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Good morning, Mr. Chairman. I would like to thank you for this opportunity to speak to the 

committee on issues concerning broadband challenges in rural Pennsylvania. 

 

My name is Craig Eccher and I am the president and CEO of Tri-County Rural Electric 

Cooperative. Tri-County was founded in 1937 and serves more than 19,000 members across 

3,300 miles of power line covering 5,000 square miles in North Central Pennsylvania. We serve 

parts of Bradford, Tioga, Potter, McKean, Cameron, Clinton, and Lycoming counties. Rural 

electrical cooperatives like Tri-County are not-for-profit utilities owned and governed by those 

they serve. Our boards are democratically elected by their fellow members and excess profits are 

returned directly to our members. This arrangement gives electric cooperatives a unique 

connection to the needs of rural Pennsylvania. For many years now, what our members have 

been telling us is that they are being left behind in this new digital age. They have been adamant 

that a lack of broadband access is hurting their educational opportunities, hampering economic 

development in their communities and forcing them into second-class citizen status among their 

fellow Pennsylvanians. Today, I want to let you know what Tri-County is doing to help bridge 

this digital divide in the communities we serve, but I also want to let you know that we cannot 

resolve this problem on our own. Long-term solutions will require public and private sector 

investment, regulatory fixes and leadership from the General Assembly.  

 

At the beginning of the 20th century, rural communities in Pennsylvania and throughout the 

country were being left out of the most important technological development of that time, 

electrification. Less than 10 percent of rural farms had electricity in 1930. Farm work was 

manual and often brutal. Even simple pleasures like listening to the day’s news on the radio were 

out of reach for those without electricity. Younger generations were abandoning their rural roots 

and migrating to our electrified cities. For-profit corporations said delivering electricity to rural 

areas was an impossibility. Rural Americans needed help and they turned to their government for 

assistance. With the backing of both the federal and state government, rural communities banded 

together to form electric cooperatives. The deal was simple. If local communities would do the 

work, government would help them finance it. Today, electricity is available to every home and 

farm in Pennsylvania. What was once thought of as impossible is now simply the norm.   

 

The similarities between the need for electrification in rural America and the need for broadband 

access in rural America are striking. Once again, our rural communities are being left behind by 

the technological advancement of the day. Once again, for-profit corporations have said that 

delivering broadband to rural America is impossibly hard.  

 



 

 

Today, Tri-County, like many other rural electric cooperatives around the country, is again 

attempting to answer the call to develop the next transformative utility, broadband. In response to 

member demand and our own need for broadband, Tri-County began investigating what it would 

take to provide this service to our members and rural communities. In total, we are attempting to 

lay down 3,000 miles of fiber optics that will provide needed communication for our smart grid 

technologies and ultimately improve electric reliability. It will also provide the infrastructure for 

Tri-County to deliver fiber to the home service to its members and rural communities at what we 

believe to be a competitive price. We expect to be able to offer speeds of 50 megabits per second 

(Mbps), 100 Mbps, and 1 Gigabits per second to homes and businesses in our service areas.  

 

The largest obstacle for this project moving forward is funding. Because of low density and large 

capital costs, we have had to seek out assistance. Tri-County was lucky enough to be a successful 

bidder in the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Connect America Fund Auction, 

better known as “CAF II.” We will be receiving a total of $32.5 million over 10 years from the 

FCC to help fund the building of our network.  We also received funding through the Governor’s 

Office of Broadband Initiatives and a Redevelopment Assistance Capitol Program grant. 

However, the total cost of this project is many millions more.  

 

We believe that the Commonwealth must play a role in helping deliver broadband to rural 

communities. We are well aware of the challenges the state is facing from a budgetary 

perspective. In rural communities, we are all too familiar with living within our means. However, 

we know that nothing is more critical to the sustainable future of our rural towns than providing 

infrastructure that can give our residents the same advantages as our families and friends in 

Pennsylvania’s cities and suburbs. As electric cooperatives continue to facilitate this 

conversation in rural Pennsylvania, we hope the Commonwealth will be receptive to innovative 

ideas that help spur deployment, protect Pennsylvania’s existing electric cooperatives and 

provide assistance to guarantee this life-changing technology is available to all Pennsylvanians. 

