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A bill is ready for Gov. Tom Wolf’s signature that would boost broadband in 
the state’s rural areas by loosening restrictions on electric cooperatives’ ability 
to attach broadband units to existing utility poles. 
 
Owned by their consumers and operated by an elected board of 
directors, rural electric cooperatives were formed in the 1930s to fill a need 
when private companies were slow to expand electricity to rural areas. Today, 
broadband internet access is another need of their members, said 
Chad Carrick, president and CEO of REA Energy Cooperative. “It may be 
hard for some to believe, but there is a good 40% of Indiana and Cambria 
counties that either don’t have broadband internet access or it’s not up to 
snuff, according to our surveys to our membership,” Carrick said. 
 
Approved unanimously in both legislative chambers last Wednesday, House 
Bill 2438 was sent to Wolf to be signed into law.  The bill would allow electric 
cooperatives to utilize existing utility poles to place fiber-optic lines without 
having to renegotiate easements with each landowner. Cooperatives have 
easements, but they are for electric consumption only. And the bill allows 
cooperatives to install broadband units through an affiliate or partnering 
company. Those are important hurdles to clear, Carrick said. “If we had to 
renegotiate all these easements, expansion would be impossible,” he said. 
 
Peter Fitzgerald, director of communications and member services for the 
Pennsylvania Rural Electric Association, agreed with Carrick. “Being 
representatives of these rural areas, we completely understand the digital 
divide and problem of rural broadband,” Fitzgerald said. “It is a great need in 
rural Pennsylvania. So while it’s not the mission of rural electric cooperatives 
to provide broadband, this legislation allows it for electric cooperatives 
interested in perhaps pursuing that.” 
 
Carrick said REA has already been in discussion with Cambria County’s 
contracted broadband company, In the Stix Broadband, LLC, on a potential 
partnership. “It’s a win-win for everybody. We are talking to In the Stix and 
other providers in Cambria and Indiana counties to look at how we can put 
this bill to good use,” he said.  The Cambria County Commissioners hired In 
the Stix to complete a $1.2 million broadband expansion project with federal 
funding from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 
Act. 
 
The county is installing wireless broadband units on communications towers, 
buildings and even a grain elevator, thanks to an agreement with a 
landowner, said Cambria County Department of Emergency Services Deputy 
Director Art Martynuska. “If they can put units on utility poles, then this 
legislation is a good thing,” he said. The broadband expansion is slated to be 
completed in December, Martynuska said. 
 
Martynuska has said it before, and House Bill 2438 shows it – “Broadband is 
a utility now,” he said. Local government and industry leaders agree that 
broadband is key to economic and educational opportunities, especially with 
the newfound focus of at-home work and learning in the wake of COVID-
19.  “Broadband is important now for two reasons,” Johnstown Area Regional 
Industries entrepreneurial coach Blake Fleegle said. “First, for small 
businesses, they are moving more online with e-commerce. Secondly, as 
people are working from home our goal is to attract remote workers to our 
region. Having broadband access is supremely important,” he said. 
 
Fleegle said JARI is in favor of any legislation that provides high speed 
internet access. “Every county in our region is looking at bringing high-dollar 
earners to our region. Employers are finding people can be just as effective 
working in Johnstown as they would be in Washington, D.C., or Pittsburgh. 
But they need to connect, and that’s where broadband comes into play,” he 
said. In addition to House Bill 2483, another bill, Senate Bill 1112, would 
boost the state’s efforts to expand broadband in unserved and underserved 
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areas in rural Pennsylvania, according to a press release from Sen. Pat 
Stefano, R-Connellsville. 
 
That bill would further deploy high-speed internet by requiring the 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission to waive certain regulations that are 
no longer necessary or in the public interest, according to a press release 
from Stefano, whose district includes all of Somerset County. That bill passed 
33-16 in the Senate Wednesday and is now awaiting a vote in the House of 
Representatives.  
 
