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Cable interests tried to persuade the state legislature to pass a bill that would have made it 
difficult for localities to create municipal broadband systems – and expand existing ones. Cable 
interests claimed they were trying to help rural areas get more broadband, but the effect would 
have been just the opposite. Cable companies were really trying to prevent competition. Our 
editorials pointed out just how slow Internet speeds are in rural Virginia. Put another way, the 
free market has failed those areas, so localities may need to step in with municipal broadband. 
The effect is that cable companies basically gave up the fight. For this year anyway. 
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Here's the most anti-economic growth bill in Richmond. 

 

   The most dangerous bill now pending before the General Assembly is one you've never 

heard of.  

    It has nothing to do with any of the usual headline-grabbing issues. It doesn't deal with 

abortion or bathrooms or guns or photo ID at the polls. Instead, it's a technical little bill 

that appears to modestly regulate who can offer broadband Internet services in Virginia, 

but actually stifles the potential for economic growth in rural Virginia and some non-rural 

places, too.  

    We call your unfavorable attention to House Bill 2108, introduced by Del. Kathy 

Byron, R-Campbell County.  

    In the spirit of naming bills the exact opposite of what they would do, her so-called 

"Virginia Broadband Deployment Act" would actually make it harder to extend 

broadband to areas that don't presently have it - or don't have enough of it.  

    Here's why this bill should raise red flags for any legislator interested in creating jobs: 

"Twenty-first century economic development is all about broadband and workforce," says 

Roanoke city manager Chris Morrill. Byron's bill would make it difficult for localities to 

provide the former, which also has negative implications for the latter. "If you don't have 

broadband, Millennials don't want to be there," Morrill says.  

    Why would any legislator introduce a bill that would hurt economic growth? Here's 

what's really going on: This appears to be a battle between the telecommunications 

industry and local governments, but is really a battle between the telecommunications 

industry and the rest of the business community.  

    Telecommunications companies happily point out that they already provide broadband 

Internet. That is very true. However, they are for-profit companies and, quite naturally, 

provide services where they can make a profit, and at the levels at which they can make a 

profit - and they don't provide services where they can't make a profit. That's how the free 

market works. Nothing wrong with that. Now, here's the problem: There are plenty of 

people in the business community who want more service, and faster service, than the 

free market can supply.  

    Here's why this becomes a public issue and not just a private dispute: This is really 

about economic development. Broadband is becoming a key infrastructure requirement 

the same way that highways and airports are. If a community doesn't have it, well, 

businesses move on to the places that do.  

    Local example: In 2015, the marketing company Wordsmith moved out of Wytheville 

because Internet speeds there weren't fast enough to handle the files it needed to move 

back and forth with its clients. It set up shop in the Virginia Tech Corporate Research 

Center instead. Good news for Blacksburg; not so good for Wytheville.  

    Nationally, Chattanooga and Kansas City have seen themselves become boom towns 



 

 

for technology companies specifically because they do have fast Internet service.  

    So what happens when the economy demands more and faster Internet service than 

Internet providers can economically provide? That's where some localities - including 

those in the Roanoke Valley - have formed municipal broadband authorities to lay their 

own fiber. Localities see this as simply providing infrastructure, just as they provide 

water and sewer. Telecommunications companies see this as competition - perhaps even 

socialism.  

    But is it really? The Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority wasn't formed because 

Marxists in local government want to seize the commanding heights of the economy. It 

was formed because capitalists in the business community were insisting on more service 

than their fellow capitalists in the telecommunications industry could profitably provide. 

Local governments simply came down on the side of economic growth, as they should.  

    Byron's bill would make it difficult for existing municipal broadband authorities to 

expand and new ones to get started. Curiously, for a bill sponsored by a Republican, it 

would create more regulation, by requiring that the state authorize any creation or 

expansion of a broadband authority (plus lays on other regulations, as well.) For a bill 

that purports to protect the free market, it actually distrusts the free market: If 

telecommunications companies were already providing the service the rest of the 

business community wanted, the business community wouldn't be clamoring for local 

governments to step in.  

    The telecommunications lobby has the better ideological argument: Government 

shouldn't be competing with the private sector.  

