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Illinois Company Accesses State Grants, RTFC Financing To Expand FTTH

In the beautiful southern tip of Illinois 
alongside the Shawnee National 
Forest and Lake Egypt, rural residents 

are enjoying the benefits of broadband 
thanks to the ambitious legacy and 
current growth mindset of Shawnee 
Communications. 

A family-owned company that has 
evolved from the merger and acquisition 

of local exchanges 
started in the early 
1900s, Shawnee has 
always focused on 
bringing leading-
edge technology to 
its customers. “Our 
late CEO Jim Coyle 
strongly believed 
in investing in our 

rural communities and ensuring that users 
of the national forest and his neighbors 
were not left behind when it came to 

high-speed internet access 
and economic opportunity. 
He believed in fiber before 
it was cool,” explained 
Shawnee President and 
CEO Mike Grisham.

The company has worked 
hard over the last decade to 
ensure all of its independent 
local exchange carrier (ILEC) 
territories are enjoying the 
highest broadband speeds 
through a fiber-to-the-home 
(FTTH) network. Today, 
Shawnee is in the process of expanding into 
underserved competitive territories with 
financing from RTFC and state grants.  

“Shawnee has made it a point to 
deliver best-in-class broadband networks 
that are durable, scalable and ready for 
customers’ needs now and in the future,” 
Grisham said. “With each new project, 

we have focused on delivering the latest 
fiber technologies, network electronics and 
home installations to ensure our customers 
have access to the latest and greatest.” 

The current project was started last 
fall and will deploy FTTH to more than 
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Mike Grisham

Bobby Rexing, a 20-year employee of Shawnee Communications, prepares 
to splice fiber optic cables with a portable fusion device used in the 
construction and delivery of FTTH service.

Hoopes Re-elected, Dunning Retires at 2022 RTFC Annual Meeting

RTFC conducted its 34th Annual 
Membership Meeting on February 
1 at RTFC headquarters in Dulles, 

Virginia. During the meeting, District 
4 Director Allen Hoopes, chairman and 
CEO of Silver Star Communications in 
Freedom, Wyoming, was re-elected to 
serve another three-year term. 

Board President Bruce Bohnsack, 
president and CEO of Germantown 
Telephone Company in New York, 
presided over the event and shared 
highlights of RTFC’s financial statements 
for the last fiscal year ended May 31, 
2021, as well as its sponsorship and other 
corporate activities.

“I’m happy to report that loans 
outstanding were $420 million. That’s an 
increase of $35 million compared with the 
balance at the previous fiscal year-end,” 

he remarked. 
The meeting concluded with 

Bohnsack recognizing the leadership of 
retiring District 3 Director Dave Dunning 
who served on the board for 18 years. 
Dunning is the former CEO and general 
manager of Polar Communications and 
current board member of Wolverton 
Telephone Company, both in Park River, 
North Dakota. 

During the organizational meeting that 
followed the annual meeting, the board 
named officers for 2022: 

��  President: Bruce Bohnsack, 
President and CEO of Germantown 
Telephone Company (NY);

��  Vice President: Bill Hegmann, 
President and CEO of Southwest 
Arkansas Telephone Cooperative 
(AR); and

��   Secretary-Treasurer: Raymond 
Henagan, CEO of Rock Port 
Telephone Company (MO). //

Bruce Bohnsack presents Dave Dunning with a plaque in 
honor of his service to RTFC and its members.
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RTFC Senior Vice President and Administrator Joel Allen 
recently returned from his first experience of NTCA’s 
annual RTIME conference where he enjoyed meeting 

RTFC members in person and learning more about trends and 
opportunities in rural telecommunications. 

Allen assumed the role of RTFC administrator after long-
time leader Robin Reed retired last May. He has worked for 
RTFC’s affiliate, National Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance 
Corporation (CFC) for more than 30 years. As senior vice 
president of member services, Allen supervises member service 
and loan underwriting for all CFC and RTFC borrowers. 

“It was great to meet everyone and attend quite a few RTIME 
sessions,” Allen said. “There are exciting things happening in 
the telecom space, and I’m excited about the opportunity to 
work with our members. I’m familiar with the challenges and 
prospects in the broadband space, and I look forward to helping 
them expand and enhance their services with RTFC funding.” 