Both pieces of recent legislation caught the attention of Somerset Chamber of 
Commerce Executive Director Ron Aldom. “Any improvement, funding or 
increase in broadband capabilities is extremely important to our county and 
region,” Aldom said. “Rural communities are already underserved and that 
has a huge effect on our students, especially in today’s COVID environment. 
Most recently, we are experiencing a rise in the number of people leaving 
urban markets and purchasing homes in the county, especially in the resort 
areas. Many of them are working from home, so increased broadband is 
essential to them and is usually one of the first things they inquire about.” 
– Johnstown Tribune-Democrat; more from Erie Times-News  
______________________________________________________________ 
 
In 2019, the commonwealth entered into a 20-year contract with an Ohio-
based company to help expand access to broadband in underserved areas of 
Pennsylvania. Although this contract was originally billed as a way to help 
deploy high-speed internet throughout the state, it now appears that this 
contract is more of an albatross weighing down our efforts to close the digital 
divide — while lining the pockets of out-of-state interests with money that 
rightly belongs to Pennsylvania taxpayers.  
 
A heavily redacted 585-page contract spells out the terms between the 
Pennsylvania Department of General Services (DGS) and Agile Network 
Builders out of Canton, Ohio. Agile’s contract with the state allows them to 
solicit interest among broadband companies in state-owned properties, like 
the towers no longer in use by the Pennsylvania State Police. The problem is 
that most broadband providers do not see a large enough customer base to 
make these investments worthwhile. Instead of exploring other avenues to 
help rural communities, the Wolf administration allowed Agile to shift its focus 
to marketing state-owned assets in more populated (and profitable) areas 
throughout the commonwealth. 
 
When we initially heard about this contract during a Senate Communications 
and Technology Committee public hearing on Sept. 23, 2019, DGS Secretary 
Curt Topper confirmed that the contract does not have specific wording to 
deploy broadband to areas in need. At that hearing, we discovered that the 
state is estimated to gain $5 million per year through this contract, totaling up 
to $100 million throughout the 20-year contract. What is not known is exactly 
how much this Ohio-based firm is set to gain.  
 
As the middleman in that process, Agile stands to gain potentially tens of 
millions of dollars on the deal without ever bringing high-speed access to a 
single home in rural Pennsylvania. How on earth would anyone ever think this 
contract was a good idea for the people of our commonwealth? More 
troubling is the fact that we were told that there were three bids on this 
contract, but after requesting more information, we have only seen one — 
Agile’s. 
 
Forest County Commissioners recently voiced their frustrations about how the 
state is hindering efforts to deploy broadband to rural households. The Wolf 
administration was seeking to charge the county upwards of $350 per month 
per pole in order to deploy broadband using a handful of abandoned state 
police towers. That money would flow directly out of the pockets of local 
taxpayers, and directly to the state and potentially Agile.  
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The exorbitant fees coupled with outdated regulations make it nearly 
impossible for Forest County to invest federal Coronavirus Aid, Recovery and 
Economic Security (CARES) funding to deploy high-speed internet throughout 
the community by the end of the year, when the funding goes back to the 
state and likely disappears forever. 
 
Forest and York counties are in a similar predicament. CARES funding for 
broadband deployment must be invested by the end of the year. Adding new 
hurdles and hoops from state agencies is counter-productive to a bipartisan 
effort to close the digital divide. Furthermore, the contract is standing in the 
way of bipartisan efforts to allow electric cooperatives to utilize existing utility 
poles to place fiber-optic lines. Although we have legislation pending final 
consideration in the Senate to accomplish this goal (House  Bill  2438), 
officials with the governor’s office and DGS are seeking a carveout for the 
state so these easements do not apply to state land — the same land Agile is 
marketing for profit.  
 
Keep in mind that the state owns over 12% of all land in the commonwealth, 
which is the fifth-highest percentage in the nation. Most of the state-owned 
land includes areas lacking access to high-speed internet and would benefit 
from HB2438. In fact, we believe legislation should be advanced to require 
any revenue raised from the Agile contract to go directly into a dedicated 
broadband deployment fund, as suggested in Sen. Wayne 
Langerholc’s  Senate Bill  835.  
 
Our focus remains on ensuring our constituents can learn, work and receive 
critical services with the benefit of reliable high-speed internet, regardless of 
their ZIP code — not growing the profits of an out-of-state middleman. – Op-
ed by Sen. Kristin Phillips-Hill (R-York) Chair of the Senate Communications 
and Technology Committee, and Sen. Scott Hutchinson (R-Venango), 
Committee Vice Chair. – Pittsburgh Tribune-Review  

 

 

   

 

  

