
INSIDE THE ECONOMY

Continued on Page 2

R U R A L  T E L E P H O N E  F I N A N C E  C O O P E R A T I V E

Capital
Connections

A U G U S T  3 0 ,  2 0 2 1

Capital Connections 
is published quarterly 
by RTFC.

BETH ANN JOHNSON
Capital Connections Editor
bethann.johnson@nrucfc.coop
800-424-2954, x1645

DANIEL TEDLA
Graphic Designer

For questions on 
Economic Analysis, contact:
JOHN SUTER
Vice President, Capital Markets 
Research & Analysis
john.suter@nrucfc.coop
Phone: 800-424-2954, x1633

For subscription 
questions or changes, 
RTFCContactUs@nrucfc.coop.

Rural Telephone 
Finance Cooperative
20701 Cooperative Way
Dulles, Virginia  20166
www.rtfc.coop

© 2021 Rural Telephone 
Finance Cooperative

Capital
Connections

CARES Act Grants, RTFC Expertise Deliver Quick Success in Cowboy State

When a Wyoming member 
received $14.5 million in 
CARES Act grants across two 

states and had mere months to use the 
funds to build out broadband fiber-to-the-
home in a 117-square-mile project area, 
RTFC quickly approved a $5 million 
line of credit (LOC) to help meet the 
aggressive deadline.  

Silver Star 
Telephone Company, 
based in Freedom, 
Wyoming, received 
$13 million in a 
2020 grant through 
the Connect  
Wyoming Broadband  
Initiative and  
an additional  

$1.5 million in grants through a 
partnership with the City of Driggs, 
Idaho. The grants required the company 
to spend its own money, or a lender’s, 
on the buildouts before requesting 
reimbursement. 

“Silver Star paid for the construction 
costs from our own cash reserves and the 
operating line of credit we had through 
RTFC,” explained Chief Financial Officer 
Jeff England. “We would accumulate 
billings from our contractors, prepare 
invoices and then submit them. We drew 

on our LOC in an amount 
equal to the billing so 
that when payment was 
received, we were able to 
zero out our line.”

He added, “The 
operating line with RTFC 
helped us achieve real-time 
cash flow from our activities 
rather than having to float 
the large amounts of cash 
from the state.”

Silver Star applied for the LOC 
in late August and was approved in 
early September. The project had to be 
completed by Dec. 15, 2020. “RTFC has 
always been amazing to work with. The 
speed to approval and the understanding 
of our industry and projects make things 
better,” England said.   

In just three and a half months, Silver 
Star placed roughly 133 route miles of 
main cable and 171 route miles of drops 
while leveraging existing middle-mile 
facilities surrounding the two-state project 
area, delivering high-speed broadband 
internet access to businesses and 
residences.

“The grant funds not only accelerated 
service in communities we built to, 
but in some cases, it put them on our 
construction schedule when they weren’t 

before,” explained Silver Star CEO 
Allen Hoopes, who is also an RTFC 
board member. “With the grants paying 
85 percent of the construction costs 
outright, it was a game-changer for those 
communities.”

Hoopes said many of the customers 
served by the buildouts saw immediate 
improvements in their quality of service. 
“They didn’t have broadband speeds, so 
the ability to work remotely, participate 
in remote learning activities or simply 
just gain immediate access to goods and 
services via the digital economy has been 
life-changing,” he continued. 

Customers not in the grant areas are 
now clamoring for upgrades to their 
own internet access, and Silver Star 
is working with RTFC to meet that 
demand. “They’ve seen us accomplish 
an aggressive project and now expect 
more from us,” England said. “Thanks to 
RTFC, we now have a more aggressive 
build schedule for those adjacent 
communities and have arranged a debt 
financing plan to help us meet their needs 
at a greater pace.”  

