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1. Introduction

Increasing the availability of broadband in rural communities has been an important U.S. rural
development policy goal over the past decade.® Since 2000, federal broadband loan programs
authorized under consecutive Farm Bills have directed more than $1.8 billion to private
telecommunications providers in 40 states with the explicit goal of making high-speed data
transmission capacity available to rural residents and businesses. Most recently, the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 authorized $2.5 billion in new federal funding for these
same purposes (Kruger 2009).

Arguments in favor of these programs are supported by research projecting large economic
benefits from widespread broadband deployment (Crandall and Jackson 2001; Crandall et al.
2007). However, these projections obscure the fact that the distribution of these benefits is not
likely to be uniform, either spatially or across industries. For example, a recent study comparing
economic outcomes in communities that did or did not receive broadband loans found evidence
that the loan program created a range of impacts — some positive, some negative — that varied
across industries and across county types (Kandilov and Renkow 2010).

One particularly interesting finding in the Kandilov and Renkow (2010) study is that
agriculture is one of the industries that experienced positive outcomes (in terms of payroll and
number of establishments) in counties receiving broadband loans vis-a-vis non-recipient
counties. In this paper, we further explore the impact of broadband loans on the agricultural
industry. We employ a variety of program evaluation econometric techniques to ascertain
whether or not various indicators of economic performance in the agricultural sector —
commaodity sales, production expenses, farm income, and farm size — have been positively

affected by the broadband loan program. The analysis is conducted using county-level data from



the U.S. Census of Agriculture (Ag. Census), the county being the smallest level of geographic
disaggregation for which we have data on both the receipt of broadband loans and performance

indicators for agriculture.?

1.1 Why Should Acess to High-speed Internet Matter for Farmers?

There are several reasons why the availability of (high-speed) internet might boost farm
profitability. The internet can substantially reduce the costs of interaction between spatially
dispersed market participants and provide real-time access to information relevant for both
production and marketing decisions of farmers (see Just and Just 2001). It can greatly facilitate
access to current weather and pricing information for inputs and output; it can also speed
technology adoption and improve management practices. All of these improvements can result
in a reduction in farmers’ costs and an increase in their revenue, ultimately leading to higher
profits.

In particular, consider the farmer’s profit maximization problem, equation (1) below:

(1) rgaLXz:TR(PQ,Q)—TC(PL,L):PQQ—PLL,

where 7 is farm profit; Q and L are the quantities of output produced and inputs purchased,

respectively; P? and P" are the market prices of output and inputs, and fixed costs are
suppressed for simplicity. Access to (high-speed) internet can increase total revenue (TR) in two
ways. First, it allows farmers to search for new customers for their output, which may lead to an

increase in output produced, Q. Second, farmers might be able to find buyers willing to pay a

higher price than what they currently receive, which leads to a higher output price, P?. On the

other hand, having access to high-speed internet may reveal less costly sources inputs such as



seeds, fertilizers, and farm equipment, thereby lowering the price of inputs farmers face, P".
Finally, access to (high-speed) internet can increase the diffusion of better management practices
that can help farmers produce the same amount of output with fewer inputs.®> All of these factors
can lead to higher revenue or lower costs or both, resulting in higher profits for farmers with

access to (high-speed) internet.

1.2 Empirical Findings

To our knowledge, we are the first to systematically evaluate the impact of increased
access to high-speed internet (via the USDA low-cost broadband loan programs) on the U.S.
agricultural sector nationwide. To estimate the impact of receiving a broadband loan and hence
increased access to high-speed internet on farm sales, costs, and other economic outcomes, we
employ a panel difference-in-differences (DID) fixed effects model as well as a DID propensity
score matching method. We use nationwide county-level data from the Ag. Census in 1997,
2002, and 2007, coupled with data on broadband loan receipt from the USDA. The pilot
broadband loan program was a nationwide program that was introduced in 2000; while the
current broadband loan program started after the 2002 Farm Bill took effect. The goal of the two
programs has been to supply low-cost broadband loans to small U.S. communities.

Our results are consistent with expectations. First, we show that the USDA broadband
loans have a positive effect on high-speed internet use among U.S. farmers — we find that
counties which have received a loan have a higher number of farms that use high-speed internet.
Then, we demonstrate that access to high-speed internet via the USDA broadband loans boosts
farm revenue by about 6 percent. In particular, our baseline estimates suggest that in counties

which received either a pilot broadband loan, administered before 2003, or a current broadband



loan, administered following the Farm Bill of 2002, total commodity sales increased by 6.6 and
6.1 percent, respectively, after the loan receipt. Further, the results suggest that total farm
expenditure rose about 3.2 (3.4) percent in counties which received a pilot (current) broadband
loan. Given that we find an increase in farm expenditure following the receipt of the broadband
loans, these estimates imply that farm output in counties receiving the broadband loans must
have increased as a result of increased access to high-speed internet. Overall, our estimates
imply that farm profits have risen about 3 percent as a result of the broadband loans.

