
ENDING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE: 

Introduc  on

Nobles County in Minnesota is not unlike 
many small and rural communiƟ es 
throughout Minnesota and the U.S. Full 
of hard-working proud people who enjoy 
the rural lifestyle and the quality of life it 
enables. But unfortunately, Nobles County 
also experienced a reality that is all too 
oŌ en part of the fabric of too many rural 
communiƟ es across the country -- lack of 
quality high speed broadband service for all 
its ciƟ zens.

Back in 2015, Nobles County leaders 
decided to do something about the 
absence of good broadband throughout 
their community. The situaƟ on was dire. 
School children lacked broadband at home, 
and in order to do their homework, oŌ en 
had to drive around the county to fi nd 
available Wi-Fi access, someƟ mes having 
to be outside in the elements as a result. 
Farmers were losing money because they 
were unable to react quickly enough to 
fl uctuaƟ ng commodity prices, which in 
today’s hyper-connected world can mean 
losing out on signifi cant income. 

To fi x this situaƟ on, Nobles County set out 
on a public-private partnership journey, 
that would eventually involve the state of 
Minnesota, the Blandin FoundaƟ on, Finley 
Engineering, and Lismore CooperaƟ ve 
Telephone Company. Finley Engineering 
was honored to be selected by Nobles 
County to support this eff ort and help bring 
quality broadband to their community. 
The end result aims to eventually provide 
a state-of-the-art fi ber-to-the-premises 
(FTTP) network that will bring ultra-
broadband service to the ciƟ zens, farms, 
and businesses that dot Nobles County. 
This Minnesota community is well on their 
way in achieving this vision. 

Ge   ng Started

Nobles County was geƫ  ng fed up about 
the digital divide that existed in their 
community. Luckily for them, like minded 
people within Minnesota agreed. The 
Blandin FoundaƟ on, a Minnesota-based 
private foundaƟ on, advocates for strong 
rural communiƟ es and provides funding 
to help meet that mission. Nobles County 
applied for and won grant funding from 
Blandin to perform a rural broadband 
feasibility study for their community. The 
Blandin FoundaƟ on provided one-half of 
the cost of the feasibility study, with Nobles 
County providing the rest in matching 
funds. Nobles County turned to Finley 
Engineering to begin that process and with 
their partners, Finley performed a study to 
determine how to bring broadband to this 
community in need.

The result of that study idenƟ fi ed a feasible 
plan to build a fi ber ring throughout the 
county and begin bringing broadband to 
unserved and underserved communiƟ es 
through a hybrid FTTP and fi xed wireless 
access network. Results of this study were 
presented to potenƟ al providers, including 
Lismore CooperaƟ ve Telephone, who 
partnered with Nobles County to fund, 
construct, and operate the hybrid fi ber and 
fi xed wireless network.  Besides performing 
the feasibility study, Finley Engineering 
was selected to complete a State of MN 
broadband grant applicaƟ on, and engineer 
and oversee construcƟ on of the network. 

The state provided $2.9 million in matching 
grant funding to contribute to the 
construcƟ on of the fi ber porƟ ons of the 
network. Nobles County contributed a $1 
million grant and a $2.5 million loan to the 
cause and Lismore commiƩ ed to also invest 
in the construcƟ on of the network. The 
total budget for the project was about 
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$6.5 million. The goal includes building 
the fi ber ring and laterals to tower sites, 
providing a hybrid fi ber and fi xed wireless 
access iniƟ ally, but eventually providing 
FTTP service, funded in part from the fi xed 
wireless service revenues. 

Fiber and Fixed Wireless, 
Be  er Together 
Finley Engineering’s iniƟ al study concluded 
that the only viable opƟ on for Nobles 
County was a network that included both 
fi ber and wireless. While a full FTTP is 
always the preferred opƟ on, the business 
case is diffi  cult in very rural communiƟ es. 
Building a fi ber network can cost more 
than $20K per mile, making a payback for 
very low-density markets very challenging, 
if not impossible. The payback on fi xed 
wireless however can oŌ en be achieved in 
three years or less, even for rural markets. 
This was appealing to Lismore CooperaƟ ve 
Telephone, who already had some 
experience in off ering fi xed wireless access. 
The iniƟ al plan called for the new network 
to reach approximately 1,600 locaƟ ons 
across Nobles County. ConstrucƟ on of the 
network is well underway.

