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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

Finley Engineering and CCG Consulting submit this Broadband Feasibility Report along with our 

recommendations for bringing fiber broadband to the county. This study and report expands upon an 

earlier study done by our two firms that identified the parts of the county that donôt have good broadband 

today and that are not slated to get better broadband. The primary purpose of this report was to quantify 

the cost of the network that must be constructed to bring fiber broadband, plus calculate the amount of 

grants that are needed to fund the broadband solution. These are the two primary things that an ISP is 

going to want to know to bring fiber to the unserved areas.  

 

We considered two study areas in the study. The smaller study area is for every home and business that 

doesnôt have and is not slated to get better broadband. We also looked at a larger study area that includes 

bringing better broadband to the areas where LTD Broadband has tentatively won funding in the FCCôs 

RDOF reverse auction to bring fiber broadband. That award is controversial and there is a decent chance 

that LTD will  not end up being awarded the funding. 

 

The first phase of the study was to look at the broadband products and prices charged around the county 

today. This is useful information for any new ISP to consider serving in the county. We also conducted 

extensive public outreach. The primary research tool was an online residential survey. The public 

responded to the survey, and we got 1,192 responses. We also conducted an online business survey and a 

speed test for both residents and businesses. We also interviewed key stakeholders in the county to get a 

deeper understanding of broadband issues.  

 

We also examined the other broadband gaps in the county. The discussion mentioned above looks at the 

availability gap ï where broadband is not available. We discuss the affordability gap since some 

respondents to the survey said they could not afford a broadband connection. The report also discusses 

the homework gap and the computer gap where students without home broadband donôt perform as well 

in school.  

 

The next phase of the study looked more deeply at the current state of broadband. The county is served by 

a wide range of ISPs today ï there are four incumbent telephone companies, three cable companies, and 

a number of companies offering fixed wireless broadband. Rural households are also using satellite 

broadband and cellphones for home broadband. We looked to see what each ISP in the county tells the 

FCC about broadband speed and coverage. As we know from our earlier study, a lot of what is told to the 

FCC is overstated in terms of broadband speeds and coverage areas. We provided our take on what we 

think is the real state of broadband, because this is something that might be needed to win some broadband 

grants.  

 

Finley Engineering designed a fiber network that would provide fiber to every home and business in the 

two study areas. Finley considered the options available for fiber and finally studied a 100% buried fiber 

network using passive optical electronics as the best solution for the unserved parts of the county. We 

quantified the cost of building fiber everywhere and of providing a connection to a range of customer 

penetration rates.  

 

CCG Consulting next created financial forecasts that examine the potential profitability for an ISP 

operating a broadband business in each of the study areas. These forecasts include assumptions that we 
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think are representative for estimating the revenues and the costs from operating a broadband business.  

The biggest unknown in creating financial projections is the customer penetration rate. We started our 

analysis with an estimated customer penetration rate of 65% - something that we have found to be typical 

in similar rural areas that have no decent existing broadband options.  

 

As we expected when we started, the forecasts showed the need for significant grant funding to convince 

an ISP to bring a fiber solution to the rural study areas. Depending upon a range of assumptions, we 

estimate that a grant between $5.9 million and $7.9 million is required to bring broadband to the larger 

study area. The smaller study area requires grants between $5.5 million and $6.5 million.  

 

We conclude the report by providing a list of strategic and tactical next steps the County should consider. 

A lot of the discussion examines the possibility of attracting broadband grants. The country is currently 

awash with the largest amounts of state and federal broadband grants weôve ever seen, including a $42.5 

billion grant that was just funded by the Infrastructure Investment Jobs Act. Further, the County has grant 

money that can be used for broadband that was made available through the American Recovery Plan Act 

earlier this year.  

 

The report makes specific recommendations such as opening a dialogue with ISP partners. We talk about 

the possible benefits of forming a partnership with the ISP you prefer the most. We think that if the County 

is willing to provide some local grant funding that you can have some influence on which ISP will bring 

better broadband to the unserved parts of the county. 

 

The report also makes other tactical recommendations. For example, there is a federal program that starts 

January 1, 2022, that can provide a $30 monthly discount for homes with an income under 200% of the 

federal poverty level. This discount could help to get broadband into more homes in the county.  

 

The County still has work to do after reading and digesting this report. There are grant opportunities 

coming available that might solve the broadband problems ï and we recommend not waiting for the 

upcoming giant federal grant if an earlier funding opportunity looks sufficient.  
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FINDINGS  
 

Following are our primary finding: 

 

Existing Providers. The incumbent telephone companies are CenturyLink, Frontier, Windstream, and the 

Benton County Cooperative Telephone Company. Benton County Cooperative has largely upgraded to 

fiber. The cable TV providers in the county are Charter (Spectrum), Midcontinent Communications, and 

Benton Cablevision. The county also has several fixed wireless ISPs including Advantenon, Fallsnet, 

Genesis Technology Communications, Tekstar (Arvig Communication), and Xtratyme Technologies. 

Residents can also buy broadband from satellite companies. Some rural customers are using broadband 

provided by cellular companies.  

 

Quality of Broadband. Benton County is home to broadband haves and have-nots. Households and 

businesses in the northern county can buy fiber broadband from Benton Cooperative. Sauk Rapids and 

nearby towns are served by Charter. Foley is served by Midcontinent. Arvig offers some small pockets of 

fiber, mostly to businesses, in the south county. But other rural residents have some of the worst broadband 

weôve seen anywhere. This study is examining those rural residents and businesses.  

 

The Study Areas. The study area includes every customer that doesnôt have the option to buy a landline 

broadband connection of at least 25/3 Mbps. The process of determining this area included several steps. 

We know the serving area for the companies with fast broadband such as Benton Cooperative and the 

cable companies. We identified areas that will be getting fiber broadband that is not yet constructed. We 

also identified areas that have tentatively won broadband grants to build fiber.  

 

Using this information, we created two study areas. The first is every home and business that canôt get or 

wonôt be getting the option to buy a 25/3 Mbps landline broadband connection. To this area we looked at 

a second larger footprint that adds in the areas where LTD Broadband has tentatively won broadband 

funding to build fiber since that award is controversial and might not happen. 

 

Fiber Network Design. Finley Engineering considered several technologies before designing a 

reasonably efficient network for each of the scenarios studied. The chosen network design uses the latest 

Passive Optic Network (PON) technology on fiber that could deliver speeds of as much as 10 gigabits per 

second (Gbps) to each home and business in the county.  

 

Finley Engineering reached a conclusion that was already understood locally ï the utility poles in parts of 

the county are in terrible condition. Finley concluded that it would be less expensive and faster to build a 

fiber network that is 100% buried. The fiber network is designed to provide fiber for every home and 

business in the study area and the capacity for future expansion and growth.  

 

The telecom industry uses the term passing to mean any home or business that is near enough to a network 

to be considered as a potential customer. Finley Engineering primarily used the countyôs GIS database to 

count passings. In the study we settled on the following as the count of potential passings for the study.  

 

Township Study Area    Excluding RDOF 

Gilmanton       154    97 

Glendorado       295    45 
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Langola       113    23 

Mayhew Lake       111    89 

Maywood       258    92 

Minden       233  151  

Saint George       339  121 

Sauk Rapids         43    43 

Watab         58    56 

Grand Totals    1,604  717 

 

Miles of Fiber Construction. The study designs a fiber network to reach every home and business inside 

the two study areas. The full study area requires 264.6 miles of fiber construction. Removing LTD 

broadband RDOF areas reduces the miles needed to 202.8.  

 

Asset Costs. Below is a summary of the cost of the needed assets to the two study options. Itôs worth 

noting that these costs represent connecting 65% of the homes and businesses in each study area. The 

investments will vary with the number of customers to reflect the cost of bring a fiber drop and electronics 

only to customers added to the network.         

     

         Whole     Without                         

                 Study Area                 RDOF Area   

Fiber    $  8,612,804  $  5,768,675                   

    Drops    $  1,615,565  $     768,324   

Electronics   $     865,738                $     459,755    

   Huts/Land   $     396,000  $     396,000   

    Operational Assets  $     282,510  $     253,596   

    Total   $11,772,668  $  7,646,350   

 

Cost per Passing      $  7,561       $10,446       

 

Market Demand Study 

 

Residential Survey. We conducted an online residential survey that attracted 1,192 responses, or 14% of 

all households in the county. This is the highest percentage response we can remember ever getting for an 

online survey and reflects both the poor state of broadband in the county but also the high interest in the 

county for finding a better broadband solution. Following are the key results of the survey: 

¶ 86% of survey respondents have some sort of home broadband.  

¶ 35% of respondents are using DSL from a telephone company. 31% of respondents are using 

broadband from a cable company. 23% of respondents use fiber technology from Benton 

Cooperative. 6% are using other technologies like fixed wireless, satellite, and cellular hotspots.  

¶ There is a lot of dissatisfaction with existing broadband. 44% of all broadband customers (which 

equals 58% customers served by something other than fiber) are unhappy with download speeds. 

34% are unhappy with ISP customer service. 53% of respondents are unhappy with the value 

received for the price paid for broadband. 

¶ 81% of all households said that somebody is working from home at least part time. This includes 

26% of households that have somebody working from home full-time. 53% of respondents said 

they would work from home more with better broadband. 
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¶ 59% of respondents have school-age children at home. 51% of these households said that home 

Internet was not good enough to support the students during the pandemic. 

¶ 96% of respondents have a cellphone. 19% of respondents say that they donôt have good cellular 
coverage at home.  

¶ The average price being paid for broadband is $70 per month.  

¶ 74% of respondents support the idea of funding a better broadband solution. Another 25% might 

support better broadband but need more information. Only 1% of respondents do not support the 

idea. 

¶ 60% of respondents said they would buy broadband and pay the same price as today from a new 

network if it was faster. Another 26% said they would probably buy from a new network.  

 

Postcard Survey 

 

The County sent a postcard survey to residents and got over 1,200 responses. As might be expected, the 

responses about satisfaction with broadband varied widely. Postcard surveys donôt have room for many 

questions, so we donôt know if customers are unhappy with speeds, prices, or some other aspect of the 

broadband. 

¶ 64% of CenturyLink customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 24% of Charter customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 18% of Benton Communications customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 39% of the customers of the remaining ISPs are unhappy with their broadband.  

 

Business Survey and Interviews. Businesses that receive broadband from fiber are happy. Most businesses 

buying broadband from a cable company are satisfied, but there were some stories of periodic outages and 

trouble at times using the upload data links.  

 

But businesses served by DSL and satellite tell a different story. Broadband download speeds are typically 

at 10 Mbps or much slower. Upload speeds tend to be at only 1 or 2 Mbps. Outages are frequent and 

include day-long outages. Many business owners complained that they also couldnôt take work home due 

to poor home broadband. Every rural business has a list of fairly basic functions they would like to use 

such as cloud software and Voice over IP, both of which are spotty on slow broadband.  

 

Speed Tests. Homes and businesses took speed tests as part of the project. The goal with the speed tests 

was to see the speeds that were really being delivered by ISPs. Any individual speed test is not always 

adequate for this purpose because there can be issues such as a poorly functioning WiFi router affecting 

the speed test. However, speed tests taken in mass tend to tell the true story of broadband speeds in a 

community. 

 

The table below is a summary of the speed tests we received. For each ISP these are average speeds. The 

second column is average latency. This is the amount of delay in the broadband signal, measured in 

milliseconds.  

 Number Latency 

Down 

(Mbps) Up (Mbps) 

Arvig (Wireless) 19  32  19  4  

Benton Coop - Fiber 58  20  59  55  
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Benton Cablevision 64  28  45  12  

CenturyLink 101  54  16  2  

Charter 136  24  81  9  

Frontier 3  47  19  2  

Viasat 14  37  7  1  

Midcontinent 18  35  136  17  

Starlink 1  39  90  10  

AT&T Cellular 7  9  19  7  

T-Mobile 4  40  31  7  

Verizon Cellular 4  33  12  1  

 

Overall, the speed tests probably paint the best story about the broadband in the county. Speeds on fiber 

are adequate for both upload and download. Cable download speeds are good, but upload speeds are 

slower. DSL, high-orbit satellite and fixed wireless are not delivering speeds that meet the FCC definition 

of broadband.  

 

Our Approach to the Financial Analysis. We created financial forecasts for two reasons. One was to 

calculate the amount of grants needed to bring broadband to the study area. Second was to demonstrate to 

ISPs that it could be long-term profitable to bring fiber to the study area. We used the following approach 

to create the financial forecasts: 

¶ The forecasts assume that a commercial ISP would bring the broadband solution. 

¶ We arbitrarily chose a market penetration rate of 65%. We donôt know how many customers a 

new fiber business might attract and chose this penetration rate as typical of what we might expect 

in a rural area with poor broadband.  

¶ All financial models cover a 20-year period. All projections include projected financing costs for 

borrowing the money needed to build and launch the network.  

¶ We believe the Finley Engineering network cost estimates are conservatively high.  

¶ Products were priced at a modest discount from the existing prices of broadband sold in the 

market today. Basic broadband prices started at $65 per month.  

