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Most folks in Hearne and throughout Robertson County may not be aware that something huge happened early in the evening of Monday, May 16.  This is the day the Hearne City Council approved a contract allowing College Station-based high-speed Internet service provider Cybercom to place an antenna on the Moss Avenue water tower in Hearne.

This may sound like an inauspicious event to some.  It was not.  In one fell swoop, the Hearne City Council approved a contract which will provide high-speed Internet access to the vast majority of businesses, schools, government offices, community service organizations, and residents throughout Robertson County! 
We’re not talking months or years before this service will become available.  Online access will become available countywide within a handful of weeks.

The 100+ foot Hearne water tower is on a hill that’s over 350 feet above sea level.  As a result, Cybercom can broadcast its line of sight microwave signal up to 26-miles in most directions from this tower.  That’s a circle with a 52-mile diameter centered in Hearne.
While some folks in Robertson County may be quick to bash Hearne, let the message go forth:  Hearne has stepped up to the plate and has fixed a major problem confronting the whole county.
So, why is Internet access so important?
These days, high-speed Internet access is a primary economic development tool.  Whether it is a husband and wife hoping to operate a mail-order business out of their garage, a local retailer who wishes to expand his/her sales via an online storefront, a bank branch or ranch which needs to stay in touch with the home office, a manufacturing plant of a major corporation which is headquartered out of state, or practically any other business, online access is key to opening and maintaining a viable business.

From Hearne’s and Robertson County’s economic development perspectives, wireless broadband capabilities are needed to:  attract new businesses, residents, and tourists; keep existing businesses and residents; improve the quality of life for current and future residents and businesses; promote local agri-businesses; enhance safety and security; give local homeland security, law enforcement, fire departments, emergency medical services, and judicial officers the tools they need to do their jobs effectively; assure that technological advances in medicine, agriculture, education, and other areas are utilized in Hearne & Robertson County; enhance the learning experience and environment for local students, many of whom are minority and disadvantaged; & enable local public libraries and public service agencies to give patrons access to the highest quality Internet experiences.
Access to high-speed Internet access could also help generate more sales tax, property tax, school tax, and hotel/motel tax revenues in Hearne and Robertson County.
When I returned to Hearne from Washington, DC two years ago, talks between the City of Hearne and Cybercom relating to placement of an antenna on the Hearne water tower had broken down.  As an alternative, Cybercom opted to place an antenna on the far shorter Union Pacific communications tower across TX6 from the chamber office.  
Though lightning fast, this high-speed Internet service offering was severely limited in its reach.  Large numbers of potential Hearne customers simply could not get a clear shot at Cybercom’s antenna from their homes or offices.  Among the excluded were some of Hearne’s major residential neighborhoods, Hearne Industrial Park, Hearne Municipal Airport, most local schools, farms, ranches, small businesses, and homes in rural areas around Hearne.

Over the past two years, City of Hearne officials and I have participated in numerous unsuccessful meetings with SBC, the local landline telephone company.  A primary goal was to get SBC to offer high-speed Internet service in Hearne.  Rumors that SBC was going to offer such a service in Hearne proved unfounded.  
While the local SBC folks supported their company offering local high-speed Internet service, when pressed, SBC’s corporate headquarters admitted that it did not plan to provide high-speed Internet service to either Hearne or Calvert (which it also serves) at any point in the foreseeable future.  This fact was confirmed by an SBC official as late as last week.

While it heavily markets high-speed Internet service in Bryan-College Station, Cox Communications, Hearne’s local landline cable television provider, has repeatedly admitted that it has no plans to make high-speed Internet service available in Hearne either.
During the past two years, I have also discussed the need for quality high-speed Internet service with most of the federal and state elected officials who represent Hearne in Washington and Austin.  Several months ago, Hearne Economic Development filed an application with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to have Hearne designated as a Model Rural Wireless Community.  No word yet on which communities will receive this coveted designation.
Hearne’s FCC application was filed in conjunction with Cybercom and Texas A&M’s Telecommunications Engineering Technology Department.  The Hearne application even caught the eye of Texas Agriculture Commissioner Susan Combs who has recently quoted from it in speeches around the state.
Cybercom President Jeff Collins has been a frequent visitor to Hearne and the economic development office.  Jeff has personally surveyed the high-speed Internet service needs of many local businesses, like Hearne Steel, Goodland Farms, Eagle Disposal, and others.  On all of his visits to the EDC office, Jeff and I have always discussed the prospect of trying to get a Cybercom antenna on the Hearne water tower.

In recent months, Cybercom successfully negotiated an agreement to place an antenna on the Franklin water tower.  Given the geography of the land around Franklin, however, the microwave signal could only reach from six to eight miles in any one direction.

As Franklin was moving towards approving its contract with Cybercom, Jeff and I made another run at Hearne City Hall.  After discussing the matter with Mayor Gomez, most members of the Hearne City Council, City Manager Ric Walton, and City Attorney Bryan F. “Rusty” Russ, I handed Jeff off to Walton who worked with Russ to negotiate a contract acceptable to both the city and Cybercom.  
After several years of discussions, a unanimous city council vote on May 16 to place a Cybercom antenna on the Hearne water tower made the dream of widespread high-speed Internet access a reality for much of Robertson County.

A quote from Hearne’s recent FCC filing may help people better appreciate the huge differences between slow, dial-up service and high-speed Internet service: 

“Not wanting to let the Information Age pass Hearne and Robertson County by, several local individuals and organizations have been working hard to create a vibrant and dynamic Internet presence for Hearne and Robertson County.  Two very impressive websites have resulted:  www.hearnetexas.info - one of the easiest-to-use and most comprehensive online sites of its kind.  It utilizes “best practices” found in a survey of other central Texas town, city, county, regional, and chamber of commerce websites; & www.robertsoncounty.info – a TXGenWeb genealogy and history website that contains several thousand different documents relating to Robertson County.  This ambitious website has received an excellence award from the Texas Historical Commission.”
“Both of these websites are feature-rich.  Ironically, most folks in Hearne and Robertson County have difficulty accessing many site features via dial-up access.  As the chair of the Robertson County Historical Commission (Cathy Lazarus) recently put it, ‘I can cook dinner, eat dinner, and wash the dishes while one of the maps from the Robertson County site is downloading.’”
Cathy and her husband Steve already have Cybercom high-speed Internet service at their business, Wilson United Drug in Hearne.  They plan to call Cybercom sometime soon to get service at their home between Calvert and Bremond.

By the way, Cybercom’s phone number is 979.268.6800.  Dial this number, then press “2” to be connected with the next available agent to order service.

When having dinner with my dad at Someplace Else in Calvert one recent Friday, I spoke with several Calvert folks who were dining at nearby tables.  I was delighted to learn that these people already knew about this exciting new communications development and had already called Cybercom to order high-speed service.  Good news obviously does travel fast.
It was, however, disturbing to discover that none of these Calvert folks were aware of Hearne’s role in helping them gain high-speed Internet access.  

Given the bum rap that Hearne often receives, it is very important for people throughout the county to know that the City of Hearne has made the dream of high-speed Internet access a reality for, not only Hearne residents and businesses, but for most residents and businesses in the county.

Crossroads Report appears weekly in the Hearne Democrat.  Reports are archived at www.hearnetexas.info.  Click on the “Crossroads Report” link to view past reports.
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