STAYING ALIVE: The Kettle Run baseball team qualified for states last week. Pages 13-14

June 5, 2019

Our 202nd year | Vol. 202, No. 23 | www.Fauquier.com | $1.50

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/ROBIN EARL
Rachel Bongiovi was collecting
signatures June 2 for a run at the
Center District school board seat.

Kettle Run grad
Rachel Bongiovi
running for
school board seat
By Robin Earl

Times Staff Writer
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Emma Gorg, Whitney Clark and John Anderson use the wireless internet at Happy Creek Coffee & Tea in the
Plains to work on their laptops.

The internet still crawls in
parts of Fauquier, frustrating
homeowners and businesses
By Kevin Carty and Christopher Connell
The Piedmont Journalism Foundation

First in a three-part series on the availability of broadband service in the area.
On a typical weekday inside Happy Creek Coffee & Tea in The
Plains, several of the small café’s wooden tables are occupied by
professionals quietly typing away at their laptops.
“We get a lot of people who come in for the day and will work
for several hours,” says barista Abby Lichlater.

See INTERNET, Page 6
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What is Broadband?
The screech of a modem connecting
a home computer to the internet over
a telephone line is a distant memory to
most people; few would trade that snail’s
pace internet for the fast broadband
connections most Americans enjoy today.
But not everybody can get
broadband. An estimated 16 million
Americans, including tens of thousands
of residents in rural areas, don’t have
high-speed internet. They can send
email or surf the web with slow internet
service, but they can forget about
watching a streaming movie and must be
prepared for long waits to upload photos
and other large amounts of data.
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Rachel Bongiovi and her husband
Allen spent the weekend knocking
on doors in Warrenton, canvassing
for signatures in a bid for the Center District school board seat. She
needs to submit 125 signatures by
June 11 to get on the ballot to replace current Center District school
board representative Brian Gorg,
who is stepping down at the end of
the year. By 4 p.m. on Sunday, June
2, she had 150 autographs … and
counting.
“There may be some that will
turn out to be not valid,” she explained.
Bongiovi is a 25-year-old mental
health professional who works with
children (QMHP-C). She said she
does intensive therapy in her clients’ homes, in Orange, Culpeper
and Fauquier counties.
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The internet still crawls in parts of Fauquier, frustrating homeowners and businesses
INTERNET, from Page 1
Among the regulars is Steve, who directs a local nonprofit and asked that his last name not be
used. “I have no internet access from home, except
through my phone,” explains Steve, who had an
ultra-fast broadband connection before moving to
Fauquier a few years ago. Happy Creek provides
both the fastest internet he’s found and “probably
the best coffee I’ve ever had.”
For thousands of Fauquier residents and scores
of businesses, the lack of broadband isn’t just an
annoyance or inconvenience, it’s an impediment to
success in school, at work and even staying healthy.
It’s a problem they share with more than 600,000
other Virginians. It’s something that the Fauquier
County Board of Supervisors as well state and federal officials say they want to overcome.
It’s worst in the rural areas where internet companies, large or small, balk at the expense of extending high-speed service to small pockets of
customers where they cannot recover their costs.
Government subsidies from Richmond and Washington are meant to overcome that reluctance.
The latest statistics from the Federal Communications Commission paint a rosy picture. It estimates that
93.5 percent of Americans now have access to fixed
broadband at 25 million bits per second, its benchmark.
However, one in four Americans in rural areas still do
not. Virginia looks even better in the FCC report, with
97.8 coverage in Fauquier. But two of the five federal
commissioners dissented, arguing the coverage data
provided by internet companies is flawed.
Commonwealth Connect, Gov. Ralph Northam’s
multi-million-dollar initiative to partner with
the private sector to make broadband available in
every corner and community in the state, also contends the FCC’s numbers “are exaggerated.” It says
that in rural Virginia, just 68 percent have access to
a high-speed, 25 MBPS connection.
For years, as the internet has become an increasingly essential part of modern life, Fauquier residents have scrambled to find ways to cope with
slow connections or none at all.
Some Fauquier schoolchildren don’t have access
to online educational resources, and some adults
are forced into long commutes because telecommuting is impractical or impossible. Even home
sales are affected. Real estate agents say poor internet service discourages some buyers.
Evan Feinman, the governor’s chief broadband
adviser, says that in internet deserts, property values can jump 4 to 8 percent “the moment that connection gets there.
“Communities that don’t have access to broadband internet are simply not on the list for any
business expansion or relocation,” he says, and it’s
harder for workers to find and apply for jobs, and
for their children to keep pace in school. It can stymy health care providers’ efforts to track elderly
patients’ health remotely, which could spare them
long trips and waits for appointments.
Some students lose good internet access when
they walk out the school door, interfering with online homework and lesson planning.
“Everybody assumes you have internet. It’s
very difficult to maneuver contemporary life without affordable, decent internet access,” says Sharon
Strover, a University of Texas professor and internet policy expert.
Fauquier officials began working with renewed
vigor on the county’s access woes in 2016, when