Tri-County Rural Electric Cooperative is appreciative of the efforts from rural leaders in the 

General Assembly. These legislative efforts will help guarantee rural access to advanced 

telecommunications services.  

 

I, personally, have spent nearly 30 years in the electric cooperative business. Over that time, I 

have witnessed many changes in our communities, some for the better and some for the worse. I 

fear that if we do not begin to address this issue now, at the local, state and federal level, rural 

Pennsylvania will suffer the consequence for years to come. I would implore you to continue to 

seek ways in which the General Assembly can provide assistance to us and others who are 

looking to address the rural broadband deficit.  

 

I thank you for your time and I would be happy to answer any questions.  



   PENNSYLVANIA STATE POLICE TESTIMONY 

Broadband Expansion 

Senate Communications and Technology Committee 

September 3, 2019 

 

 

 

PRESENTED BY 

Major Edward Hoke  

Acting Deputy Commissioner of Staff  

 

 

 



Good afternoon, Chairmen Phillips-Hill and Santarsiero and members of the 

Senate Communications and Technology Committee.  I’m Major Edward Hoke, Acting 

Deputy Commissioner of Staff for the Pennsylvania State Police (PSP).  I appreciate the 

opportunity to provide testimony today on broadband expansion within Pennsylvania. My 

goal is to provide information and insight into how broadband expansion could impact 

PSP operations. 

Ensuring Pennsylvanians have access to high-speed, reliable internet is a priority 

for the Commonwealth, especially in the rural areas where the PSP provides primary 

police services.  Typically, broadband is not considered a matter affecting a law 

enforcement agency; however, PSP is appointed the agency to oversee the operation, 

maintenance, and monitoring of the Statewide Radio Network (STARNet) system.   It is 

STARNet’s responsibility to ensure every state agency and participating county has 

reliable communications for all users, which includes first responders.   Broadband 

providers are particularly interested in STARNet’s tower assets and other radio system 

infrastructure; however, the caveat is that STARNet towers lack the missing fundamental 

requirements to deliver broadband because they are not connected by fiber.  Moreover, 

in many cases, Commonwealth towers lack vertical real-estate to add additional 

equipment without expensive and time-consuming tower modifications.     

The Pennsylvania State Police has concern with any legislation that would impact 

STARNet’s microwave system or disrupt public safety communications equipment on a 

tower.  Since P25 radio deployment is on-going, first-priority considerations regarding 

vertical tower real-estate should remain with public safety.  Tower space is a finite 

resource and once taken equipment cannot be arbitrarily removed or re-located.    The 



PSP is not favorable of legislation that could allow broadband providers to utilize or 

acquire these towers and manipulate them for the furtherance of providing broadband 

services or allow short approval processes for occupancy agreements.  Occupancy 

agreements should not be approved less than 120 days for broadband providers 

antennas to be installed on STARNet towers.  Necessary structural tower loading 

analysis; interference testing; federal approvals; and tower modifications, if necessary, 

must be conducted before any equipment is installed on STARNet towers. Twenty-two 

state agencies and several counties rely on STARNet to provide reliable communications.  

The PSP, STARNet Division strives to provide the highest quality radio communications 

so Troopers can, in turn, provide the safest, quickest, and highest quality of police 

services to the citizens of this Commonwealth in their time of need.   

The PSP recognizes the importance of reliable and affordable broadband services 

and we support this endeavor; however, it is crucial that any expansion of broadband 

must be weighed against public safety concerns. 

