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As much as we seem to depend on
the internet for just about everything,
it’s hard to imagine that some of our
neighbors still do not have a good way
to get the services so many of us take
for granted. If you live in a city or even
a small town, on a college campus or in
an area with sufficient infrastructure,
you probably have broadband service
available to you. But many areas of
Mississippi are still without a fast, reli-
able or relatively cheap on-ramp to the
information superhighway.

This fact was emphasized again ear-
lier last week when I got a news release
from the Mississippi Public Service
Commission announcing the availability
of $99 million in grant funds for compa-
nies that want to fill in the gaps of
broadband service.

The PSC announcement included a
link to a website maintained by the

Federal Communication Commission,
which showed an interactive map of the
U.S., with orange splotches indicating
places where there is no reasonable
option to broadband service. Mississip-
pi, like its surrounding states, was quite
splotchy.

Of course, if you have the means,
many Mississippians in rural areas can
get at least a basic level of service
through existing telephone services or
more expensive satellite services. But
these options are not really good
enough for many people in an age
where files have grown larger and re-
quire ever-increasing bandwidth. While
people in cities and towns can usually
rely on having fair-to-excellent band-
width, folks in rural areas may have
little, if any, access at their homes.
Some of this is mitigated by the avail-
ability of mobile phone service, but if,
for example, your child needs to down-
load files for school, this might not be
the best option.

Many have likened this disparity to
the early days of the Rural Electrifica-
tion Administration, which sought to
provide electrical services throughout

Depression-era America at a time when
nine out of 10 of the nation’s farms
lacked electricity. The REA was so
successful that, in just a little more than
a decade, about 80 percent of the na-
tion’s farms had electricity. Many older
Mississippians can still remember “the
night the lights came on.”

“Internet is the electricity of the 21st
century, and we at the PSC are dedicat-
ed to expand broadband service to all
parts of Mississippi, no matter the loca-
tion,” noted PSC Chairman Brandon
Presley.

In the announcement, PSC Commis-
sioners Presley, Sam Britton and Cecil
Brown urged existing utilities, telecom-
munication companies and entrepre-
neurs to consider applying for a portion
of the $99 million being made available
for the next decade through the Con-
nect America Fund Phase II auction.
The PSC will certify the eligibility of
companies participating in the funding
and will assist in administering it state-
wide.

If your business is interested in find-
ing out more, contact the PSC or the
FCC. No application dates have been

announced, but you can still express
your interest. For its part, the PSC
promises to expedite the certification
process for participation from the FCC
180-day eligible carrier designation
timeframe to 90 days. Furthermore, the
PSC will work to help coordinate, where
possible, with any willing public util-
ities to use existing infrastructure to
possibly alleviate costs associated with
expanding broadband service.

“We don’t want to leave a single dol-
lar on the table when we can use it to
help the people of Mississippi, there-
fore we are cutting the turnaround time
for a decision from the PSC in half for
companies eager to help meet this
goal,” Presley added.

For more information about these
funds and rural broadband service,
contact Donna Chandler, director of
telecommunications for the Public Util-
ities Staff at 601-961-5453 or don-
na.chandler@psc.state.ms.us. You may
also contact Michael Douglas at 601-961-
5407 or Michael.douglas@psc.state.ms.
us. 

Contact Bill Moak at moakconsum-
er@gmail.com.

Bill 
Moak
CONSUMER WATCH

FCC, PSC want to fill rural broadband gaps

If you’ve got to keep paying for
something, you might as well use it.

That, more than anything, might be
the logic behind the announcement
from Mississippi Corrections Commis-
sioner Marshall Fisher last week that
the state prison system intends to seek
new uses for the recently closed Walnut
Grove Correctional Facility.

Fisher said last week the department
is considering using the 1,500-bed facil-
ity as an alternative to prison, as a facil-
ity to house prisoners after parole vio-
lations or to help prisoners prepare to
re-enter society.

Mississippi was already awash in
prison beds, and the surplus got larger

after lawmakers in 2014 cut prison sen-
tences to reduce the number of state
inmates. Now, there are too many lock-
ups and not enough inmates to fill them
all.

Bringing new life to the Leake Coun-
ty prison would give corrections offi-
cials something to show each year when
they seek money to pay the debt associ-
ated with Walnut Grove.

Grace Simmons Fisher, a department
spokeswoman who is not related to Mar-
shall Fisher, said the department owes
almost $194 million on Walnut Grove
and three other private prisons — East
Mississippi Correctional Facility near
Meridian, Marshall County Correctional
Facility and Wilkinson County Correc-
tional Facility.

She couldn’t break down exactly how
much the state owes for each. But it’s
clear from bond documents the debt is
largest at Walnut Grove — as much as
$91 million. That’s in part because the

prison is the newest, having opened in
2001. Walnut Grove and East Mississippi
were also more expensive because each
has 1,500 beds, while the two older pris-
ons have 1,000 apiece.

The state borrowed $93.6 million for
Walnut Grove in 2010, and bond docu-
ments showed no payments were due 

As prison closes, state still reckons with debt

See Debt, Page 4A
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Sept. 15 was the final day of operations for Walnut Grove Correctional Facility in Walnut Grove.
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Hattiesburg crews have been hard at work
fixing some of the city’s streets — some for
practical reasons, others for aesthetic value.

Lamar Boulevard, which sits off U.S. 98
near Petro Nissan, is temporarily closed. The
road was featured in April in the Hattiesburg
American as one of the city’s worst.

Public Works Director Larry Barnes said
although Lamar Boulevard is a priority for the
city, residents will have to wait a few months
longer to see the roadwork finally complete.

“Some places are really bad,” he said
“We’re trying to fix those.

“It’s in dire need of attention. It’s in really
bad shape, but it’s probably not going to be
completed for another few months.”

A section of the road at Office Park Drive is
closed while the city does some minor repair
work on the worst parts.

The holdup, Barnes said, is the develop-
ment that is ongoing in the area. Large trucks
and heavy equipment are using the road, so he
doesn’t want to send a work crew in to pave
until the developer’s construction is finished.

“We don’t want to prematurely go in there
and pave it, then have the developer going
back in and develop it (more),” he said.

Once the building work is done, the city
plans to spend about $360,000 to pave the road,
Barnes said.

In another part of the city, the water de-
partment is making some improvements, in-
cluding most recently on Hardy Street near
Hutchinson Avenue and an area of Park Ave-
nue.

That includes having to tear up some parts 
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Areas around downtown Hattiesburg are being closed while tree trimmers are working. 
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Downtown Hattiesburg is getting new decorative crosswalks. See Streets, Page 4A
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