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Dated March 9, 2009.

HierComm, Inc. is a young company actively and successfully involved in planning, designing, developing, and deploying leading edge equipment for and building out rural wireless networks with true broadband service (9 megabits per second and higher symmetrical) today. The networks that we design and build are very high speed broadband and cost effective for both public safety and commercial use. With emerging hardware and software, we believe that deploying 100 to 200 megabits per second networks, even in many rural areas, is achievable within a decade. Although we have submitted some comments during the public meetings, we are submitting the following policy-level supplementary comments. 

We believe that the policies being established by NTIA, RUS and the FCC for ARRA present a singular opportunity to establish policies with long-lasting beneficial impact for the United States of America on par with the policies to build continental railways and the interstate highway system. We consider implementation policies such as those that would govern access to and cost of the "Middle Mile" and require technology-neutral network design and deployment are essential parts of the effort to serve rural/suburban America with true broadband.
In brief, we encourage the NTIA and the RUS to consider several important points. 

1.
Adopt an ambitious, forward-looking definition of true “broadband.” 

Existing definitions and some of the proposals at the ARRA public meetings are tantamount to President Kennedy having proposed that in a decade we would reach the top of Mt. McKinley, not the moon. As absurd as that sounds in retrospect, the extremely low standards proposed by some parties are just as ludicrous. Broadband deployments in some other countries have discredited some claims of “broadband” coverage in the U.S., making us seem so far behind as to be embarrassing.

Technology available today indicates that our goals should be 200 megabit per second services within a decade. Our company, HierComm, Inc. recently began operating a rural fixed wireless network that has minimum service of 3 megabits per second both ways and 9 megabits per second both ways for the highest service. Moreover, our network covers 40 square miles with just 5 inexpensive access points and can be upgraded easily to higher throughput. If and when the “Middle Mile” bottleneck can be broken or circumvented our service could be increased 10 to 20 times over the next 10 years in most rural areas. The wireless technology to do this either exists today or is well within the technology roadmaps of semiconductor and network hardware companies, including ours. See the Attachment with a copy of our previously submitted comments about broadband definitions. 


2.
Look well beyond the traditional telecom companies and approaches. 

We encourage NTIA and RUS to look well beyond the traditional telecomm carriers who have a vested interest in a “slow and deliberate” approach and have an enormous bias in favor of closed, non-competitive systems. One could easily conclude that their approach is what has resulted in the United States of America being the telecomm technology leader while falling farther and farther behind in a deployment of state-of-the-art networks. Newer “hybrid” network models with optical fiber and wireless for rural (and some outlying suburban) areas can be much more rapidly deployed and use infrastructure more efficiently than traditional switched networks.

3.
Leverage your grants to increase access to and lower the cost of the “Middle Mile.” 

We strongly encourage both of your grant-making agencies to leverage your valuable “seed money” as much as possible by concentrating on expanding very low cost “Middle Mile” access. There are many local service providers, particularly for wireless services in low-density areas whose Achilles heel is the high cost of the connection to the national fiber network at a point of presence (POP) for the Internet controlled by large telecommunications providers. If you were to fund Middle Mile development and require all future federal funding of telecomm projects to include cheap or free access to the fiber optic network, private capital could do much more to serve the unserved and underserved areas. 

4.
Use the Entire telecommunications ecosystem. 

There is no need to wait for the major telecom companies to reach all corners of the U.S. Just as small, local telecoms filled the gaps for telephone service, smaller, local or regional ISPs can fill the Internet service gaps in rural areas. Also please don’t rely on the local telecoms alone in rural areas; their biases toward switch-based “transition technologies” such as DSL is often as strong as it is for the larger companies. Cellular telephone companies also claim to be able to serve everyone some day with “4G” services; however, services that exceed 4G performance are being deployed already in fixed and “nomadic” wireless systems. Moreover, the primary targets for cellular companies have been and will continue to be the heavily served metro markets. 

