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The attached comments are submitted on behalf of the State of Alaska in response to the National Telecommunications and Information Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce, and the Rural Utilities Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture’s request for information about the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 Broadband Initiatives.  
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the development of broadband opportunities.

Sincerely,

[image: image2.jpg]



Karen Rehfeld
Director
 State of Alaska 
Response to NTIA, USDA RUS Joint Request for Information 
April 9, 2009
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Executive Summary
The purposes for the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (BTOP) as articulated in Section 6001 of the Recovery Act demonstrate that Alaska may be the “poster child” for BTOP.  The purposes of BTOP include:

· Providing access to broadband service to consumers residing in unserved areas of the United States;

· Providing improved access to broadband service to consumers residing in underserved areas of the United States;

· Providing broadband education, awareness, training, access, equipment and support;

· Improving access to, and use, of broadband service by public safety agencies; and

· Stimulating the demand for broadband, economic growth and job creation.

When it comes to access to broadband, Alaska residents are the most “unserved” and “underserved” population in the United States.  Public safety agencies in rural Alaska do not have interoperable communications.  The unemployment rate in these areas is consistently higher than anywhere else within the contiguous 48 states.  In rural Alaska access to health care and educational opportunities are limited, but both have expanded in communities with reliable broadband service.  Broadband infrastructure and access is particularly important in Alaska where other traditional infrastructure such as roads connecting communities together often do not, and may not ever, exist.  
The barriers to broadband access in Alaska include vast distances, challenging topography, a lack of basic infrastructure, and affordability.  Improving access to and expanding broadband infrastructure across rural Alaska requires innovative cooperative projects across the private and public sectors, including state agencies, university, native corporations, and regional non-profit agencies and providers.  The State requests the NTIA and RUS consider these challenging factors as they create and refine competitive grant and loan program opportunities under BTOP. 

Background
Distance, Topography, Lack of Basic Infrastructure, Affordability
The limited broadband infrastructure in Alaska is the result of the compounded challenges imposed by great distances, demanding topography, and the general lack of basic infrastructure which is taken for granted elsewhere in the United States.  Alaska’s rural broadband infrastructure is limited to satellite hub connectivity with just a few regions offering any multi-community distribution by means of a microwave network.  While fiber optic infrastructure is more economical to maintain, the costs of initial construction has been prohibitive due to the combination of the geographic challenges of distance and topography and the sparse populations available to provide the user base to offset construction debt and support the on-going costs of operations and maintenance.  Expansion of the user base of the existing limited broadband infrastructure which could lower individual rates is as critical across rural Alaska as is any expansion of broadband infrastructure.
Affordability of broadband service is a major challenge to expanding availability of such service in rural Alaska.  High costs for fuel, electricity, and water and sewer service, combined with limited cash incomes, make it difficult for many rural Alaskans to afford their current fuel and utility bills.  Adding another monthly bill for individual broadband service, even at the rates charged in lower cost areas of the contiguous U.S., is simply not practical for many rural Alaskans.  One potential solution to this issue is providing public broadband access through community centers and other public facilities.

“Unserved” and “Underserved”
By any definition of “unserved” and “underserved”, Alaska’s rural areas are the least advanced in broadband service in the entire United States.  During the March 19 hearing, the NTIA heard recommendations for defining “unserved” areas of broadband service that ranged from census tracts with downstream speeds of less than 3-5 mbps to census tracts defined by quantities of urban public housing or pockets of poverty.  Another definition of “unserved” was an area limited to dial up or satellite connectivity.

Alaska’s rural areas are, for the most part, limited to satellite connectivity.  There are only limited areas in rural Alaska which have any terrestrial microwave distribution systems which deploy broadband services across limited areas.  Much of Alaska’s rural communities have no access to broadband service at all.  Where satellite broadband connectivity does exist, downstream and upstream speeds are only a fraction of 1 mbps.  In correspondence with U.S. Senator Stevens the Regulatory Commission of Alaska (RCA) reported obtaining information on internet availability for 341 Alaska communities. This research indicated that approximately 47 Alaska communities are without local dialup or broadband internet service.  The vast majority of the 294 communities with Internet availability through local dialup or broadband receive signal at or below 256 kbit/s speeds (http://rca.alaska.gov/RCAWeb/Documents/Broadband/Internet_connectivity-070112.pdf). 
If broadband infrastructure access and expansion are fundamental to economic development efforts in today’s global economy, Alaska’s rural areas are among the most demanding of broadband infrastructure funding.  Alaska’s rural areas have some of the highest unemployment rates in the United States, currently ranging from 15 percent to over 20 percent in some areas.  These rural Alaska unemployment rates are two to three times higher than most regions across the contiguous 48 states.