    Those promoting economic development have the better practical argument: We're 

competing in a global economy and many of our competitors - both domestic and foreign 

- have faster Internet connections than the private sector can provide. Do we simply give 

up? Or do we do something? Given a choice between ideological purity and the 

practicality of economic growth, we're always going to choose economic growth.  

    Analogy: If we had only privately-built highways, but really needed an interstate to 

spur economic growth, and private companies couldn't or wouldn't build it because they 

didn't think they could make enough money on it, wouldn't we opt for the government-

built interstate? Sure we would, because it would be good for jobs overall. Same thing 

here.  

    Here's a real-world example: The Franklin County Board of Supervisors is currently 

studying the availability of Internet service in that rural county. Private companies serve 

the populated areas where they can make money - and quite understandably don't serve 

the areas where they can't. The problem is that Internet service is no longer a luxury, but 

a necessity - and an expectation. Some students resort to doing their homework on the 

front steps of the school - because they can access the Internet there, but can't at home. 

That also means large portions of the county are essentially no-go zones for any business 

that requires broadband service. That's not a good business model for Franklin County in 

the modern economy.  

    One option Franklin could consider is joining the Roanoke Valley Broadband 

Authority, or creating its own. Byron's bill would make that more difficult, perhaps even 

impossible. Her bill may protect one industry, but hurts the economy overall.  

 

 



 

 

 

Del. Kathy Byron's bill would keep us there. 

 

   Some of the early fights in Richmond this General Assembly session have been 

completely predictable ones over the usual issues - bathrooms, guns, election laws.  

    There's one, though, that's not. We refer to the unexpected battle over broadband 

Internet service.  

    Del. Kathy Byron, R-Bedford County, an ally of the telecommunications industry, has 

introduced a bill that professes to offer ways to expand broadband into rural areas. 

Opponents, though, contend it's really just a way to protect the cable companies' 

monopoly by effectively preventing localities from creating their municipal broadband 

services and crippling the ones already in place - such as the Roanoke Valley Broadband 

Authority which serves Roanoke, Salem and is extending into Roanoke County.  

    Byron says her bill would protect taxpayers so there aren't future disasters like the 

infamous Bristol Virginia Utilities Authority. Opponents say Byron's bill would hinder 

economic development and put Virginia localities at a disadvantage when competing for 

firms that require moving lots of data and moving it very fast.  

    The telecommunications industry frames this as a philosophical battle: Should local 

government be competing with private firms? It's actually, though, a battle between two 

different parts of the business community - because it's business leaders who have 

clamored for municipal broadband because they didn't feel the free market was providing 

the level of service that communities needed to compete in a global economy.  

    Conveniently, there are some actual facts we can introduce into this conversation. They 

come courtesy of the quarterly State of the Internet Report, produced by Akamai 

Technologies, a Massachusetts server company that by some accounts handles up to 30 

percent of the world's web traffic. The report tracks Internet speeds around the globe, 

down to a granular level.  

    First, the good news: The average speed in Roanoke has risen from 9.24 megabits per 

second (mbps) in 2014 to 11 mbps in 2015 to 14.6 mbps at the end of 2016. Is that due to 

private companies offering faster speeds? Or the broadband authority lighting up early 

last year? Or some combination of both? An interesting question, but not one the report 

can answer. In any case, faster is better, and we're getting faster.  

    Now, for the not-so-good news. We're still slower than our competitors, way slower. 

Virginia Beach zips along at an average of 18.6. Richmond is at 19.9. Norfolk hits 20.3. 

Most localities in Northern Virginia are likewise in the high teens (Arlington and 

Alexandria tie at 18.5) or low 20s. McLean even hits 25.2.  

    These are simply facts - economic facts in the modern economy. Roanoke City 

Councilman John Garland recently said he had trouble selling a home he owns in 

Botetourt County because the prospective owners intended to work from home, but found 

the Internet speeds there wouldn't support their business.  



 

 

    That's not an unusual story: The marketing firm Wordsprint moved out of Wytheville 

and into the Virginia Tech Corporate Research Center because Blacksburg had faster 

Internet speeds - and the company depends on moving large files back and forth. The 

State of the Internet Report puts Wytheville's average speed is a snail-paced 5.6 mbps, 

Blacksburg's at a blazing 37.1 (with peak speeds at an even-more-blazing 195.8).  

