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Ultimate Interoperability.
Unrivaled Reliability.

Proudly serving North American
rural telcos for more than 35 years.

Essential Communications

www.redcom.com

Rural carriers now have a new, competitive option.
 
HyperCube is deploying a rural multi-services offer unlike any other, which is compliant with the FCC Rural Call 
Completion order. Backed by the resources of West Corporation, HyperCube is an established wholesale tandem 
services provider that is both small enough to be nimble and personal, and large enough to carry billions of your 
minutes of traffic across our network each month.
 
HyperCube concentrates on offering our customers feature-rich services with simplified billing structures, to enable 
our customers to maximize their network reach. Every HyperCube customer also has complimentary access to our 
proprietary systems for real-time traffic management and reporting, providing a new level of visibility and control.
 
Leveraging our in-house LCR engine and buying power with long-distance carriers in addition to our own network, 
HyperCube provides RCC solutions with national coverage, connectivity, and simplicity from a licensed, facilities-based 
CLEC and IXC via either TDM or VoIP.
 
If you’re tired of sending too much of your traffic and too much of your margin to the same old places, we’d like to offer 
a new, competitive option.
 
Let’s talk about all the ways we can serve you.
Email us at ruraltelecom@h3net.com, and let’s get started.
 
HyperCube will soon be changing our name to West Telecom Services.

LIFE IS DIFFERENT OUT HERE.
 YOUR TELECOMMUNICATIONS PROVIDER SHOULD BE, TOO.

© 2015 All Rights Reserved
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COUNSELING
Making the Call to Upgrade
By Alison Gillespie

Rather than letting equipment upgrades become a point of friction, many rural telcos 
find that helping customers understand the need to update their set-top boxes, 
modems, routers or even their computers can provide an opportunity to build trust 
and highlight personalized customer service.

The Open Internet and Title II:      
A Mixed Bag for Small Broadband Providers
By Joan Engebretson

The FCC in February voted to reclassify broadband as a Title II telecommunications 
service and to adopt network neutrality rules. While there are some negative aspects for 
small telcos, reclassification could help further universal service goals.

Banking on Billboards
By Rachel Brown

Picture a form of advertising that can’t be muted, turned off, flipped over, crumpled up or 
tossed away. Now imagine that this same form of advertising targets a wide portion of 
your ideal demographic in a place where they are alert and awake. Is this some sort 
of newfangled app? Nope, it’s billboards, which date back more than a century.
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24

Fall Conference Preview
By Lia Moore

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association brings its 2015 Fall Conference to Boston, 
Mass. FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler will be there, as will NTCA Chief Executive Officer 
Shirley Bloomfield and hundreds of association members. Find out what’s in store 
for the rural-telecom sector in the future.
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Member	News:	Send	your	rural-telco	releases	to	membernews@ntca.org.
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Signs	of	Progress	on	the	Marketing	Front

Billboards	Make	for	Roadside	Memories

Seth Godin, one of my favorite marketing minds, has a 
habit of starting each of his books with a series of quotes. 
The quote that opens his 2009 bestseller, “Purple Cow,” 
may be familiar, but its truth has not waned over the years. 

It is from David Packard, co-founder of Hewlett-
Packard, who observed, “Marketing is too impor-
tant to be left to the marketing department.”

For the veteran telco marketers that have 
been carrying the “marketing matters” flag for 
more than a decade, Packard’s words are a 
mantra worth repeating. Chatter about the 
benefits of whole-company marketing efforts, 
from top management down to techs and front-

line customer service reps, has been a fixture at 
NTCA meetings for years. The idea certainly is not new. 
In practice, however, building a marketing- and sales-
focused company has been easier said than done for 
many rural telcos—until now.

Three things I’ve witnessed recently lead me to believe 
the tide is turning in favor of telcos striving to be stronger 
sales and marketing forces. First, the NTCA PR & Market-

ing Conference held each spring hit a new attendance 
record this year, with more than 250 of the brightest in rural 
telco marketing and a healthy batch of newcomers 
descending on Austin, Texas. Second, entrants to the 
2015 TeleChoice Awards contest were stronger than ever, 
challenging our judges to pick winners among a field of 
very diverse but highly effective entries (for a look at the 
winners, see “Winners Circle” in this issue). And finally, 
NTCA programming is more focused on sales and mar-
keting topics than ever, thanks in large part to the NTCA 
Marketing Committee, which will present training sessions 
at eight different NTCA conferences by the end of 2015, 
including all four Regional Conferences this summer.

If the goal is to become a more marketing-minded 
industry, NTCA members certainly have taken the chal-
lenge seriously—and made a great deal of progress 
toward tackling it.

Laura Withers
Director of Communications
lwithers@ntca.org 

My family will soon be embarking on a two-day car trip to a 
planned summer vacation spot. All four kids will have to 
entertain themselves during the trip—no DVD players 
for them (or for us) in the minivan. Instead, my kids will 

play the license-plate game and other chestnuts from 
the time when I was their age, buckled into the 

back seat of the family station wagon as we 
headed for some far-off destination.

Along the way, my wife and I will point out 
any billboards of interest—although I don’t 
see as many eye-catching billboards these 
days as I did when I was a child. Maybe that’s 
a byproduct of me being the one behind the 

wheel—I have to keep my eyes on the road!—
or an indication that the highways I frequent aren’t the 
best place for memorable billboards. Or maybe today’s 
companies need to devise even better ways for their bill-
boards to catch the eyes of drivers and passengers.

That certainly wasn’t the case when I was younger. 
What 1970s-era child can forget the South of the Border 
billboards that appeared as travelers on I-95 approached 
the North Carolina/South Carolina border? 

The same principle applies to your business. If a child 
can remember those South of the Border billboards well 
into adulthood, think of the impact your billboards are 
having on today’s future—and current—customers. 
There’s nothing quite like a colorful billboard to break 
up the monotony of a long road trip.

In this issue focused on business and competition, 
Rachel Brown looks at what goes into an effective bill-
board. Her story also includes an online component: We 
asked member companies to send in photos of their bill-
boards, and we received dozens of submissions. You 
can access those photos at www.ruraltelecom.org. 

Whether you’re reading about equipment returns, 
network neutrality or partnership opportunities with 
electric cooperatives, the stories in this issue will give 
you a competitive edge. The stronger your business, the 
more memories you can make for today’s customers—
whatever their age.  

Christian Hamaker
Editor, Rural Telecom
chamaker@ntca.org
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B Y  C H R I S T I A N  H A M A K E R

I L LU S T R AT I O N S  BY  S A M  F E R R O  |  P H O T O S :  B I G S T O C K P H O T O  E XC E P T  A S  N O T E D

A new job may be riding on an updated resume, so now’s the time to make sure all 
of your information is up to date—and in the best font.

That’s right, the font you use could give you an edge among potential employers 
—or leave you lagging other competitors in the same pool of applicants.

Which fonts are best for your resume?
> Helvetica: “Helvetica is safe,” said Brian Hoff, creative director of Brian Hoff Design. 
> Proxima Nova    : A “cousin to Helvetica,” but less of an edge, Hoff said.
> Garamond: “Legible and easy for the eye to follow,” said Matt Luckhurst, creative 
director of brand consultancy Collins.
> Times New Roman: Risks giving the impression that “you didn’t put any thought 
into the typeface you selected,” Hoff said.
> Didot: Intentionally upscale. “It’s like wearing the black dress to the ball,” Luckhurst 
said. “Do you wear a tuxedo to your job interview?”
> Zapfino: Don’t use this “flowery” type.
> Courier: “Don’t try to be a typewriter,” Luckhurst said.
> Comic Sans: Don’t use it “unless you are applying to clown college,” Hoff said.

aSource: Bloomberg.com
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Take Two Play Dates and Call Me in the Morning
Psychologists have concluded that a lack of play time for children is detrimental to their 
development, but what about adults? A trend toward adult play time can be seen in the 
popularity of coloring books for adults and adult playgrounds.

“Play is a crucible not just for self-discovery and freedom, but for joy,” said Kathryn Hirsh-
Pasek, director of Temple University’s Infant and Child Laboratory. “We don’t have much pure 
joyfulness in our lives. We still try to escape the stresses of the world by letting loose, mostly 
through things like smoking and drinking. But imagine if you didn’t even need a substance 
to let loose. That’s what play is for: It’s a whole new type of drug.”

aSource: psmag.com

RESUME	FONTS	RANKED	
FROM	BEST	TO	WORST

Today’s students can 
operate the latest digi-
tal devices, but what, 
exactly, are they learn-
ing through the use of 
those devices?

That’s the question 
that Rueben Loewy, a 
55-year-old teacher, 
posed as he saw class-
rooms encourage the 
use of electronic devices. 

“Even schools that 
have called themselves 
very technologically 
advanced haven’t even 
begun to explore how 
they actually teach 
[about that technology],” 
Loewy said. 

Loewy’s concern has 
led him to develop an 

“interdisciplinary curric-
ulum for the digital age” 
that is designed primar-
ily for high school  
students. The goal:  
to teach what digital  
citizenship means.

aSource: theatlantic.com

‘Digital Citizenship’ 
Goes Beyond
the Hardware
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9RURALTELECOM > J U L Y - A U G U S T  2 0 1 5

Smartphones: Don’t Need ’Em, Can’t Live Without ’Em
Do you really need that smartphone, or could you live without it? Pew Research Center surveyed Americans 
about their smartphone use and found some surprising answers.

While 46% said they “couldn’t live without” their smartphone, 54% acknowledged that the device is “not always 
needed.” Could that be because of the cost of smartphone service? Although 80% of those surveyed said their 
smartphone was worth the cost, 19% described smartphone expenses as a “financial burden.” That figure rises 
to 29% among those who pay more than $200 per month for their cellphone service.

aSource: Pewinternet.org

A	DECADE	OF	CHANGES
An excerpt from Washington Post Executive Editor Martin Barron’s 2015 Hays Press-Enterprise lecture at the University 
of California, Riverside:
> High-speed broadband became pervasive only in 2004, 2005, making possible the communications we take for 
granted today. It allowed photos to load fast and instant viewing of videos—and it allows mobile connection to the Web. 
> Google didn’t go public until 2004. Today, there are more than 3 billion searches a day on Google. 
> Facebook was founded in 2004. Now it has more than 1.3 billion monthly active users. 
> YouTube was founded in 2005. More than 1 billion people now visit YouTube each month. 
> Twitter was founded in 2006. A half-billion tweets are sent every day. 
> Kindle was introduced in 2007. Three in 10 Americans now read an e-book. 
> Apple introduced the iPhone in June 2007. Today 2 billion people worldwide use smartphones. 
> Instagram was founded in 2009. 
> Whatsapp was founded in 2009 and last year was sold for $19 billion to Facebook. 
> The iPad was introduced in January 2010. 
> Snapchat wasn’t launched until 2011. It’s now valued at $10 billion or more.

If this pace of change unnerves you, there is no consolation. Things will only get faster. And for those who resist the 
change rather than embrace it, there will be no forbearance or forgiveness. Their destiny is to be pushed aside and 
forgotten. That is the brutal truth.

aSource: washingtonpost.com

Workers are staying put longer at 
their places of employment, and 
the trend is especially notable 
among millennials.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
reports that workers spent 4.6 
years at their companies in 2014, 
an increase over the 4.0 years 
spent by the typical worker at a 
company a decade earlier.

