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County broadband initiative eyes FCC funding

Jonathan Anderson
Reporter

Proponents of expanding high-speed Internet in Oneida County are looking to Washington for help.

Earlier this month the Oneida County Economic Development Corporation's Technology Committee sent a

letter to the Federal Communications Commission expressing interest in an experimental program that

could help fund expansion of broadband Internet in rural areas.

Internet service is generally sufficient in Rhinelander, Minocqua and Three Lakes, according to Don

Sidlowski, chairman of the committee. The problem, he said, is the space in between.

Under the federal program, the FCC called on interested groups to identify particular geographic regions

where broadband access is lacking or underserved. Those regions had to have so-called "anchor

institutions" that would stand to benefit by bolstered broadband service.

Oneida County's application references an area near McNaughton and Harshaw, with anchor institutions

including the Lake Tomahawk Fire Department and the McNaughton Correctional Center. The FCC had

already identified those sites as potential anchor institutions, according to Sidlowski.

The county's application requests a one-time grant of $250,000, but officials said they anticipated the

actual amount - if awarded - would be much lower.

The improved broadband service could include both wired and wireless service, according to Sidlowski.

The FCC will accept public comment on the rural broadband program and then establish formal rules.

Proposed projects, such as Oneida County's, could be accepted by the end of 2014.

The Oneida County Board in November allocated nearly $24,000 to improve Internet service in the county.

At the time, Sidlowski said the money could be used to seek matching grant dollars from the state Public

Service Commission. The committee was unable to seek the PSC grant earlier this year because of tight

deadlines, but Sidlowski said his group would apply for the grant in another cycle.

County supervisors in August approved a resolution that established a goal to improve broadband Internet

access in Oneida County. That measure passed nearly unanimously.
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