¶ The estimates of operating expenses represent our best estimate of the actual cost of operating 

the fiber business and are not conservative. Most operating expenses are adjusted for inflation at 

2.5% per year.  

 

Key Financial Study Results. The assumptions used in creating the various business plans are included 

in Section III.B of the report. The results of the financial analysis are included in Section III.C of the 

report. A summary of the financial results is included in Exhibit II. Following are the key financial findings 

of our analysis. 

¶ To bring fiber broadband to every home and business in Benton County will require substantial 

grant funding. The amount of grants needed varies by the expected customer penetration rate, as 

follows:  

 

  Penetration       Grant Percent   

      Rate Assets Needed        Grant Needed    of Assets 

     55%      $11.4 M  $7.9 M          69%     

      60%     $11.6 M  $7.4 M         64% 
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      65%     $11.8 M  $7.0 M          59% 

      70%     $11.9 M  $6.4 M                54% 

      75%     $12.1 M  $5.9 M            49% 

 

¶ The cash generated by a fiber broadband business in the area is also affected by other key variables. 

We calculated the impact of changing prices, interest rates on debt, loan terms, and the cost of 

building the network.  

 

Funding Options. As described above, it will require significant grant funding to bring a broadband 

solution. There is a lot of grant money that will be coming available over the next few years, and there 

should be sufficient grant funding to bring the needed broadband. Itôs critical to understand the nuances 

of the various grant programs because each works differently. For example, some grants require using 

prevailing wages, which would increase the cost of building the network higher than what weôve shown 

above. Here are the more important upcoming ways to use grant funding to build the fiber broadband. 

 

¶ ARPA Funding. The county has ARPA funding that can be used to fund broadband expansion. 

This money is under the Countyôs control and discretion, but there are some rules that still apply 

to using the funding. For example, this funding could not be used to overbuild the RDOF areas if 

LTD Broadband is awarded funding.  

 

¶ State Border-to-Border Grants. These state grants are administered by the Department of 

Employment and Economic Development (DEED). These grants are likely to be larger than 

normal for the next two years due to the infusion of federal grant funding that is being added to 

the normal state funding. 

 

¶ ReConnect Grants. This is a nationwide $1.15 billion grant fund with applications due by February 

2022. These grants require extra costs like the use of prevailing wage. The grants also likely come 

with the requirement that a winning ISP accept a loan from the Rural Utility Service (RUS) ï 

something that many ISPs cannot do. The grants also award extra grant points to tribal areas, to 

ISPs willing to provide open access, and to grant areas that are extremely rural. These are not going 

to be an easy grant for many ISPs to win or to accept. It now looks like there will be a second 

round of ReConnect grants for $2 billion due some time this summer. 

 

¶ BEAD Grants. The official name of these grants is the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment 

program. This program comes out of the recently approved federal Infrastructure Investment and 

Jobs Act. This is a $42.5 billion grant pool that is aimed at bringing broadband to places like 

Benton County. Itôs likely going to be a year or more until these grants are made available. The 

final grant rules will be developed by the NTIA at the federal level and will then be administered 

and awarded by the states. We think itôs likely this will be done through the same group at DEED 

that administers Border-to-Border grants.  
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STRATEG IC RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

Our primary recommendation is that the County develop a strategy for solving the broadband shortfalls in 

the county. To that end, we think you need to consider and discuss the following: 

 

Choosing an ISP Partner 

 

If the County is willing to make a sizable matching grant to help an ISP win other grant funding, then the 

County is in the enviable position of being able to influence the winner of grant funding. Federal grants 

always prefer grant requests where there is local involvement, and they like to make grants that have 

guaranteed funding.  

 

Since the County is willing to provide some funding to bring a fiber solution, you have more options than 

other localities. The first big decision to make is who you want to partner with ï and obviously, your 

choice of partner has to be willing to partner with the County and to aggressively pursue grant funding. 

 

We think itôs vital to identify the ISP partner as soon as possible for the following reasons: 

¶ The huge amount of federal grant funding means that every ISP in the state has options to expand. 

Their only limit will be how much expansion they are willing and able to tackle. Part of this is due 

to the fact that all rural grants are going to require some matching funds from the ISP, but also due 

to the challenge of expanding and building a lot of network in a relatively short period of time. 

Any ISP you are interested in also has opportunities in neighboring counties ï so you need to lock 

down an ISP partner as soon as possible. 

¶ We believe all the big ISPs are also going to be pursuing the huge federal grant dollars. We assume 

that given a choice youôd rather have a local ISP serve the rural parts of the county than one of the 

big ISPs like Charter, Windstream, Frontier, or CenturyLink. One or more of these companies, and 

possibly others, might seek federal grant funding to serve Benton County.  

 

After addressing the other issues listed below, we think you should approach any ISPs that you will 

consider as possible partners. This could be the Benton Cooperative. It might mean Arvig, which already 

provides some fiber near the areas that need a broadband solution. It may mean ISPs from neighboring 

counties.  

 

Be Prepared to Support Grant Filings  

 

Many state or federal grant programs require a showing of local community support. Benton County 

should be prepared to help an ISP by gathering government and resident support for the grant applications. 

This means soliciting as many letters of support as possible to support a fiber grant.  

 

But in your case, this requires a strategy decision. For example, you could decide to support only one ISP 

in making grant filings. Just as you have the ability to strengthen a grant filing by showing strong public 

support, you can also weaken other grant filings by visibly not supporting them.  

 

This is not an easy decision to make, because there is no guarantee that the ISP you want to support will 

win the grant funding. For example, some big ISP might make a federal grant filing that covers a dozen 

counties that the grant awarders will find attractive.  



Benton County Broadband Feasibility Report                         

 

Page 11                         

 

Timing ï Which Grants to Pursue? 

 

The whole country is going to be gearing up to ask for grant funding out of the giant $42.5 billion BEAD 

grant. We find it likely that this grant is going to attract a lot of ISPs and there might be multiple ISPs, 

both large and small, and local or from elsewhere that might pursue a grant in Benton County. This is 

going to present a huge puzzle for the grant award agency if itôs faced with multiple grants that each cover 

different geographic footprints.  

 

But there might be an alternative that would avoid the craziness that will come with the giant BEAD grant. 

For example, the County might be able to work with an ISP now to get funded from the ReConnect grant 

program or the Minnesota DEED grant program. There are several reasons to consider this alternative to 

the big BEAD grant. One is that the County will be able to choose the ISP to partner with in these other 

grant forums, and that partnership increases the chances of winning these grants. Another big reason to 

get funded before the big BEAD grants is that the grant project would get a head start on BEAD grant 

construction. Itôs expected that the $42.5 billion of BEAD grant funding is going to overwhelm the supply 

chain, so getting an earlier grant probably means an easier chance of getting the project built on time. 

Perhaps the biggest reason would be that a grant that is awarded earlier than the BEAD grants will bring 

a broadband solution sooner. It seems likely that BEAD grants wonôt be awarded until late in 2023 and 

will not be required to be completed before 2026.  

 

Depending upon your ISP partner, the ReConnect grant will not be easy to win ï and many ISPs are not 

able to accept any RUS loan that might be tied to a ReConnect grant. 

 

But as long as the combination of Border-to-Border grants and county grants are sufficient, an ISP ought 

to be willing to move forward now and not wait for the big federal program.  
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OTHER RECOMMEND ATIONS / NEXT STEPS 
 

Consider a Statistically Valid Survey 

 

An ISP partner might want you to conduct a statistically valid survey or a canvass in the grant area to 

better define the potential customer penetration rate on a fiber network. The amount of needed grant to 

fund broadband is going to vary depending upon the expected number of customers that an ISP might get 

to buy service from a new fiber network. This study included an extensive online survey that showed a 

strong of demand for better broadband. However, an online survey cannot be used to predict the percentage 

of households in the county that would buy broadband from a new fiber ISP. The only way to quantify the 

likely residential penetration rate is through a statistically valid survey. Such a survey will not only 

quantify the households that might buy broadband but will quantify those homes that wonôt buy broadband 

or canôt afford to buy broadband.  

 

Another alternative would be a canvass ï which would involve asking every home and business in the 

grant area if they might buy broadband from a newly built fiber network. This is sometimes referred to as 

a pledge card drive. A canvass is most effective if you can identify the ISP partner and discuss specific 

broadband products and prices. A canvass requires a lot of effort and might require volunteers to help with 

the effort.  

 

Involving / Informing the Public 

 

We heard a strong desire from the public to understand the path that is going to be taken to find a 

broadband solution. We work all across the country, and weôve rarely seen residents who are more fired-

up than the ones in this county. 

 

We think you need to harness that enthusiasm, and that means finding ways to keep the public involved 

in the process forward, but more importantly, to keep them informed of the steps that are being taken. 

There are a lot of ways that other counties have harnessed great public energy and kept the public involved. 

This might mean sharing this report and having a series of public meeting to discuss the finding of this 

report. It might mean somehow soliciting public feedback on the big decisions moving forward. This 

might mean creating a website or newsletter than regularly informs the public of the progress being made 

to find a broadband solution.  

 

Get Creative in Finding Other Grants  

 

There are other federal grants that might be incorporated into finding a broadband solution. 

¶ There is a federal middle-mile grant program for $1 billion to build a backbone fiber to reach last-

mile projects.  

¶ There are grants available to schools, libraries, and rural health-care providers that might be able 

to contribute towards building fiber. 

¶ There might be grant funding available for an electric smart grid that could be tied into building 

fiber to rural electric substations.  

¶ In addition to funding for building fiber, there is suddenly a lot of funding available for digital 

equity and inclusion. This is also part of the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA). The 

grant programs take two different approaches to try to close the digital divide. These grants can be 



Benton County Broadband Feasibility Report                         

 

Page 13                         

used for programs like buying computers and hotspots and for training people how to use 

broadband and the Internet.  

 

The State Digital Equity Capacity Grant Program will give $1.5 billion to states to then distribute 

through grants ï allocated at $300 million for the next five years. The stated goal of this grant 

program is to promote the achievement of digital equity, support digital inclusion activities, and 

build capacity for efforts by states relating to the adoption of broadband. I havenôt heard an 

acronym for this grant program ï itôs likely that each state will come up with a name for the state 

program. 

 

The second new grant program is called the Digital Equity Competitive Grant Program. These are 

grants that will be administered by the NTIA and awarded directly to grant recipients. The budget 

for this grant program is $1.25 billion, with $250 million per year to be awarded in 2022 through 

2026. 

 

Tackle the Other Broadband Gaps 

 

Most of the above suggestions concern solving the broadband availability gap ï meaning getting faster 

broadband in the county. However, even when a broadband solution is found the county is still going to 

suffer from issues of broadband affordability, the lack of computers in homes, and the lack of digital 

literacy for a lot of citizens. The county needs to put effort into solving these gaps along with solving the 

availability gap.  

 

Tackle the Affordability Gap  

 

There are homes in the county that have a problem affording broadband. There are ways to help these 

households.  

 

Affordable Connectivity Program. The County needs to make sure that residents get the full benefit 

of the Affordable Connectivity Program. This program was funding for $14.2 billion from the 

Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act. This will start in January 2022 and will provide a discount 

of $30 per month on broadband bills for any household with an income less than 200% of the 

federal definition of poverty. As an example, that would currently be $44,000 per year for a 

household of three.  

 

The County should push all ISPs to participate in this plan. You should also make a push to inform 

the public that this discount is available.  

 

Support Local Affordability Efforts  

 

There are nonprofit organizations around the country that are tackling the affordability issue. One 

of the more ambitious such efforts is being done by Mobile Beacon.1 This is a nonprofit that works 

nationwide to bring low-cost mobile broadband to nonprofits organization around the country, and 

through those local nonprofits bring low-cost broadband to low-income people.  

 
1 https://www.mobilebeacon.org/  

https://www.mobilebeacon.org/
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There are numerous solutions being used by the nonprofits working with Mobile Beacon. One 

common effort was discussed above which is to provide portable WiFi hotspots that are distributed 

from libraries. Mobile Beacon has also negotiated a deal with Sprint (now T-Mobile) to provide 

low-cost cellular broadband to students and others that is priced as low as $10 per month for an 

uncapped cellular broadband connection. 

 

An interesting study2 was done looking at the impact of bringing broadband to low-income homes 

for the first time in the Twin Cities in Minnesota through the Mobile Beacon effort.  

¶ 94% of Mobile Beacon subscribers use the internet daily and 82% say they use the internet 

several hours a day. 

¶ The average home with Mobile Beacon used 41 GB of data per month. Students used an 

additional 25 GB per month. People looking for jobs used 14 GB more per month. 

¶ The Mobile Beacon broadband had an immediate impact on students. Parents report that 

students spend an average of more than 4 hours per week doing homework on the Internet. 

¶ The new Internet connection allows adults in low-income homes to get training. 32% of 

adults in the Mobile Beacon program were taking online courses.  

 

Bridging the Broadband Skills Gap  

 

Even if better broadband becomes available there are many residents of the county that donôt possess the 

basic computer skills needed to take part in the modern digital world. The county should consider finding 

ways to provide more computer training. This can be done in a wide variety of ways: 

 

Allow the Schools to be Used After-Hours for Training Adults. A number of communities use 

computer training centers that already exist in schools to hold after-hours training for adults.  