Further, we provide evidence that the increase in total commodity sales in counties that
received either of the broadband loans is primarily driven by an increase in crop sales. Sales of
livestock and animal products appear less sensitive to broadband internet access. The current
broadband loan program does not seem to affect total farm acreage, but the earlier pilot loan
program appears to have increased acreage by about 3.6 percent, possibly due to lags in acreage
adjustment. Also, both types of broadband loans are associated with an increase in the number
of farms with positive crop sales in the recipient county. The number of farms with positive

livestock and animal products sales is unaffected by either of the broadband loans.

1.3  Related Literature

There is a large empirical literature on farmers’ computer use that generally focuses on the farm
and farmer characteristics that lead to computer adoption. Examples include Huffman and
Mercier (1991); Hoag et al. (1999); as well as Smith et al. (2004), the last two of which analyze a
sample of Great Plains farmers. Also, Putler and Zilberman (1988) study computer adoption
patterns of farmers in Tulare County, California; and Batte et al. (1990) examine a sample of

Ohio commercial farmers, while Amponsah (1995) studies commercial farmers in North



Carolina. Most of these studies provide evidence that the farmer’s age and education and the
size of the farm operation affect computer adoption. Another related strand of the literature
analyzes farmer and farm characteristics affecting both internet adoption and use. Examples
include Smith et al. (2004); Mishra and Park (2005); and Briggeman and Whitacre (2010).
These studies also indicate that farm operator’s age and education play a role in the internet
adoption decision and the intensity of use.

While there is substantial literature on farmers’ computer and internet adoption and use,
there is little previous research on the impact of internet access on agricultural performance.
When it comes to high-speed internet, to our knowledge, there is no previous work done at all,
likely because broadband has only become more readily available in the last 10 to 15 years. The
only relevant work that we were able to locate is an Agricultural and Resource Economics
Newsletter from the Giannini Foundation of Agricultural Economics at the University of
California-Davis by Smith and Paul (2005). Using self-reported survey data obtained from
farmers from the Great Plains in 2000, Smith and Paul (2005) compute that 27 percent of the
Great Plains farmers reported financial gains of about $3,800 (farmers’ estimates of returns)
from using the internet and 42 percent of farmers reported cost savings of an average of 14
percent. The farmers in the survey reported the most beneficial feature of the internet was
finding information on input pricing or agricultural commodity markets. These estimates of the
financial benefits of access to the internet, however, may be difficult to generalize to farmers in
other regions (for example, as Smith and Paul (2005) note, internet marketing may not be as
much of an option for Midwestern grain and livestock farmers as for operators in other parts of

the country). Also, using more objective economic measures, instead of farmers’ estimated



financial returns and benefits, may be more appropriate when evaluating the overall economic
impact of the internet on the U.S. agricultural sector.

Finally, our work is also related to the nascent empirical literature analyzing the impact
of broadband on economic performance at the macro level or at the industry level. No work in
this literature has studied the agricultural sector specifically, although as was mentioned earlier
Kandilov and Renkow (2010) found evidence that the USDA broadband loan programs have had
a positive effect on the agricultural sector’s payroll and number of establishments. Other work
in this literature includes Stenberg et al. (2009) who use county-level data to provide evidence
that rural counties with greater broadband access also had greater economic growth. Gillett et al.
(2006) use data on broadband availability between 1998 and 2002 and find that high-speed
internet had a significant positive impact on local employment and the number of businesses
establishments, especially in IT-intensive sectors, but not on wages.* Shideler et al. (2007)
employ county-level broadband availability data in Kentucky and also uncover a positive impact
of broadband on employment growth in certain sectors. The last two studies indicate that the
positive effects of high-speed internet are smaller in rural counties. In contrast, we present
evidence below that for the agricultural sector, the impacts of high-speed internet are uniformly
positive across urban and rural counties; that is, we find no evidence that a rural-urban divide
exists when it comes to the impacts of broadband on U.S. agriculture.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The next section provides details on the
USDA broadband loan programs. Section 3 describes our data and presents summary statistics.
Section 4 outlines the econometric model that we use to identify the impact of increased access
to high-speed internet on farm sales, expenditure, and farm acreage. We discuss our results in

section 5, which also presents a number of robustness checks. Section 6 concludes.



