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I. Application and Review Process
A. Streamlining

1. New Entities.  Historical financial statements obviously cannot exist for recently-created entities.  To allow for some level of analysis, however, two items could be examined:

a. Stability of partners in the new entity.
b. Demonstration of realistic business plan that lays out cash flow and financial model.
2.  Consortiums and Public-Private Partnerships.  Information to be requested could include current spending on telecommunications by all anchor institutions, to demonstrate the extent of financial impetus driving the initiative.  Does a business case exist that is too attractive to be ignored?

3. Specification of Service Areas.  The key metric is the amount of aggregated demand that can realistically be addressed within a specific region, that is not being satisfied in the current environment.  Aggregated demand can include varying levels of service that are not being met.  Anchor institutions and businesses will need a higher speed service than many residential customers, but both need to be taken into account, and offered relevant solutions. 

II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA
A. Funding Priorities and Objectives
PROBLEM:  The BIP/BTOP programs have admirable objectives, but there have been frustrations among applicants (and potential applicants) because the individual items that have been established as the metrics for evaluation exist as separate factors that, when combined, do not necessarily indicate whether a region is, or is not, a deserving area to receive federal broadband assistance.

The easiest examples deal with the underserved and unserved definitions.  A region may have “too much” existing broadband service to be termed underserved, or may be too close to a city to be termed rural.  But the metric that matters is neither of these.  What is important is whether the region’s customers can afford to purchase the level of broadband service that they need in order to be able to conduct their business at a high enough level to become and remain successful in whatever marketplace in which they are competing.

Businesses need to compete in national or worldwide markets; hospitals need to compete for patients; academic institutions need to compete for students; home office workers need to compete for assignments.

So the measure of whether 40% have access to broadband may be meaningless.  Is the available level of broadband fast enough for what the customers need?  And can the customers currently afford the level of broadband that they need?  These are the two questions that define whether a region can be classified as unserved or underserved.

CAN THESE TWO QUESTIONS BE QUANTIFIED?

The BIP/BTOP application documents addressed specific and finite factors in an attempt to allow the awards-process to be metrics-based and as objective as possible, a worthy goal.  For many applicants, it worked well, mostly those applicants who were already well organized, had an existing broadband development plan, had previously carried out needs analyses, and had developed a viable business plan.

For entities that were not well-positioned, the application process was extremely difficult.  If such applicants have continued working to develop their model, they should be better positioned for the second round.
There are a series of items, which could be said to constitute work plans, that successful applicants have likely already undertaken to a great extent, and that new applicants will need to have completed.  These items are provided below in the remainder of this comment document.  If regions have not carried out the following steps, it will be difficult to measure whether there is a valid need for broadband impetus.

An obvious problem with pointing this out is that the steps outlined below take many months to implement successfully, which flies in the face of one objective of the ARRA program, to get things moving quickly.
The concern with moving quickly, of course, is that the risk becomes greater that funding will not be allocated as usefully as everyone would like.   

RECOMMENDATION: That the following work plan tasks and regional menu be included in the next NOFA, as recommended items to be addressed by new entities and by public-private partnerships, to demonstrate the demand-driven basis of their applications for funding. 

WORK PLAN TASKS:

FOCUS ON AREAS OF NEED:
These steps will help dictate the priority of geographical areas to be addressed.

1. Assessment of impediments in the current environment, and projected impediments that will arise as services are enhanced. 
a. Categorize current impediments by type of connection, price point, geographic location, bandwidth, and access to the Internet.

b. Categorize impediments that need to be addressed to allow for improved services, using the same categories and expanding the analysis to include a greater variety of technologies as potential solutions. 
2. Analyze the strengths and weaknesses of commercial providers, to identify areas where cost reductions of current or projected commercial services could be worth pursuing, and to identify areas where new alternatives or models need to be developed.
a. Identify areas where commercial providers can provide cost-effective alternatives to current services and solutions for future enhanced services.

b. Identify the gaps, where future, improved services will need different models to address Infrastructure and/or the Last Mile in order to be successful. 

3. Identify potential assets that can reduce the cost of broadband implementation.
a. Assets include existing local and/or regional initiatives to improve broadband access.
b. Assets include local user resources, such as municipal fiber, water towers (for wireless nodes), etc.
c. Assets could include government resources.
d. Assets could include other public sector infrastructure, such as when highways are constructed or re-paved (lay conduit for fiber in the open trenches).
4. Identify opportunities to aggregate demand

a. Identify geographical areas where demand aggregation offers opportunities to improve the business case for improved services.
b. Demand aggregation includes the needs for local government, public safety, education, and health.

c. Demand aggregation includes the needs for economic development.  Broadband access is the new, required infrastructure, along with electricity, roads, and rail.

5. Identify regional opportunities where existing assets and aggregated demand intersect with current or projected impediments, such that assistance from the State can have the most beneficial impact.

DEVELOP PRACTICAL TECHNOLOGY OPTIONS:

6. Develop technology options to meet the current and projected needs for Infrastructure and Last Mile connectivity.

a. Taking into account the identified impediments.

b. Taking into account the projected impact of new applications.

c. Taking into account the projected evolution of core network and middle mile development and services.

d. In light of these considerations, develop options for Infrastructure and Last Mile technology growth and scalability.

DEVELOP WORKABLE BUSINESS CASE MODELS:

7. Explore public-private partnership models to identify strategies and situations where options of mutual benefit to localities, the public sector, and the private sector can be implemented.  

a. Options could be public/public or public-private partnerships, perhaps utilizing not-for-profit corporations as neutral managers of new infrastructure, as well as purely private sector solutions.

