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Your Success Is Our Success: RTFC Ready To Assist Members
By Drew Coleman, RTFC Vice President of Portfolio Management

Meeting telecommunications 
needs is critical in these 
unprecedented times. For many 

rural providers, the dynamic tension 
between connecting new customers and 
the promise, or mandate, to not disconnect 
others can create business challenges. 

We have seen a lot of activity in recent 
months. Our borrowers are reporting they 
are extremely busy, and we are here to 
assist. Companies that need additional 
liquidity support in order to meet a surge 
in demand for broadband services should 

reach out to their account 
manager. We can provide 
short-term revolving 
facilities for members 
expanding to support 
subscriber growth and 
term loans for construction 
projects. If the need for 
funding is an immediate 
one and we can determine 
feasibility, a line of credit 
may be the answer. 

With millions of Americans out 
of work, the majority of those still in 
the labor force working remotely and 
mandates to not disconnect essential 
services like broadband, some companies 
are experiencing strains on cash flow. 
Any borrower that envisions having 
a challenge meeting the terms of 
its financing arrangements should 
engage with us early. Practicing open 
communication with your lender is key at 
all times, especially when things are not 
going according to plan. Nothing strains 
the borrower-lender relationship more 
than when a lender learns of financial 
challenges at the very last minute.

It’s also important to notify us about 
participation in any federal economic 
relief programs, such as those launched 
by the Small Business Administration. 
We fully support our members’ pursuit of 
eligible funding from the relief programs. 
While such funds may be unsecured and 
forgivable, it’s still important for borrowers 
to let their account manager know of any 
relief you apply for or receive. 

We will do our best to work with 
our members if they are struggling. 
Your best interest is our best interest. 
That is one of the benefits of working 
with a member-owned cooperative 
lender that is solely focused on rural 
telecommunications companies.  //
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“We will do our best to work 
with our members if they are 
struggling. Your best interest 
is our best interest.“ 
— Drew Coleman

RTFC Transitions to Remote Operations as  
Pandemic Response Changes Workstyles
RTFC continues to operate under our comprehensive business continuity plan to ensure 
the safety of our employees, to fulfill our commitment as a leading corporate citizen 
dedicated to minimizing the impact of COVID-19 and to provide a seamless delivery of the 
service members expect. 
RTFC, in conjunction with our affiliate, the National Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance 
Corporation (CFC), has implemented a remote work policy for staff, which reduced the 
number of employees at headquarters to a minimal level of essential workers. 

“The safety and the health of our employees is our 
number-one priority and also we want to be a good 
neighbor and make sure we’re doing all we can to 
keep everyone safe,” Senior Vice President Robin 
Reed says of the remote operations. 
“Over the last two years, our IT staff have added 
a feature to our business continuity program that 
enables employees to log into the RTFC office 

through a virtual private network and pull up a screen that’s exactly what they would 
see on their computer at work. All their normal filing systems and other applications are 
available no matter where they are,” she explains. “We continue to work in a responsible 
manner and also meet the service levels our members expect to receive.”
RTFC account managers are available by phone and e-mail during normal business 
hours, 9 a.m. to 4:45 p.m. Eastern Time.    
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As businesses across the country transform their 
operations in response to COVID-19 disruptions, rural 
providers are stepping up to support their communities 

and address new pandemic challenges.
Three rural CEOs recently shared best practices and lessons 

learned in adapting operations, facilitating social distancing, 
and ensuring effective internal and customer communications. 
Following are four key insights from these leaders on how to 
prioritize employee safety and morale while meeting customer needs. 
1.  Implement social distancing policies—at headquarters, in 

vehicles and in the field.
 Essential-staff rotations and vehicle 
policies protect employees while also 
supporting business continuity. All three 
CEOs have incorporated one-person 
vehicle policies. They also suggested 
having two distinct teams of staff and 
alternating them every other day or week 
so they are sequestered from each other. 
 One leader shared that social distancing 
at his headquarters involves a daily 
health assessment form—taking temperatures and surveying 
on-site staff about who they have been in contact with. 
Additional measures to support social distancing include 
staging materials at varied locations to limit trips to the 
warehouse and using Facebook to encourage consumers not 
to approach employees in the field. 

Overcoming COVID-19 Challenges: Rural CEOs Share Best Practices 

RTFC secures funding through its affiliate, the National 
Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance Corporation (CFC), 
and while many financial institutions have faced liquidity 

challenges since the global pandemic wreaked havoc on the money 
markets, CFC’s ability to obtain funds has been uninterrupted. 

“We have not had any period of time 
where we didn’t have access to the capital 
markets,” explains CEO Sheldon Petersen, 
who also says that Federal Reserve 
programs have helped calm the markets. 

