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My name is Ed Anderson I am the Director of Network Services for the Nevada System of Higher Education (NSHE).  I want to thank you for the opportunity to provide input to the rule making effort associated with the broadband initiatives currently being proposed by President Obama. 

I am writing on behalf of NSHE, The Nevada Department of Transportation (NDOT), and the Nevada Department of Information Technology (DoIT).   NSHE, NDOT, and DoIT participate jointly in the provision of statewide broadband connectivity, specifically in support of distance education (both K-12, higher ed.), research, rural health, libraries, Native American facilities, transportation, prisons and corrections, and public safety. The NSHE/NDOT/DoIT coalition consists of approximately 1200 route miles of fiber optic backbone and an extensive public safety microwave system.  The fiber backbone has been obtained on long term IRU’s (leases) from commercial carriers and we rely on commercial carrier provided and private wireless “last mile” connectivity from State provided hub locations to over 300 user sites throughout the State of Nevada. While the infrastructure is partially owned and maintained by commercial carriers, it is run and managed as a private network by the State of Nevada.

Nevada has an area of approximately 110,567 square miles (approx. 322 miles wide x 490 miles long).  Total population is approximately 2.6 million, 86% of which is located in the roughly 14,600 square miles of Washoe (Reno) and Clark (Las Vegas) counties.  Consequently, most of Nevada is very rural by any reasonable definition.  

Nevada has faced, as many other have as well, the problems of providing broadband capability, or connectivity of any kind, to the more rural locations throughout out state.  Nevada has had to provide this capability because it was either not provided at all by any carrier, or service was too expensive for most of our constituents to afford.

The Nevada NSHE/DoIT/NDOT joint development and operation efforts have been successful for three main reasons:
1. The efforts have been targeted, i.e. we were not everything for everybody.   We have focused on getting broadband to where it is needed most i.e. the biggest bang for the buck
2. We have leveraged assets.  By sharing a common goal and combining the resources of NSHE, DoIT, and NDOT we have been able to achieve far greater results than any of us could have achieved on our own.
3. We are committed to long term support and sustainability.  We are not profit driven and therefore do not necessarily need to recover all expenses in order to provide and sustain service.  We do it for the common good.
While I applaud the effort being undertaken by President Obama, I have some comments about the implementation of the plan that I would like to express in order to hopefully give some food for thought and consideration as the rules of the game are established.

It is understandable that the federal government would like to see that those making proposals have some “skin in the game” but Nevada, like many other states, is facing large budget deficits that have resulted in large proposed reductions (up to 36% for Higher Education) over the next few years.  Consequently, Nevada will in all likelihood not be in any position to secure a “loan” and will be hard pressed to come up with matching funds for the broadband grant programs.  If other states are in a similar position, there may be some, possibly that states cannot afford to participate to the level they might otherwise like if at all. You might want to think about this more fully as you establish the rules for participation. Perhaps you would consider a waiver process for state government applications to allow a little more flexibility. 

I am concerned about the fact that everyone seems to think that broadband is the solution, the end game, if you will “Let’s get broadband to the rural areas”. Broadband is only a means to an end, not the end itself and relies on content and services to be effective. Not everyone that needs connectivity needs broadband any more than anyone that uses a car needs a Ferrari.  I would hope that the notion of ubiquitous broadband will be tempered with some requirement for evaluation of market/take rate potential, overall want/need, and long term sustainability.  

For example, In Nevada, Esmeralda County, one of our 17 counties, covers an area of over 3500 square miles and only has 670 people in it. And of those 670 folks, a good percentage are very independently minded and don’t want much intrusion from the outside world.  I would hope that before some telco puts Esmeralda County on their project map, that someone would require some sort of market survey to determine the long term viability of bringing expensive infrastructure into an area that cannot sustain it. The “build it and they will come” philosophy does not work in every case.

I have seen this in the past with telcos and the current USF process.  Large one-time grants are secured and infrastructure installed. The take rate is less than expected, and in 5-7 years when this new infrastructure is due to be upgraded or replaced, there is no one to pay the bill.  The telco then deems it “unprofitable” and service gets curtailed and equipment relocated; overall, a wasted effort. 

In the meantime even those that did partake of the service are struggle to pay for relatively high service costs necessary to support the telco profitability model and rely on programs such as E-Rate and H-rate to help defray those costs; more government subsidy. The bottom line is there is a reason why broadband is not ubiquitous already. It simply is not profitable in some locations.  Providing one-time funding can in some situations be enough to provide the spark needed to take off, but in other cases there is little likelihood that broadband will ever be economically justified or even wanted or needed by the local potential user base.  And we should not shy away from acknowledging this fact up front.

For these reasons I would hope that as part of the application process some form of target audience market study would be required that would assess the potential for service acceptance and would give some level of confidence regarding long term sustainability of the proposed project would be considered.  

