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PREFACE 
 

 I embarked on rural research not because I grew up in a rural area.  Indeed, I have 

lived in cities all of my life: Calgary and Edmonton, Alberta; Ottawa, Ontario; and San 

Diego, California.1  On vacations, I visited even larger cities: London, Paris, Barcelona, 

Philadelphia, San Francisco, Vancouver, Montreal, and Toronto.  By no means could I be 

called a rural dweller.  Despite this, I grew up on the Prairies and I was intimately 

familiar with their isolation, if only for brief periods.  My undergraduate work was in 

rural Canadian history and my honor’s thesis was about scientific motherhood literature 

and motherhood practices on the rural Canadian Prairies.  My Master’s thesis, “‘Among 

the Necessities’: A Social History of Communication Technology on the Canadian 

Prairies, 1900 to 1950,” explored radios and telephones in rural Alberta, Saskatchewan, 

and Manitoba and I modelled it on sociologist Claude Fischer’s 1992 book, America 

Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940.  My interest in radios stemmed from 

childhood memories marked by frequent electric blackouts in the city.  The power 

company needed to install another generator to accommodate demand, but had not done 

so, and for a few years insufficient electricity supplies often plunged the city into 

darkness for hours at a time, most memorably in the winter when temperatures were well 

below freezing.  In the dark, wrapped in blankets (as the furnace required electricity 

also), my mother, brother, and I sat using candles for light and listening to the battery-

                                                           
1 The populations of these cities are: Calgary, Alberta, 1,107,200 in 2006; Edmonton, Alberta, 

1,050,000 in 2006; Ottawa, Ontario, 1,158,300 in 2006; and San Diego, California, 2,933,462 in 2005. 
Statistics Canada, “Population of Census Metropolitan Areas (2001 Census Boundaries),” URL: 
http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo05a.htm (accessed March 6, 2007); U.S. Census Bureau, “The 
2007 Statistical Abstract, Table 25–Large Metropolitan Statistical Areas–Population: 1990 to 2005,” URL: 
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/tables/07s0025.xls (accessed March 6, 2007). 



 

 ix

operated radio.  The voices coming from the radio held power over me and during my 

Master’s work, I explored their importance to rural dwellers from the 1920s to the 1950s.  

Until my ethnographic research in 2006 and 2007, however, rural life was something that 

existed in my imaginary.  I had read about it, studied it as it was in the past, and seen it 

from the windows of the car, driving on highways to get to other places—often other 

cities—but I had not actually lived in a rural community.  Despite this, however, my 

research aim was to study rural people’s use of and experience with cell phones, satellite 

television receivers, and computers and the internet.  To carry out the study, the best 

method was to go to rural areas and talk to people about available telecommunications 

services and their use of them.  I decided to explore rural residents’ access to, and use of, 

communication devices in both a region in Canada and one in the U.S.  I spent over six 

months talking to rural dwellers, living in rural communities, and as an ethnographer, 

enduring the same challenges that my interviewees faced.  There were prairie blizzards, 

plains thunderstorms, and tornado warnings.  There was the challenge of many miles of 

driving, an omnipresent part of living in rural areas of the U.S. and Canada.  In the course 

of my field work, I drove 21,034 miles from San Diego to my field sites and within the 

sites for interviews.  But there were also many great adventures and successes.  One of 

the best of these was having the opportunity to meet many rural people willing to share 

their stories.   
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 

 
On the Last Mile: The Effects of Telecommunications Regulation and Deregulation  

in the Rural Western United States and Canada 
 
 

by 
 

Nadine Irène Kozak 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Communication (Science Studies) 
 

University of California, San Diego, 2010 
 

Professor Robert Horwitz, Chair 
 

This dissertation addresses the provision of advanced telecommunication services 

to rural residents in the post-regulatory moment by examining two case studies, one in 

Alberta, Canada, and the other in Wyoming in the United States.  Although governments 

built fiber optic infrastructures in both locales and the systems were described with great 

optimism for a better future, the systems have not fulfilled their intended aims.  Through 

historical research of Legislative Assembly of Alberta transcripts; town council meeting 

minutes and newspaper reports in Wyoming; interviews with government officials, 

internet service providers, representatives from a variety of organizations, and rural 

residents; and ethnography, this study traces the supply of and demand for high-speed 

internet and broadband capacity in counties in rural Alberta and Wyoming.  This study 

provides evidence that top-down technological fixes do not provide the best solutions for 

the citizens and consumers they are intended to serve.  Additionally, it illustrates that the 

move away from the regulated provision of telecommunications service with universal 



 

 xv

service goals has adversely affected the availability and quality of services provided to 

rural dwellers.  This study, thus, argues that comprehensive universal service aims, 

providing for advanced communications would benefit rural residents and that when 

governments consider the development of advanced telecommunications they need to 

provide the opportunity for sustained public debate and deliberation.  Finally, the study 

argues for the careful consideration of the past when considering policy for the extension 

of broadband services and the planning and developing new information and 

communication systems.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Introduction: Utopian Visions and Rural Realities 

 

A farmer, clad in a cowboy hat and overalls, chews on a wheat stalk.  Slouching 

on a tractor, he types on a computer terminal with his left hand.  The farmer’s terminal 

links to other users across the country, including a doctor in Minnesota and a scientist in 

the northeast, and to a transmitter in the Pacific North West that communicates with an 

orbiting satellite.  The lines connecting the farmer with the rest of the users are the same 

bandwidth as the other cables extending across the nation.2  This is an illustration of the 

networked nation from the late 1970s.  The illustration is of a map of the United States; 

the farmer is on the map, in the Wyoming, Nebraska, Kansas region.  The illustration, by 

Joe Dieter Jr., succinctly and stereotypically illustrates the connecting of rural areas into 

the networked nation.  In this vision, all participants have access to the necessary 

infrastructure to contribute and to similar technology.  According to proponents, such 

access will decrease geographical limitations and expand economic development to the 

far reaches of the globe and to rural areas within the industrialized nations.  A variety of 

academic, business, and popular literature has purveyed this view, from computer 

scientists Starr Roxanne Hiltz and Murray Turoff’s visionary 1978 textbook The Network 

Nation: Human Communication via Computer, which contains Dieter’s illustration, to 

Frances Cairncross’ 1997 study The Death of Distance: How the Communications 

Revolution is Changing Our Lives.  

                                                           
2 Figure 1.1 Person-to-person networks: Human communication and information exchange via 

computer, illustration by Joe Dieter Jr. in Starr Roxanne Hiltz and Murray Turoff, The Network Nation: 
Human Communication via Computer (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, Inc., 1978), 
6. 
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Hiltz and Turoff presciently foresaw that while computerized communications 

could open unlimited possibilities for communication, education, and work, they could 

also serve to increase the existing gulfs between the haves and have-nots in a nation.3  

The authors argued that without careful attention to “regulations, laws, policies, and the 

public interest,” computerized communications would enhance existing divisions 

between the wealthy and educated versus people who were poorer and less educated; 

increase the existing chasm between large, wealthy, and powerful organizations and 

smaller ones; help continue the decay of urban centers; open possibilities for ubiquitous 

censorship of information and regulation of information exchange; and destroy the press; 

among other problems.4  Despite the warnings, their book put forth utopian visions of a 

nation of geographically dispersed individuals connected via computer networks allowing 

for social and democratic participation, regardless of a person’s economic status or 

regional location.  One important facet of the idea of the networked nation is that all 

people are connected and this connection is a means to overcome the significant social, 

educational, and regional biases and disadvantages faced by some groups.5  

In the subsequent decades, nations and communities have embraced the vision 

and have moved in varying degrees toward the ideal of networked nations.  The problem 

of widening the existing divides, however, has remained an issue, including those that 

span differences of age, educational attainment, income, and geographic location.  The 

U.S. Department of Commerce’s National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (NTIA) found in 1998 that income and education levels were the two 

                                                           
3 Hiltz and Turoff, The Network Nation, xxix-xxx. 
4 Ibid, xxx. 
5 Ibid, xxix-xxx. 
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most important factors explaining the gap between Americans with computers and 

internet access at home and those without.  The study identified race and ethnicity to be 

other important determinants.6  The NTIA also found rural users less likely to use the 

internet and computers than other Americans in 1999.7  Data gathered over the ensuing 

years has revealed a persistent rural-urban digital divide in the United States and Canada.  

Rather than being fully connected, as in Dieter’s illustration, rural denizens find 

themselves lagging behind in the digital age.8  In June of 2008, Statistics Canada released 

the Canadian Internet Use Survey, revealing that in 2007 more Canadians used the 

internet for a variety of activities than in 2005.  Despite this, Statistics Canada notes 

digital divides persist, particularly between rural and urban areas, the latter being favored 

by internet service providers because of the younger, more affluent, and more educated 

populations in metropolitan areas.9  The survey found nationally 76 per cent of urban 

dwellers used the internet while 65 per cent of people resident in rural areas and small 

towns did so.10  Rural areas, thus, still lag behind.  The Government of Canada’s 

Telecommunications Policy Review Panel’s Final Report 2006 notes that broadband 

penetration rates are “relatively high and are being extended into rural and remote areas 

                                                           
6 National Telecommunications and Information Administration, “Falling though the Net: Defining the 

Digital Divide” in The Digital Divide: Facing a Crisis or Creating a Myth?, ed. Benjamin M. Compaine 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, MIT Sourcebooks, 2001), 25-26; Mark Lloyd, Prologue to a Farce: 
Communication and Democracy in America (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2006), 206. 

7 National Telecommunications and Information Administration data from Cornelia Butler Flora and 
Jan L. Flora with Susan Fey, Rural Communities: Legacy and Change (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
2004), 218; Sharon Strover, “Rural Internet Connectivity,” Telecommunications Policy, 25 (2001): 332. 

8 Strover, “Rural Internet Connectivity,” 332. 
9 Statistics Canada, “Canadian Internet Use Survey,” The Daily, Statistics Canada Survey Number 

4432 (June 12, 2008). URL: http://www.statcan.ca/Daily/English/ 080612/d080612b.htm (accessed June 
17, 2008). 

10 Importantly, this is a rate of internet connection, not of broadband or high-speed connection. 
Therefore, it includes urban and rural Canadians still reliant on dial-up connections. Matthew Trevisan, 
“Internet Report Shows Digital Divide in Canada,” Globe and Mail (June 12, 2008). URL: 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080612.winternet0612/BNStory/Technology/?ci
d=al_gam_nletter_newsUp (accessed August 7, 2008). 
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as a result of private and public initiatives.”  Indeed, the report found that 73 percent of 

residential internet subscribers used high-speed access nationally in 2004 while only 17 

percent did so in 1999.11  In the U.S., a Communication Workers of America (CWA) 

report found that 60 percent of suburban homes and 57 percent of urban homes have 

broadband in the U.S.  Only 38 percent of rural Americans do.12  The low connectivity 

rates and the special problems of rural Americans led FCC chairman Kevin Martin 

(2005-2009) to advocate attaching a “free broadband” condition to the 2009 advanced 

wireless services-3 (AWS-3) spectrum sale where the successful buyers must use a 

quarter of the spectrum for free broadband.  Additionally, Martin favors using the 

universal service fund, a subsidy created to keep telephone service affordable in high cost 

areas, to offset broadband costs for low income people.13  To Martin, ensuring universal 

availability of broadband is crucial because of the internet’s growing role in work, 

entertainment, education, and medicine.  CWA data illustrates that U.S. broadband is 

falling behind other industrialized countries.  The median download speed in the U.S. is 

1.9 Megabits per second (Mbps), whereas in Canada it is 7 Mbps.  Japan, the country 

with the highest download speed, has 61 Mbps.  In the U.S., internet connection speeds 

vary widely by state.  The highest speed is Rhode Island’s median connection speed of 

5.011 Mbps while the lowest is Alaska’s at 0.545 Mbps.  Median connection speeds vary 

widely in the same region.  For example, while Kansas’ median speed is 4.167 Mbps, 

                                                           
11 Gerri Sinclair, Hank Intven, and André Tremblay, Telecommunications Policy Review Panel: Final 

Report, 2006 (Ottawa: Industry Canada, 2006), 1-6. 
12 Leslie Cauley, “Martin Wants Broadband Across USA,” USA Today (Tuesday, August 19, 2008), 

URL: http://www.usatoday.com/tech/news/techpolicy/2008-08-19-fcc-martin_N.htm, (accessed September 
23, 2008). 

13 Ibid. 
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Wyoming’s is only 1.246, and South Dakota’s 0.825 Mbps.14  Slow download speeds are 

symbolic to some in government that the U.S. and Canada are not doing enough to 

encourage broadband development.    

As President-Elect, Barack Obama announced plans to include the extension of 

broadband internet in his public works program.  He argued, “It is unacceptable that the 

United States ranks 15th in the world in broadband adoption. Here, in the country that 

invented the Internet, every child should have the chance to get online.”15  Academics 

have done much work to determine why rural use lags behind urban areas and scholars 

study structural and institutional conditions contributing to the gap.  In the United States, 

the Government Accountability Office (GAO) found factors determining broadband 

availability include the level of urbanization, population density, and income.  The higher 

each of these factors are, the GAO found that broadband was increasingly available.16     

Considering these divides, the American rural sociologists Cornelia Butler Flora 

and Jan L. Flora note in their 2004 study, Rural Communities: Legacy and Change, that 

the continued unavailability of adequate internet service keeps rural areas “distanced 

from global business not only by miles of land and water but also by miles of phone lines, 

or lack thereof.”17  For Flora and Flora, then, geographical divides added to technological 

divides serve to increase rural people’s distance from the mainstream, urban society and 

                                                           
14 Communications Workers of America, “First-Ever State-By-State Report on Internet Connection 

Speed Shows U.S. Far Behind Other Industrialized Nations,” Communications Workers of America 
website, URL: http://www.cwa-union.org/news/page.jsp?itemID=28663094 (accessed September 23, 
2008). 

15 Peter Baker and John M. Broder, “Obama Vows Public Works On Vast Scale; Biggest Program 
Since Interstate Highways,” The New York Times (Sunday, December 7, 2008): A1, quoted from A33. 

16 JayEtta Z. Hecker, Director, Physical Infrastructure Issues, Government Accountability Office, 
“Broadband Deployment in Rural Areas,” Columbia Institute for Tele-Information, Business Models for 
Rural Broadband, Columbia University, October 27, 2006. 

17 Flora and Flora with Fey, Rural Communities, 214. 
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economic opportunities.  The persistent divides led Flora and Flora and Canadian rural 

development scholar Ricardo Ramírez, among a host of other commentators, to argue that 

government involvement is central to telecommunication development in rural areas.18   

Despite touting government intervention as a central solution to overcoming rural-

urban digital divides, the current political climate of deregulation and neoliberalism in 

Canada and the United States challenges government spending for these 

telecommunication devices.  This dissertation examines two infrastructural 

developments, the Alberta SuperNet and the Lusk, Wyoming, municipal fiber-optic grid, 

to explore how communities, organizations, companies, and governments seek to end the 

digital divide in the post-regulatory moment.  The research explores both the 

development phase of the networks and their consumption by users.  The research centers 

on three primary questions.  First, what solutions are being developed—public, private, or 

a combination of the two—to overcome the rural digital divide in the post-regulatory 

moment?  Second, do these solutions meet the needs of the citizens and consumers they 

are intended to serve?  Finally, do these solutions serve the public good and do they help 

sustain a more democratic order?  This research illustrates that telecommunications 

development in the neoliberal, post-regulatory moment faces severe challenges and leads 

to some service failures.  In the SuperNet case, the public-private partnership privileged 

the imperatives of the private companies and the government’s objectives while 

excluding citizens from the development process.  Additionally, leaving 

telecommunication development to local governments has challenges, as a lack of 

                                                           
18 Flora and Flora with Fey, Rural Communities, 214; Ricardo Ramírez, “A Model for Rural and 

Remote Information and Communication Technologies: A Canadian Exploration,” Telecommunications 
Policy, 25 (2001): 316. 
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technical knowledge at the local level complicates development and leads to 

developments that do not serve the communities or their constituents well.  Finally, rural 

subscribers are in the initial stages of developing online communities of use.  Many do 

not desire technically optimal broadband solutions because they find themselves priced 

out of the market.  In order to explore infrastructure development in the post-regulatory 

moment, it is first important to consider the regulated provisioning of 

telecommunications historically. 

The History of Telecommunications Development in the U.S. and Canada 

Solutions through government involvement align well with the historical 

development of telecommunications and infrastructure in rural areas of Canada and the 

United States.  Telecommunications are an infrastructure because they connect people to 

enable communication and commerce and play a central role in the creation of 

communities.  Due to the importance of infrastructures in social functioning, historically 

governments have taken responsibility for their provision.  Additionally, government 

involvement maintained public interest goals, “goals linked to democratically based 

principles of fairness and equity.”19  The political work of Benjamin Rush and James 

Madison, who championed the post office as the basis for an informed citizenry, helped 

institutionalize democratic ideals in the post office.20  Through state or regulatory action, 

governments (provincial and federal) ensured that rural denizens had access to 
                                                           

19 Robert Britt Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform: The Deregulation of American 
Telecommunications (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 12-13, quoted from 13.   

20 Richard R. John, “Recasting the Information Infrastructure for the Industrial Age,” in A Nation 
Transformed by Information: How Information Has Shaped the United States from Colonial Times to the 
Present, ed. Alfred D. Chandler, Jr. and James W. Cortada (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 58-
59; Richard R. John, Spreading the News: The American Postal System from Franklin to Morse 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 29-30. 
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telecommunications infrastructure throughout much of the twentieth century.  The history 

of telecommunications in the U.S. and Canada is a tale of monopoly enterprises 

providing telephony in the interests of the public.  For most of the twentieth century, 

many viewed telephone service as a natural monopoly and a public good where the value 

of the network increased with each additional subscriber.  In the American case, the 

government and the public left telecommunications development to the private sector, 

albeit with regulation after 1934.  Alexander Graham Bell developed the telephone while 

exploring improvements in telegraphy.21  From 1876 until 1894, the Bell Telephone 

Company controlled the telephone industry, due to its patent rights.22  To diffuse the 

device, the company licensed people to establish operating companies in specific areas 

while dictating technical standards and controlling equipment manufacturing.23  With the 

expiration of Bell’s patents, new telephone companies started up between 1894 and 1904 

in urban areas to challenge the Bell monopoly and in rural regions where telephony 

remained underdeveloped.24  The independents included companies that operated for 

profit, mutual companies with “shareholder-subscribers,” and rural lines.25  In 1907, at 

the pinnacle of the movement, independent companies operated half of U.S. telephones.26  

Bell’s refusal to interconnect competitors into its local and long distance networks, 
                                                           

21 Brian Winston, Media Technology and Society: A History: From the Telegraph to Internet (London: 
Routledge, 1998), 34. 

22 Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform, 97. 
23 John, “Recasting the Information Infrastructure,” 91; Robert MacDougall, “Long Lines: AT&T, 

Long Distance Telephony, and Corporate Control,” Business and Economic History Online, 3 (2005): 10 
(URL: http://www.thebhc.org/publications/BEHonline/2005/macdougall.pdf, accessed April 13, 2008). 

24 Claude S. Fischer, America Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992), 42-43; John, “Recasting the Information Infrastructure,” 93; John 
Langdale, “The Growth of Long-Distance Telephony in the Bell System, 1875-1907,” Journal of Historical 
Geography, 4, no. 2 (1978): 154. 

25 Langdale, “The Growth of Long Distance Telephony,” 153; quoted from Fischer, America Calling, 
43. 

26 Langdale, “The Growth of Long Distance Telephony,” 152, 164; John, “Recasting the Information 
Infrastructure,” 93-94. 
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however, limited the independents’ competitiveness.27  Eventually, Bell allowed 

interconnection under some circumstances, especially to companies serving areas where 

Bell had no desire to extend telephone service.28  These independents became 

sublicensees rather than Bell operating companies.29  By 1912, Bell again achieved 

control over the market; controlling 55 percent directly and 30 percent via sublicensee 

agreements, a situation that remained remarkably constant until the 1980s.30  In 1913, to 

fend off calls for nationalization and to settle an antitrust lawsuit, the U.S. Attorney 

General and Bell reached an agreement called the Kingsbury Commitment.  One 

provision of the agreement was that Bell had to connect all independents to its network 

that requested interconnection.31  The dominant provider, the parent company AT&T and 

its local Bell operating companies, provided local and long distance service to Americans 

under the guidance of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), formed by the 

Communications Act of 1934.  Communication scholar Dan Schiller argues regulation 

was the product of citizen demand.  To counter criticism of private monopoly and calls to 

nationalize telephony, AT&T sought regulatory oversight.32  The FCC accepted the 

telephone industry as it was, and used the existing corporations as the foundation for the 

                                                           
27 Langdale, “The Growth of Long Distance Telephony,” 154-155. 
28 Langdale, “The Growth of Long Distance Telephony,” 154-155; John, “Recasting the Information 

Infrastructure,” 95. 
29 John, “Recasting the Information Infrastructure,” 95. 
30 David F. Weiman and Richard C. Levin, “Preying for Monopoly? The Case of Southern Bell 

Telephone Company, 1894-1912,” The Journal of Political Economy, 102, no. 1, (February, 1994): 104 
(URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2138795, accessed April 13, 2008); John, “Recasting the Information 
Infrastructure,” 98. 

31 John, “Recasting the Information Infrastructure,” 98; Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform, 100-
101; Fischer, America Calling, 47. 

32 Dan Schiller, “Social Movements in Telecommunications: Rethinking the Public Service History of 
US Telecommunications, 1894-1919,” Telecommunications Policy, 22, no. 4/5 (1998): 403; Horwitz, The 
Irony of Regulatory Reform, 99. 
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regulatory structure.33  Accepting that telephony was a natural monopoly, the FCC 

protected AT&T from competition.34  This protection did have some public interest 

provisions: AT&T was a common carrier, telephone systems had to be interconnected, 

and carriers had to serve everyone who asked for service.35  Government and the courts 

regarded telephone companies as common carriers, like the telegraph and the railroad.  

According to communication scholar Robert B. Horwitz in The Irony of Regulatory 

Reform: The Deregulation of American Telecommunications, “common carrier law was 

that a carrier must allow nondiscriminatory, that is, fair and equitable, access to its 

service at just and reasonable prices.”  In transportation law, this ensured that carriers had 

to interconnect with other carriers.36  In telephony, however, the application of common 

carrier law meant both that the telephone companies had to serve all members of the 

public without discrimination and later companies had to interconnect their plant.37  The 

goal was to provide universal service, which according to Horwitz means that “telephone 

service must be made available to and be generally affordable by everyone.”38  As 

Horwitz outlines, as a regulated monopoly with common carrier status and public service 

obligations, AT&T had constraints and leeway in the provision of telephone service.  The 

phone company had to provide access to Americans in cities, small towns, and rural 

areas; to anyone who requested service.  To do this profitably, the FCC allowed the 

corporation to cross-subsidize costly markets with revenues generated from profitable 

                                                           
33 Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform, 127. 
34 Ibid., 123, 126. 
35 Ibid., 127. 
36 Ibid., 13. 
37 Milton L. Mueller, Jr., Universal Service: Competition, Interconnection, and Monopoly in the 

Making of the American Telephone System (The MIT Press and The AEI Press, 1997), 46-47. 
38 Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform, 132. 
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regions and services.  Indeed, the company used a host of subsidy arrangements, 

including value-of-service pricing and cost averaging that allowed for long distance rates 

to help offset the costs of local service; higher revenue states to subsidize other, lower 

revenue states; and urban users (where the cost of lines between homes and businesses 

was small due to short distances) to subsidize users in suburbs, poor users, and those in 

rural areas (where the larger distances between farms and ranches made provision more 

expensive due to more line miles required for service).39  Government intervention in the 

U.S. took the form of a regulator overseeing the provision of service, service that the 

regulator and telephone company believed ought to reach everyone. 

 Government intervention in Canada played as important a role as in the American 

scenario but it was different than south of the border.  In the Canadian case, telephony 

began to emerge under the Bell Telephone Company of Canada, chartered in 1880 by an 

Act of Parliament to provide telephone service to “all regions of Canada.”40  Rather than 

develop service to all areas, however, the company remained in population centers where 

service provision would be most profitable, primarily in the provinces of Ontario and 

Québec.41  Bell Canada maintained ownership and control of the telephone plant in these 

regions.  In Atlantic Canada, the company followed a strategy of indirect control where it 

owned shares in telephone entities operating in the provinces.42  In British Columbia, Bell 

                                                           
39 Horwitz, The Irony of Regulatory Reform, 132, 136; Hudson N. Janisch, “Who Will Regulate 

Deregulation? Canada’s Battle over Telecommunications Competition,” Pacific Telecommunications 
Review, 14, no. 1 (September 1992): 23. 

40 Kevin G. Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications: U.S. and Canadian Telecommunications, 
1840-1997 (Latham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000), 32. 

41 Ibid. 
42 The Atlantic Provinces are Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick. Newfoundland 

joined Confederation in 1949. Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 33. 
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pulled out of telephone provision in the late 1880s.43  Other interests developed telephone 

service that consolidated into the British Columbia Telephone Company in 1904.44  In the 

1920s, the owners sold it to an American company, the National Telephone and 

Telegraph Corporation, later called the Anglo-Canadian Telephone Company of 

Montreal.  Anglo-Canadian became part of the American telephone giant General 

Telephone and Electronics Corporation (GTE).  The province had the distinction of being 

the only one with a major telecom player owned by foreign interests.45  In Manitoba, 

Saskatchewan, and Alberta, Bell developed more extensive operations than in Atlantic 

Canada, but it had only a short tenure in the prairie region.46  The company focused 

construction and operation efforts in urban areas, neglecting rural regions where it would 

not recover the large expense of stringing wire.47  Due to disagreement with Bell’s 

building strategy and to particular local and regional conditions, each of the three Prairie 

Provinces—Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta—bought Bell’s plant and operations 

between 1907 and 1909.  The provincial governments established publicly owned 

provincial crown corporations that they controlled to better serve the public.48  In “For 

the General Good: The Debate Over Private vs. Public Ownership of Telephones and the 

Canadian West, 1900-1912,” scholar Ronald S. Love explains the prevailing opinion was 

that the provincial systems would best contribute to the “economic, social, and political 

                                                           
43 Robert E. Babe, Telecommunications in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 111. 
44 Ibid., 112. 
45 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 36.  
46 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 34. 
47 Ronald S. Love, “For the General Good: The Debate Over Private vs. Public Ownership of 

Telephones and the Canadian West, 1900-1912,” The American Review of Canadian Studies, 35 (Spring 
2005): 68. 

48 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 34; Schiller, “Social Movements in 
Telecommunications,” 403. 
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development over a vast, under populated territory on the brink of phenomenal growth.”49  

In a more direct way than oversight by the FCC in the American setting, the Prairie 

Provinces provisioned telephony as a public utility to serve their populations.50  Private or 

publicly held monopolies provided telephone service in specific provinces.  Bell was 

unique historically because it provided service to both Ontario and Québec.51  The 

provincially-based companies together formed TransCanada Telephone System (TCTS), 

later renamed Telecom Canada and then reorganized into Stentor.  TCTS interconnected 

the phone companies, providing an integrated network.52 

Unlike the U.S. and European nations, Canada’s unique, varied telephone 

ownership structure also created multiple regulatory regimes.  From 1906 to 1938, the 

Board of Railway Commissioners and from 1938 until 1976, the Canadian Transport 

Commission oversaw common carrier development in Canada and the Railway Act 

(1888; 1906) provided the national policy for telecommunications.53  The Railway Act 

defined telegraph and telephone companies as common carriers.  Rates had to be fair and 

reasonable and companies had to practice non-discrimination of subscribers and 

services.54  The Railway Act, however, did not apply to all telephone companies, rather it 

governed only those that fell under federal jurisdiction by “an interpretation of the British 

                                                           
49 Love, “For the General Good,” 68. 
50 Importantly, the government companies experienced wavering fortunes. By the Great Depression, 

Alberta Government Telephones (AGT) was unable to maintain and operate its rural lines. AGT sold the 
lines to small rural cooperatives. The company made the farmers establish rural cooperatives to provide 
local farm service, to take the burden off of the provincial purse. Tony Cashman reports that AGT used 
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would come the following day to roll up the wire. Tony Cashman, Singing Wires: The Telephone in Alberta 
(Edmonton: Alberta Government Telephone Commission, 1972), 364.   

51 Janisch, “Who Will Regulate Deregulation?,” 17. 
52 In 1992, Telecom Canada incorporated and reorganized, becoming Stentor. Janisch, “Who Will 

Regulate Deregulation?,” 17, 21. 
53 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunication, 68. 
54 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 37-38. 
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North America Act (1867)” and were recognized as a “company” under the terms of the 

Railway Act (1906).55  Bell Canada and the British Columbia Telephone Company fell 

under federal jurisdiction, but the provincially-owned telephone companies did not.56  

The provinces regulated their own telephone companies.  In Manitoba, the Public 

Utilities Board reviewed the telephone system starting in 1912.57  In 1915, Alberta 

created a Public Utilities Board to regulate AGT.58  Unlike its neighboring telephone 

companies, a regulator did not encumber Saskatchewan Government Telephones except 

briefly between 1982 and 1987.59  Legal scholar Hudson N. Janisch credits the industry 

creators of TCTS for the long duration of the “asymmetrical” regulatory arrangement 

because network traffic and system improvement operated smoothly, thus the federal 

government did not need to intervene.  The peaceful cooperation of Telecom Canada 

members lasted into the 1980s.60  

The Deregulation of Telecommunications in the U.S. and Canada 

The state of affairs in both Canada and the U.S. remained remarkably consistent 

until 1982 when AT&T and the U.S. Justice Department reached a settlement in the 1974 

anti-trust case against AT&T for its anti-competitive behavior.  The judgment split 

AT&T and its long distance arm from the 22 Bell operating companies that were 

combined into seven regional operating companies, the so-called “Baby Bells.”61  This 

judgment, along with changes previously introduced in long distance, opened the industry 
                                                           

55 Wilson, Deregulating Telecommunications, 37; Babe, Telecommunications in Canada, 114. 
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to competition.  Part of the impetus for this decision stemmed from the rise of new 

information and communication technologies, paired with AT&T’s anticompetitive 

behaviors toward companies striving to provide data services to their customers.62 

 The break-up of AT&T, combined with trends toward a neoliberal political 

climate favoring less interference from the government, led to the deregulation of 

telecommunications in both countries.  Before looking at the transition in 

telecommunications, it is important to look at the rise of neoliberalism.  One central 

feature of neoliberalism, according to political scientist Wendy Brown, is “its powerful 

erosion of liberal democratic institutions and practices in places like the United States,” a 

result of viewing institutions and social actions in terms of market values rather than any 

others.63  Politicians evaluate policies and actions only in terms of profitability and carry 

out decision making based on a market rationale because Government accepts the market 

as its “organizing and regulative principle.”64 

Rather than a complete laissez-faire approach, championed by the economic 

liberalism of Adam Smith, political involvement and legal and policy protection are 

necessary to “facilitate competition, free trade, and rational economic action on the part 

of every member and institution of society,” according to Brown.65  Neoliberalism thus 

clashes with the central features of liberal democratic states, including those designed to 
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soften the harshness of capitalism and provide for citizens equally rather than only for 

those able to pay.66 

In Communication and Democratic Reform in South Africa, Horwitz notes that in 

domestic concerns and foreign involvement, states are using market rationales as the 

basis for decision making, resulting in “fiscal and monetary discipline, outward (export) 

economic orientation, tax reform, liberalization of product and financial markets, 

deregulation and privatization, and marketization of state activity.”67  In this vein, 

governments have privatized national and regional infrastructure monopolies.68  

Problematically, market rationales led private investors to fund new projects that are low 

risk and will be profitable rather than those that are in the public interest.69  

Infrastructural development is no longer of the modern ideal where a similar system 

serves everyone.  Rather, development “splinters” according to Stephen Graham and 

Simon Marvin in Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological 

Mobilities and the Urban Condition, and companies offer different services depending on 

citizens’ geographical location and ability to pay.70   

Telecommunications in the U.S. and Canada, as described heretofore, included 

regulation and government ownership to ensure that the infrastructure operated at least 

partially in the interests of the public it was to serve.  With the trend toward 

neoliberalism, however, there was a basic policy reorientation.  The U.S. regulatory 
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system of telecommunications, which allowed for a monopoly with public interest 

obligations, began to break down. 

A hallmark of deregulation is the changed conception of universal service.  

Horwitz notes one of the ironies of regulatory reform is that social liberals and public 

interest groups favored deregulation and regulatory reform, not foreseeing that the 

relaxing of rules would negatively impact the traditional conception of the public 

interest.71  During the regulatory period, a single company, AT&T, delivered a single 

service to everyone who asked for it.72  The public, which the FCC and AT&T originally 

framed as subscribers, now broadened to include private business and the market.73  

Thus, the public interest morphed into a competitive economic environment.74 

The cornerstone of telecommunications deregulation in the United States was the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 that replaced the Communications Act of 1934.  

Predating the Act were several FCC and court decisions between 1959 and 1977, 

including In the Matter of Allocation of Microwave Frequencies in the Band Above 890, 

the MCI decision, Specialized Common Carrier, Hush-a-Phone, and Execunet, that had 

the effect of starting the liberalization of American telecommunications in the realms of 

long distance and equipment provision.75  The Act introduced competition in basic local 

and long distance phone services, breaking the traditional regulated phone monopoly.76  

The FCC is responsible for figuring out interconnection of the various competing 
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companies.  The Act gave the states’ public utilities commissions responsibility for 

administering universal service provisions and also for “pricing provisions for 

telecommunications service providers.”77  The Act enshrined the deregulatory trend into 

law.  Lawmakers equated the public interest with competition and thus, regulation is 

primarily to foster competition.  As competition succeeds, the FCC is to create less and 

less of a role for itself.78  The Telecommunications Act of 1996 provided an explicit 

outline of universal service provisions, something the Communications Act of 1934 did 

not do.79  Section 254 outlines these provisions.  A Federal-State Joint Board was to set 

universal service requirements and the FCC would hold a proceeding to implement the 

recommendations, define what services needed to be universally available, and set dates 

for the implementation of recommendations.80  One clause states “Universal service is an 

evolving level of telecommunication services that the Commission shall establish 

periodically under this section, taking into account advances in telecommunications and 

information technologies and services.”81  The section outlined six principles that were to 

govern both the FCC and the Federal-State Joint Board: 1) quality services need to be 

available at equitable and affordable rates; 2) people in all regions of the U.S. should 

have access to “advanced telecommunications and information services”; 3) subscribers 

in rural, isolated and high-cost areas and those that are low-income should have access to 

services at comparable rates to those available in urban areas; 4) all telecommunications 

companies must make an equitable contribution to the universal service fund; 5) there 
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should be clear and concise federal and state mechanisms to maintain and advance 

universal service; and 6) schools, health care facilities, and libraries “should have access 

to advanced telecommunications services.”82  The act defined universal services as 

necessary for health, safety, and education; ones that a “substantial majority of residential 

customers” chose; and those that are in the “public interest, convenience, and 

necessity.”83  Carriers that receive universal service funding must use the money to 

provide, maintain, and upgrade only the facilities defined as universal services.84  Schools 

and libraries received discounted rates determined by the states and the FCC.  The FCC 

was also to “advance competitively neutral rules” to bring advanced telecommunications 

services to all schools, libraries, and health care facilities.85  While communication 

lawyer and broadcast journalist Mark Lloyd calls the section the “one qualified success” 

of the Act, these provisions have not proved to be universally satisfactory.  In Rural 

Communities: Legacy and Change, Flora and Flora note that the Telecommunications 

Act of 1996, through its focus on funding rural schools, libraries, and health care 

facilities, left out low-income households and high cost regions, including rural areas.86  

Additionally, they maintain that the joint board did not include digital services and toll-

free internet as “supportable services,” leaving some rural places with antiquated 

telephone technology that meets federal universal service requirements although it 

provides a menu of services far below those available in urban areas, a condition that 

conflicts with Section 254, which calls for services that are “reasonably comparable” to 
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those in cities at similar rates.87  Of course, this is not contradictory if the standard for 

universal service is set low at Plain Old Telephone Service (POTS).  To bring advanced 

information and communication technologies (ICTs) to rural areas as a part of universal 

service, the FCC would have to increase the minimum services allowable under the 

section.  Aside from Section 254 that explicitly outlined universal service, the rest of the 

Act, in both the realm of telecommunications and broadcasting increased competition and 

relaxed regulation. 

Changes in the U.S. influenced deregulation in Canada largely because Canada 

used what was occurring in telecommunications south of the border as evidence for the 

legislation and policy it eventually made.  A court decision and the nation’s first 

consolidated telecommunications law moved the industry toward liberalization.  A 

Supreme Court decision in 1989 altered the status quo of Canadian telecommunications.  

Originally, regulation of telecommunications in Canada was split between provincial and 

national jurisdictions; the federal government oversaw regulation for telephone 

companies including BCTel and Bell while the provinces of Alberta, Manitoba, and 

Saskatchewan regulated their provincially owned carriers and the Maritime provinces had 

provincial regulators to oversee private telephone companies.88  In Alberta Government 

Telephones v. (Canada) Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 

Commission, decided in 1989, the Supreme Court of Canada found that the federal 
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government held sole authority over telecommunications if Parliament altered legislation 

to expressly state this.89  Unlike the U.S. Constitution that permits shared jurisdiction 

between the federal government and the states, in Canada, once federal jurisdiction is 

granted, the provinces no longer have control.90  This ruling allowed the Canadian Radio-

television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) and the federal government 

alone to regulate telecommunications and make telecom policy if Parliament so chose.  

The CRTC came to favor market liberalization, albeit careful liberalization tempered by 

Canada’s unique concerns.  Canadian regulators and the government were always 

mindful of the threats that the United States posed to economic and national sovereignty.  

Any liberalization decisions would have to ensure that Canadian telecommunications 

would remain in Canadian hands.91  Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the federal 

approach used telecommunications for national cultural and sovereignty objectives.  

Later, however, these foci became less important as the goal of developing a strong and 

competitive telecommunications industry came to the forefront.92   

A new focus on competition led to the liberalization of parts of the Canadian 

telecommunication industry.  The government liberalized the terminal equipment market 

in Canada over a period of nearly twenty years from 1967 to 1983.  As in the United 

States, Bell engaged in anticompetitive practices, including refusing to set rules for the 
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attachment of non-Bell equipment and discriminating against its competitors.93  Data 

services and private line services in Canada liberalized over a number of years, beginning 

in 1979, as the CRTC argued that competition would force telephone companies to 

improve their services.94  This CRTC decision was the impetus for AGT v. CRTC, 

mentioned previously.  CNCP, a specialized long distance carrier, sought to interconnect 

with Alberta Government Telephone’s lines.  When AGT refused, CNCP asked the 

CRTC to force the company to interconnect.  AGT took the issue to court, arguing that 

the CRTC did not have the authority to regulate a provincially owned and regulated 

carrier.95  Although the CRTC refused to allow competition in long distance voice 

services in 1985, it agreed to competition in 1992, thus liberalizing the market in long 

distance.96  Following these early liberalizations, Canada enacted new 

telecommunications legislation in 1993. 

In 1993, the Canadian Parliament passed the Telecommunications Act,97 

legislation that continued the regulatory trend that the government traditionally used but 

also moved toward increased competition and deregulation.  The Act is important, 

because as Janisch states, in Canada, which has a parliamentary style of government, 

elected representatives must make the “major policy choices.”   It was difficult for the 

CRTC to regulate the modern telecommunications industry using the outdated Railway 

Act.98  The Telecommunications Act outlined policy for telecommunications 
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development by consolidating previous legislation including the Railway Act.  It 

maintained a policy of providing “just and reasonable” rates for service in both rural and 

urban areas and mandated that rates and services be nondiscriminatory.99  The 

Telecommunications Act of 1993 specified that carriers had to be owned and controlled 

by Canadians, maintaining older sovereignty objectives.  According to Janisch, the CRTC 

had to make sure that “80% of the voting shares and memberships in the board of 

directors of facilities-based carriers subject to the Act are held by Canadians.”100  Section 

7 of the Act declared that like its broadcasting system, Canada’s telecommunications 

should “safeguard, enrich and strengthen the social and economic fabric of Canada and 

its regions.”  The Act stipulated that the federal regulator would regulate the provincial 

crown corporations providing telecommunications services.101  The Act introduced 

competition in telecommunications and ordered the CRTC to facilitate and promote 

competition, rather than the monopolies that had previously been the norm.  Specifically, 

the Act notes that there will be an “increased reliance on market forces for the provision 

of telecommunications services.”102  Additionally, it enshrined the principle of 

forbearance, allowing the CRTC to forgo regulating once telecommunications sectors 

were competitive.103  Thus like the U.S. Telecommunications Act of 1996, Canada’s 

Telecommunications Act of 1993 promoted competition and deregulation in 

telecommunications. 
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Broadband Capacity in Canada and the U.S. 

  The continued advancement of computer technology, the internet, and related 

applications has created increased demand for higher bandwidth connections.  Many 

people in rural areas subscribe to dial-up service and some pay for satellite service.  Dial-

up internet connections cannot provide full access to the plethora of web content 

available to citizens and consumers today.  Broadband providers, however, are not 

regulated as common carriers and they do not pay into the universal service fund, due to 

the separation of telecommunications and computing, a bifurcation that predates the 

FCC’s First Computer Inquiry begun in 1966.104  Unlike telecommunications, the FCC 

does not regulate the computer industry.105  Therefore no rules exist to ensure that 

affordable access be available to everyone who desires the service; indeed no rules exist 

to ensure access be available at all.  This is a result of neoliberalism and deregulation 

because the market is supposed to provide services based on the relationship between 

supply and demand.  Telecom corporations, mindful of route profitability, have not built 

technology to places with low population densities and low economic returns.  The high-

speed internet options available to urban dwellers, DSL and cable, are not available in 

rural areas.106  The Communication Workers of America link the paucity of broadband 

options and low speed rates in the U.S. to the fact that the U.S. is the “only industrialized 

nation without a national policy to promote universal, high-speed Internet access.”107  In 
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2008, FCC Chairman Kevin Martin argued that broadband is this century’s copper phone 

line and, in a return to a more traditional conception of the public interest, argues 

“There’s a social obligation in making sure everybody can participate in the next 

generation of broadband services because, increasingly that’s what people want.”108  For 

Martin, the social obligation is that the FCC ensures private corporations provide nation-

wide broadband. 

In the climate of neoliberalism and fiscal conservatism in political realms, nations 

left the provision of the broadband networks that would connect communities to the 

realm of private development.   A Canadian council on the subject, in a 1995 report 

entitled Connection, Community, Content: The Challenge of the Information Highway, 

Final Report of the Information Highway Advisory Council, argued that the networks that 

would “transform our individual lives and our entire society” should be left to private 

corporations for development.109  The reality of network development by private 

businesses in market economies is no surprise.  Left to the devices of the marketplace, 

private corporations developed fiber optic networks to densely populated areas, “cream-

skimming” or “cherry picking” to use the terminology of economics literature.  As such, 

networks by-pass communities that are not densely populated or that lack the economic 

and educational capital to make networks profitable to their providers.110  The utopian 

vision of the farmer on his tractor communicating via computer slowly washed away and 

rather, digital divides ensued where telecommunications services by-passed communities 
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of color, low economic status, or those in rural areas or Aboriginal communities relegated 

to reserves or reservations.111  The very networks that are to provide citizens with 

increased access to new marketplaces, new educational opportunities, and expanded 

abilities for democratic participation, rather undemocratically ignored certain segments of 

the population. 

Selectively serving populations is not, however, a new phenomenon.  Historical 

examples abound where the market has not adequately provided for the communication 

needs of certain segments of national or regional populations.  In the early years of the 

twentieth century in rural regions of both Canada and the United States, the Bell System 

failed to provide service to rural dwellers and did not adequately connect subscribers to 

long distance routes.  Illustrating the differences between the U.S. and Canada, two 

distinct approaches developed to overcome the Bell System’s failure to provide.  In the 

United States, entrepreneurs and communities formed independent telephone companies 

and rural cooperatives to provide service.112  Schiller argues that independent telephone 

companies were social movements, created in part to challenge the large, distant, 

corporately controlled AT&T.113  Additionally, the FCC made telephone companies 

extend service.  As mentioned earlier, in Canada, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta 

provincialized telephony, creating provincially-owned telephone companies that provided 

service to rural dwellers.114  Other examples are not hard to find as rural areas provided a 
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variety of services, such as electricity and even grocery stores, through cooperative 

systems to overcome the lack of private provision in their regions.  The historical patterns 

of selective service provision are mirrored in more recent years, as advanced network 

development to provide high-speed internet capabilities to customers was largely a 

service developed in urban regions to the exclusion of rural areas in the U.S. and Canada.  

The popular press, Census documents, and the work of telecommunications scholars, 

notably Sharon Strover, have chronicled the rural-urban digital divide at length.115 

The regulated common carrier era ensured that telephone service reached 

subscribers who desired it by obligating companies to provide connections.  In contrast, 

the post-regulation era has not been kind to rural areas.  Rather, policy and legislation 

around deregulation have changed understandings of universal service, allowing 

providers to satisfy the provisions with outdated equipment and by-passes of low revenue 

areas.  In some U.S. communities, municipalities are building fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) 

infrastructure to provide advanced telecommunications to their residents.  The telephone 

and cable companies argue that such developments are instances of government 
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intervening unnecessarily on private enterprise.116  Other states passed laws to keep 

municipalities out of telecommunication service provision.117  According to Lloyd, four 

states, Missouri, Nevada, Texas, and Pennsylvania, have laws that “limit or prohibit 

municipally operated telecommunications services.”118  Municipalities have challenged 

these laws in an attempt to provide advanced telecommunications services to their 

residents.  In 1999, the City of Abilene, in the City of Abilene v. FCC, argued that Section 

253 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 forbids states from prohibiting “any entity” 

from entering telecommunications service.  The City argued that if Congress had meant 

private corporations only, the word “private” would have appeared prior to the word 

“entity.”  The D.C. Circuit court, however, sided with the FCC denying the petition for 

juridical review.119  Municipalities brought this issue before other courts.  In 2001, the 

United States District Court for the Western District of Virginia decided that Virginia’s 

law denying localities from entering telecommunications violated Section 253 of the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996, a decision that differed from City of Abilene v. FCC.120  

In May of 2002, however, the United States Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit 

rescinded the 2001 opinion and denied the appeal.121   Finally, in 2004 in Nixon v. 
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Missouri Municipal League, the Supreme Court decided that Section 253 of the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 did not preempt state and local laws forbidding 

municipalities from providing telecommunication services.122  Thus states could prohibit 

cities and municipalities from entering the industry.  The decision merges well with the 

interests of private telecommunications companies that want to eschew competition from 

public sources.123  It does not help the public because it limits a locality’s ability to 

provide services for residents that telecommunication companies have not offered, 

leaving public projects often meant to improve access for all residents languishing.   

On the demand side, farmers and ranchers are still very much influenced by more 

traditional understandings of universal service, meaning service available to all 

households that request it.  There is, therefore a major disconnect between the supply and 

demand sides.  Scholars in both the U.S. and Canada declare that government 

intervention is required to provide adequate telecommunications service to rural areas, 

but the instances of government intervention explored herein illustrate that existing state 

involvement to build the infrastructure is simply not enough to overcome the rural-urban 

digital divide, rather developments require resources dedicated to education and need cost 

structures affordable to limited rural incomes. 

Correcting the Inequities of Access: Public and Private Broadband Initiatives 

In the 1990s and early 2000s, various social groups, including several levels of 

the state, organizations such as the National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative 
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(NRTC), and private companies explored opportunities for providing networks to by-

passed populations allowing for the digital divide to be overcome in theory.  In practice, 

these networks correct the inequities of access.  Four potential or actual infrastructural 

developments illustrate how communities, organizations, companies, and governments 

attempt to end the digital divide in the post-regulatory moment.  These include Alberta’s 

SuperNet, Canada’s developing broadband plan, a small Wyoming town’s development, 

and WildBlue satellite broadband.  These developments are interesting and informative to 

explore for two reasons: first, they allow for a comparison of the American and Canadian 

experiences and second, they provide a comparison of government and private initiatives. 

The Alberta provincial government, which professed itself to be fiscally 

conservative, spent $193 million Canadian and partnered with two corporations, Bell, a 

large telecommunications company, and Axia, a smaller local networking firm, to 

construct a high-speed, broadband, fiber-optic network that spanned from the cities, to 

the towns, to the tiny hamlets of the province, stretching from the grasslands of the U.S.-

Canada border to the sparsely populated boreal forest regions in the north.  Having 

recently privatized the telephone company, the government sought not to become 

involved again in telecommunications service provision.  In 1990 and 1991, Alberta 

privatized its telephone company in the largest Canadian provincial privatization.124  The 

telecommunications provider, Telus, was the product of the privatization.125  On May 31, 

1990, the Premier at the time, Don Getty, introduced the privatization plan, a measure 
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that had been under consideration since 1988.126  In advance of the announcement, the 

government spent $500 million (CAD) to provide single line service to rural subscribers.  

The Opposition accused the government of undertaking the improvements to prepare the 

company for privatization.127  The Provincial Treasurer noted that a shift was afoot from 

“economies driven by governments to economies driven by markets.”128  The Getty 

government argued that privatization was necessary to help Alberta Government 

Telephones (AGT) compete in the rapidly changing telecommunications industry.129  

Getty argued that to compete in the new telecommunications industry, AGT needed more 

investment money and that this funding “should not come from taxpayers.”130  Rather, 

the funds would come from the private sector.131  Additionally, the Minister of 
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Technology, Research and Telecommunications argued these were necessary changes, as 

the federal government had rescinded AGT’s immunity from federal regulation following 

the Supreme Court ruling of 1989 and AGT would be subject to federal regulation under 

the CRTC.132  He did not, however, elaborate how the federal changes necessitated 

AGT’s privatization.  Manitoba and Saskatchewan maintained their provincial telephone 

companies despite the new regulatory regime.133  Getty envisioned that “Alberta 

Government Telephones’ future no longer lies in being a small provincial telephone 

company operating within the boundaries of our province” rather it would be “a major 

leader in the tremendous potential of this industry on a worldwide basis.”134  The original 

share offering was open exclusively to Albertans135 and later the government opened it to 

Canadians and foreign buyers.136  In the original public offering, the government sold 58 

percent of the company for $896 million (CAD).  In 1991, the government sold the 

remaining 42 percent in a public offering for $870 million (CAD).137   

The province’s recent departure from telecommunications service provision along 

with its ideological bent left it unwilling to enter into broadband service provision.  To 

develop broadband, the province adopted the public-private partnership (P3), a concept 

that is de rigueur in some neoliberal government circles.  Countries including the United 
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Kingdom, Australia, Canada, the Netherlands, and Italy have adopted this idea.138  The 

choice of a public-private partnership can be linked to the deregulatory and neoliberal 

trends occurring in Alberta and around the world.  The partnerships allow governments to 

use private money to construct infrastructure permitting them to provide necessary 

infrastructure and services without increasing taxes or straining government budgets.139  

Additionally, proponents argue that private enterprise’s expertise allows governments to 

get better products than they would build themselves and P3 requires companies to take 

on some of the risks.140  At the same time, scholars Graeme A. Hodge and Carsten Greve, 

in “Public-Private Partnerships: An International Performance Review” observe that 

“private finance and increased contractual complexity” have huge implications for 

“governance and accountability arrangements.”141   

 Alberta’s Progressive Conservative government, when seeking to develop a large-

scale project, had left itself with few choices but the public-private partnership.  One of 

the hallmarks of the “Klein revolution,” named after the contemporary Premier, Ralph 

Klein, was the privatization and attempted privatization of government provided services, 

including the privatization of retail alcohol sales, the privatization of motor vehicle 

registries, the partial privatization of health care, and the deregulation of electricity.142  
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Following this neoliberal trend of privatization, it was common parlance that the 

government had no business being in business.  Arthur R. Price, the Chairman and CEO 

of Axia, one of the SuperNet contractors, explained and defended the public-private 

partnership noting the “Government isn’t in the business of being in business.”143  This 

statement, however, was rather near-sighted as the provincial government of Alberta had 

been in the telephone business for over 80 years.  Despite the ideological opposition to 

government involvement, some governments have found few private entrants to rural 

infrastructure markets.  In these cases, governments must do something to either correct 

market failure or entice private businesses to construct infrastructures historically and 

traditionally provided, or facilitated, by the state. 

This network development was, for the Alberta government, not only a practical 

solution to the digital divide but it was also an opportunity to illustrate Alberta’s 

preeminence in Canada, and perhaps the world, at innovation and technology 

development.  Government officials’ celebration of the SuperNet is reminiscent of the 

pride that the French expressed for their nuclear program after World War II.  In the 

Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity after World War II, historian 

of science Gabrielle Hecht notes that in the development of the French nuclear program 
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there was a clear association between “technological prowess and national identity,” a 

link that can be seen in relation to the SuperNet and Alberta’s provincial identity.144  

Alberta is, after all, the sole Canadian province to have a Ministry of Innovation and 

Science, a fact that proved to provincial leaders that the province is more forward-

thinking and progressive than its neighbors.145  The ideological import of the project in 

Alberta’s self-conception cannot be ignored for the province was acutely aware of this 

potential.  While state intervention at the provincial level provided a solution in Alberta, 

it is important to note that Alberta is not representative of other Canadian provinces that 

are still struggling to find solutions to the digital divide.  Unlike Alberta, which is awash 

in oil royalty revenues and is generally more prosperous than other regions due to the 

riches provided from the booming forestry, mineral, and oil industries, other provinces 

have been unable to find the monies to develop networks on the same scale as Alberta.  

These provinces await the federal government’s solution, a solution which is currently on 

hold while the government researches the best ways to provide broadband to rural, 

remote, and isolated regions across the country.  

Initially, the federal government was content to leave the development of 

advanced telecommunications to the private sector.  In the mid-1990s, Canada began 

envisioning an information highway that would cross the vast country and link Canadians 

to expand their future opportunities in the new information age.  In 1995, the federal 

government released Connection, Community, Content: The Challenge of the Information 
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Highway, Final Report of the Information Highway Advisory Council, a document that 

explored the possibilities and hurdles facing the development of an information highway.  

The advisory council outlined Canada’s major challenge as capitalizing on the nearly 

unbounded capacity of optical fiber and the “breakthrough” of digitization to “integrate 

our telephone, cable, satellite and wireless networks into an interoperable network, and 

to upgrade them to fully interactive broadband capabilities that will carry information 

efficiently to Canadians across the country and beyond.”146  The Advisory Council 

envisioned the infrastructure as a private concern and maintained that the federal 

government’s role was to “establish the right regulatory framework and environment”147 

for private infrastructure to flourish.  

Private companies, however, did not rush to build an information highway to 

Canada’s rural, remote, and northern communities and the government deemed state 

intervention necessary to provide the infrastructure that the market failed to provide.  In 

October of 2000, the Liberal federal government announced its plans to develop a high-

speed broadband network to rural areas of the country.  The Industry Minister at the time, 

John Manley, declared “the government of Canada’s commitment to achieving the goal 

of high-speed broadband access to all communities by 2004.”  In 2001, the then federal 

Liberal Industry Minister Brian Tobin estimated the project would cost approximately $1 

to $1.5 billion dollars (CAD).148  By December of 2001, however, the current Finance 

Minister, Paul Martin, moved the completion date back to the end of 2005.  Martin stated 
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that the government needed more time to plan to achieve their broadband vision.149  

Progress on the federal network has been slow and the federal government is still 

attempting to create plans for broadband infrastructures to Canada’s rural and remote 

communities.  In the meantime, the government has created projects to serve those in 

rural, remote, and northern communities, including the National Satellite Initiative 

launched in 2005 and the Broadband for Rural and Northern Development (BRAND) 

pilot program that ran from 2002 to 2007.150  Successive minority governments and the 

current minority Conservative government of Stephen Harper have slowed the process. 

 While Canadians are willing to assign the task of overcoming the digital divide to 

the provincial and federal governments, the case of the United States, specifically 

Wyoming, reveals a somewhat different tale.  Wyoming, like Alberta, is flush with 

mineral revenue.  The state has been actively involved in providing high technology 

opportunities for education and has spent considerable amounts of money ensuring rural 

and small-town students are not disadvantaged by the small size of their schools.  Despite 

this, no work has been done to extend the existing infrastructure beyond the classrooms 

of the state.151  Solutions to the digital divide problem have largely been patchwork.  In 

one instance in the mid-1990s, a town installed fiber optic cable with the assistance of the 

telephone company at the time, U.S. West; a project that received coverage in national 

and regional media outlets, including the Denver Post Magazine, and a nationally-
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broadcast Microsoft television commercial highlighting computing in the county.152  

Much of the early press celebrated the coming of the information age to this American 

Wild West of family ranches and independent spirit.  The favorable coverage ended when 

the media later uncovered that the greatly celebrated network that supposedly connected 

the town to the world, did not actually connect to any networks outside of town.  This 

discovery led some journalists and commentators to call the entire affair a hoax while for 

others it underlined the backwardness of rural areas.153  It also highlighted a basic 

problem with rural infrastructure: building the connections is costly and few companies, 

including the incumbent telephone provider, are willing to take up the challenge.  

Eventually, after the fiber-optic grid failed to restructure the area’s economy, the town 

council sold the infrastructure to the cable company.  The buyer was the very company 

the creators sought to replace with the municipal network.  To make matters worse, the 

town council recovered only a fraction of what the network cost to build.154   

Another newer project, this one national in scope, provides high-speed internet 

services to rural American families.  Overcoming the limitations and expenses of 

terrestrial cable and DSL technology, which rarely reach rural areas due to the hindrances 

of cost, WildBlue offers two-way broadband internet access via satellite to rural homes 

                                                           
152 Dinah Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” The Denver Post Magazine (June 11, 1995): 10-

13; Michael Milstein, “Microsoft Ads on Young Web Heads Spurs Some New Interest in Lusk,” The 
Billings Gazette (Montana) (Sunday, February 14, 1999): 1D, 5D. 

153 Jon Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” Salon.com (May 8, 1997), URL: 
http://archive.salon.com/may97/21st/lusk970508.html (accessed June 6, 2007); Eric Sorensen, “Wireless in 
Wyoming: Lusk, Darling of Microsoft, Isn’t Quite ‘Wired’ Yet,” The Seattle Times (Seattle Post-
Intelligencer) (Sunday, February 14, 1999): A1, A12-A13; Associated Press, “Lusk isn’t Quite Wired,” 
Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (Tuesday, February 16, 1999); A1; Associated Press, “Lusk’s Link to the 
Information Age—Wire, Oh Wire, Can It Be?” Omaha World-Herald (Tuesday, February 16, 1999): 9, 11. 

154 Mary Shields, “Town is Looking into City-Owned Cable Television,” The Lusk Herald, 104, no. 26 
(Wednesday, October 14, 1989): 1; Dana Williams, “Communicom to Purchase Town’s Fiber Optics 
System,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 21 (Wednesday, June 2, 1999): 1; Public Works Superintendent (1A-
WY), Interview with the Author (June 25, 2007).   
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and businesses.155  The service, while existent for several years, gained impetus in 2003 

when Liberty Media, Intelsat, the investment firm Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers, and 

the National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative (NRTC) invested $156 million 

U.S.156  WildBlue launched its service aboard the U.S. capacity of Telesat’s Anik F2 

satellite in July 2004.157  In areas including Iowa, Kentucky, Missouri, and Ohio, in 2006, 

there were waiting lists for service because customer demand outstripped available 

bandwidth, but in others, including Wyoming, providers of rural broadband technologies 

note that their services are underutilized.158  Access to broadband service, therefore, is but 

one piece of the puzzle.   

 Much literature in communication either looks at supply or demand—

access/availability or use.  The solution to the rural digital divide is not only a matter of 

supply, it is also a matter of demand.  Physical access and price are part of the problem, 

but it is also about a complicated nexus of factors including economics, rural culture, and 

also perceptions about usefulness and accessibility of technology.  In Diffusion of 

Innovations, Everett M. Rogers discusses innovativeness and adopter categories that are 

helpful here.  Innovativeness is the “degree to which an individual or other unit of 

adoption is relatively earlier in adopting new ideas than the other members of a 

system.”159  Rogers defines five categories of people based on their degree of 

                                                           
155 WildBlue, “About Us,” URL: http://www.wildblue.com/company/index.jsp (accessed August 18, 

2008). 
156 Ken Belson, “With a Dish, Broadband Goes Rural,” New York Times (Tuesday, November14, 

2006): C10. 
157 WildBlue, “About Us,” URL: http://www.wildblue.com/company/index.jsp (accessed August 18, 
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158 Belson, “With a Dish,” C10. 
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40

innovativeness: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards.160  

He states that people in the first category are cosmopolites that actively seek information, 

consume high levels of mass media, and have wide networks of relationships, including 

beyond their local area.161  They also have greater financial resources than others in the 

community and often are not community leaders.162  On the other side of the scale, are 

the late majority who wait to adopt an innovation until they must.  Laggards tend to be 

isolated and look to the past rather than the future to make adoption decisions.  Usually, 

they have limited resources.163  Using these categories helps to think about, and explore, 

the role of rural culture in adoption decisions made around ICTs.  Beyond exploring 

whether internet access is available, it behooves scholars to also spend time with rural 

people to learn not only what devices they have access to but to explore their perceptions 

about technology.   

Historical research in Canada and the U.S. has chronicled rural dwellers as quick 

to adopt new communication technologies in the early twentieth century, with a slower 

adoption of household devices; the uptake of farm implements fell somewhere in 

between, partially depending on the ethnicity of the farmer.164  Research illustrates 

farmers and their families particularly treasured devices that ensured they would “no 

                                                           
160 Ibid., 22, 280. 
161 Ibid., 23. 
162 Ibid., 283. 
163 Ibid., 284. 
164 In “‘Valiant Servants,’” the Prairie Canadian historian Angela E. Davis suggests that similarly both 

men and women were reticent to adopt modern machinery onto the farm or into the kitchen. She argues that 
reports in agricultural magazines and academic articles of highly mechanized farms with primitive farm 
homes were not accurate. Flora and Flora note that the U.S. born population “tended to invest heavily in 
machinery” whereas foreign-born farmers were less likely to do so. Angela E. Davis, “‘Valiant Servants’: 
Women and Technology on the Canadian Prairies 1910-1940,” Manitoba History, no. 25 (Spring 1993): 
33, 35-36; Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora, “Structure of Agriculture and Women’s Culture in the 
Great Plains,” Great Plains Quarterly, 8 (Fall 1988): 202.  
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longer be cut off from the outside world,” including the radio, telephone, and automobile.  

It is important to note that these technologies also were helpful for farm work, allowing 

farm families to hear agricultural prices, order supplies, and do farm errands 

respectively.165  American rural historian Katherine Jellison notes in “Women and 

Technology on the Great Plains 1910-40,” “some women were more eager to improve 

communication technology than to improve domestic technology.  In the words of one 

farm woman of the era, ‘you can’t go to town in a bathtub!’”166  Rural families credited 

devices that were not farm or household technologies with improving the quality of rural 

life and decreasing isolation.167  Diffusion statistics support these unequal valuations.  In 

1940, for example, rural homes in the Great Plains states (North Dakota, South Dakota, 

Nebraska, and Kansas) were much more likely to have a radio than running water or 

electric lighting.  Table 1 below illustrates this disparity.   
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TABLE 1. Percentage of Farm Homes with Running Water, Outdoor Toilets, 
Electric Lighting, and Radios in the Northern and Central Great Plains, 1940.168 
 

 
  Running Outdoor Electric  
  Water Toilet Lighting Radio 

Kansas 15.7 86.5 27.3 73.2 
Nebraska 22.3 83.8 28.5 76.7 
N. Dakota 6.0 89.8 15.5 87.2 
S. Dakota 11.8 89.9 17.9 81.7 
Colorado 21.3 84.7 34.6 73.5 
Montana 14.7 87.2 27.8 81.1 
Wyoming 16.1 84.6 31.0 75.7 

 

 

In the Great Plains, North and South Dakota, the states with the lowest population 

densities, of 9.2 and 8.4 persons per square mile, respectively, had more radios than 

Kansas and Nebraska, with higher densities, of 21.9 and 17.2 persons per square mile.169  

Thus, more isolated rural households were more likely to have radios. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
168 Table adapted from Tables 1 and 2, Jellison, “Women and Technology on the Great Plains, 1910-

1940,” 147, 152; U.S. Department of Commerce, Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, Housing, 
Volume II: General Characteristics, Part 2: Alabama-Indiana (Washington, D.C.: United States 
Government Printing Office, 1943), 331-334; U.S. Department of Commerce, Sixteenth Census of the 
United States: 1940, Housing, Volume II: General Characteristics, Part 3: Iowa-Montana (Washington, 
D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1943), 118-123, 989-991; U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, Housing, Volume II: General Characteristics, Part 4: 
Nebraska-Pennsylvania (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1943), 13-16, 520-
523; U.S. Department of Commerce, Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, Housing, Volume II: 
General Characteristics, Part 5: Rhode Island-Wyoming (Washington, D.C.: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1943), 103-105, 955-957. 

169 Jellison, “Women and Technology on the Great Plains, 1910-1940,” 147, 152. 
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TABLE 2. Percentage of Farm Homes with Running Water, Outdoor Toilets, 
Electric Lighting, and Radios on the Canadian Prairies, 1941.170 
 

 
  Running Outdoor Electric     
  Water Toilet Lighting Telephone Radio 
Canada 12.2  89.2  20.2  29.3 60.6 
Ontario 14.0  87.8  37.3  50.9 66.2 
Manitoba 1.6  94.9  7.3  23.9 66.8 
Saskatchewan 1.1  95.1  4.9  32.6 71.8 
Alberta 3.1  95.7  6.0  18.0 72.7 

 

 

Rural Prairie Canadians, like their counterparts on the American Great Plains, greatly 

preferred communication technologies to household improvements as illustrated in Table 

2 above.  History illustrates that rural dwellers thought communication technologies 

improved their lives and freed them from the isolation of the farm or ranch.  It is thus 

worthy of investigation to determine whether rural dwellers are enthusiastic adopters of 

computers and high-speed internet. 

 In light of the quick historical uptake of new communication technologies in rural 

areas, it is interesting that commentators commonly refer to a rural-urban digital divide 

when discussing new ICTs.  To look into this claim that rural areas and rural dwellers lag 

behind with new ICTs, this research thickly and richly explores rural dwellers’ access to 

and use of information and communication technologies as a whole, including the 

internet, cellular telephones, and satellite television in two locales—one in rural Alberta, 

                                                           
170 Data from Table 18 – Occupied Dwellings with Specified Conveniences in Canada, Dominion 

Bureau of Statistics, Eighth Census of Canada, 1941: Volume IX – Housing (Ottawa: Edmond Cloutier, 
1949), 81-83. 
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Canada, and the other in rural Wyoming.  The research centered on three primary 

questions.  First, what solutions are being developed—public, private, or a combination 

of the two—to overcome the rural digital divide in the post-regulatory moment?  Second, 

do these solutions meet the needs of the citizens and consumers they are intended to 

serve?  Finally, do these solutions serve the public good and do they help sustain a more 

democratic order?  To answer these questions, interviews and ethnographic research were 

conducted in East Central Alberta and East Central Wyoming.   

 The results were something of a surprise, outside of the widespread availability 

and subscription to satellite television.  In Alberta, where the provincial government 

spent $193 million Canadian of public money on a fiber optic network to reach rural 

areas of the province, rural dwellers and organizations in the research area reported 

severe challenges to high-speed internet access and use.  In rural Wyoming, the perceived 

lack of high-speed internet access and the very limited availability of cell phone service 

were matters of much comment for interviewees.  Even more remarkable for respondents 

was the dilapidated POTS service.  The phone company still used copper open wire along 

parts of the service routes, rather than the underground cable common in more densely 

settled areas.  The equipment is analog and had severely limited capacity.  In some areas, 

current subscribers filled the analog plant to capacity and it could not accommodate new 

telephone subscribers.  For these respondents, the lack of a perceived “luxury,” high-

speed internet, was not such a big deal.  They were more concerned with the lack of 

reliable landline telephone and cell phone service.  Some of these respondents had so 

many problems attempting to use the internet on old phone lines that they are unwilling 

to spend more for broadband internet service. 
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 The digital divide cannot only be analyzed through access to new communication 

technology.  Accessibility is but one facet of potential use; there are a host of other 

factors that act in concert to facilitate or hinder use of computers and the internet, not 

only in rural areas, but in urban ones also.  These factors include local advertising of a 

device’s availability, cost of service, potential subscribers’ ability to use the technology, 

an understanding of the possibilities of access and use, and perceived need for the 

service.  Use of broadband internet capacity hinges on potential subscribers’ awareness 

that service is available to them and understanding that they themselves could use the 

service for a variety of ends.  While SuperNet developers and WildBlue representatives 

note their services are “affordably priced” and remain puzzled as to why rural denizens 

are not queuing up to receive service, “affordable pricing” does not mean the same to 

everyone.171  Indeed, field research illustrated that many farm and ranch families 

evaluated the so-called “affordable prices” as astronomical, a calculation based partially 

on their understandings of what they would use the service for, partly on whether they 

felt dial-up service was good enough, and partially due to the realities of agricultural 

incomes.  As the Liberal Hugh MacDonald argued in the Alberta Legislature, “The 

farmers: well, they were very excited about this [the Alberta SuperNet], but unfortunately 

with the price of commodities they cannot afford a computer. So the farmers are not 

going to have to worry about getting any dust in their laptop. It’s not going to happen this 

year. Hopefully, it may happen next year.”172  For many people, contemplating 

                                                           
171 WildBlue, “About Us,” URL: http://www.wildblue.com/company/index.jsp (accessed August 18, 
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broadband seems unrealistic as they use second hand computers and outdated operating 

systems.  Rural people often do not imagine themselves to be the target audience for new 

communication and computing technologies, confounding the problems of the digital 

divide.  These self-perceptions themselves can be catalogued as part of the digital divide 

because they illustrate that the divides go beyond the availability of access and are 

composed of a host of factors including education, income, knowledgability about 

computers, understanding of how broadband works, and also what Rogers calls 

“innovativeness.”  In addition to the gap in access, there appears to also be a cultural 

digital divide.  This cultural crevasse is not one that exists solely in rural areas to be sure; 

the same hindrances that keep potential rural subscribers from signing up appear to be 

mirrored in urban working class populations.  Looking at the demand side allows 

researchers to gauge people’s responses to what is available and what is important to 

them.  This part of the research uncovers why, despite the availability of ICT solutions, 

and some promising ones at that, there is still a persistent rural-urban digital divide.  

Overcoming the digital divide is about more than the availability of ICTs.  Education and 

outreach are required to ensure that rural people see themselves as potential users of 

technology.  While rural users historically adopted communication technologies with 

enthusiasm, computers and the internet have not had the same levels of adoption, leading 

to what many call the “digital divide.”  This divide is seen in several ICTs, including 

enhanced landline telephone services, cell phone services, and broadband access.  Part of 

the divide can be attributed to neoliberalism and deregulation where companies have 

fewer incentives to close the digital divide than they did during the regulatory period 

must be taken into account.  It is also important to note that the differences partially result 
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from the learning curve associated with computers; unlike radio sets, televisions, or 

telephones, people require more technical knowledge to operate them. 

 Field work illustrates that the most enthusiastic rural users of high-speed internet 

technologies are people who are recent imports from the cities, those who have higher 

education, the youth (although in most rural areas today, young adults are hard to find as 

there is an exodus of post-secondary educated people away from the farms and ranches), 

and a set of technologically savvy retired people.  This suggests that this story is not only 

one of a rural-urban digital divide, but it also confirms that technology tends to 

exacerbate other societal divisions, making it seem that the technology once viewed as 

the harbinger of democratic participation rather entrenches itself into the existing social 

and economic divisions in society. 

This dissertation provides an analysis of two solutions to the rural-urban digital 

divide, the development of the Alberta SuperNet, from 1999 until 2007 in Alberta, 

Canada, and the development of a municipal fiber-optic grid in Lusk, Wyoming, in the 

United States.  The research used the political economic approach as its starting point, an 

approach which communication scholar Vincent Mosco argues is grounded in the idea 

that “communication is a social process of exchange whose product is the mark or 

embodiment of a social relationship.”173  Studies in the political economy of 

communication are concerned with power, and look carefully at the production and 

consumption sides of the communicative process as a way to analyze whether media and 

communication organizations are serving the public good.174  Central to the public good 
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174 Patricia Mazepa, “Democracy Of, In and Through Communication: Struggles around Public Service 

in Canada in the First Half of the Twentieth Century,” Emerald FullText, 9, no. 2/3 (2007): 45. 
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is the idea of treating the users of communication industries as citizens and not solely 

consumers.  Thus, the role of communication in a democracy is of central import.  At the 

end of “Social Movement in Telecommunications,” Schiller notes the central importance 

of democracy when he writes, 

 

Today the centrality of telecommunications to the character and 
functioning of the global political economy is trumpeted from every side.  
The proliferation of points at which networks intersect palpably with 
work, politics, education, leisure and consumption, is readily perceived.  Is 
it not reasonable to suggest that, in the context of this much vaunted 
“information economy,” growing numbers of people find good reason to 
concern themselves with telecommunications policy? 

 
If and when they do, they will find themselves engaging with the 
Progressive Era’s chief historical inheritance: how to imagine and 
actualize telecommunications institutions capable of sustaining a more 
democratic order.175 

 
 

A more democratic order in the realm of the internet would mean that all social groups 

have equitable access to high-speed internet and to advanced communication 

technologies.  Additionally, it would also mean that people would subscribe to and use 

the technologies to improve their lives, be it improvements to their labor, social life, 

consumption decisions, or roles as citizens. 