He continued, “My priority is to ensure our members 
understand the benefits RTFC can provide and call on us early in 
the process when they are considering upgrades or expansions. 
RTFC has financial solutions to help providers start and finish 
projects faster.” //

Have you enrolled in ACH AutoPay for your RTFC 
loan payments? The convenient service means you can 
have peace of mind when it comes to paying your loan 

invoices because RTFC will do the work for you.
ACH AutoPay is a free and convenient loan payment option 

that allows borrowers to authorize and schedule automatic 
withdrawals from their bank account to meet regularly occurring 
debt service payments to RTFC. 

“There are many reasons to use RTFC’s ACH AutoPay, 
including better managing cash flows and preventing late fees,” 
explained RTFC Loan Accounting Manager Elizabeth Shutler. 
“And, since AutoPay is a direct transaction between parties,  
it is less susceptible to fraud and is less expensive than  
sending wire payments or checks through the mail. It requires 

RTFC Senior Vice President Joel Allen Attends First RTIME Event in Dallas

Make Money Operations Easier with ACH AutoPay and ACH Deposit
less processing time for members to make loan payments once 
set up.”

Another convenient option for your accounting department 
is RTFC’s ACH Deposit program that allows members to 
automatically receive funds from RTFC for patronage capital 
retirements, annual interest payments and more via ACH. 
“Utilizing ACH deposits eliminates the delay of waiting for 
mailed checks and enhances the security of the transaction,” 
Shutler said.

To enroll in ACH AutoPay and ACH Deposit, sign in 
to the RTFC Member Center website and click Enroll in 
ACH AutoPay under the Quick Links section for FAQs and 
registration forms or contact the Member Center at 800-424-
2955 or MemberCenter@nrucfc.coop. //

B E N E F I T S  T O  U S I N G  A C H  A U T O P A Y

SPEED & TIMELINESS
AutoPay occurs on a predefined due date, 
helping you manage cash float and prevent 
late fees.

CONVENIENCE & ACCURACY
Signing up is quick and easy. Once you are set 
up, just fund your account by the due date. 
Payment for the invoiced amount is 
automatically made to the appropriate bank 
account.

SECURITY
No need to worry about checks getting lost in 
the mail and needing to issue a stop payment. 
AutoPay is a direct transaction between 
parties and is less susceptible to fraud.

COST
AutoPay uses Automated Clearing House 
(ACH), which is less expensive than sending 

transactions so you don’t need to!

RTFC staff visited with members in Dallas during RTIME. Pictured, from left, are Nemont 
Telephone Cooperative CEO Mike Kilgore, RTFC Associate Vice President Adam Lush, 
RTFC Senior Vice President Joel Allen and Nemont Chief Financial Officer Dionne 
Nieskens. 



Virus Stunts GDP Growth

The U.S. economy had a good 2021 
for the most part. Fourth-quarter real 

gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
came in at 6.9 percent and the overall 
economy grew at 5.7 percent for the 
year. GDP growth would have been even 
stronger had it not been for the delta wave 
of the pandemic, which hit during the 
summer and stunted third-quarter results. 
Omicron is expected to have the same 
impact on first-quarter growth. 

Most economists believe the drag 
on the economy will be short-lived with 
lost growth shifted to the second quarter. 
Besides the virus, other threats include 
equity and housing markets, which at the 
time appear overvalued. High gasoline 
and other consumer prices are eating 
into some consumers’ cash and hurting 
confidence. Also, geopolitical issues will 
slow foreign demand for U.S. products. 

That said, potential upsides include 
the huge amount of cash consumers 
have saved over the past year and the 
potential productivity gains resulting from 
infrastructure and investment spending. 

Fed Preps for March Liftoff 

The minutes from the December 
Federal Open Market Committee 

meeting suggest the Federal Reserve 
is gearing up to remove policy 
accommodation, first by raising the 
target range for the federal funds rate and 
then by reducing the size of its balance 
sheet, otherwise known as Quantitative 
Tightening (QT). 

The tightening takes place as the 
Fed opts not to reinvest proceeds from 
maturing assets, allowing the balance 
sheet to shrink. Economists believe the 
QT process will start once the overnight 
interest rate is raised to 1 percent. The 
Fed has, on average, $60 billion to  
$70 billion of Treasuries maturing 
monthly next year. This provides a lot 
of flexibility in adjusting the tightening 
cycle. 

Look for QT to increase volatility in 
the bond and equity markets. 

