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Big telecom companies are passing over rural areas and it’s now up to 
local communities to find their own broadband solutions, according to 
analysts at a public meeting Wednesday.  “It’s expensive in general to 
build modern communications systems in areas that don’t have a lot of 
population,” said Jack Maytum, senior broadband analyst with Design 
Nine, Inc. “We want to be able to provide high-speed broadband to 
anybody who needs it.”  
 
During the first steps of what could be a 10-year process, analysts, 
providers and county residents offered possible solutions and concerns 
to a packed room. The full study encompasses four counties: Clinton, 
Lycoming, Northumberland and Union and is organized by the SEDA-
Council of Governments and contracted to Design Nine. The $80,000 
study is paid for through a $40,000 grant and then a $10,000 
contribution from each county.  
 
The Lycoming County study is expected to be completed by the end of 
August and presented to the county commissioners with a 
recommendation for how to provide broadband to the entire 
county. According to the federal government, broadband means 25 
megabits of download speed and 3 megabits of upload speed. It’s a 
number that is a far cry from the three or four megabits most rural 
residents are stuck with. “In rural areas, it would be heaven if you got 
25 megabits,” Maytum said. Still in the early phases, there are many 
unknowns: What are the exact broadband needs in the county? How 
will the project be funded? How will it be built? Who will manage it?  
 
Some of these questions Maytum hopes will be answered through the 
study, specifically what the needs are and how to build a countywide 
network. He recommended an open access network managed by the 
county and open for any internet provider to use. Questions of funding 
and management of the network must be answered by the county 
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commissioners. “There may, or may not, be any increase in taxation,” 
Maytum said. He added that some options would allow the county to 
pay for the network through a loan and then make repayments from 
revenue, not tax dollars.  
 
But laying the groundwork can make, or break, a county-run network. 
Matt Hoppes, owner of River Valley Internet, a local internet provider, 
sighted other open access networks like Utah Telecommunication 
Open Infrastructure Agency (UTOPIA) or Fast Roads that were bought 
and paid for by taxpayers and then ultimately were mishandled and 
either sold or now are millions of dollars in dept.  In addition, networks 
like Drive in Montour County add high fees to the network, which is 
then not cost-effective for the provider or the customer.  
 
Often, open access network shortcomings stem from a poor 
foundation, Hoppes added. “Please involve your local providers in this 
so we can make sure the network is built properly,” he said. The 
intention of the network is to work closely with providers, but Maytum 
added that it will also depend on an openness from providers to be 
involved with the network.  
 
Ultimately, the study will simply provide recommendations for the 
future. It’s up to public officials to decide how much they want to spend 
and how expansive of a system the county will provide. Maytum said 
the goal is to provide all county residents with a 25 megabit service. He 
said this would be down by building a network of towers throughout the 
county that can reach into smaller communities often hidden from sight 
of the large towers on the mountain ridges.  
 
Once a high-speed wireless option is available, then fiber optic 
infrastructure could be installed to provide service to business 
customers. He added that the process is slow and will require an 
investment from the county and its residents. He also stressed that as 
elected officials come and go from office, it will be important for the 
citizens to continue to push for the network to be built. Maytum urged 
residents to be “willing to put some effort into it and hold the public 
officials to the fire.” – On the PULSE  
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Russell Pittman, a Verizon Communications customer for more than a 
decade, re-upped on a Fios contract in December and thought he was 
good to go for two years with a set price on his triple play of television, 
internet, and phone — about $150 a month. So he was surprised in 
June when “out of the blue,” Verizon hiked his equipment fee by 41 
percent. 
 
Verizon split what had been one $17 monthly fee for HD/DVR into two 
fees — one for DVR and the other for the set-top box, both $12, or a 
total of $24. Physically, it is one device that performs both the 
functions. “I thought it was unfair,” said a peeved Pittman, 72. 
 
