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Gene South,
Sr. Takes
Helm At
USTA

"I'm excited at this

Cene R. South, Sr., a leader in dle
Minnesota telecornmunications
industry and very active in the
Minnesota T€l€com Alliance (MTA),
was elect€d chair ofth€ United States
Telecom Association board al th€
goup's annual convention in Las
Vegas in October. During his ooe-
year term as USTA'S leader, the CEO
and G€ncral Manaser of Lakcdale
Communications of Annandale will
work for a significant r€writc ofthe
fedeml Telecommunications Act of
I996.

"l'm exched at this opportunity and I
feel very honored and privileged to
have been chosen USTA chair by my
peers," South says. "l'm grateful to
my company and its owners, the
Bishop family, forallowang me to
d€vote the time necessary to
undertake this huge commitment. I
think this is more ofan honor for my
company than it is for me."

Next Logical Step

For South, a 36-year telecom industry
vet€ran who moved to Minnesota to
take Lakedale's helm h 1992, his
new role with USTA tulfills a long-
held dr€am and isthe "next logical
step" for someone long active in the
organization. In addition to eight
yeals on USTA'S board and seven on
its ex€cutive committe€, he's
belonged to numerous other
association cornmitt€€s, including a
recent stint chaidng the Small
Company Committee, and he just
completed a )€ar as the grcup's first
vice chair,

An Oklahoma native, South served
eight years in the U.S. Army in
Vieman and Europ€, eaming many
college correspond€nce credits and
leaming to make model ships using
telephon€ lacjng twine for the rigging.
He attended Southeastem State
College in Oklahoma and r€ceived
elecfical engineering andbusincss
administmtion degre€s from the
Univcrsity of Maryland. He helped
design the wave-guide on the
antennae ofthe Very Large Array
radio lelescope in New M€xico and
began his telecommuni€ations career
with OTE. Before moving to
Minnesota, he ran the Panhandle
Telephone Cooperative in Gulmon,
OK, for l0 years.

Lakedal€ Communications, which
consists of2l differcnt companies,
afliliates and subsidiaries, has grown
dramatically under Sou$'s
leadership. It's the independent local
phone company for Maple L,ak€,
Annandale, Paydesvill€, South
Hav€n, Montsos€ rnd Wav€rly,
offering its customers long distance,
wireless, lntemet faster than DSL and
digital video h addition to local

Lakedale also sells telecom systems
to businesses, paging servic€s in the
St. Cloud and Twh Cities ar€as, and
is a statewide long distance seller. In
addition, the codDany partners in a
competitive phone company (EN-
TEL) in Willmar thar also sells
€nhanced se ices tud energy, a
regional fiber oplic network (SllAL)
thal leases long distance, and a St.
Cloud area wir€less company-
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wanted the chance to make the
decisions that help a company
succ€ed," South says.

Gene has been active wherever he
go€s. His MTA service includes six
years on the board and tim€ on the
executive, legislativ€ and small
conpani€s committees. He chaired
the Rural Telephone Finance
Cooperative, a national "bank" for
rural telcos, and the Minnesoia
Association for Rural
T€lecornmunications (MART) at the
same tine (2001{3). He's also
involv€d in his community, havhg
led the boards of BufTalo Hospital,
Annandal€ Health and Community,
and Kimball GolfClub, and he's
served terms on the Minn€sota Safety
Council and the Rural lndep€ndent
Competitive Alliance boards.

Manied to his wif€, Ida, for 34 years,
the colrple raised four children and
has four grandchildrcn. An avid
golfer, cene thi0ls the key to success
is balancing work ard farnily. "You

have to work a lot to accomplish
lhings, which helps yourfamily in the
long run," he notes, "but you have to
spend time with your family, too."

