Commentary on the NTIA/RUS Programs to be Implemented in ARRA

Rural areas with high unemployment provide special challenges to NTIA/RUS economic recovery strategies.  More specifically, there are unique needs for this constituency, and there are constraints that should be considered in implementing the program.
Many rural communities have lost manufacturing jobs as a result of aging facilities and an under prepared workforce.  Unemployment and economic hardship are pervasive, and traditional economic development strategies will not meet current needs.

· Aging facilities and “brownfield” development provide very limited opportunities for job creation in the manufacturing sector.  Environmental considerations and inadequate information infrastructure severely limit the attractiveness of rural areas for redevelopment.

· The rural workforce is typically under prepared in the skill sets required in an information-intensive economy. Laid off workers require the development of 21st century skills to be competitive in the marketplace.

· Young people in K-16 education in rural areas also have a competitive disadvantage because they have not had access to technologically intensive learning experiences. School resources are limited, and they frequently do not have access to high-speed Internet access or computers at home.
The NTIA/RUS programs in the ARRA should address these unique needs.

· Information infrastructure in rural areas should be built out so that there is a level playing field between urban and rural areas.  This can be done by aggregating demand and leveraging the investment that service providers have made to serve rural school districts.  The ARRA can provide communities with resources to help create rural service hubs from which commercial providers can develop a residential and commercial subscriber base.  The subsidy is needed to enable the subscribers to have access at affordable rates.

· Instructional technology needs to be made available for workforce development and K-16 education.  School districts and community facilities need to secure facilities that will provide convenient access to information and educational resources.  Creative partnerships should be encouraged to support after school and summer programs and a comprehensive range of career development and workforce development programs. Programs such as the Tennessee Computers for Kids (C4K) should be supported as part of such creative partnerships.

The NTIA/RUS programs in the ARRA should address internal policies that constrain rural communities from taking advantage of the program.
· The current practice weighs the grants so that only the most rural, high poverty communities are funded.  This should be replaced with a competitive program that would provide resources to more typical rural communities.  Limiting finding to the most rural communities limits the impact of the program as a economic stimulus strategy and effectively disenfranchises most high need rural communities.

· The twenty percent matching requirement should be applied in the most flexible way possible.  While the funding program will ideally create public/private partnerships, those communities that do not have established relationships with investors should have a way of participating in the program.  The very limited amount of state funding available at this point in time will greatly limit the matching funds available to many rural communities.

