
ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Rural Broadband – Are you ready?

If you live in a large city you take high speed internet 
for granted. I just checked my internet speed at 
http://www.speedtest.net and had download 267 

Mbps and upload 18 Mbps. 

Urban areas have fiber network that make these 
speeds possible. Small cities and rural areas do not 
have the customer numbers and density to make 
it economically feasible for the major companies 
to install a fiber network necessary for high speed 
internet. In urban areas broadband includes small 
wireless facilities placed on poles, but these are rarely 
installed in rural areas due to distances between 
customers. In rural areas broadband is basically buried 
fiber cable. 

First let me say that all counties are in favor of rural 
broadband. Our constituents need high speed internet 
to function in modern society. Few businesses will be 
able to survive without broadband, and it is difficult 
to attract or start a business without broadband. Lack 
of broadband in rural areas is a national problem, 

and there have been some federal 
grants to install broadband in 
Kansas and other states. The current 
transportation bill in the state 
legislature includes $10 million per 
year for rural broadband grants, so 
we are likely to see more broadband 
construction. This is a good thing, but 
there are some long-term issues for road departments.

It is early as there have only been a few installations 
in Kansas but it has raised some serious issues, and 
herein is my impression. The grants are for a certain 
amount of money to cover a certain area. There is 
competitive bidding involved and bids seem to be 
submitted without knowledge of the county’s utility 
construction requirements. To minimize the cost and 
maximize profits, the contractor will want to install 
the cable as cheaply as possible. Generally, that means 
installing the cable as shallow as possible and in the 
easiest location. Contractors want exceptions to the 
rules because they say they are providing a “public 
service” and doing us and their customers a favor. In 
my opinion in the long run they may be doing their 

FIGURE 1. This little unit can plow 24" and trench 42".
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customers a disservice if the lines are installed 
too shallow and where they are in harm’s way. 

These rural broadband companies are not the 
big boys like Comcast or AT&T, they are more 
like rural water districts. The customers are 
ultimately responsible for the maintenance and 
repair. Repair of a fiber line is expensive and if 
the customer base is small their repair budget 
will be small. I doubt these small companies 
will have the budget to relocate their line 
needed for road construction or maintenance. 
Maybe they won’t have a budget for repair of a 
simple cable cut. 

Most communication lines are installed with 
a plow. The plowing process consists of 
positioning a vibrating plow equipped with a 
guide which continuously feeds the cable or 
conduit to the depth setting of the plow as it 
moves forward. Plows come in all sizes and it 
takes a bigger and more expensive plow to go 
deeper. 

Telephone companies started burying lines 
by plowing in the 1970’s and they promised 
to bury the lines 24 inches deep. If conditions 
were perfect, lines were buried 24 inches 
deep, but plowing on a slope or where there 
was rock, lines were buried much shallower. 
Then crossing a ditch, the linkage between the 
tractor and plow caused the plow to pull up and the 
line was just a few inches deep in the bottom of the 
ditch. When the telephone companies switched from 
copper to fiber cable 20 years ago, they went from 
burying lines 24 inches to a 36-inch depth. They were 
aware of the issues with shallower lines and invested 
more to get the lines deeper and out of harm’s way. 
Now we have broadband companies coming to us with 
permits to install their fiber 24 inches deep. They will 
claim that they can’t afford to bury the line deeper. 
One contractor went political and had customers call 
the commissioners about the county’s unreasonable 
requirements. But we have 40 years of experience 
cutting phone lines that proves that a 24-inch bury will 
not be adequate. We also have thousands of miles of 
ditches that are obstructed by phone lines that prevent 
us from cleaning the ditches. 

The most common location for cables to be cut is 
where they cross the ditch and near crossroad culverts. 
It is no coincidence that these exact same locations 
are where a plow cannot bury the cable at the normal 
depth. Figure 2 shows a broadband cable installed in 
2019 on the surface of the ground at the crossroad 
pipe. Now let me emphasize what I stated earlier, it is 
impossible for a plow to maintain the required depth 
when crossing the ditch and going around a culvert. 
These areas have to be trenched. We have 40 years of 
proof, and I have never found a plowed phone line 24 
inches deep in the bottom of a ditch. If they were that 
deep they would almost never be cut. So, when the 
broadband company comes in for a permit, insist they 
trench across the ditch and around the culverts and 
write it on the permit. 

FIGURE 2. Contractor plowed around a culvert and left the fiber 
cable exposed on the surface of the ground.
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It would be nice if there were no utilities in the road 
right-of-way, but we do have to allow most public 
utilities. There are specific state laws that allow 
certain utilities in the right-of-way and court decisions 
that allow other utilities as long as the utility does 
not “seriously impede or endanger public travel or 
unnecessarily interfere with the reasonable use of 
the highway by other members of the public and 
there is no invasions of the rights of the owners of 
abutting lands.” The county commission by resolution 
can adopt regulations for work on the right-of-way 
based on health, safety, and welfare. These county 
regulations should protect the safety and convenience 
of the travelling public, to provide for location of 
facilities that will not unnecessarily interfere with 
normal maintenance activities and other utilities, and 
to see that all damage is repaired and the right-of-way 
is restored when the work is complete. 

Once a cable is installed it will last decades. If it is 
installed too shallow, especially in the ditch it will 
be a problem for us for generations. A little effort 
now will pay off big in the future both for the road 
department and the broadband customers. First, we 
need to make sure we have up-to-date regulations and 
construction requirements. Second, a county employee 
needs to provide some oversight during construction. 
The contractor will do better if he knows someone is 
watching, and if no one is watching who knows what 
will happen. Also, someone needs to check the work 
area when the contractor says he is completed and 
make sure the right-of-way has been restored and any 
damage properly repaired. I know we are all stretched 
thin with limited staff, but a little effort now will save 
a lot of trouble in the future.

Sometimes utility regulations need updating. If your 
regulations need updating, there is a good template 
available which was developed specifically for small to 
medium-sized Kansas counties. The template includes 
a sample resolution, construction requirements 
and permit forms. The template is available in the 
Utilities folder of the Resources section on Kansas 
County Highway Association website at this link. The 
cable depth of bury requirement in the construction 
requirements is 24" except 36" in the ditch area. 

For more information on utility issues and permitting, 
refer to my March 2018 On the Road article at this 
link. Get ready now; broadband is coming.  n
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NATIONWIDE RETIREMENT
SOLUTIONS (NRS)

Contact: Don Regan, Program 
Director 
Address:  535 16th St., Suite 320 
Denver, CO, 80202
Phone: 309-660-2917
Fax: 855-282-7912
Email: regand2@nationwide.com

Nationwide Retirement Solutions (NRS) administers 
the NACo 457 Deferred Compensation Program 
for county employees across the U.S. NRS provides 
education, investments and recordkeeping functions 
for these plans. Along with the 457 Plan, NRS 
also administers a 401a Match Plan and the Post 
Employment Health Plan (PEHP), a plan that provides 
retiree health care reimbursements, tax free.

https://www.kansascountyhighway.org/resources/utilities
https://www.kansascountyhighway.org/resources/on-the-road-articles/utility-permits-march-2018.pdf/view
mailto:regand2%40nationwide.com?subject=
https://www.nrsforu.com/iApp/tcm/nrsforu/index.jsp

