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Comments submitted by CBN Connect Inc.  Plattsburgh NY		November 30, 2009

I.  The Application and Review Process

1.  Streamlining the Applications

 4. Relationship between BIP and BTOP
 If an application does not meet the requirements of BIP, they should not be required to submit their application to BIP even if they are 75% rural.
                                
1.  Transparency and Confidentiality

Yes, there should be greater transparency of applications. 
1. All applications should be listed on the database, even if they were submitted late and accepted late.
1. All application executive summaries should be posted without exception. 
1. All application support letters should be posted. 
1. There is a lot of other information that is confidential and may be proprietary and should not be published. 

1.  Outreach and Support

This was well done. 

1.  NTIA Expert Review Process

A higher standard should be used in selecting “experts”, and unpaid experts are preferable to 
Federal or contractor staff with less expertise.  

State review:  It appears that State’s decided what criteria to use in evaluating and ranking applications.  NTIA should provide criteria that is consistent across all states and aligned with NTIA’s standards and priorities. 

Overlap with existing providers:  this should be considered, however not all overlap is bad, given the desire to increase choice and competition.  Middle mile projects encourage existing providers to bring more services into their coverage area and to enable them to reach a wider geography. That is different than approving a project that is to target a specific small area that another provider already provides service in as a last mile application. 

II. Policy Issues Addressed in NOFA

1. Middle Mile Comprehensive Community Projects

For round 2 at least RUS should concentrate on middle mile open access projects because they already have a program in place for low interest loans for last mile solutions and since these last mile solutions will be enabled by having a strong middle mile open access backbone in place, the two would work well together. 

We support an emphasis on Middle Mile solutions to ensure that fundamental infrastructure is in place to enable last mile solutions.

RUS and NTIA should favor comprehensive community projects, and should look for viable (strong business plan, proper regulatory credentials, shovel ready, etc.) public private partnerships where the applicant can demonstrate consensus among all participants on the need for the project and show credible evidence of economic impact.  Service to vulnerable populations should be a criterion to encourage applicants to reach people who otherwise may not attain broadband access.

Overlap with existing providers:  this should be considered, however not all overlap is bad, given the desire to increase choice and competition.  Middle mile projects encourage existing providers to bring more services into their coverage area and to enable them to reach a wider geography. That is different than approving a project that is to target a specific small area that another provider already provides service in as a last mile application. 

2.  Economic development impact should be a criterion, and applicants should demonstrate a long term (five year) projection of the impact from their project, with appropriate documentation on job growth and retention from end users, economic development agencies, local government, etc.  This is after all, the goal of the stimulus program.

3. Targeted Populations

We do not support a dedicating a specific amount of money for targeted populations. Generally, projects in these areas are able to show the need for broadband and should be reviewed with all other applications. The criteria should not be the number of people covered as this does not make sense when reviewing both urban and rural applications alongside one another. In this case, no rural applications would ever get funded. The scoring should be such that rural applications that can demonstrate economic impact for their area should be given points and the criteria of the 10,000 households passed should be removed.   That criterion is what hurt rural applications as well as Native American applications.

Other Changes
B. Program Definitions:

The definitions were confusing.  Remote area qualification is very troublesome, and made no sense in our 100% rural region, where we were not qualified as remote because of a city larger than 20,000 that is within 50 miles, but is in another state on the other side of a major lake. Also, it was impossible to avoid some incumbent providers’ public notice responses because census blocks they serve were touched by the mapping application even though they provide minimal service there.

 C. Public Notice of Areas Served

The public notice process needs rethinking and redesign. In our case, comments were filed by Time Warner and Charter who stated that they provide internet access in our area.   We are a Middle Mile application and neither Time Warner nor Charter offer wholesale broadband to other service providers in an open access fashion as a middle mile network.  Our application and network are not in competition with them because they do not offer these services and they should not have been allowed to submit comments. This is also the case for Keene Valley Video and Willsboro Cable. This process should be changed.   Open access is the wave of the future, and the benefits to the end user will come from networks that carry all qualified providers, even if that means building where existing providers currently offer services.

F.  Reasonableness

The PE certification demonstrates the reasonableness of the pricing used in the application and this validation should remain. 

Otherwise, this criterion is very subjective and should be modified. It is going to be expensive to get this infrastructure in place in rural areas in relation to the number of people that will be positively impacted by the investment. This was the same for the rural electrification funding that was done in the 1930s.  this criterion should not be a disadvantage for rural applicants vs urban applicants, there are two different standards needed.                    
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