I. The Application and Review Process
A. Streamlining the application process. We had the opportunity to help a number of different organizations develop Broadband Stimulus Applications. Some of these were existing service providers and some were organizations that were new to the Broadband Service area. In general the application process is not unreasonable for someone applying for a public grant or loan to satisfy a worthy public purpose. In a very broad sense all of the items regarding network design, financial integrity, operational expertise and community service were appropriate for a grant process. While it is probably beyond the scope of the RFI, it would be more “stimulative” and generate more jobs, more rapidly and result in a much more economically efficient manner to use an approach that relies upon marketable tax credits or partial investment rebates, i.e. the “cash for clunkers” or “homeowners tax credit”.  It is stressed that these rebates or reinvestments should be restricted to underserved, unserved, or high cost (NECA) areas.

However the existing process could be streamlined if the following general items were adjusted:
a. Census Blocks. In most cases the census blocks are too granular and consideration should be given to use the larger units such as Census Tracts. The issue becomes even more problematic in the case of Middle Mile projects, where the route may pass through many Census Blocks, but without any real intended access in the particular area. It is unclear if the “contiguous census blocks” that are to be listed for a middle mile project include the entire routes or only the areas that are to be included in the service nodes;
b. Identifying and certifying areas as Underserved.  This is probably the most difficult part of the application process. The issue here is that there are three parameters that can be used to categorize an area as underserved, but it is not necessary for the existing service provider to address all three categories in their rebuttal. The burden of proof for the rebuttals should be higher and require addressing each of the specific requirements included in the NOFA.
c. Using advertised speed. This is an unrealistic parameter for discerning broadband coverage especially when considering a national or regional service provider, as the advertisements address a large area and are placed in regional and state newspapers that probably do not accurately depict the service capabilities in rural areas. The situation is especially misleading in the case of wireless carriers as it relates to rural areas, as RF broadband coverage is almost always sparse and most of the wireless towers in rural areas have limited bandwidth available for data service; 
d. Definition of Remote. It would be better to use a density factor or houses per route mile as opposed to closeness to a city. Also fifty miles is a very high threshold.
e. Each applicant should be able to decide if they want to apply for a BIP or BTOP grant. But it is only logical that only one grant be approved to support broadband infrastructure in a Census Community, considering the relatively small amount of money available;
f. The single application should remain as it enables the applicant to apply to either entity and the goals are generally the same for both agencies;
Regarding the specific issues mentioned in the RFI:
B. New Entities. All entities should be able to show that they have the financial resources necessary to assure the government that the grant is a worthwhile investment that is likely to result in a sustainable broadband infrastructure. If the entity is new, but is relying upon financing from other companies, then the financial reports should reflect the resources and financial history of the supporting organizations. If the entity is completely new without any operational or financial experience, they should not be considered for a grant or loan, as the history of these organizations is too risky for the investment of public funds;
C. Consortiums and Public-Private Partnerships. Yes, consortiums should be expected to provide additional information from each partner. The role, responsibility and obligations of each member of the consortium must be clearly defined if the applications are going to result in successful projects. Each member of the consortium must clearly state their expected contribution and commitment to the enterprise and then be expected to prove that they can fulfill this commitment. The limits of their obligations should also be noted. Yes, they should be expected to provide the critical information necessary to demonstrate that they have the resources and/or experience necessary to support their commitments and obligations. In general, the partners must explain if they are going to contribute financial resources, operational experience, existing assets, marketing expertise, etc. and then prove that these resources are sufficient to help ensure that the project will result in an operational broadband system for the community. In summary, a legal entity should assume responsibility for providing information and resources.
D. Specification of Service Areas. We recommend using census-tract-level data and documentation to establish service boundaries.  In the alternative, county borders might be simpler if a project includes an entire county.
E. Relationship between BIP and BTOP.  In order to provide expeditious proposal processing and project implementation, proposals should be submitted for consideration to either BIP or BTOP, but not both.  In order to most efficiently leverage public and matching funds, we would recommend allocating additional points for applicants who can provide external funds, “true equity.” 
 There are many instances where an incumbent provider cannot build a successful business case to service subscribers in an un-/underserved area due to the lack of projected return on investment, especially in rural areas.  In this case, a “subsidy” would improve the provider’s chances of recouping the capital investment over the service period.
F. Transparency and Confidentiality.  We support the policy of publishing the executive summary.  Applicants should be given the opportunity to redact proprietary information, but this should be limited as in the first round to allow the general public to understand the goals and objectives of the proposed project.  We would further recommend establishing a guideline for information to be included in every executive summary (high-level network details, etc).  This would improve consistency and standardize summaries, and would also assist reviewers.
G. Outreach and Support.  Workshops and break-out sessions provided at each were very helpful in understanding program guidelines.  The FAQ responses posted on-line were also helpful.  We would recommend improved communication through the broadbandusa.gov website, possibly more timely posts and updates.  An RSS feed link on this site might improve communication by allowing subscribers to receive updates as they are published.
H. NTIA Expert Review Process.  Unpaid reviewers do not support the goals and objectives of the stimulus program, and can often have hidden agendas.  We recommend expert reviewers.
II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA
A. Funding Priorities and Objectives.  Round 2 projects should be more targeted, with specific emphasis on quantitative community benefits resulting from each proposal.  We agree on a focused middle-mile approach, but do not agree that submission should be limited to middle-mile projects.   Metrics mentioned in the RFI are good, indicating collaboration and long-term sustainability.  Scoring points could be weighted in favor of educational or public safety institutions, but should be limited.
1. Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” projects.  RUS and NTIA are requesting public comments on the idea of “Comprehensive Community” projects.  The question reads, “Should we target projects that create “comprehensive communities” by installing high capacity middle mile facilities between anchor institutions that bring essential health, medical, and educational services to citizens that they may not have today?”  We believe that this would be a very good idea.  We had the privilege to work on the application for such a project.  Although we did not use the term “comprehensive community” this is a very fitting description of how this project was approached.  The local government envisioned the need for the project and did a significant amount of work at the outset to pave the way for a successful project.  This included meeting with a number of health, medical, educational, public safety, and non-profit organizations.  All groups were approached as initial stakeholders in the project and as a result they all provided full support for the need of the project.  The cooperation of such a comprehensive list of partners in the project will result in a more sustainable and successful project.  
2. Economic Development/Targeted Populations.  The program should remain focused on serving the largest number of people, and should resist earmarking certain monies to a specific region or population.  Economic development driven by broadband access will enable workforce training and entrepreneurial development. Libraries should be included in middle mile projects, and receive funding through “Comprehensive Community” projects.
3. Other Changes.  No accommodation should be made for nationwide satellite systems due to latency issues involved with this technology.  NTIA will best leverage existing broadband infrastructure by encouraging existing providers to expand coverage to unserved/underserved areas through marketable tax credits (as proposed by the Fiber-to-the-Home Council) and other financial incentives.  Government bonds are preferable and a good allocation of resources.  The auction approach mentioned in the RFI would not be timely or efficient.
B. 	Program Definitions
1. Remote Area.  The 50 mile factor is too restrictive.  Many un-/underserved communities in the eastern United States are located within a 50-mile radius of a city 20,000 or more in population (see above).
2. Broadband Speed.  Broadband speed should be increased above the Round 1 definition to future-proof networks constructed.
D.  	Interconnection and Nondiscrimination Requirements.  No changes are recommended.
E.	Sale of Project Assets.  This section should not be revised to be more flexible toward mergers.  Applicants should accept the funding terms and comply with them.
F.	Cost Effectiveness.  Experienced reviewers well-versed in reasonable costs will deter addition of unnecessary expenses.
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