Along with an understanding, garnered from political economy, that technology 

ought to serve the public good, this dissertation also employs the work of the sociologist 

of technology, Claude S. Fischer.  In a 1985 article entitled, “Studying Technology and 

Social Life,” Fischer argues for further research into the social consequences of 

technology.  However, he castigates much of the previous research as using “sweeping 
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generalizations” and “homogenous effects” and reminds scholars that empirical research 

often reveals “contradictory empirical claims” that need to be discussed in the study of 

technology.176  Fischer argues that scholars need to consider how people choose to use a 

technology and choose not to use it and also to ask “how and why purposeful actors 

choose to adopt specific technologies and what they do with them.”177 

Drawing from the work of the political economists who focus on the structures 

that result from particular forms of ownership and the sociologists of technology that 

argue for empirical work into how and why people adopt particular devices, this work 

will look from both ends, at the social decisions that went into the creation of solutions to 

overcome the digital divide and at the social effects that result from these solutions.  It 

does not accept, however, that technology is deterministic.  Rather, following Fischer, it 

suggests that there are many possible effects and that often contradictory empirical 

evidence is amassed.178   

The research here reveals that the post-regulation environment has failed to 

generate sufficient investment in rural areas.  This lack of investment has led to the 

persistence of a digital divide in rural areas.  There are, however, both supply and 

demand side reasons for the gap and these dual reasons may help to account for the 

limited success of the supply side efforts in certain areas. 

To explore the gaps between rural service provision, or supply, and demand, this 

dissertation will look in detail at two case studies.  Chapter Two explores the supply side 

of broadband telecommunications capacity in Alberta, Canada.  It centers on the Alberta 
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SuperNet, a public-private partnership to provide fiber optic capacity to all areas of the 

province.  This chapter looks carefully at the project, its successes, and its problems. 

Chapter Three explores the demand side for internet and network services in a 

small locale in Alberta, inflecting on the supply side and the shortcomings therein.  It also 

includes a discussion of the SuperNet from the perspective of rural people.  The research 

finds that some people and organizations were quick and early adopters of SuperNet 

service as they saw it play a constructive role in their work.  Other organizations, 

however, could not see enough benefit from the service to justify its expense and thus 

they declined, leaving SuperNet capacity sitting idle in offices.  The chapter also looks at 

high-speed internet adoption, finding that although a touted benefit of the SuperNet, 

providers of high-speed internet are not ubiquitous in rural areas, leaving some people 

unable to procure a provider.  Others, however, have adopted the service.  It also looks at 

local solutions to bring internet service from the government network out to individual 

homes.  

Chapter Four explores the supply side of broadband internet in rural Wyoming, 

looking in particular at a small town’s attempt to overcome the digital divide by installing 

a municipal telecommunications grid.  Additionally, this chapter considers the 

development of WildBlue and analyzes its provision via local providers. 

Chapter Five explores the demand side for internet in a Wyoming county.  It 

reveals that people who enthusiastically adopt high-speed internet are those who are well 

aware of its potential, due to experience with the device or a clearly conceived need.  

Some people were unaware that high-speed internet was available in their region.  Others 

found the expense too much to bear in a depressed ranch economy worsened by years of 
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drought.  The chapter also reflects on people’s understandings of “luxury” versus 

“necessity” items revealing that in rural Wyoming, high-speed internet is not among the 

necessities at all.  Rather, residents were much more frustrated by the lack of reliable, 

modern telephone service and the paucity of cell phone towers.  Chapters Two, Three, 

Four, and Five will also discuss the relevant scholarly literature, including 

telecommunications history, rural sociology, and work currently being done on the rural-

urban digital divide in Canada and the United States.   

Chapter Six will analyze the two cases in comparison and explore literature from 

the fields of science, technology, society; the political economy of communication; the 

digital sublime; and the diffusion and use of technologies.  Chapter Seven will provide a 

conclusion.  The appendix offers specific details on the ethnographic research carried out 

including demographic and economic information on the regions studied and the number 

of interviews conducted in each field site. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
“One of the Most Brilliant Government Innovations”: 

Overcoming the Digital Divide in Alberta, Canada 
 

 

In 2002, Time magazine called the SuperNet, Alberta’s unique solution to the 

digital divide, “one of the most brilliant government innovations of the 20th century,” 

leading Minister of Economic Development Mark Norris to point out to the members of 

Alberta’s Legislature, “that’s another way the Alberta government continues to lead.”179  

The SuperNet is a broadband internet protocol (IP) fiber optic network, built by the 

provincial government between 2001 and 2005, in conjunction with two private partners, 

Bell Canada and Axia.180  It is run as an open access network, which means physical 

access to the network is separate from services provided on it.181  The partners built a 

network of fiber optic cable spanning the province, running alongside highways and 

terminating in provincial buildings, schools, public libraries, and municipal offices 

around the province.  It is over 13,000 kilometers long, 10,000 of which are fiber and

                                                           
179 Norris, “Committee of Supply: Main Estimates 2002-03,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, 

Tuesday, April 10, 2002 in Province of Alberta, The 25th Legislature, Second Session, Alberta Hansard, 
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180 Minister of Science and Innovation Dr. Lorne Taylor introduced the SuperNet in November of 
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3,000 are wireless connections.182  There are local SuperNet points of presence in 429 

Alberta communities, including cities, towns, villages, and hamlets.  Both rural and urban 

users can access the network for the same price, providing equivalent broadband access 

to rural communities used to having none or connectivity at higher prices than available 

in urban areas.183  Before the SuperNet, only thirty communities in Alberta had high-

speed access.184  The partners built only the fiber optic network, the wires over which 

users run applications and provide “raw network connectivity via the Internet 

protocol.”185  The network does not provide internet service.186  Users of the network 

must contract with a separate entity to get access to the internet and ISPs buy 

connectivity from Axia.187 

This chapter explores the creation and development of the Alberta SuperNet.  It 

argues that paradoxically, Alberta’s Conservative provincial government, generally under 

the sway of neoliberal ideology, engaged in the construction of large infrastructure.  It 

sought to remain true to its ideological proclivities by contracting with private partners.  

This had the consequence of ministers seeing the network as a contract to be adhered to 

rather than a policy to create a communication media and communities of use.   The idea 

that this was simply a contract led to several important implications.  First, this resulted 
                                                           

182 Cherry, “Winner: Across the Great Divide,” 34. 
183 Doerksen, “Oral Question Period: Alberta SuperNet,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Monday, 
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in the project being conceived of, and developed from, the top level of provincial 

government.  The process was not consultative or participatory—Members of the 

Legislative Assembly (MLAs) and members of the public did not have input.  To view 

the construction and development of the network as an infrastructure contract left 

Alberta’s citizens with a role based on consumption.  Rather than being active 

participants in the network’s conception, the province’s organizations and people are the 

consumers of the network, its advantages, and its problems.188  The lack of consultation 

resulted in a blind spot where the project’s developers assumed Albertans would know 

what to do with the network, leading them to allot little money in the project’s budget for 

education and outreach.189  Second, the public-private partnership and the contract itself 

ensured that much of the information surrounding the project would be secret because of 

the private partners’ business and technical priorities.  The non-public character of the 

process and its lack of transparency meant that members of the Legislature felt they had 

no input into the project.  Opposition, and some Progressive Conservative, members 

spent much time in the Legislature attempting to extract contract details from the relevant 

Ministers, identifying problems and working through the project’s main goals and aims.  

Additionally, the lack of information led to a dearth of understanding about the network’s 

technical aspects among legislators resulting in misconceptions.  Finally, the treatment of 

the SuperNet as a contract rather than a policy meant Ministers at various times provided 

different goals and visions for the project.  Legislators did not have a clear understanding 

of how to implement the grand social vision they spoke about, including ending the rural-
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urban digital divide, bringing economic development opportunities to rural Albertans, 

and realism about the costs of the project.  Rather than having a clear policy to undertake 

specific measures to implement the visions, it was individual organizations’, businesses’, 

and citizens’ responsibility to use the network to improve their communities and lives.  

While the economic development aspects languished, the SuperNet became a tool for 

more efficiently delivering rural social services.  As a result, in its initial phase the 

SuperNet became a physical means for existing provincial departments to improve 

service delivery rather than radically altering rural Alberta, a much smaller version of 

benefiting the public good than the one Ministers originally put forth.  

Privatization and Deregulation in Alberta  

 The Progressive Conservative government decided to fund a big infrastructure 

project, the SuperNet.  This is something of a paradox because it went against the 

Progressive Conservative’s political principles, especially in the neoliberal, post-

regulatory environment (although deregulation was different in Canada than in the U.S.).  

The government, led by Premier Ralph Klein, called for decreased government 

involvement and putting less and less money into social programs.  History illustrates that 

the government, over its tenure, pared back on government projects and spending.  The 

SuperNet, thus, was an anomaly in the government’s built capital projects. 

Albertans have elected Progressive Conservative governments since 1971, when 

the Conservatives toppled the Social Credit Party that had been in office for 36 years.  

Klein, whose previous careers included journalist, mayor of the city of Calgary, and 

provincial Minister of the Environment, became leader of Alberta’s Progressive 
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Conservative Party in 1992 when current leader, Don Getty, retired.190  This immediately 

put him into the Premier’s post; beginning the era pundits refer to as the “Klein 

revolution.”  Upon winning the election in 1993, Klein, facing problems due to failed 

provincial business ventures and large deficits and debt, argued that costs for social 

programs had skyrocketed during Getty’s premiership.191  The new Premier sought to 

change this course; he claimed that the days of big spending and waste were over and 

fiscal conservatism became the government’s philosophy.  To begin, in his initial years as 

Premier, Klein pared back the cabinet from 27 Ministers to seventeen, thus ending “big 

government.”192  As an additional cost-cutting measure, the government closed its 
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regional offices in small towns.193  Klein’s legacy of the 1990s was one of drastic cuts to 

social services, education, and health.194 

Added to its philosophy of fiscal conservatism, the government also followed 

neoliberal ideas and therefore favored the privatization of provincially owned enterprises 

and deregulation of industries in the 1990s.  This process began before Klein came to 

power.  As discussed in the previous chapter, in 1990 and 1991 the government 

privatized the provincially owned telephone company, Alberta Government Telephones 

(AGT).195  The government received over $1.7 billion (CAD) from the privatization.196  

In 1993 to 1994, the Klein government privatized the provision of liquor, previously a 

monopoly provincial enterprise named the Alberta Liquor Control Board.197  Proceeds 

from the sale totaled $51.2 million (CAD).198  At the same time, the government 

deregulated the liquor industry.199  Additionally, Klein deregulated the electricity industry 

in 1995.  Public outcry resulted when electricity rates skyrocketed between June and 

October of 2000, leading the Premier to provide rebate checks to Albertans to help cover 
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soaring energy bills, a program that cost the province over two billion dollars (CAD).200  

Alberta joins California as an example of electric deregulation disaster in the press and 

scholarly studies.201  Finally, and controversially, the Klein government partially 

privatized health care, allowing for “private clinics” that performed surgery on a for-

profit basis.  In 1994, Klein allowed for private eye clinics and in 1998 he allowed private 

surgery clinics.  In 2005, he introduced a policy entitled the “Third Way,” a mixture of 

public and for-profit health care systems.  Klein did not have the opportunity to enact this 

policy, as his grasp on the Conservative party weakened, leading him to retire in 2006.202   

Imagining the SuperNet 

Klein’s spending cuts, plus increased oil revenues eliminated deficits and reduced 

the province’s debt.  Following the Premier’s landslide re-election on March 12, 2001, 

the Minister of Finance, Pat Nelson, outlined the success of the government’s fiscal 

policies.  She reported that Klein’s Progressive Conservative government returned “seven 
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consecutive years of balanced budgets, our debt reduced by nearly two-thirds, and $750 

million in permanent interest savings….”203  The government’s revenues exceeded its 

own estimates by $21 billion (CAD) in the eight years between 1993 and 2001.204  

Decreased spending, balanced budgets, and enormous oil and gas revenues led the 

government to earmark monies for infrastructure.  The SuperNet was a part of this 

onetime spending program.205  The Cabinet agreed to the project despite this fiscal 

conservatism, because as a former Minister involved with the project noted, “you can sell 

things to very conservative governments if you can provide a sense of vision.”  This 

Minister, a self-labeled “fiscal conservative,” was the government’s champion for the 

project.206  The government’s philosophy against big government and for fiscal 

conservatism and neoliberalism, led them to favor undertaking the network project in 

conjunction with private partners.207 

There is evidence for four possible explanations why the Progressive 

Conservatives decided to build the SuperNet.  After all, there is an historical pattern of 

government intervention in infrastructure development in Alberta and a desire to be seen 

as visionary and technically advanced.  First, the government Ministers saw themselves 
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as adding to the tradition of successful infrastructure build outs.  In rural areas, 

particularly in Prairie Canada, there is a long history of public provision of services, at 

times because private companies cannot profitably take up the work and at others for 

various reasons including regionalism and a disdain for big business.  Officials used this 

history of government assistance to justify involvement in the network build in the 

Legislature.  In 2005, Alberta’s new Lieutenant Governor, Norman L. Kwong, also used 

this line of argument.  He stated in his speech from the throne, “Back in 1905 Alberta 

was developing a telephone system, while 2005 will see the completion of the 

SuperNet.”208  The year 2005 was significant because it was the province’s centennial 

year.  The message was clear: at the province’s inception, the forward-thinking 

government installed telephone technology for Albertans and 100 years later, the 

province was still visionary, completing the development of a high-speed fiber optic 

network.  The same year, Minister of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, Luke 

Ouellette, used the history of government intervention in infrastructure in the province to 

silence the network’s critics.  He argued,  

 
…why the SuperNet? There are a million reasons why the SuperNet, but 
first I am going to start with when you said: leave it to private business. 
We better go back to starting in Alberta. I was at a meeting with all the gas 
people last year, and they were saying: how did you ever get Alberta so 
gasified? The reason that Alberta is so gasified was because of rural gas 
co-ops. That’s the only way it would pay to go out into rural Alberta.  
Why is rural Alberta so electrified? The same thing. Why are there 
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telephone lines all over rural Alberta? Because Alberta Government 
Telephones put them in, and once the province was done all over rural 
Alberta, then private business could take it over and make a go of it.209  
 

 
Ouellette argued that government intervention provided the impetus for infrastructure 

developments in rural Alberta.  The SuperNet would follow this trend; the government 

would build fiber optic connections throughout the province, and private companies 

would provide rural internet service over the SuperNet’s backbone.  The government 

officers justified the SuperNet program as part of an historical trend of government 

investment in infrastructure.  One of the Ministers centrally involved in the project 

argued that the SuperNet was a highway.  The government paid for traditional highways 

and for the Minister, there was no question that it be publicly funded.210  As with rural 

electric networks, the telephone system, and highways, the government would help bring 

new information and communication networks to rural Albertans.  Officials argued that 

without government intervention, private industry would not develop infrastructure in 

rural Alberta, continuing the rural-urban digital divide.  Taylor stated that high speed 

internet would eventually come to Medicine Hat and other small communities, but he did 

not want rural Albertans to have to wait for private providers to extend the service on 

their own.211 

The second reason that the Government of Alberta decided to build the network 

was to provide new economic development opportunities for rural Albertans.  Rural areas 

of the province experienced depopulation since the 1940s and more recently, the 
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challenges brought by increasingly industrial agricultural production.212  Rural voters 

supported Klein and the Progressive Conservatives in successive elections.213  

Constructing infrastructure to overcome the digital divide was a way for the 

Conservatives to please rural voters.  Additionally, Alberta’s rural population went from 

66.6% of the total in 1941 to 22.8% of the total in 1981.214  One rationale for the 

development of the SuperNet is that the government of Alberta wanted to promote better 

rural telecommunications to spur rural economic development.  Rural development 

through the SuperNet would help staunch the flow of rural Albertans to the cities and 

assist in providing a viable life for those left in Alberta’s rural areas. 

The third reason for government involvement in the network stemmed from the 

government’s desire to be, and to be viewed by other governments as, technologically 

advanced.  In the Legislature, the Minister of Science and Innovation Taylor stated when 

introducing the network build, 

 
We have to recognize, Mr. Speaker, that the infrastructure for high-tech, 
knowledge-based business is in fact as important as highways; it’s as 
important as railroads in this province. So we have just recently released 
an RFP that is requesting proposals to really provide a fibre-optic network 
from Manyberries to Fort Vermillion, from Vermillion to Edson, right 
across the whole province. There’s only one other jurisdiction in North 
America that’s attempting this, and that’s Massachusetts. They’re doing it 
with copper, which is old technology. As we work through this and have 
this fibre-optic network blanketing the province, it won’t be any more 
expensive in Manyberries than it is in Calgary, postage-stamp rates. We 
will develop that infrastructure and make it available to all Albertans.215  
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Taylor pointed out that while Massachusetts was using “old technology,” copper wire, 

Alberta would be cutting edge and use the most technologically advanced approach, fiber 

optic cable, to build out the province-wide network.  On another occasion, he announced 

that the development would put Alberta “in a unique place in North America. We will be 

the most wired province, more than any other province.”216  Bell Canada flaunted this 

achievement in its promotional materials.  One Bell promotional pamphlet for the 

SuperNet reads, “Alberta takes on the world and wins. Move over London. Step aside 

Sweden. Not even close, New York. Alberta’s new province-wide broadband 

superstructure is one of the most advanced IP networks in the world.”217  The government 

prides itself on being progressive and innovative.  Alberta is the only Canadian province 

with a Ministry of Science and Innovation.218  Revenues generated from primary 

industries enable the government to fund research and innovation in science, technology, 

and medicine.219  Alberta’s enormous wealth allows for spending in areas that other 

provinces simply cannot fund.  David Fewer of the Canadian Internet Policy and Public 

Interest Clinic notes that Canada’s digital divides are not just between rural and urban 

areas, “It’s a have and have-not province issue.”220  Alberta is at the top of the “have” list. 
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Additionally, it excited the Ministers that the SuperNet was the envy of, and a 

potential model for, other provinces of Canada.  The Minister of Restructuring and 

Government Efficiency argued, 

 
In fact, Mr. Chairman, I would like to emphasize that we’re not just 
building a network; we’re building a future. We are indeed investing in the 
next Alberta, and I think we always have to keep that in mind. Last year 
the Globe and Mail’s Report on Business stated, “It’s time for all of 
Canada to jump on Alberta’s big broadband bandwagon,” and now we’re 
beginning to see other provinces follow our lead. Indeed, imitation is the 
best form of flattery.221 
 

 
The provincial government’s vision would be affirmed if the federal government adopted 

the SuperNet model nationally.  The provincial Minister of Economic Development noted 

that some members of the federal government, such as Brian Tobin, the Minister of 

Industry under Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, wanted to emulate the SuperNet program 

on a national level.  The national plan, however, did not come to fruition.222  Minister of 

Economic Development Norris blamed Tobin’s failure on the fact that “his leadership 

aspirations weren’t strong enough to carry the day. However, it is a wonderful idea, and 

it’s something the federal government should look at, because the Alberta government 

believes in it sincerely.”223  The government prided itself on its technological 

advancement and vision.   
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The desire on the part of politicians to create a province strong in advanced 

technologies can be linked to the history of regionalism in Canada.  Regionalism and 

strong regional sentiments have played a major role in the history of Canada.  In 1867, 

Confederation joined together several disparate areas into one Dominion: the Maritime 

region; Québec; Ontario; the territory in the middle that would later become Manitoba, 

Saskatchewan, and Alberta; British Columbia; and the northern regions that still remain 

territories.  David Elton and Roger Gibbins argue in “Western Alienation and Political 

Culture” that “The existence of strong regional identities was given special recognition 

and enshrined in Canada’s constitution by the Fathers of Confederation through the 

establishment of a federal system of government.”224  The significant economic 

differences between the regions through time have led to strong sentiments of 

regionalism and also regional protest, seen in political choices such as Alberta’s election 

of the Social Credit Party in the 1930s.  As political scientist Roger Gibbins explains in 

“Political Discontents in the Prairie West: Patterns of Continuity and Change,” one 

component of this regionalism is western alienation.  He defines western alienation as 

“best seen as a political ideology of regional discontent … [encompassing] a sense of 

political, economic, and, to a lesser extent, cultural estrangement from the Canadian 

heartland. [It expresses] the interlocking themes that western Canada is always outgunned 

in national politics and that as a consequence has been subjected to varying degrees of 

economic exploitation by central Canada.”225  The west was economically dependent 
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because it has always been dependent on external markets for its agricultural products 

and natural resources, leading it to experience booms and busts based on external 

forces.226  Other discontents within Confederation are the Québeçois who experience 

cultural estrangement.  Since the 1960s, the Québeçois have begun to feel nationalism 

toward Québec rather than the Canadian nation and have advocated separatism.  Both the 

west and Québec have similar problems with Ontario, a province that has always viewed 

others as provincial.  One western Canadian, Stanley Roberts, who was actively involved 

in bringing western issues to Canadian political arenas, noted “Just like Quebec, we want 

to be maitres chez nous—masters in our own house.”227  Despite these similarities, the 

west has always been hostile to Québec.  Regionalism continued through the 1960s and 

1970s with both the Québec and western separatist movements.228  In the 1980s to 1990s, 

the west reorganized its separatist movement into a conservative, right wing reform of 

Canadian politics and government.229  Since the Constitution Act of 1982, Albertans have 

been incensed by Canada’s “equalization program,” commonly known as transfer 

payments.  These are monies the federal government takes from richer provinces and 

gives to poorer ones, to equalize the distribution of the nation’s riches.  Since 1964 

Alberta, because of its oil wealth, pays money into the program and other provinces, 

specifically Manitoba, Québec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and 

Newfoundland and Labrador, always receive transfer payments.  The provinces of 
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Ontario and Alberta believe the program is unfair while the recipients of the payments 

clamor for more funding under the program.230  Alberta, due to this history of western 

regionalism and alienation, often seeks to “prove” itself and its vision to central Canada.  

A fourth rationale for why Alberta built the SuperNet rather than any of the other 

Canadian provinces is simply that Alberta, due to tremendous and unprecedented oil 

revenues, had a massive government surplus.  The province, unlike all of the others, 

could afford to build a fiber-optic network that spanned the province.  And, in true 

Alberta style, because it could, it built the network. 

While government officials desired a network spanning the province and knew 

that government had a central role to play as intervention historically brought 

infrastructure to rural Alberta, it was still, nevertheless, a neoliberal and fiscally 

conservative climate.  The government did not want to fully fund the project, because it 

was distrustful of state enterprise, which neoliberals argue wastes money and creates big 

government.  A former Minister involved with the project noted that the government’s 

philosophy encouraged partnership with private companies.231  Thus, to carry out the 

network project, the Ministry of Science and Innovation decided on a public-private 

partnership (P3).  Academic literature on private-public partnerships notes that 

proponents view the arrangements as drawing on the strengths of private industry and 

elected government.  These agreements allow governments to balance traditional 
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provision by the state with new neoliberal imperatives.  Governments including the 

United Kingdom, Australia, the Netherlands, and Hungary have adopted the P3 model.232 

The provincial government justified building infrastructure using public-private 

partnerships, arguing that the agreements save taxpayers money.233  In the context of 

infrastructure and transportation, Minister of Infrastructure and Transportation Lyle 

Oberg explained when the government considered a P3 project, “…we owe it to 

taxpayers to take a very close look at each and every opportunity that is there to (a) get a 

good product and (b) use as little of the taxpayers’ dollars as is absolutely possible.”234  

Partnership with private companies allowed the government to bring the fiber optic 

network to rural areas without having to absorb the entire cost.  The P3 arrangement had 

a host of critics.  Critics argued that the partnership would lead to waste and more 

generally, that P3s led to less government accountability over the spending of public 

money.235  Liberal Harry B. Chase noted, “P3 or not P3: that is the question. Asked by 

governments, their auditors, and electors throughout the world, the Alberta government 

claims that it can avoid the huge cost overruns, the inferior quality, and the sweet 

private/profit deals that come at public expense which have caused other governments to 
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abandon this faulty financial arrangement.”236  Opposition House Leader Laurie 

Blakeman later commented that the problem with P3s is that the government lost control 

of the project and that the technology was obsolete by the time the project was 

complete.237  One member, the Deputy Leader of the Official Opposition Dave Taylor 

questioned government intervention in information technology.  He argued, “there’s a 

disconnect between the government’s overriding philosophy that it should get out of the 

way of business and let business do what business does best and, in this instance, an 

attempt by government to do, it appears to me, something that business does best.”238  

This was philosophical opposition to government involvement in networking; MLA 

Taylor attacked the government for what he saw as its hypocrisy. 

 The provincial government did not want to pay for the entire project, but at the 

same time, it was aware that private businesses had few incentives to build broadband 

networks into lightly populated but geographically expansive rural, remote, and northern 

communities.   This situation mirrored the dilemma of early telephony.  Therefore, 

mirroring the development of the telephone system, the province took it upon itself to pay 

for those areas.  The contract between the government and its private partners made the 

government responsible for a capped amount of $193 million (CAD), to build the 
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“extended” network out to the unremunerative areas.239  The network was a shared 

venture; the telecommunications company, Bell, owns, manages, and operates the 

SuperNet in the “base network,” composed of Alberta’s 27 major cities.240  Contractually, 

Bell had to spend at least 102 million dollars (CAD) on the project,241 although the cost 

rose higher than this.242  The government paid for, and owns, the “extended network,” 

which takes the fiber-optic network beyond the province’s major cities, and for all of the 

connections in Alberta.243  Rather than manage the extended network themselves, the 

government contracted the rest of the points, the 402 in the extended-area network, “to 

Axia to supply.”244  Axia’s profits were to come from the monthly service fees from the 

SuperNet connections around the province.  Bell is working on developing applications 

for the SuperNet to profit from the network.  Bell, however, will likely profit more from 

establishing itself as a competitive telecommunications provider in Alberta rather than 

from the SuperNet itself.  The government did not want to be the service provider, either 
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to government departments or individual customers.  The government, therefore, 

contracted the build, the maintenance, and management out to the private partners.   

 The neoliberal climate also explains the choice of the primary contractor.  The 

government chose Bell rather than the incumbent telecommunications company, Telus.  

The Ministry of Science and Innovation’s request for proposals generated ten 

responses,245 including tenders from Telus, the local monopoly telephone company; Shaw 

Communications, a company that provides cable and high-speed internet in the province; 

and Bell, a major player from Québec that sought to expand westward.246  The successful 

bidders were Bell Intrigna, a partnership between Bell Canada and the Manitoba Telecom 

Services, and Axia.  The National Post reported that the Deputy Minister of Innovation 

and Science stated the Ministry chose Bell’s bid over Telus’ for two reasons: a lower bid 

and the consortium of companies it planned to involve in the project, including Cisco 

Systems, Microsoft, Nortel Networks, 360 Networks and four Alberta companies: WiLan 

Inc., Total Telecom Inc., Netricom Inc., and Axia Netmedia Inc.247  The Ministry wanted 

local business to play a role in the project.  The Globe and Mail reported on the same day 

that the Ministry selected Bell’s proposal over Telus’ because a government review and 

industry consultation concluded that Bell’s proposal was superior.248  According to a Bell 

representative, while other bidders proposed building the network and handing ownership 
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over to the government, the Bell-Axia proposal was unique.249  Later, a Minister noted 

that awarding the contract to Bell provided competition to Telus.  He asked rhetorically, 

“Monopolies never work. Why would you give something to a monopoly?”250  Some bad 

feelings toward Telus also stemmed from its decision to relocate its headquarters from 

Alberta to British Columbia after its merger with BC Tel.251  The government’s selection 

enabled Bell to gain a foothold in the west; the corporation could now count a major 

western telecommunications buyer, the Government of Alberta, among their customers, 

which gave them cachet in the sector.252  Telus had to accept the defeat, noting, “Clearly 

we’re an organization that welcomes competition.  You can’t expect to see a monopoly 

preserved in the West while you’re seeking to have liberalization in Central Canada.”253  

Selecting Bell for the project was an interesting reversal of the conditions that existed 

during the development of telephony.  One reason for the development of provincial 

telephone systems in Prairie Canada was to end the reign of eastern Canada’s Bell 

Telephone Company, a giant corporation that employed monopolistic practices and 

enjoyed Parliamentary sanction of its activities.   According to historian Doug Owram, 

the telephone company “represented these forces of eastern control and exploitation 
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which westerners felt hampered their efforts to develop the region.”254  The government 

built Alberta Government Telephones as a monopoly, privatized in the early 1990s under 

the name Telus.  The ideological shift toward neoliberalism, however, led the 

government to favor competition among telecom providers welcoming Bell back into the 

region.   

 For some MLAs, the decision to award the contract to Bell was questionable.  On 

November 16, 2000, Rob Lougheed, the Progressive Conservative Member for Clover 

Bar-Fort Saskatchewan, asked Minister of Innovation and Science Taylor why the 

government awarded Bell the contract rather than giving it to Telus.  Taylor responded 

that “this was very clearly a business decision” and the government found that “on a 

business case the Bell consortia was the best bid.”  Taylor restated the wide number of 

players involved in the bid, including the four Alberta companies.  Thus, he concluded, 

“this will benefit all Alberta business.”  The Minister noted that Telus was not a loser in 

the project, as “Telus already has most of the optical networks underground in the 

province of Alberta, and certainly Bell will be working with Telus to light up those 

optical networks.”255  This proved correct as Bell purchased 3,000 kilometers of fiber 

optic capacity from Telus and the Minister noted with a hint of surprise, “Telus has in 

fact co-operated in the sale of this infrastructure….”  The contract between the 
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government, Bell, and Axia “stipulated that whenever possible we would use existing 

infrastructure.”256  

 As additional evidence of its neoliberal philosophy the government did not 

include internet service in the network plans, they only built the fiber optic “pipeline” 

that would carry applications like the internet.257  Private companies would provide 

internet service to homes and organizations, rather than the government or its partners.  

The ISPs would compete with each other.258  The business model is one of the unique 

features of Bell and Axia’s winning proposal and the IEEE calls this structure an 

“ingenious business model.”  The decision not to provide internet over the SuperNet is an 

explicit manifestation of the neoliberal philosophy; here the government is acting as a 

servant to privately provided services.  Revenues for Axia, the “impartial third party 

access provider” that connects companies to the SuperNet259 and controls access to the 
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network,260 increase as it adds internet service providers and traffic to the network.261  

The manager thus has an incentive to add ISPs to the network rather than limit access.262  

This follows a tenet of neoliberalism that competition will bring development in the 

telecommunications sector.  The government enables this competition by mandating that 

Axia supply the backbone at equitable wholesale prices.  Therefore, large corporations 

and small businesses, ISPs as well as other users, pay the same low price for bandwidth, 

$50 (CAD) a month for a one megabit per second (Mb/s).  The wholesale rates allow 

providers to offer competitive prices to customers.263 

 According to the government, competition between private ISPs provided 

advantages to a variety of Albertans, from increased consumer choice regarding ISPs to 

the ability to start a new business because the government removed a barrier to access, 

inexpensive internet backhaul.  The Minister of Restructuring and Government 

Efficiency noted that Alberta interested a diversity of internet service providers because 

of the SuperNet, stating “Right now they’re getting more and more start-up companies, 

ma-and-pa operations. Some of the bigger companies are moving into Alberta, actually, 

to take advantage of the SuperNet because now they have something that they can go out 

and compete on and expand the size of their business.”264  One company from outside of 

Alberta did begin providing service in the province because of the available backhaul.  

On another occasion, Ouellette noted that Axia received more inquiries from “new start-
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up companies” that he called “another Alberta advantage of another opportunity for 

young people that want to start a company.”265  Ouellette noted in 2006 there were fifty 

service providers operating in 135 communities.266  Axia’s public records note thirty 

providers ready in March of 2006, 41 in October of 2006, and 45 in both May and 

October of 2007.267  In September of 2008, 47 companies provided connectivity using the 

SuperNet.      

 Aware that even with SuperNet assisting companies, certain areas may not attract 

ISPs, the government included a provider of last resort clause in the contracts.  In the 

event that no private internet service providers showed interest in a certain area, Ouellette 

reminded the Legislature that the contract provided that six months after completion of 

the network, Bell became the supplier of last resort, a contract that lasts until 2015.268   

The six-month period expired in April of 2006 and Ouellette noted that “Bell is working 

on the supplier of last resort situation” and his department was “negotiating with them on 

what different types of connections they use.”269  According to the SuperNet website, 

Bell can use “whichever access technology Bell deems appropriate, such as cable, 
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satellite, or wireless services.”270  This allows Bell to use delivery systems other than the 

SuperNet to provide service.  Ouellette added, however, that Bell’s presence in these 

areas would be temporary.  He stated “We don’t want to use government involvement to 

compete with any of these new companies that started up, with any of the private 

companies that are out there.”  Thus, Bell would give any customers it served on a 

provider of last resort basis to a company that began providing service to the area.  Thus, 

the government was “not going to allow them to compete against the private ISPs.”271  By 

virtue of Bell’s role as a partner in the SuperNet project, the government banned it from 

competing with private local ISPs in the extended network.    

Contract versus Policy 

One result of the public-private partnership approach is that SuperNet 

development centered on the contracts between the three partners.  Government Ministers 

involved in the conception and development of the project viewed it as a contract for 

providing infrastructure rather than as a policy with an array of social and economic 

outcomes.  Although the Minister discussed the SuperNet in terms of “visions,” the 

Ministry viewed it firmly as an infrastructure project and as a contract rather than a 

development with citizen participation and a consultative process.  In this realm, the 

citizens’ visions did not count.  In a democracy, citizens ought to have had a choice in the 

development of a network that will play a part in the economic health of their regions and 
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the social services that they receive for decades to come.  A discussion of the differences 

between the terms policy and contract is important.  A policy is a course of action 

adopted because it provides advantageous outcomes for the public good.  In a policy 

document, a government states the desirable ends resulting from an action and outlines 

the specific means to achieve them, including the construction of infrastructure and the 

education of the public.  In this case, the network infrastructure would be the means to 

specific ends including solving the rural-urban digital divide, providing infrastructure for 

rural economic development, and improving service delivery in rural areas.  The 

government, however, did not view the SuperNet as a policy, rather the Ministers 

involved viewed it as a contract.  Contracts, however, are limited in scope.  They are 

agreements between parties outlining what is to be done, the responsibilities of each 

party, and the consequences of each party not meeting their responsibilities.  In a business 

sense, they outline the specific work to be carried out and for what price.  The Alberta 

government built the SuperNet using contracts, where each party had a role in the 

construction and operation of the network.  Using this means, there was no discussion or 

debate about what the province desired, where the network would go, who would benefit, 

or how it would be used.   

Evidence illustrates that government Ministers viewed the SuperNet as an 

infrastructure built under a contract rather than as a policy.   One Minister involved with 

the project argued that the SuperNet was no different from other infrastructural projects, 

such as highway construction.272  Another Minister involved with the project noted that 

the SuperNet was an “engineering project” and “it’s like a contract to build a highway 
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and we don’t debate those in the Legislature either.”  He argued, the Legislature is “about 

policy” and “You wouldn’t debate a contract, [you] don’t have time to debate” 

contracts.273  The Ministers involved in construction viewed the network as something to 

be built.  Once construction was complete their work was done.   

 There are several implications of envisioning the SuperNet as a contract rather 

than a policy.  First, the provincial government did not ask Albertans what they wanted 

and needed to overcome the digital divide.  There was no consultative public policy 

process and the government Ministers did not gather input from Albertans during the 

planning, development, or construction phases.  Envisioning the endeavor as similar to a 

highway build as the Ministers did resulted in the development being carried out in the 

same way as other infrastructural projects.  The network, however, as a communications 

medium had farther-reaching and stronger social implications than a highway build.  This 

conception led to a lack of public consultation about the project that would directly 

influence the social lives of citizens for decades to come.  One Minister involved with the 

project noted that the government did not carry out public consultation because “I just 

thought it was the right thing to do.”274  During the conception phase, an Opposition 

member noted that this was not a “very political issue” as all parties believed it was 

“good and proper.”275  Such sentiments, if widespread, likely dampened calls for a policy 

discussion surrounding the project.  Another Minister involved with the project stated 

that the Ministry of Science and Innovation did “lots of work with the communities” 
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during the build phase but the Ministry directed this work exclusively at letting residents 

“know what this was, what the concept was.”  He stated that these sessions were not 

consultations because “At that point we weren’t seeking opinions or advice” and the 

partners “weren’t going to redesign the technical aspects of the project.”276  The Ministry 

of Innovation and Science did reserve some money for conversion and community 

involvement.277  The Ministry of Science and Innovation and Ministry of Restructuring 

and Government Efficiency held workshops over two years that a network manager 

called “promotion” for the SuperNet.  The workshops ended by August of 2005.278  

Additionally, in June of 2006, the government, Bell, Axia, and the SuperNet Research 

Alliance held the SuperNet Opportunities Conference in Calgary.  That the ministries 

involved with the SuperNet viewed it as a project with a finite end date is best illustrated 

by the SuperNet website.  The government updated the site during construction to show 

progress on the build and inform Albertans about the project.  The Ministries did not 

update the website after 2005 when the build ended.  Only in the summer of 2009 was a 

notice added that the government was constructing a new site.  Due to their conceptions 

of the project as simply infrastructural and perceptions of it being “right,” the government 

did not consult Albertans.   

 Consultation and public deliberation are crucial parts of legitimate democratic 

government.  In Public Deliberation: Pluralism, Complexity, and Democracy, James 

Bohman argues for robust and practical public deliberation to ensure that citizens have a 
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role in law and policy making rather than for them to simply submit to decisions imposed 

from above.279  Bohman notes that decisions made deliberatively are usually ones that 

citizens find more legitimate, because although there may not be unanimity, people agree 

to cooperate. Additionally, through deliberation, citizens and their governments can come 

to agreement on their shared conception of the common good and work toward it.280  In 

public deliberation, citizens come together to solve problems as they emerge, using the 

resources available to the government.281  Political scientist David Taras notes that due to 

seeming political conformity, there is little public debate in Alberta.  Additionally, 

Premier Klein became annoyed when Opposition members or the public questioned his 

decisions.282  Both Bohman, more generally, and Taras, more specifically, warn of 

decisions made without public deliberation.  Setting aside the more general lack of public 

debate in Alberta, there are reasons why the government may have sought to avoid 

deliberation on the SuperNet.  Public discussion may have led to the enthusiastic 

acceptance of the network by the public.  On the other hand, however, there was genuine 

uncertainty about the necessity of the project and the technology used.  Had the Ministry 

of Innovation and Science opened the issue to public deliberation, they may have faced 

serious opposition and eventual derailment of their plans.  

Viewing the SuperNet as a contract and the lack of public consultation created 

several issues.   One is that the Ministers failed to generate understandings about the 

SuperNet, what it was, what it would do, and what it might achieve.  Rather, the 
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Ministers operated from the assumptions that it was the right thing to do and that people 

would know what to do with it.283  Ministers involved in the network build sought to 

disassociate themselves from content issues, stating that they were only responsible for 

construction.  Doerksen and Ouellette viewed their role as completely separate from use 

of the network.  Doerksen, while noting that his Ministry worked with other government 

departments, stressed, “my job is to build the network, build the infrastructure,” whereas, 

the departments of learning and health would be “content deliverers” over the 

infrastructure.284  At one point, Ouellette reminded the Legislature that he was 

responsible only for the network and “to say, ‘Should we be doing the online registering 

for parks?’ It’s not in our purview.”285  Ouellette stressed that his Ministry was not 

responsible for content or applications.  This created a bifurcation between construction 

and application, network and content, which prevented discussions about the network’s 

possibilities.  This perspective pushed the responsibility for the visions onto other 

government departments, localities, and organizations rather than the Ministry of 

Innovation and Science and later the Ministry of Restructuring and Government 

Efficiency. 

Second, the fact that Ministers saw the SuperNet as a contract between Bell, Axia, 

and the government had other numerous implications.  First, it ensured information is not 

publicly available due to the private companies’ business and technical prerogatives.  
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This raises an important problem with public-private partnerships because P3 contracts 

limit the accountability of the government to its citizens, challenging a key notion of 

democratic governance.  One main necessity for accountability is a transparent process, 

where citizens can look at the details of government action themselves.  With non-public 

contracts, however, citizens do not have this opportunity.  In the SuperNet case, the 

technical imperatives that ensured contract details were private and confidential, merged 

with a government culture of restrictions on information and keeping documents private.  

Liberal Party leader Kevin Taft argues strongly for this perspective.  In Democracy 

Derailed: The Breakdown of Government Accountability—and How to Get it Back on 

Track, Taft excoriates the province’s Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy 

(FOIP) legislation, stating 

 
In Alberta, freedom of information legislation is a contradiction in terms. 
For one thing, once you start scouting around for government information, 
you quickly discover that it’s anything but free. It’s carefully locked away, 
and it can cost you an arm and a leg to take the tiniest peek. If you do hand 
over the cash, the FOIP machinery will likely keep grinding away for 
months before it delivers anything, and even then, there’s no guarantee 
that the information you receive will make you a more informed citizen.286 

 

Taft argues that rather than having information legislation that helps citizens hold their 

government accountable, Alberta’s FOIP legislation hinders accessibility to documents.  

Taft is not a disinterested party because he is a member of the Opposition but his 

narratives explaining the Liberals’ difficulties in gaining access outline problems with the 

process.  If the Opposition party finds the process confounding, other Albertans likely 

will too.  The province’s FOIP laws provide exemptions for a variety of documents.  The 
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legislation excludes access to documents prepared to brief Ministers or to prepare 

Ministers for Legislative Assembly meetings for five years from their preparation.  

Additionally, records created by Members of the Legislative Assembly or Members of 

the Executive Council and sent to other Members of the Legislative Assembly or 

Executive Council are exempt from FOIP.  Also, Caucus documents are not FOIPable.287  

This has tangible effects; in Oral Question Period in the Legislature, Ministers often do 

not answer questions but they state that they will respond in writing; the documents 

created are then communication from one Member to another and under the FOIP 

legislation are exempt from access.  To further complicate matters, in Alberta, people file 

requests to the FOIP officer who works in the department that created a document; the 

FOIP process is not separate and independent.288   

Additionally, at times government Ministers sought to make government records 

inaccessible.  A former government Minister involved with the SuperNet project admitted 

that he tried to make all documents private.  He noted that during his tenure, he had 

documents filed as reports to the Minister so that they would be exempt from FOIP 

requests.289  He attributed this desire to keep documents away from public scrutiny to 

“government paranoia.”  The former Minister argued that much information about the 

SuperNet project was publicly available, noting, “on the whole, I think it was a pretty 

straight forward, pretty public … process. I think most things are available to be found 
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out.”290  Available information, however, is limited to press releases, information packets, 

and the website, all carefully crafted representations of the project.  There are notable 

exceptions to the available information including contracts, service lists, and progress 

reports.  Despite shuttering his documents, the former Minister questioned keeping these 

documents from the public and argued, “even the contract should be public, it’s taxpayers 

money, why wouldn’t that be public?”  While he questioned keeping documents private, 

he admitted, “I was the same way.”  The former Minister attributed the “government 

paranoia” to ill will toward the press, a legacy of the 2001 provincial election.   He noted, 

“the Calgary Herald tends to be more unbiased” but “the [Edmonton] Journal is not 

unbiased; I mean it…is actively anticonservative. So when you have press that that’s 

constantly trying to embarrass you…that’s obviously biased…then you get this circle the 

wagon mentality.”291  The Conservatives’ frustration with the press stemmed from 2001 

election coverage, when they felt the Edmonton Journal opposed the incumbents.  The 

former Minister stated that the newspaper appointed itself the “official Opposition” and 

criticized the existing government from its pages.  On another occasion, a Conservative 

Cabinet member accused the Journal of doing an exposé and “trying to dig up dirt” on 

the Conservatives.  He argued that when the newspaper’s investigation did not reveal any 

wrong doing, they spun what they had into a derogatory story nonetheless.292    

Minister of Infrastructure and Transportation Oberg stated that hallmarks of a 

“good, good government” were to “go out and see our constituents, to communicate what 
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we’re doing, to tell people what we’re doing,....”293  Telling people, however, is not the 

same as allowing them to read documents on their own.  Despite this claim that informed 

citizens lead to good government, the “circle the wagon mentality” has led the 

Progressive Conservatives to place information in categories exempt under FOIP, leaving 

the Opposition, the press, and citizens without access to data.  The negative press from a 

perceived left-leaning newspaper underlay the government’s attempt to create documents 

that fit categories not for public purview.  This culture of secrecy severely limits access to 

the decision-making process underlying the SuperNet project.  Researchers, the 

Opposition parties, the press, and the public must request documents using FOIP 

legislation.  Since SuperNet documents are not publicly available, public knowledge 

about the SuperNet is limited to government press reports, the public website, and 

newspaper articles presenting the three partners’ point of view.  Interviews with 

government Ministers and Ministry personnel are also available for researchers. 

As a result of private imperatives, the submissions received in response to the 

government’s request for proposals; the winning network design; the contracts between 

Bell, Axia, and the government; and even the list of SuperNet connections within towns 

and villages are not publicly available to Opposition members, ruling party members, 

researchers, or the public in Alberta.294  The Opposition asked for and was not able to 
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receive these.  When speaking about the contracts in the Legislature, Ministers relied on 

generalizations so as not to reveal the confidential details of the contracts.  In some 

instances, they referred to confidentiality as a reason for not answering all questions 

posed.  Doerksen noted, responding to a question, “On the contracts between Bell West 

and Axia, I’m going to be careful here because some of this is likely subject to 

confidentiality.”  Later, in the same reply, he stated, “Those are some general comments 

around the contracts. Again, for more specific answers, if we can provide them, that 

aren’t in violation of the confidential nature between private business, we’ll see how we 

can address those.”295  Adhering to confidentiality clauses thus took priority over 

informing Albertans about what the government and its private partners did. 

 The Legislative transcripts record Opposition requests for non-public information 

about the SuperNet contracts and project.  Blakeman requested additional SuperNet 

information in 2002 stating, “I’d be really interested in seeing a more full-blown report 

on the Supernet because I’m getting increasingly suspicious. The whole project is 

beginning to look very large and very white and probably with a large trunk and a small 

tail, and it might even be particularly fond of peanuts. I am deeply suspicious about this 
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one.”296  Blakeman inquired about the SuperNet and details related to the contracts, 

funding, and costs repeatedly during the construction phase.297  

 The difficulties the Opposition faced accessing basic information about the 

project raised their suspicions.  MLAs found information about the SuperNet was not 

easily attainable and what was available was partial and unsatisfactory.  This led them to 

ask questions about all facets of the project.  The SuperNet contracts were not public 

information.  In 2004, Blakeman asked for access to the SuperNet contract, asking, 

“What’s in that contract? Is that contract from Bell available? Can I get that from 

somewhere? Is it on your website or something? Can you let me know that?”298  The 

contracts were not available and this left legislators in the dark about central provisions of 

the agreement, including issues of monitoring, oversight, and enforcement of the 

contracts, contractors, and contract terms.299  MLA Rob Lougheed asked whether the 

Ministry of Science and Innovation would post the “requests for proposal.”  The Minister 

responded that while they would post the government’s request, the bids would not as 
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“Both of these companies, Telus and Bell, provided private, proprietorial information” 

and thus the Ministry could not make the bids public.300  Additionally, information about 

government spending related to the project was difficult to procure.  In November of 

2005, Liberal Bill Bonko submitted a written question on Jack Flaherty’s behalf, which 

the Legislature carried as Question 35.  Flaherty’s question was “What is the total value 

of all spending by the Ministry of Education related to the completion and/or operational 

status of the Alberta SuperNet over each of the fiscal years 2000-01 through 2004-05 

inclusive?”301  Minster of Education Zwozdesky brought the answer to Question 35 on 

November 28, 2005, which, he stated, “pertains to costs regarding Alberta’s incredible 

SuperNet project,….”  The tabling, however, was not recorded in the Hansard.302  To 

gain additional information about the SuperNet project and its transfer from the Ministry 

of Innovation and Science to Restructuring and Government Efficiency, Liberal Mo 

Elsalhy filed a “Motion for Return” on May 2, 2005, which the Minister of Restructuring 

and Government Efficiency accepted.  Elsalhy asked for “a return showing a copy of all 

documents pertaining to the government’s decision to transfer responsibility for the 

Alberta SuperNet project from the Ministry of Innovation and Science to the Ministry of 

Restructuring and Government Efficiency.”  In his comments, Elsalhy noted that quietly, 

and following the 2004 election, the Cabinet created a new ministry and moved SuperNet 

into its portfolio.  He wanted to know “information on the rationale behind the decision 
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and why it was deemed to be appropriate and timely.”303  The MLAs submitted written 

requests for basic information about the costs, the contract provisions, and administrative 

location of the project.  The decision to move the SuperNet from the Ministry of Science 

and Innovation to the newly-created Ministry of Government Restructuring and 

Efficiency was something of a puzzle.  One of the frustrations with the relocation of the 

SuperNet between ministries was that “it’s difficult to compare the numbers over the past 

year even, not the past five years.”304  This problem added to the lack of information 

about the project among legislators. 

 The Opposition Liberals submitted FOIP requests about the SuperNet project.  

Elsalhy acquired a list giving the locations of the 4,200 SuperNet connections in Alberta.  

He asked the Minister why this list had decreased to 4,200 from a list of 6,304 locations 

originally identified as “potential targets for connectivity.”  Elsalhy located the latter 

number in an agreement FOIPed by the Opposition Liberals.305  

Opposition members criticized what they viewed as high costs for connection to 

the SuperNet and they argued that the government had trapped government departments 

and citizens into pouring money into Axia’s coffers for years to come.  Opposition 

members repeatedly asked about the money that government departments including 

Health and Wellness, Learning, and Community Development paid to Axia for monthly 
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service fees.306  Blakeman repeatedly attempted to get the Minister of Innovation and 

Science to tell her the “total cost paid out by the government from all departments in this 

fiscal year on the cost of the SuperNet including the assistance which is being offered to 

various municipalities, libraries, educational institutions….”  She asked about the 

reasoning behind having “hooked them [libraries, schools, and health facilities] into 10 

years’ worth of service connection fees…” and committing them to upgrading costly 

equipment to use the network.307  Blakeman questioned the Minister of Community 

Development Zwozdesky about the continued service fees that the department paid Axia 

on behalf of Alberta’s public libraries.  This was part of a larger criticism about the 

decision to construct the SuperNet as a public-private partnership because the direction of 

Blakeman’s questions indicate that she felt too much public money was going to the 

enrichment of the third party provider, Axia.  For instance, she queried, “what is the 

ministry also lining up to pay or budgeting to pay for the monthly service cost, the 

provision of service that goes to Axia? In this case that’s the third party that’s providing 

it.” 308  

The Minister of Community Development argued the charges were not costs but 

an investment.  Other Ministers argued that the service fees were akin to paying a 

monthly bill for telephone connection.  Doerksen stated, “Just like you have at home, the 

telephone company brings your telephone service to the door. You still have to pay 
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money to access that network, and that’s not uncommon.”  When Blakeman asked about 

internet service, he added that the $4,000 connection fee just paid for digging in the cable 

and providing a connection. “The monthly charge to have access or access to the data like 

you would pay for your telephone line or high-speed Internet service at your home is the 

monthly charge that is the responsibility in this case of the municipalities.”309   

  Blakeman again asked on March 3, 2004, about the total cost of the SuperNet to 

Albertans: 

 
The $193 million that the government gave Bell to build the SuperNet will 
be a drop in the bucket compared to the fees over the next 10 years that 
taxpayers are going to pay Axia, the network service provider. My 
questions are to the Minister of Innovation and Science. Given that the 
yearly cost of each connection is $3,000 and at least six ministries are 
paying for its services, what will the SuperNet cost taxpayers over the next 
10 years? 
 

Doerksen evaded the question, first commenting on the SuperNet’s applications around 

the province, comparing SuperNet’s bandwidth to a fire hose compared to the capacity of 

regular high-speed internet which was simply a garden hose.  Second, he noted that he 

“didn’t know where the $3,000 comes from” because different prices attached to different 

levels of service, from 256 Kilobits, 2 Megabits, 5 Megabits, 20 Megabits, and 100 

Megabits per second in the future.  Each service level had a different price.310  Although 

Doerksen said he was unsure where the $3,000 figure came from, Blakeman and other 
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members of the Opposition used the amount several times.311  Axia’s “GLHLM Pricing 

Guide” for 2006 describes the capped rates for different service levels available to 

government, libraries, health, learning, and municipalities.  The document explains that 

basic services with “Committed Access Rates” are available for 256 Kilobits and 2, 5, 

and 20 Megabits per second based on the original SuperNet design.  The basic service 

fees per month are $242.50 for 256 Kbps, $400.00 for 2 Mbps, $503.50 for 5 Mbps, and 

$697.00 for 20 Mbps.312  When Blakeman stated that each connection cost $3,000, she 

was likely using the lowest committed access rate, which at $242.50 per month meant 

$2,910 per annum.  If all SuperNet connection points across the province, numbering 

approximately 4,200 subscribed to 256 Kbps service, the service fees to Axia each year 

would be $12.222 million (CAD) annually, or $122.220 million (CAD) over ten years.  If 

each point subscribed to the largest bandwidth, Axia would make $351.288 million 

(CAD) over ten years. 

 To gather information about the SuperNet, Opposition MLAs received 

information from the private companies involved in the development of the SuperNet, 

requested information repeatedly in the Legislature, and submitted requests for 

information about the project under the Freedom of Information and Protection of 

Privacy Act.  The process was not transparent and this lack of transparency led to two 

dynamics.  First, the members of the Legislature saw the SuperNet as a policy, rather than 

a contract, into which they had no input.  The MLAs, especially those in the Opposition, 

                                                           
311 Massey, “Oral Question Period: SuperNet,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Wednesday, March 

17, 2004 in Province of Alberta, The 25th Legislature, Second Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. I (February 
17 to March 25, 2004), 540-41. 

312 Axia Netmedia Corporation, GLHLM Pricing Guide Vs2h.doc (January 31, 2006), 5. Provided by 
Town Office Representative (15B-AB), Interview with the Author, December 13, 2006. 



 

 

94

wanted to discuss the project and contribute to the development and reach of the network.  

As mentioned above, MLAs asked time and again for details related to the project.  

Largely, they had to pry information out of the Ministers.  

One question, raised repeatedly in the Legislature by the Opposition, inquired 

why the government refused to invoke the contract penalties for the construction delays.  

The contract had a $100 million (CAD) completion bond clause.313  The lack of 

transparency led to the partial and haphazard seepage of information during Legislative 

sessions.  To the Opposition’s various requests, Ouellette never gave a satisfactory 

answer.  On one occasion, he replied that construction had been “moving along very, 

very well lately.”314  On another, he said the department was working with the partners to 

complete the network rather than use the contract late fees.315  Finally, he noted that he 

used the performance bond to hold Bell’s “feet to the fire” but this remained a threat.316  

Since Legislators could not read about the project in great depth on their own, they asked 

many questions about it in the Legislature, at times frustrating the Premier and the 
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Ministers, who responded with statements, including “this has come up a few times in 

questions…”317 At one point, Premier Klein made an insulting response to Liberal 

Blakeman when she asked why the government had not told Albertans that the $193 

million spent on the project did not include monthly connection fees for libraries and 

public offices.  She asked why “will the libraries and municipal buildings … still have to 

pay more to get connected?”  The Premier responded, “More than what? More is very 

subjective. More than what? More of less or less of more or more of more?”318  This was 

a nonsensical response that did not answer the question posed.  Responding to a question 

about costs his department paid Axia, the Minister of Community Development evaded 

the question, reminding the Legislature, “the question…is about infrastructure, but more 

importantly, the cost is not a cost. You know what? It is an investment in rural Alberta 

and urban development,...”319  On other occasions, Opposition members raised a host of 

questions in speeches in the Legislature, but Ministers did not answer all of these 

questions.  At times, Ministers provided a generic, positive response about the project and 

answered some of the questions.  At others, they provided only a canned response about 

how wonderful the project was.  The refusal to answer questions and the stock response 

about the benefits of the project, made the Opposition’s questioning sound unreasonable.   

Legislators’ lack of involvement and the absence of a prolonged policy 

conversation resulted in the identification of problems and issues only once the network 
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construction was in progress.  One issue was how the original contract excluded 

municipalities.   Legislators additionally aired concerns from their constituents about 

problems surrounding connection and monthly network fees and equipment costs.  They 

were uncertain how individuals and organizations in their constituencies would afford 

connection to the network.   

Costs to rural organizations for equipment and service fees became a central focus 

of the SuperNet project in the Legislature.  To connect to the SuperNet and the internet, 

an organization had to pay three costs: first, the initial connection cost of $4,000 (CAD) 

to “turn on” the service and connect to the network;320 second, a monthly service fee to 

access the network; and third, a monthly fee to an internet service provider to have access 

to the internet.  The government paid for routers to be placed in all schools, libraries, 

public health facilities, and later municipalities.  As construction progressed, provincial 

departments put money in their budgets to pay connection and service fees.  Discussion 

in the Legislature revealed that individual libraries, schools, and municipal offices could 

not afford connection fees or purchasing the equipment to make full use of the SuperNet.  

To overcome the inability of local organizations to pay the associated costs, government 

departments increased funding to pay for these.  On one occasion, Blakeman raised the 

issue of service fees and equipment costs in the Legislature, points that she inquired 

about often.  In this instance, she noted, “the last time I talked about this, Axia sent out 

some guys in suits from the communications department to talk to me. If they’re reading 
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this, they can save themselves the trip this time, because they didn’t, obviously, reassure 

me enough. … So the guys in suits can save their time.  I’ll hear from the minister.”321   

The absence of a policy process in the Legislature also led to a lack of 

understanding among legislators about basic technical information.  Misunderstandings 

abound in the Legislature about the project and how it worked.  The lack of transparency 

led to misunderstandings and political trouble that the government could have avoided 

had they released basic information about the project.  Laurie Blakeman, the Liberal’s 

Chief Opposition Whip, was very interested in the network project and arose in the 

Legislature to comment on it and question it many times.  Blakeman held an early 

misunderstanding about the project.  She incorrectly thought that the province was only 

bringing the fiber optic cable to the outside of buildings and libraries and schools would 

have to pay for the fiber connection inside their structures.  It is important to note that 

Blakeman held this misconception from April of 2001 until April of 2002, a full year 

before the issue was satisfactorily answered.  In the end, the answer did not come from 

the government itself.  In April of 2001, Blakeman noted that the “technology is only run 

to the outside of the buildings.”322  She continued, “Once again I just think: nice idea, 

great stuff. Why did you stop at the outside of the building? So what is the technical 

support that is being given to these municipalities to effectively use this technology? Is 

there nothing in addition that’s going to be given? Are municipalities going to be able to 

apply for additional funds to get this Supernet actually workable rather than sort of a set 
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of wires dangling on the outside of the building?”323  A year later, Blakeman asked about 

this again noting,  

 
There are a couple of points around this. For starters, something that I 
pointed out right from the beginning is that the province’s commitment 
was to run the SuperNet to the outside wall of the municipal building, 
libraries, schools, et cetera, throughout Alberta. This has always been a 
problem, because with the corresponding cuts to the municipalities, to the 
school boards, to the libraries, to the RHAs, none of these groups had the 
ability, had the extra cash to be able to take the wiring from the outside of 
their walls, drill through the walls, up the stairs, down the corridor, and to 
the computer. Then you have to start looking at the additional cost of the 
computer that’s going to be of the technology to match the Supernet, and 
then you’re going to have to have the software programs that go with it. 
So even at this point, if the Supernet’s little wires were tickling the outside 
walls of a library somewhere in Irma, the library doesn’t have the money 
to be able to make this work. So, how effective is that?324 
 
 

Blakeman reported in late April of 2002, that while she had raised questions in the 

Legislature several times, the Minister did not address her questions.  She, however, 

finally had the occasion to speak with “the people that are putting the Supernet together” 

and they answered her long-standing question.  She learned that the SuperNet connection 

did, in fact, come into buildings and connect to a router.  Blakeman did not have her 

questions answered in the Legislature.  Rather, she went directly to people involved with 

the project.325  This harkens back to the Ministers’ unwillingness to share information 

about the project.  
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MLAs and Albertans held other misconceptions about the project.  One 

longstanding one was that the SuperNet was the internet and the network would bring 

internet service to rural areas.  The Ministers, particularly Doerksen and Ouellette, 

explained that they were simply building the wires, but this misunderstanding remained.  

In 2001, MLA Dave Broda made this error, noting, “With the SuperNet, the high-speed 

Internet, that’s going to be coming throughout the province…”326 In less direct forms, 

other members assumed that the SuperNet and the internet were synonymous.  On May 1, 

2003, before he became directly responsible for the project, Ouellette, a Conservative 

member of the Legislature questioned the SuperNet.  He asked Doerksen, “I’ve had some 

people calling, asking if we were building a white elephant because of the cost of our 

connection. What is the comparison of the cost to connect to the Alberta SuperNet versus 

high-speed connection through Telus or Shaw?”327  The question asks whether it would 

cost more to connect to the internet through the SuperNet than it did for high-speed 

internet service through Telus or Shaw, a cable company.  The question missed the 

important point that individual households would not be directly connected to the 

SuperNet, but they would access high-speed internet through a provider using the 

SuperNet and second, that Telus and Shaw did not provide high-speed internet service to 

many rural Alberta areas at the time.  Ouellette’s question equated the SuperNet with the 

internet, something that irked Minister Doerksen.  Doerksen responded to this question, 

with some frustration:  
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As the member full well knows, as does the Member for Wainwright, who 
is involved in the rural economic development committee, the rural 
electrification was important in the advent of private telephones, and they 
would not wish to see that disappear.  Furthermore, the important point 
here is that the Alberta SuperNet provides the infrastructure, the main 
pipeline for the services to be delivered, and any Internet service provider 
or operator can purchase access to the infrastructure at wholesale prices. 
The wholesale prices are exactly the same wholesale prices that can be 
purchased anywhere in the province. From there they can then distribute it 
out to all of the other people that want to participate at rates that will be 
competitive.328   

 
 
Interestingly, Ouellette later became the Minister of Restructuring and Government 

Efficiency and in this position he was directly responsible for the completion of the 

SuperNet.  Even the Premier made a misstatement about the project.  Responding to 

Blakeman, he argued that the Minister would discuss the project in depth and “respond to 

the allegations, I believe unfounded in many cases, with respect to the value and worth of 

the Internet project.”329  Here, the Premier misnamed the project; the SuperNet was not 

an internet project at all but only the network wires.  Other instances of this 

misconception occurred.  In one instance, a frustrated Minister Ouellette blustered, “As 

much as we’ve talked about SuperNet here and everything else, I still mustn’t be 

explaining it just right or something. Really, the SuperNet is just a highway. All it is is an 

infrastructure. It’s a highway that information travels over, but you still need an Internet 
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service provider.”330  Doerksen responded to one question by stating that he did not know 

what to say because “This provides us a lot more than just the Internet, Mr. Speaker. This 

is part of the confusion. … You can do videoconferencing that is much more than simple 

access to the Internet. This brings us into the 21st century in a major way.”331    

Even at the end of development, legislators were unclear about what the SuperNet 

was and what it could do compared with other technology.  In 2005, one legislator, Alana 

DeLong, lauded the SuperNet for a health care symposium webcast she saw when she 

could not attend the event.  She had only praise for the webcast, stating that it was “…just 

like having a front-row seat.”  She stated that such a webcast required “high-speed 

Internet, one of the capabilities of the SuperNet” and then asked the Restructuring and 

Government Efficiency Minister for an update on the network’s progress.332  Ouellette 

did not answer DeLong’s question, rather he sought to correct what he saw as the 

continual, and likely damaging, misunderstanding of the project, noting that webcasts did 

not need the SuperNet, 

 
Mr. Speaker, I’d like to make one point very clear right off the bat. The 
Alberta SuperNet is much more than an application or a service. It’s a 
giant highway over which you can run any number of applications. The 
Internet is just one service. The health symposium was delivered via 
webcast, which is simply broadcasting over the Internet. Depending on the 
event you’re holding, webcasting is a good option. The quality of a 
webcast depends on the quality and speed of your Internet connection. 
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SuperNet can have many participant sites interacting with each other. For 
example, you could have experts in different SuperNet sites interacting 
with one another in a virtual panel session. We have meetings in our 
department using SuperNet video conferencing with people in Calgary on 
a regular basis. You could hook up a Smart board and have multimedia 
presentations live. You could invite rural Albertans to their local school or 
library, where they can participate, ask questions, and add their own 
perspective. This is all video conferencing, and you could easily add 
webcasting over the Internet so Albertans in rural SuperNet communities 
could view the session from home or work over a high-speed Internet 
connections. [sic] SuperNet thinks big, Mr. Speaker.333 
 
 
Additionally, there were misunderstandings about the capacity of the network, 

whether it was state of the art; if fiber optic cable was the best, most advanced and most 

cost effective solution to the problem of connecting Albertans to a broadband network.  

In rural areas, other potential technical solutions to providing broadband do exist, 

including a developing wired option of broadband via power lines and the wireless 

choices of satellite and fixed line of sight wireless.  In their 2005 paper, Sawada, 

Cossette, Wellar, and Kurt note that satellite and wireless are “viable alternatives to 

wireline.”334  Satellite is an attractive option because it can serve vast areas once 

deployed.  It is an unfavorable solution for two reasons, however, it does not work in bad 

weather, such as rain or snow, and it has signal delay.335  In addition, it is expensive to 

deploy.   In the U.S, WildBlue was deployed in 2004 to serve rural communities.  In 

2005, the Canadian Space Agency and federal government spent $155 million (CAD) to 

                                                           
333 Ouellette, “Oral Question Period, Health Symposium Webcast,” in Legislative Assembly of 

Alberta, Monday, May 9, 2005 in Province of Alberta, The 26th Legislature, First Session, Alberta 
Hansard, vol. III (May 4 to November 23, 2005), 1337. 

334 M. Sawada, Daniel Cossette, Barry Weller, Tolga Kurt, “Narrowing the Urban/Rural Broadband 
Digital Divide in Canada with GIS: Implications for the Canadian Terrestrial Broadband Wireless Market,” 
(August 16, 2005): 5. 

335 Sawada, Cossette, Wellar, Kurt, “Narrowing the Urban/Rural Broadband Digital Divide,” 6; 
Questions and Answers, About WildBlue, WildBlue web site, URL: 
http://www.wildblue.com/aboutWildblue/qaa.jsp#5 (accessed October 20, 2008). 



 

 

103

create the National Satellite Initiative to help provide broadband access to rural and 

remote communities via Telesat Canada’s Anik F2 ka satellite.  NetKaster and 

XPLORNET are the two service providers Telesat Canada chose to offer service.336  One 

challenge to the National Satellite Initiative is that there is capacity to reach only 300,000 

Canadians, leaving 2.5 million unserved.337  Additionally, Industry Canada ran a pilot 

program from 2002 to 2007, the Broadband for Rural and Northern Development 

Program (BRAND) that brought broadband to 900 northern communities.338   Another 

option is broadband wireless using either licensed or unlicensed frequency spectra.339  

This option is less expensive to deploy, as less cable is dug in, but towers for 

transmission can still be cost prohibitive.  Additionally, dwellers without line of sight, 

including those in valleys, hilly areas, or surrounded by trees, often do not receive the 

signals.  Fiber optics is technically an optimum solution.  Sawada et al write that, “Fiber 

optics, a major part of the Internet backbone, can transport massive amounts of data over 

long distances without interference or signal degradation. However, the fabrication and 

installation of optical fiber is very expensive, which makes this technology inappropriate 

for dwellings in rural areas.”340  Despite the expense, Alberta chose fiber optic cable for 

the network.  A Bell representative noted that from a telecommunications perspective, 
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fiber optics is best because of its “huge capacity” and “quality of service” compared to 

wireless.341       

Legislators raised questions about the different viable technologies and whether 

fiber optics was the best solution.  Wayne C. N. Cao, a PC from Calgary-Fort noted, 

“From my technical knowledge I learned that the low-orbit satellite system is more cost 

effective than the fibre optics connection in rural areas of Alberta,….”342  Liberal Debbie 

Carlson, one of the project’s foremost early critics, called the network a “boondoggle.”  

While she stated, “I think the concept was a great idea,” her concern centered on 

conversations raised by early users, “they’re not using it, because it isn’t the fastest or the 

best technology.”  Rather, she accused that the network in progress was “already 

obsolete” and she speculated that during the government’s summer hiatus, the powerful 

Public Affairs Bureau would work on a communiqué to explain, “how you could waste 

so many dollars on something that’s obsolete and that in fact people aren’t using to any 

great effect in their regions.”343  Carlson’s greatest misunderstanding here was that the 

technology was inadequate and other options replaced it.  Two weeks after her initial 

statement, Carlson issued something of a retraction of her previous statements noting that 

information about the SuperNet was not readily available.  She stated, “Sometimes we 

then are dealing with information that isn’t complete so therefore can lead us to 

conclusions that may or may not be accurate. That has happened in this department in 
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fact with the Supernet.”  She noted that she met with SuperNet people and stated it was 

an “eye-opener” and reversed her position on the project, stating now that “the concept is 

an excellent concept, and the technology looks like it’s going to work.”  She blamed her 

misunderstandings on the Minister stating that perhaps there was a “lack of depth of 

understanding or an inability to fully discuss or debate what’s happening there.”  In brief, 

she blamed the Ministry and the paucity of information she had to evaluate the project.344   

Legislators queried whether the fiber optic technology would be the most 

advanced once construction was complete.345  A week later, and perhaps buoyed by 

Carlson’s doubts, Moe Amery, PC from Calgary-East asked whether the SuperNet was 

using “technology that’s already out of date.”  Minister Doerksen responded that the 

network is “an optical state-of-the-art network” which was scalable and therefore able to 

accommodate demands for increased broadband into the future.  Additionally, revenues 

generated from the network’s operation were to be used to maintain and upgrade the 

network during the ten-year contract period.346  

This genuine uncertainty about the technology used also ensued over the line-of-

sight wireless portions of the network and wireless technology became a point of 

contention.  The SuperNet used wireless at certain extremities to connect to the base 
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network,347 largely these connections are in places where digging in fiber optic cable 

would have required considerable additional expense due to geographical challenges or 

where doing so could harm ecologically sensitive areas.  In March of 2004, at the end of 

an acrimonious exchange about the SuperNet, Blakeman asked Doerksen whether 

wireless technology would replace the SuperNet.348   

 In 2006, wireless technology again appeared in Legislative debates, this time 

cloaked in security concerns.  Elsalhy, the stand-in critic for Restructuring and 

Government Efficiency noted, “We know that the SuperNet is a very useful program and 

a very useful development.”  But he had concerns.349  Elsalhy asked about the 37 of the 

429 SuperNet locations connected using wireless technology.  He noted, “That’s not the 

fibre-optic connection that was basically agreed upon or that people were under the 

impression they were getting.”  He asked whether the government’s contract allowed for 

the use of wireless technology and if the wireless segments provided “suboptimal 

service.”  Elsalhy noted that it was common knowledge that wireless was less secure and 

reliable than “an actual physical fibre-optic link” and he asked why, if the government 

did not use wireless in its offices, “why are certain communities being asked to rely on a 

wireless link that is not reliable in performance and that might be susceptible to breaches 

and penetration?”350  The Minister responded that the contracts did allow for wireless 
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connections where it was impracticable to draw fiber and he stated, “I’ve got to beg to 

differ with you on the security of wireless.”  He argued, “…with today’s technology they 

tell me that they can secure wireless as good as they can secure whether a hacker can 

come into your computer that’s going down the SuperNet or not.”351  The concerns raised 

by legislators about whether fiber optic cable was the best technology to use ensued from 

the lack of technical understanding.  This lack of understanding resulted from the absence 

of a concerted discussion in the Legislature about the technologically possible solutions, 

a basic understanding of the benefits and problems of each potential technology, and a 

debate that would have provided legislators a voice about which solution to adopt. 

