Expand Funding for Broadband Development Beyond “List of Materials” 
Congress recently passed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, parts of which authorize the Rural Utility Service (RUS) and the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) to distribute funds totaling over $7 billion to support development of broadband internet service.

In the past the RUS developed important programs to provide loans and grants to purchase certain types of broadband infrastructure – primarily equipment such as wires, cables, and wireless hubs.    However, to most effectively and efficiently promote broadband internet use, it is critical to also fund products and technologies that will be directly used by end-users.    Such products and technologies can significantly enhance growth of rural broadband internet access and potentially save the government billions of dollars.  Innovative technologies and products that lower the cost of adoption by end users, that make it easier for them to physically use broadband devices, that offer increased flexibility of use, and that stimulate demand are essential for the successful expansion of effective, sustainable rural broadband.

In the past, the primary method RUS has used for distributing funds has been to have the recipient organizations apply the allocated money to the purchase and installation of items from a predetermined “List of Materials” broken down into 6 categories: (1) wire and cable, (2) housing, splice cases, etc., (3) miscellaneous splicing materials, (4) electrical protective devices, (5) access, central office, and transmission equipment, wireless networks, electronic network elements, and (6) general hardware. 

This earlier approach, however, excludes a few critical categories technologies for enhancing rural broadband access devices.  Specifically, (a) technologies that reduce the cost of accessing, and improve the usability of end-users devices that connect to broadband networks in rural areas; (b) technologies that increase the actual usability of end-users broadband connection devices in rural areas; and (c) technologies used by end-users that promote rapid adoption of broadband access by individuals and businesses.   Some of these important technologies may be currently in development and as such might not fit well into a current ‘List of Materials.”   However, those technologies and products may be able to reach the broad market in large volumes within one to three years.  Therefore, a modification from past funding rounds would greatly enhance development of broadband and should be strongly considered.

Investment in technology used by end-users can dramatically reduce the cost of rural broadband access by potentially billions of dollars while increasing adoption rates among the population.  Moreover, such investment directly provides more jobs and directly enhances America’s competitiveness in the world through home-grown technologies and significantly improved rural broadband.  

We write this letter to urge the RUS (and NTIA) to expand their loan and grant program to include – as a as a separate category or categories in addition to its “List of Materials” –  the funding of products and technologies for use by end-users that can enhance rural broadband access. 
