the end of 2003.
So how do we get to ubiquitous, affordable access to high speed, or broadband service?  As I have noted, Rural telephone companies have made substantial investments to bring broadband access to our communities.  Affordability, and consequently, usage, are another matter.
Rural network providers need to recover their costs of investment.  In other words, we need to stimulate demand for broadband services.  And how do we stimulate demand for broadband services?  
First is through education.  Consumers increasingly are realizing the benefits from greater access to a world—literally—of information resources.  It is now possible to live in Philipsburg, for example, and sell your handiwork anywhere in the world.  The advantage of world-wide market access is perhaps even more important in rural states like Montana than in more populated states.  
Second, there are things governments can do, as well as things governments should not do.  On the “should do” list, for example, are several bills in the Montana Legislature that encourage the use of information technology to make learning and working more efficient and cost effective.  One bill would promote “teleworking,” which allows state employees to work off-site.  Studies show that workers are more productive, and happier, if they are allowed more flexibility to work in non-traditional settings.  There are several other bills that promote “distance learning,” too.  This is an efficient way to provide more learning opportunities to more students who may, for any number of reasons, find getting to the traditional bricks-and-mortar schools more difficult.  On line learning brings the school to the student, instead of the other way around.
On the “should not do” list, governments should avoid efforts by some telecommunications service providers to avoid paying for network costs.   A recent letter to the FCC from the Minority Media & Telecommunications Council, representing minority users of telecom services, stated that “if a service is regarded and actually used by consumers as telecommunications, providers of that service should pay” for use of the telecommunications infrastructure.  Yet, there are some Internet-based phone services that use the underlying broadband network without paying just and adequate compensation.  Such cost avoidance schemes discourage further network investment, and if allowed to continue, will lead to degradation of the network infrastructure upon which all communications, including Internet-based phones services, depend.
In conclusion, broadband services are ready and waiting for your business and personal benefit.  We’re just beginning to see some of the opportunities that lie ahead.  
#  #  #
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