Various Visions 

 Another result of the lack of a policy process were differences in vision between 

those who developed the idea and oversaw the construction of the SuperNet and others 

who had differing opinions about what the government ought to do in regards to new 

technology.  Had the government opened the issue to public deliberation, Albertans could 

have discussed and decided about how far the network should extend.  Building the 

SuperNet with a contract, however, circumvented public debate on this matter and the 

public reached no consensus on who should be connected.  During construction, the 

Opposition and the public began to develop their own visions for the project and, as a 

result, question the government’s decisions. 
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 One difference in vision was the issue of who ought to be connected by the 

government’s actions.  It is important to remember here that those involved in the initial 

conception of the project saw it centrally as an economic development tool.  The Cabinet 

Ministers involved with the project maintained that the government only committed to 

bring the wires to towns, leaving private companies responsible for providing service to 

rural homes.  The Ministers viewed themselves as providing connections to the 

community.  Announcing the SuperNet project, Taylor discussed a “community kiosk,” 

 
As part of this infrastructure, Mr. Speaker, I’m recommending a 
community kiosk in all of these communities so that if people don’t have 
access to a computer at home, they’ll be able to walk up to this community 
kiosk and access this high-speed Internet.352  

 

This announcement was important because it linked the SuperNet and high-speed internet 

together.  Later, as mentioned earlier, Ministers were at pains to explain that the 

SuperNet was not the internet.  Ministers argued that bringing fiber to communities was 

the only thing they had ever said they would do and stated that schools and libraries were 

critically important places for community and web access.353  Responding to a question 

about SuperNet access for home schooled children, Oberg stated “we are not going to get 

into the business of paying line charges for every house to be hooked up to the 
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Supernet.”354  In the same vein, Ouellette argued, “We never, ever as a government had 

in our policy to actually do that last mile.”355 Rather, they thought private ISPs would 

serve individual residents and people would pay for their own connection as they did with 

the telephone system.  The discussions over the “last mile” opened up rifts over 

competing visions for the SuperNet.  While the Ministries involved clearly thought that 

government had done its part in bringing high-speed network capacity to rural areas and 

argued that the government never planned to bring network connections to Albertans’ 

doorsteps, instead leaving this up to private internet providers, the Opposition members 

thought that the network as planned was incomplete—it benefited small towns but rural 

residents still faced the digital divide.  Members of the Opposition parties seemed to 

favor the fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) model and often argued that the government ought to 

do more to bring the resource out to rural people.  This argument suggested that the 

SuperNet created another digital divide: those in towns were benefiting from the network 

and those outside did not.  Paul Hinman, the only Alberta Alliance member in the 

Legislature, argued, 

 
The SuperNet—and I’m hoping that you can change this for the 
communities where they’re still struggling—has been very much handled 
like it has with many of the water co-ops in the province. They’ve said, 
“Okay, we’re going to put this co-op in,” yet they put a list in there on 
who is going to get it. I’m speaking about the municipal buildings, the 
library, the hospital, and those areas. There isn’t even a thought, it seems 
like, on how that hub is going to be hooked up to help all Albertans. 
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I very much agree with the minister that the SuperNet is a super highway, 
and it’s a great thing that all Albertans should have access to. You talked 
about that first mile/last mile, and I agree with you, but it seems like we 
built the highway, and we’ve gone out of our way to do it only to find out 
that there’s a river there and we don’t have a bridge to get across to the 
people on the other side. What was efficient about that? We need to figure 
out that last mile, and there should be more thought into that.356 
 
 

Ouellette’s response to this was to call the Alliance member a leftist and note that he did 

not understand SuperNet.  On the Alberta political spectrum, the Alberta Alliance is to 

the right of the ruling Progressive Conservatives, which makes his argument that it is the 

government’s task to do something about the last mile interesting.357 

On another occasion, Hinman argued that the problem is that “…we’re still 

missing a high percentage of rural Alberta. Though they get it to a town, that does not get 

it to the people living outside the town, whether that’s students living on a farm, small 

acreages, other areas.”358  The problem of rural internet and the digital divide even with 

the SuperNet, touched him personally.  He told the Legislature that at his residence, less 

than ten kilometers from both Raymond and Magrath he could not get high-speed internet 

because “…we’re too far from the hub.”  He argues, “We’re missing a huge number, but 

percentagewise I’m sure this government says, ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. We’ve got the 

majority. That’s close enough.’ But it’s very disheartening.”359  Hinman’s statements 

reveal that while the government prided itself on providing access in towns, rural 
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Albertans envisioned the internet would come to their homes also.  Ouellette responded 

to Hinman, 

 
I’ll tell you that whatever Internet they hooked up to, when the SuperNet 
is up and running, they will never be able to get as wide a band of network 
for the money that they’re going to be able to get rural Alberta for. [sic] 
They can purchase a full megabyte in rural Alberta for $50 per month, 
which is cheaper than you can buy it for in the city. If you would have 
listened at all to the beginning of the speech or if you would have ever 
looked up what the Internet is about, never ever in any of the contract or in 
the $193 million that the government is paying Bell were there any last 
mile connections. The total thing was to hook up approximately 4,200 
schools, hospitals, libraries, and government buildings. The rest of it is 
done with Internet service providers to create a competitive field out 
there.360 
 

 
Taft asked about the social goals of the project and what they were.  Posing the 

question of “if” it was to mirror rural electrification and rural telephony it showed 

that the Opposition was unclear about the goals of the project.  Taft asked, 

  
If on the other hand it’s meant as a sign of commitment to bringing most 
Albertans onto the Internet in the same way that there were the rural 
electrification programs in the ‘50s and the programs of Alberta 
Government Telephones decades ago to bring telephones to all Albertans, 
if it has a social component to it, I’d like to know that. What steps will the 
department take to ensure that all Albertans will have access to the 
benefits of the Supernet? Could it be in fact that it will undercut local 
businesses if a bookstore owner in a small town, say Lac La Biche, 
suddenly is facing a lot of competition from the big Internet suppliers? Is 
that really something we want to have? If these things are thought through, 
are we sure they are going to be as beneficial as the promoters of them 
want us to believe? I’m also interested, once this system is in place, in 
what the costs will be to maintain it. Has the department done any in-depth 
studies on the administrative and maintenance cost associated with the 
Supernet? So there are a lot of questions around the Supernet. I know my 
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colleagues have raised those from time to time, and they will be raised 
again.361  
 
 
In addition to the first dynamic, that MLAs believed the government should have 

held policy discussions about the network, there was also a second dynamic that resulted 

from viewing the SuperNet as infrastructure built by a contract rather than a policy.  This 

second dynamic was that there was little sense of how to implement the vision among the 

legislators and among the public, a topic covered in Chapter Three. 

Proponents of the SuperNet argued it would end the digital divide and rescue rural 

Alberta from the decline into which it had slid.  Rural Albertans’ internet options were 

limited to dial-up connections or expensive satellite service.  Rural areas struggled to 

maintain services and quality of life amid a myriad of problems, especially depopulation.  

The government’s response to the paucity of high-speed internet access in rural 

communities addressed two challenges: first, the inability of private companies to extend 

service on their own due to the lack of a profitable business case and second, a response 

to the possible complete decline of rural Alberta.  Government research uncovered threats 

to the sustainability of rural Alberta’s communities due to the loss of population, 

especially the young and professionally trained individuals; loss of services; and limited 

employment opportunities.362  A 2002 report, “Towards a Comprehensive Rural 

Development Strategy for Alberta,” noted, “Recent research shows that the viability of 
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over 75 percent of rural Alberta’s small communities is in question.”363  Towns in rural 

Alberta were disappearing and the government sought ways to respond, to help rural 

Albertans with education, health care, and economic development to bring renewed 

vitality to rural areas.364  The government had shuttered local provincial offices, schools 

were closing, jobs were not readily available; these challenges were threatening the 

viability of rural communities.  Closing provincial offices, Carlson charged, furthered the 

problems in rural areas leading to “lost infrastructure, jobs, and new dollars into their 

communities” as a result of the decision.365  Provincial legislators saw network 

technology as a solution to enduring rural problems, including a lack of professionals and 

money.  Provincial buildings in small towns sit empty as the government removed their 

services and employees.  Rather than bring professionals to the towns or rural dwellers to 

the cities, new network applications would link the two in situ.  The Minister of 

Innovation and Science saw renewed rural communities resulting from the network 

project. 

The lack of a policy discussion also led different Ministers who were responsible 

for the project to assign different visions and goals to it.  People who worked on the 

project in its earliest stages linked the network primarily to economic development.  A 

Minister involved with the conception of the project noted, “It was designed for rural 

Alberta and it was designed first of all as an economic development tool.”366  In 

                                                           
363 Alberta Agriculture, Food and Rural Development, “Towards a Comprehensive Rural Development 

Strategy for Alberta,” (2002) quoted in Griffiths and Ouellette, “Rural Alberta: Land of Opportunity.” 
364 Former Minister (2C-AB), Interview with the Author, December 21, 2007. 
365 Carlson, “Oral Question Period, Rural Economy,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Wednesday, 

March 24, 2004 in Province of Alberta, The 25th Legislature, Fourth Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. II 
(March 29 to May 13, 2004), 677. 

366 Former Minister (2C-AB), Interview with the Author, December 21, 2007. 



 

 

114

November of 2000, when the province announced the SuperNet, Minister of Innovation 

and Science Taylor, who was responsible for the project, noted, “It represents the Alberta 

advantage of the 21st century…. This will be revolutionary for Alberta’s economy.”367  

The Minister also noted that the province hoped to create a fiber optic link with Silicon 

Valley and move high technology jobs to the province.368  Over time, Ministers still 

spoke of the network’s role in renewing Alberta’s economy and providing opportunities 

for all Albertans in the knowledge economy.369  Despite this, however, the focus turned 

to social service delivery, where rural and small-town residents generally were relegated 

to the role of recipients.  These are not unrelated or mutually exclusive options, but the 

long debates around social service costs in the Legislature eclipsed discussion of the 

problems related to the economic development goal.  This left an early champion of the 

project to derisively call it a “big government social network” because the “vision isn’t 

out there.”370   

By the completion of the SuperNet in 2005, representatives from Restructuring 

and Government Efficiency publicly noted several reasons for the network’s creation: 

providing more bandwidth for the government, enabling electronic service delivery, 

facilitating the economic growth of rural areas, and creating a “level playing field with 

urban communities” for those in rural areas.371  On this list, the Minister prioritized 
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government and social services above economic development.  At the SuperNet 

Opportunities Conference, the Minister of Restructuring and Government Efficiency 

told a version of the origin story.  As he related the story, bringing a high speed, high 

capacity network to the province’s schools, libraries, and health care centers was an 

addition to the original plan of fulfilling the government’s communication needs.  High-

speed internet for rural dwellers was a tertiary concern of the department, but it was 

primary for economic development. 

Champions of the project provided little specific detail about how the SuperNet 

and broadband access would bring economic development opportunities to rural areas.  

The champions were, however, very clear that the network had an array of important 

benefits to service delivery.  Concrete mentions of what the new economic opportunities 

would and could look like were few and far between.  Early, before the dotcom crash, 

there was the proposal that jobs could come from Silicon Valley to take advantage of the 

SuperNet and Alberta’s lower cost of living.  Over time, Ministers suggested starting up 

an ISP and telework opportunities as ways to enhance economic opportunities in rural 

areas.372  Also, a network manager at Restructuring and Government Efficiency raised 

the possibility of locating call centers in rural Alberta.373  By 2006, however, the 

Minister of Economic Development suggested using Albertans as subjects for clinical 

drug trials via the SuperNet.374  These uninspired suggestions for new opportunities led 

                                                           
372 Lord, “Members’ Statements, Telework,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Thursday, March 25, 

2004 in Province of Alberta, The 25th Legislature, Fourth Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. I (February 17 to 
March 25, 2004), 709. 

373 Network Manager, (1C-AB), Interview with the Author, November 9, 2006. 
374 Dunford, “Oral Question Period,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Tuesday, March 14, 2006 in 

Province of Alberta, The 26th Legislature, Second Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. I (February 22 to March 
23, 2006), 401. 



 

 

116

Taft to ask, “I’d be curious to know beyond simple buzzwords how exactly the Supernet 

will make Albertans more competitive in the world marketplace. What’s the direct tie 

between that $50 million expenditure and the goal of making Alberta more competitive? 

I’m not sure that it holds up if you become critical on the buzzwords.”375 

Critics picked up on the noticeable lack of concrete objectives.  Progressive 

Conservative legislators believed that the SuperNet project illustrated the government’s 

forward thinking vision, the Liberal Opposition members argued that the government’s 

economic development programs showed short-sightedness and a lack of vision.376  

Norris, the Minister of Economic Development, disagreed.  He noted that the government 

had a plan, called “Get Ready Alberta” that discussed the need for higher education, skill 

level maintenance for Alberta employees, and ensuring that the necessary technology was 

available.377  Carlson criticized these as “starting points” rather than as goals to 

achieve.378  The Minister of Economic Development noted in reply that the SuperNet 

itself is a 5, 10 and 15-year program as it is “an absolutely dynamic economic 

development tool. This brings world-class information to any neighbourhood in 

Alberta.”379   
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While the government prided the SuperNet originator with a “great, great 

vision,”380 there were important ramifications of having grand visions and little concrete, 

practical information.  The absence of conversations with potential users and the 

government’s lack of realism about the budgets of small organizations and the constraints 

that SuperNet connections would place on these budgets left the government unaware 

that many organizations would not be able to profit from the SuperNet. 

 Some legislators argued that while the government was visionary by developing 

the network, those who failed to use it or support it were lacking in vision.  This was a 

damaging belief because rather than allow the government to provide a corrective to the 

problem, it simply downloaded the issue onto small organizations.  This conception 

forecloses on a host of issues and problems, such as barriers to use, as will be discussed 

in the next chapter.  Once SuperNet service was available, take-up of SuperNet 

connections failed to meet government expectations.  The Legislature heard of 

organizations and entities reluctant to pay for a SuperNet connection, because they were 

unable to see the benefits to their organization.  Ouellette chalked this up to a lack of 

understanding on the part of the organizations, 

 
When you talk about libraries that say to you – and I have municipalities 
telling me the same thing, You’ve got to remember that their train of 
thought hasn’t been geared yet to what the capabilities of that SuperNet 
connection are. They don’t know yet what applications they want to run 
on it, but they could run all kinds of applications on that SuperNet access 
that they can’t run on their ShawCable or whatever they’re getting their 
old high-speed Internet on. Maybe all they’ve got now is high-speed 
Internet. Maybe they think that’s all they need and maybe it is, but if they 
did a little broader thinking and thought of different applications they 
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could use, they could build that small-town library into a lot bigger 
business for them to make their library actually survive. That’s where they 
make up the difference in cost, going from $1,000 to $1,800. So a lot of it 
is that they just don’t realize yet, because they haven’t been educated, the 
application capabilities that they have by using the SuperNet connection 
rather than using the other connection.381 
 

For Ouellette, an organization’s unwillingness to connect to the SuperNet came from 

their inability to envision what it could do for them.  It was an organization’s failure that 

they were not as visionary as the government had been.  He chalked it up to a lack of 

education on the potential users’ part, but interestingly, Ouellette did not mention who 

was responsible for educating small organizations about the usefulness of a SuperNet 

connection.  A network manager from the government stated that companies that do not 

realize the economic potential of SuperNet to their businesses and people who laugh at 

the project “are not visionaries.”382   

 For one former Minister, the central flaw of the SuperNet project is that its budget 

did not provide funds for educating the public about the network’s possibilities.  A 

Minister involved with the project noted, “I assumed it would be obvious to people what 

to do.  [The Ministry of Science and Innovation] didn’t have money in the budget to 

educate rural Albertans about what it could do.”  This was, he stated, his “biggest 

mistake.”  He argues that the Ministry conceived of the network primarily as an 

economic development tool but it had largely become a “big government social network” 

because the “vision isn’t out there.”  He said that the network is “not being used as an 
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economic development tool.”383  He reflected that had the budget included more monies 

for public relations and education of rural citizens, people may have used the SuperNet 

for economic development. 

From Innovation to Efficiency 

 One issue that potentially impacted the SuperNet was the cabinet changes that the 

project went through.  Originally, Lorne Taylor, the Minister of Innovation and Science, 

conceived of the idea.  Then, Taylor changed cabinet positions to Minister of the 

Environment and the Premier replaced him with Victor Doerksen.  Doerksen oversaw the 

contract process and the build.  In 2004, however, the Premier removed the partially 

completed SuperNet from the portfolio of Science and Innovation and gave it to the 

newly created Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency.384  This move was 

an important one for the project as the two ministries’ mandates were substantially 

different.  The move marks the moment when the SuperNet largely became engulfed in 

existing government bureaucracy and also illustrates the government’s confusion over the 

grand vision for the network.  This Ministry was new, constructed from other pieces of 

government and its focus was on efficiency and not innovation.  The move and the new 

Ministry bewildered the Progressive Conservatives and Opposition members alike.  The 

new Ministry’s mandate was to increase efficiency in the government, thus saving 

money.  Critics, however, questioned the new Ministry’s existence and charged that by 

creating a new department, the government was spending money unnecessarily, a great 
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change from the lean government of the initial Klein years when the Premier decreased 

the cabinet size in an attempt to end big government.385  The logic of putting the 

SuperNet into Restructuring and Government Efficiency centered on the network’s role 

as “the king of electronic efficiencies.”386  If the government employed the network to its 

fullest, the SuperNet could electronically provide a multiplicity of services to Albertans.  

Since the government saw the SuperNet as an infrastructure that could increase the 

efficiency of a host of government departments, the network was put into a Ministry 

designed to restructure government and introduce efficiency across government 

departments.  

 By 2007, the administration of the SuperNet again changed departments.  The 

government moved the completed network from the Ministry of Restructuring and 

Government Efficiency to the new Ministry of Service Alberta, a department that 

provides services both to Albertans and the government and also oversees human 
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resource management.  Within Service Alberta’s structure, the SuperNet is housed under 

providing services to government.387  This location on the website illustrates that the 

project, post construction, has settled primarily into a service role in providing service to 

a variety of government departments. 

 The SuperNet portfolio’s movement from a Ministry whose mandate was to 

develop science and innovation opportunities to ministries focused on the provision of 

services is perhaps indicative of the government’s changing vision for the project.  In 

Innovation and Science, the project had the possibility of helping Albertans find new and 

innovative ways to interact with the knowledge economy (if one believes the hype) but in 

Restructuring and Government Efficiency and Service Alberta, the mandates of the 

project seem to turn into the efficient (expanded and less costly) delivery of services 

using the network for Albertans and government departments.  The ministerial shuffling 

of SuperNet, therefore, is indicative of a changing vision rather than simply a 

bureaucratic transition.   

This chapter focused on the political processes surrounding the SuperNet 

development, from the perspective of the project’s initiators and government 

representatives.  This provides a case study of how a government decided to end the 

digital divide in the post-regulatory moment.  The government decided to undertake the 

construction of a fiber optic network in conjunction with two private partners.  The 

government contracted out the project and treated it as an infrastructure build.  

Government ministers did not consult the public.  As construction began, Opposition 
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MLAs, aware that this was a communications network rather than a pipeline, raised 

questions about the lack of public deliberation and about the decisions the government 

made.   Additionally, the lack of public deliberation and a policy process led to little 

sense of how to implement the vision among the legislators and among the public.  In 

theory, the government acted to help extend high-speed telecommunication services to 

rural dwellers.  The next chapter explores whether the SuperNet solution met the needs of 

the citizens and they it was intended to serve.  To do this, the chapter examines the 

reception of the SuperNet in three rural counties in Alberta from the perspective of small 

communities, small organizations, local internet service providers, and rural people.  The 

focus switches from the machinations of the government and bases the study in the local. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“It’s Here But it Isn’t Really Available to Everybody” 388: Connecting to the High 
Speed Network and High Speed Internet in Rural Alberta  

 

The county’s literacy coordinator walked down the hallway to her former office at 

the back of the Learning Center.  Affixed to the wall was a sticker that read, “Space 

reserved for Alberta SuperNet.”389  The sticker was attached in 2003 without the literacy 

coordinator’s knowledge, although it was affixed in her office.  Beside the sticker is the 

SuperNet Edge Device, a router that transports traffic between computers and a 

centralized point of presence that government contractors later installed.  Workers placed 

it over her desk, at a height where she would “smack [her] head on it” when she got up.390  

Over a period of two years, workers came sporadically to install equipment, dig holes, 

and inspect the work.  It was, according to the coordinator, “the classic government 

work…teams and teams and teams and teams of people coming through to get this 

infrastructure in place.”  The installation was complete in 2005 and the coordinator notes, 

“it hummed away and annoyed me.”391  The coordinator moved offices and the router 

hummed for months in the back office while the center had no information about what to 

do with it; leaving the center unable to connect to the SuperNet.  Rather than using the 

new service, the coordinator noted they kept their high-speed internet service provider. 
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As a non-accredited learning facility, the center was ineligible for original 

government subsidies to help with the costs of connecting to the network.  The center 

could not afford to activate the SuperNet and the Learning Center’s board decided not to 

connect.392  The hum eventually became too much to bear and the learning center’s office 

administrator notes “we unplugged it. We made an executive decision that we weren’t at 

that point using it…well, we didn’t think we’d even be able to afford to go on it.”393  

With this, even the hum was silenced.  The administrator plugged the router in again 

because a representative from Axia called to ask why they could not communicate 

remotely with the edge device.  The administrator noted, “So I got the phone call going, 

‘ok, it should be working, we’re not sure why it isn’t.  Can you go check’…and that’s 

when I remembered that we unplugged it.”  She continued, “we plugged it in and 

everything’s fine. And he encouraged me to make sure that it didn’t get unplugged 

again.”394  Eventually, with new subsidies in place, the board voted to connect to the 

network.  The administrator researched ISPs, finding that many did not serve the region 

or did not have small service packages, and many proposals arrived in “computer geek 

language that made no sense.”395  In late 2006, the center signed a contract with a small 

ISP, whose proposal the administrator said “came in English,” and had their building 

wired for SuperNet by a local computer service person.396  Although the learning center 

is now connected to the network, the center is “using it as a glorified internet connection” 

because they are “still trying to raise funds” for video conferencing equipment.  The 
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learning center staff remains hopeful that once they jump over all of the hurdles, they can 

use videoconferencing over the SuperNet to provide academic upgrading, university 

courses, and trades apprenticeships online.397  Until they have the equipment, the literacy 

coordinator stated, the SuperNet “doesn’t make any difference” to the center.398  For now, 

the router is plugged in, installation is complete, and they are getting faster internet 

service than they had from their previous provider, but because they cannot afford the 

video conferencing equipment, the SuperNet router is again nearly silent except for its 

incessant hum.   

The above anecdote forces the question of why people and organizations use the 

SuperNet far less than the government and its private partners anticipated?  It also leads 

to the query of why the SuperNet elicits so much annoyance from a variety of different 

constituencies?  While the SuperNet network project is insightful and in theory it will 

benefit rural people substantially, serious challenges in implementation have kept rural 

Albertans from reaping the network’s benefits.  The anecdote above illustrates well the 

three main challenges that organizations faced in connecting to the SuperNet: the lack of 

communication from the SuperNet partners, the costs that are beyond the reach of small 

organizations’ budgets, and the difficulty finding a service provider to serve them. 

 In 2000, communication scholar Sharon Strover argued that telecommunications 

policy makers have not adequately looked at connectivity from the subscribers’ points of 

view.  She notes that the “vendor bias” in telecommunications policy best illustrates this 

point.  Telecommunications policy makers use the phrase “the last mile” to describe 

                                                           
397 Career Consultant and Board Member, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (3B-

AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 1, 2006. 
398 Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central 

County, Interview with the Author, October 25, 2006. 
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connections to subscribers’ homes rather than her preferred label, the first mile, which 

highlights the subscribers’ experiences.  Strover notes that policy makers failed to 

“appreciate first mile issues” as they prepared the 1996 Telecommunications Act and that 

policy makers need to consider these issues.399  She argues “first mile issues” are, 

 
how connectivity looks, feels, and behaves from the subscriber’s 
perspective. For the subscribers, connectivity is not just merely a stretch of 
wire but an important connection that takes us out to a broader world. It 
encapsulates the network interface devices, the software, and the training. 
How much the entire package costs, what it is capable of, how we can use 
it, and what control we have over its component parts raise some critical 
issues. I suggest that the first mile is actually more than a set of connectors 
and cables. It is the sum total of the capabilities that extend users into the 
networked nation.400 
 

 
Extending users into the networked nation was precisely what the SuperNet partners 

sought to do, but whether the partners considered the subscribers’ perspective is another 

matter.  The Minister of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, Luke Ouellette, 

adopted the language of the “first mile” noting in 2006 that while high-speed internet in 

homes was “usually called the last mile,” he preferred to call it the first mile because of 

the “opportunities” it brought.401  Focusing solely on opportunities provided misses rural 

people’s point of view and suggests that notwithstanding “first mile” rhetoric, the 

partners’ focus was on the supply side, because without the corresponding and required 

                                                           
399 More recent discussion, such as those surrounding President Obama’s 2009 broadband stimulus 

package are also largely devoid of subscribers’ perspectives. For example, the CITI and Georgetown 
Center for Business and Public Policy conference, “Implementing the Broadband Stimulus: Maximizing 
Benefits and Monitoring Performance,” an event held on February 19, 2009, in Washington, D.C., fell into 
this category. Academics, policy makers, organizations, corporations, and the press gathered to discuss and 
analyze the package, but little came from the subscribers’ points of view. 

400 Sharon Strover, “The First Mile,” The Information Society 16 (2000): 151. 
401 Luke Ouellette, “Introductions,” Remarks to Open the SuperNet Opportunities Conference, Calgary, 

Alberta, Canada, June 21, 2006. 
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knowledge and skills people cannot take up and create opportunities.  This chapter 

explores first mile issues in regard to the SuperNet.   

The previous chapter explored the genesis and development of the Alberta 

SuperNet project and the services it brings to schools, libraries, health care facilities, 

municipal offices, and provincial offices.  Also, it looked at the developers’ hope that the 

SuperNet, by allowing all internet service providers to buy bandwidth for standard prices, 

would make high-speed internet service universally accessible to Albertans, thus ending 

the rural-urban digital divide.   

   To fully explore the demand side of the SuperNet, this chapter must take into 

account the two facets of the SuperNet: first, adoption of, and interconnection to, the 

SuperNet intranetwork among organizations, including municipal offices, health care 

centers, schools, libraries, and other organizations and second, the individual adoption of 

high-speed internet among rural dwellers.  It is necessary also to consider a third facet; 

the individual and local solutions to the lack of internet service providers.  In Diffusion of 

Innovations, Everett M. Rogers makes a distinction that aligns well with SuperNet 

adoption by organizations and high-speed internet take up by individuals.  Rogers and the 

diffusion of innovations tradition explore the processes by which new practices and 

objects are adopted into the everyday life of a social group or a society.  His work found 

that innovations are adopted incrementally, by different people in the group at different 

times, based on characteristics of the adopters.  He notes that there are two types of 
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innovation decisions, where an entire system either adopts or rejects an innovation or an 

individual member of a system adopts or refuses an innovation.402   

 The first instance, Rogers’ concept of the adoption of an innovation by an entire 

system, helps to explain several parts of the SuperNet project.  It explains the decision to 

implement the SuperNet project in general, clarified by Rogers’ idea of “authority 

innovation decisions.”  Second, Rogers’ “collective innovation decisions” helpfully 

clarifies the take up of the network among small organizations.403  According to Rogers, 

“Authority innovation-decisions are choices to adopt or reject an innovation that are made 

by a relatively few individuals in a system who possess power, status, or technical 

expertise.  An individual member of the system has little or no influence in the authority 

innovation-decision; he or she simply implements the decision once it is made by an 

authority.”404  The decision to construct and implement the SuperNet project initially was 

an authority innovation decision made by Alberta’s Ministry of Innovation and Science.  

The government was also responsible for the identification of the “stakeholder groups” 

that would receive SuperNet service, referred to by the acronym “GLHLM” that stood for 

Government, Library, Health, Learning, and Municipalities.  Provincial departments, 

specifically education, health, and community development then made authority 

innovation decisions that all schools, health centers, and libraries would use the network 

because the government paid for the installation and monthly service fees.405  For 

                                                           
402 Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, Fifth ed. (New York: Free Press, 2003), 28. 
403 Ibid. 
404 Ibid., 28-29. 
405 In 2004, the Minister of Learning stated that the department planned to fund the SuperNet for “the 

next 20 to 30 years” as a way to assist in rural education. Oberg, “Oral Question Period: Rural Education” 
in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Wednesday, March 24, 2004 in Province of Alberta, The 25th 
Legislature, Fourth Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. II (March 29 to May 13, 2004), 764. 
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organizations less tightly connected to the government, including municipalities and 

other organizations that could sign up to use the SuperNet, Rogers’ “collective innovation 

decisions” apply.  These are decisions where the members of a system reach consensus to 

adopt an innovation, in this case the SuperNet.  In these instances, organizations and their 

staff decided whether to use the SuperNet.  In some cases, organizations embraced the 

new innovation and built additional infrastructure to maximize both affordability and use.  

Some municipal entities chose to take the technology given to them and build upon it so 

that it would better serve their constituents’ needs.  In other instances, organizations felt 

they did not receive adequate provincial funding to connect, and the decision to adopt the 

SuperNet was not easily made.  In these cases, the SuperNet edge devices sit unused in 

municipal offices because the entities chose not to use the SuperNet connection that the 

government installed.  In Rogers’ other set of innovation decisions, the “optional 

innovation decisions,” individuals “independent of other members of the system” decide 

to accept or reject an innovation, possibly with influence from communication with 

others or the norms of the community.406  The optional innovation decision idea can be 

used to explore the case of individual adoption of high-speed internet by farmers and 

their families.  

Rural Organizations and the SuperNet 

This section explores three major challenges organizations faced connecting to the 

SuperNet and/or high-speed internet in rural Alberta: first, what small organizations 

perceived as a lack of communication from the government and the SuperNet partners 

                                                           
406 Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 28. 
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about the network and its benefits; second, a pricing structure that is “cost prohibitive” to 

small organizations; and third, some internet service providers’ lack of interest or lack of 

financing to serve small communities.  This section uses fieldwork findings to explore 

these three challenges in detail.  The anecdote at the start of this chapter thickly and 

richly illustrates one organization’s challenges and frustrations of connecting to the 

SuperNet.  

While this chapter explores challenges that organizations encounter when 

connecting to the network and rural individuals face when looking for a high-speed 

internet provider in their area, it is important to note that the SuperNet is a unique project 

with many possibilities for rural areas.  Before the SuperNet became available, high-

speed internet was not available in all regions of the province.407  Only 30 cities and 

towns had high-speed internet access, just below seven per cent of the 429 settlements in 

the province.  Some organizations and many individual homes, discussed in the following 

section, relied on dial-up internet directly before the SuperNet came.408  Dial-up speeds in 

the county, regardless of the modem used, were often only five to 20 Kbps.409 

                                                           
407 Jill Mahoney, “Superfast Network to Cover Alberta; Plan for Provincewide High-Speed Internet; 

Aimed to Attract Technology Industry,” The Globe and Mail (Canada), National Edition (Friday, 
November 3, 2000): A3; “Alberta SuperNet Packs Power,” Alberta SuperNet, “Harnessing the SuperNet 
Advantage,” Advertising Supplement (n.d.): 3; “Province Launches High-Speed Internet Project,” CBC 
News (Thursday, November 2, 2000), URL: http://www.cbc.ca/news/story/2000/11/02/hispd001102.html 
(accessed December 14, 2006); Paul Marck, “Galahad Gets Up to Speed, Alberta SuperNet Gives Even the 
Tiniest Villages a 21st Century Pipeline to a World of Information,” The Edmonton Journal (Friday, March 
17, 2006).  

408 These included Librarian (5B-AB), Town 4, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 
22, 2006; Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, 
December 8, 2006; Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, 
November 30, 2006. 

409 General Manager, Automotive Dealership (1E-AB), Town 4, Central County Interview with the 
Author, November 15, 2006; Rural Dweller (6D-AB), South County, Interview with the Author, November 
21, 2006. 
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   As communication scholars Sharon Strover, Gary Chapman, and Jody Waters 

note “technological optimism” characterizes computer and internet movements.  This is 

“the belief that computer/Internet access and expertise can provide transformative powers 

to the individual.”410  In the case of the SuperNet, the partners envisioned changing 

people’s lives as services improved and economic development opportunities arose.  A 

director in the Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency illustrated this 

optimism when he noted that access to high-speed internet across the province “starts to 

break down the digital divide” and it “stimulates the economic development of rural 

areas.”411  The network’s website lauds these opportunities.  A posting quotes the 

Chairman of the economic development alliance for the region under study.  He notes, 

“SuperNet will help put rural Alberta on an equal footing with the larger urban centers. 

SuperNet could mean the long-term survival of areas like east central Alberta. [Our 

alliance’s] goal is to be an active player in achieving this initiative.”412  From this 

perspective, there are a host of possibilities for the region, including attracting new 

businesses and providing increased educational opportunities for residents because 

according to Minister Doerksen, “connected communities are all the same size.”413  At 

the same time, organizations need to be connected before reaping the benefits.  It is true 

that many are; nearly all of the county’s schools, seven of the eight libraries, and all of 

                                                           
410 Sharon Strover, Gary Chapman, Jody Waters, “Beyond Community Networking and CTCs: Access, 

Development, and Public Policy,” Telecommunications Policy, 28 (2004): 466. 
411 Executive Director, Network Services, Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, 

Government of Alberta (1C-AB), Interview with the Author, November 9, 2006. 
412 Wendall Warman, Chairman, BRAED Alliance (Battle River Alberta Economic Alliance), quoted 

on the News Archive page of the Alberta SuperNet website, URL: 
http://www.albertasupernet.ca/the+project/news/default1.htm (accessed May 24, 2007). 

413 Doerkson, “Oral Question Period: Telework,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Monday, April 
19, 2004, in Province of Alberta, The 25th Legislature, Fourth Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. II (March 29 
to May 13, 2004): 861. 
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the public medical facilities have operational SuperNet connections.414  These 

organizations note that they are very satisfied with their service.  At the same time, there 

are organizations that remain unconnected including one library, all ten of the town and 

village offices, and the county office.  Additionally are the organizations that had 

significant difficulties connecting up, including the county’s learning center.  Other 

organizations, such as a county family and community services office, did not even 

consider signing up due to the prohibitive cost and because the SuperNet representatives 

had no literature to leave with the director.  She stated representatives dropped by and 

asked if the center was interested in connecting, but they had nothing to leave with her 

about the network.415   

 

Major Challenge One: Lack of Communication 

 
The first challenge is what small organizations perceived as the government’s 

lack of communication about the network and its benefits.  Most of the organizational 

interviewees noted they initially learned of the SuperNet through their place of 

employment (six) or through the media (five).416  Four people recalled hearing of it 

                                                           
414 Only four schools remain unconnected to the SuperNet; all of these are Hutterite schools. The 

Hutterites decided not to get SuperNet connections at their schools. Although the network interested some 
colonies and they wanted the fiber optic cable dug in but not connected, the colonies’ religious leader 
decided against it. The Hutterite colonies did succumb to some modern technology, however. The financial 
manager of a local colony transferred my phone call to the minister’s house. The reclusive Hutterites, 
therefore, adopted telephone technology. Director of Technology, Regional School Division (20B-AB), 
Interview with the Author, December 15, 2006. 

415 Director, Central County Family and Community Services Office, Personal Communication with 
the Author, November 14, 2006. 

416 Interviewees that learned about the SuperNet through work: Administrative Coordinator, 
Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, Central County, October 31, 2006; Librarian (4B-
AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2006; Librarian (5B-AB), Town 4, 
Central County, Interview with the Author, November 22, 2006; Librarian (13B-AB), Village 6, Central 
County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006; Chief Administrative Officer (18B-AB), Town 2, 
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through word of mouth or around town.417  Finally, four recalled originally hearing about 

the SuperNet from the government directly or from government information.418 

Interviewees faulted the government and the SuperNet partners with not giving 

them enough information about the project and where it would connect, what it was 

capable of, how much their organizations would have to pay for access, and what the 

equipment installed on their premises would do. 

At the SuperNet Opportunities Conference in 2006, a representative from a 

southern Alberta county remarked that all the government said was the SuperNet is 

coming; they did not say how, or for how much money.  He compared it to building a 

highway, but not telling people where the road goes.419  The literacy coordinator noted 

that the government’s “biggest mistake” was not selling people on the idea.420  The 

learning center’s administrative coordinator noted, “it was so poorly presented that 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 2006; Principal, School (19B-AB), Village 3, 
Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 2006. Interviewees that learned about the 
SuperNet through the media: Librarian (6B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, 
November 23, 2006; Chief Administrative Officer (10B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the 
Author, December 1, 2006; Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview 
with the Author, December 8, 2006; Administrator (17B-AB), Village 4, Central County, Interview with 
the Author, December 14, 2006; Principal, School (19B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the 
Author, December 14, 2006. 

417 Career Consultant and Board Member, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (3B-
AB), Town 2, Central County, November 1, 2006; Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult 
Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central County, October 25, 2006; Village Administrator (8B-AB), 
Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 30, 2006; Chief Administrative Officer 
(15B-AB), Town 1, Northern County, Interview with the Author, December 13, 2006. 

418 Health Region Representative (11B-AB), Interview with the Author, December 6, 2006; Director of 
Technology, Regional School Division (20B-AB), Interview with the Author, December 15, 2006; 
Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 
2006; Administrative Assistant (16B-AB), Town 1, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 
13, 2006. 

419 Forty Mile County Representative, Question and Answer Period, “Public Consultation,” Panel 
Session 3, Day 2, SuperNet Opportunities Conference, Calgary, Alberta, Canada (Wednesday, June 21, 
2006); Administrative Coordinator, Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, Central County, 
October 31, 2006 echoed this sentiment also. 

420 Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central 
County, Interview with the Author, October 25, 2006.  
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nobody really understood what it would do for them….”421  A librarian from a small town 

mirrored this issue when she stated that small communities were left wondering, “The 

SuperNet, it’s here, [but] what do we do with it?”  She criticized the partners for only 

providing the infrastructure and not the services, like internet, noting they “didn’t really 

think about the end user.”422  Organizations did not receive information that would allow 

them to understand what opportunities it could bring; some interviewees lamented the 

lack of practical applications, steps to take, and advice on how to proceed.423  Small 

organizations received the basic equipment from the government, but they did not also 

receive a sound understanding of how to use the network and what possibilities it could 

offer.  One argued that the government’s information about the network was an 

“afterthought.”424  A representative of the Ministry of Restructuring and Government 

Efficiency, the government body responsible for the SuperNet project, confirmed that 

initial communication was absent.  She noted that the Ministry did not begin to focus on 

educating people about the network’s benefits until the partners finished construction.425  

Some organizations had equipment installed more than a year before completion of the 

network.  Eight months after the government announced the network was complete in fall 

of 2005, it held the first public conference on SuperNet opportunities.  It frustrated people 

to have the equipment, but not know how to use it.    

                                                           
421 Administrative Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, 

Central County, Interview with the Author, October 31, 2006. 
422 Librarian (6B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 23, 2006. 
423 Administrative Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, 

Central County, Interview with the Author, October 31, 2006; Literacy Coordinator, Central County 
Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, October 
25, 2006.  

424 Administrative Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, 
Central County, Interview with the Author, October 31, 2006. 

425 Executive Director, Network Services, Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, 
Government of Alberta (1C-AB), Interview with the Author, November 9, 2006. 
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A minority of interviewees argued that rural residents and organizations should 

accept at least some of the responsibility for not learning about the network.  One 

interviewee, a learning center board member and a representative at the SuperNet 

Opportunities Conference, noted that many communities in her county and in other rural 

areas did not send representatives to the conference, even though the government paid for 

the registration fees.  She expressed frustration that the SuperNet did not interest every 

town and county and argued that more excitement about the network in her community 

could have resulted from greater representation at the conference.  She admitted, 

however, that the lack of interest in the conference partly stemmed from the fact that “one 

of the things that maybe the government hasn’t done very well at is sell the 

program…they haven’t sold it widely enough.”426     

The partners’ lack of communication left organizations with an incomplete 

understanding of the network and what it would do.  One town administrator admitted 

that when she learned about the SuperNet, she thought it sounded like a “science fiction 

thing,” a comment that illustrates the partners did not adequately inform and educate 

people, some of whom were neither knowledgeable about current computing and 

information technology nor about what the province was building.427  A learning center 

administrative coordinator and rural resident from the southern county noted that the 

“SuperNet is cyberspace.”428  The former administrator’s admission shows that she was 

                                                           
426 Career Consultant and Board Member, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (3B-

AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 1, 2006. 35 minutes.  
427 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 

30, 2006; Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, 
Central County, Interview with the Author, October 25, 2006. 

428 Learning Center Administrative Coordinator and Rural Farm Resident (14D-AB), Telephone 
Conversation with the Author, November 17, 2006. 
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unfamiliar with networking and its potential and this raises important points.  Since some 

community members did not have a clear understanding of the concepts of fiber optics 

and networking, the visible aspects of the project and the negative perceptions some 

people received from these became important, for they were representative of the project 

itself. 

In Public Opinion, first published in 1922, Walter Lippmann outlined that 

pseudo-environments exist between people and their environments.429 The pseudo-

environment is a “representation of the environment which is in lesser or greater degree 

made by man himself [sic].”430  It is selective, and must be, because, 

 
the real environment is altogether too big, too complex, and too fleeting 
for direct acquaintance. We are not equipped to deal with so much 
subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations and combinations. And 
although we have to act in that environment, we have to reconstruct it on a 
simpler model before we can manage with it. To traverse the world men 
must have maps of the world.431 
 
 

For Lippmann, people’s inability to adequately deal with the complexity that surrounded 

them meant that they needed experts who knew about the subjects in question and could 

make better-informed choices than the average person.  In certain cases, however, people 

are expected to deal with complex topics on their own, such as the SuperNet.  Here, 

people use their pseudo-environments to think, feel, and act in the world.  For the 

administrator quoted above, science fiction provided her with a frame to understand the 

SuperNet.  Science fiction is an interesting choice of a metaphor because science fiction 

                                                           
429 Walter Lippmann, Public Opinion (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1922), 15. 
430 Ibid. 
431 Ibid., 16. 
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is not reality, but rather it is in the realm of the imagined, fantasy, and the future.  Science 

fiction is not something that occurs in the here and now, as was the case with the 

SuperNet, but it was something that occurred in the future and required people to stretch 

their imaginations to believe in it.  Additionally, science fiction tends to employ scientific 

and technological concepts that are too distant to comprehend.  From this starting place, 

the administrator began to understand the SuperNet. 

 The entire SuperNet project, with its 429 communities, over 4,200 connected 

facilities,432 13,000 kilometers of wireless and fiber optic cable, and intangible concepts 

of networking were too complex for many.  People, thus, made simpler mental maps 

using what they could witness of the SuperNet: the construction crews and the equipment 

placed in communities.  For many rural organizations and some residents, the technology 

installed in their communities and the work crews that carried out the installations, 

represented the SuperNet and people based their early evaluations of the SuperNet on 

these representations.  These initial impressions proved long-lasting and difficult to 

change.  Importantly, the network was largely invisible to residents and networks are 

difficult concepts to envision.  Many of the organization interviewees’ early perceptions 

of the SuperNet project stemmed from the experience they had with the installation of 

SuperNet equipment.  Many recalled this experience as wasteful as several different work 

crews came to offices over a period of months.  One set of workers affixed stickers to 

locations where others later installed equipment.  Several interviewees commented on 

                                                           
432 Government of Alberta Press Release, “Alberta SuperNet Now Operational throughout the 

Province: Province Marks Key Completion Milestone During the Centennial Year,” (September 30, 2005), 
URL: http://www.gov.ab.ca/acn/200509/18828F93E02E6-F2D6-4F55-99D3CC5C2E0424EF.html 
(accessed January 13, 2009); “Alberta SuperNet Packs Power,” Alberta SuperNet, “Harnessing the 
SuperNet Advantage,” Advertising Supplement (n.d.): 3. 
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this process.  The literacy coordinator described it as “classic government work”433 and a 

mayor called it a “government make work project.”434  The learning center’s 

administrative coordinator stated there were “a dozen trips, a dozen technicians” and 

inspectors at the learning center.435  A town administrator stated, “so many people came” 

there was a “different crew for each ‘doodie’ [sic]” installed.436  One mayor argued the 

installation was “like the coming of the Roman legions” where twelve different workers 

came to work on the equipment.437  Additionally, several organizations reported a gap 

between when the partners installed SuperNet equipment to when they knew what it 

would do, as described in the anecdote above.438  Some interviewees noted that there was 

a lot of politicking or politics involved with the project.439  Interviewees’ early 

perceptions of the project were that it was infused with politics and that it was wasteful.  

They found the process frustrating and they did not yet have service.  Community 

members’ other early experiences of the SuperNet, whether they realized it or not, came 

from their experience with the SuperNet equipment installed in their communities.   

 The partners installed two kinds of equipment in communities.  Each town and 

village has a point of presence (POP).  In larger towns this is the SuperNet shed, located 

                                                           
433 Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central 

County, Interview with the Author, October 25, 2006.  
434 Mayor (9B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 1, 2006. 
435 Administrative Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, 

Central County, Interview with the Author, October 31, 2006. 
436 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 

30, 2006. 
437 Mayor (9B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 1, 2006. 
438 Librarian (6B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 23, 2006; 

Librarian (13B-AB), Village 6, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006. 
439 Network Administrator, Regional Library (7B-AB), Interview with the Author, November 27, 

2006; Mayor (9B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 1, 2006. 
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outdoors on town property.  The sheds are three by four meter shacks.440  They are locked 

taupe metal buildings encircled by chain link fence with padlocks and barbed wire.441  

Alternately, in smaller towns and villages, are the locked beige metal cabinets located in 

town offices with tubes labeled fiber optic cable coming out.  The organizations’ 

employees do not have access to the cabinets.442  Both the sheds and the cabinets feature 

the SuperNet logo.  The other pieces of equipment installed in communities are the 

“SuperNet edge devices” (SED), Cisco Catalyst 3550 Series switches, placed in schools, 

libraries, and health care facilities.  The switches are wide, flat metal boxes lined with 

numerous Ethernet ports.  The devices feature a label on the front reading “Property of 

Axia SuperNet Ltd.”  Cisco explains that “The Cisco Catalyst® 3550 Series Intelligent 

Ethernet Switch is a line of stackable, multilayer switches that provide high availability, 

quality of service (QoS), and security to enhance network operations. With a range of 

Fast Ethernet and Gigabit Ethernet configurations, the Cisco Catalyst 3550 Series is a 

powerful option for enterprise and metro access applications.”443  According to the 

SuperNet website, the SED (SuperNet Edge Device) is “An intelligent device placed on 

the customer premise by the SuperNet service provider.  This is the last physical device 

that is part of the SuperNet network and defines the end of the service provider’s 

responsibility (demarcation).  In most cases, the SED will be a Cisco 3550 switch/router, 

                                                           
440 Steven M. Cherry, “Across the Great Divide: Alberta SuperNet is a Model for the Broadband 

Future—Everywhere,” IEEE Spectrum (North America), 41, issue 1 (January 2004): 33.   
441 Although in one case the partners altered the appearance of the shack to be more “aesthetically 

pleasing” to the structure’s neighbors. Workers covered the shed in pine shingles. Chief Administrative 
Officer (15B-AB), Town 1, Northern County, Interview with the Author, December 13, 2006. 

442 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Personal Communication with the 
Author, November 28, 2006. 

443 “Cisco Catalyst® 3550 Series Switches,” Products and Technologies, Cisco website, URL: 
http://www.cisco.com/warp/public/cc/pd/si/casi/ca3550/index.shtml (accessed January 13, 2009). 
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which will be supplied, monitored and maintained by SuperNet.”444  These devices and 

the closed sheds/cabinets represented the SuperNet for rural Albertans and it is from 

these artifacts that Albertans began to make meaning of the network.  Some interviewees 

remarked that they did not have access to the devices although their buildings housed 

them.  The regional library’s network administrator explained that he could not access 

some of the devices, including the “fiber termination” which he said is a “locked box” 

that he “can’t get into.”445  A librarian continued this trajectory, noting “we’ve had those 

boxes about 1½ years before we got SuperNet.  We’re not allowed to touch it.”446  The 

visual representations of the SuperNet—the SEDs and the cabinets/sheds—helped people 

to make meaning, and from these, the SuperNet appeared unintelligible and inaccessible, 

a symbol of high technology.  On the one hand, the boxes represented the mysteries of 

science fiction for some of the organization employees.  On the other, workers, 

technological experts, and the SuperNet partners, identified the boxes as the typical 

products of bureaucratic work. 

Organization employees were largely unaware of what the devices were and what 

they did, illustrated by the terms people used to describe them.  Organization employees 

most commonly called SuperNet devices “boxes.”  The term was used to describe both 

edge devices447 and town points of presence.448  Some evidenced partial understanding of 
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what the structures did.  Two town administrators discussed the POPs in their offices, 

noting, the “big cabinet” is “supposed to be the center of works,” or the “POP” but she 

also called other components “doodies.”449  The second noted that the cabinet was the 

POP.450  A mayor noted that the “fenced building” behind the hardware store was the 

“hub connection” and a town administrator stated that it was the “control shack.”451  

Other interviewees did know that the Cisco Catalyst 3550 device was a router.452  

Interestingly, those interviewees who had the most problems getting SuperNet service 

knew the correct terms for SuperNet technology, likely because they had done more 

research into and communication about the SuperNet.453  Finally, some interviewees were 

uncertain about SuperNet devices, stating, “I believe we’re wired in at the back” and 

“we’ve got something outside.”454  Interviewees held a rudimentary understanding of the 

devices and the network they represented; the SuperNet was not a network that they 

readily understood and associated with.  The regional library’s network administrator 

created documents explaining the SuperNet and internet to send to libraries in the region.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
448 Administrator (17B-AB), Village 4, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 

2006. 
449 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 

30, 2006. 
450 Administrator (17B-AB), Village 4, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 

2006. 
451 Mayor (9B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 1, 2006; Chief 

Administrative Officer (15B-AB), Town 1, North County, Interview with the Author, December 13, 2006. 
452 Chief Administrative Officer (18B-AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, 

December 14, 2006; Librarian (4B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 7, 
2006. 

453 Librarian (4B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2006; 
Administrative Coordinator, Community Adult Learning Office (2B-AB), Town 2, Central County, 
October 31, 2006. 

454 First quotation from Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview 
with the Author, December 8, 2006; second quotation from Village Administrator, Village 2, Central 
County, Telephone Conversation with the Author, December 7, 2006. 
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Interviewees sought similar explanatory communication from the partners but did not 

receive it. 

As a result of the lack of communication, people were unclear about what to 

expect from the SuperNet.  One town administrator, who had a very negative overall 

view of the project, faulted the partners with a “lack of communication.”  She said there 

was “misunderstanding” because “people thought it’d come to them” but that was not the 

case.455  A community member noted that he did not understand why the SuperNet did 

not go to everyone because it was in the ditch near the road running in front of 

buildings.456  A resident of a small village noted that he asked himself if the “fiber optic 

cable runs right in front of my house, why can’t I get it?”457  Service providers remarked 

that people wanted to know how to use the SuperNet to get on the internet.458  These 

comments illustrate a lack of understanding about the differences between copper cable, 

used in telephony, which can be readily spliced and fiber optic cable, which is much 

more delicate and not easily divided.  The bundles in the highway are composed of 48 

fibers and therefore are difficult to cleave and splice.459  For those who did not 

understand the difference, the SuperNet appeared selective and discriminatory.  Using 

their settled understanding of copper wires and basic telephone service, some community 

members observed that rather than being served by the wires that ran past their offices 
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and homes, they were bypassed, which made no sense since taxpayers funded the 

network.  Some people working in the information technology field questioned why the 

SuperNet does not connect to the copper wire of the telephone system.  One argued that 

having “no interconnection between the fiber and copper” was a huge failing of the 

network.460  The internet service provider noted that “fiber has its place; it’s a fantastic 

conduit from town to town.”  But, he argued it is a “terrible conduit from house to house” 

because the connections cost thousands of dollars.461  If there was a connection between 

the two, and the telephone company upgraded the copper in small towns from its current 

poor condition, subscribers could get asymmetric digital subscriber line (ADSL), which 

provides high-speed internet access from common twisted pair telephone lines.462  Urban 

residents take ADSL availability for granted.  The provider noted that there “should have 

been copper distribution within the towns,” a “fiber optic network with copper delivery 

within towns.”  The way that it was done, he argued, rendered delivery costs “through the 

roof” and he concluded that “without copper” the network is “cutting out a host of people 

who’d use it.”463 

In addition to being unclear about whom the network was supposed to serve, some 

people were uncertain about the difference between SuperNet and internet service.  One 

village administrator argued that knowledge about the network was lacking and that 

Albertans do not know that it exists and they do not know the “difference between high-
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speed internet, [a satellite internet service provider], and SuperNet.”464  A county 

councilor noted that the county would have to pay $4,000 to be “hooked up” to the 

SuperNet and that they chose service from a private ISP instead because it “is cheaper.” 

465  This illustrates that he did not know of the difference between the two.  Another 

village administrator was uncertain, stating, “we don’t have SuperNet” and then he 

followed up with uncertainty, “is that the same as high-speed?”466  Others shared this 

confusion.   

A town’s Chief Administrative Officer was critical of the preparation communities 

received for the SuperNet.  She said that people “have no idea what the capacity of the 

SuperNet is” and that “even municipalities don’t know what the full utilization was.”  

They thought that the SuperNet was a provider.  She said everyone “got little tidbits” but 

not the “full meal deal.”467  Another town’s Chief Administrative Officer noted that they 

had a SuperNet “drop” in the office, but they used high-speed internet instead.  He noted 

in late 2006, “no one’s ever come out to show us how it [SuperNet] can be used.”468  He 

concluded that the SuperNet was “not being used to its full potential” and that people in 

rural Alberta “need to be provided with tools” to do so.  He argued an online presentation 

or community meetings about the SuperNet would advance use of the network.469  This 
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led him to opine that the SuperNet has the “potential for greatness” but what happened is 

that the partners were “building a great big highway that no one uses.”470  The 

government’s decision to build the pipeline but to leave the applications to organizations 

and communities clearly did not assist Albertans in using the network.   

As with any new technology, people need to learn to use it and more importantly, 

need to determine what the innovation can do for them; how it can improve their lives, 

their work, and their communication.  A project director and mayor in southern Alberta 

who is helping develop a virtual learning and business center in his community argues 

that one thing his project is doing is to “develop a culture of use” because while the 

SuperNet is a “visionary investment,” the take up has been “disappointing” to the 

government and its partners.  The project centers around creating spaces where 

community members can use the SuperNet for education and training, business video 

conferencing, telehealth, business incubation and counseling, all of which will help create 

a “culture of use, exactly as with TV, telephone, fax.”471  He stated that “access doesn’t 

solve the digital divide” and that the SuperNet is “not yet the same as electrification, 

telephony.”472  SuperNet will only become like other commonly accepted innovations 

once Albertans weave it into the fabric of their daily lives.  The region’s Member of 

Legislative Assembly (MLA) noted that “hooking people up” is “only a first step” and 

“teaching people to meaningfully use it is the next step.”473  Developing a culture of use, 

however, is something that requires an awareness that the SuperNet existed.  Many 

Albertans do not know about the project.  The government’s Executive Director of 
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Network Services argued that people “shouldn’t know” about the SuperNet.  From his 

perspective, service providers using the SuperNet should market their service and perhaps 

mention the network, but it was not imperative that Albertans know about the 

SuperNet.474  In contrast, the rural Member of the Legislative Assembly lamented that 

“average, ordinary people aren’t aware of the full potential” of the SuperNet.475  The 

literacy coordinator strongly felt that it was the government’s job to teach people about 

the network.  She stated “It is not my job to publicize the SuperNet … I don’t have a 

billion dollars to … I don’t have money to spend on developing ways of using it.”  She 

argued that people “gotta have some awareness, understanding” for the network to be 

useful to them.476  Developing a culture of use around the SuperNet that approximates 

electrification and telephony is a long way away. 

In contrast to interviewees from small organizations, who argued that they had not 

heard enough from the SuperNet partners and the internet service providers, a 

representative from the regional health office noted that “Axia, the company that 

manages it, visits us and says ‘what can we do to help you?’ They want our business. … 

They said health is important; it matters.  And when they listen to our concerns, it raises 

my opinions.”477  The project director and mayor stated that there had been a “concerted 

effort” by the province to inform as they held “information sessions across the 

province.478  Some others, like the director of technology for the school division, the 
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network administrator for the regional library, and the health region’s technology 

representative noted that they had been to information sessions about the SuperNet, but 

other people outside of these “stakeholder” groups either were unaware of such sessions 

or were not invited.  

The absence of communication that organizations perceived as helpful from the 

SuperNet partners was a major criticism of the network.  Organization employees found 

information lacking and were left with a murky understanding of the network and its 

potential.  Organizations that did gain an understanding of the SuperNet and decided to 

use it were then faced with the costs associated with bringing the network to their 

organizations.  

 

Major Challenge Two: Pricing Structure 

 
The second major concern is a pricing structure that is “cost prohibitive” to small 

organizations.  The Government of Alberta envisioned the SuperNet as a way to end the 

digital divide between rural and urban areas in the province.479  The network was to give 

rural communities affordable access to high-speed internet.  Axia’s chairman and chief 

executive officer stated, “SuperNet allows all organizations, companies and also 

individuals to benefit from high-quality, high-capacity, cost-effective connectivity 

wherever they live or work in Alberta.”480  A project representative stated that SuperNet 

pricing was “amazing” for internet service providers and such low prices were a result of 
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Hansard, vol. 1 (February 26 to April 11, 2002), 85.  
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it being a government network.481  The low prices are to filter down to residents and 

organizations, who can receive $40 to $50 per month high-speed internet service.482  

Despite this, small organizations are finding the costs associated with service out of their 

reach.483  There are three sub-concerns organizations have associated with cost: first, the 

monthly basic service fees; second, the costs associated with relocating the router, if 

necessary; and third, the cost of purchasing equipment to benefit from, and fully utilize, 

SuperNet service. 

 A major cost limitation is the basic monthly service fee.  The SuperNet website 

states that the operation and maintenance of the network will be “self-sustaining” through 

revenues generated by SuperNet customers, including government offices, schools, health 

facilities, libraries, municipal government offices, internet service providers, and 

application service providers.484  Indeed, if every SuperNet connection activated service 

at 256 Kbps, the lowest service level, the revenues per month to the SuperNet would be 

$1,018,500 (CAD).  If all connections activated at 5 Mbps, the gross revenue would be 

$2,114,700 (CAD).485  To generate revenue and provide service at fixed rates, the 

government created “capped rates” for various service levels for the provincial 

government, learning institutions, health care facilities, libraries, and municipalities.  

Importantly, these rates are the same across the province, reversing the trend of lower 
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fees in the cities and higher ones in rural areas.486  The capped rates replicate the tariff 

structure of the old monopoly telephone era. 

The learning center required a service level of five megabytes per second of 

committed bandwidth.  For this level of service, the capped monthly rate is $503.50, 

which the learning center pays in addition to the ISP’s monthly service fees for the 

internet connection in the amount of $34.95.487  Commenting on the service costs, the 

literacy coordinator noted with some bitterness that there is the “$500 monthly fee which 

was not exactly in our budget.”488  After learning that the budgets of small organizations 

could not accommodate the monthly “Basic Service Fee,”489 the government again 

stepped in.  The provincial departments of education and libraries provide subsidies for 

the monthly connection fees to Axia, the network manager.490  For other organizations 

outside of these realms, the province created a program to reimburse certain 

organizations for the fees.  The organizations pay the bill and then the government 
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reimburses them twice a year.  The learning center’s administrative coordinator and one 

of its board members, however, note that they may not have enough cash to float the fees 

until reimbursement.  Additionally, they worry that the government could cut the 

program at any time, leaving them to pay the entire bill, and there is “absolutely no 

money” in their small budget to pay the service fee.491  The learning center board member 

notes that this process has “scared a lot of people off” because they fear that the SuperNet 

will cost them a lot of money.492   

Some organizations, notably town offices, are not eligible for the rebate program 

or for other provincial government programs to fund the connection.493  Town offices, 

unlike libraries and schools, collect their own taxation and raise their own money and are 

thus not eligible for provincial funding.494  In the county under study, none of the town 

offices are connected to the network because they found the unsubsidized connection 

costs and monthly fees to be beyond what their budgets could accommodate and they 

could not justify the expense to their constituents.495  The central county’s senior 

financial officer noted that SuperNet is “financially not feasible” for counties and town 

offices.496  Rather than connect to the SuperNet, some town offices upgraded to the newly 

introduced high-speed internet available in their communities. Towns found that high-
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speed internet from an ISP could be obtained at a significant cost saving over dial-up 

internet.497  Thus, the SuperNet partners’ promise of affordable high-speed internet in 

rural communities came to fruition.  The dedicated phone line necessary for dial-up from 

Telus cost $60 per month plus dial-up fees of $13 or $14 and high-speed using line of 

sight wireless was $34.95 per month for a 500 Kbps download speed and 250 Kbps 

upload speed connection.498  Some of the towns in the region went from dial-up directly 

to high-speed after the SuperNet arrived.499  This was the case for some of the libraries as 

well that went from dedicated phone lines for dial-up to SuperNet and high-speed internet 

only once the partners activated the SuperNet.500  Many towns in the county and beyond 

identified cost as the reason they were not using the SuperNet.  One town’s chief 

administrative officer noted that the SuperNet was “not something we would use” and 
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they would have to see a “cost benefit analysis” before getting service.501  Another 

town’s administrative assistant noted that they did not connect to the SuperNet because of 

the “costs associated with it.”  The office was “waiting to see if the provincial 

government would provide funding.”502  This office was still using dial-up internet 

service and the assistant reported paying $113.96 per month for service, significantly 

higher than the cost of a high-speed internet connection.503  Town officials considered 

connecting to the network but many concluded that the SuperNet would not be useful to 

them in their work.  One town manager said she would think about it “if it was something 

we need.”504  But, the mayor of the same town noted they based their decision on the 

“value for services provided.”505  In this way, unless there is great value added from 

belonging to the network, for small organizations, it may be easier and less costly to only 

get high-speed internet service because they are not faced with either floating or paying 

the monthly network fee.  One representative at the SuperNet Opportunities Conference 

from a town in northern Alberta said her town office could not afford the $250 per month 

service fee for 256 Kilobytes per second of committed bandwidth.  The town was 

keeping their current high-speed cable provider.506  Of course, high-speed ISPs do not 

match the speed and bandwidth provided by SuperNet, but most organizations view 

themselves as low users and are satisfied with high-speed internet.  In some cases, dial-up 
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service satisfied some organizations.  Four towns and villages in the county remained on 

dial-up, not even signing up for recently available high-speed internet.  One village 

administrator noted, “we’re on dial-up” and “we don’t really require” high-speed internet 

service.507  Another village administrator said getting high-speed internet was “on my list 

of to dos” but she admitted that it was “not high up” on the queue.  She viewed the office 

as a low user and noted she had a solution that did not require an enhanced service, 

remarking every six months, “someone sends me a big honkin’ email” that she cannot 

download.  In response, she said “I call and say ‘send me a paper copy’ and they do.”508  

She felt she could operate without high-speed internet.  For the dial-up users, if high-

speed internet was not a priority, a SuperNet connection was not necessary. 

Other organizations with a community focus, including the county’s family and 

community services office and a privately owned employment center were not eligible 

for government programs to fund the network.  They did not use the SuperNet, although 

conceivably, both could expand services to clients and more effectively use work time 

with video conferencing.  SuperNet advertising hailed videoconferencing noting that the 

service allows people and organizations to save money and time.509  The former office 

held a monthly meeting comprised of the region’s social service workers, many of whom 

traveled from other towns and counties to attend.  Although the group treated the 

meetings partially as a social occasion, having video conferencing equipment and service 

available could allow the group to meet regardless of the weather. 

                                                           
507 Village Administrator, Village 2, Central County, Telephone Conversation with the Author, 

December 7, 2006. 
508 Ibid. 
509 “Save Your Money (and Time),” Alberta SuperNet, “Harnessing the SuperNet Advantage,” 

Advertising Supplement (n.d.): 15. 
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 Despite the hindrances of cost for some organizations, others found the process 

much more affordable.  Organizations with regional boards that worked to ensure all 

member organizations were connected found that the SuperNet was reasonably priced.  

This was the case of the libraries.  One librarian recalled being concerned because the 

cost estimates “really scared people.”  She said they were originally told the cost would 

be $250 to $500 a month.  The provincial department overseeing libraries, Alberta 

Community Development, stepped in and pays for the monthly SuperNet fees entirely.  

Additionally, the libraries chose a “shared ISP approach.”  The regional library authority 

reached an agreement with an ISP to create a shared approach for internet service where 

the regional library board buys bandwidth at bulk prices, further reducing costs to 

individual libraries.510  The approach uses an ISP that uses “a Virtual Private Network” 

(VPN) to deliver internet over the SuperNet.511  The member libraries share bandwidth in 

this approach for one bulk monthly rate.  The regional library determines what proportion 

of the ISP fees each library pays based on service populations; libraries pay $0.0054 per 

person before taxes.512  Despite their initial fears, small libraries in small centers reported 

that fees were manageable.  One library reported paying an internet fee that was “less 

than $7” leading her to argue that “It’s been really good.”513 Another librarian noted that 

their monthly internet service cost is just over $6.514  A third librarian stated theirs was 

“dirt cheap” at $3 per month.515  These prices are cheaper for libraries than a dedicated 

                                                           
510 Network Administrator, Regional Library (7B-AB), Interview with the Author, November 27, 2006. 
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515 Librarian (13B-AB), Village 6, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006. 
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phone line to provide dialup access, at a cost of approximately $60 per month or their 

own ISP without the shared approach.516  Despite these successes, the libraries’ main 

concern is whether Community Development will continue funding the SuperNet in its 

budgets.517 

Similar to libraries, schools are one of the SuperNet “stakeholders” and all 

stakeholders had the SuperNet installed in their locations for free.  Additionally Alberta 

Education, the provincial education department, paid for monthly SuperNet service for 

the province’s schools, freeing the local divisions from adding SuperNet service fees into 

their budgets.  Schools got the $503.50 5 Mbps Committed Access Rate service provided 

each month.518  For stakeholders, SuperNet service has cost individual organizations 

relatively little. 

A second cost associated limitation is moving SuperNet connections, a problem 

likely to become worse over time.  The partners installed the SuperNet edge device and 

dug in fiber optic cable free of charge the first time in government offices, schools, 

libraries, and health care centers, but after the initial installation, there are fees associated 

with moving the equipment.  While moves are costly because excavation needs to occur 

along with the laying of additional and expensive fiber optic cable, small organizations 

find themselves unable to allocate money to move the routers.  In one instance, a library, 

aware it was moving from its former location asked the partners that the SuperNet 
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installation be delayed.519  The partners carried out the installation despite the librarian’s 

wishes.  Shortly thereafter, the library moved, but the SuperNet connection did not.  The 

library’s new building already had a SuperNet edge device in place in a school and to 

connect, cable needed to be run from one part of the building to another.  Axia, the 

network manager, estimated that connecting the library in its new location would cost 

$3,692.00.520  The regional library’s network administrator labeled this estimate 

“astronomical” and argued that the refusal to move connections “comes down to 

politics.”521  He stated that Axia requires each service (library, school, on so on) to have a 

separate physical connection, a SuperNet edge device.  Axia earns money from monthly 

service fees charged on the physical connections.  He argued that having a library and a 

small school sharing an edge device would decrease their monthly earnings and felt that 

this was the main reason for not connecting the library.  The network administrator stated 

he “can’t understand why it costs $4,000” when all that is technically required is an 

Ethernet cable and he argued Axia is quoting “$4,000 for what a $100 run of cable could 

do.”522  The librarian explained that because the SuperNet edge device is Axia’s property, 

the library “can’t run fibre optic on [our] own.”  She called the quotation to move the 

router a “government inflated estimate.”523  The library is not currently using the 

SuperNet as they could not afford to connect in their new location; rather they have a 
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high-speed wireless connection.524  The librarian concluded “It’s [SuperNet] worthless to 

us” and said “I was pretty upset over the whole thing.”525     

The regional library’s network administrator noted that Axia quoted high prices for 

other moves and relocations as well.  In one case, laying fiber to reach a new library 

located in a residential area was to cost $45,000 to $48,000.526  When unveiling the 

SuperNet, the Minister of Restructuring and Government Efficiency stated that “The 

network will now be continuously evolving, just like roads or any other infrastructure—

for example, adding a new school once it is built. While we’re pleased to have met this 

final milestone, it’s the future possibilities of Alberta SuperNet that are truly exciting.”527  

The regional library’s network administrator has a different perspective; he suspects that 

in the long term SuperNet connections will decrease in number.  He argues that the costs 

of moving connections are “unrealistic” and since the government paid for the initial 

connections only, moving is the responsibility of the organizations concerned.  If a 

library grows and moves to a larger location, and there is no funding to move the 

connection the library will remain unconnected.  A town administrator noted that the 

town’s library was moving from the town office to a new multipurpose arena building 

and that the move is going to be “expensive.”528  The network administrator expects that 

                                                           
524 Literacy Coordinator, Central County Community Adult Learning Office (1B-AB), Town 2, Central 

County, Interview with the Author, October 25, 2006; Librarian (4B-AB), Town 3, Central County, 
Interview with the Author, November 7, 2006. 
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“it won’t be long, and a number of libraries are not connected.”529  For small 

organizations with limited budgets moving connections is simply not feasible.  A 

representative from the Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency was not 

sympathetic to this problem.  He noted that “our customers” are realizing that in the “old 

world” of “copper twisted paired connections,” getting “another connection was never an 

issue.”  The customers and Ministries, however, are learning that to move fiber optic 

cable is “costly.”  He stated, “It’s an education process that is happening.”530  

Unfortunately, the representative did not offer any solution to this issue, suggesting that 

the prediction of the library’s network administrator could come true. 

Another “cost prohibitive” aspect is the price of video conferencing equipment.  

Luke Ouellette, the former Minister of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, noted 

at the SuperNet Opportunities Conference that videoconferencing was an “important 

application” of the network.  For many Albertans, videoconferencing is the one visible 

benefit of the SuperNet.  Having videoconferencing equipment available means that 

people could conduct business meetings or take classes without driving for hours at times 

in inclement weather to a larger town.  Many of the organizational interviewees agreed 

that videoconferencing was a central benefit of the SuperNet.531  Videoconferencing 
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remains difficult with other ISPs because downloading bandwidth is superior to that of 

uploading.  The developers designed the SuperNet to change this.  The learning center 

wants to provide long distance education for upgrading to obtain a high school diploma, 

apprenticeships and other career training and a SuperNet connection would enable them 

to use video conferencing to fulfill this end.  Videoconferencing equipment, however, is 

expensive and as the literacy coordinator notes, “of course, the problem is we have no 

budget to buy any video conferencing equipment.”532  Instead, the learning center board 

created a county training foundation to apply for provincial rural development monies.  If 

their applications are successful, the training foundation would use the grant money to 

buy video equipment.533  An inability to afford equipment leaves organizations using the 

SuperNet at less than optimum levels.  One town’s chief administrative officer remarked 

that the office did not have the SuperNet, but this was a moot point because “we don’t 

even have the equipment to use it.”534  In a comment made in the Legislature during a 

blistering criticism of the SuperNet project, the Opposition House Leader Laurie 

Blakeman noted “…my concern is that we commit our nonprofit public agencies to a 

significant outlay of money and they are never able to keep up with the requirements in 

cash and in the technology and equipment and software….”535  The government, 
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however, did not plan to provide additional support for equipment.  The Minister argued 

that equipment purchases had always been the domain of organizations.536  Without the 

necessary equipment and without knowledge of potential applications, SuperNet 

connections in smaller organizations remain unused.  

A service provider noted that the province got a “Cadillac service but nobody 

wanted it.”  He continued, Axia says it “can do VOIP, e-health, video conferencing. It 

can do all that but the service is too expensive.”537  Rural organizations with limited 

budgets that could benefit from VOIP and videoconferencing cannot afford SuperNet 

service. 

 

Major Challenge Three: Internet Service Provision 

 
The third major challenge small organizations face in rural Alberta is finding an 

ISP to serve them.  This is not as severe of a problem as it was before the SuperNet, when 

there were only a handful of high-speed providers in rural Alberta.  But, wireless internet 

service, the preferred technology for internet service providers using the SuperNet, is not 
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available everywhere.538  In June of 2006, a representative of the Ministry of 

Restructuring and Government Efficiency told SuperNet Opportunities Conference 

attendees that there were 35 internet service providers up and running in 145 

communities.539  This meant that 284 communities remained without an ISP nearly a year 

after the partners declared the SuperNet complete.  An undated SuperNet advertising 

supplement announces there are 74 service providers with contracts to provide high-

speed internet in “more than 180 communities.”540  The Executive Director of Network 

Services from the government estimated that 182 communities had ISPs in November of 

2006.  He suspected it will take about three years for all communities to have an ISP.  

The executive director stated he is not surprised large providers shun small communities, 

noting that “private sector companies” are “much more happy serving urban, semi-urban” 

areas than rural areas.541  Small organizations perceive the dearth of internet provision as 

a lack of interest on the part of the ISPs; they argue the ISPs do not want to serve small 

communities.  ISPs serving the region or those interested in serving the region however, 

note that securing financing to expand service to rural regions is difficult.542  One reason 

the government chose the model it did for its high-speed network was to encourage a 
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more competitive environment in telecommunications than Telus provided.543  The 

SuperNet plan provides more providers in the ISP market and it also introduces a large 

competitor to Telus into the province.  This is why the SuperNet manager, Axia, is not 

the sole ISP.544  In theory, small companies can compete with large ones because they all 

pay the same price for bandwidth.  The partners envisioned competing ISPs in small 

Alberta communities.545  This rationale seems to have been successful as small internet 

service providers have cropped up to provide service in some regions, although as the 

school division’s director of technology director noted, the government’s “promises of 

ISPs” in every community has “probably not been fulfilled to the extent promised.”546  

One project director, mayor, and SuperNet champion noted that high-speed internet was 

“working well in communities where private ISPs” set up shop but “others [were] left by 

the wayside.”  For rural areas, the school division’s director of technology stated that 

“getting those ISPs in towns, villages, and hamlets” was a major challenge but “that’s 

coming along.”547  An ISP noted that while the government is taking care of the public 

sector (schools, hospitals, libraries and government offices), residents and small 

businesses were “left out in the cold.”548  To solve this problem, the mayor and project 

developer from Southern Alberta noted that the government had been “visionary” and set 

up the provider of last resort clause.549  The contracts name Bell as the provider of last 
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resort, a service that the company has been slow to develop.550  Additionally, Bell’s 

provider of last resort service is using satellite rather than the SuperNet to provide high-

speed internet.551  Communities do not have ISP competition within a region as the 

government envisioned.  Fees imposed by Axia are part of this absence of competition.552  

Axia charges ISPs to install equipment in the POP shed.  One ISP proprietor noted that 

the first ISP in a community can set up in a POP for free, but Axia charges the next ISPs 

$1,500 each.  He noted, “if we’re seeing a small customer base, that extra $1,500 says 

we’re not gonna go there.”  Due to this, he scaled back his plans to extend service to eight 

or nine additional communities and now concentrates on “leveraging on our existing 

POPs” to keep costs down.”553  Another computer sales and service person confirmed 

this, stating that providers “can’t get bandwidth out of SuperNet buildings” and “just 

recently Axia added an extra cost” of “$1,500 to send a guy out from Calgary to hook 

up.”  He noted that this “just added to costs”554 and decreased ISP interest and ability in 

serving communities. 

