BERRIEN COUNTY BROADBAND INTERNET TASK FORCE
 BCBIT 
January 6, 2022
12:30 PM via Zoom
Berrien County Administration Center
MEETING NOTES

Attendees: Berrien County Commissioner Teri Freehling; Berrien County Commissioner Jim
Curran; Berrien County Commissioner Ezra Scott; Berrien County Administrator Brain Dissette;
Southwest Michigan Planning Commission Executive Director John Egelhaaf; Berrien County
Community Development Director Dan Fette; Oronoko Township Supervisor Mike Hildebrand.
Guest: Mona Livingston, Indiana Michigan Power Community Affairs Manager.

I.

Discussion of AEP Interest in BCBIT. Commissioner Freehling introduced the group to
Mona Livingston, Indiana Michigan Power Community Affairs Manager, part of the power
company’s External Affairs Team and Customer Experience Group. Livingston is responsible
for community outreach, corporate philanthropy, and community development for the
Southwest Michigan, Elkhart, and South Bend service areas. Additionally, Livingston is the
company’s primary representative for officials with local cities, counties and non-profits in
Berrien, Van Buren, Cass, Kalamazoo and Saint Joseph Counties in Michigan; and La Porte,
St. Joseph and Elkhart Counties within Indiana. Livingston reached out to Commissioner
Freehling upon learning about the BCBIT Group and their broadband activities. Livingston
has offered to help where she can utilizing her knowledge, connections, and data sharing
held within the power company and the communities she serves.
Commissioner Freehling asked about the possibility of allowing easement access to install
fiber-optic cable, whether hanging cables on available utility poles or pulling fiber through
underground conduits. Presumably, utility lines, cable lines, water/sewer lines, and
(conduit) pipes (normally) follow the same parallel path of service, whether above ground
or underground. With assistance from the power company, the determination of utility line
existence, during the early planning stages, will be helpful to this group, both at the address
level or specific area within Berrien County. Basically, if we can determine a specified
location, block, section, municipality, address, or farm, Livingston can internally review this
information with their GIS mapping department. Livingston stated though internal mapping
data cannot be released for security purposes, or any reason, however, the location of
existing utilities is something she can help us determine. The more precise, the better.
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John Egelhaaf asked about the process to request an easement. Livingston stated if the
easement request is above ground, a utility pole, the process is much easier. If the
easement request is underground, to bury the fiber or use conduit, the ISP will need to call
her. Livingston will connect the ISP with folks internally to work through the easement
process to access buried lines. As a task force we can expect, and plan for, the installation
of a fiber optic network will include a combination of aerial and underground construction.
Egelhaaf followed with a question about dark fiber, that is, fiber-optic infrastructure, that is
not yet “lit” or put to use by a service provider. Livingston stated she can view if dark fiber,
or unused optical fiber, is available for use in fiber optic communication if we are specific on
the property address or parcel.
As part of this discussion, Mike Hildebrand, Oronoko Township Supervisor, reviewed his
community’s progress working with Midwest Energy & Communications (MEC) to get fiber
installed in Oronoko Township. MEC is ready to build a fiber network from Cass County to
Berrien Springs. Biggest challenge is getting across the St. Joseph River. Hildebrand and
MEC have had no luck obtaining easement access to infrastructure with AEP* (electric
utilities) or MDOT† (state roads, trunk lines, bridges). Commissioner Curran concurred with
Hildebrand that road crossing over bridges, specifically, the US-31 bridge crossings in
Berrien Springs over the St. Joseph River, are state trunk lines. Administrator Dissette
pulled up a Google Earth Satellite Image of the St. Joseph River at the center of Berrien
Springs [Figure 1] for the group to view and hypothesize a route across the river at this
location.

Figure 1: Google Satellite Image: St. Joseph River, Berrien Springs, Michigan.
Source: Google Maps.
*

American Electric Power Company, Inc.

