
 

 

 

 

 

Broadband has become an economic necessity and  

is rapidly becoming an essential component of the nation’s infrastructure 
 

As we invest billions in expanding broadband access, it may be time to consider adapting the comprehensive 

planning protocols now routinely employed by transportation professionals, utilities and health care providers 

 
by Jim Wood, Strategic Counsel to Competitive Wisconsin, Inc. (CWI) 

 

The fundamental difference between now and the time before everyone had a smartphone isn’t that we can make 

phone calls, take pictures and watch movies whenever and wherever we want. The really big change is that the 

internet and broadband infrastructure that allows us to access and manipulate the data that makes all of those perks 

possible has become an integral piece of our sprawling broader infrastructure. More specifically, in just a few years, 

broadband has gone from expanding personal access to convenience and informational perks to being an operational 

necessity for all the things and services we use to live and manage our lives.  

 

This isn’t the first time the nation has experienced rapid pervasive infrastructure change. The steam engine, 

automobile and airplane fundamentally changed transportation. Generators, alternating current, and lighting 

changed how and when we worked, relaxed and learned and how we powered our economic engines. The telegraph, 

telephone, radio and television revolutionized communications. Most recently computers, telephones, and machine 

communications have converged and changed how we manage, use and store the data that human and machine 

activity create, thus further stressing the broadband networks on which all of that data travels. 

 

It also isn’t the first time that economics and demographics have affected how wisely and well we adjusted to the 

shockwaves produced by such changes. Like broadband, the spread of electricity in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries was initially determined by population density and income. That left rural areas and low-income 

populations literally in the dark, and it wasn’t until the 1930s that the nation got serious about addressing the need 

for rural electrification. Similarly, in the 19th and well into the 20th centuries, commerce-driven decisions put an 

emphasis on moving railway cars along rails, barges through canals, and boats into harbors rather than on building 

roads from one place to another, and it wasn’t until the 1950s when Eisenhower launched the interstate system that 

the automobile infrastructure really started to come of age. 

  

This, however, is now, not then. It’s 2022. Things move faster and farther here. Small miscalculations trail large 

consequences in their wake. Big mistakes can be catastrophic. And, broadband with its massive potential; huge 

costs; bewildering complexities and timelines related to design, construction and funding; and troubling questions 

about security and access to reliable energy is quantitatively and qualitatively different. Simply put, we do not have 

the luxury of playing catch-up 30 or 40 years down the road. We need to address Wisconsin’s broadband challenges 

and opportunities now. We need to get it right, and we need to understand that we can’t do that without informing 

the broadband decision-making process with the sort of 360-degree overview of the issues that comprehensive 

planning can provide. 
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Consider, for example, the relationship between broadband and transportation. Two years ago, most broadband 

usage and need was measured and reported out by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). Since then, as 

states and communities discovered that the FCC data was insufficient at best, and inaccurate at worst, in assessing 

their specific needs, hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent on “mapping”  actionable local and regional 

needs.  

 

During that same two years, federal and state governments have allocated billions of additional dollars to address 

transportation challenges and opportunities; automobile manufacturers have started down the road to electric and 

autonomous vehicles; and advocates for alternative energy have continued to pressure for faster transitions to solar 

and wind power generation. All of these activities will change the number of demands from, and in many cases the 

location of, systems, services and population needing broadband, and the comprehensive planning question is: Are 

we factoring these potential future demands into our current design, cost, siting and funding plans? If the answer is 

anything except “Yes,” the odds that we’re getting it right go down. 

  

New North and CWI are convening a major Broadband Action Accelerator on these issues from 8:00AM to Noon 

on August 23rd at the Fox Valley Technical College DJ Bordini Center in Appleton, Wisconsin. Similar action 

accelerators and collaborations have been or are being convened to discuss workforce recruitment, attraction and 

retention; housing; health care; energy; community quality of life and opportunity; early care and education; and 

rural resurgence.  

 

CWI’s action accelerator efforts are supported by American Family Insurance, the Wisconsin Counties Association, 

and Wood Communications Group 

 

To register for the Broadband Action Accelerator and for more information on CWI’s efforts, please visit 

http://competitivewi.com 

 

Jim Wood is Chair of Wood Communications Group (WCG), a strategic communications 

company specializing in organizing and facilitating public-private collaborations, 

strategic planning, issue management, leadership training and community relations. Prior 

to co-founding WCG in 1984 with his wife, Dawn, Jim’s career included academic, 

governmental and policy development experience.  
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