In addition to the costs of installing in the POP sheds, another big issue for rural 

areas is finding towers on which to install equipment.555  In some cases service extends 
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where companies can find suitable “towers” or existing infrastructure.  It is less 

expensive for companies to lease existing infrastructure than to build their own towers, as 

the structures cost $10,000 to $12,000 (CAD) each with the costs of labor and steel.556  

Thus, in the county, three different companies have installed wireless transmitters on 

grain elevators, seed cleaning plants, and high structures in farmers’ fields, including one 

farmer’s grain drying facility.557  The ISPs’ services do not overlap and anyone who falls 

beyond the range of these line-of-sight wireless transmitters must resort to expensive 

satellite service for high-speed internet.  There is pressure from the community for those 

with tall infrastructure, like grain elevators, seed cleaning plants, and grain silos, to agree 

to host the equipment.558  Those that do receive free internet service for the use of the 

towers.559  In areas where no tall structures exist, service often does not extend.  An 

internet service provider serving small rural communities noted that “$10,000 for an 

antenna mast is not in our budget.”560  A society member providing internet to his village 

noted that other providers will “go everywhere they have minimal cost” and they “don’t 

put up towers.”561  Unlike in the U.S., companies refuse to let others have access to their 

structures.  The MLA for the region noted that if the telephone company allowed others 
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to use its towers, it would “enhance service to rural Albertans” and would be in the 

“public good.”  The phone company, however, “refuse[s] to let other companies on.”562  

Sharing towers would be an economical way to extend service. 

The wireless providers in the region did not pay spectrum licensing fees as they 

used unlicensed spectrum.  Many of the wireless internet service providers in the region 

are using unlicensed frequencies.563  One small private internet service provider 

mentioned the cost of licensing a spectrum to be prohibitive.564  Despite this, however, 

problems of signal interference cropped up necessitating cooperation between them or 

when this failed, the smaller ISPs had to adjust the frequencies all of their transmitters.565  

In some cases, small organizations found the ISPs to be lacking in customer service.  

When researching ISPs, the learning center staff and some businesses found that some 

companies did not respond at all.566  Additionally, some ISPs only had large packages for 

major users, they had not created service packages for smaller clients, and thus their 

prices were too high for small organizations.  Out of all the ISPs, the literacy coordinator 

found “the big companies were useless…their service was probably the worst.”567  A 

resident of a small village noted a large service provider told him that high-speed internet 
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would not arrive in the village “in my lifetime.”568  The manager of a seed cleaning plant 

noted, “big companies don’t see profit” in rural areas and so they do not extend service.  

Despite this, he thought the “more companies that want to do it, the better.”569  The 

literacy coordinator fumed: “…this is supposed to be something that gets out into the 

rural areas, which by definition is gonna be small towns and small organizations and you 

talk to the service providers, they don’t want to deal with small towns, small 

organizations,… it’s not worth their trouble. And, like, isn’t that who it’s supposed to be 

for?”570  The learning center’s administrative coordinator also commented on this issue, 

summing up that if “you are a small organization, you’re irrelevant” to the big 

providers.571  This issue is exacerbated by the lack of competition in rural areas, where 

there is “one choice” in many cases.572  The Chief Administrative Officer of a town noted 

that the town chose its high-speed internet provider because it was “the only one 

available.”  He reflected, this “is itself another issue.  That’s how desperate rural Alberta 
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is…desperate … willing to pay high price” for the service.573  Some residents endured 

poor service rather than have no service.574   

Some small service providers would like to extend their service, but they are 

unable to secure the financing to buy and install the necessary equipment because the 

populations, and hence the potential returns, are too small.  As Strover notes in “Rural 

Internet Connectivity,” the high costs of bringing service to relatively few subscribers 

and the difficulties achieving economies of scale, keeps the ISPs from developing a 

profitable business plan and securing funding.575  In the words of one ISP, they “can’t get 

financing to grow.”576  One small ISP owner noted he installed equipment until he “ran 

out of money.”  He has equipment installed on fifteen towers and provides high-speed 

internet to about 800 customers.  In the central county, his line of sight equipment 

stretches 41 kilometers (25.48 miles).577  Another ISP noted that financial companies 

want to see a “proven track record” of service before they will give financing and that 

“small companies in small towns can’t show a proven track record.”  This makes 

expanding service difficult.578  Ultimately, business decisions come into play and even 

with the SuperNet bringing service to the communities, some ISPs find that their cost-

benefit analyses do not encourage them to set up service in all areas.  Some providers 
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admitted serving only areas with the most farmers.579  As will be explored in the next 

section, the lack of private ISPs frustrated some individuals and county officials so much 

that they decided to set up ISPs of their own or they took it upon themselves to attract 

ISPs to their areas.   

In contrast to the smaller ISPs, one provider, who installs for a large company 

from Atlantic Canada that supplies both wireless internet and satellite, noted that there is 

a gold rush atmosphere in rural areas now, where ISPs are attempting to be the first 

provider into a region.  He argued that “it’s a race” to get into an area and provide 

service.580  Being the first provider is important because once subscribers pay for 

equipment and its installation, they have little incentive to switch providers.581  Especially 

lucrative for this company are the larger communities and the areas that have towers 

ready for installation.  The installer noted that the national company was deploying in 

Alberta because of the SuperNet; it cost them less to gain subscribers because of the fiber 

optic network.582  Additionally, the company deployed line of sight wireless in places 

where tall structures were available.  Several other ISPs noted that this large company is 

not playing fair; one computer sales and service person stated that the company is “a little 

evil.”583  A county representative argued that the company was putting up towers in town 

and only providing service to those “who can reach it” rather than to all rural residents.584  
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The computer sales and service provider stated that the large company was “picking the 

plums” and providing service only to those places where installing was “easy.”585  On the 

other hand, the cable society member stated that the nation-wide provider was a “well-

heeled operation”586 and could pay money for equipment installation regardless of the 

cost.  Alberta-based ISPs, computer sales and service people often discussed both Bell 

and the nation-wide ISP in terms of regionalism.  Regionalism, a strong factor in the 

history of Canada, was also at play in internet service provision in rural Alberta.  A 

computer service person and a small ISP noted that the large provider, based in Atlantic 

Canada, was “sweeping across with wireless.”587  Something irksome to small providers 

was that the large company used the railway rights of way.588  A networking and 

computer repair specialist noted that it is “upsetting to some people” that a company from 

Atlantic Canada penetrated the service provision market in Alberta.  He notes that people 

ask, “Why aren’t the Alberta companies doing well?”589  A computer sales and service 

provider noted that neither the larger ISP nor Bell are Alberta companies and that 

Albertans “need to shoo them out.”590  One provider noted that before the large provider 

came to the region, providers “all knew each other” and “worked to stay out of each 

other’s way” but this changed with the new entrant.591   

Although the SuperNet project could provide important access to services 

currently unavailable in rural Alberta, on the ground, the government’s lack of 
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communication left people with a murky understanding of the network; town offices and 

community social services found the SuperNet unaffordable without substantial 

government subsidies; and people were frustrated that the big ISPs viewed them as “not 

worth their time.”592  The rural Albertans who were aware of the network’s possibilities 

worry that the equipment would sit in back offices gathering dust.  For some, seeing the 

SuperNet edge devices installed in their buildings but not connecting to anything made 

the project appear to be a waste of money and promise.  One town administrator stated, 

the “box sucks up $540 a month in electricity and warms my office, but no one connects 

to it.”593  The learning center’s administrative coordinator noted that despite the 

advantages to access, “the hurdles and the confusion and the things you have to jump 

through to get there, you know, can easily be enough to say it’s not worth it.”594  While 

the interviewees support the idea of breaking down the geographical and numerical 

disadvantages that have plagued service provision in rural areas, many are starting to 

question the implementation of the project.  The literacy coordinator called the 

implementation phase “seriously flawed” and a waste of a lot of public money.595   

Local Solutions to the Paucity of Internet Service Providers 

The pace at which internet service providers came to rural Alberta frustrated some 

individuals and organizations.  They endured poor internet service for years.  With the 
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SuperNet, better, faster service was within reach, but until ISPs came to serve their 

homes and businesses, the status quo of slow dialup or expensive satellite remained.  

Some individuals, companies, and municipalities decided not to wait until ISPs moved 

into the region and instead they took action to ensure that ISPs using the SuperNet would 

start serving customers in their locales.  This section explores the actions that these 

people took and the results of the plans. 

As Canadian rural development scholar Ricardo Ramírez states in “A Model for 

Rural and Remote Information and Communication Technologies,” governmental 

support and partnerships are required to establish telecommunications infrastructure 

when a viable business case is not possible.596  In the case of high-speed broadband, 

Alberta’s provincial government recognized this and developed the fiber optic network, 

but they argued that once they had installed the SuperNet and the network was active, 

regional competition for subscribers would occur between a variety of internet service 

providers that would pay uniform rates to buy bandwidth from the SuperNet and provide 

high-speed internet service to rural residents and businesses.597  This design can be traced 

to the government’s unwillingness to again provide telecommunication services as only a 

decade earlier it privatized its telephone service.  In some areas, the envisioned 

competition between providers has occurred.  In others, fieldwork shows that despite 
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considerable initial interest by private companies in serving rural areas, competition did 

not occur and some places remained without high-speed internet service.  As explored in 

the previous section, small businesses cannot get financing to expand their services and 

many large companies still did not appear to be too interested in providing service, with 

the exception of the large company from Atlantic Canada.  The fallback clause naming 

Bell the “provider of last resort” was not used as quickly as residents wished.598  In some 

cases, rural community members and villagers became tired of waiting for a private 

service provider and sought solutions of their own.  To overcome the lack of provision, 

residents and local government officials developed regional and micro-level solutions to 

connection problems.  The government’s SuperNet infrastructure enables these solutions. 

This section explores the variety of individual, village, and municipal responses to 

the lack of private high-speed service provision, including municipal initiatives, societies, 

and other unique local solutions.  It argues that local provision of internet access is 

another example in a long history of rural communities seeing no option but to provide 

required or desired services themselves; a situation that is akin to the establishment of 

rural telephony.  

The four cases are modern versions of provision problems that have plagued rural 

communities for decades.  Simply put, private companies do not rush to serve rural areas 

because the low population densities promise low economic returns.  It is important to 

note that the unwillingness of some ISPs to provide service to rural areas and small towns 

reveals a similar set of problems to the extension of telephone service.  In the early 

twentieth century, the telephone company, Bell, did not want to run telephone wires 
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through rural Alberta and the other Prairie Provinces as they felt the infrastructure costs 

were too much for the limited number of subscribers they would gain.  Frustrated with 

this situation, the provincial government bought Bell’s lines and established Alberta 

Government Telephones in 1908.  Finding the financial burden of rural lines too much to 

bear, the provincial phone company sold them to local cooperatives during the Great 

Depression and residents had to maintain the lines and run the switchboard to have 

service.  In the 1970s, the local coops merged into Alberta Government Telephones again 

and in the late 1990s, the province privatized the phone company and Telus now provides 

service.599   

Historically, rural and village residents had to provide their own 

telecommunication services.  Some members of rural communities believe that this is still 

the case.  According to the region’s Member of the Legislative Assembly, the “large 

companies were not terribly interested” in serving rural Albertans and “that’s why it’s the 

government’s job to deal with infrastructure.”600  The government, however, only dealt 

with infrastructure to the province’s towns and villages; it does not provide service to the 

subscriber’s door.  This raises the question: what happens when the government provides 

the infrastructure to the towns and villages and internet service providers are either 

uninterested or unable to provide service to community members and rural residents?  

Additionally, what happens when the SuperNet’s provider of last resort does not begin 

providing service? 
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In the area under study, some municipalities and community members pursued 

their own solutions and brought internet service provision to their areas.  All of these 

solutions are what critical political economist Dan Schiller calls “home rule,” locally 

chosen solutions to remedy the abuses of large providers, in this case, “cherry picking” 

where ISPs simply ignore smaller communities in favor of larger, more profitable 

areas.601  Four places using three methods to overcome the lack of private service 

providers in the counties will illustrate measures individuals and localities have taken to 

serve their populations.   

The first method is building the necessary infrastructure, wireless equipment 

towers, to entice private companies to provide service.  A small town in the northwestern 

part of the central county with a population of 743 in the 2001 Census did not have a 

high-speed internet service provider but local businesses needed access to broadband 

internet for their work.  There were no providers coming to town “in the short-term 

future.”602  One business owner, a car dealer, knew that “finding an ISP is the 

challenge.”603  He looked into the issues for over a year understanding that it was 

worthwhile to invest time and money into looking for a solution.  He eventually realized 

that gaining the “expertise to set up a wireless network is not something that I could do” 

but he discovered that the problem was that ISPs did not want to spend money on a tower 

for line of sight wireless transmitters.  Indeed, he talked to between six and eight 

companies and discovered that no one was “interested to put out money to build a tower.”  
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To overcome this problem, the car dealer paid for the tower, assuming that there was 

truth to the saying, “if you build it, they will come.”604  In this case there was.  The car 

dealer installed the tower in October of 2005 and after this, a few ISPs contacted him, 

including the large ISP owned in Atlantic Canada.  This corporation, the one the car 

dealer selected, was interested in providing service to the region once the tower was 

present as the ISP would then have lower set up costs.  The car dealer leased the tower to 

the ISP for ten years and he expects to get back slightly more than he spent, thus he will 

receive a small profit in addition to providing a “service to the community.”  By late 

2006, the car dealer notes “at least 75” homes in the town and its surroundings had signed 

up.605  This solution is limited, however, as those more than 25 kilometers beyond the 

town’s boundaries cannot access the service.606   

In another example, the senior serviceman of the power company that operated and 

maintained the power lines noted that of 37 service points in the region, his was the only 

one that remained on dial-up in August of 2006.  He contacted four service providers 

about getting high-speed internet and eventually contracted with the ISP working with the 

municipal initiative in the southern county, because “basically they’re the only one” that 

would come to his location south of a town.  Originally, the ISP said that they would not 
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come to his location without finding fifteen customers first.  The power company ended 

up paying for the “whole install” of an $11,000 transmitter that reached the ISPs’ nearest 

tower in a farmer’s field.  In return, the power company office receives three years of free 

internet service.607  The car dealer and power company’s experience illustrates that it is 

the expense of the necessary equipment that delayed the provision of internet service to 

rural areas. 

The second solutions are county-wide municipal initiatives, solutions chosen by 

two counties in the region, the northern county and the southern county.  These provide 

county-level government intervention to overcome provision issues.  Two county 

governments in the region chose to extend the SuperNet connection that the government 

installed.  The county representatives in the northern and southern counties decided to 

implement solutions that would make high-speed internet available to all residents 

without waiting for private companies to move into the regions on their own. 

The southern county decided in 2002 that they wanted to provide modestly priced 

internet service to the people of the county.  The county’s economic development officer 

argued that although the SuperNet offers a reasonably priced backhaul to the internet, the 

large telecommunications companies were not willing to provide service to the small 

county.  The decision to work in concert with a private ISP to bring line of sight wireless 

service to residents occurred after the county office conducted a survey.  The official 

noted residents identified high-speed internet availability as “high priority.”  The 

economic development officer reported that only “approx[imately] 12% [of] the 

households” completed the original survey, but, “This gave us enough to build the 
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business case; we now have approx. 15-20% of the households and businesses signed 

on.”608  For the economic development officer, the availability of high-speed internet 

gave residents “one less reason to leave” the county.  The county’s population peaked in 

1947 and has experienced a decline ever since.609  To provide high-speed internet, the 

county’s economic development society partnered with a private internet service 

provision company based in Calgary reaching an agreement for 25 years.  The county 

built and owns the towers and provided the transmitting equipment and the internet 

service provider manages the system and deals with the customers.610  This is a sweet deal 

for the ISP because building the towers and buying the transmitting equipment are the 

most expensive parts of the operation.  The wireless network has six towers in the county 

and two transmitters in the central county because it “wasn’t cost prohibitive” to install 

them as the radio equipment is installed on a seed cleaning plant in one village and in a 

farmer’s field in the other.  The partnership provides service to both rural and urban areas 

of the county.  The county’s economic development officer argued “the only way rural 

residents get service is if they step up to the plate and make sure it’s put in place.”  He 

stressed that theirs is a local, community-driven initiative.  He stated that while ISPs want 

quick returns, the county, which is responsible for building the wireless towers, can 

“afford to be patient” and has amortized the cost over ten years.  To the development 

officer, providing high-speed internet is “no different than any other infrastructure 
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investment.”611  The basic radio, which the majority of people require, costs $300.  Those 

further than ten kilometers from a tower require a more powerful and more costly radio.  

After this, the price of basic residential internet is $34.95 per month for high-speed 

internet, one of the lowest in the region.  The ISP will not guarantee download or upload 

speeds, but they advertise residential speeds of up to “35x faster” than dial up.612  In 

2006, the municipal-private partnership had 200 customers.  The official reported that a 

customer satisfaction survey found “one or two less than satisfied” but in general the 

“overwhelming majority” was “tickled pink and extremely grateful.”613  The economic 

development officer recalled that the January 2006 survey found that people evaluated 

the reliability and speed of the network with focus on a five point scale where five was 

“completely satisfied,” and assessed their experience with the private ISP slightly lower 

in the range of three and four.614 

Not everyone was thrilled with this partnership, however.  Critics argue the 

county lost out because it shouldered much of the financial burden.  The region’s MLA 

noted that while he gives the municipal way “a lot of credit,” he’s “not very happy” with 

the situation in the southern county because the “county gave taxpayer money” to the ISP 

in what is a “bottomless pit.”615  Unlike the Government of Alberta, which capped the 

amount it was responsible for in the fiber optic network project, the southern county did 
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not do this and the MLA worried that the county’s taxpayers were going to pay for cost 

overruns and excess to the private provider.  He also suggested that the county had a 

“bone to pick with private sector business, especially local ones,”616 and contracted with 

an ISP from Calgary rather than one in the region. 

By April of 2008, the northern county had hired a new economic development 

officer, whose reports to the county council suggest the broadband partnership was not 

working well.  In his first report, the new economic development officer noted, “We are 

presently continuing to upgrade our equipment for the internet system to ensure that 

service levels are more reliable. As well we are having discussions with [the internet 

service provider] to ensure that our customers’ expectations are met.”617  Over the next 

months, upgrades occurred to improve service and the economic partnership society 

planned to construct a new tower to extend service further.618  Additionally, the new 

economic development officer noted that residents ought to contact him if they were 

having problems getting issues resolved with the service provider.619  This example 

suggests that counties, desirous of providing internet service to all residents, do not 

always have the required expertise to bring infrastructure to residents that do not abuse 

public funds.    

The northern county also decided to bring broadband to its residents, by 

expanding the mandate of the municipal corporation that largely dealt with county energy 
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projects, to include the provision of broadband.620  This is a joint venture between a 

municipally-controlled corporation established by the county and a private company to 

provide internet service to rural and urban residents.621  The county’s chief administrative 

officer stated that the county “knew Telus wasn’t going to provide service to rural 

areas.”622  The venture is for profit and is a tax-supported initiative.  The northern county 

dedicated up to $800,000 to provide internet access to the ratepayers, particularly those in 

rural areas.  The general manager of the municipal corporation noted that the big 

companies tended to “cherry pick” and serve the “urban communities” and not other 

ones.  The chief administrative officer argued, “we want to make sure everyone has 

access.”623  The general manager of the municipal corporation argued that some of the 

private providers were “predatorial” and noted that the “big players position themselves 

to block our efforts” but he said, “we won’t stop trying” and “we’ll outlast the 

buggers.”624  The rate payers own the municipal corporation through the county council 

and eventually, the municipal corporation will amalgamate with the private company and 

the ratepayers will own the corporation.  This means that the profits from internet service 

are kept in the county rather than exported to a private company’s coffers.625  There are 

two key differences between the two municipal ventures: first, the northern county 

capped the money available for the project and second, in end, the municipality will own 
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the equipment and the service.  The county’s chief administrative officer notes that local 

ownership was important to the council.626  They see themselves as providing a 

“municipal service” to their rate payers, like municipally provided power and sewer 

service.627  The municipal corporation’s general manager notes the county’s underlying 

rationale was that “we wanted [to] make sure everyone has access” to high-speed 

internet.  Despite this, the county stated in a frequently asked questions document in 2005 

that they also were installing based on population density, “Initial placement of towers 

will be in areas where service will be available to the most people. More sparsely 

populated areas will be serviced at a later time.”628  People and businesses allowed the 

municipal corporation to put the communication equipment on seed cleaning plants, 

fertilizer plants, and grain elevators in exchange for free internet, which allowed the 

municipal corporation to save $10,000 per tower that they did not construct.629  The 

project uses WiMax, which the chief administrative officer admitted she is “not fully 

aware of the technology” but the “people who know say it’s a good thing.”630  This 

partnership started offering limited service in July of 2006 and had over twenty 

subscribers in late 2006, or less than one percent of the county’s population, with over 

100 more pre-qualified for service out of a population of 3,500 dwellings and 
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businesses.631  By September of 2008, the service expanded to 365 customers, or over ten 

percent.  Additionally, they expanded the service, adding three new towers.632 

The central county had “no plans” to establish a municipal solution, according to 

the county’s senior financial officer.  Instead, she stated they preferred to leave provision 

entirely to private enterprise, arguing, “if there’s private [providers], it’s their field.”633  A 

county councilor agreed noting “there’s private people providing services” and the 

county did not want to “give advantage to one company.”634  The financial officer did 

note, however, “If we were to do something, chances are it would be for our rural people.  

Towns and villages, they already have options.”  She noted that the two providers she 

was aware of provided line of sight service “within a certain distance” and noted, “To 

me, it makes no sense [a company] will provide high-speed in town and not seven miles 

down the road.”635  These officials did not view high-speed internet as the same as county 

services including ambulance service and fire protection.636  She insisted “it hasn’t come 

to that” and that high-speed internet is “not the same as roads.”  Residents in the central 

county were deeply critical of their county officials for not adopting similar measures as 

those in the northern and southern counties.637  They blamed this lack of action on the 
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county’s desire not to do the necessary work.638  Critics argued that high-speed internet 

was becoming a “basic service” and stated that the county’s argument that it did not want 

to interfere with private business was an “excuse.”639  One town’s chief administrative 

officer in the central county noted, “there’s a concern through the whole county that the 

wires are in the ground and can’t be used because it costs too much.”640   

The third solution delivers high-speed internet to a small village through a 

community cable system.  The community formed the cable society in 1991 to provide 

cable service to village residents.  A society member, on realizing that the SuperNet’s 

fiber optic cable ran in front of his home, wondered why he could not get high-speed 

internet.  Providers did not show any interest in extending the service to a village of 161 

people.  The society member then began researching and learned that the SuperNet point 

of presence in the village office could be connected to the coaxial cable from the 

television system using a media converter and an internet service provider.  The society 

borrowed $8,000 from the village to fund the venture.641  The society’s members agreed 

to this plan and the former president of the society resigned because he felt high-speed 

internet service would not be profitable and did not want “cable to subsidize the internet.”  

The society now offers high-speed cable internet to homes and businesses for $40 a 

month and the society member noted that “now we have more revenue than cable.”642  His 

goals, however, were not altruistic.  He noted “I want to ensure that there’s a facility 
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available so I can have internet.”  This was not, according to the plan’s initiator, a desire 

to see everyone connected for the public good, but simply an idea formulated to “give me 

internet,” to ensure that he, a recent transplant from a large city, had his internet 

service.643  Currently, twenty-eight community members connect to the internet, which is 

seventeen percent of the village’s population.  Distribution occurs through the cable 

system, which limits the scope of the approach to homes in the village.  The society 

decided not to invest in wireless equipment to serve the surrounding rural regions.  The 

village’s administrator stated that the community’s high-speed internet venture is an 

“important part of the fabric of the community” and that it illustrated the “can do” spirit 

of the village.644   

The local solutions required to span the gap between the SuperNet’s point of 

presence and homes and businesses raise the question of whether the provincial 

government had done enough to bring high-speed internet to rural Alberta.  Some 

strongly believe it did not. 

 A county councilor from the central county noted that the provincial government 

“should have provided the towers/masts.”645  One computer sales and service person in 

the region argued that the government needed to again take responsibility and extend the 

SuperNet beyond the towns and villages of the province.  He argued that even with the 

SuperNet, ISPs still “face the issue that it’s uneconomic” to provide service to rural 

Alberta.  He proposed a solution to the government which he called a “‘made in Alberta’ 
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equipment solution” for the SuperNet that was “relatively low cost” and that would 

provide a “wholesale solution.”  He argued that there should be a tower at each SuperNet 

site and that shared transmitters be installed on the towers.  The proposal would “turn 

Alberta into a large hotspot” and people would be “totally connected to [their] own 

account.”  The government would own the towers.  Providers would not install their own 

equipment, but rather share the costs of the equipment on the tower.  To curb costs, he 

argued “one of the absolute critical factors is not building anything where there’s 

something already available.”  This would allow them to “spend not a penny more than 

necessary.”  The retailer expects that the plan would cost the province $20 to $25 million 

to cover the entire area.  He claims that a working group from the Ministry of 

Restructuring and Government Efficiency “totally embraced” his idea but that the 

dissolution of the Ministry put the plan’s future in jeopardy.646  An Edmonton-based 

consultant, Allan Bly, wrote on his blog, “Alberta Rural Broadband,” “The GOA built a 

network that does not support rural broadband. The GOA should be actively looking at 

ways of funding the last mile.”647 

There are two interesting and important things to note regarding these local 

solutions.  The first is their small scale.  They are solutions that are local in nature and 

envisioned for one small area, such as a county or a town.  This allows communities to 

choose a plan that best suits their needs.  On the other hand, working cooperatively to 

bring in an ISP with other communities could lead to more cost-efficient solutions.  The 

commonality between the local solutions is that the availability of infrastructure, 
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particularly towers for mounting radio equipment, matters a lot.  Rural residents’ access 

to affordable wireless high-speed internet depends on whether someone offers a grain 

elevator or a tower on which to install equipment because this brings service to others 

and saves money from stretched and small local budgets, either private enterprise or 

regional government.  It matters if someone pays for a tower.  It matters if a county 

decides to put in internet or if a hamlet decides to do so.  The SuperNet does enable these 

solutions and it is important that it does because it gives rural communities potential.  

Without the provincial government’s intervention, actual implementation of the local 

solutions would not be possible.  At the same time, the cheap backhaul provided by the 

SuperNet is not enough, in some cases, to bring high-speed internet to rural areas and this 

is a problem that the government must address. 

These cases illustrate provision problems that have plagued rural communities for 

decades.  Simply put, private companies do not rush to serve rural areas because the low 

population densities promise low economic returns.  The companies are more willing or 

able to provide service when the community provides the local infrastructure, in these 

cases, the towers or the wires, providing a public subsidy for the private companies.  The 

Alberta SuperNet case challenges the idea that government intervention solves the 

problem, for on the first mile where the government network ends, in some areas, the 

provision problems start again.  Some interested parties, including rural community 

members and computer sales people, believe the provincial government will need, in end, 

to step in and construct the towers so that private companies will install wireless 

transmitters in rural areas.  Four communities in the area under study, however, have 

shown that community resourcefulness can provide solutions to bridge the gap between 
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the SuperNet point of presence at the town center and the homes and rural communities 

that lie beyond thus opening another chapter in a long tale of helping themselves. 

Rural Dwellers and High-Speed Internet 

 The second facet of the demand side is rural dwellers and their subscription to 

high-speed internet service.  The SuperNet, as discussed previously, provided bandwidth 

to ISPs so they could provide internet service to town residents and rural dwellers.  To 

explore this topic, it is important to first look at what communication technologies rural 

people have access to, what the barriers to getting high-speed internet include, whether or 

not rural dwellers view the internet as a necessity for rural Albertans, and whether they 

think it will “level the playing field” between rural and urban areas as the provincial 

government claimed.   

In Diffusion of Innovations, Rogers discusses individual adoption decisions.  He 

calls decisions to adopt innovations by individuals “optional innovation decisions.”  He 

states these are “choices to adopt or reject an innovation that are made by an individual 

independent of the decisions of the other members of the system.  Even in this case, the 

individual’s decision may be influenced by the norms of the system and by 

communication through interpersonal networks.”648  In this case, it is the individual, not 

the social system that makes the adoption decision.   

The farm families interviewed made numerous optional innovation decisions over 

time.  This section will consider rural residents’ general media use, which allows for a 

comparison to their use and understandings of high-speed internet.  Of the 18 families 
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interviewed, everyone had a television set, the majority subscribed to satellite (twelve) 

and cable (one) to receive a greater menu of programming options.649  Two people lagged 

on this, making clear choices not to bring expanded choices into their homes.  One family 

owned a TV set to watch videos but they did not have an antenna because they felt there 

is “too much violence” on TV.650  The husband noted, “As a longtime farmer I was too 

busy to waste time at watching T.V.”651  One couple had only a broadcast antenna.  The 

farmer said he was not a “big TV watcher” and was satisfied with the three channels he 

got via the antenna.652  Most rural interviewees viewed satellite subscription, however, as 

a necessity.  Without satellite, people noted that they did not get many or any channels 

and the reception quality was poor.653  A couple of people derogatorily called broadcast 

reception “peasant vision,” “farmer TV,” and “caveman.”654  Respondents widely 

adopted cell phones; only two did not have the device.  Two kept analog “bag phones” in 

their vehicles since made obsolete by the transition to digital technology, rather than 

adopting newer phones.655   One farm wife noted that she and her husband kept their bag 
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phone because it was “more reliable than little phones.”656  Thirteen respondents had 

internet at home, four did not.  Of those connected five had line of sight wireless 

installed, one had cable internet, and the last had a satellite connection.   

Rural residents were quick to outline their frustrations with and the failures of the 

technologies and providers they had access to.  Most of the interviewees felt that high-

speed internet was essential to them and their disappointments with devices and providers 

stemmed from this perception.  Cattle industry and Government of Canada forms were 

migrating online and people found they needed high-speed internet to access them.  A 

provider that received the wrath of several rural interviewees was the incumbent 

telephone company.  One village administrator noted people “learned to be very 

frustrated with Telus.”  She stated that Telus is the only “provider for landlines, so 

services are limited.”657  Despite this, communication scholar William H. Melody argued 

in 1993, “many rural and remote area users want and need much more than a minimal 

standard telephone service.”658  But in the rural areas, residents relied on older copper 

lines.  One farm woman reported that she could not use a fax machine at home over the 

telephone wires because the “lines are so old.”659  A rural resident noted that unlike in the 

cities, rural residents could not bundle services, making their cumulative bills higher than 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Telus’ service area, particularly mountain areas of British Columbia where digital service is not available. 
Some of those affected also do not have landline service and Telus’ switch to an all-digital network forced 
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659 Rural Farm Resident (6D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, November 27, 2006; 

also, Rural Farm Resident (15D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 20, 2006. 
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those in urban areas.660  The village administrator stated, “people can wait years for 

landline service.”661  Confirming this statement, one customer commented that they 

waited two years for a landline to their new home.662  Others reported this delay also.663  

Plus, running new landline service was cost prohibitive.  The village administrator stated 

that a new line to rural homes cost $1,000 and an extra line cost $100.664  Rural customers 

had Telus horror stories.  The telephone company quoted one rural farm resident $18,000 

for a second line to her home; she paid $600 of this.  Others reported very slow dialup 

speeds, regardless of their modem speed, including 21.6,665 45.5 and 26.6 with a 56.6 

Kbps modem.666  One unlucky rural resident who lived at the end of the telephone line 

had a dialup speed of 9.6 Kbps.667  The farmer who got 45.5 Kbps on his modem noted 

that the phone company put in a new line and he gained eighteen Kbps due to it.668  In 

general, people argued that the telephone company had not done enough for rural 

residents. 

In addition to comments about the telephone company, rural residents also 

lamented the status of high-speed internet service provision in their region.  These 

complaints centered on unavailability and cost.  The cable society member noted that he 
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felt “A sense of aggression on part of rural people to get connected.”669  Despite people’s 

desire for affordable high-speed internet access, some found it was not to be.  These 

problems led many to remain on dial-up internet service despite its slow speeds.  For 

some, obtaining high-speed internet became a priority.  After inspectors found three cases 

of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in Canadian cattle, one case in each 2003, 

2004, and 2005,670 the age verification of cattle and tracking the herd of origin became 

increasingly important for producers.  More farmers sought to register their cattle with 

the Canadian Cattle Identification Agency’s (CCIA) national cattle identification 

program.  Farmers submit information online and therefore submission requires computer 

access, although the CCIA’s webpage notes, “If you do not have a computer, you can 

assign a third-party to submit on your behalf.”671  Interviewees found that the registration 

process required not only a computer, but a high-speed internet connection as well.672  

Farmers found that the files were large and graphics rich; those with dial-up at home 

found the forms problematic to download.673  One farm woman stated that they cannot do 

CCIA tagging on dialup.  So, high-speed was a necessity for “registering our calves.”  
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She noted that they “do it for a neighbor as well” who did not have high-speed internet at 

his home.674  Access to high-speed became necessary for cattle producers in the region 

and beyond.  One farmer found that the cattle registration site times out for security but 

he could not complete the forms within the allotted time on his dial-up connection.675  

Some rural dwellers went to the public access computers at the library to access 

government forms.676 

As mentioned earlier, a civil servant involved with the government’s network 

services noted that most Albertans did not need to know about the SuperNet.677  Many did 

not know what the network was or what it did.  The most noticeable benefit of the 

SuperNet to rural Albertans, even though many may be unaware of the SuperNet itself, is 

the availability of high-speed internet access in their area where none was available 

before.678  For some folks, however, the SuperNet was something that provided high-

speed internet access to town, and perhaps made it available to some of their neighbors, 

but it did not bring high-speed internet to them.  The cable society’s service does not 

leave town; the wireless high-speed internet installed on towers in towns and rural areas 

do not stretch more than 25 kilometers beyond the transmitter.679  One rural respondent 

from the southern county that established a municipal partnership to provide high-speed 

internet to all residents, noted that she was two kilometers too far to receive line-of-sight 

wireless service and therefore had to subscribe to more expensive satellite service to 
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receive higher speed internet service.680  Her internet bill is now $58 per month, whereas 

on the wireless high-speed service, it would have been $34.95.  Another resident of the 

southern county also fell “just outside the range” to receive the service.681  Thus, even the 

municipal initiative, designed to serve everyone, was not doing so.  One farmer of pure-

bred Hereford cattle, wheat, barley, oats, canola, and peas could not access high-speed 

wireless internet although he was not located far from the transmitter.  He was 

particularly frustrated by this because neighbors less than five kilometers (2.98 miles) 

away could receive service.682   

One rural, non-farm resident, who is a mining engineer, said the lack of high-

speed internet service in his area left him “looking at trying to form a co-op” to provide 

high-speed internet and he started to “figure out what kind of hardware” to use.  He 

envisioned some sort of relay system where residents would “form an association,” “put 

up equipment,” “contract with SuperNet” and people would “get it from each other.”683  

This resident got high-speed service from the southern county’s municipal venture 

approximately at the start of November of 2006 and his plans for a co-op languished. 

While some could not access high-speed wireless service at all, others balked at 

the cost of the service.  Rural residents were especially critical of the cost of high-speed 

internet in their regions.  Many agricultural producers have limited monthly income, 

often from a wife’s job or from their own second job.  Farm income comes in only a few 

times a year and this possibly reduces people’s willingness to spend money for high-
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speed internet service.684  One village administrator, who is also a farm wife, looked into 

getting high-speed wireless internet at her farm.  She noted that 6½ miles from town, she 

needed a 34 foot high tower on which to mount the radio for line of sight wireless.  She 

noted that the purchase price of extra long-range radios, needed by some in rural areas 

were “a little bit prohibitive” at $669.95.  Additionally, she stated, “I don’t have internet 

at home because I will not use dial-up. I don’t want a 34 foot tower in my yard and can’t 

afford it.”685  One interviewee noted that “[a satellite internet provider] was not an 

affordable way” for rural people to get internet service.686   The MLA argued that the 

Government selected the SuperNet solution, “to be honest because they’re pregnant and 

innovative and saw opportunity.” But “I don’t think they fully realize how ahead of time” 

they are.  He noted “Albertans are ready to capture the opportunities the SuperNet 

provides,” that “some people are starting to get the possibilities” and that “average, 

ordinary people aren’t aware of the full potential.”687  The literacy coordinator remarked 

about county residents “a lot of them are not really technically knowledgeable and don’t 

have that much interest.”  She also added that people had “limited budgets.”688 

The majority of rural residents interviewed (twelve) thought that the internet was 

indeed a necessity.  People largely agreed that the internet improved rural Albertan’s 

ability to communicate, to gain information, and do research.689  According to one rural 
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resident, without the internet, people “don’t have access to a lot of things.”  If people do 

not have access to the internet, people “lose access to education, teaching, shopping, 

[and] information” and people “need to be able to get information somehow.”690  A 59-

year old farmer echoed this perspective, noting that the internet is probably more 

important in rural areas than in urban ones because “we’re further from a lot of things.”  

He equated high-speed internet to the coming of private line telephony.691  A teenager 

stated that the internet is “like [the] TV and telephone nowadays” and may replace them 

because it “makes communication more efficient.”692  An architect telecommuting from 

her husband’s farm stated that as an “urban person who moved to rural area; it makes it 

manageable to live here.”  She continued, “I don’t think I would have moved here 

without it” because she can do her work “out here in the middle of nowhere.”693  Only 

three of the interviewees said that the internet, either dial-up or high-speed, is not a 

necessity.  One farm woman and social worker, who labeled herself a “reluctant user” of 

computers and the internet at work noted, “No. I can’t imagine there’s anything on there 

that you need to know.”  She further noted that she is concerned about the “quality of 

information” because “anybody and their dog can put it on.”694  Two other interviewees 

agreed that it was not necessary, although both of them used the internet either at work or 
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at the library.695  One 26-year old town resident stated, “No, I don’t think it’s a necessity. 

People have managed without it for many years.”  The majority of the interviewees, 

however, saw the internet as a necessity for rural dwellers and some thought that it would 

become as ubiquitous to farm life as the television and telephone before it. 

Despite reporting that internet was a necessity, some people remained on dial-up 

at home or did not have internet access at all.  Four of the interviewees who thought 

internet access was important in rural areas remained on dialup and three interviewees 

who thought it is necessary did not have home internet service.  The remaining seven had 

high-speed service.  All but one of the residents who remained on dial-up or who did not 

have internet service at all were very interested in getting high-speed internet 

connections.  The rural residents provided several reasons for not having high-speed 

internet service yet.  The most commonly cited answer was that although they wanted 

wireless high-speed service, they could not get it at their homes.  These rural residents 

found that natural and geographical barriers, including trees and coulees, kept them from 

receiving the signal.696  One farmer stated he so eagerly wanted high-speed internet that 

he paid $50 for the ISP’s installer to come to his home to begin the installation.  The 

installer did not have clear line of sight, however, and the farmer could not receive 

service.697  Three rural residents noted that high-speed internet providers recently became 

                                                           
695 Rural Farm Resident (17D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 20, 2006; 

Rural, Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, January 5, 2007. 
696 Rural Resident (1D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 13, 2006; Rural 

Farm Resident (7D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, November 29, 2006; Rural Farm 
Resident (12D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006. 

697 Rural Farm Resident (16D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 19, 2006. 
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available in their areas and that they were thinking about getting the service.698   One 

farmer, however, had heard so many bad things about the high-speed ISP that would 

serve him that he was reluctant to sign up with them.699 

Some of the rural people were also very low users of the internet, making the 

expense of a high-speed connection something that may place it in the category of a 

luxury.  Four of the respondents did not use the internet or email for personal use at all 

during a one week period.700  Four other rural residents recorded low use of internet and 

email during a one week period.  They each used the internet and email for between 50 

minutes to 2½ hours a week.701  The outlier in this sample was a farmer who spent three 

to four hours per day online.702  One rural woman who used the internet for less than two 

hours a week at home, noted that “I spend so much time at work on the computer that I 

don’t spend a lot at home.”703  Additionally, these respondents spent little time on their 

cell phones, reporting few calls per week.704  Although they were low users of the 

internet, they all reported significant use of the radio and many read newspapers, books, 
                                                           

698 Rural Farm Resident (9D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 2, 2006; 
Rural Farm Resident (17D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 20, 2006; Rural 
Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 17, 2006. 

699 Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 17, 2006. 
700 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 1, 

2006; Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Husband-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 
11, 2006; Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Wife-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 
18, 2006; Media Use Diary for Rural, Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 
8, 2007.  

701 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (1D-AB), Central County, n.d.; Media Use Diary for 
Rural Farm Resident (10D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 18, 2006; Media Use Diary for 
Rural Farm Resident (12D-AB), Central County, Postmarked April 13, 2007; 17d. 

702 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 17, 
2007. 

703 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (1D-AB), Central County, n.d. 
704 One farmer (5D) had seven calls and two farm women (10D) and (17D) had one and two calls 

respectively. A high user of the cell phones (13D) spent five to ten minutes a day on the device. Media Use 
Diary for Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 1, 2006; Media Use Diary 
for Rural Farm Resident (10D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 18, 2006; Media Use Diary for 
Rural Farm Resident (17D-AB), Central County, Postmarked March 30, 2007; Media Use Diary for Rural 
Farm Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 17, 2007. 
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and magazines.705  Additionally, everyone except the husband and wife without television 

reception watched television during the week.706 

Interestingly, those lagging in the adoption of one device also lagged in the 

adoption of others.  One family did not receive television signals, they used an old bag 

phone in the car for “emergencies” bought by a relative, did not want single-line 

telephone service (although they had to adopt it) because they felt the party-line was 

adequate and the rates for individual line service are much higher.  A friend gave this 

family a computer and they had dial-up internet service only since 2005 because a teacher 

said their children needed it for school.707  The father summed up his family’s 

relationship to the internet in this way, 

 
As of last year I am semiretired. About half of my workload has been 
given to others. I thought I might have more free time to spend on the 
Internet but it hasn’t happened yet. Furthermore we’re on dial up and it’s 
too slow. My main hobby is restoring old machines mainly motorcycles 
and the internet is a good place to get technical info. and parts [sic]. 
 
I also see the phone as a waste of time. (mostly) We got internet because 
our two girls insisted that it is necessary for high school. In fact most of 

                                                           
705 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (12D-AB), Central County, Postmarked April 13, 2007; 

Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 17, 2007; 
Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Wife-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 18, 2006; 
Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (17D-AB), Central County, Postmarked March 30, 2007; Media 
Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Husband-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 11, 2006; 
Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 1, 2006; 
Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (1D-AB), Central County, n.d. 

706 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Resident (1D-AB), Central County, n.d.; Media Use Diary for 
Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 1, 2006; Media Use Diary for Rural 
Farm Resident (10D-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 18, 2006; Media Use Diary for Rural, 
Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 8, 2007; Media Use Diary for Rural 
Farm Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Postmarked January 17, 2007; Media Use Diary for Rural Farm 
Resident (12D-AB), Central County, Postmarked April 13, 2007; Media Use Diary for Rural Farm 
Resident (17D-AB), Central County, Postmarked March 30, 2007. 

707 Rural Farm Family (2D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 28, 2006. 
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their use of internet (95%) is for chatting with freinds [sic]. However, the 
word processor is invaluable.708 
 

 
One farmer who did not have internet service also only had a broadcast television 

antenna.709  A rural, non-farm family lacked communication devices for financial reasons 

due to the husband being out of work.  They cancelled their dial-up internet service 

because their computer broke and decided to end the wife’s cell phone subscription as 

well because she stated, “I didn’t use mine that much” and “if you have one at home 

[landline service] you don’t really need a cell phone.”710  Another farm wife, currently 

without internet access at home, stated that she used to have dial-up, but they were “dried 

out and had no crop” in 2002 and cancelled dial-up service.  Now, she does not want to 

get internet service “until I can get high-speed.”  She uses the internet at her work place, 

the village office.711  These examples illustrate three fulcrums by which people make 

decisions.  In the first case, the family made a conscious choice to be “rural rural” and to 

produce most of what they needed from the farm.712  They wanted their daughter to 

practice piano rather than watch television, in other words, be a producer of culture rather 

than a consumer.  In Rogers’ classification system, they are laggards, looking toward the 

past.713  The farm wife noted, “I’m not sure when we would find time to watch it 

                                                           
708 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Husband-AB), Central County, Postmarked 

December 11, 2006.   
709 Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 17, 2006. 
710 Rural, Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, January 5, 2007. 
711 Rural Farm Resident (12D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006. 
712 Rural Farm Family (2D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 28, 2006. 
713 Mainwaring, Chang, and Anderson, in their article, “Infrastructures and Their Discontents: 

Implications for Ubicomp,” discuss people that fully opt out of technology. They argue that these people 
are not laggards. The family in the above case meets Rogers’ description of laggards better than 
Mainwaring, Chang, and Anderson’s subjects that opt out. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 284; Scott D. 
Mainwaring and Michele F. Chang, and Ken Anderson, “Infrastructures and Their Discontents: 
Implications for Ubicomp,” Unpublished paper. 
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[television]. We are very busy on the farm and spend a lot of time reading and the 

children read and practice music.”714   On another occasion, she celebrated the 

community dinners they had at the church, where neighbors came together rather than 

relying on television and other media consumption activities.715   In the second case, the 

farmer was an early adopter of the cell phone because it was necessary for his business, 

but he made different decisions, based on use and necessity, about the internet.  He noted 

that he had been “bucking it for business” that he felt it was “inconvenient” and he 

“didn’t need it” but now he argued he was “thinking of getting it” because “[I] almost 

have to.”716  The final example shows that economic situation still plays an enormous role 

rural people’s decisions to adopt or cancel service, as it did in the early to mid-twentieth 

century.717  This family kept satellite television service but cancelled internet and cell 

phone subscriptions due to calculations of necessity and usefulness.718  

Despite their criticisms, and some people’s reluctance to acquire high-speed 

internet, the vast majority of interviewees thought that access to the SuperNet and high-

speed internet would level the playing field as the government believed.  Some, however, 

argued that this was not without conditions, such as improved access.  One rural woman 

noted that the playing field would be more level “If they get it working for the rural 

people.”  But they “gotta get us wired.”  Despite this, she admitted that unlike the 

government, the phone company would not have brought them to “where we are now” in 
                                                           

714 Media Use Diary for Rural Farm Family (2D-Wife-AB), Central County, Postmarked December 18, 
2006. 

715 Rural Farm Resident (2D-AB), Personal Communication with the Author, November 30, 2006. 
716 Rural Farm Resident (5D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, November 17, 2006. 
717 During the Great Depression, farmers in both the U.S. and Canada cancelled telephone service, but 

most kept their radios. Claude S. Fischer, America Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 50, 53; Kozak, “‘Among the Necessities,” 94, 112, 189-
191. 

718 Rural, Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, January 5, 2007. 
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terms of internet technology.719  A farmer noted, “only in some respects; some things 

we’ll never have out here.  SuperNet isn’t going to bring some of the amenities larger 

centers have.  When you move to rural area, you sign up for some advantages and some 

disadvantages.”720 

Access, however, is only part of the puzzle.  For the SuperNet to help overcome 

the digital divide, it is “not only about access it’s about usage.”  The project developer 

and mayor noted that a “culture of use” needed to develop around the SuperNet.721   

Evaluations of the SuperNet 

On the demand side, many people weighed in with opinions and comments about 

the SuperNet.  These comments, in general, tended to be much less positive than the 

evaluations made by the SuperNet partners and government representatives discussed in 

Chapter Two.  One farm resident bitterly noted, “the SuperNet is a non-entity. People 

don’t talk about it. It’s a piece of technology out there that has no value.”722  Everyone—

representatives from the schools, health facilities, libraries, town offices, internet service 

providers, computer sales and service companies, and rural denizens—had something to 

say about the SuperNet and the coming of high-speed internet to rural Alberta.  These 

comments are instructive because they explain the shattered visions people held that the 

network did not fulfill and the frustrations of being left out of an important project.   

Organizations connected to the SuperNet reported positive experiences with the 

network.  Those that were not connected or that had difficulty connecting were, not 

                                                           
719 Rural Farm Resident (6D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, November 27, 2006. 
720 Rural Farm Resident (15D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 20, 2007. 
721 Mayor and Project Director (22B-AB), Interview with the Author, January 3, 2008.  
722 Rural Farm Resident (14D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, December 18, 2006. 
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surprisingly, less positive and in some cases, very negative, about the network and its 

success.  Interviewees at the region’s libraries found having high-speed internet access 

greatly increased traffic and book circulation because people who did not have high-

speed at home came to the library.723  Interviewees from schools agreed they had good 

service before but that the SuperNet provided greater bandwidth.724  Many organizations 

and individuals were much more negative about the SuperNet.  These negative comments 

stemmed from a complex array of experiences, including unfulfilled visions, negative 

experiences, and a continued digital divide.  Some organizations negatively evaluated the 

SuperNet project because they could not afford to connect to it.  Town officials noted 

they could not afford SuperNet connections in their offices.  One town administrator 

noted, the SuperNet partners “didn’t look at our budget” when considering connection 

fees.725  The officials argued that a SuperNet connection in the town office was an 

unjustifiable expense when the ratepayers did not have high-speed internet at home.726  

One of the town officials noted that the SuperNet is a “booster to get you on the fast lane 

of the highway.  Maybe I’ll just stay in the slow lane and pay a fraction of the cost.”727  

Other organizations and individuals opted to or were forced to (due to a lack of options) 

remain in the “slow lane” as well.   

                                                           
723 Librarian (13B-AB), Village 6, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 8, 2006; 

Network Administrator, Regional Library (7B-AB), Interview with the Author, November 27, 2006. 
724 Director of Technology, Regional School Division (20B-AB), Interview with the Author, December 

15, 2006; Principal, School (19B-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 
2006. 

725 Town Administrator, Town 1, Central County, Conversation with the Author, December 13, 2006. 
726 Town Administrator, Town 1, Central County, Conversation with the Author, December 13, 2006; 

Chief Administrative Officer (18B-AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 
2006. 

727 Chief Administrative Officer (18B-AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the Author, 
December 14, 2006. 
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Some people who heard government communication about the network rendered 

a negative evaluation from the communication.  They thought the partners’ advertising of 

the network was misleading and overly optimistic.  They felt let down by the reality of 

the project.  The northern county’s chief administrative officer noted that she was “not 

really clear on SuperNet” but recalled a government announcement that it would be “free 

to schools, municipalities, and libraries. In the end, it wasn’t.”  She concluded, “We 

didn’t feel it was living up to the big hoopla.”728  The northern county’s general manager 

of its municipal corporation said that the government “vastly oversold” an “empty 

pipeline” where people did not expect that they would need “some free enterprise type to 

make that final connection.”729  He said the “Government of Alberta didn’t make it clear 

that all they were doing was preparing it for other people, companies.”730   

Some rural Albertans felt that the SuperNet was limited to some groups and it 

excluded many others.731  One village administrator summed up, “it’s here but it isn’t 

really available to everybody.”732  A thorny issue was that the SuperNet did not provide 

service directly to rural Albertans.733  The manager of a seed cleaning plant lamented, “It 

                                                           
728 Chief Administrative Officer, Northern County Office (6A-AB), Interview with the Author, 

December 5, 2006. 
729 General Manager, Municipal Corporation, Northern County (4A-AB), Telephone Conversation with 

the Author, November 8, 2006. 
730 Ibid. 
731 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 

30, 2006; Administrator (17B-AB), Village 4, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 14, 
2006; Rural Farm Resident (20D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, January 4, 2007. 

732 Village Administrator (8B-AB), Village 5, Central County, Interview with the Author, November 
30, 2006. 

733 Chief Administrative Officer, Northern County Office (6A-AB), Interview with the Author, 
December 5, 2006; Rural Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 15, 
2006; Rural Farm Resident (20D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, January 4, 2007; Rural 
Non-Farm Resident (18D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 19, 2006; Rural 
Resident (6D-AB), Southern County, Interview with the Author, November 21, 2006; Manager. Seed 
Cleaning Plant (4E-Ab), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, January 4, 2007. 
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brings nothing to acreages and farms or any business not located in small towns.”734  

Several people admitted they thought the SuperNet had done nothing for rural Alberta.735  

Rural residents viewed the network as selective and argued that it did not benefit rural 

people because it terminated in towns.  Some people made an even stronger criticism of 

the government for not doing enough to bring the network out to the rural residents of the 

province.  A 66-year-old farmer noted, “it’s too bad they didn’t follow up on the 

SuperNet” and argued that “one of the crimes of government in the country” was that the 

partners “drop in here, [and] left [it] for everyone to figure out.”736  Two neighbors 

concluded that despite the construction of the SuperNet, the government was not 

particularly interested in helping farmers because high-speed internet access was not 

available to everyone in the region.  One noted, “ultimately I don’t get the impression 

anyone cares.”  The other chimed in and stated, “they don’t care about what’s going on 

out here.”737  For these residents it was a cruel joke that the government brought fiber 

optic cable to small towns and villages but they still could not access it for high-speed 

internet service. 

The government’s strategy of not informing rural people about the SuperNet and 

the opportunities it would bring to their communities appears to have backfired.  Some 

rural residents did learn about the SuperNet, because towns, local newspapers, and 

                                                           
734 Manager. Seed Cleaning Plant (4E-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, 

January 4, 2007. 
735 Manager. Seed Cleaning Plant (4E-AB), Village 3, Central County, Interview with the Author, 

January 4, 2007; Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the 
Author, December 8, 2006; Administrator (17B-AB), Village 4, Central County, Interview with the Author, 
December 14, 2006; Internet Service Provider (1F-AB), Interview with the Author, November 22, 2006; 
Administrative Assistant (16B-AB), Town 1, Central County, Interview with the Author, December 13, 
2006. 

736 Rural Farm Resident (15D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 20, 2007. 
737 Rural Farm Resident (16D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 19, 2006; 

Rural Non-Farm Resident (18D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 19, 2006. 
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organizations announced its arrival.  People, therefore, did hear of the network and they 

also learned about the network’s failings from others.  In this way, they knew of the 

network’s failures but not what the network would bring because the government failed 

to communicate the benefits to Albertans.  As a result, some rural people negatively 

evaluated the SuperNet in their communities and others did not know it existed; hence 

they could not possibly use the network.  Those who did understand the goals of the 

network often criticized the government’s ambitions.  They argued that the government’s 

ambitions and hence the network, were larger than what Albertans actually needed.  

Nearly all of the internet service providers interviewed voiced this criticism, arguing that 

towns and villages received more equipment than necessary.  One internet service 

provider noted that the SuperNet is a “very expensive system” and that the partners went 

“completely overboard in some places” because few providers are connecting at the 

ends.738  Others concurred that the government ran too much fiber and placed too much 

equipment in rural communities.739  A computer retailer noted that getting the “Cadillac 

of stuff” is “not always the best.”740  Nearly all of the industry interviewees noted that the 

SuperNet was excessively expensive.741   

While people who worked in technology thought the network was larger than it 

needed to be, many rural Albertans argued that the SuperNet was a waste of money by 

the provincial government.  People tended to be critical of the government’s spending on 

                                                           
738 Internet Service Provider (1F-AB), Interview with the Author, November 22, 2006. 
739 Owner, Internet Installer for South County (2F-AB), Town 1, South County, Interview with the 

Author, November 23, 2006; Retail Computer Sales and Service (4F-AB), Interview with the Author, 
December 15, 2006. 

740 Retail Computer Sales and Service (4F-AB), Interview with the Author, December 15, 2006. 
741 President and Systems Engineer, Computer Sales and Service (5F-AB), Southern County, Interview 

with the Author, January 4, 2007; Retail Computer Sales and Service (4F-AB), Interview with the Author, 
December 15, 2006; Internet Service Provider (7F-AB), Interview with the Author, January 15, 2007. 



 

 

206

what they thought was a waste of money.742  A farmer continued this criticism, noting, “I 

don’t know the whole thing, it sounds like some contractors got pretty rich” and the 

contractors “filled their pockets and they’re gone. I don’t feel the government held them 

accountable. It’s not cost effective.”743  Residents thought the government had carelessly 

and wastefully spent tax dollars. 

Others extended this criticism, charging that the government’s, and hence 

taxpayers’, money is going to enrich a private corporation, Axia.  The owner of a retail 

computer store noted that the SuperNet is a subsidy system: the government pays for 

connections in schools, health care centers, and libraries and the money goes to Axia in 

what he says is “in the end a direct subsidy to Axia.”744  An ISP noted that since 

organizations were not connecting at the rate the partners had anticipated, he thought that 

the “government will have to step in and pay operational shortfalls.”745  Therefore, more 

provincial money would be transferred to the coffers of one private company.  Residents 

of the region, both those knowledgeable about fiber optic networks and those who were 

not, think that the government overbuilt its network and spent too much money on the 

project.  This left them with a profoundly negative evaluation of the SuperNet.   

                                                           
742 Quoted from Representative, Town Office (12B-AB), Town 3, Central County, Interview with the 

Author, December 8, 2006; also Rural Resident (1D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, 
November 13, 2006; Chief Administrative Officer (18B-AB), Town 2, Central County, Interview with the 
Author, December 14, 2006. 

743 Rural Resident (13D-AB), Central County, Interview with the Author, December 15, 2006. 
744 Bly, on his blog “Alberta Rural Broadband,” argues “Axia’s business model is to compete with 

TELUS and Bell in the Enterprise connectivity market and clearly does not have a mandate to support rural 
broadband. By giving Axia an exclusive contract to manage the SuperNet the GOA effectively used tax 
money to fund the creation of a competitor to TELUS and BELL.” Retail Computer Sales and Service (4F-
AB), Interview with the Author, December 15, 2006; Bly, “Last/First Mile 2008 Problems,” Posted to blog 
Monday, December 22, 2008, “Alberta Rural Broadband: An Open Discussion on Alberta Rural 
Broadband” Blog, URL: http://albertaruralbroadband.blogspot.com/ (accessed February 27, 2009). 

745 Internet Service Provider (7F-AB), Interview with the Author, January 15, 2007. 
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Conclusion 

The SuperNet brings a lot of benefits to small rural schools, libraries, and health 

care centers, the “stakeholders” that the provincial government has committed continued 

support to for connection fees and equipment.  Other organizations, those that are not 

“stakeholders,” are simply priced out of access. 

In the Alberta case, the government built infrastructure and the little local 

initiatives and small ISPs provide service to rural residents.  For the government, this 

overcame the digital divide extant in the province, but it still maintained the neoliberal 

imperatives of privatization.  The SuperNet infrastructure itself enables local solutions by 

being an open access network.  The successful solutions were local; they were close 

enough to home that people voted on them or heard about them.  The extremely small 

scale of these solutions, however, makes them patchwork.  Some places, which are not 

centers of micro innovation, await larger companies to fill in the gaps.  In other places, 

where residents or local government conceived of tiny solutions, the solution, due to local 

finance or the desire to serve only the local area, serves only a small number of 

subscribers.  This works to the detriment of rural residents, because they often fall 

beyond the reach of the micro solution in question, leading again to a situation where 

there are digital divides, this time local, where rural areas fall beyond the available 

service.   

Many rural residents have still not fully adopted new information and 

communication technologies into their daily lives.  Additionally, and importantly, the 

government’s claim that the SuperNet would help rural residents get high-speed internet 

by providing affordable backhaul to ISPs simply has not worked as the government said 
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it would.  The SuperNet, therefore, has not solved the access issues that rural Albertans 

face.  People remain without ISPs, without ISP competition, without the “Provider of 

Last Resort,” and at times reliant on small local projects to provide access.  This begins to 

question the Government of Alberta’s neoliberal belief that private business would take 

care of rural residents; something that rural residents have long known to be false. 

The SuperNet project, hailed by its developers as the most expansive fiber optic 

development in North America, thus has not delivered all that it promised and likely will 

not become the model its developers wished it to be.  This leads to the question of 

whether the rural residents of other regions without significant state investment in 

information and communication technologies are faring any better.  A closer look at a 

county in rural Wyoming answers this question.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
“If You Build it, They Will Come”:  

High-Speed Internet in East-Central Wyoming 
 

In 1998, a Microsoft television advertisement transported Americans to a small, 

traditional ranching community.  The spot announced, “This is Lusk, Wyoming. Cows 

outnumber people here 100 to 1.  The thing that isn’t apparent about Lusk is it’s wired, 

Lusk has strung fiber optic cable for the future of high-speed internet.”746  Lusk did, 

indeed, have cable strung throughout the community, but the story, not surprisingly, is 

much more complex than the Microsoft advertisements reveal.   

This chapter explores and analyzes the social, political, and economic reasons for 

the development of the town’s municipal fiber optic grid and also the major factors 

contributing to its failure.  A complex environment of insufficient demand, the lack of 

political will, confusion over how to best use the grid, and not enough funding led to the 

project’s demise.  While the town officials believed the saying “if you build it, they will 

come” was a truism, residents learned that this was not always the case.  Additionally, the 

chapter examines current high-speed internet provision options for town residents and 

businesses and for ranchers in rural areas of the county, concluding that the county’s rural 

residents lack an affordable option for high-speed internet access. As the Microsoft 

commercial announced the town was wired; the local government installed fiber optic

                                                           
746 “This is Lusk,” Microsoft Television Commercial (1998), VHS cassette at the Niobrara County 

Library. 
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cable for the main system and coaxial cable “feeders” that ran through the alleys past all 

businesses and residences.747  The town’s goal for the system was to “provide broad ban 

[sic] technology to every home in town.”748  The town conceived of the grid in 1989, 

started planning and designing in 1990, and began construction in October of 1993.749  

Installation continued for two years, largely because workers cannot install fiber optic 

cable in cold weather.750  In end, the grid was 17 miles long,751 miniature compared to the 

awesome scale of the Alberta SuperNet, but a huge achievement nevertheless for a town 

with a population of approximately 1,500.   

Funding for the project came from the state and the town’s coffers.  The State 

Economic Energy Conservation Program gave a $295,000 grant to the town and the 

Wyoming Municipal Power Association (WMPA) in mid-1992.  This money was from 

petroleum companies that paid the U.S. Department of Energy for violations.752  The 

                                                           
747 “Fiber Optic Provides State-of-the-Art Telecommunication,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 25 

(Wednesday, October 6, 1993): 25. 
748 “Lusk in the Forefront of Technology,” in “History Abounds in Niobrara County,” insert to The 

Lusk Herald, 110, no. 16 (Wednesday, April 17, 1996): 7. 
749 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, October 11, 1989,” in The Lusk Herald, 104, 

no. 28 (Wednesday, October 18, 1989): 20; “Telecommunications Ordinance will be Brought to Town 
Council,” The Lusk Herald, 104, vol. 28, (Wednesday, October 18, 1989): 1; Mary Shields, “Ordinance, 
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1993,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 26 (Wednesday, October 13, 1993): 26. 

750 “Cold weather” for the purposes of fiber optic cable is temperatures below 40 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Jeanne Peterson, “Council Swears in Lohr to Town Council,” The Lusk Herald, 108, no. 50 (Wednesday, 
December 14, 1994): 1; Former Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with the 
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town, over the duration of the project, spent $300,000 of its own money according to 

town officials.753  To save on costs, the town’s staff carried out the installations;754 thus 

construction supplies were the majority of the project’s costs.  The telephone company 

built the middle mile connection.  It bore the bulk of the cost, $2.4 million, to connect the 

town to the fiber-optic backbone over 40 miles away.755  The community envisioned a 

range of uses for the project that would bring in partners to work with the town.  The 

variety of uses and partners stemmed from pragmatic considerations as much as from the 

vast capacity of fiber optics.  In rural areas, partnerships are central to getting things 

done; a multiplicity of partners are needed to pool money and resources to realize visions 

and build infrastructure.  Additionally, using one infrastructure for a multiplicity of 

purposes is also important in rural areas.  Also, over time, the town recognized the 

potential of convergence in the digital era; they learned the fiber optic system had vast 

capacity and multiple applications.   

The goals and priorities of the project shifted during different times to accompany 

the town’s needs.  At times, Mayor Donald Whiteaker highlighted the project as a load 

control project to help the town manage and conserve electric consumption.  The town 

needed this aspect to draw on grant money from the state through the Wyoming 

Municipal Power Association (WMPA).  At other moments, the town billed the project as 

an alternative to the private cable television provider, when local satisfaction with the 

                                                           
753 Mayor Mark Lohr, elected in 1998, however, disagreed with this. He said that the town spent about 

$200,000 on the project. Jon Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” Salon.com (May 1997): 4; Sorensen, 
“Wireless in Wyoming,” A12; for the mayor’s comments see Dee Johnson, “Lohr Ready to Assume 
Mayoral Post,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 20 (Wednesday, May 20, 1998): 32. 

754 “Lusk in the Forefront of Technology,” 7; Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 12; Former 
Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 

755 The Denver Post article states that the telephone company spent $2.1 million in the region. Healey, 
“Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 4; Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 12. 
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company fell.  Early in 1992, Whiteaker asked the council to allow him to apply for a 

“CATV license” and to learn how much building a cable system would cost.756  Yet at 

other times, for the purpose of economic development, the project was largely a 

telecommunication system, capable of handling high call and data volumes to entice 

businesses to develop in, and relocate to, town.   

In addition to the flexibility required in rural areas, the town envisioned possible 

new uses are they discovered them.  In 1989, the mayor envisioned many possible uses 

for the system, including cable television service, “radio service, load control service [for 

the electrical grid], security, [and] meter reading.”757  These are largely municipal 

services.  In 1993, the local newspaper pointed out that the project would support electric 

load control, “traditional telephone, cable television, business and personal 

communication applications.”758  While Whiteaker previously associated the grid largely 

with improved delivery of municipal services, by 1993, the town realized the system 

could provide a much broader menu of services. 

 The superintendent of municipal public works at the time noted that the town had 

a broad spectrum of goals for the project.  On one end, they sought to make the town 

have the “largest warehousing capabilities in the country.”759  On the other, the project 

would foster community.  The superintendent stated, “we even talked … wouldn’t it be 

                                                           
756 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, January 7, 1992,” The Lusk Herald, 106, no. 41 

(Wednesday, January 15, 1992): 21. 
757 “Ordinance No. 25-704, An Ordinance Creating the Town of Lusk Municipal Telecommunications 
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Body of the Town of Lusk to Oversee the MTCS; Awarding a Franchise to the MTCS; Providing for 
Financing the MTCS; and Creating a Cable Citizens Advisory Committee,” in The Lusk Herald, 104, no. 
34 (Wednesday, November 29, 1989): 29. 

758 “Fiber Optic Provides State-of-the-Art Telecommunication,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 25 
(Wednesday, October 6, 1993): 25. 

759 Former Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 
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neat to broadcast [high school] football, basketball games, [and] town council meetings.  

He said, “that was all planned to happen.”760 

 One central facet of the project was the load control portion done in partnership 

between the town and the Wyoming Municipal Power Association (WMPA).  This was a 

pilot project for “distributed control of customer level loads” for the eight towns that 

were WMPA members.  The mayor served on the WMPA’s board, which likely helped 

his town get selected for the pilot project.761  The system sought to lessen electric peaks 

by shifting some operations to low demand times.  Home owners, businesses, and the 

town could save energy costs by consuming energy in off-peak times.  Operationally, the 

WMPA was responsible for the installation, operation and control of the load control part 

of the system, whereas the town was responsible for the broadband pipeline.762   

To increase flexibility and expand the number of services the system could 

support, the council amended the original ordinance.  The original ordinance called for a 

system using only coaxial cable, however, in November of 1990, the town passed an 

amendment to the ordinance, noting that coax was “too narrow ins cope [sic].”  The 

amendment allowed the system to use “coax, copper, fiber optic,” any combination of 

these three, or any other medium that might suit the project’s aims.763  This was an 

important moment because transitioning from coaxial cable to other technologies marks 

the town’s shift from smaller aims to larger ones.   

                                                           
760 Ibid. 
761 Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 11. 
762 “Fiber Optic Provides State-of-the-Art Telecommunication,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 25 

(Wednesday, October 6, 1993): quoted from 1, 25. 
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Lusk gained notoriety as it was one of the first communities in the U.S. to have 

fiber optics installed.764  The contrast of a tiny town at the forefront of telecommunication 

development excited the national media.  Journalists reveled in the juxtaposition of a one-

stop light ranching town and advanced fiber optics and brought the town to the nation’s 

attention.  National media outlets as diverse as Forbes (1992), CBS television (1995), the 

Denver Post Magazine (1995), USA Today (1995), Yahoo! Internet Life (1998 and 1999), 

Time magazine (1999), and Microsoft (1998) reported on the town’s vision and success at 

installing the grid, something that the vast majority of other communities had not 

achieved on their own.765  These positive representations of the town’s fiber-optic and 

coaxial cable network shared the theme of technological optimism.  Articles noted the 

small size of the town, with a population of approximately 1,500, and few missed the 

chance to add that it was located in “the least populated county in the least populous 

state” in the U.S.766  Forbes’ 1992 article, “The Virtual Workplace,” highlighted the town 

as an example of the “hinterlands” using new telecommunication advances to entice and 

                                                           
764 Jeanne Peterson, “Communicating is Faster Through Fiberoptics,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 31 

(Wednesday, July 31, 1996): 27. 
765 David C. Churbuck and Jeffrey S. Young, “The Virtual Workplace,” Forbes, 150, no. 12 

(November 23, 1992): 184-190; Hoversten, “Cyberspace Snares Entire Town,” 10A; Michael Freidson, 
“Doin’ the Towns,” Yahoo! Internet Life, 5, no. 3 (March 1999).  
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news articles mentioning the population of the county: “Niobrara County Steeped in State’s Rich Past,” in 
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enable businesses to locate farther and farther from the central cities.767  Some of the 

articles connected the town and its communication infrastructure to the past.  One called 

the network a “new frontier,”768 a second noted that the town was the “rural frontier of 

cyberspace,”769 and yet another equated the communication link to the railroad in the 

nineteenth century.770  The articles and the Microsoft commercials delighted in 

representing the town as the “old West.”  The Denver Post argued that it was the “old 

frontier values of self-help, thriftiness and neighborliness that made it possible.”771  This 

illustrates Herbert Gans’ point that the media tend to idealize rural life; it suited the 

American imagination to see rugged rural people enter the digital age.772  This made 

Lusk’s telecommunications development a good story.   

The local press basked in the limelight; noting with glee each time journalists 

came to town or the town received positive coverage in a national or regional media 

outlet.773  In the optimism amid the town and technology at the time, journalists and the 

                                                           
767 Churbuck and Young, “The Virtual Workplace.” 
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Microsoft commercials glossed over the fact that the network did not connect to the 

outside world.  The town’s grid did not actually connect to the telephone switching 

office; thus the municipal system could not communicate beyond town borders.  The 

Microsoft commercials, for example, noted that the town had wired itself “for the future 

of high-speed internet.”774  It said nothing about the town’s present.   

More critical coverage of the media darling began in 1997 and continued until 

2001 when journalists began to look more carefully at the system the town established.  

Media outlets that covered the story in a more negative way included Salon.com (1997), 

the Seattle Times (1999), the Billings Gazette (1999), the Omaha World-Herald (1999), 

the Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (1999), and the Casper Star-Tribune (2001).  Most of these 

articles revealed the fiber optic cable stopped behind, but did not connect to, the 

telephone switching station.775  Some questioned celebrating a project that had not come 

to full fruition.  Others briefly explored reasons for the delay.   

Although the town had the wire in place, their economic and community 

aspirations surrounding telecommunication technology failed.  The town did not reach 

the end goal of providing broadband to every house.  The town installed cable near all the 

homes and businesses in town, but the technology reached only fifty homes for testing 

purposes.776  Most of the cable ended in the alleys; the town still had to “make the drop 

                                                           
774 “This is Lusk,” Microsoft television commercial (1998), VHS cassette at the Niobrara County 

Library. 
775 Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 1; Sorensen, “Wireless in Wyoming,” A1; “Lusk’s Link to 
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off to the house” in each case.777  In the end, only two organizations connected to the 

fiber optic cable: the schools and the public electric stations.778  The school district asked 

for, and received from, the town council two strands of the community’s fiber for the 

schools’ use.  The town council unanimously approved the request.779  The two schools 

used the fiber for a high-speed connection between them.780 

The promise of the network-to-be ended, ironically, in the sale of the much-

heralded grid to the incumbent cable company.  This was ironic, because the town meant 

for the grid originally to replace this provider.  The sale ended a chapter of possibility for 

the town. 

Incentives for Construction of the Grid 

There is evidence for six reasons why the town constructed the grid: first, the 

town’s innovative mayor; second, unhappiness with the town’s incumbent private cable 

provider; third, the desire for economic development in the area; fourth, the neglect of 

rural America by private infrastructure providers; fifth, the agreement of the telephone 

company to build the middle mile fiber optic cable; and finally, the much larger wave of 

technological optimism pervasive in the United States at the time.  This section explores 

these reasons in detail, using local newspaper articles, national and regional media 

                                                           
777 Whiteaker, the innovative former mayor (1982-1996), maintained that the town could do this 

cheaply, for $10 per home. Former Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with 
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778 Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 1. 
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coverage, town council meeting minutes from 1989 until 1999, and interview data 

collected during fieldwork.  

 
 
The Visionary Mayor 

 
Solving problems at the municipal level was one of Mayor Whiteaker’s calling 

cards.  Time Magazine called him “cajoling and far-sighted.”781  When cable rates 

jumped, as discussed below, Whiteaker looked into providing cable television service and 

he applied to the FCC to be able to regulate rates for basic cable services in the 

community.  The council unanimously passed this resolution.782  In 1994, when natural 

gas rates increased, the town unanimously passed an ordinance that created a municipal 

natural gas department, to complement the municipal electric system.783  A council 

member saw this as a positive trait of the mayor’s and she stated, “We have such an 

aggressive mayor, and he seems to be one jump ahead of the others.”784  The town’s 

superintendent of municipal public works at the time also noted that the mayor’s 

characteristics were central to the fiber optic project.  The superintendent said that 

Whiteaker was “very aggressive” and “very well known,” qualities that undoubtedly 

helped him further his plans.  Additionally, the superintendent noted there was “always a 

                                                           
781 Chris O’Malley, “The Digital Divide: Small Towns that Lack High-Speed Internet Access Find it 
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dream he had and [he] made everyone of ‘em come true.”785  Other town employees and 

state officials felt the same way about the mayor.  The town’s attorney told the Denver 

Post, “He’s phenomenal. This guy shoots off ideas like sparks.”786  Larry Stolz, the chief 

information technology officer for the state said, “He’s always been one to want to be 

ahead of the game as far as telecommunications.”787  Whiteaker himself noted he was 

armed with “buzz words” in the 1990s.788  The mayor’s aggressiveness, vision, and 

connections, added to his belief that problems could be overcome at the municipal level, 

were important ingredients in the furthering of the telecommunication project. 

