Public-Private Partnerships – EMBARQ and Mid-Atlantic Broadband/Tobacco Commission Invest in Rural Virginia
In 2007, the Virginia Tobacco Commission directed Mid-Atlantic Broadband Cooperative (MBC) to solicit proposals for pilot projects to be awarded to private sector broadband providers to test various approaches for enabling broadband expansion in rural markets.  The Tobacco Commission provided $1 million in 50% matching capital funds to encourage private sector telecommunications companies to invest in infrastructure to serve “the last mile.”

In June of 2007, MBC awarded five projects to private sector providers, including both wireless broadband and wireline DSL projects.  EMBARQ was selected to provide high speed Internet DSL service under the pilot program to Stuart in Patrick County, along with Brookneal and Altavista in Campbell County.  The contract was signed in July of 2007 with an estimated completion date of March 31, 2008.   The total project cost was $968,700, with EMBARQ matching the 50% funding provided to MBC by the Tobacco Commission.

As a direct result of the Tobacco Commission/MBC investment in partnership with EMBARQ, nearly 3,000 residences and businesses have broadband available at a price point as low as $19.95 per month and with the option for  broadband speeds of 768k, 1.5M, 3M, 5M or 10M.  Without the funding from the Tobacco Commission/MBC, it is unlikely that any of these 3,000 residences and businesses would have broadband available in the near term. 

To date, the pilot projects have been very successful.  In the Patrick County pilot, where most of the projects were completed in early January 2008, the 12-month target “take rate” of 30% was achieved in just 3 months.  Although many of the Campbell County sites were only recently completed, projections are that they will also surpass the target “take rate” well in advance of the 12 month mark.  The high penetration rate is not limited to residential customers – in the three pilot project areas, over 36% of the business customers have already subscribed to DSL service.  The initial reaction from businesses has been very positive – they are very satisfied with the speed, cost and quality of service.

The pilot project has also achieved its goal of encouraging private sector telecommunications companies to invest in “last mile” infrastructure in rural Virginia .  Although the original project called for EMBARQ to match the $484,350 provided by MBC/Tobacco Commission, that initial investment incented EMBARQ to go beyond the $484,350 match and to invest an additional $250,000 in the project thus far.

