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Something remarkable happened in Western Massachusetts in 2018. Over the course of 
just four months that year, two new municipal fiber networks lit up in tiny towns in the least-
densely populated part of the state. In 2019, three more small towns in the region brought 
networks online. The next year, seven more communities followed suit. Another seven joined 
them the following year. Over the course of just four years, 19 towns launched municipal 
broadband networks, bringing ubiquitous, high-speed Internet access to their communities. 
The area became the most geographically dense collection of municipal broadband anywhere 
in the United States. 

How did they do it? These towns were small. Some tenfold smaller, in fact, than the average 
municipal network in the United States, with none of the demographic advantages and few of 
the fiscal tools of their larger counterparts across the country. 

This was a feat more than a decade in the making; a saga filled with both trials and triumphs. 
For years, a cadre of volunteers in the region devoted thousands of hours to organizing, 
research, and advocacy in a region-wide effort to bring Internet access to every resident with 
no guarantee of success. When state officials doomed the regional project by withdrawing 
their support, advocates adapted their plans toward individual town ownership. Then, after 
officials changed the rules of the state grant program to prioritize private Internet Service 
Providers, broadband boosters in the communities stared down a pressure campaign to 
abandon municipal ownership — and persevered. Their commitment to local self-reliance and 
collective well-being was contagious. Voters overwhelmingly approved measures to take on 
debt in order to pay for network construction, even when it meant raising their own taxes. 
Often, these debts represented the single largest investment in the town’s history. 

Residents are now reaping the rewards of this effort. Widespread excitement and strategic 
planning led to sky-high adoption rates, with over 70 percent of town residents signing up 
for Internet access within the first year of service. Today, some towns boast a 90 percent 
subscription rate. The 8,000 people who live in the area pay less for their broadband service 
than the majority of Americans, including those living in major metro areas, and know 
their customer service representatives by name. And in an industry where price hikes feel 
inevitable, some networks are even leveraging their financial success to lower costs for 
subscribers. This year, Ashfield became the fourth of these communities to lower its rates 
when it reduced prices by $20 a month. 

Access to ubiquitous, affordable Internet service has changed the experience of living in 
Western Massachusetts. Realtors say that houses that used to take a year to sell are now 
moving in a matter of weeks. Young families are moving to town, and professionals with 
remote jobs are settling full-time in the region. Business owners laud how broadband access 
has transformed the way they conduct business. Gone are the days of stalled credit card 

Executive Summary



5 Commonwealth of Connection

transactions, frozen downloads, and downed security systems. Residents say they can stay 
connected to their families, work from home, get their children online educational support, and 
video chat with a medical professional rather than driving hours for an appointment.

None of this would be possible without public-public partnerships. Nineteen towns work with 
nearby Westfield Gas & Electric (WG&E) — doing business as Whip City Fiber — for day-to-
day operation of their networks. These partnerships allow capacity-strapped communities 
to secure cutting-edge Internet services at affordable rates and retain ownership and 
control over their networks. Each community continues to make the executive decisions 
of the network, but they can count on the community-oriented team in Westfield for fast, 
professional responses and a real, local person at the other end of the phone. During a recent 
outage in Alford, town leaders got through to Whip City Fiber’s director within minutes, and the 
team was on-site almost immediately. 

WG&E in turn benefits from a new revenue stream.  Buoyed by this unexpected income, WG&E 
has recently increased its financial commitments to the city of Westfield — to the tune of $1 
million more per year.

In late 2025, the Trump Administration began curtailing the Broadband Equity Access and 
Deployment program (BEAD), the massive federal program that was supposed to bring 
Internet access to all in rural America. As a result, many small communities will remain 
stranded without adequate access, kept from participating fully in civic life and relegated to 
second-class economic status. If we ever hope to close the digital divide, we will need local 
models built on self-reliance and community power. Leveraging volunteer effort, community 
enthusiasm, savvy financial decisions, and public-public partnerships, these small towns have 
shown one way it can be done.
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“It is within our power to decide whether we want to be 
part of the 21st century or be left behind.”

— GEORGE J. GRUMBACH, JR., SANDISFIELD RESIDENT 

When describing the landscape of Western Massachusetts, it is easy to shade into caricature. 
As the larger peaks of the Berkshire Mountains settle into gentler, rollicking hills, picturesque 
little towns sit nestled among babbling streams and densely forested landscapes. Described 
as “idyllic” and “bucolic,” the region boasts access to nature that attracts countless visitors 
and seasonal residents from Boston and New York looking for a respite.1 One website 
dedicated to tourism in the area calls the region “nearly lost-in-time.”2 

For many years, towns in the region were “lost-in-time” in more ways than one. For all of the 
natural beauty on offer, many residents lacked something critical for thriving in modern life: 
good Internet access.

In 2012, if you happened to live within a mile of a Verizon central office, you might get speeds 
of a couple of megabits per second over a Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) connection.3 Or 
maybe you had access to a hotspot from a mobile cellular company, which one resident 
remembers would work “occasionally.”4 In a few areas, there was a wireless option and, “if the 
stars aligned, and the tree didn’t blow the wrong way, you’d get a few megabits per second 
of service.”5 Within a mile, occasional service, if the stars aligned — phrases filled more with 
angst than assurance.

Looking forward felt dire; what little wireline connection there was seemed destined to 
become obsolete entirely. “Copper was starting to fade out,” Alford Municipal Light Plant 
Manager Tim Ortwein recalled.6 In Ashfield, residents could no longer sign up for DSL service 
by 2012, even within the company’s limited radius. Verizon had effectively abandoned the 
town.7 This lack of connection was not for want of trying on the part of locals. Some towns 
had worked for years to attract Internet Service Providers to their communities, but they could 
never generate interest.8 

Photo Credit: 
Thomas H. 
Mitchell/500 px via 
Getty Images
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Note: Map shows all Western Massachusetts towns involved in original broadband organizing effort circa 2010. Towns in blue (and named above) 
eventually built municipal broadband networks that are operated in partnership with Westfield Gas & Electric. They are the primary subjects of this report. 
Towns in orange built municipal broadband networks under a different arrangement. Towns in peach did not build municipal networks. At times, this 
report references the experiences of these towns.

The lush hilltowns of Western Massachusetts were — when it came to high-quality Internet 
access — a desert.

Today, the landscape looks remarkably different. Twenty-one towns have ubiquitous fiber-
to-the-home Internet service, owned and controlled not by a giant telecom provider subject 
to the demands of Wall Street, but by the taxpayers of those communities, offering gigabit 
speeds for affordable prices. Nineteen of these new municipal broadband networks — though 
individually owned — are managed in partnership with another city, Westfield, that has also 
built its own network. This report tells the story of these nineteen networks and the public-
public partnerships that help sustain them.

Small Western Massachusetts Towns and Municipal Broadband
Map 

Location Town Approx. 
Population

1 Alford 500

2 Ashfield 1,700

3 Becket 1,900

4 Blandford 1,200

5 Charlemont 1,200

6 Chesterfield 1,200

7 Colrain 1,700

8 Cummington 900

9 Goshen 1,000

10 Heath 700

11 Leyden 700

12 New Ashford 250

13 New Salem 1,100

14 Otis 1,600

15 Plainfield 650

16 Rowe 400

17 Washington 500

18 Wendell 900

19 Windsor 800
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This outcome was by no means guaranteed. Theirs is a complex and winding story of attrition 
and resilience in the face of a “long slog,” in which a surge of interest in municipal broadband 
in nearly fifty towns was followed by a slow retreat in the face of setbacks until fewer than 
half that number succeeded.9 The state alternately played hero and villain: over the years, 
political winds and monopoly influence shifted the sands beneath community advocates, 
though state support eventually helped finance the creation of dozens of new municipal 
networks. And, ultimately, it is a story in which public-public partnerships play a critical role, 
enabling communities with as few as three hundred residents to build financially-solvent 
broadband networks. 

The Interviews That Inform This Report
Along with other research, this report draws from interviews with people who have been involved with Internet 
access issues in the region over the last couple of decades and helped bring municipal broadband to their own 
communities. We quote extensively from interviews with the following people:

Bailey Cole | A relative newcomer to Heath, Cole is among the newest broadband leaders after recently taking over 
as municipal light plant (MLP) Manager. Heath is a charter member of the WiredWest Cooperative. 

Jim Drawe | A resident of Cummington, Drawe helped spearhead broadband organizing in the region for many 
years, eventually serving as Chairman of the Board and in other leadership roles with WiredWest. He now works 
part-time as Executive Director of the organization. 

Thomas Flaherty | As the General Manager of Westfield Gas & Electric, Flaherty oversees its subsidiary Whip 
City Fiber. Flaherty took on the role in 2021, but before that served as a Municipal Light Board Commissioner in 
Westfield for many years.

David Kulp | Another long-time broadband advocate in the region, Kulp is from Ashfield.  Before becoming MLP 
Manager of Ashfield’s town-owned broadband network, Kulp was highly involved in WiredWest local organizing 
efforts and served in a variety of leadership capacities for the organization.

Tim Ortwein | The MLP Manager for Alford, Ortwein was involved in efforts to bring broadband to his community 
for many years. 

The following people were involved in organizing efforts over the period, but live in towns that ultimately did not 
build municipal broadband. They also agreed to be interviewed for this report, and we have incorporated their 
insights when appropriate.

Jean Atwater-Williams | A member of WiredWest’s Executive Commitee for half a decade, Atwater-Williams also 
spent years as the chair of Sandisfield’s Broadband Committee. 

Tim Newman | Before becoming involved in WiredWest organizing, Newman served on the Technology Committee 
for New Marlborough beginning around 2006. 
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 The Movement Begins
“We didn’t know how we were going to do it, but we wanted 
to create an organization to champion broadband.”
					     — DAVID KULP, ASHFIELD MLP MANAGER10

In the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008, Congress passed the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act (ARRA) to spur economic growth and infrastructure development. The 
legislation included $7 billion in broadband funding, available to support construction of 
broadband networks in unserved areas as well as an array of activities that today we call 
digital inclusion. In this funding, Massachusetts saw an opportunity. 

Leveraging $45 million in federal ARRA money through the Broadband Technical 
Opportunities Program (BTOP) to supplement a funding commitment from the state made in 
2008, Massachusetts financed a massive $90 million middle-mile fiber construction to “solve, 
once and for all, the longstanding problem of lack of high speed, affordable broadband in 
Western Massachusetts.”11 Middle-mile networks like this one are designed to lower the cost 
of local last-mile networks to connect to the broader Internet. The project was eventually 
known as MassBroadband 123, as it connected anchor institutions in 123 communities. The 
Massachusetts Broadband Institute — a new state agency created to “achieve the deployment 
of affordable and ubiquitous broadband access” — was tasked with shepherding the project.12

Far from feeling relief, some local residents were frustrated with the state’s emphasis on the 
middle mile. The costly project would offer no immediate respite for unserved communities 
hankering for at-home broadband. Moreover, Cummington resident Jim Drawe remembered 
that planners expected public libraries to pay $1,000 a month for gigabit service, a price point 
outside the monthly budgets of some of those libraries.13 

Despite its weaknesses, the MassBroadband 123 project helped accelerate a rush of 
community organizing focused on last-mile connectivity.  As MBI crisscrossed the state for 
informational meetings, folks in Western Massachusetts started to find shared purpose. “I 
attended several of those [meetings],” Jim Drawe remembered, “and several of us got 
together and decided that we were going to pursue a dream and get a high-speed fiber optic 
network built in all of our communities.”14

New Marlborough resident and municipal broadband advocate Tim Newman remembered 
the sense of inchoate but profound possibility during that “heady” period. “The energy and 
the excitement was palpable. You could really feel that this would be game-changing for our 
towns. Who knows how we’re going to do it, but let’s just do it,” he said.15

Ashfield resident David Kulp noted that the group drew from a diverse cross-section of 
hilltown society. Some of the early champions were like Kulp himself, remote workers 

https://www.ntia.gov/category/broadband-technology-opportunities-program
https://www.ntia.gov/category/broadband-technology-opportunities-program
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who personally felt the need for connectivity. “Selfishness” is how Kulp described his own 
motivations — “I really wanted to be able to work from home [...] and I wanted to stay here,” 
noting also that he was thinking about his children’s educational needs. But most were older, 

long-term residents of the hilltowns, many “not tech savvy in a more traditional 
sense,” but nevertheless “driven by this concern” for connectivity. 