 The Pennsylvania State Police acknowledges the need for and the benefits of 

accessible broadband across the Commonwealth and therefore is supportive of Senate 

Bill 725 and its companion bill, House Bill 1585, which would be known as the Restore 

Pennsylvania Act.  The PSP must maintain operational control and accessibility of our 

radio towers and systems. The Restore Pennsylvania Act would deliver crucial broadband 

access to the citizens of the Commonwealth and allow the PSP to work in concert with 

our state agency partners to ensure State Police assets aren’t compromised. 



 Thank you for the opportunity to provide our perspective and I would be happy to 

answer any questions that you may have at this time.     
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Members of the committee, I would like to thank you for this opportunity to discuss rural 

broadband connectivity and its impact on emergency management. I am providing this testimony 

as a representative and resident of the northern tier of Pennsylvania, which includes such 

counties as Potter, Tioga, Bradford, Sullivan, Susquehanna, and Wyoming. My educational 

background, geographic location, and position as oversight Dean and co-founder of the Public 

Safety Training Institute at Mansfield University of Pennsylvania will hopefully provide you 

with a unique and informative perspective on how connectivity in a rural region impacts the 

emergency management processes and the training of first responders.  

Emergency Management 

The emergency management infrastructure and response system in my particular area includes 

approximately 2,650 square miles in Potter and Tioga counties. Given the terrain and rural nature 

of our region, cellular, radio, and broadband connectivity is a challenge, not only with our 

citizens and their education, communication, and entertainment needs, but it affects our ability to 

provide and maintain effective emergency management and response.  

Cellular and broadband connectivity is critical to emergency response and public safety; 

however, limitations in current service affect the ability of our emergency response processes to 

function at optimal levels and prevent them from utilizing/incorporating advanced technology 

(i.e., software & hardware) currently available. One such example is the iamresponding cellular 

phone application. Both contracted and volunteer first responders can use this technology to 

track their activities, detail their location, map emergencies, account for their time and ability to 

respond, and it allows the user to request additional assistance from their mobile device. 

Although a useful tool, the limitations in the connectivity of our region results in messages and 

information being severely delayed. In some instances, first responders have reported receiving 

emergency notifications on their personal devices the next day. Another example of this is 

related to the post-disaster response and assessment, which may include hazardous materials 

response. The Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency (PEMA) automated system has 

streamlined the process of reporting these situations, giving our first responders the ability to 

upload evidence (i.e., written, picture, and video) on scene and in real time. However, on 

numerous occasions the evidence could not sync to the regional emergency management system, 
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and therefore, was not relayed to PEMA and the data subsequently lost. As a result, emergency 

management personnel have reverted back to the paper application in some instances.  

The emergency management system of Tioga and Potter Counties does not currently have the 

ability to employ automatic vehicle location (AVL) to their first responder vehicles due to the 

limitations in connectivity. AVL accounts for the location of all first response vehicles in real 

time, enhancing the ability of dispatch personnel to optimize the effectiveness of responses to 

critical incidences. On one occasion, an ambulance returning from a call drove past a current 

emergency. The ambulance returned to the station and was then dispatched back out to that 

emergency. This is just one anecdotal example of how response time and public safety could be 

enhanced by incorporating existing technology with the availability of improved connectivity.  

Radio connectivity, although not inherently related to broadband, does incorporate broadband 

connection technology to enhance range (e.g., Internet Protocol Radio). Tioga and Potter 

Counties Emergency Management are currently constructing their own system of towers and 

infrastructure to allow first responders to communicate with each other regardless of their 

location in the jurisdiction. The terrain and the expansive rural areas of the northern tier are 

barriers to radio connectivity. As an example, Mansfield University has a 175 acre campus upon 

a hill overlooking the borough of Mansfield. Our campus has a “dead-spot” where our police 

services do not have radio, cellular, or broadband connections. Increased broadband availability 

will allow for additional radio connection points, leading to enhanced communications within 

our emergency management processes.  

