Column #6 — Workforce

Cheaper, Faster, Better Broadband

Key To A Sustainable Workforce

By William Post & Audra Caler-Bell

The Maine Broadband Coalition recently observed: “[W]ithout
high-speed Internet connections, Maine companies will not be
able to compete, new companies will not relocate to Maine, highly
skilled workers will not relocate to Maine and talented young

people will leave.”

Telecommuting

Telecommuting and home-based businesses are on the rise.
According to the Fiber Broadband Association, a quarter of
owners of home-based businesses say they could not operate
without fiber to the home, and telecommuters say their employers
would be less likely to let them work from home without fast,

reliable fiber broadband.

Studies show that telecommuting is not just a trend, it’s here to
stay, rising 11 times faster than the non-telecommuting workforce
over the past 15 years. According to The New York Times, about
43 percent of the U.S. workforce in 2016 worked remotely to some
degree. And studies indicate that Millennials freelance more than
any other generation, with estimates suggesting the majority of
them will be doing so by 2027. Even more striking, over half of the
respondents to one study considered working remote from home
a “must have,” being a critical consideration when applying for

work or bidding on a potential job in the freelance industry.


https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/15/us/remote-workers-work-from-home.html

Home-based Businesses

The Small Business Administration reports that small businesses
comprise 99.7% of all U.S. businesses, and approximately 50
percent of them are home-based firms. As the job market shifts
towards preferring to work at home, broadband will be supporting

the growth for home-based businesses over the next decade.

Attracting businesses and revenue to rural areas like Maine is
critical to our economic growth and sustainability. In the 2018
gubernatorial race, every candidate elevated rural broadband as a
key issue. Governor Mills has observed “the economy of our
future cannot be built on the infrastructure of the past. Maine
needs wider broadband access and businesses need greater

speed.”

Efforts in Other Maine Communities

The rural Maine communities of Calais and Baileyville recognized
the need to do something bold. With an aging population, the
need to retain and attract young people, and no hope that large
telecom companies would bring cheaper, faster, reliable
broadband to them—Calais and Baileyville joined forces to create
Downeast Broadband Utility (DBU). The 87-mile fiber network is
75 percent complete and has been paid for by the subscribers of
the service, not taxpayers. An ever-increasing number of
residents are signing up, and more towns are seeking to join the
DBU.

Affordable access to broadband is as critical to attracting new
people, businesses, and opportunities as it is to sustaining the

businesses and residents here today, according to a 2018 report


https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/SB-FAQ-2017-WEB.pdf

Making Maine Work, a collaboration of the Maine State Chamber
of Commerce, the Maine Development Foundation, and Educate
Maine. One of the driving forces in creating Downeast Broadband
Utility was the need to support the employers already in the area,
chief among them being paper production, which today is highly
computerized and requires a high-speed reliable connection.

Maine farmers recently testified in Augusta about the critical need
for broadband to sustain their farms, which use technology to
increase crop yields. Maine’s blueberry farmers are tracking
pertinent digital information that includes details such as amounts

and locations of harvests, price per pound and pesticide use.

And lobstermen, some of whom are required to report data to the
Department of Marine Resources, have found value in data
collection for tracking fishery and resource trends, particularly in
light of news that conditions could indicate a future decline in the

resource.

Broadband has been described as the “interstate highway system
of the 215t century,” and Maine policy and business experts have
highlighted in the Making Maine Work report the need for Maine to
increase the size and skills of its shrinking workforce or face
negative prospects, including less available jobs, lower incomes,

less income tax revenue and poorer schools.

Maine’s U.S. Senator Angus King observed, providing broadband
allows people to work where they live instead of being forced to
live where they work. Broadband can play a pivotal role in
maintaining Maine as not only a phenomenal place to live —but

an ideal play to live and work—attracting full-time residents,



contributing to and sustaining the Maine economy and making it a
vital active place for young people and families. With the largest
percentage of seniors of any U.S. state, Maine needs these

workers to support our economy.

This is the sixth in a series of articles generated by a joint ad hoc
working group of Camden and Rockport elected officials, staff and
volunteer residents exploring the options for cheaper, faster,
better internet service. This series is intended to generate
dialogue, initiate questions, and help residents and policymakers
determine what is best for our respective communities. Please
contact your respective Town Managers with comments or
guestions: William Post (Rockport Town Manager)
wpost@rockportmaine.gov or Audra Caler-Bell (Camden Town
Manager) ACaler-Bell@camdenmaine.gov.
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