
T h e r e ’ s  u n To l d  va lu e  in connecting with others. Study after
study indicate that social connections are tied to reduced anxi-
ety, stress and health risks as well as increased well-being. In
addition to social benefits, our ability to connect affects the
ways we conduct business, shop, receive medical attention, pay
bills and even enjoy entertainment.

Peoples Telephone, a nonprofit rural cooperative, has been
in the business of connecting communities since it built its
first telephone pole in Golden on August 13, 1952, and brought
phone service to unincorporated areas of rural East Texas. At
that time, those connections were for landline telephones. No
one could have predicted the digital revolution that would
decades later influence and shape all aspects of life.

As technology advanced, so too did Peoples Telephone,
adding capabilities and services such as long-distance calling,
modern security systems, dial-up computer service, DSL serv-
ice and then fiber-optic internet connections. Because of state
and federal telecommunications regulations, the cooperative
now has members in the regulated market and traditional cus-
tomers in the deregulated market; all told, Peoples has some
31,000 connections under its umbrella.

There’s never been a time in human history when connec-

tions weren’t important. But the speed and modes of commu-
nication now available have made real what was once only in
the imaginations of science fiction writers. For example, in
1996, when Peoples first offered internet connections through
phone lines, transferring a 56-kilobit packet of information in
a second was a significant achievement. Nowadays users can
speedily send many gigabits across the internet in a second
thanks to fiber-optic cables—that’s over a million times the
amount of data.

Steven Steele, general manager at Peoples, said his coopera-
tive reached a milestone in 2010, when it was allowed to serve
both markets. The co-op bid on and was awarded a grant from
the federal government made available through the Great
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. The pur-
pose of that initiative was to lay the foundation to deliver
broadband service to rural and underserved communities.

While an ambitious goal, closing the digital divide for com-
munity members fell within the sweet spot of Peoples’ mission
and its passion for connecting folks. Beating out much larger
companies and consortiums to earn a piece of the pie, Peoples
was awarded a $28 million grant.

“That grant required us to put in about 600 miles of fiber cable,

Future-Proofing Connections
Peoples Telephone has been looking ahead since 1952
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so we built a loop around Northeast Texas,” Steele explained. 
That was no small feat. The network footprint encompasses

Paris, Bonham, Terrell, Forney, Canton, Van, Mineola and
Emory. Two routes also travel into Dallas for internet access
and contribute to the high speeds Peoples can provide its
users. In all, with the company adding an additional $7.4 mil-
lion, it completed the scope of the grant work in 2013. Now it
has a $36 million tier 2 network to show for it.

With this system, Peoples can deliver fiber internet directly
to homes across Northeast Texas. 

“Fiber to homes, we feel like, has future-proofed our network
because with fiber to your home we can run a variety of speeds,”
Steele said. That includes 100-megabit service, which is more
than adequate for most homeowners, but that same fiber
allows Peoples to provide gigabit service to individual users. To
put that in perspective, Steele said, “Once upon a time we ran
all of East Texas on a gigabit.” 

Steele explained that Peoples designed its system to handle
future speeds of up to 100 gigabits. “We have no idea what you
would do with that, but we can do it,” he said. 

And that’s just it: What the future holds is unknown, but
the leaders at Peoples believe their system will function for
any need.

Peoples has more than 4,000 connections in the deregulated
market and will continue to expand in that space. Within its
cooperative network, the provider has more than 1,000 fiber

connections. Peoples recently secured funding to accelerate
their initial 5-year construction plan to a three-year plan to add
an additional 4,000 members.

“Everyone needs more speed. Especially after the pandemic,
they know they have to be able to work from home,” Steele said.
“They have to be able to educate from home. Entertainment is
now a critical function of broadband. All of that requires more
bandwidth and the flexibility of fiber.”

Mcxie Hurst, marketing manager at Peoples, said that all of
the co-op’s employees are doing their best to expedite the
process because they understand that these connections are no
longer a luxury but a necessity. They know broadband affects
the future and the types of businesses that can develop.

“This is an ambitious undertaking that Peoples is willing and
wants to do for our members,” she said.

The co-op employees 117 full-time workers and about 20
contract employees as well as several construction contract
companies that bring to bear about another 150 employees.
Working together, the cooperative’s workforce can install an
average of 1 mile of fiber in a week. Once the fiber is within
range, it’s then connected directly to a customer’s house or
business. That’s in contrast to some providers, which claim they
are using fiber but whose fiber lines may stop at a subdivision
or community connection point, with the end user not getting
the true fiber advantage. Peoples Telephone customers are
directly connected to Peoples’ fiber lines.

1. scott Thompson, left, Peoples Tele-
phone assistant general manager, and
steven steele, general manager, are proud
of the efforts of the co-op’s employees
and contractors, who brought a tier 2
fiber-optic network and many opportuni-
ties to the region.
2. electric cooperatives smooth the way
for rural broadband by notifying Peoples
of new construction and allowing Peoples
to lay cable alongside underground elec-
tric infrastructure as it’s installed.2 Pe
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While Peoples has a robust and willing employee and con-
tractor framework, it also likes to point to its superior working
relationships with electric cooperatives in the region, including
Bowie-Cass, Farmers, Fannin County, Grayson-Collin, Trinity
Valley, Upshur Rural and Wood County electric cooperatives.
When the cooperatives are building underground facilities to
new subdivisions, they notify Peoples. When appropriate,
broadband cable gets laid at the same time. The joint effort
helps all entities, since fiber-enabled property sells faster, help-
ing to ensure each entity’s investment is returned more quickly.

