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WHAT IS A COOPERATIVE?

A cooperative is a business that is owned and democratically 
controlled by the people or entities that use its services.

ÅMember owned

ÅMember controlled

ÅMembers benefit



WISCONSINRURAL ELECTRIC COOPERATIVES

Å24 distributioncooperatives in central and western parts 
of the state

ÅSome have supported internet options through 
arrangements with wireless, satellite providers, or other 
partnerships

ÅContinued response to member and community needs



WISCONSINTELECOM COOPERATIVES

Å11 cooperatives in northwestern and western parts of the 
state

ÅApproximately 35,000 access lines statewide (2011)

Å Investment in fiber optic networks, including fiber to the 
premises (FTTP)
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Historical Perspective

ÅBroadband data is exponential outgrowth of simple information 
exchange

ÅTelegraph, Telephone, Teletype, Bulletin Board, Dial-Up Internet, Always -on, 
ééInternet of things

ÅBroadband, like most technology advances:

ÅBegins in populated areas

ÅConnects to other population centers

ÅIs slow to reach sparsely populated areas

ÅAreas left behind can and will suffer or die



Historical Perspective

ÅThere are thousands of examples across the nation of technology 
bypass killing small community opportunities;

ÅRailroads

ÅInterstate Road System

ÅInterstate Off-ramps

ÅAirports

ÅIn general, electricity and telephone infrastructure did not bypass 
rural America.

ÅCooperative business model

ÅREA



The Broadband Bypass

ÅToday, the threat of technology bypass remains

ÅMuch of rural America does not enjoy the level of broadband infrastructure as 
densely populated areas

ÅWhere exceptions exist, it is in large part due to telephone cooperatives and 
independents that have their roots in rural America

ÅChallenges are realñand difficult to address

ÅCapital intensive projects

ÅLow potential subscriber density ---Richland EC 3.4 per route mile

ÅSubscriber demographics are different

ÅTechnology adoption rates are lower and slower

ÅBroadband is a competitive service offering

ÅUnlike regulated monopolies of many other utilities

ÅVery short technology life -cycle



Cooperative Solutions

ÅThere is a historical solution to ensure rural communities are not 
bypassed

ÅElectric and Telephone Cooperatives both have robust ônetworksõ

ÅPhysical

ÅFinancial

ÅHuman

ÅBoth are driven by their members (consumers)

ÅIn Wisconsin, most of the telephone cooperatives have already 
addressed the broadband needs of their members

ÅRural community citizens, including those of electric cooperatives 
can be served, unserved or underserved because service areas donõt 
overlap exactly
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Finding Opportunities

ÅElectric cooperatives have growing needs- for members and for 
internal operational networks

ÅEven with an ôownedõ network---excess capacity is likely available

ÅEnergy management is a ôconsumer-trendõ and requires broadband

ÅVested interest in community development and growth

ÅTelephone cooperatives have networks and experience that scales

ÅLarge investments for sparsely populated area

ÅAdding ôloadõ provides incremental revenue that helps members control cost

ÅVested interest in community development and growth

ÅOther interests exist and have valuable resources to ensure success

ÅCommunity organization
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Solution Options

ÅThere is no ôone-size-fits-allõ

ÅIndependent and separate project(s)

ÅAt a minimum recognize these are community needs and avoid 
cannibalization of ôpartial providersõ

ÅMarket is too small

ÅStand and support

ÅMuch better to have a ôcooperativeõ friend providing service in your 
community than someone with only a profit motive

ÅShared resources

ÅOne owner, but trading, leasing or contracting resources 



Solution Options

ÅJoint Projects

ÅShare planning

ÅDuct placement

ÅRight-of-way

ÅPartnership

ÅLevel of formality

ÅBoard/Community support and participation

ÅNew Business

ÅShareholder 

ÅCooperative?



Key Milestones

Define Need
Inventory 
Resources

Model 
Resource 

Application

Explore 
Business 

Relationship

Business 
Planning

Go-No Go 
Decision



Avoiding Historical Pitfalls

ÅDefine Need

ÅAre you really unserved or underserved?

ÅAre their new technologies on the horizon?

ÅResource Inventory

ÅHuman resourcesñcan they really scale?

ÅWhatõs native and whatõs contracted?

ÅModel Resource Application

ÅWho is in charge?

ÅAssignment of costs?



Avoiding Historical Pitfalls

ÅExplore Business Relationships
ÅKnow your people and your board

ÅCulture

ÅBusiness Planning
ÅFeasibility

ÅFinancing

ÅRegulatory

ÅGo- No Go Decision
ÅANY unanswered questions

ÅEVERYTHING has been put on the table



Final Thoughts

ÅThere are ônaturalõ partnerships, but others 
can and do exist.

ÅIt starts with someoneñdonõt be shy

ÅThere are no ôstupidõ questions

ÅBe honest

ÅIt will always be about service

ÅStudy others success and failure

ÅAnticipate change

ÅThe co-op model requires ôCooperation 
among Cooperativesõ
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Diverse Perspective On How Capital Deployment 

Decisions Made

¸Worked for three large Telcoôs at Operating Co, Region, 

Corporate level

¸Worked in four states

¸Worked for Wisconsin Independent Commercial Company

¸ 25,000 Subscribers

¸ Currently Manage Wisconsin Cooperative

¸ 5,100 Members



Marquette -Adams Telephone Cooperative

September 26, 2018

Establshed 1951

Cooperative has 5,100 members

¸3,100 members in 2010

¸89% Take High Speed Internet

¸300 Mbps down 20 Mbps up is the most popular

¸68% Take Long Distance

¸58% Take TV

¸Most Customers take all major services

¸ (Voice with Long Distance, Internet, TV)



Serving area in reference to the entire state of Wisconsin



Red outline of entire service area / Green lines are individual fiber roads