The Piedmont Journalism Foundation
This in-depth series on local broadband coverage
was developed and funded by Piedmont Journalism
Foundation (PJF), a nonprofit organization operated by
volunteer community members. The Fauquier Times
decided whether to publish the story and how to edit it.
Founded in 2018, PJF’s mission is to increase indepth news coverage of local issues and encourage
public discussion on them. More can be found at
https://piedmontjournalism.org.

the board of supervisors created a broadband advisory committee. But progress has been slow. The
county hired a consultant to identify areas where
internet connections are insufficient and set aside
$20 million to invest in infrastructure to bring
broadband to more communities. But the company initially selected to explore the work was hamstrung by internal issues, and the effort was placed
on hold while the county sought additional bids.
Now, Fauquier County staff are studying two
new proposals aimed at boosting the county’s
broadband network. The supervisors are scheduled
to receive presentations about the options in July. If
the board approves one or both, construction could
begin soon after, Deputy Fauquier County Administrator Katie Heritage said.

How access affects students,
workers, real estate

Meanwhile, Fauquier County residents with slow
or no access flock to libraries, coffee shops, schools
and offices to use Wi-Fi.
Kim Ritter, Fauquier County Schools supervisor
for library and media services, says students are assigned homework that requires watching videos or
conducting research online, and the dead zones make
it very difficult for them “to accomplish what their
classmates are accomplishing when they’re at home.”
Parents hit roadblocks when asked to fill out online
forms or use educational sites such as Blackboard.
Teachers who rely on digital lesson planning struggle,
too, and some “stay after school and work because
they don’t have [internet] access at home,” she says.
These dynamics also affect Fauquier County’s real
estate market. When buying or shopping for houses, internet is “definitely on the forefront of people’s
minds. … [F]or some buyers, it is a deal-breaking criteria,” says realtor Dave Wills, president of the Greater Piedmont Realtors Association.
Since Virginia does not require sellers to disclose
internet access, some buyers are in for a rude surprise
when they move in. Wills has seen clients write a
clause into their contracts so they can check out a
home’s internet access.

Urban vs. rural digital divide

The dearth of broadband in rural, less populous
parts of Fauquier County has a simple explanation:
internet service providers don’t want to incur the expense of laying new lines and purchasing equipment
if there are too few prospective customers to make it
profitable.
Unlike the U.S. Postal Service, which charges the
same amount to deliver a stamped envelope to a dense
suburban neighborhood as a rural one, internet is not
considered a public utility, and its availability is largely unregulated and left up to the market.
Although a dozen or more companies advertise
service in Fauquier, they tend to compete against
each other for new customers only in urban areas.

See INTERNET, Page 7

Virginia, federal government address broadband
Both the state and federal governments are pushing
to close the digital divide and make broadband
available throughout rural America.
Gov. Ralph Northam asked the legislature
last December to boost spending on the Virginia
Telecommunications Initiative from $4 million a year to
$50 million annually, calling it “a top priority.” Coupled
with large private sector investments, that could get
broadband to at least 600,000 more Virginians in 10

years, at a cost of $500 per new connection, according
to Feinman, his broadband advisor.
The legislature compromised by approving $19
million for the initiative for fiscal 2020. Twelve counties
even more rural than Fauquier received $4.9 million
in grants in March, which the governor’s office said
would bring broadband to 15,000 homes and 300
businesses. More VTI grants are coming down the
road.

BROADBAND, from Page 1
Broadband isn’t a luxury. It’s about school kids’
ability to do homework assignments that require
research online, and businesses and medical providers
transmitting and receiving blueprints and X-rays. It’s why
Congress and the commonwealth of Virginia both have
made universal broadband access a priority and are
spending millions of dollars to make that happen.
Broadband gives people high-speed internet access
that is always on and is much faster than traditional dialups. The speed and price vary widely.
But not all broadband is the same. Some types are
hundreds of times faster than others. Here’s a rundown
from the Federal Communications Commission.

