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The small towns and rolling hills of the Pioneer Valley and Berkshires — the very landscape that makes those areas such a uniquely beautiful place — have posed significant hurdles to private expansion of high-speed Internet lines much in the same way they hampered rural electrification efforts in the last century.  But just as we surmounted that challenge to electrification last century, we must surmount the challenge to expanding broadband service today.
For Massachusetts to compete and succeed in a 21st century world and economy, access to high-speed Internet is not a luxury: it is a necessity.

Broadband access has a proven track record of stimulating economic growth.  

According to studies by the U.S. Department of Commerce, communities that expand broadband access see an uptick in employment rates, property values, and economic development across a variety of fields: from telecommunications and IT, to health care and education.  From large manufacturers to work-at-home graphic designers, commerce is globally interconnected today, and the Internet makes that happen.  Without it, we leave communities behind.  Just as we wouldn’t dream of asking businesses to locate to areas without adequate roads, sewage or electricity lines, we can no longer ask them to do without high-speed Internet access.
Yet at least half of our communities in the four western Massachusetts counties suffer from insufficient or no broadband access.  
Teaching and learning suffer, too.  The Internet opens access to a world of information, much of it vital to a world-class education.  At an event last year in the hill town Goshen last year, parents described how area schoolchildren did their research and homework in the evenings in a parked car outside of the library – the only spot in town with wireless access.
That’s why we introduced and passed the Broadband Act last year.

This innovative public-private partnership established the Massachusetts Broadband Institute to develop a comprehensive, consistent broadband network, administer expansion efforts, and allocate $40 million of state bonding funds for related infrastructure investments. 
And the bill is already making a difference.  In July, construction began on a $4.3 million installation of fiber optic cable along a 55 mile segment of the I-91 corridor, stretching from the Connecticut line to Vermont and bringing broadband to formerly unserved or underserved communities in Franklin, Hampshire and Hampden counties. 
And that’s just the beginning.  This initial investment is part of a larger fiber ring that will eventually serve all of western Massachusetts.  
At the same time, the I-91 project and investments like it are helping us to compete for the $7.2 billion in broadband grants included in President Obama’s stimulus bill, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. 
These grants would be used to build a 581-mile long, fiber-optic “middle mile” network throughout the western part of the state, improving access to regional anchor institutions and critical community facilities. 
The grants would also help develop a more accurate and detailed statewide map of broadband availability.  An interactive mapping tool using state-of-the-art Google mapping technology has already been developed, enabling users to pinpoint their homes, businesses or schools on a map and enter their current mode of access.  (You can try out the survey and enter your own data at www.massbroadband.org)
The Broadband Act is a tangible example of our commitment to making a better Commonwealth for everyone.

We’re creating construction jobs, putting people back to work as they lay the foundation for 21st century jobs that they themselves might someday hold.

We’re bringing teachers and students the latest in education tools, helping them keep pace not only with their peers nationally but in India and China as well.
We’re allowing entrepreneurs to conduct business at the speed of their worldwide competitors, attracting and retaining jobs in the region.
We’re facilitating medical record exchanges between hospitals and care providers, improving care and cutting costs.  

We’re making tens of thousands of households more competitive in the housing market and more connected to the world around them.

And we’re ensuring that in the 21st century, western Mass will be ready to compete, grow and succeed.
