
 
 
Rural Broadband Authority Idea Dialed Into Committee 

A seven-member authority would dish out millions in rural broadband development grants to under- 
and un-served areas of Michigan under a Rep. Mary WHITEFORD (R-Casco Twp.) bill that received 
its first committee hearing today. 
 

 HB 5670 is modeled after a Minnesota program that has steered $80 million over the last four 
years to local public/private partnerships in which the community rallied behind getting high-speed 
internet into their rural community.  
 
The Broadband Board would limit grants to $5 million each and give preference to those where the 
local partners are willing to kick in a larger percentage of the cost.  
 
It also creates a structure for possible federal dollars, so any available money for "shovel-ready" 
projects has a list of possibilities ready to go. This would stop situations like what happened during 
the President Barack OBAMA stimulus package, during which money was squandered in 
developing internet competition in areas where two or three providers already existed.  
 
Whiteford told the House Communications and Technology Committee today she's been working for 
more than two years on this bill in response to her rural Allegan County constituents who either pay 
thousands of dollars to get hooked up to high-speed internet or need to hang out at a library to get 
on a computer.  
 
Salem Township Supervisor Jim PITCH said residents often hang out in their cars in the library 
parking lot after closing so they keep their signal and complete their work, school studies or 
whatever project they happen to be working on.  
 
"That's not the right way to learn," Pitch.  
 
The geographically large Allegan County is home to numerous large farming operations where high-
speed internet is no longer a nicety, it's a necessity. Telemedicine options also help those who can't 
make it to Grand Rapids or Kalamazoo with their medical emergency, said another local official.  
 
"To many people, broadband is just as important to them as electricity," said Plains Township 
Supervisor Mike VandenBERG. "Senior citizens use it for the Facetime so they can see their 
grandkids if they're not able to travel. It's priceless."  
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Brent CHRISTENSEN, representing the Minnesota Telecom Alliance, said as the vice president and 
general manager of the Christensen Communications Company, he was opposed to this program 
initially. Now, after four years in the field, Christensen said he's in support, having seen how quickly 
broadband coverage has swept through rural Minnesota.  
 
"The grant program isn't the entire reason, but it's moved the needle quickly," he said.  
 
The grants are scalable as far as the technology involved. There must be at least a one-to-one local 
match. Christensen said all of the grants have ended up going to private companies working with a 
local township or a county.  
 
The money only goes out the door once the project is completed and, ideally, is only designed to 
make up the difference to make a broadband project viable for the private sector. Local governments 
don't want to get into the broadband business, but they are interested in helping a local carrier or 
cable company reach more people.  
 
Whiteford said that, ideally, the state would make an annual General Fund contribution to the 
program. Gov. Rick SNYDER proposed $20 million for Fiscal Year (FY) 2019, but the final budget for 
next year hasn't been nailed down, yet.  
 
Matt GROEN, representing the Michigan Cable Telecommunications Association (MCTA), spoke 
positively about the concept, but the group is neutral on the bill. The Michigan Association of School 
Boards and the Michigan Association of Retired People are both in support.  
 
Tom FRAZIER, of the Michigan Township Association (MTA), told the committee that his group is in 
support of the concept of the bill, but would like to see more local representation on the board. As it 
stands now, the board would include two members each from the Telecommunications Association 
of Michigan, two people from the MCTA, one from the Michigan Association of Counties and one 
from the MTA. 
 

 
 
House Panel Discussses Bill To Oversee Internet Service Expansion 
Many rural Michiganders could see progress toward broadband internet access under a bill heard 
by the House Communications and Technology Committee on Tuesday, but legislators say much 
work remains to hash out the specifics of a broadband expansion program. 

https://www.gongwer.com/programming/news.cfm?Article_ID=571000113


HB 5670, sponsored by Rep. Mary Whiteford (R-Casco Township), would create the Michigan 
Broadband Investment Act to oversee service expansion in Michigan's unserved and underserved 
areas. 
Unserved areas are defined as areas without access to any internet service, while underserved 
areas are those in which the internet is available but broadband access is not. 

Under the bill, a seven-member, governor-appointed Demand for Broadband Board would be 
created to pursue broadband expansion, achieved mainly by awarding grant money to service 
providers from the Broadband Development Fund, which the legislation would also create. 

Officials from rural areas, some of which lack internet access of any kind, indicated their 
overwhelming support in testimony before the committee. 

Ms. Whiteford said her constituents have seen little improvement in access, in large part because 
when state money has been spent on broadband expansion, it's often been to expand existing 
networks, not create new ones. 

She highlighted an instance from last year, when Northern Michigan University was awarded 
$6.5 million from the Michigan Strategic Fund to expand its broadband network - with no 
requirement to bring services to unserved areas. 

Brent Christensen, president of the Minnesota Telecom Alliance, said that he was initially 
against Minnesota's broadband legislation - used as a model for HB 5670 - when it was 
proposed. He had concerns, similar to Ms. Whiteford's, about the state paying to shore up 
existing networks instead of creating new access. 

Since those concerns were addressed, Minnesota's broadband expansion grant program - in place 
since 2013 - has worked well toward its stated goal of providing statewide broadband service, 
Mr. Christensen said. 

Despite bringing Mr. Christensen to testify alongside her, Ms. Whiteford stressed that her bill is 
not intended to mirror Minnesota's regulations. She said she hopes to use the perceived success 
in that state to start "an important conversation" around internet access for rural Michiganders. 

"We can't do it exactly the same as Minnesota - we can't do it exactly the same as anywhere 
else," Ms. Whiteford said. "We have to find the best way for our constituencies who are 
clamoring for help." 

Two township supervisors in Allegan County -- Michael Vanderberg of Gun Plain Charter 
Township and Jim Pitsch of Salem Township - testified in support of the bill, saying well-
implemented broadband expansion would boost rural residents' quality of life. 
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Broadband access is just as important as electricity in rural communities, Mr. Vanderberg said. 
Whether it was for homework, farm maintenance or medical monitoring, he said statewide 
broadband coverage was "priceless" in the pursuit of economic growth. 

The Michigan Cable Telecommunications Association has been consistently disappointed in the 
state's ineffectiveness in bringing broadband into new areas, testified Matt Groen, the 
association's executive director. 

However, he said HB 5670 would do a better job than past bills. Mr. Groen also praised the bill 
for its "tech-neutral approach," saying improvements can and should occur over infrastructure 
that can adapt to rapid changes in technology. 

This flexibility is needed because "the market moves faster than the legislative process," Mr. 
Groen said. He said the association was neutral on the bill. 

The Michigan Association of School Boards and the AARP indicated support for the bill, while 
the Michigan Townships Association and a Fowlerville resident supported the bill in concept. 

Committee chair Rep. Michele Hoitenga (R-Manton) said the bill would not be voted out next 
week to allow for more work to be put into the bill. 
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