Public Health 

Regional EMS practitioners have reported home health monitoring systems and telemedicine 

delivery to be affected by the connectivity issues within the region. For example, the 

connectivity in some rural residential areas have decreased the ability of hospitals/clinics to 

connect to home monitoring systems of patients. Data from the home device could not be relayed 

to the monitoring agency, restricting their ability to provide real-time medical assistance when 

needed. Telemedicine and consultation is limited in some areas, as well.  

Emergency Management Training  

First responders, such as law enforcement, health, fire, forestry, and HAZMAT, have a library of 

various online training resources available to them. As volunteers, they often do not have time or 

money available to them to attend trainings outside of the region. Although these online trainings 

are an excellent resource, some are unable to access and download the content of the trainings, as 

most include large files of documents and video data. The underpinning of establishing 

Mansfield University’s Public Safety Training Institute was to address the lack of available 

training for first responders in our region. The university has the resources and connectivity 

needed to provide these trainings, without requiring an excessive commute for the attendees. Our 

institute started to incorporate virtual reality technology into our trainings as a way to bridge the 

gap between classroom instruction and real-world application. Although, we are centralized in 

the northern tier of Pennsylvania, the commute to our campus is still too much for some. As a 

result, we are attempting to address this issue by taking courses and our technology to various 



locations in our region. The connectivity of these areas, however, limits our ability to utilize the 

technology and provide effective training. Similarly, rural online degree seeking students often 

find it difficult to participate in their courses due to the connectivity limitations of their area.  

Concluding Remarks  

Efficient broadband connectivity is vital to public safety and the delivery of emergency services 

in rural areas. As a region, organizations, elected officials, and agencies are accustomed to 

collaborating and combining resources to achieve positive outcomes on considerable projects. 

Consequently, I would advise a collaborative approach when attempting to achieve enhanced 

connectivity in our region, as many entities have a stake in its success. Mansfield University and 

its Public Safety Training Institute are critical stakeholders committed to investing our resources 

to achieve these goals. 

I would like to again thank the committee for hearing my testimony and am happy to answer any 

questions you may have.  
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Good morning.  Chairwoman Phillips-Hill, Ranking Member Santarseiero, and Members of the 
Committee, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to appear before the Committee to 
discuss Motorola Solutions’ perspective on the need for public safety to have reliable 
broadband access.  My name is Michael DiSabato, and I am the Manager for Northeast State 
and Local Government Affairs for Motorola Solutions.  
 
Before I get started, it is important to reiterate that while we have many partners across the 
Commonwealth, my presentation today is looking at public safety technology broadly from a 
Motorola Solutions perspective, and I do not represent the views of our state and local agency 
partners.  
 
Motorola Solutions has been providing mission critical communications and technology for first 
responders for over 90 years.  Throughout this time, our company has consistently been one of 
the drivers of innovation in communications technology.  A few of our notable “firsts” have 
been: 

 In 1930, we introduced the first mobile car radios utilized by police officers and 
municipalities. 

 In 1969, our equipment was utilized on the Apollo missions to transmit telemetry, voice 
communications, biomedical data and television signals between Earth and the moon--
most notably as Neil Armstrong made the first transmission from the lunar surface. 

 In 1973, we demonstrated the first portable cellular phone system, followed by the first 
commercially available cellular phone in 1983. 

 
Motorola Solutions continues to innovate, and today, offers a complete end-to-end technology 
solution for public safety.    
 
At the core of our business, and what we have always been known for in public safety, is Land 
Mobile Radio (LMR)--the push to talk, radio capability that our first responders utilize and 
depend upon to support daily operations.  We are currently working with Pennsylvania State 
Police in rolling out a new system across the Commonwealth known as PA-STARNet.  There are 
also a number of local standalone systems that can connect directly to STARNet for 
interoperability between state and local agencies.   
 
