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The first NOFA guidelines may have been unintentionally biased against community-based broadband projects, especially potential not-for-profit applicants. For example, some of our own staff and community partners were convinced that our nonprofit organization, the Mountain Area Information Network (MAIN), would be ruled ineligible if we requested funding for additional staff and for vehicles necessary to implement our proposed project.

This conclusion was based on the NOFA's definition of “eligible cost purposes” and “ineligible award expenses.” The latter stated that “award funds may not be used for any of the following purposes:

“To fund operating expenses of the project, including fixed or recurring costs of the project;

“To fund the purchase or lease of any vehicle other than those used primarily in construction or system improvements;”

However, the preamble to Section D “Eligible Cost Purposes” clearly states that: “eligible costs are consistent with the cost principles identified in the applicable OMB circulars.” That statement is then footnoted (#37). The footnote states: “Allowable costs will be determined in accordance with the cost principles applicable to the entity incurring the costs.” In our case, the applicable OMB Circular A-122,  “Cost Principles for Nonprofit Organizations,” includes multiple references – under headings such as “reasonable costs” and “allocable costs” – which clearly consider eligible expenses as any cost “necessary to the overall operation of the organization” or “generally recognized as ordinary and necessary for the operation of the organization or the performance of the award.”

Moreover, OMB Circular A-122 considers “indirect costs” as eligible expenses even if they are  “incurred for common or joint objectives and cannot be readily identified with a particular final cost objectives.” In short, the eligible cost principles for nonprofit organizations provide greater latitude than would be inferred from the first NOFA's prohibitions on “operating expenses... and recurring costs... [or] the purchase or lease of any vehicle other than those used primarily in construction or system improvements.”  This contradictory language should be clarified for the second-round NOFA.

We also recommend, given the statutory purposes of ARRA, that funding priority be given to those projects which provide assurances that jobs created by the funded project will NOT be outsourced. Even if it is determined that such project restrictions are not feasible or enforceable, we still recommend that the second-round NOFA specify that it is BTOP/BIP's intent that jobs created by stimulus funding will be co-located with the funded projects.

Similarly, we recommend that applicants be required – or at least given the opportunity – to describe the “social capital” benefits of their proposed projects. Such benefits – e.g., network staff mentoring local students – occur as a natural consequence of living in community.  However, this kind of social capital has been steadily withdrawn to hub cities such as Denver and Atlanta as federal policies have encouraged network consolidation under absentee-ownership. This social capital “brain drain” afflicts both rural and low-income urban communities. This phenomenon is entirely a function of Wall Street business models and federal policies which favor such consolidation; there is no technological basis for its occurrence, and it should not be supported by BTOP/BIP funding, especially given the statutory purposes of ARRA. 

Finally, BTOP/BIP applicants should be given the option of submitting their application via CD and overnight mail IF the applicant is encountering difficulties in accessing the BTOP/BIP servers. Allowing only attachments – not the core application -- to be submitted via CD/overnight mail makes an arbitrary assumption that the agencies' servers are only problematic when uploading attachments. This is not always the case. We are aware of one applicant (our own organization!) which was unable to access the core application after 11 a.m. on the day of the application deadline. We therefore submitted the attachments AND core application via CD/overnight mail in accordance with the BTOP/BIP deadline. However, we still have not be notified that our application will be included in the first-round review. This uncertainty has created unnecesary stress and anxiety in our organization. END

