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1. The Purposes of the Grant Program: Section 6001 of the Recovery Act establishes five purposes for the BTOP grant program.

a. Should a certain percentage of grant funds be apportioned to each category?

Yes.  We believe funds should be apportioned to each of the five purposes to preserve the intent of the grant program.

b. Should applicants be encouraged to address more than one purpose?

Yes.  We believe applicants should be required to address more than one purpose in each application given the synergies that exist between the five purposes.

c. How should the BTOP leverage or respond to the other broadband-related portions of the Recovery Act, including the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) grants and loans program as well as the portions of the Recovery Act that address smart grids, health information technology, education, and transportation infrastructure?

Broadband networks are most successful and yield the highest Return on Investment when they are utilized across many different applications.  State involvement in the NTIA and RUS processes can assist in connecting these wide ranging objectives. 

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.
a. How should the grant program consider State priorities in awarding grants?

We believe most if not all states have designated points of contact or offices on broadband matters.  Georgia has already published its broadband stimulus priorities on http://broadband.georgia.gov and circulated these widely through the public and private sectors.

b. What is the appropriate role for States in selecting projects for funding?

States should provide two primary inputs into the selection process:

1) Context – States should provide information on the area considered for stimulus funding.  This information may include details on other governmental and private development programs, state priorities for the region, and any data collected on broadband in the area.

2) Objectives – States should provide information on overall state priorities and objectives for broadband stimulus.  

Georgia has administered several broadband grant programs and has found that cross functional expertise in economic development, technology and broadband, community affairs, education, health, and public safety is required.  We recommend that state CIOs designate six representatives to represent each of these areas of expertise to assist in the evaluation process and that evaluations occur within regions of the US.  We recommend regional evaluation given some projects will likely cross state lines.

c. How should NTIA resolve differences among groups or constituencies within a State in establishing priorities for funding?

Conflicts should be resolved using pre-defined evaluation criteria from the Notice of Funding Availability and selecting the applications with the highest scores during evaluation.  The state of Georgia has already published its guidelines and criteria in its broadband stimulus guidance document.  In addition, we have included the specific criteria Georgia has employed with Wireless Communities Georgia under commentary section 4.

d. How should NTIA ensure that projects proposed by States are well-executed and produce worthwhile and measurable results?

We interpret that this question regards all projects and not projects proposed by particular state agencies.  

In managing broadband grant programs in the past, we have found that oversight is critical to project success.  We believe a team of federal and state oversight staff should require regular status reports from awardees, make local site visits, and encourage and participate in collaborative problem solving. 

Georgia utilizes Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) as a basis for project management standards across the state’s enterprise portfolio to ensure projects achieve their objectives.  Georgia also requires project oversight or project assurance in the form of Independent Verification and Validation (IV&V) as defined in the Georgia Technology Authority’s Policies and Standards.

Regardless of the eventual federal requirements, we intend to continue using existing enterprise policies and standards in making decisions about the allocation, control and reporting of recovery act funding for Georgia’s technology projects.  We will also use GTA’s Agency Project Request (APR) process, which has been in place for several years to ensure appropriate oversight of technology projects with a significant impact on state operations. 
Besides adhering to enterprise policies and standards and the APR process, technology projects funded through the recovery act will be subject to project assurance as required in the state’s Independent Verification and Validation Standard, SM-06-001.02.
Georgia has been selected as one of 16 states to participate in an on-going evaluation of our use of recovery act funding and its impact on our state.  Making sure we follow processes already in place for the state’s technology projects will ensure transparency in the distribution of federal funds and accountability in their use.  As the federal government provides additional guidance in the use of the ARRA funds, GTA will ensure these are communicated and integrated into our practices.  In the meantime, if you need to review any of the existing polices, standards and guidelines, these can be found at the GTA website under Governance and Planning.
We would encourage NTIA to consider allocating a portion of the oversight funds to states to offset their administrative costs in conducting oversight activities.

3. Eligible Grant Recipients: The Recovery Act establishes entities that are eligible for a grant under the program. 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 all public and private entities should be eligible to apply for funds as long as they meet the following basic requirements for operating in the public’s interest:

· The entity is compliant with all existing laws and does not owe back taxes.

· The entity’s historical trends in consumer satisfaction indicate static or improving operations and generally satisfied customers

· The entity has no more than a reasonable and customary amount of outstanding litigation against it.

4. Establishing Selection Criteria for Grant Awards: The Recovery Act establishes several considerations for awarding grants under the BTOP. In addition to these considerations, NTIA may consider other priorities in selecting competitive grants.

a. What factors should NTIA consider in establishing selection criteria for grant awards? 

