PORT OF WOODLAND
DARK FIBER ANALYSIS

Assessment of two routes within the Port of Woodland district for
route market analysis and conditions. Route placement and assessment
including estimated engineering and construction costs provide data for
marketability.

I.

INTRODUCTION

The Port of Woodland Commission sought information for the exploration of two dark fiber routes to explore economic development opportunities. In 20112012, a needs assessment was completed by the Cowlitz-Wahkiakum Council of Governments regarding broadband, the Mount St. Helens Broadband
Feasibility Study and Gap Analysis. The study includes additional areas within Cowlitz County as well as connections to adjacent counties to further the
broadband system. The study examined critical information pertaining to public safety, economic development, tourism, workforce and education. Information
on the specifics of implementation for the Route 1 were not conducted in the study nor how to construct such infrastructure. The Port required this
information to make further decisions.
The study was found to be viable as no additional changes have been made on either route since the assessment regarding one specific route for the Port of
Woodland’s project- Route 1: Woodland to Cougar. Route 2 was not included in the study pertaining to the Woodland Bottoms. Further information
showcased the need to improve public safety, tourism, education and workforce development further increasing the case to explore the Port’s role in dark
fiber infrastructure.
The Port hired Ascent GIS to complete an analysis on the two routes (1) Route 1: Woodland to Cougar and (2) Woodland Bottoms. Information presented in
the analysis included: Existing dark fiber lines and conditions; Specific routes to take if no dark fiber available; and Engineering and construction costs. Ascent
GIS used the CWCOG study as a basis to conduct their review and determined that the route was still viable, and data collected was still relevant. The
information was deemed relevant for general terms for Route 2, given that there is limited economic opportunities and those are specific to Port operations
and would be in compliance with the Comprehensive Scheme of Harbor Improvements.
Ascent GIS collected data by site visits, information sharing from the Cowlitz PUD and reviewing of state broadband information. Information that was
collected included pole data- the actual GIS locations of the poles installed by the Cowlitz PUD on
each route.
The 2011-2012 CWCOG study identified some concerning issues. On page 2, the black-out area along
Route 1 would require further communication. Due to the concerns by Cowlitz-Skamania Fire District
7, the potential partnership between the Port and the Fire District would be necessary. The Fire
District provided feedback in the original study and continues to actively comment about the needs
of communication. Page 3 depicts the cell phone service area in the study. No further enhancements
have been made along the route, but proposed towers have been recently explored. Page 4 depicts
the existing telecom (TDS) lines along Route 1.
The study also reviewed data on economic points back in 2011-2012, from 2010 US Census. Updated
information identifies the Woodland area having a median wage income as $64,260 compared to
Cowlitz County (which Woodland is incorporated in each of the routes in the study) is $49,127.
Poverty rates are 19.4% and 16.3% respectively. Hourly median wage for Cowlitz County in 2014 was
$20.77.
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Route 1 Black-out area Woodland to Cougar 2011-2012 CWCOG Fiber Study
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Route 1: Wireless Data Coverage 2011-2012 CWCOG Study
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Route 1 TDS Service 2011-2012 CWCOG Study
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II.

THE PROJECT ROUTES

A. Route 1: Woodland City Limits to Cougar

1. Route 1 Distance
The route is 153,753 feet from Woodland to Cougar dependent on the vault location being on the east side of Woodland between Interstate 5 and the
City limits.

2. Existing Conditions
Currently there is limited internet service along the route. TDS and Cascade Network (under a CAI) operates along the route partially. Even
though these are marketed, testing completed in 2012 identified that services lacked at a multitude of addresses between Woodland and
Cougar. As for cellular service, US Cellular is limited but most prevalent followed by AT&T. No other carriers currently have towers or
service in the area.

3. Market Analysis
The route anticipates ten (10) potential customers. Customers are deemed service providers. Current providers on the route are limited to
US Cellular (most of the route) and AT&T (partial route). Furthermore, there is Frontier and Cascade Networks that provides most of the
internet connections. Potential customers could include such carriers as Verizon, T-Mobile, and Comcast among others. Due to the nature
of the telecom business, potential and identified customers would not be available. Infrastructure development by the current providers is
not on the horizon along the route and is deemed low priority. The line would link into existing vaults within the City of Woodland.
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The market rate per strand with 29 miles of fiber. Annual lease income $87,000 given one strand per customer with six (6) potential
customers. This income does not include one-time construction and fees for such projects like cell towers. Based on the conservative
strand estimates, route costs and lease payments, the Return on Investment (ROI) rate is 11.64 years with no other investment. The Port
has identified several sources of grant funding for this route given its rural location within a distressed county and potential employment
growth.

