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Bringing Broadband to your Community 
A Complete Guide for Virginia’s Local Leaders 

 
  
Welcome!  Since you’ve downloaded this document, you were able to find your way 
online, but there may be others in your community who aren’t as fortunate.  The 
Commonwealth of Virginia’s broadband team wants to support your efforts to bring 
broadband connections to the residents of your community or region.  We hope this 
document is comprehensive, but if you have any issues or questions – however 
small – please don’t hesitate to reach out to us directly. 
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LET’S START AT THE BEGINNING: 
 
What am I looking at right now? 
 
This is a step-by-step guide designed by the Commonwealth of Virginia’s broadband 
team to explain why and how to get everyone in your community or region access to 
broadband, or high-speed internet. The guide is designed for local leaders, whether 
they be local elected, business or concerned citizens, who will work with local 
governments and internet service providers to bring universal access to broadband. 
 
This guide will be updated continuously, as we get feedback from you, as well as 
other partners.  Be sure to check in often and make sure you’re using the most up-
to-date version! 
 
Everyone? 
 
Well, hopefully.  The Commonwealth is defining “universal broadband coverage” as 
anything over 95% of homes and businesses.  Some communities may have 
residents that are simply too remote for it to make sense for those folks to be 
connected as a part of this effort.  What we’ve seen, as we’ve looked at connection 
costs across the Commonwealth, is that some areas are able to get nearly everyone 
online while others are so spread out that it could cost twice as much to get 100% 
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connected as it does to get 95% online.  We’ll talk more about this later, but it’s also 
worth noting here that another reason for planning for “universal broadband 
coverage” is so that we’re not creating pockets of constituents that are even harder 
to reach than they were before.  So please keep reading.  
 
So what is broadband? 
 
Broadband is any connection that allows data to move from the internet to your 
device quickly.  When it’s slow, it’s an internet connection but it’s not broadband.  In 
Virginia, we define broadband as connections with speeds of greater than 10 
megabits per second download – when things load from the internet to your 
computer or device – and 1 megabit per second upload – which is when you send 
something from your computer or device out to the internet.   
 
Why do we need to do this? 
 
All sorts of reasons:  
 
First and foremost, because our kids deserve it.  We know that children in 
households with broadband access have better educational and career success – 
even when you consider all other factors.  The kids in your community deserve just 
as good a shot at success as any other kids around Virginia do.   
 
Second, this infrastructure is as critical to modern life today as electrification and 
indoor plumbing have been for the past century. High-speed internet is essential to 
local economies, whether it be agriculture, forestry, or the expanding home based 
small businesses. Businesses absolutely need high-speed access to the internet, and 
that increasingly means access at their employees’ homes as well as at the 
workplace.  Local economies benefit from access to quality broadband coverage and 
high-speed internet is bringing access to telemedicine and online education 
opportunities.  
 
Finally, participation in modern American civic, economic, and social life requires 
that all of us be able to have the same opportunity to access voting information, local 
public notices, email, online marketplaces and other modern communication tools 
as easily as do those who have good broadband connections.  Your community 
deserves to have the same quality of life as connected communities. 
 
Isn’t the state going to handle this? 
 
The Commonwealth is here to help in every way we can.  We can give advice, we can 
supply documents like this one and the associated checklist and model solicitation, 
and most importantly, the Governor and General Assembly have allocated millions 
of dollars in new grant assistance that we will grant to help make broadband 
projects in your community happen. 



 

Page 3 of 23 
Bringing Broadband to Your Community 2019  

Version 1.0 

 
What we can’t do is get anything done without local partners.  Our grant programs 
require a private-sector partner and a unit of local government.  That could be a 
single county, city, or town, a group of counties, a planning district, etc.   
 
Simply put, local leadership is a key factor in getting your community online.  
Without that, broadband expansion probably won’t happen. 
 
Isn’t some consultant going to handle this? 
 
You can absolutely hire a consultant to help you with this BUT you don’t have to and 
it’s important that you have a very clear idea of what you want your consultant to do 
if you do.   
 
The key things to think about when considering a consultant are:  
 

1. Can I get what we need with some legwork on my part and on the part of 
those in my community?  

2. Have I fully explored the support available for free from the state? 
3. What are my specific needs?   

a. Do I just need legal support to manage these relationships? 
b. Do I need technical advice on what’s achievable? 
c. Do I need financial advice about my community’s resources and 

available benefits?  
4. Do the Internet Service Providers (ISPs) that already serve – or could serve – 

my area already have the ability to support planning an expansion effort?  
They may already know what it would take to expand, and simply haven’t 
because of cost concerns – we can help with that. 

5. Has this consultant worked with other localities before?  If so, can they 
provide references I can then take to the Commonwealth broadband team?   

 
The broadband team wants to help you get as much done as you can for as little 
expense as possible.  We will be candid with you about what we know happened in 
other communities as well as advise you as best we can about what you should be 
doing already.  Our team is a real bargain at $0 an hour! 
 
What if it turns out a consultant is exactly what we need? 
 
It’s always nice to know exactly what you need.  In our experience, hiring a 3rd party 
consultant to manage and support your efforts can be very useful.  Hiring a 3rd party 
consultant to design your network build out is rarely a cost-efficient way to get your 
community covered because your eventual partners will need to do their own 
design and engineering.  
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There are some great consultants out there, and as with any large-scale project, due 
diligence is important.  Look for a consultant’s work history and reach out to both 
the broadband team and some of the other localities in which they’ve worked before 
you hire them. 
 
