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Odessa Office Equipment has been an ISP (Internet Service Provider) since 1997.  We started the ISP portion of the business because no one else would bring dial-up access to my home town.  In 1998 we installed the first DSL system that I’m aware of anywhere in the county (http://www.odessaoffice.com/sdsl.html).  Again, because no one would do it and the local Telco told me “We’ll never put DSL into a market so small because there is no way to make money at it.”


In late 1999 and early 2000 we installed the first high speed wireless system in the county.  I chose wireless because it would allow me to service more customers at higher speeds and at greater distances than DSL.  It also had the side benefit of being less expensive in the long run.  Some of the things I’ve done or seen over the years can be seen here: http://www.odessaoffice.com/wireless

As a founding board member of WISPA (http://www.wispa.org) and a current Legislative Committee member I’m aware of the questionnaire that you’ve sent out.  I will work with WISPA in answering your questions directly.  However, I thought it might be helpful for you to hear directly from someone that’s already bridging the “digital divide” on a small scale, but bridging it none the less.  (Our customers in and near Odessa Wa. see speeds of up to 10mbps both down and up!)


The ONLY reason that I’ve not put in more, bigger, faster service to more of my neighboring communities (current approximate coverage map:  http://accima.com/images/coverage_2004.jpg) is money.  Yes I could get private loans, RUS loans, or even use my credit cards for expansion funds.  The trouble is the population density and the geography out here.  We have 100 to 300 foot high rolling hills, valleys etc.  When the area was settled people followed the trains and the trains followed the water and the water followed the low spots.  Thus we have 8 towns in our county of 10,000 people.  The towns are usually down in the low spots and/or have rolling hills.


Covering the towns themselves isn’t particularly hard most of the time.  Getting affordable service TO town is hard.  Getting service to the people in the country is VERY hard and expensive.  We have some tower sites that sit on high hills and we can still only see 8 or 10 homes in a 15 mile radius (an area more than TWICE the size of Washington D.C.)!

While the local Telco has fiber access to most of the towns here, there are often NO backup links and the access costs are too high to support the small scale of the potential market here.


We can provide services to people or we can build infrastructure.  We can’t do both without outside funds that don’t have to be paid back.  With some of the lowest average income levels in the state we can’t charge our customers more than we are, they can’t justify added expenses.


What I need from any grant program is pretty simple really:

1:  Simplicity.  The company is run with two people.  Myself and an office person.  Grants that take hundreds of hours to complete and require a lawyer to understand don’t even get applied for.  The customers have to come first and there just isn’t enough time in the day for both.

2:  Flexibility.  No plan that anyone can create out here will be perfect.  We may plan for a tower site at location A only to find that location B has more WILLING customers.  Or we may have trouble getting access to land etc.  As long as we’re still meeting the goal of the grant we must be able to make some adjustments along the way.
3:  Full funding.  In the years that I’ve been an ISP I’ve put every nickel I can get my hands on into expanding my network already.  If I had access to funds I have already used them.  Even 0% interest loans will often create a payment too high to sustain the health of the network.

4:  Realistic expectations.  We can build a network quickly enough.  As a wireless provider we have relatively few easement, permitting or licensing issues to deal with.  When we wish to put up a new location it often takes days or weeks, not months or years.  What always seems to take longer than I want it to is filling the towers with customers.  People just don’t like to change until they have to.  Or they have service contracts with their existing providers.  Again, even low interest loans that require any payments in less than 4 to 5 years will likely bury us in payments that customer generated income won’t support.

5:  Advanced funding.  We don’t have the ability to float funds for hardware, payroll, contractors etc. at useful scales.  With billions more than normal flooding into the broadband market our suppliers won’t either.  We have to be able to write a check when a product shows up at the door.  We have to be able to make payroll for the people that will be needed to construct this new network and install the customer equipment.  Funds need to be put into an account that can be drawn from and replenished in real time, not 30, 60, 90 or more days later.
6:  No strings attached.  The RUS grant programs that I’ve looked at for my area have requirements for things that are not needed anymore.  We don’t need 10 computers at the library in every town.  We don’t need computer centers staffed 6 days per week.  People have computers at home or at work.  Or they have a friend that has one that they can use.  We need to build the network first.  It’s far more important to get the network expanded out into the country than it is to build computer centers in town.  The cost to get to town a couple of days per week will often exceed the cost of a computer over the life of the computer when people live so far from town.


In short, what *I* need to do what I already do, but on a larger scale, is easy to get, flexible funding of an entire project.


The project that I envision is a network that will link all of the towns in my county to a very high speed backbone.  All of the municipalities, schools and hospitals will then be able to join that network for video conferencing, distance learning, teacher sharing, telemedicine etc.  The general public in the towns AND the surrounding areas will be able to take advantage of those things and telecommuting, education, business and entertainment.  Because the towers would be located closely enough to each other we’d also be able to provide high speed real time access to mobile users and public safety.  Every ambulance, fire truck and police car in the county would have broadband access in nearly any location in the county.  And because this network would be designed for multiple uses, full redundancy and great flexibility it could be used to the maximum efficiency.

I’m still working on the numbers but it looks like this would cost between $2 and $2.5 million (excluding residential customer gear).  A 20% matching funds requirement if done as a loan would make the project unviable.  If our existing network, our time and any discounts that we could get out of our vendors could be counted toward the 20% so that no cash had to be repaid this project could be completed.  Just as importantly it could be maintained and upgraded without outside funding!  I estimate that as low as a 10% take rate averaged out over the entire county would be enough to keep this network not only alive but healthy!


I hope that this perspective helps.  I’ve put everything I have into my community and those around me, but I can only go so far and so fast with our small cashflow.  We know HOW to build and maintain the network.  We just can’t fund it with any of the current programs.

Respectfully,

Marlon K. Schafer
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