Bringing Broadband to Brooksville
An interim report to the Town, 5 May 2021
By Abbie McMillen, co-chair, Brooksville Broadband Committee
Fifteen years ago, in the 2006 version of the Brooksville Comprehensive Plan, the internet
rated barely a mention. The library had “two public access computers with internet services”.
However, with a degree of prescience, the Plan also noted that there would likely be an
increase in the number of businesses and people who would connect electronically to a distant
employer through the internet. The Plan recommended “encouraging the development of
broadband Internet1 and other infrastructure to promote telecommuting and other
entrepreneurial endeavors."
A tale of two surveys.
Twelve years later, by 2018, it was impossible to ignore the importance of the internet to rural
Maine, or the appetite for better service in Brooksville. The Selectmen appointed a Broadband
Committee to grapple with the issue and find options for improvement. That same year, work
on updating the Comprehensive Plan began in earnest, and two separate surveys were
conducted.
First was the overall planning survey issued by the Comprehensive Planning Committee in
2018. We will refer to this survey hereafter as the Planning Survey. There were several
questions concerning internet in this survey, which will be discussed later.
On November 3, 2018 the Broadband Committee also issued a townwide survey which we will
hereafter refer to as the Broadband Survey. A first-class mailing was sent to every property
owner in Town, regardless of residence (in town or out).2 The survey form, on a stamped
return postcard, was enclosed (Image 1) In addition to this mail-in survey, two paper forms
were distributed at a table at the polls on election day (November 6), and also made available
at the library until November 17. (Image 2) Some respondents filled out both the mail-in and
paper surveys: these responses were combined as a single data point, as were multiple surveys
with different respondents from the same household. The results were as follows:
There were 352 addresses represented, i.e. respondents.
To the question “Are you happy with your current internet service”, 214 (75%) of 285
respondents said they were not. Reasons cited were typically slowness, unreliability, and even
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What is “broadband” and how does it differ from internet? From a consumer perspective, the terms are now
used almost interchangeably. Broadband, refers to high speed internet, whereas “internet” has been the term used
since those really slow “dial up” connections we may remember from decades ago. The standard for what speed
constitutes “broadband” seems to be evolving (i.e. increasing) as technology advances.
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Only 13 envelopes were undeliverable by the postal service. According to the 2010 census, Brooksville has 437
households, 934 people, and 292 families.
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unavailability of service. Some respondents were quite emphatic in their unhappiness. (In
some households, there was a disagreement on this question so those were not included.)
To the question of “who is your current ISP”3, there were 336 respondents:
249 (74%) were using DSL service4 from Consolidated Communications (CC);
26 (8%) listed Premium Choice Broadband or Redzone, wireless services from remote
towers;
18 (5%) listed various cell phone company hotspots;
7 (2%) listed Hughes satellite service;
6 (<2%) listed some unusual or unidentifiable ISPs; and, interestingly
7 (2%) had tried to get DSL from CC but were told it wasn’t available, apparently
because there was no more room in the “remote terminal”5 serving their location.
The remaining 23 (7%) of the respondents had no internet, and therefore no ISP.
In the Planning Survey, 116 respondents had no internet, likely indicating that the Broadband
Survey attracted a narrower range of respondents, i.e. those for whom the internet is very
important. Reasons for “no internet” cited in the Planning Survey included cost, slowness of
connection, and unavailability of service, as well as “not applicable” for 70 of the respondents.
Since 2018, there have been quite a few changes in the mix of ISPs. For example, Redzone
has terminated service to their customers in Brooksville. Premium Choice Broadband lost their
transmitter on the Blue Hill tower, making their service unavailable to many of their customers
in Brooksville. Verizon and other “hotspots” have become more popular, especially in parts of
town with virtually no other satisfactory option. CC has upgraded their remote terminals
somewhat, and some of their customers have purchased “bonded pair”6 service to boost their
speeds. But none of these options offers the speed and reliability that can be provided by an
optical fiber (“fiberoptic”) connection.
The Broadband Survey asked respondents what they felt they would be willing to pay for fiber
to the premises (FTTP)7, which would be far better service than any currently available in
Brooksville. To this question, there were 302 respondents, with the following results:
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ISP = Internet Service Provider
DSL = Digital Subscriber Line, a method of transmitting internet signals over (copper) telephone lines.
5
Remote terminals are those large boxes, usually gray or cream colored, that you see on major town roads,
usually with wires connecting to overhead telephone lines. CC linemen are frequently seen working at the remote
terminals, which have been plagued with problems of aging.
6
A “bonded pair” involves essentially using two copper phone lines instead of one.
7
FTTP involves bringing a fiberoptic line from a cable on a utility pole, directly to the home or business, either
along customer owned poles or through underground conduit.
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131 (43%) would be willing to pay less than or up to $50 per month;
