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Background

The Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (BTOP), created by the 2009 Recovery and Reinvestment ACT, presents an opportunity for the Federal Government to help support the creation of our nation’s first Next Generation Mobile Network (NGMN) (4G) Grid. The Grid is a cost-effective, IP-based mobile broadband 4th generation/backward-compatible network architecture that can rapidly be deployed in unserved, underserved areas and rural communities. RuMBA believes that (4G) Internet-based network technology is more economical and ’green’ than wired networks, and does not require expensive upgrades. 

The build-out of a mobile broadband communications network will lead to immediate job retention and growth, and act as a long term economic stimulus, as envisioned in the 2009 Recovery Act. It should also provide essential communications and emergency alerting services in rural communities.

COMMENTS

RuMBA considers the following key minimum standards to be essential in determining the way forward in broadband deployment in rural areas: 


1. Ubiquitous: Our telephones and modems must seamlessly work everywhere: in rural, suburban and urban areas, so as to cover the additional 2 million square miles of broadband coverage needed.

2. All areas of continental US must have availability of E-911, with location service, and an emergency cell broadcast system with weather and disaster alerting (SMS).  Katrina-like outages are unacceptable.

3. Whether in the car, on the tractor, at home, in school or at work, and all areas in between, our nation relies on mobility; our networks must reflect our lifestyle needs.

4. Affordable: Rural Americans need competitive pricing for services and devices. Rural residents need the same access to services and devices as the rest of the country, at a fair price.

5. An investment must be made in next generation systems that can be operated at a profit and maintained by our local small town carriers. In expanding broadband connectivity, let’s look at the best, fastest, more dependable and affordable technologies, not yesterday’s.

PUBLIC SAFETY 
With regards to point (2) above, Title VI states that grants should be issued to projects that  “construct and deploy broadband facilities that improve public safety broadband communications services”.  RuMBA considers it imperative that any mobile platform selected should support single-site, Phase II, E911 emergency cell broadcast, cell site priority calling and other critical public safety features.  Providers should demonstrate their ability to provide and carry over their networks, emergency alert services (EAS) such as: severe weather watches and warnings, tornadoes, hurricanes, fires, earthquakes, Amber Alerts, and other natural and manmade emergency information relevant to people living in rural areas.  


RuMBA believes that a healthy competition among providers will ensue only if mobile broadband be given primary consideration for BTOP funding. Although fixed wireless broadband has been paramount to the expansion of high-speed Internet, the US experience, over the last twenty years, with personal communications services, has proven that end users desire to take their communications services with them.  Mobile service is now the primary means for voice communications, and broadband services will follow the same path:


- According to Informa Research, 75% of wireless users will subscribe to mobile broadband services by 2013
- Mobile broadband is growing three times faster than fixed broadband – according to studies done by Pyramid Research.

NTIA QUESTIONS:

Broadband:
The FCC defines “Basic Broadband” as 768 kbps to 1.5 Mbps, and several tiers of service (called generations) above 1.5 Mbps.  Other entities have defined Broadband as 100kbps and above, or 256 kbps and above. RuMBA recommends a separate definition of Broadband for wireless networks, and that 4G-ready Infrastructure be deployed in all rural areas, unserved and underserved areas, allowing for the gradual implementation of the fastest radio speed available. The IP-based infrastructure chosen should allow for interoperability of radio access, whether 2G, 3G or 4G, on technologies ranging from GSM, CDMA, UMTA, LTE and WiMax. That wireless connectivity should meet the definition of Broadband. RuMBA is in favor of Broadband being defined at the highest speed, which the FCC deems feasible, economically sustainable and supportive of the public interest, in view of the current stage of technological development. RuMBA also supports a periodic review to evaluate whether the minimum broadband speed should be increased due to technological advances or market changes.
Peak-Use Connection Speed: (True Connection Speed measured during peak usage times) Providers should guarantee a minimum peak-use connection speed.

Unserved Area: When less than 20 per cent coverage of a geographical area is present, the area is unserved. 

Underserved Area: Where 80 per cent of the geographical area is covered, by broadband providers, with remaining 20 per cent without coverage, the area is underserved.

Broadband Penetration:  Broadband penetration can be measured as the ratio of broadband subscribers to Internet subscribers/users. 

Broadband Availability:  Broadband availability is the portion of the population of an area that may subscribe to a broadband connection at prices comparable to those available in non-rural areas.

Selection Criteria for Grants

1. A primary consideration should be the applicant’s ability to provide broadband access to the greatest number of users possible, at the lowest possible cost, particularly, in rural, unserved and underserved areas.

2. The type of technology to be deployed. Although neutrality should be the rule, differences in technologies should be considered, when a particular technology can deliver a better broadband experience, to the greatest number of users, at the lowest possible cost, per customer and area covered.

3. The long-term sustainability of the deployed network should be a consideration. It should not require continuous government funding.

4. Solutions presented by providers with a proven track record of broadband deployment, should be prioritized.

5. Within mobile broadband technologies, there exists situations specific to rural areas, where legacy system architectures, which work well for schools and hospitals, have held back the delivery of services in many areas. Fortunately, there are wireless providers that offer cost-effective solutions that are non-municipal based, and that are available in wider areas, while offering more simple billing functions.  

6. Speed is important, but as stated above, should take the back seat to deployment of robust mobile (4G) options that can be upgraded as new technologies emerge. 

7. A competitive environment should prevail, allowing for lower prices to emerge as a result of competition.

8. Projects that are ‘shovel ready’ and deployable in the shortest possible time, need be given special attention

Selection Criteria for Grants Issued under the Special Allocation for “Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Services” 
1. Solutions that can significantly reduce providers operating cost in rural markets should be given selection priority.  
2. Customer take-up rates and operating profitability are measures that can be used to determine whether a program has succeeded.

NTIA should determine that it is in the public interest for private sector entities, including equipment and network vendors, to be eligible for grant awards.  
1. Eligibility for funding should be open to all entities, including private sector providers and equipment makers, as long as the proposal meets the litmus test of public interest. Most network build-out work is performed by network and equipment vendors, thus, the need to include such entities in the application and selection process. A likely scenario will be service providers and equipment makers filing joint applications.

RUS Questions

BROADBAND SPEED CONSIDERATION, as long as the currently available minimum speed established by the FCC is available, the following should be prioritized:

1. The availability of services from multiple providers, in a competitive environment, is more conducive to end user satisfaction, as there will be a choice of services that best fit each person’s technical requirements and ability or desire to pay.  

2. RUS should prioritize broadband projects that will benefit the most residents in rural and underserved areas.

3. End users should have a choice of Internet service providers

4. RUS should prioritize applicants that have the funds to commence and complete projects.
5. RUS should evaluate, from existing grants’ recipients, effectiveness of the provider in expanding broadband coverage, and level of satisfaction of existing customers. 


Conclusion
RuMBA USA recommends that the federal government select applicants for funding from a variety of perspectives, that: 

- Providers are able to deploy broadband in the largest possible unserved and underserved geographical area, cost-effectively, and within the time frame established.

- Applicants have a proven track record of successfully deploying networks, beginning with an established customer-base, however small. 

- That mobile broadband – 4th Generation IP-based - be evaluated as an optimal solution for rural areas, thereby enabling viable and sustainable businesses in remote areas where such economic activity was not previously possible.