    Yes, 37.1, more than double Roanoke's average. That's useful context. Blacksburg's 

numbers are that high because Virginia Tech gets broadband from the Mid-Atlantic 

Broadband Cooperative, not the big telecoms. However, that figure is not especially 

unusual in a global context, as we shall soon see.  

    Here's some more useful context: Roanoke's speed is below the national average - of 

16.3 mbps. In 2015, we were actually at the national average. So even though our Internet 

speeds have gotten faster, we've fallen behind a rising national average. For businesses 

that depend on the Internet, that means we are becoming less competitive, not more so.  

    But wait, there's more context. We compete in a global economy, not just a state one or 

a national one. How do we rank there? Even worse. The fastest Internet speeds in the 

world are in South Korea - which averages 26.3 mbps for the whole country, not just the 

urban areas where speeds are even faster. Hong Kong, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, 

Singapore, Japan, Finland, The Netherlands and Latvia round out the Top 10, and even 

Latvia comes in at 16.9 mbps. So, yes, the Latvian capital of Riga is faster than Roanoke.  

    You notice which country isn't in the Top 10? President Trump wants to rebuild our 

roads, airports and other infrastructure; he might want to add broadband to his list. 

Otherwise, Americans are left to chant "We're No. 12! We're No. 12!"  

    Franklin County supervisors have recently turned their attention to Internet speeds in 

the county. Rocky Mount pokes along at 5.7 mbps, a smidge faster than Wytheville but 

globally more in line with South Africa (6.0) and Sri Lanka (5.4). Franklin supervisors 

will have to decide if that's where they'd like to be. Unless, that is, Byron's bill goes 

through, in which case they'd have to petition Richmond for permission to rise above the 

level of a developing nation.  

    Here's where we turn back to philosophy: Our Internet speeds are based on the free 

market. We have what we have because that's what companies can afford to provide - 

based on what the market demands. However, as we've seen, there are lots of places 

faster - way faster. These are also our competitors. If you're interested in economic 

growth, what's the proper response? Should the first goal be protecting cable companies 

from competition? Or should it be figuring out how to bridge the gap between what they 

can economically provide - and what's required to compete in the global economy?  

    Think of it this way: If we had private roads and all the toll road companies could 

provide was a two-lane highway, but we needed an interstate highway to grow our 

economy, what would we do? We'd probably build the interstate, right? That's really the 

question state legislators need to focus on as they take up Byron's bill: Does her bill make 

it easier or harder to increase our Internet speeds and lay the foundation for economic 

growth?  

    These numbers on our existing speeds clearly suggest the latter, which is why, if you're 

interested in growing the economy, her bill remains the most dangerous bill in Richmond. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Here's one way to look at the fight over broadband. 

 

   What should we make of last week's committee vote in Richmond on what supporters 

call the Broadband Deployment Act but what opponents consider a thinly-veiled effort by 

telecoms to stifle competition?  

    To recap: Del. Kathy Byron, R-Bedford County, introduced a bill (HB 2108) which 

she said would do two things: Make it easier to bring broadband Internet to underserved 

rural areas and also protect taxpayers by strictly regulating municipalities that try to 

create their own broadband systems.  

    Opponents - led by Roanoke Valley localities who have invested in the Roanoke 

Valley Broadband Authority - say it will do just the opposite, that it's really an attempt by 

cable companies to preserve their monopolies, even if that means slowing economic 

growth.  

    Many of the bill's supporters see this as a philosophical question: Should government 

be competing with private business?  

    However, this is really a practical fight between two different sectors of the business 

community: Cable companies really do want to preserve their monopolies. Other parts of 

the business community say they need faster service than what the free market can 

profitably provide, and turn to local government to step in. After all, isn't that what 

government is for - to provide essential services at levels the free market can't?  

    It's a question of whether you see broadband as an optional service, or as infrastructure 

that is key to economic development - the same as water, sewer and roads.  