112 (37%) would be willing to pay between $50 and $75 per month; and
59 (20%) would be willing to pay over $75 per month
The Planning Survey asked whether respondents used the internet to work from home, and
58% of 311 respondents said they did. It is logical to assume that if this question were asked
today, after the Covid-19 pandemic, the proportion would be far higher. In the ensuing three
years since the surveys, many of the complaints the Broadband Committee has received have
been from those “telecommuters” who work from their Brooksville homes. They need better
bandwidth8 to send and receive large files such as entire textbooks, architectural drawings,
medical imaging and so forth.
The Broadband Survey also provided information on how to conduct speed tests, and asked for
speed test data. The returns showed that only one, a Redzone customer, in addition to the
library and the school, received speeds that equaled or exceeded the threshold of acceptable,
which at the time was 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps upload9. A few newer speed tests
received in 2020 showed that the situation had not markedly changed.
The statewide agency, ConnectME, in 2020 set up a statewide speed test website and
encouraged residents to log on. The data is being mapped continuously. The following map
(Image 3) shows Brooksville’s results as of March 15, 2021. It is immediately apparent that
virtually nobody in town has acceptable internet speeds by modern standards, which are now
rapidly moving toward a minimum of symmetrical 100 Mbps10
What can Brooksville do to improve its internet situation?
Very recently (2021) a handful of customers of CC have established at great personal expense
(i.e. costs ranging from $8,000 to a rumored $75,000), private business lines bringing fiber to
their premises at speeds equal or exceeding symmetrical 100 Mbps. There is no possibility of
other customers along the same route tapping into these private fiber lines. These lines do not
run to shops employing multiple workers: they run to private residences where the owners
“telecommute” or otherwise conduct business. Some of the residences are seasonal. This is
obviously not a solution for most residents, even those who own businesses.
In 2018, a Maine internet company with an excellent reputation (GWI)11 approached towns on
the Blue Hill Peninsula and offered to submit a low-interest loan proposal to the USDA12 on
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“bandwidth” is the maximum rate of data transfer across a given path.
Mbps = megabits per second, a measure of internet speed. Curious readers can check the internet for a definition
of a “megabit”.
10
“symmetrical” means that the upload speed is the same as the download speed. This is important for sending
files and streaming video (for instance in telemedicine). In a well designed system, there is an insignificant cost
difference of providing symmetrical fiber vs. uploading at a lower speed than download speed.
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GWI = Great Works Internet, based in Biddeford. The company was instrumental in establishing the statewide
major fiber “trunk line” called the “three ring binder” . Recently GWI was awarded “Certified B Corporation”
status, which is an honorary designation based on their business practices.
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our behalf. Had it been awarded, the loan would have provided GWI the funds needed to
build, throughout Brooksville and the other towns, high speed fiber-to-the-premises (FTTP) for
all who wanted it, at no cost or obligation on the part of the Town. The loan would be paid
back solely by GWI’s revenues from customer subscriptions. The Broadband Committee
cooperated in providing data from our survey, to help GWI estimate the likely “take rate” (i.e.
how many customers were likely to sign up and at what monthly price.) Unfortunately the
loan proposal (submitted in August 2018) was rejected by the USDA. A second loan
application, submitted in August of 2019, was likewise rejected.
Undaunted, in March of 2020 GWI again proposed the project to the USDA, this time seeking
a grant, rather than a loan. This time, the Broadband Committee supported the GWI proposal
by doing a survey of over 70 Brooksville business establishments, identifying over 40 who
would likely pre-subscribe to the service. However, despite the best efforts of Brooksville and
GWI, and the efforts of our business community in supporting the survey, the USDA turned
down the grant, on grounds that are obscure and questionable at best. The explanation we were
given was quintessentially bureaucratic and obfuscating.
Then, in November of 2020 the FCC13 held an “auction” of areas that they deemed to have
inadequate internet. This included much of Brooksville, excluding only the areas where CC
had claimed that they were providing service at speeds of 25Mbps download and 3 Mbps
upload. (Image 4) CC won that auction14 and was granted millions of dollars15 and a 6 to 10
year buildout timeframe, with the promise that they would provide “gigabit speed”16 FTTP to
customers in that territory.
Over these past 3 years, since the 2018 surveys, the Broadband Committee has established an
email list of almost 300 local people interested in the fate of our internet. We have sent well
over a dozen emails providing updated information to this list, requesting feedback, urging
letters to be sent to various officials when and where they might be impactful, and urging the
completion of speed tests on the ConnectME website. The response has been overwhelmingly
positive. Several of our residents have been featured in articles about broadband in both the
Bangor Daily News and the Portland Press Herald, and even interviewed on CNN. We
maintain a file of letters that can be sent to decisionmakers at a moment’s notice, to help them
understand the needs and frustrations of Brooksville residents regarding their internet
experiences. The Broadband Committee has also received two supporting grants, one from the
12

