
Ideas in Action

In the City of North Branch, high-
speed internet has been available only 
to residents in the urban core area. 

But about 70% of residents — those 
in a 30-square-mile rural area — have 
struggled with slow internet or no access 
at all.

Broadband makes it possible for 
entrepreneurs to run businesses from 
home, for students to complete their 
coursework, and for families to enjoy 
movie nights using streaming services. 
During the pandemic, broadband became 
even more of a necessity, so North 
Branch found a way to increase access in 
its underserved areas. The city of nearly 
11,000 received a League of Minnesota 
Cities 2021 City of Excellence Award for 
the initiative. 

Pandemic increases need
Dennis Johnson runs his business, 
Natural Spaces Domes, from his home 
and office in the woods. Slow internet 
was making it increasingly difficult to 
efficiently run and grow his business. 

He couldn’t upload product videos to 
his website or send and receive high-res­
olution photos. His wife, Tess Hill, who 
runs a global nonprofit, found herself 
facing the same problems and was also 
growing frustrated.

“There were a lot of things we couldn’t 
do because we didn’t have 
the capacity,” Johnson 
says. “We found work­
arounds, but we were 
desperate for high speed. 
As a business owner, you 
want to keep up with the 
current tech, and it’s high 
speed you have to have.”

Then came COVID-19. More and more 
residents found themselves shifting to 
work from home, while others left their 
jobs entirely to start their own at-home 
business. At the same time, students 
in the city’s school system switched to 
remote learning, a difficult pivot to roll 
with when high-speed internet is lacking. 

Exacerbating the situation, the local 
library and businesses with Wi-Fi — 
including the local McDonald’s — had to 
close because of the pandemic. Their Wi-Fi 
shut down, too, and students could no lon­
ger connect from the business parking lots.

“There was no place for the kids to do 
their work,” says North Branch Mayor 
Jim Swenson. 

Swenson and City Council members 
were thrilled when the city received just 
over $800,000 in COVID-19 relief funds 
from the federal CARES Act, and they 

wanted to dedicate it to 
improving high-speed 
internet access in North 
Branch. Their enthusiasm, 
however, was short-lived. 
They soon learned the 
money couldn’t be spent 
on this project. 

But Swenson and team persevered, com­
ing up with a creative solution to be able to 
take advantage of the CARES Act money 
and also give residents high-speed internet 
access while still following the rules. 

Growing frustrations
North Branch officials first started 
hearing from more residents in 2017 
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about their growing frustrations with 
slow internet and how it was negatively 
impacting their lives. 

One resident shared that she was trying 
to make a photo book online to commem­
orate her son who had recently died, but 
she just couldn’t upload the photos. Other 
residents said their home-based businesses 
were suffering because of the internet.

Local real estate agents, too, were 
having trouble selling certain properties. 
Clients liked homes in more remote 
areas, but when they learned there was 
no high-speed internet access available, 
they quickly soured on the properties. 

“It became pretty obvious that the 
center core of the city had numerous 
internet options,” says North Branch 
City Administrator Renae Fry, “but once 
you got outside the center core, people 
were relying on their cell phones or dial 
up. The public expects a systemic solu­
tion to internet, like gas or water, and it 
wasn’t really there.” 

Officials knew the need for better 
infrastructure would be critical for new 
housing and development outside the 
city’s center core. They identified improv­
ing infrastructure and internet access for 
residents as a strategic priority. 

The city created a giant light switch for the broadband unveiling. Mayor Jim Swenson, left, and 
City Administrator Renae Fry were excited to “flip the switch” and turn on the new network.
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Ideas in Action

Then COVID-19, Fry says, “was really 
the one-two punch.” More calls from 
frustrated residents started coming in. 
One resident called City Hall in a panic 
because she was at risk of losing her job 
because she couldn’t efficiently work 
from home.

Initially, after declaring high-speed 
internet a priority in 2017, officials 
researched a wireless delivery solution, 
but it was too expensive. They tried 
to apply for regional grants, but many 
were centered around a fiber solution, 
which wasn’t practical for North Branch, 
given its geography with many miles in 
between rural homes.