As Silver Star moves forward, 
financing may be the easy part. The 
company serves Western Wyoming and 
Eastern Idaho—areas known for their 
mountains and wintry weather. 
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The U.S. economy is in the midst of a historic 
comeback, but it’s happening with the 

lowest rate of labor force participation in more 
than four decades and a record number of vacant 
jobs. Sadly, the United States lags all of our 
peer countries in labor force participation, which 
is not where we want to be. More employed 
workers means stronger economic growth. 

The labor force participation rate is the 
estimated number of people who are employed 
or actively looking for work divided by the 
estimated working-age population, excluding 
uniformed military personnel and those behind 
bars. Unfortunately, declines in the rate often 
reflect a weak labor market. The United States 
had a record 10.1 million job openings in June, 
which is more unfilled positions than at any time 
since the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 
started tracking the data in 2006. 

The declining labor participation rate isn’t 
something new. According to a July 2018 BLS 
report, over the past 20 years, participation and 

employment rates have declined at a higher rate 
in the United States than they have in any other 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development country, particularly for workers 
aged 25 to 54. Add the pandemic reductions on 
top of that already-waning participation, and 
you’re looking at a loss of millions of workers. 
Why are men and women in their prime age 
leaving the workforce? The pre-pandemic study 
cited child care, incarceration, poor health and 
lack of job training. Today, you can add lingering 
fear of the virus, changed priorities in light 
of the events of the past year, continued child 
care challenges, drug dependency and, finally, 
automation. All these factors have an effect on 
prime age working men and women. 

Unfortunately, there is no simple fix. The 
pandemic had a major impact on Americans 
in terms of work-life balance. Employees have 
been hesitant to return to jobs in industries 
that require a set schedule with in-person 
work. Employers are raising pay, offering new 

benefits and allowing more 
workers to remain partly 
remote in an effort to lure  
new hires. 

For years, economists have 
predicted that a shrinking labor 
pool would act as a permanent 
drag on economic growth. That 
negative impact is now being 
felt. //

What the Labor Market Needs: More Workers     
By John Suter, Vice President, Economic Research
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Jeff England

Silver Star crews had less than four months to place 133 route miles of main cable and 171 route miles of drops.



Payrolls Remain Robust 

The July employment report was 
strong and mostly in line with 

expectations as 943,000 jobs were added, 
slightly beating the consensus forecast of 
870,000. The unemployment rate dropped 
more than expected, but participation in 
the labor force remains stubbornly weak. 
Importantly, while payroll employment 
is up by 16.7 million since April 2020, 
it remains 5.7 million below its pre-
pandemic peak, meaning there is still a 
long recovery ahead. 

The state of the labor market remains 
unprecedented as it keeps churning. 
Early in the pandemic, layoffs were the 
headline, but more recently the focus 
has shifted in favor of workers as job 
openings and quits have surged to record-
high levels. Hiring issues for small 
businesses have been particularly acute. 
The latest NFIB survey shows that nearly 
half of all small-business owners reported 
unfilled job openings. The current mark 
is well above the peak rate in 2019, when 
the unemployment rate had fallen below 
4 percent. Expect employers to face 
challenges through the end of 2021 as 
baby boomers retire and younger workers 
seek to change careers post-pandemic.

Signs Point to Inflation 
Being Temporary After All 

Inflationary pressures are easing as 
the boost from the reopening of 

the economy fades and vehicle prices 
stabilize. The reopening of the economy 
was a one-time event that enhanced a 
number of components of the Consumer 
Price Index, including lodging away 
from home, vehicle rentals and airfares, 
along with admission to sporting and 
other events. Other one-time factors 
boosting inflation are the fiscal stimulus 
and global semiconductor shortage. Both 
have reduced the supply of new cars and 
raised prices at the dealership, which then 
increased demand for used vehicles. All 
this supports the Federal Reserve’s view 
that temporary factors are behind the 
recent surge in consumer prices.

