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Of, By, and For the Community:

The Story of The Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority
Some ideas begin with just one person. Others organically evolve. Sometimes ideas are spun by a variety of different people from a number of different places at the same time.
No one remembers the exact date Roanoke-area fiber was originally discussed or by whom it was originally pitched, but everyone agrees it started
as quiet conversations in small pockets of the community. Though the project started with visionary business leaders and technology enthusiasts in
economic development brainstorming sessions around kitchen tables, highly vested community members and proactive government officials joined
the discussion to define and create an opportunity that would soon provide a multitude of benefits to the Roanoke Valley.
For Sam English, a Roanoke entrepreneur and active board member of both the Roanoke-Blacksburg Technology Council and the Science Museum
of Western Virginia, the need for a fiber network materialized when he assessed the science museum’s desire to interact with the latest in science,
technology, engineering and math education (STEM) technology.
“During our strategic planning in 2010, it became clear that many top science centers were bringing in outside content to their facilities. We realized
that we needed not just to be a consumer and download outside information, but that we also needed to be engaged in producing content.”
From those initial discussions at the science museum, English began engaging other business and community leaders in a conversation around the
region’s, connectivity and infrastructure expansion needs. In an effort to understand current gaps, options, and opportunities for advanced broadband
technologies, he reached out to William Fralin - CEO of Medical Facilities of America, Wayne Strickland - Executive Director of the Roanoke ValleyAlleghany Regional Commission and many more.
As each of these community stakeholders then began to investigate the issue and discuss it in more depth across their personal and professional
networks. Momentum began to mount.
In an effort to better understand the issue, several public and private entities from across the region began to ask what would it take to drive this
conversation from discussion to action. The suggestion of an official study was raised and, within 48-hours, the required funding was raised from the
private sector to support the effort.
The study, “Roanoke Valley-Moving Forward at the Speed of Light,” was supported by the City of Roanoke, Roanoke County, Greater Roanoke
Valley Development Foundation, Roanoke Valley Development Corporation, City of Salem, Roanoke Regional Partnership, Botetourt County and
businesses and individuals including Medical Facilities of America, Roanoke Gas, Boxley, Anna Lawson, Grand Piano, Roanoke Times, Ed Walker,
Carilion, and Keltech, Inc.
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Serious Questions Raised
Andrew Cohill of Design Nine, a nationally recognized broadband network engineering firm in Blacksburg, Virginia, was hired to conduct a formal assessment of enterprise-quality fiber-optic Internet access across the region.
The report confirmed mounting suspicions and uncovered additional facts that worried regional economic development advocates:
• Only 8% of the region could access fiber (Compare to a 24% national average at the time)
• Only 11% of the region could choose from more than two ISP options (Compare to a national average of 55%)
• Only 4.5% of the region could access speeds of 1GBPS or faster (Compare to the 50% standard in more fiber-rich communities 		
like Chattanooga, TN which was just beginning its rise to fame as America’s “gig city”)
As community leaders evaluated these findings, significant strategic questions arose:
• How do we retain the regions most successful businesses as they continue to grow and compete at scale on a national or
international level?
• How can we attract new businesses who require high-connectivity if the cost of high speed access far exceeds options in other 		
comparable communities?
• How do we compete for 21st century talent in a culture that increasingly prioritizes connectivity and instant access to
information if we slip into the “digital divide?”
• How do we ensure that the next generation of Roanokers can access the same resources and global opportunities as their peers
from other parts of the country?
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Infrastructure for Economic Development
Public-Private Partnerships
Now armed with tangible data, more actionable priorities began to solidify. Citizen groups from around the region pitched the idea of a shared
municipal fiber optic network to public officials from the City of Roanoke, City of Salem, Roanoke County, and Botetourt County.
Upon hearing these concerns, the groups recommended the creation of an independent Task Force to carefully consider the feedback, connect
with knowledgeable and experienced private sector providers who were already in the region, and to develop specific recommendations for a
pathway toward making the Roanoke Valley a more highly connected community.
The Task Force was formed in Spring 2012, and after nine months of evaluation, the group held a public press conference on February 6, 2013.
They recommended the creation of a new entity, the Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority (RVBA)—an authority charged with improving the
competitive access, reliability, speed and the cost of enterprise Internet connectivity across the region.
“With the continued growth of the Internet and ever-increasing appetite for bandwidth, we need to develop a plan that addresses our current
and future needs to accelerate the growth of our regional economy and attract new businesses and residents,” noted William Fralin, President
and CEO of Medical Facilities of America and a member of the Task Force. “We recognize that access to high-speed, reasonably priced Internet
services will enable businesses to grow, educational institutions to better prepare our students to enter the workforce, and residential communities to improve the economic viability of home-based businesses.”
For Jill Loope, Roanoke County Director of Economic Development, the creation of a public authority that builds and services an open-access
fiber optic infrastructure network in the Roanoke region made perfect sense—for both business and government.
Fiber optic broadband is “modern infrastructure that is necessary to attract business that might otherwise not consider Roanoke,” she explained.
Since government is often involved in the role of providing infrastructure (like water lines or roads) to businesses and communities, Loope and
many others quickly understood the value of a shared investment in building a core system that could be equally leveraged by all parties in the
region.
The investment was logical, too. While it would take a sizeable initial public sector investment to build the network, the authority would ensure
that the municipalities could create a short-term pro forma to produce a quickly self-funding organization. As a driver of economic value and not
of industry subsidies, this kind of partnership would result in both economic and technological gains for all parties across the region.
“It is a demonstration of our region’s advancements in 21st century technology and forward momentum in accommodating the needs of the
business community,” Loope said. “The anticipated results of this community investment will yield benefits for generations to come.”