Some communities had been working independently on broadband efforts. Alford 
had established a broadband committee by 2008, for instance, while two intrepid 
Plainfield residents led the town’s ad-hoc High Speed Internet Access Working 
Group since 2006.16 New Marlborough’s own Broadband Committee formed around 

that time, and Newman remembered that about a dozen towns in the Southern Berkshires 
region had formed an unofficial coalition on the subject before this even broader consortium 
of towns began to “coalesce.”17 

Now the idea of working together “was something that really got off the ground.”18 Previously 
small, local campaigns took on the character of something bigger. Their vision grew larger, 
solidifying around a regional broadband solution that would leverage the state’s new middle-
mile network to bring last-mile connectivity to all of their communities. These broadband 
champions eventually formed the organization WiredWest to guide their efforts.19 

A retired lawyer named Steve Nelson from Washington struck upon the mechanism that would 
enable the local advocates in Western Massachusetts to operationalize their vision: municipal light 
plants (MLP).20 Though not unique to Massachusetts, the municipal light plant has played a more 
central role to the emergence of community broadband there than in perhaps any other state. 

A municipal light plant is a non-profit, publicly owned utility that, in most cases, provides 
energy services to a community. In Massachusetts, MLPs have been around for over a 
hundred years and are governed under General Law Chapter 164.21 The first were established 
to allow municipalities in Massachusetts to ensure affordable, locally-controlled energy supply. 
For many years, the forty or so MLPs in Massachusetts followed just that model, offering 
gas and electric services to residents. Eventually, the rules for MLPs were expanded to allow 
them to provide first cable TV and then coaxial cable-based broadband.22 Still, as the hilltown 
broadband organizing began to gain steam in 2010, only a few of the existing MLPs were 
offering residential broadband services.23

“A municipal lighting plant or a cooperative public corporation and any municipal lighting 
plant member thereof may construct, purchase or lease, and maintain such facilities as 
may be necessary for the distribution or the operation of a telecommunications system.”  
							                      — MASS. GEN. LAWS CH. 164 § 47E

This path forward offered an organizational structure and legitimacy to the “dream” harbored 
by the early enthusiasts in Western Massachusetts, but Nelson had an additional legal 
innovation in mind that would shape the next few years of organizing: Section 47C of Chapter 
164 allows for a collective of MLPs to join together in a cooperative organization.24 

Previously small, local 
campaigns took on the 
character of something 
bigger.  
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Regional cooperation was appealing for a number of reasons, not least because banding 
together added political weight to their demands. Champions in individual towns were 
committed to bringing broadband to their own communities, but they also thought that it 
would be cost effective to work together. 

According to Drawe, he and others preferred the legal structure of a 
cooperative over a 501(c)(3) structure, as it allowed “each town to form 
their own municipal light plant, and we could all work together.”25 Kulp 
recalled that, at the time, “the path was kind of clear.” A cooperative 
of MLPs was the way that “we were going to structurally and legally 
accomplish this task without running into anti-competitive problems.”26 

What followed was a herculean organizing effort. The municipal light plant 
structure helped give a set of steps to the effort of community champions, 
but each step came with its own challenges. Up first was legislation to be 
passed by voters that would authorize the town to begin engagement with 
WiredWest, the newly formed cooperative organization. Then, Chapter 164 
required towns to hold two separate votes authorizing the creation of a 
MLP. Finally, the town would need to authorize spending or borrowing that 
would support the construction of a fiber optic network. 

Over a period of three weeks in 2010, 23 towns passed the model 
legislation allowing them to engage with WiredWest. All but one of the 

votes were unanimous.27 Over the following month, another 24 joined the movement.28 And 
by mid-2011, half of those communities had also passed the requisite two votes authorizing 
the creation of an MLP.29 They became the charter members of WiredWest, though many 
more continued to engage with the cooperative as they moved through their own processes 
of debate and voting. Within a few years, a total of 44 towns had joined WiredWest and 
established MLPs.30 

“To see if the Town will vote to enter into immediate discussions with other Western 
Massachusetts municipalities with the intent of entering an inter-municipal agreement 
for the purpose of establishing a universal, open access, financially self-sustaining 
communication system for the provision of broadband service, including high-speed 
Internet access, telephone and cable television to the residents, businesses and 
institutions of these municipalities.” 
							                   — WIREDWEST MODEL LEGISLATION

All of the authorizations passed during this time were non-binding, including those that 
allowed towns to join WiredWest. Some communities continued to keep their options open, 
maintaining active, parallel local committees. Towns could withdraw from the cooperative if 
they saw fit, and some eventually did. Still, even as WiredWest’s membership rolls occasionally 
shifted, the cooperative played a critical role in efforts to bring broadband to the region over 
the next decade.

Direct Democracy in MA
The nature of local governance in 
some New England states added  
one final twist to WiredWest’s task.  
In most of these Western 
Massachusetts hilltowns, major 
municipal business is transacted 
through direct democratic 
participation by registered voters  
in annual (or special) Town 
Meetings. That meant that all of the  
authorizations that were required 
— to work with WiredWest, to 
create an MLP, and to approve 
borrowing — had to be achieved 
through a direct vote.  
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The successful wave of votes gives the impression of a remarkably steady march of progress, 
but that impression belies the time and commitment that brought it to fruition. “That was an 
amazing effort,” Kulp remembered, “it boggles the mind that we invested so much of our time 
into this effort with no immediate trade off.”31 Western Massachusetts is a big region, he noted. 

“We would be driving hours to meet with Select Boards — to give our pitch 
and get people in those towns to [...] to” take up the matter for a vote.32 

These advocates participated in phone trees, created tracking 
spreadsheets, convened monthly meetings, and gave speeches 
throughout the region. They got press coverage in local newspapers and 
launched attention-grabbing marketing efforts.33 They had also done 
their research. WiredWest generated engineering and market surveys as 
well as cost estimates using a small grant from the state, funding from 
several regional entities, donations, cooperative membership fees, and 
considerable volunteer labor.34 “We had a baseline of cost and feasibility,” 
Kulp remembered, that helped convince leaders and residents that the 
plan had legs.35 What was an “admittedly rather idealistic” plan suddenly 

“seemed very possible,” Newman said.36

Along with tying together the work of long-time advocates in places like 
Plainfield and Ashfield, the WiredWest organizing drive helped activate 
new leaders in the region. “In every town,” Drawe remembers, “we found 
a local champion.”37 These champions joined the fray, some putting in the 
miles with Kulp, Drawe and their compatriots, while others worked to keep 
the matter front of mind for residents in their communities. 

Word spread on the back of these efforts and thanks in part to the strength and consistency 
of local news coverage. “We were the ones who really educated Western Massachusetts” on 
the importance of high-speed Internet access, Newman remembered.38

WiredWest was planting seeds in fertile ground. In 2010, home Internet connection speeds 
were not what they are now, of course, but millions of Americans were streaming video 
on the nascent website YouTube, video calling friends and family on Skype, downloading 
music, sharing large files to their colleagues via the cloud, or looking at photos posted on a 
brand-new social media platform called Instagram. Not so in Western Massachusetts. In one 
dial-up community, officials had to travel to a nearby town to download critical government 
documents.39 Residents in communities where wireless was the best option might establish a 
link and start downloading a document, only for the winds to pick up and the connection be 
lost. As late as 2017, DSL customers responded to a local news inquiry about Internet speeds 
with “HELP!!!,” with one reporting a download speed of .62 Mbps.40 

Residents focused on the future of their communities enthusiastically seized on broadband, 
linking its absence to a host of ongoing quality-of-life concerns. In Alford, the quest for 
broadband fit right into “a drive to modernize” the town. According to Ortwein, Alford was 

A Tremendous 
Undertaking
When asked how much time 
they devoted to WiredWest, 
several members of the Executive 
Committee estimated that it was 
in the thousands of hours.252 
Executive Committee members 
met weekly, sometimes driving 
over an hour each way for 2-3 
hour meetings. Then there were 
the monthly meetings with 
towns, any assigned research 
or feasibility work, and meetings 
with state officials. Sandisfield 
resident Jean Atwater-Williams 
said, “I basically sacrificed a car 
to WiredWest.”253 
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attractive in so many ways but “the one downside was there was no connectivity to the rest of 
the world.”41 

Similar feelings echoed across other small towns in Western Massachusetts. Business owners 
in Becket complained about impossibly slow credit card processing.42 Residents told stories 
of financial and interpersonal opportunities lost: a grandson visiting his grandmother that 
“had to leave” because he couldn’t complete his work; the “inability to connect with clients 

or customers;” the “painful isolation” that can befall older residents; and 
the hits to the tax base caused by languishing housing markets.43 “I 
have grandchildren and they don’t want to come because we don’t have 
broadband,” said Otis resident Steve Grossman.44

Percolating beneath many of these individual quality of life questions 
was a concern shared by many that rural, small-town life was becoming 
existentially threatened. Before joining the WiredWest initiative, Jim Drawe 

was a Cummington Selectman for 18 years, and his fear for the future of the hilltowns was 
profound. “At every town meeting,” he recalls, “I’d sit up on stage, and I’d look out across the 
auditorium [...] and I saw a lot of gray hair and bald heads and no young people.”45 Census 
data bears out Drawe’s impression: residents of these communities skewed considerably older 
than the state as whole, and older still than the rest of the nation.46 Without attracting younger 
residents, some felt, the hilltowns would slowly die away. 

Town meeting minutes from this period reveal that obsolescence was a common 
preoccupation, and that improved Internet access was viewed as part of the solution.47 
Communities feared being unable to attract new residents, property values falling, and 
schools facing a drop in funding, sending the entire region into a death spiral.48 When a 
regional magazine asked the executive director of a local community development corporation 

“what would help stem the population loss and draw young people to the region,” he named 
broadband as a key driver of revitalization.49

It was for all of these reasons that, when WiredWest organizers and other broadband 
advocates put the plan in front of voters across Western Massachusetts, the response was 
staggering. In Ashfield, Kulp’s hometown, the Town Meeting attracted “one of the biggest 
turnouts ever. [There was] standing room only in our town hall” for the MLP vote.50 According 
to Alford Municipal Light Plant manager Tim Ortwein, the broadband provisions there passed 
with overwhelming support, “something ridiculous — like a hundred and something [votes] 
to twelve.”51The scale of this organizing effort’s success was profound. “We created more 
municipal light plants in Massachusetts within two years than had existed before that at all in 
the previous 150 years,” Kulp remembers.52 

A nucleus of committed champions had begun seeding a movement. They had pulled together 
nearly four dozen interested communities into a coalition determined to transform connectivity 
in Western Massachusetts. They had developed a business plan that would bring a regional 
fiber last-mile network to most of the region.53 And through sheer force of will, perhaps, they 
had built some political power.

Residents focused on the future of 
their communities enthusiastically 
seized on broadband, linking 
its absence to a host of ongoing 
quality-of-life concerns. 



14 Commonwealth of Connection

Still, as it stood in 2012, the hilltowns of Western Massachusetts had dozens of new municipal 
light plants on paper but no new broadband infrastructure.

The path for building networks grew clearer over the next two years as the WiredWest 
leadership team sought to leverage some of their newfound political power to bring state 
officials on board. Leaders had done something of a phone tour of successful municipal 

projects — Idaho, Tennessee, and Utah — to consider all the ways that 
one might finance the network.54 The cooperative long intended for 
member towns to pay for much of the construction of the network, but 
given the high price tag for fiber infrastructure, leaders recognized that 
they needed to secure “loan guarantees or funding from state, federal, 
or private sources” as well.55 “There were some very politically charged 
meetings with the governor and other public officials,” Kulp recalled.56 

According to Drawe, it was the collective “political muscle” of the dozens 
of towns speaking as one that ultimately convinced Massachusetts leaders 
to throw the power of the state behind bringing residential connectivity 
to the region.57 In 2014, the state agreed to raise an additional $50 million 
to fund last-mile network construction, with 80 percent of that earmarked 
for the construction of local fiber distribution networks in the unserved 
communities of Western Massachusetts.58 This money would be critical 
in turning the broadband dreams of Kulp, Drawe, Ortwein and so many 
others into reality. The Massachusetts Broadband Institute was tapped to 
oversee the grants.

Leverett Goes It Alone
While more than 40 towns 
continued to organize through 
WiredWest and fight together for 
government funding throughout 
this period, Leverett decided 
early to move forward on its 
own. In 2012, Leverett voters 
overwhelmingly authorized 
bonding to build the network, 
which was completed three years 
later. Because of this alternative 
route, Leverett is not a primary 
focus of this report. However, 
like those towns profiled here, 
Leverett currently uses a public-
public partnership operating 
model.254

http://Leverett
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A Parallel Path in Westfield
While many of the smaller communities of Western Massachusetts were establishing municipal 
light plants and building a coalition, Westfield, one of the region’s larger municipalities, was 
also considering ways it could improve its own connectivity. Westfield had one distinct 
advantage: an already strong MLP delivering electricity which had been in operation since 
1898.59 In fact, it was one of the oldest MLPs in the state.60 

Westfield Gas & Electric (WG&E) owns and manages the power lines throughout town. In 
the 1990s, WG&E installed a hybrid fiber-coax (HFC) ring in order to implement a supervisory 
control and data acquisition (SCADA) network to enhance the functioning of the electric utility. 
At the time, the utility had a “proactive board and General Manager” that was really trying to 
operate in a forward-thinking way, and the fiber-fed SCADA system was part of that initiative. 

