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April 13, 2009
Bernadette McGuire-Rivera, Associate Administrator

Office of Telecommunications and Information Applications

David P. Grahn, Associate General Counsel

Rural Development

Dear Madam and Sir:

Please accept the following comments on the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program.  East River Electric Cooperative is pleased to have the opportunity to make the following comments.
East River is an RUS borrower that supplies wholesale power to 20 electric cooperatives covering 36,000 square miles in eastern South Dakota and western Minnesota.
NTIA Comments 

In reference to Section 1. The Purpose of the Grant Program.

· We feel leveraging wireless broadband will enhanced efforts to bring smart grid technologies to rural un-served and underserved areas.  smart grid technology can be severely limited due to the lack of communication options that currently exist.

· Furthermore, with widely deployed broadband services such as WiMax, public safety agencies would have seamless access in sparsely populated rural areas.

In reference to Section 4.   Establishing Selection Criteria for Grant Awards:

· Federal funding is necessary in areas where it does not appear that the deployment of broadband would be economically feasible funded by private investment.  Criteria should be developed based on the availability and use of the system in rural areas which would determine the percentage of grant versus loan award.

· Priority should be given to proposals that leverage other recovery act projects such as utilizing broadband to further smart grid technologies.  

· Applicants that show commitment to sustaining the service once installed should be given additional consideration.

· Utilization of grant dollars in the pricing of services through the reduction of capital costs, which will make services competitive and those that offer the best product for the best price should be important considerations.

In reference to Section 7.  Grants for Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Service:

· New technology should be secure, fast, can be deployed over a common platform, server a large area and offer wireless connectivity in ways not possible before, should be given preference.

In reference to Section 9.  Financial Contributions by Grant Applicants:

· Applicant should show the ability to serve sparsely populated areas and be given preference to provide new technology platform.

In reference to Section 10. Timely Completion of Proposals:

· We believe the requirement for substantially completed projects within the two year time frame may be unrealistic; however we do believe the plan for deployment should be designed and approved within the 2 year time frame but believe up to an additional 3 years for full build out should be allowed with in the plan.  With total plan and build out not to exceed 5 years. 

In reference to Section 13. Definitions: The Conference Report on the Recovery Act states that NTIA should consult with the FCC on defining the terms ``unserved area,'' ``underserved area,'' and ``broadband.

· We believe the key criteria to defining unserved and underserved area should be cost of service and connectivity speeds.

· Nondiscrimination should insure that technology services should be made available to all consumers that live within the scope of the targeted service areas.

RUS Comments

In reference to Q1.   What are the most effective ways RUS could offer broadband funds 

to ensure that rural residents that lack access to broadband will 

receive it?

· Grants, loans and loan guarantees should be provided through existing borrowers who are already service providers in these rural areas.

In reference to Q1a.  Bundle loan and grant funding options to ensure such access is 

provided in the projects funded under the Recovery Act to areas that 

could not traditionally afford the investment;

· Base grant and loan percentage on the population density versus the number of new services in the area for example a lower number of potential customers equals a higher percentage of grant dollars.

In reference to Q2.  In what ways can RUS and NTIA best align their Recovery Act 

broadband activities to make the most efficient and effective use of 

the Recovery Act broadband funds?

· Look to those already providing needed services such as electricity in rural areas for developing and deploying new technologies.

In reference to Q2a.  RUS is charged with ensuring that 75 percent of the area is rural and without sufficient access needed for economic development. 

How should this definition be reconciled with the NTIA definitions of 

``unserved'' and ``underserved?''

· RUS and NTIA need to consider price competition, as well as insuring choice for broadband services.

In reference Q2b.  How should the agencies structure their eligibility 

requirements and other programmatic elements to ensure that applicants 

that desire to seek funding from both agencies (i) do not receive 

duplicate resources and (ii) are not hampered in their ability to apply 

for funds from both agencies?

· Allow for joint applications that propose specific funding from each agency for specific build out and delivery of broadband services.

In reference to Q3b.  What speeds are needed to facilitate ``economic development?'' 

What does ``high speed broadband service'' mean?

· Broadband speeds to facilitate ‘economic development’ should start with a minimum of IEEE standards for T1 connectivity.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments.  We look forward to working with NTIA and RUS in providing broadband services to Rural America

Sincerely,
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Scott Parsley

SP/kk