Swenson says that while fiber does 
indeed remain the gold standard, it’s just 
not feasible for many communities, mak­
ing a fixed wireless solution like North 
Branch’s an excellent alternative. “Fiber 
is just not cost-effective,” he says, “so 
you have to find other ways.”

A creative solution
When the CARES Act money came in, 
officials did their research and were con­
cerned this particular high-speed inter­
net project might not meet the spending 
parameters of the fund. The clock was 
ticking to spend the money, though. 
If they didn’t spend it, they’d have to 
return the funds to the state. City leaders 
were determined to find a solution. 

“We knew we had to get creative,” 
Fry says.

Ultimately, after many meetings and 
brainstorming, they found a way. They’d 
use the CARES Act money to pay for 
public safety worker salaries. That, in 
turn, would free up money in the city’s 
budget that they could put toward a 
North Branch broadband plan.

With the plan in place, the city acted 
quickly to find a partner to create a 
wireless transmission system. Officials 
chose to work with a local provider, 
Genesis Wireless, to install and run the 
high-speed internet network, and the 
city ended up spending $487,000 total 
for the project.

In January and February of 2021, techni­
cians battled Mother Nature to get footings 
in the ground to support new broadband 
towers. They installed three new 120-foot 
towers, and they put repeaters on two 
existing city water towers and a Minnesota 
Department of Transportation tower to 
transmit the wireless signal to homes.

Genesis Wire­
less worked with 
pilot customers, 
including John­
son and Hill, to 
fine-tune the 
system. Johnson, 
who was also a 
member of the 
city’s high-speed 
internet task 
force, builds 
domed homes 
for clients across 
the globe. 

Johnson was 
able to have video 
calls with clients, 
but he wanted to 
record some calls 
and didn’t have 
the bandwidth for 
that. He was also 
unable to upload 
videos to the com­
pany website. Instead, his employee, who 
has high-speed internet at home, had to 
take care of that. Johnson was spending too 
much time coming up with workarounds.

Spreading the word
Technicians spent hours on Johnson’s 
50-acre former Christmas tree farm 
experimenting with a variety of anten­
nas to get a signal to his office. In the 
end, they were able to get a signal from 
a nearby electric pole and also buried a 
fiber line to his office. In April, installa­
tion of the system throughout the city 
was complete.

“It’s unbelievable,” Johnson says. “It’s 
made a world of difference, it changed 
everything.” Now, Johnson can livestream 
dome tours and share his screen, show­
ing clients plans and pictures. His wife 
can easily upload images to the website 
of the nonprofit she runs. They’ve both 
reclaimed lost time spent 
waiting for the internet.

The city hosted an unveil­
ing of the new system on 
Johnson’s property in April. 
It was attended by U.S. Rep. 
Pete Stauber, State Sen. 
Mark Koran, and State Rep. Anne Neu. 
Swenson says the high-speed internet 
project was remarkable because officials 
from both political parties came together 
to help solve the problem. 

At the unveiling event, Johnson 
showed on a 27-inch screen how his 
download speed was now a rapid 500 
megabits per second (Mbps) and his 
upload speed was 660 Mbps. “You saw 
jaws drop,” he says. Now, with more 
people on the network, his speed has 
dropped to around 150 to 190 Mbps 
for downloads and 180 to 200 Mbps 
for uploads. 

But “that’s still phenomenal,” he says. 
“Those that are signed up absolutely love 
the system.”

Residents can pick from three inter­
net speeds and price structures, rang­
ing from $45 a month to $100 a month, 
fees that are less than both satellite 
and cellular. 

For city officials, the current chal­
lenge is spreading the word about the 
new system, and they’re working with 
Genesis on a marketing plan. One idea 

is to include flyers on the 
high-speed internet service 
along with residents’ water 
or gas bills.