4. Regional Impact
Due to the lack of providers and consistent affordable internet services, the impact on economic growth could be at 6.4% per the CWCOG
study in fields like utilities, tourism, professional services and scientific study. The largest impact would be on potential growth of micro
and small businesses along the route. With more people moving into the Woodland area and those moving along the route desire more
rural setting but require technology, the growth for residential could be significant.
An example of potential impact would include the SR 503 landslide that cut off the upper communities from Woodland (without extensive
rerouting). With more businesses allowing employees to work remotely, the possible use of internet to work from home may have had a
positive impact on the situation.
The CWCOG study identified that Route 1 was a community priority by the stakeholders involved for three main categories: economic
development and tourism, education and research and public safety. Tourism business has dropped significantly in the county. With
recreational tourism a huge potential along the route with the Ape Caves, Gifford-Pinchot National Forrest for climbing, biking, hiking and
hunting along with winter sports, Mount St. Helens access, PacifiCorp’s dams and lakes for fishing and camping, there is no shortage of
market. Without internet service and cell phone coverage, it impacts businesses, public safety and information to and from customers.
The study also explored the potential of additional educational and scientific research with Mount St. Helens.
Yet, the main concern is public safety for any business, residential or tourism growth due to the lack of access and locating people who
may need immediate services. This would be considered for any additional construction of facilities such as hotels/motels, campgrounds,
recreational facilities or restaurants or other such businesses along the route on any permitting application.

5. Route 1 Conclusion
Overall, the potential public investment/grant investment would decrease the ROI rate from 11 years down to 3 to 6 years if successfully
funded. Potential impact to the route and the region would include increases to tourism, workforce development, education, public safety
(PacifiCorp dams and emergency response) and commercial business. In addition, improved access for residential with expanded growth
in unincorporated Cowlitz County.
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Route 1 Construction
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Route 2: Woodland Bottoms

1. Route 2 Distance
The route is 38,215 feet from City limits around Woodland Bottoms back to city limits (loop). Additional line extension to Austin Point
would be required for individual project development. To loop existing service back to the City, it was determined to create the loop in the
short term and create a single line extension along Dike Road to Kuhnis for single end line user.

2. Existing Conditions
Route 2 has no dark fiber or services along the route and due to the main route, the fiber would be constructed upon being a federally
constructed dike. The area has limited opportunities for commercial and industrial development. One side of the route is agricultural
ground and the other side has a mixed use of industrial lots with residential housing.

3. Market Analysis
Three potential customers given construction of heavy industrial sites (three potential parcels) and limited residential. The market rate per
strand with 7 miles of fiber along the route with an annual lease income $12,600. ROI rate is calculated to be 34.79 years with no
additional grant investment. Potential public investment and/or grant investment would reduce the ROI rate to 17.3 years if successfully
funded. The ROI is outside the Port Commission’s desired rate of 10 years even with outside funding.
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4. Regional Impact
Potential impact would benefit deep water development for 3 of the Port’s industrial zoned properties on the Columbia River that include
Martin Bar North and Austin Point which are currently available for heavy industrial use and Martin Bar South for future development. In
addition, there are two major private industrial customers with Columbia Fruit Packing and Columbia River Carbonates (in permitting).
Recreational impacts include two public RV parks with heavy use for fishing. Residential; use limited to existing housing. Connection to be
looped into 426 acres of industrially-zoned land in partnership with private owners and the City and Port of Woodland. The 426 acres
within the city would be served by existing franchise that the city holds with Comcast.

5. Route 2 Conclusions
Route 2 does not financially work within the confines of the Port’s Return on Investment requirements and lacks significant opportunity
for growth and development within the short term. Changes to land use or further development would be necessary for the project to
have financial feasibility.

40 | P a g e

Route 2 Construction
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Route 2 Pole Location Data
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III.

