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Montana’s rural telecommunications providers invest over $80 million a year into Montana’s communications networks.  That doesn’t include the more than $50 million in payroll and additional employee benefits, or other financial and personal contributions to economic, educational, cultural, social and civic development throughout the state.  
These companies serve about 80% of Montana’s landmass; and nearly one-third of its telecom customers.  Because of the tremendous distances needed to cover, combined with low population density, these companies AVERAGE less than 3 customers per mile of line.  In Eastern Montana rural telcos serve fewer than 1 customer per mile. 
Despite these obvious distance and density barriers, Montana’s telecom providers have pushed broadband access to between 80% and 100% of their service areas (not including WildBlue satellite-based broadband service, which moves the access ratio to nearly 100% availability of broadband anywhere in the state.  
There are over 250 towns in Montana with access to broadband DSL service.  By the way, the Federal Communications Commission just reported that broadband usage shot up 33 percent nationwide in the last reporting period, with DSL growth outpacing all other forms of broadband access.  Obviously, with more than 250 towns on the list of DSL-accessible communities, the list includes scores of towns with populations measured in the hundreds, not even thousands.
Montana’s rural telecom providers are proud of their longstanding commitment to ubiquitous, quality, advanced telecommunications which are not only comparable, but superior to any telecommunications anywhere in the nation.  Comparability is fine.  Superiority is better.  These companies consider themselves engines to economic vitality.  While some may argue that the world is flat, Montana’s rural telecom providers want to make the world just a little bit concave, so that commerce “rolls” to Montana, before it slips away to other states or other nations.  
And they’re not stopping at DSL broadband only.  Montana’s rural telcos now are investing in next-generation networks and services.  Auroras Entertainment, a Kalispell-based start-up, is the market leader in broadband Internet-based TV.  A number of other small and large Montana-based companies are cropping up with business plans based on access to state-of-the-art telecommunications platforms.  

So how do Montana’s rural telcos come up with the kind of money needed to invest in some of the most advanced telecom infrastructure in the nation?  The investment these companies make to provide universal access to quality and affordable telecommunications services comes from three main sources: customer end-user charges (or rates), federal universal service support, and access charges.  The rates that consumers pay for local telecom service comprise only a portion of the revenues local telecom carriers need to cover their substantial investment costs.  The federal universal service program supports investment by high-cost providers to ensure ubiquitous access to affordable, quality service.  Finally, the third essential revenue source is access charges—what networks charge one another to originate and terminate calls on their networks.
Access charges generally are associated with long distance traffic.  Traditionally, these company-to-company network access charges were far higher than they are today.  As access charges have been reduced, so have long distance prices.  But as access charges do down, other charges go up to recover investment costs.  So universal service contributions and end-user rates have trended upward over the past decade, as more “invisible” or implicit access charges have been forced down by law and regulatory action.
And just to complicate matters, not all access charges are the same.  Wireless carriers pay far less in access than wireline companies.  There are sometimes vast differences between interstate and intrastate access charges too.  And some communications providers pay no access charges at all.  The result often creates incentives for companies to circumvent access charges and to engage in regulatory arbitrage for competitive advantage.
For the last two years or so industry and government executives have been working together to reform the access charge system.  The goal is to reduce opportunities for regulatory arbitrage while minimizing negative effects on end-user rates and preserving the integrity of the universal service program.  Further reductions in access should not come at the expense of unwarranted or unsustainable increases in universal service funding or end user charges.
The FCC will be spending the next several months deliberating access reform.  There is much to gain—and lose—in this debate.  Montana’s rural telecom networks are working to ensure that access reform promotes their ability to continue investing in advanced telecom infrastructure that so much commercial and personal activity depends on.  
#  #  #
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