Though the City of Salem came to the table with some unique fiber optic infrastructure already in place, Kevin Boggess, Salem City Manager,
agreed with Ms. Loope that collaboration and smart financial management would be the key to long-term project success.
At the time of the RVBA’s formation, the City of Salem’s electric authority, Salem Electric, had already built significant fiber infrastructure and a
first-class data center that deployed a high-end fiber network through their main economic and governmental corridors.
“We built this network to connect our government and school facilities and had some fiber available for businesses to use, but we didn’t have
the experience to create a business model to bring it to the public,” Boggess said.
With a regional partnership offered through the Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority, Boggess explained that the City of Salem could expand its
services to all City businesses and “make sure that [they] were positioned well for the future in terms of economic competitiveness and development.”

High Speed Progress
Once the vision solidified, the process moved fast. In March 2013, Blue Ridge Advisory Services Group, under the direction of Robert Picchi,
was hired to draft an initial business and operations plan.
In January 2014, the newly formed Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority Board of Directors officially met for the first time. The first RVBA Board
of Directors included representatives from four municipalities as well as one citizen representative:
• Roanoke City (Currently Serving: Chris Morrill - City Manager)
• City of Salem (Currently Serving: Kevin Boggess - City Manager)
• Roanoke County (Currently Serving: Thomas Gates - Roanoke County Administrator)
• Botetourt County (Currently Serving: Gary Larrowe - Botetourt County Administrator)
• Citizen’s Representative (Currently Serving: Michael McEvoy- Co-CEO of the Western VA Water Authority)
The first task for the members was to set about creating a master plan for the construction and operation of a new regional open-access fiber
optic Internet network that would be designed to increase regional enterprise access to affordable, secure, high-speed, and high-capacity
Internet service.
By November 2014, Thompson & Litton, a local engineering and architecture firm, was hired to facilitate the design, network engineering, and
permitting work for the project.
Initially, day-to-day operational responsibilities were absorbed by Matt Miller and the Roanoke Valley-Alleghany Regional Commission, a planning organization that helps incubate new community projects and multi-municipality collaboration efforts.
By spring of 2015, all work tasks were defined with funding secured from two of the four managing municipalities. Knowing that the workload
was about to intensify beyond the current capacity of the Roanoke Alleghany Valley Regional Commission’s capacity, the Board of Directors
began a search for someone to officially lead the Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority under the Board of Directors supervision.
In August of 2015, Frank Smith was hired as the Executive Director of the RVBA. With authorization from the Board, he immediately commissioned construction of Phase 1 (network build-out) with Thompson & Litton, Ciena, Duraline, Walker & Associates, and Utility Service Contractors, as partnering firms.
In April 2016, after the physical plant and stress testing were completed, the Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority announced the onboarding of
their first customer, Blue Ridge Public Broadcasting Station (PBS).
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The nine existing regional enterprise Internet providers now have access to lower-cost, higher-quality infrastructure. They no longer have to foot
the entire bill on new fiber optic lines to the region.
Potential new Internet providers also have a much lower barrier to entry should they consider investing in our region. These factors have already
driven down enterprise end-user costs and increased available speed and capacity.
The Roanoke Valley region can now offer much more competitively priced dark fiber, high-speed transport, and Internet access to companies
through a broader selection of vendors. For businesses looking to expand and relocate, this is often a baseline requirement.
As Wayne Strickland, Executive Director of the Roanoke Valley-Alleghany Regional Commission, stated: “Now the Roanoke Valley can meet
the rapidly increasing demand for high-speed Internet in a world-class community with an affordable cost of living, abundant natural resources,
better than average transportation options, and an appealing culture for ‘live-work-play’ balance.”

Advancing the Mission
When Blue Ridge PBS heard the idea of the RVBA, they immediately caught the vision.

Connecting Communities

“This project fit right in with our mission of serving the community,” President and CEO James Baum said. “Not only did we need the expanded
speed and capacity to better serve our customers and keep up with rapidly evolving technical specifications in our industry, we had extra data center
space, significant back up generator power, and other critical infrastructure capacity we knew we could share with other local entities.”

With the launch of the RVBA fiber network, businesses, schools, libraries, and non-profits across the region are now able to connect to secure,
stable, open-access fiber Internet with unprecedented access, reliability, security and 100% transparency in pricing.

Blue Ridge PBS signed up as the Roanoke Valley Broadband Authority’s first official customer and offered their Technical Operations Center (TOC)
as one of the initial six point of presence (PoP) locations for the region.

Additionally, with this expanded high-speed Internet access and fiber optic infrastructure, Roanoke regional enterprises can compete more
efficiently in the local economy and more effectively across the globe.

Additionally, they are now working with the RVBA to lease space in their facility to other area businesses who may not already have the same
in-house resources available. This helps keep initial investment costs competitive for expanding enterprises, strengthens the entire community’s
accessibility framework, and develops another earned income stream to continue to drive quality programming out of the region’s public broadcasting
station.

Thanks to the vision, partnership, and collaboration of a wide variety of diverse citizens, the Roanoke region is not just the best place to live in
Virginia, it also now has the potential to be the best place to work.
In the words of Sam English, “It takes a community working together—businesses, the government, non-profits—for something like this to take
shape, and, as a community, we all stand to benefit.”

“It’s a win-win” James Baum said. “We expand capacity, increase quality, and can offer new services like live streaming and on-demand programming. This allows us to deepen our community relationships. That’s what PBS has always been all about.”

Measurable Impact
Today, more than 3,500 businesses across the region (representing nearly 75,000 employees) have access to carrier-quality, direct-connection, fiberto-the-door Internet service.

For more information, visit:

www.highspeedroanoke.net
or contact:

sales@highspeedroanoke.net
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