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April 13, 2009

The Honorable Anna Gomez

Deputy Assistant Secretary

Herbert C. Hoover Building (HCHB) 
U.S. Department of Commerce / NTIA 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20230

Dear Secretary Gomez:

The National Grange, the nation’s oldest general farm and rural public interest organization, would like to applaud the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) on its efforts to effectively oversee funds allocated in the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) to promote broadband deployment in unserved and underserved rural communities across the nation. Combined with funds allocated to the USDA Rural Utility Service (RUS) for similar broadband deployment projects, the ARRA includes more than $7 billion for broadband deployment.  I appreciated the opportunity to participate in a panel discussion last month and present the views of the National Grange during one of the joint NTIA/RUS/FCC public listening sessions and I am pleased to be able to file comments on behalf of the National Grange today.

Founded in 1867, today the National Grange has more than 2,700 local, county and State Grange grassroots chapters in 37 states.  Today, the Grange is fighting for adequate access to modern communications technologies for farmers and rural Americans as the natural progression to our 140 year history of addressing the real life economic and political needs of farmers and rural Americans. 

As I stated during the March public listening session, the National Grange believes that the definition of broadband for the NTIA/RUS programs should be set to facilitate the largest range of viable proposals, provide for existing technologies that are durable enough to survive in the broadest range of climate and geographic challenges in rural communities and utilize the most cost effective available technologies to serve the purpose of the ARRA to quickly generate infrastructure related jobs in rural areas.  These are not programs that should be expected to push technological envelopes.

The definition of broadband for purposes of grant making should also take into account applications that can be immediately deployed and marketed to serve current, real world unmet needs in unserved and underserved areas in order to facilitate "take rates" and rapid utilization of the technology.  It should also be oriented toward deployment to unserved homes, farms and small businesses in rural areas. 

Additionally, the NTIA and RUS should define broadband along the lines of existing technical and legal standards set by regulatory agencies, such state utility commissions and the FCC, to provide for smooth transition and expansion beyond existing "frontier" broadband deployment areas into unserved rural areas. In that same vein, it is important that NTIA not include unnecessary regulatory provisions that prevent growth and discourage investment in broadband stimulus programs. The focus must stay on expedited broadband deployment into unserved and underserved rural communities instead of provisions that would undercut the very intent of Congress’ stimulus bill. 

Mapping the current availability of broadband in remote and rural communities is also crucial to making sure these funds are used appropriately. Detailed state maps need to be made and grants should be prioritized to make sure unserved areas are mapped accurately down to the granular level to determine broadband availability along on each block and on each road in every community nationwide. Public/private partnerships designed to allow competitive broadband providers to share information on coverage areas without having to publicly disclose private business related data or without having to disclose data about individual subscribers must be promoted and fully funded.  

Further, the NTIA and Rural Utilities Service should rely on state and especially local expertise when awarding grants. The NTIA and RUS broadband grant and loan programs are among the few major provisions of the AARA that do not have to be first forwarded through state government agencies.  It is critical that proposals developed by local leadership remain eligible for funding under the NTIA and RUS programs, whether or not state officials have completed their work on statewide broadband deployment plans.  Leadership at the local level understands best how to stimulate their economies and identify the areas of highest need. They have experience and are effective at utilizing private sector know-how for network construction and management. NTIA can and should work with state and local authorities to take advantage of current grant and RFP procedures for accepting bid, which will create jobs in the short term, while furthering our long term goals of total broadband connectivity.

By employing these sound definitions and practices, the NTIA and RUS can quickly, efficiently, and transparently disperse the funding from the stimulus to state and local leaders to get these activities off and running.  

The National Grange appreciates the opportunity to comment on this critically important program. We look forward to continuing to play a role in the months ahead.

Sincerely,

Leroy Watson

Leroy Watson, Legislative Director

National Grange of the Order of Patrons of Husbandry

