
American Recovery & Reinvestment Act (ARRA)
State of Ohio Response to NTIA/USDA Request for Information
Role of the States

ARRA provides that NTIA may consult with States regarding identification of unserved/underserved areas and allocation of grant funds which affect the state.  

Governor Strickland’s Office has the best vantage point on broadband issues in the State of Ohio, and is in communication with key stakeholder groups through the Ohio Broadband Council, an appointed body which assists the Governor in the development of State broadband policy; Connect Ohio, the Governor’s public-private partnership to research and promote broadband availability and adoption in Ohio; and through the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio, the Chairman of which is a member of the Governor’s cabinet. Ohio has also established www.recovery.ohio.gov in order to interact with Ohioans about ARRA priorities, and gather input on priority for broadband funding across the state.

Should NTIA request that the states take an active role in prioritization of grant awards, financial assistance should be provided to states in support of the costs of administering this process. 

The following is suggested in response to specific comment areas.
a. Priority in the early round of funding should be given to projects in states where up-to-date broadband availability maps are complete, and where data on residential and consumer broadband usage and barriers to adoption is available. The availability of this data will provide NTIA and RUS with assurance that these initial dollars are effectively targeted to areas where a need can be documented through research.
a. States are well equipped to identify priority areas for NTIA and RUS funding relative to the unique needs and environment of the State.  This could include state’s submitting data to reflect geographic areas that they identify as “unserved” based on criteria established by NTIA and RUS.  

b. States should be consulted in the grant allocation process to ensure alignment with strategic planning efforts, to avoid duplication between multiple projects, and to address related findings in broadband mapping and adoption data that may be available.  States, through a broadband project review team assigned by the Governor, should create a scoring rubric with criteria that aligns project prioritization with state objectives and state-specific data.  This scoring filter should be applied by the state review team to projects proposed in the state.
c. NTIA should resolve any differences on funding issues through consultation with a state’s Governor’s Office.

d. NTIA should require applicants to provide information on their proven capability, experience and capacity to ensure accountability and success.

Establishing Selection Criteria for Grant Awards

Ohio has the benefit of having recently conducted a statewide residential and business survey relative to broadband use and adoption in Ohio. The findings provide significant insight into the barriers to broadband adoption and the uses of broadband across Ohio. This data puts the State in a position to identify its “unserved” and “underserved” population, as well as to understand why some Ohio residents and businesses have chosen not to subscribe to broadband services.
a. Priority should be given to projects in states where up-to-date broadband availability maps are complete, and where data on residential and consumer broadband usage and barriers to adoption is available. 
NTIA should consider certain factors in its selection criteria for deployment grant opportunities.  Examples include:

· Proposal provides service to “unserved” population.  
i. Objective documentation (maps, research, etc.) should be submitted to validate the need.  Proposals should clearly identify the # of households that will receive service as a result of the project, indicating the proportion of those that are currently unserved.  

ii. Cost per unserved household should be a consideration in prioritizing awards.
· Proposal provides service to “underserved” population

i. Proposal improves levels of affordability
ii. Proposal increases adoption rates of broadband services
iii. Proposal increases computer ownership rates
iv. Proposal increases available access speeds above 768K
v. Proposal increases availability of public computing facilities
vi. Proposal supports workforce development efforts in areas of high unemployment

· Proposal includes a sustainable business model for after the initial investment of stimulus funds.  Factors to consider in determining sustainability could include existence of a long-range business plan, with future funding sources identified, number of years in business and past history in the geographic area. Specific criteria which indicate sustainability should be identified and applied to applicants as a prioritization factor.

· Project can be initiated expediently and completed within two years of funding.


· Return on investment is made possible only by initial federal assistance.


· Proposal supports enhancement or expansion of first responder interoperable communications

b. Weighting of criteria should give priority to proposals that will provide affordable service to the “unserved” and address barriers to adoption. Projects that reach “unserved” in the most economical and sustainable way should be given priority.  The reach and value of these projects should be proven against statistically significant data and mapping which clearly defines the need, number of potential newly reached households, and can be used to define the cost per customer accurately.
c. Priority should be given to projects in states where up-to-date broadband availability maps are complete, and where data on residential and consumer broadband usage and barriers to adoption is available. 