Digital Subscriber Line (DSL)

Like the dial-ups of old, DSL broadband uses the
traditional copper telephone lines already installed
in homes and businesses. The speed can vary from
hundreds of thousands of bits per second (Kbps) to
millions of bits (Mbps).
The availability and speed of DSL service may
depend on the distance from the home or business to
the provider’s facility.

Cable Modem

Residents in homes that can get cable television
over lines called coaxial cables — as most cable
subscribers do — can access broadband over those
same lines. Cable modems are external devices with
two connections: one to the cable wall outlet, the other
to a computer. The device usually contains a router that
sends a Wi-Fi signal throughout the house so tablets,
smartphones and other devices can get to the internet.
(Smartphones can transmit data through cellular
towers as they do with phone calls, but that can get
expensive, since companies charge higher rates for large
amounts of data. If the smartphone is connected to WiFi at home or in a business, library or other facility with
free data, that doesn’t eat into an individual’s allotment.)
Cable companies typically sell bundles of services,
including phone and high-speed internet as well as
television channels.
Transmission speeds vary depending on the type of
cable modem, cable network, and traffic load. Cable
modems provide transmission speeds of 1.5 Mbps or
more, which is fast enough to watch high-definition
movies on Netflix.
Of course, cable is not available in all locations. Rural
localities, in particular, are often not served.

Fiber

Phone and cable television companies may offer
service over new, glass fiber optic lines that transmit
signals at speeds far faster than DSL or modems,
typically tens or even hundreds of Mbps. But it’s very
expensive to install fiber and companies seldom do so
outside densely populated neighborhoods.

Wireless

Wireless broadband connects a home or business to
the internet using a radio link between the customer’s
location and the service provider’s facility. It usually
requires a customer to use an external antenna. Speeds
are comparable to DSL and cable modem. Where
available, it can provide broadband in remote or sparsely
populated areas.
Wireless Local Area Networks (WLANs) provide
broadband access over shorter distances and are often
used to extend the reach of a “last-mile” wireline or fixed
wireless broadband connection. Wi-Fi networks can
be used for free internet access at “hot spots” such as
restaurants, coffee shops, hotels, airports, convention
centers and city parks.
Mobile wireless broadband services are also
available for laptops but require a special PC card
and built-in antenna. Speeds are slow, usually only
several hundred Kbps.

Satellite

Just as satellites orbiting the earth can beam
down telephone and television signals, they can also
provide links for wireless broadband, making them
useful for remote or sparsely populated areas. But as
with television reception, the broadband signal can
be disrupted by bad weather. It also depends on the
consumer’s line of sight to the orbiting satellite.
Typically, a consumer can expect download speeds
of 500 Kbps and uploads of 80 Kbps — slower than
DSL and cable modem, but ten times faster than dial-up
internet.

Broadband over Power Lines (BPL)

Some electric cooperatives and other utilities offer
broadband over their power lines, but this is not widely
available. BPL speeds are comparable to DSL and cable
modem speeds.
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INTERNET, from Page 6
Here and elsewhere, the big companies such as
Comcast and Verizon often do not compete head
to head, allowing them to charge higher prices because customers have few if any alternatives.
As a result, says Chris Mitchell, who directs internet research at the Institute for Local Self-Reliance,
an economic think-tank, “those companies have
done a very poor job of investing in rural areas.”
Fauquier County is far from unique. “[Highspeed Internet] access throughout the Piedmont
region is lacking,” says Wills, the real estate
agent. Culpeper, Madison, Orange, and Rappahannock counties have the same spotty internet
coverage, he said.
By contrast, Northern Virginia suburbs such as
Herndon, Woodbridge and Centreville are crisscrossed with fiber-optic lines. Service is also plentiful in and around the town of Culpeper and other
areas along U.S. 17 where businesses are concentrated.
Access to broadband in Fauquier is a mixed
bag. Wealthier areas north of Interstate 66 along
John Marshall Highway have decent but spotty
service, while the middle-income farming regions
to the south and west have some of the worst internet coverage in the county.

According to BroadbandNow, a company that
helps consumers assess their internet options,
three providers offer residential internet service in
the area near Markham, (pop. 197). But of those
three, two sell satellite service, which can cut out
during storms and is usually subject to strict data
limits.
The third, Verizon, offers slow, DSL-based
internet to only 13 percent of residents. In other
words, most Hume residents can choose between
data-capped satellite internet or no internet at all.
Things are somewhat better in Goldvein (pop.
1,059), where five companies offer internet service. But two sell satellite internet and the one
provider that sells fixed wireless internet — considered better than satellite but worse than fiber or
cable-based service — only offers coverage to 7
percent of residents within the zip code. Verizon
offers service to 80 percent of the area, but as in
Hume, that service is slow, DSL-based internet.
A third of people living in Goldvein have access to high-speed home internet through Comcast. But some parts of Goldvein as well as parts
of nearby Sumerduck have no home internet access at all, except for satellite.