How can NTIA determine that a Federal funding need exists and that private investment is not displaced? 

How should the long-term feasibility of the investment be judged?

The state of Georgia has conducted broadband evaluations for the past three years evaluating both the risk and merit of the following items in selecting projects for a total of $5M of state broadband funds focused on wireless technologies.  We have stressed clear project planning and an emphasis on economic sustainability through return on investment.  We offer these criteria to NTIA for consideration.

	Wireless Communities Georgia Evaluation Criteria

	Scope of Work and Overall Feasibility

	The application includes a satisfactory description of the overall scope of the project and provides plans, schedules, risk assessments, success factors and other information that demonstrates that this project has a high likelihood of success, not just for the network but for all components of the project including community benefit.

	The project management team has the leadership qualities necessary for success.

	If the application includes selected private partners, these partners increase the likelihood of success of the project.

	

	Economic Sustainability

	The proposed business case demonstrates that the project will have economic stability and sustainability beyond the Period of Performance.

	The business case includes key factors for the projects success and uses funds efficiently.

	The business case is robust.   The plan has analyzed how sensitive the project is to particular assumptions and risks and has articulated how to overcome likely scenarios where assumptions do not come to fruition as expected.

	Additional reserve funds are proposed to manage any unexpected issues. 10% Reserve is Sat, 20% is Good.

	The business plan demonstrates that the government and/or other entities will provide a strong foundation (anchor tenancy) for the network.

	

	Community Match

	Confidence in funding and funding match magnitude

	

	Provision for Rights of Way, Electricity, and other Mounting / Maintenance Needs

	The application demonstrates sufficient understanding of mounting, powering, operating, and maintaining wireless communications equipment.

	The applicant has facilitated, or is in the process of facilitating, the meeting of these needs.

	

	Network Design

	The proposed network has the capacity and design elements to meet the current Requirements (Section 3.0).

	The network meets the preferred requirements

	The proposed network meets the business case for this project.

	If the network utilizes or proposes to utilize existing government network infrastructure as part of the design, the use of existing infrastructure will carry multiple customers’ traffic without jeopardizing existing government operations.

	

	Network Evolution Plan

	The network will be able to support requirements for additional services one to two years after the period of performance.

	The application demonstrates that the network will be updated as needed.

	

	Community Benefit - Economic Development Potential

	The application demonstrates that the network will lead to significant new income and/or expense reduction within the community.

	The application demonstrates that a wide range of businesses, non-profits, other organizations, and residents will realize the economic benefits involved in the project.

	

	Community Benefit - Educational Potential

	The application demonstrates that the network will provide substantially better educational programs and opportunities for the community.

	These improved educational programs and opportunities coverage a large percentage of the residents.  They include several age groups and educational levels.

	

	Community Benefit - Government Efficiency Potential

	The application demonstrates that the network will enable new government efficiencies internal to government and/or visible to the public.

	The project has appropriately budgeted for any additional hardware, software, training, or other items needed to realize such improvements.

	

	State Benefit

	The application demonstrates new state government efficiencies internal to government and/or visible to the public.

	The application demonstrates the community has contacted local state agencies.


b. What should the weighting of these criteria be in determining consideration for grant and loan awards?

We believe overall feasibility and economic sustainability should be rated higher than the other factors.  

c. How should the BTOP prioritize proposals that serve underserved or unserved areas? Should the BTOP consider USDA broadband grant awards and loans in establishing these priorities?

From a stimulus perspective, we believe service to underserved areas may provide more immediate economic benefit than service in unserved areas.  We do not recommend that BTOP should consider USDA’s program guidelines in establishing their own.

d. Should priority be given to proposals that leverage other Recovery Act projects?

No, broadband projects are already complex and difficult to achieve.  The best broadband proposals should be selected independent of other priorities.

e. Should priority be given to proposals that address several purposes, serve several of the populations identified in the Recovery Act, or provide service to different types of areas?

Yes, within the broadband stimulus sphere.

f. What factors should be given priority in determining whether proposals will encourage sustainable adoption of broadband service?

Return on investment should be the primary factor.

g. Should the fact that different technologies can provide different service characteristics, such as speed and use of dedicated or shared links, be considered given the statute's direction that, to the extent practicable, the purposes of the statute should be promoted in a technologically neutral fashion?

No, NTIA and USDA should remain technologically neutral. 

h. What role, if any, should retail price play in the grant program?

Affordability is an important attribute of sustainability, but retail prices will need to vary with market factors.