If proposals are suggested that seek to serve the same areas or overlap, priority should be given to the proposal that will provide broadband service to the highest percentage of unserved residents and businesses and includes a sustainable business plan. Consideration should also be given to the cost-effectiveness of plans to address unserved populations when comparing similar or overlapping proposals.
d. Priority should be given to those projects that provide the most cost-effective plans to achieve the goals of the broadband program, and consideration should be given to those projects that can leverage other sources of funding to meet the goals of the broadband program at the lowest additional cost.

.

e. Priority should be given to those projects that address several purposes and priorities as outlined in ARRA.

f. Sustainable adoption should be evidenced-based and research-driven, focused on addressing barriers to adoption that have been identified through quantitative research in the area to be served. Barriers may include awareness of the benefit of broadband use and access, affordability of broadband services, availability of service, and access to computing facilities or skills.

.  
g. The grant and loan programs should be technology neutral while requiring minimum speeds.  For those areas that are currently unserved a solution should provide a terrestrial speed of at least 768K with the capacity to expand with future technologies.  Anticipated speed of residential and business service should be disclosed as part of the application and become part of the public record. For those areas that are designated underserved, solutions should provide speeds of 3-5 mbps for household use and 10mbps for businesses.

h. Affordability should be the goal of the broadband program. The business model submitted with any application should be designed to result in appropriate rates necessary to sustain service beyond the period of initial funding. For proposals establishing service to currently unserved customers, applications should indicate the retail price assumptions driving the business model. If broadband service is not provided at an affordable price point to support adoption, the benefits of the use of broadband to support economic development, education and training the workforce will not be realized. However, affordability should come as a result of a high value-to-price ratio, not simply on low price alone.  A focus on the likelihood of a project to create sustainable adoption should be considered in a comprehensive way, with price being one of many considerations.
Grants for Expanding Public Computer Center Capacity

a. The following criteria should be considered to ensure success of the program:

· Capacity to serve a “minimum” number of clients in a geographic region.

· Availability of a minimum percentage of funding other than ARRA funds that is committed to public computer center activities.

· Ability to sustain public computer center activities beyond ARRA funding.

· Ability to provide diverse programming to meet multiple community needs (i.e., distance education, job training, job matching, computer literacy etc.)

· Ability to provide free or low cost access to technology and training.

· A demonstration of volunteers or trained professionals that can assist community members seeking services.

· A demonstration of community partners ready to assist the public computing center.

· Demonstration of “minimum” bandwidth capacity. 

· Capacity to conduct community outreach.
· Ability to offer services at flexible times.

· Demonstration of a governance structure or steering committee that has developed a strategic plan for future public computing center activities.

· Access to meaningful curriculum and a process to refresh and sustain programs that are current technologically, meeting current societal needs.
b. Community colleges and public libraries typically have the technical and human resources necessary to serve a large number of people in a geographic area. The funding for these institutions is usually very stable, and their primary objective is educating the community.  While other institutions in Ohio have offered public computing services; the ability to demonstrate long term sustainability and program quality has, at times, been deficient. Community colleges and public libraries should receive primary consideration for funding under the program.

Programs which specifically protect, expand, enable, and empower independent community technology centers should be considered highly important.  Programs which build links to libraries, community colleges, or sustainable sources of curriculum or programming should be considered a priority in “filling the gaps” that are put in place by community organizations working outside of government-sustained institutions such as libraries or community colleges.
Grants for Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Service

Through its Connect Ohio program, the State of Ohio has gathered significant, meaningful data about barriers to broadband adoption.  
a. Selection criteria for sustainable adoption programs should be evidence-based and should target specific barriers to adoption that have been identified by quantitative research.  The most common barriers indentified in Ohio data include lack of knowledge of broadband use and benefit, cost of service, and computer ownership. Programs that address these barriers through subsidized rates, computer give-away, and establishment of community literacy programs should be considered for award.
b. Criteria to measure success of these programs should be seen in increased take rate of providers, use of technology centers, job creation and opportunity.  Connected Nation estimates that a 7% increase in broadband use in Ohio will save or create 96,000 jobs, save $25.4M in health care costs, save $247.9M in fuel costs and have priceless value to quality of life and education.  Priority should be given to projects that have completed statistically-significant benchmark adoption measurement and can produce reports on the value of the investment.
Broadband Mapping