†

Michigan Department of Transportation
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Up until recently, and relative to this discussion of getting fiber across the river, Hildebrand
briefly discussed conversations of Berrien Springs Village officials planning a walking bridge
across the river. This project, alongside the Southwest Planning Commission, will be a
continuation, or extension of the Mishawaka-to-Niles Trail to Berrien Springs. The portion of
the trail in Berrien Springs will include a pedestrian bridge built atop concrete pillars
abandoned from an over the water interurban rail bridge built in 1905. Fundamentally, the
point here is if the pedestrian bridge project were to be constructed within the next two
years, we would have a route to hang fiber. Realistically, with no clear timeline of
completion of the extension or the pedestrian bridge, Hildebrand suggested (in a
roundabout way) the sewer piping. Furthermore, Hildebrand stated once Oronoko
Township builds out their broadband, including going across the St. Joseph River, other
municipalities will benefit.
Commissioner Scott asked Livingston if the power company has tubing, or is the power
company aware of conduit, that goes underneath the river (to run fiber). Livingstone said
she would check. [Figure 2: Dam Parcel Ownership]. Group agreed communication would
go through Administrator Dissette for simplification and one contact point.

Figure 2: Dam Parcel Ownership. St. Joseph River, Berrien Springs, Michigan. The three (3)
parcels outlined are owned by Indiana Michigan Power Co (See Results Box to the right of this
GIS Map listing ownership). BCBIT discussed getting fiber across the St. Joseph River in
Berrien Springs at the water dam location. Source: Berrien County GIS on-line interactive
mapping application, a product of Beacon-Schneider Corporation.
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As the group discussed easement access, particularly roads, Commissioner Curran discussed
easement access on County roads vs MDOT (state roads). Administrator Dissette will have a
conversation with Kevin Stack and Chris Cook, with the Road Department, to inquire about
contacts they have at MDOT to discuss possibility of laying conduit on roads as we move
further along in this process, and once deployment specifics are identified. Commissioner
Curran also asked Livingston if the new power facility in Niles Township has broadband.
Livingston stated this new facility is just a transmission station, but she will check.
Before Livingston signed off from the group discussion, she stated she read the BCBIT
Broadband Survey Report sent to her by Commissioner Freehling and was “shocked” by the
vast difference in fixed broadband availability reported by the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) in their FCC Broadband Map vs experience on the ground of actual
broadband deployment reported by users in Berrien County found in the report.
Commissioner Freehling explained, the gap in reality of the FCC Broadband Map vs Actual
Experience of Berrien County survey responders could be best explained by knowing the
FCC Map is compiled with data from Internet Service Providers self-reporting their
broadband speeds to the FCC. One could venture a guess that self-reporting over-estimates
actual broadband speeds. What the report reveals, more importantly, is that in Berrien
County, rural advocates for broadband have shared concerned all along that the FCC’s
Broadband Map does not paint an accurate picture of the connectivity situation they
experience (if there is an experience at all). This survey supports this. Commissioner
Freehling stated between the FCC Map, the RDOF‡ Map and various other coverage maps,
this information will help BCBIT focus on the gaps that need to be filled. BCBIT’s focus will
continue to be unserved first, rural, and underserved.
II.

Updates on Berrien Consideration of Strategic Plan. County Administrator Brian Dissette
updated the group regarding the review and adoption of a strategic plan for the allocation
of ARPA funds. The strategic plan is under review, edits are being made, moving us towards
a final document ready for approval by the Berrien County Board of Commissioners (BOC),
possibility the early part of February. We will need to spend this money quickly, but with
purpose. The clock is ticking. Money will need to be committed by December 2024, and
projects finished by 2026.
Commissioner Freehling stated it is imperative as a task force we define our objectives and
communicate our vision and goals on a continual basis. Commissioner Freehling requested
the BCBIT agenda to have a place holder at each meeting to discuss and define objectives of
BCBIT. Right now, BCBIT has a perfect opportunity to influence the allocation of ARPA funds