 These characteristics certainly must have helped Whiteaker conceive of, and rally 

support for, the project.  His persuasiveness and aggressiveness led him to drive 250 

miles to the telephone company’s headquarters to discuss fiber optics.789  Additionally, 

his position on the board of the Wyoming Municipal Power Association likely helped 

him get the association to choose his town for the pilot load control project.790 

 Whiteaker’s ideas had such an impact in the state capitol that the Governor, Mike 

Sullivan, appointed him to the State Telecommunications Advisory Council for a one-

year term (July 1, 1991 to July 1, 1992).  The council had one spot for someone from 

municipal government.791  The Governor reappointed the mayor to the council post in 

                                                           
785 Former Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 
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July 1992 for a term that ran until July 1, 1994792 and reappointed him again to serve 

from July 19, 1994 until June 30, 1998.793  

The mayor’s vision was only one of the factors behind the town’s decision to 

build the grid, ranging from local factors, the history of rural infrastructure provision, and 

much larger nation-wide technological optimism.  The innovative mayor pointed to two 

factors that provided the impetus for the project: the town’s unhappiness with the cable 

provider and his desire to further economic development in the town.  In 1992, Whiteaker 

stressed that he generated the project because “I was frustrated with rising cable costs and 

concerned about the depressed state of the local economy. This was the impetus for the 

venture.”794  The system, thus, had two main origins: to improve services for residents, a 

smaller goal, and to further economic development, a much grander vision. 

 

Unhappiness with the Incumbent Cable Provider 

Frequent mention of the grid in the town council minutes and local press begins as 

an exploration into a community cable television system in 1989, because residents were 

not happy with the incumbent cable provider.795  Whiteaker helped to organize and 

attended a seminar on telecommunications in a nearby town and shortly thereafter 

brought an ordinance to the town council to permit the town to “establish a municipal 
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telecommunications cable system.”796  The first, second, and third readings of the 

ordinance passed unanimously in the town council.797   

Immediately following the third passage of the ordinance, the town council 

distributed a survey among residents to query their satisfaction with cable service.  The 

aim, according to Whiteaker, was to document the plethora of complaints that council 

had heard about the cable service and, if residents voiced enough displeasure with the 

current cable system, the council “will proceed with looking into developing an 

alternative service.”798  According to town council meeting minutes, the town required 

the written documentation “in order to stay out of lawsuits.”799  In addition to citizen 

complaints, the incumbent provider informed the mayor by mail that they were raising 

cable rates by 17 to 18 percent.800  The mayor developed a survey to ask residents about 

cable subscription and satisfaction.  The council received 203 responses to their cable 

survey; 70.9% (144) of respondents were cable subscribers and agreed that they would 

switch their service to a “local company.”  An additional ten respondents that did not 
                                                           

796 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, October 11, 1989,” in The Lusk Herald, 104, 
no. 28 (Wednesday, October 18, 1989): 20; “Telecommunications Ordinance will be Brought to Town 
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subscribe to cable said they would subscribe to a local cable provider and 21 respondents 

who had cable reported they would switch their service to a local company but they 

expressed reservations about the pricing and number of channels such a company could 

offer.  Just below three percent of the respondents (six) revealed they did not subscribe, 

and could not, due to financial reasons.  From this, Whiteaker concluded that over 85 

percent of respondents “were not satisfied with the present commercial cable television 

provider.”801  The minutes do not reveal how many surveys they mailed out (the number 

of dwellings in town) or how many households subscribed to cable.  Later, the mayor 

reported a 38 percent response rate, which means there were 534 homes in town at the 

time.802  Approximately 449 homes had cable service according to a 1990 news article.803  

Additionally, the council minutes do not include the survey questions.  The mayor could 

have written the survey to elicit responses from the disgruntled but few others.  The 

results of the survey were decisive enough that the council decided to further investigate 

the possibilities for a local cable company.804  Commenting on the survey results, 

Whiteaker noted, “I feel that the strength of the mandate given to us by the survey forces 

us to study development of such a system.”805  He later argued that cost should exclude 
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no residents from cable subscription.  This statement suggests that a town-owned cable 

system would have been affordable for all who wished to subscribe.806 

Residents’ unhappiness with the incumbent cable provider led Whiteaker to strive 

to provide affordable and reliable services to his constituents.  He also, however, thought 

that the grid could bring economic development to the town. 

 
 

Economic Development 

The town, founded in 1886, experienced a boom in the 1920s when oil swelled its 

population to 10,000.  Over time, the populace dwindled, and the exodus increased in the 

1980s when the prices for land and oil fell.  At the end of the decade, only 1,504 people 

resided in town.807  According to the local press, the local economy “hit bottom” in 1984.  

In addition to the depressed local economy, the town watched successive generations of 

youth flee to urban areas for college and employment opportunities.  This concern was 

not unique to the community; it was common to rural centers across the country.808  A 

lack of career opportunities kept young adults from returning to the county.  Thus, the 

population of the region increased in age and the overall population declined.  Providing 

more employment opportunities in the region, the town’s community plan argued in 

1994, would bring young adults back after college.809  

                                                           
806 The experience of Glasgow, Kentucky, was provision at substantially lower rates than the private 

provider. Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 6. 
807 Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 11. 
808 Falk and Lobao discuss the rural crisis in general. William W. Falk and Linda M. Lobao. “Who 

Benefits from Economic Restructuring?: Lessons from the Past, Challenges for the Future,” in Challenges 
for Rural America in the Twenty-First Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson (University 
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 158-159. 

809 In 2001, a particularly critical article of the town and the fiber optic system by Brandon Loomis 
argued that when asked, “where do you want to go today?,” the question posed in the Microsoft 
advertisements, townspeople’s real answer is “anywhere else with good-paying jobs.” “Lusk’s Community 
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The 1980s witnessed an agricultural crisis, caused by reduced demand and prices 

for farm products and low prices for farmland.  Acting in concert, low farm incomes and 

low land prices made it difficult for farmers to pay down their mortgages and debt.810  

The crisis led rural areas to attempt economic restructuring in the 1990s.  Popularly, the 

press labeled this the arrival of the “new” economy, one based on high technology and 

telecommunications.  Lusk attempted to position itself at the center of this new economy.  

At the same time, the federal government decreased its role in community development, 

pushing economic development activities onto states and local governments.811 

The start of Lusk’s economic revival, however, came from an industry outside of 

the new economy.  The town successfully attracted the state’s women’s prison, bringing 

state money and jobs into the region.  This increased the number of service jobs in the 

town.  Rural sociologists William W. Falk and Linda M. Lobao note that industries like 

animal confinement or processing plants and prisons stigmatize communities and can 

discourage other development efforts.812 

According to the local newspaper, in the mid-1980s, the mayor realized that while 

the town had basic infrastructure; it lacked “modern telecommunications.”813  

Additionally, John Naisbitt’s 1982 bestseller Megatrends: Ten New Directions 

Transforming Our Lives influenced the mayor.814  Naisbitt’s book outlined ten major 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Plan Continues,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 15 (Wednesday, April 13, 1994): 14, 24; Brandon Loomis, 
“Where Do You Want to Go Today?,” Casper Star-Tribune (Saturday, March 17, 2001): B1. 

810 Falk and Lobao, “Who Benefits from Economic Restructuring?,” 158. 
811 Ibid., 160. 
812 Ibid., 165. 
813 “Lusk Bets on Fiber Optics to Lure Development,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 9 (Wednesday, 

March 2, 1994): 1. 
814 Another book, David Osborne and Ted Gabler’s Reinventing Government (1992), read by people in 

local government around the U.S. argued that rather than being a provider, regulator, and enforcer, local 
governments should be facilitators, networkers, and enablers. The Lusk project shows adoption of these 
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shifts, or megatrends, that would dramatically alter American society.  Daniel Bell in his 

1973 book, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting, 

originally outlined the first of these trends, the transition from an industrial to an 

information society.815  Naisbitt maintained that Americans were currently in the 

information society and they needed to understand it.816  An additional trend that would 

have been of interest to the town was Naisbitt’s megatrend of “Centralization → 

Decentralization” that saw businesses locating new facilities in the open spaces of small 

towns and rural areas across the country rather than in the developed urban areas.817  In 

the reality of the information society, advanced telecommunications were key.  Places 

without it would be left behind.  The mayor, who read Naisbitt’s book, likely read, “The 

combined technologies of the telephone, computer, and television have merged into an 

integrated information and communication system that transmits data and permits 

instantaneous interactions between persons and computers” and that in the future, the 

“emerging communications network [will] carry the new products of the information 

society.”818 

The local press noted that the mayor’s dream was to “encourage high-tech, non-

polluting economic growth,…”819  Two businesses located in town during this time, a 

company fabricating control panels for electronic gates and a publishing and advertising 

                                                                                                                                                                             

newer roles. Sorensen, “Wireless in Wyoming,” A12; “Lusk’s Link to the Information Age—Wire, Oh 
Wire, Can It Be?,” 9; Mildred Warner, “Competition, Cooperation, and Local Governance,” in Challenges 
for Rural America in the Twenty-First Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson (University 
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 253. 

815 John Naisbitt, Megatrends: Ten New Directions Transforming Our Lives (New York: Warner 
Books, 1982), 13. 

816 Ibid. 
817 Ibid., 127. 
818 Ibid., 23-24. 
819 “Fiber Optic Provides State-of-the-Art Telecommunication,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 25 

(Wednesday, October 6, 1993): 25. 
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company.820  The town, however, lacked modern telecommunications capability that 

hindered the businesses in town and would discourage others from locating in the area.  

Antiquated telephone technology served the region.  In 1992, founders of the electronic 

gate business learned upon arriving in the town that they could not yet direct dial 

telephone calls to Europe.821  Additionally, they found the telephone switching office’s 

older equipment made faxes tough to send.822  The publishing firm required better 

telecommunications so that they could send art, graphics, and publications to clients 

around the nation.  The owner pointed to a trend occurring at the time, locating 

businesses away from urban centers, telling the Denver Post Magazine, “…we can do the 

same publishing and creative work here in Lusk that they can do in a city, and we can 

keep the costs down.”823  Like the owner of the local publishing firm, the national press, 

including Forbes and USA Today, pointed to an emerging future where businesses leave 

cities and migrate to towns and rural areas.  The executive managing editor of Wired 

magazine, John Battelle, noted that the “informationally wealthy” were going to look “for 

places to live that are clean and beautiful.”824  In 1992, Forbes called fiber optics the third 

wave of business outmigration from cities, following those due to electronic power and 

railroads and then the Interstate highway system.825  When businesses were searching for 

areas in which to locate, the availability of advanced telecommunications would be 

critical. 

                                                           
820 Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 11, 14. 
821 Mary A. Shields, “New Business is Open, Running,” The Lusk Herald, 107, no. 16 (Wednesday, 

July 29, 1992): 3; Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 12. 
822 Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 14. 
823 Ibid., 13. 
824 Hoversten, “Cyberspace Snares Entire Town,” 10A. 
825 Churbuck and Young, “The Virtual Workplace,” 184-190. 
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Mayor Whiteaker maintained on several occasions that a telecommunications 

system would bring economic development to the town.826  The mayor and town quoted 

the 1989 Kevin Costner film Field of Dreams, “If you build it, they will come!” and 

according to the mayor, “If you don’t—they won’t.”827  They argued, like the boosters of 

the past, that if the town built telecommunications, businesses would arrive.  Officials 

sought to make the town have the “largest warehousing capabilities in the country,” 

according to the superintendent of municipal public works at the time.828  Salon.com 

reported that several town officials originally “envisioned catalog companies, reservation 

systems, corporate branches” locating in town and using the town’s telecom system.829  

Whiteaker thought that “catalog ordering or clearinghouse telemarketing may be easy 

markets to tap with the sophisticated telecommunications system in place,” according to 

the Denver Post.  An added bonus, according to the new Governor, Jim Geringer, was 

that “Companies who want to try out interactive technology could easily try it for a low 

cost here.” 830  The mayor realized that the town needed improved telecommunication 

capacity to attract businesses to the region, especially those that fulfilled his desire for 

                                                           
826 Bill Hanson, “Mayoral Profile: Whiteaker: ‘I can Provide the Leadership,’” The Lusk Herald, 106, 

no. 51 (Wednesday, April 1, 1992): 1. 
827 Boldface and italics in original. In addition to the mayor, the U.S. West representative Bill Thomas 

also used the phrase “build it and they will come” to discuss the town’s fiber optic grid project. “Lusk in 
the Forefront of Technology,” in “History Abounds in Niobrara County,” insert to The Lusk Herald, 110, 
no. 16 (Wednesday, April 17, 1996): 8; the mayor repeated this statement in Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of 
Cyberspace,” 14; Thomas quoted in “Lusk Bets on Fiber Optics to Lure Development,” The Lusk Herald, 
111, no. 9 (Wednesday, March 2, 1994): 1. 

828 Former Superintendent of Municipal Public Works (1A-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 
2007. 

829 Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 4. 
830 Additionally, Geringer spoke positively about the system’s adaptability for educational and medical 

applications, arguing, “To preserve our quality of life, we must preserve our small towns.” This suggests 
that small towns play a central role in the fabric of American life, a myth shared by many. Governor Jim 
Geringer quoted in Jeanne Peterson, “Geringer Speaks Out on Tourism, Technology, Education, the BLM,” 
The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 7 (Wednesday, February 14, 1996): 5. 
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non-polluting development; however, small towns in rural America are not the places 

where telecommunications firms traditionally invest money. 

 
 
Neglect of Rural America by Private Providers 

Knowing that small communities are not the foci of corporate investment, the 

mayor decided to build the grid for the town’s survival in the twenty-first century.  Like 

other rural areas in the U.S., private infrastructure providers neglected the region.  The 

town felt that to get things done, they needed to do it themselves.  The provision of 

municipal services had a colorful history in Lusk.  In the 1920s, the local madam paid for 

the town’s water and sewer systems, replacing outhouses.831  Additionally, the town 

owned the electric network and this would make it easy to string telecommunications 

wires on the poles as the town did not have to pay for access.832  The two private 

telecommunication providers, U.S. West and Platte River Cable, that served Lusk had 

turned their gaze from the town, leading officials to seek their own solutions to 

telecommunication needs.  As discussed earlier, the incumbent private cable provider 

dissatisfied some town residents with their poor customer service and the telephone 

company used aged equipment to serve the town.  The town appears to have viewed this 

as neglect. 

To upgrade equipment in the region, the town had to present the telephone 

company with a special initiative.  The cable company required the specter of 

                                                           
831 Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 2; “The Lusty Lady From Lusk,” The Lusk Herald (no date) 

article posted to “Dell (Fisher) Burke (July 5,1888-November 4, 1980),” Niobrara County Library website, 
URL: http://www.niobraracountylibrary.org/obituaries/?id=903 (accessed January 18, 2009).  

832 Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of Cyberspace,” 12. 
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competition from the town to work on customer satisfaction.  It was loath to have 

redundant cables, surpassed by the possible municipal venture.  This lends credence to 

the economic concept of “contestable” markets developed by economist William 

Baumol.  A “contestable” market is one where the threat of competition pushes the 

incumbent monopoly company to respond in positive ways, providing lower prices and 

better service.833  After the town made movements toward developing a competitive cable 

service, Platte River Cable greatly increased the attention it paid to customers in the 

town.  These cases illustrate that without pressure, private companies do not pay much 

attention to rural areas and small towns.   

With the town’s musings into municipal cable service, the incumbent cable 

company strengthened its presence in the community through a variety of means.  This 

diverged from earlier practices, such as the letter sent to advise the town of rate 

increases.834  Platte River Cable unleashed a public relations campaign to improve its 

image and residents’ happiness with their service.  One part of the PR strategy included 

positive coverage in the local press: introducing readers to employees working in the 

area, placing advertisements, and having favorable stories run.835  Indeed, it appears that 

                                                           
833 Alan Griffiths and Stephen Ison, Business Economics (Oxford: Heinemann Educational Publishers, 

2001), 83. 
834 “Cable Survey being Issued,” The Lusk Herald, 104, no. 36 (Wednesday, December 13, 1989): 27. 
835 A full page in the newspaper employing all three of these strategies occurred on April 25, 1990 and 

another followed on April 30, 1992. The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 3 (Wednesday, April 25, 1990): 5; The Lusk 
Herald, 107, no. 4 (Wednesday, April 30, 1992): 6b; an advertisement ran introducing the community to 
the customer service representative in Lusk, “Meet Heidi Phipps,” Platte River Cable advertisement, The 
Lusk Herald, 105, no. 10 (Wednesday, June 13, 1990): 11; also “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, June 
5, 1990,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 11 (Wednesday, June 20, 1990): 22; “Platte River Cable Named Linda 
Mallory as its Customer Relations Representative,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 39 (Wednesday, January 9, 
1991): 1A.  
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the newspaper ran the cable company’s press releases as news stories.836  Advertisements 

included drawings of happy families watching great entertainment from the cable 

company. 837  One advertisement reminded people that their company had “Something 

For Everyone” and that it was “Your Cable Company.”838  In addition to using the local 

press, the provider improved its service and increased its presence in the community.  

Service improvements included upgrades of the plant in the area839 and improvements to 

the “800 telephone number in Fort Collins” so that people could reach the cable 

company.840  To increase their presence in town, the incumbent sent representatives to 

attend town council, 841 reopened its office in town to “better serve the needs of the 

community,”842 launched a free information channel for the town,843 and made a door-to-

door check of cable service in town subscribers’ homes.844  The cable company’s 

residential check made the front page of the local press, pointing to the sentiment some 
                                                           

836 One story about a cable service upgrade included the text, “The new wire will insure current and 
future interactive capabilities. The interruption of signals to our subscribers will be isolated and held to a 
minimum.” Italics added. Additionally, the story concluded with the statement, “As always, Platte River 
Cable will provide Lusk with the best that cable television has to offer.” Other stories, similar in tone, ran 
in the paper. “Cable TV Firm to Change ‘Feeder’ Wire to Homes,” The Lusk Herald, 108, no. 4 
(Wednesday, May 5, 1993): 3. 

837 “Thank You for Your Patience,” Platte River Cable advertisement, The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 5 
(Wednesday, May 9, 1990): 20; “Thank You for Your Patience,” Platte River Cable advertisement, The 
Lusk Herald, 105, no. 7 (Wednesday, May 23, 1990): 20; “We are proud to be a part of such a wonderful 
state. Happy 100th Wyoming,” Platte River Cable advertisement, The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 13 (Wednesday, 
July 4, 1990): 3A; “When you’re looking for the best in cable television viewing, look to us. We have all 
the channels you need for great entertainment,” Platte River Cable advertisement, The Lusk Herald, 105, 
no. 39 (Wednesday, January 9, 1991): 1A. 

838 “Cable TV: The Best in Home Entertainme[n]t for You and Your Family,” Platte River Cable 
advertisement, The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 3 (Wednesday, April 25, 1990): 5. 

839 “Platte River Cable Schedules Customer Services Upgrades,” The Lusk Herald, 108, no. 2 
(Wednesday, April 21, 1993): 1; “Cable TV Firm to Change ‘Feeder’ Wire to Homes,” The Lusk Herald, 
108, no. 4 (Wednesday, May 5, 1993): 3. 

840 Ben Hernandez quoted in “Minutes of the Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, May 1, 1990,” in 
The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 6 (Wednesday, May 16, 1990): 16.  

841 “City Council Conducts Meeting,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 4 (Wednesday, May 2, 1990): 17. 
842 “Town Council Conducts Meeting with Full Agenda Tuesday Night,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 9 

(Wednesday, June 6, 1990): 14. 
843 “Platte River Cable Checks Cable System in 221 Lusk Homes,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 7 

(Wednesday, May 23, 1990): 1. 
844 Ibid. 
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residents had for the cable provider.  The paper stated, “If you thought you were seeing 

things when you spied Platte River Cable trucks cruising throughout Lusk last weekend, 

you weren’t.”845  This sardonically suggests that the cable company had previously 

neglected the town.  With these tactics, the incumbent attempted to improve customer 

satisfaction in the town as it hoped to retain its cable franchise monopoly.  In addition to 

its public relations and goodwill strategies in town, according to Whiteaker, the 

incumbent cable company also threatened to “fight” a municipal venture.846  An 

additional cable provider in town would substantially decrease revenue for the company.  

While it was unlikely that another private provider would serve the town, the threat of 

competition from the municipality was clearly a great concern to the incumbent.   

 In 1993, Platte River Cable’s franchise expired.  The franchise renewal agreement 

between the town and the incumbent was for fifteen years.  Two town residents attended 

council and expressed concern with the length of the agreement.  One noted, “I don’t 

want to see us get locked into a franchise we can’t live with” and the other argued that 

fifteen years was a long time, too long in light of the technological advances that were 

occurring.  He feared that cable would become obsolete.  The mayor, however, brushed 

these concerns aside, stating that if various companies developed different delivery 

options for television choices, these could offer competition to the cable franchisee and, 

“That [competition] could keep prices down.”847 

 The town and the cable company eventually signed an agreement for fifteen 

years.  Importantly, however, the franchise agreement was non-exclusive.  The town 

                                                           
845 Ibid. 
846 “Lusk Plans are Featured,” 1. 
847 Mary A. Shields, “Council Approves Home Business Permits, Hears Cable Discussion,” The Lusk 

Herald, 107, no. 26 (Wednesday, October 7, 1992): 1, 20, mayor quoted from 20. 
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would grant a franchise to any qualified applicant.  In addition, “This franchise shall in 

no way limit the Town … from authorizing construction of its own or other cable 

communication systems.”848  The incumbent’s goodwill gestures, increased visibility, and 

service improvements did not keep the town from pondering municipal provision. 

The town, however, did not seek to build its own telephone system.  For this it 

relied on U.S. West, one of the large Baby Bells.  But, U.S. West’s equipment was old.  

The telephone switching office still used a cross-bar switch.  Cross-bar switches were 

electromechanical, that is, analog switching technology.  They used “magnets and metal 

bars (crossbars) to close connections.”849  Telephone companies used them 

predominantly from 1950 to 1980, when companies replaced them with electronic 

switches.850    

 U.S. West defended the aged equipment serving the region by explaining the 

difficulties involved in providing service to Wyoming at a Public Service Commission 

(PSC) meeting in 1993.  The Director of Regulatory Affairs, Alfrieda Gonzales, argued, 

“Wyoming’s telephone rates are among the lowest in the country.”  At the same time, the 

costs to bring service to the state’s subscribers were among the highest.  She stated it cost 

the company roughly $3,100 per customer to deliver service in Wyoming, the highest per 

                                                           
848 “Ordinance No. 4-101, An Ordinance of the Town of Lusk Granting a Conditional Franchise to 

James Cable Partners, L.P., its Successors and Assigns, to Build, Construct, Operate and Maintain a Cable 
Television Service and Ancillary Communications Services Along, Across, and Upon the Public Streets, 
Ways, Alleys, Easements and Places as the Same May Now or Hereafter Exist within Said Municipality,” 
The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 24 (Wednesday, September 29, 1993): 25. 

849 “Definition of: Crossbar Switch,” Encyclopedia, PCMag.com, URL: 
http://www.pcmag.com/encyclopedia_term/0,2542,t=crossbar+switch&i=40505,00.asp# (accessed April 
12, 2009). 

850 “The Crossbar Switch—From Concept to Success,” The Switches, Products, Home, The History of 
Ericsson website, URL: 
http://www.ericssonhistory.com/templates/Ericsson/Article.aspx?id=2095&ArticleID=1379&CatID=362&
epslanguage=EN (accessed April 12, 2009). 
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capita cost in the nation; the reasons for this high cost were the large expanse of the state 

and the low density of its population.  While the company was upgrading equipment in 

Wyoming, it also spent money “expanding and maintaining the current network.”  

Gonzales noted, “Our serving territory in Wyoming is so large and vast that it impacts 

our ability to channel money to projects that could improve the quality of service, 

upgrade central offices and meet customers’ rising expectations for new products and 

services.”851  Due to the high cost of serving Wyoming’s residents, and the return the 

company desired, U.S. West used and repaired old equipment rather than replacing it 

with modern plant.852  Whiteaker realized that the phone company, with these economic 

challenges, would not wire the town for advanced telecommunications on its own. 

 
 
A Partner to Build the Middle Mile 

The development of the town’s telecommunication project hinged on finding a 

way to connect the town to the incumbent telephone company’s fiber, which was over 40 

miles away.  This was such a central component of the project that the town did not buy 

or install equipment until the phone company completed the middle mile.  

In April of 1990, Whiteaker announced that he had met with representatives from 

the incumbent telephone company, and was looking into a public-private partnership on a 

telecommunication system.  A network build under the partnership would not include 

                                                           
851 U.S. West Communications Director of Regulatory Affairs Alfrieda Gonzales quoted in “U.S. West 

Outlines Strategy, Service: Investment of $1.4 Million Could Raise Rates,” The Lusk Herald, 108, no. 8 
(Wednesday, June 2, 1993): 24. 

852 This was the case in the county’s rural areas, although the telephone company eventually upgraded 
the central office switch and placed fiber to the town, it did not modernize the lines from the town to the 
county’s rural areas. This situation still held true in 2007 when the phone company served rural homes with 
open wire. 
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cable television (because the telephone company could not be a cable provider under the 

FCC’s cross ownership rules in force at the time).  The mayor was “enthused” and 

“confident” about working with the phone company according to the local press.  Further, 

Whiteaker reported the telephone provider as stating “we’re going to go with it until 

there’s a fatal flaw.”853   

In 1991, U.S. West agreed to a partnership with the town.  To continue with the 

telecommunication project, the town needed a connection to the telephone company’s 

fiber optic trunk line, 40 miles away.  The phone company, according to the town’s 

attorney, “…has neglected rural America and felt it was time to do something with rural 

America. … That and the fact that Whiteaker went for it (telecommunications coming to 

Lusk) and wanted a joint venture (influenced their choice of an experiment site).”854  U.S. 

West agreed to bring fiber to the town, thus enabling the town to access a high-speed 

connection to the rest of the world. 

The telephone company, for its part, admitted they had to address the “need to 

upgrade and modernize the network in Wyoming.”  The company’s Vice President noted, 

“We believe it is our responsibility to support the state in its pursuit of economic 

development.  A high quality, state-of-the-art telecommunications network is a key 

element of Wyoming’s economic infrastructure.”855  The company asked for rate 

                                                           
853 Mayor quoting the telephone company quoted from “Council Exploring Partnership with US West,” 

The Lusk Herald, 104, no. 52 (Wednesday, April 4, 1990): 1; also Zeiger, “The Rural Frontier of 
Cyberspace,” 12. 

854 Parentheses in original article; matter in brackets added by the author. “Lusk May be Rural America 
Telecommunications Experiment Site,” The Lusk Herald, 106, no. 23 (Wednesday, September 11, 1991): 1. 

855 U.S. West Communications Vice President Stan Bader quoted in “US West Seeking Rate Increase 
in State,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 46 (Wednesday, February 20, 1991): 2. 
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increases to help with these actions, which the Wyoming Public Service Commission 

agreed to in 1991.856 

U.S. West announced in October of 1992 that it was going to modernize the 

town’s aged telecommunications equipment.  The letter announcing the modernization 

stated, 

 
U.S. West is committed to replacing the existing cross bar switch in Lusk 
with a new digital switch in the fourth quarter of 1993. This new switch 
will give our customers in town and the associated rural serving area 
access to a wide variety of new products and sophisticated services. 

 
Also, a new fiber interoffice facility will be placed between Orin Junction 
and Lusk. It will also become operational during the fourth quarter of 
1993. 
 
The new facilities will position the Town … to retain and/or attract 
businesses which have the need for complete digital connectivity to the 
world.857 

 
 
Enhanced services and equipment, however, came at a price.  The state’s Public Service 

Commission held hearings to enquire into the enhanced telephone services that residents 

wanted in early 1993 and what they considered to be “basic” service.  The PSC reminded 

customers, however, that improvements to telecommunication services might require 

“SUBSTANTIAL INCREASES” in rates.858  At the public hearing in town, U.S. West 

noted they planned to spend $1.4 million in the area, upgrading their system, including a 

digital central office in town and “high-speed digital facilities” between the existing fiber 

                                                           
856 “Phone Rates Rising this Month,” The Lusk Herald, 105, no. 52 (Wednesday, April 3, 1991): 1. 
857 Mary A. Shields, “Telecommunications will be Reality in Lusk in Fall 1993,” The Lusk Herald, 

107, no. 27 (Wednesday, October 14, 1992): 1. 
858 “Notice of Public Service Commission Inquiry into Telecommunications Service Needs and 
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optic link and the town.859  Shortly after the installation of the new central office 

equipment, the telephone company asked the Public Service Commission for a thirty-six 

percent rate hike to increase earnings based on past investments.860 

The telephone company installed the digital equipment in October of 1993, 

making call forwarding, call waiting, and direct international dialing available to town 

residents.  The incumbent’s spokesman did not miss the opportunity to point out that 

subscribers in Lusk “now have access to many of the same products and services that 

customers in Denver, Phoenix and even New York have.”861  The official also noted that 

the new digital telephone office would be a part of the town’s economic development 

because “Where your office is actually located becomes less and less important in the 

Information Age. This lets a business decide on where to locate based on factors like the 

quality of education, lack of crime—the overall quality of life. Factors that make 

Wyoming, and Lusk, such an attractive selling point.”862  To the phone company official, 

distance mattered less than it did in the past.  

The telephone company installed 24-strand fiber optic cable from their existing 

12-strand fiber, 40 miles west, to the town.  The estimated cost of this upgrade was $2.1 

million.  Lusk was a special case; the company did not plan to run fiber to any other 

communities in the state.863  The company’s spokesperson reflected on the partnership, “I 

                                                           
859 “U.S. West Outlines Strategy, Service: Investment of $1.4 Million Could Raise Rates,” The Lusk 

Herald, 108, no. 8 (Wednesday, June 2, 1993): 1. 
860 Additionally, they requested permission to sell 28 small exchanges. Zoe Kalber, “US West Asks for 

36% Rate Increase,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 3 (Wednesday, January 19, 1994): 1. 
861 U.S. West spokesperson Steve Hammack quoted in “US West Puts Lusk in Information Age,” The 
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862 Ibid., 1.  This article, in addition to giving the details about the open house, replicates what was said 
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don’t know of any other place where US West has sat down and worked so closely with a 

community to cover all of their needs, where the community is investing in the 

infrastructure also.  I think that’s pretty unique.”864  For U.S. West, thus, the town’s 

decision to build a municipal grid was central to the installation of modern and advanced 

equipment.  U.S. West received good PR for extending the fiber; the company also stood 

to gain financially if Lusk’s visions came true. 

 
 
Technological Optimism 

The final reason for the construction of the grid was the larger climate of 

technological optimism that was pervasive in the United States at the time.  This was the 

belief that technology would solve social problems that Americans faced.  In this case, 

Lusk could rely on technology to repair the issues of economic downturn, rural 

depopulation, and dissatisfaction with the private providers of telecommunication 

services.    

One factor influencing Mayor Whiteaker was seeing what some towns already 

had done with telecommunication technology.  The town of Glasgow, Kentucky, inspired 

the mayor with its coaxial cable network constructed in 1988.865  Additionally, as 

mentioned earlier, John Naisbitt’s bestseller Megatrends influenced the mayor.866 

Generally there was a climate of optimism about a technological future and the 

press, both local and national, embraced this positive approach.  In the heady days of 

technological optimism, not brought to a halt until the bursting of the tech bubble in 
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2000, newspapers printed optimistic stories about technology and its effects, rarely 

offering dissenting or cautious voices to temper the unbridled optimism of the time. 

Whiteaker held a strong belief of technological optimism.  He noted after a 

meeting of the telephone company, the town, consultants, and a local economic 

development official, the “technologies being discussed are so far advanced, so state-of-

the art (of what is presently used), that we most likely have to push our time-table back 

from fall 1992 to fall 1993 (for implementation in the town).”867  Enthusiastically, the 

mayor felt that the state-of-the-art system would make Lusk the model for rural America. 

The local press largely mirrored Whiteaker’s aspirations and visions, nary 

offering the suggestion that his plans may not work as he envisioned.  When construction 

on the first part of the project began, the paper heralded the installation of the carrier wire 

as the “first physical evidence” of the mayor’s, town councils’ and staff’s efforts to put 

the town “in the mainstream of the electronic heartland.”868  Whiteaker insisted improved 

telecommunications would assist the town in a multiplicity of ways.  He argued in the 

Conservation and Renewable Energy Bulletin, “We in rural America need to get involved 

in the information age to reap the benefits of all that modern technology makes available 

to us.”869  One of these benefits, he argued, was that technological progress would spur 

economic development of the area.  In one newspaper article, Whiteaker is paraphrased 

as stating, 
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What is needed to connect Lusk with the outside world via fiber optics is a 
trunk line from Orin Junction. After the trunk line is built, [the mayor] 
said the next challenge for the area will be to show large companies that it 
has the housing and warehousing those companies need to locate here. 
Once that is accomplished, the economic growth of the area should follow 
naturally.870 

 

The mayor’s use of the word “naturally” is important.  By having adequate facilities and 

telecommunication, the mayor believed that the town needed to do little else to encourage 

companies to relocate.  This was, the town would later realize, a great simplification of 

what needed to occur to spur economic development in a rural area.  

The local press acted as a booster to the mayor’s plans, printing optimistic 

articles, encouraging people to get involved, and explaining the benefits of fiber optics to 

readers.  For example, the local press expressed technological optimism in an article 

entitled, “Telecommunications Project Continues: Mayor Still Pushing Fiber Optic 

Technology.”  The journalist, Catherine DeCastro, wrote, “Envision a new electronic 

heartland. Consider a ‘Golden Triangle’ free trade linkup of North America, Europe and 

Japan.”871  These comments opened the front-page article, whereas later in the report, on 

page three, she wrote, “Ideally, the technology would bring down the barriers of 

isolation, jolt the rural economy and provide increased opportunity for residents.”872  The 

journalist realized that these goals would occur “ideally,” they were not givens, but she 

did not state these reservations on the front page of the article.  Scholars of the news 

media argue that few people read beyond the jump of a story thus, in this case, readers 
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may have read the optimistic parts of the article, but missed the more reserved, cautious 

statements.  In another article in the local press, the writer notes that Whiteaker’s dream 

of high-technology development for the town “is now rapidly becoming a reality with the 

physical start-up of phase one of the … telecommunication project.”873  These optimistic 

articles hid or ignored that the technology was only one part of the process of developing 

a networked community.  

Further evidence of technological optimism within the community was a notice in 

the local newspaper printed by the press itself urging residents to attend an information 

session called “Telecommunications and You” on July 27, 1995.  The newspaper stated, 

“We, at the Lusk Herald, urge the public to attend this historic meeting, as Lusk steps 

into the future of telecommunications.”874  Additionally, the paper ran an article called 

“Communicating is Faster Through Fiberoptics” in a section called “Welcome to the 

Electronics Age” in 1996.  The article, by a local journalist, called fiber optics 

“fascinating” and relied on extremely positive statements from local people excited about 

the grid to illustrate the story.875  The press put great stock in the telecommunication 

system’s role in the town. 

The technology advocates with their optimistic prognostications of networked 

communities and nations were not the only groups advocating that communities develop 

advanced telecommunications.  Academic theorists of the information age, including 

Manuel Castells and Richard Florida, cite the necessity for communities to have 
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advanced telecommunications capacity.  Castells, for example, cautions that the 

geographic areas that are not linked into the telecommunications network will, in the end, 

drop out of the economy.876  Florida argues that areas that spend the money to attract 

creative people transform their regions into vibrant and wealthy areas because he sees 

culture and economic growth as related.877  The work of both of these academics, 

therefore, encourages regions to develop advanced telecommunications to ensure the 

survival of their communities in the future. 

Due to the innovative mayor, displeasure with the cable provider, the need for 

economic development, the neglect of rural areas by private telecommunication 

providers, the acquisition of a partner to build the middle mile, and the pervasive 

sentiments of technological optimism, the town decided to build the telecommunication 

system.  They built the fiber connection and ran coaxial cable down all of the alleys past 

all homes and businesses, but they never connected the buildings to the system.  

Although the director of the chamber of commerce wrote once construction was 

complete, “The future is up to us—we have the opportunity to make Lusk a small but 

innovative town of the future—let’s get busy and get to work all of us,” the town’s work 

led largely to naught.878  In the end, only the schools used the equipment for a high-speed 

connection between their buildings.  The public power stations also connected to the 

system.  The fiber optic grid, however, never provided the residential services that Mayor 

Whiteaker envisioned nor did it attract any businesses to come to town.   
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Interestingly, the cable grid system with fiber optic delivery built by Lusk, 

Wyoming, is the same type of system as discussed in the previous chapter, installed by 

the cable society in Alberta’s central county village.  Both systems were coaxial cable 

installed on power poles attached to a fiber trunk.  Unlike Lusk, in Alberta, the village 

did provide cable and high-speed internet to residents.  In Lusk, Wyoming, unlike in 

Alberta’s central county village, people pinned their hopes on the system economically 

revitalizing the town, something that did not occur. 

Due to the high expectations the town had for its system, the fact that other 

communities did this and succeeded, and that the town did build the grid infrastructure, it 

is imperative to consider why the town failed in turning the community residents into 

active online users and why they failed at attracting a vibrant and networked business 

sector. 

 

Reasons for the Failure of the Town’s Grid System 

 There is evidence for five major reasons why the town’s grid system failed.  The 

five reasons are: first, the town had no money to connect residences to the grid or provide 

the municipal services it wanted to once construction was complete; second, the election 

of a new mayor; third, despite multiple surveys, meetings, studies, and outside assistance, 

the town was unable to figure out how to use the system; and finally, although the 

innovative mayor wanted to attract large businesses to town, no large company came to 

the area.  Additionally, other residents did not believe that attracting a major company 

was the correct path to follow. 
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No Money Available to Provide Municipal Services 

 The failure to provide the planned municipal services hinged on finances.  The 

superintendent for municipal public works noted that the town could not complete the 

project as they wanted because the town ran out of funding to link up all of the buildings 

to the grid or to provide services such as cable television.  Simply, Lusk had no money to 

continue construction and bring services to households.879 

 
 
Changes in Municipal Government 

A large part of the grid’s failure can be explained by changes in municipal 

government.  Mayor Whiteaker’s optimistic plans did not come to be and therefore 

residents voted him out of office.  The town’s new mayors did not invest as much into the 

grid—both financially and in terms of labor—as Whiteaker had. 

In May of 1996, the town unseated Whiteaker who had served since 1982 and 

chose a new person to lead the town.880  There is little in the press to explain the long-

standing mayor’s defeat but his failure to bring his technological visions to immediate 

fruition was likely a part of his loss.  In a USA Today article in 1995, Whiteaker claimed 

to have the town’s support for the fiber optic project.  He stated, “I had complete 

cooperation not only from my council but also from about 100% of the public.”881  

Perhaps this was not, or was no longer, true.  Perhaps voters felt that Whiteaker had six 

and a half years to bring the project to fruition and had failed.  A council member, Mark 
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Lohr, who later served as mayor (elected in 1998) suggested that the telecommunication 

project was controversial and many townspeople had questioned its necessity: “…this 

was a controversial project. I think a lot of people questioned why this ever happened and 

whether there was any reason to do this.”882  The mayoral switch played a significant role 

for the fiber optic project because its main champion and tireless defender was no longer 

at the helm.  The project did not particularly interest the new mayor, Don Wilson (1996 

to 1998).  He had spent his career drilling oil.883  Upon winning the election, the mayor-

elect listed “town finances” and the “water system” as his highest priorities and 

concerns;884 Wilson shoved the fiber optic system from the pinnacle of the list.  The 

school superintendent dimly evaluated this mayor in 1999, stating, “He had no clue.”885  

The mayor confirmed this, telling Yahoo! Internet Life about his experience with the 

internet, “I haven’t been on it myself.”886  The telecommunication system, according to 

Mayor Wilson, was the “baby” of his predecessor.887  More damningly, he established an 

us-them binary with the town he led, distancing himself from residents and the project.  

Wilson told Salon.com in 1997, “They got themselves into a position that nobody likes to 

get into, of not getting [the network] completed and not having it down to the place they 

advertised they were going to be with it.”  He continued, “It kind of devastated this little 

town. Broke their back, really.”888  Rather than completing the network as his innovative 
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predecessor had planned, Wilson, as is explored in the next section, sought to generate 

revenue from the unfinished system. 

Removing the project’s initiator, its champion, from his position meant that the 

person most invested in its success was no longer in charge.  For the town’s 

superintendent of municipal public works, the leadership change was central to the 

project’s failure.  He argued that the mayors after Whiteaker “didn’t do anything with the 

fiber” because “nobody had the expertise to know what to do with it” and “nobody 

picked the ball up after [the mayor] left.”889  Whiteaker argued ruefully in 1997 that the 

main problem is “nobody has the dream. Nobody has the desire. They don’t have the 

dream.”890  Even if the town’s residents shared the innovative mayor’s dream, they 

struggled at figuring out how to make the grid work for them. 

 
 
No “Intelligent Application” of the System to Town Life 

Despite having the system installed in town and having a fiber optic connection to 

the telephone company’s fiber line, the town did not provide any municipal or 

telecommunication services to the residents.  Additionally, the town did not install cable 

to each household and business in Lusk as planned.   

A town resident, and the county’s community development coordinator, noted 

that the town faltered on the “intelligent application” of the system.891  She argued that 

the town had the vision, but they did not manage to intelligently apply their visions to the 
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available technology.  Salon.com noted that while the town did successfully build the 

grid, having the technology was not the same as having an “active online community.”892 

The failure of finding intelligent applications, however, was not for a lack of 

trying.  The town organized and held a multiplicity of meetings, sent out a number of 

surveys to consult residents about what they wanted, and had different groups work on 

the problem of determining how the town could get the most benefit from the system.  

Importantly, only the first of these happened under Mayor Whiteaker.  The rest occurred 

under his two successors.  Despite this plethora of efforts, the town did not develop an 

online community.   

In mid-1995, during construction of the grid, the town held an informational 

session for residents.  The newspaper stated that the program was “For those who have 

said, ‘Now that Lusk has all the state of the art telecommunications capabilities, so 

what?’”  The paper further promised that the session would present “definite answers” to 

that question and it was “not just informational as it is designed to actually get Lusk 

moving on the information superhighway.  If the town is waiting at the entrance ramp, it 

should be ready to merge onto the highway at the morning’s end.”893  The paper set high 

expectations for a half-day meeting. 

 The meeting featured two presenters from a Nebraska community who discussed 

setting up an electronic bulletin board.  The newspaper reported that one presenter who 

worked in community networking said that “networks are more about people than 
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technology,” a sentiment held by MIT’s Nicholas Negroponte.894  The purpose of a 

bulletin board, according to the presenters, was to provide people with information for 

the community, thus networking community members.  The article noted that the first 

question posed by an audience member concerned what kind of personal computer 

residents needed to access the system.  The paper editorialized that “Since a rural 

community includes a wide variety of computer vintages,” someone would raise the 

question.  Nearly 30 of the attendees (27) wanted to subscribe to the bulletin board and 

all but four of those interested already had computers at home.895  There is no further 

mention of a town bulletin board in the records. 

Mayor Wilson believed that the best way to use the fiber optic system was as a 

means of bringing money into the town.  Although former Mayor Whiteaker believed that 

the town itself should provide services over the fiber, Wilson was less interested in 

providing services and more interested in generating revenue from the system.  Wilson 

wanted outside service providers to use the equipment and pay the town for access.896  

The town council found three organizations, two cable companies and an internet service 

provider, interested in using the town’s grid.  The town council decided to invite all 

interested parties individually to council meetings to discuss how they would use the 

fiber optics.897  According to a town councilor, the council’s concern was learning what 
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the service providers could do with the system to “make it profitable for the city.”898  The 

council minutes do not detail the proposals provided by the first two interested parties.  

The third company to present did so in January of 1997.  Rather than sending a 

representative to attend council, the company provided information to council member 

Anderson, who spoke on their behalf.  The meeting minutes contained information about 

this submission, unlike the previous two.  This was a cable company, and it appears that 

the town hoped that the company would provide competition to the current provider.  The 

cable company’s presentation, however, stated that they were “unable to compete” with 

the incumbent Platte River Cable.  Additionally, council member Anderson learned, the 

incumbent cable provider wanted to use the town for a pilot project of high-speed 

internet, which the council’s minutes note, “would allow people to hook up computers 

and speed up Internet service.”  The incumbent wanted to speak to the council about the 

system.  Oddly, the council did not invite Platte River Cable in the first round of talks.  

Anderson recommended, “the Town should go with” the current cable provider rather 

than the other interested parties.899  At the time, the incumbent was planning to upgrade 

their existing cable system and the town’s fiber optic system would allow them to do this 

at less expense.900  Ironically, this is the private cable company the former mayor sought 

to replace with the telecommunication system.  Council member Lohr asked how much it 

would cost for the town to become a service provider itself.  Anderson, according to the 
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minutes, responded that he had asked the interested cable company, who responded that 

the town does not have the staff to do it and that it “would be costly.”  Hence, the 

provider “discouraged the Town as a cable provider.”901  The town consulted someone 

else for another opinion about the possibility of the town being an internet and/or cable 

provider.  This person believed that the town had the resources to be a provider.902  The 

minutes provide no information about who this individual was or why the council 

believed him to be the source of an expert opinion. 

The council’s next step was to have the fiber optic system appraised to determine 

its worth.  The town’s attorney scoured the grant and found that there was no restriction 

to prohibit the town from selling the system.  Rather than outright sale, however, the 

expert suggested that the town should consider the “lease of strands or a certain capacity 

rather than selling” the system to a company.903 

The possibilities of cable provision or leasing fiber optic strands appealed to the 

town council.  In June of 1997, Wilson and the council appointed a committee, called the 

Telecommunications Task Force, to determine what the town had, what possibilities were 

available to the town, and how much it would cost to implement the possibilities.  The 

task force was to report back to the mayor and town council who would decide what steps 

to take.  Council struck the task force, according to the local press, because townspeople 

were concerned about the system.904  Wilson took a lackadaisical approach to the task 
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force, however, telling Yahoo! Internet Life in 1998, “I haven’t heard anything from them 

lately.  They’re out there searching and trying to find out what we can do.”905  He seemed 

unconcerned at the committee’s silence.  At approximately the same time, the North East 

Wyoming Economic Development Coalition (NEW EDC) applied for a 

“telecommunications study grant in order to develop a use for the fiber optics…,” 

according to the county commissioner’s proceedings.906  The study, however, had a larger 

purpose than this.  In an optimistic article, entitled “Study Propels Development,” the 

local press explored the work that the two groups, the NEW EDC and the town’s 

Telecommunications Task Force, would carry out.  The NEW Economic Development 

Coalition had $20,000 for the study of the five counties in the region.  The majority of the 

funding ($15,000) came from an Economic Development Association grant and area 

businesses and organizations donated the remainder.  The NEW EDC conducted a county 

survey called the Telecommunications Survey to determine “both the infrastructure of 

local telecommunications and evaluating what equipment is needed to maximize local 

telecommunications potential.”  The goal for both teams was to determine what kinds of 

businesses local telecommunication capacity was best able to support.  The study 

encouraged the liaison who worked with the two groups because it offered a way for 

people to work together and because it was what she called a “grassroots approach.”907 
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The NEW EDC held an informational meeting in the town to consider “What to 

[sic] we have?  What do we need?  How are we going to get there?”908  One part of the 

meeting was finding volunteers to carry out a county survey.  Perhaps illustrating the 

community’s fatigue with the fiber optics issue, disillusionment with the idea that 

development would stem from the fiber optics system, or simply a desire not to volunteer, 

only nine people attended the meeting.909  By November of 1997, the local press 

announced that the NEW EDC had received the county surveys back and had compiled 

and analyzed the data.910  In the county, fifteen businesses and organizations responded 

about their telecommunication use and future needs.911  Wilson and the town councilors 

received the NEW EDC’s telecommunication report in early June of 1998.912   

 By the beginning of 1998, the town council had made no decisions about what to 

do with the fiber optic system.  The council again solicited input from residents.  Mayor 

Wilson noted, “We want to know what the townspeople want to do and how they think 

we should pay for it.”  He argued that more construction needed to be done on the town’s 

system to make it operational.  He also argued, “We’ve got the money tied up in it.  Now 

what do we do to get it going? We’ve got to see what’s available and what … citizens 

                                                           
908 “Fiber Optics to be Discussed in the Town Council Chambers,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 37 

(Wednesday, September 10, 1997): 11. 
909 Jeanne Peterson, “McMann to Direct Telecomm Study,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 39 (Wednesday, 

September 24, 1997): 28. 
910 “Telecom Meeting Set for Lusk,” The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 45 (Wednesday, November 5, 1997): 

7. 
911 Dee Johnson, “Fiber Optic Questions Raised Here,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 2 (Wednesday, 

January 14, 1998): 1. 
912 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, June 2, 1998,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 25 

(Wednesday, June 24, 1998): 37. 



 

 

252

think.”913  The news article suggested interested residents should tell the town council 

their opinions on the matter.  

In February of 1998, town residents again attended a meeting about 

telecommunications.  This time, seventy residents attended.  Presenters included state 

representatives and people from the scientific, engineering, and technology applications 

firm, Science Application International Corporation (SAIC).  The local press noted that 

residents “got a tantalizing glimpse of a potential … county future….”  The governor, 

Jim Geringer, recommended the town for the SAIC project.  According to the local press, 

“SAIC is an employee owned corporation developing centers of excellence for rural 

America: smart highways, corridors, distance learning—in fact, a gamut of information 

potentialities.”  The company had a handful of rural sites in Wyoming and North Dakota, 

and was developing them as “tech centers” testing a variety of facets of life: earning a 

living, family commerce, “citizenship through community serv [sic],” wellness, distance 

education, and recreation.914  The purpose of Centers of Excellence in Rural America 

(CERA), according to its website, is to “test the hypothesis that creating a network of 

small rural towns deploying affordable, high speed telecommunications services will 

result in increased job creation and/or income in those towns while improving access to 

education, healthcare, and governmental services.”915  This was an effort to correct 

decades of bypass and under service by telecommunications infrastructure.  The 

community was to appoint a champion, develop goals for the project, and create a plan to 

                                                           
913 Mayor quoted in Johnson, “Fiber Optic Questions Raised Here,” 1, 20. 
914 Jeanne Peterson, “Residents Listen to Telecommunication Experts,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 7 

(Wednesday, February 18, 1998): 1. 
915 Western Governors’ Association, “Centers of Excellence in Rural America,” Western Governors’ 

Association Website, URL: http://www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/cera.htm (accessed March 30, 2009). 



 

 

253

implement these goals.  The town was in a good position to participate in the project 

because it already had the infrastructure to develop its own “center of excellence.”  The 

other Wyoming town involved in the project, the SAIC representative noted, hired a 

community champion in the “investment field.”  He raved, “If [the other Wyoming town] 

had your infrastructure and you had their team—what a combo.”916  This statement hints 

at the problem with champions and leaders in the Wyoming community under 

consideration here; they were not able to get the project off the ground although they, 

unlike many other communities, had the infrastructure in place to do so. 

 In March of 1998, the town hired a “champion” whose role was to be the “liaison 

between the Town … and the companies or people interested in developing the … fiber 

system.”  The town councilors decided to seek grant money to pay the champion, but 

agreed to pay what other sources did not cover.917  If Whiteaker had still been in office, 

hiring someone to fulfill this role likely would not have been necessary.  Eventually, the 

town received money from the economic development board to compensate the 

champion, but then they also decided to apply for state grants to cover the cost, reversing 

their earlier commitment to pay the difference.918    

In the spring of 1998, the telecommunications committee conducted a survey, 

named the “Home Town Survey,” to ascertain what the town could “use in a 

telecommunications system.”  The survey asked how people used the internet, whether 

                                                           
916 The rural Wyoming town that hired the investor as a community champion is currently developing a 

fiber-to-the-home network to all homes and businesses. Jeanne Peterson, “Residents Listen to 
Telecommunication Experts,” 1, SAIC representative quoted from 28; Becky Bohrer, “Rural Wyo. City 
Eyes Fiber Optic Network,” Yahoo! News (2006). 

917 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, February 17, 1998,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 
10 (Wednesday, March 11, 1998): 25. 

918 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, April 28, 1998,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 18 
(Wednesday, May 6, 1998): 24. 
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people would attend virtual meetings, and whether they were interested in forming 

internet businesses.  According to the local press, the “survey will help the Centers for 

Excellence in Rural America (C.E.R.A.) determine the possibilities for a high speed fiber 

optics telecommunications system,” the unused wires the town had already installed.  

Once the committee gathered responses and tabulated the data, the telecommunications 

committee hoped to receive grant money to begin work on the system.919  By early 

September of 1998, however, the champion reported that the fiber project was “on hold 

until the funding comes through.”920  The report provided no explanation of the source of 

the funding.  This suggests, however, that Mayor Wilson and the town council were not 

willing to invest more of Lusk’s resources into the system. 

 One of the central issues of the mayoral and council election of 1998 was the fiber 

optic system.  In the candidate profiles published by the local press, four of the five 

candidates discussed the fiber optic system; only the incumbent mayor, Wilson, did not.  

The three people running for councilor positions discussed the fiber optic system.  One of 

the council candidates gave the project lip service, noting that “She is excited about the 

possibilities of fiber optics….”  The other two had more developed positions, one stating 

“He is enthusiastic to work with the C.E.R.A. project and believes the potential of the 

fiber optics installed here depends on that success.”  The other stated, “He believes Lusk 

is at a pivotal point. ‘With the fiber optics currently installed in the town and the benefits 

available from the state and federal governments, we could bring the town into the 

twentieth century and make it appealing for some additional small businesses to move 

                                                           
919 Shea Ward, “Telecommunications Committee Prepares Survey,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 16 

(Wednesday, April 22, 1998): 3. 
920 “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, September 1, 1998,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 

38 (Wednesday, September 23, 1998): 25. 
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into the community and help boost the economy.’”921  The purveyor of the latter 

statement lost the election.  The challenger for the mayor’s post, Mark Lohr, believed that 

finance was the largest issue facing the town because it required funding for a variety of 

projects, including the telecommunication system.922  In an article outlining the 

challenger’s entrance to the mayoral race, Lohr noted that the meeting with SAIC 

“pleased” him and stated, “It’s an interesting time in our community.  We appear to be on 

the verge of reaping some economic benefit from our telecommunications system.”923 

 Lusk elected the challenger, Lohr, as the new mayor in May of 1998.  He listed 

the fiber optic system as an item of top concern.  He said the “preliminary work” was 

nearing completion and that soon the town would know which direction the project was 

likely to take.  Mayor Lohr stated that at the end of his two-year term, “I’d also like to 

think that we have real answers to what the telecommunications project has done for us 

and people are able to see what has been done. … I hope some of the potential will be 

realized.”924  

 The community had a two-day CERA meeting where they charted community 

needs and discussed potential solutions to these needs.  According to Mayor Lohr, the 

goal of the meeting was for the community “to learn how to utilize the 

telecommunications system we have here in Lusk.”  He continued, “We need to help the 

community use the technology we have available.  This will also assist us in attracting 

                                                           
921 “Candidate Profiles,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 17 (Wednesday, April 29, 1998): 24. 
922  Ibid. 
923 Candidate quoted in Jeanne Peterson, “Lohr Enters Mayor’s Race,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 7 

(Wednesday, February 18, 1998): 1. 
924 Dee Johnson, “Lohr Ready to Assume Mayoral Post,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 20 (Wednesday, 

May 20, 1998): 32. 
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businesses.”925  Later in the month, Lusk finally got a webpage, listing area businesses 

and community events, among other information of interest to residents and potential 

visitors alike.926  Thus, it took more than three years for the town to realize the bulletin 

board concept introduced in 1995.  The lag was long enough that they developed a 

webpage rather than a bulletin board. 

 The co-owner of the printing business in town worked closely on the CERA 

project.  His business stood to benefit substantially from the connection of the fiber optic 

grid.  The main goals for the group working with CERA were to determine how much it 

would cost to finally connect Lusk’s grid to the telephone switching office and to create a 

business plan that would help the town attract new businesses and keep the ones already 

located in town.  The group wanted to “bring in three, four, maybe five businesses, and 

maybe turn the town into its own cable-television provider.”927  These were goals that 

closely mirrored those of former Mayor Whiteaker. 

 The CERA recommendations did not meet the town’s expectations.  The town’s 

meeting minutes note that Mayor Lohr had written a letter “explaining his feelings on the 

meetings,” but the minutes did not include the contents of the correspondence.  The 

minutes then stated, “a Fiber System Inspection needs to be performed. [The mayor] was 

told that the cost would be approximately $1,000.00 and take about one day.”  This 

suggests that Lohr considered an outright sale of the system.  A council member was not 

happy at this news, arguing that the town was “closing a door that we should not.”  She 

                                                           
925 Holly Richards, “CERA Meeting Set to Help Lusk Residents Become Technology Bound,” The 

Lusk Herald, 111, no. 44 (Wednesday, November 4, 1998): 28. 
926 Holly Richards, “Lusk Webpage Ready for Business,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 43 (Wednesday, 

November 25, 1998): 1, 32. 
927 Sorensen, “Wireless in Wyoming,” A13. 
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felt that the town should remain positive about the possibilities of the fiber optic 

system.928   

 By early 1999, in a last minute attempt, the town council again considered 

offering cable television.  One council member opined that the town thought they could 

reduce the price of cable to $5 per month per household.  He said the town would survey 

residents to determine which channels were most desirable because the town would 

provide “fewer channels” than the incumbent Platte River Cable because “we have to pay 

for all of the channels.”  This likely was not a popular suggestion as in the 1989 survey, 

21 (10% of survey respondents) residents expressed concern over a limited number of 

channels from a municipal cable system.  Additionally, generating consensus on which 

channels to offer likely would have proved a difficult task.  The council member argued 

that people should subscribe because “it would be important for people to want to spend 

their money here in town.”  The general manager of the incumbent, although careful to 

remark that he was in favor of competition, cautioned the town because “Many towns 

across the country have tried this and failed.”  These municipal initiatives failed because 

the projects were not successful as the towns did not earn back their investment costs.  

Additionally, the general manager plugged his own company, reminding readers that they 

were planning upgrades to the system, more channels, and high-speed internet access in 

the town.929  Contestability spurred these changes; that is, the threat of competition from 

a municipally-run cable TV service prodded the incumbent company to offer improved 

services in Lusk.   

                                                           
928 Mayor and Council Member quoted in “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, 

December 1, 1998,” The Lusk Herald, 111, no. 47 (Wednesday, December 23, 1998): 34. 
929 Holly Richards, “Town of Lusk Considers Offering Cable Television,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 6 

(Wednesday, February 10, 1999): 32. 
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 Around this time, when the town was having the value of the system assessed and 

the Microsoft commercial had aired nationally, bringing new attention to Lusk, Yahoo! 

Internet Life included the town in its 1999 edition of the “50 Most Wired Cities…and 

Towns.”  The journalist, Michael Freidson, observed that the town does not know what to 

do with its system.  Mayor Lohr admitted to Yahoo! Internet Life, “I cannot tell you 

glowing things about additional pickup and usage.  But we’re certainly going forward.”930 

At the time, however, town records reveal that the town was doing little to finally use the 

system. 

 The dormant Technology Task Force established in 1997 but inactive, started 

working in earnest in March of 1999.  The committee was to work with CERA, but the 

coordinator of the town’s team noted, “That project is kind of ‘on hold’ now.”  Instead, 

the task force wanted to help businesses and individuals pursue economic development 

opportunities.  Rather than enticing a large firm to locate in town, the task force focused 

on smaller goals, including attempting to facilitate high-speed internet access for 

interested individuals.931  The committee wanted to help a “local provider” start up.  

Additionally, and “down the road,” according to the coordinator, the town wanted to 

provide telephone and cable television services.  Finally, the committee surveyed the 

town’s high school alumni to determine if they would return to the county if there were 

business opportunities for them.932 

 This detailed account of the surveys distributed, meetings held, committees 

struck, and assistance sought, illustrates that Lusk was never able to stop planning and 

                                                           
930 Freidson, “Doin’ The Towns,” “50 Most Wired Cities and Towns,” 109. 
931 Dana Williams, “Committee Gears Up for Economic Development,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 11 

(Wednesday, March 17, 1999): 1. 
932 Ibid., 32. 
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dreaming and start making concrete applications of the fiber optic system.  Rather, they 

spun their wheels in the development stage. 

 

A Resistance to Attracting Big Businesses to Town 

A final factor contributing to the failure of Lusk’s fiber optic grid was the town’s 

resistance to attracting big businesses into the community.  While in theory, the town had 

positioned itself to benefit from the movement of businesses from more densely 

populated communities to other smaller areas.  In practice, Lusk, despite having abundant 

land and the telecommunication system, failed to attract new businesses.933  As time 

progressed, residents expressed antagonism toward the idea of a large firm moving in.  

Unfortunately, however, only a sizeable company would likely be willing and able to 

bear the cost of finally connecting the town’s fiber optic grid to the telephone company’s 

switching station. 

Some residents maintained that attracting businesses to town was the best 

approach.  A retired teacher was well aware of the possibilities of the town’s fiber 

system, but he realized that the delays were costing the town.  He noted in 1997, “If we 

could ever get fibre [sic] optics finished, we’d really be there. People can come here and 

run a business off the Internet.”934 

In the excitement created by the Microsoft commercials, some in the town still 

optimistically believed that businesses would relocate to the area.  In January of 1999, the 

                                                           
933 Churbuck and Young, “The Virtual Workplace,” 184-190; Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 

5. 
934 Retired teacher quoted in Cary Berry, “Surfing the Net, Internet Revives Retired Teacher’s Interest 

in Computer Technology,” in “The People of Niobrara County,” insert in The Lusk Herald, 110, no. 16 
(Wednesday, April 16, 1997): 2. 
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local press wrote a feature exploring the impact of the Microsoft advertisements on the 

community.  The article noted, “commercials for Microsoft computers [sic] highlighting 

Lusk have moved this small community into the nationwide spotlight.”  Town offices 

received many phone calls and emails and visits to the town’s webpage spiked after a 

commercial aired.935  Despite the attention, no businesses moved to town.  The Chamber 

of Commerce director, however, remained optimistic.  She noted that “Moving a business 

is a big deal” and “Some people are still in the planning stages.”  The local press was 

more tempered, noting that Microsoft scheduled the commercials to run longer, thus, 

“there is still a possibility of enticing more people to the area.”936  Despite this subtle and 

not-so-subtle optimism, no new businesses moved to the town. 

There are no data available listing companies that considered moving to Lusk, if 

there were any.  So, specific reasons influencing companies are unavailable.  The lack of 

one sizeable firm or a number of smaller companies moving in, meant that there was little 

incentive to connect the fiber optic grid to the telephone switching station.  Rural 

sociologists Lief Jensen, Diane K. McLaughlin, and Tim Stack argue that communities 

“that lack human, social, and financial resources” are unable to compete with other 

communities to attract good jobs and outside investment.937  Other factors, such as 

community infrastructure, education levels, and distance to major metropolitan areas may 

have kept businesses and investors away.938  

                                                           
935 Holly Richards, “Lusk Commercial Makes Hit Throughout Country,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 4 

(Wednesday, January 27, 1999): 1.  
936 Ibid. 
937 Lief Jensen, Diane K. McLaughlin, and Tim Stack, “Rural Poverty: The Persisting Challenge,” in 

Challenges for Rural American in the Twenty-First Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 128. 

938 Additionally, the same ICTs that could decenter industry and jobs and bring them into rural areas in 
the U.S. also allows them to be moved abroad to other countries. 
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The idea of a big business or many companies coming to town was unfavorable to 

other town residents.  Mayor Wilson (1996-1998) was one who was reluctant to bring 

businesses to town.  He believed the town did not have enough to offer incoming 

businesses.  He told an interested motel reservation firm that the town’s 

telecommunication network “was not yet ready for that kind of use.”  Former Mayor 

Whiteaker argued that the system was indeed ready.939  Whiteaker embodied a vision of 

modernization.  He built a municipal telecommunications plant to foster rural 

development.  He saw an advanced telecommunications system as the key to attracting 

new, substantial businesses to town.  In the early stages, he had a lot of allies who 

wholeheartedly believed in his plan, especially the local press.  The Telecommunications 

Task Force, unlike the innovative former mayor, had no desire to entice a major company 

to come to town.  The committee coordinator argued, “We don’t have the infrastructure 

to handle that.”940  In contrast to earlier desires to bring a warehousing company to town, 

by 2001, the past President of the Chamber of Commerce noted, “People don’t want a big 

factory or something.”941  Rather, they were interested in having sufficient jobs for 

themselves and their children, but not changing the natural landscape and fauna or the 

feel of the town.942  Wenlin Liu, an economist in Wyoming’s Division of Economic 

Analysis, stated frankly, “People here don’t want more people moving in.”943  

                                                           
939 Healey, “Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 5. 
940 Williams, “Committee Gears Up for Economic Development,” 1. 
941 Loomis, “Where Do You Want to Go Today?,” B1. 
942 Ibid. 
943 Residents often expressed resistance to outsiders coming into the state. During my fieldwork in 

Wyoming, people often expressed displeasure at people coming from Colorado, California, and other states 
and changing the area. One woman, who took me on a tour of her ranch land, drove up to a couple building 
a studio on a recently purchased parcel of land. The woman actively attempted to discourage the couple, 
from Georgia, from building and living on their land. She told them that as a land division, rather than a 
subdivision, services did not need to be provided to their lots. The journalist for Salon.com stated this as 
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The former director of the Chamber of Commerce compared people’s responses 

to the fiber optic project with another infrastructure, the women’s prison, built in the 

community in the 1980s.  The state representative called his town a “fading community” 

and he argued that the prison is “probably what’s keeping the town here for a large 

degree.”944  The former Chamber of Commerce director credited the prison with 

“provid[ing] many jobs for the community.”945  Despite the prison’s importance to the 

town’s well-being, the former director recalled that “people were very skeptical” about 

the infrastructure’s arrival.  In comparing the prison and the fiber optic system, she stated 

that in the town, there are “unspoken guidelines about acceptable growth” and that if the 

fiber optic project had been activated, a “plant would not have been acceptable” to 

townspeople.  She argued the town only desired quiet development and noted that there 

are “no outward signs” of the prison in the town.  The director felt that the townspeople’s 

“fear of the unknown” was a factor that hindered some of the fiber optic grid’s 

progress.946  The residents who did not want to entice businesses to town embodied a 

traditional perspective.  They wanted the town to remain as it was; without new people 

and new businesses changing its character. 

 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

well as did Brandon Loomis of the Salt Lake Tribune in his article in the Casper Star-Tribune. Healey, 
“Small-Town Net of Dreams,” 3; Liu quoted in Loomis, “Where Do You Want to Go Today?,” B2. 

944 State Representative (1E-WY), Interview with the Author, July 6, 2007. 
945 Ranch Woman, Business Owner, and Former Chamber of Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
946 Ibid. 
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Sale of the Telecommunication System 

 By May of 1999, despite the Technology Committee’s plans to help establish a 

local high-speed internet provider, the town council again began discussing the future of 

the fiber optic system.  The council asked Mayor Lohr to determine the incumbent cable 

company’s “level of interest” in leasing or buying outright the fiber optic system.947  The 

result was that the owner and a corporate partner of the incumbent cable company flew 

into town and met with officials.  By early June of 1999, the cable provider’s spokesman 

noted that the company was going to purchase the town’s fiber optic system.  The system 

would help the company rebuild the town’s cable plant.  The local headline, on page one, 

read that the “[Incumbent Cable Company] to purchase town’s fiber optics system.”948  In 

this article there was, from the local journalist’s and the cable company’s perspective, no 

doubt about the surety of the deal.  Buried in the paper, on page 40, was a different side 

of the story.  This article, “Council Mulls Offer from [Incumbent Cable Company],” 

written by the same journalist, conveyed a different point of view.  It noted that the town 

council discussed the sale at considerable length at its meeting and finally decided to 

“‘move forward’ in fine tuning the details of selling the fiber optics system owned by the 

town.”  Mayor Lohr stated that he was not against selling the system at this time, whereas 

he was against it “Three years ago.”  He told the incumbent cable provider that by law, 

the town had to put the fiber system up for bids before they could sell it.  Lohr did, 

however, believe the incumbent would be the only bidder.  The incumbent company 

                                                           
947 Dana Williams, “Fiber Optics, Sewage Matters Occupy Town Council,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 

17 (Wednesday, May 5, 1999): 1; “Minutes of Town Council Meeting, Town of Lusk, May 4, 1999,” The 
Lusk Herald, 112, no. 21 (Wednesday, June 2, 1999): 37. 

948 Dana Williams, “Communicom to Purchase Town’s Fiber Optics System,” The Lusk Herald, 112, 
no. 21 (Wednesday, June 2, 1999): 1. 
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discussed providing high-speed internet service, but would not put it in writing; the town 

council wanted this included in the deal between the two parties.  Additionally, the cable 

provider would reserve four of the 24 fibers for the town’s use and the school district 

would keep its fibers.  The cable company offered $225,000 for the system; a fraction of 

the $595,000 it cost to build.  Despite this meeting, Mayor Lohr argued, “This doesn’t 

mean we’ve committed to sell the system.”949  In the vote on whether the town should 

sell the system, one member abstained.  This was the same council member whom felt 

that a sale would close doors for the town.950 

 In the July 1999 town council meeting, the councilors again discussed the 

possible sale of the fiber optic system.  The town attorney clarified that the cable 

company “fully intend[ed]” to install high-speed internet, but would not “contractually 

obligate themselves if it’s not economically feasible.”951 

 Another matter discussed at this meeting was the final Centers for Excellence in 

Rural America (CERA) report.  Mayor Lohr recommended that the town ask the state to 

pay only $5,000 of SAIC’s $24,000 bill.  The mayor opined that the report was “as close 

to being worthless as it could be.”  Specifically, it was a “generic report which is no 

longer applicable and doesn’t say anything unique” about the town.952  The council’s 

disillusionment with the CERA report and the spoken agreement of the incumbent 

provider seemed to push the town council in favor of an outright sale. 

                                                           
949 Dana Williams, “Council Mulls Offer from Communicom,” The Lusk Herald, 112, no. 21 
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 Eventually, the town sold the fiber optic system to the incumbent cable company, 

which does provide high-speed internet to Lusk.  Ironically, this was the incumbent 

provider Whiteaker had hoped to replace.  

 The major problems in this case were the town’s inability to determine how to 

“intelligently apply” the system to its needs and the lack of a large enough company, or 

enough companies, to stimulate demand for the grid.  The publishing company, whose 

owners worked with CERA to attract business and finally connect to the fiber optic grid, 

ended up shuttering their business in town and moving to Colorado in September of 1999 

to access high-speed internet and overnight shipping services.953  

 
 
High-Speed Internet in Eastern Wyoming 

The sale of the system ended Lusk’s municipal foray into telecommunication 

provision, leaving the area for private providers to serve.  In the town, high-speed internet 

became available through the telephone company and the cable provider, introducing 

competition for the service.  The cable company, after purchasing Lusk’s fiber in 1999, 

repurposed the wires, and began offering high-speed internet to the town by 2000 or 

2001.954 

 The provision of high-speed internet in rural areas of the county in recent times is 

more limited than that available to town residents.  In the county under consideration, 

rural residents had few provision options: line-of-sight wireless for people who lived 
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close to town and satellite for everyone else.  This section employs interview data, 

secondary research, and press reports to look at current broadband supply. 

 Internet connection in rural Wyoming began as it did in other places; subscribers 

subscribed to an internet service provider and connected using their telephone lines.  In 

rural Wyoming, however, dial-up internet access was far from reliable as rural routes 

used older, analog telephone plant.  In some areas in the county under consideration, 

open-wire pairs (a pair of copper wires on poles) served rural residents in 2007.  As is 

discussed in the next chapter, customers found dial-up service on the aged telephone 

equipment unsatisfactory, a common complaint in rural areas. 

 Due to the condition of existing telephone lines, and the fact that some rural 

residents did not have landline telephone service,955 some people yearned for alternative 

internet provision.  In the county under consideration, in 2007, residents had two 

technological choices for high-speed internet: line-of-sight wireless or satellite service.   

 The first option, line-of-sight wireless, is still being developed in the area.  One 

provider, a rancher, who provides service to areas of Nebraska and Wyoming, serves the 

southern part of the county.  Subscribers clustered near the county’s towns, not 

surprisingly, receive the best line-of-sight service.  The provider’s website notes that 

“Trees, hills or anything that impedes clear ‘line-of-site’ to our access point means it is 

possible to be within the coverage area but not be able to receive a signal.”956  The 

                                                           
955 In some areas of the county, rural residents could not get landline service because there were no 

more numbers available on the telephone plant, a technological limitation. In other cases, residents found 
the prices the telephone company charged for bringing out a new line cost prohibitive and they did not 
subscribe. Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 
2007. 