In March, the Fed dropped the federal 
funds rate by 150 basis points to virtually 
zero. In April, it launched a Commercial 
Paper Funding Facility to provide for the 
purchase of hundreds of billions of dollars 

in U.S. Treasurys and corporate debt in the secondary market.
“There has been significant stabilization in the capital 

markets. We’re seeing better access to longer-term maturity 
commercial paper,” Petersen says. “Clearly, we are seeing the 
impact of very quick action on the part of the Federal Reserve, 
and that has allowed the marketplace to significantly stabilize 
with programs directly targeted to commercial paper along 
with other programs that are working around the edge and 
tend to improve the tone. The Fed has touched virtually every 
component of the credit markets.” //

Access to Funding Remains Steady

Your Invoice Is Changing
RTFC members with active credit facilities will notice a new 
look starting with their May invoices as RTFC has switched the 
software it uses to generate the member documents. 
The invoice change is part of an ongoing effort to upgrade RTFC 
internal systems. Though the appearance of the invoice has 
changed, all pertinent data points remain the same.
Also, while RTFC continues remote operations, member invoices 
will be sent electronically to provide a safer delivery method for 
members and staff. Paper copies will resume when staff return 
to working in the office.

2.  Support employee morale by communicating frequently to 
build trust.
 Social support for employees can take many different forms. 
The CEOs encouraged virtual meeting platforms to help 
employees stay connected to colleagues and supervisors.  
One CEO added that virtual spaces do not need to be all task-
oriented: Channels dedicated to “watercooler” conversations 
can be powerful morale boosters in the absence of workplace 
conversations. For on-site employees who need face-to-face 
interaction, one suggestion was for meetings to take place 
outdoors, at a distance, “Just to get a little bit of normal.” 

 To prevent isolation and ensure a 
healthy flow of information, the CEOs 
recommend employees working from 
home connect daily with supervisors and 
for managers to have weekly conference 
calls. They also caution that building 
trust is key right now. “We’re trying to 
keep our employees informed, and we’re 
letting them know we trust them to get 
their work done.”

3.  Use a range of tools to manage cash flow.
 As the pandemic response continues, rural providers may 
experience an impact to revenue. The CEOs discussed how 
management can make strategic decisions now to manage 
cash flow and prepare for future disruptions. For example, one 
company is redesigning its customer assistance program to 
provide increased funding to customers with the greatest need. 

4.  Embrace the “community clearinghouse” role.
 As rural communities suffer financial and health effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, local companies can serve 
as community clearinghouses. A response to a customer’s 
delinquent payment inquiry is also an opportunity to identify 
assistance opportunities and help make connections. In 
some cases, those efforts may result in connecting with local 
foundations or pointing them to the Lifeline program. The 
CEOs stressed that their organizations are uniquely positioned 
to provide residential and commercial customers with valuable 
information on financial relief programs.  //

Sheldon C. Petersen



There is no doubt the consumer 
sector has been a pillar of strength 

for the U.S. economy—adding more 
than 2 million jobs the past nine years 
and boosting household incomes. 
That’s more than two-thirds of the 
U.S. economy right there. Then, bam! 
The country is hit over the head with a 
deadly virus and a shutdown causes the 
quickest recession in history. 

The two confidence measures that 
reflect what is going on in the minds of 
consumers—the University of Michigan 

Index of Consumer Sentiment and the 
Conference Board Consumer Confidence 
Survey—have both nosedived. The 
Michigan survey fell 17.3 points to 71.8 
in April, the largest monthly decline on 
record. Likewise, the Conference Board’s 
March index plummeted 31.9 points to 
86.9, also the largest drop on record, 
which brings the cumulative decline over 
the past two months to 45.7. 

Businesses are being forced to shut 
down, throwing consumers out of work 
in unprecedented numbers. For those 
who still have jobs, limited opportunities 
to shop and enjoy entertainment have 
severely curtailed spending. Wealth also 
has been undermined, with the stock 
market losing about a fifth of its value 
compared with its mid-February worth.

There are a few positives, but they 

Source: Bloomberg

KEY INTEREST RATES RATE FORECAST— 
FUTURES MARKET

 5/4/2020 2/2/2020 CHANGE Q2-20 Q3-20 Q4-20 Q1-21

Fed Funds 0.25% 1.75%  -1.50 0.25% 0.25% 0.25% 0.25%

1-mo. Libor 0.40% 1.67%  -1.27 0.70% 0.60% 0.40% 0.30%

3-mo. Libor 0.76% 1.74%  -0.98 1.10% 1.00% 0.80% 0.60%

2-yr. UST 0.20% 1.36%  -1.16 0.30% 0.30% 0.30% 0.40%

5-yr. UST 0.36% 1.35%  -0.99 0.40% 0.50% 0.60% 0.70%

10-yr. UST 0.64% 1.54%  -0.90 0.70% 0.70% 0.80% 0.90%

30-yr. UST 1.27% 2.01%  -0.74 1.20% 1.10% 1.20% 1.20%
Source: Bloomberg                       Source: INO.com

Consumer Feelings Take a Dive 
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pale in comparison to the job devastation. 
Lower interest rates are stimulating a 
wave of refinancing, which will put more 
money in consumers’ pockets. Also, 
Americans are cashing virus relief checks, 
and those receiving unemployment are 
seeing their weekly amounts significantly 
boosted by federal relief bills. Despite the 
measures, consumer balance sheets that 
were healthy going into the crisis have not 
stayed that way. 