Also, make sure you give the broadband team a heads up about your plans.  We may 
be able to help find resources for your planning work.   
 
Isn’t Elon Musk or some other tech person going to handle this? 
 
There are lots of developing broadband technologies, and they’re all exciting.  That 
said, there is currently no silver bullet technology in the pipeline that is likely to 
solve the challenges of rural broadband and get your community online in the near 
future. 
 
Can’t everyone already get satellite service? 
 
You hear a lot about satellite broadband.  Here’s the challenge: current satellite 
services rely on a comparatively small number of satellites far above the ground, 
and even though signals are fast, there’s no way to speed up the “latency,” or the 
time it takes your clicks and keystrokes to travel up to the satellite, back down to a 
receiving station, out to the internet, back to the receiving station, back up to the 
satellite, and back down to you.  Phew! This type of service is also very expensive 
and, as anyone whose service has been knocked out during a thunderstorm can 
attest, can be unreliable in bad weather. 
 
Elon Musk wants to put LOTS of satellites into orbit much closer to the ground to try 
to solve that problem. And it will.  But that creates a whole bunch of new problems 
related to the satellites having to move across the sky rather than stay in the same 
place, the satellites falling back to earth much more quickly, and the satellites having 
to talk to each other – just to name a few.  The service is likely to remain very 
expensive and potentially unreliable in bad weather, and that’s if it really happens at 
all. 
 
Google, Microsoft, Facebook, Amazon, as well as scientists with the cable and 
telecommunications industries are all also working on new technology. 
 
The Commonwealth broadband team thinks these people do lots of neat stuff, and 
don’t get us wrong, we are excited to have people thinking outside the box on this, 
but we aren’t holding our breath on these developing technologies, and you 
shouldn’t either. 
 
Isn’t 5G cellular service going solve all this?  We have lots of towers already. 
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While you may have what seems like a lot of towers, you don’t have enough for 5G.  
We are certain, here’s why. 
 
5G, unlike previous improvements in cellular technology, is going to require 
transmitters to be VERY close together, sometimes as close as a few hundred yards 
apart.  Plus, towers and transmitters don’t do anything on their own; they need to be 
connected by fiber-optic lines. 
 
While 5G may roll out to the Commonwealth’s urban cores sometime in the next few 
years, it won’t likely reach anywhere not currently served by broadband service 
anytime soon, and even when it does, your community is going to need a ton of fiber 
optic capacity to make a 5G network work.  
 
That’s the great thing about the work you are undertaking to grow your broadband 
network.  You’ll get your community online and in doing so, actually lay the 
groundwork for things like 5G networks in the future. 
 
So what will an actual broadband network look like in my community? 
 
Unless you know where to look you probably won’t notice it. 
 
But if you mean, “what kind of infrastructure and technology will you be deploying,” 
that’s a much better question. 
 
Ok, what kind of infrastructure and technology will my community be 
deploying? 
 
While there are lots of different ways to move data around, in the current and near-
future technological landscape, you’ll hear most about two technologies that make 
sense for most communities to support: 1) fiber optics to the premises (FTTP); and 
2) fixed wireless broadband. 
 
Fiber optics are glass cables that transmit data through pulses of light, and these 
connections can reach blistering speeds.  Fiber to the premises networks tend to be 
expensive however, and are best-suited for more dense areas.  A fiber network 
works by physically connecting homes and businesses to the infrastructure of the 
internet. 
 
Fixed wireless is different from cellular service; anything you get on your mobile 
phone is, kind of by definition, mobile.  Fixed wireless means transmissions between 
equipment that is fixed in specific locations, usually a tower and an antenna on your 
home or business.  Fixed wireless networks still require fiber, but that fiber only 
goes to towers and other transmission sites – the signal travels wirelessly from 
there. 
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Ultimately, the Commonwealth’s broadband team is technology neutral and suggest 
that you be as well. If a product, be it fiber, fixed wireless, TV whitespace (which is a 
specific kind of fixed wireless), or a string tied between two cups, can deliver 
reliable high-speed broadband in all kinds of weather, with low-latency, and at a 
reasonable cost- count us in.   
 
Isn’t fiber much better than wireless? 
 
Yes and no.  Fiber does offer higher speeds, but at much higher capital costs.  Fixed 
wireless technology is gaining ground on fiber every day, but requires that 
equipment be regularly upgraded as the technologies advance.  
 
Most communities will need to pursue a hybrid approach: some fiber to the more-
dense areas, and to towers, with fixed wireless extending the network out to the 
less-dense regions. 
 
Our locality is struggling financially – how can our community afford 
broadband? 
 
That’s ok.  Really. 
 
First, you probably have the ability to access more money than you think.  Later in 
the guide we’ll discuss service districts for broadband, and these can be really good 
ways to raise capital at the local level. 
 
Second, the Governor and General Assembly, with the support of a broad coalition of 
stakeholders, are leading the charge for more state investments in broadband.  
Commonwealth investments in broadband grants to communities and internet 
service providers have grown exponentially in the last few years.  The Governor and 
the General Assembly increased grant funding from $4 million a year to $19 million 
a year in 2019, and the Governor has pledged to introduce budgets with at least $50 
million dollars per year for grants to localities – or groups of localities – who are in 
partnership with a private sector ISP.  
 