The unemployment rates in the U.S. Department of Labor as of January 2009 reported the highest rate of unemployment as 12 percent in the state of Michigan. While the overall unemployment rate for Alaska in January was 7.8 percent, the unemployment rates in rural Alaska exceed these averages.  

The main reason most Alaska communities are “unserved” or “underserved” by broadband technologies is due to the extraordinary remoteness of rural Alaskan communities which drives the cost of providing broadband access up.  Lack of access to broadband in Alaska represents a significant barrier to economic development, access to health care through telemedicine and educational opportunities.  Most rural communities have no connectivity to the road system.  Transportation connections that do exist are by expensive air transport.   This logistical situation increases costs and reduces availability of markets, resources, access to health care and educational opportunities to residents.  
Economic Development

The availability of the internet through broadband access offers the best method for advertising goods and services in Alaska’s rural communities.  Enterprises such as ecotourism businesses and Native handicrafts are just two examples of how broadband can aid economic development.   Internet access also offers a means to purchase supplies and equipment which can reduce the cost of doing business.  Additionally, broadband access encourages businesses to take advantage of the full range of internet services such as federal tax preparation and reporting, internet banking, grant and loan applications, participation in training opportunities, networking through trade associations, research and general communications.

Public Safety, Health Care, Education
Life, health and safety demands in rural Alaska are at high risk due to this limited and satellite-dependent broadband infrastructure.  Currently there are no communities with interoperable public safety communication capabilities in Alaska’s rural regions.  Few, if any, local communities have the ability to communicate with public safety resources in their neighboring communities let alone with state or federal public safety resources.  

Recognizing this risk, the Alaska Division of Homeland Security within the Alaska Department of Military and Veterans Affairs has targeted rural Alaska public safety interoperable communication as the first priority in its state-wide interoperable communication planning and implementation efforts.  These efforts are funded by the NTIA through the Public Safety Interoperable Communication (PSIC) grant program.


Access to health care in rural Alaska is limited due to distance, topography, lack of basic infrastructure and affordability issues.  While Alaska has pioneered the field of telehealth and telemedicine using broadband, access to health care is still very limited in rural Alaska.  New and expanded access to broadband is needed to improve access to health care in rural Alaska.
Broadband is an important element for education in rural Alaska.  Broadband can (and does) bring educational opportunities and interactions to rural Alaska that can not be provided any other way due to the isolated nature of many communities.  Additionally, technology is a cornerstone on which all business, public or private, is based today.  As part of the future workforce, children living in rural Alaska must become competent in the use of rapidly changing technology.  Increasingly, the use of the internet via broadband is a critical component of technology.   

NTIA Request for Information Questions

2.  The Role of the States:  The Recovery Act states that NTIA may consult the States 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.  

Under the Broadband Act of 2008 states are required to designate one entity to coordinate broadband mapping and planning.  In Alaska, coordination of broadband mapping and planning is even more challenging than in most other states due to the challenges of the current limitations of satellite-only broadband service infrastructure, coupled with the additional challenges facing efforts to increase broadband services with more cost effective and greater functional speeds of fiber optic infrastructure.  As noted above, these challenges include the high cost of infrastructure development due to vast distances across demanding topography compounded by the sparse population densities available to support sufficient user costs required to offset both construction debt retirement and on-going operating and maintenance costs.  

Improving access to existing broadband infrastructure and expanding that infrastructure will require creative and collaborative efforts across state and political subdivisions, university, non-profit organizations, regional native organizations, and the U.S. Department of Commerce supported by the Denali Commission.  The role of the State of Alaska is to enable this consortium effort across both mapping of existing broadband services as well as the coordination of all stakeholders through the process of creating a single strategy for long-term broadband infrastructure throughout Alaska.  To this end, the State of Alaska has requested the Denali Commission, a joint federal-state agency, to coordinate these consortium efforts on broadband.

A primary and critical challenge facing this coordinated consortium planning effort for Alaska’s broadband infrastructure development is to ensure that any infrastructure expansion is sustainable across its life cycle of operations and maintenance.  Identifying and sustaining all broadband infrastructure needs and the resulting interdependencies between the private and public sectors is key to identifying synergies which will make broadband expansion feasible across rural Alaska from a sustainability perspective.

The Recovery Act requires the FCC to produce a national broadband plan by May 2010.  An Alaska state-wide map and plan will inform the national plan and poise Alaska entities for maximum success for using Recovery Act broadband programs.  
A second key role of the State of Alaska is to ensure accessibility and availability of State services to all Alaskans.  Increasingly, Alaskans are demanding online services from State agencies.  This has required annual expansion of the State’s broadband access.  Rural businesses, residents and community governments (tribal and municipal) have unequal access to private and government services such as: online business license applications, government program applications, research and data, federal tax reporting, and electronic banking.  
Municipal and borough governments, like State offices, provide important access for citizens to web based information and resources.  Many have a public computer set up for use by citizens that cannot afford computer service.  Most households don’t have the resources to have state of the art computers or software, with as many as 70% below federal poverty level.  Therefore they rely on public and non profit institutions to get access to the internet. Although State of Alaska offices exist in rural regional centers to help individuals and organizations with access to State services, these State offices do not have broadband access that fully utilizes the available broadband speed and capacity in private owned delivery systems.
The State of Alaska plays also plays a role in ensuring that public safety interoperable communications infrastructure is extended across rural Alaska.  The lack of any public safety interoperable communication systems heightens risk to rural Alaskans when incidents arise.  Neighboring communities are not even connected by interoperable public safety communications let alone have interoperable communication infrastructure, broadband dependent, which connects them to critical state and federal public safety resources. 

