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IN RESPONSE TO JOINT REQUEST FOR INFORMATION

WorldNet Telecommunications, Inc. (“WorldNet”) hereby submits these comments to the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (“NTIA”) and the Rural Utilities Service (“RUS”) pursuant to a joint request for information to implement the broadband deployment programs under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (the “Recovery Act”).
  WorldNet is a competitive telecommunications provider in Puerto Rico whose services include local and long distance telephone, Internet access and voice-over-Internet protocol (VoIP).


The joint request seeks input on how NTIA (in consultation with the FCC) should define the terms “unserved area,” “underserved area” and “broadband service” for purposes of the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (“BTOP”).  The request also seeks input on how RUS should reconcile the NTIA definitions of “unserved” and “underserved” with RUS’s charge under the Distance Learning, Telemedicine, and Broadband Program (“DLTBP”) to insure that 75 percent of the project area is rural and “without sufficient access to high speed broadband service.”  WorldNet urges both agencies to eschew any “one size fits all” formula for these interrelated terms rooted solely in minimum broadband speeds (e.g., bits per second) and thresholds for percentages of persons in a given geography with technical access to services at those speeds.   Instead, NTIA and RUS should adopt definitions that consider the critical features of the community such as the overall broadband access and usage based on the best data currently available as well as the cost of available broadband services, the median income of the population and other specific features of the area and its residents and businesses.  Such flexible definitions will insure that the grants are made to projects that will produce the most “bang” both in terms of the stimulus buck and the benefit to the community.


Puerto Rico provides an ideal illustration of the need for flexible definitions rather than bright lines.  Specific data showing the penetration of broadband (either in terms of service availability or actual subscribership) at a given speed in a small market segment such as a zip code may simply be unavailable.  But the evidence that does exist shows levels of broadband usage in Puerto Rico as a whole that are woefully below those in the continental United States.  One source indicates that “Internet usage in Puerto Rico” is 38 percent, about half of the 71 percent figure in the United States.
  Another source indicates that “Internet penetration [in Puerto Rico] is still far behind the USA” and that “household broadband penetration, at around 10 %, is a fraction of what it is in the USA.”
  Finally, although it does not include exact broadband penetration rates in various parts of Puerto Rico, the FCC’s report on the status of high-speed services for Internet access as of December 31, 1997 confirms the deplorable state of broadband penetration in Puerto Rico.


WorldNet opposes the use of bright line thresholds for broadband and granular demarcation of the territory constituting unserved and underserved areas.  Attempts to require a level of specificity that in many instances may not be supported by available data could preclude rather than promote many worthy broadband projects.  Similarly, a definition of broadband access that relies solely on the technical or physical availability of facilities would omit such important factors as the affordability of a high-speed broadband service to the populace.  In Puerto Rico, the average cost of Internet service is far higher than in the Unites States,
 yet the median income of the Puerto Rico population lags far behind.
  The true measure of availability of broadband must include these other community-specific factors.  In the words of acting RUS Administrator James Newby (addressing a proposal to prioritize early grant monies to states with completed broadband maps), the agency does not want “to discourage or preclude applications to serve areas that are truly within the spirit of the statute.”


The “bang” from the use of broadband stimulus monies for projects in Puerto Rico would be enormous.  Puerto Rico has been in a recession for years, and the lack of high-speed Internet access only prolongs and deepens this economic languor.  In order to simulate interest in businesses locating and investing in Puerto Rico, they must be assured of availability of affordable high-speed broadband.  For residents to overcome the educational and economic handicaps they currently face, they have a particularly acute need for broadband access to create additional opportunities.  For these reasons, NTIA and RUS should structure their broadband programs to promote multiple projects in this area of need, not impose wooden definitions that could prevent the success of projects that would promote the purposes of the Recovery Act, the BTOP and the DLTBP.






Respectfully submitted,






WORLDNET TELECOMMUNICATIONS, INC.





By:
/s/ Lawrence R. Freedman 






Lawrence R. Freedman, Esquire,






Fleischman and Harding LLP






1255 23rd Street, NW






Eighth Floor






Washington, DC  20037







(202) 939-7900






Attorneys for WorldNet Telecommunications, Inc.





Date:
April 13, 2009


� Joint Request for Information and Notice of Public Meetings, 74 Fed. Reg. 10716 (Mar. 12, 2009).


� Communications Highlights, Business Register 2008-2009 at 221-22.  


� Puerto Rico—Telecoms Market Overview, Statistics & Forecasts, Paul Budde Communication Pty Ltd (2007) at 7.1 and 3.2.  


� See High-Speed Services for Internet Access:  Status as of December 31, 2007, Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau (Jan. 2009).


� Sample current residential broadband services in Puerto Rico are priced (monthly) as follows:  Wireline DSL (1 Mbps down and 512 Kbps up), $49.95 (PRTC); Wireless DSL (3 Mbps down and 512 Kbps up), $59.99 (Centennial).  These rates are much higher than comparable services in the United States.  For example, in Washington, DC, sample current residential broadband services are priced as follows:  Wireline DSL (1 Mbps down and 384 Kbps up), $19.95 (Verizon); Wireline DSL (3 Mbps down and 768 Kbps up), $29.95 (Verizon); Cable High Speed Internet (12 Mbps down), $42.95 (Comcast).    


� According to 2007 Census Bureau data, Puerto Rico has a population of 3.9 million and a median household income of $17,741.  This is $18,597 less that the lowest median household income in the United States (Mississippi) of $36,338.


� Communications Daily, April 7, 2009 (p. 2). 
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