Consumer Sentiment Sinks to New Low

The combination of inflation and rising COVID cases is taking a toll on the U.S. 
consumer psyche. The University of Michigan’s Consumer Sentiment Index fell 

11 points to 70.2 in August from 81.2 in July, according to preliminary estimates. 
That marks the lowest posting since 2011, indicating Americans are feeling even more 
deflated now than they did during the teeth of the pandemic. Consumers’ assessment of 
current conditions also dropped, moving from 84.5 to 77.9. Expectations continued the 
trend, plummeting nearly 14 points to 65.2 in August from 79 in July. 

Inflation, including higher gas and food costs, along with surging COVID-19 cases 
are weighing on sentiment as consumers pay more at the pump and grocery stores 
while anticipating tighter restrictions. 

Also, the delta variant has led a number of businesses to halt their plans to reopen 
offices. Such measures are likely to slow the momentum of the U.S. economic recovery 
but not change its positive trajectory. 

— John Suter

Source: Bloomberg

KEY INTEREST RATES RATE FORECAST— 
FUTURES MARKET

 8/23/2021 5/10/2020 CHANGE Q3-21 Q4-21 Q1-22 Q2-22

Fed Funds 0.25% 0.25% - - - 0.25% 0.25% 0.25% 0.25%

1-mo. Libor 0.08% 0.10% (0.02) 0.10% 0.12% 0.15% 0.20%

3-mo. Libor 0.13% 0.17% (0.04) 0.20% 0.20% 0.25% 0.30%

2-yr. UST 0.23% 0.16% 0.07 0.25% 0.30% 0.35% 0.40%

5-yr. UST 0.80% 0.80% - - - 0.80% 0.90% 1.00% 1.10%

10-yr. UST 1.26% 1.63% (0.37) 1.70% 1.80% 1.89% 1.96%

30-yr. UST 1.87% 2.32% (0.45) 2.10% 2.20% 2.30% 2.40%
Source: Bloomberg                       Source: INO.com

University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index (2010–2021)
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ECONOMIC ANALYSISBusinesses have changed significantly over the last 18 
months. What does it mean for rural service providers? 
Find out at NTCA’s upcoming Fall Conference, taking 

place Sept. 19–22 in Nashville. 
RTFC is pleased to sponsor futurist, author and visionary 

Tom Koulopoulos, the opening keynote speaker who will deliver 
a realistic outlook of how rural businesses can navigate the 
forces of uncertainty that await after the pandemic has passed. 
He also will offer specific tools for scenario-based planning and 
cover the importance of cyber-risk strategy, generational issues 
and creating a responsible model for virtual work.

While in Nashville, please take some time to speak with 
RTFC staff about preparing for your telco’s future. Staff will 
have an on-site room for private meetings to discuss financing 
options or upcoming projects. 

“Financial planning today can prepare you to quickly take 
advantage of unexpected opportunities tomorrow,” said RTFC 

It’s no surprise that average broadband usage soared by  
40 percent year-end 2019 to December 2020. But what other 
connectivity insights and opportunities were revealed by the 

pandemic? Earlier this year, RTFC sponsored a Foundation for 
Rural Service white paper, “Broadband Today: Rural America’s 
Critical Connection,” that examines the effect of the pandemic 
on broadband usage and implementation. 

Prepared in conjunction with WordSouth and VantagePoint, 
the 32-page document explores how the pandemic affected 
broadband providers and consumers in the areas of remote 
learning, working from home, telehealth, business and 
consumers, and social connections. The paper also provides an 
overview of current broadband technologies and policy reforms 
that could impact future deployment. 

Key findings:
��  An estimated 37 percent of nonmetro students lacked full 
access to broadband at home; 16 percent of nonmetro 
teachers lacked access. 

��  Up to 30 percent of the workforce will be working from 
home multiple days a 
week on a regular basis 
by the end of 2021. 

��  Nearly 25 percent of 
health care office visits 
and outpatient volume 
were delivered virtually 
during the pandemic. 

��  One-third of U.S. adults 
turned to the internet in 
2020 to have a virtual 
social gathering. 