‡

Rural Digital Opportunity Fund (RDOF), an FCC initiative designed to finance the construction of high-speed broadband
networks in America’s unserved rural communities. RDOF is an extension of the Connect America Fund (CAF) that will provide
$20.4 billion in funding over a ten-year period to support the construction of broadband networks in unserved rural areas
across the country
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for broadband deployment in Berrien County. Our defined objectives will lead us into
developing a fair and transparent application process for municipalities and communities to
request funds for their broadband projects. Most likely, we will not necessarily (be able to)
fund an entire project, however, we should be prepared and ready to provide an equitable
type of partnership. Whether the partnership is through a pre-determined, formulated
cost-sharing model, established percentage parameters supporting gap financing, or some
type of similar costing structure that will benefit as many citizens as possible. Mike
Hildebrand added the quicker the strategic plan can get approved the better, he can only
tread water for so long (nothing to do with his swimming abilities, but rather, treading can
get rather mundane and pointless). Hildebrand continued the push for expedient approval
by stating the holding pattern he is in is rubbing against his patience; MEC is here; MEC is
ready to go; MEC will move on to other communities with broadband deployment needs if
we have nothing for them, and getting MEC back here may be somewhere between
impossible and after ARPA dollars need to be spent. Hildebrand will be using his
communities ARPA dollars to fund broadband deployment. Commissioner Scott asked
Hildebrand what he needs. Hildebrand stated he is short $700,000. Hildebrand is asking
the county for this amount, as state legislature won’t allow for a special assessment, and a
millage won’t bring in the dollars quick enough. Hildebrand is asking the group to pass the
strategic plan as soon as possible with the allocation of broadband dollars and a process to
get the money out the door. Hildebrand stated we all agree rural broadband is an issue. Up
until now inadequate grant funding to reach low density housing (commonly referred to as
“farmland” in Berrien County) does not fix it. Commissioner Scott asked Hildebrand how he
feels is the best way for Oronoko Township to receive this financial support. Is it a loan? A
bond? A grant? Commissioner Freehling suggested we move forward with the application
process while the strategic plan is being discussed and finalized. There is an application
example found within the strategic plan document. Additionally, Van Buren County is using
an application process to request ARPA funds.
As it relates to funding Oronoko Township with dollars from the County’s ARPA allocation,
Commissioner Freehling there is great value in doing a match of $700,000 to Oronoko
Township. We have a community and an ISP provider ready to build. It is critical that we get
across the St. Joseph River. Setting our priorities and adopting an application process is the
next step in the process. We do not want to lost momentum.
III.

StoryMap Draft. John Egelhaaf, SWMPC, walked the group through the first draft of BCBIT’s
StoryMap Project. The BCBIT StoryMap Project takes the BCBIT Broadband Survey and
formats it into various segments that include maps and timelines in a web based format.
Project timeline and maps are still being developed. Egelhaaf reviewed with the group the
text of the StoryMap he is working on completing. Egelhaaf will have a full draft ready to go
at our next meeting. It was agreed by Commissioner Freehling, Commissioner Curran, and
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Commissioner Scott this Project needs to be presented to the full Board of Commissioners
(BOC) at a Committee of the Whole (COW) Meeting when it is ready. The sooner the better.
Egelhaaf walked us through the StoryMap draft completed thus far in PowerPoint.
Below are a few visuals highlights, maps, and text completed thus far for the BCBIT
StoryMap Project as presented by John Egelhaaf, SWMPC.
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The Connect America Fund Phase II (CAF II) is a reverse
auction similar to RDOF. Service providers who receive CAF II
funds have six years to plan and offer service.
The Connecting Michigan Communities (CMIC Grant is a state
grant fund to extend broadband to unserved areas. To date,
there have been four rounds of CMIC funding. The build-out
for all four rounds is required to be completed by September
2025.
This map shows the proposed coverage upon completion of
build-out including fiber optic and wireless.

Note: These screen shots do not cover everything presented to BCBIT related to the StoryMap
Project. Just a few snapshots were pulled. More StoryMap to be presented at our next
meeting. Thank you John!

IV.

Grant Writing Development. Due to lack of time, we will cover this agenda item, grant
writing, at the next meeting.

V.

Miscellaneous. Next meeting schedule for January 20, 2022.
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