BERRIEN COUNTY BROADBAND INTERNET TASK FORCE
 BCBIT 
January 20, 2022
1:30 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; Berrien County Road Department Interim
Director Kevin Stack.
Guest: Dan Manning, Connected Nation Michigan, Community Technology Advisor.

I.

Oronoko Township Progress Report. Berrien County Administrator Brian Dissette updated
the group related to the progress of Oronoko Township’s pursing high-speed internet for all
of its residents. Administrator Dissette was able to meet with MEC* to discuss the
company’s need to cross the St. Joseph River in Berrien Springs. Two options to cross the
river have been discussed. MEC would like to cross the river in Berrien Springs at the dam
location, or cross the river at old US-31 in Berrien Springs. As it relates to the specifics of
technology deployment and connectivity for this crossing, MEC prefers an aerial crossing.
MEC is looking at an aerial crossing north of bridge to get across the St. Joseph River.
As the discussion continued, alternative options for crossing the St. Joseph River can be
found at two other bridge crossings in the County. These two additional options for
consideration are County owned bridges with County owned conduit. These are the only
two County owned bridges in Berrien County. All other bridge crossings are Michigan
Department of Transportation (MDOT) owned. Kevin Stack, Berrien County Road
Department Interim Director stated there are two County bridges that we could cross and
are up for roadwork this summer. The two County bridges are the Napier Avenue Bridge
and the Walton Road Bridge. The Walton Road Bridge has existing conduit, that being, six
(6) 2-½ inch conduit pipes running across the bridge. Kevin is not sure what is in the conduit
pipes, but he has confirmation and specs these conduit pipes are there and should be
considered a beneficial crossing point to the County to run fiber lines.

*

Midwest Energy & Communication
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Commissioner Scott raised the question of conduit pipe size, not only building for what we
need now, but enough room and capacity for what may be needed in the future at this
particular access point and crossing. We don’t know what we don’t know, but we want to
leave enough room for capacity needs.
John Egelhaaf, SWMPC, inquired about the process to find where conduit is in Berrien
County. Specific to the Walton Road Bridge, we did not know conduit was there, until now.
With this new knowledge, we now know there is six (6) 2-1/2 inch pipes (possibly empty) at
this location. John asked Kevin if there a source to find out what conduit is where across
the County. Kevin Stack stated though conduit may be located, it’s who owns the pipe. In
this case, at the Walton Road Bridge, not knowing what is in the pipe, we can assume
Berrien County owns the conduit pipes (and what is in the pipes, if there is anything), since
we own the bridge. If another entity wants access to the pipes to run lines, they would
(most likely) rent or lease the conduit pipe from Berrien County. If an ISP can install their
own conduit pipe and run their own lines this is what they prefer. Generally, ISP’s want to
lay lines and move on, hence the ease of aerial installation (no conduit pipe, no digging, just
hanging lines pole to pole). We can guess, at this point, anything running through the pipes
is a Berrien County Asset, such as computer lines, or similar. Chris Swihart, Berrien County
Information Systems (IS) Director would have this information. Reiterated, Kevin Stack
stated at this point the only known conduit on County owned bridges is located either at
the Napier Avenue Bridge or the Walton Road Bridge. As it relates to crossing the river,
Kevin stated MEC will go down three miles, cross, then come back up. In addition, Right-ofWay (ROW) permit requirements along with additional language requirements to obtain a
ROW permit on County roads was discussed.
II.

GEO Software Update. John Egelhaaf, SWMPC, gave us a GEO Software update. The GEO
Software application was purchased for use by BCBIT for SWMPC to analyst efficient
deployment of high-speed internet throughout Berrien County. John reported two
members from his staff are receiving training by the company to use this software. They
have complete two sessions so far. The third session will be completed shortly. John has
also spent a day training his staff on mapping terminology and commonly used GIS
vocabulary, jargon, and lingo (yes, they have their own language, don’t be scared if you hear
a GIS complain about pythons, any other time, yes, not with mapping, it’s a coding term).
Once the training is complete, his team will be ready to go.
John Egelhaaf asked the BCBIT group for assistant in determining the per mile cost of fiber
installation. SWMPC will need the cost per mile of fiber installation to populate the GEO
Software with dollar-amount information to build the collective intelligence this software
program can provide. The GEO software program works with the initial input of raw data
and pre-existing datasets to allow the processing of selected plotting areas on the map for
project cost considerations and optimization of broadband network design and deployment.
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III.