According to the paper, “Broadband became more critical 
than at any time since its introduction, establishing not only 
that broadband is an important part of rural living, but also 
that much work remains to be done to bring broadband access 

NTCA Fall Conference: Contact RTFC Staff Today To Meet in Music City

RTFC Sponsors FRS Paper Examining Pandemic Impact on Broadband Usage
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Vice President of Portfolio 
Management Drew Coleman. 
“We are happy to begin 
financing discussions in the 
earliest planning stages of a 
project. The sooner you get 
your RTFC account manager 
involved in expansion or 
acquisition considerations, the 
easier the process will be.” 

E-mail RTFCContactUs@
nrucfc.coop today to set up a 
meeting time during the event.

RTFC is pleased to be a 
Platinum Sponsor of the Fall 
Conference. We hope to see 
you in Music City! //

within reach of every rural American.” 
Rural providers are encouraged to download the report from 

the FRS website and share it with local and state leaders to 
provide a better understanding of the importance of broadband, 
the technology to deliver it, its impact during the pandemic and 
the expected future state. //

RECENT ECONOMIC RELEASES
INDICATOR PRIOR PERIOD CURRENT PERIOD  

(FORECAST)
CURRENT PERIOD  

(ACTUAL)
Change in Nonfarm Payrolls (July) (MoM)  850,000  870,000  943,000 
Labor Force Participation Rate (Aug.) 61.6% 61.7% 61.7%
Consumer Price Index (Aug.) (YoY) 5.4% 5.3% 5.4%
University of Michigan Sentiment (Aug.) 81.2% 81.2% 70.2%

Source: Bloomberg

“Our construction season is only six to eight months of 
the year. In order to accomplish all we do, it requires careful 
planning and preparation,” England stated. “Our success is 
dependent upon our vendors, contractors, internal staff and debt 
financing to align so that when we can break ground, we can 
do so running. We’re grateful that RTFC has never put us in a 
position where we are waiting on financing to begin a project.” 

Hoopes cited the expanding use of broadband and changing 
technology as additional challenges facing not only Silver Star 
but also other telco peers. “Even after you get the financing and 
support mechanisms in place, you can’t simply turn a switch and 
provide ubiquitous access overnight,” he said. “The exponential 
growth in bandwidth consumption based on evolving customer 
use of the network is another significant challenge for us and 
others. It requires continual investment, even in areas with 
modern network infrastructure.”

Hoopes and England recommend telecom providers prepare 
for financing in advance so that if grant opportunities do come 
along, a company can act quickly. “RTFC is always ready to 
assist members who need matching funds or interim financing 
for state-level or federal-level grant projects,” stated RTFC 
Associate Vice President Ian Flanders, who works with Silver 
Star. “We always strive to meet our member’s needs, even 
in situations where the timeline is tight and the project has a 
challenging completion deadline.”  //

CARES Act Grants, RTFC Expertise Deliver . . .
Continued from Page 1



Payrolls Remain Robust 

The July employment report was 
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expectations as 943,000 jobs were added, 
slightly beating the consensus forecast of 
870,000. The unemployment rate dropped 
more than expected, but participation in 
the labor force remains stubbornly weak. 
Importantly, while payroll employment 
is up by 16.7 million since April 2020, 
it remains 5.7 million below its pre-
pandemic peak, meaning there is still a 
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number of components of the Consumer 
Price Index, including lodging away 
from home, vehicle rentals and airfares, 
along with admission to sporting and 
other events. Other one-time factors 
boosting inflation are the fiscal stimulus 
and global semiconductor shortage. Both 
have reduced the supply of new cars and 
raised prices at the dealership, which then 
increased demand for used vehicles. All 
this supports the Federal Reserve’s view 
that temporary factors are behind the 
recent surge in consumer prices.

Consumer Sentiment Sinks to New Low
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11 points to 70.2 in August from 81.2 in July, according to preliminary estimates. 
That marks the lowest posting since 2011, indicating Americans are feeling even more 
deflated now than they did during the teeth of the pandemic. Consumers’ assessment of 
current conditions also dropped, moving from 84.5 to 77.9. Expectations continued the 
trend, plummeting nearly 14 points to 65.2 in August from 79 in July. 