Third, and we’ll be able to help to identify these, your community almost definitely 
has tons of assets to bring to the table. Each will look different, but we’ve seen 
communities come together around funding, vertical assets, even volunteer 
property and land clearing for tower locations.   
 
How do we get those grants? 
 
There are really two state sources of grants: the Virginia Telecommunication 
Initiative (VATI), which is run through the Virginia Department of Housing and 
Community Development (DHCD), and the Tobacco Region Revitalization 
Commission’s (TRRC) Last Mile Broadband Program.   
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Anyone in Virginia can access VATI grants.  You can learn more about them on 
DHCD’s website, which is here. 
 
TRRC grants are only available to select communities in Southern and Southwest 
Virginia.  To learn if you’re eligible, check here.  For background on that program, 
reach out to your regional TRRC office. 
 
Wait though!  Keep reading this document.  Later on we’ll walk you through the 
process, step-by-step, and applying for grants will absolutely be one of them. 
 
Are there federal grants? 
 
Yep.  Lots of them, and they’ve got different rules and application deadlines, and 
requirements.  Here is a list of federal grants. The Commonwealth’s broadband team 
is happy to help you figure those out too – but as with the state grants, keep reading 
and let’s make sure you’re ready to pursue them before you hit the ground running 
(or typing). 
 
Shouldn’t this be a part of our Comprehensive Planning Process? 
 
Well, it could be.  But we absolutely don’t want you to wait until your next comp. 
plan update to get started on this.  You should hit the ground running, and by the 
end of this process, you’ll have plenty of material to include in your next plan. 
 
What’s in the rest of this guide? 
 
The rest of this guide includes a brief section to help you make the case to your 
neighbors and colleagues that this is something you absolutely need to do as a 
community.  You’re taking control of your future!  That’s not as hard as you 
probably think because, well, getting broadband access is absolutely something you 
need to do as a community.   
 
Imagine a community nowadays without access to electricity: The only residents 
they would have would be hermits, lots of cats, and people who really, REALLY love 
camping. In 25 years, communities without access to the internet will be the same.   
 
I read ahead and some things I found are confusing.  How can I get clarification 
or other help? 
 
Reading ahead?  You’re amazing!  We can already tell you’re going to be great at this.   
 
If anything is confusing, reach out to the Commonwealth broadband team!  Helping 
you is literally our job.  Shoot us an email at vati@dhcd.virginia.gov. 
 

https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/virginia-telecommunication-initiative-vati
https://www.revitalizeva.org/about-the-commission/areas-served/
https://www.wired.virginia.gov/sites/default/files/Broadband%20Funding%20Opportunities%202019_0.pdf
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So what should we do first? 
 
You’re doing it.  Keep reading this guide, figure out how far along you are, and take 
the next identified steps.  If you run into trouble, contact the broadband team for 
help. 
 

BENEFITS OF BROADBAND IN YOUR COMMUNITY: 
 

1. Economic benefits 
 
Broadband is a requirement for doing business in the 21st century and the 
absence of broadband in a community usually means the absence of jobs. 
Almost every aspect of running a modern business is done online, such as 
advertising, bookkeeping, restocking inventory, and selling directly to 
customers. Even if the business location itself has access to the internet, 
companies need their employees to have access at home for teleworking 
purposes and quality of life. For rural communities who have seen residents 
leave and 20th century industry close, broadband is a necessity for economic 
stability and growth.  
 

2. Social benefits 
 
The benefits of broadband for a community are wide reaching and 
comprehensive.  

 Communities are safer - with increased connectivity, public safety 
officials have faster and more dependable communication 
networks, leading to faster response times.  

 Communities are healthier – telemedicine, or healthcare delivered 
via video-conferencing, will bring care to remote and unserved 
patients, bringing down costs and leading to better health 
outcomes.  

 Communities are wealthier – the moment a home is connected to 
broadband, the value of the property is estimated to increase an 
additional 3-8% on average. The amount of wealth that will be 
created for communities by expanding broadband will far 
outweigh the initial capital costs for bringing it there.    

 
3. Educational benefits 

 
In Virginia, our schools have worked hard to ensure that students have 
access to high-speed internet.  But we know that students need access at 
home as well to succeed. Studies consistently show that children in 
households without broadband have worse post-secondary outcomes. 
Research, applying for college, and even submitting schoolwork is all done 
online and students who are forced to stay late at school or sit in a 
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McDonalds parking lot for the free Wi-Fi are at a disadvantage. Many school 
divisions have provided devices to students to take home but these devices 
become drink coasters without internet access. Bringing universal 
broadband to all your students will improve performance and better their 
education.  

 

CHALLENGES TO BRINGING BROADBAND TO LESS-DENSE RURAL REGIONS: 
 

1. The density issue 
 
The real reason there isn’t already broadband everywhere is that it basically 
costs the same amount to string fiber or broadcast fixed wireless signals 
everywhere, but sometimes when a company strings a mile of fiber or 
broadcasts from a tower they’re able to get hundreds of customers.  Other 
times, it’s a dozen.   
 
For a variety of historical reasons, broadband is not a utility. Utilities are able 
to automatically charge all customers in a service territory to recoup 
infrastructure and maintenance costs because they’re required to serve all of 
those customers.  In the US, broadband companies aren’t structured that 
way. American private-sector broadband companies are using private capital 
to build infrastructure and take the risk of not being able to recover their 
costs.   
 