LMR systems provide mission critical push-to-talk (PTT) voice capabilities for public safety.  
These systems operate on dedicated frequencies for public safety and do not share resources 
or bandwidth with the public.  Additionally, the radio sites are hardened, have multiple back-up 
power sources, as well as other system redundancies to ensure communications stay online.  
Even in the most challenging of scenarios (such as hurricanes and associated wide-spread 
power outages) mission critical communications remain available as first responders can 
communicate unit-to-unit, or ‘Walkie-Talkie’ style, with a range of several miles. LMR systems 
are the only communication platform proven to withstand the worst disasters and remain 
operational. 
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When available, and feasible, fiber can be used as a redundant connection between RF tower 
sites, typically in addition to a wireless microwave backhaul network. This creates another 
option for segmented redundancy where if a catastrophic event were to unfold affecting the 
microwave network, a system could rely on the redundant fiber connections keeping 
communications online.   
 
Today’s technology in Land Mobile Radio does offer low bandwidth data capabilities.  Through 
an LMR system, GPS coordinates can be shared with dispatch, radios can be reprogrammed 
over the air while in the field, text messages can be sent to end users, emergency alerting sirens 
can be activated, and more. Through the collaboration of LMR and LTE broadband, the 
capability for additional data sources to be integrated on scene is an exciting prospect, not only 
for current, but also future capabilities. 
 
Even when complemented by broadband, LMR will continue to be the platform for mission 
critical voice communications.  In order to showcase how broadband data capabilities augment 
public safety operations and situational awareness, let’s walk through a hypothetical scenario 
from 911 call to case closure. 
 
As states and localities move into Internet Protocol (IP) based Next Generation 911, and away 
from legacy copper wire 911 infrastructure, the data capabilities begin at the Public Safety 
Answering Point (PSAP). 
 
A call is placed to 911 about a suspicious individual loitering around a school playground. The 
caller is able to send a picture over an LTE network of the individual which is in turn shared with 
police dispatchers and responding officers. 
 
An intelligence analyst pulls up the school’s surveillance camera assets to get eyes on scene in 
real time.  The analyst is able to relay the individual’s shifting location within the park, as well as 
other information such as the proximity of civilian bystanders, to responding officers via the 
LMR network. 
 
In the cruiser of the responding officer, their Mobile Data Terminal (MDT) not only displays a 
map of the location, notes that have been added by both the 911 call taker and police 
dispatcher, but also provides access to the photo of the individual and the real time camera 
feed in order to monitor the individual’s location as they arrive on scene. 
 
In the course of responding to the incident, the officer had activated their lights and sirens, 
automatically activating both the in-car video camera and body worn camera.  The fact that 
these actions have occurred are shared with the dispatcher and documented within the 
Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) record. 
 
As police arrive on scene, the individual flees.  Officers call for additional back-up and engage in 
a foot pursuit.  Dispatchers can see the location of the officers in real time through the CAD 
mapping software via GPS from the land mobile radio network.  Additionally, they have the 
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ability to stream body worn and in-car camera footage in real time to keep back-up units 
informed of the primary officers’ current location and situation. 
 
Given the proximity to a neighboring jurisdiction, and by sharing CAD information over a 
broadband connection, dispatchers reach out to their partner agency to coordinate a 
multijurisdictional response.  Once identified, the neighboring jurisdiction’s officers are 
seamlessly patched into the incident talk group allowing all responding officers from both 
jurisdictions to communicate.  This connection can be achieved through an IP based platform 
called Critical Connect, where not only are the LMR networks linked together, authorized senior 
officials that normally do not carry a radio, can access the talk group via their smart phone to 
monitor the mutual aid response.  
 
Officers corner the suspect in a residential backyard, and the pursuing officer draws their 
weapon as they coax the suspect from their hiding place.  Dispatchers are immediately 
informed through the LMR network on their Computer Aided Dispatch software that a weapon 
has been drawn and alert other responding officers. 
 
Once the suspect is under arrest, it becomes apparent that they are under the influence of a 
substance and is becoming incoherent.  A prescription pill bottle is found on the suspect.  
Officers send a photo of the label to dispatchers that is in turn shared with EMS as they are 
dispatched to the scene. 
 