Inflation, including higher gas and food costs, along with surging COVID-19 cases 
are weighing on sentiment as consumers pay more at the pump and grocery stores 
while anticipating tighter restrictions. 

Also, the delta variant has led a number of businesses to halt their plans to reopen 
offices. Such measures are likely to slow the momentum of the U.S. economic recovery 
but not change its positive trajectory. 

— John Suter
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the 32-page document explores how the pandemic affected 
broadband providers and consumers in the areas of remote 
learning, working from home, telehealth, business and 
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that could impact future deployment. 

Key findings:
��  An estimated 37 percent of nonmetro students lacked full 
access to broadband at home; 16 percent of nonmetro 
teachers lacked access. 

��  Up to 30 percent of the workforce will be working from 
home multiple days a 
week on a regular basis 
by the end of 2021. 
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and outpatient volume 
were delivered virtually 
during the pandemic. 
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RTFC Sponsors FRS Paper Examining Pandemic Impact on Broadband Usage
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Vice President of Portfolio 
Management Drew Coleman. 
“We are happy to begin 
financing discussions in the 
earliest planning stages of a 
project. The sooner you get 
your RTFC account manager 
involved in expansion or 
acquisition considerations, the 
easier the process will be.” 

E-mail RTFCContactUs@
nrucfc.coop today to set up a 
meeting time during the event.

RTFC is pleased to be a 
Platinum Sponsor of the Fall 
Conference. We hope to see 
you in Music City! //

within reach of every rural American.” 
Rural providers are encouraged to download the report from 

the FRS website and share it with local and state leaders to 
provide a better understanding of the importance of broadband, 
the technology to deliver it, its impact during the pandemic and 
the expected future state. //
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“Our construction season is only six to eight months of 
the year. In order to accomplish all we do, it requires careful 
planning and preparation,” England stated. “Our success is 
dependent upon our vendors, contractors, internal staff and debt 
financing to align so that when we can break ground, we can 
do so running. We’re grateful that RTFC has never put us in a 
position where we are waiting on financing to begin a project.” 

Hoopes cited the expanding use of broadband and changing 
technology as additional challenges facing not only Silver Star 
but also other telco peers. “Even after you get the financing and 
support mechanisms in place, you can’t simply turn a switch and 
provide ubiquitous access overnight,” he said. “The exponential 
growth in bandwidth consumption based on evolving customer 
use of the network is another significant challenge for us and 
others. It requires continual investment, even in areas with 
modern network infrastructure.”

Hoopes and England recommend telecom providers prepare 
for financing in advance so that if grant opportunities do come 
along, a company can act quickly. “RTFC is always ready to 
assist members who need matching funds or interim financing 
for state-level or federal-level grant projects,” stated RTFC 
Associate Vice President Ian Flanders, who works with Silver 
Star. “We always strive to meet our member’s needs, even 
in situations where the timeline is tight and the project has a 
challenging completion deadline.”  //
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CARES Act Grants, RTFC Expertise Deliver Quick Success in Cowboy State

When a Wyoming member 
received $14.5 million in 
CARES Act grants across two 

states and had mere months to use the 
funds to build out broadband fiber-to-the-
home in a 117-square-mile project area, 
RTFC quickly approved a $5 million 
line of credit (LOC) to help meet the 
aggressive deadline.  

Silver Star 
Telephone Company, 
based in Freedom, 
Wyoming, received 
$13 million in a 
2020 grant through 
the Connect  
Wyoming Broadband  
Initiative and  
an additional  

$1.5 million in grants through a 
partnership with the City of Driggs, 
Idaho. The grants required the company 
to spend its own money, or a lender’s, 
on the buildouts before requesting 
reimbursement. 

“Silver Star paid for the construction 
costs from our own cash reserves and the 
operating line of credit we had through 
RTFC,” explained Chief Financial Officer 
Jeff England. “We would accumulate 
billings from our contractors, prepare 
invoices and then submit them. We drew 

on our LOC in an amount 
equal to the billing so 
that when payment was 
received, we were able to 
zero out our line.”