That’s good news for employers, 
who have a more stable workforce, 
but bad news for the economy. Job 
hopping often correlates to a hot 
economy, so the lack of employee 
transitions could be another indi-
cator that the economy hasn’t 
caught fire.

aSource: linkedin.com

Netflix the Top 
Streaming Choice—
Among Amazon 
Prime Members! 
Strategy Analytics 
reported that 63% 
of Amazon Prime 
subscribers used 
Netflix in the previ-
ous month while 
only 59% of Amazon 
Prime subscribers used 
Prime Instant Video in the 
same time period. 

aSource:         
 hollywoodreporter.com
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Foundation for Rural Service 
A wonderful visit with Cong. Billy 

Long (Missouri) on the Capitol 
steps, this afternoon—what a 

special experience for all of our 
students! #youthtour2k15

@mikeofcc 
Great visit with 

leadership team  
@GVTC_Com in San 

Antonio. Enjoyed 
learning business & 
other issues facing 

company!

@SenDanCoats 
It was great  
to meet with 
leaders of 
Hoosier rural 
broadband 
companies  
this morning.

@CommerceGOP
5 Things Everyone 
Shld Know About 

Broadband Access in 
Rural America, 

featuring Vines by    
@SenJohnThune 
@amyklobuchar

@agripulse  
Opinion: Moving 

beyond @comcast-
@timewarnertv cable: 

The need for video 
policy updates.

@jkapp29  
Excited to be at the 

#ntcasmartag panel in DC 
talking about SmartAg 

#entrepreneurship #farmtech 
#agTech #entrepreneur

@SenJohnThune  
Enjoyed speaking with the SD 

Telecommunications Association and   
@NTCAconnect in DC yesterday. 

#ruraliscool

#RuralIsSocial

Follow along at www.ntca.org/socialmedia
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Hardy Telecommunications, Inc.
Hardy Tel GM/CEO Scott Sherman has an op-ed 
published in today’s Charleston Gazette about 
the need to update universal service laws for 
small telecommunications companies like us.
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Connections
B Y  S H I R L E Y  B L O O M F I E L D

A	United	Front

T
he past several months I have had the opportunity to crisscross 
the United States to meet with most of you in your home states as 
you gathered together for your statewide conferences, expos and 
conventions. I traveled to South Carolina, New Mexico and Illinois. 
I met with the providers in Alaska, Wisconsin, Colorado and 
Tennessee. It was fascinating to hear about what you are dealing 

with on a day-to-day basis and how unique those experiences are to 
your communities. 

Road trips like this remind me time and time again that each NTCA 
member company is facing different challenges and has different 
opportunities opening up as well. It is at these gatherings that I also see 
common denominators despite differences in priorities and obstacles. 
Each one of you is committed to providing your customers with top-notch 
broadband services, no matter what it takes. By working together, I have 
seen you all succeed and persevere in ways that continue to astound me. 

Your efforts to shape public policy are just one example of this collab-
orative spirit. Earlier this year, Comcast was closing in on a deal to 
acquire Time Warner Cable, thereby creating a company with the ability 
to control the video marketplace, stymie innovation and limit consumer 
choice. NTCA’s membership joined forces with industry allies, as well as 
dozens of other consumer groups, to make it known that approval of the 
merger would not only harm consumers but make it impossible for small 
providers to compete. More than 700,000 comments were filed with the 
FCC urging the denial of the merger. And, it worked. The companies ter-
minated plans to merge after the commission and the Department of 
Justice made it clear they heard our concerns and signaled that they 
remain committed to promoting competition and innovation in the video 
and broadband marketplaces. 

In addition to this major victory for rural consumers, hundreds of you 
flocked to Washington, D.C., for our premier grassroots advocacy event, 
the Legislative & Policy Conference. In two days, you held more than 200 
meetings with congressional staff, lawmakers and federal regulators. 
Through those advocacy efforts, we were able to gather 176 signatures 
on letters sent by Congress to the FCC urging them to make targeted 
updates as soon as possible to existing high-cost Universal Service 
Fund mechanisms. The signatures represent more than three-fifths of 

the Senate, a vast majority. Your efforts 
were impossible to ignore. The same 
day, upon receiving the letters, FCC 
Chairman Tom Wheeler indicated he 
will act to implement standalone broad-
band support before the fall of this year. 

On that same front, Chairman 
Wheeler has asked the rural telecom-
munications industry to come together 
and present a consensus proposal on 
how to create and implement that sup-
port mechanism. It is not an easy task 
nor one we all completely agree on. But, 
one thing is for sure: NTCA members have 
been committed to the process with the 
knowledge that so much is at stake with 
the future of rural telecom in the balance. 
I have seen you come to the table with 
your ideas, taking countless calls and 
offering up feedback.

When it really matters, rural broad-
band providers come together and do 
what is right for the industry we are all 
working to support for the livelihood of 
the communities where you live and work. 
I encourage you to continue to band 
together and send a strong message that 
rural broadband solutions providers can 
be counted on to get the job done.  

Shirley Bloomfield is chief executive officer of 
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association. She can 
be reached at sbloomfield@ntca.org. You can also 
follow her blog at ntca.org/ceoblog.
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Provisioning and LNP

Today’s telecommunication environment has created a challenge for ILECs, CLECs and Wireless Operators 
to manage the many time consuming tasks associated with number portability, interconnection and 
service requests. GVNW’s Operations team can assist with all elements of the LNP process and help you 
avoid  incorrect information that leads to increased cost, as well as communications breakdowns between 
vendors, carriers and customers. 
  

ASR/LSR Provisioning Services

 x Entrance Facilities

 x Local Interconnection Service Trunking

 x  Operator Assistance and Directory 

Assistance Facilities

 x E911 Trunking

 x SS7 Links

 xDS1, DS3 Services

 xNumber Porting

 x Local Loops

 xDirectory Listings

LNP SOA Services

 x Initiate port transactions

 xDaily Access to NPAC Database

 x Validate and Activate User Accounts

 x  Load and/or Modify customer NPA/NXXs 

and LRNs

Save time, money and improve 
the overall efficiency of your 
company so you can focus 
on customer retention and 
acquisition.

Your goals, our guidance, 

building success.

GVNW.com

Midwest Division 

Colorado Springs, CO

719.594.5800

Springfield, IL

217.698.2700 

Western Division

Tualatin, OR

503.612.4400 

Southwest Division 

Kerrville, TX

830.896.5200
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Perspective
B Y  J I M  D A U B Y

Let’s Raise Our Voices 
for Rural America

t is indeed a pleasure to write to you for the first time as your new board 
president. I want to thank the current board for its trust in giving me 
the opportunity to help lead our association. I also want to recognize 
past NTCA and OPASTCO boards for their tireless work on behalf of 
our industry. A special thank you to them for making the unification of 
our two associations possible and laying the foundation for a stronger 

association and a brighter future for all of us. Well done!
The new board met for the first time earlier this year at the Rural Tele-

com Industry Meeting & EXPO (RTIME) in Phoenix. To say we hit 
the ground running would be an understatement! One of the 
many benefits of our post-unification organization is the diversity 
of our membership and the infusion of new energy, passion and 
talent that complements what was in place before we unified. 
The new NTCA board is a wonderful example of just that. New 
faces, new voices, fresh ideas and opinions now populate the 
board table, and with them the opportunity to hear and explore 
new thoughts and perspectives on how best to represent our 
members and ensure a bright future not just for them, but for 
all of rural America.

It is not our task alone, though. All of us connected to this 
great association have a role to play. Members, associate 
members, the Telecommunications Education Committee 
Organization (TECO), the Foundation for Rural Service (FRS), 
NTCA board and staff—all of us need to contribute to our 

association’s incredible grassroots efforts of ensuring today’s 
high-speed broadband infrastructure reaches its final destination: those 
we serve back home. The farmer, the Main Street business, the family of 
four—they are the ones who depend on our networks and truly are why 
we continue the good fight together.

But this task is getting more and more difficult. It seems the govern-
ment is increasingly promoting broadband deployment in rural America 

and challenging us to build bigger, 
faster, better networks, but it does not 
seem to be making the path for us to do 
that any easier. Better broadband for 
rural communities is something that 
policymakers want and something that 
our customers need and are demand-
ing. The good news is the table is per-
fectly set for meaningful, common-sense 
dialogue on how best to achieve this 
lofty goal on behalf of all rural Americans.

I read recently that broadband has 
been coined “the electricity of the 21st 
century.” It’s that important. It reminds 
us of an earlier time in our country 
when telephone service was coming of 
age. Then, it was felt that that service 
was so important the government deter-
mined every American should have 
access to it at affordable rates. Where 
has that American spirit gone? Sadly, it 
has been replaced by lawmakers and 
regulators not truly understanding the 
purpose of the Universal Service Fund. 
It is not a tax. It is not a welfare payment. 
It is a nonpartisan American success 
story that accomplished exactly what it 
set out to do. Today, instead of capping a 
program to help promote the investment 
of broadband into rural America, we 
should be reforming it, nurturing its growth 
and ensuring it reaches all Americans.

I cannot speak highly enough about 
what NTCA has done for all of us in deliv-
ering this message, our message, to 
Congress and the FCC. At times, how-
ever, our common-sense, building-block 
approach gets drowned out by the 
Washington establishment. On behalf of 
those we serve back home, it’s time we 
all join in the fight and support our asso-
ciation. It’s time for us to raise our rural 
voices and try our best to drown out 
Washington. It’s time for us to make some 
noise. It’s time for us to “raise the roof!”

 

I 
Jim Dauby is  president 

of NTCA–The Rural 
Broadband Association 

and chief executive 
officer of Perry-Spencer 
Rural Telephone Coop-
erative, d/b/a PSC, in St. 
Meinrad, Ind. He can be 
reached at jdauby@

psci.net.
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Introducing an Updated 
Rural Spectrum Scanner

Great Just Got Better 
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BY MASHA ZAGER

seems like a match made in heaven. 
Rural telcos have broadband know-
how and are looking to expand 
their customer bases. Rural elec-
tric utilities have customers who 
are desperate for broadband, 
and the utilities are building 
out fiber for smart grids—

but most have little telecom expertise. 
Shouldn’t the two be able to work together?

Pioneering telcos and electric co-ops 
have proven that such partnerships can 
benefit both companies—and especially 
their customers. In some cases, a telco-
electric utility partnership is the only 
realistic hope for delivering broad-
band to an underserved rural area. 

However, that doesn’t mean part-
nerships are easy. Electric utilities and 
telcos differ in their corporate cultures, 
histories and risk tolerances. To part-
ner successfully, they must work hard 
to set and meet expectations. In addi-
tion, they have to communicate about 
the partnership not only with each other 
but also within their own organizations.

Merger or Joint Venture?

Probably the best-known example of a telco-
electric partnership is NineStar Connect 
(Greenfield, Ind.), the entity that resulted from 
the 2011 merger of Hancock Telecom and Central 
Indiana Power. Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 
Michael Burrow said the merger enabled NineStar’s 
electric division to build out a fiber-based automated 
metering infrastructure throughout much of its territory 
and allowed the telecom division to deliver communications 
services over the same fiber bundle. In one rural township alone, 
Burrow said, the telecom division’s competitive local exchange 
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carrier arm generates $650,000 in annual billing based on an 
investment of $2.2 million—and the take rate is still rising. 

Without the smart grid use of the fiber, the telecom 
project never would have occurred. “We couldn’t 

figure out how to make it pencil out,” Burrow said.
 The NineStar merger was successful because 

the two cooperatives’ territories overlapped, and 
many board members knew one another and 

shared a similar view of the world. Burrow 
commented, “Sometimes, when people 
hear about NineStar, they think, ‘We would 
never do that,’ and that shuts down any 
possibility of collaboration. That’s a 
huge mistake!” In fact, NineStar also 
collaborates with another, separate 
electric co-op and is actively exploring 
the possibility of other partnerships. 

Burrow said NineStar’s partnership 
with Johnson County Rural Electric 
Membership Corp. (REMC) (Franklin, 
Ind.), now in its third year, is just as 
successful as the merger that created 
NineStar. The two organizations have 
a 50-50 broadband partnership (both 
revenues and capital expenditures are 
split equally) based on the fiber back-

bone that Johnson County built to con-
nect its substations. The partnership 

currently serves broadband and voice to 
schools, libraries and businesses, and is 

now considering serving residential cus-
tomers in underserved parts of the county. 