Once on scene, paramedics assess the individual and leverage telemedicine (including real-time 
video and vital signs that are shared with remote doctors and specialists) to stabilize the patient 
and determine that they need to be taken to a local hospital.  As they are en route to the 
hospital, paramedics stay in constant contact with the hospital continuing to share video, 
medical information collected in the field, and real time vital stats, ahead of their arrival to the 
emergency room. 
 
Back on scene, officers gather witness statements and upload a report through their MDT over 
an LTE connection.  Records associated with the event including: the 911 call, CAD records, 
digital evidence (such as photos and videos), radio traffic communication, are all reconciled 
together and stored as one record in the Records Management Software. 
 
On scene during the event, the majority of the data transfers would be over LTE, while location 
information and mission critical communications are passed through the LMR network.  This is 
a typical use case to show how LTE data capabilities can augment and compliment mission 
critical voice communications through the land mobile radio network. 
 
Back in the PSAP and Dispatch Center, the transfer of information through the workflow 
between systems is achieved through a wired broadband internet connection. 
 
Post incident, data storage, video, digital evidence, analytics, and records management are all 
contained in the highly secure, Criminal Justice Information Services (CJIS) compliant, cloud-
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based command center environment.  While on premise storage solutions are possible, the 
greatest efficiency and cost savings come from a cloud-based architecture that requires reliable 
broadband access. 
 
Relevant data of an incident can then be easily shared with judicial partners and other agencies 
through a web interface where access to specific cases and/or data items can be controlled and 
monitored.  This negates the need to store sensitive information on DVD’s or USB drives that 
can be misplaced, or where access cannot be controlled or audited. 
 
With incident data stored and accessible in one location, cloud-based data analytics software 
can work through the data, identify trends, and help public safety leaders better allocate 
resources and plan for events.   
 
CAD and record data sharing among partner agencies also becomes easier and more efficient 
with broadband access.   
 
In rural communities, distances tend to be greater to essential services and response times can 
be longer.  Internet of Things technology can give public safety headquarters greater visibility of 
what is transpiring on scene (like a weapon drawn) in order to dispatch support before an 
officer requests it.  Staged drone assets can be deployed to get eyes on scene before an officer 
arrives.  And, telemedicine can be the difference for an individual suffering a medical 
emergency when specialists can be engaged in real time before they even reach the hospital. 
 
These are just a few examples where broadband data connections, both LTE and fiber, can play 
a role in the increased efficiency and situational awareness of public safety. 
 
I appreciate the time to provide our perspective on the nexus between public safety and 
broadband.  I am happy to answer any questions the Committee may have. 
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Good afternoon Chairwoman Phillips-Hill, Minority Chairman Santarsiero, 

members of the committee, and staff. I am pleased to be here today to provide 

testimony on the impact the lack of access to high-speed broadband can have on health 

care in Pennsylvania. I am Sally Kozak, and I serve as the Deputy Secretary for the 

Office of Medical Assistance Programs (OMAP) under the Department of Human 

Services (DHS).  

Pennsylvania’s Medical Assistance (MA) program, which provides almost 2.9 

million individuals across the commonwealth with health care, has been a leader in 

supporting and paying for telemedicine and home monitoring services. These services 

allow for more timely and convenient access to health care services and early 

intervention. Lack of access to and the high cost of high-speed broadband have 

historically been barriers to both providers and patients. While open and eager to utilize 

telehealth and home monitoring opportunities, lack of high-speed broadband prevents 

providers from offering telehealth services and patients from actively participating in 

home monitoring programs.  

