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Executive Summary

InLine is a Birmingham, AL based company that has been in operation for over seventeen years, and which also staffs field offices in Montgomery, AL and Jackson, MS.  Founded in 1992 as a professional services firm, InLine became the leading Total Solutions Provider (TSP) in Alabama and Mississippi, offering Internet services, information technology products, and end-to-end solutions to small, medium, and large businesses. We are currently interested in partnering with state and local agencies to expand broadband service to the most rural areas of the Southeast, and wish to emphasize the following points to the NTIA and RUS with regard to the ARRA Broadband Initiative:

· Funding priority should be given to small- and medium-sized businesses with established records of providing quality broadband services to suburban and rural areas. It is our belief that these firms have not only the necessary expertise to begin immediate work on extending our nation’s broadband infrastructure, but also are best positioned to use Federal funds for the purposes of job creation and capital expenditures.


· Many areas outside of urban centers have very limited or no access to broadband. In many of these regions, small towns and county seats may have access to some broadband services while outlying areas are completely unserved. This problem may lead to a number of counties being considered “served” when in reality the majority of their residents are without adequate access to broadband service.

· Review of grant applications should have input from the state level, but not necessarily directly from state governments. We believe that individuals and agencies at the state level have some of the best insight as to their own needs for broadband services. However, Congress has provided that states and state-level agencies are eligible to apply for funding through these programs. Therefore, it is preferable that state-level review teams include representatives from the non-profit and academic sectors in addition to representatives of state governments.
These points and others are addressed in greater detail in our comments which follow. While we have not submitted responses to each individual question and sub-item, it is our hope that the agencies will find our responses to those questions which we did address to be insightful and valuable in the rulemaking process.

Responses to Selected Items from the NTIA’s Request for Information.

1.  Purposes of the Grant Program

1b) Should applicants be encouraged to address more than one purpose?

We feel that it is important that priority be given to applications that address more than one purpose of the BTOP grant program. While not every project will be able to address each of the stated goals of the project, the geographic nature of broadband deployment means that the most successful projects will be those that integrate multiple goals of the BTOP program. Further, priority should be given to applications which integrate these goals and are able to demonstrate a track record of success in providing access not only on a residential level but also to businesses, educational institutions, health care organizations, and public safety agencies.
1c) How should the BTOP leverage or respond to the other broadband-related portions of the Recovery Act, including the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) grants and loans program as well as the portions of the Recovery Act that address smart grids, health information technology, education, and transportation infrastructure?

The NTIA should consider adding exceptions for future infrastructure projects - currently the rules forbid 'double dipping' for projects, and that could potentially be interpreted geographically. We feel that funding should be available through RUS for BTOP recipients who may wish to engage in separate but related projects in the same geographic area in the future.

2. Role of the States

2b) What is the appropriate role for States in selecting projects for funding?

Given the fact that state governments and state-level agencies will be eligible to apply for funding through BTOP grants, companies such as ours will be competing with these state agencies for funding. While it is understandable that state-level officials will likely have a better understanding of regional needs than federal-level officials, the possibility exists that state and local politics could hamper the efforts of small- and medium-sized businesses in seeking grant funding if too much authority is given to the states in the application review process. We feel that consultation at the state level should be coordinated with panels of experts from the non-profit and academic sectors, in order to minimize the appearance of impropriety in the selection process and to maximize the level of objectivity with which the applications are ranked.
3. What standard should NTIA apply to determine whether it is in the public interest that entities other than those described in Section 6001(e) (1) (A) and (B) should be eligible for grant awards?

We feel that it is important that priority be given to companies who are able to demonstrate success both in terms of technical expertise and in business models. We are concerned that there will be a number of companies who incorporate specifically for the purpose of obtaining BTOP funds and will not bring to the table the expertise or ability to follow through on a project. There is also a risk that these companies may simply "take the money and run," pouring money into labor and equipment without being able to complete a project.

Because of these risks, we suggest that funding priority be given to applications which have, either as a primary applicant or a partnering organization, a company who already has minimal certifications, such as with the FCC and OSHA, especially when combined with those who have actually deployed these technologies in the past.

4. Selection criteria for grant awards

4a) What factors should NTIA consider in establishing selection criteria for grant awards? How can NTIA determine that a Federal funding need exists and that private investment is not displaced? How should the long-term feasibility of the investment be judged?