2. USDA Broadband Loan Program
In December 2000, Congress authorized a pilot broadband loan program to help expand
broadband access in underserved rural communities. Program eligibility criteria included having
a population of 20,000 or less, having no prior access to broadband, and providing a minimum
matching contribution of 15 percent by recipients of the loan. Loans were extended mainly to
small telecommunications services firms at varying (subsidized) interest rates; most participating
communities qualified for a “hardship rate” of 4 percent (Cowan 2008).

Administered by the USDA’s Rural Utilities Service (RUS), loans worth $180 million
were made in 2002 and 2003 to broadband providers serving 98 communities located in 13
states. Beginning with the 2002 Farm Bill, funding for the current (post-pilot) broadband loan
program was expanded. Program operations were modified due to problems with repayment:
more than one-quarter of the loans extended via the pilot broadband loan program were defaulted
(USDA 2007). As aresult, RUS imposed tighter equity and loan security requirements. Another
concern with both the pilot and current programs relates to an overly broad definition of what
constitutes a “rural” community. For example, a 2005 audit by the USDA’s Inspector General
chided RUS for having extended nearly 12 percent of total loan funding to suburban
communities located near large cities (USDA, Office of Inspector General 2005). A follow-up
audit found that this situation was not remedied, noting that between 2005 and 2008 broadband
loans were extended to 148 communities within 30 miles of cities with populations greater than

200,000 — including Chicago and Las Vegas (USDA, Office of Inspector General 2009).

3. Data

Information on which counties obtained loans under the pilot broadband loan program and the



current broadband loan program was obtained from the USDA’s Rural Development broadband
program website for all the counties in the U.S.> As previously discussed, the pilot broadband
loan program was introduced in 2000, while the current broadband loan program started after the
2002 Farm Bill took effect. Therefore, no counties had received any loans by 1997, and by
2002, only the pilot loans had been administered. By 2007, loans from the current broadband
loan program were administered as well. For each county, we construct four treatment variables
that show if a given county has received at least one of either the pilot or the current broadband
loans. The first two variables, Pilot BBLP.; and BBLP; are indicator variables equal to one in
year t and afterwards if county c has at least one community which has received a pilot or a
current broadband loan in year t, respectively.® The other two variables, N_ Pilot_BBLP and
N_BBLP;, show the exact number of communities in county c that have received a pilot or a
current broadband loan, respectively.

To estimate the impact of a broadband loan receipt, and hence increased access to high-
speed internet, on farming activities, we use county-level data from the Ag. Census. The county
is the smallest level of geographic disaggregation for which we have information on receipt of
the broadband loans as well as performance indicators for farms. While, with some exceptions,
the USDA does provide data on the actual communities that received broadband loans,
nationwide, comprehensive agricultural performance data is only available at the county level.
Data on farm sales, expenditure, other income, crops and livestock sales, farm acreage and the
number of farms with positive sales were all taken from the Ag. Censuses of 1997, 2002, and
2007. For a number of our robustness checks, we also used data on county population and

income per capita from the U.S. Census of Population.



Table 1 presents summary statistics for two sets of counties in the U.S. — those who
received at least one broadband loan, and those who did not. As of 2007, approximately 14
percent of all counties contained at least one community which had received a USDA broadband
loan.

Panel A of Table 1 provides means and standard deviations for a set of key outcome
variables for 1997, the last Ag. Census year prior to the authorization of the pilot broadband loan
program, as well as for 2007, the most recent Ag. Census for which we have data on whether or
not a county had received a broadband loan. Counties that have received broadband loans tend
to be smaller in population. This is unsurprising, given the stated intent of the program is to
target smaller, rural communities. Interestingly, though, there are no significant differences in
mean income per capita between recipient and non-recipient counties. Likewise, there is little
difference between the two types of counties in terms of the other indicators of agricultural
performance, with the exception of livestock sales, which are somewhat higher in non-recipient
counties.

Panel B of Table 1 indicates that many counties contained more than one community
receiving a broadband loan. On average, 2.6 communities received broadband loans in each
county for which any loan was received. Likewise, 3.8 pilot broadband loans were received per

recipient county. Thus, broadband loans tended to be spatially clustered to some extent.

