March 24, 2009

RE: RFI for American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 Broadband Initiatives: Docket No. 090309298-9229-01

Barbara Deaux is pleased to submit the following comments on the above RFI: 

Rural communities across the US, including northern NM, have long been disadvantaged in the areas of economic development and basic social services. While rural areas are logically more dependent on applications like distance learning, telemedicine and telecommuting due to their geographic isolation, they are least likely to be served by telecommunications providers whose business models preclude deployment in sparsely populated areas. 
The following comments, which track with the RFI, are intended to ensure that American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding for broadband is used to deploy high-speed broadband, capable of supporting 21st century needs and applications, to urban and rural areas alike, so that all people can realize the promise and potential of their communities. 
As a citizen with over 30 years experience in the economy and governance of rural communities, both Indian and non-Indian, I have seen the way that market forces have ignored the rural market, the way that large communications companies and incumbent carriers have both refused to serve rural communities and have prevented others from doing so, and the way that urban policy makers have miscalculated the impacts of some government regulations on struggling, sparsely populated parts of our country.

I urge consideration of the of the following comments.
Comments for NTIA: 

1(c). Leverage for other broadband-related portions of ARRA. Applicants applying for broadband initiatives through NTIA and/or RUS and other broadband-related initiatives under ARRA should be allowed to direct a single local match to both programs. For example, the same 20% match required for broadband initiatives should also be applicable to the match for a smart grid grant. 
2(c). Resolving differences among groups or constituencies in a state. Establishing strong guidelines at the federal level will resolve these differences before they surface. Federal funding should not be used to deploy “more of the same” insufficient dial-up and DSL service at speeds less than 40 megabits per second, or to enrich existing private companies that have not been responsive to market needs or their customers. There is concern that private influence at the state level could disadvantage public and “shared” network models which inherently offer far more capacity, and simultaneously decrease costs and increase quality and choice, by way of handling traffic for many, rather than one, service-provider.

4 (d), 4(e). Priority for projects with multiple purposes, or those serving different types of areas. Priority should be given to projects that provide multiple uses of broadband, therefore increasing cost-effectiveness and promoting a comprehensive approach. For example, projects that deploy broadband through electric utilities are particularly cost-effective and progressive in that they will develop the fiber backbone needed to enable green grid in the future.
Whether submitted by single or multiple applicants, priority should be given to applications that show coordination and comprehensive planning between urban and rural areas to deploy broadband on a regional basis. This comment also applies to Question 12: Coordination with USDA’s Broadband Grant Program. 
4 (g). Technology-neutral and characteristics of different technologies. The portions of northern NM that are currently served have either dial-up, or at best, DSL, provided by local telephone or cable companies. These services, which provide a maximum bandwidth of 3 megabits per second, are insufficient to support today’s applications, much less those of the future. Optical fiber is capable of supporting the region’s needs, is easily “scalable” (upgraded) for future needs via electronic upgrades on the edge of the network, and offers the best price-per-megabit of any other medium. Pouring additional federal dollars into more insufficient bandwidth is not a short or long-term solution worth further investment.  

13 (a). Definition of “underserved area.” Areas currently receiving bandwidth of less than 40 megabits per second through dial-up and DSL service should be considered undeserved as they cannot support today’s social service and economic development needs including: telemedicine and electronic medical records, distance learning and video conferencing, telecommuting and home-based businesses, and economic development in high-tech industries. Ultimately, symmetrical bandwidth of 100 megabits per second should become the industry standard for high-speed broadband in the US, making the US competitive with other countries that are currently developing this capacity. The definition of underserved should originate from the applications side, and the public’s side, rather than from the telecommunications companies’ side.  Focusing on the real needs of real people, and the services to help those people, is in the spirit of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.
13. BTOP  nondiscrimination and network interconnection obligations. Interconnection obligations should not be based on existing statutory schemes, but on the “open” network model familiar in this country in the 14-city UTOPIA project in Utah, the “open” model to be built in Palo Alto, CA,  and in other cities in Europe, the Mid East and Far East, Canada,  and the newly developing open network in Singapore. 
Nondiscrimination or “open” standards should be used across all transmission media, if they are used. In some instances fiber might be used as a “backbone” to serve Wi-Fi antenna for otherwise hard-to-serve areas, but if so the wireless also should be based on nondiscrimination or open standards approach.
The term “community anchor institutions” should be expanded to recognize  tech or business parks and others with the potential for significant job creation as “anchor” tenants, as well.   Economic stimulus should not solely be in the public sector, but the public sector should help enable all job creation and economic activity including within the private sector.
Retail price should be determined according to acceptable business standards and be sufficient to operate the network and retire non-grant obligations such as bond financing, over a period of time.  The “open” network model is a logical and conservative one because network costs are shared among diverse service-providers, not just one as in the incumbent legacy model.  Further, public services such as telemedicine and distance learning can be not only enabled but can provide additional parts of a revenue stream as users of the network.

Comments for RUS: 

3 (a), 3(b). Level of broadband service needed to enable rural economic development. 

Rural economic development should not be defined differently than economic development in an urban area. In other words, broadband in rural areas needs to support 21st century applications, including telemedicine and electronic medical records, distance learning and video conferencing, telecommuting and home-based businesses, and high-tech industries. Symmetrical bandwidth of 40 megabits per second is needed to support these applications, with an ultimate goal of 100 megabits per second to make the US competitive globally. 
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