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McCotter Hotel Operations, Inc. ("McCotter") submits these comments to address an issue which may not receive significant attention from many of the filers in this proceeding, but one which is of vital importance to a significantly disadvantaged population.  We urge the NTIA and RUS to prioritize the distribution of stimulus funds to U.S. territories as well as to the several states. 


McCotter holds (or will shortly hold) licenses from the FCC to provide broadband service in the U.S. Territories of Guam and the Northern Marianna Islands.  McCotter  plans the deployment of a modern wireless broadband network that will reach the schools, libraries, hospitals, public safety stations, and government offices of these territories, as well as providing service to residences and businesses.  These territories are populated both by indigenous peoples and by more recent newcomers from the American mainland and elsewhere.   Several thousand miles from the continental U.S., these territories are out of sight and out of mind when it comes to the distribution of the most modern communications technology.     Because of their remoteness and the relatively low income level of the average islander, commercial interests have been slow to offer or deploy broadband on an affordable or widely available scale.    In addition, recent changes in the minimum wage laws applicable to the islands have undercut the once thriving garment industry on the islands, creating high levels of unemployment even before the recent downturn in the economy.    All of these factors make it cost-prohibitive and relatively risky to undertake the provision of broadband service to these markets.  Yet these same factors make it all the more urgent that stimulus funds make their way to the islands to facilitate and stimulate broader connection to the U.S. economy and culture.


U.S. Territories Should Be Assured a Fair Distribution of Stimulus Funds.   The American Reinvestment and Recovery Act   (the Stimulus Act) addresses the situation of the territories in several ways.  First, Congress explicitly provided in Section 6001(e) that territories and possessions of the United States are eligible for grants under the BTOP.  Congress further indicated that the Assistant Secretary could consult with the territories and possessions of the U.S. in determining where and how funds should be allocated.  (Section 60001(c)).    These provisions strongly suggest that Congress intended the territories and the possessions to be in the conversation as to how the funds should be distributed and to receive some of the funds themselves.  Congress also ordained that the broadband stimulus should prioritize grants to facilitate access to broadband by low-income, unemployed and otherwise vulnerable populations (Section 6001(f), and to rural populations.    The U.S. territories and possessions are, sadly, among the most economically disadvantaged areas under the jurisdiction of the United States.

 Unaccountably, Congress mandated that at least one grant of stimulus funds should be distributed in each State, without necessarily requiring distribution in each territory.   While this directive constitutes a floor on distributions, it should certainly not act as a ceiling to preclude deserving applicants in the territories from getting access to stimulus money.  On the contrary, since Congress plainly intended territory-based applicants to be eligible for funding, the Administrators should effectively adopt a policy of dispersing the funds rather widely across the states and territories so that the funding will fairly touch all sectors of the economy, no matter how distant.    This policy will ensure that the stimulus funds are distributed to applicants serving the populations who are the neediest and who will be most benefitted by the jobs, educational opportunities and broadband access that that the program is designed to foster.


U.S Territories Should Be Presumptively Rural.  The FCC has traditionally defined the U.S. territories and possessions as "rural" due to their severe remoteness and poverty, despite the fact that their populations are often cramped into small island territories.  See for example, Rural Health Care Support Mechanism, 19 FCC Rcd. 24613, paras. 38 - 43 (2004), where the FCC recognized the unique circumstances of island territories in granting them access to health care support funds despite the fact that the Communications Act did not expressly require them to be eligible.  American Samoa and the other territories were, quite sensibly, deemed to be rural regardless of whether there was a city of greater than 20,000 people on the island. As with the health care issue, the Administrators should deem the U.S. territories and possessions other than Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia to be presumptively rural for purposes of RUS and NTIA funding.    The territories have too long been the victims of shameful and benign neglect by the U.S. government, relegating them to a technological backwater in the tide of 21st century technology.    They are the very epitome of a region and a population that desperately needs both jobs and greater access to broadband in order to be brought more into the mainstream of American life.  
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