The State of Alaska has an interest in seeing broadband access expanded throughout Alaska to enable delivery of telemedicine in communities with limited access to health care.  The State also has an interest in seeing broadband access expanded to enrich educational opportunities for school children.

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

BTOP grant application and selection criteria should be drafted to establish State competitiveness for projects with the limited objective of improving access to existing broadband infrastructure for state services including and public health, safety and education.

States and political subdivisions (Sec. 6001(e)(A)) cannot compete for BTOP grant funds if required to meet all grant purposes established in Sec.6001 (b) and (g) of the Recovery Act which are currently focused on the private sector. Recovery Act language is unclear whether states and political subdivisions are eligible to apply for and be competitive in the grant award process for projects that meet only one of the BTOP grant purposes.  In addition, while grant funds are available to “construct and deploy broadband facilities that improve public safety broadband communications” (Sec.6001(g)(5)), Recovery Act language is unclear whether states and political subdivisions are eligible for grant funds if this construction and deployment is for improving access to existing broadband infrastructure only.  

As explained earlier, Alaska’s rural areas are the least advanced in broadband service across the entire United States.  Access to existing broadband infrastructure in rural Alaska requires significant capital investment in hardware and software.  Currently no interoperable communication system exists for public safety agencies in rural Alaska. The Alaska Department of Military and Veterans Affairs, Division of Homeland Security, is currently preparing a state-wide interoperable communication plan with PSIC grant funds from NTIA. 

Constructing such an interoperable communication system accessing existing broadband infrastructure by public safety agencies also requires the construction of additional significant capital assets for radio distribution and connectivity, e.g. towers, antennae, routers, switches, and even microwave distribution systems.  Even where limited terrestrial broadband network connectivity does exist in rural Alaska, access by the State of Alaska and political subdivisions still requires additional infrastructure investment.  Access by public safety agencies still requires the additional capital investment for radio signal connectivity and distribution. 

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.

BTOP grant eligibility requirements should be drafted to eliminate match requirements for states and political subdivisions.  Grant eligibility language that waives match requirements for building or expanding public safety interoperable communication system access to existing broadband infrastructure is essential to advance critical public safety requirements in rural Alaska.  At a minimum, match requirements should be defined to allow the generous use of in-kind state and political subdivision expenditures. 

BTOP criteria for 20% matching funds (Sec 6001(f)) are prohibitive requirements for states and political subdivisions within the current economic environment.  Additional language in this section (Sec.6001(f)(1)-(2) allows for a reduction in matching funds but requires the applicant to submit a waiver petition and further requires that the petition is judged to demonstrate financial need.  This language is very general and does not define the conditions required to demonstrate financial need by the applicant.  In addition, the petition waiver process will require time and, by definition, will limit any competitiveness by states or political subdivision for grant funds.

One competitive criterion established in the Recovery Act BTOP language is to “ensure access to broadband service by community anchor institutions” (Sec.6001(g)(3)).  Using BTOP grant funds to support access to existing broadband infrastructure in rural Alaska by the state and political subdivisions would enable public sector entities to establish themselves as “community anchor institutions.”  Increasing the “anchor” capabilities of in rural Alaska could provide the increased connectivity numbers needed by providers to offset capital debt incurred by building broadband infrastructure or to contribute to on-going operations and maintenance expenses.

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 development. 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.

BTOP (Sec.6001) and RUS loan and grant (Title I) application and selection criteria should be drafted to encourage the coordination of grant and/or loan awards to ensure the competitiveness of comprehensive and likely consortium-driven broadband infrastructure projects across rural Alaska.

As noted earlier, access to existing broadband infrastructure and expanding broadband infrastructure across rural Alaska will require a consortium of efforts by private carriers, non-profit organizations, regional native organizations, local and regional political subdivisions and the State of Alaska.  It is likely that applicants will be required to utilize both NTIA and RUS funding sources to satisfy the requirements for successful construction as well as long term user commitments to guarantee critical on-going operating and maintenance costs of that infrastructure.

In some cases, expansion of existing terrestrial broadband infrastructure will first require the solidification of anchor commitments to existing limited broadband infrastructure before expansion of that infrastructure can be financially justified and executed.  

