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Marcus
President of the Board, Southern Ohio Health Care Network

President, Reid Consulting Group LLC

PO Box 481
Chillicothe, OH 45601

6 April 2009

Broadband Technology Opportunities Program

National Telecommunications and Information Administration

U.S. Department of Commerce

1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C.

Dear Policy Makers:
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I congratulate the NTIA for the open and accessible process for soliciting ideas regarding use of the broadband funding in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA).  I offer these suggestions from the heart of rural America, coming from my twenty-year involvement in broadband expansion and from my thirty years living in Appalachia. 

Focus First on the Un-Served

In the 34 county area of Ohio represented in Congressman Space’s Connecting Appalachia initiative, fully 62% to 75% remain un-served by any type of broadband service.  For the nearly 500,000 people living in this digital desert, the lack of broadband reduces career options, eliminates critical educational avenues, hampers health care innovation and cripples tourism.  The situation in our area is not unique.  Many parts of rural America suffer from similar gaping holes in broadband coverage.  
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Frequently, policy makers focus on the coverage of households rather than square miles.  For instance, in Ohio broadband is reportedly available to 94% of the households (although this figure may be overstated).  Yet 41% of the surface area of Ohio has no access to broadband.  

Some have argued that building broadband into these sparsely populated areas amounts to building a bridge to nowhere.  I urge you to reject this logic – rural America is the source of all of our food, all of our energy and 44% of our soldiers.  Simply abandoning us in a digital world amounts to a policy decision to abandon rural America, a choice we cannot afford to make for the long-term good of the country, the society and the environment.

The ARRA broadband funding offers the only feasible source of funds to address this glaring need in rural America.
Competitive Bidding and Partnerships with Carriers

[image: image5.wmf]T

e

r

t

i

a

r

y

T

o

w

e

r

W

i

r

e

l

e

s

s

B

a

c

k

h

a

u

l

(

U

p

t

o

1

0

0

M

b

p

s

)

P

r

i

m

a

r

y

T

o

w

e

r

F

i

b

e

r

F

e

e

d

U

p

t

o

4

0

G

b

p

s

P

e

r

P

a

i

r

S

O

H

C

N

B

a

c

k

b

o

n

e

S

e

c

o

n

d

a

r

y

T

o

w

e

r

W

i

r

e

l

e

s

s

B

a

c

k

h

a

u

l

2

5

m

i

l

e

r

a

n

g

e

U

p

t

o

1

G

b

p

s

M

e

d

i

u

m

o

r

L

a

r

g

e

B

u

s

i

n

e

s

s

R

e

s

i

d

e

n

c

e

s

a

n

d

S

m

a

l

l

B

u

s

i

n

e

s

s

Awarding funds to organizations committed to addressing 100% of the un-served in their region offers the best hope that the policy objectives will actually be met.  Requiring that the services be competitively bid ensures that the best value options emerge.  

For instance, in Connecting Appalachia we propose a model in which the Southern Ohio Health Care Network conducts competitive bidding to award contracts to commercial carriers, large and small, to provide the specified services.  Serving 100% of the addresses in specific geographic blocks will be a key aspect of the resulting long-term contracts.  

We are pursuing a similar model with the FCC funded Rural Health Care Pilot Project for which we have already secured $16 million in funding.  Commercial carriers are best positioned to provide reliable and sustainable services.  We need the external organization, though, to make sure that all of the public policy objectives are met. 

[image: image6.wmf]S

O

H

C

N

F

i

b

e

r

-

O

p

t

i

c

B

a

c

k

b

o

n

e

Grants, not Loans

Loans will do little to spur investment in the un-served areas across the country due to the same low population densities that have discouraged carrier investment for decades.  Given these realities, the goal of all-inclusive broadband remains unattainable without public grant funds to provide the capital infusion required to create a viable business model for carriers.

Zero Upfront Match Will Yield Sustainable Networks
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During the current downturn, the economic conditions in Appalachia have deteriorated even faster than in the rest of the country.  Even small match amounts can become an insurmountable obstacle to progress.  However, with sustainable business models, over a five-year time horizon the pro forma shows that the commercial carriers will match the public investment at least 1:1.  

For instance, in the Connecting Appalachia project to provide wireless coverage of the rural expanse, the five-year pro forma indicates that the participating carriers will spend $68 million to operate the network and provide customer service based on an upfront investment of $64 million from ARRA funds.  We need the capital funds and a portion of the operating costs in the first two years, but beyond the business case become quite attractive.
Support for Project Management

Please don’t forget to fund project and program management.  As with the match, the lack of funding to pay for project management will stall many deserving projects.  While it might seem odd that a region can’t come up with a match and can’t come up with project management funds in order to accept a big award of Federal funds – that is the reality.

Sincerely,

Marcus Bost


















Three generations behind the counter at the local pizza place
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