When there are only a handful of potential customers in an area, the risk of 
not being able to recover costs becomes a certainty – that’s why we’ve got to 
take steps to “make the math work.”  That’s where least-cost planning as well 
as new local revenues, state and federal grants, and resources from your 
private sector partner ISP(s) all come together to solve the problem. 
 
When we add together those resources, a private sector ISP can serve your 
community profitably, and keep providing that service indefinitely, without 
any need for further public support. 
 

2. Finding the right partner(s) 
 
This is important.  Some communities will be best served by a single wire-
line provider (an ISP that just does fiber optics).  Some communities will be 
best served by a single wireless provider.  Most communities will be best 
served by a hybrid solution involving both fiber to the premises and wireless 
broadband service. 
 
The solicitation described later in this document is a great way to make sure 
you’re working with the right partner or partners. 
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3. Getting public support 
 
You’ve got to make sure you’re not going it alone.  This shouldn’t be too 
tough as we haven’t met a community yet that didn’t want better access to 
the internet.  That said, people are often skeptical of what’s being done by 
their leaders if they’re in the dark. 
 
Pull together local leaders who want to help make this happen.  Once you’ve 
gotten things going, make sure you don’t forget to keep the public informed.  
Post updates to social media and your community’s website.  Hold a public 
meeting.  Invite us!  We love getting out of Richmond and into communities 
all over Virginia, and we can back you up with expertise and examples when 
your folks ask questions. 
 

4. Securing funding support 
 
We’re not going to sugar coat it: this is the hard part.  But you’re already 
halfway through this guide, and we bet you haven’t even taken many breaks.  
You’re already great at this. 
 
There are lots of sources of funding, from new powers your local government 
has to fund broadband expansion, to state planning and deployment grant 
support, to federal programs.  And that’s before you get your private-sector 
partner, who will also be kicking in resources!   
 
There’s even a list of those resources that you’re going to get a link to in 
about three quarters of a page. 
 
The other thing to remember is that this is a one-time expense.  Once the 
network exists in your community, there’s no ongoing expense for the 
locality beyond any assets you’ve currently got.  Individuals will need to pay 
their monthly subscription costs and the private sector provider will be 
responsible for maintaining and operating the portion of the network they 
own.   
 

5. Managing the project(s) 
 
This is mostly about making a good agreement and holding your partners to 
it.   
 
We’re here to help you make a good agreement, and local governments hold 
partners to agreements all the time.  Plus, if they don’t act right, you’ve got 
friends in Richmond who can help (…it’s us, and while we’re not really a big 
deal, we are willing to help out in any way that we can). 
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6. Managing public expectations and concerns 
 
We feel a little like the latest fad diet when we say this, but this program 
works – but only if you put in commitment and effort.  Over the last three 
years, VATI and TRRC, working with local leadership and our private sector 
partners, have connected over 70,000 premises in Virginia.  Keep your 
stakeholders engaged, be smart about your most valuable resources (people, 
time and money) and you’ll be headed in the right direction.  

 

TOOLS TO SUPPORT YOU: 
 

1. This guide 
 
This guide is here for you.   
 

2. The rest of the toolkit 
 
In addition to this guide, the toolkit includes a checklist to act as a quick 
reference to make sure you don’t miss any opportunities or critical 
considerations, a model solicitation that your county/town/city attorney 
should modify to reflect your specific circumstances, and contact info for the 
broadband team.   
 
Keep all of these close at hand. 
 

3. The Commonwealth Connect Report 
 
The broadband team has also written the Commonwealth Connect Report, 
which is updated annually, and lays out the progress and plans to achieve 
universal broadband coverage here in Virginia.  It includes a list of all funding 
sources of which we’re aware. 
 
Unfortunately, as that report is an official communication from the Governor 
to the General Assembly, it’s not nearly as entertaining as this document, but 
it is also filled with useful info.  You should absolutely give it a read. 
 

4. The Commonwealth’s broadband team 
We are here to be your partners.  You can always reach out to us, and once 
you’ve got the ball rolling, you’ll have direct contact info for a specific 
member of the team who is your personal advisor.  You’ll have their direct 
email and phone numbers, and even though they’ll be working with a 
number of communities, they’re going to like you and your community the 
best. Here is contact info for folks on our broadband team who are here to 
help: 
 

https://www.wired.virginia.gov/sites/default/files/CommonwealthConnectReport.pdf
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For initial questions and contact –  
VATI@dhcd.virginia.gov 
 
Evan Feinman, Governor’s Chief Broadband Advisor – 
EFeinman@revitalizeva.org 
 
Courtney Dozier, Governor’s Deputy Broadband Advisor – 
Courtney.Dozier@dhcd.virginia.gov 
 
Chuck Kirby, CIT Vice President of Broadband Programs – 
Chuck.Kirby@cit.org 
 
Kyle Rosner, Broadband Policy Specialist – 
Kyle.Rosner@governor.virginia.gov 

 
 

STEP-BY-STEP PATH TO UNIVERSAL BROADBAND COVERAGE: 
 
This is the key section.  Every person and community is tackling this problem from a 
different starting point so figure out where you are and start on the next step.  We’re 
here to help, so even if your current step doesn’t include reaching out to the 
broadband team, don’t hesitate to check in if you hit a roadblock or you’re uncertain 
about what’s next. 
 