IniƟ al broadband performance on the 
network has been impressive. The network 
operates in the 5.8 Ghz spectrum band and 
is seeing peak broadband speeds in excess 
of 100 Mbps. Lismore is off ering packages 
between 5 and 25Mbps across the enƟ re 
county and higher where available, usually 
where subscribers are closer to the tower 
locaƟ ons. Lismore also off ers a bundled 
VoIP product with the wireless broadband 
service.
Currently the network plan calls for 5 
tower sites, two of which are exisƟ ng. 
The inclusion of fi ber backhaul to these 
sites makes a signifi cant diff erence in 
performance. Lismore’s previous experience 
in fi xed wireless relied on wireless backhaul 
from their tower sites. But this new 

network features fi ber backhaul, enabling a 
much-improved end customer broadband 
experience. Performance boƩ lenecks 
caused by wireless backhaul have been 
eliminated and Lismore is now very 
confi dent in off ering a consistent 25 Mbps 
service.

It’s very early in the process, but Lismore 
couldn’t ask for a beƩ er iniƟ al reacƟ on. 
There is signifi cant pent up demand 
for broadband in these unserved and 
underserved communiƟ es.

Key Lessons Learned
All stakeholders in the project report are 
pleased with the progress so far.  There are 
some key lessons learned form this evolving 
project. They include:
• IniƟ al feasibility studies are crucial, 
and Nobles County cited working with 
professional fi rms like Finley Engineering 
and their partners as an important criƟ cal 
step.
• There are many partners and stakeholders 
involved in a project like this and open and 
transparent communicaƟ on throughout 
all steps is vital to success noted Nobles 
County offi  cials.
• Involving the community early on played 
an important role in success factors. Nobles 
County enlisted local community members 
to parƟ cipate in the early studies, surveying 
community members about the need for 
broadband.
• Fixed wireless access technology has 
vastly improved and it is now a very viable 
technology to bring quality broadband 
to unserved and underserved rural 
communiƟ es.
• Grant money and other support funding 
mechanisms are required to bring quality 
broadband to very rural communiƟ es.
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The Path Forward

ConstrucƟ on of the network is expected to be 
complete by mid-2018. For Lismore CooperaƟ ve 
Telephone and Nobles County, this eff ort is a truly 
transformaƟ onal experience. Rural residents, farms, 
and businesses are now geƫ  ng quality broadband, 
many of them for the fi rst Ɵ me. Lismore is a small 
cooperaƟ ve, who started this project with just over 
300 legacy customers. The iniƟ al plan could see 
Lismore potenƟ ally quadrupling in size, by number of 
customers. It’s a challenge that Lismore is embracing.
UlƟ mately, Lismore and Nobles County would like 
to see FTTP throughout this new service territory. 
Fixed wireless is seen as a necessary fi rst step for that 
ulƟ mate goal. 
Lismore intends to conƟ nue to invest in the network, using the service fees being 
generated by the wireless network to invest in network upgrades that get fi ber closer 
and closer to end customers, farms, and businesses.
The process has energized Lismore, and the company is now studying other expansion 
opƟ ons. The cooperaƟ ve is eyeing addiƟ onal funding opportuniƟ es for addiƟ onal 
expansion. Lismore is also talking with neighboring service providers about partnering 
for expansion to help bring beƩ er broadband to more underserved and unserved rural 
communiƟ es.
The Nobles County project is a great example of public-private partnerships solving 
the problem of poor or non-existent broadband access for rural communiƟ es. Many 
diff erent organizaƟ ons recognized a need and came together to fi nd and deploy the 
soluƟ on. Hybrid fi ber and fi xed wireless technology is proving to be a great opƟ on for 
helping end this example of the digital divide. One that could be replicated all across 
the country.
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