4. Econometric Strategy
To identify the impacts of the USDA’s promotional broadband loan programs (i.c. the effect of

access to high-speed internet) on farm sales, expenditure, other farm-related income, farm



acreage, as well as crop and animal sales, we specify the following reduced-form panel DID

fixed effects model:

@) IN(¥,,) = 4, +7, + BPilot _BBLP, + 3,BBLP, + X_f, + &,

where In(\¥,) is the natural logarithm of the respective dependent variable in county ¢ and in
Ag. Census year t, t = 1997, 2002, 2007. The county fixed effects, ., capture county-specific
characteristics that are time-invariant. The year dummies, z,, capture economy-wide shocks that
affect all farms. The coefficients of interest are g, and S, — the coefficients measuring the
impact of the two broadband loan programs, the pilot ( Pilot _ BBLP,, ) and the current program
(BBLP,). In our baseline specification, Pilot _ BBLP, and BBLP, are indicator variables equal
to one if a county ¢ has received at least one pilot broadband loan ( Pilot _ BBLP, = 1) or at least
one loan from the current broadband loan program ( BBLP, = 1) by year t. In alternative
specification, we also use the number of pilot (N _ Pilot _ BBLP,,) or the number of current
broadband loans (N _ BBLP, ) that a county has received by year t. We also show that the

estimates of the impact of the broadband loans are robust to inclusion of time-varying county-
specific covariates, such as county population and income per capita, that may affect the
dependent variable and may potentially be correlated with broadband loan receipt. These

variables are included in the matrix X . Finally, &, is a classical error term.

ct?
Another robustness check we perform employs a propensity score matching (PSM)

method. This method was developed by Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd (1997), extending the

original work of Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) for cross-sectional data. Because we have panel

data, we use the DID version of the PSM method developed by Heckman, Ichimura, Smith, and
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Todd (1998) specifically for panel data setting. Different from the PSM method for cross-
sectional data, the DID version accommodates for selection on time-invariant (county-level)
unobservables.’

To evaluate the impact of the USDA broadband loans, this method matches (and then
compares) counties that received a broadband loan with counties that did not receive a loan
based on their observable characteristics before any of the counties received a loan (pre-
treatment characteristics).® We use what is known as the radius matching protocol with a
bandwidth of 0.001 to carry out the DID version of PSM method in our context. Specifically, we
implement this method in two stages. In the first stage, we estimate the probability of broadband
loan receipt using a set of pre-treatment conditional variables and a logistic regression. We
include all variables that affect both the incidence of the broadband loans and the outcomes of
interest, such as farm sales and total expenditure, as conditional variables in the logistic
regression. In the second stage, we compare the outcome variables between the two groups of
counties — the group that received the broadband loans and a group of appropriately matched
counties that did not. The second group consists of counties whose predicted probabilities from
the first stage logistic regressions (propensity scores) fall within 0.001 (radius) of the propensity
scores of the counties that received broadband loans. We then calculate the impact of the
broadband loans on those counties which received them (i.e. the average treatment effect on the
treated) by taking the difference in the differences (post-broadband loan program minus pre-
broadband loan program) of the outcomes between the group of counties that received broadband
loans and the matched group that did not.” The Appendix provides further details on the

matching procedure.
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Finally, to investigate the impact of access to high-speed internet (i.e. the effect of the
low-cost USDA broadband loans) on the number of farms with positive sales and other income,
as well as the number of farms with positive crop and animal sales, instead of the linear DID
fixed effects model (2), we use a fixed-effects Poisson model for count data (see, e.g., Cameron

and Trivedi, 1998, pp. 280-282).

5. Results
51 The Impact of the USDA Broadband Loans on High-speed Internet Use among U.S.
Farmers

We start by providing direct evidence of the impact of the USDA broadband loan programs on
internet use — in particular, high-speed internet use —among U.S. farmers. Farm-related
information on access to (high-speed) internet was not collected in the 1997 Ag. Census, as this
was prior to the initiation of the pilot broadband loan program (and there was little, if any,
broadband available in rural communities). In the 2002 and 2007 Ag. Censuses, information was
collected on the number of farms with an internet connection. Only in 2007 was specific
information on the number of farms with high-speed internet connection recorded. We take
advantage of this limited data on access to high-speed internet in 2007 to show that counties that
have received a loan through the pilot or the current broadband loan programs by 2007 do in fact
have a higher number of farms with access to high-speed internet vis-a-vis non-recipient
counties. This provides evidence that the broadband loans succeeded in increasing the
penetration and use of broadband in recipient counties.

Panels A and B of Table 2 present the results of cross-sectional Poisson count models
estimated using data from 2007. The dependent variable is the number of farms with access to

high-speed internet. In Panel A, we employ the indicator variable for broadband loan receipt as
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the treatment variable, whereas in Panel B, we use the actual number of loans received. We
further check the robustness of the results by estimating a baseline model with all counties
(columns 1, 3, 4, and 6), and only counties with a population smaller then 20,000 (columns 2 and
5).