1. Decide to pursue universal broadband coverage 
 
If you aren’t convinced that broadband is absolutely critical to the health, 
wealth, and success of your community then let us know and we can give you 
100 more reasons why it is. The key to achieving universal broadband is a 
leader to push the needle and champion the effort – that’s you! Becoming 
acquainted with this toolkit and the Commonwealth broadband team is your 
first step in becoming your locality’s broadband champion.  

 
2. Reach out to the Commonwealth broadband team 

 
This can be a quick check-in, but we should talk before you get going.  There 
may already be a regional project you could be a part of.  There may be major 
infrastructure going into your community that could affect your planning.  
Cheesy as it sounds, putting our heads together we’re more likely to get 
things off to a good start. 
 

3. Create an advisory committee 
 
Garnering buy-in from local leadership is crucial to successful broadband 
deployments and creating a broadband advisory committee is a great way to 

mailto:VATI@dhcd.virginia.gov
mailto:EFeinman@revitalizeva.org
mailto:Courtney.Dozier@dhcd.virginia.gov
mailto:Chuck.Kirby@cit.org
mailto:Kyle.Rosner@governor.virginia.gov
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get the ball rolling.  Advisory committees should have representation from, 
but not limited to: local elected officials (supervisors, council members), local 
government administration (town, city and/or county), local government 
economic development staff, planning district commission, local broadband 
experts, and other applicable constituents (public safety, libraries, schools, 
etc.). Once the advisory membership is established, the committee can meet 
monthly or quarterly and can help plan, manage, and execute the plan for 
universal broadband coverage.  Many hands make light work, and there is 
going to be some work between you reading this, and your community 
getting fully connected. 
 

4. Hire or designate staff support inside local government 
 
Rome wasn’t built in a day and universal broadband coverage won’t be 
either. Broadband deployment, while manageable, is not a simple task and 
making sure this effort is properly staffed is critical. Localities typically staff 
broadband efforts with folks experienced in information technology (IT), 
economic development, state grants, or facility management. That said, based 
on what we’ve seen from many communities throughout Virginia, a hard-
working leader within local government, empowered by the Advisory 
Committee and local elected officials, and working with internet service 
providers (ISPs), can move broadband from concept to reality. Whoever you 
decide to enlist, make sure they have our contact information for any 
questions they have along the way.  
 
Another item you’ll want to get your hands around is your GIS capacity.  If 
you’ve got a GIS department (or person) you’re in luck!  These folks are 
incredibly useful.  If you don’t, that’s ok.  We can offer some suggestions and 
your friendly regional PDC will almost certainly have capacity, if not 
resources to support your effort.   
 

5. Check in with the Commonwealth broadband team 
 
Now is a good time in the process to have a call with our team. We can 
discuss the advisory committee, new staff, and walk you through the next 
steps, which are below. Are you noticing a theme here yet? Keep going! 
 

6. Identify existing Internet Service Providers (ISPs) 
 

There is most likely at least one ISP providing service to your community 
now and you need to get a comprehensive list of who those ISPs are. If you 
are unsure about who those ISPs are, reach out to the Commonwealth 
broadband team. Along with a list, make sure to have a point of contact at 
each company as open communication will be critical to getting these ISPs to 
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expand their existing networks and making sure there is not an overbuilding 
of networks.   

 
7. Figure out your scope 

 
You can’t solve a problem without understanding the problem first so now is 
the time to get a more in-depth understanding of what the broadband needs 
are in your community. First step is reach out to existing ISPs to have a 
conversation about what they can share with you about where they provide 
service in your locality. ISPs are in a competitive business and much of the 
information you’re asking for may be considered proprietary. As with any 
good planning effort, flexibility here is key.  While some providers are 
comfortable sharing some information, some providers will require a signed 
non-disclosure agreement to review the maps in person. Sometimes there’s a 
willingness to have a conversation with rough estimates.  “Perfect” should 
not be the enemy of “good” here and some information is better than none.  
 
After reaching out to your existing ISPs, talk to local leaders from the 
economic development authority, board of supervisors/town/city council, 
planning department, information technology, public safety officials, and the 
county/town/city administration leadership. These folks are on the front 
lines and have knowledge of unserved areas from their work or having heard 
directly from constituents.  
 

8. Take our broadband availability survey 
 
Once you have a rough idea of where service is and isn’t, take our broadband 
survey – here. Federal broadband availability maps are recognized as 
insufficient at best.  Surveying your knowledge of broadband availability in 
your community is important for our team to better understand the scope of 
the digital divide in the Commonwealth. The survey should not take more 
than 15 minutes and simply asks you to provide, as best as you can, your 
understanding of where service is and isn’t within your community. This 
survey should be submitted once per-locality (so we don’t get confused).  
Your best bet is probably to talk to a couple knowledgeable people and give 
us your best guess as to coverage.  The specifics will get nailed down later. 
 

9. Talk to your neighbors/your PDC 
 
When it comes to broadband, bigger is always better (and cheaper) so talk to 
your neighboring localities, as well as your planning district commission, to 
see if there is a regional effort you can join or create. Larger projects, 
especially ones involving multiple localities, connect more people in a more 
efficient manner and score better in competitive grants programs (like VATI 
and others). Throughout this entire process, you should keep in 

https://vadhcd.maps.arcgis.com/apps/CrowdsourcePolling/index.html?appid=1c03fb006c884ee3a10bb0be8a30ad37
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communication with your neighbors and we’d suggest even holding regional 
meetings to discuss broadband. Remember - broadband doesn’t stop at your 
town, city or county’s border.  
 