“Broadband was a luxury 
a few years ago, but now 
it’s turned into a neces­

sity,” Swenson says. “Everybody needs 
it. … I’m extremely proud of what we’ve 
accomplished.” MCMC

Deborah Lynn Blumberg is a freelance writer.
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ON THE WEB
Watch a video about 
this North Branch 
project at www.lmc.
org/north-branch.
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This is one of three towers that serve the new broadband network.
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North Branch hosts Gov. Walz, and 'Telecommuter Forward'

A rain-soaked morning in North Branch drove a visit from
Minnesota Governor Tim Walz from the front lawn of the
city hall inside, to the council chambers.

Walz was on hand with Lieutenant Governor Peggy
Flanagan, DEED Commissioner Steve Grove and others to
announce that North Branch was among 23 cities and
counties to be recognized as a Telecommuter Forward!
Community.

The group explained that the need for telecommuting was
great prior to COVID-19 when this telecommute bill was
passed, but it’s an even greater need now. Grove said 
nearly 705,000 employees were working from home prior
to the pandemic, but numbers are now showing that over
one million workers are doing some form of remote work, which represents over one-third of the state’s labor
force.

In the proclamation, it’s stated that the communities, which also included Chisago County as a whole, will
commit to coordinating and partnering with broadband providers, realtors, economic development
professionals, employers, employees and other stakeholders to promote the availability of telecommuting
options in their region.

City Administrator Renae Fry welcomed the officials saying, “We identified North Branch as a place to work,
live and play and our staff has been committed to provide individuals with the tools to work from home.”

Walz followed up, “This comes from a combination of realtors, telecom and private sector businesses and
schools. We don’t want a gap in connectivity for anyone,” he said. “ We want to thank the vision that went
into this. The city of North Branch has made a case of high quality living and still being able to participate in
the economy the way you choose to.”

Flanagan noted that telecommuting was already a wave that was coming, and that COVID-19 “...laid bare
many of the inequities in telecommuting, including broadband and other resources.”

She went on to say the need for telecommuter communities is greater than ever and that even post-COVID-
19,  it will remain important.

“Even for more ordinary days, which allow us to take care of a sick child or go to a dentist appointment,”  she
continued. “Telecommuting also broadens opportunities and options across Minnesota. We are incredibly
grateful to these 23 communities who are stepping up to support telecommuters. As we look forward,
telecommuting is going to be a part of our equation.”

“We know that more Minnesotans than ever before are telecommuting for work,” said Grove. “As we help
Minnesota’s economy recover from the pandemic, telecommuter-friendly policies add new opportunities for
civic engagement and collaboration among Minnesota’s businesses, entrepreneurs and communities.”

Grove did also say that DEED wanted to make sure that broadband grant dollars were getting to
Telecommuter Forward! communities in the future. Since 2014, DEED has awarded over $105 million in
broadband infrastructure grants to fund 140 projects across Minnesota, with the goal being border-to-border
broadband access.

North Branch Mayor Jim Swenson, who was passionate about the designation, said, “We as a community want
broadband in every house. We have a plan for the community, and we are ready and willing to be the leaders
in the state of Minnesota because we have a very strong plan. I couldnt be happier to have everyone here
today.”

The telecommuter friendly designation puts the city name in front of legislators, which City Administrator
Renae Fry says the hope is this coincides with funding for wireless Internet.  Right now the state assists fiber
or in the ground service improvements.   The plan, referenced by Mayor Swenson, calls for wireless projects. 
Minnesota grants and aid currently are meant for certain types of systems, and North Branch is pursuing a
fixed wireless system.  
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Fry said the city doesn’t need millions, the costs for 30 to 40 towers to form a grid, is the hold-up now.  Due
to fiber’s cost to service the more rural areas of North Branch, erecting towers for point-to-point internet
systems is the most feasible option to improve on local broadband, Fry continued.  

North Branch has been negotiating with about three Internet service providers and Fry also mentioned that
MN Senator Mark Koran has been an “advocate” for the needs to correct poor service in the area. There is no
specific legislative bill introduced yet for qualifying wireless in programs.
The telecommuter friendly community list is one step in that direction.
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