He added, “The 
operating line with RTFC 
helped us achieve real-time 
cash flow from our activities 
rather than having to float 
the large amounts of cash 
from the state.”

Silver Star applied for the LOC 
in late August and was approved in 
early September. The project had to be 
completed by Dec. 15, 2020. “RTFC has 
always been amazing to work with. The 
speed to approval and the understanding 
of our industry and projects make things 
better,” England said.   

In just three and a half months, Silver 
Star placed roughly 133 route miles of 
main cable and 171 route miles of drops 
while leveraging existing middle-mile 
facilities surrounding the two-state project 
area, delivering high-speed broadband 
internet access to businesses and 
residences.

“The grant funds not only accelerated 
service in communities we built to, 
but in some cases, it put them on our 
construction schedule when they weren’t 

before,” explained Silver Star CEO 
Allen Hoopes, who is also an RTFC 
board member. “With the grants paying 
85 percent of the construction costs 
outright, it was a game-changer for those 
communities.”

Hoopes said many of the customers 
served by the buildouts saw immediate 
improvements in their quality of service. 
“They didn’t have broadband speeds, so 
the ability to work remotely, participate 
in remote learning activities or simply 
just gain immediate access to goods and 
services via the digital economy has been 
life-changing,” he continued. 

Customers not in the grant areas are 
now clamoring for upgrades to their 
own internet access, and Silver Star 
is working with RTFC to meet that 
demand. “They’ve seen us accomplish 
an aggressive project and now expect 
more from us,” England said. “Thanks to 
RTFC, we now have a more aggressive 
build schedule for those adjacent 
communities and have arranged a debt 
financing plan to help us meet their needs 
at a greater pace.”  

As Silver Star moves forward, 
financing may be the easy part. The 
company serves Western Wyoming and 
Eastern Idaho—areas known for their 
mountains and wintry weather. 
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The U.S. economy is in the midst of a historic 
comeback, but it’s happening with the 

lowest rate of labor force participation in more 
than four decades and a record number of vacant 
jobs. Sadly, the United States lags all of our 
peer countries in labor force participation, which 
is not where we want to be. More employed 
workers means stronger economic growth. 

The labor force participation rate is the 
estimated number of people who are employed 
or actively looking for work divided by the 
estimated working-age population, excluding 
uniformed military personnel and those behind 
bars. Unfortunately, declines in the rate often 
reflect a weak labor market. The United States 
had a record 10.1 million job openings in June, 
which is more unfilled positions than at any time 
since the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 
started tracking the data in 2006. 

The declining labor participation rate isn’t 
something new. According to a July 2018 BLS 
report, over the past 20 years, participation and 

employment rates have declined at a higher rate 
in the United States than they have in any other 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development country, particularly for workers 
aged 25 to 54. Add the pandemic reductions on 
top of that already-waning participation, and 
you’re looking at a loss of millions of workers. 
Why are men and women in their prime age 
leaving the workforce? The pre-pandemic study 
cited child care, incarceration, poor health and 
lack of job training. Today, you can add lingering 
fear of the virus, changed priorities in light 
of the events of the past year, continued child 
care challenges, drug dependency and, finally, 
automation. All these factors have an effect on 
prime age working men and women. 

Unfortunately, there is no simple fix. The 
pandemic had a major impact on Americans 
in terms of work-life balance. Employees have 
been hesitant to return to jobs in industries 
that require a set schedule with in-person 
work. Employers are raising pay, offering new 

benefits and allowing more 
workers to remain partly 
remote in an effort to lure  
new hires. 

For years, economists have 
predicted that a shrinking labor 
pool would act as a permanent 
drag on economic growth. That 
negative impact is now being 
felt. //

What the Labor Market Needs: More Workers     
By John Suter, Vice President, Economic Research
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Jeff England

Silver Star crews had less than four months to place 133 route miles of main cable and 171 route miles of drops.