The sooner the consumer sector can 
get back to somewhat normal times, the 
better in terms of moving our economy 
forward. This is probably not going to 
occur until the labor market improves, 
more states reopen nonessential 
businesses and confidence starts the long 
climb upward.

— John Suter

Jobless Claims Still Rising 

American workers continue to file 
unemployment insurance claims 

in record numbers. In fact, 33.5 million 
workers now find themselves out of 
work, representing roughly 20.6 percent 
of the labor force. While that is a painful 
number, the one glimmer of hope is that 
the number of initial unemployment 
claims has fallen each week since  
March 28. 

The hardest-hit sectors include retailers, 
hotels and restaurants, but with the drop 
in price and demand, the oil industry is 
now feeling the ill effects as well. The 
market is anticipating the unemployment 
rate will climb to 20 percent or more 
in the second quarter. For comparison 
purposes, in 1933 the unemployment rate 
peaked at 24.9 percent during the Great 
Depression.

The economic impact won’t stop 
with unemployment. Rising joblessness 
will weigh on incomes and consumer 
spending, which is the largest contributor 
to the economy. As consumer spending 
falls, businesses are left with sagging 
sales and may have to close their 
doors. This, in turn, adds to the number 
of people out of work and filing for 
unemployment insurance. Fortune 
magazine deemed the situation “the 
aggregate demand doom loop.” For now, 
even as states begin to reopen, the  
virus still has the U.S. economy firmly  
in its grip.  

Consumer Confidence Crumbles in Wake of Economic Meltdown



INSIDE THE ECONOMY
M A Y  1 1 ,  2 0 2 0

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

© 2020 Rural Telephone 
Finance Cooperative

Capital
Connections

20701 Cooperative Way | Dulles, Virginia 20166

Address Service Requested

Presorted
First-Class Mail

US Postage Paid
Permit #465

Dulles VA 20166

CapitalConnections

The U.S. has endured 11 recessions since 
World War II—averaging 11.3 months 
each—and another is knocking at the 

door. Most economists predict the U.S. will enter 
a recession in the second quarter of this year. 

The severity of a recession is usually 
measured in terms of depth and duration. Depth 
focuses on the drop in real gross domestic 
product (GDP) and rise in unemployment. On 
April 29, the 65 leading economists submitting 
forecasts to Bloomberg predicted real GDP will 
drop by 25.9 percent and unemployment will 
rise to 12.8 percent in the second quarter of this 
year. (First-quarter real GDP posted a 4.8 percent 
decline.) We’ll know if economists were correct 
when the Q2 numbers are released July 30. 

Duration is usually measured in months. The 
longest slump since the Battle of the Bulge was 
the Great Recession of 2008–2009. Spurred by a 
housing crisis and weak balance sheets for many 
banks, the downturn lasted 18 months. When it 

finally did end, the economy was so crippled the 
Federal Reserve left the overnight interest rate at 
zero to 0.25 percent for seven years in an effort 
to stimulate businesses.

Created by the abrupt shutdown of the U.S. 
economy in order to slow a highly contagious 
virus, this year’s recession will be unique. Using 
history as an example, some economists are 
pointing to the pandemic of 1918 and predicting 
a relatively quick rebound. A hundred years ago 
the Spanish flu killed 675,000 Americans and 
pushed the U.S. into a seven-month recession.

The duration of the current downturn is 
simply too hard to forecast right now since the 
shutdown is less than two months old and most 
economic indicators lag the true state of the 
economy. It won’t be until the end of May that 
we get a full glimpse of the negative impact 
of April’s numbers. For now, the economic 
shocks are in the consumer sector where filings 
for unemployment insurance have skyrocketed, 

retail sales are rapidly declining 
and consumer confidence  
has plunged.

Businesses and consumers 
will need to have their 
confidence restored to begin the 
economic recovery. Once that 
happens, it’s anybody’s guess 
whether all these government 
relief programs will be enough 
to repeat history and contain the 
recession to seven months.  //

Recession Is Coming, But for How Long?     
By John Suter, Vice President, Capital Markets Research & Analysis
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