Chet Aubin, CEO of Johnson County 
REMC, agrees that the partnership with Nine-

Star is “better than we could have anticipated.” 
One reason is that the two companies share “a 

desire to serve members as best we can.” Another is 
that, before embarking on the venture, the companies 

set up a detailed partnership agreement, formed an LLC 
and agreed on how much to invest for the first few years 

until it became cash-flow positive. 
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Aubin is glad for the opportunity to 
leverage the utility’s investment in a 
fiber backbone and for the opportu-
nity to meet his customers’ needs. 
He said getting into the broad-
band business would have been 
difficult without a partner: “It’s 
just a whole different world 
than what we’re used to. The 
hardest thing for me to grasp 
was not having a fixed rate. … 
It was hard for us to know how 
to price the product.”

Reselling Services 

NineStar and Johnson County REMC 
are partnering to build and operate a 
network, but that’s not the only way for 
telcos and electric utilities to collaborate. Another 
type of partnership is the one between Consolidated 
Telephone Cooperative (CTC; Brainerd, Minn.) and 
Arrowhead Electric Cooperative in Lutsen, Minn. 
Arrowhead built its own network, but it contracts with 
CTC to deliver services and provide technical support.

In 2009, Cook County, Minn., placed 87th out of 87 
counties in the state in terms of broadband availability. 
The county government led a collaborative local effort 
that resulted in a broadband stimulus grant being 
awarded to the local electric co-op, Arrowhead. Building 
the broadband network was well within the co-op’s com-
fort zone, said Joe Buttweiler, the acting general manager. 
“As an electric company, we’re very familiar with infra-
structure, with outside plant, with a lot of the things that 
go along with being a service provider.” However, operating 
the network was another matter. The regulatory, competi-
tive and technology aspects of telecom were all 
new to the company. Because Arrowhead is 
very small—it has only about a dozen 
employees—it reached out for exper-
tise and eventually chose to work 
with CTC, which is about 200 
miles away. 

CTC provides voice and Inter-
net services that Arrowhead 
resells, and CTC takes respon-
sibility for network operations 
and technical support. The com-
pany sometimes even helps with 
sales to business customers. 
Arrowhead maintains customer 
relationships, issues bills, per-
forms home installations and main-
tains the fiber network. Both parties 

18  

expect the relationship to be permanent.
Buttweiler said telcos and electric 

utilities have different mindsets: 
“Electric co-ops say that telcos 

jump into things too quickly, and 
telcos say the electric companies 
are so slow to get going.” In 
part, this is because most elec-
tric companies have only one 
revenue stream, while telcos 
typically have several, which 
makes them more risk-tolerant. 

Arrowhead and CTC had to 
spend time getting to know one 

another, visiting back and forth, and 
learning about each other’s business 

models to develop a relationship of trust. 
It helped that the managers of the two com-

panies got along well—and so did their staffs, once 
they got to know one another. Buttweiler said a relation-
ship is unlikely to work well if one company views it as a 
partnership and the other views it as a profit center. 

Kevin Larson, CTC’s general manager and CEO, agreed 
that the companies’ similar missions, values and philoso-
phies were key to forging a successful partnership. Equally 
important, he said, is to have one or more “champions” 
on each side of the partnership. In each company, at 
least one individual has to sell the relationship to the 
board of directors. 

Even so, Larson said, “You’ve got to educate yourself 
about what you’re getting into.” He advises telcos con-
templating such a partnership to devise a good, solid 
agreement that is customized to fit the needs of the par-
ticular situation. That takes time to develop. 

Another telco that is contracting with an electric co-op 
is Farmer Telecommunications Cooperative 

(FTC; Rainsville, Ala.), whose services are 
delivered via the fiber network of North 

Alabama Electric Co-op (NAEC; 
Stevenson, Ala.). NAEC, like 

Arrowhead, used a broadband 
stimulus grant to build out 
fiber to its customers. NAEC 
customers can subscribe to 
any or all of FTC’s communi-
cations services, and FTC pro-
vides provisioning tools, 
higher-level technical support 
and operational support to 

NAEC. NAEC bills the customers 
and retains a portion of the rev-

enues as compensation for allowing 
FTC access to its network. 

ELECTRIC UTILITY
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“Sometimes,	
when	people	hear	

about	NineStar,	they	think,	
‘We	would	never	do	that,’	and	that	

shuts	down	any	possibility	of	
collaboration.That’s	a	huge	mistake!”

•••

MICHAEL	BURROW
CEO	

NineStar	Connect

“As	
an	electric	company,	

we’re	very	familiar	with	
infrastructure,	with	outside	plant,	

with	a	lot	of	the	things	that	go	along	
with	being	a	service	provider.”

•••

JOE	BUTTWEILER
Acting	General	Manager,

Arrowhead	Electric	
Cooperative
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Fred Johnson, executive vice president 
and general manager of FTC, said the agree-
ment with NAEC is working successfully 
and is economically beneficial to both par-
ties. He advised, “It’s always difficult but 
absolutely essential that the nature of the 
deal be fully defined in writing beforehand 
—exhaustively, down to the finest level of 
detail. You need to delineate in advance 
who will own or maintain the customer 
relationship. … I cannot overestimate the 
importance of CEOs sharing a common 
vision and working together at a high level 
of trust.” Johnson stressed the importance 
of making sure there is total agreement 
and comfort with the nature of the cus-
tomer relationship, both in advance and in 
execution.

In addition to the partnership with NAEC, 
FTC also provides managed data services 
to the electric co-op that overlaps its terri-
tory. These services help the electric utility 
use smart metering, substation monitoring 
and other applications to manage its grid.

Mind the Gap

Before coming to FTC, Johnson spent time 
in the rural electric business, and this gives 
him a keen appreciation of the potential 
gaps in understanding between the two 
industries. “Telco CEOs must approach 
building those relationships with a very 
healthy respect for both the knowledge and 
expertise that electric distribution CEOs 
possess,” he said. “I would encourage elec-
tric leaders to gain an understanding of the 
complex regulatory, contractual and tech-
nological aspects of the communications 
industry. It is difficult to fully appreciate 
unless you have truly been immersed in it.” 

Despite these hurdles, Johnson urges 
electric and telco CEOs to always fully 
explore the possibilities of collaboration, 
especially where they have common mem-
berships and can avoid duplicating unnec-
essary costs. 

Masha Zager is a freelance writer. Contact her at 
mashazager@bridgewriter.com
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Making	the	Call	to	Upgrade

RTJuly-Aug2015.FINAL2_cc.indd   20 6/25/15   4:12 PM



P H O T O G R A P H Y 

Building Trust

Wilkes Telephone Membership Corp. (Wilkesboro, N.C.) operates 
a competitive local exchange carrier (LEC) that serves both resi-
dential and business customers and an incumbent LEC almost 
entirely comprised of residential customers. The company provides 
fiber service to all 9,500 of its customers, and has set a goal of 
making a majority of the homes in its service area Wi-Fi con-
nected. Some people have a dozen devices they want to use on a 
daily basis in their home, including laptops, TVs, smartphones, 
Roku boxes, and a tablet or two, said Chief Executive Officer Eric 
Cramer. Often his company has to help customers determine if 
they have enough bandwidth for all these devices. 

“People are wanting to pay us for more boxes and more band-
width, and we want to accommodate them as much as possible, 
but also manage the expectation of what they are asking for,” 
he pointed out. 

Customers may not get the speed they want from the Internet 
unless their computers have fast processors as well. To help make 
this clear, the company has customers sign an agreement that 
explains the kind of operating system that is optimal, which 
helps customers understand the difference between problems 
with the service and problems with the devices they are using. 

Before Wilkes technicians leave to visit a home on a service 
call, the company will run a speed test to determine more about 
what is going on in the customer’s home. Using an old machine 
on a fast connection, he points out, can be a bit like trying to run 

a NASCAR race with an old Model T. 
“What they are paying us for is band-

width. But what they expect from us and 
what we provide is more of a solution,” 
Cramer explained. Building trust with the 
consumer base is key. “We’re not just a 
dumb pipe. There’s more of a relationship.” 
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quipment upgrades have always been a part of the telecom industry, and companies large 

and small have always helped customers adjust to new systems and standards. But while 

most upgrades in the past involved external changes to things like wiring and poles, modern 

upgrades often involve the hardware inside of homes and businesses—things that can be 

heavily affected by customer-owned TVs and computers. Rather than being a point of 

friction, many rural telecom companies find that helping customers understand the need 

to upgrade their set-top boxes, modems, routers or even their computers can provide an 

opportunity to build trust and highlight personalized customer service in an increasingly 

complex, tech-heavy and sometimes dehumanizing world. 

Jerome Caudill of Yadkin Valley Telephone 
Membership Corp. wires a home security   
system for a customer. 
PHOTO BY MARK CARTNER

Michael Mathis and Joey Combs from  
Wilkes Telephone Membership Corp. prepare   
to splice fiber. 
PHOTO BY ADAM FOSTER

Cory Swain of Yadkin Valley Telephone 
Membership Corp. prepares to assist a  
residential customer in North Carolina.  

PHOTO BY MARK CARTNER 
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UPGRADE 

All Business

Steve Daniel, technical sales engineer for Bloomingdale 
Telephone Co. (Bloomindale, Mich.), said his company has 
found it better not to have any written or official policies 
regarding customer upgrades; the company likes to remain 
flexible enough to meet each customer’s needs. Bloomingdale 
switched its 3,000 customers over to fiber service not too long 
ago. There haven’t been many issues regarding the need for 
swapping out equipment in the residential sector, Daniel said. 
Within the company’s CLEC area, the service is Ethernet-
based as opposed to DSL, so unless customers exceed a 
gigabit, they don’t require much of an upgrade to anything. 

But businesses often have special needs that go beyond 
speed, and his company likes to remain able to help busi-
nesses as needed with upgrades. 

“There are times when a business may need a specialized 
firewall or a router that may be a little more business-  
oriented than the ones we typically put in,” he said. They 
might want extra security, or they might want to put in 
filters to prevent employees from using the Internet for 
recreational purposes, for example. “That’s where I might 
quote them a price.” 

Daniel thinks such efforts pay off in terms of customer 
loyalty; the telco has captured about 70% of the market for 
businesses in its CLEC area. “We’ve had a strong customer 
base down there for a long time, and we’re really grateful 
for that,” Daniel said. 

Jose Diaz, plant operations manager for Yadkin Valley 
Telephone Membership Corp. (Yadkinville, N.C.), said that 
over the years his company has tried several different pro-
tection plans for equipment used by its 23,000 subscribers. 
Frequent changes in the industry often demand upgrades, 
but there’s also the issue of equipment breakdowns, which 
can quickly lead to dissatisfied customers. Yadkin Valley 
now allows customers with broken DSL modems to get 
replacements through a $5 per month payment system. 
Customers don’t have to have the plan in place before the 
breakdown in order to take advantage of the offer, but 
they are required to keep the plan for at least a year. 

“That gives us enough time to recoup the money for the 
replacement of the modem and some of the labor, although 
not all of it. It sort of cushions the blow for us,” Diaz said. 
But the real payoff is long-term customer retention. “The 
customer to us is golden.” 

Technicians at Yadkin Valley, for example, have dedicated 
territories determined by customer density, each tech serv-
ing the same 1,000–1,200 subscribers year after year. “The 
technicians become very familiar with the customers in 
their territory. It’s almost looked at as if they are helping 
their neighbors,” Diaz explained. 