5. Grant Mechanics: The Recovery Act requires all agencies to distribute funds efficiently and fund projects that would not receive investment otherwise.

a. What mechanisms for distributing stimulus funds should be used by NTIA and USDA in addition to traditional grant and loan programs?

We recommend that these programs follow a reimbursement methodology based on standardized project phases.  No more than 25% of total awarded project funds should be disbursed in a single project phase.  

b. How would these mechanisms address shortcomings, if any, in traditional grant or loan mechanisms in the context of the Recovery Act?

Our experience is that most grant or loan programs do not track the phases of projects and therefore can expend funds without ensuring the project can still reach completion. 

6. Grants for Expanding Public Computer Center Capacity: The Recovery Act directs that not less than $200,000,000 of the BTOP shall be awarded for grants that expand public computer center capacity, including at community colleges and public libraries.

a. What selection criteria should be applied to ensure the success of this aspect of the program?

We believe other agencies such as Department of Community Affairs and Department of Education, at state and federal levels, should provide input and guidance in this area.

b. What additional institutions other than community colleges and public libraries should be considered as eligible recipients under this program?

See above.

7. Grants for Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Service: The Recovery Act directs that not less than $250,000,000 of the BTOP shall be awarded for grants for innovative programs to encourage sustainable adoption of broadband services.

a. What selection criteria should be applied to ensure the success of this program?

i. State broadband investment criteria – 30%

ii. Adherence to federal criteria – 70%

b. What measures should be used to determine whether such innovative programs have succeeded in creating sustainable adoption of broadband services?

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?

Such a map should allow uses such as the following:

· Residents and businesses to understand the broadband options available to them in existing or prospective locations

· Governmental planners and economic developers to assess the sufficiency of broadband in areas and work on ways to improve broadband services in unserved and underserved areas.

· Educational entities, healthcare systems, and public safety professionals to develop innovative programs that leverage broadband

· Broadband companies to identify and collaborate on opportunities for mutually beneficial economic development opportunities.

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)?

The map should provide information on broadband services and facilities deployed across the geographic area encompassed in the map.

The map should provide limited access to most users.

c. At what level of geographic or other granularity should the broadband map provide information on broadband service?

The map should go down to the street level.

d. What other factors should NTIA take into consideration in fulfilling the requirements of the Broadband Data Improvement Act, Public Law 110-385 (2008)?

No comment.

e. Are there State or other mapping programs that provide models for the statewide inventory grants?

e-NC initially developed broadband mapping and should be recognized as a leader.  

f. Specifically what information should states collect as conditions of receiving statewide inventory grants?

We believe the question is not what states should collect as a condition of receiving mapping grants but what providers should commit to submit to a neutral party as a condition of receiving stimulus or universal service funds.

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 Web site no later than February 2011?

No comment.

h. Should other conditions attach to statewide inventory grants?

We believe statewide inventory grants should be made first to states where possible, but do not recommend any delays in overall broadband stimulus infrastructure funding within any state.

i. What information, other than statewide inventory information, should populate the comprehensive nationwide map?

No comment.

j. The Recovery Act and the Broadband Data Improvement Act (BDIA) imposes duties on both NTIA and FCC concerning the collection of broadband data. Given the statutory requirements of the Recovery Act and the BDIA, how should NTIA and FCC best work together to meet these requirements?

Given the long standing responsibility of broadband data collection within the FCC and the current granularity and timeliness of this data, we'd like to see NTIA take the lead.

9. Financial Contributions by Grant Applicants: The Recovery Act requires that the Federal share of funding for any proposal may not exceed 80 percent of the total grant. The Recovery Act also requires that applicants demonstrate that their proposals would not have been implemented during the grant period without Federal assistance. The Recovery Act allows for an increase in the Federal share beyond 80 percent if the applicant petitions NTIA and demonstrates financial need.

a. What factors should an applicant show to establish the ``financial need'' necessary to receive more than 80 percent of a project's cost in grant funds?

Applicant’s financial resources should be assessed using standard means for determining financial need.

b. What factors should the NTIA apply in deciding that a particular proposal should receive less than an 80 percent Federal share?

Our experience has been that financial awards to governmental and private sector entities focused on the unserved and underserved require on the order of 80% funding to be viable.  

c. What showing should be necessary to demonstrate that the proposal would not have been implemented without Federal assistance?

We believe historical information on publicly available broadband service in an area is the best demonstration of the feasibility of providing a given level of service without grant funding.

