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Community Broadband Projects Need Good Planning

President Barack Obama’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act included $7.2 billion to expand broadband services in unserved and underserved areas. The National Telecommunications Information Administration and the Rural Utilities Service are tasked with funding projects that will bridge the digital divide, which could include municipal broadband systems.

Esme Vos is an intellectual property lawyer, business owner and founder of the Web site MuniWireless.com, which has chronicled the highs and lows of municipal broadband projects since 2003. Vos says that communities that have done a good job planning their networks will have a better chance at getting funded.

Esme Vos: They need to have done equipment costs and how much they’re going to charge the residents. And then they should have done some kind of business plan, you know, they have to have some idea of the annual operating costs of the network. 

Vos says that some areas are too small to generate enough revenue to cover their operating costs. She says counties are coming together to pool resources and share funding. She suggests regional networks as another solution.

Esme Vos: You get together and say, “Look, we’re going to band together and put out one RFP.” Or, “We’re going to do a survey together, and when we put it out to bid, and then we’ll buy everything together, and that way we can also link our networks, so that it’s not just these silos of networks, but that all these networks actually get linked.

Vos would like to see high-speed fiber-optic broadband everywhere. But for some areas, getting fiber to each household is impractical. And rollout for underserved urban areas could be years away. She suggests that wireless services connected to a main fiber line can be deployed to get individual buildings connected.

Esme Vos: You can’t do it fast enough, and people need broadband now. They needed it yesterday. So wireless, you know this mix of WiMAX and Wi-Fi is absolutely the best, cheapest way to bring broadband to areas that do not have it today.

Vos says so-called Net Neutrality rules are important for any buildout.

Esme Vos: The reason why we need certain rules in place is you want to make sure that whoever is getting government money to give broadband service to people, doesn’t pick and choose between applications that could compete with what he’s offering. That’s not good. Because then you get a monopoly. There’s a very basic freedom of speech issue there, when the pipe and the applications that go through the pipe are controlled by one company. 
The Performance Rights Act

Every time you hear a song played on the radio, royalties are paid to the composer and publisher. But the performers don’t see a penny.  That could be changing.

The Performance Rights Act, HR 848, was introduced in Congress by Rep. John Conyers of Michigan. The bill would require radio stations to compensate performers and record labels when their songs are played. 

Paul Porter, co-founder of Industry Ears, has been involved in the broadcasting industry for more than 20 years.  Porter explains that the legislation is long overdue and that artists and performers should also financially benefit from the radio airplay they receive.

Paul Porter: In the past is hasn’t happened, publishers who write songs they get credit from BMI and ASCAP, and for a long time, it’s been necessary that performers get paid.  It happens in 30 other countries and it doesn’t happen here.

The bill has passed out of one House committee already, but it is controversial.  Broadcasters want to continue their exemption from paying a performance royalty – and they’ve been lobbying heavily against it, putting up ads across Washington, and taking to the airwaves to rally opposition.

Paul Porter: It’s just amazing to me how the issue’s changed from artists being paid to radio stations surviving. 

Paul Porter: But to me, the right thing to do is, you know they’ve made stations so music intensive – that’s their goal. So why shouldn’t the artist be paid – that’s how they garner their ratings.

Broadcasters have stepped up their attacks against the bill, claiming performance royalties will put already struggling radio stations with plunging revenues out of business. Others say the increased royalties will further narrow radio playlists.

But Porter says that in many ways, the radio industry is its own worst enemy.

Paul Porter: Radio’s gone from serving local listeners to stockholders.  And that’s the real bad thing about it.  Once it went corporate, the only way to save a buck is cutting out services.  