Next Steps

After further consultation with the Port of Whitman County’s Executive Director and review of the pole data with the Port of
Woodland Commission in January 2018, it was determined that the project was viable. The Commission desired further
information regarding grants available and key legislation to further the dark fiber project.
The Commission desired a timeline, market information including a white sheet of the route information, and grant listings for the
project. In addition, the Commission desired to travel to Port of Whitman County to meet with businesses and the Port
Commission to discuss the dark fiber business plan further.
The Port Commission received a recommendation from the Port of Whitman County Executive Director to take action on Route 1
Woodland to Cougar given the viable business and market data, return on investment and growth potential.
The Port Commission received a review of potential CERB funding grant requirements and process.
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A. CERB Funding
Broadband Funding

In the 2018 Capital Budget, Washington State Legislature approved funding for CERB that specifically addresses broadband infrastructure.
The funding structure for the line item is in process of being developed by the CERB Board. Initial review of the line item would suggest
the project would be eligible for funding. The Port should await further instruction on the funding opportunity.

B. USDA Rural Development Funding for Telecommunications
The USDA Rural Development has the Telecommunications Infrastructure Loans and Loan Guarantees as well as Rural Utilities Services.
Currently, the Port of Woodland is partnering with other Washington Ports pertaining to the Farm Bill opportunities for funding. Currently,
funding for the program is restricted to private providers. Ports are working to change requirements to allow public entities, like ports, to
be eligible for funding.

C. Potential Impact on Job Creation
The City of Woodland data provided by OnTheMap i under the US Census, provided data by NAICS Industrial Code. The range of years
reviewed included 2013-2015. The area predominately includes forestry, agriculture, warehouse and transportation, and manufacturing
as main industrial hubs. Growth in Agricultural and Forestry has gone from 1.1% to 2.8%. Manufacturing has rebounded from a high of
38.7% to 33.3% to 36.3%. Finally, transportation and warehousing has declined from 3.9% to 2.8%. Growth areas include professional and
technical, retail, accommodations and food services serving those home professionals and tourism services through expansion of existing
services. A Cornell University Study ii identified the broadband infrastructure growth factor on economic development in rural areas
eliminates the digital divide between urban and rural broadband. Growth in education, health, telecommunications, entrepreneurship and
e-services were substantial in rural areas. Median household income grew about 2% difference between served and non-served areas, a
difference of an additional annual income of $1,285.20 in Woodland. Non-rural counties had 40% less growth as well with 3,700 jobs
identified in 2015, a growth of 40% would relate to a growth of jobs to an additional 1,480 jobs. The investment of Washington State’s
broadband investments to date of over $500 million with a multitude of programs in a multitude of agencies. A 2013 Washington State
Department of Commerce iii study on broadband investment showed significant improvements and investments in counties that expanded
broadband infrastructure. It is anticipated growth in entrepreneurship, e-commerce and tourism will be short term impacts and long term
in professional and technical.
Census data states that most jobs in the Woodland area breakdown in 2015 by three monthly earning rates: $1,250 per month or less698 jobs; $1251-$3,333 per month- 1,369 jobs; and More than $3,333 per month- 1,634 jobs. Taking the Cornell Study, a growth in 40% in
jobs could equate to the following chart.
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Woodland Earning per Job
$1,250 per month or less
$1,251-$3,333 per month
$3,333 per month or more
Total

2015 Data
698
1,369
1,634
3,701

Additional Growth 40% Factor
279
548
653
1,480

Total Potential Jobs by Earning
977
1,917
2,287
5,181

Growth in Cowlitz County is significant in the south portion of the county over the last five years with most of the growth occurring in the
City for Cowlitz County. In 2012, Cowlitz county’s population was 103,050 and rose to 105,900 in 2017. Woodland’s population changed
from 5,505 to 5,950 in 2017. Cowlitz County unemployment rate has declined over the last three years from 7.2% in 2015 to 5.4% in 2017.
Overall, broadband will enhance the ability for job creation and reduce poverty and increase monthly earnings given the growth in
population being in the rural area upriver along the State Route 503. Investments throughout the state historically provide investment
opportunities and vary depending on the county, employment sector and availability of growth (land/parcel development). Currently, this
route is growing residential development and services will follow and the expansion of tourism services will further push the need for
additional services.
https://onthemap.ces.census.gov/
https://cardi.cals.cornell.edu/publications/research-policy-briefs/broadband%E2%80%99s-contribution-economic-health-rural-areas
iii
http://www.commerce.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Commerce-Broadband-2013-200dpi.pdf
i
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