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In addition to municipalities that have built 

networks, some communities in Massachusetts 

and beyond have gotten cost estimates for 

municipal networks based on a variety of factors, 

including their existing infrastructure and future 

strategy for deployment. Springfield (population: 

155,000) in 2018 estimated that a fiber optic 

system for that city would cost at least $50 

million, breaking the cost into $15,000 to $25,000 

per mile of trunk lines connecting data centers to 

neighborhoods, $1,500 to $3,500 for each 

connection from a trunk line to a home, $10 to $20 

million for switching equipment, $1 to $10 per 

mile per month in utility pole rental fees and an 

unspecified amount in software and personnel 

costs (as reported by MassLive). 

The funding mechanisms for building a network 

are tied to the business model chosen, and are 

many and varied. In many cases, both in larger 

cities like Chattanooga and smaller towns like 

Leverett, Mass., grant funding from the federal or 

state governments helps with initial design costs, 

infrastructure costs or both. Other cities, like 

Chicopee and Westfield in Massachusetts, build 

out networks neighborhood by neighborhood 

(sometimes called “fiberhoods”), to spread out the 

initial construction costs, guarantee a level of 

resident interest and therefore revenue, or both. 

Because municipal networks are revenue 

generators, many communities issue bonds or 

debt service instead of raising taxes. 

Educational Impact 

While residents’ need to access the internet is 

sometimes connected to their job, and is thus seen 

as the responsibility of the private sector, there 

are instances where municipal government is 

responsible for connecting people to the internet. 

The Worcester Public Schools, anticipating this 

dilemma, had been working on “techquity” (tech 

equity) issues even before the COVID-19 

pandemic exacerbated the problems of 

disconnected families and students. 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced students into an 

online learning model, even though thousands of 

students did not live in internet-connected 

households (see map 2). This created a hardware 

problem, since many students did not possess a 

device that could connect to the internet and 

allow them to complete schoolwork, and a 

connection problem, since even after WPS 

delivered Chromebooks to affected families, many 

students did not have a Charter subscription, and 

the company’s proposed rates were expensive 

enough to create a barrier families could not solve 

on their own. 

The WPS response was to sign a $500,000 

contract with Verizon for wifi hotspots to be 

delivered to 3,500 families. Another 1,500 

hotspots will be retained through August and the 

start of the new school year, while classroom 

reopening procedures are still in flux, including 

the school department’s plan for a hybrid 

approach that includes some element of online 

learning. 

Map 2: Number of Worcester Public Schools 

Students Without Internet Access 

© OpenStreetMap contributors 

Source: Self-reported survey data from Worcester Public Schools 
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Map 3: Number of Fixed Residential Broadband Providers 

Source: FCC 

Conclusion 

The benefits of municipal broadband are 

undeniable—local control over an 

increasingly essential service, broader reach 

resulting in more equity in terms of which 

city residents deserve to have an internet 

connection and a commitment to speed and 

service that is not guaranteed from a for-

profit entity. The secondary benefits—economic 

development being the most talked-about in 

Worcester—are also clear. 

Equally undeniable, though, are the costs. A 

municipal internet network is a huge 

change that requires a large infrastructure 

investment. It involves an assumption of risk 

that currently lies with the private sector. It 

involves a new debate with interest groups who 

have successfully prevented other communities 

from adopting similar strategies. 

While many municipal broadband networks turn 

a profit, communities must look beyond a simple 

“return on investment” financial analysis. 

Internet access has an indirect impact on a city’s 

finances by creating an economic development 

incentive, as outlined by the Worcester Chamber 

and many national groups, but also has an impact 

on educational equity, quality of life and many 

other aspects of city living that will not show up 

on a balance sheet. Municipal broadband is an 

as much a foundational element as parks or 

libraries, one that communities must 

evaluate on financial and non-financial 

grounds. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has made clear that 

relying solely on the decision making of private 

ISPs is risky. Technical innovations like 5G cell 

networks have been advertised as solutions to 

many problems, and the promise of high internet 

speeds delivered wirelessly is appealing to many. 

But questions, both technical and based on 

community acceptance, remain, and the high 

speed promised by 5G—let alone affordable and 

widespread access to those speeds—is not 

guaranteed. Coaxial cable was once a technical 

innovation, as was fiber optic technology, but 

high infrastructure costs have created a 

virtual monopoly for incumbent providers 

while organizations like the Worcester 

Public Schools scramble for Band-Aid 

responses to internet access problems. 

The importance of expanding Worcester’s internet 

accessibility demands long-term solutions. The 

current pandemic has cast needed light on this 

issue, and led to ongoing attention by municipal 
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leadership. Current accessibility problems have 

reached the point where the Mayor, City Manager 

and WPS Superintendent have collectively asked 

Charter to explore new means of expanding 

internet accessibility in the city. 

In addition to the attention from municipal 

leadership, the pandemic and resulting 

dependence on internet accessibility is leading to 

attention from state and federal policymakers, 

and potentially new resources that would support 

innovative municipal responses. An information 

technology bond bill that has been passed by the 

Massachusetts Legislature includes $20 Million 

for a competitive matching grant program to 

“assist municipalities with the construction of 

fiber broadband infrastructure and related 

projects.”  Through that program, as well as 

proposals under Congressional consideration as a 

part of the ongoing pandemic response, 

Worcester could have access to outside 

funding to explore potential means to 

expand internet accessibility. 

