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The American Homeowners Foundation (AHF) appreciates the opportunity to offer suggestions on how best to administer the second round of funding for the Broadband Initiatives Program and the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, in order to improve the applicant experience and maximize the ability of the programs to meet Recovery Act objectives. The AHF is a 501C-3 education and research organization serving the nation’s 70 million homeowners and was one of the first round applicants.

The objectives of the program are most worthy. The federal governments’ allocation of $7.2 billion in stimulus funds to the deployment of broadband to unserved and underserved areas through grants and loans is a wise allocation of federal stimulus funds. The penalty for being on the wrong side of the digital divide increases every day. We must eliminate this divide as soon as possible, both to benefit consumers and the nation’s competitiveness. 

The Federal Communications Commission,  the Department of Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service and the Department of Commerce’s  National Telecommunications and Information Administration are working diligently to translate funding under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act into improved access to affordable broadband. RUS and NTIA have put a tremendous amount of effort into communicating to prospective applicants and other stakeholders through broadbandusa.gov, workshops, media outreach, USDA Rural Development field offices and RUS’ General Field Representatives, e-mailings to state economic development organizations, industry and consumer associations, prospective applicants, and state/local government offices nationwide. Just as much effort was put into developing an electronic application system and application processing protocols

As with any such massive undertaking under such tight deadlines, it was inevitable that glitches would develop. To the credit of the FCC, NTIA, and USDA, they have been candid in recognizing the challenges that have occurred, and are being responsive in seeking to address them. The joint request for suggestions to improve the efficiency of the process going forward testifies to that commitment.

Based on AHFs experience in the effort, background research in the process of developing its application, and additional background on the overall challenges regarding broadband deployment gained over recent years, we make the following recommendations for the consideration of FCC, RUS, and NTIA. Our recommendations relate both to the program’s direction and application process.

