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     In 1993, the co-op became an internet 
service provider. At the time, the motivation 
was simple: there was no way for rural 
residents to get internet in their homes and 
we wanted to change that. Over the past 
27 years, we have drastically improved 
our infrastructure to increase bandwidth 

speeds across our service territory. Today, 
the majority of our members are now able 
to receive up to 25 megabits per second 
(mbps) allowing them to stream video, 
take online classes, and explore job 
opportunities thanks to a vast and ever-
expanding wireless system. 

Fast, Reliable Internet 
in Calhoun County

Design Engineer Kurtis Weber installs fi ber optic hardware at a remote central offi  ce near Brussels.

 AUGUST 2020 • ILLINOIS COUNTRY LIVING 20A

& 08/20

Illinois Electric Cooperative
P.O. Box 80, Two South Main Street
Winchester, Illinois 62694

www.e-co-op.com
1-800-468-4732

Working to improve the quality of life in the communities we serve since 1936.

This institution is an equal opportunity provider and employer.



schools, the co-op has continued to work 
on ways to get it to our full membership in 
the county. While preparing for the CAF 
II auction in 2016, our engineer, Kurtis 
Weber, along with contractors, designed 
a plan for a county-wide build-out for fiber 
internet. 

     Many people in Calhoun have seen 
our website, Calhounfiber.com, where we 
are taking early sign-ups for service. This 
website uses a platform called Crowdfiber 
where we can gauge where within the 
county the most interest is. The county is 
divided up into 25 zones, and each zone 
has a specific number of sign ups needed 
to greenlight construction. The website also 
has a frequently asked questions section, 
an easement map, and pricing information 
for internet and phone service. 

     Starting with our first attempts at 
securing federal funding for fiber internet in 
Calhoun, we immediately started working 
to get easements to add fiber to our 
existing electric poles in the county. We 
knew that this would be a tedious task, 
as there will be 421 miles of fiber optic 
cable run in Calhoun once construction 
is completed—we are still working on 
getting the appropriate easements today. 
Easements are critical to the success of 
the project and can delay construction. 
Without an easement we are unable to 
string fiber on our electric poles to get 
to each residence. Cody Schnettgoeke, 
our easement coordinator, has met with 
many of our Calhoun members and we’re 
appreciative of those who have given us 
easements thus far.

     In July, the co-op was pleased to 
announce that we were awarded a 
Connect Illinois grant for $3,443,670. 
The grant is intended to help fund fiber 
internet in Hardin, Kampsville, Brussels, 
Winneberg, and Batchtown in Calhoun 
County. Applicants were eligible for up 
to $5 million per project and they were 
required to provide a non-state funding 
match of at least 50 percent. The goal of 
Connect Illinois is to expand broadband 
across the entire state with a specific focus 

on improving telehealth, education, and 
economic development.
     
     With construction beginning on the 
main fiber line through the county, many 
Calhoun members are eager to know when 
they can expect service. The answer to this 
question depends on several factors: First, 
a sufficient sign-up rate. As stated earlier, 
early sign-ups are how we are determining 
where to build first. 

     The second relates to having the 
necessary easements—we can’t 
understate their importance. Once we start 
construction in a zone, it will take between 
two to four months to bring service to each 
member in that zone. It’s important to 
remember this is a five year project to bring 
fiber to the entire county. 

     Another possibility for altering the 
timeline for service is funding. We are 
always looking for grants and support 
to help fund projects. Grants are usually 
specific to geographic areas and include 
timelines for completion of construction. 
With the Connect Illinois grant we received, 
construction in those areas must be 
completed within three years.

Internet Service Technician Aaron Rodhouse splicing fiber optic 
cable at a remote central office near Brussels.
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This has been even more important with 
remote learning and many working from 
home due to COVID-19.

     When we take a look at our service 
territory and the available internet options, 
there’s one area that sticks out: Calhoun 
County. The region is unique due to its 
topography. With rolling hillsides, wireless 
is difficult to make work for most residents 
because it requires a direct line of sight 
to our towers. Pair this with Calhoun not 
having a decent cellular or DSL internet 
option, and you have residents at a 
disadvantage to participate in our modern 
society and economy.

     Residents in Calhoun have an average 
internet speed of less than 5 mbps, and 
in many cases, less than 1 mbps. Those 
speeds are not much better than dial-up 
internet. For some residents, our wireless 
internet works in Calhoun, but there is still 
an overwhelming majority who are without 
a reliable internet option. We’ve made 
improvements over the last 14 years to our 
wireless system in the county, but there’s 
no avoiding the obstacle of this challenging 
landscape.

     The FCC announced the Rural 
Broadband Experiment in 2014, which 
was a $100 million funded program that 
looked for rural areas in which they could 
establish and test new technologies, such 
as fiber internet, to better understand the 
technological divide faced by rural areas. 
The co-op applied for funding fiber internet 
in Calhoun County, but unfortunately we 
were not awarded a grant. 

     In 2016, the Connect America Funds 
(CAF) II auction was announced. This 
was a reverse auction where funds were 
distributed to internet service providers for 
broadband projects across the country. 
It was a two-year process that included 
conducting studies, doing groundwork, 
and preparing bids. The co-op made bids 
for blocks across our territory in 2018, but 
again, was not awarded funds for Calhoun 
County.

     With our members in Calhoun at a 
technological disadvantage, we continued 
to look for opportunities to bring reliable, 
high-speed internet to the county. One 
specific opportunity that was brought to our 
attention was the FCC’s E-Rate program. 
This is a program to bring affordable 
broadband to schools and libraries. 

     Calhoun Schools and Brussels School 
system each applied for E-Rate funding 
through the FCC and the Illinois State 
School Board of Education. Both school 
systems were awarded funds and Illinois 
Electric Cooperative was chosen as the 
contractor. After a ground-breaking at 
Calhoun School last fall, fiber internet 
became active at the schools in February 
of this year, and Brussels School will have 
their fiber internet active this month.

     This all brings us to where we are today: 
Along with brining fiber internet to Calhoun 

A contractor crew member stringing fiber on utility poles 
near Mozier.
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Internet Service Technician Aaron Rodhouse splicing fiber optic 
cable at a remote central office near Brussels.
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     As contractors continue to string fi ber on 
our poles for the main route, we are getting 
close to connecting the fi rst members in 
Calhoun. Tim and Angie Klaas of Brussels 
will be one of the fi rst families to get the 
fi ber internet, as the main line passes right 
by their home. When asked what they’re 
looking forward to most about having fi ber 
internet, Angie said, “We’re anxious to be 
able to have multiple devices connected at 
once. The kids can play Xbox while I’m on 
the computer. I’m working from home at the 
moment, so it’s even more important. Plus, 
we’re planning on switching TV providers to 
an online video subscription.” 

     In conversations with members about 
the fi ber internet, opportunities for remote 
employment, education, and telehealth 
regularly come up. These opportunities 
have never been available for most 
Calhoun residents and we’re excited to 
fi nally make them a reality through fi ber.

     Along with these eff orts in Calhoun 
County, we’re continuing to improve our 
wireless system throughout the service 
territory, as over 4,000 of our members 
receive wireless internet from the co-op. 
In recent years, we’ve introduced the 

latest generation of wireless units and are 
continuing to run fi ber to towers to improve 
overall wireless capacity.

     If you have any questions on fi ber or 
signing an easement, please give us a call 
at 1-800-468-4732. We encourage Calhoun 
residents to visit Calhounfi ber.com as well.

Easement Coordinator Cody Schnettgoeke staking a yard 
for fi ber service near Brussels.
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