10. Ensure support from relevant local leaders 
 
At this point your local leadership should be aware of the push for universal 
broadband coverage and on board but you’ll want to make sure other local 
leaders, such as your local delegate and senators are aware of the effort. 
When it comes to broadband supporters, the more the merrier.  
 

11. Consider establishing a broadband authority 
 
Even if your locality never goes down the path of owning or managing an 
inch of your own fiber, authorities have a wide array of options before them 
when entering into partnerships and applying for funding.  Some broadband 
authorities are comprised of the board of supervisors, like Franklin County, 
while others are made up of a variety of different stakeholders, like Lancaster 
County. Again, there is no one-size-fits-all approach and each locality will be 
different.  
 

12. Download and modify the model solicitation 
 
Time to reach out to our team or go onto wired.virginia.gov, download the 
model solicitation, and give it a thorough read with your team. Working from 
this foundation, changes specific to your locality can be made. Make sure to 
work through the typical channels that a solicitation must go through, such 
as a local attorney and local administrator. Keep in mind that this is a starting 
point and each localities’ solicitation will be unique to their own 
circumstances.   
 
This is a step where each locality can pursue a different path.  Some will go 
the route of a formal RFP and procurement process, like Patrick County did.  
That’s generally a lot of work and may not be necessary.  Some can pursue a 
more informal solicitation or RFI process, like the City of Suffolk.   
 
We’ve got a model solicitation for you to modify but the key here is that you, 
your legal counsel, and your local leadership, all talk about what makes the 
most sense for your locality.   

 
13. Identify local assets that could be used for this effort 

 
Does your locality own any towers, conduit, fiber, or other 
telecommunication equipment? How about locality-owned facilities or land 
that could be used for towers or fiber? Time to figure out who has what 

http://www.wired.virginia.gov/
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where. Any asset that localities bring to the table will lower the cost for ISPs, 
incentivize more solicitation respondents, and serve as an in-kind match for 
state grant programs.  Think outside the box here, like Dinwiddie County did 
when they made their county-owned water towers available for fixed 
wireless equipment.  
 

14.  Identify any local ordinances or proffer rules that might affect your 
solicitation  
 
If new internet service providers will be affected by rules or practices 
specific to your locality, you should absolutely include them in your modified 
solicitation, so it makes a lot of sense to gather these now.  If you’ve got any 
questions about whether you should make any changes, reach out to the 
broadband team. 
 

15. Consider a locally owned or controlled network as a part of your 
solution  
 
Many localities have used municipal networks to great advantage when 
building out their broadband infrastructure.  While it is true that a universal 
coverage plan that only includes a municipal network wouldn’t be eligible for 
state funding, a plan that leverages municipal networks in conjunction with a 
private sector ISP would be eligible.  Great examples would include locally 
controlled fiber serving towers that support a privately operated wireless 
ISP or a locally controlled fiber network that serves municipal operations 
from which a last-mile network is built. Examples of localities that have or 
plan to have such networks include Orange County and several Hampton 
Roads localities. Every locality has different assets and opportunities – reach 
out to the broadband team to talk about this option if you’re interested in 
pursuing it. 
 

16.  Consider creating a service district to raise revenue 
 

Now that you have compiled the physical assets that your locality could use, 
it is time to talk about the all-important green. First, would your entire 
locality or specific regions/neighborhoods be a good candidate for a service 
tax district for broadband?  
 
Service districts are great ways for a locality to raise revenues directly for the 
expansion of broadband.  The new funds can be put towards a bond for the 
use of broadband deployment to unserved areas. We have found time and 
time again that both unserved folks and the served communities at large 
often support raising revenues that must be spent on essentials services such 
as connecting their community. This can be a neighborhood-by-
neighborhood decision, so it is worth at least exploring this option.    
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One current issue is that this new legislation will likely be updated in the 
2020 General Assembly session to permit maximum flexibility should a 
locality with a service district wish to go to the bond market.  For the time 
being, this remains a great tool and one that will only improve.  

 
17. Consider other local funding options/opportunities 
 

Are there other funding options available for broadband? Refer to our 
attached checklist for a full listing of potential funding opportunities. Things 
like tax incentives and permit waivers can bring down costs for ISPs 
considerably and help “make the math work” for serving the unserved areas 
of your locality.  
 

18. Talk with your electric utility(s) 
 

Whether your locality receives electricity from investor-owned utilities like 
Dominion or Appalachian Power or from an electric cooperative or a 
combination of both, they have a role to play in broadband. Electric providers 
are allowed to participate in the delivery of broadband and since they 
already have a connection to most premises in your locality, are key partners 
in planning for new broadband service. If you don’t have a contact at your 
utility(s), reach out to the Commonwealth broadband team and we will get 
you connected (seriously, the broadband puns here are never-ending).  

 
19. Check in with the Commonwealth broadband team 

 
We’re back! We can walk through all the potential funding options and 
discuss how the solicitation process is shaping up. Consider us your 
consultants (pro-bono we should add) through this process.  