In addition to supporting telemedicine services and home monitoring 

opportunities, DHS was tasked by the legislature to create and maintain a secure health 

information exchange known as the Pennsylvania eHealth Partnership Program (PA 

eHealth) established under Act 76 of 2016. The PA eHealth Pennsylvania Patient and 

Provider Network, known as P3N, serves as the hub for statewide health information 

exchange by interconnecting thousands of providers who are members of five P3N-

certified health information organizations (HIOs) in Pennsylvania. The P3N allows 

providers in one HIO to find and retrieve clinical information about their patient that was 
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generated and stored by providers who treated that patient but are connected to 

another HIO. The P3N also enables real-time alerting of a patient’s care team when the 

patient is being treated in an emergency department connected to another HIO. 

In partnership with the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, PA eHealth 

has provided millions of dollars in grants to five P3N-certified HIOs to onboard providers 

to their health information exchange and the P3N. PA eHealth is also providing funding 

for one of our HIOs to develop and deploy the capability to share diagnostic images 

across its health information exchange with the hope of fostering widespread image 

sharing through HIOs and the P3N.  

Our HIOs have not reported instances where the lack of access to high-speed 

broadband has limited providers’ ability to onboard to their health information exchange. 

The most common barriers to joining an HIO are related to the sophistication of a 

provider’s electronic health record technology and fees charged by an electronic health 

record vendor to connect to a health information exchange. As the sharing of diagnostic 

images across health information exchanges increases, lack of access to or the high 

cost of high-speed broadband could become a barrier to providers joining health 

information exchanges 

Currently, the five HIOs and P3N enable a statewide interoperable system for 

participating organizations to electronically move health information in a manner that 

ensures the secure and authorized exchange of health information to provide and 

improve care to patients. This system enables better care and care coordination, not 

only for MA patients, but for all people being cared for across Pennsylvania. At this time 

only one of our HIOs gives patients access to their own information in the clinical data 
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repository of that HIO. As more HIOs and the P3N enable patient access to their clinical 

data repository, lack of high-speed broadband access will limit the patient’s ability to 

review and forward clinical information.  

As DHS and providers look to utilize telehealth services, home monitoring 

opportunities, and electronic health information exchanges, we know that access to 

reliable and affordable broadband is critical. Lack of broadband prevents health care 

and emergency medical service providers from delivering the best treatment possible. 

Governor Wolf’s Restore Pennsylvania initiative (Restore PA) will position communities 

across the commonwealth to meet the challenges of the 21st century and embrace new 

opportunities for growth and competitiveness. Restore PA will bridge the digital divide in 

every community across the commonwealth, ensuring that every Pennsylvanian has 

access to high-speed, reliable, and affordable internet service, and encourage and 

support the expansion of broadband to unserved and underserved regions. When it 

comes to medical services, providers need access to robust, reliable broadband to 

ensure they are able to communicate with patients and hospitals effectively, transmit 

and receive crucial data, and implement the latest technology.  

Thank you for your interest in access to high-speed broadband and its impact on 

healthcare, and for the opportunity to provide testimony. I welcome any questions the 

committee may have at this time.  



www.pamedsoc.org ● 855-PAMED4U (855-726-3348) ● KnowledgeCenter@pamedsoc.org  1 

 

 

 

Senate Communications and Technology Committee 

Sept. 3, 2019 

Testimony from the Pennsylvania Medical Society 

Presented by Danae Powers, MD 

Good Afternoon. Thank you to Chairman Phillips-Hill for inviting me to provide testimony today 
on the important topic of telemedicine and increasing broadband internet access. I would also like to 
kindly thank Senator Scavello for hosting today’s hearing and to all of the other members of the 
Senate Communications and Technology Committee for allowing me to be here today. 
 
My name is Dr. Danae Powers and I am the current president of the Pennsylvania Medical Society.  
The Pennsylvania Medical Society is a physician-member organization that represents nearly 22,000 
physicians, residents, and medical students across Pennsylvania. On behalf of my colleagues, I 
appreciate being afforded the opportunity to provide some perspective on telemedicine and 
broadband access from a medical and health care viewpoint. 
 