Incumbent providers will press understandably for the adoption of selection criteria such as financial strength and “experience” to be used in evaluating grant applications for public-private partnering. While playing to their strengths, it also stifles new entrants, especially those with new technologies. If that had been the case in cellular telephony, then companies such as McCaw Cellular, which eventually formed the nucleus of AT&T Cellular, should not have existed. Similarly, in hardware it is Cisco, not Alcatel-Lucent (formerly the original AT&T’s Western Electric subsidiary) that builds most of the hardware at the core of the Internet. New companies with fresh technology and business models are essential for maximizing the rate of progress. The telecom lobbyists are powerful; however, that does not make their proposals the best ones.

Solutions that work well in metro or dense suburban areas will not be economically viable for serving the 60 million Americans who live in rural parts of the country. Moreover, millions more in some low density areas of largely suburban counties are also underserved as they wait for extensions of fiber, cable, and DSL services, which may take several more years to be deployed. Consequently, encouraging broadband development for all Americans will require new approaches if it is to be done rapidly and cost effectively.
  

5.
Promote broader administration policies to gain maximum leverage from federal spending for broadband deployment. 

NTIA and RUS grants should initiate changes in federal policies, beginning of course with their own grants, to require that any federal infrastructure funding should include provisions to leverage those investments by requiring broadband fiber deployment, particularly the Middle Mile. If every new federally funded mile of highways, bridges, tunnels, telecommunications, power lines, or other infrastructure were to require inclusion of conduits and large fiber optic bundles with easy access in the rights of way, including wireless systems, the initial costs would be very low - roughly 1% percent or less of a highway’s cost at the time of construction and far smaller percentage for bridges and tunnels. There would be a steady increase in fiber backbone and “Middle Mile” fiber that could be made available. The analog for this approach is the National Defense Interstate Highway Act, which funded limited access highways across the U.S. and assured tool-free access for all but a small percentage of the highway miles funded by the Federal government.

As was suggested by panelists and contributor in the ARRA public meetings in Las Vegas and Flagstaff, streamline the processes for access to public lands for telecommunications infrastructure. Particularly in the western states where federal lands comprise a very large percentage of the states’ area, being able to use road rights of way, or to place a few environmentally compatible wireless relay points in certain areas could dramatically increase Internet access, particularly for Native Americans.

6.
When issuing contracts for performing state broadband inventories focus on proposals that incorporate network design and planning skills and training for follow-on state run inventories; drop spending for “awareness campaigns.”

The primary purpose of a state-wide broadband inventory should be to determine where “true broadband” exists today, if and when it is likely to become available in the near future (such as 2-3 years), and where the most gaps are today and 2-5 years from now. A well-done broadband inventory could also include a preliminary state wide plan to guide state and federal policies for intelligently and efficiently expanding the network: first to get near 100% true broadband coverage, and second to encourage consumer choice. 

The bar for what constitutes broadband should be a high one. To infer that an area with peak of 0.5 or even 1.0 megabits per second download speed, and a fraction of that for uploads, is “adequately served” is short-sighted and may delay further improvements for a very long time. To spur nationwide economic development with the Internet requires a ubiquitous, high level of sustained performance of 5-10 megabits per second in both directions minimum within 2 years and speeds 10 to 20 times that within 10 years. 

Setting such a high bar will force us all to face the truly inadequate Internet service available to most U.S. citizens compared to the rest of the developed world. In order to prevent sliding farther down the national rankings, we need an honest assessment of our current status, not a sugarcoated, feel-good report, as some states would have themselves believe. To be the best in the world we need to be totally frank in comparing ourselves to the best in the world. Do we really want to settle for anything less? Catalyzing the nation to deploy state-of-the-art broadband, particularly a network that could sustain its lead, is one of the greatest legacies that a modern presidential administration could bestow on future generations of Americans.

Some early state efforts, such as Kentucky’s may have correctly determined that awareness was a barrier in their state for increased broadband penetration and usage at that time. However, our company’s experience in the Rural Telecom Conferences point to adoption of the best available network designs and hardware, and low cost Middle Mile fiber access as the limiting factors. In our own rural network word of mouth has led to increasing subscribers and simple marketing methods are all that is necessary to accelerate interest. What good is it to promote “awareness” of the benefits of broadband Internet access if it is not currently available and won’t be in some areas for several more years? Internet access is one of the few business services where the old movie line of “Build it and they will come!” actually works.

Thank you for reading and considering these suggestions.

