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Town Council Meeting 

Thursday March 17, 2016 

Broadband Project Discussion 

 

1. Project Progress Report 

 

 On 8/28/2015 the Town Council unanimously authorized signing of the Fiber Use Agreement 

with National Grid and advertising the Request for Information (RFI) seeking potential 

partners in the development and operation of a broadband network serving homes, businesses 

and community anchor institutions on Block Island.  The RFI was developed with the 

assistance of our broadband consultant, Chris Campbell from Tilson Technology.  

 

 Following receipt of RFI responses and a period of follow-up clarification and questions, our 

team, comprised of Town Manager, Information Technology manager/consultant Michele 

Spero and members of our Broadband Working Group (Gail Hall, Bill McKernon, Kathy 

Szabo, Lucinda Morrison) and Tilson completed a thorough review of the five responses 

received.  The outcome was to narrow down the field to the two companies, Crocker 

Communications and GWI, that fully met the Town’s stated requirements in the RFI.  We 

interviewed the owner and technical representatives from both Crocker and GWI on island in 

February, looking at both cultural fit and characteristics that would lead to a successful 

partnership, as well as technical capabilities, and pricing.   We also elicited from them the 

business model that they favored.  Both indicated in their proposals that they would be willing 

to engage in either a Model 1 or Model 3 partnership.  Under both these model, the Town 

builds the complete Fiber-to-the-Premise (FTTP) network infrastructure, as well as the 

interconnection on the mainland from the National Grid cable to a negotiated point of 

presence for the selected provider.  The Town is responsible for the fiber cable, electronics, 

real estate and structures.  We received no responses under which the vendor would build a 

fiber network.   To refresh everyone’s memory, the distinction between Model 1 and Model 3 

is: 

o Under Model 1, the Town operates and maintains the physical plant, and is responsible for 

on-island physical customer premise work and inside plant maintenance, although the ISP 

partner will manage these functions, taking calls for service, outage reports, and the like.  

The ISP is responsible for providing Internet service to each customer and will set 

customer charges in accordance with the partnership agreement.  They will also bill 

customers for those charges. The Town will collect the cost of building and maintaining 

the network infrastructure independently, through Town bonds and taxes.   The ISP 

receives all revenue, has control over pricing.   We would be running a maintenance 

expense in our annual operating budget.  There is no revenue to the Town under Model 1. 

o Model 3 is similar to Model 1 in that the Town builds and maintains the network 

infrastructure.  It differs in that the Town hires a Network Operator to operate and provide 

service on the Town’s network for a set cost, based on their operating costs and 

performance.  The Town sets all customer charges, the customers pay the Network 

Operator for service provided, and the Network Operator remits revenue to the Town.  

This revenue may then be used to offset network maintenance costs.  The Town has 

financial risk or reward of operating the network, but retains control over pricing under 

this model. 

o At present, the consensus of the group is tending toward Model 3, which ultimately gives 

the town more control over pricing.  However, we remain flexible if negotiations with the 

selected vendor provided a better option under Model 1.   
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 We anticipate partner selection within the next few weeks, depending on the decisions made 

today. 

 

 

2. Project Funding 

 

 This project, in its entirety, should be viewed as an infrastructure project.  Much like 

planning, engineering and constructing of roads that enable drivers to move about, go to work, 

seek information (library), goods (groceries, household items, etc.) and services (education, 

DMV, etc) .  This is a project to build the roadway for islanders and visitors to seek those 

same types of information, goods and services via the Internet and private network roadways 

that are, or should be, accessible to everyone in the 21
st
 century.  As our residents, businesses, 

Community Anchor Institutions  and visitors can and have loudly attested, our Internet 

roadway infrastructure, largely provided by Verizon, is grossly inadequate, and Verizon has 

made it clear that they have no plans to significantly improve or replace it.   That leaves it to 

our community to build our own Internet roadway infrastructure to enable us to connect on-

island premises to the Internet highways on the mainland and beyond, made possible by the 

National Gird/Deepwater cable between Narragansett and Block Island.  This project is 

expected to improve the health, education and life of our residents and provide economic 

benefits to the community.  

 

 The primary funding source for this project is anticipated to be bonding, the cost of which will 

be borne by all taxpayers, much like roads and schools.  The total project cost will be offset 

by any grant or donation funding, whether federal, state, local, or private.  Building out the 

network to the greatest extent possible now will be far less expensive than adding to it later.  

If a current owner chooses not to purchase Internet services, the infrastructure will be 

available for any future owner.  This is the approach taken by those communities that have 

successfully implemented fiber networks, such as Leverett, MA and Isleboro, Me.     

Consistent with the high-level design initially prepared by Tilson in its report to Council, the 

network design and cost estimates will assume connections to all existing premises.     

 

At the moment time is of the essence.  The sooner we get the financial modeling and 

estimated cost of the buildout, the sooner we can approach the community at a Financial 

Town meeting, and hopefully, complete pre-construction activities with Tilson’s assistance, 

including preparation of an RFP for fiber network construction.  The fiber will be here by the 

end of the year, but construction of this network will take up to 18 months once we begin. We 

have many steps ahead of us, but the end result, as attested to by Leverett and Islesboro, and 

several cities and towns across the country that have gone this route, is eminently worth it. 

 


