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Both Columbia and Greene counties fared well in 
the recent announcements of the New NY 
Broadband grants by Gov. Cuomo, but in different 
ways. The lion's share of the $12.2 million that will 
be going to the Twin Counties is going to Greene 
County providers — $8.72 million to State 
Telephone Company in Coxsackie. Another $1.01 
million is going to Mid-Hudson Data Corp., which 
operates in Greene, Columbia, Albany, Schoharie 
and Ulster counties.

GTEL Teleconnections, which covers southern 
Columbia and northern Dutchess counties, was awarded $2.5 million.

However, the merger of Charter Communications and Time Warner to create Spectrum benefits 
Columbia County more than Greene, since much of Columbia County is served by Charter. As a 
condition of the merger, Spectrum will upgrade internet service for more than 2 million homes 
and businesses statewide to speeds of 100 Mbps by this winter. In addition, Spectrum will build 
145,000 new connections in Columbia and five other counties by 2017.

All this was part of Phase One of the statewide program. Phase Two has started, and, according to 
a fact sheet from Connect Columbia, is seeking bidders who will build in the most remote, 
underserved parts of the state.

Columbia Group: Broadband head, feet needed

Connect Columbia, the Ghent-based citizens' group formed to bring universal broadband to 
Columbia County, is taking a top-down, ground-up approach. The group is urging the county to 
hire a broadband coordinator while at the same time, push for more grass-roots participation in 
town broadband committees.

A recurrent theme of the group's meeting Wednesday in Ghent Town Hall was the need to see 
maps of coverage throughout the county.

State broadband map 2016

A map of the state areas with highspeed 
internet access in 2016.
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"We're trying to get everyone to determine what is available, and when it's available," said Dave 
Berman, one of the group's founding members. "We need to hold (the providers') feet to the fire 
— 'you are obligated to do this.' The governor said by the end of 2018, everyone would have 
capability of 100-megabits service, the highest in the country."

Group President Patti Matheney said Connect Columbia's role has shifted since Gov. Cuomo 
visited Hudson and put it at the top of the list of broadband recipients for Round 1 of his plan.

"Our goal is not how they will do it, but just to be sure they do it," she said. "We need a point 
person in each town. This committee wants to work with the county committee."

Following the meeting, Matheney said the committee is "migrating toward a different view of 
what the town committee does: It's an aggregator of information, watching over how the solutions 
are being implemented."

Greene: Good news around the county

In Greene County, meanwhile, Warren Hart, the director of economic development, tourism and 
planning, is the broadband point man. "We have a broadband consortium," he said. "The providers 
are part of it. It meets on a regular basis, and we look at how we'll position the county to take 
advantage of the New NY Program. We met as a group and worked with the State Broadband 
Office, gave comments and participated in regional councils. We were actively engaged in the 
New NY Program and we were very successful because we were able to successfully negotiate 
and assist three providers in the county to have successful grants."

The first of these three, the $8.7 million State Telephone grant, will bring 100 percent fiber to the 
home to the northeastern portion of the county, the rivertown corridor, including New Baltimore, 
Coxsackie and Athens, and the central part of the county, including parts of Durham and 
Greenville.

The second grant, to Mid-Hudson Data Corp., will bring a combination of fiber and wireless to 
those parts of the county north of Route 23 from Catskill to Prattsville, including Windham, 
Ashland, Cairo and parts of Durham.

"Everyone would like fiber to the home," Hart said, "but in our remote areas it may be the only 
feasible solution is through wireless technology instead of fiber, or in a hybrid component where 
wireless is backhauled to the wired network."

The third award is the Time Warner Charter merger, he said, which will provide 100 mbps 
upgrades to customers on the Hunter side of the mountain, from Palenville to Kaaterskill Clove 
out to Lexington.