“When it comes down to it, the reason our partnership is so
good and so beneficial is that we have a joint goal, and that’s to
benefit our cooperative members,” Steele said. “That’s what
drives us, and we understand that about each other.”

Peoples Telephone’s own cooperative members are the driv-
ing force behind its decision to accelerate its plan from five
years to three. Peoples consistently receives inquiries about the
timing and availability of broadband from its members, with
pleas to hurry.

“Members can call us every single day. We don’t mind, and
we’ll give them a status,” Hurst said, adding that once a fiber
installation project begins in a neighborhood, “We’ll leave no
rock unturned to notify you of availability.” They send post-
cards, letters and emails and make calls to each household
within the footprint of a new project. You’ll know when broad-
band availability is coming to you.

While broadband is a prime interest of the community, 

Peoples continues to serve mem-
bers and customers in other ways,
too, with phone service, security
systems and voice-
over-internet phone systems.

Steele credits the co-op’s talented workforce for its contin-
ued prosperity.

“I would put our employees up against any group I have
worked with in my entire career,” he said. They are highly
adaptable, which is a necessity in an industry that has changed
so much in just 10 years. “The teamwork here is second to none.
And that makes it a nice place to come to in the morning.”

Steele also recognized the magnitude of what Peoples’
employees have accomplished since the stimulus program,
with the massive amount of fiber they’ve installed and the
communications facilities they’ve built. While the employees
remain focused on their goals, Assistant General Manager
Scott Thompson said they also maintain strong connections
through community outreach efforts. 

“We have the personnel that will volunteer at community
events, show up at the chamber banquet and put up a booth at
your Saturday community event,” Thompson said. “They are
invested in the community.”

That comes as no surprise. It’s the cooperative way and the
Peoples way. The telecommunications co-op delivers on its
promise, doing what it always has to continue to future-proof
the connections it makes. D

Always happy to lend a
hand, Peoples employees
are invested and visible in
the communities where
they live and work.

PE
OP

LE
S

WoodCountyEC2107_  6/10/21  1:06 PM  Page 20



Wcec.oRg •   (903)  763-2203 JUlY 2021  TEX AS CO-OP POWER 21

ContaCt us
501 s. main st., Quitman
P.o. Box 1827, Quitman, tX 75783
local (903) 763-2203   
email info@wcec.org
web wcec.org
Ceo/general manager 
Trey Teaff
board of directors
Cathy S. Roberts, President, district 5
Burke Bullock, Vice President, district 2
Jane Roberson, secretary-treasurer, district 6
Mark Sustaire, district 1
Kenneth Langley, district 3
Brent Glenn, district 4
Freddie Ray Jones, district 7

about wood Count y eC
Founded in 1938, Wcec owns and maintains
more than 5,140 miles of line to provide electric
service to over 38,000 meters in parts of nine
counties: camp, Franklin, Hopkins, Rains, smith,
titus, Upshur, Van Zandt and Wood counties.
member benefits and serviCes
• online account access and bill payment
• Paperless e-Bill services
• Free bill-paying app
• Visa, mastercard and discover accepted
• smartPower prepay electric system
• scholarships and youth programs
• safety and energy conservation programs
• operation Round-Up community grants
my wCeC 
Your cooperative, in the palm of your hand, our
free app gives account access 24/7.  see usage
graphs, get alerts, estimate upcoming bills, pay
your bill and quickly report outages. Free in the
app store and google Play, search for my Wcec
and download.

visit us online
wcec.org

24/7
report 
an
outage 

Call toll-free 
or te xt 
866-415-2951
download the app
Search for MY WCEC
in the App Store or
Google Play
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C e i l i n g  fa n s  d o n ’ t actually cool the air in a room. They circulate the air,
and anyone in the room while one is running will feel a breeze. That makes
the person feel cooler.

So there’s no point in running a ceiling fan in an empty room.
But a ceiling fan can make a room feel like it’s up to 8 degrees cooler

than a room without one. And because the fan circulates cool air, it gives
the air conditioning system a break. In fact, with a ceiling fan running,
you can turn your thermostat up by about 4 degrees without sacrificing
comfort, according to the U.S. Department of Energy.

A few tips for getting the most energy savings from ceiling fans:
e Change the direction that the fan blades spin when the weather

warms up. In the summer, ceiling fans should rotate counterclockwise.
That way the blades push cool air down into the room. In the winter, they
should rotate clockwise so the updraft pushes warm air that is near the
ceiling down into the room’s occupied space. To switch rotation you have
to manually flip a switch on most models.
eHang the fan 7–9 feet above the floor. Fan blades should be at least 8

inches away from the ceiling and 18 inches from walls.
e Large ceiling fans move more air than small ones. For a large room,

choose a larger fan. Likewise, large fan blades move the air around more
forcefully. So if you’re installing one in a home office or another room
where you keep loose papers, choose one with small blades.
eGenerally, the more expensive the fan, the more quietly it runs.
e Fans with an Energy Star label are about 20% more efficient than stan-

dard models. D

Running Ceiling 
Fans Saves Energy
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