956 Top 5 FAQs, Support, Vistabeam website, URL: http://www.vistabeam.com/support.html (accessed 
May 1, 2009). 
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Wyoming county of this study is hilly and many people are unable to reach the signal due 

to the topography of the region and the number of towers.957  Additionally, the provider 

only serves the southern, more densely populated part of the county.958  The northern 

regions do not have line-of-sight wireless service.  The county, with approximately 955 

rural residents spread over 2,613 square miles, makes serving those in the northern 

reaches of the county uneconomical.959  The electric distribution cooperative for the 

county notes that it has “one [electric] meter per mile of line,” illustrating the sparseness 

of rural residents in the region.960 

 The other provision option available to rural people in the region is satellite 

internet.  For many residents, satellite is their only viable option, although it is costly with 

equipment and installation fees of approximately $299 and a monthly price in the $50 to 

$60 range.961  Additionally, satellite internet has latency problems, which is the delay 

caused by signals being sent and received from the satellite, 24,000 miles above the 

earth.962  There are three satellite internet providers serving the region, WildBlue, 

HughesNet, and Starband.963  WildBlue became available in mid-2005.964 
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 WildBlue was not a standard commercial venture.  Founded in 1995, the company 

sought to bring “affordable broadband” to rural homes and businesses.965  The company 

attracted investors including Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers, EchoStar, Liberty Media, 

Gemstar-TV Guide, Telesat, TRW, Intelsat, and the National Rural Telecommunications 

Cooperative (NRTC).966  The last investor is of primary importance here.  The NRTC 

was interested in assisting rural telecommunication cooperatives provide high-speed 

internet.  The NRTC is an umbrella association representing over 1400 rural telephone 

and electric cooperatives in the United States.  Its mission is to “help rural electric and 

telephone utilities strengthen their businesses with solutions uniquely suited to the needs 

of rural consumers.” 967  To further this end, the NRTC has a “master distribution 

agreement” with WildBlue, allowing members to distribute satellite internet service.968  

NRTC member cooperatives were the only distributors of the satellite service in the early 

months of WildBlue commercial service, giving them a head start on private 

distributors.969 

 The county in this study does not have a local provider of WildBlue satellite 

internet service.  The local electric distribution cooperative in the Wyoming county 

explored becoming a distributor of WildBlue satellite internet.  The general manager 

stated that the initial price for becoming a distributor, which he quoted as $77,000, was “a 
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968 Michael Hopkins, “Rural’s Long Road to Success: Remote Areas Tap Technology to Develop 

Broadband, Video,” The Bridge, 7, no. 32 (August 5, 2008): 3. I thank Andrea Cumpston of the NRTC for 
pointing me toward this source.  

969 “Colorado Governor Declares ‘Rural Broadband Week,’” “WildBlue Launches Commercial 
Broadband Satellite Business,” (June 3, 2005) NRTC Update RSS, NRTC website, URL: 
http://www.nrtc.coop/us/main/nrtc_update_rss/June05/NRSS060305.html%20 (accessed May 5, 2007). 
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lot of money for a small coop.”970  The cooperative could not get the funding to become a 

distributor.  Instead, other distributors serve the region from other Wyoming counties and 

across the Nebraska state line.  One of these is a subsidiary of a telephone cooperative in 

Nebraska.  Problematically, the cooperative provider focuses on the development of 

wireless line-of-sight in Nebraska, promoting the satellite service only to “cover areas we 

can’t reach” with line-of-sight technology.971  Not promoting WildBlue, especially to 

customers in Wyoming, leaves people unaware of the provision option.  One reason for 

the provider’s focus on the line-of-sight services rather than WildBlue is that the 

cooperatives provide WildBlue using capped rates for broadband service, making it more 

affordable for rural residents.972  The capped rates decrease the profit the distributor 

makes from supplying the service.  This raises a problem with WildBlue’s approach to 

distribution; simply put, if customers do not know that a service is available, they cannot 

subscribe. 

 As is explained above, the county has experienced very uneven development of 

telecommunication infrastructure.  For a few years, it appeared that the county would 

experience a new wave of economic development and prosperity, brought by the fiber 

optic grid installed in Lusk.  The town’s fiber optic grid promised to provide service to 

advanced telecommunications that the regulated monopoly telephone provider did not 

have to extend.  When this promise went unfulfilled, telecommunication provision fell 

into a pattern common in rural areas in Canada and the United States: towns, even small 

                                                           
970 General Manager, Electrical Distribution Cooperative (1F-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 

2007. 
971 High-Speed Internet Provider, Subsidiary of Nebraska Telephone Cooperative (6F-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 11, 2007. 
972 Ibid. 
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towns, may have competing cable and telephone providers offering internet service, but 

options are significantly more limited once leaving the town’s borders.  In this eastern 

Wyoming county, provision options are not only limited, people may be—without 

knowing it and albeit for different reasons—at the edge of another new trend in 

telecommunications.  As discussed above, and as explored in greater depth in the next 

chapter, the dilapidated condition of the POT service in the region has led some to forgo 

landline telephone service, communicating via satellite internet at their homes.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

It “is Expensive in My Estimation” 973:  
Connecting to High-Speed Internet in Rural Wyoming 

 

 Chapter Three considered Sharon Strover’s work on the “first mile.”  Strover 

argued that scholars must consider the “first mile” as being the “sum total of capabilities 

that extend users into the networked nation.”974  Capabilities include access to advanced 

telecommunication services, the cost of these services, the knowledge of users to 

successfully use the internet, and access to up-to-date hardware that allows them to 

connect up, including computers and handheld devices.  To consider the “sum total of 

capabilities,” this chapter will not only consider high-speed internet but other tools of 

communication as well, including plain old telephone service (POTs), cell phone service, 

and to a lesser extent, television service, radio, and newspaper delivery.  Also, we must 

consider the skills that enable people to make effective use of the network.  Finally, we 

need to examine the economics that enable or hinder connection to the network.  The 

previous chapter illustrated Lusk’s failed attempt to revive its ailing economy.  Had this 

bid been successful, the county likely would have had improved telecommunications 

services.  The fiber optic grid project, however, failed to bring the town into the 

information society.  At the same time as Lusk developed its grid, the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 passed, deregulating telecommunications.  The case 

study provided below illustrates that in the post-regulatory moment, incumbent 

telecommunications providers have abandoned rural areas for more profitable regions. 

                                                           
973 Ranchers (39D-WY) speaking about the cost of satellite internet. Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
974 Sharon Strover, “The First Mile,” The Information Society 16 (2000): 151. 
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The incumbent telephone provider did not serve the county’s rural residents well and 

other telecommunications options were out of reach to many due to their cost.  The 

decision of the FCC’s federal-state joint board to not include advanced 

telecommunications services as “supportable services,” had major implications for 

Niobrara County.  Residents were stuck with basic telephone service in 2007, which 

violates Section 254 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  Section 254 calls for 

services that are “reasonably comparable” to those in cities at similar rates.975  The FCC’s 

failure to increase the level of the allowable minimum services stranded rural residents 

with outdated, unreliable service.  This chapter explores how the broader political context 

of deregulation played out in a small rural county in Wyoming.      

 According to National Telecommunications and Information Administration 

(NTIA) data on internet access, 59.93% of rural Wyoming households have access to the 

internet at home, either via dialup or broadband as of 2007.  Wyoming is not among the 

states with the lowest internet penetration in the country; it ranks higher than twenty-two 

other states.976  Over thirteen percent of rural Wyoming households used a dialup 

connection and over 46% used a broadband connection at home to access the internet in 

                                                           
975 Section 245, Universal Service, Telecommunications Act of 1996, Appendix A in Patricia 

Aufderheide, Communications Policy and the Public Interest: The Telecommunications Act of 1996 (New 
York: The Guilford Press, 1999), 150; Miles Fidelman, “The New Universal-Service Rules: Less Than 
Meets the Eye,” Federal Computer Week (June 30, 1997); Sharon Strover and Lon Berquist, 
“Telecommunications Infrastructure Development: The Evolving State and City Role in the Unites States,” 
Paper presented to Cities in the Global Information Society: An International Perspective (University of 
Newcastle, Newcastle upon Tyne, November 22-24, 1999), 10.  

976 The states with lower in home use of internet were: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, Kansas, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Carolina, North 
Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. 
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2007.  More than 23 percent did not use the internet either within the household or 

elsewhere.977   

 Niobrara County, which residents point out is the least populated county in the 

least populated state in the country, faced unique challenges due to its tiny size and 

isolation.978  The county does not have its own state representative, which violates the 

terms of the state’s original Constitution (1890) that guarantees each county is its own 

senatorial and representative district.979  A new state statute enacted in 1981 called for 64 

seats in the state legislature, forcing representatives to rethink voting districts.  One 

proposal for redistricting would have conglomerated the smallest county, Niobrara, with 

one of its neighbors to create a district.  The county fought the redistricting and won in 

the state court.  The League of Women Voters and residents of the state’s seven largest 

counties took the case to the Supreme Court, arguing that having a representative in 

Niobrara violated the 14th Amendment.  The Supreme Court in Brown v. Thomson, 462 

U.S. 835 (1983) sided with the State and the tiny county, agreeing that it could have its 

own representative.980  The county’s victory was brief, however, as in the 1990s, the state 

redistricted the county again.  The range between the populations of the larger counties 

and the smaller ones no longer fell into that acceptable to the Supreme Court decision and 

                                                           
977 “Households Using the Internet in and outside the Home, by Selected Characteristics: Total, Urban, 

Rural, Principal City, 2007” from “Networked Nation: Broadband in America 2007” report, National 
Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA), United States Department of Commerce 
(January 2008), URL: http://www.ntia.doc.gov/reports/2008/Table_HouseholdInternet2007.pdf (accessed 
June 21, 2009). 

978 Library Director, County Library (4B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007. 
979 “Brown v. Thompson,” Law Library, American Law and Legal Information, Great American Court 

Cases, vol. 15, URL: http://law.jrank.org/pages/13415/Brown-v-Thomson.html (accessed May 24, 2009). 
980 U.S. Supreme Court, Brown v. Thomson, 462 U.S. 835 (1983), Brown v. Thomson, No. 82-65, 

Argued March 21, 1983, Decided June 22, 1983, 462 U.S. 835, URL: 
http://supreme.justia.com/us/462/835/case.html (accessed May 24, 2009). 
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as such, the Legislature had to redistrict.981  Currently, the state representative that serves 

the entirety of Niobrara County also serves part of Converse County to the east, the 

northern twenty miles of Goshen County to the south, and part of Weston County, which 

includes the town of Newcastle and contains two-thirds of the district’s population 

although it is one third of the landmass.982  The fear for residents of the small county, 

according to Charlie Scott, a Republican state Senator for Natrona County at the time, 

was “In the district system or combined counties, Niobrara County will be in a distinct 

minority. It will have virtually no chance of being represented by one of its own.”983  This 

fear, however, proved untrue as the representative for the district lived and worked in 

Niobrara County during fieldwork. 

On the small scale, providing adequate services to residents posed another 

challenge for the tiny rural county.  The school superintendent noted, “if you’re gonna 

live in rural America, you gotta take care of yourself.”984  He made this comment about 

rural electric districts, but it applies to many things in the county, from the rural volunteer 

fire brigades to the unique solutions that the community found to provide services.  A 

teacher, formerly involved in community learning, stated that “community effort” was 

central to providing services, meaning there “has to be a commitment of a lot of people to 

make it happen” in the tiny region.  For example, she organized gymnastics and 

swimming lessons for children.  In urban areas, these activities would occur in a 

dedicated recreational facility, but the county does not have one.  Community learning, 

                                                           
981 Mary A. Shields, “Results are in, Niobrara Loses,” The Lusk Herald, 106, no. 28 (Wednesday, 

October 16, 1991): 1, 3; Mary A. Shields, “County’s Representation Up to Legislature, Court,” The Lusk 
Herald, 106, no. 29 (Wednesday, October 23, 1991): 1, 28. 

982 State Representative (1E-WY), Interview with the Author, July 6, 2007. 
983 Shields, “Results are In,” 3. 
984 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 
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thus, holds gymnastics classes on the elementary school stage and swimming lessons and 

water aerobics at a local motel that has the only indoor pool in the county.  The teacher 

said that the region met the needs of community education in ways that were “truly rural, 

I’m talkin’ frontier.”985 

 The county was firmly Republican.  The county’s state representative, a 

Democrat, noted that the residents had given him a chance, a fact that may have resulted 

from residents’ desire to be represented by someone from their own county.  In the 2008 

Presidential election, 1,017 people in the county voted for Republican John McCain and 

244 voted for Democrat Barack Obama.986  Additionally, many residents railed against 

what they viewed as the liberal media and universities.  One rancher noted, the “media is 

very biased” and another stated that the vast majority of the political contributions made 

by news people went to “liberals.”987  Additionally, several respondents commented 

about the liberal universities and how professors forced students to read one-sided, liberal 

information.  Some cited the Ward Churchill case at the University of Colorado at 

Boulder.  

The community remained traditional.  Established families, those descended from 

the original homesteaders, had deep ties to the community.  “Newcomers” to the county, 

those who relocated seven years ago or less, mostly befriended each other rather than the 

established families, who appeared to be outside their friendship circles.  

                                                           
985 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 2007. 
986 Niobrara County Precinct-by-Precinct Official Summary, Wyoming General Election - November 

4, 2008, Elections, 2008 Election Results, Wyoming Secretary of State website, URL: 
http://soswy.state.wy.us/Elections/08Results/General/NI-Pbp.pdf (accessed June 19, 2009). 

987 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 2007. 



 

 

276

Many ranchers’ lifestyle was intricately tied to family and land.  One cattle 

rancher and wheat farmer stated ranching was “as much lifestyle as your occupation.”988  

Many of the ranches had passed from father to son989 and several other men reported they 

were born into ranching in the area.990  One couple stated their ranch had been in the 

husband’s family for four generations,991 a 39-year-old man said the ranch had been in 

his family for 95 years,992 and two brothers traced their family’s arrival in the county to 

1886.993  The ranchers’ goals were simple and idealistic, well-illustrated by the 39-year 

old rancher who stated he was “just trying to raise a family and feed the nation.”994  

Others placed high value on leading a simple life away from the mass-mediated 

American culture.995  The rural people in the county noted that they chose to be rural.  

 The residents of the county, however, found that raising a family and pursuing 

their ranching lifestyle was difficult due to significant challenges.  The county under 

consideration endured a long drought, lasting seven or eight years.996  Creeks in the area 

were simply dry beds, water wells were running dry as the water table receded, and 

                                                           
988 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
989 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-

WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Ranch Woman  (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 
18, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 

990 Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007; Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, May 22, 2007; Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; Farmers 
and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, July 18, 2007. 

991 Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007. 
992 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
993 Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; Rancher (6D-WY), Interview 

with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
994 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
995 Ranch Wife and Medical Transcriptionist (16D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 6, 2007; 

Artist and Ranch Woman (2D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 12, 2007. 
996 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranch Woman and Extension 

Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, May 23, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 30, 2007; Economic 
Development Officer (5B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
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pasture lands were not producing sufficient green feed for the livestock.  The drought 

impacted ranchers’ way of life as people sold cattle,997 went to work for other ranchers,998 

and took other jobs.999  Additionally, the drought impacted rural income.  Several people 

reported negative net incomes.1000  A few ranchers refused to disclose their net 

incomes.1001  Many others professed they were unaware of their ranch incomes.1002  One 

female rancher did not disclose her net income noting that it “depends on the market” and 

that ranchers are “happy if [they] break even.”  It is difficult, she continued, because 

“everything as what you grow or raise is on someone else’s whim.”1003  Some ranchers 

had side businesses or jobs and in many other cases, ranch wives worked and these wages 

undoubtedly supplemented ranch incomes.1004  In some instances, they may have been the 

                                                           
997 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranch Woman and Extension 

Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Economic Development Officer (5B-WY), 
Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 

998 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
999 Ranch Woman and Extension Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1000 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007; Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with 

the Author, May 16, 2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 23, 2007; Ranch Woman 
(28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 

1001 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Rural 
Non-Ranch Resident and Day Care Provider (25D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Ranch 
woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 

1002 Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch 
Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007); Ranchers 
(20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007, Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, July 5, 2007; Rancher, Farmer, Business Proprietor (22D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
18, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007. 

1003 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1004 One couple ran a liquor store (7D-WY) and another couple had paper shredding and cattle hauling 

businesses (12D-WY). Some ranch women worked in town, one as the University of Wyoming’s extension 
educator (10D-WY), another as an office manager (9D-WY), a third as the head bank teller (35D-WY), and 
yet another as a special education and substitute teacher (11D-WY). The extension educator’s husband 
worked for the veterinarian in addition to his ranching work. For one ranch couple, the wife tended the 
cattle and horses while her husband did well water work (31D-WY). Other men worked as hired hands on 
ranches (8D-WY and 16D-WY). In the case of one hired ranch hand, his wife did medical transcription 
work and ran a car wash to contribute to their income (16D-WY). Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 
2007; Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch 
Woman and Extension Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Woman and 
Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007); Ranch Woman and 
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majority of the household income.  Despite the challenges and hardships, however, most 

rural residents remained in the county.  One justified enduring challenges by stating, 

“agriculture is a way of life.”1005  Unemployment in the region was low1006 but people’s 

incomes were lower than regional averages.  The 2000 Census found that the median 

household income in 1999 was $29,701 in Niobrara County, $39,603 in Converse County 

immediately to the west, and $41,994 nationally.1007  Three other counties in the region 

had closer median household incomes, but Niobrara County still trailed them by over 

$2,000.  The county’s community college outreach coordinator noted that her office kept 

class fees low because “we’re such a depressed community, [a] poor community.”1008  

One rural business owner, who sewed clothing and sold plants and gifts, observed, “if 

ranchers don’t have a good year, [they] don’t have money to spend and they don’t.”1009  

This comment illustrates ranchers’ frugality, a prudence that fieldwork and interviews 

found carries over into their acquisition of communication technology. 

 

Rural Organizations and High-Speed Internet 

 This section explores rural organizations in the Wyoming county, all located in 

Lusk, the central town, and their access to and use of high-speed internet.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Wife and Medical 
Transcriptionist (16D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 6, 2007; Rancher and Town Dweller (35D-
WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007; Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
28, 2007. 

1005 Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 
1006 Executive Director, Chamber of Commerce (2B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 8, 2007. 
1007 The two counties to the south, Goshen and Platte, had median household incomes of $32,228 and 

$33,866 respectively. Weston, the county to the north, had a median household income of $32,348. 
Niobrara County, Wyoming, Fact Sheet, American Fact Finder and Converse County, Wyoming, Fact 
Sheet, American Fact Finder, US Census Bureau Website, URL: http://factfinder.census.gov (accessed 
May 2, 2007). 

1008 Community College Outreach Coordinator (3B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007. 
1009 Retail Store Owner, Clothing Manufacturer (4D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 14, 2007. 
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Telecommunications policy in the United States includes accommodations for particular 

organizations.  The Telecommunications Act of 1996 included a clause in Section 254, 

Universal Service, that states: “Access to Advanced Telecommunications Services for 

Schools, Health Care, and Libraries—Elementary and secondary schools and classrooms, 

health care providers, and libraries should have access to advanced telecommunications 

services….”1010  These rules appear to have had varied impacts for rural areas.  While 

schools, libraries, and health care providers can access discounted rates to ensure they 

have advanced telecommunication services, commentators argue that the clause does not 

help residents and other organizations access the same.  Communication scholars Sharon 

Strover and Lon Berquist remark in “Telecommunications Infrastructure Development: 

The Evolving State and City Role in the United States,” that “…the Telecommunications 

Act of 1996, while maintaining universal service goals and promoting discounts to 

schools and libraries, does little to promote access to advanced telecommunications 

services for residences, nor does it adequately make provisions for regions in which 

normal market forces of supply and demand translate into a paucity of services or service 

choices.”1011  Niobrara County, with its few residents and vast expanse of territory, is one 

of these areas where there is a lack of services and service choices.  Miles Fidelman, the 

president of the Center for Civic Networking, argues that the universal service rules, 

created by a federal-state board and the FCC to fulfill the goals of the 

Telecommunications Act, were narrow.  The established rules define supportable services 

as,  

                                                           
1010 “Appendix A: Telecommunications Act of 1996,” in Aufderheide, Communications Policy and the 

Public Interest, 151. 
1011 Strover and Berquist, “Telecommunications Infrastructure Development,” 10.  
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voice-grade access to the public switched network, with the ability to 
place and receive calls; Dual Tone Multifrequency (DTMF) signaling or 
its functional equivalent; single-party service; access to emergency 
services, including in some instances, access to 911 and enhanced 911 
services; access to operator services; access to interexchange services; 
access to directory assistance; and toll-limitation services for qualifying 
low-income consumers.1012   
 

 
Fidelman argues that the rules do not help Americans to get advanced 

telecommunications services, because the supportable services are set so low.  

Additionally, the special rules applicable to schools, libraries, and public hospitals keep 

individuals and organizations from receiving improved service.  Schools, libraries, and 

public hospitals have access to discounted rates for telecommunication services, internet 

access, and indoor wiring, hubs and routers.  Since their communication needs are met, 

Fidelman argues that schools, libraries, and public hospitals have little incentive to join 

community-wide efforts to gain improved telecommunication services.  A town hall 

representative confirmed this general observation: having the main users satisfied with 

discounted rates can weaken a community effort to negotiate improved rates and 

services.1013   

 

Local Government 

The town and county offices used high-speed internet to carry out their 

administrative tasks.  Yet, representatives from both offices expressed little interest in the 

service.  The town office, once at the forefront of a new vision for a wired future, now 

had only a tenuous connection to the new information society.  The town clerk stated that 
                                                           

1012 FCC rules quoted in Fidelman, “The New Universal-Service Rules: Less than Meets the Eye.” 
1013 Ibid. 
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the office connected to high-speed internet through the incumbent cable provider.  She 

used the internet for state documents and accounting, but remarked “I don’t use it [the 

internet] as much as other people; I’d rather talk to someone on the phone.”1014   

The Chairman of the County Commissioners recalled that the county got 

broadband in about 2004.  He stated that the county office subscribed because their “hand 

was forced” by the American Civil Liberties Union, which had intervened in order to 

facilitate high-speed internet access for county prisoners.  The county had to provide 

“internet capability for our county prisoners … so they could have internet access to the 

law library”1015 to work on their cases.  The staff at the county office and the attached 

courthouse used the high-speed internet in their daily work.   

 

Rural Health Care 

 Rural health care is potentially one of the main beneficiaries of improved ICTs in 

a town.  Lusk’s hospital provides an interesting portrait both of the potential benefits and 

challenges of telemedicine.  The hospital itself had a rocky history; it was established in 

the 1970s, but closed from 2000 to 2005, according to its administrator and CEO due to 

“financial reasons.”1016  It joined the one-tenth of the U.S.’ rural hospitals closed in the 

two decades from 1980 to the late 1990s.1017   It re-opened in 2005 with four acute and 

                                                           
1014 Town Hall Representative (7B-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007. 
1015 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1016 Administrator and Chief Executive Officer, Rural Health Clinic and Hospital (8B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 3, 2007. 
1017 Lois Wright Morton, “Rural Health Policy,” in Challenges for Rural American in the Twenty-First 

Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2003), 293.  
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twenty long-term care beds.  It is a public, not for profit entity and therefore qualifies for 

discounts under Section 254 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996. 

 The small hospital’s staff envisioned multiple roles for broadband communication 

related to telemedicine, but several factors constrained them: finances, technical 

difficulties, discord over reimbursement, and patient skepticism. 

 In mid-2007, the hospital relied on DSL from the incumbent phone company.  It 

was awaiting the installation of a T-1 line.1018  Telemedicine was one way for the tiny 

hospital to provide more services to patients.  Hospital staff transmitted all radiology 

imaging and CT scans to Casper for analysis.1019  Technology allowed doctors to make 

faster diagnoses, especially important in emergency services.1020  The hospital had the 

ability to do digital imaging with new equipment bought in May of 2005.  The hospital’s 

IT person noted that while they had the equipment to do telemedicine, the hospital could 

not afford the $3,200 monthly fee the phone company charged for “video capability.”  

Video applications require a high bandwidth to provide real-time capabilities.  

Additionally, the IT person stated that the hospital did not have enough bandwidth and 

could use another DSL line, but did not have the funds to add another line.1021 

 As a way to provide additional services to patients, the hospital’s staff explored 

providing mental health and dermatology consults via telecommunications.  They had the 

equipment, but had problems getting the network working.  The network included six or 

                                                           
1018 Administrator and Chief Executive Officer, Rural Health Clinic and Hospital (8B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 3, 2007. 
1019 Ibid. 
1020 Ibid. 
1021 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 

2007. 
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seven hospitals in the area and the Cheyenne Regional Medical Center.1022  The hospital 

obtained funding for the equipment from grants.  The administrator and CEO noted that 

in addition to networking problems, the insurances—both public and private—did not 

want to reimburse the hospital for the costs of telemedicine.1023 

 The hospital, in 2007, was in the process of applying for universal service funding 

from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to help subsidize its communication costs.  The 

hospital’s administrator and CEO noted that the funding would allow the hospital to have 

the “same technological advantages … as you do in larger cities.”1024  He argued, 

however, that the federal government and other sources were spending a lot of money 

and that there were a lot of “individual places and groups” using new ICTs but that there 

“needs to be more coordination of resources.”1025  He thought that joint programs 

between users, such as the university and the education outreach, would be beneficial.  

Also, he thought that most of the ICT use was being geared toward training and education 

whereas he wanted to develop applications and needed more help in getting them 

going.1026  He thought that the applications he needed for the hospital “involve[d] a 

broader spectrum of people, disciplines” than just education and training.1027 

 Finally, the hospital found resistance from patients.  The CEO stated, “you have 

to provide a pretty high level of education that the results you get are useful and 

pertinent” because patients “question the results” and ask whether a diagnosis by “long 

                                                           
1022 Administrator and Chief Executive Officer, Rural Health Clinic and Hospital (8B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 3, 2007. 
1023 Ibid. 
1024 Ibid. 
1025 Ibid. 
1026 Ibid. 
1027 Ibid. 
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distance [is] as good a service as face-to-face.”1028  He found that some people did not 

accept the technology and questioned the validity of results that came through it.1029  He 

thought that some of this resistance was “a rural thing” because “we’re generally at the 

latter end…technology is slower to come to rural areas than it is to urban areas.”1030  

 The hospital could see real benefits in patient care using telemedicine and other 

technologies.  At the same time, they had several obstacles to overcome including 

insufficient funding for broadband, refusal of insurance companies to pay for distance 

services, problems getting networked applications running, and the skepticism of 

patients. 

 

Library 

 The county library is a Carnegie Library; the Carnegie Corporation agreed to fund 

it in 1914 and it opened five years later.1031  In addition to being built with funds from 

Carnegie, more recent philanthropy aided the library to move into the information age.  

The Gates Foundation provided the library with two computers and between Gates and 

the county, the library bought two more with matching funds.  The library director noted 

that updating their hardware is the largest challenge they face.    

The library provides public internet and wireless access to citizens of the county.  

There was a steady stream of traffic at the public computers as people used them to 

access the internet and check email accounts.  The library links up through the town’s 

                                                           
1028 Ibid. 
1029 Ibid. 
1030 Ibid. 
1031 Muriel Dalgarno, “Library Archives,” dated April 1, 1952 in “History of the Niobrara County 

Library, part 1,” Niobrara County Library, URL: 
http://www.niobraracountylibrary.org/history/index.php?id=6 (accessed May 24, 2009). 
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incumbent cable provider.  The library director was pleased with the online services 

provided to patrons, but she also stressed that a disadvantage of the internet is that “I 

don’t know that the internet is real good at discerning truth. [Users] don’t always know 

what’s truth,” thus the internet is a “double-edged sword.”1032  This concern about 

people’s capacity to question the validity of information acquired through the internet 

was one expressed repeatedly in the county. 

 

Community Learning 

 The community learning office, which shared a building with the school 

superintendent’s office, had access to the school district’s broadband internet.  

Community learning received funding from the school district and community college, 

including video conferencing facilities and computers for distance learning students.  

This allowed the office to provide compressed video, synchronous chat, and online 

courses for students.1033  The Dean of Instruction—Outreach and Lifelong Learning at the 

affiliated community college said that the state worked on the “Wyoming Equality 

Network” (WEN), one feature of which was that small high schools shared ICTs with 

community colleges to ensure that the college could provide services to small 

communities.1034  She also noted that Lusk was ahead of other regions because “most 

communities” do not have compressed video sites.  The town, however, had one in the 

school district office and another at the school. 1035  The college offered four complete 

                                                           
1032 Library Director, County Library (4B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007. 
1033 Community College Outreach Coordinator (3B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007. 
1034 Dean of Instruction—Outreach and Lifelong Learning, Community College (6B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, June 13, 2007. 
1035 Ibid. 
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degrees via distance learning, including two degrees in interdisciplinary studies (an 

Associate of Arts and Associate in Science), a business administration degree, and a 

criminal justice degree. 1036  

 

Schools 

 The school district had advanced information and communication technologies 

and services.  In town, where the district’s elementary, middle, and high schools are 

located, the schools had a T-1 line that they got in 1997.1037  Additionally, teachers and 

staff at the two school buildings in town use the fiber optic strands acquired during the 

town’s telecommunication development for communication between them.  The rural 

school connected to the internet via satellite.  The school district uses the state’s private 

internet access providers because service this way is “cheaper,” according to the school 

superintendent.  The district pays monthly fees based on the number of students, which is 

362.1038  

The school district had its major telecommunication goals met.  It had a T-1 line 

and the school superintendent noted that “in the district, we’re awfully close to 1 to 1 

computer service,” meaning the school almost had a ratio of one computer per 

student.1039  The history of school funding in Wyoming explains how a tiny county can 

have such incredible access to technology.  School funding in Wyoming has been a 

                                                           
1036 Ibid. 
1037 A T-1 line is a copper or fiber-optic cable from the phone company capable of carrying data at 

1.544 Megabits per second. School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007; 
“How Does a T1 Line Work?” HowStuffWorks.com (May 3, 2000), URL: 
http://computer.howstuffworks.com/question372.htm (accessed June 21, 2009). 

1038 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 
1039 Ibid. 
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highly contentious issue since the 1970s.  Several court cases were fought that set large 

districts against smaller ones.  While it is beyond the scope of this work to explore the 

complex history of debate and litigation around school funding in Wyoming, suffice it to 

say that under the regulations used by the legislature a system developed where the state 

underfunded large schools and small schools received arguably more than what they 

needed to provide a quality education.  This occurred because the system the state 

employed accepted that small schools required additional funding because they could not 

achieve economies of scale.  The court found that the state did not base the formulas it 

used for providing additional funding on actual costs and thus the formulas were 

unconstitutional.1040  According to the county’s state representative, Wyoming’s funding 

of small schools explains “why the school has more computer technology than 

elsewhere.”1041  He continued, revealing that the school was better funded than either the 

town or county governments.1042  The largesse allowed the district to invest heavily in 

technology.  One teacher in the area noted the district is “incredibly technology 

oriented.”1043  The superintendent’s greatest concern was the lack of redundant service in 

                                                           
1040 Campbell County School District, State of Wyoming; Et Al., Appellants (Plaintiffs), vs. State of 

Wyoming: Diana J. Ohman, State Superintendent of Public Instruction; et al., Appellees (Defendants), 
Decided November 8, 1995, Supreme Court of Wyoming, 907 P.2d 123, URL: 
http://www.schoolfunding.info/states/wy/Campbell(I).pdf (accessed May 22, 2009): 1, 8, 9-10, 15, 17; 
State of Wyoming, Et Al., Appellants (Defendants), v. Campbell County School District, Et Al., No. 00-
120 Appellees (Plaintiffs), Decided February 23, 2001, Supreme Court of Wyoming,  2001 WY 19, URL: 
http://www.schoolfunding.info/states/wy/Campbell2001.pdf (accessed May 22, 2009) : 10, 35-39; 
“Litigation: Wyoming,” Access Quality Education, National Access Network website, URL: 
http://www.schoolfunding.info/states/wy/lit_wy.php3 (accessed May 22, 2009). 

1041 State Representative (1E-WY), Interview with the Author, July 6, 2007. 
1042 Ibid. 
1043 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 2007. 
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small school districts.  For him, schools have “one line in and out” and “if it gets cut, 

you’re outta luck.”1044   

 The superintendent listed numerous ways in which high-speed internet helped 

teachers provide education to students and the community.  He believed half of the 

district’s teachers used the internet to enrich learning opportunities.1045  The high school’s 

computer and business teacher noted, “every lesson can be supplemented with 

information accessed on the internet.”  This gave her access to new materials that she did 

not have before and these materials “enhance” what she provided to students.1046  All of 

the educators interviewed believed broadband helped them provide better learning 

experiences to students and allowed students to access more resources.  Despite this, 

teachers and administrators found shortcomings and detriments to learning opportunities 

provided via the internet.  A teacher noted that she could “take” students to art galleries 

and museums that they could not physically visit, but she concluded, “it’s still not the 

same.”1047  The superintendent stated the school had offered a Russian class at seven in 

the morning via video conferencing, but “interest died out because of the time and not 

having face-to-face” learning.1048  An even greater detriment mentioned by all of the 

educators interviewed was that the internet negatively influenced children’s learning and 

research skills.  The teacher of family and consumer science expressed concern that 

having broadband access and the focus on getting work done more quickly sacrificed 

what students actually learned, causing them to only scratch the surface of a subject 

                                                           
1044 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 
1045 Ibid. 
1046 Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 

2007. 
1047 Ibid. 
1048 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 



 

 

289

rather than doing higher level thinking.1049  The business and computer teacher 

concurred, stating that rather than use their library skills, students used the internet to the 

exclusion of all other sources of information.1050  A special education teacher noted that 

there were problems as well.  She felt children were “getting lazy and missing a major 

part of being able to look up information.”1051  This lack of critical thinking and analysis 

skills worried the educators.  In addition to the lack of research skills, the business and 

computer teacher also shared another concern: “there’s a tendency [for students] to 

believe anything that’s written; if it’s written on the internet, it must be true.”1052  Other 

people in the community also expressed the fear that people do not question the quality of 

information obtained on the internet.1053 

Another issue was students’ access to the internet at home.  The superintendent 

estimated that 65% of the students in the district “had access” to the internet outside of 

school, but he admitted the figure could include the library.1054  The high school’s teacher 

of family and consumer science noted that while she estimated 90% of students had 

access to the internet at home, from comments that she had heard, rural students 

                                                           
1049 She referred to an article the Casper Star-Tribune that expressed the same concern. On a similar 

note, in academic communities, debate rages on students’ use of Wikipedia in research papers, a practice 
which leads them not to develop competent research skills or access materials furthering a variety of 
positions and perspectives on an issue. Lori Aratani, “Teens can Multi-Task, but What Are Costs?,” Casper 
Star-Tribune (Monday, March 5, 2007), URL: 
http://www.trib.com/articles/2007/03/05/features/science/5db7fd3a22fea7bf8725729200776841.txt 
(accessed May 22, 2009); Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007.  

1050 Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 
2007. 

1051 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1052 Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 

2007. 
1053 Web Design, Computer Repair, Consulting, Networking Business Owner (7F-WY), Interview with 

the Author, July 18, 2007; Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the 
Author, June 22, 2007. 

1054 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 
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complained about the internet being so slow the further they were from town, signaling 

that some students were still on dialup service.1055  The business and computer teacher 

had her business math students conduct a survey.  They found that 90% of the children 

enrolled at the elementary school had a computer at home, compared with only 50% of 

the high schoolers.  She could not recall internet subscription numbers.1056  To 

compensate for students who did not have internet access at home, the schools remained 

open after school for students to use computers as well as two evenings per week.1057 

The organizations considered here all had access to high-speed internet and used 

it in their work.  The hospital, in the process of applying for universal service funding, 

would be able to purchase additional needed bandwidth for telemedicine.  The school 

district and community learning office had advanced technologies that allowed them to 

provide enhanced services and learning opportunities to students.  What remained issues 

were students’ access to the internet at home and people’s willingness to accept 

technology into their learning and health care.  These issues will be examined in the 

following section.  

 

Rural Residents and Businesses and High-Speed Internet  

 The next facet of the study explores the region’s ranchers and their access to and 

use of high-speed internet service.  It is crucial to listen to the needs of users and potential 

                                                           
1055 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 2007. 
1056 Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 

2007. 
1057 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 2007; Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, 
July 9, 2007. 
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users for this will increase use and therefore bring us closer to the goal of a networked 

nation.  Before exploring high-speed internet, however, it is important to analyze 

ranchers’ general media use in order to compare and contrast it to their use and 

perception of high-speed internet. 

 

Satellite Television Service 

Like the farmers in rural Alberta, nearly all of the rural interviewees in the 

Wyoming county received satellite television service (26 of 31 interviewees).  The 

number of people receiving television service points to its role in the community.  One 

rancher remarked, “TV is very important to us.”1058  Another stated that television 

decreases isolation.1059  One household used a broadcast antenna and four chose not to 

receive television signals at all, because they preferred to use their time in other ways, 

such as reading.  Without satellite television, many people reported not receiving 

television service.   

Several people in the area subscribed to satellite television because television 

reception with an antenna was limited to a few channels and was often of poor quality.  

People reported a lack of choice using a broadcast antenna, often only receiving one or 

two channels, if any.1060  One rancher noted that without satellite, it is “hard to get TV” 

because of poor reception.  Even with “booster power” on the antenna, people received 

                                                           
1058 Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 
1059 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1060 Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with 

the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranch woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Rural Non-
Ranch Resident and Energy Healer (3D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 17, 2007; Ranch Woman 
(38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, June 15, 2007; Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 
2007; Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
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only one or two channels.1061  One rancher argued that he did not receive public 

broadcasting, either radio or television, at his home without paying a subscription for 

satellite television.  He underlined that a “public service” was unavailable to him.1062  

This raises an important question, as public broadcasting is, in theory, to be accessible to 

all Americans, has the United States failed in its commitment to provide information to 

all Americans for the continuance of the democracy?  Additionally, ranchers found that 

antenna reception had static and that it was poor in the summer.1063  Some people, by 

virtue of the topography of their regions, did not receive broadcast signals at home.1064  

On the positive side, with an antenna, some ranchers received local stations, including 

Casper and Rapid City, South Dakota.1065 

Some ranchers recalled using a broadcast antenna to receive television signals 

until the television tower in Alliance, Nebraska, “blew down” in 2002;1066 at which time 

they subscribed to satellite service.1067  Although many people noted that the tower “blew 

down,” it actually fell during construction to strengthen the tower for the installation of 

                                                           
1061 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Energy Healer (3D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 17, 

2007; Ranch Woman (38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007. 
1062 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 

2007. 
1063 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 

2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007. 

1064 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Natural 
Rancher (5D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 15, 2007. 

1065 Ranch Woman (38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007. 
1066 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007. 
1067 Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Ranch Woman 

(8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
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digital equipment.1068  The loss of this tower further constrained what ranchers could 

watch using only a broadcast antenna.    

Others subscribed to satellite because the wind knocked down their own antennas 

and they decided not to replace them.1069  One ranch woman noted “we wouldn’t have 

that [satellite television service] if” they could get reception.1070  Only one rancher 

received all television reception via an antenna.  The antenna received channels from 

Deadwood and Rapid City, South Dakota, and she concluded, “We get enough junk on 

those two channels”; she did not want to receive more.1071  Between the expense and her 

husband’s claim that “he could get addicted to TV,” the couple decided satellite reception 

was not worth it.  Most of the ranchers, however, welcomed the variety of programming 

that satellite television brought.  Several subscribed to additional interest-based packages 

or had service beyond the basic tier.  People watched and listened to several hours of 

programming a week, a number which they readily admitted leapt in the winter months 

when snow made travel difficult and they had less outdoor work to do. 

 

Cellular Phone Service 

 Cellular telephone providers offered limited coverage to the region.  One rancher 

opined, “This country out here sucks for cell service.”1072  Respondents noted that they 

                                                           
1068 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; “Tower Collapse Claims Two,” Broadcast Engineering.com 
(September 30, 2002), URL: 
http://broadcastengineering.com/news/broadcasting_tower_collapse_claims/index.html (accessed June 6, 
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State’s Tallest, its Owner Says,” Omaha World Herald (Nebraska) (Wednesday, September 25, 2002): 1A. 

1069 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1070 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
1071 Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 
1072 Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007. 
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received a signal close to town, located in the southern part of the county, but once they 

passed the bluffs to the north, they lost the signal unless they were on a hilltop.  The hilly 

topography of the county made it difficult to get a signal and cell providers likely found 

no economic incentive to add more towers in the sparsely populated region.  This left 

large swathes of ranchland without cell service.  One woman reported that in an 

emergency, she could “climb the windmill or go to a hill” to use her cell phone.1073  

Others relied on two-way radios for communication with family and workers. The spotty 

cell phone coverage was poised to deteriorate even further due to new FCC rules.  

Several people noted that the FCC was phasing out analog cell phone service, an issue 

that received coverage in the press.1074  Rural residents found that analog phones worked 

much better as they had longer ranges than did the digital replacements.  This led one 

rancher to opine, “a lot of decisions aren’t made to serve rural people.”1075  The Chairman 

of the County Commissioners agreed, stating that in the transition from analog to digital 

cell phones, they “don’t think about a population of 1,000.”1076  This sentiment, that 

corporations and the government had turned away from rural regions, was prevalent and 

helped people to explain the state of telecommunications in the region, including as 

analyzed below, the poor condition of the wire line telephone system. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1073 Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
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(accessed August 1, 2007).  
1075 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
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295

Telephone Lines 

 Nearly all of the interviewees mentioned the dilapidated condition of the 

telephone lines.  The telephone lines in the county in 2007, the year of field research, 

included sections going to ranch homes that were open wire, two copper wires strung on 

telephone poles above ground, separated by glass insulators.1077  The aged equipment was 

unreliable.  One rancher noted that the “phone guy” had told him that the phone system 

used repeaters and when repairing the equipment was not possible, the company 

“cannibalize[d] from urban areas” getting old, used parts from other areas rather than new 

equipment.1078  Another rancher noted the lines were so old suppliers “don’t make the 

parts anymore.”1079  Using second hand parts likely increased the phone system’s lack of 

reliability.  The Chairman of the County Commissioners said there was “a lot of hanging 

wire still” in the county, and that “buried lines are a much more reliable system.”1080  

Ranchers had a multiplicity of complaints about their telephone service.  One rancher 

noted the “phone system is fallin’ into a heap.”1081  Most interviewees remarked that the 

phone lines were old or “antiquated.”1082  Many ranchers had sections of phone wire that 

                                                           
1077 “Open Wire Lead,” Outside Plant Equipment, The Museum of Communications, Telephone 
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was above ground open wire.1083  Some had requested that the telephone company bury 

the lines, but recalled that it refused.1084 

The age of the telephone system provided subscribers with unreliable telephone 

service.  People noted service frequent service outages. 1085  One woman wrote at the end 

of July, 

 
Since the 4th of July my phone has been out more than it has worked. The 
local repair man has been here every day this week. If not for my phone 
then for one of the neighbors phones. [sic] July is known for thunder 
showers and with thunder comes lightning hence this antiquated phone 
line is fried somewhere daily.1086 
 

   
Some residents reported service outages a couple of times per month,1087 others had 

problems between four and eight times per year.1088  One rancher said their service only 

went out “two times a year” but stated, “we’re lucky” because they had buried phone 

                                                           
1083 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 
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18, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 30, 2007. 
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Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
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wire.1089  The weather influenced the open wire sections.  People had problems during the 

winter1090 and the summer.1091  Others noted that rain, snow, wind, and lightning knocked 

out phone service.1092  The rancher quoted above stated her “phone goes out every time 

we have a thunderstorm. We’re up a mountain, [and the open wire created] a two-mile 

long lightening rod.”1093  Additionally, problems with the electricity to the phone system 

also caused service outages and power surges that could damage telephones.1094  The 

ranchers noted that the telephone company’s repair people generally fixed problems 

within a day or two,1095 but others recalled longer service interruptions of a week or 

more.1096  One woman said that once her phone “was out forever” or approximately six 

days.1097  At times, service was not out, but the quality was poor, including static and 

noise.1098  One rancher whose phone service was often out found it particularly irritating 
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13, 2007. 

1092 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; General Manager, 
Incumbent Cable Provider (3F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 21, 2007; Computer Service and 
Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview 
with the Author, July 12, 2007; Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranch 
Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007; Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, July 5, 2007; Rancher and Town Dweller (35D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007; 
Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 

1093 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
1094 Ranch Woman (38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 
2007. 

1095 Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 
2007. 

1096 Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Rancher and Town Dweller 
(35D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
27, 2007. 

1097 Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007. 
1098 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (31D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 
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that she had to call the telephone company and request rebates for the times when her 

service was not functional; she wrote, “Even after multiple days out-of-service we must 

call and ask for credit due to time lost. They do not automatically make it right.”1099  For 

her, the automatic correction of the phone bill would have increased her satisfaction with 

the phone company, although not for the telephone service it provided. 

Frequent service outages were not the only problems rural residents faced as the 

phone system in the county had several other limitations, including no enhanced services, 

an inability to get new lines because many parts of the system were at maximum 

capacity, and what people viewed as exorbitant fees for new lines.  First, the old phone 

lines did not support enhanced services common to urban dwellers.  People stated that 

they could not get caller id1100 and could not send faxes.1101  The FCC’s rules made to 

fulfill the goals of the 1996 Telecommunications Act set low universal service standards 

at plain old telephone service.1102  The rules did not require telephone companies to 

provide enhanced services and they did not.  

Second, the old phone system did not have the capacity to accommodate new 

subscribers.  People found when they moved homes that telephone service proved 

difficult to get.  One woman recalled that it took two months to get a phone to her trailer 

home.1103  Additionally, in some areas of the county, all of the phone channels were in 

                                                           
1099 Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007. 
1100 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 

2007; Office Equipment and Computer Maintenance and Repair (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
22, 2007; Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; 
Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-
WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007. 

1101 Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007. 
1102 FCC rules quoted from Fidelman, “The New Universal-Service Rules.” 
1103 Most of the people far from the towns lived either in the original frame ranch homes or in mobile 

homes, because the cost of bringing out a construction crew was prohibitive. Some people (2D-WY) built 
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use.  Interviewees reported that they could not get additional numbers or new telephone 

lines because there was no more room on the equipment.1104  This limitation of the phone 

system prohibited people from getting a second line for dial-up internet.1105  One ranch 

couple reported that they were on a two-party line until mid-2007 when a subscriber on 

the route died, enabling them to have access to the deceased person’s number and finally 

upgrade to individual line service.1106  Interviewees noted that there were a few people 

who remained on party lines.1107  If a number was available, new service was 

prohibitively expensive.1108  Some people eschewed telephone service because the 

telephone company quoted astronomical figures for the installation of telephone lines 

onto new ranches.  One artist and rancher stated that she and her husband built a house in 

the area but did not install telephone or electric service because they “didn’t want to pay 

to have a landline [and] power.”  She recalled that either the electric association or the 

phone company wanted “$10,000 a mile” to hook them up.1109  The phone company 

                                                                                                                                                                             

their own homes, others had a new mobile home hauled in (32D-WY, 14D-WY, 16D-WY). Other people 
lived in older mobile homes (8D-WY), in frame houses (20D-WY, 7D-WY), and in one case, in a frame 
house with an old school trailer attached as an extension (28D-WY). Artist and Ranch Woman (2D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, May 12, 2007; Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 
2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 23, 2007; Ranch Wife and Medical 
Transcriptionist (16D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 6, 2007; Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Ranchers 
and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 

1104 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; 
Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, June 27, 2007. 

1105 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 
2007); Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Rancher 
(30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 

1106 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1107 Web Design, Computer Repair, Consulting, Networking Business Owner (7F-WY), Interview with 

the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1108 Ranch Woman (19D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Rural Non-Ranch Resident 

and Day Care Provider (25D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 

1109 Artist and Ranch Woman (2D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 12, 2007.  
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asked another ranch couple to pay for two miles of line to their new home; they chose not 

to install a landline.1110  These people relied on the spotty cellular telephone service to 

connect them to others.  One final example was the woman who bought cable for a buried 

line to her home to replace the open wire.  The phone company estimated the couple 

would have to pay $20,000 for the company to trench the line.1111  Unwilling to pay the 

requested fee, the rancher said she and her husband would trench it themselves when they 

had the time.  

People reported that the phone company did not want to perform large repairs.  

One rancher noted that to provide service to a second dwelling on her ranch, the phone 

company laid a “temporary line” between the houses that they never buried into the 

ground because of the expense of trenching.1112  The temporary line ran across the 

ranches’ access road.  Others said that the phone company only begrudgingly replaced 

downed poles.1113  Large repairs undoubtedly required the phone company to bring heavy 

machinery from other, larger centers. 

Despite the poor service ranchers felt they received from the telephone company, 

they argued that the company charged them dearly for a telephone line.  Some 

interviewees felt the telephone company was overcharging them for shoddy basic phone 

service that often did not work.  Telephone service to the rural areas of the county cost 

more than service in the county’s seat.  A ranch and business woman with homes in town 

                                                           
1110 Several interviewees mentioned this same ranching couple, including Farmers and Ranchers (36D-

WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 

1111 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1112 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
1113 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Ranch Woman and Special 

Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
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and on the ranch paid only $17.50 for phone service in town but remarked that phone 

service cost “significantly more out here” on her ranch.1114  Subscribers noted that they 

paid a “distance charge” of $46.25 for service to their ranches.  The national and 

Wyoming universal service fund credits that people received on their telephone bills 

relieved part of this fee; the federal and state universal service credits totaled $37.02 

monthly.1115  After the credits, rural residents paid $9 of the distance fee.  The ranchers 

received universal service funding because they were in a “high cost” area.  The distance 

charge irked some subscribers who felt they were unfairly charged.  One argued, “it’s 

[distance fee] a real irritation because just cuz we’re out.  I think we’re being penalized 

because we’re out”1116 and another stated “I think it’s completely discriminatory; I’m 

being charged for where I choose to live.”1117  On the other side, some people felt the 

distance charges were a fair price to pay because they selected to live far from others.  

One 37-year old ranch woman argued that she was “okay with [the distance charge] 

because I chose to live here.”1118  

Ranchers felt that they ought to receive reliable phone service because that is 

what they paid the company to do.1119  As discussed in the previous chapter, the town’s 

fiber optic grid project led the telephone company to upgrade the central switching office 

                                                           
1114 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1115 Rancher, Farmer, Business Proprietor (22D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 18, 2007; Ranch 

Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, July 5, 2007; Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; 
Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, July 5, 2007. 

1116 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1117 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1118 Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1119 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch 

Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Rancher and Town Dweller (35D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007. 
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in town.  Despite this, they did not—by their own admission—upgrade the lines into the 

county.  One woman fumed, “if you pay them, they should” provide service.1120  The 

ranchers were acutely aware of the political economy of telephone companies.  They 

knew that there were too few people in the county to make it “cost effective” for the 

incumbent to replace the telephone lines or make major repairs,1121 because the telephone 

company, according to the Chairman of the County Commissioners, would not meet their 

“expectation of return on investment.”1122  Others also noted that maintaining the lines 

was not one of the phone company’s priorities.1123  Another rancher concluded that it was 

“pure economics for these companies” and continued that in rural America there “isn’t 

the economic value and I don’t see any way around it.”1124  Some argued that the phone 

company was not interested in serving them, a feeling they supported by the fact that the 

incumbent had tried to “unload” them a few years earlier.1125  The Chairman of the 

County Commissioners concluded that the phone company “doesn’t want to put money 

into [the] exchange.”  He stated it “bothers me…at one point, [the phone company] was 

tryin’ to unload the system to a small company.  We’d have been better off” if the 

company had been successful.1126  Ranchers found that their phone service only got 

worse after the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  One rancher called the FCC to 

                                                           
1120 Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1121 Quoted from Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; also Ranch 

Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-
WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, 
July 5, 2007; Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007. 

1122 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1123 Web Design, Computer Repair, Consulting, Networking Business Owner (7F-WY), Interview with 

the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1124 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1125 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; 

State Representative (1E-WY), Interview with the Author, July 6, 2007. 
1126 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
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complain because she thought her service declined after deregulation.1127  A rancher and 

office equipment repair person also noted that “government deregulation of utilities” 

means that “no one takes care of the customers.”1128  Another rancher mirrored this 

sentiment, writing, “…it has been our experience that when problems arise it is 

impossible to contact anyone that can truly resolve our issues.”1129  Yet another ranch 

woman stated that “we are still fighting the same problems” as people did in 1907 to get 

phone lines in the region and that “landline phones are going to be a thing of the past 

before we get decent landline phones.”1130  Cruel irony marked the refusal of the 

telephone company to upgrade their service to the region.  The same rancher reflected on 

the incumbent telephone company and the legal troubles of its CEO: 

 

I don’t know if you have kept up with news….Joe Nachio (sp) head CEO 
of Qwest was found guilty of insider trading and syphoning [sic] of[f] 
funds for his own use. He got 6 yrs in jail and fine of 15 million. With 15 
million they (Qwest) could put in all new system for this area. On that 
note just his petty cash could put in a lot of new phone line & hook 
ups.1131 
 

This rancher felt that the incumbent telephone company could afford to replace the 

telephone lines in the area, but that they had chosen not to.  She believed that the people 

at the incumbent prioritized corporate largesse over competent service.  

The phone company’s performance left ranchers searching for alternatives.  In 

urban areas, landlines are becoming less necessary as people replace them with wireless 
                                                           

1127 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1128 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 

2007. 
1129 Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007. 
1130 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
1131 Underlining and parentheses in original. Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 

30, 2007. 
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devices and internet phones.  Importantly, in countries with poorly developed wire line 

telephone systems, such as India and some countries in Africa, cellular telephony is 

filling the gap.1132  As discussed above, however, residents in Niobrara County had only 

spotty telephone service and could not reliably use it to replace landline service because 

signals did not reach most people’s homes.  This leads to the question, if countries like 

Kenya can provide relatively inexpensive and comprehensive cell phone coverage, why 

can it not happen in Wyoming?  Several people exhibited no loyalty to the incumbent 

telephone company.  They noted that they would dispense of their landline service if they 

had adequate cell phone service.1133  One rancher noted, “If we could use cell service 

here at home we would rid ourselves of Qwest.”1134  Some felt the cell phone would be a 

cheaper option1135 and one woman, who ran her ranch because her husband was injured 

in a tractor accident, felt the portability of the cell phone was an additional advantage; she 

would carry it with her whereas the landline was tied to the house.1136 

The appalling condition of the phone lines did not simply pose an inconvenience 

to ranchers.  One ranch woman who lived over 50 miles from town stated that with the 

unreliability of landlines and cell phones, “when you’re this far out, if you have an 

                                                           
1132 Terra Lawson-Remer, “For Small Entrepreneurs in Developing Countries, Mobile Phones Can Be 

Path Out of Poverty,” The Huffington Post (Posted April 22, 2009), URL: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/terra-lawsonremer/for-small-entrepreneurs-i_b_190204.html (accessed 
June 22, 2009). 

1133 Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 
2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Rancher (13D-
WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Ranch woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
25, 2007; Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 

1134 Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007.  
1135 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1136 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
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emergency, if you don’t have service, you’re SOL [sic].”1137  In addition to emergencies, 

phone service was also an issue of economics.  As one rancher noted, his phone line was 

down a couple of times each month.  He stated in frustration, “This phone in my house is 

my business phone—I can’t get that through to them [the phone company].”1138  The 

problem of unreliable phone lines affected ranch business and made people fearful that 

when they most needed the phone, in a life-threatening emergency, it would not work.  

The deplorable condition of phone service made alternative communication devices, such 

as the internet, more important, but these were costly (satellite), limited (line-of-sight 

wireless internet and cellular telephony) and many people were unaware of the most 

affordable satellite option.  

 

Internet 

A network support consultant in the area described people’s internet options 

simply: “expensive or dial-up.”1139  Ranchers stated that the poor condition of the phone 

lines hindered them from using dial-up internet.  One rancher summed up dial-up internet 

with one word: “atrocious.”1140  A plethora of problems with dialup included slow 

download speeds;1141 frequent disconnection;1142 and problems connecting initially.1143  

                                                           
1137  Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1138 Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 
1139 Network Support Company Owner (5F-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007. 
1140 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1141 Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Ranch Woman, Business 

Owner, and Former Chamber of Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; 
Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007; 
Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 

1142 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman and Business 
Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
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One rancher noted it took several minutes “before you ever got hitched up” to the 

internet.1144  The Chairman of the County Commissioners, a rural resident, said that with 

dial-up, he was “successful one out of ten times.”1145  This led one ranch woman and co-

owner of a floral shop to conclude dialup is “not even worth it.”1146                   

 Rural residents had a few higher speed internet options, depending on where they 

lived.  Those close to town could receive line-of-sight wireless.  Since this is a terrestrial 

technology, it is less costly than satellite options.  This service costs approximately $30 

per month, with discounts for paying six months in advance.  People on the line-of-sight 

wireless service remarked they paid between $15 and $24.95 a month for service and 

they recalled prices of $150 to $200 for installation and equipment.1147  The company, 

VistaBeam, promises upload speeds of approximately 128 Mbps and download speeds of 

384 for $29.95 a month.1148  This service was comparatively inexpensive.  The remainder 

of the rural residents were left with the option of extremely slow dial-up or costly satellite 

service.1149   

                                                                                                                                                                             
1143 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; 

Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Chairman of the County Commissioners 
(10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 

1144 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1145 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1146 Ranch Woman, Business Owner, and Former Chamber of Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview 

with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1147 20D reported an installation price of $200; 21D recalled an installation price of $149; 36D stated 

paying $149.75 for six months of service and $199 for the installation. Rural Non-Ranch Resident and 
Energy Healer (3D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 17, 2007; Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; 
Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007. 

1148 VistaBeam Internet Plans, VistaBeam website, URL: http://www.vistabeam.com/plans.php 
(accessed June 22, 2009). 

1149 The co-owner of a network support and web development and hosting company in a neighboring 
county noted that many of her customers got speeds of 19 Kilobytes per second on dial-up, even on 56 
Kilobyte per second modems. Network Support Company Owner (5F-WY), Interview with the Author, 
July 9, 2007. 
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The earliest satellite provision available in the region was very expensive.  

WildBlue, a satellite option available later, was less expensive but there were problems 

with it: a lack of advertising and as a result, rural residents lacked knowledge about the 

provider and the services it offered. 

The price for WildBlue satellite internet was approximately $200 for equipment 

and $50 per month thereafter for service fees.1150  One rancher stated that although she 

got a “deal” on equipment and installation, at $200, “it’s pretty pricey.”1151  An internet 

provider who offered high-speed internet including WildBlue noted that WildBlue is 

“pretty expensive” but justified this because satellites are “expensive to get in the air.”1152  

The installation of WildBlue was significantly cheaper than other satellite providers.  

Early adopters of satellite internet paid much higher costs than those who subscribed to 

satellite internet later as prices for equipment dropped markedly over time.  The other 

options for satellite service were more costly than WildBlue.  Depending on their time of 

adoption (earlier adopters paid more for equipment and installation), subscribers to 

Hughes and Starband paid between $600 and $1,200 for equipment and installation.  

Additionally, they reported paying between $50 and $100 per month for service.1153   

                                                           
1150 14D recalled paying $200 plus discount for installation and equipment; 23D remembered they paid 

for the dish and the install was free. Also they paid $54.95 a month for service which included $4.95 for 
“protection”; 30D reported paying a $199 equipment and installation fee and $49.99 a month for service; 
33D recalled the price was $200 for the equipment. The install was free with the equipment and she paid 
$49.99 a month for service. 37D recalled paying $200 for equipment and installation. She remembered that 
they got a “deal” but she said, “it’s pretty pricy.” She reported paying $130 a month for service. Rancher 
(30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, July 5, 2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 23, 2007; Ranch Woman 
(37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, June 19, 2007. 

1151 Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1152 General Manager, WildBlue Distributor, Subsidiary of an Independent Local Exchange Carrier 

(ILEC) (6F-WY), Interview with the Author, Nebraska, July 11, 2007. 
1153 5D received internet through Hughes. He recalled that the install free if they signed a three-year 

contract. Also he paid about $100 a month for service. 7D used Starband for satellite internet. They recalled 
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 Several interviewees identified “access” and affordability as major problems for 

rural community members desiring higher speed internet service.1154  Since satellite 

service was available throughout the county and from three different, competitive private 

providers, the challenge appears to be about a lack of knowledge that access was 

available and the cost of service.  

WildBlue was the least expensive provider available to everyone who resided in 

the county.  Despite this, only five people out of the 31 interviewed used the service.  Six 

people used either DSL (one) or line-of-sight wireless (five) because they lived closer to 

town.  This section looks at WildBlue and people’s impressions of it.  Out of thirty-eight 

interviewees, sixteen people said they did not know what WildBlue was.  People who did 

know about the provider knew little about it.  They learned about it from friends (six), 

advertisements (nine), the internet (one), at an association meeting (three), and through 

computer people (two).  This list shows that discussion with friends, neighbors, and 

others was the primary way that residents learned about WildBlue.  Despite this, few 

people knew much about WildBlue.  One asked, it is a “satellite provider, ain’t it?” and 

then he stated “evidently they haven’t done a good job of promoting it” because he did 

                                                                                                                                                                             

paying $800 for the dish and installation and $69.99 a month for service. 12D stated that she subscribed to 
Hughes and recalled that “we got ripped off” because they paid $1200 and argued they received “all used 
equipment” from the company. She noted that they paid $75 a month for service. 13D subscribed to 
Hughes in 2005. He recalled paying $600 for the installation and the dish and between $63 and 65 a month 
for service. 16D used Starband for internet and paid $600 for the installation and equipment and $49 per 
month. 32D subscribed to Starband and recalled paying $250 for the installation and $69 a month for 
service. Natural Rancher (5D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 15, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners 
(7D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 15, 2007; Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; 
Ranch Wife and Medical Transcriptionist (16D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 6, 2007; Ranch 
Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007.  

1154 Executive Director, Chamber of Commerce (2B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 8, 2007; 
Network Support Company Owner (5F), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007; Community College 
Outreach Coordinator (3B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007; School Superintendent (1B-
WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007; Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
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not know it was available in his area.1155  Six people knew it was an internet provider but 

most people knew little beyond that.  One interviewee, who had line-of-sight wireless 

noted that WildBlue required a “southern view of the southern sky” but “view of the 

southern sky” is the tag line from Hughes commercials, a competing satellite firm.1156 

 The ranchers’ main hindrance to getting high-speed internet access was its cost.  

A chorus of voices identified the major challenge to internet subscription in the county as 

cost.1157  Basically, ranchers interested in higher speed internet service did a cost-benefit 

analysis.  Some found that they would receive benefits that justified the costs and others 

felt that the benefits they would reap from having higher speed internet service did not 

justify the costs.  One ranch family provides an interesting example of the cost benefit 

analysis.  They were operating their ranch at a net loss.  The family used a dial-up 

connection, costing $19.95 a month.  The husband noted, “I hear $50 a month [for high-

speed internet] is cheap.”  Additionally, he continued, the “thing that scared me” away 

from getting WildBlue satellite was that the discounted equipment price was $199.  His 

wife stated, “anything we use it [the internet] for doesn’t give us any economic 

advantage” and the rancher added, “$20 is high for what we use it for.”  Since they saw 

the internet as not contributing financially to the ranch or the family, increased spending 

on the service seemed unreasonable.  The family decided to remain on dial-up because 

the husband argued that high-speed internet cost a lot of money and people “don’t know 

                                                           
1155 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
1156 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Energy Healer (3D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 17, 

2007. 
1157 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 

2007; Ranch Woman, Business Owner, and Former Chamber of Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview 
with the Author, July 10, 2007; Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007. 
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the value of a dollar anymore.  One hundred dollars to me is still a good chunk of 

money.”1158  This family, along with others, thought that WildBlue’s prices, which the 

company believed were “affordable,” were too expensive for them.1159  Several ranchers 

concurred, stating that cost was their foremost consideration in making internet 

choices.1160  Some of these people had ready access to the internet at work and therefore 

did not want to pay for it at home.1161  A computer repair person and rancher noted that 

satellite internet was a “big expense” because of the monthly service fees and the initial 

equipment cost.  He stated that for the “vast majority” of his customers, himself included, 

the internet “is not that important.”1162  Ranchers felt that the costs of phone service and 

satellite television service were expensive and they did not also want to pay for satellite 

internet, which one rancher noted is “expensive in my estimation.”1163  The rancher 

admitted to being “kinda limited in funding” which explained his reluctance to sign up 

                                                           
1158 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
1159 Under the heading “AFFORDABLE,” WildBlue states, “With packages as low as $49.95 per 

month, WildBlue is very affordable.” “About WildBlue High-Speed Internet via Satellite,” WildBlue 
website, URL: http://www.wildblue.com/aboutWildblue/index.jsp (accessed June 23, 2009). 

1160 Ranch Woman and Extension Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; 
Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; 
Rancher and Truck Driver (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Ranchers (39D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 22, 2007; Ranch Woman, Business Owner, and Former Chamber of 
Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007; Chairman of the County 
Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007 all said this about other people and 
teachers 34D and 29D mentioned cost as a hindrance to rural students getting internet access. Family and 
Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; 
Business and Computer Teacher and Town Resident (34D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007. 

1161 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007; 
Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Woman 
and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman, 
Business Owner, and Former Chamber of Commerce Director (9B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 
10, 2007. 

1162 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 
2007. 

1163 Quoted from Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; also Rancher and 
Truck Driver (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
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for satellite internet that he saw as expensive.1164  Another rancher did not have a 

computer due to the “cost of computers.”  She noted she and her husband did not buy one 

because they “haven’t seen a real need for it” and “$800 is a lot of money.”1165  People 

living too far from town to access line-of-sight wireless and unwilling or unable to pay 

for satellite internet often chose to eschew internet service at home. 

 Others highlighted the fact that they chose their high-speed provider precisely 

because it cost less than others.1166  One woman who telecommuted to work and school 

noted she chose the line-of-sight provider because it was “less expensive than some other 

options.”1167  One rancher had satellite internet because her children wanted it, but she 

noted it “took quite a while before we went ahead and spent the money” for satellite 

internet because “it was just so pricey.”1168  Another rancher in the far north of the county 

found her WildBlue satellite not only faster than dialup but also less expensive because 

she paid her monthly service fees plus long distance charges for access on dial-up.1169  

People who did not have internet access at home but who lived far from town had 

friends and family look up data, bid on e-Bay items, and do other online tasks on their 

behalf.1170  One woman stated a “friend that lives down the road, she has gotten on the 

internet for me.  I was actually lookin’ for a wheat grinder on e-Bay.”  Although the 
                                                           

1164 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1165 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
1166 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 

2007; Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, June 27, 2007. 9D was looking into Wild Blue because it was “cheaper” than other 
providers. Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 

1167 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 
2007. 

1168 Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1169 Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 23, 2007. 
1170 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked June 11, 2007; Ranch Woman (28D-WY), 

Media Diary, Postmarked July 30, 2007; Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 
2007; also Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Ranch Woman 
(28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
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device ended up costing her more than she had hoped to pay, she wanted a wheat grinder 

because “food is so expensive.”  She now buys wheat through the bulk food store and 

grinds it herself.1171   

 Ranchers were divided on whether the internet was a necessity for rural 

Americans.  Few would clearly state that it was a necessity or it was not.  Ten 

interviewees responded that the internet was a necessity.  Those who were certain that 

internet was a necessity were largely those who had high-speed access at home and used 

it frequently.1172  One ranch woman said it is necessary because of the distance between 

her home and the town.1173  A 72-year-old rancher insightfully stated that the internet is a 

necessity for him, but “if you never had it, it isn’t really important.”1174  Many noted that 

it fell somewhere in between a necessity and a luxury.  The ranchers, being practical 

people, stated that internet was not a necessity like food, water, and electricity.  One 

argued that the internet was not “critical.”1175  Several people who said it was not a 

necessity maintained that it was “a huge benefit,”1176 “a helpful tool,”1177 and “an 

                                                           
1171 Economics was clearly an issue for this couple. The wife estimated their net income to be $35,000 

to $45,000 a year. In addition to grinding her own wheat to save money on food, she wrote that “we 
NEVER Go to the Movies—too expensive & not in town that late to go to a show.” Additionally, she and 
her husband did not have satellite television, partially due to expense and partially because her husband 
said “he could get addicted to TV.” Discussion about having her neighbor use the internet for her and about 
satellite television from Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; 
discussion of the movies from Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked October 2, 
2007. 

1172 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Energy Healer (3D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 17, 
2007; Ranch Woman and Special Education Teacher (11D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; 
Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Wife and 
Medical Transcriptionist (16D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 6, 2007; Ranch Woman (19D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; 
Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, July 12, 2007; Ranch Woman (38D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 13, 2007. 

1173 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1174 Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007. 
1175 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1176 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 

2007. 
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improvement”1178 even though it was a “luxury.”1179  Others felt it was becoming 

necessary.1180  Five people stated they did not think it was necessary at all.1181   

Some interviewees felt the internet provided more benefit to the region than it did 

to urban areas because in the words of the Chairman of the County Commissioners, 

“everybody’s so isolated.”1182  The school superintendent argued that high-speed internet 

was essential because “the more isolated you are, the more you need it.”1183  The teacher 

of household and consumer science thought that since the town was isolated and did not 

“have the services of big metropolitan areas” the internet was a helpful step in leveling 

the playing field between rural and urban areas.1184  Others noted that the internet brought 

a different culture and mindset to the area, which they believed was positive.  A small 

business woman who lived in town remarked that “because we are so remote and we’re 

so global” access to the internet is a necessity.  She continued, “I think the mentality in 

Wyoming is cattle and oil.  That has to change….”1185  A town resident and retailer 

believed the internet was necessary and important because “otherwise, time would stop 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1177 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
1178 Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 
1179 Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with 

the Author, June 27, 2007. 
1180 Ranch Woman and Office Manager (9D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Rancher, 

Farmer, Business Proprietor (22D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 18, 2007; Rancher and Town 
Dweller (35D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007; Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, May 16, 2007. 

1181 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007; Artist and Ranch Woman (2D-
WY), Interview with the Author, May 12, 2007; Ranchers and Store Owners (7D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, June 15, 2007; Rural Business Owner (17D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 8, 2007; 
Rancher and Truck Driver (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007; Resident and Day Care 
Provider (25D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 

1182 Chairman of the County Commissioners (10B-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1183 School Superintendent (1B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007. 
1184 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 3007. 
1185 Creator of Christmas Items and Town Dweller (18D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 11, 

2007; Medical Transcriptionist and Town Dweller (15D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 5, 2007 
expressed similar sentiments. 
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here.”1186  Interestingly, the above comments are all, with the exception of the Chairman 

of the County Commissioners, from town residents. 

One method helpful to exploring people’s views about high-speed internet is to 

compare access and subscription to high-speed internet with access and subscription to 

another similarly priced communication and media service, here satellite television 

service.  Based on interviewees’ reports, respondents paid, on average roughly the same 

amounts for internet and satellite television per month.  The mean service fee paid by 

those who had internet at home was $50.42 per month and the mean cost of satellite 

television at home was $52.52 per month.  The range of internet prices varied from 

$12.95 to $130 a month, and the median price for internet was $49.95.  If only prices for 

higher-speed internet options are used, the mean was $54.67, the range was $14.95 to 

$130, and the median fell between $49.95 and 49.99.  The range of reported satellite 

television subscription fees varied from a low of $19 and a high of $89 and the median 

price paid was $50 per month.  Thus, the costs for internet and satellite were nearly the 

same.  The importance of the cost-benefit analysis must be highlighted because the same 

people who paid $50 a month for satellite television service balked at paying a similar 

amount for high-speed internet service.  For these folks, satellite television passed the 

cost benefit analysis as they got a variety of entertainment via their television service, 

whereas they viewed the internet as less necessary because they felt that it was a bill they 

could do without, although the services were similarly priced.   

People found the internet useful for a wide variety of applications including local 

news and weather and cattle prices.  Additionally because the community was small and 

                                                           
1186 Retail Store Owner, Clothing Manufacturer (4D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 14, 2007. 
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relatively isolated, people found online shopping particularly useful.  One woman, 

seeking to explain the wide variety of products available online, noted she could buy 

“corsets from England” if she chose.1187  Another great opportunity was the internet’s 

capacity to connect communities of interest.  One web designer and computer repair 

person argued the benefit of the internet is that it “connects people with disparate 

hobbies, interests.”1188  A natural rancher agreed.  Surrounded by conventional producers, 

he stated the internet “certainly helps us” because “it would be harder for us to do what 

we do [raising natural beef]” because “living where we live, we just don’t get the 

information” as they are the only natural beef producers in the area.1189 

The internet opened up possibilities to cure a long-standing problem in the region, 

the lack of local news due to the region’s designated metropolitan area (DMA) for 

television and the inability to get rural delivery of the newspapers.  One factor leading to 

the lack of local news was that the region was in the Denver DMA for television.  A 

cable provider in the region noted that the county fell in the Denver DMA or designated 

market area because from the 1960s, the microwave system went from Denver to the 

county.1190  Several people mentioned their frustration with Denver being their “local” 

stations rather than receiving local stations in Casper, Wyoming, or Rapid City, South 

Dakota, both of which were much closer to Niobrara County.1191  For one woman, this 

                                                           
1187 Rancher, Farmer, Business Proprietor (22D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 18, 2007. 
1188 Web Design, Computer Repair, Consulting, Networking Business Owner (7F-WY), Interview with 

the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1189 Natural Rancher (5D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 15, 2007. 
1190 General Manager, Incumbent Cable Provider (3F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 21, 2007. 
1191 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; 

Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, May 23, 2007; Ranchers (20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Rural Non-Ranch 
Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007; Ranch Woman (23D-
WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 
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was a “pet peeve.”  She believed that the satellite providers “should allow me to say what 

local station” she received and argued she would “switch to Rapid City in a heartbeat 

because they have our news.”1192  The problem with receiving Denver as their “local” 

station is that Denver is 258 miles away.  People felt that they did not have local 

television at all.1193 

 The result of not having any truly local television reception was that the rural 

residents received no local news or weather.1194  People had multiple choices to overcome 

this lack of local information.  One family used a TV antenna in addition to their satellite 

reception to get local weather forecasts.1195  Another option was to subscribe to a special 

package from the satellite television provider.  This required an additional dish and an 

extra monthly fee.1196  No one mentioned using this option.  There were also radio 

stations available and some people used radio from neighboring counties for news1197 but 

people had trouble with radio reception,1198 had no reception,1199 or they got few stations 

making this a less than satisfactory option.1200  People could also procure local news 

                                                                                                                                                                             

2007; Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), 
Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 
2007. 

