MTA Commentary—4/19/06
Wired Montana

Earlier this month, a couple of articles were published on the same Sunday in the Helena Independent Record.  One article, reprinted from the New York Times, was titled, “Robot Nation: High-tech South Korea wants a robot in every home, on every street corner.”  This article labeled South Korea as “the world’s most wired country,” with a government that has succeeded in “getting broadband Internet into 72 percent of all households in the last half of the decade.”  The article further noted that after “reeling from the Asian financial crisis of 1997, South Korea decided that becoming a high-tech nation was the only way to secure its future.  The government deregulated the telecommunications and Internet service industries…made investments as companies laid out cables in cities and into the countryside [and] made the country the first in the world to have high-speed Internet in every primary, junior and high school.”  Furthermore, according to the article, South Korea plans to introduce a superfast Internet service which eventually will enable Koreans to connect to the Internet at speeds of 10 megabits per second, “faster than most conventional broadband connections.”
The second article, from the same newspaper on the same day, was titled “Rancher Hopes to Make Powell Home to Organic Beef Facility.”  This article was about a cattle rancher in Powell, WY, “who wants to sell you a choice cut of organic beef, letting you pick which ranch in the Bighorn Basin it came from.  And he wants to let you make the purchase without leaving home, right over the Internet.”
So what do these two articles have in common?  Of course, it’s the Internet, and more specifically, high speed, broadband connectivity.  But wait; either of these articles could have been written right here in Montana.
Take for example the South Korea article.  While the government of South Korea may have succeeded in getting broadband Internet to 72% of Korean households in the last half decade, Montana’s independent rural telecommunications providers such as Blackfoot, CenturyTel, 3 Rivers, Lincoln and Hot Springs—just to name a few MTA members in Western Montana—provide broadband Internet access in nearly 100 towns, reaching more than 80%, and often as much as 98% of the households in their service areas.  Towns like Canyon Creek, Camas Prairie, Simms, Somers and Swan Lake all have access to reliable advanced Internet connectivity at speeds that exceed the federal definition of broadband service.  Also, as in the case of South Korea, much of the investment in the infrastructure that makes access to broadband service possible, is the result of government support for high cost investment which keeps access to advanced communications affordable.  And again, like Korea, the federal “e-rate” program provides subsidies to schools and libraries for Internet access.  
All of this investment in our information infrastructure means that ranchers like the one in Wyoming can build a business case around selling organic beef—or whatever—over the internet.  
Other examples here in Montana help illustrate the value of broadband access, and infrastructure investment by Montana’s rural telecom providers.  The population of the small town of Perma, for example, often swells to over 400 people in the summer as the town becomes the base of a large fire camp during wildfire season.  Hot Springs Telephone Company, in Hot Springs, MT, is responding to this situation by running fiber optics to the town to provide high-bandwidth access to serve the needs of the fire camp, and to benefit the residents of Perma.  
Blackfoot Telephone Cooperative, based in Missoula, is building an ultra-high-capacity backbone that provides bandwidth measured in gigabits per second.  It will link households and communities into this gigabit network, vastly expanding the bandwidth available to businesses and residents while simultaneously creating a more efficient and more robust network.  
CenturyTel, based in Kalispell, also is deploying gigabit technology in its network.  As a result, Pixar Entertainment, the animated movie company which has produced Toy Story among other films, is building a studio, with 50 employees in the Kalispell area, and using CenturyTel’s gigabit network, with its reliability and stability, to link to its California headquarters.
3 Rivers Telephone Cooperative, in Fairfield, is partnering with a developer in Helena to build a fiber-to-the-home housing and office development in Helena.  Businesses and residents in this development will have direct access at megabit speeds to the Internet, enabling them to download video on demand programming, and just about anything else the imagination can conceive.
So the next time we read about how “wired” South Korea is, we need not look any further than our own computer hook-ups in many parts of Montana to see that Montana’s rural telecommunications providers are securing our future with advanced broadband networks.  If you happen to purchase hotel accommodations on-line at hotels.com, just remember that your transaction is being completed on hotel.com’s servers, located in Billings, at the facilities of iConnect—in the wired state of Montana.
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