Few solutions

Sometimes, internet service providers will
work with residents or groups of residents to wire
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their homes, but the cost can be steep.
Shelly Norden, an English teacher near New
Baltimore, banded together with her neighbors to
convince an internet provider to bring in better
service a few years ago. After putting “relentless”
pressure on Comcast, “finally they agreed to put
lines out here, but we all had to pay $1,500” each
for the installation, she says.
But the cost was worth it, she adds. Prior to
Comcast, Norden and her neighbor’s Verizon
bills could reach up to $600 a month because they
would exceed their data limits. Now her monthly
bill for internet and TV is about $200.
For most residents, however, getting a company to agree to this kind of arrangement is either
unfeasible or unaffordable.
Steve, the nonprofit director, knows because he
tried. He called Comcast to see what it would take
to bring internet service to his house. “They said
it would cost $28,000 … but they would give us a
$7,000 rebate,” he said. He chose the coffee shop
option instead.
Kevin Carty is a policy researcher and journalist. Christopher Connell, an independent writer-editor working with the Piedmont Journalism
Foundation, contributed to this story. Christopher Connell is a former assistant bureau chief
for The Associated Press in Washington.

Kettle Run grad Rachel Bongiovi running for school board seat
SEAT, from Page 1
“I’m working more in Fauquier lately,” she said, “and my work
schedule is very flexible.” She said
that the ability to make her own
work hours will allow her to be
available for school board duties.
In fact, Bongiovi said that she’d
like to see school board members
more involved in the schools, meeting with teachers and students and
listening to their concerns.
Bongiovi attended Fauquier
County schools, graduating from
Kettle Run High School after attending P.B. Smith Elementary
and Warrenton Middle School; she
also was home-schooled for a time.
She was an athlete, playing soccer
and cheerleading, and was also the
managing editor of Kettle Run’s
newspaper. Shelly Norden, who
is running for the Scott District
school board seat, was her journalism teacher.
Bongiovi worked as a paralegal
for two years after graduating from
Christopher Newport University in
2016. This enabled her to become
comfortable with legal language
and policy documents, she said.
Now she works with children
who have significant behavioral
challenges. Many of her clients attend Fauquier County schools; she
said she learns a lot from what they
tell her about their school experiences.
“There is a lack of mental health
support for students. This can result in bullying, violence and poor
performance,” Bongiovi said. She
is concerned about students who
experience crippling anxiety and
have no resources.
She said, “Sometimes when I
talk to teachers, I see there is a lack
of knowledge. I spoke to one teacher about a student who was suffering from depressive thoughts.”
Bongiovi shook her head sadly, relating how the teacher responded:

“They seem happy enough to me.”
She said she has not seen enough
positive change in the schools since
she left Kettle Run.
In addition to pushing for more
mental health resources for children, Bongiovi said she’ll be an advoc ate for improvements in teacher pay. She said that when Patriot
High School in Nokesville opened
in 2011, she saw a slew of teachers
leave for higher pay. “It is only a
10-minute ride down the road, and
they made an extra $10,000 a year.”
She acknowledged that progress
was made in this year’s budget, but
more needs to be done.
Her third priority is fiscal responsibility. “We pay more per
student than other nearby counties,
and we get less for that money.”
Bongiovi said that her husband’s
brother has Down syndrome and
had to leave the county to find a
special education program that
would serve his needs.
She cited Prince William and
Culpeper as two counties that offer better programs for students
with developmental disabilities.
She added that she is a proponent
of providing the least restrictive
environment possible for children
with disabilities. “They should be
in classrooms with their peers,”
she said.
Bongiovi said that she has been
thinking about running for school
board for months but got a late
start in gathering signatures because she and her husband — who
she met in Spanish class at Kettle
Run — were married May 11. The
couple has a 7-month-old baby.
She said she is excited to raise
her daughter in the Fauquier County school system. “We all want the
best for our children.”
Fauquier County voters will cast
ballots for school board seats in
November.
Reach Robin Earl at rearl@fauquier.com

Susan Pauling of Warrenton has
announced that she also is running for
the School Board slot in Center District.
A mother of four with a degree in
psychology, she said she has “almost”
enough constituent signatures to submit
her candidacy.
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