USDA = U.S. Department of Agriculture, which has an interest in improving rural broadband.
FCC = Federal Communications Commission, the federal agency with jurisdiction over all things internet.
States are precluded from establishing their own controls over internet service; for example the state Public Utility
Commission (PUC) cannot regulate the rates charged by ISPs nor can they mandate service to areas that are
unserved. The PUC does have these powers over telephone service, which is substantially delivered over the
same wires.
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While the Starlink satellite system was awarded territory in other parts of the state, CC was the only awardee in
Brooksville. The Starlink system can provide much faster speeds than people currently experience, but is not
generally viewed as equally satisfactory to FTTP. Plus, it is expensive: about $500 for the “dish” and $100 per
month thereafter.
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The total amount awarded to CC in Hancock County was $ 4.5 M out of a statewide total of over $31 M. This is
clearly not adequate to bring FTTP to all residents.
16
“Gigabit” means the signal is supposedly delivered at a speed of 1000 Mbps although in practice somewhat less
than that speed.
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Island Institute for planning and the other from the Maine Community Foundation for assisting
primarily our elderly and homebound residents to use the internet to their advantage. Both of
these grants are in the Town’s broadband account and largely unspent until such time as they
can be put to best use to promote a viable broadband solution for Brooksville.
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, many residents of Brooksville have found that their internet
connection provided a lifeline to the rest of the world, a lifeline that was lacking in speed and
reliability. As the statewide standards that define adequate broadband keep changing (at the
time of this writing, there is a proposal to make the minimum acceptable download speed
officially 50 Mbps), we keep working to bring Brooksville up to speed faster than the 6 to 10
year buildout awarded to CC, which is earmarked only for the slowest parts of town. There is
no current plan for improving speeds in the areas not shown on the map (Image 4) as being
awarded to CC. In January of 2021, GWI tried again to submit a grant request to bring this
part of the town up to speed, but that application was again rejected by the USDA.
Brooksville is therefore collaborating with other neighboring towns (Blue Hill, Brooklin,
Penobscot, Sedgwick, and Deer Isle) to see if we can jointly issue an RFP for a full-service
provider of universal gigabit fiber available to all who wish to subscribe to the service. We are
hopeful that by working together we will be in a better position to be awarded infrastructure
funds (from ConnectME and other sources) for a project to serve our towns. It may be that
such funds would put us in a better bargaining position with CC, so that more of the town will
be served faster. Or, we may decide to “bite the bullet” and establish a regional broadband
utility, with the power to issue revenue bonds to build and operate an independent system, as
has been accomplished in other parts of the state. These decisions can be made once we have
the implications of the various options fully described through the RFP process.
When we analyzed the number of houses per road mile in Brooksville, we found some very
interesting statistics that show why the private ISPs have taken so little initiative to improve
our internet. Based on analyzing the town tax commitment book and the 9-1-1 data compiled
by the Town for length of roads, we see that there are approximately 81 miles of public and
private roads, and 871 houses or other buildings that might want internet services located along
those roads, for a road-mile density of 10.8 potential internet customers per mile. We were
careful to exclude buildings that we knew were barns or sheds or other buildings that might
show up on the tax ledger but would probably never have an internet connection: still, we
probably overcounted buildings. (The road mileages also need to be verified.) The Island
Institute has reported that any premise density between 7 and 15 per mile is considered low.
“Revenue generated likely covers ISP’s operating costs but may not allow for market rate
returns on capital investment.”17 (However, we note that non-profit entities do not have the
same rate-of-return expectations.)
Thus, it is very difficult for a private, for-profit company to justify building a network of FTTP
with those densities unless there is a considerable subsidy of some sort: e.g. private
philanthropy, state or federal grants, local bond issues or loan guarantees. The return on
investment just isn’t there. We can argue until we are blue in the face that internet should have
been understood at the outset to be a public necessity like roads and phones, and built out
17
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accordingly with a regulatory agency at the helm, but it wasn’t, and here we are. New
legislation on the horizon may provide such an agency in the near future. It is certain that there
is a fundamental change in the awareness nationally of the importance of the internet, due in
large part to the mobility restrictions imposed by Covid-19.
Most recently the relationship of better internet to land use planning has surfaced, as a concern
directly relating to Brooksville’s comprehensive plan. If we are successful in building a good,
reliable, high speed internet network that serves all our residents (which an overwhelming
percentage of residents want to see)18, will it bring a flood of new residents? Communications
to the Broadband Committee as well as discussions with realtors show that many people who
would like to live here, year round or seasonally, cannot do so because they simply cannot
manage their affairs without better internet than Brooksville can provide. It is unclear if
quality internet service would affect rural living with dramatic population growth. Rather,
recent research shows: Increased access to high-speed broadband will help small rural
businesses expand, grow employment opportunities for residents, increase access to education
opportunities, and reduce healthcare costs.19 All of these issues, and more, are being
addressed by the Comprehensive Planning Committee as important to the future of
Brooksville.
In the 2018 Brooksville Comprehensive Planning survey, over 80% of the respondents said it
is extremely important that Brooksville maintain its rural way of life, and 28% felt that the
issue of population growth merits further study. To maintain the desired character of the town
in the face of the probable change brought about by universal high speed internet is a challenge
for the Comprehensive Plan to address in a forthright manner.
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In fact, in the Planning Survey, over 71% of 315 respondents said they would “support the Town’s investment
of tax dollars to improve the availability and quality of internet service.”
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Cooper, Tyler: The Decade in Broadband: 2020 Statistics & Predictions, April 2021
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Image 1
The Mailed Survey (size reduced)
The postcard survey: images of the mailing envelope, the
instructions
included
inOwner
envelope,
and the front and back of the
Dear Brooksville
Property
and/or Resident
postcard, which had postage affixed.