The State of Internet Access in Massachusetts in 2014
Drawing on December 2014 data from the Federal Communications Commission, these maps help illustrate the 
availability of high-speed Internet access in Massachusetts. Even after half a decade of organized advocacy on 
the part of Western Massachusetts residents, the region still lagged behind other parts of the state. According to 
the data, available speeds in most communities there reached only a fraction of what they did elsewhere. DSL and 
satellite were often the only technologies available — technologies which simply were not as reliable as the fiber 
and hybrid fiber-coax (HFC) increasingly enjoyed in more urban areas. 

But even these maps overstate the quality of Internet access in Western Massachusetts. The FCC’s data collection 
method allowed whole areas to be considered served if only one person in the area could sign up for Internet 
access. Moreover, residents frequently complained that their actual speeds did not even approach the speeds they 
were sold. Finally, this data was entirely self-reported by Internet Service Providers, who were often accused of 
exaggerating their service areas.

Highest Download Speeds Advertised  
for Non-Satellite Broadband, December 2014

Census Blocks Where DSL Was Only Non-Satellite 
Technology Available, December 2014

Data: Federal Communications Commission, Form 477 Data, December 2014. 

https://www.wgeld.org/


16 Commonwealth of Connection

In fact, the board was thinking even bigger at the time, considering a $5 million city-wide 
cable system build out as well. This seemed like a good idea to many cities at the time — more 
than 100 built HFC networks. While many succeeded, the technology was difficult to maintain 
and some cities struggled to compete against well-funded national monopolies. While the 
cable build out project ultimately failed by one vote at city council — “in hindsight, the best 

failure ever” WG&E’s current GM, Thomas Flaherty, says — it typified the 
utility’s long-standing commitment to responding to community needs and 
emerging opportunities.61 

It was in the early 2010s, just as activism in the smaller hilltowns was 
ramping up, that WG&E leadership began to revisit conversations about 
communications technology. Around 2011, the board again considered a 

cable plant, and again decided that a municipally-owned cable service simply could not find 
a competitive edge. Only a few short years later, WG&E’s leaders decided to shift gears and 
consider a more audacious and yet potentially more sustainable plan: fiber-to-the-home. 
They were driven by what Flaherty says is a constant refrain at WG&E — “how can we better 
Westfield?”62

WG&E’s experience with the legacy fiber installed in the 1990s had created a reservoir of 
expertise and knowledge that proved very helpful. This could be a financially competitive, 
self-sufficient enterprise. 

Unlike many of the other hilltowns, who had no broadband to speak of, most Westfield 
residents did have a service option from a big cable company, but it was far from universally 
beloved. Flaherty noted that there was often “such animosity” that residents were hungry for 
“an option that the community can get behind.” “It’s really been a monopoly” out here, he said.63

Competing with an established Internet service provider was risky, so WG&E got approval 
to begin with a pilot project. Buttressed by a $2 million loan from the electric division of the 
company, the project got underway in 2015.64 They chose a neighborhood with some large 
commercial entities as well as a mixture of low- and middle-income residents to roll out what 
they called Whip City Fiber.65

The success was immediate. Not only were subscribers signing up in large numbers, but “word 
of mouth started spreading, and other parts of town were then saying, ‘Well, how can we get 
it?’”66 Proof of concept secured, Westfield moved forward swiftly with an expanded service 
footprint. Scarcely more than a year into the new Whip City Fiber’s existence, city leaders 
approved a $15 million bond to fund construction throughout about 70 percent of Westfield.67 

Though not without challenges, Westfield’s journey to broadband was sped along by a 
combination of factors. WG&E’s long history of service to the town had built both capacity 
to do this job and trust from the community. The city could move quickly and save on costs 
because it had key skills and experience on staff, and because it owned the poles on which 
the fiber would be strung.68 

WG&E’s long history of service to 
the town had built both capacity 
to do this job and trust from the 
community.

https://www.whipcityfiber.com/
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At the same time, in part because Westfield was a larger city with this existing city-owned 
asset, they could self-finance the project. In other words, Westfield wasn’t beholden to the 
state to support any portion of the work; it could make progress on its own time and its own 
terms. The same could not be said for the many smaller towns that had also been clamoring 
for connectivity, many for almost a decade. With a limited number of potential subscribers, the 
hilltowns required financial help to make the numbers work.

Small Town Municipal Broadband 
Meets Setbacks with Resilience

“We’ve endured a constant state of flux.”
— PLAINFIELD RESIDENT HOWARD BRONSTEIN69 

LAYING THE GROUNDWORK FOR FINANCIAL READINESS

As Westfield was undertaking its own pilot fiber-to-the-home build, the community organizing 
around broadband in many of the other towns continued apace. But while the years between 
2014 and 2017 were marked by steady and quick progress in Westfield, advocates and 
champions in the hilltowns faced a more tumultuous period — one of stops and starts, 
setbacks and resilience.

After piquing the interest of almost four dozen communities in exploring the possibilities of 
regional community-owned broadband, WiredWest began to get serious with the next steps 

for network development. Working with a contractor, it commissioned a 
feasibility study and developed cost estimates, determining in 2015 that 
a network serving the thirty or so towns still involved in the WiredWest 
cooperative at that point would cost nearly $80 million.70 Anticipating state 
funding of about 40 percent, the cooperative estimated that communities 
would need to supply the remaining amount.71 Each town was provided 
with information detailing its individual contribution.

Starting in 2015, WiredWest leaders again traveled to meet with residents, 
hoping to convince voters to pass a measure authorizing their Select 
Boards to allocate or borrow the required funds to finance the network.72 
For many of these communities, some as small as a few hundred 
residences, the money to build the planned network simply could not be 
found in the regular budget. Towns would have to borrow to meet such 
a substantial cost. Ashfield borrowed more for broadband than it had for 

Municipal Debt in MA
In Massachusetts, there are 
legal limits to the amount of 
revenue towns can raise through 
property taxes. This rule is called 
“Proposition 2 ½.” Town voters can 
decide to exceed those limits to 
pay for a major capital investment. 
In 2015, towns that voted to 
authorize broadband borrowing 
were also required to pass a 
measure allowing this exception, 
called a debt exclusion.



Voters Authorize Broadband Borrowing, Selected Towns255 
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any other capital project ever, including the town’s elementary school. 73 And Ashfield was not 
alone. Drawe remembered that, in most cases, the borrowing required was “greater than in the 
entire existence of town.”74 

It is never easy to convince voters to increase their own taxes, and these projects carried 
some risk. But many residents felt that the possibility of moderately higher taxes was well 
worth it in exchange for a community-owned asset that would ensure full access to modern 
opportunities through high-speed, high-capacity, reliable Internet access.

WiredWest organizers saw enormous success in the borrowing authorization campaign, just 
as they had during the 2011 push to create MLPs. WiredWest leaders again crisscrossed the 
region, holding meetings in every member town.75 During the period, 24 communities formally 
associated with WiredWest authorized a total borrowing of over $38 million, with record 
turnouts reported in many cases.76 The number was even higher when including towns that 
were still considering independent options — nearly $50 million across 29 total localities.77

In an attempt to both gauge and drive interest in member towns, WiredWest also launched 
a pre-subscription drive. Residents were asked to send in a “deposit” of $49 and indicate 
to the cooperative what type and level of services they anticipated purchasing. WiredWest 
also told communities that a 40 percent subscription threshold would need to be met before 
construction could get underway. Over 6,000 potential subscribers signed up within the first 
three months of the campaign, with more than a dozen towns exceeding the goal.78

TROUBLE WITH MBI, PART ONE: REGIONALIZATION

However, just as organizers were seeing such great success with local voters and potential 
subscribers, the relationship with state officials began deteriorating. Throughout the early 
2010s, MBI seemed supportive of WiredWest, even giving joint talks in the region and offering 

Town Date Y-N Amount 
Authorized Town Date Y-N Amount 

Authorized

Alford Aug. 2015 133-8 $1.6M New Salem June 2015 189-1 $1.5M

Ashfield Sep. 2015 275-59 $2.3M Otis Oct. 2015 321-16 $4M

Blandford May 2015 120-13 $1.8M Plainfield April 2015 168-3 $1.1M

Chesterfield June 2015 135-4 $1.5M Rowe May 2015 83-0 $0.9M

Cummington April 2015 91-5 $1.4M Sandisfield May 2015 189-91 $2.4M

Goshen June 2015 240-0 $1.4M Washington May 2015 100-7 $0.8M

Leyden May 2015 90-33 $1M Windsor May 2015 102-13 $1.3M

Data sampled from towns still considering building municipal broadband, including one that later changed course.



The collective momentum and 
organizational legitimacy of the 
WiredWest initiative that had taken 
half a decade to build was nearly 
undone over the course of one year.
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a small planning grant to the cooperative.79 Atwater-Williams remembered that an early leader 
of MBI told them, “If WiredWest did not exist, we would have to invent you.”80 That relationship 
crumbled over the course of 2015. Recollections vary somewhat on what led to the 
breakdown, but what is not in dispute: the collective momentum and organizational legitimacy 
of the WiredWest initiative that had taken half a decade to build was nearly undone over the 
course of one year.81

In January of 2015, after a change in the state’s political leadership, MBI 
hired a new director, Eric Nakajima. The department soon divided up the 
$40 million that had been designated for last-mile connectivity in unserved 
towns, earmarking $18 million for professional services and $22 million for 
construction.82 In April, MBI conditionally promised WiredWest a significant 
portion of the funding.83 

But then a new policy adopted a few months later seemed to imperil the WiredWest model. 
While the motivation behind the change remains unknown, the crux of the dispute was 
the ownership model of the cooperative. Suddenly, MBI took a new stance: that “regional 
broadband networks…will be owned by their respective municipalities.”84 WiredWest’s plan 
was for the organization itself, a cooperative of municipal MLPs, to own the full regional 
infrastructure on behalf of the towns. This facet of WiredWest’s plan became one of the 
primary points of critique from MBI. 

Caught off guard and attempting to answer MBI’s concerns, WiredWest issued a draft 
agreement late in 2015 changing the ownership structure to an LLC in which communities 
owned WiredWest. However, this did not resolve the brewing conflict, and in December of 
2015, MBI issued a scathing rejection of WiredWest. Consultants from a firm called Wipro hired 
by MBI argued that the initiative’s financial model was unfeasible in both its expected costs 
and expected revenues. The report took special issue with what the consultants considered 
an unachievably high number of anticipated subscribers, especially considering the amount of 
seasonal properties in the network’s footprint.85 

WiredWest sought to fight back against the Wipro report’s contentions, leveraging a much 
rosier review of the business model by a different consultant group and issuing a point-by-
point rebuttal to many of the concerns raised. WiredWest’s consultants concluded that the 

“financial model has been well designed and depicts a reasonable portrayal of its business.”86 

The fine details of this dispute have been lost. However, comparing the details in each report 
seems to suggest that Wipro did only a cursory reading of WiredWest’s feasibility study. 
The crux of the dispute was how many subscribers the network would need in order to be 
self-sustaining. Based on responses (and deposits) from nearly 7,000 future subscribers 
about which service tiers they would purchase, WiredWest had generated a financial model 
showing sustainability with a 48 percent take rate — which was about 6,300 full-time and 
2,300 seasonal subscribers. Given that there were already 7,000 people on board, WiredWest 
leaders felt secure. Instead of considering the cooperative’s research, Wipro seems to have 
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ignored the clearly stated intentions of thousands of future subscribers and assumed that 
every household would sign up for the lowest tier of service. Under these conditions, Wipro 
told the state that the network would need to achieve a 92 percent take rate to meet its 
revenue goals. Besides the stated preferences of actual future subscribers, rural fiber ISPs tell 
us that people often subscribe to higher tiers after waiting so long without high-quality access 
to the Internet.

