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The digital divide represents the growing 
gap between those who have access to 
computer technology and the internet  

and those who do not. As the importance of  
broadband for economic development,  
education and access to health care  
escalates, the digital divide grows increasingly 
ominous.  More specifically, the rural digital 
divide presents a challenge to those seeking to  
connect but living in unserved or  
underserved rural areas. According to a 
2016 report1 by the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) 39 percent of rural 
Americans (23 million people) lack 
access to broadband capabilities 
that will allow them to connect to the 
internet. By contrast, only 4 percent 
of urban Americans lack such access.  

The Utilities Technology Council (UTC)  
provides support through advocacy,  
education and training to keep up 
with the fast-paced technologies 
that drive change in our industry as 
utilities and other critical infrastructure 
providers explore their role in bridging 
the rural digital divide. In this issue, 
UTC asked Lee Ayers, Vice President 
of Mid-Carolina Electric Cooperative, 
to share some insights on Carolina  
Connect, the cooperative’s answer 
to the rural digital divide problem, 
and the value of UTC membership.

The inception of Carolina Connect 
began with Mid-Carolina Electric 
Cooperative seeking ways to improve 
the lives of their customers. Carolina 
Connect is designed to be a  
cooperative-owned Internet Service 
Provider (ISP) that brings broadband 
connection to areas co-ops are  
already servicing for electricity.  
Working in the midlands of South 
Carolina, Carolina Connect is  
developing partnerships with local 

electric cooperatives to bring reliable internet 
service to their customers. According to  
Mr. Ayers: 

The reason we exist is to provide our  
members a service. They need internet 
service. In significant portions of our service 
territory, beyond satellite or spotty wireless 
data, there were no providers willing to 
provide internet. We looked around, talked 
to people, and looked at the broadband 
landscape in South Carolina. There are 
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19 other electric distribution companies with similar 
internet service availability demographics to what we 
have – unserved and underserved, with the number 
of underserved growing every day. The systems that 
are out there grow older and the quality goes down. 
We thought maybe these other co-ops would want 
to do what we are doing. We have a strong tradition 
in South Carolina of working together. So, in short, 
we created Carolina Connect Cooperative to be the 
cooperative-owned ISP.

Carolina Connect serves as a pioneering example of 
how utilities and cooperatives can be valuable players 
in the fight against looming implications of an expanding 
digital divide. So where does UTC come into the picture? 

UTC believes strongly that utilities and cooperatives are in 
a good position to empower broadband deployment, 
but they need support. Advocacy is an important tool in 
ensuring that legislators not only understand the  
importance of protecting utilities and cooperatives as 
critical infrastructure but also making sure the industry’s  
perspective is part of the conversation. According to  
Mr. Ayers, this was one major benefit of UTC membership: 
“Now that we are more deeply involved in the ISP world, 
the value of having someone on the Hill and with the 
FCC, advocating solely from the perspective of the  
utilities, is well worth the value of membership. Other 
agencies that advocate have different constituencies 
and may not always be solely aligned with the utility 
point of view. We are trying to serve the underserved, 
which can be a complicated goal.” He goes on to say, 
“UTC helps us prepare by engaging in and informing us 
about the advocacy that needs to be done on several 
fronts and putting forward a strong utility perspective. 
We need those eyes and ears in Congress and at the 
FCC, and UTC provides that.” 

Advocacy is not the only benefit UTC can provide in  
the fight against the digital divide; UTC’s committees,  
including the Utility Broadband Committee and UtiliSite,  
are targeting this area. These committees focus on 
broadband deployment and education specifically 
geared towards helping utilities successfully tap into the 
Connect America Fund, the FCC’s program to expand 
access to the internet; colocation and small cell pole  
attachments; and business cases for providing broad-
band services for unserved areas. UTC regional events 
and the Telecom & Technology annual conference,  
provide robust training on these and other important 
industry topics. Our committees and events also provide, 
as Mr. Ayers put it, “peer-to-peer connectivity to other 
folks that are doing this. It is the up-and-coming thing 
across the country for electric co-ops to step into the 
digital divide.” And UTC is ready to help!

UTC provides networks and resources on a local and  
national scale to educate, train and advance utilities in 
the quest for bridging the digital divide, with the added 

benefit of a unique opportunity to be strongly represented 
in Washington. Whether it is the one-person, one-vote 
policy that provides equal representation to the  
cooperatives within the organization; technology  
education and training that enables actionable  
intelligence; or the opportunity to network with peers  
and engage in thought leadership to solve common 
problems and reach common goals, UTC membership 
is very beneficial to the industry professionals seeking to 
better the lives of their customers. As Lee Ayers very aptly 
concluded, “What I personally, and Mid-Carolina as a 
business, have put into UTC has paid us back in  
multiples…if you engage, you will more than get  
your money’s worth.” n

Lee Ayers received a BS in Electrical 
Engineering from Clemson University in 
1982. From 1982 until 1986, he worked 
for Central Electric Power Cooperative 
in Columbia, South Carolina. Since 
1986, he has been employed with 

Mid-Carolina Electric Cooperative in Lexington, South 
Carolina, where he currently serves as VP of Engineering.
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