1. Like many small organizations, AHF found the application process to be technically challenging. While the challenges were probably not difficult for large entities, they were a challenge for our small nonprofit. House Small Business Committee testimony revealed that they were also a challenge for small businesses, and the process was probably a challenge to small local governments who applied or considered applying for the funds as well. Many small, locally-focused organizations are close to the local needs and local resources that can contribute to a successful broadband rollout, and consumers and the program will benefit if barriers to their participation can be reduced. For all these reasons the current online application process should be simplified to the extent possible. Matching contribution, first lien, and other requirements can greatly leverage the taxpayer’s investment but they will exclude many small organizations from offering constructive proposals. For that reason they should be used as evaluation criteria rather than minimum requirements. Definitions of some terms, such as “remote” for last-mile rural remote projects and other applications need to be addressed. RUS and NTIA should make every effort to resolve these issues by the opening of the next round of applications. 
2. We are also aware of reports that the application evaluation process has presented a human resource challenge to the agencies because of difficulties finding sufficient numbers of qualified screeners to review the unexpectedly large number of round one applications. In the next round, care must be taken to assure that there are sufficient numbers of reviewers, that they are highly qualified, and that they have adequate time to review each application. Simplifying the application process will make their jobs easier as well.
3. There were limited human resources available to help small organizations with the application process. AHF made numerous efforts to contact government staff that were involved in the application process, but was successful only once. While the person we spoke to tried her best to be helpful, she could not answer several technical questions, and we never heard back from the technical staff we tried to follow up with. Several of the publicly available government phone numbers associated with the process connected applicants only to answering machines that gave no direction as to where to go for additional information and no option for leaving a message. The office of Congressman James Moran reported that numerous constituents were unable to get answers to technical questions regarding the applications. For that reason we suggest that substantial additional staff be provided to help small organizations with the application process in the next round of the effort. 
4. When the program was conceived there was little hard data available about the total cost of providing universal broadband access. Recent cost estimates are as much as $350 billion. It is now clear that $7.2 billion won’t come near to providing universal broadband access, much less helping to address the challenges of the underserved. For that reason we suggest that the scope of these programs be narrowed to providing broadband access in areas when it does not exist now and no providers are in the process of providing it. Broadband is available and affordable to many who are underserved, but is by definition completely unavailable to the unserved. We can and should develop a program to subsidize the costs of broadband service for those who cannot afford it, but that should be a separate effort. For that reason we agree with House Small Business Committee Chair Nydia M. Velázquez (D-N.Y.) and 21 committee members who wrote: "It is the Committee's recommendation that funds should be targeted to areas which are first "unserved" and only then to "underserved" areas, if funding remains." To further refine the targeting of the limited ARRA funds it might also make sense to exclude areas where providers are already in the process of developing broadband services because broadband services will be available in the future without ARRA funding. 
5. Rural demographics have changed over the years. There are some unserved rural areas today where we believe that adoption rates will be much higher than in other rural areas. Many potential applicants in those areas are unaware of these programs and additional outreach should be made to encourage them to submit proposals. For example the demographics of Stromsburg, Nebraska (in central Nebraska) and Strasburg, Virginia (in the Shenandoah Valley near West Virginia) were very similar thirty years ago. Both of these small rural towns (populations of about 4,000) were primarily agricultural. Stromsburg remains so today, but the population is older and smaller as a large share of the youth has moved to jobs in cities and suburbs. In Strasburg, Virginia many of the farms and nearby mountain homes have been purchased by long distance commuters to jobs in the Washington DC area, 90 miles to the east, and the population has increased. Over the last decade new home developments have been built in Strasburg, and more urban/suburban residents have also bought farms and mountain homes in the area. Towns like Strasburg may be in rural areas, but the demographics of a growing share of its residents more resembles those of urban/suburban residents. Judging from the growing number of park and ride lots in other towns like Strasburg along the Interstate in the Shenandoah Valley, it is likely that the same phenomena is at work in rural areas outside other major U.S. population centers. Despite this fact many local governments, nonprofits, and small businesses in theses “ruburbs” (rural areas with suburban demographics) are unaware of the opportunity to apply for broadband funding. We spoke to government staff in five Shenandoah Valley Virginia towns as well as nonprofit staff at several local Shenandoah Valley nonprofits to gauge the level of awareness. Only one person vaguely remembered reading about the ARRA broadband funding and none could recall having received any information directly. While this is a very small sample statistically, it does suggest that it may be worthwhile to review first round contact efforts to see if there are ways to improve communications with rural stakeholders in the next round (state, tribal, and local governments; nonprofits; industry; anchor institutions, such as libraries, universities, community colleges, and hospitals and public safety organizations).  
6. It would be ideal if it were possible to provide the fastest available broadband service to all rural residents. The cost of providing the highest speed broadband can be very expensive in terms of cost per customer, RUS/NTIA will find that in many cases it will be far less expensive to provide relatively fast broadband service to the unserved many than to provide the fastest service to the unserved few. Since there’s not enough money to connect everybody, the latter will be the better course in many instances because many consumers would otherwise have to wait many years for any broadband service at all. These will be subjective decisions, and we should all support the flexibility that RUS and NTIA need to  make sensible ARRA grant and contract  awards with these trade-offs in mind.
7. The fact that the application process alone was technically challenging for many small entities has significant implications for the administration and management of the entire program. If many applicants find themselves technically challenged by the application process, many of them will also likely find themselves technically challenged in carrying out their contractual responsibilities. This also holds true for public/private partnership and other multiparty applicants. For this reason FCC/RUS/NTIA should consider expanding their ability to provide technical assistance and advice to smaller less sophisticated awardees. These resources will also enhance the agency’s ability to identify and address cases of outright fraud and corruption that are not uncommon with any new large government program. FCC/RUS/NTIA might also want to consider efforts to encourage more participation by technically sophisticated applicants to reduce the need for agency technical assistance and advice. Some large telecom companies reportedly sat out the first round because of perceived restrictions. Those companies have considerable technical expertise. From the standpoint of program performance, it may be worthwhile to review their previous concerns to see if reasonable accommodations could be made so that they would be willing to partner with small local stakeholders or apply on their own in the next round. 
8. It may be cost-effective to reallocate some of the funding resources to identifying ways to enhance broadband adoption in the rural areas that will be receiving funding. One of the challenges to rural broadband deployment funding are the lower adoption rates compared to urban and suburban areas. Many of the causes are obvious, and there is some existing research on ways to improve adoption rates. Developing additional research in that area will help improve the ROI of rural broadband funding. While it is outside the scope of this effort, policymakers should seek ways to rebalance programs such as the universal service fund so that it could support broadband services for those who cannot afford it, as well as enacting legislation such as the Broadband Affordability Act. 
Because of time constraints, we were unable to quantify the impact of our suggestions based on metrics such as the number of end users or community anchor institutions connecting to service, the number of new jobs created, and the projected increase in broadband adoption rates. This was requested in supporting documents to the FCC’s November 17 press release announcing the RFI, but we hope the aforementioned suggestions may still be useful.    
The FCC, RUS, and NTIA deserve the appreciation of consumers for their hard work to help achieve universal broadband availability. The challenges are immense, and we should all recognize that perfection will be impossible given the magnitude of the project and the timelines. These organizations need to be provided the resources to do the job, the flexibility to make decisions they believe appropriate under complex circumstances, and the understanding and support of the public for the challenges they face.
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