In many of the cases where need is greatest (unserved and heavily underserved areas), the NTIA should consider that place as having a need for federal funding by definition. Even if private investment interest existed for last-mile solutions, a lack of available middle-mile backhaul indicates that an area is extremely unlikely to receive service in the foreseeable future without an injection of federal funding. 

It is also important to note that small and medium businesses will be competing against large telecommunications and cable companies for grant funding. We feel strongly that the provision against unjust enrichment should apply to such large conglomerates. These companies have the operating capital to incrementally expand service into unserved and underserved areas, and yet have failed to do so, even in certain cases where agreements with Federal agencies to do so existed. These companies are also the least likely to create new jobs in these rural areas, as they already possess slack resources that could be easily deployed for the purposes of expanding broadband infrastructure.
4b) What should the weighting of these criteria be in determining consideration for grant and loan awards?

We believe that the capability for speed of service (rather than actual speed initially provided) should receive approximately 70% of decision weight, versus approximately 30% of decision weight given to affordability. The capability to provide higher speeds will be indicative of a longer period of time before further capital improvements to the broadband infrastructure are required. There is a limited extent to which prices can be adjusted in many circumstances, due to expenses for equipment (such as residential receivers which may not be covered by grant funds) and bandwidth expenses. Therefore, affordability should only be a concern to the extent that service not be more costly than in nearby residential areas already receiving service.

4e) Should priority be given to proposals that address several purposes, serve several of the populations identified in the Recovery Act, or provide service to different types of areas?

We believe that preference should be given to projects that take a multi-faceted approach to providing broadband to an area. A project that would provide service to public safety offices, schools, hospitals, AND residential areas old be give preference over those which only serve one such purpose. Further, projects which provide plans to integrate other technologies as a complement to broadband will promote sustainable adoption of services, and should be given preference.
4f) What factors should be given priority in determining whether proposals will encourage sustainable adoption of broadband service?

There are only three factors that will truly influence sustainable adoption. First is the availability of affordable computing equipment. Second is the cost of broadband services to be provided. Third is the extent of local government cooperation in ensuring continued access to right of ways for providers to expand and improve access.

4g) Should the fact that different technologies can provide different service characteristics, such as speed and use of dedicated or shared links, be considered given the statute's direction that, to the extent practicable, the purposes of the statute should be promoted in a technologically neutral fashion?

Grant applications should be able to demonstrate the appropriateness of the proposed technology for a given project and explain the rationales for its selection over other methods. Rationales in technology justification should include capital costs, speed considerations, and scope of deployment.
4h) What role, if any, should retail price play in the grant program?

Retail price is a major consideration in consumer adoption of broadband services, especially for areas which are underserved. We believe that some preference be given to projects which will provide residential broadband service for under $40 per month, higher preference to those which will provide residential service for under $25 per month, and highest preference to those which will provide residential service for $10 or less per month.

6. Grants for expanding community center capacity:

6b) What additional institutions other than community colleges and public libraries should be considered as eligible recipients under this program?

We believe that any public or privately owned building should be considered eligible to serve as a community center, provided that written agreements are in place to provide free access for a set number of years.
13. Definitions:

13a) For purposes of the BTOP, how should NTIA, in consultation with the FCC, define the terms ``unserved area'' and ``underserved area?''

    
We would like to echo the sentiment of the Wireless Internet Service Provider Association (WISPA) in the definitions proposed by its representative, Jack Unger, at the March 17 public hearing in Las Vegas. To sum the definitions as suggested, an area should be considered underserved if it has access to connection speeds greater than dial-up, but no provider is able to provide speeds greater than two megabits per second to a portion of the population. The definitions can be broken down as followed:

· Unserved areas are those in which there are no access options other than dial-up or satellite available to residents and businesses.

· Completely underserved populations are those in which less than ten percent of residents and businesses are able to obtain services of 2Mbps or greater;

· Severely underserved populations are those in which between ten and fifty percent of residents and businesses are able to obtain services of 2Mbps or greater;

· Moderately underserved populations are those in which between fifty and ninety percent of residents and businesses are able to obtain services of 2Mbps or greater;

· Slightly underserved served populations are those in which over ninety percent of residents and businesses are able to obtain services of 2Mbps or greater.