The estimates in Table 2 supports the hypothesis that counties which received at least one
of either the pilot or the current broadband loan also have a larger number of farms with access
to both internet in general and high-speed internet in particular More specifically, the estimates
in column 4 of Panel A indicate that 11.7 percent, or 28 more farms, at the mean (of 239 farms
with high-speed internet access), had access to high-speed internet in counties that received at
least one of the current broadband loans, while 32.8 percent more farms had access to high-speed
internet in counties that received a pilot broadband loan. The latter impact declines to 17.9
percent when county population and income per capita are included in the Poisson regression.
Similar positive and statistically significant estimates are obtained when the number of
broadband loans received, instead of the incidence of the loans, is used as the treatment variable
in Panel B of Table 2. Overall, the results provide a strong indication of a positive effect of the

USDA broadband loans on high-speed internet use among U.S. farmers.

5.2  The Impact of the USDA Broadband Loans on Farm Sales, Expenditure, and Profits:
Baseline Results

In this section, we continue by estimating equation (2) which relates an outcome of interest, for
example farm sales, to receipt of the USDA broadband loans. The first specification we present
in Panel A of Table 3 contains no covariates and uses total commodity sales as a dependent

variable. The estimates imply that farms in counties which received at least one current USDA

broadband loan experienced about 6.1 percent increase in total commodity sales following the
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receipt of the loan.'® This impact is both economically and statistically significant. Also, the
results suggest that counties that received at least one of the pilot broadband loans experienced a
6.6 percent increase in total commodity sales. This impact is also economically and statistically
significant, and it is of similar magnitude to that of the current broadband loan program. This is
not surprising since the two broadband loan programs are quite similar, although some of the
differences, as we already outlined earlier, would lead us to expect the pilot program to have a
somewhat larger effect than the current program.

While we have documented an increase in total commaodity sales as a result of increased
(high-speed) internet penetration, it is difficult to assess if this is due to higher prices that farmers
can obtain (from higher information efficiency brought about by access to high-speed internet) or
due to increased output (from a larger customer base that they can now locate). Because there is
no information available on average prices that farmers obtain or production quantities (and the
latter would be meaningless if multiple commodities are produced), we next consider farmers’
total expenditures before and after increased availability of high-speed internet. To produce the
same quantity after they gain increased access to (high-speed) internet, farmers would at most
face the same level of expenditure and likely experience lower production costs. Hence, if farm
expenditures rise following the receipt of broadband loans in the county of operation, it must be
the case that inputs and therefore production quantity have increased.

The second column in Panel A of Table 3 reveals that farms’ total expenditure in counties
that have received at least one of the current broadband loans also increased by about 3.4
percent. The impact is statistically significant, but economically, it is only about half the size of
the impact of the current broadband loans on the total commodity sales. This increase in

expenditures signals an increase in production quantity. Overall, farms profits increased by about
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2.7 percent (= 6.1 - 3.4) as a result of increased access to (high-speed) internet.

The third column in Panel A of Table 3 shows that other farm income (i.e. income from
farm-related sources, such as agricultural services, cash rent and share payments, sales of forest
products, recreational services, patronage dividends, and refunds from cooperatives) has also
increased by about 5 percent in counties that received at least one of either the current or the pilot
broadband loans. Note, however, that while economically significant, these effects are not
estimated precisely enough to be statistically significant.

The fourth column of Panel A of Table 3 presents the impact of the broadband loans on
farm acreage in counties that received at least one of the broadband loans. The estimates reveal
that farm acreage did not change as a result of the current broadband loans, but it rose by about
3.6 percent in counties that received at least one of the pilot broadband loans.** Similar results
obtain using harvested cropland acreage instead of overall farm acreage as a dependent variable.

Finally, in the last two columns of Panel A, we assess if the growth in commodity sales
due to the increased access to high-speed internet is a result of increased sales of crops or animal
products. The estimates reveal that the positive impact of the broadband loans is larger for crops
than it is for animal products. For both the current and for the pilot broadband loan programs,
the effects are larger in magnitude for crops, although for the pilot loans the two effects are not
significantly different from each other. For the current loans, the impact on crop sales is
estimated to be 10 percent — quite a bit larger than the impact on animal products, which is
estimated to be only 2.6 percent (and not statistically significant).

In Panel B of Table 3, we investigate if receipt of the broadband loans has had any impact
on the number of farms with positive sales and other farm income. The results from the Poisson

county fixed effects model demonstrate that indeed the number of farms with positive sales and
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other farm income have increased as a result of the better access to high-speed internet brought
about by the broadband loans. For example, the estimated impact of BBLP, the current
broadband loan program, implies that in counties which received at least one of the current loans,
the number of farms with positive sales has increased by about 7 farms.*? The last two columns
of Panel B show that the number of farms with positive crop sales increased more than the
overall number of farms with positive total sales, while the number of farms with positive animal
sales declined following improved access to high-speed internet. This is may indicate increased
consolidation of animal farms following the increased access to distribution channels and

consumer markets.