 
20. Release your solicitation 

 
The day has finally come for your exceptionally crafted solicitation to leave 
the nest and fly away. Exciting! Once the solicitation has been reviewed by 
your localities’ counsel, broadband advisory committee, and approved by 
your local leadership, it is time to follow your local procurement policy and 
release the solicitation. This is a major step towards universal broadband 
coverage so a pat on the back is in order as well.  

 
21. Receive solicitation responses 

 
To make things easier on yourself and your team, read solicitation responses 
as they come in. You should have periodic check-ins with your team 
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throughout this review timeframe and don’t hesitate to reach out to 
respondents if there is further information you need or you have questions.   
 

22. Review solicitation responses with the Commonwealth broadband team 
and identify needs 

 
Once the solicitation response window has closed, it is time to loop back with 
our team and review them with us. Come to the meeting with an 
understanding of each response and bring questions. Has each respondent 
taken a least-cost, hybrid approach to universal broadband coverage? Have 
respondents factored in their plans with ongoing efforts of neighboring 
localities? Do two respondents re-applying together make more sense than 
just selecting one? Do the projections pass the smell test? These are the types 
of questions you need to be asking.   
 
19A. What if we don’t receive any responses to our solicitation? 
 
While our hope is that this is rare, should this happen- you guessed it- please 
reach out to the Commonwealth broadband team. We’ll put our heads 
together on next steps such as re-scoping the solicitation and looking at a 
variety of other models for broadband deployment that could include 
municipal networks or unique partnerships. 
 
19B. What if we receive 20 responses to our solicitation?  
 
Well, aren’t you popular?  If you receive multiple responses to the 
solicitation, you will need to review each one carefully and see if there are 
potential points for collaboration between the respondents. For instance, if 
one ISP already has service in the western portion of your locality and 
another ISP has service in the eastern portion and they both respond to the 
solicitation, it might make sense to sit down with both and see if they could 
respond as a consortium. For some localities it may make sense to pick one 
respondent, but for the majority it will require sitting down with two or 
three ISPs and working with them to craft a combined plan.  You’re in a 
procurement situation here, so it’ll be important for you to be in contact with 
your city/town/county attorney to make sure you’re following all the 
relevant rules. 
 

23. Select one or more ISP partners 
 

After thorough review of each response in conjunction with our team, your 
team, and local stakeholders, it is time to select one or more ISPs to partner. 
Always keep in mind that delivering universal broadband coverage is a 
balancing act between quality service and low cost deployment. Hybrid 
plans, including both fiber and wireless service, will most likely be the least 
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cost solution for the most connections. Bedford County, for instance, has 
partnered with several different providers, both fiber and fixed wireless, to 
work towards universal coverage. Once you decide to partner with one or 
more ISPs, you can have introductory meetings between their staff and your 
own. Collaboration and communication will be crucial to this relationship so 
grab some lunch and get familiar with these folks.    

 
24. Receive overview plan 

 
The overview plan from the winning ISP(s) will expand upon their 
solicitation response and provide further detail. Things the overview plan 
should include: detailed timeline, role of locality assets in plan, and budget if 
the locality is supplementing engineering costs. If locality-owned assets are 
involved in the plan, make sure to loop in the facility managers so they are 
aware.  
 

25. Consult the Broadband Checklist document to ensure your plan takes 
advantage of every funding opportunity and cost-reduction strategy 
 
Time to whip out the handy-dandy checklist and make sure all the potential 
cost-reduction options you have are being utilized. When in doubt, call the 
Commonwealth broadband team.  
 

26. Work with Commonwealth broadband team to get detailed plan 
generated with ISP partner(s) 

 
Speaking of the Commonwealth broadband team, time for a check-in! Let’s 
discuss the overview plan the ISP(s) provided. We can serve as another set of 
eyes and answer questions. The detailed plan that will emerge from it should 
be fully engineered with budget outlays, timelines, and phased construction 
plans. 

 
27. Using the detailed plan, apply for state and federal support for the next 

phase(s) 
 
With an engineered plan in hand, the state and federal grant applications 
should write themselves. You already have a partner(s), you have fully 
engineered plans, you know your funding gap, and you have already done the 
legwork of determining local match. If applying for a state grant, reach out to 
our team for application help. There are a lot of federal opportunities for 
funding as well. For some localities, it may make sense to apply for the entire 
unserved area at once while for others it may make sense to apply for each 
phase separately.   
 

28. Check in with the Commonwealth broadband team 

https://www.wired.virginia.gov/sites/default/files/Broadband%20Funding%20Opportunities%202019_0.pdf
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This can be a wrap-up conversation where we discuss any outstanding items, 
next steps, and future funding sources to help your locality bridge the 
funding gap. The Governor and General Assembly, as well as stakeholders 
throughout Virginia’s government and society will be working diligently to 
get more funding for the VATI program so we can better assist localities.  At 
the end of the day, broadband is infrastructure and infrastructure costs 
money.  
 

29. Begin building the next phase(s) of your network 
 
Finally shovels hit the dirt and the build-out begins. Your role will be to 
frequently check in with your ISP partner(s) and make sure things are 
moving without issue. Run into a roadblock? Yep, you guessed it – reach out 
to the Commonwealth broadband team and we can help brainstorm 
solutions.  
 