Regardless of the soundness of its consultants’ arguments, MBI’s attitude change was a blow 
to WiredWest, and Nakajima told local leaders directly that MBI would discourage towns from 
working with the initiative.87 The complete breakdown was illustrated by a mid-December 
meeting in which scores of WiredWest supporters were barred from entering due to space 
constraints. “‘I’m a member of the New Salem Board of Selectmen, and I can’t get in,” Wayne 
Hochey told MassLive.88

Some attributed this sudden about-face to the state’s recent change 
in political leadership. Under Governor Deval Patrick, Massachusetts 
appeared generally amenable to the idea of a regional public broadband 
network. Governor Charlie Baker’s appointees brought an almost 
immediate change in perspective. One leader of WiredWest later lamented 
that they had not secured a formal agreement before the change in 
leadership. “That should have been the priority.”89

Beyond the political changes, many of those involved in the community 
organizing during that period say that MBI officials had come to see 
the WiredWest plan as simply too large and too risky. MBI “was full of 
lawyers who were risk-averse,” Drawe said.90 Kulp echoed that sentiment: 

“My recollection is just that the state felt very uncomfortable, putting 
responsibility for such a big project” on the volunteers at WiredWest. “It 
just felt really risky” to them.91

Amidst this increasing uncertainty around WiredWest, Otis opted to 
withdraw from the cooperative in the middle of 2015, and instead authorized borrowing in 
October to work directly with MBI on the buildout. One of the larger communities to have 
joined the initiative, Otis’ withdrawal was a blow to WiredWest, and recriminations between 
the two parties reflected a soured relationship.92

After Otis, some additional communities decided to move forward alone. Their reasons were 
a mixture of practical and philosophical. Some remember feeling like their size put them at a 
disadvantage when trying to collaborate with such a large number of localities with divergent 
interests. “For us,” Alford MLP Manager Ortwein says, “it was just more advantageous to go 
ahead, use the resources in town and start pushing this along.”93 Alford had been engaged 
with but never formally joined the cooperative, and decided relatively early in 2015 to move 
forward independently.94 Others, like Leyden and Wendell, echoed MBI’s concerns about 
ownership, and began taking steps to develop independent solutions.95

Supporters of WiredWest protesting at a meeting 
with MBI. Photo courtesy of Larry Parnass at The 
Republican. 
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Still, many involved in the WiredWest effort did not give up, and continued to press state 
officials to reconsider their opposition to the regional plan. In the subsequent two years, 
the cooperative offered a new, in-depth financial comparison between a regional solution 
and individual municipal networks and sought to gather support for resolutions affirming 
regionalization.96As late as 2017, local residents and advocates continued to publicly highlight 
the benefits of a regional solution.97 Gathered for an information presentation from WiredWest 
in January, representatives from numerous towns found the pitch compelling, given the 
capacity limits of many local officials. One representative from New Ashford, Jason Jayko, 
noted that he worked an IT job, was chairman of his town’s Select Board and served on its 
finance and broadband committees. “There is no way to be able to manage it ourselves,” he 
told a local news outlet.98

“We have to regionalize with broadband the same way we have to regionalize with 
school districts.” 
				              — DOUGLAS MCNALLY, WINDSOR SELECT BOARD MEMBER99

In a meeting called by the state in February, residents expressed dismay at what they 
considered stonewalling from the state. “I am completely dumbfounded by the lack of interest 
in working with an organization that represents the majority of the towns that are affected,” 
Charley Rose of Worthington told MBI leaders at the meeting. Becket resident Jeremy Dunn 
called on state officials to “recognize [the practicality of regionalization] and stop opposing us.”100 

WiredWest organizers also continued to be a resource for local communities. The 
cooperative’s robust web presence included in-depth information about MLP startup and 
operational considerations, financing options, state readiness requirements, and sample legal 
documents.101 The cooperative sought guidance and insight from Leverett, for instance, about 
the town’s MLP and network operations and linked to a dropbox with examples of surveys, 
RFPs, and contracts.102 As the state’s commitment to community-led broadband solutions 
appeared to be waning, WiredWest poured even more time and energy into strengthening the 
network of knowledgeable and empowered local champions.

Despite these efforts, faith in the possibility of a regional public broadband option faded 
over 2016 and 2017, even among those who remained philosophically committed. “It seemed 
like the right thing to do was [...] join up and leverage economies of scale and be able to use 
the expertise of one individual instead of having to do this all ourselves,” Kulp says, “but the 
state just wasn’t going to support that.”103 More and more towns that remained members 
of WiredWest began signaling their openness to a range of service options.104 Given these 
conditions, advocates like Kulp sought ways to salvage the time and effort already expended 
and move individual town projects forward. 

By 2017, WiredWest also appeared to have seen the writing on the wall and sought to rework 
its model in response to MBI’s demands. Its initial 2015 reaction to the state still positioned the 
collaborative as the network owner, but in the ensuing years WiredWest shifted again. Instead, 
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WiredWest agreed that towns would retain individual ownership, with the cooperative serving 
as operator.105 This compromise marked a turning point. Though the organization remained 
deeply involved in advocacy and preparedness efforts, the work being done in individual 
localities would necessarily take center stage.

TROUBLE WITH MBI, PART TWO: PRIVATE PROVIDERS

The conflict between MBI and WiredWest that reached a crescendo in late 2015 was only 
the first of several roadblocks MBI placed in the way of municipal broadband development 
in Western Massachusetts. The next year brought more shakeups in the MBI team that led 
to further changes to the funding program. In September of 2016, after prodding from the 
governor, MBI adopted a policy that spoke of flexibility but noted that, “whenever possible, 

towns should look to financially established, private sector partners…
without municipal ownership of the broadband assets.”106 Furthermore, 
when these private proposals were solicited in November, the RFP 
included an explicitly stated preference for large companies. A minimum 
annual revenue of $100 million was the first eligibility criteria listed.107 

The preference for individual town ownership was the sticking point with 
WiredWest only a year earlier, but now MBI appeared to be abandoning 
town-owned projects entirely. 

Over the next year, many communities were pressured to accept these private provider 
proposals. MBI’s Board Chairman Peter Larkin attended a May 2017 Board of Selectmen’s 
meeting in Becket to discuss what he saw as the benefits of a private provider proposal. 
In his telling, the private proposals were solicited because earlier municipal plans “proved 
unworkable,” and this approach “expand[ed] the options to accomplish the goals of the MBI 
program.” Meeting minutes note that Larkin explicitly “recommended that the town consider 
signing a contract with Charter Communications” because its 60 Mbps service “would handle 
an average family.” After community members raised concerns about “worse service that 
covers fewer people,” Larkin pushed back, calling a fiber network “an overbuild” in Becket and 
comparing “building a high-speed fiber network to building a highway when only two cars are 
driving on the road.”108

In some cases, state officials went so far as to offer the incumbents more money than they 
were offering the towns.109 In 2018, Larkin offered $2.4 million in grants and incentives to 
Charter Communications to build in New Marlborough, which at that point was a WiredWest 
member — an amount exceeding the town’s original allocation of $1.7 million. When asked 
if the additional state funds would be available to a community-owned network, Larkin’s 
response was succinct: “No.”110 New Marlborough was also expected to pay Charter an 
additional $720,000 plus interest over fifteen years.111 

To dissatisfied local advocates, MBI’s new emphasis on private providers felt like a betrayal. 
What had appeared only a few short years before to be a triumphant culmination of the 
commitment and enthusiasm of hilltown residents now seemed destined to be another 

The preference for individual 
town ownership was the sticking 
point with WiredWest only a year 
earlier, but now MBI appeared 
to be abandoning town-owned 
projects entirely.
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handout to monopoly providers who had never expressed much interest in these communities 
before. Atwater-Williams recalled that Larkin and MBI were “absolutely against public-public 

partnerships.”112 Newman put it even more baldly. To him, MBI was “bought 
and paid for by the incumbents.”113

Some communities took the bait. Worthington, for instance, agreed to work 
with Comcast. All told, the company received $2.2 million in incentives 
from the state, including money that would be redirected from the town’s 
regular state allocation to Comcast.114 

New Marlborough ultimately decided to take the deal with Charter on the fiber-to-the-home 
network.115 Sandisfield moved in 2017 to work with a private provider, despite objections 
from WiredWest board member Atwater-Williams, who criticized the Select Board for not 
calling another vote on the changes and resigned from the broadband committee in protest.116 
Other towns followed suit. In each of these communities, voters had passed resolutions in 
support of WiredWest and created an MLP. Some had even authorized borrowing to pay for 
the cost of construction. Ultimately, however, leaders flinched in the face of MBI’s preference 
for a private provider and balked at the prospect of taking on any costs.117 The Western 
Massachusetts municipal broadband movement, over 40 towns strong in 2010, dwindled 
significantly in this period.

Ironically, the municipal broadband projects in some localities were saved by the continued 
disinterest of private providers. Leaders in Ashfield and Alford, for instance, noted that 
they would have considered moving forward with an outside provider, had that been on 
offer. Ortwein says bluntly about Alford, “nobody wanted to touch us.”118 In Ashfield, despite 
concerns about Comcast’s reputation for poor customer service and fears that they would not 
continue to invest in technology, there remained a willingness to “entertain proposals.”119 

An Opportunity Lost and a “Crushing Disappointment”
Reflecting on the decision by their towns to accept an offer from a private provider rather than continue to pursue 
municipal broadband, Atwater-Williams (Sandisfield) and Newman (New Marlborough) offered several overlapping 
explanations. Both attribute the decision to the members of the Select Boards, which simply were not committed 
to the project in the way that they were in other towns. Atwater-Williams was deeply let down by the choice, 
saying simply that the Board had “neither the courage nor the vision” to stand up to political pressure and see it 
through.256 Atwater-Williams and Newman also identified a deeply-seated “risk-aversion” among the leadership of 
their towns.257 Besides what they saw as the financial risks, members of the Select Boards resisted taking on the 
responsibility of network ownership. Newman remembered one Select Board member telling him, “I don’t want to 
get a call in the middle of the night that you don’t have Internet.”258 

Both Newman and Atwater-Williams said they faced “crushing disappointment” as they watched their towns decide 
to “take the easy way out” and work with a private provider.259 Disillusioned after thousands of hours of volunteer 
effort in service of making their communities stronger, they withdrew from extensive civic participation.260

In some cases, state officials 
went so far as to offer the 
incumbents more money than 
they were offering the towns.
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But in other cases, towns that had been active in this movement for half a decade or more 
pushed firmly back on these policy switches. For some, the matter was straightforwardly 
one of preserving local power, while dissatisfaction with monopoly providers also weighed 
into the decision for others. Kulp remembered that some involved in the WiredWest effort 
felt “philosophically that it was important to push this from a municipal perspective.”120 
Communities like Heath “did want to own it so that they could make the decisions,” said 
current MLP Manager Bailey Cole. Becket resident Jeff Piemont told Peter Larkin and the 

broadband Committee that “he would like the town to exercise control over 
its destiny,” with other residents raising concerns about poor customer 
service and the low likelihood of technological upgrades with a private 
provider. 121 

Charlemont received multiple private offers — including one that would 
have required the town to cover over $900,000 in costs and would charge 
subscribers $95 a month for 50 Mbps of service with a minimum two-year 
contract.122 Though the Broadband Committee unanimously recommended 
the community-owned option, two out of three Select Board members 
supported the use of Comcast and the matter was put up to a town vote. 
In the final December 2018 showdown, voters rejected the caution of 
Charlemont’s leadership and approved a municipal network handily, with 
“among the highest voter turnouts ever.”123 Tim Newman and Jean Atwater 
Williams both noted that the same opportunity was denied to voters of 
New Marlborough and Sandisfield, where the Select Boards unilaterally 
made the decision to abandon municipal broadband.

BROADBAND CHAMPIONS BREAK THROUGH THE 
IMPASSE

Meanwhile, in facing down what they considered stonewalling and 
pressure to accept subpar solutions, Western Massachusetts broadband 
champions renewed the state push that had been so essential in getting 
the state’s $40 million commitment to begin with. Local broadband 
committee members and regional champions hounded the offices of the 
Governor, state representatives, and MBI, driving hours to Boston to lobby 
decision-makers for a path forward.124

Their message was clear: of course building Internet infrastructure had some unique technical 
requirements, but there was less to fear — less risk — than MBI’s lawyers and consultants 
would suggest. Was it very different, after all, than “giving us that money to build a road?” In 
the end, “we’re building infrastructure,” Drawe said he told them.125

Local residents sought to hold the state’s feet to the fire at public meetings. In one meeting 
after MBI’s new plan to incentivize private development had become clear, hilltown residents 
expressed their frustration with the slow pace and heavy-handed attitude of state officials. 

The Power of Local Media
These are headlines from just a 
few of the dozens of news articles 
written about WiredWest and the 
broadband efforts in Western 
Massachusetts during the period. 
Papers like The Berkshire Eagle 
and The Republican covered 
the events extensively, playing 
a critical educational role in an 
environment with limited access 
to online media.
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“We’ve endured a constant state of flux,” one Plainfield resident said. Advocates demanded 
that the state get out of the way of progress and release the promised money to each 
community with urgency. “It’s time that MBI acknowledge its failure, drop its paternalistic 
approach and simply grant money to the towns to get the job done,” said David Kulp at the 
time.