53 Robustness Checks

Next, we present a number of robustness checks that confirm our initial findings from the
baseline specification (2). We begin in Panel A of Table 4 by adding two county-level time-
varying covariates to our baseline specification — (the natural logarithm of) the county’s
population and (the natural logarithm of) the county’s income per capita — both of which may be
correlated with broadband loan receipt and also may affect farm-related outcomes. Excluding
these variables from the model could lead to biased estimates of the impact of increased
broadband access on farm outcomes. Panel A of Table 4 reports the estimates of the expanded
model that includes the two additional covariates. None of the coefficients differ significantly,
either economically or statistically, from their counterparts in Table 3. Most of the estimated
effects are slightly larger when the two covariates are introduced in Panel A of Table 4. To
conserve space, we only report the results for sales, expenditure, other income, acres, sales of

crops and animal products (Panel A of Table 4). The expanded model estimates for the number
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of farms with positive sales, other income, as well as crop and animal sales are quite similar to
their counterparts in Panel B of Table 3.2

For the second of our robustness checks, we estimate our baseline specification (2) using
only “small” counties, i.e. counties with population of less than 20,000 people. Note that a
community qualified for a broadband loan if its population was less than 20,000. However, a
community is a smaller geographic unit than a county — for example, there are counties with
more than one community of less than 20,000 people with a broadband loan, resulting in a
number of counties with multiple broadband loans.** Here, we limit our attention to counties
that resemble “small” communities, i.e. counties that themselves have a population of less than
20,000 people. The results are presented in Panel B of Table 4. The estimates of the impact of
broadband access on county-level farm sales and profits are similar to those obtained with the
full sample of all counties. The only difference is the smaller estimate of the impact of the pilot
broadband loan on both farm sales and expenditure — the estimated impact of the pilot loan on
farm profits is still positive at 1.0 percent.

Our third robustness check involves estimating a DID propensity score matching method.
As before, this method employs DID methodology to estimate the effect of broadband
penetration on farm-related outcomes, but here we compare counties that received at least one
broadband loan (treated) to a carefully selected group of similar counties that did not receive a
loan. The selection rule, as we described earlier, is based on county characteristics prior to the
broadband loan programs. The estimates from the propensity score matching procedure are
presented in Panel C of Table 4. The impacts on farm revenue and expenditure are a little
smaller than the baseline estimates in Panel A of Table 3, but the differences are not statistically

significant. The implied increase in profits for farms with increased access to broadband internet
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is about 2 percent and 3 percent for the current and the pilot loan programs, respectively, which
Is consistent with the baseline estimates in Table 3. Another difference between the PSM results
and the baseline estimates is that the impact of broadband penetration on crop sales is smaller
than what the baseline results indicated. In the case of the current loan program, the PSM
estimator suggests that the impacts of the loans on crop sales is positive and is of roughly the
same size as the impact on animal product sales; in contrast, the baseline estimates reported in
Table 3 indicate that the positive impact of the current broadband loans is more than three times

larger for crop sales than for animal product sales.

5.4  Alternative Measure for Increased Broadband Access
As previously discussed, counties could receive more than one broadband loan if multiple
communities within the county received a loan. In our fourth robustness check, we incorporate
this information into our specification by using the number of broadband loans received in each
county (current, N_BBLP, and pilot, N_Pilot_ BBLP) instead of the broadband loan receipt
indicators (current, BBLP, and pilot, Pilot_ BBLP) that we employed earlier. These results are
presented in Panels A and B of Table 5. The estimates are consistent with our previous findings
and indicate that counties that received a larger number of broadband loans, and in which
farmers have better and faster internet access, experienced an increase in commodity sales,
especially crop sales, and a positive but not statistically significant increase in total expenditure.
The results also imply that the average farm profit in counties which received a larger
number of broadband loans increased more than the average farm profit in counties with a
smaller number of loans. Given that the average number of loans in counties that received at

