USDA awards
$7.5Mloan for
Oconee County
internet project

BY NORM CANNADA
THE JOURNAL

SENECA — Efforts to bring
broadbangd internet service to more
rural areas in Oconee County got

a boost Thursday — 5 g7 5 million °
boost in federal money.

U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Development Deputy Under Sé&etary
-Rural DevelopmentDepu_ty Under Bette Bi'and-ffannounces the USDA's loan to One Tone Telecommunications
S,‘e_cret__qr-yBette Brand announced a during an event at the Tokeena Angus Farm on Thursday,
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rate over 16 Years, according to
USDA Rural Developmen_t Spokes-
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One Tone is working under an
agreement with Oconee County
Council to brovide internet service
in the rural areas of the county,
starting with lines the county put
in with a federal grant several years
ago. e

One Tone officials sajg they
are working to provide service in
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Second-grader Armanee Murillo completes virtual school work at her home in Walhalla last month. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture awarded a $7.5 million loan to One Tone Telecommunications on Thursday that will help deploy

high-speed internet to rural areas of the county. : y
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ca needs a robust modern infra-
structure to thrive,” she said.
“This is a necessity, and not an
amenity.”

Brand said the goal “to connect
rural America” is not an easy one
and compared it to efforts decades
ago to bring electric service to
rural areas.

“The task is daunting, but it
is so important for us to keep

county — to neighboring coun-
ties. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”
Oconee County Council chair-
man Julian Davis said expecta-
tions have been high for rural
broadband service in the county
for many years. )
“Broadband has been a chal-
lenge from the get-go,” Davis said.
“It’s been a challenge with the ex-
pectations that were laid out, and
I don’t think the county did a very
good job of laying out where we
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out to do,” Powell said. “We had
to get infrastructure in. We had
to help emergency management,
so if you called 911, those calls go
through. The next step is to push
out toward the business owners
and the residents.”

Loggins said the loan program
will help reach that goal.

«his USDA program is true
last-mile services for residential
neighborhoods and small clusters
of homes in rural areas,” he said.
“It is primarily residentially
based. We’ve got a pretty sound
model that will allow us to con-
tinue to expand well beyond those
numbers — and well beyond the

State Sen. Thomas Alexander
called the announcement “a mon-
umental next step.”

“It's certainly another piece of
the puzzle that helps us continue to
expand broadband deployment to
Oconee County,” he said. “There’s
more work to be done. The fact that
we can deploy $7.5 million into that
investment is huge for the number
of homes and businesses that will
be served. This is critical infra-
structure. It's just as important as
water, sewer, telecommunications
and things like that. Broadband
internet is our future.”
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From top, One Tone Telecommunica- '
tions COO Mike Powell, Oconee Coun-
ty Council chairman Julian Davis and
Sen. Thomas Alexander speak at an
event Thursday announcing the com-
pany has received a U.S. Department
of Agriculture loan to help provide
broadband to rural areas.