Local champions also kept up the community-level organizing. Plainfield’s broadband 
committee, which included Selectboard members and other “representatives from across 
the town,” met sixteen times in the second half of 2016, “including one brief but memorable 
meeting held outdoors in a December snowstorm due to a lack of key to the town hall.”126 The 
next year, the volunteer MLP board conducted significant community outreach, including two 
community meetings updating residents on changes to the state broadband program.127

Though Charlemont’s experience shows communities continued to receive offers from 
private providers (and pressure to accept them) throughout 2017 and 2018, local broadband 
champions’ vocal rejection of MBI’s constantly shifting strategies was impactful. In March of 
that year, the Governor redirected $20 million of the last-mile funding overseen by MBI to 
the Executive Office of Housing and Economic Development (EOHED). Under the new plan, 
EOHED would offer grants directly to the towns to facilitate their broadband developments. 
The remaining funding from the original $40 million would be spent subsidizing private network 
development in communities that did not elect to own the network.

EOHED grants began to be announced in the summer and fall of 2017. Ranging in amounts 
from $280,000 for New Ashford to just over $2 million for Becket, the 20 communities 
received nearly $19 million between them.128 “When I made the announcement at Town 
Meeting,” Kulp told a news outlet at the time, “the room broke out into cheers.”129 These 
awards launched the next phase of municipal broadband development in the unserved 
hilltowns of Western Massachusetts. After another three years of determined effort, 20 
communities were finally poised to begin construction on town-owned broadband networks.
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Finally Lighting Up Western  
Massachusetts

“Since we were basically not in this to make money, we 
wanted to go with somebody who was also not in it to 
make money.” 
           — WIREDWEST EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR JIM DRAWE ON PUBLIC-PUBLIC PARTNERSHIPS130

After half a decade of work and countless conversations, partnerships between local 
governments had been baked into the culture of broadband organizing in Western 
Massachusetts. And though WiredWest remained a valuable ally for some communities, a 
new partnership opportunity would finally help get these towns — which had already come so 
far — connected. Though only a few years into its own journey, Westfield, with its expanded 
network now under construction, saw an opportunity for mutual benefit as the Western 
Massachusetts municipal projects got underway. Because it had its own resources to leverage, 
Westfield was able to execute more swiftly than many of the smaller hilltowns. By late 2017, 
Westfield had evolved from new-kid-on-the-block to experienced hand. Drawing from this 
growing expertise, WG&E would prove a vital partner for the many municipal broadband 
projects that had endured this drawn out saga.

Town Grant 
Amount Town Grant 

Amount Town Grant 
Amount

Alford $500K Goshen $800K Washington $500K

Ashfield $1.4M Heath $800K Wendell $1.7M

Becket $2.1M Leyden $700K Windsor $800K

Blandford $1M New Ashford $300K

Charlemont $1M New Salem $800K Mount 
Washington $600K

Chesterfield $900K Otis $1.8M Shutesbury $900K

Colrain $1.3M Plainfield $700K Warwick $500K

Cummington $800K Rowe $400K

Note: Towns in italics built municipal networks but do not operate their networks in partnership with WG&E and are not the 
primary subjects of this report.
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The entrance of WG&E into this story was gradual and informal at first. Westfield GM Flaherty 
remembered that Otis was one of the first communities to contact them, in 2015. “Just free 
advice,” Flaherty described the initial casual conversations about WG&E’s experience and 
what Otis could learn from them. As those conversations occurred with more frequency and 
trust was built, “somebody finally said [...] ‘Can you help us? Can you design it?’”131

After Otis saw success working with WG&E, other communities began to consider Westfield as 
a viable partner that would satisfy state officials while allowing localities to remain in control. 
Drawe says that local advocates and Westfield met jointly with state officials, convincing them 
“that it made sense to partner with WG&E to get the networks built.”132 WG&E won approval 
from the state as the only designated Owner’s Project Manager for the Last Mile program 
and quickly became an integral part of municipal broadband throughout much of Western 
Massachusetts, ultimately overseeing construction in 20 communities.133 

The public-public partnerships that emerged in the building phase brought benefits to both 
parties. For the localities that chose to work with WG&E, the partnership relieved them of 
responsibilities and duties that would have stretched their capacity. “We saw them as a really 
valuable resource,” Kulp remembered.134 They were an established entity that had access 
to procurement specialists, network staff, and field engineers. They knew how to prepare a 
pro forma, which offers a breakdown of the future financial outlook of a network, and how to 
manage complex projects. As an active utility, they also knew how and when to push back on 
pole replacements and make-ready costs. These were all skills, capacities, and resources that 
were not readily available to MLPs run by volunteers or Managers drawing a small stipend, and 
serving towns of, oftentimes, less than a thousand residents. 

The fact that WG&E was a public entity offered additional benefits. 
Partnering MLP to MLP meant that the relationship could often be 
governed by intermunicipal agreements, which communities were familiar 
with and which did not require competitive sourcing. For small towns that 
relied extensively on volunteer labor for their broadband projects, this 
added benefit meant avoiding the labor and costs associated with drafting 
an RFP and managing procurement.

More broadly, and equally importantly, there was a shared language and shared value system. 
Even some municipalities that did issue an RFP and considered other partnerships before 
settling on WG&E felt that there was some unique value in working with another public entity.135 

Towns also found it helpful to be moving through construction roughly at the same time 
as their neighbors. Though each community was contracting with WG&E directly, the spirit 
of collaboration and cooperation forged in the WiredWest organizing drives continued. 
Here was another, more informal kind of public-public partnership. “We maintained regular 
communications, meetings, and discussions,” David Kulp said, “and the fact that most of 
us were all working with Westfield, we could also keep track of how different towns were 
handling different steps of the process and we could support each other that way.”136 

For the localities that chose to 
work with WG&E, the partnership 
relieved them of responsibilities 
and duties that would have 
stretched their capacity.
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In 2020, at the height of construction across the region, he and others from Charlemont, 
Chesterfield, Cummington, Goshen, and Windsor met regularly with Plainfield’s MLP Manager 
“to share lessons learned and collaborate on solutions.”137 Tim Ortwein from Alford likewise 
remembered visiting some of the communities that started their construction later, sharing 
Alford’s experiences.138 What was for so many of these MLP managers a shared, decade-long, 
sometimes tortuous experience continued to bind them together in useful ways.

With project management services secured, towns could begin to perform make-ready, a 
process in aerial fiber construction in which the poles are prepared for the addition of the new 
attachments by reviewing them for soundness and either replacing poles or moving existing 
attachments as needed. The state grants awarded throughout 2017 were intended to offset 
most of the costs associated with this process.

Make-ready in Westfield itself had been eased considerably by the fact that WG&E owned the 
poles. In the other communities in Western Massachusetts, the poles were owned by some 
combination of National Grid, Verizon, and Eversource. Attaching to someone else’s poles 
is a significantly more complex endeavor, and tensions often flare in the process. Investor-
Owned Utilities (IOUs) and other pole owners can respond exceptionally slowly to make-ready 
requests and require attachers to contract with one of a very small number of approved 
firms for the work itself. According to network builders, there is also a notorious history of 

IOUs trying to pin them with the bill for pole replacements after years of 
systematic pole neglect, and inflate the price for new poles as they do 
it.139 Alongside the sometimes drawn-out process of permitting in general, 
these tactics cause delays and significantly inflate costs. 

In addition to these normal difficulties, in Western Massachusetts the main 
pole-owning entities were “hit with make-ready on 2,000 miles of poles” at 
once, slowing progress and increasing prices even more.140 WG&E often 
found that “trying to get them to do the make-ready work or get it done in 
a way that follows some semblance of building out, it’s just banging your 
head against the wall.”141 

Here, WG&E’s long experience with poles was an asset. Not only were the staff at WG&E 
familiar with the minutiae of the make-ready process more generally, their ability to double-
check the demands of the pole owners saved the hilltowns at least $760,000, according to 
the state.142

In some towns, concerns about make-ready cost overruns were exacerbated by a realization 
that MBI had underestimated the number of poles that would be used in network construction, 
underfunding the make-ready portion of their buildouts. Becket, for instance, found that it 
would need to build almost 50 percent more than the estimated number of fiber miles and that 
nearly 800 poles would need replacement, ballooning overall cost estimates.143 Charlemont 
said that MBI “woefully” underestimated their utility poles by 40 percent, which imperiled their 
plan entirely.144 Noting that the state’s make-ready estimates were created using a computer 

Not only were the staff at WG&E 
familiar with the minutiae 
of the make-ready process 
more generally, their ability 
to double-check the demands 
of the pole owners saved the 
hilltowns at least $760,000, 
according to the state.
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model rather than actual local knowledge, Goshen estimated a shortfall of about $800,000, 
more than its entire grant allocation.145 

In response to complaints, EOHED initiated a program called the Last Mile Contingency Fund, 
which made additional funds available to cover make-ready costs.146 Brain Noyes, a state 
spokesman, told the Berkshire Eagle that additional funding would be available as towns 
demonstrated actual overages in make-ready costs. He said the state would guarantee 
covering 75 percent of the anticipated costs, and release the remaining 25 percent only if 
funds remained.147 Towns like Goshen received enough additional funding to cover the costs 
of their make-ready, oftentimes hundreds of thousands of dollars, which served as a critical 
source of support in what would really have been a crisis.148

Local leaders also credited Governor Charlie Baker’s office with speeding along the make-
ready activities.149 “‘The governor has been diligent in pestering the utilities. They’re like 
bulldogs after the utilities. The governor is himself sitting in on teleconferences or face-
to-face meetings,” said Windsor Select Board member Douglas McNally in 2019.150 Though 
frustration with the pace of progress remained, make-ready crews slowly rolled through 
Western Massachusetts over the next three years preparing thousands of miles of poles for 
fiber construction.151

That process neared completion in most of the towns between 2018 and 2019, and local 
broadband committees and leadership turned back to the question of financing the network. 
Each community had previously voted to authorize borrowing to cover the remaining costs of 
construction, but the votes in 2015 did not actually commit the town to any specific course of 
action (some communities that had passed borrowing authorizations opted to take an offer 
from a private provider). 

It is common for municipalities that are self-financing broadband networks to work with 
a team of financial professionals to issue a bond. In issuing the bond, the municipality 
would receive the funds for immediate use, and would pledge to pay off the bond within a 
particular term at a set interest rate determined by the current market and the municipality’s 
creditworthiness. 

However, issuing a bond carries certain requirements that are often difficult for a small town 
to meet. For one, they often do not have credit ratings, which can hurt them on the market or 
take time and resources to obtain. Secondly, bonds require annual financial audits and other 
compliance measures, which can cost upwards of $15,000 a year — a substantial expense in 
a small-town budget.152 Finally, while the municipality’s treasurer or primary financial officer 
might have experience in some kinds of municipal debt, small towns would likely need to work 
with outside experts to navigate the bond market. For communities like Alford, Tim Ortwein 
said, “issuing bonds would have just been too costly for us.”153

For all of these reasons, most of these communities eschewed the bond market and instead 
took advantage of an unusual state municipal debt program, the State House Note program. 
Massachusetts describes the State House Note program, established in 1911, as a “convenient, 
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no-cost note certification procedure for the issuance of short-term debt and long-term serial 
and refunding notes” and “an alternative to the certification of Notes procedure by commercial 
banks.”154 The program allows municipalities to take out one-year loans, renewable for up to 
ten years, or a longer-term serial note. The town makes interest-only payments in the first two 
years and then begins to pay off a portion of the principal as well.155 

These State House notes are more like a bank loan than a bond and are considerably less 
expensive and onerous to obtain. Because they are shorter-term borrowing, interest rates are 
often lower than on the bond market. The program also allowed communities to borrow as 
needed instead of going to the bond market for the entire authorized amount at once.156 A final 
benefit is that “the state handles a majority of the paperwork,” remembered Alford’s Ortwein.157 
As a result, it was an attractive option. Of the localities under consideration here, only 
Cummington and New Ashford did not appear to use the state house note program at all.158

Each town had a slightly different approach to the task of paying the debt service. In some, 
like Ashfield, voters had been promised that “we weren’t going to raise property taxes to 
pay for the borrowing.”159 Property taxes could be used to pay for the interest on the loan 
within the current tax rate, but payments on the principal would need to come from the 
income generated by the network itself. However, Ashfield also designated some portion of 
its accrued “free cash” — excess money budgeted but not needed in a given fiscal year — to 
broadband costs before the build even began, in their case about $400,000.160

In Alford, a much smaller community, the agreement at the start was that the debt service 
would be split between the municipal light plant (through subscription revenue) and the Town 
itself.161 In the very early stages, Alford used a rolling, yearly note to borrow what was needed. 

