MTA Commentary—ETIC Hearing

11/30/5
The Montana Legislature’s Energy and Telecommunications Interim Committee met last week in Helena.  Among the items on the agenda was a discussion of the state of the telecommunications industry in Montana.  

In that regard, Montana-based companies are providing state-of-the-art products and services to companies from around the nation that are seeking a competitive advantage from using Montana’s high work standards and lower relative costs.  For example, iConnect is a Helena-based company that provides “fiber hotels” in a number of locations in Montana.  A fiber hotel is a location where several fiber optic networks can meet at a single point, enabling companies to take advantage of a variety of fiber routes to and from the worldwide web.  iConnect has been so successful that Hotwire.com, the international discount reservations web site, has chosen iConnect’s downtown Billings location to locate servers to handle huge volumes of traffic to and from consumers anywhere on the globe.  

FCC Commissioner Jonathan Adelstein recently told a gathering of the Western Telecommunications Alliance that companies don’t need to outsource their work to India, for example.  Instead, there are plenty of places here in America where such work can be performed.  The iConnect example is just one of many value propositions that Montana’s telecom industry offers.


Another industry success story is Great Falls-based VisionNet.  Formed as a consortium of several rural telecom cooperatives, VisionNet provides videoconference and internet access services to companies large and small in Montana and around the nation.  It operates over 125 videoconference sites throughout Montana mostly located in rural schools and community colleges.  VisionNet’s services are particularly valuable in the fields of distance learning, telemedicine and oddly enough, criminal justice.  Local schools often form the heart of many rural communities.  VisionNet helps many rural schools continue to provide valuable courses that cannot be taught locally, by bringing classes together through videoconference capabilities.  Thus, a French teacher in one school, for instance, can teach a number of courses remotely by using the distance learning capabilities of VisionNet.  
Similarly, VisionNet can connect rural health care facilities to larger medical centers, saving precious time for doctors and patients to address health care needs.  Telemedicine helps rural health care centers receive diagnosis and patient treatments using technologies not available at the smaller facilities.  
VisionNet also provides “wholesale” Internet access to retail internet service providers with a 24/7 operations center and access to bandwidth that enable the internet service providers to offer services to consumers throughout the state.  
Another valuable service of VisionNet allows the legal community to conduct virtual depositions and other proceedings to bring together lawyers, judges, prosecutors and defendants from different locations into a single virtual “location.”  If a defendant is incarcerated, law enforcement agencies don’t need to transport the defendant to court.  Lawyers can be from anywhere in the country and don’t need to spend valuable (and expensive) time getting to a venue.

Another company playing a large role in bringing the World to Montana, and vice versa, is MAIN, which stands for Montana Advanced Information Network.  MAIN also was established as a consortium of several rural telecom providers in Montana.  The company is essentially a broadband backbone network, which brings large amounts of fiber-based bandwidth to communities throughout the state in a redundant, multilayered ring architecture.  It’s like a fiber highway that forms large circles, or rings, connecting Montana’s communities.  

Companies like MAIN and iConnect help bring the information superhighway to Montana.  Other companies like Montana’s rural telephone companies bring information access to the superhighway directly to our homes.  These companies provide between 80% and 100% of their customers with access to broadband (high-speed) Internet service.  Companies like Blackfoot, CenturyTel, Hot Springs and Lincoln Telephone Companies bring high speed, and high quality voice, video and data services to their customers.  And they’re constantly improving their service packages.  Fairfield-based 3 Rivers, for example, recently announced a project in Helena where the company is taking fiber directly to the home in a new subdivision.
The National Academy of Sciences (NAS) recently published recommendations on attracting high-technology, knowledge-intensive jobs to the U.S. as an important means of competing against low-wage foreign workers.  Access to broadband services at affordable prices is key to U.S. job competitiveness, the report found.
During the 20th century, U.S. citizens’ access to the public switched telephone network, interstate highways, and air travel brought high-tech jobs to the nation. According to NAS, similar access to broadband services is needed to attract high-tech jobs during the 21st century. 

Companies like MAIN, VisionNet, iConnect and Montana’s rural telecom providers, among others, are proud of their role in bringing the 21st Century to Montana.
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