 

Develop Training Course in the Libraries. A number of communities have developed computer 

training programs through their libraries.  

 

Find Solutions for the Homework Gap and Computer Gap 

 

Itôs clear that Benton County has a huge homework gap ï homes with students without good broadband 

or homes without computers. The COVID-19 crisis showed that the county needs to work on this problem 

now and not wait for a fiber broadband solution. Possible solutions might include:  

 

Take-Home Computers for all School Kids. The most common solution are schools that send 

computers home with students. In some school systems these computers can only be used to 

connect to the school system network, making them homework-only computers. But other school 

systems have recognized that these might be the only computer in a home and let students and 

their family use the computer for other purposes. The biggest problem with school-provided 

computers are students that donôt have a broadband connection at home.  

 

 
2 Bridging the Gap. https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf  

https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf
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Lending Mobile Hot Spots. There are many communities that are lending mobile hot spots to 

citizens through the libraries much the same way they lend books. A person can check out a hot 

spot for some period like a week or 10 days, which will provide broadband that can be used with 

computers or tablets.  

 

This program requires two things. First, Benton County would need to buy mobile hot spots and 

be prepared to continue to fund them into the future. Youôd also need to partner with one of the 

big cellular companies to provide free or inexpensive bulk cellular data to power the hot spots. 

Other communities have been successful in creating such partnerships. Itôs worth noting that these 

hot spots will only work where there is cellular broadband available ï so you should try to put 

together a map of where cellular works and doesnôt work ï much like mapping landline broadband 

as described above. 

 

Get Computers into Homes that Need Them. Communities tackle this in two ways. One is to give 

or lend laptops or tablets to students. Some school districts provide computers to every student 

while other provide them selectively to students that need them. 

 

The other alternative is to find a local nonprofit that is willing to tackle the computer issue. Most 

home and business computers last 3-5 years and nonprofits have found that older computers can 

be upgraded fairly inexpensively and then placed in homes that need them. Such an effort can be 

a lot of work, but many communities have found groups willing to tackle the issue.  

 

One such program is the nonprofit E2D3 (End the Digital Divide) in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

The organization refurbishes laptops contributed by businesses in the Charlotte area and gives 

them to students. The organization has taken a several-prong approach to making this happen: 

¶ They solicit used laptops from businesses in the Charlotte area. Most big businesses replace 

laptops every few years and most of them have been ending up in the landfill. Now a number 

of businesses send all their used laptops to E2D. 

¶ Used laptops need to be refurbished and E2D started several computer labs in area high schools 

where they hire students at a decent wage to refurbish the computers and install new software. 

The purpose of these labs is not only to get the laptops ready to distribute, but they are 

providing technical training for kids that is helping them move on towards college or a 

technical career. 

¶ Households that get a new computer also get a live tutorial and technical support to best take 

advantage of the new laptops. 

¶ Finally, the Charlotte area has a lot of homeless families and there are thousands of homeless 

kids in the area. E2D has partnered with Sprint to provide mobile hot spots and data plans that 

are providing broadband access to homeless students and others with no broadband. 

 

Another organization that works nationwide to fund computers is Minneapolis-based nonprofit 

PCs for People.4 They provide PCs to households that need them and work with other entities 

including Mobile Beacon and E2D. Benton County, or some local nonprofit, could connect with 

 
3 https://www.e-2-d.org/  

4 https://www.pcsforpeople.org/  

https://www.e-2-d.org/
https://www.pcsforpeople.org/
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PCs for People to find ways to get computers into the hands of the neediest households in the 

county. A local nonprofit could also mirror whatôs been done elsewhere.  

 

Create More Public Hot Spots. Benton County can fund more public hotspots. Outdoor hot spots 

are particularly effective since students can sit in cars and use them any time of the day or night. 

Benton County can start this process by extending the WiFi at county buildings to the outside areas 

surrounding the buildings. To the extent that county buildings already have decent broadband, the 

concept is to share it with the public. Itôs particularly easy to make bandwidth available to the 

public in the evenings when the government offices are closed and the bandwidth isnôt being used, 

sharing this bandwidth usually adds no cost to what is paid for broadband.  

 

A more aggressive plan would be to create public hotspots in each rural neighborhood that doesnôt 

have good broadband ï the places where citizens need it the most. However, it might be a challenge 

to find the bandwidth needed to support such hot spots. You might be able to partner with the 

incumbent ISPs or cellular carriers that might have broadband that isnôt otherwise available to the 

public.  

 

Reward Businesses for Providing Public Hotspots. Weôve seen communities that reward 

businesses for creating good public hot spots. The reward can be anything from public recognition 

and awards to some sort of break on local taxes and fees.  
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I . MARKET ANALYSIS  
 

A. Providers, Products, and Prices 
 

CenturyLink, Frontier, Windstream, and the Benton County Cooperative Telephone Company are the 

incumbent telephone companies in the county. The first three companies provide broadband using DSL 

over copper telephone lines. Benton County Cooperative has largely upgraded to fiber. The cable TV 

providers in the county are Charter (Spectrum) and Benton Communications. The county also has a 

number of fixed wireless ISPs including Advantenon, Fallsnet, Genesis Technology Communications, 

Tekstar (Arvig Communication), and Xtratyme Technologies. Residents can also buy broadband from 

satellite companies. Some rural customers are using broadband provided by cellular companies.  

 

Following is an analysis of the prices being charged in Benton County today. We know from experience 

that prices vary widely by customer for many ISPs. Over the years, customers have purchased bundles or 

participated in promotional pricing and might be charged differently than their neighbors. It seems almost 

counterintuitive, but the customers paying the most from most incumbents are often those that have been 

with them the longest. The wide variance in rates charged in the community means there is no longer 

anything that can be considered as a ñstandardò price in the market. Nevertheless, we wanted to understand 

the average prices being charged today for broadband and the other products.  

 

Incumbent Telephone Companies 

  

CenturyLink  is the brand name for the incumbent telephone company that is owned by Lumen 

Technologies. CenturyLink is the third largest telephone company in the country with headquarters in 

Monroe, Louisiana. The company has undergone several major changes in ownership over the years. 

Earlier in 2020 the company announced it is selling the telephone networks in twenty states to Apollo 

Asset Management ï but the Minnesota properties are remaining with Lumen.  

 

At the end of the fourth quarter of 2020, the company had over 4.5 million broadband customers, having 

lost 134,000 broadband customers during the year. The company has a small number of cable TV 

customers but announced in 2020 that it is phasing out of that business line. For rural markets the telephone 

company bundles with DirecTV.  

 

As the incumbent provider, CenturyLink is considered the ñprovider of last resortò in its service areas. 

This means that CenturyLink is required to serve all residential and business customers for basic local 

services, and it must provide facilities to all customers.  

 

In recent years CenturyLink invested significant capital in improving data speeds in metropolitan areas. 

For example, in 2016 the company-built fiber to pass 900,000 homes in major markets like Seattle, 

Phoenix, Denver, and Minneapolis. Since then, the company merged with Level 3 Communications and 

the new CEO significantly cut back in fiber expansion. However, recently, at the end of 2020 the company 

announced plans to start aggressively building fiber again, but likely only in large markets and not in rural 

markets like Benton County.  
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Telephone Rates  

 

CenturyLinkôs telephone rates were as follows when last tariffed. This does not mean that these 

are the rates any longer and with a de-tariffed rate, CenturyLink is allowed to charge whatever 

they want, within reason. The following rates were the last listing of the flat rate option, meaning 

a telephone line using these rates can make unlimited local calls. There used to be options available 

for customers who wanted to be able to make and pay for fewer local calls.  

  

            Monthly 

Flat Rate Residential Phone Line  $18 - $22    

Flat Rate Business Telephone Line   $42 - $45    

Business PBX Trunk Lines   $45 - $51   

 

These rates do not include the Subscriber Line Charge which is currently $6.50 for both a business 

and a residential line and would be added to the above rates. The rates also do not include the 

Access Recovery Fee (ARC), which is an FCC fee that is currently capped at $1 per month, and 

CenturyLink could be charging any amount up to and including the $1 rate.  

 

CenturyLink telephone line prices donôt include any features. These features are either sold a la 

carte or sold in bundles and packages. Some of the most commonly purchased features are call 

waiting, 3-way calling, voice mail, and caller ID. CenturyLink offers dozens of features, and they 

range in price from $2.95 to $8.50 per feature for residential service. These products are also now 

de-tariffed, and CenturyLink can charge whatever it likes for these products.  

 

CenturyLink DSL  

 

CenturyLink sells high speed Internet using DSL technology. They sell both a bundled DSL 

product, meaning that you purchase it along with a telephone line, and also a ñPureò product, 

meaning a customer can buy just DSL (most of the industry refers to this as naked DSL). As 

discussed above, CenturyLink offers a lot of specials, with special rates available on their web site 

for new customers. But as typical with most big ISPs, a subscriberôs rates will revert to ñnormalò 

rates at the end of a special promotion. Following are base list prices for residential DSL. Note 

that the quoted speeds offered by CenturyLink DSL are ñbest effortò speeds, meaning they are not 

guaranteed. In fact, rural customers typically get speeds significantly slower than the advertised 

speeds.  

 

 Residential DSL 

 

Pure DSL is CenturyLinkôs name for a DSL line that is not bundled with telephone or 

DirecTV. There is one price for the first year, a higher price for the second year, and after 

that the customer pays the list price: 

                1st Year 2nd Year   List  

 

1.5 Mbps download, 896 Kbps upload    $30.00  $40.00 $42.00 

  7 Mbps download, 896 Kbps upload     $35.00  $45.00 $47.00 

  12 Mbps download, 896 Kbps upload    $40.00  $50.00 $52.00 
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20 Mbps download, 896 Kbps upload    $50.00  $60.00 $62.00 

40 Mbps download, 896 Kbps upload    $60.00  $70.00 $72.00 

 

Pure DSL also requires a DSL modem. The charge for this seems to be negotiated and 

ranges from $1.95 to $6.95.  

 

We donôt expect that there is any DSL in Benton County faster than 12 Mbps. Generally, 

the faster speeds are available only in the metropolitan markets.  

 

CenturyLink Business DSL 

 

CenturyLink no longer publishes business DSL prices. There are no prices on the website 

and no prices listed in any of their sales literature or tariffs. Basically, CenturyLink will 

negotiate a price with a business customer based upon both how many other products they 

purchase as well as how long they are willing to sign a contract.  

 

When CenturyLink last published rates their slowest business DSL ranged from $40.00 per 

month for a 3-year contract up to $62.50 for a month-to-month product and no contract 

commitment. But today each customer will negotiate with a salesperson and rates charged 

in the market are all over the board for the same product.  

 

Windstream is a regulated incumbent telephone company with headquarters in Little Rock, Arkansas. 

The company was formed in 2006 when Alltel merged with Valor Communications. The company has 

since grown through acquisitions and purchased D&E Telephone in Ephrata, PA, Iowa Telecom, Nuvox, 

Q-Comm, Paetec, Earthlink, and Broadview Networks. 

 

At the end of 2020, the company had 1.1 million broadband customers. Windstream does not sell cable 

TV but bundles with DirecTV. Windstream is now also bundling with several online TV packages. 

 

In January 2014, the company moved its fiber and copper assets into a REIT owned by the newly formed 

Uniti. In the split of assets, Robert Gunderman remained as CFO of Windstream while his brother Kenneth 

became CEO of Uniti. The Uniti REIT was attractive to investors because Windstream pays roughly $650 

million per year in ñrentò to Uniti for use of the network. Since formation, Uniti has added other assets to 

the portfolio, but the Windstream assets still represent 70% of its assets. 

 

In 2019, Aurelius Capital, a lender to Windstream, filed a lawsuit claiming that the REIT arrangement 

was a violation of Windstreamôs corporate bonds. Windstream immediately filed for bankruptcy when a 

judge ruled in favor of Aurelius Capital. Windstream and Uniti immediately went to mediation to try to 

resolve the issues raised by Aurelius Capital lawsuit. But when the companies could not resolve the issues, 

the company went to court. The court case had to resolve an accounting issue. At issue is the question of 

whether the payments from Windstream to Uniti are rent or if they are instead a disguised financing 

arrangement. The court decided that the payments were considered to be a financing arrangement; those 

payments then became unsecured debt for Windstream. This ruling was a windfall for Windstream when 

it came out of bankruptcy in 2020. The company is now investing in building fiber. 
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 Standalone Internet 

 

 Kinetic Internet 10  Up to 10 Mbps $67.00 

 Kinetic Internet 25  Up to 25 Mbps $67.00 

 Kinetic Internet 50  Up to 50 Mbps $67.00 

 Kinetic Internet 100  Up to 100 Mbps $77.00 

 Modem Rental      $9.99 

 

 Telephone 

  

 Basic Phone     Starts at $23.34 

 Subscriber Line Charge   $6.50 

 Phone bundles with Internet start at  $20.00 

 Windstream charges extra and individually for most features. 

 

 Television 

 

 Windstream bundles with DirecTV 

 Windstream is one of the only telephone companies to bundle with YouTube TV. 