The decision point for communities that have 

launched explorations of municipal broadband 

(such as Springfield, Cambridge, Quincy, Salem 

and Lowell), and for communities that have made 

the switch (such as Shrewsbury, Braintree, 

Concord and Norwood) was their level of 

satisfaction with the status quo. If the City of 

Worcester is satisfied with current internet 

options and service, looking into the possibility of 

a municipal network may be an unnecessary 

financial burden. However, if the City decides 

current service and its associated gaps are 

unacceptable, and wants to upgrade both its 

technology and its control over that 

technology, municipal broadband is an 

innovative, yet well-tested, way to treat 

internet service as a core service rather 

than a luxury. 

High-quality internet access is crucial to the 

success of many longstanding Research Bureau 

priorities, including economic development, 

education and civic engagement. After looking at 

both the benefits and feasibility of a local 

municipal broadband system, this report supports 

the following recommendations. 

 The City of Worcester should take concrete

steps to explore the possibility of a municipal

broadband network, starting with a detailed

cost estimate.

 Any exploration of such a network should

include all operational options, including a

public-private partnership or neighborhood-by

-neighborhood buildouts to defray costs. This

should also include an examination of the

plans, partners, and progress of other

Massachusetts communities moving forward

with municipal broadband networks.

 Worcester leaders should, to the extent

possible, use any federal and state grant

programs and make clear the local

justification for additional support. They

should also continue to explore any and all

means of encouraging Charter, as the city’s

incumbent ISP, to strengthen and expand

service to users.

 The ultimate goal of a network should be a

fiber to the home system that delivers more

affordable and faster internet options to both

businesses and residents.

As the pandemic has led to widespread 

recognition of the importance of internet 

accessibility by the public, employers, and 

policymakers, Worcester has a critical 

opportunity to leverage this attention and 

government support to strengthen the city’s 

internet infrastructure. 

ANNEX A
gb #0-232
Page 9



10 

Broadening Broadband 

Worcester Regional Research Bureau, Inc. 

Kola Akindele, JD  

Peter Alden  

Michael P. Angelini, Esq.,  

Paul Belsito  

Janet Birbara  

Edward S. Borden  

Philip L. Boroughs, S.J.   

Roberta Brien 

Brian J. Buckley, Esq. 

Francesco C. Cesareo, Ph.D. 

J. Christopher Collins, Esq.

Michael Crawford

Nancy P. Crimmin, Ed.D.

Kathryn Crockett

David Crouch

Ellen Cummings

James Curran

Jill Dagilis

Andrew Davis

Christine Dominick

Donald Doyle

Ellen S. Dunlap

Sandra L. Dunn

Susan West Engelkemeyer, Ph.D.

Aleta Fazzone

Mitchell Feldman

Allen W. Fletcher

David Fort

Michael J. Garand

Tim Garvin

Joel N. Greenberg

J. Michael Grenon

Kurt Isaacson

Will Kelleher

Richard B. Kennedy

Stephen Knox

Geoff Kramer

Cheryl Lapriore

Laurie A. Leshin, Ph.D.

Karen E. Ludington, Esq.

Barry Maloney

Edward F. Manzi, Jr.

Mary Jo Marión

Samantha McDonald, Esq.

Neil D. McDonough

Kate McEvoy

Thomas McGregor

Joseph McManus

Martin D. McNamara

Satya Mitra, Ph.D.

Robert J. Morton

Timothy P. Murray, Esq.

James D. O’Brien, Jr., Esq.

Michael V. O’Brien

Andrew B. O’Donnell, Esq.

JoAnne O’Leary

Lisa Olson, Ph.D.

Deborah Packard

Anthony Pasquale

Luis Pedraja, Ph.D.

Sam S. Pepper, Jr.

Lisa Perrin

Sherri Pitcher 

Christopher M. Powers 

John Pranckevicius   

Paul Provost  

David Przesiek  

Marcy Reed  

Mary Lou Retelle  

Mary Craig Ritter  

K. Michael Robbins

Joseph Salois

Anthony J. Salvidio, II

J. Robert Seder, Esq.

Kate Sharry

Philip O. Shwachman

Troy Siebels

Michael Sleeper

Peter R. Stanton

John C. Stowe

Joseph Sullivan, Esq.

Peter Sullivan

Polly A. Tatum, Esq.

Ann K. Tripp

Jon Weaver

Gayle Flanders Weiss, Esq

Chair of the Board: 
Deborah Penta 

Vice Chair: 
Francis Madigan, III 

Treasurer: 
George W. Tetler III, Esq. 

Clerk: 
Demitrios M. Moschos, Esq. 

Vice President for Finance: 
Richard F. Powell, CPA 

Assistant Clerk: 
Michael Mulrain 

Executive Committee Members: 
Abraham W. Haddad, D.M.D. 

Paul Kelly  

Susan Mailman 
Todd Rodman, Esq. 
John J. Spillane, Esq. 
Eric K. Torkornoo  

Janice B. Yost, Ed.D. 

Officers & Executive Committee 

Staff 

Executive Director & CEO 

Paul F. Matthews 

Director of Programs & Operations: 
Eric R. Kneeland 

Research Associate: 
Thomas J. Quinn  

Board of Directors 

ANNEX A
gb #0-232
Page 10