Ohio supports the objective of establishing a nationwide broadband inventory map, and is prepared to provide data as requested. The State of Ohio, through its Connect Ohio program, released an initial mapping of broadband availability in June 2008 which it continues to update on a quarterly basis.  Ohio would also suggest that the US Census include broadband related questions as another mechanism to gather data.
a. Maps should allow for the ongoing measurement of the success of broadband deployment programs, and provide a visual depiction of pockets of unmet demand that current and potential broadband providers can target. 

b. Maps should contain service availability segregated by residential, business, and education use; speed availability; and price. Broadband availability data should be presented at the census block level, with the ability to depict population density.
c. Data should be provided at census block or address level to ensure accuracy, and should have a mechanism for the reporting of inconsistencies or inaccuracies by consumers and communities.

d. NTIA should take into consideration that many states may have already established programs similar to that as envisioned in PL 110-385.  These states should not be penalized for early action.  NTIA should consider funds that have already been expended on establishing eligible programs in awarding grants, allowing these expenditures to serve as match for ARRA funds for the continuation or expansion of existing programs.

e. Programs such as Connect Ohio have been created to research and target broadband availability and adoption in states provide a useful model for fulfilling the requirements of PL 110-385.  

f. As a condition to receiving inventory grants, states should be required to gather data from providers regarding deployed services and speeds available.  States should also have a mechanism for incorporating public input to ensure the accuracy of the data.
g. Standard mapping tools and ESRI compatible technologies should be used in state mapping efforts to ensure that the data from multiple sources can be rolled up into a searchable national database.  Standard definitions regarding broadband speeds and services should be considered.

h. Other conditions should also be attached to the grants such as frequency of updates, inclusion of providers, incorporation of input from the public and public availability of aggregated mapping data
i. Other information that should populate the nationwide map includes population density and available speeds.  It may also be beneficial to include broadband related research questions in the US Census.

j. FCC and NTIA should work together to ensure centralized data repository as opposed to having to maintain data within multiple entities.

Financial Contributions by Grant Applicants

NTIA should consider an alternative to the 20% match requirement that is included in the ARRA provisions for NTIA funded projects.  Due to the budget constraints, many of the entities that will benefit most from the grants and loans may not have ready access to new sources of funds required for a match.  Consideration should be given to allow prior expenditures as well as in-kind contributions toward meeting this requirement.  
Considerations should also be given for in-kind match such as existing infrastructure, right-of-way, waiver of fees, project management, project planning, engineering services, operating expenses and other similar investments.  For example, wireless broadband service may be integral to addressing rural availability.  To that end, wireless implementation could use existing state radio tower infrastructure to support these plans.  Use of this existing infrastructure should be considered an in-kind match.
In December 2007, the State of Ohio launched Connect Ohio, a public-private partnership to address broadband availability in the State.  Ohio made an investment to establish this program to map broadband availability, research broadband use and adoption, work to stimulate and aggregate demand, and engage communities in the development of local and regional technology plans. Connect Ohio includes all of the program elements outlined in the Broadband Data Improvement Act (PL 100-385).  Ohio will seek federal funding to support the continuation and possible expansion of this effort, and the investment to date should be considered match per the requirements for NTIA funding. 

a. Financial need can be shown in many cases based on current federal designations for distressed or at-risk counties.  Ohio’s Appalachia region includes 6 ARC-distressed and 9 ARC at-risk counties. Recent economic data, such as the state’s or local area’s unemployment rate should also be considered for flexibility or waiver of match requirements.

b. A proposal should receive less than 80 percent share of federal funds if the projects may not have been completed without funding, but requires less than an 80 percent subsidy in order to make  the investment possible.  For example, a project that does not show a return on investment with a $1mm level of private investment may be completed and sustainable with a stimulus infusion of only 50% of total project costs.
c. Federal assistance should be provided if an applicant can demonstrate that without federal funds, the project’s business model would be unsustainable or would be partially or completely unfunded. Visibility to an applicant’s recent project performance may be necessary in order to justify a subsidy.
Coordination with USDA’s Broadband Grant Program

Coordination between NTIA, USDA and FCC is necessary to ensure meaningful investment in deployment of broadband in rural, unserved and underserved areas of the United States.  Ohio supports a process to ensure the most beneficial and expansive projects are funded, and strongly encourages active communication between the agencies and the states throughout the funding process to ensure an award under one program does not preclude awards to other, more aggressive or expansive programs in the same geographic area.
USDA should give consideration to focusing on the grant aspect of the program rather than the loan aspect.  In the current economic climate, the demand for loans will surely lag behind that of grant program.  