Yadkin Valley technicians periodically receive customer 
service training because they often end up having to counsel 
the customer in the field about price options, affordability 
and speed. “Who owns what in the fiber world is definitely 

2222

“

Team members from 
Wilkes Telephone 
Membership Corp. 
work to set new poles 
and wires in place.
P H O T O S  BY  A DA M  F O S T E R
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different than who owned what in the copper world,” and 
that can be confusing to some customers, Diaz said. 

But techs don’t always feel comfortable being in the 
sales role and don’t want to be seen as putting a hard sell 
on anyone. That’s a challenge for the entire industry 
because the rate of change is so fast and the questions 
people have about the need for new equipment often 
come up unexpectedly when a field call is made. 

“In the past, it was one flavor of everything,” Daiz said. 
“Today there are many flavors of everything. So the tech-
nician has to have options for the customer, even though 
they [the technician] might not be targeting an upsell. A 
lot of times that really is what the customer requires.”

To Charge or Not Charge

Bigger corporations often charge for service calls to sub-
scriber homes, but rural companies say there are advantages 
to avoiding such practices. For many rural telcos, retain-
ing customer satisfaction is the key to staying in business.

Wilkes Telephone’s Cramer stressed the importance of 
investing in the installation process rather than trying to 
fix problems later. 

“We’re really trying to tamp down the truck rolls,” 

Cramer said. “We don’t try to nickel-and-dime people. If 
the trouble is ours, then we don’t charge them—ever. If 
it’s something that is not in the norm, then we charge.”

Diaz said Yadkin Valley usually does not charge for a 
service call and that his company would like to get away 
from the idea of leasing equipment to customers. 

“I don’t like the word ‘lease’ because it implies a finite 
term where you’re going to pay a certain amount of money 
and then at the end of that period it is sort of like you own 
it,” Diaz said. “To me, it is more like a rent. You’re renting 
the [set-top] box.”

The idea of renting seems to be less confusing to cus-
tomers, too, he added. If the box breaks down, his com-
pany takes on the replacement fee.  

For many customers, equipment upgrades can cause 
anxiety or annoyance, and new or different equipment 
can cause temporary confusion. But upgrades don’t have 
to lead to lost business. If handled thoughtfully, they can 
provide an opportunity to demonstrate reliability, and 
they ultimately can earn a neighbor’s trust and loyalty. 

Alison Gillespie is a freelance writer. Contact her at    
alison@alisongillespie.com.    
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P
icture a form of advertising that can’t be muted, turned 
off, flipped over, crumpled up or tossed away. Now 
imagine that this same form of advertising targets  
a wide portion of your ideal demographic in a place 

where they spend 70% of their waking hours (meaning out 
of the house) and when they are 33% more alert (meaning 
focused on a sometimes risky but often boring task).

Is this some sort of newfangled app delivered via 
smartphone or mobile device? Nope, it’s billboards—an 
advertising medium that dates back more than a century.

According to the Outdoor Advertising Association of 
America (OAAA), there are 367,339 billboards in the 
United States, but other sources put that number closer to 
half a million (this tally may include illegal, or nonper-
mitted, billboards). In its latest tabulations, OAAA found 
that nearly 12,000 U.S. companies spend more than $4.2 
billion a year on billboard advertising, with communica-
tions companies ranking among the top 10 industries for 
billboard expenditures.

Of course, the advertising budgets of small rural telephone 
companies do not compare with the budgets of the national 
telecommunications conglomerates, so it’s safe to assume 
that NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association members 
represent only a tiny sliver of this pie. Even so, small telcos 
have been using billboards for years, and view them as an 
effective supplement in their overall advertising and mar-
keting efforts. For many of these telcos, when the bill-
boards go up, the phone calls start coming in.

BY RACHEL BROWN
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For many of these telcos, when the bill boards go up, the phone calls start coming in.
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Effectiveness=Awareness

“Billboards are great for raising awareness,” said Carrie 
Huckeby, chief marketing officer for Telecom Management 
Services, a subsidiary of West Kentucky and Tennessee 
Telecommunications (WK&T) in Mayfield, Ky., which pro-
vides management services to its parent company, as well 
as to Ardmore Telephone Co. (Ardmore, Ala.). “They’re 
really effective.”

Kerry Scott—account manager for WordSouth, a public 
relations firm in Rainsville, Ala.—agreed that billboards 
are effective for general brand awareness, as well as for 
introducing new services. “FTC [Farmers Telecommunica-
tions Cooperative] (Rainsville, Ala.) just launched its 
gigabit fast-speed Internet service, so its billboards pro-
claimed: ‘You’re in gig country.’ It’s generated a lot of calls.”

Mike Penn, vice president of sales and marketing for 
ComSouth Telecommunications Inc. (Hawkinsville, Ga.), 
said he has been using billboards for the past 25 years and 
believes billboards should have a pertinent message. “Think 
bigger than branding,” he said. “You’re promoting a new 
product, introducing a new service, changing your name.”

P H O T O  BY  S A M  F E R R O

For many of these telcos, when the bill boards go up, the phone calls start coming in.
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Add to Your Arsenal

For those who are new to billboards or just considering 
adding them to their advertising arsenal, the first thing to 
understand is the way the billboard companies usually 
work. Scott said that billboard companies vary in how they 
structure their leases and contracts, but generally speaking, 
clients often get a better deal if they sign a one-year contract 
versus a month-to-month arrangement.

Penn agreed. “Month-to-month will cost you through 
the nose,” he said, adding that the more billboards leased, 
the better the deal. “Some people may want to try it out 
for a month, but you can’t rate the effectiveness in just 
one month. It’s got to be part of an overall campaign, and 
it’s got to be over time—at least a year.” 

In addition to the monthly rental fee, billboard clients 
must pay for the graphics to be printed and installed. 
“Most billboard companies have their own partners who 
do the printing and installation, and many of them will 
insist that you use their partners,” Scott explained.

A sample of billboard clients around the country shows that 
monthly rental fees (based on annual contracts) ranged 
from $150 to $1,000, with an average in the $500 range. 
Printing and installation prices ranged from $250 to $600, a 
fee that is paid every time the billboard design is changed. 

Michelle Vano—senior outdoor advertising consultant 
for Lamar Advertising Co., one of the largest outdoor adver-
tisers in North America—pointed out the difference in 
material types. “Vinyl is thicker and can last up to a year,” 
she said. Poster flex billboard material is thinner and typi-
cally used on smaller billboards. It also costs less and can 
be swapped out every few months, she explained. 

Keeping It Fresh

While every few months could be too frequent for some 
telcos to change out their billboards, most billboard cli-
ents advised against keeping a billboard up for as long as 
a year. “If you keep it up for a year or two, it blends into 
the background and no one notices it,” Penn said. 

Vano agreed on that timetable. “It takes seeing a bill-
board seven times for people to remember it, so that means 
it should be up for at least two to three months,” she said, 
adding that billboard clients should ask about the possibil-
ity of “rotary” boards, referring to the practice of paying for 
a few boards that are moved around every 90 days. “You 
keep the same design, but you move it to a new location. 
It makes it seem as if you have billboards all over town. 
You don’t—you have two, but they keep moving.”

26

BILLBOARDS

Different Pricing Metrics

Years ago, billboard companies used traffic data to give clients 
estimates of how many people would see their billboard 
(with the more heavily trafficked areas commanding higher 
monthly rental rates), but now the traffic counts are just 
one metric in the pricing model. 

Vano explained that other pricing factors include the size 
of the billboard (larger costs more), the side of the road 
(right side costs more because it’s more noticeable), proxim-
ity to the road (closer costs more) and location. In some 
instances, an interstate highway billboard will cost double 
or triple a regular road billboard. But Vano said that each 
area is different, and an interstate billboard may wind up 
costing less than a billboard that’s near the new mall or 
the billboard next to the only movie theater in the area.

Huckeby said that small telcos are tapped into their cus-
tomers’ comings and goings. “We know where they work, 
go to school, go to church, where they live,” she said. “That’s 
how we pick our locations. We’re interested in the highways 
going into our service areas. We try to get some billboards 
going out of town and some going into town, so customers 
see our billboards in the morning and in the afternoon.”

Laurie Hendrickson, marketing manager for BTC Broad-
band (Bixby, Okla.), said her telco has a similar strategy. 
“There’s one main corridor in this area, so we have billboards 
up along that,” she said. “Everyone uses that corridor to 
drive back and forth to work, to the grocery store, to school.”

The target audience for BTC is parents in their 30s and 
40s, Hendrickson said. “They have lots of devices connected 
to the Internet in their houses—lots of cellphones, gaming 
kids, Netflix for mom and dad. Our target is families because 
we’re selling high-speed Internet.”

Scott agreed that the family connection makes sense, 
explaining that Ardmore Telephone has a billboard with a 
general message and an image of a family that sits on a 
main highway and another billboard near a school. “The 
one near the school features children using an iPad because 
we want to subliminally remind people that broadband can 
help your children with education, with homework, with 
science projects,” she said.

Penn added that bill inserts and cable television ads only 
reach existing customers. “Billboards can reach people who 
are not my customers,” he said. “Anyone who’s in a car is 
my audience.”

Locations and Logistics

Penn advised that it’s also a good idea to drive out and 
look at potential billboard sites in person. “You can’t just 
look at a spot on a map,” he said. “The billboard company 

“It	takes	seeing	a	billboard	seven	times	for	
people	to	remember	it,	so	that	means	it	should	
be	up	for	at	least	two	to	three	months.”
—  M I C H E L L E  VA N O,  L A M A R  A D V E RT I S I N G  C O.
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might send you a photo, but you need to eyeball it your-
self. What if a tree has grown up since the photo was taken?”

Looking at the billboard site in person would also help when 
it comes to choosing the colors for the billboard, Penn said. 
“The background color of your billboard should not match the 
background of the surroundings,” he said. “If it’s a clear blue 
sky, don’t use a blue background. If the billboard is nestled 
in among trees, don’t use a green background or it’ll blend in.”

Penn pointed out that while it’s good to focus on brand 
consistency, it’s still important not to make everything look 
the same. “Even changing one color can make a difference,” 
he said. “We made one word red, and it really popped. You 
want that creative diversity.”

But please: no creative fonts. “The font must be clear and 
legible,” Scott said, adding that the rule is a minimum of 18 
inches high for the lettering. “People are moving past and 
have to be able to read it easily. It’s rare that a billboard is 
located at a stoplight where people have time to sit and read.”

For that same reason, keep the message to seven words or 
less, Scott said. “People are driving 55 miles per hour—they 
can’t read a paragraph,” she said. “You must 
be very succinct in your message.”

Dan Rule, business development manager 
for Sierra Tel (Oakhurst, Calif.), said less is 
more when it comes to billboards and 
remembered that one of his most popular 
billboards had only two words. “It was the 
highway entering our town so that people 
driving home from work would see it,” he 
said. “All it had was: ‘Welcome Home’ and 
the logo. When we took it down, the phone 
rang off the hook because people loved it 
and wanted it back.”

Funny Ha Ha or No No?

Rule noted that something humorous can 
be a good move. “We had a billboard with a 
geeky-looking kid holding a remote. Funny 
grabs attention,” he said.

But Scott cautioned that humor can back-
fire. “We tell telcos to stick with the feel of the 
company, and most companies want to have 
a professional image and be taken seriously,” 
she said. Scott added that she advises her 
telco clients to steer clear of negative adver-
tising. “Don’t slam your competitors.” 

Penn agreed, and said it’s smart to look 
for your competitors’ billboards and place 
yours near theirs. 
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While billboards may be a viable option for much of the 
country, Scenic America—a nonprofit group dedicated to 
preserving the visual character of American communities 
and countryside—pointed out that they are banned in 
Vermont, Hawaii and Maine. The group also said that 
Alaska—along with 1,500 cities and communities—now 
prohibits new billboards. 

