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RESPONSE TO

RUS AND NTIA REQUEST FOR INFORMATION

I. The Application and Review Process

A.
Streamlining the Applications:  We agree that the application is overly burdensome on some questions and sheer number of attachments that may or may not be applicable in all cases.  The application should be an all-encompassing document that meets all requirements set forth by RUS, NTIA, and/or FCC as applicable to the project.  As currently structured, it is more confusing to make sure one completes all required statements, documents and attachments.  All licenses that are applicable should be listed and if not applicable, a brief statement as to why not.    If the application included a section for each area the applicant in which is seeking funding, it would be easier for the applicant and those who evaluate the application, based on the types of services being sought.  (e.g.)  use a chart to designate the type of designated service and subsequent information, or an attachment that documents and substantiates the funding request.

1.  New Entities.  New businesses usually do not have large amount  of capital or financial history, thus should have a waiver for this requirement.

2.  Consortiums and Public-Private Partnerships.  Many businesses are faced with creating a substantial base of capital in order to conduct business.  Sometimes, resources must be sought to help build, or rejuvenate a business, and therefore a section should be provided whereby the applicant can and should reveal this type of support and or loan debt.
3. Specification of Service Areas.  Census block data only tells you the absolute potential number of customers you could serve, but this does not reflect geographical limitations, customer financial limitations, or customer satisfaction of an existing provider.  Requests by potential customers who state that there are no other options, or are looking for a more economically priced bundled service would be one form of data collection. Using customer leads tends to point us to locations that are unserved or underserved with greater accuracy.

4.  Relationship between BIP and BTOP.   If an all-encompassing application were in place, it would reduce or eliminate the burden placed on the applicant to ensure he/she is meeting all the specifications, restrictions and regulations in applying for grant assistance by multiple agencies and it may cause an applicant to be rejected if one item is missed.  Small business should receive additional consideration especially considering they have very limited resources or exhausted their resources. These types of Grants are critical and would make a significant difference in their future success and economic expansion.   Eliminating the requirement for a separate financial statement, but require an inclusive one for all agencies would be more practical. 
B. Transparency and Confidentiality.  Specific current financial information regarding the applicant’s business such as bank balance, current liabilities (including loans) and salaries/dividends should be deemed proprietary and not for the general public, as it may unduly prejudice the public. The estimated or predicted cost for expanding, providing, upgrading broadband and other related services including associated expenses however, could provide an insight as to how the applicant plans to manage the Grant funds, if they are awarded.  

C.  
Outreach and Support.  The efforts listed seems to meet the need of the applicant, however, we would like to suggest on-line workshop as many cannot attend workshops that are cost prohibitive due to distance and other associated costs.  This is especially true for businesses like ours that has never applied for Grant funding, and particularly one related to the federal government.  An outreach and support program should have “easy” access to a resource, and the information is widely disseminated in all publications and on-line.  The telephone and email “help desk” is an excellent option.
D.  NTIA Expert Review Process.  We have no personal experience of the process and how it may impact decisions.  However, we would hope that each application would be considered on its own merits, with additional consideration given to the smaller businesses, of which the program was partially, if not particularly targeted.  It is the basis of fairness to evaluate what resources are available, what initiatives have been taken, and future potential of sustainable productivity for those who desire to be part of their communities and make a difference in providing needed Broadband service, and jobs.  Smaller businesses located in rural areas have a difficult time being competitive with larger companies, so grants of this nature are particularly critical and important to their future.  

II.  Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA

A. Funding Priorities and Objectives.  It seems as if there is an overwhelming favoritism towards those who can provide service to the largest numbers of new end users, community anchor institutions and create the largest number of jobs.   This approach does NOT serve the smaller communities well, and would not reflect a fair comparison of end results.  In smaller communities, many of the anchor institutions are currently using varied offerings, however, as broadband becomes more widely used and accepted, it can and will provide an influential economical option.  Predictions are an unfair consideration as suggested in this proposal because it is an unknown factor.  Service to un-served and under-served rural communities is a priority, in addition to promoting economic growth for the creation of new jobs.  Should “numbers” of predicted or estimated end users even be considered versus areas that NEED the service, especially for areas where other traditional services are limited?
1. Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” Projects.  No!  It would limit the ability of all applicants to have a fair and equal opportunity to grow the broadband throughout the spectrum; middle mile or last mile.  Many if not all of these types of institutions already have in place some source of “high-speed” connection.
In reviewing the “focus” viewpoint, RUS and NTIA should evaluate future growth as stated however, giving preferential consideration to developing “high capacity middle mile facilities” is important, but the smaller communities need the funds to develop an anchored system that will provide broadband service and then eventually expand to their core institutions.  Funding the “comprehensive community projects” is an excellent one, however lets get the Broadband grounded and established before targeting institutions that currently have some type of service.  Many rural communities are struggling to get an economical and reliable connectivity and our response is NO to the idea or concept that heightened consideration be given to those middle mile networks who focus on providing service between anchor institutions especially when they already have options.  YES, great consideration should be given in the efforts to provide service to “un-served and underserved communities and vulnerable populations”.

