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Introduction

The definitions should be redefined for “underserved” and “unserved” to be more flexible to include vulnerable populations such as low-income communities, especially, public housing.  In addition, the current “underserved” and “unserved” definitions should be more flexible to accommodate the perspective of anchor institutions.  

The second round of ARRA for Broadband Stimulus should be targeted to extend first round efforts if already appropriated. The focus should be on long term justifications and cost savings models instead of just delivery of new services.  The issue for the application is the sustainability over the long term once the federal funding is gone. Most public organizations, such as municipalities are strapped for funding and unless there are direct emphasis placed on re-occurring costs and sustainability of these services, the efforts will collapse as resources and funding diverts to other critical needs. In rural areas this becomes even more pronounced.

The right of way access to put in place Middle Mile services will prove to be the most difficult avenue for installation, in these points presented, it would be nice to have incentives and provisions to help gain smoother buy-in and administration of the infrastructure build out as it pertains to gaining right of way passage from highway departments, railroads, and other entities having a say in these build outs.  It is recommended that all middle mile infrastructure projects partner with local providers and anchor institutions in developing a holistic broadband package that provides the greatest benefit to the public.  However, the for-profit and the not-for-profit sectors have different agenda, which in many cases are conflicting.  Incentives are needed for the private sector to be more willing to engage on these critical projects.
Specific language of the supplementary information within the RFI states “…that will provide long-term economic benefits; and to stabilize state and local government budgets.” This is the most important statement of the initiative, and as such any subsequent round of funding should indicate, list, or emphasis the ability of this support after funding ends from the federal government. It is necessary to show the multi-tier benefit to public services, public administration and public safety from a funding and economic support perspective.

Further, supplementary information within the RFI also states “…for deploying broadband infrastructure in unserved and underserved areas in the United States, enhancing broadband capacity at public computer centers, and promoting sustainable broadband adoption.” is the foundation of another issue that there is an enormous infrastructure base already in existence and owned by the private sector, these services are leasable at rates in excess of affordability to most.  For example, there are cities that traditionally throttle back on their need because the lease services are so cost prohibitive and perpetual in nature. What if BTOP would have a second round provision to allow and provide incentives to private sector providers with excess capacity in dark fiber in a targeted area; sell off full ownership rights to the public sector stakeholder; thereby, removing the long term reoccurring cost problems for the government entity but opening up a new service support model for the providers for maintenance. The result would be that the local government entity gets unlimited bandwidth to use for the public BTOP initiatives at will, thereby only limited by the electronics used; the vendor gets the subcontract maintenance support work.
Part I: The Application and Review Process

The application review process from state level representation (i.e. Governor’s Office or Governor Appointed Advisory Board) should be clearly defined.   Prior to the review being conducted, specific criteria to be utilized during the selection process should be shared with all applicants.  To ensure consistent scoring and evaluation, NTIA should provide each state as well as the applicants with the criteria.  NTIA should also disclose, prior to the state selection process, what influence the state review will have on the Federal selection.  Specifically, if a state selects an applicant, does the expert panel have the opportunity to review all applications from the state or are only allowed to review the applications selected by the state level representation.  This portion of the selection should be clearly stated in round two, especially in states where private sector is the majority stakeholder of fiber for a particular state.  
I.A.  Streamlining the Applications

1. Should the agencies modify the two-step review process, and if so, how?  Yes, the amount of detail is not needed until the selection process reaches the level of true consideration for award. Since the process is now going to be shortened to two rounds instead of three, the process should include two distinct vetted steps - (1) Pre-proposals and (2) Full Proposal review.  Step (1) would consist of an application that incorporates the basic BIP/BTOP requirements.  Step (2) would be a supplementary full application/proposal with implementation details, representations, certifications, etc.
2.  Should certain attachments be eliminated, and if so, which ones? Once a selected group of projects that can be funded are selected for the next stage of vetting, then the particular attachments should be called for and presented. In addition, providing alternate methods to the mapping tool such as uploading PDF versions is recommended. 
3. Should the agencies re-examine the use of a single application for applicants applying to both BIP and BTOP to fund infrastructure projects? Yes, the applications are already similar; there are some economies of scale that should be reviewed. Combining PCC/ SBA applications should be strongly considered. 
4. How should NTIA link broadband infrastructure, public computer centers, and sustainable adoption projects through the application process? All Broadband infrastructure build outs should have a basic and mandatory tie to anchor entities. If this approach were taken, the critical element serving most citizens perpetually is in place, then each subsequent initiative can stand on its own merits of design and support without infrastructure interconnectivity being the same debilitating and cost prohibitive element it is today. 
I.A.1 New Entities