Max Ashburn—communications director for Scenic 
America—said that, generally speaking, billboards are more 
prevalent in the South and Midwest and less welcome in 
the Northeast and Northwest. His group hopes to see the 
day that they are banned everywhere.

But Vano said this is highly unlikely. “Billboards have 
been around for 110 years,” she said. “They’re here to stay.”

Rachel Brown is a freelance writer. Contact her at rachelsb@aol.com.

For more billboard images, 
visit www.RuralTelecom.org.
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argue that the move was “arbitrary and capricious” and 
that the commission overstepped its authority in reclassi-
fying broadband. 

Legal challenges could drag on for years, which means 
that even if the commission’s decision is ultimately struck 
down, broadband providers could be required to play by 
the new rules and treat broadband as a Title II service for 
a minimum of a few years.

Operational Impacts

The new Open Internet order details a variety of informa-
tion that broadband providers with more than 100,000 
retail customers will need to begin reporting in addition 
to information that they already report (see sidebar on    
p. 31). Providers with fewer than 100,000 customers have a 
temporary exemption from filing that information. The 
commission said it will make a determination in December 
whether to continue that exemption permanently and whether 
the 100,000-customer mark should be the cutoff point. 

Jarrett doubts that a permanent exemption will hap-
pen. “I think they’ll eventually have to report,” he said of 
the smaller providers.

Also impacted by the Title II decision are customer 
proprietary network information (CPNI) rules, which are 
stricter for Title II than for Title I services. Michael 
Romano, senior vice president of policy for NTCA–The 
Rural Broadband Association, noted, for example, that 
CPNI rules for Title II prohibit customer service represen-
tatives (CSRs) from sharing certain information with call-
ers until the CSR has confirmed the caller’s identity by, 
for example, asking for a password. 

Romano argued, though, that stricter broadband CPNI 
requirements should have little impact on small telcos 
because small-telco CSRs generally handle both voice and 
broadband issues and are already in the habit of following 
appropriate CPNI procedures.

Chad Duval, a partner with Moss Adams (Spokane, Wash.), 
an accounting firm speciallizing in rural telecom, sees some 
other operational issues that could arise. He noted, for exam-
ple, that some small-telco clients have expressed concern that 
backhaul costs could increase because service providers won’t 
have the opportunity to throttle traffic if, for example, huge 
numbers of customers are watching Netflix at the same time.

Service providers also may now have to address com-
plaints made to the commission about broad-
band services, Duval noted. 

Sources interviewed for this story say the commis-
sion’s actions were a win for Internet content providers 
such as Netflix and Amazon and a loss for broadband pro-
viders—at least for larger broadband providers. For small 
rural providers, the impact could be considerably different 
than for the larger providers. While there are some poten-
tially negative aspects of the Open Internet order and 
Title II decision for small telcos, there is considerable 
upside potential. NTCA supports the decision in large part 
because reclassifying broadband is consistent with the 
association’s view of the network and because reclassifi-
cation could help further universal service goals.

What the FCC Did

The commission decided to reclassify retail broadband 
Internet access as falling under Title II of the Communi-
cations Act of 1934, similar to telephone service, in large 
part to establish its authority to impose net neutrality 
(also known as Open Internet) rules. The commission 
had in 2010 imposed net neutrality rules preventing ISPs 
from blocking or prioritizing certain types of traffic, but 
those rules were struck down by an appeals court in 2014 
on the grounds that the commission didn’t have the 
authority to impose them. The court did note, however, 
that if broadband Internet were a Title II telecommunica-
tions service rather than a more lightly regulated Title I 
information service, the commission likely would have 
the authority to make net neutrality rules.

The nation’s largest broadband providers—including 
telcos and cable companies—had opposed reclassification, 
arguing that it would open broadband to unnecessary 
regulation. In an attempt to appease those providers, the 
commission in reclassifying broadband said it would for-
bear from imposing price control, unbundling and certain 
other obligations on broadband. 

“Broadband will be regulated the way long-distance 
has been regulated,” commented Doug Jarrett, a partner 
with Keller & Heckman LLP, a law firm that specializes in 
telecom. “Long-distance has been lightly regulated for years.”

The nation’s largest broadband providers aren’t satis-
fied with commission assurances on Title II, however. 
They argue that future commissions could decide not to 
honor the promises of today’s commission. USTelecom, 
the National Cable & Telecommunications Association 
and CTIA–The Wireless Association have filed legal chal-
lenges to the commission’s decision on Title II. Opponents 

BY JOAN ENGEBRETSON

hen the FCC in February voted to reclassify broadband as a Title II  
telecommunications service and to adopt network neutrality rules, 

 small rural telecom service providers were left wondering whether 
the decision was good news or bad. 
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Brad Williams, a partner with Charlesmead Advisors, 
LLC (Baltimore, Md.), which advises small telcos on 
mergers and acquisitions, raised a potentially more seri-
ous concern. 

“There’s an uncertainty overhang in terms of lenders,” 
Williams said. Providers of capital—debt and equity—
may be more cautious about large and small telecom pro-
viders for fear that the commission might impose price 
controls or bundling requirements, he said.

“People who lend to the industry—banks and equity 
players—are looking at this and getting kind of squeamish,” 
agreed Bill King, president and managing partner for JSI 
Capital Advisors, LLC (Manchester, N.H.). 

The Good News

Not all of the news about Title II broadband is neutral or 
bad, however. 

Perhaps the best aspect of the Open Internet order for 
small telcos relates to the Universal Service Fund (USF)/ 
Connect America Fund (CAF). As the program transitions 
from a voice-focused to a broadband-focused program, 
the goal is for funding recipients to make broadband 
available to virtually all of the homes in their service area. 

Yet as of today, the program is funded as a percentage of 
long-distance voice revenues—a revenue pool that has 
been steadily shrinking industrywide. In addition, fund-
ing has been capped at the same time that the minimum 
broadband speed target has been raised.

NTCA has advocated expanding the USF contribution 
base to include broadband revenues. But opponents, who 
argue that this move would increase broadband prices, 
have also argued that the commission doesn’t have the 
authority to expand the contribution base.

With broadband now classified as a Title II service, the 
commission’s authority would be on firmer ground. And 
with more than 17% of voice revenues now going toward 
USF and with the percentage continuing to climb, Jarrett 
predicts “a revolt by the user community” if the USF con-
tribution base is not expanded.

Jarrett noted that the Federal-State Joint Board on 
Universal Service currently is looking at the contribution base. 

Expanding the contribution base could help ensure that 
small telcos are able to meet CAF broadband buildout require-
ments, Romano argued. Small telcos’ ability to do that, he 
noted, is “largely driven by the sustainability, predictabil-
ity and sufficiency of the universal service program.”

OPEN INTERNET AND TITLE II

Introducing the NTCA Employee Pulse Survey
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Silos or Layers?

Romano highlighted another aspect of the Title II deci-
sion that potentially is favorable for small telcos. He noted 
that the commission takes a new view of the network in 
the Open Internet order—a view that is more consistent 
with what NTCA has advocated. 

“Services are not tethered to the network,” he said. 
“Voice, video and data can all ride on top of the network 
and the network should be agnostic as to which is which. 
We look at it from more of a layered than a siloed 
approach.” By eliminating artificial distinctions between 
voice and data services, the Open Internet order 
“advanced the debate in some respects,” Romano said.

Smaller telcos also could benefit from a new element that 
did not appear in previous versions of net neutrality rules 
but which was added to the net neutrality rules included 
with the Title II decision. In the latest order, the commis-
sion said it would address disputes that arise between 
Internet backbone providers and retail ISPs regarding the 
amount of traffic exchanged, whether one carrier should 
pay the other for a traffic imbalance and under what 
terms interconnection port speeds should be increased.

“Rural companies collectively and individually don’t have 
the clout to move the meter much in 
those relationships,” Jarrett said. “This 
will put a little transparency into that 
process.” Jarrett noted that if a backbone 
provider raises a small telco’s rates 40% 
or 60%, the small telco might ask the 
commission to look into it.

Romano cautioned, though, that the 
order may not have gone far enough on 
interconnection issues.  

The commission’s action on intercon-
nection was driven, in large part, by dis-
putes in which backbone providers such 
as Level 3 and Cogent argued that retail 
broadband providers such as Verizon and 
Comcast were negatively affecting their 
traffic, and according to Romano, the 
order puts less emphasis on how a large 
backbone provider might treat a smaller 
retail provider.

Moving Forward

What more needs to be done to ensure a 
level broadband playing field for small 
rural telcos and their customers?

Romano said he’d like to see a resolution 
to what he calls “the $110 DSL problem,” 
which occurs because the USF program’s 
continued focus on voice services causes 
rural telcos to price services in a way that 
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 Potential New Broadband Reporting Requirements
 If the current exemption is not extended, new broadband reporting requirements for small broadband providers would include:
> Disclosing promotional rates, all fees and/or surcharges and all data caps and allowances.
> Adding packet loss as a measure of network performance that must be disclosed.
> Notifying customers when a “network practice” is likely to significantly impact their use of a service.

encourages customers to buy voice with broadband. Nation-
wide, half of Americans have dropped voice service, yet in 
rural America only 3.7% of broadband is sold as a stand-
alone offering, Romano noted.

This issue could be addressed within the current USF 
budget through a “targeted update that would allow 
standalone broadband,” said Romano. USF support, he 
said, would continue based on that service.

Romano added, though, that NTCA doesn’t believe the 
current USF budget is sufficient. Noting that the budget has 
been frozen at the current rate for several years, even though 
broadband speed targets are becoming increasingly ambitious 
and intercarrier compensation revenues are declining, he 
said small telcos are “being asked to do more with less.”

If the USF contribution base is expanded to include 
broadband, it could become more feasible to have a thoughtful 
conversation about the right size of the USF budget. And 
if the Title II decision makes those moves easier, that could 
be the best news about the decision for small rural telcos.

Joan Engebretson is executive editor for Telecompetitor, a news website 
focused on broadband. Contact her at joanengebretson@cs.com.

RTJuly-Aug2015.FINAL2_cc.indd   31 6/25/15   4:12 PM



S
ome say success breeds success. Using college basketball as an 
example (down to the Final Four of the NCAA tournament as this is 
being written), it is easy to see a possible connection. The last four 
colleges or universities that played had pretty strong reputations 
for good academic and athletic programs, which helps them recruit 
college-bound athletes. But even young athletes, well short of their 

college years and picking where they will attend, are forming allegiances 
from the media exposure these schools are getting for being part of the 
Final Four. Their current reputation carries into the future unless some-
thing dramatic changes. This holds true for businesses as well. 

What is the value of your reputation if you have a negative inci-
dent? Could it impact your ability to compete for customers? 
And if you are losing customers, can you withstand the loss of 
revenue? Believe it or not, insurance, which is a hedge against 
financial loss, can potentially assist in defending your reputation 
after an incident. Most commercial liability insurance policies 
address personal and advertising injury; a few specialty liability 
insurance policies address reputational injury. Let’s explore 
the impact these policies could have on your ability to compete.

The commercial general liability policy protects busi-
nesses for incidents where there are allegations involving 
bodily injury or property damage. Sometimes overlooked is the 

fact that the protection for legal liability also is extended to per-
sonal injury. Types of personal injury incidents covered include false 
arrest, detention or imprisonment; libel, slander, defamation or product 
disparagement; malicious prosecution (which may include abuse of pro-
cess); wrongful eviction, wrongful entry or violation of right of private 
occupancy; and invasion of or violation of right of privacy. The most 
common of these claims are libel, slander or product disparagement. 
The protection is there if another party claims you have done this to 
them, but it is not protection against a third party speaking or writing 
falsely about your company. So, if your reputation is damaged by 
another and it is done without any validity, your response would be legal 
action and would not come through your insurance policy. 