DEFINITIONS

The ARRA language includes references to many terms that will affect project eligibility as well as how grant and loan funds are allocated.  Ohio requests consideration of the following designations.

a. Unserved: Through its Connect Ohio initiative to benchmark broadband availability through mapping, the State of Ohio has identified areas that remain without access to broadband service, where terrestrial broadband service is defined as offering download speeds of 768K or greater. These areas represent approximately 5.2% of households in Ohio, and over 37% of its geographical areas. The lack of coverage, primarily concentrated in rural areas, is likely due to terrain and the inability of providers to aggregate sufficient demand to ensure a reasonable return on investment.  It is clear that without federal support these areas and populations will remain without access to sufficient broadband capabilities. Where low population densities make it difficult for providers to achieve desired returns on investment, stimulus funds can support capital investments that would not otherwise occur. 

While some technologies such as satellite internet services are available nearly everywhere in the Continental US, many remain unaffordable and do not offer competitive access speeds.  The mere existence of satellite internet service should not limit the identification of an area as “unserved.” 

Underserved:  In defining underserved for purposes of the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, Ohio would desire an outcome that results in a funding mix of geographical areas and populations.  In Ohio, the opportunity to bring economic and social benefits to citizens is ten times larger in addressing underserved as opposed to addressing unserved residents.  More than 5 million Ohioans do not adopt broadband because they are underserved in some way.  The cost to solve these problems, though, is generally lower than to solve the problem of being unserved.
Ideally, a program targeting underserved areas would prioritize areas where subscribership to broadband services is low, and would focus on overcoming identified barriers to adoption. The State of Ohio recommends a definition of underserved that prioritizes areas with a lack of competition among private broadband service providers, above average subscriber fees, cost prohibitive build out costs, below average adoption rates of broadband services, below average computer ownership rates, below average access speeds, and lack of public computing facilities.  Because the most common barrier to adoption is a lack of understanding of broadband’s benefits, it is important to consider programs which raise awareness, or increase the value of available broadband services.  In this case, it is very important that these programs provide a sustainable increase in adoption.

b. Broadband.  The U.S. dramatically lags its international counterparts; a recent survey by the Communications Workers of America shows a median broadband access speed of 2.3 mbps, compared to 63 mbps in Japan, 17 mbps in France and 7.6 mbps in Canada. This is a matter of global economic competitiveness. The current FCC definition of 768K is considered the “floor” for defining broadband capability in Ohio, however Ohio has a goal of achieving even higher speeds to insure equal statewide access to broadband services. The NTIA, USDA and FCC should be flexible yet aggressive in defining broadband, and continue to revisit the definition frequently, to ensure access speeds keep pace with global standards. Threshold speeds should be technology-neutral, symmetrical, and based on average household-reported speed tests. Ohio would support the establishment of threshold speed definitions for each of three sectors: residential, business and education/research.

d. A standard definition of the word “sustainable” in the context of “sustainable adoption programs” would also be beneficial to ensure the program's success. While sustainability may serve to define the adoption program itself, in terms of its ability to continue even after stimulus funds are expended, sustainability could also be defined to describe the broadband adoption that results. Because the use of broadband is the best way to learn about its benefits, allowing an individual or business to subscribe will likely result in a customer for life, as long as cost is not an issue. In other words, affordable broadband may be the most sustainable adoption program there is. Clarification would be helpful to ensure ARRA funds the most effective and lasting adoption programs.  

e. Consideration of affordability must be included in any definition for BTOP. The value that a proposal gains through use of federal funds should be reflected in the pricing of the service.  If the price point for broadband service is too high, even ubiquitous broadband will remain out of reach for many citizens.  
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