Utility Broadband
The Yellow Brick Road of Broadband
Imagine, just for a moment…
You’re the thoughtful and service-focused leader of a public power
utility in a small community located in, let’s say, Kansas. Your
organization has served the community with safe and reliable power
for many decades, but their needs have evolved to now include
high-speed internet service. You’re confident you can help meet that
critical need and are eager to undertake the journey.
Stretching before you is a long yellow brick road lined with
opportunities for connection, wins and achievement—but is also
fraught with sleep-inducing poppy fields and cackling witches.
How do you prepare your organization for the journey? How do you
engage employees and secure board buy-in? How do you build and
measure customer interest, and then get those customers signed up
for your service? Do you seek an enterprise software approach or
best of breed? How do you ensure a return on investment (ROI) as
soon as possible? Where do you even start?
In the utility realm, broadband is a relatively new venture—especially
when it comes to public utility districts—and you don’t know what
you don’t know. So like all good stories, let’s start at the beginning…
The Why.

Off to See the Wizard—But Why?
There are several drivers behind public power utilities venturing into broadband service. Atop the list is serving the customer: giving
them what they want—and need, as laid bare by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Many customers in the more rural areas have slow or no internet or broadband service, and high-speed, reliable broadband is
needed to enable residents of those communities to fully participate in this age of the Internet of Things. According to the Federal
Communications Commission, over 31 percent of rural Americans do not have access to broadband at home—a staggering
amount when compared to the four percent of urban Americans who can’t get access.
Broadband also helps spur economic development in the community. More people can work from home and more students can
complete their schoolwork from home. In the health sector, telehealth visits increased 154 percent during the last week of March
2020 compared to that same period in 2019, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and policy changes
might continue to support increased care access after the pandemic.
In addition, entrepreneurial online business boomed in response to evolving consumer wants and needs. From virtual personal
training and fitness instruction to home improvement services, several industries were in high demand amid the COVID-19
pandemic. And as Etsy CEO Josh Silverman has stated, “anyone with creativity and 20 cents can open a shop on Etsy.”
Finally, it helps ensure the long-term financial viability of the utility. It’s beneficial to implement a new source of revenue to help
offset any decline in electricity sales, especially as energy efficient products become more prevalent in homes and businesses.
It also reduces pressure on electric rates with new electric system revenue from interest payments, as well as shared leases
and personnel.
The journey to broadband profitability, however, isn’t without its challenges. Er... lions, tigers and bears.