The protection under the commercial 
liability policy also is extended to advertis-
ing injury. The types of incidents covered 
that may be caused by your advertising 
include: libel; slander; invasion of privacy; 
copyright infringement; trademark or 
trade dress claims; and certain misap-
propriation claims. The fact that the 
incidents are limited to advertising takes 
a lot of value from the coverage, and it 
is further limited by the point that this is 
again coverage for acts you are alleged 
to have done to others. It is not protecting 
you against others violating your business. 
Still, this coverage, much like personal 
injury, is valuable in that defense and 
indemnification of such acts done by 
one of your employees could be costly.

Certain specialty liability policies have 
added terms to cover the expenses to 
eliminate reputational damage that a 
firm suffers due to a covered loss, and 
this seems to be a natural extension of 
the legal defense and indemnification 
that are part of the basic protection 
offered. This reputation injury defense or 
public relations expense is added pro-
tection and is not part of the personal or 
advertising injury already reviewed. 

This coverage has not been widely 
adopted yet, but this approach can be 
found in at least one commercial liability 
policy and in a few cyberliability policies 
(sometimes called network security 

Getting	to	Know	
Your	Commercial	
General	Liability	Policy

B Y  P E T E R  J .  E L L I O T T

What	
is	the	value	of	

your	reputation	
and	if	you	have	

a	negative	
incident?
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There is only one vendor in the information, communications and technology 
business that can offer complete end-to-end solutions and associated services to 
meet the needs of today’s transformative service providers, and that company is 
Huawei.

PRODUCT AND SOLUTIONS
•  Need to extend the life and capacity of your cable plant? Huawei has a 
small form factor, DOCSIS 3.0 distributed CMTS that enables 100+ Mb/s over 
your existing cable plant.

•  If you need to upgrade your wireless services to offer LTE, LTE-A, Carrier 
Aggregation and more, Huawei offers a full portfolio of macro, micro, pico and 
in-building solutions. 

•  Need Wi-Fi? Huawei provides carrier/enterprise-grade solutions including 
802.11ac.

•  Need microwave? Huawei offers high-capacity IP microwave in many licensed 
bands, as well as small profile, high-bandwidth 60 GHz and 80 GHz products. 

•  Need antennas? Huawei has over 100 antennas in its portfolio.

•  Need Carrier IP products? Huawei offers routers and switches supporting 
many different configurations to meet network-specific requirements.

•  Need high-capacity, cost-effective access products? Huawei delivers a large 
portfolio of gigabit FTTx solutions, GPON and distributed converged cable access 
platforms.

•  Need to add core network solutions to your network? Huawei has IMS, 
EPC, SBC, gateways, signaling solutions and more! l What about data center 
servers, storage and switching solutions? Huawei has them.

•  Campus and small business solutions? Huawei has multiple solutions with 
varying speeds, flexibility and cloud-ready designs.

•  Power? Huawei offers the highest efficiency of any product on the market, 
i.e., 98% with a full complement of solutions.

SERVICES
In addition to all these high-quality, highly reliable, high-bandwidth and cloud-
ready solutions, Huawei offers a comprehensive portfolio of professional ser-
vices including delivery manage-ment, network integration and commissioning, 
assurance and managed services and learning services tailor-made to satisfy 
operators’ budgets and needs.

So when you look to update, upgrade, design, deploy and/or transform your 
entire network and/or any sub-segment therein, come to the one company that 
can meet, supply and exceed all of your needs. Come to Huawei!

Huawei: The Only Vendor With 
Complete End-To-End Solutions & Services

CONTACT:
Bill Gerski 
702-493-6142 
bill.gerski@huawei.com 
5700 Tennyson Parkway, 
Suite 500, Plano, TX 
75024-7157
Huawei Technologies USA
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and data liability policies). The rationale 
for coverage when the insured has an 
incident that is covered by the liability 
policy is that they could also suffer a 
reputational injury. As examples of rep-
utational challenges, if the insured has 
a data breach and all their customers’ 
information is exposed, the insured 
might be thought of as untrustworthy. If 
the insured has an at-fault job-site acci-
dent and a person in the area is fatally 
injured, that could lead to a reputation 
for lack of safe operations. In cases like 
these, specialty policies offer the 
insured the opportunity to hire a public 
relations firm to launch a campaign that 
restores their name. The policy picks up 
the cost to the set limit.

Studies have shown that the result of 
certain incidents will lead to a loss or 
churn of customers. Potential new cus-
tomers will avoid a business after an 
incident. So there is a competitive 
advantage—or disadvantage—to a 

business when it has a reputation for 
being a good member of the community 
or bad. For brands like Hewlett Packard, 
JP Morgan and BP, bad PR drove inves-
tors away in great numbers. It hindered 
their ability to compete but did not com-
pletely break them. 

They were large enough to weather 
the storm to some degree, but are you? 
If you are not financially strong enough 

Tune in to the latest policy 
news as NTCA Chief Executive 

Officer Shirley Bloomfield 
discusses hot topics with 

industry leaders and 
lawmakers who are working 
to drive the rural broadband 

industry forward.

Watch the latest episodes at 
www.ntca.org/broadbandbeat.

TJ Kennedy  
Acting General Manager, FirstNet

FOCUSED ON OUR CUSTOMERS, 
POSITIONED FOR THE FUTURE.

800-542-8072 
www.cobank.com

In rural America, only 60 percent of households have broadband Internet  
service—10 percent less than those in urban areas. But companies like Carolina 
West Wireless are helping to close the “digital divide” by delivering broadband to 
rural residents via mobile devices.

With CoBank as their financial partner, Carolina West Wireless is increasing the 
number of cell sites on its network by 50 percent and upgrading its network to 4G, 
or “fourth generation,” technology.  That way, Carolina West Wireless can deliver a 
superior level of service to their customers in a hugely competitive industry.

CoBank’s mission is to serve as a dependable provider of credit and other financial 
services to vital industries across rural America.

 

“We chose CoBank because of its understanding of small 
rural community businesses, experience in the regional 
wireless space, and its reputation in the industry.”

Slayton Stewart, Chief Executive Officer, Carolina West Wireless

L-R: Jackie Mallory, Chief Marketing and Sales Officer, Carolina West Wireless
Slayton Stewart, Chief Executive Officer, Carolina West Wireless
Thad Southers, Chief Financial Officer, Carolina West Wireless
Jude O’Sullivan, Chief Communication Officer, Carolina West Wireless
Gloria Hancock, Relationship Manager, CoBank

NTCA-CarolinaWest-4875x75-4c.indd   1 3/27/15   1:30 PM

to survive reputational injury, do you 
have all the protection you need in your 
insurance program for the often over-
looked risks that could affect your ability 
to compete? Your answers could be the 
difference between survival or failure.

Peter J. Elliott is president and chief executive 
officer of Telcom Insurance Group. Contact him 
at pje@telcominsgrp.com.

C O N T I N U E D
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Excellence 
in Telecom 
Marketing

The annual NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association TeleChoice Awards honor the work of member telecom public 
relations and marketing. More than 100 entries were displayed and 31 winners were announced in April during the 
2015 NTCA PR & Marketing Conference in Austin, Texas.

“The TeleChoice Awards program is a terrific way to recognize and celebrate the work of our members,” said 
NTCA Chief Executive Officer Shirley Bloomfield. “Telecom PR and marketing are vital in keeping customers informed 
about technology trends, products, services and initiatives, as well as raising awareness of issues impacting services 
to their communities.”

Entries in six categories—annual reports, complete marketing campaigns, customer newsletters, single-target print 
publications, websites and local video content—were judged in three divisions based on the number of access lines 
served by the entrant. Entries also were judged on two production categories: “in-house” and “outsourced.”

For more information about NTCA awards and recognition programs, visit www.ntca.org/awards.  

 1–5,000 ACCESS LINES        5,001–10,000 ACCESS LINES        10,001+ ACCESS LINES 

B Y  J O N A H  A R E L L A N O

In-house 

Gardonville Cooperative 
Telephone 

(Brandon, Minn.) In-house 

Polar Communications 
Mutual Aid Corp.  
(Park River, N.D.)

In-house 

Golden West
Telecommunications 

Cooperative, Inc. 
(Wall, S.D.)

Outsourced 

SkyLine Membership Corp. 
(West Jefferson, N.C.)

O

S
(W

ANNUAL 
REPORT

Outsourced

LightStream 
(Buffalo, Ind.)
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CUSTOMER 
NEWSLETTER

In-house 

Marquette-Adams Telephone 
(Oxford, Wis.)

In-house 

Dakota Central Telecommunications 
(Carrington, N.D.)

Outsourced 

West Carolina 
Rural Telephone 
(Abbeville, S.C.)

O

W
R
(

Outsourced 

OmniTel Communications 
(Nora Springs, Iowa)

In-house 

Golden West Telecommunications 
Cooperative, Inc.   
(Wall, S.D.)

Outsourced 

ComSouth Telecommunications   
(Hawkinsville, Ga.)

In-house 

Nex-Tech 
(Lenora, Kan.)

In-house 

ITS Telecom
(Indiantown, Fla.)

Outsourced 

Solarus 
(Wisconsin Rapids, Wis.)

COMPLETE 
MARKETING 
CAMPAIGN 

Outsourced 

Canby Telcom  
(Canby, Ore.)

( , )(

In-house 

Citizens  
Telephone 
Cooperative 
(Floyd, Va.)

Outsourced 

Ardmore Telephone Co. 
(Ardmore, Tenn.)
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C O N T I N U E D
 1–5,000 Access Lines        5,001–10,000 Access Lines        10,001+ Access Lines 

In-house

Valley Telephone 
Cooperative, Inc. 

(Willcox, Ariz.)

In-house

Triangle Communications 
(Havre, Mont.)

Outsourced

Waitsfield and Champlain Valley Telecom 
(Waitsfield, Vt.)

LOCAL 
VIDEO 

CONTENT

In-house

KPU Telecommunications 
(Ketchikan, Alaska)

View the winning local video content entries online at www.ntca.org/telechoiceawards.

SINGLE-
TARGET 
PRINT 

PUBLICATION

In-house 
OmniTel Communications 

(Nora Springs, Iowa)

In-house
Northwest Communications Cooperative 
(Ray, N.D.)

In-house 
Reservation 
Telephone 
Cooperative 
(Parshall, N.D.)

Outsourced 
Sierra Tel 
(Oakhurst, Calif.)

Outsourced 
Ardmore Telephone Co. 

(Ardmore, Tenn.)

Outsourced 
ComSouth Telecommunications 

(Hawkinsville, Ga.)
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» Cabinets, Closures, and Pedestals
» Cabling and Duct
» Hardware
» Network Electronics
» Power 
» Premise Equipment 
» Splicing and Test Equipment
» Tools and Safety Equipment

HELPING YOU REALIZE
SUPPLY CHAIN EFFICIENCY
ASK US HOW OUR PTMI  SERVICES 
CAN HELP MAXIMIZE YOUR REVENUE

®

VISIT US AT BOOTH 501

In-house

Marquette-Adams 
Telephone 

(Oxford, Wis.)

Outsourced

Solarus 
(Wisconsin Rapids, Wis.)

WEBSITE

Outsourced

Columbus Telephone Co. 
(Columbus, Kan.)

Outsourced 

PSC    
(St. Meinrad, Ind.)

For more information about the NTCA TeleChoice Awards 
and how you can participate, visit 
www.ntca.org/telechoiceawards.   
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B Y  H I L L A R Y  C R O W D E R

Members Advocate 
for Standalone 
Broadband Support

BY HILLARY CROWDER

M
ore than 500 members of NTCA–The 
Rural Broadband Association traveled to 
the nation’s capital to participate in the 
association’s annual Legislative & Policy 
Conference in Washington, D.C., April 
19–21. Conference participants heard 
from industry leaders, congressional 
staffers and policymakers on issues 
affecting the telecommunications industry. 