8. Develop strategies and action plans to address specific areas of opportunities:
a. The government’s role in different regions may call upon it to be a catalyst, a facilitator, and/or a co-investor.

b. The government may need to assist in planning, establishing partnerships, providing technical and procurement assistance, and policy guidance.
c. Develop strategies and action plans to address the easy fixes.

d. Develop strategies and action plans to address the more difficult challenges.

e. Develop alternative funding and financing options.  These could include local, state, federal, and not-for-profit sources.
9. Outline areas where policy changes in government may need to be explored, working in conjunction with Broadband Deployment Strategic Planning entities.

a. Examine the areas where legislative policies may need to be adjusted in order to accomplish Infrastructure and Last Mile objectives.
b. Develop options for alternative approaches.  These will include tactical, procedural, and legislative steps.
IMPLEMENT SOLUTIONS:
10. Develop procurement strategies and policy procedures.

a. Develop procurement processes and documents, as appropriate.

b. Examine strengths and weaknesses of local versus regional approaches, and the indicators that help define the best approach, which can be applied by user communities.

11. Develop process to work with regions to implement strategies, action plans, and procurement procedures.

MENU FOR EACH GEOGRAPHIC REGION:
For each region of each State, be it a county, a group of counties, or an urban area, the same procedures need to be followed.  What will differ is the outcome and the recommended solutions for each region, which will be driven by the needs, aggregated demand, available assets, and the level of local interest in working to improve access to broadband. 

For each region, the following steps should be taken (as needed, based on local environment):
Phase 1 – Determine Needs and Demand 

a. Identify stakeholders in the areas of public safety, education, healthcare, and underserved population, incorporating and expanding upon the previous assessments.

b. Confirm and document stakeholder’s needs using a series of meetings.

c. Identify assets and resources within the communities including location and availability.

d. Document resource findings in a GIS based system.

e. Review findings with appropriate State agencies.

Deliverable:  
GIS database and map of target areas in both counties

Phase 2 – Develop Business Model

a. Identify stakeholders, potential anchor tenants, and network advocates to collaborate with in determining optimal models.  Include regional considerations and synergies.
b. Identify local participants who are interested in providing ongoing input to network management organization, governance, and structure.

c. Outline and help facilitate models for management structure that best fit local circumstances and get feedback from stakeholders and opinion shapers.

d. Finalize organizational and governance model and the manner in which it will relate to network management.

e. Determine the appropriate level of management oversight as it relates to operational and technical issues.  Management can include operational control or, alternately, operational control can be totally outsourced.  Determine local priorities and comfort levels to enhance sustainability. 

f. Identify potential sources for ongoing revenue to accomplish sustainability.

g. Review findings with appropriate State agencies.


Deliverables:  
Database of stakeholders, anchor tenants, and network advocates;

Model of management, organizational, and governance structure, including role of local participants and State

Phase 3 – Design Optimal Technology Solutions  

a. Finalize assets and resources that can be used (towers, fiber, etc.).  Include regional and statewide assets, as available.
b. Develop a solution set.

c. Identify appropriate technology platform(s).

d. Prepare a technical design.

e. Perform a budget analysis for the design.

f. Develop relationship of technical structure to organizational and governance model.

g. Develop scalability and migration paths to allow for growth.

h. Identify legal requirements.

i. Review findings and documents with appropriate State agencies.

Deliverables: 
Database of assets and resources;




Optimal network design;




Budget analyses of optimal network design;




Options for projected network growth and governance
 

Phase 4 – Develop RFP Document

a. Review plans and approaches with the stakeholders.

b. Develop specifications that meet demonstrated needs, that can lead to sustainability, and that fit with the organizational and governance models.

c. Develop the RFP(s), to include marketing and training components, in addition to technical, management, operations, and maintenance components.

d. Include financial section, for respondents to describe their plans for marketing network services to meet sustainability objectives.

e. Review findings and documents with appropriate State agencies.

Deliverables:
Network technical specifications;

RFP document, including marketing, training, technical, management, operations, maintenance, and financial components

Phase 5 – Network and Equipment Acquisition 

a. Issue the RFP(s) and support the RFP process.

b. Include local stakeholders in process sufficiently to achieve buy-in.

c. Select vendor(s).

d. Review findings and recommendations with appropriate State agencies.

Deliverables:
Evaluation of RFP responses;




Recommendations based on vendor responses; 




Service Level Agreement

Phase 6 – Implementation 

a. Develop a project plan for the implementation.

b. Manage the implementation process to the plan.

c. Manage and assist in the implementation of the business model.

d. Oversee marketing efforts to ensure it remains a key focus.

e. Resolve problems as required.

f. Review findings, implementation plan and progress with appropriate State agencies.

Deliverables:
Project Plan;




Oversight of technical implementation plan;




Oversight of business model implementation and marketing

Phase 7 – Community Education  

a. Identify local technology facilitators.

b. Part of vendor contract and part of management function should include immediate and ongoing education efforts to highlight benefits of utilizing broadband.

c. Review findings with appropriate State agencies and provide recommendations for ongoing activities to continue and enhance the positive impacts of the project.

Deliverables:

Identification of local technology facilitators;




Development of community education process and materials

SUMMARY:
Broadband access can be achieved in the United States in one of two ways:

· Develop and implement an Interstate Broadband Infrastructure, possibly utilizing Universal Service funding.

· In the absence of, or in combination with, an Interstate approach, develop and implement the tactical steps to make use of market demand, and to make use of public sector assets, in order to create a series of regional business cases that will move forward the building of high-speed broadband.
Submitted November 30, 2009, by:
Alan Kraus; akraus@niu.edu; 815-753-8945





Doug Power: dpower@niu.edu; 815-753-8947

Broadband Development Group


         Regional Development Institute


Northern Illinois University


       1120 East Diehl Road, Suite 140


                        Naperville, IL 60563








 











PAGE  
5

