
 

Kentucky a model for broadband expansion

February 24 2009, By Rebecca Cole

In Martin County, Ky., a remote corner of Appalachia, it can take hours
to reach a doctor's office, a simple cholesterol check costing a miner a
day's work.

"It's a long way from an office building to the mine," Dr. Raymond
Wells said.

So amid the secluded mountains and hollers where President Lyndon
Johnson announced his war on poverty, Wells, who has practiced
medicine in the coal fields for 40 years, has brought medical care to the
mine, serving 1,115 people where they work with a nurse practitioner on-
site and the physician holding high-speed Internet video conferences
with patients.

Now, with $7.2 billion of the $787 billion federal economic stimulus set
aside to expand the reach of broadband service to rural areas, Kentucky
stands as a model of how the Internet can alter the lives of workers and
small-businesspeople alike, but also a lesson in the challenges of
connecting far-flung corners of America.

From this Kentucky mine-clinic to a clothing store in Dresden, Tenn.,
peddling overalls online, high-speed Internet access is changing the way
people in rural America do business.

Fifty-five percent of all Americans already have broadband access at
home, up from 47 percent in 2007, according to a July 2008 Pew
Internet & American Life Project report. The study also found that 38
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percent of rural Americans have broadband at home, an increase of 23
percent from the previous year.

Congressional leaders and the White House now hope that a wired-up "e-
infrastructure" reaching all corners of the country will create new jobs
and stimulate economic growth.

In 2004, Kentucky set out to build a statewide broadband network. In
conjunction with ConnectKentucky, a non-profit organization that
leverages partnerships between state government and broadband
providers, the state has significantly increased broadband availability,
spending about $7.5 million on the project.

ConnectKentucky claims that 95 percent of all Kentuckians - 546,000
new households - now have high-speed Internet access. The organization
points to a detailed map of broadband availability showing cable, DSL,
wireless and satellite services down to the census-block level as
evidence.

The map is compiled from 88 service providers, according to Brian
Mefford, former head of ConnectKentucky and now chairman and chief
executive of ConnectedNation, a national offshoot based in Washington,
D.C. But the organization keeps details about providers as a proprietary
and closely held secret.

This has set off alarms for some industry experts, who question whether
entities such as ConnectedNation are acting as shills for preferred
partners and carriers. Art Brodsky, communications director for Public
Knowledge, an advocacy group in Washington, D.C., focused on the
emerging digital culture, questions ConnectKentucky's assertion of
nearly 100 percent broadband penetration.

"Carriers should be required to submit the data that the states want, not
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have it be tucked away in some black hole," Brodsky said. "The map
isn't transparent. There's no information about competing carriers and
their rates. The data just cannot be verified."

Brodsky's proposed alternative is to have the states, not a third party such
as ConnectedNation, manage a more ambitious broadband rollout. But
this may prove difficult. Faced with a pile of money that must be spent
in a short amount of time, states already are turning to ConnectedNation
for help in replicating its model.

Mefford calls the key to success a focus on both demand and supply. His
group encouraged consumers to adopt broadband in their communities
while persuading providers to serve areas where they may not have seen
investment potential.

"Kentucky served as a great microcosm for the broadband challenge
across the country," Mefford said. "Suddenly areas that were
underserved ... became a thriving community."

Wells' mobile health program now has four nurse practitioners serving
Alliance mines in Illinois, Indiana and two in Kentucky.

"At this point, we're so happy about it, we want to keep expanding it,"
Wells said. "We've caught things like prostate cancer and saved lives."

For retailers, a broadband connection means that sales are no longer
simply local.

In Dresden, Tenn., where E.T. "Pap" Reavis opened his clothing shop on
the dusty corner of Wilson and Main in 1895, his great-grandson, Tom
Reavis, sells bib overalls, jeans and ladies' clothing to online customers
as far away as Alaska and Hawaii.
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"All of the box stores had run the small independents out," Reavis said.
"This was a way we could keep going."

___
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