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I. Application Process
3. Specification of Service Areas. The broadband infrastructure application required applicants to submit data on a census block level in order to delineate the proposed funded service areas. Some applicants found this requirement burdensome. What level of data collection and documentation should be required of applicants to establish the boundaries of the proposed funded service areas? 
The primary burden was is in defining whether a census block qualified as being un-served or underserved, as information regarding service availability & subscribership is not available at that level of detail.
4. Relationship between BIP and BTOP. The Recovery Act prohibits a project from receiving funding from NTIA in areas where RUS has funded a project.4 Section VI.C.1.a.i of the NOFA required that infrastructure applications consisting of proposed funded service areas which are at least 75% rural be submitted to and considered under BIP, with the option of additional consideration under BTOP.5 According to the NOFA, NTIA will not fund such an application unless RUS has declined to fund it.6 RUS and NTIA are presently reviewing joint applications consistent with the process set forth in the NOFA. Should these kinds of rural infrastructure applications continue to be required to be submitted to RUS or should the agencies permit rural applications to be submitted directly to NTIA, without having to be submitted to RUS as well, and if so, how should NTIA and RUS proceed in a manner that rewards the leveraging of resources and the most efficient use of Federal funds? Are there situations where it is better to give a loan to an applicant as opposed to a grant? Are there applicants for which a loan would not be acceptable, and if so, how should the programs consider them?
The most significant improvement would be to clarify the application requirements if an entity is applying for both types of funding. 
II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA

A. Funding Priorities and Objectives. 
1. Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” Projects. Should RUS and/or NTIA focus on or limit round 2 funding on projects that will deliver middle mile infrastructure facilities into a group of communities and connect key anchor institutions within those communities? Ensuring that anchor institutions, such as community colleges, schools, libraries, health care facilities, and public safety organizations, have high-speed connectivity to the Internet can contribute to sustainable community growth and prosperity. Such projects also have the potential to stimulate the development of last mile services that would directly reach end users in unserved and underserved areas. Additionally, installing such middle mile facilities could have a transformative impact on community development by driving economic growth. 
Should we give priority to those middle mile projects in which there are commitments from last mile service providers to use the middle mile network to serve end users in the community? Should the agencies' goal be to fund middle mile projects that provide new coverage of the greatest population and geography so that we can be assured that the benefits of broadband are reaching the greatest number of people? Should we target projects that create "comprehensive communities" by installing high capacity middle mile facilities between anchor institutions that bring essential health, medical, and educational services to citizens that they may not have today? Should certain institutions, such as educational facilities, be given greater weight to reflect their impact on economic development or a greater need or use for broadband services? If so, what specific information should RUS and NTIA request from these institutions? 
To the extent that RUS and NTIA do focus the remaining funds on "comprehensive community" projects, what attributes should the agencies be looking for in such projects? For example, are they most sustainable to the extent that they are public-private partnerships through which the interests of the community are fully represented? Should we consider the number of existing community anchor institutions that intend to connect to the middle mile network as well as the number of unserved and underserved communities and vulnerable populations (i.e., elderly, low-income, minority) that it will cover? How should RUS and NTIA encourage appropriate levels of non-Federal (State, local, and private) matching funds to be contributed so that the potential impact of Federal funds is maximized? In addition, should we consider the extent of the geographic footprint as well as any overlap with existing service providers? 
While middle mile projects will build capacity in areas where it may not exist, it does not guarantee the delivery of service to the end users.  Today there is a great deal of existing capacity that service providers are not “lighting up” because communities do not meet minimum density thresholds. The utilization of public funds should be focused on providers that have ties to last mile providers to ensure the use of those funds will result in the delivery of service.

Additionally, the number of  people, with a focus on the vulnerable populations mentioned (elderly, low income, etc.) who will be served should be given greater weight within the review process. While service to the home is ideal, projects that connect community anchor institutions that serve high volumes of the population should be given greater weight as well.
In regards to comprehensive community projects, those projects that couple the provision of access with additional programs to teach about the use of technology & demonstrate the value of the internet, especially through the development of targeted content are more likely to result in higher adoption of broadband service.  Therefore, those projects that combine multiple goals should be given greater weight.

2. Economic Development. Should RUS and/or NTIA allocate a portion of the remaining funds available under the BIP and BTOP programs to promote a regional economic development approach to broadband deployment? This option would focus the Federal broadband investment on communities that have worked together on a regional basis to develop an economic development plan. It would encompass a strategy for broadband deployment, and would link how various economic sectors benefit from broadband opportunities. Such a regional approach would seek to ensure that communities have the “buy-in,” and the capacity, and the long-term vision to maximize the benefits of broadband deployment. Using this option, NTIA and RUS could target funding toward both the short term stimulus of project construction and the region’s longer term development of sustainable growth and quality jobs. For instance, rather than look at broadband investments in both rural and urban communities as stand-alone actions, should RUS and NTIA seek applications for projects that would systematically link broadband deployment to a variety of complementary economic actions, such as workforce training or entrepreneurial development, through targeted regional economic development strategic plans? Should funds be targeted toward areas, either urban or rural, with innovative economic strategies, or those suffering exceptional economic hardship? Should states or regions with high unemployment rates be specifically targeted for funding?