least one loan is 2.612, the estimates imply that the average farm sales in a county that received
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at least one broadband loan increased by about 2.4 percent (2.4=0.9*2.612). On the other hand,
average farm expenditures in a county that received at least one loan grew by about 0.5 percent,
implying that the average profit in a county that received a broadband loan rose about 2 percent.
Overall, all of the robustness checks indicate that increased access to a broadband internet
connection leads to higher farm sales, expenditures, and profits. Farm sales are estimated to
have risen between 4 and 6 percent due to receipt of a loan from the current broadband loan
program. On the other hand, the impact of a current broadband loan on farm expenditures is
estimated to be between 2.5 and 4 percent, implying that increased access to high-speed internet
has led to an increase in farm profits of about 2 to 3 percent. Similarly, sales increased between
3 and 7 percent, on average, following the receipt of a broadband loan from the pilot program,
and expenditure increased between 2 and 6 percent, leading to an increase in profits between 1
and 3 percent. Most of the evidence suggests that the increase in crop sales, estimated to be
between 5 and 10 percent, is higher than the estimated increase in animal product sales,
estimated to be between 2.5 and 6 percent. Additionally, the results show that other farm income
rose between 2.5 and 6 percent following receipt of a broadband loan from the current program.
Finally, there is no evidence that total farm acres are affected by broadband loans from the
current program, but they do show a slight increase of about 2 to 3 percent as a result of a loan

from the pilot program.

5.5 Difference in Impact of the USDA Broadband Loans by the Farm’s Proximity to an Urban
Continuum

Previous research has found a positive relationship between the economic impacts of broadband
and proximity to densely populated urban areas (see, for example, Gillett et al. 2006; Shideler et

al. 2007; Mack and Grubesic 2009; Kandilov and Renkow 2010). This may be a result of
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economies of density in broadband supply and/or agglomeration economies affecting broadband
demand. To check whether a similar spatial gradient of the impacts on farm-related outcomes
exists in the case of the broadband loan program, we re-estimated our baseline specification (2)
separately for three different sub-samples of counties — metro counties, rural counties adjacent to
metro counties, and rural counties that are not adjacent to metro counties. We use the USDA’s
Rural-Urban Continuum codes to delineate these groupings.™

These results are displayed in Panels A, B, and C of Table 6. The impact of increased
access to broadband internet on farm sales and costs is quite similar across the three different
types of counties. Except in the case of the pilot broadband loan for Metro counties, the positive
impact of both the current and the pilot loan on farm profits varies between 2 and 3 percent,
which is consistent with the baseline results in Table 3. The estimated positive effect of high-
speed internet availability through the pilot broadband loans in Metro counties is about 6.5
percent (0.065 = 0.073 - 0.008), which is nearly twice as high as the baseline estimate of 3.4
percent (3.4 = 6.6 - 3.2) in Table 3. The impacts of the current and the pilot broadband loans on
other farm-related outcomes (other farm income, farm acreage, as well as crop and animal
(product) sales) are quite similar across the rural-urban continuum. This evidence suggests that
proximity to an urban center does not make a difference when it comes to the positive economic
impacts of high-speed internet on farm sales and profits -- i.e., that the positive economic
impacts of the current and the pilot broadband loan program on U.S. farms found in our baseline
results persists across the rural-urban continuum. This contrasts with the findings of Kandilov
and Renkow (2010) that the positive impacts of broadband loans on (overall) economic activity

are confined to communities located in close proximity to metropolitan centers.
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6. Conclusion

In this paper we provide an empirical estimate of the impact of the USDA broadband
internet loan programs on U.S. agriculture. High-speed internet can reduce the costs of
interaction between (remote) market participants and provide real-time access to information
relevant for both production and marketing decisions. It can speed access to current weather and
pricing information for inputs and outputs, and it can facilitate technology adoption as well as
management practices. All of these improvements can reduce farmers’ production costs and
raise revenue, ultimately leading to higher profits.

In our empirical analysis, we use nationwide county-level data from the Ag. Census in
1997, 2002, and 2007, coupled with data on broadband loan receipt from the USDA. We
estimate separately the effects of each of the two low-cost broadband loan programs — the pilot
and the current loan program. The pilot broadband loan program is a nationwide program that
was introduced in 2000; while the current broadband loan program started after the 2002 Farm
Bill took effect. The goal of the two programs was to supply low-cost broadband loans to small
U.S. communities.

First, we show that USDA broadband loan receipt is positively associated with high-
speed internet use among U.S. farmers. Then, we employ a variety of program evaluation
econometric techniques, including a panel DID fixed effects model as well as a DID propensity
score matching method, to show that farm sales and expenses, as well as other farm income rose
in counties that received a broadband loan. The estimates indicate that increased access to high-
speed internet leads to about 6 percent growth in farm revenue and about 3 percent growth in
production expenditure, which results in about 3 percent growth in farm profits. Given the

documented increase in farm expenditure following the receipt of the broadband loans, the
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estimates would imply that farm output in counties receiving the broadband loans must have
increased as a result of increased access to high-speed internet.

We further show evidence that the increase in total commodity sales in counties that
received either one of the broadband loans is primarily driven by an increase in crop sales, and
not sales of livestock and animal products, which appear to be less affected by access to
broadband internet. The current USDA broadband loan program does not seem to affect total
farm acreage, but the earlier pilot loan program appears to have increased farm acreage by about
3.6 percent. Also, receipt of either type of the broadband loans is associated with an increase in

the number of farms with positive total sales and positive crop sales in the recipient county.

