
 
TO:                                Legislative Colleagues 
FROM:                         Sen. Jeff Smith, Sen. Janis Ringhand, Sen. Janet Bewley 

Rep. Nick Milroy, Rep. Don Vruwink, Rep. Steve Doyle 
DATE:                          Monday, January 27th, 2020 
RE:                                LRB 4876/1 – “Better Broadband Bills” – Municipal-Owned Broadband 
Networks and Staffing Grants 
DEADLINE:             By 4pm on Wednesday, February 5th, 2020 
  
Broadband internet expansion is the single most important infrastructure project our state faces 
right now. We can do better than what we’ve done so far. Part of the solution for expanding 
broadband into hard-to-reach areas is having more parties involved, not less.  
  
Unnecessary barriers exist in current law for municipalities to construct or operate their own 
broadband infrastructure. Municipalities can only begin their broadband network project if 
they: 1) hold a public hearing on a proposed ordinance or resolution, 2) give a class 3 public 
notice of the hearing, and 3) prepare and make available a report estimating the total costs of, 
and the revenue derived from, constructing, owning or operating broadband infrastructure 
facilities. 
  
These requirements, especially the report, are burdensome and costly. We should leave it up to 
the local governments to be good stewards of their resources for the development of broadband 
infrastructure. 
  
Oftentimes people make the difference in local government – the same is true for building out 
broadband networks. A skilled technician and careful planning are needed for developing a 
broadband network from scratch. Too often, the individuals who could create a municipal-
owned broadband network are offered much better compensation to work for a private 
company. For local governments to recruit talented staff, this bill allows municipalities to apply 
for broadband expansion grant funds for funding up to 50% of the cost to hire one Broadband 
Director to buildout community-owned broadband networks. 
  
Some municipalities have opted to move forward with broadband network installation despite 
the hurdles they faced along the way. Reedsburg and Sun Prairie are examples of how starting 
municipal broadband infrastructure can spur local development and provide communities with 
the means to attract young professionals to the area. 
  
To co-sponsor this legislation, please reply to this email or call Sen. Smith’s office or 
Rep. Milroy’s office by 4pm on Wednesday, February 5th, 2020. 
  
Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
This bill makes changes to the broadband expansion grant program that affect cities, villages, 
towns, and counties (political subdivisions). Under current law, the PSC administers the 
program and makes grants to eligible applicants for constructing broadband infrastructure in 
underserved areas. The bill allows a political subdivision to apply for a grant without 
submitting the application in partnership with a telecommunications utility or a for-profit or 
not-for-profit organization, which is required under current law. The bill also allows a 
political subdivision to use a grant for the following purposes, in addition to constructing 
broadband infrastructure: 1) planning related to broadband infrastructure construction, 
including broadband feasibility reports; and 2) defraying no more than 50 percent of the cost 
of hiring and employing one broadband director. 



  
The bill also eliminates a requirement for a city, village, or town to prepare a report before 
constructing or operating a facility for providing to the public telecommunications service, 
cable television or similar video service, or broadband service. With exceptions, current law 
requires a city, village, or town to hold a hearing before enacting an ordinance or adopting a 
resolution authorizing it to construct or operate such a facility. In addition, at least 30 days 
prior to the hearing, the city, village, or town must prepare and make available to the public a 
report that estimates the total costs and revenues for the facility and includes a cost-benefit 
analysis of the facility for a period of at least three years. Under this bill, a city, village, or 
town is not required to prepare that report. 
  
For further information see the state and local fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an 
appendix to this bill. 
 


