Response to NTIA/RUS request for comments regarding the Broadband Technologies Opportunity Program (BTOP) 

2. The Role of the States: The Recovery Act states that NTIA may consult the States (including the District of Columbia, territories, and possessions) with respect to various aspects of the BTOP. The Recovery Act also requires that, to the extent practical, the BTOP award at least one grant to every State.
b. What is the appropriate role for States in selecting projects for funding? 
c. How should NTIA resolve differences among groups or constituencies within a State

in establishing priorities for funding?

d. How should NTIA ensure that projects proposed by States are well-executed and

produce worthwhile and measurable results?

In answer to b,c and d…

States, first and foremost, have a responsibility to their citizens. This responsibility dictates that we act to evaluate grant proposals and coordinate grant awards distributed under this program. We must ensure that funds are distributed in a manner which brings the most benefit to the underserved and unserved citizens of our state. Furthermore, it is the spirit of the Recovery Act that this effort not simply be a  one-time effort to improve the availability of services to our citizens, but rather a long-term effort to ensure that as technology needs change that our citizens do not again become “underserved” in the future. To this end, we recommend that a body of individuals appointed by the Governor or his designee act as “gatekeepers” in evaluating the many grant proposals that are expected to be received under this program. This body would be responsible for determining if individual proposals represent a viable and sustainable effort to expand broadband services within our states. Further, we recommend the creation of a body in each state that will maintain oversight on the progress of projects awarded under this program and continue to monitor the broadband needs of our citizens as we go forward. Therefore, we recommend that an amount of money be set aside from grants for each state for the administration and oversight of broadband initiatives resulting from the BTOP program.
3. Eligible Grant Recipients: The Recovery Act establishes entities that are eligible for a grant under the program.5 The Recovery Act requires NTIA to determine by rule whether it is in the public interest that entities other than those listed in Section 6001(e)(1)(A) and (B) should be eligible for grant awards. What standard should NTIA apply to determine whether it is in the public interest that entities other than those described in Section 6001(e)(1)(A) and (B) should be eligible for grant awards?

We believe that it is important that any grant awards to private providers involve partnering with state governments in order to ensure that services are delivered to those populations that are identified as being most in need. 
8. Broadband Mapping: The Recovery Act directs NTIA to establish a comprehensive

nationwide inventory map of existing broadband service capability and availability in the

United States that depicts the geographic extent to which broadband service capability is

deployed and available from a commercial provider or public provider throughout each
State.
a. What uses should such a map be capable of serving?

b. What specific information should the broadband map contain, and should the map

provide different types of information to different users (e.g., consumers versus

governmental entities)?

c. At what level of geographic or other granularity should the broadband map provide

information on broadband service?

Any broadband mapping effort should first seek to be sustainable and backed up by available data. A one-time mapping effort will serve little purpose and would be almost immediately out of date if the BTOP program is successful. Furthermore, while we feel that “broadband mapping” is very important, it imparts a heavy emphasis on the geographic aspect of this effort. We believe that it is more important to keep and maintain a “broadband inventory” of data that reflects the detailed status of broadband deployment throughout our state and serves as the backbone for an ongoing mapping effort.  It is our hope that an outgrowth from this effort would be an expanded partnership between federal authorities, such as the FCC, and state government entity(s) to share the broadband provider data that is currently being regularly collected. A partnership of this nature would permit for the dynamic and sustainable inventory of broadband data by each state that this effort demands. Any such inventory of data should contain clear information about the types of broadband delivery available, where those types are located, how many households are connected to each delivery type, data speeds and costs.
g. What technical specifications should be required of state grantees to ensure that

statewide inventory maps can be efficiently rolled up into a searchable national

broadband database to be made available on NTIA’s website no later than February

2011?

First of all it is critical that a unique ID be developed that allows for the tracking of projects on a statewide and preferably a national basis. We have already developed a project identification schema that allows for project tracking down to a county level. The schema relies on the usage of FIPS codes for both the state and county and the sequential tracking of projects in a given county.  It would be a simple process to track projects across the whole nation using this methodology. Secondly, there needs to be a data dictionary developed that includes database domains and ranges for all potential values. It must be inclusive of all data elements that the Federal Government deems as necessary to inventory broadband services. Once the data dictionary is complete and appropriate schema should be developed that can be shared across the nation to all of those entities doing Broadband mapping. It would be wise to recommend specific software platforms on which the inventories would be built. It would also be wise to specify the exact data type so that each state’s work could be easily merged with others. Finally, all entities performing this mapping should utilize the same boundary layers and the final products should be submitted in a known and defined projection.
13. Definitions: The Conference Report on the Recovery Act states that NTIA should consult with the FCC on defining the terms “unserved area,” “underserved area,” and “broadband.” The Recovery Act also requires that NTIA shall, in coordination with the FCC, publish nondiscrimination and network interconnection obligations that shall be contractual conditions of grant awards, including, at a minimum, adherence to the principles contained in the FCC’s broadband policy statement (FCC 05-15, adopted August 5, 2005).

a. For purposes of the BTOP, how should NTIA, in consultation with the FCC, define

the terms “unserved area” and “underserved area?”

b. How should the BTOP define “broadband service?”

(1) Should the BTOP establish threshold transmission speeds for purposes of

analyzing whether an area is “unserved” or “underserved” and prioritizing

grant awards? Should thresholds be rigid or flexible?

(2) Should the BTOP establish different threshold speeds for different

technology platforms?

(3) What should any such threshold speed(s) be, and how should they be

measured and evaluated (e.g., advertised speed, average speed, typical

speed, maximum speed)?

(4) Should the threshold speeds be symmetrical or asymmetrical?

(5) How should the BTOP consider the impacts of the use of shared facilities by

service providers and of network congestion?

We believe that threshold transmission speeds must be established by the federal government and incorporated into the definition of broadband service. Furthermore, while the term “unserved” is rather self-explanatory, the definition of broadband service, using threshold speeds, must be used to identify the populations that are “underserved”. Threshold speeds must be set high enough that they provide citizens with the ability to fully utilize current technologies such as streaming video and multimedia while at the same time not so high that they unfairly limit the number of entities available to provide that level of service. As important as the speed and availability of service, cost of service must be kept affordable for citizens. Any state or federal government intervention must be cognizant of the impact on competition and ensure that threshold speeds remain at a level where competition can take place among providers and keep costs low for consumers.

The definitions of threshold speed for broadband service must be reviewed regularly and updated as necessary to keep up with advances in technology. We do not believe it is necessary to set threshold speeds for different technology platforms. Once a usable, viable threshold speed is established it should not matter which platform provides that service. As technology needs increase, providers will necessarily have to increase the speeds of their platforms to keep up with demand. As a suggestion for threshold speed, we believe that 768 Kbps, advertised speed, would be the minimum speed that would provide satisfying, robust internet experience. 