Submitted on behalf of 

HierComm, Inc.

By:  Bruce McFadden

Vice President and CFO

Attachment

Suggested Definitions for Issuing Guidelines for NTIA and RUS Grants Under ARRA

Submitted by: Bruce McFadden



March 17, 2009
HierComm, Inc.



744 Winston Way

Hartland, Wisconsin 53029

There are very legitimate concerns about the declining rank of the United States of America in terms of the coverage and performance of broadband service among the countries of the world. The definitions proposed here are intended to lead us toward a higher standard that will enable all of our citizens and companies to compete globally. Moreover, advanced broadband service will offer new and efficient ways for government entities to serve the populace better than ever in diverse fields such as health care, public safety, education, and libraries, among many others.

Broadband:  This term is defined as the minimum channel throughput capacity available to telecommunications users as measured in megabits per second for accessing web-based services such as information searches, video streaming, health care information, and many other forms of information technology and entertainment. Since technology and the consequent demand for higher throughput are increasing rapidly, the minimum throughput to qualify as true broadband shall be specified as follows:

	Years
	Download Throughput

Megabits per second (Mbps)
	Upload Throughput

Megabits per second (Mbps)

	2009-10
	5 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;    3 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours 
	5 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;    3 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours

	2010-2011
	25 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;     15 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours 
	25 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;    15 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours

	2012-2014
	50 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  30 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours 
	50 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  30 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours

	2015-2018
	100 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  60 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours 
	100 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  60 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours

	Beyond 2018
	200 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  100 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours 
	200 Mbps average, sustainable during “non-peak” usage hours;  100 Mbps minimum average throughput during peak hours


The technology required to accomplished these broadband objectives is either available today or is well within the achievable 5-7 year technology roadmaps of the relevant fiber optic, cable, and wireless telecommunications technologies.

Many suppliers of telecommunications services and consulting services related to telecommunications have chosen to use quite low standards for what constitutes “broadband service” compared to the rest of the world. Throughputs as low as 384 kilobits per second have been declared “broadband,” apparently so that some parties can stake a claim to greater broadband penetration. Judged from a worldwide perspective this is ludicrous and harmfully misleading.

Another misleading aspect of “broadband” claims is the focus on download throughput. With more and more knowledge workers operating from home or remotely, which are highly desirable trends in demographics and for the environment, uploading throughput has become as important as downloading. Users who are engaged in information-intensive work or video-graphic content creation need more upload throughput now than is currently available. The artificial partitioning of available bandwidth to increase download throughput at the expense of uploading is a not-so-quaint anachronism of the earlier days of the Internet and cable TV. It increasingly serves advertising more than actual usage. Interactive entertainment and new forms of peering on the web have permanently altered the relationship of upstream and downstream service, requiring balanced throughput.

If the final adopted standards differ from the suggestions in the table above, we strongly urge the FCC, NTIA and RUS to adopt stricter, not looser standards, with the possible exception of giving more time for rural areas with population densities less than 250 per square mile to reach some of the thresholds beyond 2014.

Unserved Areas:  Any part of a state for which broadband service, as defined above, is: a) not currently available by any means, or b) is not currently available and is not likely to become available within the next year.

Underserved Areas:  Any part of a state for which Internet service is: a) is available in some form with 50% or more of the throughput of the standard, as defined above, but which fails to meet the throughput standards to qualify as broadband and is not likely to achieve the minimum throughput standard to qualify as broadband within the next year, or b) Internet service is available which meets the definition of broadband, but is only available for a price which is more than 25% higher than the average price of equivalent broadband service in the average of the three largest metropolitan areas of the state.

Comments on Unserved and Underserved Areas:  The fact is that many rural areas of the country have some limited access to Internet services via satellite, DSL, wireless, or other means. These services are labeled as “broadband” primarily for marketing purposes or because they meets a very low, non-standard definition of the term. Without a threshold definition for “Broadband” the challenge facing the FCC, NTIA and RUS for defining “Unserved” and “Underserved” areas becomes much greater. The goal of the legislation is to elevate Internet service across the entire the United States. Consequently, you must first set a high bar for what constitutes broadband, then measure what is or is not available in states against that standard.
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