National Telecommunications and Information Administration
Rural Utilities Service

In the request for comments on the ARRA Broadband initiative I have comments on the designated sections:

NTIA – (7). Grants for Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Services

The $250 million for innovation in broadband deployment should essentially attempt a variety of the potentially economically viable business models in current conversation.  Not only will this provide excellent guidance on a sustainable system but it will hopefully work as an amplifier promoting private investment in sustainable/growth business models.  Generally these amplifiers would bring some multiple of additional funding into rural development of broadband infrastructure.  I would say as a requirement from the beginning it would make sense to require companies applying for grants using the government ARRA funding to bring equivalent amounts in private capital a minimum of 50% rather than a minimum of 20% discussed in NTIA 9) to the table creating a broader range of innovative rural broadband initiatives.  In some cases this ‘private’ capital will come from public sources like villages, hamlets, towns and counties.  

There are a variety of international initiatives attempting to promote ubiquitous broadband growth in smaller towns, villages, hamlets and rural areas.  These will surely contribute to the dialog of viable business models and hopefully present excellent data for implementation network layout, controls and challenges.  I am focused on wireless as the most efficient vehicle for broadband rollout – 3G, 3G LTE, WiMax and 4G as economically sustainable.

The opportunity for broadband spread in rural areas is significant.  The percent of households with dial-up access or no access is high, the emphasis on non-technology related professions has been limiting earnings growth for a generation, a less technology savvy school age population bodes poorly for the growth potential in rural America, businesses and individuals in locations like where I live - Berkshire County in western Massachusetts - have located to the region for lifestyle, health, affordability, spousal employment, etc. but are limited in potential for business development by access to infrastructure.

My personal experience is two-fold – first, as an individual resident I feel that ubiquitous broadband gives everyone the tools of the new American workforce starting with broadband at home.  Second, as the owner of a growing technology venture headquartered in rural America I see a clear business imperative.  VoIP Logic is a 37 person technology company based in northern Berkshire County, Massachusetts with only 3 local employees.  While we are generating $3M to $4M of annual spending only about 10% of it is retained within Berkshire County in the form of payroll, vendors, etc.  Growth in productivity in terms of GDP contribution from rural areas will undoubtedly improve with ubiquitous broadband.

The funds should be used to promote rural broadband growth with particular emphasis on locations within some proximity to larger population centers (up to 300 miles maybe).  Direct investment in for-profit Companies with a direct mission to create ubiquitous broadband seems to be the most rapid way to promote co-investment and actual put broadband in rural areas most efficiently.  There are parts of the Country that are unlikely to support a commercial enterprise with future growth and therefore have a lower chance of success.  Demographic data suggests the warmer states (south, southwest, West) and the northeastern corridor are the most likely areas to generate stable or growth rural populations and the Midwest provides fertile ground for potential new American workers.  In addition, there is a growing trend towards remote workers leaving urban centers.

Additionally, broadband tends to raise the technological savvy of the populations requiring innovations in all types of business relationships such as requiring rural banks, retail and professional services to offer tools comparable to large population center technology.  Ultimately, I suspect that the focus on monetizing the network via ads, access and applications will be sustainable – keeping the service itself as free to the consumer.

Now is a great time in particular to focus on wireless broadband.  With projections from Cisco for Mobile data traffic to grow at a CAGR of 131 percent between 2008 and 2013 and the ubiquity of broadband being a truly democratic form of technology – as opposed to home to home fiber-line – it seems to be an opportune moment to accelerate growth in rural areas and promote the next generation of rural telcos (and prompt existing rural telcos to innovate).

Grants should be given based on overall investment – promoting more co-investment – and the ability for the entity to sustain itself as a long term going concern from operation of the broadband project.
