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April 13, 2009

Ms. Anna Gomez

Deputy Assistant Secretary

National Telecommunications and Information Administration

1401 Constitution Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20230

Dear Deputy Assistant Secretary Gomez:

On behalf of the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB), I am pleased to comment on NTIA’s plans to distribute funds made available by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act to create broadband networks in unserved and underserved areas. We urge the NTIA to employ the most efficient processes to deliver service to the areas of highest need with the help of state and local leaders.

For nearly ninety years, AFB has worked tirelessly to expand possibilities for individuals experiencing vision loss of all ages. In doing so, AFB has pioneered the development and implementation of accessible technology and sound public policy meeting the unique needs of people who are blind or visually impaired. Our leadership was instrumental in the enactment of section 255 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, a landmark legislative promise that telecommunications technologies and services be accessible to and usable by people with disabilities. That promise can only be fulfilled adequately through the widespread availability, affordability and accessibility of broadband services and technologies.

Fair and affordable access to information of all kinds through broadband is essential to the safety, productivity, empowerment and independence of all Americans. Significantly improved and wisely implemented broadband deployment will enable people with disabilities, particularly those with vision loss, to gain access to life-saving health, employment and educational programs and services and enable them to be better informed to timely respond to emergencies and other hazardous circumstances. 

To make this possibility a more realizable reality, broadband mapping will also play a large role by allowing our states to identify the areas that need broadband first. Accountability and efficiency go hand-in-hand, and the sooner the NTIA can disperse funds to the states, the sooner broadband will begin to more effectively play a part in changing the lives of all people with disabilities. Mapping stimulus funds should be done on a priority basis and achieved through close consultation with state and local governments to exercise the most relevant judgment for best stimulating their regional economies. Many of these local governments have experience working with public-private partnerships that will aid in network construction and management.

The NTIA must also include strong provisions of transparency and accountability throughout the entire process. Specifically, state proposals to the NTIA should provide in-depth information regarding how applicants will ensure their funds and deployment reach prioritized areas that do not have access to broadband. Additionally, while NTIA must not set up unnecessary regulatory hurtles that inhibit growth and investment and subsequently dissuade potential participants from deploying broadband, we believe strongly that stimulus funds should not be used to invest in services and technologies that are not accessible to and usable by people with disabilities. America's broadband infrastructure should be built in light of current policy expectations, not the least of which is the section 255 mandate for telecommunications accessibility. To that end, the NTIA should focus its attention on those potential broadband customers both with and without disabilities who are truly unserved, namely those living where no affordable and accessible broadband services currently exist. Until mapping is completed and more detailed plans are developed, the states should be relied upon to allow proper identification of unserved areas in the near term and make sure that qualified providers with sustainable business plans are meeting expectations. Once this clear priority has been met, attention should then be turned toward the task of targeting remaining funds to underserved areas where broadband is not as widely available, affordable and accessible as it could be.

Again, thank you for the opportunity to offer comment on this important and transformative initiative.

Sincerely,

Paul W. Schroeder

Vice President, Programs and Policy
American Foundation for the Blind