 

Frontier Communications is the fifth largest telephone company in the US. The company changed their 

name from Citizens Communications Company in 2008. Frontier Communications has grown through 

acquisitions. For instance, in 2015 they agreed to buy 2.2 million customers from Verizon in Florida, 

Texas, and California. The company spent $8.5 billion to buy a huge pile of customers from Verizon in 

2009 and in 2013 bought the Connecticut operations of Verizon. As of the end of the first quarter of 2020 

the company had 3.48 million broadband customers and 621,000 cable customers. 

 

Frontier has struggled financially. The company recently emerged from bankruptcy and was able to shed 

a lot of its debt. In May 2021, the FTC sued Frontier Communications for misrepresenting its internet 

speeds. The Commission voted 4-0 to file the complaint, it was filed in the U.S. District Court for the 

Central District of California.  

 

Frontier is an incumbent telephone provider and is considered a provider of last resort, meaning they must 

make reasonable efforts to try to provide telephone service to somebody within their defined service area. 

 

Frontierôs telephone rates are still tariffed. However, the company is allowed to charge less than the 

tariffed rates through bundling with other products or promotional specials.  

 

Telephone Rates 

    Monthly 

 Basic Calling  $ 15.50 

 Community Plus $ 22. 00 

 Frequent Caller $ 29.00 

 Call Detail  $ 2.00 
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Frontier charges long distance charges. The Community Plus and Frequent Caller plans combine some 

nearby long distance into flat monthly rate ï the communities that are added differ by community. 

 

For all of these products, Frontier charges an additional $6.50 as a Subscriber Line Charge and up to $1 

for an Access Recovery Charge (ARC). There has been a proposal at the FCC to abolish the Subscriber 

Line Charge, in which case Frontierôs rates would likely drop by $6.50 

 

Frontier offers a dizzying array of other telephone services. This tariff lists all the deregulated rates and 

includes long distance, features, and a wide variety of business telephone services. 

 

Frontier DSL. Frontier offers broadband with DSL served on copper lines. The company has three 

DSL products available nationwide: 

 

    Speed  Price 

Simply Internet Core  6/1 Mbps $ 44.95 

Simply Broadband Ultra 12/1 Mbps $ 54.95 

Simply Internet Elite  18/1.5 Mbps $ 59.95 

 

DSL Router $10.00 

 

These are ñup-toò speeds, and we know that many rural customers have significantly slower speeds, with 

some reports barely faster than dial-up. As mentioned elsewhere in this report, the company has taken 

money from the FCC to supposedly upgrade many of the rural DSL customers in the county to speeds of 

at least 10/1 Mbps. 

 

Frontier doesnôt disclose the list price of these products. New customers get promotional prices with the 

disclaimer that after two years the prices will revert to the ñlist price at the time.ò All products also get 

assessed a $1.99 Internet Infrastructure Surcharge. This is not a tax and is part of the price of the product. 

 

Benton Cooperative Telephone Company5 was founded in 1952. Recently Benton Cooperative 

Telephone Company and Benton Cablevision were rebranded under the name Benton Communications. 

Currently, Benton Cooperative Telephone Company is working on converting all of its customers to fiber-

optic technology. Benton Cooperative Telephone Company has already upgraded most of its historic 

telephone exchange in Benton County to fiber. 

  

Residential Internet 

 Broadband 100 100 Mbps $59.95 

 Broadband 250 250 Mbps $69.95 

 Broadband 500 500 Mbps $89.95 

 

All internet plans come bundled with telephone with automatic callback, automatic recall, 3-way 

calling, and call forwarding. 

 

 

 
5 https://www.bctelco.net/ 

https://www.bctelco.net/
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 Additional 

 Installation  $75 

 Connection Charge $25 

 Construction Charge $200 (when applicable) 

 New Jack Wiring $75 (per jack) 

 WiFi   $5.95/month 

 

 Telephone 

 Basic   $20.50 

 Long Distance   

Plan 1   $0.14/minute 

 Plan 2   $1.95/month & $0.11/minute 

 

Business Internet 

 

 Business Bronze 100 Mbps $79.95 

 Business Silver 250 Mbps $89.95 

 Business Gold  500 Mbps $109.95 

 

 Additional 

  

 Installation  $75 

 Connection Charge $25 

 Construction Charge $200 (when applicable) 

 New Jack Wiring $75 (per jack) 

 WiFi   $5.95/month 

 

Cable TV Companies 

 

Charter (Spectrum) Communications is the second largest cable TV company in the country with 29 

million broadband customers and 16.1 million cable TV customers at the end of the first quarter of 2021. 

Charter had revenues of $48.1 billion in 2020. The company reached its current size after 2016 acquisitions 

of Time Warner Cable and Bright House Networks. The company has rebranded its triple-play products 

as ñSpectrum.ò  

 

Charter was founded in 1993 and got its start as a cable company in 1995 when it acquired Cable South. 

Paul Allen, one of the founders of Microsoft, bought a controlling interest in the company in 1998. The 

company continued to grow through acquisition, buying a dozen smaller cable systems over the next 

decade. The company went through bankruptcy in 2009 and was able to walk away from $8 billion in 

debt, with the majority of the equity in the company going to Apollo Management. Charter announced in 

late 2017 that they were partnering with Comcast in some markets to be able to provide cellular phone 

products. 

 

Charter says they have upgraded all of their systems nationwide to a new technical standard DOCSIS 3.1. 

This technology from CableLabs allows bonding of an unlimited number of spare channel slots for 
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broadband. This will allow the company to increase data speeds and market gigabit a data product. A 

gigabit data path requires roughly 24 channels on a cable network using the new DOCSIS protocol.  

 

Along with the introduction of gigabit broadband the company announced across-the-board speed 

increases for upgraded markets. They announced that the speed of their base broadband product will now 

be 200 Mbps. This is an increase from 100 Mbps. However, there are many markets where they are not 

able to deliver the new faster speeds, and in some markets the standard product being marketed is at 100 

Mbps. 

 

While Charter is a giant company, their pricing structure is one of the simplest in the country. The 

company is going through some major turmoil in that they are moving prices in the recently acquired Time 

Warner markets to Charter prices, which in many cases are higher, especially since Time Warner was 

generous in handing out continuing specials and promotions.  

 

 Broadband Pricing 

  

The company currently has only two broadband products. As mentioned above, the base product 

ranges in speeds in various markets between 60 Mbps and 200 Mbps. They also now have a gigabit 

product in some markets. 

 

 Spectrum Internet  60-200 Mbps  $ 69.99 

 Spectrum Internet Ultra 220-400 Mbps  $ 94.99 

 Spectrum Internet Gig  Up to 940 Mbps $ 129.99 

 Activation Fee  $ 49.99 

 

Charter has raised rates twice within the last year. A year ago, the base broadband product was 

$64.99 / month. 

 

 Charter Internet (In a bundle) 

 Regular Price   $ 59.99 

  

Note that the basic Internet prices above include a $5 per month increase for 2021. The bundled 

rate was increased by $5 per month at the beginning of 2021 ï the biggest increase we can recall 

ever having seen in broadband. 

 

Charter offers WiFi router (optional) for a one-time activation fee of $9.99 plus $7.99 per month. 

 

There are no data caps on broadband monthly download. However, in June 2020 Charter asked 

the FCC for permission to begin using data caps. The company has been prohibited from using 

data caps as a condition for being allowed to purchase Time Warner Cable. 

 

Telephone Pricing 

 

Residential telephone service is only available as part of a bundle and not as a standalone product. 

Depending upon the bundle, the voice product that comes with the most popular features adds $10 

to $15 per month to the cost of a bundle. Charter does not advertise their business telephone rates. 
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Benton Cablevision is the competitive subsidiary of Benton Communications that operates outside of the 

incumbent telephone operating boundaries.  

 

Residential Internet 

 Broadband 100 100 Mbps $59.95 

 Broadband 250 250 Mbps $69.95 

 Broadband 500 500 Mbps $89.95 

 

All internet plans come bundled with telephone with automatic callback, automatic recall, 3-way 

calling, and call forwarding. 

 

 Additional 

 Installation  $75 

 Connection Charge $25 

 Construction Charge $200 (when applicable) 

 New Jack Wiring $75 (per jack) 

 WiFi   $5.95/month 

 

Business Internet 

 

 Business Bronze 100 Mbps $79.95 

 Business Silver 250 Mbps $89.95 

 Business Gold  500 Mbps $109.95 

 

 Additional 

  

 Installation  $75 

 Connection Charge $25 

 Construction Charge $200 (when applicable) 

 New Jack Wiring $75 (per jack) 

 WiFi   $5.95/month 

 

Midcontinent Communications6 was founded in 1931 in Minneapolis, MN. Midcontinent 

Communications provides internet, cable TV, and telephone services in Minnesota, North Dakota, South 

Dakota, Wisconsin, and Northeast Kansas.  

 

In 1999, Midcontinent Media and AT&T Broadband merged their cable operations in North and South 

Dakota, Minnesota, and Nebraska and named it Midcontinent Communications, a joint venture. The 

partnership continued after Comcast purchased AT&T Broadband.  

 

In 2009 Midcontinent Communications purchased cable systems from Charter in Minnesota, including 

Balaton, Bemidji, Canby, Ely, Fairmont, International Falls, Littlefork, Sherborn, and surrounding 

communities. In June 2011, Midcontinent Communications acquired 33,000 Minnesota and Wisconsin 

 
6 https://www.midco.com/ 

https://www.midco.com/
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subscribers from US Cable. In 2016 Midcontinent Communications purchased the cable system serving 

Lawrence, KS, from WideOpen West.  

 

Recently, Midcontinent Communications has announced its Fiber Forward program, which will upgrade 

all of its network to fiber optic cables. The Fiber Forward program begins in North and South Dakota, but 

eventually, all Midcontinent Communicationôs service territories will be upgraded. Midcontinent 

Communications recently announced a $500 million investment to upgrade Sioux Falls to its fiber 

network. The fiber network will be capable of delivering 10 Gbps to every customer. 

 

 Residential Internet 

 

 Internet 50  $49.95 

 Internet 100  $59.95 

 Internet 200  $69.95 

 Internet 500  $79.95 

 Gig Internet  $99.95 

 

 Additional 

 

 Modem Lease     $6.00 

 Wireless Modem    $8.00 

 Freestyle Wi-Fi (includes modem lease) $9.95 

 Installation     $100.00 

 

 Telephone 

 

 Local Home Phone Line $9.95 

 Home Phone Package  $22.95 

  

Midcontinent Communications offers a variety of telephone add-ons for an additional price. 

 

Business Internet 

 

Business 50  $60.00 

Business 100  $80.00 

Business 200  $110.00 

Business 500  $140.00 

Business Gig  $200.00 

 

Additional 

 

Modem Lease     $6.00 

 Wireless Modem    $8.00 

 Freestyle Wi-Fi (includes modem lease) $9.95 

 Installation     $100.00 
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WISPs (Wireless ISPs) 

 

Advantenon Inc was founded in 2009 as a rural software development center. In 2015 Advantenon began 

providing fixed wireless internet to southwest Minnesota. Advantenon has plans of expanding throughout 

Minnesota and into the Dakotas. Recently, Advantenon partnered with LTD Broadband to increase its 

service area. Advantenon uses 3.65 Mhz frequency to provide secure access to internet speeds. In addition 

to providing wireless internet, Advantenon provides web design and cloud-based services like email 

hosting and network monitoring.  

 

 Residential Internet 

 3/1 Mbps $29.99 

 8/1 Mbps $39.99 

 20/3 Mbps $59.99 

 50/5 Mbps $89.99 

 100/20 Mbps $109.99 

 

 Additional 

 Equipment Rental $10/month 

 Installation  $99 

 

 Business Internet 

 

 Extreme  100-250/100-250 Mbps $199.00 

 

 Additional 

 

 Equipment Rental $10/month 

 Installation  $99.00 

 

Fallsnet7 is a fixed wireless internet provider. Fallsnet provides internet services in Little Falls, Pierz, 

Royalton, Buckman, Bowlus, and the surrounding areas. In addition to providing fixed wireless service, 

Fallsnet provides dial-up internet and computer repair. 

 

 Residential Internet 

 Standard  10/4 Mbps  $45.00 

 Deluxe   25/6 Mbps  $70.00 

 Ultra   50/10 Mbps  $95.00 

 Max   100/20 Mbps  $140.00 

 

 Additional 

 Activation Fee  $45.00 

 

 Dial-Up Internet 

 56 Kbps $14.95 

 
7 https://www.fallsnet.com/ 

https://www.fallsnet.com/
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Genesis Technology Communications, LLC8 is a fixed wireless provider in central Minnesota.  

 

Genesis Technology Communications, LLC does not post its internet speeds or prices online. Potential 

customers must contact for pricing. 

 

Tekstar Communications, Inc is owned by Arvig Communication Systems. In 2018, Arvig purchased 

Palmer Wireless in St. Cloud, which expanded its service into Benton County. In Benton County, Arvig 

operates under the brand name Tekstar. Tekstar provides fixed wireless and fiber internet service in Benton 

County. 