 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001ISSgIlhXo1KuTrXpXT5KDzM5H54Q6By8jhvlXJcPYWeKt-qjrC9oSWspDKFk2cXh5cfCVl7YSn5I7BMriAO-24o5Z0FvdHljIFCEmPqotC4NYw22PxcXYaVNjjNFJVHH3w39Xd-n8swk20ZAp_F9YdbmzW6spxWHmCDAAM6S2vR9Fx8jRt92PSaxxSBdoeSow507DquvuWTiC91fpcd0wEISXbJ-v7-VM_aKBo2D-oXkM2EWSf-m0Nu8_tzhl0W4xVTY7wxy468ieVs9ggr3vA==&c=RywL8H093IpiGxfBg0a2rEQ2ZTO-O9-EDiXRfuedEx99prwAl1veeg==&ch=8Y7AUX8r78RBhmkInESXTMZRepR3pxV1DVknunlaj5lD3w03cckO8Q==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001ISSgIlhXo1KuTrXpXT5KDzM5H54Q6By8jhvlXJcPYWeKt-qjrC9oSWspDKFk2cXh5cfCVl7YSn5I7BMriAO-24o5Z0FvdHljIFCEmPqotC4NYw22PxcXYaVNjjNFJVHH3w39Xd-n8swk20ZAp_F9YdbmzW6spxWHmCDAAM6S2vR9Fx8jRt92PSaxxSBdoeSow507DquvuWTiC91fpcd0wEISXbJ-v7-VM_aKBo2D-oXkM2EWSf-m0Nu8_tzhl0W4xVTY7wxy468ieVs9ggr3vA==&c=RywL8H093IpiGxfBg0a2rEQ2ZTO-O9-EDiXRfuedEx99prwAl1veeg==&ch=8Y7AUX8r78RBhmkInESXTMZRepR3pxV1DVknunlaj5lD3w03cckO8Q==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001ISSgIlhXo1KuTrXpXT5KDzM5H54Q6By8jhvlXJcPYWeKt-qjrC9oSWspDKFk2cXh5cfCVl7YSn5I7BMriAO-24o5Z0FvdHljIFCEmPqotC4NYw22PxcXYaVNjjNFJVHH3w39Xd-n8swk20ZAp_F9YdbmzW6spxWHmCDAAM6S2vR9Fx8jRt92PSaxxSBdoeSow507DquvuWTiC91fpcd0wEISXbJ-v7-VM_aKBo2D-oXkM2EWSf-m0Nu8_tzhl0W4xVTY7wxy468ieVs9ggr3vA==&c=RywL8H093IpiGxfBg0a2rEQ2ZTO-O9-EDiXRfuedEx99prwAl1veeg==&ch=8Y7AUX8r78RBhmkInESXTMZRepR3pxV1DVknunlaj5lD3w03cckO8Q==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001ISSgIlhXo1KuTrXpXT5KDzM5H54Q6By8jhvlXJcPYWeKt-qjrC9oSWspDKFk2cXhlTeptCRolyUFVTMV_HWuqYbIcWDRFOwgEmemLk_OV8vRk7uQ6N4in2BHYVcF492jtofEXJSw2BJkf6kVyHdBV2Xp670orM1eU_mfkmyBqmMfEuwrzonRC6Mjk1YVr5G60kzZU6X7Fit6KDgxAKHqvNiw4fwXxpjbcSJiK_q8bU76_tHgqd_jPVTGm_Dt2OjpEnkQfqrNyPMOv4kQFIP85g==&c=RywL8H093IpiGxfBg0a2rEQ2ZTO-O9-EDiXRfuedEx99prwAl1veeg==&ch=8Y7AUX8r78RBhmkInESXTMZRepR3pxV1DVknunlaj5lD3w03cckO8Q==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001ISSgIlhXo1KuTrXpXT5KDzM5H54Q6By8jhvlXJcPYWeKt-qjrC9oSWspDKFk2cXhlTeptCRolyUFVTMV_HWuqYbIcWDRFOwgEmemLk_OV8vRk7uQ6N4in2BHYVcF492jtofEXJSw2BJkf6kVyHdBV2Xp670orM1eU_mfkmyBqmMfEuwrzonRC6Mjk1YVr5G60kzZU6X7Fit6KDgxAKHqvNiw4fwXxpjbcSJiK_q8bU76_tHgqd_jPVTGm_Dt2OjpEnkQfqrNyPMOv4kQFIP85g==&c=RywL8H093IpiGxfBg0a2rEQ2ZTO-O9-EDiXRfuedEx99prwAl1veeg==&ch=8Y7AUX8r78RBhmkInESXTMZRepR3pxV1DVknunlaj5lD3w03cckO8Q==