1192 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1193 Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007; Ranch Woman and Business 

Owner (12D-WY), Media Diary, Post Marked July 9, 2007; Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-
WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the Author, 
July 5, 2007; Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 

1194 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; Rural 
Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007; Ranch 
Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with 
the Author, July 5, 2007. 

1195 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
1196 Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007. 
1197 Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranch Woman (37D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
1198 Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007. 
1199 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1200 Ranch Woman (37D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 12, 2007. 
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through the newspapers, but the region did not have newspaper delivery, thus papers 

came through the mail and people received old news.1201  Most people with access to the 

internet relied on it for information and news.  People checked the local news and 

weather with their internet connections.1202  One woman noted if she “heard things, like a 

death” she went to the “Casper Star’s website and look[ed] up the information.”1203  

Another ranch woman reported looking at four or five newspapers online to stay 

informed.1204  A rancher noted that the internet’s “main value” is information and news 

and that “I don’t use it much for entertainment.”1205 

 

Rural Women and High-Speed Internet 

 In this county, the promise of the internet and the death of distance were 

particularly noticeable for women.  A representative from the neighboring county’s new 

development organization argued that the internet was “changing a lot of lives.”  She 

noted that broadband internet was especially giving rural women new opportunities 

because ranchers’ wives could be at home, running a business, a feat that was much more 

difficult without access to high-speed internet.1206  The community college’s Dean of 

                                                           
1201 Ranchers (20D-WY), Media Diary, Post Marked June 25, 2007; Ranch Woman (30D-WY), Media 

Diary, Postmarked July 6, 2007; Web Design, Computer Repair, Consulting, Networking Business Owner 
(7F-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 
27, 2007. 

1202 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007; 
Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007; Rural Non-Ranch Resident and 
Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 2007; Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview 
with the Author, June 19, 2007; Rancher (30D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 27, 2007; Ranchers 
(20D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 12, 2007; Ranch Woman (33D-WY), Interview with the 
Author, July 5, 2007; Ranchers (14D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 23, 2007. 

1203 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 
2007. 

1204 Ranch Woman and Business Owner (12D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
1205 Rancher (13D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007. 
1206 Economic Development Officer (5B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
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Instruction—Outreach and Lifelong Learning stated that broadband and outreach classes 

allowed a lot of women to complete their college degrees.1207  A handful of women in the 

county telecommuted to their jobs, doing data work for companies located far from their 

homes.  It was the women in Niobrara County, not the men who largely ranched, that 

appeared to benefit the most from high-speed internet and telecommuting opportunities.   

Women in the area did three types of work using the internet.  First was running 

their own businesses and using the internet to market their products.  This was the case 

for women involved in handicraft production.  Some women in the region took their 

knowledge of handicrafts, often associated with a traditional way of living, and used the 

internet to order supplies, market products using websites, and get ideas.1208  One woman 

noted that the internet brought a “merging of traditional craftwork with new 

technology.”1209  For her embroidery business, another ranch woman used the internet to 

look up designs.1210  A woman in town who sold quilts and crafts recently added her 

business to a state website promoting “strictly Wyoming products.”  She had been on the 

site for two months and had received four emails, which she thought was “pretty good” 

for her business.  To her, the value of the internet was making connections in other states, 

including Texas and Michigan, connections she said that she would not have made 

without the device.1211  Another woman, the retailer of handmade clothes, found it useful 

because she created a website and sells online.  The internet gave her an opportunity to 
                                                           

1207 Community College Outreach Coordinator (3B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 10, 2007. 
1208 Ranch Woman and Embroiderer (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007; Creator of 

Christmas Items and Town Dweller (18D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 11, 2007. 
1209 Creator of Christmas Items and Town Dweller (18D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 11, 

2007. 
1210 Ranch Woman and Embroiderer (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007; Ranch 

Woman and Embroiderer (1D-WY), Media Diary, Post Marked October 2007. 
1211 Quilt Maker, Restaurateur, Fire Works Seller, Town Resident (27D-WY), Interview with the 

Author, June 27, 2007. 
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“broaden my customer base” and she remarked that the internet had “added a 13th month 

to sales” at her business.  Internet orders for custom clothing came from across the United 

States, including “cowboy shirts to people in the Bronx, riding skirts to Minnesota, 

Texas, California; square dance outfits to Georgia.”  She noted the internet orders were 

“primarily just the U.S.” but it was “amazing to me that people are so dissatisfied with 

the clothes out there” that they order them from a maker in Wyoming.1212  In addition to 

online sales, she said she used the internet to research sources and suppliers.  

Additionally, it was becoming financially smart for her to order online as “some of my 

companies are encouraging orders over the internet” and are providing a “monetary 

incentive” to make the switch.1213  A woman who made elaborate and intricate handmade 

Santa Clauses and other Christmas items noted, “doing business online is real easy for 

women.”  Even more importantly, it was “a passive way for being real aggressive,” 

meaning women could quietly do something that would greatly improve their lives.1214  

Others who did not have internet access could see its value to handicrafts businesses.  

One ranch woman and artist noted that while she did not have a computer or access to the 

internet at home, she could see the value in them.  She said she was “getting a card 

business going” and that the “internet would be helpful” with it.  She continued that “for 

cards and artwork, it’d be interesting to play around” on the computer.1215 

The ranch wife and businesswoman who benefited most from information and 

communication technologies in the county was the maker of a beeswax hand cream.  

                                                           
1212 Retail Store Owner, Clothing Manufacturer (4D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 14, 2007. 
1213 Ibid. 
1214 Creator of Christmas Items and Town Dweller (18D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 11, 

2007. 
1215 Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 



 

 

320

Microsoft featured her and her product in one of their commercials highlighting the 

county in 1999.  Even though the fiber optic project came to naught, the town thought it 

was valuable anyway because it boosted the profile of the region.  The woman remarked 

that the advertisement, which was for Microsoft products, “kinda made my business” and 

that “sales grew 212%” the quarter after the commercial aired.  This enabled her to 

employ five ranch wives and she called this a “Cinderella story.”1216  She now resides in 

Colorado and uses the internet for multiple facets of her business, although around the 

time of the Microsoft commercial, she was just putting up a website.1217  For this woman, 

it was not technology that furthered her business so much as it was the hype about 

technology that ended up increasing the exposure her business received and therefore 

increasing sales. 

Although many women found benefit in the internet for their own businesses, the 

device’s value for ranching and farming needs to be remembered.  Some producers, 

especially those with purebred animals, used the internet to sell cattle.1218  Another 

family, in addition to cattle ranching, grew winter wheat.  In 1999, they started selling 

natural stone ground whole wheat bread, muffin, and pancake mixes to provide customers 

with healthy natural products and also to “educat[e] America about agriculture.”1219  This 

was a family business, they ground the wheat on their ranch and their daughters sewed 

decorative pouches for gift packages.  The family started a website to advertise their 

whole wheat mixes and they found that “sales have increased” as a result and the 

                                                           
1216 Hand Cream Business Owner (40D-WY), Interview with the Author, Colorado, July 22, 2007. 
1217 Ibid. 
1218 36D mentioned they knew Angus producers using the internet to sell cattle. Farmers and Ranchers 

(36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1219 Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
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exposure had taken their products from coast to coast.1220  Family businesses and ranches, 

thus, were also benefiting from the internet.   

Second, a handful of women in the region were telecommuters.  Paid work for 

women off the farm increased relative to both farm men and the past during the farm 

crisis of the 1980s.1221  Households required additional income and the relative expansion 

of the service sectors, opened up jobs for women.1222  Rural sociologists working in the 

U.S. question the death of distance or “deconcentration explanation” as they find that 

rural commuting “primarily occurs from nonmetropolitan to metropolitan areas.1223   

For the ranch women in the county, however, commuting to a city is unrealistic.  

The nearest metro is over an hour away.  Some women commute to, and work in, Lusk.  

The vast majority of jobs in Lusk, however, are service positions.  Some women with 

university educations are underemployed in the region because jobs appropriate to their 

skill levels are not available.1224   

There are limited employment opportunities for women in rural areas.  Rural 

sociologists Leann M. Tigges and Glenn V. Fuguitt argue that commuting should appeal 

to rural women more than men because “nonmetropolitan jobs provide lower returns to 

women’s human capital (McLaughlin and Perman 1991), are more gender segregated 

(Cotter et al. 1996), are less likely to provide adequate hours or wages (Jensen et al. 

                                                           
1220 Ibid. 
1221 William W. Falk and Linda M. Lobao, “Who Benefits from Economic Restructuring?” in 

Challenges for Rural American in the Twenty-First Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 160. 

1222 Ibid., 159. 
1223 Leann M. Tigges and Glenn V. Fuguitt, “Commuting: A Good Job Nearby?” in Challenges for 

Rural American in the Twenty-First Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson (University Park: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 169. 
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1999), and often fail to provide health benefits (Peters and MacDonald 1994).”1225  

Despite the inequalities, however, nonmetropolitan women work closer to their 

residences than men do.1226  For women, traditional commuting was not an option as 

nearby towns offered low-paying service jobs and cities lay beyond commuting distance. 

Studies in rural sociology show that men and women residing in rural counties 

earn more from commuting out of their home counties.1227  Traversing space to seek 

employment, however, is not always feasible.  This gestures to the “spatial entrapment” 

thesis, which argues that wives and mothers, due to their domestic responsibilities, are 

more limited or “contained” in their job searches.1228  Telecommuting allowed women to 

traverse space without leaving home and it allowed them to find jobs that were better 

matched to their skills than the jobs in town. 

A few took online medical transcription courses and got jobs as medical 

transcriptionists for hospitals outside of their immediate regions or in other states.  

Another woman in the county collected and did “value and use reports” for a 

multinational consumer products company.1229  The University of Wyoming’s Extension 

Educator listed at least four women in the area who did medical transcribing.  She noted 

that “Ladies do medical transcribing via the internet” and that the internet has created 

“other jobs too.”  She remarked, “a lot of people are moving to rural areas” because “they 

can do their job here as well as in L.A. or New York.”1230  Here the extension educator 
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1227 Ibid., 172. 
1228 Ibid., 174. 
1229 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 

2007. 
1230 Ranch Woman and Extension Educator (10D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 21, 2007. 
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employed the death of distance trope; that access to telecommunications allowed people 

to work from anywhere.  For the county under consideration, however, this was more an 

ideal than reality.  The telecommuters were all women who lived in the area before taking 

up their jobs. 

The women who chose this path found their new careers offered them economic 

rewards and greater challenges than jobs available to them in town.  A medical 

transcriptionist that worked from her home in town noted that the internet was giving 

rural people the opportunity to work from home and to “make more money than they’ve 

ever made before.”1231  A ranch wife and medical transcriptionist stated that “most 

ranchers…their wives are working in town” but in town people “really can’t make a wage 

that justifies your travel expenses” and she added “as a woman.”  The jobs available for 

women in the tiny town tended to be in retail and service.  With what ranchers viewed as 

the high costs of gas in 2007 and the many miles rural residents had to drive into town, 

some women were unwilling to take the poorly paid service jobs available.  One woman 

who wanted to take the online medical transcription course said she would get $8 an hour 

working in town, whereas medical transcription paid $12 an hour, and if a transcriptionist 

got good, “[she is] paid more than that.”1232  Telecommuting was a financially appealing 

option. 

Additionally, online careers offered women more challenging work than many of 

the jobs available in town.  For one woman, medical transcription was a way to challenge 

herself while also being on the ranch, where her husband wanted to be.  She valued her 

job because she was “able to stay home with my kids.”  The woman noted that she often 
                                                           

1231 Medical Transcriptionist and Town Dweller (15D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 5, 2007. 
1232 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
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began work at four in the morning and her work station was tucked into the kitchen of her 

trailer home.  While this was a traditional approach to work, because she was tied to her 

home and children, there was an aspect of the job that was for her improvement and self-

esteem.  She revealed that she wanted a job where she felt “mentally challenged.”  She 

said she “wanted to do something so I could feel smarter.”  Thus, she took the online 

course for medical transcription, a course nine months in duration for five hours a day.1233   

Other women were aware of the possibilities of telecommuting even if they did 

not engage in it.  A 37-year-old “self-employed rancher” stated “I know people who have 

gotten jobs with internet” including “medical transcription” and people “had to have 

high-speed internet to do that.”1234  A woman who did not have access to the internet at 

home could see the benefits it brought other women in the region.  A ranch woman 

without a computer or access to the internet noted that there were women doing medical 

transcription, what she called a “tracking business,” and a woman in a neighboring town 

was doing “bookkeeping for Amazon” online and she stated, “…I’m looking at having 

the high-speed so I can have a job here.”1235  Although women in the region viewed 

telecommuting opportunities highly, the community college’s Dean of Instruction—

Outreach and Lifelong Learning noted that there was a “risk” with women in the 

transcription business because it can slot them into an “employment level that was piece 

work” and where employees are treated poorly.1236 
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Third, the internet provided women with the opportunity to continue their 

educations, without driving long distances.  The community college’s education outreach 

coordinator stated that all of the county’s residents were benefiting from improved 

distance learning, but she singled out “working mothers, single mothers” as those who 

especially benefited.1237  One local teacher noted that “adult education, [the] opportunity 

to work on associate degrees is phenomenal” for the tiny town.  She personally benefited 

from online education as she remarked, “I would have never done my Master’s degree if I 

couldn’t do it distance…I need to work.”1238  The telecommuter who compiled value and 

use reports also was completing her Bachelor’s degree in business administration online 

through the University of Wyoming.1239  Again, a woman who did not have the internet at 

home could see the possibilities.  This woman, whose husband refused to have a 

computer or internet access in his home, could see the opportunities provided by the 

internet to rural Americans.  Once her husband left the room, she argued, “it [high-speed 

internet] is wonderful, remarkable.”1240  On the top of her list was education, she asked 

rhetorically, “how many people who’ve gotten their teaching degrees?” lived in the 

county.  A teacher in the county said that the national teaching certification program had 

moved online and that students could pursue teaching certification from the small 

town.1241  Another woman who did not have internet access at home and who lived 46 

miles from town noted that she knows “some people that have been taking courses 
                                                           

1237 Community College Outreach Coordinator, Community Education Office (3B-WY), Interview 
with the Author, May 10, 2007. 

1238 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 
June 25, 2007. 

1239 Rural Non-Ranch Resident and Telecommuter (21D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 14, 
2007. 

1240 Ranch Woman (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 
1241 Family and Consumer Science Teacher and Town Resident (29D-WY), Interview with the Author, 

June 25, 2007. 
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online” and she followed this with “That’d be something I’d be interested in.”  She had a 

Bachelor of Science degree in elementary education.1242  Another rancher thought that 

online education would help level the playing field between rural and urban areas.  She 

commented, “I think it already does that…there are a lot of people that are gettin’ their 

degrees online, like gettin’ it through the mail,” but it is “better now” because students 

“can actually sit in on the class.”  And, she concluded, they “got that opportunity because 

of the internet.  I think it’s really gonna help education-wise, in all ways.”1243 

 Men and women in the region were interested in improving their lives using the 

internet.  One high-speed internet provider remarked that there was “a lot of interest in 

online work, jobs, training” but that the people in the region were “less qualified” for 

online jobs than many people from urban areas.  He argued that many people in rural 

areas lack the “skill sets” to take highly paid jobs in marketing, computer programming, 

and intellectual knowledge management.1244  As such, he remarked, they were resorting 

to other kinds of businesses, like the “woman in Kansas” that “sells tumbleweed.”1245  He 

was being derisive but for many women, their craft skills and, in the case of the 

tumbleweed saleswoman, ingenuity were helping them to pay their expenses.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1242 Ranch Woman (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 
1243 Ranch Woman (23D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 19, 2007. 
1244 General Manager, Wild Blue Distributor, Subsidiary of an Independent Local Exchange Carrier 

(ILEC) (6F-WY), Interview with the Author, Nebraska, July 11, 2007. 
1245 General Manager, Wild Blue Distributor, Subsidiary of an Independent Local Exchange Carrier 

(ILEC) (6F-WY), Interview with the Author, Nebraska, July 11, 2007; Robert Deitz, “Windfall Profits,” 
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Updating Hardware 

 Another facet to consider is ranchers’ attitudes toward upgrading hardware and 

communications equipment.  To make effective use of communication networks, people 

must invest in hardware.  Some people strongly resisted upgrading their devices.  Several 

people stated that one of the things that discouraged them from adopting newer 

communication technology was the constant necessity to upgrade.  A local web designer 

and computer repair person noted with derision that the same ranchers who frequently 

replaced their vehicles wanted to keep their computer for ten years.1246  For him, this 

showed the difference between how ranchers treat “inside versus outside stuff” where 

they are “so thrifty” with inside things, but are willing to spend money on outside 

equipment.1247  

Rural sociologists Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora explain that such a 

division is important to success as farmers and ranchers have “large capital investment 

and capital risk.”1248  Although rural residents like North Americans in general have 

increased their consumption of prepared foods, clothing, and other items during the 

twentieth century, this consumption lags behind urban residents, partially due to a rural-

urban income disparity and partly due to attitudes about consumption.1249  As Flora and 

Flora noted in 1988, farm families use “capital for land and farm improvements instead 

of home consumption,” a trend women’s historians identified earlier in the twentieth 
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1247 Ibid. 
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century.1250  Anticonsumption norms led ranchers to be frustrated by technological 

obsolescence and cheaply made consumer goods. 

 Ranchers noted frustration with what one called “planned obsolescence.”1251  

Jonathan Sterne recounts that marketers and sociologists have separated such 

obsolescence into two types, stylistic and technological.  Stylistic is when companies 

introduce new, more fashionable styles of an object to stimulate consumers to replace 

outdated versions and keep markets open.  Ethnographic research revealed that stylistic 

obsolescence swayed few rural residents to replace items simply because they were 

stylistically obsolete.  Technological obsolescence, Sterne observes, works in concert 

with the notion of “progress” and he argues the international computing industry has 

adopted the reasoning of technological obsolescence, ensuring that they continually 

develop newer, more powerful hardware and software packages driving people to replace 

items.  Additionally, Sterne notes some companies change hardware and software to 

ensure older machines are rendered obsolete.1252  While some consumers eagerly await 

hardware and software upgrades and the chance to buy a new computer system, the rural 

people, used to using what they had and repairing it when broken, thought that the 

inability to repair broken electronics and the necessity to continually upgrade hardware 

and software was wasteful and wrong.1253  One woman argued, “it’s a conspiracy…it’s 

like a car, you have to upgrade them all the time.”1254  Some replaced items only when 
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1251 Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
1252 Jonathan Sterne, “Out with the Trash: On the Future of New Media,” in Residual Media, ed. 
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the ones they had broke and repair was not possible.1255  Another decided not to adopt 

devices at all because he knew they would soon be outdated.  He stated that the media is 

a “giant propaganda machine…they’re working for the corporate conglomerates” and 

they have a “financial incentive for us to do certain things, think certain things, spend our 

money in certain ways.”  Additionally, he stated that he was a “hold out” on technology 

and he had “never regretted” it because he had “saved a lot of money” by not following 

technologies and trends.  He concluded, “planned obsolescence is not entirely 

ethical.”1256  Some of the people in this community saw frequent upgrading as a waste of 

precious financial resources.  People made do with older communication technology, not 

seeing a need to upgrade.  Several people in 2007 still had analog cell phones.  In this 

case, people chose not to upgrade because analog phones had lower bandwidths and 

worked better in rural areas because the signals had a longer range.1257  Many had some 

type of analog phone,1258 including a few who still had bag phones in their vehicles.1259  

Bag phones were powerful, rugged, and transportable cell phones, often left in vehicles 

due to their size.  They had three watts of power; whereas the handheld cell phones of 

today are of significantly lower power.   One rancher remarked that he used “Noah’s cell 

                                                           
1255 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007; Rancher (13D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, May 22, 2007. 
1256 Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
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phone, a bigger one, a NEC brick phone” that he used just for “emergencies.”1260  Some 

of these phones were hand-me downs like the woman who noted, “I have an old bag 

phone … I got it for my daughter when she went to college.  They’ve evolved into 

different plans and I’ve kept it.”1261  People found they could not get parts for the analog 

phones when they broke1262 and bag phones were no longer available for purchase.1263  

Ranchers knew about the upcoming transition to digital phones.1264  They viewed the 

transition negatively because digital phones did not work in the area.1265  One rancher 

stated, “I know they [FCC] hurt themselves in this area” because of the transition to 

digital service.1266 

 In addition to older models of cell phones, people used obsolete computers with 

dated software.1267  One ranch couple had an older model laptop that still ran Windows 

’98 in 2007,1268 another subscribed to the lowest speed of line-of-sight wireless because 

they had a “dinosaur computer” and would receive no benefit from a faster internet 

package.1269  The “holdout” rancher mentioned above had a hand-me down computer that 
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he said he “kept in a wheel barrow.”1270  People used hand-me down cell phones and 

computers cast off by children and friends when they got newer equipment.1271 

Some interviewees used negative language to describe the internet, cell phones, 

and television and their relationship to them.  One rancher noted that people have an 

“addiction” to “communication,” “the business we do on it,” and “shopping.”1272  One 

rancher believed that people view cell phones as a necessity due to “social 

engineering”1273 and another stated that people are “addicted” to their cell phones.1274  

Ranchers used the language of addiction quite frequently.  People discussed being 

addicted to television.1275  Two interviewees noted that either they or their spouses could 

get addicted to television.1276  This negative language influenced some people’s 

experiences with communication technologies.  Rather than a helpful tool to be 

welcomed into homes, some people saw communication technologies as enablers of 

addiction and sloth. 

 

Diffusion of Innovations Literature 

 As Rogers discusses in the Diffusion of Innovations, communication through 

interpersonal networks can play a role in the adoption of an innovation.1277  In the case of 

the rural Wyoming county, interpersonal communication played a large role in the uptake 
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of high-speed internet and also in individuals’ decisions of which provider to select.  

Many of those people subscribing to WildBlue did so because they heard from someone 

else in the county, a neighbor or a friend, that WildBlue was a good provider with 

affordable prices.1278  One stated, “Friends had it…seemed to work.”1279  Another noted 

that a friend had “good success” with the line-of-sight provider.1280  One ranch woman 

said that they used WildBlue because “our friends had it.”  She selected WildBlue over 

Hughes because “I had some friends that weren’t that happy with it.”1281  Some of the 

providers gave financial incentives for word-of-mouth promotion.  Another ranch couple 

remarked, “we made some money from Dish for getting them customers.”1282     

 Rogers’ diffusion of innovations paradigm holds true in the Wyoming county 

residents’ uptake of high-speed internet.  Those that were recent arrivals were more likely 

to subscribe to high-speed internet than those who had lived in the region for over fifteen 

years.  The strongest indicator among interviewees for having high-speed internet at 

home was hailing from somewhere else.  This factor supports what Rogers calls 

“cosmopolitanism.”  Nearly all of the interviewees (six of seven) who had moved to the 

area between two to seven years before had high-speed internet access at home.  These 

interviewees moved to Wyoming from Colorado, California, Washington state, and Iowa 

and from other parts of Wyoming.1283  Another weaker indicator of having access to 
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high-speed internet at home was having a four-year college degree.  Of 23 interviewees 

with established homes in the area who had lived there since the 1990s or earlier, thirteen 

people had access to the internet at home and eleven of these had high-speed internet 

access at home.  Of these eleven with high-speed, six had Bachelor’s degrees or were 

working on them.1284  Both of the dial-up subscribers had one person in the household 

with a Bachelor’s degree or higher.1285  There are, however, cases where people with 

Bachelor’s degrees did not have high-speed at home.  Some people did not have access to 

the internet at home because they had ready access to it at work.1286  These numbers skew 

the data somewhat because this included people with Bachelor’s degrees.  A link between 

income and high-speed internet cannot be analyzed because many people declined to 

discuss their net incomes.   

 Some of the interviewees who did not have access to the internet at home made 

the decision, as discussed above, based on finances.  Only one of the four households that 

had a net loss the year before subscribed to high-speed internet and one subscribed to 
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dialup.1287  Two other women who mentioned financial difficulties, whose husbands did 

wage work, did not subscribe to either dial-up internet or high-speed internet.1288 

Besides economics, a strong factor keeping people from high-speed internet 

subscriptions was a more traditional, less cosmopolitan outlook.  The people interviewed 

who shared this perspective were less inclined than the others to subscribe to high-speed 

internet at home and also they generally held that it was not a necessity for rural people.  

This group was varied in terms of highest level of education competed, with one having a 

bachelor’s degree and another having only a grade school education;1289 some of them 

had used the internet before and others had not.  The commonality of this group was a 

desire to eschew a fast-paced modern life and live more slowly and simply.   

 As Rogers and Scott D. Mainwaring, Michele F. Chang, and Ken Anderson 

argue, there are also laggards and those that opt-out of innovations.  There were 

individuals who fit these paradigms within the county.  A small number of respondents 

and people in the community lived “off the grid” because of the expense of providing 

themselves with telephone and electrical service.1290  One 56-year-old artist and ranch 

woman stated, “we just like to live simply.”  She and her husband lived off the grid.  

They did not have electric service, a telephone, television reception, or internet access.  

Rather than telephone her sons, she stated that she wrote them letters because “sometimes 
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a phone call is inconvenient.”  Additionally, she wrote her father every day.1291  Another 

woman who called herself a “dinosaur” shared a similar view.1292  A 39-year-old rancher 

was reluctant to get high-speed partially for financial reasons but he also stated he was 

“old fashioned” and felt that the “world moves too fast.”1293  These were reasons not to 

jump onto the broadband bandwagon.  One 66-year-old truck driver and rural resident 

stated, “I just wanna do what I wanna do instead of being dictated by electronics and 

machinery.”1294  A 49-year-old rancher expressed a similar point of view.  He disagreed 

with how companies wanted people to “think in certain ways” and “spend our money in 

certain ways” and because of this he was “a holdout.”  Despite holding out, he began 

thinking of getting an internet subscription because with the internet, the “common man 

can go out and verify the facts.”1295 

  What modern telecommunications would bring into their homes concerned 

another few interviewees.  One woman reported that her husband would not allow a 

computer into her household because he “didn’t trust it.”1296  A small business owner and 

town resident noted that she found “a whole lotta people don’t trust it [the internet]” in 

the area.1297  Others also held this perspective but to a lesser degree, they preferred their 

isolation and did not wish to be connected to the modern world through 

telecommunications.  A computer and office equipment repair, maintenance, and building 

service person noted that a detriment of having internet was that it “allows many 

                                                           
1291 Ibid. 
1292 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1293 Ranchers (1D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 11, 2007. 
1294 Rancher and Truck Driver (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 
1295 Rancher (6D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 16, 2007. 
1296 Hand Cream Business Owner (40D-WY), Interview with the Author, Colorado, July 22, 2007. 
1297 Creator of Christmas Items and Town Dweller (18D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 11, 

2007. 
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influences into your house, living room, mind” whereas “if you were dealing with 

something physical, you wouldn’t let it in.”1298  He chose not to have a computer and the 

internet at home.  Another rancher feared telecommunications in general; she noted 

“quite frankly I guess it almost scares me where we’re going to quite rapidly lose our 

identity.”  Additionally, online record keeping concerned this same rancher because “I 

really think it’s sad that we don’t have more paper trails and backups.”  She said that 

“computers that aren’t able to be brought up” concerned her because of what information 

could be lost.1299 

 Some people were reluctant to use modern communication technologies, but they 

felt they had to go on.  One rancher who raised registered Hereford cattle for seed stock 

and had never used the internet noted that the “registered people” wanted pictures of the 

cattle via internet.1300  He, therefore, was considering getting the internet to sell cattle 

online.  The trucker said he was “forced to” get a cell phone for trucking, but would not 

have otherwise.  Although he felt he had to get the cell for work, he revealed that he 

called home every day while he was on long hauls to “check in” as his wife was at home 

with their two young great-grandchildren.1301 

 A few interviewees noted that they were isolated and that they rarely went into 

town.  One woman reported that she had no guests for five months and she rarely left the 

ranch.  Her husband worked away from home, often spending days away.  She had no 

                                                           
1298 Computer Service and Repair Business Owner (4F-WY), Interview with the Author, June 22, 

2007. 
1299 Ranchers (39D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 18, 2007. 
1300 Rancher and Town Dweller (35D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 9, 2007. 
1301 Rancher and Truck Driver (24D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 
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internet connection, satellite television, or cell phone.  Thus, her landline telephone was 

her connection to the outside world.1302  

Advanced telecommunications in Niobrara County, Wyoming were, to a certain 

extent, unavailable in mid-2007.  The telephone system was unreliable and did not 

provide residents with access to enhanced services.  Residents could not reliably use cell 

phones in most of the county.  Both of these systems relied on terrestrial technology, in 

the case of the former telephone wire and poles and the latter, cell towers to provide 

signals to subscribers’ phones.  The companies involved did not upgrade or install the 

technology needed to improve these services.  Satellite television and satellite internet 

were widely available and in both cases, there were competitive private providers in the 

region.  Ranchers and rural residents did subscribe to both satellite television and satellite 

internet service, although more subscribed to the television services.  A number of factors 

constrained residents from signing up for satellite internet: the cost of the equipment and 

the monthly service fees; the lack of knowledge that a provider was available; and some 

concern about not knowing how to use the internet as well as skepticism and fear about 

what the internet would bring into peoples’ homes. 

This chapter illustrates that the deregulation of telecommunications has had 

significant effects for rural dwellers.  In Niobrara County, aged, unreliable telephone 

equipment served rural dwellers.  Newcomers to the region had difficulty getting 

telephone service due to the limitations of the analog equipment and the cost of trenching 

out new telephone lines.  The decline of the principles of universal service that were the 

norm during the regulated monopoly era meant that rural residents could no longer expect 

                                                           
1302 Rancher and Ranch Wife (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 20, 2007. 
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to have common carrier service extended to them at an affordable cost.  Surely, under any 

measure, leaving rural residents on party-line telephones until 2007 did not provide 

services that are “reasonably comparable” to those in cities at similar rates as Section 254 

of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 requires.1303  Many rural residents found 

themselves unable to afford the alternative telecommunication technologies that would 

allow them to bypass the incumbent telephone provider. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1303 Section 245, Universal Service, Telecommunications Act of 1996, Appendix A in Aufderheide, 

Communications Policy and the Public Interest, 150; Fidelman, “The New Universal-Service Rules”; 
Strover and Berquist, “Telecommunications Infrastructure Development,” 10. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 
“A Lot of Decisions Aren’t Made to Serve Rural People”1304:  

Analysis and Literature Review 
 

 

There are multiple scholarly and popular literatures about the internet.  Rather 

than focus on these, this chapter explores academic literatures with broader concerns that 

can be applied to the study of the internet and new information and communication 

technologies.  Three genres of academic literature allow for a productive analysis of the 

Alberta and Wyoming case studies.  The three genres are: science, technology, and 

society studies; the political economy of communication; and studies of the technological 

sublime.  These literatures offer productive lenses through which to understand the 

importance of the empirical cases in the previous chapters and to consider what is at stake 

in the struggles to bring internet infrastructures to rural people.   

 

Science, Technology, and Society 

Scholars need to be critical of celebrations of revolution and progress centered on 

broadband infrastructures and rather view them as products of technological and political 

choices following the work done by science and technology scholars including Thomas 

P. Hughes, Steven Shapin, Simon Schaffer, Paul N. Edwards, and Gabrielle Hecht.  This 

perspective views technical objects as the constructions of actors firmly embedded in 

their social, political, economic, and material world.1305  Without consideration of these

                                                           
1304 Ranch Woman (28D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 25, 2007. 
1305 Thomas P. Hughes, Networks of Power: Electrification in Western Society, 1880-1930 (Baltimore 

and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), 79. 
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contexts, scholars cannot adequately study technological developments and in viewing 

artifacts as isolated from these realms, technology developers can miss important and 

crucial information about the users of the system.  French sociologist of science Bruno 

Latour notes in “Technology: Technology is Society Made Durable,” that “any division 

we make between society on the one hand and scientific or technical content on the other 

is necessarily arbitrary.”1306  This view leads science, technology, and society scholars to 

study systems and their contexts inseparably.  As Edwards writes in A Closed World: 

Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold War America, “I shall cast technological 

change as technological choice, tying it to political choices and socially constituted 

values at every level, rendering technology as a product of complex interactions among 

scientists and engineers, funding agencies, government policies, ideologies, and cultural 

frames.”1307  The case studies considered in the previous chapters considered these 

complex relationships. 

 Science, technology, and society studies (STS), particularly, scholars who study 

infrastructures and “large technical systems” (LTS) offer the best starting place.  

Infrastructures, as “large, layered, and complex” technologies have drawn the attention of 

scholars.  Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder provide a detailed definition of 

infrastructure.  Infrastructure is embedded into “structures, social arrangements, and 

technologies”; it invisibly supports tasks; it is used for more than a single event or 

practice; people learn to use infrastructure as a part of membership; it “shapes and is 

shaped by the conventions of a ‘community of practice’”; it connects in standardized 

                                                           
1306 Bruno Latour, “Technology: Technology is Society Made Durable,” Work and Society: A Reader, 

ed. Keith Grint (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 43. 
1307 Paul N. Edwards, A Closed World: Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold War America 

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1997), xiii. 
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ways to other infrastructures; it is built on the strengths and limitations of the pre-existing 

base; infrastructure becomes visible when it breaks down; and finally, infrastructure is 

changed through negotiation and adjustment, rather than being altered from above.1308   

 Both the Alberta SuperNet and Lusk’s municipal grid fit within this definition.  

The SuperNet, to illustrate, is embedded into the existing structures and social 

arrangements of the province.  Developers worked to give the SuperNet a role in the 

existing hospitals, schools, libraries, and public offices of the province, and it supports 

the tasks these organizations carry out, such as transmitting patient X-rays or MRIs to 

larger hospitals for analysis or carrying videoconferenced lessons to smaller schools 

across the province.  The network supports an unlimited number of events and practices 

in a variety of areas and people learn to use it as a part of their membership in one of the 

“stakeholder” groups.  Additionally, the extended fiber optic system in Alberta needed to 

connect to other infrastructures, the fiber optic trunk lines, to be operational. 

The work of STS scholars in the realm of large technical systems illustrates the 

relevance of history to the study of new ICTs.  The studies reveal parallels between the 

historical development of systems and infrastructures and the more recent development 

of ICTs.  Historian of technology Thomas P. Hughes in his Networks of Power: 

Electrification in Western Society 1880-1930 studies the development of electric systems 

in the United States, Britain, and Germany.  Hughes examines electric systems and the 

environment in which they develop, illustrating that technological systems are caused by 

and can cause social change.1309  He explicitly intended for the study to assist other 

                                                           
1308 Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder in Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star, Sorting Things 

Out: Classification and Its Consequences, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2000), 35. 
1309 Hughes, Networks of Power, 6, 2. 
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historians of large-scale technology.1310  Hughes explores power systems from their 

invention and development, transfer from one place to another, growth, and 

momentum.1311  He finds that the development of power systems in the United States, 

Britain, and Germany differed because the “geographical, cultural, managerial, 

engineering, and entrepreneurial character of the three regions differed….”1312  Hughes 

develops a variety of concepts helpful for the study of systems and infrastructure.  One is 

the idea of the system builder.  Stemming from Hughes’ exploration of Thomas Edison as 

the innovator of the electric system, several STS commentators clarify the nature and 

purpose of this role.  John Law calls the person who fills this role a “system builder” and 

Steven Jackson, Paul Edwards, Geoffrey Bowker, and Cory Knobel, describe the system 

builders as “individuals, teams, or in some cases institutions capable not only of 

producing ground-breaking inventions, but also imagining and bringing into being the 

large ensembles of techniques, practices, institutions, and other technologies needed to 

support and sustain them.”1313  Actors who possess knowledge and power make decisions 

regarding the construction and development of infrastructures. 

In Alberta, the original system builder was Lorne Taylor, the Minister of 

Innovation and Science who initially conceived of a network crossing the province, and 

the developers from Bell and Axia who proposed the SuperNet, constructed it, and 

manage its operations.  Importantly, Taylor envisioned the network as an economic 

development tool.  In Lusk, Mayor Whiteaker was the primary system builder, who 

                                                           
1310 Ibid., 7. 
1311 Ibid., 14-15. 
1312 Ibid., 17. 
1313 Steven J. Jackson, Paul N. Edwards, Geoffrey C. Bowker, and Cory P. Knobel, “Understanding 

Infrastructure: History, Heuristics, and Cyberinfrastructure Policy,” First Monday, 12, no. 6 (June 4, 2007): 
2. 
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conceptualized the municipal grid, and had the power and knowledge to convince the 

State of Wyoming to provide funding and the incumbent telephone company to provide a 

fiber optic link to the trunk line. 

Another concept adopted from Networks of Power is the “reverse salient.”  

Reverse salients are critical problems that arise from within a technological system, from 

its social and organizational context, or from a complex combination of the two.1314  

Reverse salients thwart the growth of a system and can end the infrastructure 

development if system developers do not take remedial actions.1315  Hughes finds critical 

problems stem from accidents and confluences that the system managers do not see in 

advance or, if they do see them, cannot repair quickly enough.1316   

Both of the infrastructures described herein were beset by critical problems and 

both cases have similar reverse salients that caused lag in the systems.  First, both 

infrastructures lost a central system builder before development was complete.  Second, 

both experienced developer-user disconnects. 

Taylor and Whiteaker, a Cabinet Minister and mayor, respectively, central 

advocates, developers, and champions for their infrastructures were, as elected officials, 

subject to the vicissitudes of politics.  Taylor moved from the Ministry of Innovation and 

Science to the Ministry of the Environment in 2001, early in the SuperNet’s 

development.  Whiteaker, the central system builder of Lusk’s grid, was, as outlined in 

                                                           
1314 Hughes, Networks of Power, 80-81; Paul N. Edwards, Steven J. Jackson, Geoffrey C. Bowker, and 

Cory P. Knobel, “Understanding Infrastructure: Dynamics, Tensions, and Design. Report of a Workshop on 
‘History & Theory of Infrastructure: Lessons for New Scientific Cyberinfrastructures.’” Unpublished 
Report (January 2007): 7. 

1315 Hughes, Networks of Power, 79-80. 
1316 Ibid., 80. 
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Chapter Four, voted out of office before he could convince a corporation to come to town 

and connect and use the grid.   

The successors of the system builders were less interested in the projects.  

Minister Doerksen, the new Minister of Innovation and Science was a technician, focused 

on construction rather than the larger picture of adoption and use.  Doerksen and 

Ouellette, the Minister who adopted the SuperNet when the government transferred it to 

the Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency, did not have the same visions 

for the project as Taylor did or such a strong commitment to economic development.  

Instead, the later overseers focused on construction of the physical infrastructure and then 

the delivery of social services.  Mayor Whiteaker’s successor, Wilson, refused to take up 

the system builder role and did not see the value of new ICTs for the town.  He turned 

attention and money from the unused grid.  These cases illustrate that the removal of a 

key individual in the system building team can spell disaster for a nascent infrastructure. 

The second reverse salient was a series of disconnects between the developers of 

the systems and the communities that were to use them.  A major argument put forth in 

the STS literature is the necessity to include a multiplicity of social groups into the 

process of technological development.1317  Failure to do so can lead to systems that 

privilege the system-builders’ perspectives and visions to the exclusion of the wider 

publics.  Additionally, this can create a significant disconnect between the design of the 

system and user needs and expectations, leaving some systems un- or under-used.1318  

The sharing of realistic visions for infrastructure developments and outcomes among both 

                                                           
1317 Ellen van Oost, Stefan Verhaegh, and Nelly Oudshoorn, “From Innovation Community to 

Community Innovation: User-Initiated Innovation in Wireless Leiden,” Science, Technology, & Human 
Values, 34, no. 2 (March 2009): 184. 

1318 Jackson, Edwards, Bowker, and Knobel, “Understanding Infrastructure,” 1. 
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system-builders and diverse publics is critical to their success.  When such shared visions 

do not exist, severe disconnects can occur between the system and its context.  Pinch and 

Bijker remind us that different social goups have “radically different interpretations of 

one technological artifact.”1319 

In the SuperNet case, the government believed they had served their rural 

constituents by providing fiber drops into every community regardless of its size, pricing 

internet backhaul inexpensively, and endorsing Axia’s open access approach where 

multiple ISPs could provide internet service to individual homes.  The Ministries 

involved argued that they had done their part in bringing high-speed network capacity to 

rural areas and that they had never planned to bring fiber to the home.  On other 

occasions, developers argued internet service was like telephone service in the past and 

rural residents had to pay to connect.  In the Alberta case, privately provided internet 

service does fit into the history of telecommunications development because although the 

province owned the telephone system, many rural residents provided their service 

cooperatively.  This was a situation not unlike the solution developed for rural high-speed 

internet. 

Rural denizens, Opposition members in the Legislature, and other commentators, 

however, view the province’s chosen plan as incomplete because it does not overcome 

the rural-urban digital divide, it simply brings the edge of the gap closer to home in the 

small towns.  Thus, the government’s network did not adequately address one of their 

primary concerns; the lack of affordable high-speed service to many rural homes.  

                                                           
1319 Trevor J. Pinch and Wiebe E. Bijker, “The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts: Or How the 

Sociology of Science and the Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each Other,” in The Social 
Construction of Technological Systems: New Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology, ed. 
Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor Pinch (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1989), 41. 
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A second disconnect in the SuperNet case between developers and users was, as is 

explored in Chapter Three, the differences in the government’s visions for ISPs in rural 

areas versus the realities experienced by the ISPs.  The government envisioned multiple 

competitive ISPs of various sizes in rural towns.  The ISPs found extending service tough 

because of the limited number of subscribers, the inability to secure investments, and the 

costs to install equipment into the POP sheds as a second or later ISP.   

Some of the disconnects between the government and its private partners and the 

user groups, the ISPs and rural denizens in Alberta, can be traced to a lack of 

communication between the two groups.  Sociologists of technology Trevor Pinch and 

Wiebe E. Bijker argue that the social environment shapes the technical characteristics of 

an artifact.  In the SuperNet case, the social actors shaping the artifact were limited to the 

government and the government’s chosen contractors.  Social construction of technology 

scholars remark that there is a period of time during the early development of a system 

where participants can define and solve problems about an artifact as well as express 

ideas about what goals the artifact should meet.  However, “closure” is the moment 

where, in sociologist of technology John Law’s terms, “debate and controversy about the 

form of an artifact is effectively terminated.”1320  After this period, the artifact is 

stabilized and further discussions about form are no longer welcome.    

Closure in the case of the SuperNet occurred early because rather than 

participatory policy discussions, the SuperNet was developed as a contract between the 

provincial government and the two private providers, Bell and Axia NetMedia.  The 

                                                           
1320 John Law, “Technology and Heterogeneous Engineering: The Case of Portuguese Expansion,” in 

The Social Construction of Technological Systems: New Directions in the Sociology and History of 
Technology, ed. Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor Pinch (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1989), 111. 
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Ministry of Innovation and Science, actively involved in the process, could look out for 

the government’s interests.  Social groups that lay beyond these three actors, including 

Progressive Conservative and Opposition Members of the Legislative Assembly, people 

involved in the information and communication industries, organizations, and community 

members did not get a say in what the partners developed.  Therefore, the government 

and the private partners were the only social groups involved in the development of the 

technology and as a result, the development did not consider the problems and concerns 

of other groups.  It was not until closure had occurred and the SuperNet was under 

construction that the Ministry of Innovation and Science carried out work with Alberta’s 

communities.  These communications, however, were not consultative, but 

informational.1321  

As a result of this early closure, the network that the partners developed 

considered the economic and ideological imperatives of the government, but it did not 

adequately address the economic realities of one group of end users, the private internet 

service providers that the government believed would provide internet service to rural 

customers.  As a result, some rural areas remain without internet service, never mind the 

competitive internet service the provincial government envisioned.  The government, as a 

key developer of the project, was able to ensure that the system served its core needs of 

expanding government network capacity; providing network connectivity to all schools, 

libraries, and public health facilities; and expanding provincial services in an economical 

way.  In contrast, the network is not as successful at ending Alberta’s rural-urban digital 

                                                           
1321 Former Minister (4C-AB), Interview with the Author, January 4, 2008. 
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divide in high-speed internet because the government closed the development process 

and thus did not understand the crippling constraints small internet service providers face.   

The town of Lusk also experienced disconnects between the system builders and 

the community members.  Although Lusk successfully built a fiber optic grid, town 

residents were unable to figure out how to use the system.  In the mid- to late 1990s, town 

residents completed multiple surveys, attended meetings, were the subjects of studies, 

listened to guest speaker presentations, and received outside financial and technical 

assistance.  Despite all of these, the townspeople failed to create and adopt the techniques 

and practices needed to use the grid.  A large part of the disconnect between the available 

grid and the residents’ inability to use it stemmed from their lack of the technical 

expertise needed to finish the grid and to develop community-based applications. 

Another facet of the developer and potential user disconnect occurred in Lusk.  

The sharing of realistic visions for infrastructure developments and outcomes among both 

system-builders and diverse publics is critical to their success.  When such shared visions 

do not exist, severe disconnects can occur between the system and its context.  In Lusk, a 

yawning chasm existed between Whiteaker, the system’s innovator and his cadre, notably 

the town’s Superintendent of Municipal Public Works and the local newspaper, in 

contrast to some of the town’s residents, including some powerful citizens.  Assuming 

that the rest of the town shared his desire for economic development based on 

telecommunications and information, Whiteaker neglected to counter the strong negative 

opinions many people had about the influx of large companies to their quiet, traditional 

region.  Whiteaker likely lost his mayoral post after fourteen years due to this issue.  His 

successor, Wilson, was reluctant to bring large businesses to town.  He believed the town 
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did not have enough housing or industrial space to offer incoming firms and discouraged 

an interested company.  In the end, Wilson and the people who did not seek to change the 

character of the town won the battle, but at the expense of the municipal 

telecommunications system.   

The science and technology studies approch views technological systems as both 

culturally constructed and interpreted.  In their research, Pinch and Bijker illustrate that 

multiple approaches to artifact development are possible, but creators settle on one 

approach.1322  There are a multiplicity of reasons for selecting a particular path of 

development, including some reasons that have little to do with technological 

competency and much more to do with state constructions of its own power and identity.  

In Alberta, Members of the Legislative Assembly and people in the information 

technology industry argued that different approaches, including low-orbit satellite or 

improved copper technology, should be used for the network.1323  They realized that 

fiber, while a wonderful conduit for long distance transport of signals was not a good 

solution to serve rural residents.1324  Despite the objections of some, the government went 

forward with the installation of fiber across the province.  This decision can be linked to 

the province’s formation of its own identity and a display of provincial vision and wealth. 

                                                           
1322 Pinch and Bijker, “The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts,” 40. 
1323 Cao, “High-Speed Internet Access,” in Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Tuesday, May 2, 2000 in 

Province of Alberta, The 24th Legislature, Fourth Session, Alberta Hansard, vol. III (May 2 to May 25, 
2000), 1230; President and CEO, Internet Service Provider, Calgary (7F-AB), Interview with the Author, 
January 15, 2007; Owner, Internet Installer for South County (2F-AB), Town 1, South County, Interview 
with the Author, November 23, 2006. 

1324 President and CEO, Internet Service Provider, Calgary (7F-AB), Interview with the Author, 
January 15, 2007; M. Sawada, Daniel Cossette, Barry Wellar, and Tolga Kurt, “Narrowing the Urban/Rural 
Broadband Digital Divide in Canada with GIS: Implications for the Canadian Terrestrial Broadband 
Wireless Market,” Unpublished Paper (August 16, 2005): 6. 
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The work of other scholars, including communication scholar Chandra Mukerji 

and historian of technology Gabrielle Hecht, explores how states use the built 

environment and technological systems to express their identities and ambitions.  

Mukerji’s 1997 book, Territorial Ambitions and the Gardens of Versailles, explores the 

relationship between the French state and material power by examining the response to 

the dilemma in the early modern French state of how to legitimize the rule of King Louis 

XIV if he transferred his power to the bureaucratic state.  To legitimate the king’s 

authority over the realm, the state transferred the “authority from the heavens to the 

earth.”1325  To mark his territory, the king gave a new material form to the state; he 

marked France with the building of canals, construction of fortresses, conduct of war, and 

land management practices, marking the territory of France as a “political extension” of 

God’s creation.1326  With the demarcation of the French territory through a variety of 

engineering practices, Mukerji argues that the king built “an uncontested and identifiable 

political location for accumulating and exercising power: a territorial state.”1327  For 

Mukerji, some of the best engineering feats to explore the imprinting of the political 

order onto the land were the formal French gardens that surrounded the châteaux of 

France.1328  The French political territoriality was both “a form of material practice and of 

political representation,” where material practice was a way of acting on the land.1329  

Through the illustration of French cultural and technical achievements, gardens became a 

                                                           
1325 Chandra Mukerji, Territorial Ambitions and the Gardens of Versailles (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997), 20, see also 320. 
1326 Ibid., 21. 
1327 Ibid., 1. 
1328 Ibid., 2, 8. 
1329 Ibid., 8-9. 
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site of state power.1330  For scholars of Science Studies, the book opened up a discussion 

of the use of engineering practices to further the goals and ambitions of the state, an area 

that had not previously received scholarly attention.1331 

 In the end, Mukerji argues, “[t]he French formal garden was a vital political 

resource for state-formation in its time and place.  It was a laboratory for the techniques 

of land control used to construct the territorial state.  The very elements that went into 

building the garden were the ones necessary for rebuilding the landscape to make it a 

politically marked and fortified territory that both enhanced and defined state power.”1332  

France was a material accomplishment, a political order etched into the land.1333  

Mukerji’s Territorial Ambitions illustrates that the territorial legitimacy of the early 

modern French state and King Louis XIV’s rule hinged on the state’s abilities in a variety 

of scientific, technical, and material realms; the king’s power rested on French material 

practices. 

In the case of France’s post-war nuclear power program, Hecht locates the 

creation of the program at the apex of its desire to be technologically advanced, 

enlightened, and to express the geopolitical “grandeur” it possessed in earlier periods.  

Thus, Hecht argues that France’s “engineering choices must be understood as part of a 

struggle to define Frenchness in the postwar world.”1334   

                                                           
1330 Ibid., 32. 
1331 Patrick Carroll-Burke, in his 2002 article “Material Designs: Engineering Cultures and Engineering 

States—Ireland 1650-1900,” like Mukerji before him, explores how material culture participates in state 
formation by looking at the Irish case. Patrick Carol-Burke, “Material Designs: Engineering Cultures and 
Engineering States—Ireland 1650-1900,” Theory and Society, 31 (2002): 75-114. 

1332 Mukerji, Territorial Ambitions, 304. 
1333 Ibid., 324. 
1334  Gabrielle Hecht, The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity after World War 

II  (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1998), 3, 4, 5. 
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Hecht and Mukerji’s work illustrate that states employ engineering and 

technologies to express their ambitions and their power.  Technologies thus help form 

state identity because of the messages they send to those witnessing these instruments of 

state power.  In Alberta’s case, the development and construction of the SuperNet did, for 

the provincial government, become a material representation of its ambitions.  As 

outlined in Chapter Two, as a province heavily dependent on agriculture and primary 

resource extraction, Alberta seeks to connect itself to scientific and medical research and 

endeavors.  Partially, the province can afford to do this due to its huge oil revenues.  All 

of the Ministry of Innovation and Science’s reasons to build a fiber optic grid, which is 

the most expensive and technically optimal solution, cannot be placed in its desire to 

increase the capacity of the government network and provide affordable backhaul to rural 

internet service providers.  This technological choice to wire the province with fiber 

optics must be linked to the government’s notion of its own identity.  Alberta based its 

technical choices partially on being advanced and using the best and newest technology 

and partially on being more “wired” than any other political jurisdiction in North 

America.1335  Looking at the broader context in which a technology develops enables 

scholars to see a non-technical underpinning to the SuperNet development. 
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353

The Technological Sublime 

The second corpus of literature necessary for analyzing the empirical cases herein 

pertains to the technological sublime.  These works help to beneficially explore the many 

visions set forth by the Ministry of Innovation and Science in Alberta and by Mayor 

Whiteaker in Lusk, Wyoming.  This scholarly approach chronicles the religious 

reverence with which people view technological artifacts.  Studies in this genre explore 

people’s responses to a variety of technologies, including steam power, railroads, 

electricity, and television.1336  More recently, scholars argue that the utopian and overly-

optimistic rhetoric about digital technologies falls into the well-worn grooves carved out 

by advocates of previous technologies who gushed that a future saturated with the new 

devices possessed unlimited possibility and would change the existing relations of society 

and bring world peace.  For scholars of the technological sublime, history is of central 

importance for it affords parallels to be drawn between and among the various devices.  

Studies in this genre illustrate that technologies currently celebrated as revolutionary 

have important ties to the technologies of the past.  A number of scholars have worked 

within the realm of the technological sublime, including Leo Marx, David E. Nye, James 

Carey, and Vincent Mosco.    

In The Machine in the Garden, Marx argues that the machine is a powerful 

symbol of progress.1337  The machine, in the American consciousness, is the metaphor for 

                                                           
1336 In Make Room For TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America, Lynn Spigel 
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the American ideology of industrialization.1338  According to Marx, writers and others 

used the rhetoric of progress, which he calls the “rhetoric of the technological sublime.”  

Writers made innumerable assumptions about the influence of machines, such as the 

railroad, on the improvement of Americans.1339  Writers claimed that machines would 

fulfill the goals and aspirations required for an ideal America.1340  The commentators 

were ecstatic, certain that machinery would bring unlimited possibility.1341  Indeed, 

during the 1800s, Marx argues that the “awe and reverence once reserved for the Deity 

and later bestowed upon the visible landscape is directed toward technology or, rather, 

the technological conquest of matter.”1342  According to Marx, his work explores a divide 

in American culture and society, because it “separates the popular affirmation of 

industrial progress disseminated by spokesmen for the dominant economic and political 

elites, and the disaffected, often adversarial viewpoint of a minority of political radicals, 

writers, artists, clergymen, and independent intellectuals.”1343 

 David E. Nye’s American Technological Sublime picks up from Marx and 

furthers the analysis into new realms.  Marx was particularly concerned with the railroad 

and industrialization in general and the responses of a variety of writers to the machines.  

Nye looks at several devices including the railroad, bridges, skyscrapers, the factory, and 

electricity, contemplating the sublime from the 1820s to the 1990s.  A central feature of 

the sublime is that technology shows people’s control over nature and our power to 
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transform and intensify the natural world.1344  In his earlier Electrifying America: Social 

Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940, Nye notes, “By World War I much writing 

about electricity had become rather overblown and utopian in its predictions. Electricity 

seemed to ensure a brilliant future for civilization.”1345  He explores the history of 

technology by examining “the social context of technology, with how new objects are 

interpreted and integrated into the fabric of social life.”1346  To this end, he studies 

peoples’ experiences with technologies, through the press and public events, rather than 

arts or literature.1347 

 Works about the sublime chronicle the celebration and reverence with which 

people received new devices.  Nye notes that people do not revere one device 

indefinitely; rather people apply sublimity to different devices as they are introduced.1348  

The expression of the sublimity aroused by a particular device thus is what Nye studies.  

There are two important points that are relevant here.  First, people apply the trope of the 

technological sublime to a variety of technologies, often using similar utopian predictions 

for diverse devices.  Second, although scholars studying the technological sublime show 

continuities between different applications of sublimity, most writers exalting 

technologies appear to be unaware that others foresaw previous technologies as bringing 

about similar utopias. 

Communication scholars have found the technological sublime to provide a 

helpful analytic tool to study communication and information technologies.  James Carey 
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and John Quirk examine the sublime in “The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution” and 

Vincent Mosco explores the myth of cyberspace in his 2004 book, The Digital Sublime: 

Myth, Power, and Cyberspace.  In their chapter, Carey and Quirk state that the writing of 

futurologists “contains an orientation of secular religiosity that surfaces whenever the 

name of technology is invoked.”1349  Carey and Quirk argue that futurologists also 

“predict a radical discontinuity from history and the present human condition.”1350  They 

point out that people have attributed the rise of community, decentralization, 

environmental balance, and social harmony to various technologies.1351  They note that 

there are common ideas shared amongst the variety of people who posit arguments for the 

technological mythos.  The most important of these ideas is that the technology under 

examination will “overcome historical forces and political obstacles” that stood in the 

way of previous utopias.1352  The authors note that the corporations involved with 

computing and electronics “promise everywhere to provide a cornucopia of jobs,” as well 

as markets for products, funding for universities, fulfilling jobs for the unemployed and 

the young, and “clean” industry.1353  Carey and Quirk note that when Americans became 

aware that Industrialization and steam power would not bring about a “mechanical 

utopia” they applied sublimity to electricity.1354  The major beneficiaries of the shift of 

the sublime trope were the electric light and power companies.1355  In the era of new 
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information and communication technologies, the beneficiaries of the myth are the 

telecommunications and info-tech companies, like Bell and Axia in the SuperNet case.   

Carey and Quirk write that Franklin Delano Roosevelt, in 1936, hailed electricity 

as a source of energy that would decentralize American industry.1356  This claim was 

mirrored in Lusk and Alberta where proponents argued that fiber optics would 

decentralize the economy and bring jobs to rural areas.  Carey and Quirk note that Harold 

Innis, the Canadian communication scholar, did not believe that electricity would 

decenter industry or provide for democratic or cultural revivals as proponents claimed.  

Rather, Innis argued that this was an extension of technological control, an invasion of 

industry into more and more places.1357  Carey and Quirk argue that scholars must 

demythologize the rhetoric of the electrical sublime.1358 

 Mosco takes up the task encouraged by Carey and Quirk and demythologizes the 

digital sublime in The Digital Sublime: Myth, Power, and Cyberspace.  Mosco’s 

argument is that “when technologies such as the telephone and computer cease to be 

sublime icons of mythology and enter the prosaic world of banality—when they lose their 

role as sources of utopian visions—that they become important forces for social and 

economic change.”1359  He places the power of the myths surrounding digital 

technologies in the idea that we are leaving the Industrial era and going into the 

information/digital era due to these devices.1360  As a result of this sense of newness and 

the unknown, Mosco argues digital myths work because they do not see history as 
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relevant since we have not experienced a transition like this before.1361  By denying 

history, the myths remove active human agency, the constraints of social structures, and 

the real world of politics.1362  In a very real sense, the necessity of the scholar is to re-

inject history into the myths of digital technology.  One way to do this, according to 

Mosco, is to recognize the importance of history and the local.  Mosco notes that 

Raymond Williams strongly argued that global ideals had their origins in particular 

conflicts in particular locales.1363  Mosco, to illustrate the persistence of history, looks to 

9/11 and the World Trade Center and analyzes it from a political economic perspective.  

He locates the World Trade Center as a symbol of private enterprise and as a site of 

tension during the original construction of the towers.  He notes the construction of the 

World Trade Center was an explicit attempt by New York officials to bring the post-

industrial society to lower Manhattan.1364  As such, he builds a history, one located in 

particular local circumstances, for a symbol of the post-industrial society.  

This project is focused on the local as a way to demythologize broadband 

infrastructures.  As a method, ethnography has a local entrance, in that it is engaged with 

particular locales.  By using the ethnographic study of rural users and would-be users in 

two comparable sites as one of the approaches to study of telecommunications 

infrastructure, this project cracks open the myths of the digital sublime in local contexts.  

Mayor Whiteaker of Lusk, who read John Naisbitt’s work, allows us to concretize the 

digital sublime in a local context and look at the effects that this mythos had on the 

community.  
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 Mosco views governments as primary players in the digital sublime and the 

extension of digital devices increasingly into citizens’ daily lives, for “much of its 

legitimacy today is based on identification with this future wave.”1365  Governments, in 

transferring much of their role to the private sector through deregulation and free trade 

and devolving their roles in the provision of social services, have actively promoted a 

rosy future created by digital technologies.  Mosco argues that technology allows 

government to create a “genuine, universally recognized allure….”  Clearly, the 

implication here is that because governments no longer ensure the modern infrastructural 

ideal and universal service, they need to provide something commonly desired by all 

citizens, and they find this common desire in new ICTs.  In Alberta, amidst the wave of 

privatization and social services cut backs discussed in Chapter Two, technology via the 

SuperNet has become this universalizing public good.  

 Chapter Four of Mosco’s book explores the internet and the myth of the end of 

geography and critically evaluates purveyors of the myth; including Frances Cairncross 

whose The Death of Distance is a well-known tome celebrating the internet’s obliteration 

of space.  Cairncross wrote, “No longer will location be key to most business decisions.  

Companies will locate any screen-based activities anywhere on earth, wherever they can 

find the best bargain of skills and productivity.”1366  Although as Mosco notes, the death 

of distance myth refers to the end of nation-states and bureaucracy in businesses, 

organizations, and governments,1367 it is also, and much less radically, a myth about the 
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end of physical distance.1368  It is this aspect of the end of geography to which the 

Minister of Innovation and Science and the mayor of Lusk subscribed.  Neither 

forecasted the end of their governments by the installation of the network technologies.  

In the case of the former, the SuperNet would extend the province’s reach by assisting in 

the delivery of social services.  Both the mayor of Lusk and Alberta’s Minister of 

Innovation and Science believed that their telecommunication systems would increase 

economic opportunities for rural dwellers.  Despite these beliefs, however, in the areas 

investigated, few real economic opportunities opened up for rural workers due to the 

digital technologies.  Those that did, the medical transcription jobs, were certainly not 

careers located in the top tiers of the information economy hierarchy.  Rather, Cairncross, 

as a writer for The Economist, is concerned employers get the cheapest and most 

adequately skilled workers regardless of location rather than that the workers in question 

have fulfilling careers. 

Both the Alberta government and U.S. West used the death of distance argument 

as a reason for their involvement with the telecommunication systems.  The oft-cited 

argument about the death of distance and the de-centering of geography that the internet 

will bring about has clearly not occurred in these two cases.  This can be connected to 

supply side reasons firmly entrenched in capitalism.  For rural communities, the death of 

distance trope and the digital sublime fall apart when, despite advocates’ proclamations 

of future prosperity and progress brought on by new ICTs, much of their old economies 

remain firmly in place.1369  The Lusk case study encapsulates the embrace of the digital 
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mythos, the development of a municipal grid to capture the sublime, the failure of things 

to change, and the realization that technologies cannot overcome and erase the existing 

relations of society. 

In “Five Rules of Virtuality,” sociologist Steve Woolgar critically evaluates the 

idea of the virtual society in ways that are productive for the cases described herein.  

Woolgar argues that scholars need to consider the social dimensions of electronic 

technologies but critically interrogates the claim that the increase of new ICTs will lead 

us to a virtual society.1370  He discusses what he labels “epithetized phenomena” or 

“descriptions used to conjure a future consequent upon the effects of electronic 

technologies.”1371  As such, commentators take existing social institutions and 

“epithetize” them, or indicate that they will in some way be transformed by the 

application of digital, networked ICTs.  Government officials in both Alberta and 

Wyoming employed these phenomena.  Woolgar argues, however, that although 

advocates believe that there is something new and better about the epithetized 

phenomena, rarely do their discussions of them include how the application of 

technology will change the activity or institution in question.1372   

 Woolgar notes that much study of ICTs fell into one of two camps—either the 

uncritical celebration of ICTs that touted widespread adoption and proclaimed utopian 

futures or negative assessments focusing on negative social consequences of adoption.1373  
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Woolgar quotes Manuel Castells who notes that important issues around ICTs “are still 

couched in simplistic, ideological dichotomies that make an understanding of the new 

patterns of social interaction difficult.”  The way of overcoming this, to Woolgar, is 

“more informed empirical study” that will allow a “more considered approach” providing 

for better understandings of the form and impact of ICTs.1374 

 In both cases, the SuperNet and Lusk’s municipal grid, the developers viewed the 

infrastructures in technologically deterministic ways.  They argued that the devices, once 

installed and in operation, would lift the communities above the existing relations of 

society and transform them.  In other words, the infrastructures would cure the ills of 

rural society simply by being there.  Both the SuperNet’s and Lusk municipal grid’s 

advocates viewed the devices as catch-alls, able to perform a number of functions for the 

societies in which they were installed.  The SuperNet’s developers saw it as a cure-all, 

solving a number of social problems.  First, it was to expand government network 

capacity because the government’s existing intranet was no longer adequate.  Second, it 

was to provide network connectivity to all schools, libraries, and public health facilities 

to enable them to expand offered services using a host of digital applications.  Third, and 

in a related stream, it was to expand provincial services in an economical way.  Finally, it 

was to provide affordable backhaul for internet service providers to, in turn, allow them 

to provide affordable high-speed internet service to Alberta’s rural areas.  The creator of 

Lusk’s fiber optic grid envisioned the system as a way to provide a variety of municipal 

services; monitor the town’s electric use; provide town residents with an alternative, 

affordable, and municipally-owned cable service; and draw firms to the region to bolster 
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the town’s ailing economy and provide residents with jobs.    

For Woolgar, there are three notable characteristics of the perspective that offers 

an uncritical celebration of new ICTs: first, is their “sweeping grandiloquence” where 

perspectives make sweeping generalizations that clump together all people in an 

inclusionary way, not stopping to separate groups that will be most affected from those 

seeing little impact on their ways of life.  Second, analyses tend to discuss the 

technologies in relation to macro-level trends without problematizing relations between 

technologies and the trends.  Third, Woolgar notes that the perspectives center on 

“confident declarations of effect.”1375 

 The idea that information and communication technology systems could 

simultaneously perform such a variety of tasks and cure such a vast number of problems 

simply by being installed in Lusk and in all of Alberta’s communities views 

telecommunications as above the existing relations of society.1376  As only one example, 

in Alberta, the developers did not give enough attention to the economic constraints 

experienced by internet service providers in rural areas; an oversight that missed the fact 

that private ISPs might be unable to serve Alberta’s rural communities.   

Media scholar Brian Winston’s law of suppression of radical potential and 

supervening social necessity offers a further counter to the grandiose proclamations of 

technology advocates that pulls the devices back into the existing relations of society.1377  

Winston argues that media develop due to supervening social necessities, but their radical 
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potential is suppressed by constraints.  These “general social constraints coalesce to limit 

the potential of the device radically to disrupt pre-existing social formations.”1378  In both 

cases, economic development in rural areas was a major concern.  Winston notes that 

despite the media developed, institutions in society continue, there is no radical change.  

A variety of constraints operate on the media in question to suppress its radical potential.  

In the case of the SuperNet, constraints included the location of the SuperNet in the 

Ministry of Restructuring and Government Efficiency and the lack of resources to help 

rural Albertans use the network for economic ends.  In the case of Lusk’s fiber optic grid, 

one of the constraints was people’s reluctance to change in the town.  Another constraint 

was businesses’ unwillingness to locate in the town. 

   

The Political Economy of Communication 

Studies in communication remind us that we cannot only study the infrastructure, 

but also the structure of its ownership and importantly, the resulting content created to 

pass over the wires.  The third body of literature productive for analyzing the empirical 

cases considered herein pertains to the political economy of communication.  This 

literature provides a lens through which to view and interpret the micro-analyses within.  

Political economists of communication study social change and historical transformation 

from the entry points of commodification, spatialization, and structuration.1379  

Particularly, this field looks at the production and reproduction of economic structures 

and explores how these relate to social change (with respect to communication).  One 
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concern within this literature is the exploration of disparities of access that result from the 

market pressure brought on by privatization.1380   

The political economy of communication perspective explores the transformation 

from an ideology based on assent to hegemony with “public goods” provided to citizens 

through the social contract to hegemony without the public goods.1381  For Mosco, and 

others working from this perspective, this is encapsulated in the shift from the ideal of 

public service to cost-based services.1382  The social relations created by communicative 

and informational technologies illustrate this shift. 

In the case studies considered herein, the movement towards privatized cost-based 

services did not adequately provide broadband services for rural residents in either rural 

Alberta or Wyoming.  In both cases, government took up the task of correcting these 

inadequacies by partnering (either formally, as in the case of Alberta, or informally in the 

case of Lusk) with private corporations to assist in the development of 

telecommunications.  In both cases, the governments ensured the injection of some public 

service principles into their networks.  In Alberta, bandwidth costs the same regardless of 

rural or urban location ensuring that prices are the same regardless of geographical 

location and that the same SuperNet service extended to all areas of the province (making 

the SuperNet fulfill common carrier obligations).  In Wyoming, public interest principles 

were more focused on content carriage that was in the public interest, for example 

providing affordable cable services.  Political economists of communication start from a 

moral position which “holds organizations, whether public or private, accountable to the 
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public good as expressed in concepts such as the public interest and public service,” 

connecting communication and culture to democracy.1383 

 In her “Political Economy of the Internet,” Korinna Patelis argues against a 

conception of the internet solely as a delivery platform for applications and encourages 

scholars to move the focus back to the internet as a communications medium.  Viewing 

the internet as a communication medium, to Patelis, also pulls scholars from making “an 

access-centred critique.”   The problem with such a critique is that it is “formalist, it 

makes no normative claims and defends no ideal function for the Internet; it merely 

restates that the individual should have access to the Internet.  There is no discussion of 

Internet content.  The content could be anything.”1384  Patelis argues that the concern of 

scholars, and this can be extended to governments, with broadband access is formalist 

and misses any discussion of content.  She argues that scholars need to ask two important 

questions, first, access to what? and second, for what purpose?1385   

  In both cases, that of the SuperNet and the fiber optic grid in Lusk, concerns 

with extending access to the internet overshadowed any larger consideration of what 

would flow over the pipelines.  In Alberta, government Ministers adamantly argued that 

they were only in charge of building the pipelines, disengaging themselves from any 

consideration of content.  The lack of concern with regard to content is one reason why 

the networks are less successful than they could be.  Residents do not see them as integral 

to their lives or their work and they can get along without a higher speed connection.  The 

SuperNet is much more successful in its government applications, because the provincial 
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departments overseeing health, learning, and libraries can develop content for the 

successful application of the network.  The provincial departments have the funds and the 

technical expertise to develop applications to be run over the SuperNet.  On the goal of 

overcoming the digital divide, however, the SuperNet’s effects are limited.  This is 

partially because developers designed the network for several groups of end users: the 

“stakeholder groups,” or the province’s government offices, schools, libraries, and 

hospitals and internet service providers.  The SuperNet does not address the valid 

concerns of the latter group of users and is, therefore, not as successful at ending the 

digital divide as developers hoped.  There are historical parallels to illustrate how design 

of devices for specific users can complicate a broader application of the device.  Dan 

Schiller illustrates the telegraph, a device designed to serve businesses, disappeared 

because it did not fulfill the needs of a larger group of potential users.1386 

The fieldwork for this project only begins to consider content.  The small users in 

Alberta did not really know what content they would use the SuperNet for, making the 

lack of content and applications an important object of study.  Additionally, the content 

of the women in Wyoming was tied to traditional tasks and clerical tasks rather than more 

liberating pursuits.  The women who worked as medical transcriptionists engaged in the 

process of converting voice records to text records, but they did not create content of their 

own.  The failure of the Lusk fiber-optic grid and the less-than satisfactory start of the 

SuperNet stem from the focus on the devices as delivery platforms or infrastructure rather 

than as primarily communications media. 
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The SuperNet developers’ view of the network as an infrastructure rather than a 

communication medium has an impact on how the device developed and its diffusion and 

use.  The result is a decreased focus on policy.  A greater concentration on policy, 

however, is what was needed to develop a culture of use for the SuperNet beyond the 

stakeholder groups.  Both Mayor Whiteaker of Lusk and Minister Taylor of Alberta made 

the error of assuming that people would know how to use the networks.  Rather, both 

should have placed more attention on the issue of the first mile and content development 

at the local level.  In both cases, increased attention to training and software and to 

developing a culture of use through encouraging the development of specific local 

applications would have aided residents in domesticating the networks.  Use is not 

organic, for it does not occur solely because the technology to enable it is available.  Both 

the SuperNet and Lusk’s municipal grid would have been well served by funding for 

training and encouraging the development of applications in local communities. 

Many discussions of the internet have centered on its capacity to enable 

participatory democracy.  Forums available on the internet allow people to contribute to 

debates with other, geographically dispersed speakers whom they have never met.  This 

is, according to advocates of the internet, one of the most important facets of the internet 

for American public life.  Despite this possibility, field research illustrated that few rural 

residents developed content of their own.  Those that did were primarily involved in 

creating content for business purposes.  Only one interviewee discussed using the internet 

to engage in democratic debate.  The remainder of the interviewees used the internet for 

economic/commercial, social, consumer and information-seeking ends.  The one 
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interviewee who engaged in democratic debate was a frequent contributor to the Casper 

Star-Tribune’s online discussion forums. 

From this study, the internet is a commercialized medium, used in the delivery of 

services, delivery of work to telecommuters’ computers in remote locations, and for the 

buying and selling of one’s one handicrafts or farm and ranch products and buying of 

consumer goods to prevent driving endless miles to big-box stores.  Most of the 

interviewees found themselves in consumption roles, consuming content from 

newspapers, entertainment sites, and other corporate web pages. 

Mosco also notes that the political economy perspective offers a corrective to the 

blindspot covering the focus of communication studies regarding consumers and media 

as a leisure activity.  Rather in his recent work, Mosco pulls the focus back to its more 

Marxist roots and considers work and labor relations in the fields of communication and 

media.1387  He points to the work of Michele Martin in “Hello, Central?”: Gender, 

Technology and Culture in the Formation of Telephone Systems as an exploration of 

gender in the world of work in communication industries.  Here, Stephen Norwood’s 

Labor’s Flaming Youth: Telephone Operators and Worker Militancy, 1878-1923 also 

considers the role of gender in telecommunications work.  A small part of the Wyoming 

case study herein opens up the important study of labor in relation to new information 

technologies.  Rather than focusing on the highly-skilled jobs of the information workers 

commonly studied in literature of the new information age, Chapter Five explores a 

handful of female telecommuters in rural Wyoming.  The interesting questions of 

telecommuting in rural areas are a fertile area for much more research as there is little 
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scholarly work to explore this nascent trend.  Rural telecommuting and rural women’s 

use of the internet to expand their incomes, businesses and educations is an understudied 

area.  Very little literature in communication around the internet and work in rural areas 

exists and few have studied rural telecommuters, especially those living far from 

metropolitan centers.  Interestingly, this challenges the often gendered perspective of 

heavy computer users being male.   