Funds should be targeted to areas with innovative economic strategies, and those suffering exceptional economic hardship.  The Oakland County Emerging Sectors Program is an example of a program that is attempting to diversify Oakland County’s economy away from the automotive sector by the attraction and retention of high technology & high growth sectors of the global economy to Oakland County.  Oakland County’s goal has been to couple this program with the addition of affordable broadband and increased adoption so that the residents will raise their overall technical skill & knowledge and be better prepared to take the jobs being recruited to our region by the Emerging Sectors Program.

It should also be noted that this would be a program for a community with a mix of rural and urban landscapes.  That said, some areas are without broadband service entirely, while others have multiple service providers. While the County is working with a provider to help ensure our rural areas get service as a result of the first NOFA, it is our hope that the second NOFA will allow us to create partnerships with existing service providers that would result in more affordable service in those areas that have access to broadband today.  Affordability is one of the primary barriers to broadband adoption, especially with the high rate of unemployment in Michigan. 
3. Targeted Populations. Should RUS and NTIA allocate a portion of the remaining funds to specific population groups? For example, should the agencies revise elements of the BIP and BTOP programs to ensure that tribal entities, or entities proposing to serve tribal lands, have sufficient resources to provide these historically unserved and underserved areas with access to broadband service? Similarly, should public housing authorities be specifically targeted for funding as entities serving low-income populations that have traditionally been unserved or underserved by broadband service? How can funds for Public Computer Centers and Sustainable Broadband Adoption projects be targeted to increase broadband access and use among vulnerable populations? Should NTIA shift more BTOP funds into public computer centers than is required by the Recovery Act? In what ways would this type of targeted allocation of funding resources best be accomplished under the statutory requirements of each program? Should libraries be targeted as sites for public computer access, and if so, how would BTOP funding interact with e-Rate funding provided through the Schools and Libraries program? 
Extensive research exists on the reasons for low adoption rates.  The commonly accepted reasons for low broadband adoption are the cost of purchasing a PC, and the ongoing cost of broadband service.  Programs that successfully distribute low or no cost PC’s that are internet ready should be encouraged. Additionally, regional or national strategies for lowering the monthly cost of broadband, that are targeted toward vulnerable populations should be sought, including the concept of using NTIA funds to offset potential tax credits for the cost of broadband or computer purchases for populations with an annual family income of less than $35,000.  
B. Program Definitions. Section III of the NOFA describes several key definitions applicable to BIP and BTOP, such as “unserved area,” “underserved area,” and “broadband.”9 These definitions were among the most commented upon aspects of the NOFA. 

For example, a number of applicants have suggested that the definitions of unserved and underserved are unclear and overly restrictive; that they kept many worthy projects, particularly those in urban areas, from being eligible for support; that there was insufficient time to conduct the surveys or market analyses needed to determine the status of a particular census block area; and that they discouraged applicants from leveraging private investment for infrastructure projects. In what ways should these definitions be revised? Should they be modified to include a specific factor relating to the affordability of broadband service or the socioeconomic makeup of a given defined service area, and, if so, how should such factors be measured? Should the agencies adopt more objective and readily verifiable measures, and if so, what would they be? How should satellite-based proposals be evaluated against these criteria? 

Defining & qualifying areas based on socioeconomic factors makes many assumptions about whether or not people are subscribing to service in an area that may or may not be accurate. Service providers have information about service availability & subscribership within areas that should be made available to assist in the determination about whether an area has adequate coverage. In the case of affordability, socioeconomic makeup coupled with subscribership information could be used to draw conclusions about whether funds should be targeted to an area. This information is needed at the census block level to ensure it is at an appropriate level of detail.

Satellite based proposals should not be considered.  
C. Sale of Project Assets. Section IX.C.2 of the NOFA generally prohibits the sale or lease of award-funded broadband facilities, unless the sale or lease meets certain conditions.  Specifically, the agencies may approve a sale or lease if it is for adequate consideration, the purchaser agrees to fulfill the terms and conditions relating to the project, and either the applicant includes the proposed sale or lease in its application as part of its original request for grant funds or the agencies waive this provision for any sale or lease occurring after the tenth year from the date the grant, loan, or loan/grant award is issued. Some stakeholders have suggested that this rule is overly restrictive and is a barrier to participation in BIP and BTOP. Should this section be revised to adopt a more flexible approach toward awardee mergers, consistent with USDA and DOC regulations, while still ensuring that awardees are not receiving unjust enrichment from the sale of award-funded assets for profit?

Continued provision of existing service to current customers should be required if the sale of assets is permitted.