Mysteries of broadband
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During the Connect Columbia meeting, a number of problems, mysteries and confusions were 
raised from all parts of the county:

n Some of the providers don't know what the state has funded them for. Mid-Hudson Cable's grant 
application was reduced by 50 percent, but they weren't told which half was funded. Columbia 
Economic Development Commission Executive Director Mike Tucker said he was told that the 
county's broadband priority status is only related to the Charter Communications upgrades.

n Although providers talk about "FTTH," in general, providers are not doing Fiber to the Home; 
"in reality, it's fiber to the pole," Berman said.

n To get ahead of the curve, the county needs to look past current technology to things like 
wireless fiber, according to several audience members. But they're still in the dark about how 
much of the county is covered by physical fiber. People are not being informed of the logistical 
rollout of the new service. Municipalities still aren't getting current maps, let alone future maps, 
said Supervisor Colleen Teal, R-New Lebanon. "We can't make decisions until we know where 
the providers are, who's being served, where the fiber is and where the dark fiber is."

n If a town has Charter as its franchisee, "it's up to you and your town board to be sure Charter 
lives up to its service agreement," Berman said. "If there's no cable franchise in town, it should be 
a priority of the town to get one."

n The eastern side of the county lacks density, said Taghkanic Town Board member Joyce 
Thompson.

"We have fractured providers," she said. "If the county can come up with a master plan for what is 
needed in this county, understanding the east side will never have the density, there must be some 
plan to get over this fractured situation; otherwise we're hoping they do something."

n Berman said this is a situation where "bigger is better for everyone. It boils down to ownership 
rights." "The cable companies have been granted the ability to merge pretty much without 
restriction," he said. "The smaller companies who were not acquired by bigger ones over the years 
(are having a hard time). A unified system would be much better. We have to examine every 
possibility." One of his pet peeves, he said, is that each town has its own franchise agreement; it 
would be better if the county as a whole had a franchise agreement.

From census blocks to street level blocks

Hart said a problem with the mapping is that state programs do everything by census blocks, 
which are hard to read on a street-level basis.

"Quite a bit of the work we've been doing has been on GIS (geographical information systems) 
computer mapping to produce street-level maps," he said. "We've been able to provide them to the 
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broadband companies to identify households that are served, and households that are underserved. 
In the next couple of weeks, the broadband office will announce what census blocks were 
awarded, and companies can put that information on their websites so the homeowner can see. 
That's what everyone would like to see."

"There is not one map available that shows everything we're talking about," Hart said. "All of 
those data sets need to come together. We're working very closely and diligently with our 
providers to put together computer applications for the county. There are still households that are 
unserved."

In their second round, Hart said they plan to focus on the mountaintop areas, such as Lexington, 
which has no broadband whatsoever, and which weren't eligible in the first round but are in the 
second.

"We've been working with our providers and the Lexington broadband group to partner with a 
broadband company on a successful submission," he said.

Columbia Economic Development Corporation Executive Director Mike Tucker said, "We have 
to be vigilant to ensure the Spectrum upgrades go as planned, but we also need to work with them 
and other providers in the county — Fairpoint, GTEL, Mid-Hudson — to get the last mile 
interconnections. The real issue we have is there are significant areas where the density is low, 
and because of low density the economics of interconnection are difficult."

The aggregator

Toward the end of the meeting, the question arose as to who was going to be handling all this 
information. Louise Roback of Stockport said the supervisors shouldn't be handling the program 
when there's staff at the CEDC, but Tucker said his agency only has six staff members. Matheney 
said each supervisor needs to get on board 100 percent, but Tucker responded "there has to be an 
aggregator."

"Some supervisors are not on board," Matheney said. "This has to be from the ground up."

"If we can get information about what they're committed to and where, at the local level, we can 
be the cops," said Dale Banker. "But the information has to flow down to that level."

Matheney said there are six towns that as far as she was aware have not formed their own 
broadband committees — Chatham, Clermont, Germantown, Kinderhook, Stockport and 
Stuyvesant. All the others, she said, are "on board."

Former County Attorney Daniel Tuczinski said the county should appoint a commissioner or 
ombudsman to put all this information together.
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"This is central to the future of Columbia County," he said. "Ask the county to appoint a 
coordinator."

Tucker agreed there needs to be coordination. Tuczinski suggested they talk to the county 
Broadband Subcommittee about designating a paid position.

"It's not going to get resolved with a committee of 20 meeting once a month," Teal said.

Berman said that each committee should be the repository of all information about the broadband 
in that town.

The county broadband subcommittee meets at 4 p.m. Wednesday. At its subsequent meeting, 
September 26, representatives from the New York State Broadband Office and the New York 
Public Service Commission will be present.

To reach reporter John Mason, call 518-828-1616, ext. 2500, or email .jmason@registerstar.com
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