It is an interesting reversal of the envisioned liberations of the internet, which 

would free people from work, to think of the ranch wife and mother who transcribed 

medical records in her house trailer at four in the morning.  Information and 

communication technologies have enabled us to export service jobs, often poorly paid, to 

other countries and as this research shows, to less central areas of the United States. The 

work of political economists helps theorize the labor of these women as it points to the 

individualizing functions of telecommunications work.  In the case of telecommuters, 

they are removed from the context of the workplace and telecommuting work alienates 

the workers from their colleagues.1388  

As an addendum, it is important to note that in The Rise of the Network Society, 

Manuel Castells explores how work is transforming.  He views a shift to the 

informational society, where people are primarily employed in services.1389  The medical 

transcription work and consumer use and data reports done by the Wyoming county’s 

telecommuters were service based occupations.  In Castells’ terms, they are producer 

services, particularly “auxiliary services to businesses which may not be necessarily 
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highly skilled.”1390  Castells notes that one of the features of the transformation of work 

related to the transition to an informational society is the creation of a “‘white-collar’ 

proletariat, made up of clerical and sales workers.”1391  The telecommuting 

transcriptionists’ work has similarities to the work of telephone switchboard operators of 

an earlier era: a feminized workforce, with highly routinized tasks, and repetitive work.  

These telecommuters are not workers that have control over their production; they 

receive voice files and transcribe the words of the decision-making doctors.1392  The 

telecommuters, thus, seem to be a part of the white-collar proletariat. 

 

Evaluation of Neoliberalism 

Stemming from the literatures discussed above, particularly the political economy 

of communication approach, an evaluation of the successes and failures of neoliberalism 

in the two case studies can be identified.  The notion of universal service with which the 

regulated monopoly had to provide the same services to everyone regardless of location 

has diminished, pushed back by the trend towards neoliberalism with its focus on 

competition and reduced public service goals.  While the ideal of the networked nation, 

with the vignette of the farmer riding a tractor, typing on a computer terminal, offers the 

vision of a world in which all Americans and Canadians, rural and urban alike, have 

access to the same infrastructures and have the ability to connect up with others around 

the nation, the reality looks much different.  Rural interviewees acknowledged the trend 

toward deregulation.  As one poor rancher noted, “a lot of decisions aren’t made to serve 

                                                           
1390 Ibid., 223. 
1391 Ibid., 244. 
1392 Ibid., 260. 



 

 

372

rural people.”1393  She was well aware that decisions made by governments and private 

corporations kept rural users from reaping the benefits of modern information and 

communication technologies.   

In Alberta, the SuperNet plan was founded on ideas of fiscal conservatism and 

neoliberal economics that favored competition and private enterprise.  An early result of 

the plan was the successful introduction of a large (and thus capable) competitor, Bell, to 

the Telus monopoly.  Neoliberal trends eschew the older ideas of natural monopoly in 

telecommunications, and as such, the government desired competitive service to Telus, 

the privatized corporation created from the provincial telephone company.  Under the 

neoliberal rhetoric, competition and consumer choice are good for people.   

On another front, the establishment of Axia Netmedia as the manager of the 

SuperNet can be viewed as a failure of the neoliberal approach.  The Alberta government 

has entrusted a private corporation to manage the network for a contract period of ten 

years.  Additionally, the government is paying SuperNet connection fees for all schools, 

libraries, public health centers, and provincial offices.  The result of this will be the 

enrichment of Axia from the provincial coffers, and hence, taxpayers.  Had the 

government accepted network management responsibilities, taxpayer monies would not 

be continually transferred to enrich a small corporation.  On a side note, provincial 

departments have seen their services tied to the SuperNet for years to come. 

Another consideration is the neoliberal focus on localism, or the trend of 

increasingly giving local areas tasks that used to be performed more centrally.  Localism 

was increasingly practiced in Alberta and Wyoming.  In the U.S. during the 1980s, rural 
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sociologists Falk and Lobao argue that the federal government devolved its social 

programs to state and local governments.1394   

Many of the rural people interviewed for this study preferred localism.  In both 

field sites, people had a strong preference for local companies.  In Alberta, some were 

frustrated that inter-provincial companies were thriving while local firms were not.  In 

Wyoming there was a preference to support local companies; some interviewees 

mentioned, for instance, that the line-of-sight wireless firm was a local company and 

preferred it for this reason.  Additionally, a majority of interviewees in the Lusk mayor’s 

survey stated they would support a local cable company.   People preferred to support 

local companies above those that hailed from outside of the region.   

A primary benefit to localism is that rural communities can design programs and 

policies that best fit their needs.1395  As discussed in Chapter Three, the terminating of the 

SuperNet fiber in towns and villages has led communities without a private ISP to find 

home-grown solutions to connect to high-speed internet.  These solutions let individual 

communities choose how to develop their systems and which values, like affordable 

service or universal service, are included. 

Although some communities find successful local solutions, there are also 

detriments to local provision.  As seen in Alberta’s southern county and in Lusk, some 

communities are struggling to make local solutions work.  A significant issue for 

communities in regard to localism is the question of their lack of expertise in complex 

technical realms.  Here, one can recall the earlier recounting of the chief administrative 
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officer of the northern county in Alberta who admitted she was not “fully aware of the 

technology” but had heard from technical experts that WiMax was a good solution.  This 

lack of necessary expertise problematizes the decision-making capabilities of local 

officials as they are left to develop and manage systems about which they may have only 

a cursory understanding.  This did, as in the case of Alberta’s southern county, lead to a 

county being locked into a contract with a service provider on unfavorable terms, where 

the county absorbed the costs of wireless infrastructure, but the private ISP partner reaped 

the rewards, in the form of subscriber fees.  County residents, thus, paid for all of the 

system: the construction of the towers through their taxes and then monthly service fees 

to the private provider. 

As economist Mildred E. Warner points out, rural areas face additional challenges 

in the decentralized era because federal redistributive aid does not correct for inequalities 

as it did in the past.  Warner warns that in the neoliberal era, with its focus on 

competition, state and local governments must cooperate to fulfill redistributive goals; 

local governments and private providers need to cooperate to ensure that there are market 

efficiencies, even in high-cost rural areas; and governments, private companies, and 

citizens must work together to ensure diverse voices are heard.1396  Cooperation in these 

realms is central for fulfilling rural citizens’ needs in the neoliberal era. 

These cases question the logic of the increased localization and privatization of 

service provision.  While in some cases, respondents prided themselves and their 

communities on finding successful work-arounds to interest a private provider and build 

an internet system, in many other cases, localization meant that private providers did not 
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extend service and communities had not yet found a solution.  The polar opposites of the 

tiny Alberta village that connected internet into its existing cable system and delivered 

internet to society members’ homes contrasts to the failure of Lusk to finish building out 

its telecommunications system to provide services to its residents.  For all rural areas, 

localism might not lead to positive ends. 

 Horwitz and Winston remind us that new information and communication 

technologies are often distributed among the established players.1397  The result of this is 

to decrease the threat to their businesses.  Interestingly, both the last mile of the SuperNet 

and Lusk’s municipal grid were designed to work against this trend.  Mayor Whiteaker 

created Lusk’s grid for the purpose of replacing the incumbent cable provider.  As 

recounted in Chapter Four, however, the town eventually sold the grid to the provider.  

While the SuperNet’s construction contract went to a large and established 

telecommunications company, the ends of the system are open access.  It is too early to 

foretell whether a variety of small, local providers will continue to serve Alberta’s rural 

communities.  Perhaps the small providers will be unable to compete and a large ISP, like 

that from the Maritimes, will take over service. 

Finally, policies developed from neoliberalism may be attempts to download 

costly and difficult rural service onto smaller businesses.  One could view the decision to 

create the SuperNet as an open access network as a way to push serving the “last mile” in 

costly rural areas onto small companies rather than large corporations or the provincial 

government while cloaking this decision in the rhetoric of economic development and 
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competition.  There are two pieces of evidence to back this position up.  The first was the 

partners’ decision not to provide internet as a part of the SuperNet.  This provided a way 

for developers to dismiss legitimate arguments of bringing internet access to people.  By 

decoupling the SuperNet and the internet, the partners could permit rural Albertans to fail 

technologically while escaping any real culpability for the deprivation of service.  

Additional evidence for this is Bell’s reluctance to fulfill the provider of last resort 

clause.  The company seemed loath to provide service to costly rural areas.  By touting 

the virtues of local competition and small businesses, the government of Alberta and its 

private partners detached themselves from the necessity to provide universal service. 

 

Theorizing the Demand Side 

 There is much more scholarly attention paid to the developers and development of 

information and communication devices than to their subscribers.  Scholars often compile 

subscription information as quantitative data summarizing vast numbers of users.  

Scholars of technology studies literature have turned their gaze to the role of users.  This 

field of study explores the active role that users play in shaping technologies and 

negotiating meanings.1398  Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s “The Consumption Junction: A 

Proposal for Research Strategies in the Sociology of Technology” and other user-

centered studies like Roger Silverstone and Eric Hirsch’s Consuming Technologies: 

Media and Information in Domestic Spaces (1992) and M. Lie and K. H. Sorenson’s 
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Making Technology our Own? Domesticating Technology into Everyday Life (1996) 

productively incorporate users into technology studies.   

 Schwartz Cowan remarks that in the history of technology,  

 
a large number of relevant social groups are involved in the success or 
failure of any given artifact (ranging for example, from the small groups 
of craftsmen or engineers who may be responsible for innovation to the 
somewhat larger group of managers who may make decisions about the 
innovation, to the even larger group of production experts who must turn it 
into an artifact, to the even larger group of people who must distribute, 
market, and sell it, and then to the potentially even larger group of people 
who will consume it). Any one of these groups, or individuals acting 
within the context of their group identity or (worse) combinations of those 
groups or (even worse yet) some other group not yet enumerated (such as 
purchasing agents for governments), may be responsible for the success or 
failure of any given artifact.1399 

 

To narrow down the expansive number of individuals and groups involved in the success 

or failure of particular artifacts, Schwartz Cowan studies “the consumption junction,” or 

the place and time when consumers make choices between competing technologies.  She 

attempts to recreate the situation that the potential consumers view and examine why they 

selected the technologies they did.1400  To do this, she embeds the consumers into a 

network of relations, which allows for the investigation of their choices and the 

consideration of a wide variety of social groups.1401  For Schwartz Cowan, such an 
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Sociology of Technology,” in The Social Construction of Technological Systems: New Directions in the 
Sociology and History of Technology, ed. Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor Pinch 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1989), 262. 

1400 Ibid., 263. 
1401 Ibid., 278, 279. 



 

 

378

analysis permits the bridging of the chasm that exists between “historians who like to tell 

good stories and sociologists who would like to turn those stories into case studies.”1402 

 Roger Silverstone, Eric Hirsch, Merete Lie, and Knut H. Sørensen advocate 

research beyond the diffusion stage that Schwartz Cowan studies and look to the 

integration of technology into everyday life.1403  For these authors, “everyday life” is the 

routine activities people do daily.   The active acceptance and work that adopters carry 

out to incorporate and appropriate devices is called domestication.1404  It is, according to 

Lie and Sørensen, only when technologies interact with everyday life that they acquire 

meaning.1405  As such, the scholars advocate studying the incorporation of technologies 

into daily practices and exploring the complexities and conflicts that emerge along the 

way.    

 Significant portions of this project looked into the adoption of ICTs into rural 

homes.  From interview data, some comparisons of rural residents in the Alberta and 

Wyoming field sites are appropriate here.  The majority of interviewees in the Alberta 

counties said that high-speed internet access was a necessity for rural people.  They 

tended to regard it as another device needed for living in our social context.  In contrast, 

the majority of interviewees in the Wyoming county said that high-speed internet was not 

necessary.  Many of the Wyoming interviewees took a pragmatic approach and noted that 

the internet was not necessary because it is not like food or water.  This raises important 
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questions about what essential services are and at what point a given service becomes 

essential.  Regardless of their views about the necessity of high-speed internet, in both 

sets of respondents, more people subscribed to satellite television service as compared 

with internet service.  Some respondents noted that internet service was too expensive, 

but they did not balk at paying equally or higher prices for satellite television services.  

Thus, interviewees placed a clear priority on the entertainment they received from 

television subscription. 

 Strong factors in both the Alberta and Wyoming counties for subscribing to high-

speed internet was having moved into the region from somewhere else or had strong 

social or economic ties to another region.  People had a variety of reasons for this: doing 

long distance work for the same employer; wanting to continue high-speed internet 

subscription as they had in their old homes; and keeping in touch with family and friends 

in different areas.  This supports Rogers’ argument in the Diffusion of Innovations that 

more innovative people have more widely distributed social networks.1406  

 Another commonality between the rural residents in the Alberta and Wyoming 

counties is that numerous people listed the same two constraints to using the internet.  

Both cost for the services and difficulties in knowing how to use the internet effectively 

were the two most widely cited hindrances to connecting.  This leads to another piece of 

the scholarly literature; that which considers those left out of the internet and its 

applications. 

 A particularly important subset of consumers and citizens are those excluded from 

the internet and new ICTs.  Scholars working from a variety of theoretical positions 
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consider this group.  Some divide the excluded into sub-categories, including those who 

choose to be excluded and those excluded due to finances or technical knowledge.  A 

consideration of the variety of categories of the excluded is important here.  Urban 

geographers Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin discuss the mechanics of exclusion in 

their Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities, and the 

Urban Condition, outlining the transition from the modern infrastructural ideal to the 

“unbundled” provision of services. 

 Susan Leigh Star discussed the “orphans” of infrastructure, the groups or 

individuals who do not fit or do not fit well into emerging infrastructures.  According to 

Edwards, Jackson, Bowker, and Knobel, “being ‘orphaned’ by infrastructure is to be on 

the receiving end of a significant exercise of exclusionary power….”  To make things 

worse, the layering of inequalities means that people who are excluded from one 

infrastructure are often excluded from others, which serves to worsen the effect.1407 

 Political economists of communication have focused their attention on those 

excluded from telecommunications developments both globally and within the United 

States.  Especially notable here are the works of Herb Schiller.  These scholars often 

discuss the resisters of globalization and neoliberalism, including oppositional and 

alternative movements.  In The Political Economy of Communication, Mosco writes that 

it is “significant to document the consequences of a lack of access to the means of 

communication, mass media, and telecommunication.”1408  In The Digital Sublime, 

Mosco provides evidence that some people do not want to jump on the bandwagon of 

new ICTs and high-speed internet.  Research in both Canada and the U.S. show 
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substantial numbers of cyberspace “choose-nots” who select not to subscribe to high-

speed internet because they have no reason to pay.1409  

 Rogers discusses individuals and groups who reject innovations.  He finds there 

are two categories, the “active” rejecters who consider adoption and try an innovation, 

but ultimately decide not to adopt it.  Rogers contrasts the active rejecters to the passive 

ones, who do not consider the use of the innovation at all.1410 

Other scholars point out that the excluded are not a monolithic group and divide 

rejecters and the excluded into a number of distinct categories, the main split being 

excluded by choice and excluded by factors beyond the individual’s control.  People do 

not subscribe simply because high-speed internet is available; rather, people make 

adoption decisions based on whether the technologies have a use for them and whether 

they fit into their lived experiences.  In “They Came, They Surfed, They Went Back to 

the Beach: Conceptualizing Use and Non-Use of the Internet,” Sally Wyatt, Graham 

Thomas, and Tiziana Terranova note the broadly held belief that the expansion of internet 

access is a good thing and, as barriers to access and use are removed, more and more 

people will sign on to the network culture for productive uses.1411  For the authors, 

however, non-use is an important aspect and non-users of technology must necessarily be 

considered along with users.  Wyatt, Thomas, and Terranova note that research indicates 

people are leaving the internet; former users cite loss of interest and cost as reasons for 

disconnecting.1412  They identify four categories of non-use: resisters, rejecters, excluded, 

and expelled.  Resisters are the people that have never tried the internet because they do 
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not want to.  Rejecters are those who tried the internet and used it for a period of time, 

but then stopped using the internet.  There are multiple reasons for this, including cost 

and disinterest.  The excluded include people that have not used the internet because they 

cannot get access.  For the authors, these people are thus “socially and technically 

‘excluded.’”  The expelled are those that used to use the internet, but they have had to 

involuntarily stop using it, either because they can no longer afford to do so or because of 

a change in institutional circumstances, such as the loss of connection at work or the 

closing of a public library.1413  Wyatt, Thomas, and Terranova challenge the 

universalizing claim that all non-users are non-users due to lack of access.  They 

encourage scholars to separate non-users into different strands, for there are distinct 

policy implications for each group.1414   

Importantly, as more and more government content moves online, there are 

serious implications for non-users.  Governments must be aware that not everyone 

chooses to connect.  In Alberta, interviewees expressed worry as cattle registration and 

government forms migrated online with graphic rich web sites.  Not having high-speed 

internet access excluded these folks from easily fulfilling their obligations to the state and 

their industry.  As more content moves online, these stories will only increase in number. 

The field interviews in Wyoming and Alberta uncovered resisters, rejecters, the 

excluded, and the expelled.  A variation on the expelled group are those people (and there 

were many in both Alberta and Wyoming) who found themselves in a liminal space 

between excluded and fully connected because they were stuck with dial-up internet 

because high-speed via satellite was too expensive.  The fear here, to link back to 
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Edwards, Jackson, Bowker, and Knobel’s work, is that due to the layering effects of 

inequalities, choosing not to have access to the internet will lead to other social and 

economic complications for rejecters. 

 

Methodological Considerations 

This study has compared the supply and demand sides of broadband infrastructure 

in counties in rural Wyoming and Alberta.  Rural sociologist Daryl Hobbs noted, “when 

you’ve seen one rural community, you have seen one rural community.”1415  This 

statement has merit in that no community is exactly the same as another.  Woolgar’s first 

rule of virtuality is that “The uptake and use of the new technologies depend crucially on 

local social context.”1416  However, as a communication scholar, while acknowledging 

that places are not precise comparisons and that all communities have particular identities 

and characteristics, I argue that patterns and similarities can be located between places 

and infrastructures.  Despite this, considerable variation exists due to each project’s 

location in a specific community, a specific political-economic context.  This study has 

engaged the local on its own terms while still allowing for tentative analysis and 

conclusions across cases. 

 Despite their differences the cases nicely reflect the extreme techno-optimism of 

the 1990s and early 2000s and the idea that technologies on their own can solve complex 
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social and economic issues.  The Wyoming case is a small-scale example and the Alberta 

SuperNet, a larger scale.   

 Alberta was chosen as a site of research because the SuperNet development 

suggests what the future networked nation may look like.  The Alberta counties were 

selected because they provided a good case study because of the different local 

approaches to providing internet developed within them.  Wyoming was selected as a 

comparison case, because like Alberta, the state has a lot of revenue from primary 

industries and it is a mountain-region state.  It was a fortuitous coincidence that the 

Wyoming county had previous experience with a network plan.  Despite similarities in 

the counties, there are differences within the field studies.  

 The Alberta case study contains more interviews with people representing 

organizations, social service offices, towns and village offices, schools, libraries, and 

health centers and fewer rural residents.  The Wyoming case study focuses more on rural 

residents and less on representatives from organizations.  This happened for two reasons.  

The most important reason is simply that developers designed the SuperNet project so 

that organizations and internet service providers would be the users of the network.  The 

rural residents were users of the organizations’ and ISPs’ services and hence they were 

second-level customers.  The second was an effect of snowball sampling; organizational 

interviewees in Alberta often provided recommendations to other organizational 

interviewees whereas in Wyoming, rural residents suggested other rural residents.  

Additionally, because the Alberta county had ten towns and villages whereas the 

Wyoming county had three, there were more organizations to contact in Alberta.  While 

not an exact comparison, it is striking that both field cases experienced similar problems 
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with broadband infrastructures.  While both successfully built the infrastructures, each 

experienced difficulties in getting the systems adopted and used.  In both cases, cost and 

uncertain evaluations of necessity are significant limiting factors slowing the uptake of 

high-speed internet. 

 

From Scholarship to Praxis 

Both the STS and political economy of communication traditions share a 

perspective that scholarship must necessarily go beyond theoretical reflections and 

journey into the realm of praxis.1417  In “Understanding Infrastructure: History, 

Heuristics, and Cyberinfrastructure Policy,” Jackson, Edwards, Bowker, and Knobel note 

that their scholarship must provide “‘rules for the road,’ that present-day 

cyberinfrastructure developers and users might do well to keep in mind as they go about 

their work.”1418  The political economy of communication tradition follows in the trend of 

Antonio Gramsci’s “organic intellectual” that sees a role for the scholar from the moral 

philosophical dimension of contesting power stemming from the dominant/hegemonic 

position in society.1419  From this position then, scholarship actively intervenes into 

society.  Despite this, Science Studies also reminds us that it can be difficult for scholars 

to share their normative claims with policy makers, scientists, and technology developers 

because the groups read and work in different ways.1420  
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This dissertation project offers productive lessons for developers of new 

infrastructures and for those involved in public policy.  At this moment, funding for the 

extension of broadband infrastructures to underserved and unserved areas is an integral 

part of stimulus plans in countries including the United States, Canada, and Germany.  

Other nations, such as Australia and France, have developed separate broadband 

plans.1421  It behooves the granters of stimulus funding and the developers of new 

broadband infrastructures in rural areas to attend to the lessons offered by the academic 

examination of previous projects.  Unfortunately, the speed required by stimulus plans 

does not always lend itself to a sustained consideration of historical examples. 

In March of 2009, the National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (NTIA) and Rural Utilities Service (RUS) held joint public meetings in 

D.C. and in Las Vegas, Nevada, and Flagstaff, Arizona, to discuss how best to distribute 

federal funding for the expansion of broadband into rural and underserved areas and to 

consult the public about decisions being made.  The meetings covered a variety of topics 

ranging from the definition of broadband, reaching vulnerable populations, and creating 

innovative programs to drive demand.  Noticeably absent from the public panels was a 

consideration of history.  Previous programs to provide broadband service to rural and 

underserved populations, whether successful or not, received nary a nod from the 

multiple panelists.  Indeed references to any previous infrastructure builds were cursory 

at best.1422  Additionally, the Governor of Wyoming, Dave Freudenthal, in his submission 
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to the NTIA and RUS about broadband development in Wyoming fails to mention the 

unconnected grid.1423  The consideration of earlier broadband projects could provide the 

NTIA and RUS with important historical information for shaping the current programs.  

It would behoove the agencies granting broadband stimulus funds to consider historical 

cases of broadband expansion and the development of wired communities during the 

granting process of federal funds through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  

To ignore history, as we are too often reminded, allows us to repeat our mistakes. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

The work of many scholars in the fields of science, technology, society; the 

technological sublime; the political economy of communication; and diffusion and use of 

devices have provided insights and analytical lenses through which to view the expansion 

and adoption of broadband internet in rural areas of Alberta and Wyoming.  Importantly, 

these theoretical and conceptual perspectives all privilege the place of history and 

encourage the use of the past to help provide explanations of and for the present moment. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

money and was to be available to all.” This is a rare instance where a panelist mentioned other 
infrastructure projects. Betty Ann Kane, “Session 2: Roundtable on Definition of Underserved Areas and 
Reaching Vulnerable Populations,” Definition of Broadband; Definition of Underserved Areas and 
Reaching Vulnerable Populations; Rural and Unserved Areas, U.S. Department of Commerce, Washington, 
D.C. (March 19, 2009), URL: 
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/broadbandgrants/090319/NTIA_031909_1300_1430_session.pdf (accessed 
October 27, 2009): 78. 

1423 Dave Freudenthal, Governor of Wyoming, to Secretary Gary Locke, U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Secretary Tom Vilsack, U.S Department of Agriculture, Acting Assistant Secretary and Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for Communications and Information Anna Gomez, Office of the Assistant Secretary, 
National Telecommunications Information Administration, and Marlene H. Dortch, Office of the Secretary, 
Federal Communications Commission, April 10, 2009, National Telecommunications Information 
Administration, Broadband Grants Comments, 
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/broadbandgrants/comments/7E8A.pdf (accessed November 27, 2009). 
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The literature reviewed above encourages scholars to view technology as a 

product of the social, political, economic, and material world in which it developed.  This 

insight led this project to explore the circumstances surrounding the conception and 

development of the projects and to include political, bureaucratic, economic, and 

technical questions.  Additionally, it led me to also study the demand side of diffusion 

and use of high-speed internet and other communication devices.  The major benefit of 

this approach is that it removes technology from the realm of the sublime, effectively 

situating it into the sphere of the banal, where people use—or do not use—a device in 

their everyday lives.  Carrying out research from both the supply and demand side 

enabled this project to identify constraints and disconnects between technology 

developers and the intended users. 

Proponents and admirers exalted both the Alberta SuperNet and Lusk’s municipal 

grid.  While the SuperNet is “one of the most brilliant government innovations” to 

supporters, to the Albertans whose needs were excluded from the development process 

and who still do not have high-speed internet access, the system does not serve at all.  In 

Lusk, the sale of the grid to the incumbent cable provider in the end brought improved 

cable service and introduced high-speed internet service to town residents.  In exchange, 

the town and its residents sacrificed coordination and control of the grid.  The Alberta 

SuperNet and the municipal grid in Lusk offer examples of broadband infrastructure 

development from which to take some important lessons.  Monies for the construction of 

technological systems are simply not enough.  Funds must be reserved for in-depth work 

to help local populations transition to a digital existence, including monies to develop 

meaningful content and sufficient programs to develop a culture of use.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 The United States and Canada’s deregulation of telecommunications in the 1990s 

has opened up opportunities to study how private corporations provide 

telecommunications services to residents in the post-regulatory moment.  While the 

current climate of deregulation and neoliberalism would seem to discourage government 

involvement in solutions to overcome rural-urban digital divides, specific regions see 

government intervention as the only way to bridge the gap.  Through the exploration of 

supply of advanced telecommunications capacity in Alberta and Wyoming, we see that 

some level of government involvement is required to spur development of 

telecommunication infrastructures.  The solutions that the Province of Alberta and the 

Town of Lusk developed were both high capacity fiber-optic systems, capable of serving 

their respective jurisdictions for years to come.  On a technical level, the networks are 

optimal.  Despite being cutting edge systems, these solutions do not meet the needs of the 

citizens and consumers they are intended to serve.  In Alberta, the SuperNet has been 

successful at assisting in the provision of provincial social services, thus benefiting 

Albertans as students, patients, and citizens.  The second aim of the project, bridging the 

rural-urban digital divide has been less successful in the short term.  As such, the project 

is a short term (four years after launch) failure at providing rural Albertans with the 

opportunities to access high-speed internet like it is available in the province’s cities.  In 

Lusk, the sale of the municipal fiber optic grid to the incumbent, private cable company 

ended an opportunity the community had at actively developing their network for the 

public good and having control over their own communication network.  As it rests with
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the private cable provider, the fiber optic grid brings cable television and high-speed 

internet in town, providing residents with greater consumer choice.  Thus, the solutions 

developed in Alberta and Lusk do meet the needs of the populations as citizens and 

consumers in some ways, but not in others. 

On a much larger level, this dissertation illustrates that telecommunications 

development in the neoliberal, post-regulatory moment faces severe challenges and leads 

to some service failures. In the SuperNet case, the public-private partnership privileged 

the imperatives of the private companies and the government’s objectives while 

excluding citizens from the development process.  Neo-liberal states and governments 

focus on infrastructure access and public-private partnerships because these appear to 

provide cost-effective and innovative (from industry participation) developments for 

regions while backing away from the values associated with the regulated, common 

carrier, universal service model that operates for the public good.  What the neoliberal 

and attendant focus on access creates, however, is a dearth of focus on content and 

encouraging communities of use.  Additionally, leaving telecommunication development 

to local governments has challenges, as a lack of technical knowledge at the local level 

complicates development and leads to developments that do not serve the communities or 

their constituents well.  Finally, rural subscribers are in the initial stages of developing 

online communities of use.  Many do not desire technically optimal broadband solutions 

because they find themselves priced out of the market.   

It is deterministic to believe that the creation of a technology to expand service 

provision and ease the harsh economic realities of agricultural communities in the 21st 

century will create a “virtual” society, one that is different from, and better than, the 



 

 

391

society from which it formed.  Rather technologies enhance the existing relations of 

society, for better or worse.  This dissertation shows that the relationship between 

infrastructure developers and their innovations is one threaded with political, social, 

cultural, and economic considerations.  The relationship between infrastructures and the 

rural people who use them is complex, complicated by factors of geography, economics, 

assumptions and understandings, and social factors.   

The rural case studies herein illustrate that we would do well to re-inflect our 

discussions of advanced telecommunications and the network society with a stronger 

emphasis on considerations of the public good and universal service.  Otherwise, rural 

residents of Canada and the United States may be disconnected from advanced 

telecommunications and the changes that our society is undergoing. 
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APPENDIX  

Ethnographic and Methodological Notes 

 

 To study people’s experience with cell phones, satellite receivers, high-speed 

internet, and the SuperNet in rural Alberta, I conducted ethnographic research in a county 

in central Alberta and its adjoining region from October 2006 to January 2007 and 

December 2007 to January 2008.  The county is neither “remote” nor “northern” by 

Canadian definitions and it is approximately five hours north of the U.S.-Canada 

border.1424  Although original research plans focused on one county, there were 

interesting additional reasons to look at adjacent areas; they implemented different 

solutions to the broadband problem.  The county’s rural population was 3,697 in the 2001 

Census, but a representative from the county office noted it has likely increased since 

then, largely due to an influx of people escaping the high costs of the cities, costs that are 

increasing in the province’s booming economy.1425  This population is limited to rural 

dwellers as the county is responsible only for those people in unincorporated areas.  

Residents of incorporated towns and villages have separate municipal organizations.  In 

2001, the combined population of the county’s ten towns and villages was 5,277, the 

largest being 1,004 and the smallest 161.1426  Again, town officials suspect population 

increases in the next census data.  Agriculture and resource exploration and extraction are

                                                           
1424 Industry Canada, “Community Demographics,” URL: 

http://www.broadband.gc.ca/demographic_servlet/communitydemographics/, (accessed September 11, 
2006). 

1425 Senior Financial Officer, Central County (2A-AB), Interview with the Author, October 24, 2006. 
1426 Statistics Canada is still tabulating population data from the 2006 Census. 
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the central industries.  The region’s economy is based on wheat, canola, oats, pulse crops 

such as peas, cattle, coal mining, and oil drilling.  The county’s towns and villages 

provide services to the surrounding areas and the grain elevators, seed cleaning plants, 

and farm implement dealerships are prominent structures on the town landscapes.  In 

each town and village that has them, the grain elevator or seed cleaning plant is the tallest 

building in town.  The county has a slightly older population than the province; in the 

county, the median age is 38.1.  In the province, it is 35.1427  From an education 

standpoint, the county’s population has much lower university education rates than the 

province in general.1428  One important challenge the county currently faces is that there 

is no post-secondary institution within its borders.  The county is an hour drive (91 

kilometers) from a larger neighboring town with a population of 5,215 in 2001 although 

the 2006 Census will likely show a significant population increase and two hours from 

the closest city.1429  I selected the county because of its distance from major towns and 

cities and because in some areas, companies and residents have found a variety of ways 

to provide high-speed internet service while other regions remain without affordable 

high-speed internet options despite the province’s broadband fiber optic network, the 

Alberta SuperNet.  I did some work in two adjacent counties, one to the north and one to 

the south because these counties are establishing municipal-private partnerships for high-

speed internet provision.  The county that I worked in currently has “no plans” to 
                                                           

1427 Statistics Canada, 2001 Community Profiles: Flagstaff County (County/Municipality), URL: 
http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/data/profiles/community/Details/Page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=CS
D&Code1=4807031&Geo2=PR&Code2=48&Data=Count&SearchText=flagstaff%20county&SearchType
=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&Custom= (accessed September 11, 2006). 

1428 Ibid. 
1429 Statistics Canada, 2001 Community Profiles: Stettler, Alberta (Town). URL: 

http://www12.statcan.ca/english/profil01/CP01/Details/Page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=4807026
&Geo2=PR&Code2=48&Data=Count&SearchText=stettler&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All
&Custom= (accessed February 28, 2007). 
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establish such a solution, according to a county representative.  Instead, they prefer to 

leave provision entirely to private enterprise.1430 

 I located potential research subjects in Alberta in four ways.  First, I made both 

personal visits and telephone calls to municipal offices, community social services, and 

local businesses to solicit their participation.  These calls and visits often led to an 

interview with an employee of the office or service and at times to additional 

recommendations of people with whom to speak.  The vast majority of my county and 

town official, social service, education, and library interviews resulted from this 

approach.  The second approach used to locate subjects was to publicly advertise the 

research.  During a trip to the newspaper office to enquire about the costs of placing 

recruitment advertisements, I introduced myself, and the project, to the person at the 

counter.  This woman was the newspaper’s temporary editor and she asked to interview 

me for an article.  I did the interview and the article, “University Student Comes Back to 

Her Alberta Roots,” appeared on page two in the October 31, 2006 edition of the 

newspaper.1431  The article included details about my research, a plea for interviewees, 

my photograph, and a telephone number and my e-mail address where potential 

interviewees could contact me.  From this request for interviewees, I received only one e-

mail response.  This response, however, led to an interview and the individual introduced 

me to two of her co-workers who agreed to participate.  The article did, however, provide 

me with a formal introduction to the region and I did meet other people who said they 

read about me or saw my picture in the newspaper, so the article successfully introduced 

                                                           
1430 Senior Financial Officer, Central County (2A-AB), Interview with the Author, October 24, 2006. 
1431 Cathy Weetman, “University Student Comes Back to Her Alberta Roots,” The Community Press 

(October 31, 2006): 2. 
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my work to the community.  A community member told me near the end of my fieldwork 

that this newspaper may not have been the best vehicle to use.  The person stated that the 

newspaper had many problems, a major one being a new editor every few months, that 

people stopped reading it.  The problem appears to stem from a lack of trust in the 

publication.  As another means of subject recruitment, I posted Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) approved research subject recruitment flyers in all of the ten towns and 

villages.  In most cases, I posted the flyers on the post office bulletin board, either inside 

or outside the building, where rural people pick up their mail.  In one town with rural 

delivery (and no bulletin board at the post office), I posted flyers at the grocery store and 

at a popular restaurant.  In another town without a post office bulletin board, I pinned up 

an advertisement at the local Co-op grocery store.  None of these flyers received any 

response, although they included both my telephone number and e-mail address.  The 

third subject recruitment method was through people I met during observations.  I sat in 

on computer courses taught at the adult learning center and introduced myself and the 

project to students during these classes, asking for participants and I observed the public 

access terminals at one of the county’s libraries and spoke to potential interviewees who 

used the computers.  This approach located a handful of participants.  The final and most 

successful way of finding participants was via people in the field.  On my first full day in 

the field site, I learned the value of personal connections as I found my initial contacts in 

an interesting way.  I was sitting in the car in the parking lot of a grocery store, studying 

the county map, deciding on a plan of action for the afternoon.  Morning visits to the 

town office and library had been fruitless.  A full-size pick-up truck pulled into the spot 

next to the car.  I heard the driver get out and shut the door, but I did not look up.  Then, 
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there was a rap at my window by a hand encased in a clean, tan colored leather work 

glove.  I looked at the man and opened the car door.  He was older, perhaps in his sixties, 

with white hair, a cowboy hat, and black jeans.  When I opened the door, he remarked 

that he saw me studying the map and then he saw the California license plates.  He 

wondered if I needed help and joked that it had taken me a long time to discover I was 

lost.  After I explained my project and my California license plates in rural Alberta, the 

man stated he used to be a county councilor.  He noted that the county is not doing much 

with SuperNet, but, the “county north of here” has a commission about how to bring 

high-speed internet to everyone in its borders.  He gave me the town secretary’s name 

and suggested I talk to him.  Also, he said that I should go down Main Street to the 

county’s Family and Community Services office and talk to his “good friend” who could 

tell me about the social ills of the small community.1432  After meeting this man, I went to 

the Family and Community Services office as he suggested.  There, the social worker 

invited me to attend a meeting of regional social service workers immediately.  I could 

not believe my good fortune.  At this gathering, I met several individuals important to my 

work: the county literacy coordinator, the learning center’s administrator, and a couple of 

potential rural community member interviewees.  Thus, a chance meeting in a parking lot 

served as the catalyst for my early interviews.  In addition to the former county councilor, 

an invaluable resource for me was a former neighbor of mine from Calgary who now 

lives on a farm in an adjacent county.  This friend suggested people to call and allowed 

me to use her as a reference.  On other occasions, she would phone the potential 

interviewee herself to recommend me and say I would call.  This system worked well.  

                                                           
1432 Alberta Field Notes, October 17, 2006. 
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As the mother of one of my adolescent interviewees remarked, they only did the 

interview because of this friend; they most likely would not have done it if I had cold 

called them.1433  Some of the interviewees that this friend suggested then referred me to 

other people, who put me in contact with yet others as potential subjects.  In this way, 

much of the rural community member research used the snowball sampling method. 

 In Alberta, I conducted 73 long interviews, ranging from 45 minutes to over three 

hours long.  The average interview was an hour and a half.  I interviewed a variety of 

people in the county including county representatives, both elected officials and civil 

servants; people who worked for community and social service organizations including 

adult learning and literacy, career consulting, librarians, chief administrative officers of 

towns and villages, mayors, health care personnel, and school representatives; rural 

community members; internet service providers; computer consultants; business owners 

or representatives; people who in some way facilitated high-speed internet coming to the 

county; and provincial government representatives.  I also interviewed people out of the 

county who were in some way connected to it.  For example, Alberta arranges many 

social service organizations, including health and education, in regional groupings.  

Interviewees included people who worked for these regional organizations.  Other 

examples of people I interviewed outside of the county were internet service providers 

and computer consultants located in cities and towns beyond the county lines; 

government representatives who worked in Edmonton, the provincial capital; and 

officials in neighboring counties who selected different solutions to high-speed internet 

provision than the county that was the focus of my work.  I spoke to rural community 
                                                           

1433 Mother of Rural Adolescent Interviewee (7D-AB), conversation with the Author, November 29, 
2006. 
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members from outside of the county, but they often had ties to it, for example, land 

ownership in the county, their children attended county schools, or they lived just across 

the county line.  This illustrates that political borders do not define people’s lives, rather 

they are fluid.  Additionally, I spoke with many people on the telephone who stated that 

they did not want to be interviewed but told me briefly about their technology use.  These 

people were largely town and village officials, health care centre workers, and school 

officials.  

 There were a few examples of non-response.  My practice was to call companies 

and organizations several times, if needed, to get a response.  For rural community 

members, my practice was to call twice.  If I could not reach an individual and the 

potential interviewee did not return my phone call, I assumed the person did not wish to 

be interviewed, and I stopped phoning.  In a few cases, I reached the potential 

interviewee but they stated they were too busy to help out.  My practice was to have all of 

the consent forms signed at the time of the interview.  In some cases, however, the 

necessary consents could not be completed as a witness was not present to sign the forms.  

This proved a greater challenge than expected.  Rural interviewees would arrange times 

to talk when their spouses were away and often there was not an adult witness for miles.  

In these cases, I left the forms with the interviewee and arranged to have them sent to by 

mail or I would return and pick them up.  Once, I completed an interview with a 

community member and afterward, he declined to sign the consent forms. 

 There were a variety of responses to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) consent 

forms.  Some people signed them without comment.  Others, however, were suspicious of 

the forms.  One potential interviewee asked, “Why do I have to sign anything?” and then 
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declined to be interviewed.  Someone else remarked that the IRB forms looked like 

something he had signed for a medical procedure.  Many people remarked that the two or 

three consent forms, one for the interview, one for the audio recording of the interview, 

and one for a photograph of the interviewee were too complex and unnecessary.   

 Updating human subjects’ permissions and following human subjects’ guidelines 

in the field proved to be challenges.  A packet of updated consents was lost in the mail 

for two months, generating panicked phone calls from myself to the IRB and slowing 

down my work.  Additionally, I had difficulty securing the signed consents and interview 

data.  To satisfy IRB requirements for risk management, my research protocol states “In 

addition to protecting confidentiality, all data pertaining to the study will be stored in 

locations that are not publicly accessible.  Interviews will be coded with a key that will be 

stored separately from the interview data.”  In San Diego, this sounded reasonable and 

easy to do.  In the field, however, storing people’s personal information and signed 

consent forms separately from interview data presented problems at times, because I had 

only two locked spaces, my car and the motel room in which I stayed.      

 After each rural community member interview, I asked the respondent if they 

would fill out a seven day Media Use Diary.  The diaries were a blank chart and I asked 

people to record their use of internet, e-mail, television/cable/direct-to-home satellite, 

radio, land line telephone, cellular telephone, newspapers, magazines, books, cinema, and 

an “other” category where respondents could list movies viewed at home and video 

games.  During the research, I distributed 21 diaries in rural Alberta to people who agreed 

to complete them.  I received ten back, a rate of 47.6% completion.  In addition to non-

response, the diaries had self-reporting problems.  In one case, a farmer completed three 
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days of the diary and then scrawled across the top, “Pattern is same most days.”1434  In 

another, I received a media diary via post in the city on January 12th, 2007.  The post 

office date stamped the envelope January 8.  The interviewee claimed to record her media 

use from January 6th to 12th, which could not have been the case since the envelope was 

postmarked four days earlier.1435   

 In addition to interviews, I carried out observations in the field.  I had permission 

from the county’s Family and Community Services office to observe their monthly inter-

agency meetings and to attend a Community Resource Officer Celebration.  I went to 

three inter-agency meetings one each in October, November, and December 2006.  At 

these meetings, there was a discussion of communication technologies, including 

internet, computers, and cell phones.  I also observed four adult computer classes: 

Internet and E-mail, Home and Business Internet Safety, Basic Computers for Seniors, 

and Computer Basics.  Additionally, I observed public internet access points.  I spent one 

day observing at the learning center that has six computers hooked up to high-speed 

internet for public use.  No one came to use the machines.  I also observed people’s use 

of the computers with internet access at three of the county’s public libraries.   

 Unlike my previous academic work that I carried out in archives, this project 

centers on people.  To acknowledge my gratitude of the participants’ willingness to assist 

me, I sent a hand-written thank you card to all of the people with whom I had a long 

interview and to anyone who had helped me either by suggesting interviewees or 

providing some assistance during my fieldwork.   

                                                           
1434 Farmer (13D-AB), Media Diary, Postmarked January 18, 2007. 
1435 Rural Non-Farm Resident (22D-AB), Media Diary, Postmarked January 8, 2007. 
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The majority of the respondents included people who lived and worked in the 

county.  The rural community member interviewees included both farm and rural non-

farm dwellers, which are people living on acreages that do not produce crops or livestock.  

I spoke to eighteen farm and two non-farm people.  The farms were family farms, in 

some cases passed from grandfather, to father, to son.  Only some people could make a 

living from farming or wanted to farm full-time.  I spoke to eight farm homes with full 

time farmers.  In all cases, the wives had full time jobs or more than one part time job.  In 

the other seven cases, both husband and wife worked in addition to farming.  The women 

had careers in education, social work, accounting, farm management, consulting, 

architecture, nursing, town administration, law, fund raising, and emergency response 

medicine.  The men, other than the full-time farmers, worked in coal mining, power 

generation, the oil fields, truck driving, farm chemical sales, and mechanics.  Largely, I 

spoke to the wives.  I interviewed nine rural women, four rural men, and two couples.  I 

interviewed two teenagers, one person in their twenties, one in their thirties, nine in their 

forties, four in their fifties, and two in their sixties.  Class is difficult to determine in rural 

areas.  I asked interviewees what their household income was.  Several people balked at, 

and did not answer, the question.  One interviewee stated, “we don’t give out that 

information to anyone.”1436  Many people said they did not know their income because 

they reinvest the money in the farm; they do not take it as income.  Five of the farm 

families I interviewed lived outside of my county of primary interest.  Three lived in the 

county to the south along the county line.  One lived in a county to the west, but owned 

land in and enrolled their children in school in the county.  One lived in a county to the 
                                                           

1436 Mother of Rural Adolescent Interviewee (7D-AB), Conversation with the Author, November 29, 
2006.  
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north-west, but had their post office box in the county; this family also lived very close to 

the county line. 

One remarkable thing about the participants is that all of my interviewees were 

Caucasian.  Indeed, I saw very few people of color while I was in the field, except as 

owners and employees at two motels and three restaurants in the larger towns.  The 

largest minority group in the county is a religious sect, the Hutterites, who live 

communally in colonies, speak a German dialect, and eschew modern society.  Unlike the 

Amish in the United States, the Hutterites accept certain forms of modern technology, 

limited to those devices useful for farming.  They drive plain vans and pick-up trucks and 

in my attempts to contact them, I learned they now have telephone lines to the colony.  I 

wanted to interview a colony representative, but a reverend and the community’s 

financial officer declined to speak with me.   

 In central Alberta, I lived in two of the small towns where I carried out research.  

Ideally, I would have stayed on a farm, but my severe allergy to cats precluded this 

option as almost all of the farms I visited had cats that were in the house at times.  

Instead, due to an absence of rental housing in the county, I lived in a motel next to men 

working in Alberta’s booming oil fields.  I shopped at the local stores (and there was a 

big push regionally to shop within the county for the upcoming winter holiday season) 

and at times, ate at the local restaurants.  Additionally, when invited, I spent the evenings 

having dinner with families in the field.   

 In this study, communication is of central importance.  The county that I worked 

in had week day courier (DHL) service to the towns and mail service.  Some people had 

rural mail delivery but most used post office boxes in the nearest town or village.  Rural 
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people could not get home delivery of the Edmonton Journal, the capital’s newspaper 

because the Journal does not deliver to rural areas.1437  Rural people stated they cannot 

shop online because most internet shopping outlets require a street address for delivery 

not a rural route or a post office box.  Some people worked around this by having goods 

ordered online delivered to their offices in town.1438  Additionally, services such as public 

photocopying and facsimile were difficult to find.  In the county that I worked in, public 

copies were available at the libraries and in the drugstores for 25 cents per page and at the 

county newspaper office for ten cents a page.  The county newspaper office would also 

send faxes.  Many conveniences of large urban areas were unavailable, stores and 

restaurants close early in the evening and most businesses remain closed on Sunday.  

Indeed, an archivist related her shock to me when the county’s largest grocery store 

contemplated opening its doors to shoppers on Sunday; she felt the hours were 

unnecessary.1439  The store added the hours of noon to five on Sundays. 

Since UCSD’s human subjects’ forms include the institution name and I drove my 

car with California license plates in Alberta, people asked me on a daily basis whether I 

am American.  I had to stress my Alberta heritage often while in the field.  I related this 

to the journalist who wrote about my fieldwork and she emphasized my links to the 

                                                           
1437 At least three people described a trick they play on the telephone subscription calls they receive for 

the newspaper. These residents know that the newspaper does not deliver to rural areas. When a 
representative calls to offer them a week’s free home delivery, people agree to try the newspaper, give the 
representative all the information they need. At the end of the call, the potential customer asks whether the 
paper will be delivered to their door. The representative guarantees delivery and at that point, the rural 
resident points out that their home is in a rural area. The representative is then forced to rescind the offer of 
home delivery, offering instead that the customer’s paper be delivered to the nearest town for pick up. The 
customer then declines this offer, thus wasting the representative’s time because the rural resident knows at 
the commencement of the call that home delivery is not an option where they live. At this point, the call 
ends.   

1438 Senior Financial Officer, Central County (2A-AB), Interview with the Author, October 24, 2006. 
1439 Alberta Field Notes, October 19, 2006. 
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province in the title of her article, “University student comes back to her Alberta roots.” 

Several people asked whether I am related to a family in the county sharing the same 

surname.  There is no relation that I am aware of and I told people this.  I also often joked 

that it would be useful to be related.  From this it seemed that people had a strong desire 

to make me local, to make me one of them. 

When I was in the field, the importance of two topics of common interest cannot 

be ignored.  While many people asked me to compare California and Alberta, which I 

did, this did not lead to an actual conversation.  But, I found two topics that interested 

most people or they had experienced.  These were food production and the Canadian 

weather. 

When interviewees invited me for supper or sometimes at the conclusion of an 

interview, these times to talk found us sharing information about our lives and often 

speaking about a topic of common interest: food and food production.1440  People in my 

field site were intimately linked to food production for themselves, for friends and 

neighbors, and for the market.  I have had a long-standing interest in food, the history of 

food items like chocolate and coffee, the recent exposé of the unhealthiness of fast food, 

and investigations into food production.  I have read Eric Schlosser’s 2001 bestseller Fast 

Food Nation, seen Morgan Spurlock’s 2005 film SuperSize Me, and read Michael 

Pollan’s 2006 book The Omnivore’s Dilemma.  Pollan’s book, which I read months 

before going into the field, proved to be a boon to Prairie field work as it offered me an 

occasion to reflect on the process by which animals get from the farm to my dinner plate.  

This shared interest generated a very important line of conversation between the 
                                                           

1440 Alberta Field Notes, November 28, 2006; November 29, 2006; December 12, 2006; December 14, 
2006. 
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producers of food in Alberta and I.  I spoke with grain farmers, cattle producers, and 

others about food quality and purity.  In addition to the spoken words, I was also involved 

in savoring the products of the farmers’ labors.  At many a table, I was served meals built 

around food grown at home and if not from a person’s own farm, often from someone 

locally.  Home produced food included beef, vegetables, preserves, and fruit.  

Additionally, I was served fish, buffalo, and on one occasion venison shot by a guest less 

than a week before we ate it.  People remarked that they raised cattle, chickens, turkeys, 

and laying hens to ensure a supply of hormone and antibiotic free meat and eggs for their 

families.  In one case, the farmer, although not a certified organic producer, does not use 

hormones or antibiotics with his cattle.  His family and his local consumers only get 

hormone- and antibiotic-free meat.  If a cow becomes ill and requires medicine, he told 

me, he takes the cow to auction and it ends up on the supermarket shelf.  I found this 

topic to be a successful way of linking two lifestyles, my urban Southern California life 

with rural Canadian ways.    

 The second nexus of topics of common interest were the weather, the seasons, and 

driving in the harsh conditions.  A stereotype of Canadians is that they spend inordinate 

amounts of time talking about the weather and the extreme climate gives citizens much to 

say, especially for farmers, people whose livelihood is directly and intimately connected 

to the land and the weather.  In my field site, once hearing how much I drove each day 

(my round trip journey from San Diego to the field and back to San Diego was 11,144.29 

miles), people would often discuss inclement weather and terrible driving conditions.  

They provided me with a laundry list of items to have in the car to survive being stranded 

for days and to dig my car out of snow on my own if the need arose and by mid-
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November I had a shovel, sleeping bag, emergency candles, matches, food, blankets, 

snow boots, and other gear stowed in the car trunk.  Community members treated me to 

countless harrowing tales of their experiences of hitting the ditch, running into deer, and 

getting stuck or stranded in the snow.  I reciprocated with an account of my terrifying 

careen into a roadside ditch after hitting black ice.  Rural research from October to 

January in Canada presents particular challenges, largely due to bad weather and low 

temperatures mixed with long driving distances from one interview location to the next.  

My field site was located between 52 and 53 degrees latitude, only a few degrees north of 

the 49th parallel, the Canada-United States border.  Most residents have four-by-four 

vehicles to navigate the snowy and icy roads that can remain unplowed for days in 

extreme cases.  I drove a compact car, an unfortunate reality that made winter driving on 

rural roads a more unnerving proposition.  During my fieldwork, a patch of black ice sent 

my car careening into the roadside ditch at high speed and the car often got stuck in loose 

or drifted snow on the roads.  An additional hazard was the fleet-footed deer that bounded 

across the road, often directly in front of the car.  On the two occasions where I could not 

get the car out of bad situations, when I was in the ditch and once when I was stuck in 

snow, local men helped repair and get the car out.  Indeed, I learned the habits of the 

region were to stop whenever someone was on the road with their car stopped, for 

whatever reason.  When I was in the ditch, a passerby pulled over to assist me and twice 

when I was on the road taking photos of moose, people slowed down and asked if I was 

all right.  I learned these customs quickly and when I saw a car vertically stuck in a snow 

bank from the bumper to the windshield, I too stopped to offer a ride and my cell phone 

to the car’s stranded occupants. 
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 After passing the winter months in the salubrious climate of San Diego, I 

embarked on the second stage of field research.  The second field site included in my 

study was to be in Wyoming, a choice made because like Alberta, Wyoming is a Rocky 

Mountain state and it has strong industry bases in agriculture, primarily ranching, and 

resource extraction, including coal, oil, and natural gas.  I set out to conduct ethnographic 

research in a county in Wyoming from April to July of 2007, armed with 2000 Census 

data identifying a region to study that had similar industrial bases and population 

demographics as the Alberta field site.  On the trip northward from San Diego, I stopped 

in Laramie, Wyoming, at the University of Wyoming to meet with Professor George 

Gladney.  When I told him of my intended destination, he said the county is the “hub of 

big coal” and suggested that I be careful out there because, in his words, it is “rough and 

tumble, the Wild West.”1441  Undeterred, the next day I set out for the chosen county.  

Arriving at its center, I discovered the population had ballooned from 12,000 people in 

the 2000 Census to 19,646 according to the sign at the city’s entrance.  It had begun to 

take on the monotony of other urban spaces: Wal-Mart, Starbucks, Kmart, Staples, and a 

cluster of hotel and fast food chains.  The city was not, of course, the ideal place to meet 

rural people.  It had the feel of a frontier boomtown, where people came to make their 

fortunes.  Newly constructed motels were brimming with work crews from the mines, the 

railroad, and with others hoping to find jobs and homes in the area.  Someone told me the 

gender ratio was twelve men to one woman, perhaps a good reason for why men said 

hello or tipped their hats at me everywhere I went: the grocery store, the gas station, the 

                                                           
1441 George Gladney, Personal Communication with the Author, April 26, 2007. 
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public library.  Armed with more 2000 Census reports (and a good dose of skepticism), I 

left for less densely populated counties to the south that had smaller service centers. 

I settled in a county with a total population of 2,407 in the 2000 Census, which 

included a rural population of 841 and a population of 1,447 in the largest service 

center.1442  There are two other towns in the county, one with 101 people and the other 

with 18.1443  The county was 2,625.81 square miles and there were 0.9 people per square 

mile.1444  The primary industries in the county are agriculture and increasingly resource 

exploration and extraction, although the relationship between these two industries was at 

times uneasy.  Beef cattle are the basis of the region’s economy.  There were other 

smaller industries including sheep ranching, wheat growing, and alfalfa hay farming, but 

the primary agricultural industry was cattle ranching.  The majority of producers still 

operated at the level of the independent family ranch in the county, but a handful of vast 

ranch corporations were located in the county as well.1445  The central town provided 

services to the surrounding county, including a busy ranch supply store, although some 

rural dwellers found it easier and closer to get services from centers in other counties and 

across state lines.  A major industry, the state’s women’s prison, operated in the town.  

The prison was a base service, providing an influx of money to the small town.  The 

central town was the site of a prison.  Flora and Flora argue, “Small towns (along with 

                                                           
1442 U.S. Census Bureau, State and County QuickFacts, URL: 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56/56027.html (accessed August 25, 2008). 
1443 Public Affairs Office, Wyoming Department of Transportation, Wyoming: Official State Highway 

Map of Wyoming, (Cheyenne, WY: Wyoming Transportation Commission, 2006). 
1444 U.S. Census Bureau, State and County QuickFacts, URL: 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56/56027.html (accessed August 25, 2008). 
1445 The industrialization and concentration of livestock production greatly changed American 

agriculture between 1960 and 2000. Frederick H. Buttel, “Continuities and Disjunctures in the 
Transformation of the U.S. Agro-Food System,” in Challenges for Rural America in the Twenty-First 
Century, ed. David L. Brown and Louis E. Swanson (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2003), 184. 
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state and federal governments) have for decades invested in prison construction as a 

community economic development strategy.”  The expectation is that prisons create jobs, 

jobs that bring higher wages to the area, and the wages will circulate through the local 

economy.1446  The median age in the county is 42.8.  The county has lower education 

rates than the State of Wyoming or the general U.S. population.  In the county, 15.3% of 

people aged 25 or older had a Bachelor’s degree or higher; in the state, 21.9% of people 

have reached this education level; and in the U.S. as a whole, the rate is 24.4%.1447  

Similarly to the Alberta field site, the Wyoming county did not have a post-secondary 

institution.  The closest junior college was in a neighboring county.  The distance from 

the service center, located in the southern part of the county, to the college is 57 miles, 

but people traveling from other parts of the county would have a significantly longer 

drive, adding an hour or more to the total commute time.  The county is a three-hour 

drive from Cheyenne, the state capitol and over 70 miles from a neighboring city.  I 

selected the county because of its distance from cities and because of its low population 

density.   

 On my first full day in the county, I set out to locate potential research subjects.  

The first thing I did was stop at the University of Wyoming Cooperative Extension 

Office.  This office became a community for me, a place to drop by to speak to the staff, 

to locate assistance when needed, to make copious photocopies of IRB consent forms, 

and to just hang out.  The office is located on the county fairgrounds, so there was always 

                                                           
1446 Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora with Susan Fey, Rural Communities: Legacy and Change 

(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2004), 190-191, quoted from 190. 
1447 U.S. Census Bureau, State and County QuickFacts, URL: 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56000.html and 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56/56027.html (accessed August 25, 2008). 
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something interesting to see, including meetings, children’s activities, and special events.  

On the first visit, the University Extension Educator talked with me for nearly an hour.  

She gave the contact names of a host of people in the community who are involved in 

rural organizations: the local Farm Bureau, Homemakers’ Council, County 

Commissioners, the Electric Association, Cattlewomen’s Association, the Livestock 

Association, 4-H, Community Education Office, School Board Superintendent, Sheriff, 

local Chamber of Commerce, and Fair Board.  Additionally, she gave me the names of 

the local mayors and invited me to attend two meetings the next week: the Fair Board 

meeting and the Homemakers’ Council meeting.  The educator put me on the agenda of 

the meetings so I could introduce myself and my project and ask for interviewees.  A visit 

to the town’s Chamber of Commerce office the next week netted another list of potential 

contacts.  These two initial sources led me to all of my community social service 

interviewees.  Interestingly, there were fewer of these interviews than in Alberta; partially 

because there were fewer municipalities.  To gather rural community member 

interviewees, I went to a variety of meetings, the Fair Board, the Homemakers, and the 

Farm Bureau, and I explained my project and asked for interviewees.  This was one 

approach for gathering subjects.  From these interviewees, I used snowball sampling.  

Interviewees gave me the names of other people with whom to talk.  Snowball sampling 

played a large role in the gathering of subjects.  In this county, I did not post any flyers 

because there were few community boards and locations for public postings.  Rather, I 

used word of mouth, a strategy that proved effective in gathering new interviewees. 

I conducted 58 long interviews, ranging from an hour to two and a half hours 

long.  The average interview was approximately an hour and a half long, although this is 
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difficult to measure as many rural resident visits included lunch and hence were much 

longer than the formal interview.  I interviewed a variety of people in the county, 

including the county commissioner; people who worked for community and social 

service organizations, including community education, the county librarian, a former 

public works official, the hospital administrator, the school superintendent, and the 

manager of the electric co-op; rural community members; people who provided computer 

services; small business owners; and state government representatives.  The bulk of these 

interviews, forty in total, were with rural community members.  I also interviewed people 

out of the county who were in some way connected to it, including a representative from 

the closest community college and someone from the economic development 

organization in the next county.  Other examples of people I interviewed outside of the 

county were internet service providers, cable service providers, and computer consultants 

located beyond the county lines and government representatives who worked in 

Cheyenne, the state capitol.  I spoke to one rural community member from outside of the 

county, but the same companies provided her communication technologies as those in the 

county.  Other potential interviewees, including former and current mayors and some 

ranchers, did not return my phone calls.  It was, however, the spring and summer and a 

variety of ranch tasks, including branding, the castration of the cattle, and later artificial 

insemination were under way.  Some potential interviewees were simply too busy to take 

time to talk, a luxury allowed more in the winter months.  Unfortunately, the ranch 

calendar and the academic calendar did not align well.  Again, I followed the same 

practice as I did in Alberta.  I called public officials and community service workers 

several times but I limited my calls to rural community members to two.  If they could 
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not be reached or did not return my calls, I did not call again.  Luckily, in Wyoming, the 

motel owners where I stayed took phone messages and people would stop by the motel to 

locate me.  Outside of the service center, cell phone service was unavailable, so I could 

not contact interviewees if I was running late or call for help in an emergency.  Again, I 

attempted to have all of the consent forms signed at the beginning of the interview.  In 

some cases, this was simple, as an interviewee could get their co-workers or spouses to 

sign the forms.  In other cases, I had to go to the Chamber of Commerce, the Extension 

Office, or somewhere else to have a signature witnessed.  In a few instances, interviewees 

signed consent forms earlier than the interviews so a witness would be present to sign the 

forms. 

 As in Alberta, following the human subjects’ guidelines in the field was a 

challenge.  Securing interview data and signed consents was difficult because of a paucity 

of places to lock up forms.  Again, I shared interview data and completed consent forms 

between the locked motel room and the car.   

 As in Alberta, after each of the rural community member interviews, I asked my 

respondents if they would complete a seven day Media Use Diary.  During my field 

research, I left 31 of the diaries to be completed and received 17 back, a rate of 54.8%, a 

slightly higher percent than I received back from the respondents in Alberta. 

 In addition to conducting interviews, I also attended meetings and events.  As 

previously mentioned, I went to a Fair Board meeting, a Farm Bureau meeting, and three 

Homemakers meetings.  Additionally, community members invited me to special events: 

the Homemakers luncheon, the Electric Association annual meeting and dinner, a ranch 

auction and benefit, the 4th of July celebration, and a play the county puts on annually.  
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All of these meetings and events afforded me opportunities to interact with community 

members, to observe community members and community life, and to be involved in the 

county.  One interviewee took me on an off-road car trip to see the new land divisions in 

Wyoming, sold largely to buyers from out of state that she felt were encroaching on the 

ranch land. 

 As in Alberta, my research was dependent on the willingness of community 

members to give their time and to participate.   To acknowledge their participation, I 

again sent out hand-written thank you notes, almost always including something unique 

to the specific meeting that I had.  This practice took a lot of time as I always had notes to 

write, but at the same time, I think people appreciated the gesture. 

 Most of the interviewees were people that lived and worked in the Wyoming 

county of my research.  This was an area of family ranches.  Many people were related to 

others in the community and many ranched land that their fathers and grandfathers 

ranched before them.  The rural community members were largely ranchers, however, a 

few respondents only farmed.  Finally, there were a few non-ranch and non-farm rural 

residents, but these were a minority of the people interviewed.  I spoke to 26 ranch, two 

farm, and three non-ranch/non-farm rural people.  In Wyoming, out of 26 ranch/farm 

households (two were excluded because the people were not married or cohabiting); 

twelve households included both partners who ranched full-time.  In eight households, 

the wife worked, but the husband ranched full-time.  Some of these women had were full-

time jobs, including wives who worked as an office manager, a teacher, a medical 

transcriptionist, and a bank teller.  Other women had part-time jobs in addition to their 

ranch work, including store owner, artist, photographer, document shredder, and post 



 

 

414

office clerk/substitute teacher/bus driver.  In four cases, the husband worked, but the wife 

was on the ranch full-time.  In these cases, the husbands were a long-haul truck driver, 

water well repairman, driver, and welder.  Two of the men that ranched full-time worked 

for another rancher rather than on their own land.  In one case, both partners worked as 

well as ranched.  In addition to ranching, the wife was a full-time extension educator and 

her husband worked for the veterinarian.  I spoke to 19 women, six men, and six couples.  

In the cases of the two single people I interviewed, one was a full-time rancher (a man) 

and the female interviewee worked as well as kept horses.  Interestingly, in Wyoming, at 

times my visit was a family affair; the husband would come in from the ranch to speak to 

me.  For some interviewees my visit was a special occasion.  My travels made me realize 

that for some women, isolation was still a real problem in Wyoming, even in the 21st 

century.  For several of the interviewees, I was a rare non-family visitor to the ranch.  

One woman told me that I was the first person over to her house in five months.  This 

interviewee had very few communication devices and spent much of her time alone at 

home because her husband worked away from the ranch.1448  This interview was a full-

day event, with the interview, lunch, and then an afternoon of chatting.  It appears that 

rural isolation still occurs. 

 Most of the rural interviewees raised cattle.  Eleven of 29 people who raised crops 

or animals raised only beef cattle.  Six of the 29 raised cattle and hay.  This number 

would likely be higher had drought conditions not existed in Wyoming for several years.  

People mentioned growing alfalfa hay when there was rain, but noted it had not rained 

enough to hay for years.  Other combinations involved someone who raised horses only; 

                                                           
1448 Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 
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sheep only; beef cattle, sheep and horses; cattle and sheep; two ranchers grew cattle, 

wheat, and hay; grass, pasture, and hay; cattle, sheep, and garden produce; cattle, sheep, 

hay and produce; cattle, corn, alfalfa hay, and oats; and one rancher leased his land and 

worked full-time for another rancher.  In this last case, the rancher had been “droughted 

out.”  They had no water and this forced them to sell their cattle.1449  In this case, and in 

one other, where the interviewee noted that their cattle were somewhat of a “hobby,” both 

women identified themselves as “rancher” and “ranch wife.”1450  Being a rancher 

apparently was perhaps more about identity than about actually raising cattle.  One of the 

rural, non-ranch/farm families raised pigs. 

 I interviewed one person in her 20s, six in their 30s, five in their 40s, nineteen in 

their 50s, five in their 60s, and one in his seventies.  The respondents in Wyoming were 

much more willing to disclose their incomes than were those in Alberta.  I spoke to 

people who were visibly poor.  In Wyoming, about half of the ranch homes were not 

permanent structures; they were manufactured homes.  One community member told me 

the county was too far out for the construction crews to come and build houses; having a 

construction crew drive out to build a house was too expensive.  Permanent homes were 

usually older structures that had been passed from parents to children.  Two interviewees 

lived in new manufactured homes.  Others lived in older manufactured homes or the 

original ranch houses.  One interviewee built a small home with her husband.1451  

Another, who lived close to town, had recently moved into a new, unique home, built 

                                                           
1449 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007. 
1450 Ranch Woman (8D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 18, 2007; Ranch Woman, (31D-WY), 

Interview with the Author, June 28, 2007. 
1451 Artist and Ranch Woman (2D-WY), Interview with the Author, May 12, 2007. 
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from a barn package and turned into a house.1452  I asked everyone what their net 

household income was.  Many people found this question was difficult to answer.  Six 

people said they did not know or declined to answer.  Four people admitted they had a net 

loss the previous year.  One person reported a net income of under $5,000; two people 

said they made less than $20,000; one person claimed an income of $20,000 to $30,000; 

one person said theirs was $30,000; two people said their income was $30,000 to 

$35,000; one person said $35,000 to $45,000; four people said $40,000; one person said 

$40,000 to $50,000; one said $50,000 to $60,000; one said $60,000; and finally two 

reported a net income of over $100,000.  On the income question, one interviewee told 

me that a rancher is “happy if you break even” and another woman replied that it is “as 

much [a] lifestyle as your occupation.”1453 

 In Wyoming, all except one of the participants in my study were Caucasian.  

There were very few people of color in the county.  The official Census numbers state 

that 2,390 people in the county are white, three are black, twelve are American Indian or 

Alaskan Native, three are Asian, twelve were an “other” race, and seventeen people were 

“Two or more races.”1454  There were very few people of color at any of the events, 

except for the county play that attracted American Indians from neighboring counties and 

states.  

 In Wyoming, I lived in the county’s largest town.  I did not stay on a ranch, 

largely because the distances between ranch homes and other places were prohibitive.  I 

                                                           
1452 Rancher, Farmer, Business Proprietor (22D-WY), Interview with the Author, June 18, 2007. 
1453 First quote from Ranch Woman (32D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 5, 2007; second quote 

from Farmers and Ranchers (36D-WY), Interview with the Author, July 10, 2007. 
1454 U.S. Census Bureau, State and County QuickFacts, URL: 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56/56027.html (accessed September 7, 2008). 
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lived in a motel that served as a home for tourists, unemployed ranch hands, railroad 

workers, and wedding parties.  I shopped at the local stores when possible, including the 

grocery store and the drug store and I ate at the local restaurants.  Several of my 

interviewees provided me with lunch or dinner, often out of necessity because the drive 

to a ranch home could be 30 to 50 miles one way.  Combined with a long interview, this 

was a significant amount of time.  Since there are no restaurants outside of the main 

center, interviewees would invite me to lunch so that I would not be hungry.  Like the 

residents in the county, every few weeks, I would leave the county and drive either east 

or west to one of the larger centers where there was a Target store and a larger grocery 

store.  

 The Wyoming county had weekday UPS and FedEx service that delivered to rural 

addresses, which allowed rural people to shop online if they chose to.  The Chamber of 

Commerce representative told me that online shopping was good for the town’s 

businesses because people who shopped online left the county less often and therefore 

spent more money in town.1455  Most goods had to be purchased outside of the county, 

such as shoes, electronics, and furniture.  The General Manager of the Electric co-

operative, however, said the direct opposite, arguing online shopping hurt the businesses 

in town because residents could bypass them, finding better deals online.1456  The USPS 

does rural delivery so people received mail to their homes three times a week.  As in 

Alberta, services like photocopying and fax were difficult to find.  The library staff would 

make photocopies, but these cost $0.25 per page.  Originally, I would travel two and a 

half hours to the city to make large numbers of copies.  Later, the Extension Office 
                                                           

1455 Executive Director, Chamber of Commerce (2B-WY), Interview with the Author, May 8, 2007. 
1456 General Manager, Electric Cooperative (1F-WY), Interview with the Author, May 7, 2007.  
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allowed me to make copies there so that I would not have to drive so much.  They also 

permitted me to send faxes when necessary.  Stores and restaurants closed early in the 

evening, with the exception of the truck stops.  All businesses except for the grocery store 

and the truck stops remained closed on Sunday. 

 In Alberta, I spent much time explaining that I was not an American.  In 

Wyoming, I again drove my car with California license plates.  People in the county 

asked me almost daily whether I am a Californian.  I learned early on that people in 

Wyoming dislike Californians, largely because they are perceived as over consumptive 

and very liberal.  Interviewees often told me that the Wyoming ranchers disliked 

Californians more than they disliked Coloradoans.  It was to my benefit that I could 

respond that I am Canadian and Albertan.  Many people in my Wyoming field site were 

familiar with Calgary, the city where I grew up.  Several people had been there, to the 

Calgary Stampede or on cattle business.  Some people expressed relief that I am not a 

Californian and oddly, people were much happier that I was Canadian (and by extension 

not an American) rather than being an American and a Californian.  Sometimes this came 

up as a simple conversation.  Other times it went further.  Once, I was half-jokingly asked 

to park my car away from someone’s home in case God saw the California license plates 

and decided to strike it with lightning.  I was at a loss for words.  I parked out on the 

driveway.  Many people seemed to believe that I was more like them because I am 

Canadian than I would be if I was a Californian.  At the Farm Bureau meeting I attended, 
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one man from the board of men asked where I would go once I finished my degree.  They 

agreed they would rather go to Canada than remain in California.1457 

 In Alberta, food production and the weather were topics that I commonly 

discussed with community members and interviewees.  In Wyoming, three topics that 

community members repeatedly raised were their dislike of Californians and 

Coloradoans, the encroachment of outsiders on Wyoming ranch land, and their opinions 

about liberal university professors. 

 Many people asked me about living in California and about what I thought of the 

state.  Some were quick to bring up stereotypes of the state and felt it was a place where 

people consumed too much, spent inordinate amounts of money, did not know the value 

of hard work, and were involved in a Hollywood-inspired lifestyle.  Additionally, people 

often said negative things about Californians and Coloradoans.  These comments would 

at times lead people to tell me that too many outsiders were moving into Wyoming and 

buying up land.  On more than one occasion, I heard that these outsiders expected 

everything without pitching in themselves.  For instance, the ranchers provided a rural 

fire brigade, all volunteer to protect their property and that of others in the county.  One 

rancher noted the new people did not want to participate in this important community 

venture.  Several other times, ranchers noted in disgust that the Californians are buying 

up land in Colorado, pushing the displaced Coloradoans to buy land in Wyoming.  One 

interviewee was frustrated by a land developed bordering her ranch land, where the 

developer sold unserviced plots of land to out-of-state buyers.  The woman was certain 

                                                           
1457 Wyoming Field Notes, May 7, 2007. 
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the buyers were unaware there was no water or cell service and her husband lamented the 

enclosure of land he hunted on and explored his whole life. 

 Interviewees commonly asked me about my thoughts on liberal universities and 

liberal university instructors, both of which the interviewees were critical of.  Many felt 

that socially and politically leftist instructors were unfairly foisting their biased views on 

college students.  As an example, many raised the case of Ward Churchill, a professor of 

Ethnic Studies at the University of Colorado at Boulder who argued that America 

provoked the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  The majority of the interviewees who raised 

Churchill’s case felt he deserved to be fired. 

 During the course of my fieldwork, I traveled 21,034.03 miles, conducted 131 

long interviews, and over six months of ethnographic work.  I was able to compare and 

contrast the availability and people’s use of new information and communication 

technologies in a county in Alberta and one in Wyoming.  My ethnographic work 

allowed me a much more intimate view of rural communities and their residents that 

methods such as surveys would not have allowed.  My deepest appreciation goes to the 

many research participants who welcomed me into their homes and offices and who told 

me about their use of new information and communication technologies. 
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