StoryMap Draft. John Egelhaaf, SWMPC, reviewed with the group the BCBIT StoryMap Draft
along with a link for the group to view the draft and suggest edits and changes.
Administrator Dissette recommended an executive level summary view for presentation to
the Board of Commissioners in February at a Committee of the Whole meeting.
Specifically, this executive level summary should highlight the need for a dollar
commitment, or fund allocation, of Berrien County’s ARPA† money specific to broadband
deployment. John will segment StoryMap into an executive level summary. Commissioner
Scott requested in the executive summary of the StoryMap it clearly states $6 to $8 million
dollars of ARPA funds is needed for high-speed internet deployment in Berrien County.

IV.

Connected Nation Michigan. Dan Manning, Community Technology Advisor, of Connected
Nation Michigan gave us an overview of broadband deployment at the state level and
broadband deployment among regional planning organizations throughout the state and
the national level. Connected Nation Michigan is part of Connected Nation a nation-wide
push to bridge the digital divide through innovative solutions that expand the access,
adoption, and use of high-speed internet and its related technologies to all people through
the development of public-private partnership that bring technology access to targeted
geographies and digital technology gaps.
Dan Manning reviewed with us a presentation from his organization that included maps,
broadband specifics and available data. He also requested any data we have, he would like
to have this sent to him. He is also our contact at the state for communication with federal
agencies. A slide deck of Connected Nation Michigan can be found at the end of this
document.
In addition to his duties as the Community Technology Advisor at Connected Nation
Michigan, this same group will also be placed in charge of the Michigan High-Speed Internet
Office (MIHI) created last summer by Governor Whitmer per Executive Directive 2021-2.
Strategies and mission of the MIHI office have not been finalized, as they just starting to
meet as an organization. However, the focus of the office will be high-speed internet access
state-wide. The priorities of the office is to help bridge the digital divide across the State of
Michigan. MIHI will coordinate all state, federal, philanthropic and private investments
made into broadband infrastructure and its utilization serving as a single point of contact.
Along with Dan Manning’s presentation to BCBIT he also discussed the Michigan Broadband
Roadmap published by Michigan’s Department of Labor and Economic Opportunity (LEO).
This document mirrors what we are seeing in Berrien County, the digital divide is not just
one factor, or one group. The digital divide cuts differently depending on geography, race,
income, and a collection of other factors.

†

American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, also called the COVID-19 Stimulus Package or the American Rescue Plan.
3|P a g e | B C B I T

John Egelhaaf, SWMPC, asked Dan Manning his best recommendation to future-proof the
high-speed internet infrastructure as we look begin deployment of high-speed lines. The
recommendation is to connect to fiber where possible.
V.

ARPA Funding – Local Project Funding Match Application Process. The application to
support the request of communities seeking Berrien County ARPA funds to support their
projects, specifically broadband deployment was discussed. Commissioner Freehling
supports an application that runs parallel with Berrien County’s American Rescue Plan
Strategic Initiatives Prioritization (SIP) currently under review by the Board of
Commissioners (BOC). Commissioner Scott requested the application to be generic, to
allow for capture of all projects requesting funding. As it is, we do not know at this time
how many projects are out there, and how much money we need to set aside to support
local community projects, whether through a grant match, or a percentage of funding to
support (50/50) communities. Vetting process will be important, along with scoring,
prioritization, and standards established within the legislation of ARPA for sub-grantees and
the oversite of sub-grantees compliance to ARPA’s eligible use of funds and documentation
requirements. Application deadline possibilities were discussed, both on a fixed date, and
advantages of a rolling quarterly acceptance period. Caution as to length and detail of the
application might slow down the process if too long, yet, we need a format capable of
capturing necessary information without over burdening the applicant.

VI.

Miscellaneous. Our next meeting will be Thursday, February 3rd, 2022.
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The following slide-deck was presented to BCBIT for meeting discussion on January 20, 2022,
by Dan Manning, Community Technology Advisor, Connected Nation Michigan.
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