 

 Residential Internet 

 5/1 Mbps $47.00 

 10/1 Mbps $57.00 

 25/3 Mbps $64.00 

 

 Additional 

  

Installation $99.00 

 

 Fiber Internet 

 

 50 Mbps  $42.00 

 100 Mbps  $57.00 

 1 Gbps   $112.00 

 

 Additional 

 

 Installation  $99.00 

 

 Business Internet 

 

 Customers must contact Arvig for business pricing. 

 

Xtratyme Technologies, Inc9 is a fixed wireless provider in Benton County. Xtratyme was founded in 

1999. 

 

Xtratyme does not post its speeds or prices online. Potential customers must contact to get speeds and 

pricing quotes. 

 

 
8 https://www.genesiswireless.com/ 

9 http://www.xtratyme.com/ 

https://www.genesiswireless.com/
http://www.xtratyme.com/
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Cloudnet, Inc10 was founded in 1994 and is headquartered in St Cloud, MN. Cloudnet offers DSL, fixed 

wireless, web hosting, pc consulting, email, and cloud services. Cloudnet provides service throughout 

central Minnesota. 

 

 Residential Internet 

 

 2/1 Mbps  $49.99 

 5/1.5 Mbps  $59.99 

 7/1.5 Mbps  $69.99 

 

 Additional 

 

 Installation   $99.00 (waived with 2-year contract) 

 

 Business Internet 

 

 5/5 Mbps  $79.99 

 7/7 Mbps  $99.99 

 10/7 Mbps  $129.99 

 15/10 Mbps  $149.99 

 20/10 Mbps  $199.99 

 

 Additional 

 

 Installation  $149.00 (25% off installation fees with 2-year contract) 

 

LTD Broadband LLC 11 LTD is a fixed wireless provider that was founded in 2011. LTD Broadband 

covers Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. Currently, LTD Broadband has 2100 

tower sites covering 50,000 square miles. LTD Broadband is the 4th largest fixed-wireless provider in the 

US. 

 

 Residential Internet 

 

 Faster   6 Mbps  $50.00 

 Family   10 Mbps  $70.00 

 Ultra   25 Mbps  $80.00 

 Home Office  35 Mbps  $110.00 

 

All prices above are for 1-year plans. Customers can subscribe for 1, 3, or 6 month plans at 

additional costs. 

  

 Installation  $99.00 

  

 
10 https://www.cloudnet.com/ 

11 https://ltdbroadband.com/ 

https://www.cloudnet.com/
https://ltdbroadband.com/
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 Business Internet 

 

 Interested customers must contact LTD Broadband for business prices.  

 

Satellite Broadband 

 

There are two satellite broadband providers available to homes and businesses in Benton County. Both 

Viasat and HughesNet utilize satellites that are parked at a stationary orbit over 20,000 miles above the 

earth.  

 

There are a few problems that customers consistently report with satellite broadband. Customers complain 

that satellite costs too much. Customers also hate the high latency, which can be 10 to 15 times higher 

than terrestrial broadband. The latency is due to the time required for the signals to go to and from the 

satellites parked at over 22,000 miles above earth ï that adds time to every round-trip connection to the 

web. Most real-time web connections, such as using voice-over-IP, or connecting to a school or corporate 

WAN prefer latency of less than 100 ms (milliseconds). Satellite broadband has reported latency between 

400 ms and 900 ms.  

 

The other customer complaint is about the tiny data caps. As can be seen by the pricing below, monthly 

data caps range from 10 gigabytes to 150 gigabytes. To put those data caps into perspective, OpenVault 

announced recently that the average US home used 344 gigabytes of data per month in the fourth quarter 

of 2019, up from 275 gigabytes in 2018 and 218 gigabytes in 2017. They also reported that the average 

cord-cutting home used 520 gigabytes per month in 2019. The small data caps on satellite broadband make 

it impractical to use for a household with school students or for a household that wants to use broadband 

to work from home.  

 

Viasat (was formerly marketed as Exede or Wildblue). Viasat satellite broadband has gotten better 

over time. The broadband on the ViaSat-1 satellite launched in 2011 was relatively slow, with 

speeds as fast as 25 Mbps. The company markets speeds as fast as 100 Mbps download on the 

ViaSat-2 satellite launched in 2017. The company plans three new ViaSat-3 satellites with even 

higher capacity, with the first to launch sometime in 2022.  

 

Prices are high by comparison to other broadband products. The latest pricing from the company 

is as follows:  

    Price    Speed  Data Cap 

Unlimited Bronze $84.99  12 Mbps     40 GB 

Unlimited Silver $119.99  25 Mbps     60 GB 

Unlimited Gold $169.99  100 Mbps   100 GB 

Unlimited Platinum $249.99  100 Mbps   150 GB 

 

There is a $12.99 per month additional fee for equipment on top of these prices. A customer must 

sign a 2-year contract to get these prices, with a fee of $15 per remaining month if a customer 

breaks a contract. Online reviews say that speeds can be throttled as slow as 1 Mbps once a 

customer reaches the monthly data cap.  
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HughesNet is the oldest satellite provider. They have recently upgraded their satellites and now 

offer speeds advertised as 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps upload for all customers. Prices vary 

according to the size of the monthly data cap. Their packages are as follows: 

 

  10 GB Plan   $  59.99 

  20 GB Plan   $  69.99 

  30 GB Plan   $  99.99 

  50 GB Plan   $149.99 

 

These packages are severely throttled after meeting the data caps.  

 

Starlink . Starlink will be discussed more in the technology section of the report. Currently, 

customers can buy a beta test broadband from the company for $99 per month. Customers also 

have to pay $500 for the receiver. There are reportedly more than 500,000 customers on the 

Starlink waiting list. The product supposedly delivers download speeds between 50 Mbps and 150 

Mbps.  

  

Cellular Data 

 

In every market, there are customers that rely on cellular broadband rather than buying home broadband. 

Many such customers spend time at work or elsewhere that has access to WiFi to avoid exceeding the 

small data caps on cellular broadband. There are three primary cellular companies in the country - AT&T, 

Verizon, and T-Mobile. As a result of the merger agreement between T-Mobile and Sprint, Dish Networks 

is in the process of becoming a fourth nationwide cellular carrier.  

 

Following are the latest nationwide 4G cellular download data speeds for the carriers for the first quarter 

of 2021. These are average speeds reported by Ookla that gathered the speeds from millions of cellular 

speed tests. Note that these are national averages and rural customers likely get slower speeds than these 

averages. Note that these speeds show a major increase for all carriers. Ookla reported these same results 

for the first quarter of 2019, with all three carriers having speeds of between 33and 34 Mbps.  

 

         2021  

 AT&T   76.6 Mbps  

 T-Mobile  82.4 Mbps  

 Verizon  67.2 Mbps  

 

There are several reasons for the speed increases. First, most cellular networks had not been fully upgraded 

to 4G in the first quarter of 2019. The first fully 4G compliant cell site was completed in the winter of 

2018. Since then, the carriers have implemented 4G almost everywhere. The carriers also all implemented 

new spectrum bands. Theyôve labeled this new spectrum as 5G, but the new spectrum bands are all still 

using 4G technology. The new spectrum allowed cellular customers to spread out in busy markets, which 

means that the cellular networks have stopped bogging down at busy times of the day, such as during the 

daily commute.  

 

All three carriers now offer unlimited data plans. The plans for AT&T and Verizon are not actually 

unlimited and have monthly data caps in the range of 20 - 25 gigabytes per month of downloaded data. 
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These plans have limits on how much data can be used for tethering from a cell phone to other devices. 

T-Mobile claims to offer unlimited data but begins throttling customers after 50 GB of data usage in a 

month. 

 

Fixed Cellular Broadband. The cellular companies have cellular broadband products for several years 

aimed at rural broadband. These products were referred to in the industry as hotspots. They offered data 

plans and small capped monthly data allowances similar to the plans available for cellphones. Many of 

these products are still in place and use the same frequency bands as traditional cellphones, and as such 

get no better coverage or broadband speeds as normal cellphones.  

 

All three major carriers are in the process of updating to more robust products being referred to in the 

industry as fixed cellular broadband. All three major carriers have aggressive plans to market the new 

fixed wireless plans almost everywhere, including in towns and cities. The companies suddenly have a lot 

of additional bandwidth at cell sites based upon each company deploying new bands of cellular spectrum 

that the companies are claiming as 5G. These are the same new spectrum bands that are showing up on 

cellular phones as 5G broadband.  

 

AT&T  

 

AT&T offers three hotspot plans - 3 GB of monthly data for $25, 10 GB of data for $50, and 18 

GB of data for $75. The overage data prices range from $10 for 1 GB with the $25 dollar plan to 

$10 for 2 extra GB with the 18 GB plan.  

 

The new AT&T fixed LTE plan costs $60 and provides speeds up to 25/1 Mbps, with a 350 GB 

data cap. Customers must pay $10 per extra 50 GB of data after the data cap is exceeded.  

 

Verizon 

 

Verizon has four hotspot plans based upon the monthly data allowance. The 10 GB plan is $60, 

the 20 GB plan is $90, the 30 GB plan is $120, and the 40 GB plan is $150. The real price killer is 

that Verizon bills each additional gigabit over the data cap at $10 each. Verizon claims that speeds 

for the hotspots average from 5 to 12 Mbps download and 2 to 5 Mbps upload. If a customer 

refuses to pay the overage charges and doesnôt buy additional broadband, Verizon throttles 

broadband to a crawl once the start of the next monthly cycle.  

 

The new Verizon fixed plan costs $50 per month for existing cellular customers and $70 per month 

for non-Verizon customers. Verizon claims speeds are as fast as 50 Mbps but consumers report 

speeds closer to 25 Mbps. The plan has no data cap. 

 

T-Mobile 

T-Mobile has six hotspot pricing plans based upon the monthly data usage. The 2 GB plan is $10. 

The 6 GB plan is $25, the 10 GB plan is $40, the 14 GB plan is $55, the 18 GB plan is $70, and 

the 22 GB plan is $85. Each plan offers a $5 discount for customers who authorize autopay. The 

killer with this plan is that speeds revert to 3G speeds when the cap has been met. The plans also 

include unlimited texting.  
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T-Mobile now offers a fixed wireless plan for $50 per month with AutoPay or $55 per month 

without it. T-Mobile claims to provide speeds of up to 100 Mbps by using its 5G network to 

provide internet. The T-Mobile fixed wireless plan does not have any data caps. The company says 

it will cover 97% of all homes with the product by 2022. 

 

B. Surveys / Interviews 
 

This section of the report looks at market data that we gathered from residents and businesses in the county 

using surveys and interviews. The primary purpose of this section of the report is to understand some of 

the issues in the county that might affect broadband penetration rates ï the number of homes and 

businesses willing to buy broadband. We got a tremendous response from the public for the residential 

surveys, with over 1,600 total responses.  

 

Residential Survey Results 

 

As part of the study, we conducted an online residential survey. Online surveys are not statistically valid, 

meaning that the survey cannot be relied upon to answer numerical questions like the percentage of homes 

that will buy broadband from a new provider. The primary reason for this is that online surveys donôt 

reach very many homes that donôt have broadband, except for some respondents that take the survey at 

work or on a cellphone. In order to be numerically accurate, the survey would need to include a 

representative sample of homes with no broadband. With that said, an online survey is useful at measuring 

sentiment. For instance, we can learn how residents feel about current broadband and existing ISPs.  

  

The survey was conducted online using Survey Monkey in October and November 2021. The survey was 

posted on Benton Countyôs website and was advertised on social media and through a postcard mailing.  

 

Survey Results 

 

A full copy of the survey questions and the responses are included in Addendum I of this report. Here are 

highlights of the survey results: 

 

Broadband Customers 

 

We start the description of our analysis by reporting on an odd set of responses to the survey. 142 

respondents logged onto the online survey, answered the first question, and then left. The first question 

asks if they have home broadband. Perhaps there was something about the wording of how the County 

advertised the survey that led to this behavior ï but itôs not something weôve seen before.  

 

91% of all respondents said that they have a home broadband connection today ï with 9% saying they 

donôt have home broadband. When we look at the detailed responses, we see that 5% of respondents only 

use their cellphone for home broadband, so the actual percentage of homes with a fixed home broadband 

connection is 86% (91% with a home connection minus those using only a cellphone).  

 

The respondents who say they have a home broadband connection use the various broadband technologies 

in the county as follows:  
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This will be discussed elsewhere in the report, but there are a lot of respondents using older or slow 

broadband technologies.  

¶ 28% of respondents buy broadband from a cable company - 17% of respondents use Charter, 2% 

use Benton Cablevision, and 8% use Midcontinent Communications. 

¶ 4% of respondents are using fixed wireless technology. 3% use Arvig/Tekstar, less than 1% use 

each of the following ISPs: Advantenon, Fallsnet, Xtratyme Wireless, and Skytec. 

¶ 3% of respondents use satellite broadband.  

¶ 31% buy DSL from one of the telephone companies. 27% use CenturyLink, 2% use Frontier, and 

less than 1% use Windstream. 

¶ 20% of households are already connected to fiber broadband using Benton Cooperative Telephone 

Company.  

¶ 5% use cellphones for home broadband. 

¶ 11% of survey respondents claimed to have no home broadband. 

