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Bankrupt Frontier Claims Could Stop or Delay Rural Broadband
Expansion in Some Wisconsin Counties

Company seeks to block federal funds for others that could help bridge the gaps in rural
areas

When the federal government got involved in the effort to bring all
Americans online with the Connect America Fund (CAF), the
intentions were good, but the execution proved to be a failure for
many people in rural areas. In 2015, the fund awarded $9 billion
over six years to several large U.S. phone companies, including
Verizon, AT&T, Frontier, and CenturyLink. The latter two failed to
meet the requirements under the program in many areas. This
means today, many people in living in rural Wisconsin still do not
have access to high-speed internet, which is necessary for virtual learning, video streaming, and online
conferencing tools needed to work from home, particularly during the pandemic. Due to cost, expanding
broadband in less-populated areas is unlikely to happen without state or federal support, so in granting
these territories to embattled Frontier who failed to follow through, the CAF essentially blocked the
opportunity for these residents to get service.

Another barrier to the end goal of access to high-speed internet for those in rural areas is the low bar set
under Connect America Fund requirements. Under 2015 rules, the first phase of the program calls for
extended broadband service at speeds of at least 10/1 Mbps, which is inadequate for the needs of today.
Also, the companies can count an entire area (called a census block) as “served” as long as one
customer has access. One.

In 2015, Frontier accepted $283.4 million in CAF funds with the promise of extending 10/1 Mbps service
to 700,000 homes and businesses in 29 states, by the end of 2020, with 80 percent complete by
December of 2019. In January of 2020, Frontier said it “may have” fallen short in 13 of those states,
including Wisconsin, Illinois, Iowa, and Minnesota.

The good news for rural areas is that the latest phase of the Connect America Fund brings more players
into the game. The $20 billion Rural Digital Opportunity Fund (RDOF), an extension of Connect America,
includes $225 million exclusively for rural utility broadband providers, for the construction of broadband
networks in unserved and underserved rural communities. Some call this a historic opportunity to help
close the digital divide, by allowing electric cooperatives the opportunity to make good on larger
companies' failed promises of the past.

This fall, the FCC plans to spend $16 billion in RDOF fund to auction off available territories to bidders
who promise to deliver broadband and voice services at the lowest possible cost, and this time, the FCC
broadband definition is 25 Mbps downstream and 3 Mbps upstream. Rural customers still living without
broadband in some of Frontier’s already-subsidized areas should finally have high-speed internet access
on the horizon, but, as with many federal programs, it might not be that easy.

Both Frontier and CenturyLink recently made a mad dash to show they are meeting requirements, so
they can hang on to those census blocks, and the potential customers. If they are successful, this will
block electric cooperatives, and other entities, from getting access to any federal funds to extend
broadband services in those areas.



With the auction of underserved areas looming, earlier this month, Frontier informed the FCC that in spite
of its compromised financial state and looming bankruptcy, it was able to deploy 25/3 Mbps broadband
service to 16,000 census blocks, or 400,000 people, since June 2019. In making this claim, Frontier is
asking the FCC to remove those census blocks from those eligible for the auction. Those census blocks
fall, in part, in some Wisconsin electric co-op counties including Polk, St. Croix, Marathon, Adams,
Columbia, Marquette, Juneau, Iowa, and Sauk.

Last week, the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) and the Wireless Internet
Service Providers Association (WISPA) asked the FCC to investigate Frontier’s claims.
“While Frontier is missing CAF buildout milestones for 10/1 Mbps service, losing a large number of
customers, hemorrhaging cash and seeking bankruptcy protection, it strains credulity for it to claim that it
has upgraded service to 25/3 Mbps in 16,000 census blocks in eight months,” the WISPA and NRECA
letter argued. “We find this hard to believe.”

NRECA and WISPA also cited Frontier’s quarterly report, which shows the company actually lost 200,000
broadband customers from 2017-2018, and another 100,000 customers through the third quarter of 2019.
The groups are asking the FCC for an expedited inquiry into Frontier’s claims, as to not delay the RDOF
auction that is scheduled to begin October 22, 2020.

The groups wrote, “Delaying the auction will delay the availability of billions of dollars in RDOF support to
rural areas that, in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, desperately need adequate broadband service in
their communities.”

COVID-19 Watch: Numbers still rising

Overall confirmed cases of COVID-19 continue to rise, and this week saw the highest number single-day
report of deaths in the state (19), and the highest single day new case reports (334). The number of
positive cases as a percentage of all tests appeared to be trending down before yesterday’s increase.

Governor Evers’ plan to begin reopening the state in phases requires a downward trajectory in the
number of flu-like illnesses and the number of confirmed new COVID-19 cases (as percent of total tests)
for 14 days.
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In Wisconsin, there have now been 6,854 confirmed cases* and
316 deaths. Vernon County has now registered its first confirmed
case of COVID-19, leaving six counties with no confirmed cases
(Burnett, Forest, Lincoln, Langlade, Pepin, and Taylor).
*Includes persons who have since recovered.

This week, Governor Evers relaxed Safer at Home restrictions for
certain businesses, allowing them to reopen for curbside pickup
or where there is no close contact. Businesses affected include
dog groomers, small engine repairs shops, and upholstery
businesses. The new order also allows outdoor recreational
rentals such as ATVs, boats, golf karts, kayaks, and other similar
vehicles. Automatic and self-service car washes are also now be
allowed to reopen.