The conference kicked off with NTCA Chief Executive Officer 
Shirley Bloomfield delivering an update on policy and advocacy 
efforts. Keynote speaker Mignon Clyburn, an FCC commissioner, 
then outlined the agency’s key initiatives, including updates 
to the Universal Service Fund’s (USF) high-cost and Lifeline 
support programs. 

The April 20 morning session continued with a 
congressional staff panel that included Ray Baum, 
senior policy adviser for the House Energy and 
Commerce Subcommittee on Communications 
and Technology; Margaret McCarthy, professional 
staff member for the House Energy and Commerce 
Subcommittee on Communications and Technology; 
Greg Orlando, counsel for the Senate Commerce, 
Science and Transportation Subcommittee on 
Communications, Technology, Innovation and the 
Internet; and Shawn Bone, counsel for the same 
Senate subcommittee. 

Participants also heard from National Telecom-
munications and Information Administration Director 
of Program Services Aimee Meacham and Ruth Milkman, FCC 
Chairman Tom Wheeler’s chief of staff.
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Clockwise from top:  
•NTCA members met with hundreds of 
members of Congress. 
•NTCA CEO Shirley Bloomfield presents 

Ron Laudner Jr. with the Grassroots Advocate of 
the Year Award. 
•Rep David Young (R–Iowa) addresses confer-
ence attendees.
•Commissioner Mignon Clyburn discusses agency 
priorities for 2015.
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NTCA Vice President of Advocacy Initiatives Tom 
Wacker moderated a panel with staff from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service, 
and Senior Vice President of Policy Michael Romano 
led the regulatory program. 

The conference continued April 21 as association 
members heard from members of congress in a 
kickoff breakfast before heading to Capitol Hill for 
one-on-one meetings. 

Rep. David E. Young (R–Iowa) and Sen. Joe 
Manchin (D–W.Va.) addressed conference attend-
ees and described the need for USF support for 
standalone broadband services in rural America, 
as well as the ongoing call completion epidemic 
and the need for legislation to put a stop to call 
failures in rural America. 

Members then headed to congressional offices 
to hold more than 200 meeting with senators, rep-
resentatives and staff in their respective states. They 
discussed the need for USF reform and support for 
standalone broadband. During the meetings, mem-
bers encouraged support of letters to the FCC 
advocating for standalone broadband support led 
in the House by Rep. Kevin J. Cramer (R–N.D.) and 
in the Senate by Sens. John Thune (R–S.D.) and 
Amy Klobuchar (D–Minn.). Similar letters were sent 
to the commission following the 2014 Legislative & 
Policy Conference.
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            Delve into growth generation and leadership strategies at the NTCA 2015 Fall Conference in 
Boston this September. Gain ideas to strengthen your offerings, plan new approaches to common 
challenges and learn to develop your staff into product experts. The 2015 lineup includes thought-
provoking general sessions with speakers who inspire; educational sessions that examine the most 
crucial topics for rural telcos; roundtable discussions that allow for peer interaction; networking 
events; tours; and more. 

Hear Unique Perspectives

Kick off the conference at Monday’s opening general 
session by listening to dynamic speakers. You’ll hear 
from NTCA Chief Executive Officer Shirley Bloomfield 
on strategic planning for the association and advocacy 
efforts. She’ll also announce the 2015 Smart Rural   
Community Showcase Award winners.

Then, Tom Wheeler, chairman of the FCC, takes the 
stage. Having worked in telecommunications for over 30 
years as a policy expert, advocate and businessman, 
Wheeler has witnessed the industry’s transformation. He 
joins us to share his perspective on U.S. communications 
policy in the coming years. 

Chris Nelson, chairman of the South Dakota Public 
Utilities Commission, emphasizes the importance of col-
laboration for all rural utilities. Jim Knight rounds out the 

FA L L  C O N F E R E N C E  P R E V I E W

Enjoy 
Boston’s Charm and Discover Ways to 
Advance Your Business

session with a talk on revolutionizing organizational cul-
ture that leaves you with actionable, effective ideas.

Foundation for Rural Service (FRS) Board President 
Nancy White speaks first during the closing general 
session on Wednesday, providing an FRS update. Rural 
innovator and entrepreneur Brent Comstock highlights 
why rural areas are key to sparking creative economic 
ventures and how to keep rural youth in their communities.

During the panel discussion “Monetizing the ‘Internet 
of Things,’” industry leaders discuss how you can gain 
revenues in this high-demand sector.

To conclude the conference, Carey Lohrenz, the first 
female F-14 Tomcat pilot and leadership expert, shares 
strategies on excelling under pressure and adapting 
quickly to change so that you can prepare your telco for 
future challenges. 

BY LIA MOORE
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SEPTEMBER 19–23
SHERATON BOSTON HOTEL

BOSTON, MASS.
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Develop a New Expertise 

Nine concurrent educational sessions look at everything 
from cybersecurity and over-the-top (OTT) video to board 
strategies and company culture. These sessions are divided 
into a telco track and a director track for a more tailored 
experience. Eight roundtable discussions allow you to 
engage and share with your peers on a variety of topics. 
 
Explore Boston and Beyond
Several tours throughout the conference highlight the 
history and beauty of Boston and its surrounding area. 
Enjoy the grandeur of Newport, experience infamous 
Salem or learn about the Boston Tea Party. Both FRS and 
TECO are hosting events as well. And, if you’d like to see 
more of Boston on foot, join the Fun Walk each day before 
the conference starts.

VISIT 

www.ntca.org/fallconference 
TO REGISTER AND FOR MORE INFOR-

MATION ON SPEAKERS, SESSIONS AND 

CONFERENCE EVENTS.

RURALTELECOM > J U L Y - A U G U S T  2 0 1 5 43

RTJuly-Aug2015.FINAL2_cc.indd   43 6/25/15   4:34 PM



AD
PAGE 44

TOLY 

RTJuly-Aug2015.FINAL2_cc.indd   44 6/25/15   4:34 PM



45July-August 2015

JULY–AUGUST 2015

By Tennille Shields, Senior Content   
Specialist for NTCA–The Rural   
Broadband Association

All across the country, members of 

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association 

are quietly, methodically and strategi-

cally maximizing their fiber rollouts by 

launching gig services at speeds so fast 

some customers don’t even know what 

to do with them. But just as they’ve 

been doing for years, rural telcos are 

equipping customers with the services 

they need today and, more importantly, 

what they’ll need tomorrow. 

Rural telcos such as Paul Bunyan 

Communications (Bemidji, Minn.), Citizens 

Mutual Telephone Cooperative (Bloomfield, 

Iowa) and Farmers Telecommunications 

Cooperative (Rainsville, Ala.) are offering 

gig services to enhance the daily lives—

and future needs—of their residential 

and business customers. 

Building Hype

When Farmers Telecommunications offi-

cially launched gig service in February, the 

cooperative decided to take things back 

to where it all began—that is, all 

By Kristi Westbrock, Consolidated Telephone Co. Chief Operating Officer, and Lisa 
Barnett, Atomic Learning Chief Executive Officer

When it comes to working as a team, face-to-face communication remains the best 

approach. This truth is increasingly evident with the growing number of misunder-

standings resulting from text messages, phone calls or other communication that 

lack a valuable nonverbal element. This obstacle continues to grow as more and 

more employees and employers use various types of teleworking options.

This challenge is a daily fact of life for Atomic Learning, a Little Falls, Minn.-based 

company that focuses on providing learning and training resources to schools, colleges 

and companies around the world with a heavy emphasis on technology-based delivery. 

“With approximately one-third of the Atomic team working remote from their home 

offices around the country, along with additional team members that work a com-

bination of both in-office and remote, we are constantly pushing ourselves to find a 

better mousetrap to get as close as possible to that face-to-face working experi-

ence,” said Jenny Castle, senior director of human resources for Atomic Learning. 

An ‘Atomic’ Partnership

Bandwidth was the first challenge in making that happen. Because the company 

provides its product via the Web and uses a very large amount of Internet-

Ready, Set, Launch:  
Gig Services

 48  46

A Training Facility, 
a Telco and a Robot 
Bring Co-Workers 
Face-to-Face
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the way back to the founding cooperative member. 

Farmers Telecommunications decided to make 

the first cooperative voice customer also the first 

customer to enter the “Gig Country” (the founding 

customer’s granddaughter now lives in the home). 

The telco hosted a ceremony and invited local, 

state, regional and national leaders, economic 

development officials and chamber of commerce 

members to participate, said Brandi Lyles, Farm-

ers Telecommunications manager of marketing 

and public relations. 

The company also created banners, promoted 

the service in its company newsletter and gener-

ated lots of public relations buzz surrounding its 

Gig Country. “We’re not actively marketing the ser-

vice, but we’ve included it in our general marketing 

campaigns, and are displaying the billboards with 

the gig messages,” said Lyles. “We already have 94 

customers signed up for the service, and we’ve 

upgraded other customers to the gig packages.”

Since January, Paul Bunyan has been activating 

gig services in communities throughout its service 

territory. According to Marketing Supervisor Brian 

Bissonette, 4,500 customers are eligible to enter 

the “GigaZone.” That includes two new expansion 

areas and one community that’s going from dial-up 

to gig service.

“They’re going from the worst access to the best 

possible service,” he said. “There’s no in-between. 

They’ll get the best option out of the shoot. Our job is 

explaining why they might want or need the service.” 

Showing Value 

Recognizing the learning curve involved in marketing 

the service, Paul Bunyan created a “What is gigabit 

Internet and why is it important?” brochure that 

explains why anyone with multiple devices in the 

household can benefit from the faster GigaZone 

speeds, as well as how gig service helps with 

uploading and downloading files, streaming video 

and online gaming. 

“Everything is so integrated now,” Bissonette said. 

“So there are a lot of reasons why someone would 

want GigaZone services.”

Lyles noted that rolling out gig services is some-

thing Farmers Telecommunications has been consid-

ering for quite some time. During the telco’s strategic 

planning meeting last fall, the company decided to 

capitalize on its world-class fiber network to begin 

offering gigabit speeds as a premium service. 

“We’re the first company in our region to offer 

it,” she said. “All of our customers who have access 

to fiber to the home can get the service.” 

At Citizens Mutual, it was recognizing the needs 

of two business customers in the telco’s service 

territory that made the company begin offering gig 

service. “The demand was there, and [the two busi-

nesses] started requesting higher speeds,” said 

Joe Snyder, general manager. “We knew they 

needed a gig to make that happen.” 

Snyder acknowledged that the two companies 

hit some stumbling blocks with the service early 

on. “It’s really important that customers realize the 

demand that gig services can put on their networks, 

routers and connections to the computers. Most 

networks aren’t equipped to support gig service 

without some modifications.”

Lyles agreed. “Make sure you communicate that 

to your customers,” she said. “Make sure the devices 

are gig capable, and explain to customers that Wi-Fi 

in the home is not going to work. … Employees need 

to understand that as well.”
 
An Eye Toward the Future

In the long run, Bissonette described the service 

as “a reward worth the risk.”

Gig Services 
from page 45

YOU ARE IN THE

SERVICESNOWAVAILABLE

Paul Bunyan Communications has a long history of 

providing the latest in technology first in our region. 

Recently, we’ve started work on what will be one of 

the largest Gigabit networks in the United States,

the GIGAZONE

INTERNET ENABLED DEVICES

AND USERS ARE INCREASING

Computers, laptops, smart phones, tablets, smart home devices, and even some televisions use the Internet. 

The more devices and the more users, the less Internet speed for each device. For example, if you have 3 

smart phones, 2 computers, and a tablet using 12 Mbpb cable modem service at the same time, the best 

each device will get is 2 Mbpb and that is under ideal circumstances. In the same scenario with GigaZone 

Internet service, each device would get up to 166 Mbpb. That is a big difference!