 

We asked why households have no home broadband connection, 82% said that broadband is not available 

at their home. As can be seen by the large number of ISPs in the county that we believe every home has 

availability for at least one of the providers. We interpret this response to mean that there is no household 

broadband worth buying. 13% of home said that broadband is too expensive, and 5% said they donôt have 

a computer.  
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Cable TV Penetration 

 

49% of survey respondents report the purchase of traditional cable TV, meaning TV from a cable 

company, telco, or satellite provider. That is a lower than the nationwide average, which dipped below 

60% by the end of the first quarter of 2021. In Benton County, 7% use Charter, 3% use CenturyLink, 6% 

use Benton Cooperative Telephone Company, 3% use Benton Cablevision, 3% use Midcontinent 

Communications, 27% use satellite, and less than 1 % use Arvig. 

 

28% of the survey respondents claim to be cord-cutters who watch all content online. Another 16% of 

respondents use an antenna to get free TV over the air. 3% of homes claimed not to watch TV, while 4% 

of homes say that TV services are not available at their home.  

 

Telephone Penetration 

 

34% of homes still report having a landline telephone. The nationwide landline penetration has dropped 

below 30%. 11% of residents buy telephone service from CenturyLink, 3% from Charter, 1% from 

Frontier, 17% from Benton Cooperative Telephone Company, 1% from Benton Cablevision, 1% from 

Midcontinent Communications, less than 1% use Windstream, Arvig/Tekstar, and TDS. 

 

Cellular Service  

  

99% of respondents subscribe to cellular service. 30% of respondents said the cellular coverage is not 

adequate at their homes. Thatôs one of the higher percentages we have seen. The poor cellular coverage is 

likely a factor in the above-average number of homes that still use landlines.  

 

Customer Bills 

 

The survey asked customers what they pay each month for the triple-play services (Internet access, cable 

TV, and telephone). Weôve found that this question always has to be taken with a grain of salt because 

what people say they pay is often different than what they actually pay. For example, a household might 

cite a $100 special price they were quoted by an ISP without realizing that they pay more due to hidden 

fees and additives. Itôs especially easy these days for customers that pay automatically with credit cards 

or bank debits and not know how much they pay. With that said, here is what customers say they are 

spending: 

 

Customers buying a bundle of service $151 

Customers buying standalone broadband $70  

Customers buying standalone cable TV $116 

Customers buying standalone telephone $75 

 

We note that the $151 average for bundles is pretty typical of what we see in other communities. The 

average price for standalone broadband is typical for what we see in other communities ï we usually see 

an average between $70 and $75. The telephone price is higher than what we see in other communities ï 

perhaps there are still homes with significant long-distance bills. Cable rates are typical of what we see in 

other communities.  
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Uses of Broadband 

 

81% of respondents say that somebody in their homes uses the Internet to work from home. That is made 

up of those working at home full-time (26%), those that work at home several days per week (28%), those 

that work at home a few times a month (12%), and those that work from home occasionally (15%). The 

number of people working from home across the country has increased significantly during the pandemic 

ï before the pandemic, we rarely saw more than 10% of homes with somebody working from home.  

 

53% of respondents with somebody working from home said they would work from home more often if 

they had faster Internet.  

 

59% of respondents report having somebody in the home using broadband for schoolwork. 51% of these 

households said that the broadband was not good enough to support the online schoolwork.  

 

Weôve learned during the last year that most of the problems encountered when working and schooling 

from home come from inadequate upload speeds. This is something that many people donôt yet 

understand, and they often assume that the entire broadband connection is inadequate. 

 

Satisfaction with Existing Broadband 

 

Below is a graph of the survey responses highlighting the dissatisfaction with the current ISPs in the 

county. 

 

 
 

These results show significant dissatisfaction with the incumbent ISPs. The highest level of dissatisfaction 

(53%) comes from the value compared to the price residents pay. 

 

Support for a Fiber Network 

 

44%

34%

53%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Download Speed Customer Service Value I Get Compared to the
Price I Pay

Dissatisfaction with Incumbent ISPs



Benton County Broadband Feasibility Report                         

 

Page 36                         

One of the key questions asked in the survey is if respondents support the idea of Benton County trying 

to bring better Internet access.  

 

 
 

The above graph shows overwhelmingly positive support for the county getting better broadband. 74% of 

survey respondents support the idea, with another 25% who said they might support the idea but need for 

information. Only 1% of respondents actively dislike the idea. 

 

We asked the reasons why respondents support bringing a new network to the county. Below is a graph 

showing the percentage of residents and the reason for their support. 
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This response verifies what the County had heard that prompted you to undertake this study. 83% of 

respondents said that faster speeds and better competition are the main reasons for supporting the new 

network. In many counties the primary issue is price ï but faster speeds and better reliable are clearly 

more important to residents.  

 

Switching Service to a New Network 

 

In probably the most important question of the survey, we asked respondents if they would buy Internet 

service from a new fiber network.  
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As seen in the above graph, 86% of survey respondents had a strong interest in subscribing to the new 

network (will definitely or probably buy service).  

 

We also asked what factors would lead a respondent to move service to a new network. Below is a graph 

detailing the reasons why residents would consider moving to a new network. 

 

 
An overwhelming 80% of respondents said that faster speeds are the main reason for switching to a new 

network. This is not surprising because there are many respondents on slower broadband technologies like 

DSL, fixed wireless, and satellite. 

 

When asked if they would buy a landline telephone, 12% of the respondents said yes, with another 13% 

saying probably and 19% said they might buy. However, 56% said they were unlikely to buy a landline. 

 

Interpreting the Results of the Survey 

 

Itôs always a challenge to interpret online survey results. Itôs first important to recognize that an online 

survey is not statistically valid, meaning you canôt take the results from this survey and assume that they 

are the same answer you would get if you were to ask the questions to everybody in Benton County. With 

that said, online surveys are considered a good way to understand sentiment, and many of the questions 

in this survey are sentiment questions.  

 

Following are my observations of what your survey tells us: 

 

Dissatisfaction with the Incumbents. 44% of respondents are unhappy with download speeds, 34% are 

unhappy with customer service. The highest level of dissatisfaction of 53%, was related to getting overall 

value for the price paid for broadband. These responses indicate a lot of community unhappiness with 

existing broadband. 
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Support for a New Network. 74% of residents support the idea of building a fiber network in the county, 

with another 25% who might support the idea if they had more information. This is overwhelmingly 

positive support, with only 1% who actively dislike the idea.  

 

The high support is easier to understand when looking at the reasons for the support. There were two 

predominant reasons for support; 83% of respondents hope for both faster speeds and more competition. 

57% of those that support the idea of a fiber network are hoping for more reliable service. 65% of 

supporters are hoping for a lower price, and 40% are hoping for better customer service from the fiber 

network.  

 

Customer Service. Nationwide surveys have repeatedly shown that the big cable and telephone companies 

are dreadful at customer service ï the public rates them year after year as having the worst customer 

service of all businesses. Over a third of the respondents (34%) are unhappy with customer service. 40% 

of respondents hoped for better customer service from any new ISP option. 

 

Competition. One sentiment that came through strongly is the desire for more competition. 83% of 

respondents said they would consider changing to a new network if it brought more competition to the 

market. That is one of the highest responses weôve ever seen to that question.  

 

Speed Sensitivity. This seemed to be the predominant issue for respondents. 44% of respondents said they 

arenôt happy with broadband speeds. An overwhelming 83% said that the primary reason they would 

consider moving to a new network is to get faster speeds. In the vast majority of communities where weôve 

done surveys, the primary reason people are interested in a new network is to save money. While price is 

important in Benton County, itôs clear that speed is a more important factor, indicating that the quality of 

existing broadband is poor. 

 

Reliability. Reliability is also an important issue in the county. 57% said that more reliable service would 

be a factor in getting them to change to a new network. We believe the desire for more reliability comes 

from the high number of customers using slow rural technologies like DSL, fixed wireless, and satellite.  

 

Price Sensitivity. Price sensitivity is an important issue in the county. 65% said that lower prices would 

be a factor in getting them to change to a new network. We find it likely that hoping for lower prices is 

mostly wishful thinking, and not a strong plea for lower prices. 

 

Potential Customers on a New Network. One of the most important reasons to do a survey is to get a feel 

for the number of households that might buy broadband from a new network. This is one of the questions 

where it matters that the survey was not statistically valid ï meaning that we need to take the results with 

a grain of salt. However, even an online survey can give us a feel for the popularity of a new network. 

 

60% of all respondents said they would definitely buy from a new network. Another 26% said they would 

probably buy, and 10% said they might buy. We interpret these results as follow: 

¶ Customers who say they will definitely buy probably will. Every county has some core of 

customers that donôt like the incumbent providers. The customers who say they will definitely buy 

are dissatisfied with the current providers and really like the idea of having fiber. We typically see 

between 20% and 30% of customers saying they will definitely change to a new network. Your 
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survey comes in far higher, with 60% of the respondents ready to immediately change to a fiber 

network.  

¶ 26% of respondents said they would probably change to a new fiber network. Weôve always found 

that around two-thirds of those that say they will ñprobablyò change will also do so. Some wonôt 

make the effort to change ISPs, and some will be lured to remain with the current ISP by low-

priced specials. Overall, these respondents have indicated a decent interest in changing providers.  

¶ 10% said they might buy broadband. Weôve often seen that about one-third of these customers can 

be gained as customers ï but at a cost. This is the part of the market that requires the marketing 

budget. These customers can be won if you make the effort to explain the benefits of your network 

and if you have products and prices that the public finds attractive.  

¶ Unfortunately, we canôt use these results to predict a penetration rate on a new broadband network 

since this is not a statistically valid survey. With that said, weôve almost never seen 60% of 

respondents to an online survey say they would absolutely buy broadband. Our bottom-line 

interpretation of the survey is that there is an extraordinarily strong desire in the county for better 

broadband.  

  

Business Survey / Interviews 

 

CCG reached out to businesses in two ways. First, a business survey was posted online, and businesses 

were invited to take the survey. This survey basically asked businesses to tell us their broadband story ï 

is current broadband meeting their needs, and what they could do better if they got better broadband? We 

also interviewed a sample of businesses to dig deeper into specific issues. We gave businesses the option 

to keep their specific responses anonymous, and some chose to do so. We learned the following from 

businesses.  

 

We heard three different sets of stories from businesses.  

¶ Businesses served on fiber by Benton Cooperative are happy with speeds and broadband quality.  

¶ Businesses that subscribe to Charter and Midcontinent were largely satisfied but had issues. We 

heard that the cable company networks have occasional outages and occasional slowdowns in 

speed. The primary complaint about these ISPs from businesses is high prices. 

¶ Other businesses universally dislike their broadband options. We heard from businesses served by 

DSL, satellite broadband, and cellular hotspots, and none of them are happy with the broadband 

performance.  

 

Here are some of stories we heard.  

¶ The broadband speeds being delivered to rural areas were described to us as 5 ï 10 Mbps download 

and perhaps 1 or 2 Mbps upload. Businesses struggle to do normal day-to-day functions like using 

accounting software in the cloud or making Zoom calls.  

¶ Several businesses complained about day-long outages that crippled their business. Smaller 

outages are routine.  

¶ Broadband availability is a big issue. Some businesses couldnôt get functional DSL. Some are 

located in places where fixed wireless is spotty or not available. Many had tried satellite broadband 

in the past and hated it. We heard that cellular coverage is poor in a lot of the rural areas. People 

canôt switch to cellular hot spots if the other broadband goes down.  

¶ Many rural businesses also have poor broadband at home, so they couldnôt take work home.  
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¶ Three businesses close to Highway said that CenturyLink told them that fiber was coming and that 

they were going to be able to get 40 Mbps. Fiber is much faster than that, so weôre not sure what 

CenturyLink was promising. Perhaps it meant that beefed up DSL was coming that uses two copper 

pairs. However, after hearing this for several years, no upgrades have been made. This highlights 

the kind of misinformation that is often given to the public by incumbents.  

¶ Several businesses live close to the areas where Benton Cooperative has fiber. Theyôve been 
offered to get fiber if they pay for the construction cost. None of the ones we talked to were willing 

to pony up the thousands being requested.  

¶ Every rural business had a list of functions they could do better with faster broadband. We were 

universally told that faster broadband speeds would make the business more efficient.  

 

We asked businesses in the county how they used the Internet and got the following responses: 

¶ Communicating with Customers. Businesses routinely have portals that make it easy for customers 

to place and track orders and to communicate with the business. Inadequate broadband means 

lower sales. The old days of calling purchasing agents are slowly passing away and most commerce 

between companies is becoming automated ï which improves accuracy and speeds up the ordering 

process. Businesses that operate busy e-commerce ordering sites need enormous amounts of 

bandwidth to make sure that all customers have a successful purchasing experience. A concern in 

the rural parts of the county is that many businesses report that their broadband is not even 

sufficient enough to consistently process credit card transactions. That requires almost the bare 

minimum of bandwidth, which speaks volumes about the quality of rural broadband in Benton 

County. Businesses in the county report that they are unable to maintain e-commerce websites for 

selling goods or services, taking customer reservations, or other routine functions necessary to 

conduct routine business.  

