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BACKGROUND

Montana Independent Telecommunications Systems (MITS) respectfully submits comments in response to the Joint Request for Information (RFI) seeking public comment on certain issues relating to the implementation of the Broadband Initiatives Program (BIP) and the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (BTOP).


MITS is an organization of telecommunications companies, headquartered across Montana, that serve some of the most remote, sparsely populated, and high-cost areas of the United States.
  They provide telecommunications services, over both wireline and wireless networks utilizing a variety of technologies, within a geographical area encompassing approximately two thirds of Montana’s land mass.  Individually, MITS members serve areas that range from 1,000 square miles to 30,000 square miles. The average population density within their service area is 1.6 persons per square mile.  

MITS members know first hand the challenges, barriers, and effective, long-term sustainable solutions for consumer access to broadband in rural, remote, and frontier areas of Montana.  For over fifty years, they have demonstrated their commitment to providing high quality telecommunications and information services in areas deemed too remote and costly to serve by other larger companies with names all too familiar. They have extended broadband throughout much of their service areas. Customer locations and geographical areas that remain unserved or underserved in terms of broadband speed and capacity are those which present the steepest of challenges and the highest of costs. The MITS members have first hand experience and expertise of broadband challenges and broadband solutions in frontier areas. 
COMMENTS

Streamlining  Application and Review Process:
RUS and NTIA tentatively conclude that the application process should be streamlined.


The current applicant process requires applicants deemed highly qualified after completion of step one of the review process to submit additional information during a step two “due diligence” phase to substantiate the representations provided in the application. The due diligence phase is a critically important component of the application process and should not be streamlined.   

Applications for ARRA broadband funding should be comprehensive. They should require details sufficient to determine if the application is factual accurate, if the areas proposed for deploying broadband truly are unserved and underserved, if there are existing providers having infrastructure in place to deliver broadband to consumers.  

It is essential that the application process provide not only for an applicant to submit an application for a grant proposal for specific projects, but also provide for existing providers an opportunity to challenge portions of applications and statements of “fact” that are inaccurate.  Unfortunately, not all applications are factually correct. 


ARRA broadband funding provides a unique opportunity to extend broadband to unserved and underserved consumers.  The opportunities to extend broadband will be missed if applications that misrepresent information and present “evidence” that is not factual are not thoroughly analyzed and evaluated.  The application review process should be enhanced rather than relaxed! 

 The solid, well-intended, factual applications selected for funding will provide greater access to broadband, create additional jobs, and stimulate long-term economic growth and opportunity. We must neither forget nor ignore the unfortunate reality that applications also are filed that misrepresent the facts and fail to present accurate data. Funding such deficient and defective applications does not serve a pubic good.  Funding such applications, especially in sparsely populated frontier areas, will do harm to existing providers and to existing consumers with the result being a loss of jobs, a suppression of sustainable economic growth in small rural communities. Most significantly, it will result in the loss of broadband access most significantly for end consumers living outside the small towns that harbor the anchor tenants upon which many funding applications area based. 


In frontier Montana, rural providers have aggressively extended broadband to end consumers not just in those small towns, and not just to the solid anchor tenants of the schools and health care facilities. They have extended broadband to the consumers living beyond the towns – the rural farmers and ranchers and industries. The access that these consumers now have to broadband will be jeopardized if applications for ARRA funding are not carefully scrutinized and verified to ensure they are factually correct.

 It can be difficult to sustain even one quality provider in areas with extremely low population densities such as those we find in many Montana counties. Creating unsustainable, artificial competition through one-time Federal ARRA subsidies to new providers that cream skim customers and accounts and duplicate existing infrastructure will harm consumers. It is contrary to the goals of the ARRA.  It is vitally important that data submitted by Applicants as “fact” indeed is factual. 

Review processes should not be streamlined. Applications should not be isolated from public review, public rebuttal, and public comments including those addressing whether funding particular applications are truly in the public interests. Care must be taken to ensure that these limited ARRA broadband funds not be targeted to projects that duplicate existing infrastructure especially in sparsely populated areas.  
Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” Projects

Should RUS and/or NTIA focus on or limit round 2 funding on projects that will deliver middle mile infrastructure facilities into a group of communities and connect key anchor institutions within those communities? Ensuring that anchor institutions, such as community colleges, schools, libraries, health care facilities, and public safety organizations, have high-speed connectivity to the Internet can contribute to sustainable community growth and prosperity. Such projects also have the potential to stimulate the development of last mile services that would directly reach end users in unserved and underserved areas. 

Focusing on anchor institutions and anchor tenants, while not conducting a thorough analysis to determine the extent of existing broadband deployment not just to the anchor institutions but also to end consumers, at the end of the existing last mile that stretches broadband access to existing end subscribers fails to consider the adverse impacts of using ARRA broadband funds to create duplicate networks and infrastructure in frontier areas of our Nation. This will not stimulate the development of last mile services to unserved and underserved areas. It will create barriers to sustainable quality service to rural consumers. It fails to consider the logical impacts of artificially funding competition in frontier high cost areas.

It is important to look at the big picture of broadband access in rural areas. 
Consortiums and public-private partnerships


It is essential that NTIA and RUS examine the role of the States in prioritizing and recommending projects for funding, as well as proposals for public-private partnerships.  Is it evident that there has been and is a degree of separation between those applying for the funds and the decision-makers responsible for prioritizing, recommending, and/or awarding the funds?  Potential conflicts of interest in the process of State’s recommendations for priority funding must be examined and thoroughly reviewed. 

The role of the States and their agencies and the extent to which they are directly or indirectly involved in project planning, oversight or selection must be fully disclosed and considered.  Applications which are deficient or contain false information must be denied even if those applications are accompanied by a positive recommendation from states. 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments and provide information.
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� MITS members are: Nemont Telephone Cooperative, Northern Telephone Cooperative, Project Telephone Company, Triangle Telephone Cooperative Association, Central Montana Communications, InterBel Telephone Cooperative and Mid-Rivers Telephone Cooperative, Inc.