At the end of each year, Alford would renew the note and borrow any 
additional money that was needed. In 2021, Alford converted the annual 
note to a five-year State House Note.

A number of communities, like Ashfield, ended up borrowing less than 
they had originally expected, as a result of being able to draw from free 
cash or stabilization funds or allocate unanticipated COVID-19 stimulus 
funds towards the project. Charlemont allocated $350,000 in American 
Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding to the project. This and other cost-

saving measures resulted in the community borrowing less than two thirds of the originally 
anticipated amount.162 Chesterfield allocated nearly $400,000 in funding from the Coronavirus 
Aid, Relief, and Economic Securities Act (CARES) and ended up borrowing about half of what 
they anticipated.163 New Ashford, a tiny town of about 250 residents, managed to find the 
funding for the entire network and all drop costs in its Free Cash and Stabilization funds, never 
borrowing any of the $400,000 authorized by voters in 2015.164

Some also kept costs down by other means, including volunteer labor. Nearly all local 
broadband champions served as volunteers; MLP directors often received only a nominal 
salary. Some went so far as to pick up the shovel themselves: Plainfield volunteers spent two 

Some went so far as to pick up 
the shovel themselves: Plainfield 
volunteers spent two weekends 
clearing trees and brush to 
make room for the hut and later 
dug trenches for the fiber.
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weekends clearing trees and brush to make room for the hut and later dug trenches for the 
fiber.165 Washington volunteers likewise prepared the concrete pad for their network’s hut 
and helped install an underground conduit, to the tune of $230,000 in estimated savings.166 
Windsor negotiated a deal with its energy provider to allow the company to install larger poles 
in exchange for a lowered rate on make-ready costs.167 

The involvement of Whip City helped in one additional, and quite significant, way related to 
costs. In 2018, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) launched a broadband subsidy 
program called the Connect America Fund II (CAF II) Auction. CAF II offered financial incentive 
to providers to bring Internet connectivity to previously unserved communities, defined as 
census blocks where not a single broadband plan with speeds of at least 10/1 Mbps was 
available or already supported by the FCC.168 Many of the Western Massachusetts unserved 
towns were eligible — including all of those working with WG&E.

As a more experienced operator, WG&E may have been more attuned to federal programs 
of this sort. To Flaherty’s recollection, “we presented [the idea of applying] to the towns and 
then we drove the application process.”169 He remembered that it was a “complex process,” 
because Westfield had to come to an agreement with each community, and the agreements 
also had to be approved by WG&E’s board as well as the Westfield City Council.170 Later 
that year, the FCC announced WG&E as the recipient of CAF II funding in 21 Massachusetts 
communities (one, Royalston, ultimately did not decide to build).171 After the state stepped 
in with critical support to help secure the required letter of credit, the projects were officially 
in line to receive approximately $10 million over 10 years, with a distinct amount allocated to 
fund construction in each town, ranging from $10,000 to $100,000 annually.172 Funding would 
flow through Westfield, as the applicant, to each locality.173

WG&E began disbursing CAF II funds to towns in 2024, when 95 percent of the construction 
was completed across the service area and it had satisfied the program’s requirements.174 
It appears that many have used these disbursements to pay their debt service, in effect 
refunding the town for the capital it fronted for construction.175 In some cases, a portion of 

the funding is being used to seed a stabilization fund to cover anticipated 
cyclical equipment upgrades and help protect against unforeseen or 
emergency costs.176 Though the CAF II funding was not available to 
cover the costs of construction in real time, it nevertheless significantly 
decreased the long-term cost burden of network building for most of the 
communities. 

Finally, after what was sometimes over a decade of effort, “the most 
anticipated news”: the long night of digital disconnection was coming to a 
close as high-speed municipal networks began lighting up across Western 
Massachusetts.177 

The first ember flickered in Otis in 2018, with tiny Alford following shortly thereafter. New 
Ashford, Plainfield, and Rowe lit up in 2019. COVID-19 slowed the pace slightly, with 
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Washington experiencing an eight-week delay on the eve of installations.178 However, outdoor 
work continued apace and installations soon resumed, with Ashfield, Cummington, Leyden, 
New Salem, Washington, Wendell, and Windsor blinking on in 2020. Seven more came online 
in 2021: Becket, Blandford, Charlemont, Chesterfield, Colrain, Goshen, and Heath. 

Small Towns and Long-Term  
Public-Public Partnerships

“We’ve got cell phone numbers to parties. We know who 
we need to call for what. That relationship is what makes 
it sustainable.”
		  — ALFORD MLP MANAGER TIM ORTWEIN179

As the networks across Western Massachusetts neared completion, each community had 
another big decision on its hands: who would run them? Many of the municipal light plants 
were still run by volunteer boards, and some paid the MLP Manager a small yearly stipend to 
manage the network.180 It was not the intent of most of these towns to take on the day-to-
day management. Tim Ortwein from Alford noted very frankly that “we have a part-time office 
administrator, board secretary, and two and a half guys on the highway crew. Alford does not 
have the resources to have a dedicated, broadband team.”181 

It was time to find a trustworthy partner to operate the network on the 
day-to-day. At least one locality, Blandford, elected to contract with 
WG&E for ISP services before construction was even underway, but others 
separated their construction and operation decisions.182 When it came 
time to make operational decisions, many considered a variety of options 
and formally solicited proposals. WG&E had been a preferred state project 
manager and had made clear its willingness to serve as the network 
operator once construction was complete, but towns were not locked in on 
who they could select as provider.183 

In the end, most entrusted their networks to WG&E, forging what are so far 
long-lasting public-public partnerships. Just as Westfield played a critical 
role at a moment of uncertainty years before, it would step up again now, 
working with 19 towns as a trusted partner to establish a uniquely robust 

and successful public-public partnership. (Shutesbury was the only community for which 
WG&E served as construction Project Manager that opted to contract elsewhere for operation. 
Another municipal entity, South Hadley Electric Light Department, now operates the network 
for Shutesbury.184) 

WiredWest Reconstituted
WiredWest had supported 
communities as they undertook 
construction with advocacy and 
education, and now pitched the 
cooperative again as an option for 
regionalization. Six communities 
elected to continue this path 
with WiredWest, while others 
withdrew from the cooperative 
and decided to make decisions 
about operations on their own.261



33 Commonwealth of Connection

Towns had a variety of reasons for pressing forward with public-public partnerships for the 
long-term, especially with WG&E. Many of the same factors contributed to an ease in the 
partnership — like experience, capacity, and shared public commitments — in the operation 
phase as in the building phase. WG&E was not guaranteed these contracts, but, trust had 
been built among many of the parties as the construction project proceeded. Broadband 
leaders in New Ashford summed up the thinking in a 2021 annual report: “we are aligned in our 
mission for success and our relationship continues to strengthen as we work together.”185

Tim Ortwein in Alford is convinced that partnering with a public entity has made 
the project much smoother than had they gone with another operator. “Even still to 
this day, we encounter problems with the private partnerships,” not least because 
it is difficult to get the bureaucracy of a corporate giant to be responsive to a small 
community in Massachusetts, population 500. On the other hand, public entities 
“understand the nuances and the regulations under Massachusetts law” — for 
instance around town notices and meetings.186

WG&E’s experience and capacity operating state-of-the-art fiber networks was 
also important. “They had already stood up customer service, they had already 
stood up tech support,” Drawe noted. Why reinvent the wheel on a much smaller 
scale if Westfield had already invested $3 million in a billing system, already hired 
and trained customer service representatives, already had the bucket trucks 
and the field techs?187 “We had that space and that capacity” to take on these 
partnerships, WG&E Manager Flaherty said.188 

For Westfield, the partnership’s benefits are pretty straightforward. “We can 
actually develop our business,” Flaherty noted. WG&E can leverage its expertise, 
its existing technology and staffing, and develop new revenue sources without 
taking on the risk of new capital investments. Altogether Whip City Fiber estimates 
that they serve around 8,000 subscribers across the 19 partner towns in Western 
Massachusetts.189 

Westfield charges a flat fee of between $26 and $29 per subscriber to serve as 
provider. In return, it operates and monitors the network, diagnoses outages, fields 
customer service calls, bills subscribers, and markets the service. Each community 
pays for its own backhaul and contracts with WG&E on an additional cost-plus 
basis for maintenance and repairs.190 If one of the fiber lines is hit in a storm, “I 
would be calling Whip City to have them come out with a cherry picker and take 
care of it,” says Health MLP Manager Bailey Cole.191 Though each town owns 
their own network, Whip City owns the in-home router, which gives staff greater 
visibility into network problems than they would have otherwise and substantially 
cuts down on troubleshooting costs. 

Individual communities retain ultimate responsibility for the health of the network, of course, 
but capacity-strapped communities are shouldering far less of the daily workload. MLP boards 

Alford $110

Ashfield $65

Becket* $84

Blandford $85

Charlemont $80

Chesterfield $75

Colrain $84

Cummington $85

Goshen $85

Heath* $75

Leyden $85

New Ashford $85

New Salem* $75

Otis $70

Plainfield $85

Rowe* $75

Washington* $75

Wendell $89

Windsor* $75

Prices last checked in Oct. 2025.

*Towns also offer 25/3 Mbps tier 
for $59 or $68.

Monthly Price 
for Symmetrical 
Gigabit Internet 
Service
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and managers oversee the generator backups at the huts, which can be critical in areas prone 
to weather related power outages. Earlier this year, for instance, the Heath network operated 
on generator power for four days before the grid was back up and running.192 They safeguard 
the physical integrity of the network by ensuring tree maintenance is done promptly and 
properly. Many perform yearly rideouts, driving the full distance of the network to get eyes on 
every strand and guarantee the integrity of the network.193 In some cases, the responsibilities 
of a MLP manager might add up to 5-7 hours a week.194

Each town is also responsible for setting its own policies related to pricing, installation costs, 
seasonal service, and shut off for nonpayment — the “executive decisions” of the network.195 
Whip City Fiber executes those policies, but they remain entirely in the hands of local 
residents. As evidence of this control, WiredWest member towns elected to offer subscribers 
two plan options because they felt that a lower-cost option would be welcome in their 
communities. In contrast, every other town offers only one package. Whip City operates a sort 
of network of networks, but each town retains final responsibility for how their community is 
served. 

Local broadband staff are critical liaisons between Whip City and community leaders — they 
“maintain all the communication lines with everybody,” Cole said.196 Whip City holds monthly 
partner calls with the hilltowns, and many MLP managers remain in close contact with Whip 
City staff. They can then relay major milestones or decisions to Municipal Light Boards to 
make sure local leaders “are able to have their voice.”197

As noted above, most of the original members of WiredWest eventually elected to move 
forward alone (with some only withdrawing in 2020 as operations decisions were made), 
but six decided to remain members of the cooperative: Becket, Heath, New Salem, Rowe, 

Washington, and Windsor. While WG&E currently manages the daily 
operation of these networks, WiredWest members have an additional layer 
of support. 

Each community’s MLP manager still performs some of the maintenance 
and monitoring functions of their own network, but WiredWest takes on 

some of the financial management responsibilities and manages the relationship with Whip 
City. WiredWest collects the customer payments for all member networks, and pays all costs, 
including the fee paid to Whip City. The set-up allows for WiredWest to help “protect each 
of our members from extraordinary expenses because we have the ability to spread the cost 
across six towns,” according to Drawe.198 Insurance, accounting, contract negotiations, legal 
services, auditing, and marketing are all services that WiredWest provides to its members. 

WiredWest towns see value in the sharing of resources, of risk — and of information. 
“Discussing issues with the group prior to going to Whip City has been helpful,” Heath MLP 
Manager Cole said.199 “I don’t have to just sit here and think, ‘I wonder if I should even ask this,’ 
and really just talking with them and figuring things out as a group” allows the communities 
to understand and advocate for their interests better. “Our voices are louder,” he asserts. As 

WiredWest member towns see 
value in the sharing of resources, 
of risk — and of information.
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one of the first of the new guard MLP Managers (Cole took over at the retirement of the long-
serving MLP Manager Sheila Litchfield), Cole benefited considerably from having consistent 
access to collected knowledge.200 When the WiredWest contracts were up for renewal in 2024, 
Becket’s representative told the Select Board that he felt that being a part of the cooperative 
was a “good value,” not least because of the knowledge and resources that Jim Drawe and 
other MLP managers brought to the table.201

Many of the other communities likewise maintain some level of collaboration, particularly 
with neighboring communities. At Whip City’s suggestion, New Ashford and Alford decided 
to share the cost of a back-up modem for network resilience.202 At least two consortiums of 
neighboring towns have built interconnections in order to ensure resiliency and create cost-
savings.203 “Now we have a regional network that is much more resilient and much cheaper,” 
Kulp said. A new iteration of the original WiredWest theme. 