What type of information should RUS and NTIA request from new businesses, particularly those that have been newly created for the purpose of applying for grants under the BIP and BTOP programs? The main problem with businesses coming in to use or support public sector services is that they usually do not comply with or are sensitive to the established infrastructure or governance, thereby adding to the complexity of the build-out and without concern for long term supportability, sustainability, or cost affordability.  The application should include provisions of compliance and collaboration with the local governmental authorities charges with core infrastructure long term support and ownership.
I.A.3 Specification of Service Areas  

What level of data collection and documentation should be required of applicants to establish the boundaries of the proposed funded service areas? Local anchor institutions and entities are fully aware of the socio-economical challenge areas in their jurisdictions. Proposed infrastructure delivery for middle mile services can be selected for practical, logistical, and cost effective reasons in partnership with the local institution. The merits of the project should be a point-based approach and should not highlight only the census data, but the multi-purpose benefits as it relate to holistic local level activities to provide general services, public safety needs, and the ability to tie in services provided by hospitals, libraries, K-12, higher education, computer centers, etc. 
I.B. Transparency and Confidentiality
Should the public be given greater access to application data submitted to BIP and BTOP? Which data should be made publicly available and which data should be considered confidential or proprietary?  The level of disclosure and sensitivity should commensurate with the appropriate security level of the network design.
I.D. NTIA Expert Review Process

To further the efficient and expeditious disbursement of BTOP funds, should NTIA continue to rely on unpaid experts as reviewers? The Expert Review Process should be retained with appropriate improvements based on recommendations from NTIA staff, the first round reviewers, and input from a sample of applicants awarded a grant in the first round and do not plan to resubmit another application in round two.  The process should allow for reviewers who will also be applicants.  Applicants can provide a conflict of interest list to ensure they do not review an application where they may be a conflict. The current process disallows numerous qualified reviewers. 
II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA
II.A.1 Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” Projects

Should we give priority to those middle mile projects in which there are commitments from last mile service providers to use the middle mile network to serve end users in the community? Without middle mile delivery systems there will not be any means to tie last mile services together into a homogeneous cost effective manner.  Therefore, middle mile applications are critical and should include local provider and institutional partnerships.  It is also imperative to separate the middle mile services into the public support side and an isolated last mile delivery segment with only fully controlled bridging points if necessary. 
II.B. Program Definitions
In what ways should these definitions be revised? The definitions should be redefined for “underserved” and “unserved” to be more flexible to include vulnerable populations such as low-income communities, especially, public housing.  In addition, the current definitions of "underserved" and "unserved" do not reflect the current realities from the perspective of anchor institutions, such as schools, libraries, higher education, etc.  Finally, the definition of broadband is woefully inadequate for anchor institutions and does not reflect current and future needs on a giga, peta, and tera-scale of data transfer.   Although it may be currently adequate for households to have megabit connectivity, for example, the underlying middle mile infrastructure that supports anchor institutions will need giga-scale connectivity.  Based upon the current definition, anchor institutions currently have adequate bandwidth, which is not true.  Valid middle mile/anchor institution proposals will be challenged by the local providers.
II.G. Other

What other substantive changes to the NOFA should RUS and NTIA consider that would encourage applicant participation, enhance the programs, and satisfy the goals of the Recovery Act? Since the process is now going to be shortened to two rounds instead of three, the process should include two distinct vetted steps - (1) Pre-proposals and (2) Full Proposal review.  Step (1) would consist of an application that incorporates the basic BIP/BTOP requirements.  Step (2) would be a supplementary full application/proposal with implementation details, representations, certifications, etc.
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