¶ Communicating with Vendors. Businesses also routinely use the portals of their own vendors to 

buy whatever they need to operate. 

¶ Working in the Cloud. Itôs now common for businesses to work in the cloud using software thatôs 

operated in a data center and using data stored in the cloud outside of the business. This can be in 

one of the big public clouds like the ones offered by Amazon, Google, Microsoft, or a private 

cloud available only to employees of the business. This is the change in the ways that companies 

operate that has probably created the most recent growth in demand for bandwidth. Much of the 

routine software that companies use now works in the cloud, meaning that productivity comes to 

a halt when the Internet connection isnôt working. We heard from several businesses that said they 

didnôt have enough bandwidth to even try to work in the cloud.  

¶ Security Systems. Businesses often have their security monitored by offsite firms. Security today 

also means the use of numerous video cameras (and the ensuing video streams) used to monitor 

the inside and outside of a business. We heard from several businesses in the county that are 

unhappy because they donôt have enough broadband to provide a quality security camera system.  

¶ Sending and Receiving Large Data Files. Most businesses report that the size of data files they 

routinely transmit and receive has grown significantly larger over the last few years. We heard 

from several businesses that had problems sending large files, videos, etc.  

¶ VoIP. Many businesses now provide voice communications between their various branches using 

Voice over IP. A reliable VoIP system needs to have dedicated bandwidth that is guaranteed, and 

that wonôt vary according to other demands for bandwidth within the business. We heard from two 

businesses that struggled because their voice is provided through the cloud. A few businesses told 
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us that they didnôt have an option to using the cloud since landline and cellular telephone 

connections were so poor. 

¶ Communicating via Video. Weôve finally reached the time when employees routinely 

communicate using video services like Zoom. We saw a huge surge in this during the pandemic, 

but these services had already started to become routine for businesses before the crisis.  

¶ Collaborative Software. While many businesses still rely on email, many have gone to more 

advanced communications systems that let parties connect in a wide variety of ways. An example 

we heard from several businesses was using Microsoft Teams. Businesses are using collaborative 

tools that let multiple employees from various locations work on documents or other materials in 

real-time. This software requires a steady upload and download data path.  

¶ Supporting Remote Employees. Supporting employees that work from home is a major new 

requirement for many businesses. Communicating with remote employees most generally is done 

by creating a virtual private network (VPN) connection between the business and each remote 

employee - this means establishing both a dedicated upload and download link. The size of these 

connections can vary between 1 ï 3 Mbps per second in both the upload and download directions. 

We heard across-the-board complaints from businesses about the ability of owners and employees 

to work from home. People who lived in rural areas didnôt have enough bandwidth to maintain a 

connection with the business. But businesses didnôt have enough bandwidth to connect to more 

than a few employees at the same time.  

¶ Data Backup. Companies are wary of hacking and ransomware and have started to routinely 

maintain several remote copies of all critical data in the cloud to allow them to restore data after a 

problem.  

¶ Internet of Things Sensors. Companies of all sizes now routinely use devices that include sensors 

that communicate with the Internet. One common function of this sort are burglar alarm systems 

that monitor physical security and sensors inside equipment that monitors data security. Routinely 

used office equipment like printers, copiers, postage machines, and many others only function 

correctly when connected to the Internet.  

 

Postcard Survey 

 

The County mailed a port card to residents and got over 1,200 returned cards. This was a simple survey 

that asked residents where they live in the county, their ISP, and if they are happy with broadband.  

 

17% of residents do not have home broadband. This is a much higher response than we saw from the 

online survey, which is to be expected since residents would have to take the online survey from 

somewhere outside of their home. These households were spread all over the county and not in any 

specific geographic area.  

  

As might be expected, the responses about satisfaction with broadband varied widely. 

¶ 64% of CenturyLink customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 24% of Charter customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 18% of Benton Communications customers are unhappy with their broadband. 

¶ 39% of the customers of the remaining ISPs are unhappy with their broadband.  
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Speed Tests 

 

Speed tests provide a way to judge the quality of broadband, which differs significantly from other ways 

to measure broadband performance. A given speed test is not 100% reliable and doesnôt always deliver a 

true picture of the broadband being delivered to a given address. However, weôve found that when speed 

tests are administered in mass for a whole community that we can gain a good understanding of the overall 

quality of broadband. Following are a few of the criticisms that ISPs rightfully make about any individual 

speed test: 

¶ A speed test only measures the speed of a ping and a short-term connection of less than a minute 

between a user and the test site router used by the speed test. That doesnôt necessarily indicate the 

speed of every activity on the web, such as downloading files, making a VoIP phone call, or 

streaming Netflix. 

¶ Every speed test on the market uses a different algorithm to measure speed. For these tests we used 

Ookla, which is the most widely used speed test. The Ookla test is more accurate than other speed 

tests for several reasons. First, the speed test establishes and tests several different paths to the 

Internet. If a speed test only looks at one path, the results could be slanted due the performance of 

that one route. Ookla also has tests to nearby routers while other speed tests might test a state away.  

¶ A speed test can be slowed due to network issues within the home such as problems with a home 

WiFi router or faulty wire inside a home. A slow speed test doesnôt always mean that the ISP was 

providing a slow connection. 

¶ Internet speeds vary throughout the day, and anybody that takes multiple speed tests during the 

same day will see this. Taking only one speed test might not tell the real story about a given 

customer. 

¶ Some ISPs use something called ñburstò technology. This provides a faster Internet connection for 

one or two minutes. ISPs know that a large majority of Internet activities are of short duration ï 

things like opening a web page, downloading a file, reading an email, or taking a speed test. The 

burst technology increases the priority of a customer during the burst window, and the Internet 

connection then slows down when the temporary burst is over. This raises an interesting question 

ï whatôs the real Internet speed of a customer that gets 100 Mbps during a 2-minute burst and 

something slower after the burst ï there is no consensus in the industry. 

 

The table below is a summary of the speed tests we received. For each ISP these are average speeds. 

The first column is average latency. This is the amount of delay in the broadband signal, measured in 

milliseconds.  

 Number Latency 

Down 

(Mbps) Up (Mbps) 

Arvig (Wireless) 19  32  19  4  

Benton Coop - Fiber 58  20  59  55  

Benton Cablevision 64  28  45  12  

CenturyLink 101  54  16  2  

Charter 136  24  81  9  

Frontier 3  47  19  2  

Viasat 14  37  7  1  

Midcontinent 18  35  136  17  
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Starlink 1  39  90  10  

AT&T Cellular 7  9  19  7  

T-Mobile 4 40 31 7 

Verizon Cellular 4  33  12  1  

 

Here are a few observations of the results: 

¶ As would be expected, fiber and coaxial cable technology satisfy the FCC definition of broadband. 

The speed tests also show that Starlink LEO satellite and T-Mobile cellular meet the FCC 

definition of speed. Charter and Midcontinent show the fastest average download speeds ï but this 

is mostly a factor of the specific speed products being purchased by the people who took the speed 

tests. Both companies and Benton Cooperative offered broadband speeds up to nearly a gigabit.  

¶ The upload speeds for every ISP other than Benton Cooperative fiber are slow and could be 

problems for those relying on upload speeds for school or work. The upload speeds at CenturyLink, 

Frontier, Viasat, and Verizon cellular donôt meet the FCCôs 3 Mbps upload test.  

¶ The most important takeaway from this table is that DSL in the rural areas does not qualify as 

broadband under the FCC 25/3 Mbps definition.  

¶ The average disguises the presence of customers with dreadfully slow broadband. For example, 

20% of CenturyLink customers have download speeds under 2 Mbps, while 41% were under 5 

Mbps.  

 

C. The Mapping Story 
 

This section of the report repeats a few topics that were covered in the initial report completed by Finley 

Engineering and CCG Consulting earlier this year that identified the parts of the county that donôt have 

broadband speeds of at least 25/3 Mbps. In order to tell the full story about broadband speeds, some of 

that same information is included again in this section of the report. 

 

The easiest way to visualize the current state of broadband in a county is through the mapping of available 

broadband data. This section of the report will begin using publicly available broadband mapping data. 

As was discussed in the first report to the county, we know that a lot of the broadband speeds in the FCC 

mapping are overstated.  

 

The FCC Defines Broadband 

 

Any analysis of the availability of broadband must begin with maps created from data collected by the 

FCC. The following discussion looks at how the FCC gathers broadband data and discusses the specific 

broadband data for Benton County. We also look at the repercussions when the FCC data is inaccurate. 

 

The FCC has been tasked by Congress to report every year on the state of broadband in the country. That 

responsibility has prompted the agency to take two important steps, which will be discussed below. First, 

the FCC felt compelled to create a definition of broadband ï otherwise the agency couldnôt report the 

number of homes that do or donôt have broadband. Second, the FCC began collecting data twice a year 

from internet service providers (ISPs) to report on broadband deployment. The FCC requires ISPs to report 

broadband coverage area and broadband speeds using the Form 477 process. Since the FCC collects 
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broadband statistics by Census blocks, itôs relatively easy to map the FCC database to get a visual 

understanding of the deployment of broadband.  

 

The FCC established the definition of broadband as 25/3 Mbps (thatôs 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps 

upload) in 2015. Prior to then, the definition of broadband was 4/1 Mbps, set a decade earlier. The FCC 

defines broadband to meet a legal requirement. Congress established a requirement for the FCC in Section 

706 of the FCC governing rules that the agency must annually evaluate broadband availability in the 

country. Further, the FCC must take action to improve broadband if the agency decides that broadband is 

not being deployed in a timely manner.  

 

The FCC reports the state of broadband to Congress every year.12 In these reports the FCC compiles data 

about broadband speeds and availability and offers an opinion on the state of broadband in the country. In 

every report to date the FCC has acknowledged that there are broadband gaps of various kinds, but the 

FCC has never determined that the problems are so bad that they needed to take extraordinary measures 

to close any broadband gaps. As you will see below, the FCCôs annual reports to Congress often portray 

a picture of broadband that differs significantly from what has been deployed  

 

The FCC didnôt use empirical evidence like speed tests in setting the definition of broadband speed in 

2015. They instead conducted what is best described as a thought experiment. They listed the sorts of 

functions that a ñtypicalò family of four was likely to engage in, and then determined that a 25/3 Mbps 

broadband connection was fast enough to satisfy the broadband needs of a typical family of four. 

 

The FCC asked again in 2018 and 2020 if 25/3 Mbps was still an adequate definition of broadband. They 

took no action and decided that 25/3 Mbps was still a reasonable definition of broadband. There were 

comments filed by numerous parties in that docket that thought that the definition of broadband speed 

should be increased. 

 

Later in this report is a section that looks at the various broadband gaps in the county. In that discussion 

weôll show why a definition of broadband at 25/3 Mbps is outdated compared to what is needed by 

households and businesses today. 

 

FCC Broadband Maps 

 

The FCC fulfills its obligation to track broadband for Congress by collecting data from ISPs about 

broadband speeds and deployment. The FCC collects broadband data using the Form 477 process. The 

FCC collects data from every landline and fixed wireless ISP in the country. The FCC collects speed 

information from cellular carriers in a separate format. The FCC does not collect information about 

satellite broadband. The FCC collects the following data twice per year from every ISP (even though we 

know there are small ISPs that donôt participate). 

¶ ISPs report broadband customer counts by Census block. A Census block is a finite geographic 

area defined by the US Census Bureau that typically includes between 60 and 120 homes. In a city, 

 
12 The 2020 FCC report to Congress was published in two documents found at 

https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-20-50A1.pdf  and 

https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-20-50A2.pdf. 

  

https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-20-50A1.pdf
https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-20-50A2.pdf
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a Census block might be a city block and in a rural area it might cover a large portion of a county. 

Most ISPs report only those Census blocks where they have broadband customers, but some ISPs 

report Census blocks where they are willing to sell service but have no customers.  

¶ For each Census block, the ISP reports a single broadband speed. Some ISPs report the fastest 

actual speed delivered to customers while other ISPs report the fastest speed that is marketed to 

customers - which can be much higher than actual speeds.  

 

The FCC makes some of this data available to the public. This data can be easily mapped, and so the FCC 

data collection effort has been colloquially called FCC Mapping data ï although the FCC rarely maps the 

data. In reporting to Congress, the FCC has arbitrarily decided to segregate broadband availability into a 

few speed tiers such as customers able to receive broadband of 25/3 Mbps, 100/10 Mbps, or gigabit.  

 

We know from many years of gathering real broadband speeds that the FCC 477 data is often exaggerated 

due to three reasons: 

¶ ISPs often report marketing speeds to the FCC rather than actual speeds. As an example, weôve 

seen a wireless ISP report 100 Mbps marketing speed to the FCC while delivering speeds of less 

than 5 Mbps. 

¶ The FCC reporting assumes that an ISP that serves at least one customer in a Census block serves 

the entire Census block. This results in FCC coverage areas being exaggerated. For example, all 

of the Census blocks around a town with a cable provider generally are shown as if everybody has 

cable broadband available. In reality, cable companies rarely extend networks past where housing 

density is high. The bottom line is that the FCC mapping overstates the cable company serving 

area as well as counting homes as having good broadband when they donôt.  

