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TRANSCRIPT
Bill to Ban Community Broadband Introduced in North Carolina

Wilson, North Carolina, is a small city of 47,000, located TK miles east of Raleigh. It grew up with the tobacco industry at the turn of the 20th century.  And while tobacco remains, the boom years are in the past, and the city is looking ahead to the new information economy.

Internet service for Wilson had been slow and unreliable. So in 2006, the city built a fiber-optic ring that connected city facilities like City Hall, parks and recreation and town offices to super-fast broadband. After requests from local businesses, the City Council voted to expand the fiber network to the entire city. Brian Bowman is the public affairs manager for the City of Wilson.  

Brian Bowman: We went to Time Warner and to Embarq and said, we would love for  you to build a fiber-to-the-premise network in Wilson.  Embarq said they wanted to work with us to partner on that. Turned out it didn’t work out because we couldn’t meet that middle ground for both of us to work out. And Time Warner just said, “No, we’re not going to do that right now.” So we said, “ok, we’ll do it ourselves.”

Wilson’s network, called Greenlight, is up and running, with connections up to 100 megabits per second – which makes it among the fastest service available in the country. The city offers triple-play package of TV, phone and Internet for $99 per month, every month. That beats Time Warner Cable’s package that has fewer channels, slower upload speeds and costs 40 percent more at the start. 

After less than a year in business, Greenlight has already signed up more than 3,000 customers. And that apparently has made Time Warner Cable, Embarq and AT&T very nervous. They’ve backed a new bill in the North Carolina state legislature that would ban the use of certain municipal funds to finance and maintain a broadband network and would cut off local communities from receiving money for broadband from the federal American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

Brian Bowman: If this bill had been law when we started, Greenlight would not exist today. It simply sandbags the cities where it’s not possible or practical to do it. That’s the effect of the bill.

The bill’s sponsors are clearly taking their marching orders from the cable and phone companies. Bowman describes a recent hearing.

Brian Bowman: You know who’s in the room with you, and it is a handful of private-sector providers who seem to be the ones who were talking in the hallways to the sponsors. We saw a person from Time Warner, in fact, hand a note to one of the sponsors during the meeting, and the sponsor then spoke up, so all you know officially is who the sponsors are, but, you know, you can see what’s happening in the room. 

Bowman says that Wilson is one of those cities that doesn’t have the population density that makes it attractive to private industry.

Brian Bowman: If profit was going to be the motive, we were going to be waiting, potentially, decades to get this critical service, which we believe our businesses need. And right now, we’re doing it ourselves, we’re having good results, and this law would essentially keep other cities in North Carolina from being able to do the same thing.

Local Radio Goes to Washington City

Last week, more than 40 representatives from community radio stations and groups hoping to obtain broadcast licenses visited Washington, D.C., to tell their stories to Congress.  In a series of visits to congressional offices, the Federal Communications Commission, and the White House, they urged action on the Local Community Radio Act – a bill that would put more Low Power FM, or LPFM, radio stations on the air.  

Some of the visitors were from existing LPFM stations and came to D.C. to explain the wide array of benefits that local radio can bring.  They included KPCN-LP – an LPFM in Woodburn, Ore. – that broadcasts in four languages native to the indigenous communities who make up the local farmworker community. Also there was WRFN-LP, Radio Free Nashville, with nearly 100 local programmers broadcasting community news and local music and providing an antidote to the five Clear Channel stations dominating the local airwaves.  

Others came to talk about the radio stations their community wanted to start but can’t get on the air until this legislation passes.  The Chicago Independent Radio Project, or CHIRP, is pulling together everything needed to get their station on the air – right down to the drywall for its studio walls. And Detroit Summer, which organizes youth-led media arts projects, came to speak about the particular needs that cities face and how LPFMs can help them achieve their mission.

Democratic Representative Mike Doyle of Pennsylvania, who introduced the legislation in the House with Republican Representative Lee Terry of Nebraska, stated at a policy briefing last Thursday that Rick Boucher, the chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Communications Subcommittee, seemed "inclined" to move toward a hearing on the legislation soon – the crucial next step toward putting more LPFM stations on the air.  

To learn more about the Local Community Radio Act, visit www.prometheusradio.org.  