10. Timely Completion of Proposals: The Recovery Act states that NTIA shall establish the BTOP as expeditiously as practicable, ensure that all awards are made before the end of fiscal year 2010, and seek assurances from grantees that projects supported by the programs will be substantially completed within two (2) years following an award. The Recovery Act also requires that grant recipients report quarterly on the recipient's use of grant funds and the grant recipient's progress in fulfilling the objectives of the grant proposal. The Recovery Act permits NTIA to de-obligate awards to grant recipients that demonstrate an insufficient level of performance, or wasteful or fraudulent spending (as defined by NTIA in advance), and award these funds to new or existing applicants.

a. What is the most efficient, effective, and fair way to carry out the requirement that the BTOP be established expeditiously and that awards be made before the end of fiscal year 2010?

No comment.

b. What elements should be included in the application to ensure the projects can be completed within two (2) years (e.g., timelines, milestones, letters of agreement with partners)?

We believe applicants must provide details of network plans and project plans to evaluate project completion dates.  This information must be assessed by the applicant for risk mitigation, particularly where external dependencies are required.

11. Reporting and Deobligation: The Recovery Act also requires that grant recipients report quarterly on the recipient's use of grant funds and progress in fulfilling the objectives of the grant proposal. The Recovery Act permits NTIA to de-obligate funds for grant awards that demonstrate an insufficient level of performance, or wasteful or fraudulent spending (as defined by NTIA in advance), and award these funds to new or existing applicants.

a. How should NTIA define wasteful or fraudulent spending for purposes of the grant program?

The state of Georgia is concerned about any wasteful and fraudulent spending.  We believe at least two methods may be applied to prevent abuse:

i. Activities and costs should be regularly checked against project scope and requirements.

ii. Project costs should be regularly checked against market prices.

b. How should NTIA determine that performance is at an ``insufficient level?''

Insufficient performance should be measured against schedule and quality validation milestones.

c. If such spending is detected, what actions should NTIA take to ensure effective use of investments made and remaining funding?

Normal contract breach and cure processes should be employed.  

12. Coordination with USDA's Broadband Grant Program: The Recovery Act directs USDA's Rural Development Office to distribute $2.5 billion dollars in loans, loan guarantees, and grants for broadband deployment. The stated focus of the USDA's program is economic development in rural areas. NTIA has broad authority in its grant program to award grants throughout the United States. Although the two programs have different statutory structures, the programs have many similar purposes, namely the promotion of economic development based on deployment of broadband service and technologies.

a. What specific programmatic elements should both agencies adopt to ensure that grant funds are utilized in the most effective and efficient manner?

No comment.

b. In cases where proposals encompass both rural and non-rural areas, what programmatic elements should the agencies establish to ensure that worthy projects are funded by one or both programs in the most cost effective manner without unjustly enriching the applicant(s)?

No comment.

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?''

No comment.
b. How should the BTOP define ``broadband service?''

i. 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?

No comment.

ii. Should the BTOP establish different threshold speeds for different technology platforms?

No.

iii. 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)?

No comment.

iv. Should the threshold speeds be symmetrical or asymmetrical?

Asymmetrical. 

v. How should the BTOP consider the impacts of the use of shared facilities by service providers and of network congestion?

No comment.
c. How should the BTOP define the nondiscrimination and network interconnection obligations that will be contractual conditions of grants awarded under Section 6001?

i. In defining nondiscrimination obligations, what elements of network management techniques to be used by grantees, if any, should be described and permitted as a condition of any grant?

No comment.
ii. Should the network interconnection obligation be based on existing statutory schemes? If not, what should the interconnection obligation be?

No comment.

iii. Should there be different nondiscrimination and network interconnection standards for different technology platforms?

No comment. 

iv. Should failure to abide by whatever obligations are established result in de-obligation of fund awards?

Yes. 

v. In the case of infrastructure paid for in whole or part by grant funds, should the obligations extend beyond the life of the grant and attach for the useable life of the infrastructure?

Yes. 

d. Are there other terms in this section of the Recovery Act, such as ``community anchor institutions,'' that NTIA should define to ensure the success of the grant program? If so, what are those terms and how should those terms be defined, given the stated purposes of the Recovery Act?

No comment.

e. What role, if any, should retail price play in these definitions?

No comment.

14. Measuring the Success of the BTOP: The Recovery Act permits NTIA to establish additional reporting and information requirements for any recipient of grant program funds.

a. What measurements can be used to determine whether an individual proposal has successfully complied with the statutory obligations and project timelines?

No comment.

b. Should applicants be required to report on a set of common data elements so that the relative success of individual proposals may be measured? If so, what should those elements be?

Yes, standard metric tracking is important for individual project and overall program effectiveness evaluation.

15. Please provide comment on any other issues that NTIA should consider in creating BTOP within the confines of the statutory structure established by the Recovery Act.
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