¶ Finally, there are no penalties for ISPs that claim coverage of a Census block where they donôt 

have any customers. Weôve seen cases where a wireless ISP claims coverage for a whole county 

but where large surveys donôt find a single customer for that ISP.  

 

These reporting problems are widespread, and the net results can be extreme. We know of rural counties 

where almost nobody has broadband of 25/3 Mbps but where the FCC reporting shows that most, or even 

everybody in the county has good broadband.  

 

There is a lot of documentation about the inadequacies of the FCC mapping data. For example, the state 

of Georgia undertook an effort to accurately map broadband availability in the state. Like many states, 

Georgia understood that the FCCôs broadband maps badly overstate broadband coverage. The goal of the 

state mapping effort was to define areas that donôt have good broadband to stimulate broadband 

investment where itôs needed most.  

 

Georgia measured broadband speed in two ways. First the state confronted ISPs about what it viewed as 

faulty FCC reporting. The state also solicited speed tests from the public to find out the real speeds being 

delivered across the state. While there are admittedly some issues with the accuracy of any one speed test, 

when taken in mass, speed tests can create an accurate picture of broadband availability and speeds.  

 

Georgia then created a map13 that shows a side-by-side comparison between FCC speeds and the speeds 

that the state thinks are correct. The differences between the two maps are astounding. There are entire 

 
13 https://broadband.georgia.gov/fcc-vs-gbdi-broadband-comparison 

https://broadband.georgia.gov/fcc-vs-gbdi-broadband-comparison
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counties that the FCC believes have access to 25/3 or faster broadband but that show only limited coverage 

on the state version of the map. The overall results from the mapping effort were stunning. The State map 

shows that over 507,000 homes and businesses, and 1 million people in the state donôt have access to 25/3 

Mbps broadband. That is double the 252,000 homes identified by the FCC as not having access to 25/3 

Mbps broadband.  

 

The FCC doesnôt monitor what is reported and has allowed big reporting errors into the mapping 

databases. The FCCôs 2018 Broadband Deployment Report reached the conclusion that the state of rural 

broadband was improving rapidly. It turns out there was a huge error in the data supporting that FCC 

report. A new ISP in New York, Barrier Free, had erroneously reported that it had deployed fiber to 62 

million residents in New York. Even after the FCC was forced to correct the error, they still drew the same 

conclusions that broadband was getting better, even though the revised report showed millions of fewer 

homes without good broadband. This raises a question about what defines ñreasonable and timely 

deployment of broadbandò if having fiber to 62 million fewer people doesnôt change the answer.  

 

All these factors taken together are evidence that the FCC broadband databases are often inaccurate.  

 

FCC to Revise Maps  

 

In January of 2020, the FCC voted to revise its data gathering and mapping system, and Congress finally 

provided the money in the American Recovery Plan Act for this to happen. The best change in the new 

reporting is that ISPs must draw polygons around areas where customers either have service or where the 

ISP is willing to provide service within 10 days of a request. This means specific service areas will be 

identified and that whole Census blocks wonôt be shown as being served due to one or two fast customers. 

This will clean up two problems. It will draw lines around areas where cable company coverage stops at 

the edge of towns. Today, reporting by Census block often shows cable coverage extending far into the 

rural areas surrounding towns. Second, the polygons ought to make it harder for rural WISPs and telcos 

to claim coverage where they canôt provide service in 10 days.  

 

Unfortunately, the FCC is keeping one of the worst features of the original maps, and ISPs can continue 

to report the fastest advertised broadband speed. This is the primary problem in rural areas today where 

the big telcos claim 25/3 Mbps advertised speeds and then deliver a 2 Mbps product. Itôs our opinion that 

rural mapping might not improve much due to this rule.  

 

The revised mapping rules will allow for a two-tier challenge process ï a challenge by governments or 

tribes, and a challenge by consumers. The government challenge is complex in that a challenger must 

draw its own versions of the polygons in an area being challenged. It will be difficult or impossible for 

local governments to gather the huge volume of consumer data needed to sustain such a challenge. A 

government might gather a thousand speed tests in a rural county and still be unable to draw an accurate 

polygon of the coverage area. This challenge process looks heavily slanted in favor of ISPs.  

 

The consumer challenges also wonôt have much power. A consumer can challenge that an ISP is willing 

to serve their home, and if they win, the ISP must redraw the polygon to exclude the customer from the 

polygon. A consumer canôt challenge the speeds being claimed ï just the coverage.  
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Consequences of Inaccurate FCC Maps 

 

Itôs been CCGôs belief for years that the FCC has been hiding behind the bad data reported by ISPs because 

the overstated speeds and coverage gives the FCC cover from having to take stronger action to fix rural 

broadband. Itôs likely that 90% or more of counties in the country have some overstated broadband 

coverage in the FCC database. If the FCC acknowledges the real state of rural broadband, it would be 

required by a Congressional mandate under Section 706 rules to undertake extraordinary efforts to fix the 

broadband problems. The bad maps have allowed the FCC to issue a report to Congress every year that 

states that rural broadband coverage has problems but is improving.  

 

Unfortunately, the speeds reported by the FCC maps have other real-life implications. For example, the 

FCC constantly cites the statistics from the broadband mapping system when developing various policies 

or making decisions that impact rural broadband. The FCC is fully aware of the inadequacies of their 

mapping data, and yet it often cites its own faulty data as proof that broadband isnôt as bad in rural America 

as critics might suggest.  

 

Probably the biggest impact from lousy FCC mapping is that many federal broadband grant programs rely 

on the FCC mapping data to determine where federal broadband grants can or cannot be awarded. If the 

FCC maps overstate the broadband speeds in a neighborhood, there is a good chance that neighborhood 

will be excluded from eligibility for federal grants.  

 

FCC 477 Mapping Data in Benton County 

 

Even with the many faults, there is still some good information in the FCC data. If nothing else, the FCC 

477 mapping is a starting point for trying to find the ISPs that claim serve any given area and the speeds 

they claim to be providing.  

 

The following series of maps looks at the FCC 477 mapping data for each ISP serving in Benton County. 

In cases where an ISP reports multiple speeds, weôve color-coded the data. At this end of this section, 

weôll create a map that we think paints the actual broadband picture in the county today. 

 

CenturyLink  (Map 1) 

 

CenturyLink is an incumbent telephone company throughout the southern part of Benton County. 

CenturyLink claims that it is offering both fiber and DSL services in the county. Below is the map of all 

of CenturyLinkôs reported speeds to the FCC in the county.  

 

This map is one of the best examples weôve ever seen of the confusing nature of the broadband being 

reported by telephone companies. As can be seen by the map legend, CenturyLink is reporting 14 different 

tiers of speeds in different parts of the county, with reported download speeds ranging from 1 Mbps to 1 

Gbps (1,000 faster).  

 

This map is the poster child for whatôs dreadful about the FCC mapping. CenturyLink only offers two 

technologies in the county ï mostly DSL with a little bit of fiber provided to businesses. This map implies 

a huge range of offerings that donôt exist. 
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¶ CenturyLink only has two options for providing DSL. The primary DSL technology uses one 

copper pair. DSL using one copper pair delivers speeds under 25 Mbps download even under ideal 

conditions ï and there are no ideal conditions in older copper networks. All of the speed bands 

showing speeds under 25 Mbps are one-pair DSL. In this case, CenturyLink is showing speed 

bands of 1 Mbps, 3 Mbps, 6 Mbps, 10 Mbps, 12 Mbps, 15 Mbps, and 0 Mbps. This is unusual for 

CenturyLink, which often reports marketing speeds and not actual speeds. When CenturyLink 

reports a top speed to the FCC of 1 Mbps or 3 Mbps we must believe thatôs the fastest speeds 

available in those area. 

¶ CenturyLink can deploy DSL using two copper pairs that allows for doubling the speed. The 

maximum speed available with this technology is 48 Mbps download. There is no way to know if 

CenturyLink offers this product ï and even if they do, itôs never available to every home in a 

Census block since there is usually not enough copper pairs in residential neighborhoods to give 

every customer two pairs of copper. For purposes of this mapping, we can ignore this technology. 

¶ CenturyLink is then showing a range of speeds faster than 25 Mbps ï with Census blocks shown 

at 40 Mbps, 60 Mbps, 80 Mbps, 100 Mbps, 120 Mbps, 140 Mbps, and 1 Gbps. These speeds all 

denote fiber because DSL canôt deliver these speeds. This is an area where the FCC maps get very 

distorted. CenturyLink might have only one fiber customer in these Census blocks and is able 

under the FCC rules to claim the speed for the whole Census block. CenturyLink is not deploying 

widespread residential fiber in the county, so almost every home and businesses in these Census 

blocks is getting broadband on DSL under 25 Mbps. The FCC rules allows CenturyLink to report 

these faster speeds even without a fiber customer ï because ISPs are able to claim speeds that are 

available, not necessarily delivered.  

¶ If we were to create an accurate map of CenturyLink broadband coverage it would show a few 

dots where customers have fiber, and it would show everything else as having broadband speeds 

on DSL under 25 Mbps.  

 

Map 1 ï CenturyLink  FCC 477 Data 
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Windstream 

 

Windstream is an incumbent telephone company providing DSL internet in the southeastern corner of the 

county. Below is a map of the most recent 477 form reporting by Windstream.  

 

Like CenturyLink above, Windstream is showing a range of download speeds between 4 Mbps to 200 

Mbps. Just like with CenturyLink, we believe that almost everybody in this coverage area can only buy 

DSL speeds under 25 Mbps.  

 

Map 2 ï Windstream FCC 477 Data        
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Frontier  

 

Frontier Communications is an incumbent telephone company in Benton County who serves in the 

northeastern corner of the county. Frontier reports speeds of 18 Mbps shown in red on the map below. 

Frontier claims to provide speeds of 70 Mbps in the light green areas in the map below. Frontier claims to 

provide speeds of 115 Mbps in the blue areas in the map below.  

 

Just like CenturyLink and Windstream, we do not believe that most of the customers in the green and blue 

areas on the map can get speeds faster than 25 Mbps from DSL. This is no longer an issue since Benton 

Communications has now overbuilt this area with fiber.  

 

Map 3 ï Frontier  FCC 477 Data 
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Benton Cooperative Telephone Company 

 

Benton Cooperative Telephone Company is an incumbent telephone company that serves in the northern 

and central parts of the county. The company claims speeds up to 250 Mbps for most of its service area 

shown in pink in the map below in the most recent FCC 477 reporting. All the pink areas are reported as 

being served by fiber.  

 

The company is still showing the areas in red as being served by DSL, but the company is in the process 

of converting everything to fiber.  

 

This map is a good example of how the FCC mapping distorts the coverage areas for ISPs. Many of the 

pink areas at the bottom of this map are not actually served by fiber because they are outside of the area 

where the cooperative has built. The FCC reporting shows an entire Census block as being served even if 

only one customer has service. Later in the report we show the actual coverage map for the Benton 

cooperative.  

 

Map 4 ïBenton Cooperative Telephone Company FCC 477 Data 

 

 



Benton County Broadband Feasibility Report                         

 

Page 53                         

Charter  

 

Charter (Spectrum) is an incumbent cable company in Benton County and served in the Sauk Rapids area. 

Charter is reporting the availability of speeds of 1 Gbps to the FCC. Just like with the Benton Telephone 

Cooperative above, some of the areas around the edge of the coverage area shown below are not served 

by Charter.  

 

Map 5 ï Charter  FCC 477 Data 
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Benton Cablevision 

 

Benton Cablevision is the competitive arm and cable provider for Benton Communications. Benton 

Cablevision claims to provide service in western Benton County. According to the FCC 477 data, Benton 

Cablevision is reporting the availability of speeds of 250 Mbps for the entirety of its service territory in 

Benton County.  

 

We do not think Benton Cablevision is serving all of the areas in western Benton County 250 Mbps speeds. 

Cable companies overstate rural area coverage outside of towns due to the FCC protocol of reporting by 

Census block. The issue created by Census block reporting will be discussed later in the report. 

 

   Map 6 ï Benton Cablevision FCC 477 Data 
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Midcontinent Communications 

 

Midcontinent Communications is an incumbent cable company that provides service to the City of Foley. 

Midcontinent Communications is reporting the availability 1 Gbps download broadband in Foley. The 

company also serves in Royalton, outside of the county, and the FCC reporting suggests there are a few 

customers in the county near there that might be able to buy gigabit speeds from Midcontinent.  

 

Like with earlier maps, the broadband coverage area around Foley is overstated due to the way that FCC 

reporting by Census blocks exaggerates coverage around the edge of fast networks.  

 

Map 7 - Midcontinent Communications FCC 477 Data 
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Tekstar Communications 

 

Tekstar is the operating name for Arvig Communications. In the county the company provides both fixed 

wireless and fiber broadband. Tekstar is claiming speeds of 10 Mbps or less for the fixed wireless product 

and speeds of 1 Gbps download for fiber.  

 

The fiber coverage in the map in orange is likely overstated in that Tekstar doesnôt offer fiber to everybody 

in those Census blocks.  

 

Map 8 ï Tekstar Communications FCC 477 Data 

 

 
 

 

  