USTA Goals

In his year as USTA chair-"No one
would wantto do it any longer,"
Southjokes he faces a h€ary travel
schedule. Hc \Yill speak at numerous
state and r€gional telecom association
conventions as he promotes the value
ofUSTA membership. But he says
the group's focus on rerdting th€ '96

telecom aci is the correct strategy. "lf

w€ fiy to put our arms amund any
more, we might do mor€ damage than
good," he €xplains.

Revisiting tfi€ act is Decessary, South
says, "because the laws, rules and
regulations have to catch up with our
lives. Current laws are already
anriquated. They'rc stifling the
lifeblood of our businesses." with th€
cable, wireless and VoIP (voice over
Intemet providers) industries
oppos€d, he knows rcwriting this
seminal telecom law will be "an

uphill battle." But while a rew te

nisht have been "a bold idea 'just a
y€ar ago, he thinks there is now a
geneml cons€nsus lbat it will happen
because the industry is changing so
quickly. "We've got to move into the
tutur€ faster," he says.

South cites two big reasons for
rewriting the act - stabilizing
universal servic€ and cr€ating
industry-wide market-baled
comp€tition. "l believe that
affordable, r€liabl€ access to ess€ntial
services forallAmericans is the
heriiage ofour industry," he said in
his USTA speech in Las Vegas. "We

needto fighi to see that all companjes
new and old contribute ro this

absolutely vital national priority.
USTA has a powerful, unwaveiug
and united commitmenl to a strong,
stable future for univ€rsal service."

Soulh sees the removal of
"govemment-managed competition"
as crucial to lelcos "b€cause real
competition is eating our industry's
lunch today." Some oflhe things
blocking the market-based
competition that h€ believes
necessary include:

. The cable TV indultry's
continu€d wireline
mooopoly;

. The loss ofcustom€rs and
signifi cant long distance
revenues - to uffegulated
wireless and Intemct phone
conpanies;

. The difliculty ofFoviding
enhanced services due to
slate r€gulatio$;

. And the costs ofbuilding
exp€nsive, ofi€n unused
infi'astructurc as the "canier

oflast resort."

He uses his own company's
experienc€ to illustrate. "ln

Annandal€, there are four wireless
towers in a three-mile radius and
cable companies can supply DSL
service, but the state PUC says I have
no comp€tition because there's not
another local wir€d phon€ conpany.
W€ have infi'astructure already in
place tuid we can't maximize our
rcvenues from it unless wo get a
franchise, which involves installing
wire to every customer in an arca in

much l€ss time allowed to the original
fi.anchisee. Small companies don't
have the millions ofdollars needed to
do that.

"Many think that incumbent phone
companies ar€ a barrier to
cornpetition but, believ€ me, laws and
regulations are sitting on our tail so
we can barely move. And when we
can move, it takes so long to obtain a
franchis€ thai the existing provid€r
has time to upgrad€ facilities and
low€r prices, making it even harder
for us to compele. To provide
consumers wilh the benefits of
enhanced services, we need mor€
liberty in how we provide them."

The Motivation
In addition to achievinga personal
Boal, South says his desire to leam
fiom others, including some ofthe
largest compani$ in America, is a big
reason why he's active in USTA.
"when youte in the inner circle of
leadership," he says, "you absorb
information that helps you move your
company forward." He also takes
s€riously his obligationto share what
he leams with MTA. "The state
associations and the USTA need to
work togcther closely becausc some
issues just can't be solved at thc state
level," he says.

Cene also sees the value ofhis
association work for hh employees.
"They need a comfon zone that our
company will survive," he explains.
"They need to fecl confident ihat if
they work hard, they have the
opportunity to expand their careers."

Ifthey do that, they'll fIId that
they're just mod€ling an €xample they
see up close every day.

Minnesota Telecom Alliance is a
not-for-orofit Drofessional asso-
ciation representing more than 94
small, medium and large tele-
communication companies provid-
ing voice, data, wireless, and high-
soeed broadband services to
Minnesota's mekoDolitan and rural
communities. More information
about MTA can be found on the
lntemet at www.mnta.oro.