I am a board-certified anesthesiologist from State College. I provide care to patients in various rural 
settings and in geographic areas with limited access to care. Often these areas also face the added 
challenges of poor or no cellular phone coverage and limited access to high speed internet 
connection. Having said this, I believe that I am able to offer a unique perspective on how 
increasing and/or improving broadband access to underserved areas can impact quality of patient 
care and access to care and remove some of the challenges that social health determinants present in 
areas throughout the Commonwealth, particularly in rural areas. Specifically, I am talking about the 
fact that where you live has been shown to predict life expectancy rates and mortality rates by 
looking at social determinants of health, which include various factors such as: access to health care, 
mobility and transportation access, the availability of nutritious food options in close proximity, and 
various other environmental and social elements. 
 
The predominant benefit in providing broadband access within the health care realm is the 
enhanced use of telemedicine. The Pennsylvania Medical Society strongly supports efforts to 
provide a regulatory framework around the use of telemedicine. Now, I am certainly not an expert 
on broadband internet, but what I can tell you is that the availability of high speed internet provides 
telemedicine opportunities for patients and can have the profound effect of eliminating most, if not 
all, barriers – geographic or otherwise – that limit access to care. Telemedicine technology has 
proven to be invaluable for patients who reside in both rural and urban communities where care 
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may not be readily available or circumstances, such as mobility challenges, cause patients to either 
delay or forgo needed care.   
 
To provide a few examples: Whether it is a concerned parent whose rural pediatrician needs the 
expertise of a sub-specialist, the inner-city patient whose high-risk pregnancy is jeopardized because 
of the transportation obstacles, or the inability to accurately diagnose a rural patient’s possible stroke 
because there isn’t a neurologist within a two-hour drive; telemedicine can quite literally be the 
difference between life and death. Furthermore, telemedicine can be a critical part of the solution for 
both mental health and behavioral health care, as well as assist in the treatment of addiction issues 
such as opioid use disorder. 
 
As you might imagine, providing patients with high-level care via telemedicine requires that there is a 
strong connection to the internet and/or cellular networks. For telemedicine to operate in the most 
effective manner, there needs to be both audio and video available, a key point to the Pennsylvania 
Medical Society’s advocacy around enhancing telemedicine. The nexus between the availability of 
broadband internet and effective telemedicine utilization is very clear. For example, when these 
things are in place, telemedicine makes services more easily available for stroke care, burn care, 
pediatric oncology, neurology and many other areas. In the near future, this technology will enable 
us to do things such as examine a patient’s abdomen remotely and determine if he or she has  
appendicitis. Additional benefits of telemedicine include being able to confirm that a patient is 
taking the proper medication or has obtained the necessary follow-up blood tests or X-rays.  These 
types of conveniences ensure that patients stay on top of their health and wellness without having to 
travel to a physician’s office or hospital, in turn saving both the health system and patient money. 
 
I want to close by reiterating how important increasing broadband internet is to effective utilization 
of telemedicine. As I have mentioned, this offers many conveniences and removes various barriers 
of access to care that a significant number of patients face throughout the Commonwealth. It has 
the ability to ameliorate geographically and socially defined determinants of health. While we cannot 
force practitioners to move or open a practice in many of the underserved communities throughout 
this state, what we can do is provide patients access to the highest quality of care within 
Pennsylvania, regardless of where you live or where a physician practices. Establishing a viable 
medical practice in underserved or rural areas of the state requires significant monetary investment 
into the hundreds of thousands of dollars and an adequate number of patients to sustain it.  
Telemedicine, supported by broadband internet access, provides a suitable alternative that serves to 
benefit a wider reach of patients. 
 
The Pennsylvania Medical Society supports efforts to expand and enhance access to broadband 
internet with the hope of addressing access to high quality health care and eliminating social 
determinants of health with telemedicine services. The two are closely connected and with available 
broadband access, telemedicine may be utilized at the most effective level and reach the greatest 
number of underserved patients. 
 
I want to again thank the Chairman and Committee members for allowing me to provide this 
important testimony today. I am happy to answer any questions that you might have. Thank you. 
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