    This isn't an obvious left-right spit, either. On Friday, one of the most conservative 

members of Congress - Rep. Morgan Griffith, R-Salem - sent a letter to President Trump, 

asking him to include rural broadband in his anticipated infrastructure bill.  

    "Internet access is critical to economic success in the 21st century," Griffith wrote. 

"Unfortunately, families and businesses in too many rural areas of the country, including 

many parts of the Ninth District, lack fast and reliable service. This can hold back 

business and job creation. Improving broadband connectivity is a piece of the puzzle for 

economic development in Southwest Virginia. I urge the new Administration to prioritize 

broadband for rural areas as it delivers on its promise of a strong economy for all 

Americans."  

    Griffith clearly sees broadband as infrastructure that is essential to economic 

development. Viewed that way, it's curious that so many legislators - especially otherwise 

conservative legislators - would vote for a bill that is (a) an anti-growth measure and (b) 

adds more state regulation, both of which are plainly antithetical to the rest of their 

economic world view.  

    So back to our original question: What should we make of last week's committee vote, 

where the House Commerce and Labor Committee voted 11-9 to send Byron's bill to the 

full House?  

    If you're cynical, you'd think the telecoms' campaign contributions were well spent. 



 

 

Let's dispense with that one. While Byron has been a major recipient of telecom money, 

most of the legislators who voted for her bill have not been. There's plenty of issues to be 

cynical about in politics, but this is not one of them. Don't blame the legislators for being 

bought off. They weren't.  

    That leaves the obvious conclusion that the legislators voted along philosophical lines, 

meaning that their interest in ideological purity trumps their interest in the practicality of 

how to extend broadband to underserved areas.  

    There's another way to look at the committee vote, though. This was the broadband 

haves voting against the broadband have-nots.  

    Akamai Technologies, a Massachusetts server company that by some accounts handles 

up to 30 percent of the world's web traffic, produces a quarterly report called The State of 

the Internet. Among other things, it documents web speeds at the community level.  

    The national average is 16.3 megabits per second - which still only ranks 12th in the 

world. When we looked at the 11 legislators who voted in favor of Byron's bill, we found 

what might be a coincidence, or might be an instructive trend: Nine of those 11 represent 

districts where the average Internet speed is faster than the national average. The only 

two exceptions were Byron (8.5) and Terry Kilgore, R-Gate City (9.5).  

    By contrast, five of the nine who voted against the measure represent districts where 

speeds are not just below the national average, but well below the national average.  

    This may not be a perfect explanation for why the vote went the way it did, but it is a 

curious one. Perhaps some legislators simply don't understand how far ahead their 

districts are - and how far behind the rest of the state is. That's the generous explanation 

we'd prefer to believe, rather than believe they are so strait-jacketed by ideology that they 

can't fix an obvious problem.  

    Consider this: If you drop out Byron and Kilgore, the other pro-regulation legislators 

represent districts where the average Internet speed is 20.4 mbps. That average is faster 

than the average speed in any other country in the world, except for first-place South 

Korea, where the Internet blazes along at an average of 26.3 mbps. One of those 

legislators - Rob Bell, R-Charlottesville - represents a district where the average speed is 

even higher, a scorching 27.1 mbps.  

    The free market has given their districts some of the fastest Internet speeds in the 

world. Meanwhile, the free market has left other districts at levels comparable to eastern 

Europe - or worse.  

    Del. Israel O'Quinn, R-Washington County, represents a district that includes Galax, 

where the average speed is 8.9 mbps. That ranks it behind Bulgaria, behind Romania, 

behind Slovenia, behind Slovakia, but ahead of Croatia.  

    Others who opposed the bill represent districts where Internet speeds are at Third 

World levels. Del. Margaret Ransone, R-Westmoreland County, and Del. Roslyn Tyler, 

D-Sussex County, represent districts where the average speed is barely 2 mbps. That's 

slower than Bolivia, slower than Namibia.  

    Perhaps that's why all those legislators voted against a bill that will make it harder to 

change that unfortunate status?  

    Virginia right now is trying to figure out how to spur faster economic growth. It seems 

odd then that an otherwise pro-growth General Assembly would vote for a bill that would 

clearly consign vast swaths of the state to the level of Third World infrastructure.  

    