In some cases, the layout of the power grid makes it more reasonable for one locality to 
reach a small number of another’s residents. The towns have worked out agreements that 
provide for such circumstances, bound together by a shared commitment to ensure that every 
resident of the area is properly served. 

“It’s that kind of inter-town communication and cooperation that makes this a 
feasible project.” 
		  					          — ALFORD MLP MANAGER TIM ORTWEIN

Many credit WG&E’s commitment to communication for the partnerships’ success. Heath MLP 
Manager Cole noted that they keep the partner towns in the loop on everything from network 
health, maintenance, and resiliency planning.204 Even, or perhaps especially, as the first of the 
second generation of MLP managers, good communication has stood out to him as the single 
most important trait to find in a partner. “If I was a small town [getting into a partnership], I 
would want a real strong point of contact with that provider and making sure that there is just 
good amicable communication constantly going on. Just being allowed to be heard,” he said.205

Rather than face a constant revolving door of anonymous voices and email addresses, 
many MLP managers feel that they are able to develop meaningful, reliable, and consistent 
relationships with Whip City. After an outage in June, “within five minutes” Ortwein was “on 
the phone with the director” at Whip City. The outage was resolved in a few hours. 

Individual subscribers also feel that sense of familiarity and community. Ortwein notes that 
“the people who handle the billing, they have a name. When [residents] call up tech support, 
they get one of three people. When they call up billing, they get one of two people. They 
know who they’re talking to.” He told the story of one subscriber who was having trouble with 
the bill platform. “He always talked to Leanne. He didn’t have to call up there and explain the 
whole situation again. It was, ‘Hey, it’s Leanne, I’ll take care of it.’”206 

Kulp says that, even among residents that don’t care that WG&E is a public entity, they 
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appreciate “the fact that it is a local company and we’re not dealing with a big telecom.” But 
perhaps even more than that, “you can call [them] and always just get a human who actually 

works in the office.”207 For Kulp, WG&E’s commitment to investing in 
customer service has marked them as a good partner, and helped them 
earn the trust of community members. Residents in Charlemont, in Becket, 
in Otis are served by the same people and in the same way as residents in 
Westfield itself — like people, like neighbors, like a community.

On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge the limits and tensions 
that might accompany any partnership. Jim Drawe is less effusive about 
the special nature of a public-public partnership, preferring instead to view 

the relationship in a more transactional manner. “Give me somebody that knows what they’re 
doing and can do it well at a decent price,” Drawe said.208 For all the shared values that might 
exist, it is the contract that most matters to Drawe. For now, WG&E fits that bill. 

Over the last few years, as many operating contracts came up for renewal, WG&E sought to 
move partners to a 10-year contract to better allow for budgeting and planning. In exchange, 
WG&E would charge a discounted rate per subscriber. Most agreed to the extended contract, 
some as early as 2022, but others resisted committing to such a lengthy term.209 A few 
expressed discomfort with making such a significant financial commitment to any outside 
party, while others emphasized upcoming leadership transitions. For whatever the town’s 
reason, WG&E has been willing to strike a variety of agreements with partners, a flexibility that 
has helped continue to facilitate productive partnerships. Nevertheless, this push for longer-
term contracts speaks to the ways that each party in the public-public partnership must 
balance competing priorities of long-range planning, sustainability, and independence. 

The View On the Other Side
Jean Atwater-Williams and Tim Newman now live in towns served primarily by one of the big cable providers. In 
Sandisfield, the situation is “exactly what we cautioned and predicted,” said Atwater-Williams. Instead of “fair prices 
for excellent Internet,” Sandisfield has no control. Cable and Internet costs for residents have nearly doubled since 
the network was fully connected three years ago.262 Newman noted that, purely on the level of Internet access, he 
felt his service was “adequate,” though he too complained about rising costs after the introductory rate. He also 
shared ongoing reservations about the model itself — the money generated by the network does not stay local, and 
is instead appropriated by a company that is not invested in the wellbeing of the community. This, he said, “is not a 
partnership.” The taxpayers of New Marlborough, on the hook for $720,000 plus interest over 15 years, are paying 
“this huge corporation money for the privilege of taking our money.”263

Atwater-Williams and Newman were among WiredWest’s strongest advocates in their communities. Both said that 
the vast majority of residents of their towns were “highly supportive” of the project and frustrated with decisions 
made by town leadership, though for many residents the sting of the failure has likely faded.264 For Atwater-
Williams, Newman, and others in their position, however, they remain deeply cognizant of the opportunity that was 
lost. “[WiredWest] would have been a triumph,” Atwater-Williams said.265

Residents in Charlemont, in 
Becket, in Otis are served by the 
same people and in the same 
way as residents of Westfield 
itself — like people, like 
neighbors, like a community.
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Reaping the Benefits of Broadband
“It’s been one of the best things that’s ever happened.”
		  — OTIS RESIDENT LARRY GOULD210

With about four years of service under the Ashfield MLP’s belt, David Kulp calls the project 
— and the years of commitment, unpaid labor, and the enormous financial risk the town took 
on — “a roaring success.” He has not “even heard of an inkling of anyone regretting it.”211 It’s a 
sentiment that is shared across the broadband-rich hilltowns of Western Massachusetts. 

The exceptionally high take rates in each community are a testament to that success. When 
planning for the networks, local champions estimated the percentage of households they 
would need to sign up (called the take rate) to make the network sustainable. Ashfield, for 
instance, estimated that the network could be sustainable with a 40-45 percent take rate, 

while Washington said its network could sustain on a 55 percent take 
rate.212 Instead, every locality vaulted past a 70 percent take rate almost 
immediately.213 Now, several years later, WG&E says that towns approach 
a take rate as high as 90 percent, remarkable in a region with high 
numbers of seasonal residents.214 

The high take rates, affordable contracts with Whip City, and strategic 
decisions have led to healthy financial success for the networks as well. In 

Heath, the income from the network and the CAF II funding are helping to pay the debt service 
and paying all maintenance costs of the network, as well as contributing to the WiredWest 
contingency planning.215 In Blandford, by 2024 earnings from broadband were not only 
paying the principal and interest on the town’s debt and covering operational costs, but the 
network was even reimbursing the town general fund for earlier debt service.216 Charlemont’s 
network was “in the black” within the first year of operation, with subscriber fees paying for all 
operation costs. Beginning the following year, local leaders projected that the network would 
generate enough revenues “to cover the debt payments one year in advance.”217 Likewise, 
Wendell’s network revenue was paying for the expenses, debt service, and a depreciation 
fund by 2023, and the MLP was making plans to establish a stabilization fund.218

The networks’ financial success means that broadband is paying back communities more 
quickly than anyone anticipated. Ashfield paid off its borrowing this fiscal year using network 
income, less than five years after launch.219 At the same time, MLPs are earmarking some of 
the network income for stabilization or contingency funds to ensure they have the resources 
to maintain and upgrade their networks as needed.220 

Some networks are even leveraging this windfall to lower costs for subscribers. Ashfield 
decided to lower its rates by $20 a month after the debt was satisfied. Alford too plans to 
lower its rates next year as its debt is retired. Wendell lowered its fee in 2022, and New Salem 

The high take rates, affordable 
contracts with Whip City, and 
strategic decisions have led to 
healthy financial success for 
the networks.
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and Chesterfield a few years later.221 Speaking about these decisions, WG&E GM Flaherty said 
“they’re definitely community-minded, and they’re like, this is the community’s money.”222

The partnership has been financially productive for Whip City Fiber as well. 
Income from operating these networks was not anticipated in the original 
business plan. The injection of nearly 8,000 new customers helps its own 
financial security, while keeping operating costs for the partner networks 
low. Buoyed by this unexpected income, WG&E has recently increased its 
financial commitments to the city. WG&E has always supported community 
institutions and non-profits as well as made “payments in lieu of taxes” 
(PILOT) to the municipality. In 2024, WG&E offered to increase its PILOT 
to support the costs of a new high school sports complex.223 For WG&E, 
the project was in line with the company’s long-standing self-image and 
reputation as a driver of community development. The project broke 
ground in late May.224

Two circumstances help explain the exceptionally high take rates in these 
towns. For one, these were previously unserved communities. Were 
residents really going to stick with spotty and slow satellite or patchy DSL 
over high-speed fiber Internet access? Secondly, the years of community 
organizing, and the necessity of bringing these plans through multiple 
rounds of town-wide votes, had inculcated a “hunger for Internet” that 
drove subscriptions.225

Another factor was a decision made by nearly every community to heavily 
subsidize what are called “drop costs” for subscribers. Towns were already 
stitching together funding from grants, free cash, and debt to pay for the 
construction of what is called the distribution network — the fiber that ran 
throughout the area and past every serviceable building. But it is relatively 
common for fiber networks to charge residents for at least a portion of the 
costs to bring the fiber to the home itself, which can range from several 
hundred to thousands of dollars.

Fearing that high out-of-pocket costs would deter sign-ups, local leaders decided that 
subsidizing these costs for residents would be strategically critical. Kulp said that Ashfield’s 
decision to subsidize the drop costs “was a very, very important part of the formula 
that allowed us to” reach Ashfield’s impressive take rate, but that “it was also a point of 
contention.”226 

There were two interrelated questions for decision makers: at what rate would they subsidize 
and how would they pay for those costs. On the second question, the state stepped in again 
with assistance, offering a reimbursement of several hundred dollars per drop for up to 70 
percent of the households in each town.227 From there, towns often drew from COVID-19 
stimulus funds or free cash to enhance that dollar amount.228

Opposition to Public 
Broadband
Opponents of municipal 
broadband used WG&E’s decision 
to increase its contributions as 
a pretext to criticize its work 
with surrounding towns. Mass 
Priorities, a dark money group 
that had previously been involved 
in an anti-community broadband 
campaign on the Cape, launched 
a series of television and billboard 
ads targeting the public-public 
partnership model.266 “It really 
should give municipalities pause 
to partner with Whip City Fiber,” 
the organization’s director said, 
claiming that subscribers in 
neighboring communities were 
funding “pet projects that benefit 
only the few at the expense of 
the many.”267 The incumbent 
cable companies and groups like 
Mass Priorities obviously see the 
public-public partnership model 
being pioneered in Western 
Massachusetts as a threat to 
telecom monopolies. 
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In setting the subsidy rate, it was a matter for most leaders of finding “what seemed to be 
a good balance point” that would meet the needs of most residents but recognize that “we 
just didn’t have endlessly deep pockets to subsidize everybody.”229 Working with Whip City, 
local officials ran models that sought to find the particular dollar amount responsive to both 
concerns. Ashfield settled on a $3,000 maximum subsidy, which would make installation 

entirely free for an estimated 95 percent of residents but wouldn’t leave 
the community on the hook for miles-long driveways.230 Many seemed 
to seek out a comparable coverage percentage but, because of unique 
circumstances, set subsidy rates a little above or below that number. A 
handful, including Plainfield and New Ashford, committed to meeting all 
costs of the drop, provided the property owner signed up in the initial 
period.231

Most communities also made the decision to sunset that drop cost subsidy, 
or at least substantially reduce it after a certain period of time. This 
decision helped drive early sign-ups for service but, according to Kulp, has 
led to some criticism, as it left newcomers and late-adopters on the hook 
for much higher costs.232 

Some also experimented with more creative outreach efforts to drive 
sign-ups. While Alford residents were waiting for home installations to 
begin, the MLP set up a demonstration of the network at the fire house 
so people could experience the connection’s speed and reliability. “I’ve 
seen a bunch of people there downloading software rather than waiting at 
home,” the MLP Chairman said.233 Hoping to dispel confusion or fear about 
digital tools, Chesterfield broadband champions published articles in the 
town newsletter explaining digital skills like how to use video conferencing. 
“Remember that you have friends and family eager to help you get started,” 

the article said, “Maybe you will even do that over a video conference call!”234

Besides financial sustainability and subscriber enthusiasm, the success of the projects can 
be measured by the benefits they have brought to communities. Unlike many of the newer 
community Internet access initiatives that are, in effect, artifacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
municipal broadband in Western Massachusetts is a product of longer-term recognition of the 
digital divide. Not all of the networks were completed before the pandemic struck, but local 
broadband champions had long sought to put fast, reliable, and affordable broadband front 
and center in conversations about the health of their communities. For anyone still on the 
fence about the wisdom of this project, COVID-19 made it abundantly clear that “they would 
have never been able to have participated in public life like the rest of the country could have 
without this broadband.”235 COVID-19 was rather proof of concept than first flash of insight.