As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons State entities have been successful is that this requirement to make a profit is not driving the continuation of service.  Don’t get me wrong, I understand the need to make a profit, and would like to partner with commercial providers for mutually beneficial solutions where possible, but I would hope that while it would be desirable to partner with commercial providers on joint broadband projects, that it wouldn’t be a mandatory requirement and that the states would have adequate latitude to target specific support areas such as schools, libraries, health clinics etc. independently if necessary and if it makes the most economic sense, can provide the most efficient use of resources, and the highest level of service by the largest practical user base.  

Regional and communal technology centers for example have proven themselves to be very valuable both in improving the sense of community, but also in economically providing access to broadband technology and functionality without necessarily building broadband into each and every home and expecting users to be able to afford ongoing services. These types of solutions should not be overlooked and could in fact be preferable in many cases.

With regard to the grant process, I would also like to make the point that any process and/or procedure developed for the application and administration of these grants/loans needs to be as streamlined and require a minimum of applicant level overhead to administer.  I mentioned the E-rate and H-rate programs.  The funding for these programs has not been totally expended for several years now. Many of our constituents are very small school districts who cannot afford the overhead associated with obtaining and maintaining the expertise needed to navigate the forms and processes necessary to secure and maintain the benefits of these programs.  In the end the hassle and red tape are not worth the effort, or cannot be afforded, so programs and services get curtailed.
  
One of the stated goals of the stimulus program is to facilitate competition among providers in order to reduce costs.  I think, at least in my experience with rural Nevada this is not likely.  Most of the extremely rural areas are served by small “mom&pop” telcos that are the only game in town for the areas they serve.  Those areas are not high profit margin areas and are not likely targets for other commercial providers to build backbone infrastructure to so that they can share the rural ILEC last mile infrastructure.  

In service territories covered by major ILECs, competition has been thwarted to a large degree, despite the provisions of the Telcom Act of 1996 and other laws. ILECS have deliberately delayed action, hindered permit applications, and used other tactics to otherwise hold up and stall for as long as possible any action by another entity to exercise their legal access rights.  I have been involved in a recent example where a major carrier has delayed access to pole attachments for a competing LEC for almost a year and a half.  In most cases a customer cannot wait this long and just does what it takes to get service which means going back to the ILEC; even if it means higher rates.  

As a result, in your deliberations regarding equality of access to common carrier ILEC/LEC infrastructure, I would encourage you to consider strong guidelines regarding equal access to common carrier ILEC/LEC infrastructure with severe penalties for denial or delay in providing the requested equal access. 

As for weighting factors it is my recommendation that the projects that demonstrate a greater contribution to the overall good outweigh merely numbers of homes connected to broadband.  For example schools, libraries, rural health facilities, have an identified target market and projected utilization and affect the greatest number of peoples’ basic needs.  

Secondly, the number of jobs to be realized should factor high either directly by increasing the need of personnel to support a larger client base and service territory(s), or indirectly by providing increased demand for auxiliary services facilitated by broadband capabilities.  Unfortunately, it is virtually impossible for an applicant to estimate with any reasonable accuracy how many direct or indirect jobs a particular proposal might create.

Last in the priority order in my mind would be blanket broadband deployment.  This is very inefficient. There is no way to adequately measure the success or effectiveness of this approach.  While there may be usage, it would be hard to discern how much social and economic value has been obtained vs. how much traffic was used for porn proliferation, pirating of copyrighted material, or some other activity of illegal or lesser social value.

Misc. Comments
   
The analogy of rural electrification has often been used when talking about the vision of ubiquitous broadband.  People say “We did this with electricity, we can do it with broadband” There are significant differences in these situations that make comparing them a little like comparing apples and oranges.

It needs to be remembered that unlike the current broadband initiatives, REA development resulted in regulated monopolies and rural subsidies based on rate structures that spread costs over large urban as well as rural customer bases.  This monopolistic approach has for a long time been considered antiquated and has been increasingly replaced with a competitive market approach which is a completely different paradigm.

Another difference is that power is measured, not by the size of the pipe, but by kWhr of usage.  Broadband pricing is based on pipe size and not actual usage in most cases which means a difference in pricing models that may affect viability.

When the REA built into rural areas, there was no definition of how much power was “standard”. “Standard” was defined by the utility and what the user needed to provide basic needs as defined by the customer. Anything more than that was extra.  From this perspective it could be argued that dial—up, which is still not available in many areas, serves the basic connectivity requirement and anything over that should be considered “extra” yet ubiquitous broadband appears to be considered a basic right.  I would hope that getting dial-up to areas with nothing would also remain a priority as well. 

Setting a standard definition for broadband is not feasible.  Standards and technology are constantly changing.  Broadband should be anything over standard dial-up and the level of performance should be determined by the needs of the customer and paid for accordingly, just like electric power was, and is.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this input  
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