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The Advanced Regional Communication Cooperative (ARCC) was developed by a consortium of groups to bring broadband to Clarion and Eastern Forest Counties in Pennsylvania.  We are working with Conxx, Inc. on a technology neutral network that will deliver broadband throughout the region.
Conxx has replied to the Request for Information (RFI). We support their answers to the RFI. We would like to expand on several issues that should be considered before the next NOFA is released.
Building the infrastructure to bring broadband to our rural communities will be a huge issue over the next several years. Just like electrifying America in the 1930’s a cooperative effort within the community will dictate how this is accomplished. As probably the least technical suave applicant I bring an outlook that goes beyond the technology, but brings the aspect of development of broadband to the people.
I have been involved in bringing advanced communications to Clarion County the past four years. I have become involved as an employee of the hospital as the Foundaton Director. Issues involving telehealth and Electronic Medical Records (EMR) have been at the forefront of our healthcare goals. The Clarion Hospital Foundation has recently donated over $150,000 to our community doctors to match a Highmark grant for EMR.
I wear many hats in the community and currently I am the Mayor of Clarion Borough and the President of the Clarion Area Chamber of Business and Industry. The development of rural America especially Clarion County is important to me and I feel I bring a wide range of knowledge on community development that goes well beyond the technical aspects of broadband.
The Clarion County Economic Development Corporation has even taken a poll on job creation in the service area. They were able to identify over 100 permanent jobs by 2012 if advanced communications are available.
The Executive Director of the Clarion County Economic Development Corporation has been instrumental with ARCC. He has assisted with the application process and is the Vice President of ARCC.
We would like to first address the issue in Question I. A. 2. Consortiums and Public-Private Partnerships (P3) and how that could be strengthened. Like the 1930’s cooperative could play a role in developing advanced communication networks to rural America. A competitive industry such as the telecommunication industry always will be looking to find a way increase their Return on Investment (ROI). This is not necessarily a bad thing, but will always make it hard on areas of low population or of lower income status. This is the current model that has left these areas being underserved and unserved.
An “Open Access” network partnership could support the last-mile while increasing competition, and getting the higher profile businesses that will be along the build out. Priority should be given to the consortiums and Public-Private Partnership model. Building partnership in rural regions is a solution that will enable the delivery of the higher speeds not only in the near future, but also could create sustainable growth for these broadband networks in the future.
Private companies do not have as much of an incentive to build out in the future beyond the middle mile responsibilities. The last mile will not give any one company the ROI needed to expand to the general population. In talking with several companies over the last two years, I have asked how they will develop the last mile. The answer has been the same, “it would not be profitable, we can bring it so far then it is up to you how to get it to the last mile”. That answer is the reason that extra consideration should be given to P3 organization.
Special consideration should be given to the applicants that have support of local governments, emergency services, hospitals, schools, universities, and libraries on the broadband projects. The economic development groups also will help not only play a development role, but also a role in aggregating business demand. 
The local partnership will have the vested interest to succeed. Excess revenues could have the ability to put back into the community to lower rates, build out future broadband projects, and help local libraries provide a computer center, and/or provide services to the lower income population. The commitment to the community will be better served with this model.
The commitment to the community brings up the next topic that needs to be addressed in the next NOFA. Question II. A. 1. Comprehensive Community Projects, how will the infrastructure connect to key anchor institutions. Having a way to show that there is a wide range of community support needs to be addressed. 
Who best can identify community needs than the elected officials at a local level? When geographic political boundaries are crossed inherent problems occur. Structuring funding will be critical in meeting local needs.
We have been fortunate that our county commissioners have been working on this issue for over five years. They developed partnerships along the way that are becoming invaluable for bringing broadband to our community.
One of the reasons that they have been so active in the development of broadband is for the Office of Emergency Services in the county.  Looking out for the greater good and safety of the citizens is their number one priority.
They have received several federally funded grants for equipment and building out modern emergency systems in our county, however, equipment is only limited if proper connections can be made. That is why wireless connections are important in our region or any region.  Emergency vehicles can’t be wired they need adequate wireless communication.
As system and equipment are upgraded there is more and more reason to have a complete system that will keep up with the technology. The commissioners recognized that a communication system that is sustainable and is willing to upgrade is essential for our future needs.
Keeping that in mind when meetings were held the discussions were usually focused on building a network that had “Open Access” capabilities. This type of system will encourage competition within the region.
Keeping with the competition issue leads us to the third and final point we want to make, and that is Question II. A. 4. Other Changes how the agencies best might leverage existing broadband infrastructure to reach currently unserved and underserved areas. 
We know many rural communities are unserved and underserved to meet the broadband needs. In a recent hearing before the House Agriculture Committee’s Rural Development Subcommittee both RUS Administrator Adelstein and Assistant Secretary Strickland of the NTIA admitted they have not quite figured out the definition. When looking at this problem you need to consider more that what the providers define in their systems.
Many providers advertise what they are capable of providing if conditions are perfect and near the central office for phone systems that were built in the 1930’s. In climate weather, distances from the power source, the number of individual that providers serve and business decisions play a huge role in how advanced communications systems work in rural America.
Many systems are slowed down because of the telephone lines become wet.  Many of these systems were built back in 1930’s. To build out these systems to the homes is much needed and will be costly and take time to wire them to be up-to-date. They will remain underserved for years.  How will developing strickly middle mile solutions solve this problem?
Distances also play a factor in being served. The further away the subscribers are away from the source of the power (central office) the slower the speed. Not having a comprehensive last mile solution will leave the vast majority of the subscribers discriminated against.
The “Open Access” model again has to be given serious preference when addressing the underserved and the unserved. Funding a single company will discriminate against any other company who would want to compete. Network build out cost would be reduced and more competition could enter the market “open access”. Competition between the providers would help both provide faster speeds at lower costs.
We understand why telecommunication companies continue to make slow progress in the underserved and unserved region of our country. We need to, however, break the current paradigm that exists in these areas. To provide open access systems that gain support from the entire community should be the model that is given considerable preference in the next funding phase.
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