But Pittman, of Lansdale, just had a crash course in a widespread pay-
TV practice. While bundle prices remain the same under contract, 
special fees such as those for broadcast TV stations, regional sports 
networks, and even equipment can be excluded from long-term 
contracts, giving companies a level for raising prices and boosting 
profits. 
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A Verizon spokesman, Tony McNary, said on Tuesday that Fios has 
separated the set-top box and DVR functions since 2014 for people 
with new contracts and over time has been “migrating” its older 
customers to the split fees. Pittman said he does not remember such a 
hike in the middle of a contract. His monthly bill rose in June to 
$157.73 from $149.91 in May. Pittman fears that with the DVR and the 
set-top box divided into two separate fees, Verizon can then separately 
increase them over time. 
 
Last year, Consumer Reports launched a campaign to focus attention 
on fees in the pay-TV industry at the Comcast Corp. headquarters in 
Philadelphia. These fees add 25 percent to the advertised price for 
cable- or satellite-TV and climb even with guaranteed-price packages, 
the advocacy group said. “It’s another case of the cable industry 
breaking out fees and charging more for the same thing,” said 
Jonathan Schwantes, senior policy counsel for Consumer Reports. He 
called it “nothing more than a revenue booster.” Verizon sells and 
offers Fios in its wireline division in the Northeastern states. – 
Philadelphia Inquirer  
_______________________________________________________ 
AT&T customers could soon be free of having to deal with annoying 
spam calls - or at least that's AT&T's plan. On Tuesday, AT&T became 
the first major US wireless company to automatically block robocalls 
for its customers. The free service comes after a June Federal 
Communications Commission ruling that allows phone service 
providers to offer call-blocking on an opt-out basis. AT&T owns 
WarnerMedia, the parent company of CNN. "The Commission's recent 
action builds on a years-long effort to enable broader adoption of call-
blocking tools and allow providers to better protect their customers and 
networks," AT&T said in a statement. "AT&T remains committed to 
working with our government and industry partners in the ongoing 
battle against unwanted and illegal robocalls." 
Spam calls are an annoyance for just about everyone with a cell 
phone. At times, they are illegal scams. They can be difficult to detect 
because they often come from the receiver's own area code. More 
than 4.3 billion robocalls, both legal and illegal, were placed last 
month, according to industry data. Robocall blocking uses algorithms 
and network scanning to identify unwanted calls, similar to how email 
providers scan for spam messages. 
AT&T's service will attempt to block fraudulent calls and alert 
customers when a call may be spam. It will be available on all new 
lines and added in the coming months to existing customer lines. 
Those customers will be notified by text when the service is active. The 
company already provided call blocking to mobile customers who 
downloaded the AT&T Call Protect app or opted in via their account 
settings. Landline customers had also been able to opt in. Now, AT&T 
customers will only have to opt out via their account settings if they 
don't wish to have calls blocked. Other carriers offer similar options, 
though AT&T is so far the only to automatically block calls. T-Mobile 
provides automatic scam call alerts, and customers can opt-in to block 
those calls for free. Verizon's service works essentially the same way. 
Sprint offers a caller ID service, which it says may identify spam calls, 
for $2.99 per month. – CNN  
_______________________________________________________ 
Democratic presidential candidate, U.S. Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) 
is in Pittsburgh today for a roundtable discussion on rising prescription 
drug costs. The stop at the Hilton Garden Inn in Oakland this morning 
is part of a two-day campaign bus tour.  
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She is scheduled to meet with health care workers and officials during 
the meeting, which starts at 10 a.m. The event is open to the public, 
according to her campaign. The New York senator is among 24 
candidates who have announced a run for the Democratic nomination 
to unseat President Donald Trump in next year’s general 
election. She’s also scheduled to make campaign stops later today in 
Youngstown, Ohio and Cleveland before moving on to Michigan. 
 
Ms. Gillibrand, 52, officially joined the 2020 presidential race in 
March, declaring in an announcement video that America needs “a 
leader who makes big, bold, brave choices,” and that she is that 
leader. She’s been a senator for 10 years and before that served in the 
House from 2007-09. – Pittsburgh Post-Gazette   

 

 

   

 

  

 