Economic impact

The pandemic and the response to it continues to have a profound effect on the economy, triggering an
unprecedented number of initial claims for unemployment insurance, of 30.3 million nationwide since mid-
March. That includes 3.8 million filed last week. At this point 12.4 percent of the U.S. workforce is on
unemployment.

According to a recent survey, one-third of Wisconsin businesses say they will have to close their doors for
good if the shutdown goes on beyond three months. The survey was done by UW-Oshkosh in
partnership with the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation.

Wisconsin Republican legislative leaders Robin Vos and Scott Fitzgerald say they want to negotiate with
Governor Tony Evers to create a phased-in plan for reopening the state starting with regions with few or
no Covid-19 cases. The statewide Safer at Home order remains in effect until May 26.

Amid Pandemic, FCC Opens up Access to Critical Utility Radio
Band

In spite of the demand for emergency communication during the pandemic, the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) voted this week to allow unlicensed Wi-Fi providers to access a radio band previously
reserved for utilities, public safety workers, law enforcement, and other critical services. The move could
cause potentially dangerous interference, especially in rural areas.

The Federal Communications Commission is opening access to 1,200 megahertz of spectrum in the 6
gigahertz band (5.925–7.125 GHz) to address needs for next generation of Wi-Fi.

The National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) had urged the commission to refrain from
opening the band to unlicensed users, and is now considering options that include a potential court
challenge.

“We are concerned that this order will impact the ability of electric co-ops, local agencies and
organizations to keep the public safe,” said Brian O’Hara, NRECA senior director for telecom and
broadband regulatory issues. “Spectrum interference can challenge co-ops’ ability to monitor their
networks and ensure the safe and reliable delivery of electricity and other critical utility services.”
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The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and the Department of Energy also submitted concerns
over the move to the FCC.

Richland Electric Cooperative Hosts Drive-In Annual Meeting

Richland Electric Cooperative took a unique approach to hosting its 84th annual meeting for members on
Saturday. In order to hold the meeting in-person, and respect social distancing requirements, the co-op
held the meeting at its service center, drive-in style.

Upon arrival, members were directed to keep windows rolled up, and stay in their cars. They registered
by showing a bar-coded postcard they received in the mail. Co-op Board President Calvin Sebranek and
CEO and General Manager Shannon Clark presented the meeting from bucket trucks, and it was
broadcast live on the local radio station, WRCO. For the national anthem, instead of standing, members
were directed to turn on their headlights. To make motions and vote, they beeped their horns. The
minimal staff members on site wore face masks and gloves. Lineworkers directed drivers to parking
spots.

Unsure of how the new format would be received, Clark was surprised to see members already lining up
in their cars at 8 a.m. By the time the meeting began at 10 a.m, 150 cars filled the service center lot.

“It was amazing,” said Clark. “Just fantastic. We had a registered count of almost what we'd have at a
normal annual meeting. For all these people to show up and sit in their cars and listen to us, it's just
amazing.”

Clark said after more than a month of isolation, reuniting with staff and members, even at distance, made
all of the planning well worth it.

“It’s pretty emotional, actually. It’s kind of like a homecoming,” he said. “You really miss the people you
are used to seeing almost every day. I’ll say this—I’ll bet we won’t take that for granted again. I know I
won’t!”

Richland Electric Cooperative provides meeting materials in advance and voting is done by mailed ballot.

At the meeting, members approved the President’s Report, CEO Report, Dairyland Report, Treasurer’s
Report, and minutes from last year’s meetings. Clark provided an update on cooperative business and
talked about keeping the office closed during the pandemic.
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A motion to show appreciation for Ron and Beth Fruit of WRCO for their assistance in making the
meeting possible was approved with a rousing chorus of horns beeping.

Members on site voiced approval of the meeting format, even without the free breakfast.

East Central Hosts Annual Meeting via Facebook Live

East Central Board Chair Linda Laitala and President/CEO Steve Shurts practice
social distance before hosting the first virtual annual meeting.

East Central Energy held its first virtual annual meeting on April 23 via Facebook Live. President/CEO
Steve Shurts and Board Chair Linda Laitala highlighted the cooperative’s 2019 activities. Over 120
people viewed the broadcast, and many posted their wishes for Steve as he approaches retirement. The
broadcast lasted approximately half an hour and no business actions were taken.

During the virtual meeting, Shurts and Laitala announced director election results.
Greg Kvasnicka was re-elected to District 1, and Wes Simers was re-elected to District 6.

Elected to District 3 were Rick Olson and incumbent Wayne Eller.

PSC Approves Dane County Airport Solar Farm

The Wisconsin Public Service Commission has approved plans for Madison Gas & Electric to build a 9-
megawatt solar farm at the Dane County Regional Airport. The $16.8 million plant will be located on
about 46 acres of county-owned land.

Under the 30-year contract, the county will pay 5.8 cents per kilowatt hour, subject to a 2 percent annual
increase, and receive credit for any generation in excess of its own use. The county estimates it will save
about $137,000 per year.

Dane County also recently announced plans to seek proposals for an 18-megawatt solar farm to be built
on land near the county landfill. Together, the landfill and airport solar projects are expected to produce
more electricity than is currently used by county facilities, a key step in the county’s recently introduced
10-year plan aimed at addressing climate change.
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