UPLOADING AND DOWNLOADING FILES

Most digital cameras and smart phones now have the capability to produce high quality photos and those 

images increase the size of every file. When uploading them to social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, 

and Instagram or to the Cloud, each file can take minutes to hours, especially with cable modem services 

that have slow upload speeds.

STREAMING VIDEO

Netflix, Hulu, and YouTube are just three of a growing number of popular Internet based video services. 

Gigabit Internet allows you to stream even Super and Ultra HD videos with little or no delays or buffering.

ONLINE GAMING
Gamers are amongst the most demanding of broadband users. GigaZone provides a low latency network 

and a rock solid connection to streamline your online gaming experience.

• ADD PBTV FUSION AND

   WE’LL INCLUDE FREE HD

• GIGAZONE INTEGRATED   

   WIFI AVAILABLE FREE FOR

   FIRST SIX MONTHS

• ADD      VOICE SERVICES

   INCLUDING UNLIMITED

   LONG DISTANCE

    

OTHER SERVICES:

gigazone.paulbunyan.net for details

WHAT IS GIGABIT INTERNET

AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Gigabit (Gbps)
EQUAL TO 1,000 Mbps

80x FASTER
THAN CABLE INTERNET

NTCA members 
are creating 
marketing mate-
rials to educate 
customers on 
the benefits of 
gig services.

Farmers Telecommunications 
hosts an official “Gig Country” 

launch event at the home of its 
first telephone customer.
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“As a co-op, we invest in the network knowing it 

will help the bottom line eventually,” he said. “You 

have to think of your role in the community first.

“If you don’t offer the service, someone else 

will,” he said. 

Snyder noted that, given the small area and lim-

ited customer base served by Citizens Mutual, the 

response for gig services will never be overwhelm-

ing. The way he sees it, though, the community is 

ready and able to attract new businesses to the 

area should the opportunity arise. 

During a February 11 press event honoring 

Bloomfield as a “connected community,” Gov. Terry 

Branstad applauded Citizens Mutual for providing 

cutting-edge infrastructure for such a small com-

munity. The governor has stated that it’s his goal 

to make Iowa the most connected state in the 

Midwest—a task that some say will take small 

towns completing big tasks. 

Clearly, Citizens Mutual and the town of Bloom-

field have proven they’re up for the challenge. “You 

might be small, but you’re mighty,” Branstad said. 

By Michelle Ly, NTCA–  
The Rural Broadband  
Association Advocacy   
Program Manager

During the Rural Telecom 

Industry Meeting & EXPO 

(RTIME) in March, Gila River 

Telecommunications (Chan-

dler, Ariz.) hosted several 

members of the NTCA–The 

Rural Broadband Association 

Tribal Affairs Committee on a 

tour of the Gila River Indian 

Community’s economic devel-

opment area and headquarters, 

as well as a tour of Gila River Telecommunications. 

Blanca Varela, deputy director, community out-

reach for Rep. Ann Kirkpatrick (D–Ariz.), and Shay 

Saucedo, outreach coordinator for Sen. John McCain 

(R–Ariz.), joined the group for the tour and discussions. 

As part of the visit, the group met with Monica 

Gila River Hosts NTCA Tribal Affairs Committee 
and Congressional Staff

Lynn Antone, lieutenant governor of Gila River 

Indian Community, and discussed best practices 

for serving Indian Country. 

Special thanks to Belinda Nelson, NTCA Tribal 

Affairs Committee member and board member of Gila 

River Telecommunications, for coordinating the tour. 

Gov. Terry 
Branstad 
applauds  
Citizens Mutual 
Telephone for 
doing its part  
to offer gig  
services and 
connect the 
state.

RTJuly-Aug2015.FINAL2_cc.indd   47 6/25/15   4:34 PM



48 July-August 2015

based communication, Atomic Learning’s band-

width requirements are high. That challenge, 

combined with the company’s desire to use tools 

such as videoconferencing for internal communi-

cation, had the organization facing a very real 

bandwidth constraint just a few years ago.

During the fall of 2010, Atomic Learning 

approached its Internet provider, Consolidated 

Telephone Co. (CTC; Brainerd, Minn.), for a solution.

At the time, CTC provided Atomic Learning with 

bonded T-1s for its Internet connection. That 

worked for a while, but as the company continued 

to grow and push the boundaries of technology, it 

desperately needed a different solution. 

In the Brainerd Lakes area, CTC had previously 

implemented a cutting-edge, fiber-optic network 

that provided unsurpassed bandwidth capabilities. 

Fiber deployment was relatively new for major devel-

opments in the Brainerd area, and it wasn’t available 

to many. The other problem: It came with a hefty price 

tag. However, it was just what Atomic Learning and 

the business community of Little Falls needed. 

While it was a big task, CTC was bound and 

determined to find a solution. Enlisting the help of 

the Community Development of Morrison County 

and other local businesses, the group really had to 

think outside the box to make this endeavor hap-

pen. In the end, a partnership with local and 

regional entities generated funding options that 

made this fiber buildout a success. 

“CTC and Atomic Learning have had a long-standing 

relationship as vendor and client. After the buildout 

of fiber optics, the relationship has expanded into 

a real partnership. Atomic Learning is a state-of-

the-art facility, using a wide array of technology. In 

their office, you feel like you are visiting a rural 

version of Apple or Google,” said Kelly Burns, mar-

keting specialist at Consolidated Telephone Co.

With the bandwidth issue solved, Atomic Learning 

began searching for increased collaboration tools. 

The team uses instant messaging through Microsoft’s 

Lync product, as well as integrated webcams for mul-

tiple devices and GoToMeeting access for videocon-

ferencing with each other, partners and customers.

While videoconferencing gets very close to a 

face-to-face experience, Jon Blissenbach, Atomic 

Learning vice president of products, felt the com-

pany could do even better. 

‘From Awkward to Awesome’

While viewing education industry news, Blissen-

bach ran across an article about a remote school 

district in Alaska that was using a telepresence 

robot from Double Robotics, a relatively new com-

pany and product. Intrigued by the technology and 

concept, he called to learn more. 

As Castle described it, “The Double Robot looks 

like the child of an iPad and a Segway.” 

Atomic Learning ended up bringing one of the 

robots, affectionately named “DubAL” (pronounced 

double), into the office to experiment with it among 

employees and to explore how it could affect the 

work environment and schools. Within days, it was 

apparent that the level of engagement between 

remote and in-office employees radically improved. 

As the company’s production manager, Bobby Wil-

lis, put it, “DubAL has allowed us to take our phone 

conferencing from awkward to awesome.”

Burns said, “The use of DubAL shows technolog-

ical efficiencies bringing workers all over the globe 

into one meeting and providing new teleworking 

capacities beyond the norm.” 

After seeing the impact that DubAL was having on 

Atomic Learning’s team, Blissenbach again contacted 

Double Robotics to talk about how Atomic might be 

able to help schools. The two companies are now 

collaborating to use telepresence robots to bring 

subject-matter experts and instructional coaches 

into classrooms, beginning with a pilot in Texas. 

The technology is allowing Atomic to bring exper-

tise from around the country directly to the sides 

of teachers, without any travel costs or missed 

time. “We already have a few other very innovative 

and interesting ideas for the DubAL, but for now 

we’ll keep those between us and DubAL—and he’s 

not talking right now,” shared Blissenbach. 

Training Facility With Robot 
from page 45

How Atomic 
Learning  
Uses DubAL 

a	Remote employ-
ees will “DubAL” 
into meetings to 
allow them to see 
their co-workers 
and vice versa. 

a	[For meetings 
that may involve 
brainstorming 
work, such as col-
laborating on a 
whiteboard, DubAL 
allows team mem-
bers to be fully 
involved in the dis-
cussion as they 
are able to wheel 
up to the white-
board and see 
exactly what oth-
ers are viewing. 

a	[When working 
remotely, team 
members can use 
the DubAL at least 
once during the 
day to “walk” 
around the office 
and have the 
same type of con-
versations as if 
they were there in 
person.

a	Remote employ-
ees can use the 
DubAL to join in-
office social 
events.

The Atomic Learning Team in Little Falls, Minn., 
speaks via DubAL with someone in North  
Carolina, who is also in the meeting on a video-
conference with someone in Argentina. 
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Walnut, Iowa

panies to apply for a cellular license 
in 1983 and to make ADSL available 
to all customers by 2000. We continue 
to expand our fiber network and keep 
up with the needs of our customers.  

 
Workforce

Walnut Communications currently 
has 14 full-time employees, with several 
others part-time or seasonal. Our 
workforce has remained fairly stable 
over the past few years: however, the 
positions themselves have seen sub-
stantial changes. 

Customer Profile 

Our customer base is made up of 
mostly married rural American families. 
The population of this area in Iowa is 
declining slightly, and some of our com-
munities have an older demographic of 
people of the 55-plus age range. Several 
of our communities are within close 
proximity to the Omaha/Council Bluffs 

metro area, and we tend to serve 
younger-than-45, dual-income house-
holds. With such a diverse demo-
graphic we are constantly trying to 
determine what the best offerings 
are for our customer base in each 
community we serve.                

History 

We were founded in 1915 by a group of local farmers 
so dissatisfied with service they were receiving from 
their local telephone company that they started their 
own company as a competitor. We have produced a 
commemorative video telling our story, and it can be 
found on our YouTube channel, @walnutcom or via 
walnutcommunications.com.

  

Service Territory 

Walnut Communications serves 
eight communities with 

phone, Internet and 
cable. We provide ser-
vice to the communities 
of Walnut (our incumbent 
territory) and to seven 
competitive local 
exchange carrier 
towns: Avoca, Shelby, 
Minden, Persia, 
Neola, Underwood 
and McClelland. We 

have about 2,200 total 
customers.

Technology 

Walnut Communications has been 
around for 100 years! We started out 
in 1915 as Walnut Telephone, offering 
phone service in the town of Walnut 
only. In 1983 we expanded our 
offering to include cable TV 
service. We started offering 
Internet service in 1995. A 
few years after that we 
started expanding our ser-
vice to the west of Walnut. 
We currently offer broad-
band services via fiber to 
the home, digital subscriber line (DSL) and 
cable modem with DOCSIS 3.0 capabilities. We offer 
residential customers speeds up to 100 Mbps but have 
capabilities of much more in most areas we serve. 

We have always been very progressive concerning 
technology. We have had buried plant (in town) since 
1917. Automatic dial switching arrived in 1948, the first 
digital switch in Iowa (and one of the first in the world) in 
1979. We were one of the first small independent com-

Walnut 
Communications

NTCA 
Member Since

2001
Marketing and
Sales Director 

LeAnne
McCarthy

O M A H A , 
N E

D E S  M O I N E S D A V E N P O R T

S I O U X  C I T Y
I O WA

Walnut

Underwood

Minden Shelby

Persia

Neola Avoca

Real People. Real Technology. Real Solutions.
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NTCA FALL CONFERENCE

I O WA

www.ntca.org/FallConference

September 19–23 
Sheraton Boston Hotel • Boston, Mass.

Boston in AutumN
Join us as the seasons change and the colors display their glory to learn, share and discuss 
the challenges and changes affecting the rural telecom industry. 

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association 2015 Fall Conference gives you the opportunity 
to hear from some of the brightest industry leaders, including Federal Communications 
Commission Chairman Tom Wheeler. 

With an industry hot topic lineup of educational sessions and roundtables, plus time for 
networking, this year’s conference is packed with valuable information to keep your telco 
on the right path.

n Register today to save with the early-bird price (payment by Friday, July 31).

n Take advantage of the Best Value Package so you can extend the value of the 
conference to your whole team through the Live Learning Center.

n Visit www.ntca.org/FallConference to discover all the conference has to offer. 
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INNOVATIVE    
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