Determine ways that the local government, who has now poured blood, 
sweat, and tears into making this a reality, can further ensure the success 
once the build-out is complete:  
 
Is your partner running into permitting or land-use difficulties?  Who could 
help them better than their new best friends in local government? 
 
How can you help make sure your constituencies know about your efforts 
and ultimately take advantage of this new service?  This “marketing strategy” 
is part of the VATI application as well - so you’ve likely already put thought in 
this and are now executing on the plan.  
 
This is the part of the plan where you want to make sure to keep the deck 
cleared for your new network partner to do what they do professionally – 
build a network and get people online. 
 

30. Evaluate progress annually 
 

Following the terms of your partnership with your ISP(s), evaluate progress 
on the plan annually. This step is critical to ensuring the project is done 
efficiently and effectively. These networks, while not rocket science, are 
complex infrastructure that needs to be correctly installed to avoid wasted 
time and money. As the old adage goes “measure twice, cut once.”  Wait - this 
may be fiber we’re talking about here, so no more references to cutting. 

 
31. Complete your coverage plan 
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The planning, engineering, grant writing, applying, building, and connecting 
has all led to this moment – universal broadband coverage for your locality. 
This is a monumental achievement for your community and will drastically 
improve the lives of your residents. Congratulations! 
 

32. Throw a party 
 

Time to celebrate, you deserve it. Just remember to use your new handy-
dandy broadband to send us an invite to the party!  Also don’t forget to invite 
your state and federal legislators who made this effort possible and will 
make the decisions about future broadband assistance. 

 

POTENTIAL PITFALLS: 
 

1. “Cherry-picking” your population 
 
Chery-picking in broadband is not sweet, unlike the name. Expanding 
broadband to only the denser-populated portions of your locality will make 
the economics of reaching the remaining less-dense communities much 
worse. For instance, if half of your locality, including two towns, is unserved 
and you fund a project only for the populated area around the towns, the 
remaining population will be even harder to connect. Projects should take a 
long view, with universal broadband coverage as the goal, and population 
should be evenly distributed as to make the economics work and not make 
the problem worse.  
 

2. Navigating consultants and planning 
 

What we hear time and time again from the internet service providers is that 
even the most nuanced and sophisticated broadband network design from a 
third-party consultant will need to be re-engineered by the specific ISP for 
their own network depending on their own footprint, equipment, and 
specifications.  
 
Our model solicitation asks the ISPs to do the engineering themselves, saving 
everyone time and money.  Plus, the Commonwealth broadband team’s 
expertise is free so we hope you’ll start there. Consultants can assist you in 
inventorying local government assets, in demonstrating demand to the 
private sector, and in putting you on even footing when negotiating with the 
private sector providers. The Commonwealth has small amounts of grant 
assistance to help your local government staff or planning district staff help 
you implement the local government responsibilities in this effort.  
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It’s important that any consultant you hire be there to help you protect the 
public interest and navigate the process – not engage in costly network 
engineering or other tasks that may not advance your project. 
 

3. Waiting for maps 
 

Currently available broadband maps only tell half the story when it comes to 
who has access to service and who doesn’t. While many conversations are 
happening at the federal level as we speak, it is an issue that will not be 
surmounted in the near future and localities should air on the side of action 
rather than waiting for better information. We know right now that 
thousands of Virginians are jumping up and down saying “I need internet!” 
Once you find an ISP(s) to partner with, their engineered plan will give you 
the most reliable map of broadband availability in your area, which you will 
work from.   

 
4. Not using least-cost solutions 

 
When we say universal broadband coverage, we don’t mean every single 
structure in your locality has access to broadband. We mean functional 
universal broadband coverage, meaning 95-97% of premises with access. 
Typically the first 90% of premises will cost around 50% of the total budget 
while the last 5-10% of premises will cost the other 50%. We urge localities 
to be reasonable about reaching the last 10% of homes, recognizing that 
expenses drastically increase and not every premise will get connected. We also 
urge localities to embrace the hybrid approach to achieving universal 
broadband coverage and not require only one technology to serve your 
community.  For instance, many communities would love fiber everywhere, 
but that may not be economically feasible. 

 
5. Not leveraging regional partners 

 
Bigger is better and collaborating with other localities will drive down the 
overall cost of projects. By staying isolated, you may miss out on a cross-
locality project that would save time and money. Broadband nor population 
stop at locality boundaries so you should be looking at unserved areas 
regionally. 
 

6. Not checking in with the Commonwealth broadband team 
 

Going alone on expanding broadband will be less effective for your locality 
and not relying on our team, with experience and expertise in helping 
localities, is just plain silly. Consider us your pro-bono broadband advisors, 
answering questions and serving as another set of eyes throughout the 
process.  We can’t come to your office and do the work for you – even though 
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we bet you’ve got a great office – but we are here to help answer questions 
when you run into a roadblock. 

 
And that’s it!  You’re at the end of the guide, and you’re sitting, sipping your coffee, 
or tea, or whatever people drink in the future, and congratulating yourself on a job 
well done.   
 
Of course, if you’re not done, at least now you know what to do next.   
 
In all seriousness, this issue is important, and even just being dedicated enough to 
read this document, look past the silly jokes, and get the ball rolling in your 
community is amazing.  You are starting a project that will be as important as those 
that got water, electricity, and telephone service to your fellow citizens, and we 
want to help.  Let’s work together to make history while improving the lives of your 
friends, family, and neighbors! 