22



References
Amponsah, W.A. 1995. “Computer Adoption and Use of Information Services by North Carolina
Commercial Farmers.” Journal of Agriculture and Applied Economics 27(2): 1-7.
Batte, M., E. Jones, and G. Schnitkey. 1990. “Computer Use by Ohio Commercial Farmers.”
American Journal of Agricultural Economics 72(4): 935-945.
Briggeman, B. and B. Whitacre. 2010. “Farming and the Internet: Reasons for Non-use.”
Agricultural and Resource Economics Review 39(3): 571-584.
Cameron, C. and P. Trivedi. 1998. Regression Analysis of Count Data, Econometric Society
Monograph No.30, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Cowan, T. 2008. “An Overview of USDA Rural Development Programs.” CRS Report for
Congress No. RL 31837. Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service.
Crandall, R. and C. Jackson. 2001. “The $500 Billion Opportunity: The Potential Economic
Benefit of Widespread Diffusion of Broadband Internet Access,.” (mimeo), Washington,
DC: Criterion Economics.
Crandall, R., Lehr, W., and R. Litan. 2007. “The Effects of Broadband Deployment on Output
and Employment: A Cross-sectional Analysis of U.S. Data.” Issues in Economic Policy
No. 6. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution.

Forman, C., Goldfarb, A., and S. Greenstein. 2009. “The Internet and Local Wages:
Convergence or Divergence?” NBER Working Paper No. 14750. Cambridge, MA.
Gillett, S., W. Lehr, C. Osorio, and M. Sirbu. 2006. “Measuring Broadband’s Economic Impact:

Final Report.” National Technical Assistance, Training, Research, and Evaluation Project

#00-07-13829. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce.

23



Halvorsen , R. and R. Palmquist. 1980. “The Interpretation of Dummy Variables in
Semilogarithmic Equations.” American Economic Review 70: 474-475.

Heckman, J., H. Ichimura, J. Smith, and P. Todd. 1998. “Characterizing Selection Bias Using
Experimental Data.” Econometrica 66(5): 1017-1098.

Heckman, J., H. Ichimura, and P. Todd. 1997. “Matching as an Econometric Evaluation
Estimator: Evidence from Evaluating a Job Training Programme.” Review of Economic
Studies 64(4): 605-654.

Hoag, D., J. Ascough, C. Frasier, and W. Marshall. 1999. “Farm Computer Adoption in the
Great Plains.” Journal of Agricultural and Applied Economics 31(1): 57-67.

Huffman, W. and S. Mercier. 1991. “Joint Adoption of Microcomputer Technologies: An
Analysis of Farmers' Decisions.” Review of Economics and Statistics 73(3): 541-546.

Just D. and R. Just. 2001. “Harnessing the Internet for Farmers - Statistical Data Included.”
Choices 16(2), Spring 2001.

Kandilov, I. and M. Renkow. 2010. “Infrastructure Investment and Rural Economic

Development: An Evaluation of the USDA’s Broadband Loan Program.” Growth and
Change 41(2): 165-191.

Kruger, L. 2009. “Broadband Loan and Grant Programs in the USDA’s Rural Utilities Service.”
Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service.

Mack, E. and T. Grubesic. 2009. Broadband Provision and Firm Location in Ohio: An
Exploratory Spatial Analysis, Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 100(3):
289-315.

Mishra, A. and T. Park. 2005. “An Empirical Analysis of Internet Use by U.S. Farmers.”

Agricultural and Resource Economics Review 34(2): 253-264.

24



Putler, D. and D. Zilberman. 1988. “Computer Use in Agriculture: Evidence from Tulare
County, California.” American Journal of Agricultural Economics 70(4): 790-802.

Rosenbaum, P. and D. Rubin. 1983. “The Central Role of the Propensity Score in

Observational Studies for Causal Effects.” Biometrika 70: 41-55.

Shideler, D., N. Badasyan, and L. Taylor. 2007. “The Economic Impact of Broadband
Deployment in Kentucky.” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Regional Economic
Development 3(2): 88-118.

Smith, A., R. Goe, M. Kemey, and C.M. Paul. 2004. “Computer and Internet Use by Great Plains
Farmers.” Journal of Agricultural and Resource Economics 29(3): 481-500.

Smith, A. and C.M. Paul. 2005. “Does the Internet Increase Farm Profits?” Giannini Foundation
of Agricultural Economics, U.C. - Davis, ARE Update, Vol. 9, No. 2, Nov./Dec.