Access to broadband meant that both individual residents and communities as a whole could 
still hope to prosper in the midst of an unprecedented crisis. Ortwein remembered that “for 
the longest time, people would not go to Alford because [...] there was no connectivity. It felt 

“Long Drop” Costs and 
Rural Internet Networks
Network builders and operators 
in rural areas often have to weigh 
how to address the costs of “long 
drops,” or connections to homes 
that span considerable distances. 
For individual residents, these 
costs might prevent them from 
subscribing to Internet service, 
harming the network in the 
long term. In Vermont, many of 
the community-run networks 
building fiber throughout the 
state cover installation for long 
drops up to 2000 feet. To help 
the networks mitigate those costs, 
the state has also created a grant 
program for providers called the 
Affordable Long Drop Program.268 

https://communitynetworks.org/content/vermonts-long-reach-toward-affordable-broadband
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really distant from the world in that way.”236 But, far from being abandoned, with its newfound 
connectivity, Alford saw a surge in primary residency during the pandemic.237 

Many local leaders also highlight broadband’s effect on real estate in their communities. 
“Houses which used to stay on the market for a year are selling on average in 14 days,” one 
local realtor told the Berkshire Eagle.238 Professionals from New York City began moving full-
time into the small towns of Western Massachusetts; so too did families with children that 
simply didn’t consider a place like Becket or Cummington before. Heath’s new MLP manager 
himself moved into the community only three years ago. He says he wasn’t drawn to Heath for 

the connectivity, but that it would have been a dealbreaker without it. “The Internet 
really saved these towns from extinction,” Drawe said.239

Businesses have since hailed the benefits of broadband in their communities. In 
Colrain, the owner of Pine Hill Orchards celebrated its newfound ability to handle 
credit card and EBT payments. “It’s just changed the whole way that everyone lives 
and does business and it’s so much cheaper,” Colrain’s broadband manager, Mike 

Slowinski, told the Boston Globe.240 When reflecting on the impact of this project as a relatively 
new resident, Cole from Heath focused on the quality of life improvements connectivity brings, 
citing its benefits to emergency services, employment, education, and general welfare.241

The success of these municipal projects continue to reverberate in unexpected ways. 
Others in the region have seen the success of Westfield and the hilltowns, and have begun 
considering ways they might build and operate broadband networks with WG&E. The biggest 
of these communities is West Springfield, a city with nearly 30,000. Initial interest in West 
Springfield in 2019 was further accelerated by the imposition of data caps by Comcast in 
2020.242 In 2021, the city voted to establish a municipal light plant and authorized the launch 
of a $2.5 million pilot program in four neighborhoods.243 A 2022 city-wide vote resulted in 77 
percent support for the program. A unanimous city council overcame industry opposition to 
authorize a further $11 million borrowing to expand the network in 2024.244 Subscribers in 
West Springfield are already being served.

West Springfield may just be the first in a new crop of municipalities leveraging public-public 
partnerships to bring broadband to Western Massachusetts. Residents of East Longmeadow 
are also looking at the opportunity to provide broadband service to their community.245 In 
both of these communities, the service will be a competitor to an existing cable provider that 
residents feel is not meeting their needs and expectations. Take rates will likely lag those of 
the communities explored here, but they’ve found inspiration enough in the ways that these 
small towns have resisted the power of massive telecom monopolies and delivered better, 
cheaper, and more reliable service to their communities through public-public partnerships.

Antagonists of community broadband have also made note of the hilltowns’ success. Even 
as newcomers have taken up the mantle of community broadband, efforts have faced stiff 
resistance in the form of astroturf campaigns aimed at tearing down public broadband options. 
In Southwick, Flaherty said, the Select Board “was very excited about moving forward with a 

“Real estate agents were 
finally happy.” 
   — WIREDWEST EXECUTIVE  
           DIRECTOR JIM DRAWE
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plan” involving Whip City. When they called for a vote on authorizing the necessary borrowing 
— in this case $15 million — Mass Priorities, the anti-municipal broadband group, blanketed 
the community with flyers and door-knockers, pushing claims about rising taxes and limited 
services.246 It wasn’t the first time this group had targeted WG&E.247 Flaherty noted that 
enthusiasm had been so high that many supporters didn’t think they needed to attend, and the 
measure failed by 12 votes (a two-thirds majority was required).248 A similar situation unfolded 
in Hamden, where the measure failed by two votes.249 While West Springfield successfully 
repelled a similar approach from Mass Priorities, residents of Hampton and Southwick now 
face an uphill battle in getting the broadband their communities deserve. 

Lessons Learned 
The municipal broadband networks in Western Massachusetts are both products and drivers 
of community pride, engagement, and commitment. The entire first page in Goshen’s 2022 
Annual Report was dedicated to the success of the broadband project and was titled simply, 
“Thank you for your hard work and dedication.”250

“There is a lot of pride and satisfaction that we were able to build it ourselves, and 
that it’s run by a local entity.” 
						                        — ASHFIELD MLP MANAGER DAVID KULP

These are networks built by and for the communities themselves, and they remain 
accountable to those communities. According to Ortwein, “the thing that is really attractive 
about something like this being a town-owned service is that we’re [...] responsible to 
the townspeople.”251 That sense of responsibility undergirded a community organizing 
and advocacy effort that spanned three decades. And it is lived out, now, in the quotidian 
decisions and functions of any municipal project. Public-public partnerships, in which the 
transactional nature of contracts is laced through with a shared sense of community and 
purpose, have been critical to these towns’ ability to meet those responsibilities.

These are the biggest lessons we take away from the Western Massachusetts story. 

Unique circumstances in town governance helped drive success. Though an absence of 
these factors hardly dooms an effort to fail, we would be remiss not to address the unique 
conditions and community traditions that helped buttress organizing and advocacy here.

Annual Town Meeting/Direct Democracy: This factor proved to be both a challenge 
and an asset for community broadband champions. Towns in Massachusetts are 
required to conduct major business through a process called Town Meeting, whereby 
an open gathering of registered voters acts as the Town’s legislative body and approves 

→
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spending and other important decisions. Direct democracy is not easy. Corralling the 
votes of hundreds of residents took enormous effort, as did convincing them to raise 
their own taxes. But it meant that broadband advocates won essential community buy-in 
every step of the way.

Geography: In Massachusetts, there are no unincorporated areas; every area in the state 
is divided among its towns and cities. As a result, towns play an outsized role in regional 
development. The communities under study here were committed to serving every 
household in their area. There would be no patchwork development, and no household 
in Alford, or Ashfield, or Heath would be left behind.

Political and financial opportunities shaped by state actions. For many of the broadband 
advocates in Western Massachusetts, the state was a fickle but crucial partner. At times, state 
officials appear as obstructive characters, too skeptical of local community power. Yet later 
state financial support of these projects proved critical. States should recognize the relatively 
inexpensive ways they can help small, sometimes under-resourced areas transform their 
digital futures and trust that bigger is rarely better.

State Grants: Though a smaller number than what some advocates hoped for or 
anticipated, Massachusetts ultimately offered nearly $30 million in financial support 
for these small-town broadband projects. In some cases, municipal broadband may 
have been attainable even without that support (as shown by the Leverett case), but 
the funding helped make capital-intensive development possible in some very small 
communities. 

State House Note Program: State mechanisms for low-cost borrowing proved especially 
important for the small municipalities that would have struggled to participate in the 
municipal bond market. State-facilitated lending programs like this (as well as other 
mechanisms like State bond banks) can help smooth the way for low-cost, short- and 
medium-term municipal borrowing essential for building for the future.

For these towns, success depended on working together, but remaining adaptable. 
For many years, and even now in different ways, this was a story fundamentally about 
cooperation and collective action. Local leaders and broadband champions found allies in 
one another, sharing knowledge, building relationships, and dreaming of a structural solution 
to their regions’ long-term digital neglect. They built community power through those efforts. 
When political pressure came to bear on the collective, some fell away, but many others 
stayed the course, even if it meant pivoting to a modified version of that shared dream. Still, 
“independence” did not mean a total loss of shared values, resources, and commitments — 
demonstrated in the continued life of WiredWest and the more informal cooperation we see 
among these communities to this day. 

Self-reliance is sometimes the only way. Around 2010, widespread frustration with monopoly 
Internet service providers spurred the massive wave of broadband organizing that swept 
across nearly four dozen communities in the region. For years after, many broadband 
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/state-bond-banks-the-best-kept-secret-in-infrastructure-finance-need-a-bigger-role-in-rebuilding-america/#:~:text=Unlike%20most%20federal%20infrastructure%20programs,every%20community%20within%20a%20state.
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advocates fruitlessly sought partnerships with large, for-profit ISPs. Again and again, they 
were turned away. From the vantage point of the present, a few of the battle-hardened 
broadband champions might see this as a blessing in disguise. It was a bitter pill to swallow, 
but it hardened the resolve and clarified the thinking of many local leaders: no one cares about 
saving you as much as you.

Volunteers can make a difference. Years of volunteer effort and thousands of hours went 
into the municipal broadband successes outlined here — effort with a very uncertain payoff 
on a very long time-horizon. That effort had to be offered again and again in the face of 
changing circumstances and unexpected challenges. Some of these volunteers were elected 
town leaders as well, but many others were just neighbors who cared. Some felt the crush of 
disappointment, but many others succeeded in doing something that most would have found 
unthinkable only a few years before.

It takes sacrifice for small towns to build big things. Many towns who were initially interested 
eventually fell away from the project, fearful of borrowing or taking on responsibility and 
lured away by the promise of getting something for nothing. But the communities discussed 
in this report persevered. They scraped together financing; they asked people to show up 
on the weekend to dig trenches; they volunteered to raise their taxes. One hopes that other 
communities might have an easier journey, but there is value in reflecting on their conclusion. 
Something worth something might cost something. 

Know your own market. It is illustrative to consider the different measures of take rate 
success in Westfield itself and some of these small hilltowns. WG&E went into broadband 
development anticipating a take rate of between 50-60 percent in Westfield, knowing that 
there was a competitor in the market. However, it was reasonable for the take rates in 
these small communities to far exceed those numbers despite the concerns of the state’s 
consultants, especially after years of community organizing and educational campaigns and 
with no competition. It is also worth noting that there were strategic decisions that helped 
drive success, especially finding ways to subsidize the costs of initial installation for many 
residents. 

Partnerships built on shared values can facilitate municipal broadband success, even in 
very small towns. The communities studied here brought an enormous amount to the table, 
drawing from a cross-section of townspeople with varied skills and experiences. But most 
were frank in that they did not have the capacity or expertise to run a broadband network, 
nor did they have the potential subscriber base to justify setting up a full network operations 
center or hiring an entire customer service team. To be financially feasible, these networks 
needed to remain lean while meeting residents’ expectations for service and responsiveness. 

As project manager and now network operator, WG&E has played a truly vital role in 
making these networks possible. No partnership is without its challenges, and the networks 
pay for WG&E’s services, but it is nevertheless worth highlighting the special value of 
these partnerships. In reflecting on the success of this model, local leaders cite robust 
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communication, local knowledge and commitment, and a fundamentally shared system of 
values. WG&E charges a reasonable rate and is highly responsive. And on a very critical level, 
WG&E recognizes and respects that these networks were built by these towns for these 
towns — a recognition reflected in its daily interactions with local leaders and in its policies 
administering the networks as each community sees fit. 

 

Internet access in this country is better than it has ever been, but hundreds of communities 
continue to struggle with low-quality, expensive broadband. Beholden to the demands of 
shareholders, the largest Internet Service Providers raise prices annually and have long 
neglected rural and low-income areas. The federal $42.5 billion Broadband Equity Access and 
Deployment (BEAD) program was expected to bring high-quality Internet access to everyone, 
but deeply flawed maps have left countless communities excluded from that funding and 
recent changes to the program promise to strand many households with slower, less reliable 
technologies. 

But we need not wait for large ISPs or the federal government to solve our connectivity crisis. 
The networks in these small Massachusetts towns are just a handful of the more than 400 
municipal networks providing service to more than 800 municipalities across the country. 
Local solutions like these remain necessary, and can offer a model for states and local 
advocates looking to truly close the digital divide in their communities. 

Over the last two decades, residents in these rural communities committed to themselves and 
their neighbors, found a trusted partner, and built the Internet access of their dreams. Now 
they determine their own digital futures. ▪

https://communitynets.org/content/community-network-map
https://communitynets.org/content/community-network-map
https://communitynets.org/content/community-network-map
https://communitynets.org/content/community-network-map
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