Trade Deficit Swells to Record Level in 2021 

The U.S. trade deficit grew in 2021 to the largest recorded gap, reflecting a surge 
in the value of consumer-goods imports as the pandemic discouraged spending 

on services and drove more outlays for merchandise. The imbalance is expected to 
continue well into 2022. The annual shortfall in goods and services increased for 
a second straight year, widening 26.9 percent to $859.1 billion, according to U.S. 
Commerce Department data. The December trade gap grew by $80.7 billion from the 
prior month, which was in line with economists’ expectations. The data reflect the 
effects of the second year of the pandemic on the world’s largest economy. Elevated 
savings spurred by government stimulus and a stronger dollar saw homebound 
Americans purchase more goods and invest in their homes. The result sparked a surge 
in inbound shipments that strained ports and logistics and also depleted inventories. 

Source: Bloomberg

U.S. Goods and Services Annual Trade Balance (in Billions)
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Make Money Operations Easier with ACH AutoPay and ACH Deposit
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3,000 locations. It has a price tag of $22 million that will be funded through a long-
term loan from RTFC and three grants totaling $7 million from the state’s Connect 
Illinois Broadband Grant Program. In addition, a line of credit from RTFC will offer 
flexibility in financing the buildout while a second long-term loan will be used to pay 
off another lender’s debt.  

“RTFC provided a competitive rate with unmatchable service. We can focus on the 
future, knowing that they share our values and can help us meet our growth objectives 
and improve economic development in our region,” Grisham said. “The RTFC team 
offered us the same personal touch that we like to provide for our customers.”

Grisham added that he’s grateful for the state grant program and federal partners who 
have helped deliver better broadband to rural Illinois communities. “Combined with our 
work with RTFC, these grant partnerships have been a difference-maker for us, allowing 
Shawnee to ensure more Illinois students, patients, schools, libraries, workers and small 
businesses have access to critical high-speed broadband networks,” he said. 

The last two years have certainly spotlighted the value of a dependable, high-speed 
fiber network. Grisham said customers have demanded greater access and bandwidth as 
they continue to work and study from home. “We have challenged ourselves to make 
sure the entire fiber network is up-to-speed with the capacity to meet our customers’ 
needs now and in the future.”  

Once the current project is complete, there’s no time to sit back and rest for 
Shawnee. The ambitious company will keep its sights set on maintenance and education. 
“Our biggest challenge in the future will be growing sustainably, making sure that 
policymakers continue to realize that hardened and dependable fiber networks are 
challenging to build in rural areas and equally challenging to service and maintain.” //  

Illinois Company Accesses State Grants, RTFC Financing . . .
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It’s not only inflation that came in way hotter 
in 2021 with the headline Consumer Price 
Index hitting 7 percent year-over-year in 

December. The labor market was on fire as 
well. A January 2021 Bloomberg survey of 70 
economists predicted the unemployment rate 
would fall to 5.2 percent by year-end—and 
would average 5 percent for all of 2022.

As of Friday, February 4, the U.S. Labor 
Department reported an unemployment rate at  
4 percent. Nonfarm payrolls increased 467,000 in 
January (compared with the median Bloomberg 
estimate of 125,000). There were also substantial 
upward revisions to November and December 
nonfarm payrolls of 700,000 combined. So, a 
very positive report all the way around.  

Details showed that U.S. employers extended 
a hiring spree in January despite a record spike in 
COVID infections and related business closures, 

with surging wages adding further pressure on 
the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates. To 
some extent, it’s the fact that both inflation and 
unemployment have surprised economists that is 
setting up the Fed for launching its hiking cycle 
in March. With this hot economy, an increase is 
about as close to a sure bet as you can find.  

As a result, investors have begun to price 
in the slight possibility of a sixth quarter-point 
boost by the end of 2022 (a hike almost every 
meeting), while the most recent Fed minutes 
mapped out only three hikes for the year. The 
disconnect raises the question of whether the Fed 
has fallen behind the curve and not pivoted soon 
enough to combat rising inflation.  

At stake is the Fed’s ability to engineer 
a so-called soft landing where the overnight 
federal funds rate is hiked in order to slow the 
U.S. economic growth and tamp down inflation, 

but at the same time not 
flip the economy back into 
recession, which would 
push the unemployment 
rate back up. The key for 
the Fed is to create an 
extremely long-lasting 
gross domestic product 
growth cycle, adding even 
more jobs to the future 
economy. //

Employment Sizzles Just as Hot as Inflation     
By John Suter, Vice President, Economic Research

U.S. Unemployment Rate (2020–2022)

Source: Bloomberg
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