Dear Brooksville Property Owner and/or Resident
Maine has the second worst internet in the nation and Brooksville is near the bottom. People in
Brooksville are having problems conduct business, doing homework, selling or renting their
houses, and more: all because of our slow and unreliable internet. We aren’t ready for
telemedicine, telecommuting, or many other features of the digital future. The Federal
Communications Commmission has defined satisfactory internet as having a download speed
of 25 Mbps and an upload speed of 3 Mbps. Anything less than that is considered
unsatisfactory. We have not yet found any place in Brooksville that is “satisfactory”, except
the library!

Maine has the second worst internet in the nation and Brooksville is near the bottom. People in
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Brooksville and our neighboring towns are doing something about it. The Selectmen recently
appointed a Brooksville Broadband Committee to consider options. We need your input.
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Brooksville and our neighboring towns
are doing something about it. The Selectmen recently
appointed a Brooksville Broadband Committee to consider
options.
We need your input.
mailing
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Right now, the most important thing you can do to help this effort is to fill
out and return the enclosed survey card as soon as you possibly can!
You’ll notice it is already stamped.

TIME SENSITIVE
Right now, the most important
thing you can do to help this effort is to fill
out and return the enclosed survey card as soon as you possibly can!
You’ll notice it is already stamped.

If you have already filled out an online questionnaire at givemefiber.com

If you have already filled out an online questionnaire at givemefiber.com

Please fill out and return the enclosed postcard anyway.

Please fill out and return the enclosed postcard anyway.