3. Targeted Populations.  Native American tribes on tribal lands have struggled for decades to have sufficient resources for many basic needs and anything RUS and NTIA can do to assist in providing “resources” to ensure they have the same opportunities for broadband service is a positive step.  In general, the application is a very complex process and emphasis should be placed on ensuring assistance during the process and following through afterwards, when a grant is awarded.  Public computer centers should indeed be developed and many libraries currently offer such services, therefore BTOP funding would be better used elsewhere such as within the ISP business location, or community centers.
4. Other Changes.  The application should provide substantiated documentation for proposed projects therefore, satellite systems should be considered like any other project, even though it would focus on a “nation-wide” project.  If such a system would be constructed, it could however to the detriment of the smaller businesses, or even others and would be a competitor.  The ISP who developed the core infrastructure, established new jobs, or purchased a new facility… or improved the life in the community would feel the impact of such a nation-wide satellite system.  Although a type of “satellite” Internet connectivity (Huges Net) is already in place, it is not reliable and not yet met its potential.  The agencies should evaluate the applicants plan on its own merit, to ensure the plan is practical and obtainable.   With all plans, there are accountabilities expected and expenses fluctuate, however it is very difficult to gage projected revenues, as they are only an estimate of the projected customer base so it would also be difficult to adjust matching requirements.

B. Program Definitions.  In our opinion, the two terms of “underserved area,” and “unserved area”, are explicit enough to describe areas that do not have adequate or do not have broadband wireless connectivity.  This can be determined by researching other providers of Internet connectivity. We have many customers who state they cannot receive traditional Internet services of DSL, or cable “they won’t bring it”….and therefore dial-up or wireless are their only options.   Availability is the key word, as many who live in urban and rural areas are faced with the same socioeconomic challenges.  Measures such as census factors only confuse the realistic measure of service areas.  As an option, the applicant would state how many square miles, counties, cities, towns are projected to be served, and include approximate census numbers.  Census numbers are used to say how many individuals could be served, not how many will be served.  So this measure could be skewed, and used unfairly in determining the grant award just because there are greater numbers in urban areas, not who would receive the greater benefit if there were no other choices.  

Broadband speeds will vary from provider to provider, and what the provider can afford in the way of equipment to ensure customers have “high speed”.  Not all providers will be equal, thus each applicant should be able to define within the guidelines requested, if their project meets minimum requirements.  Requiring advanced broadband applications will again exceed the capabilities of many smaller businesses, which at this stage in their business are not ready to offer the advanced applications until they have a customer demand.  At their own pace, they can set everything in place, ready the staff and equipment and ultimately move to advanced applications.  Requiring higher speed thresholds minimums in the application process is only a detriment to the smaller business that must face increased operating cost even if they are not fully prepared to offer advanced technologies to the end user.  We’re not so sure that should even be part of the application process.   The broadband speeds should definitely relate to the type of projects.  However, we do not see that requiring a particular speed should impact the outcome of determining grant awards.  “Remote area” should relate to those areas in which traditional methods of Internet are NOT readily available.  

In mountainous terrain, there are indeed “geographic barriers” that must be considered in planning and implementation of broadband connectivity.  Some customers could be 1/2 mile away from a relay and not have service while others could be 15 miles or more away and have reliable service.  These barriers present greater economic challenges due to the  location, size, securing locations of mountains that can meet the criteria that will serve a greater number of residents, and businesses.  This may indeed, need to be a consideration factor.  

C. Public Notice of Service Areas.  Current broadband providers conduct research by community’s citizens input on whether they have, and what type of Internet service they have.  Some leniency and trust must be involved in statements provided by the applicant.
D. The award decisions should consider that remote, usually smaller business (entity), applicant needs an edge in order to provide economic growth opportunities in the more rural areas and would benefit the most by the grant award by providing services and jobs to those who otherwise have no other feasible options but to seek job security and residence elsewhere; driving them from their home communities.
E. Sale of Project Assets.  Certain critical situations of which an award recipient may have no control over, such as death, natural disasters, incapacitation, should be considered.  Unforeseen situations do impact the ability to fulfill an agreement, and if there are no other responsible individuals who can provide the expertise or authority to fulfill the agreement, then there are few options but to merge, or sell.   A flexible and reasonable time frame should be imposed for accountability of funding in situations beyond the original recipients control.
F. Cost Effectiveness.  It would be to the agencies benefit to take into consideration the projects, their locations and projected costs for equipment used to provide services in difficult geographic areas that have penetration challenges.  The budget should reflect “reasonable” costs estimates, some allowances based on geographic challenges with comparison to other similar projects.  Plans that included “bundled services” evolving around the broadband connectivity that would provide a more economical option for the public, and projected implementation time frames should be considered as a cost effective project.
G. Other.    Applicant participation would greatly increase if the application process is simplified with less arduous and complex requirements, but still meet required stipulations and documentation.  Due to the complex process, it is crucial that help (in multiple forms) be made available, especially for those who have never applied for government grants.  Current financial statements and elements that demonstrate efforts to grow or expand the Broadband Wireless network to serve areas that have limited traditional services would be a primary facet and/or the economical benefit to the end users that will help provide bundled services, and grow to provide additional jobs.  Smaller businesses, in rural areas should have a heightened consideration, as they have the ability to be a core source for economic stimulation in rural America.  
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