These interlinking critical over-all project components will likely require access to both funding sources for individual project components by one or more applicants.  The competitiveness of the overall project will require recognition and support of the individual project efforts, likely by more than one applicant.  The success of the overall project will require coordination between both BTOP and RUS grant programs to ensure the competitiveness of the individual applications by project participants.

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.
The NTIA should recognize the fact that a primary reason many communities are “underserved” or “unserved” is because the costs of providing the service can not be recouped.  BTOP funds should be used to make unsustainable broadband projects sustainable by providing capital grant funds for increasing and expanding broadband access in “unserved” and “underserved” areas.  It is important that broadband projects be structured so that ongoing maintenance and operation costs can be recouped from ongoing revenues.

NTIA grant application and selection criteria should ensure state and political subdivision competitiveness for projects that enhance the state’s ability to meet FCC Narrowband Mandate requirements in rural areas.
Current FCC Narrowband Mandate requirements continue to place an unfunded burden on state and political subdivisions across rural Alaska with only two years remaining for compliance.  Without access to federal grant funds, most political subdivisions and rural Alaska state legacy radio systems will be hard pressed to meet these FCC Narrowband Mandate requirements. 

RUS Request for Information Questions

3. How should RUS evaluate whether a particular level of broadband access and service is needed to facilitate economic development?

BTOP and RUS grant application selection criteria should establish criteria that encourage infrastructure development which increases access to existing broadband infrastructure in rural areas to improve existing economic development programs.  Key to this is acknowledging that most economic development facilitation programs are driven by the public sector and non-profit organizations. 
Often, in rural Alaska communities, state, borough, city or tribal offices, provide the only access to broadband internet access for information and resources.  Many have a public computer set up for use by citizens who cannot afford computers or broadband service.  Most households, with as many as 70 percent below federal poverty level, do not have the resources to have computers or software much less pay for broadband access.  Thus, many citizens in rural Alaska rely on public and non profit institutions to get access to the internet. 

Most economic development facilitation programs are driven by programs promoted by the public sector and non-profit organizations and are delivered at the local level.  The Alaska Department of Commerce, Community and Economic Development (DCCED) offers the Small Business Economic Development Program, the Rural Development Initiative Fund, and the Alaska Capstone Avionics Loan Program just to name a few.  In addition, DCCED offers general assistance through its Office of Economic Development and its Division of Corporations, Business, and Professional Licensing.  
Broadband access to these programs online is especially important for communities in rural Alaska which do not have State offices in their community.  Whether applying for and renewing a business license, applying for a business loan, or seeking publicly financed infrastructure, or hoping to bid on public projects and services – broadband access enhances economic opportunities in small communities.  

The effectiveness of these existing economic development programs across rural Alaska could be improved by expanding access to the limited broadband infrastructure where it already exists and expanding broadband infrastructure into “unserved” areas.  Current broadband infrastructure in most areas of rural Alaska is dependent on satellite connectivity to support a terrestrial microwave network distribution system.  Access to this existing terrestrial network system requires significant additional capital infrastructure investment by the State of Alaska and political subdivisions. 

Even 1 megabits-per-second downstream and 250 kilobits-per-second upstream speeds, which are below minimal staple speeds as defined by broadband carriers across the contiguous states by as much as 50 percent, are currently unachievable by state agencies in rural Alaska.  Any expansion of the existing limited broadband infrastructure in rural Alaska across the next two years will continue to require satellite connectivity and microwave network distribution systems.  As discussed above, existing and expanded broadband infrastructure development in rural Alaska is dependent on anchor user commitments.  Without capital investment in the hardware and software infrastructure to improve access speeds to existing broadband infrastructure across rural Alaska, let alone its expansion, critical economic development programs are significantly hampered. 

4.  In further evaluating projects, RUS must consider the priorities listed below.  What value should be assigned to those factors in selecting applications?  What additional priorities should be considered by RUS? 

RUS grant funding priorities and selection criteria should ensure state and political subdivision competitiveness for projects that support expansion of existing state and local and public safety interoperable communications where they are limited or do not exist.

Currently public safety interoperable communications do not exist across rural Alaska.  Rural Alaska encompasses an area equal to more that 10 percent of the entire area of the 48 contiguous states.  In most cases, rural Alaska communities do not even have public safety interoperable communications with their neighboring communities.  Establishing minimal public safety interoperable communication capabilities across rural Alaska is the primary objective the Alaska’s Public Safety Interoperable Communication program established and funded, in part, by NTIA through the Alaska Department of Military and Veterans Affairs, Division of Homeland Security. 

While access to satellite broadband connectivity is available to major community hubs in rural Alaska, even limited public safety interoperable communication systems require significant infrastructure investment for satellite access as well as for minimal local and regional terrestrial network distribution systems.
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