Optional Speed Test:

Optional Speed Test:

You must be at your internet location in Town to do this test, so if you are not in Brooksville,
this space on the survey card cannot be filled out unless you already know the results.

You must be at your internet location in Town to do this test, so if you are not in Brooksville,
this space on the survey card cannot be filled out unless you already know the results.

To test your internet speed IN BROOKSVILLE, go to either of the following websites:

To test your internet speed IN BROOKSVILLE, go to either of the following websites:

Speedtest.xfinity.com
Type this into your browser

Speedtest.xfinity.com
Type this into your browser

Speedtest.net
This is an “app” that takes a very short time to download.
Good for phones. [Mac users: OSX later than 10.11 is needed]

Speedtest.net
This is an “app” that takes a very short time to download.
Good for phones. [Mac users: OSX later than 10.11 is needed]

front and back of postcard

(Note: If you are testing your speed using your phone, be sure you are on wifi and not your
phone’s data plan.)

(Note: If you are testing your speed using your phone, be sure you are on wifi and not your
phone’s data plan.)

Thank you from the Brooksville Broadband Committee!

Thank you from the Brooksville Broadband Committee!

If you have any questions please contact one of the following Commmittee members:

If you have any questions please contact one of the following Commmittee members:

Brook Minner 326-4560// Doug Cowan 837-1285// Abbie McMillen 326-8022// Mike McMillen 326-9194

Brook Minner 326-4560// Doug Cowan 837-1285// Abbie McMillen 326-8022// Mike McMillen 326-9194
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Image 2:

Scaled-down versions of the two paper survey forms distributed Nov. 6- Nov. 17, 2018

Brooksville High Speed Internet Survey

How Fast Is Your Internet?

Please fill out a separate survey for each property
where you have, or would like,
internet service

There is a way to find out. It’s fun and it’s free!
Position your device where you usually use the internet and log on to one of the following (if
you are using a phone, be sure you are on wifi and not your phone’s data plan):
Speedtest.xfinity.com
Type this into your browser

1. Your name: ________________________________________________________________

Speedtest.net
This is an “app” that takes a very short time to download.
Good for phones. [Mac users: OSX later than 10.11 is needed]

2. What is the street/road address of your residence or business in Brooksville (where you
already have, or would like, internet service)? Residence:_____ Business/home business_____

After you log on to one of these test sites, just click on the obvious place and watch the speed
dial. It will stabilize and give you a reading in a few moments for download, then proceed to
test your upload speed. It accomplishes this by “pinging” an internet service provider some
distance away from you, and calculating how long the signal takes to get from place to place.

Address:______________________________________________________________________

3. Are you happy with your current internet service at this address? _____Yes
Who is your current internet service provider?
Comment:

_____No

_____________________________________________

Write your results here:
Download speed: _________ Mbps
Upload speed: ___________ Mbps

4. What do you feel is a realistic cost per month that you would be able to pay for improved
internet service that is considered adequate by the Federal Communications Commission?
(Please indicate total cost, not additional to what you are already paying!)

Any speeds lower than 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps upload are considered
unsatisfactory by the Federal Communications Commission!

_____$26-50_____$51-75 _____$76-100 _____More than $100
Comment:

The Brooksville Broadband Committee would like to know what you found, so we can plan for
a system that serves you better. Please send in your results!
Your name: _________________________________________________________________

Please provide an email address if you want an occasional update on the progress of the
Brooksville Broadband effort:
Email:

Address: ____________________________________________________________________
(Street/Road Address where you did the test)

PLEASE RETURN this sheet
to the Town Office or Library by noon on Saturday, November 17
Thank you!

_____________________________________________________________________

PLEASE RETURN this survey
to the Town Office or Library by noon on Saturday, November 17

Question? Call one of the following members of the Commmittee:
Brook Minner, 326-4560 (during library hours)
Doug Cowan, 837-1285
Abbie McMillen, 326-8022
Mike McMillen, 326-9194

Thank you!

Brooksville Broadband Committee
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Image 3

ConnectME's map of speed test results
March 15, 2021

Note: the green lines in Brooksville are new since the map was posted
in January. They probably reflect the installation of some of the private
business lines paid for by individual customers.
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Image 4

Map showing parts of Brooksville
that the FCC awarded to CC
(dark blue areas)
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