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1) The Application and Review Process

a. Streamlining the Applications
Should the agencies re-examine the use of a single application applying to both BIP and BTOP to fund infrastructure projects
· Based on “lessons learned” from the initial process, more clarity from RUS and NTIA on what types of projects they want to fund and not fund would allow applicants to be able to develop more relevant, focused and coherent proposals.
· With more clarity on criteria, applicants should be directed to either NTIA or RUS as opposed to a parallel path in some cases.

How should NTIA link broadband infrastructure, public computer center and sustainable adoption projects through the application process?

· Suggest creating an editable PDF file consisting of a single application with four parts (Middle Mile; Last Mile; Public Computer Center; Broadband Adoption).  The master portion of the file could include the basics that are required for all categories:

· Applicant Background/past performance/financials

· Constituent needs

· Ability to address constituent needs

· Administration of grant funds

· Financial and technical sustainability

At that point, each category can be addressed.  If an applicant is applying in multiple categories, the core information in the categories above is consistent.

Should the agencies modify the two step process and if so, how?  Should certain attachments be eliminated, and if so, which ones? In what ways should RUS and NTIA streamline the applications to reduce the burden on applicants, while still obtaining the requisite information to fulfill the statutory requirements set forth in the Recovery Act?

· A two step process allows for two levels of detail and should be maintained. More structure in identifying the required elements in Step Two would be helpful.  A single document and check sheet that identifies the specific question that the reviewers have on the respective proposal; any additional information required, as well as the Step Two incremental requirements according to the NOFA would help to focus the Step Two response process.
· The suggested PDF format described above would allow for more clarity on what attachments are required for which application category.  The Last Mile and Middle Mile-specific attachments were not always clearly delineated, and some of the requirements from Middle Mile applicants were more relevant to Last Mile applicants.  
1) New Entities
· What types 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 BIP and BTOP programs.  

Past performance profiles related to the principals and clear definition of their proposed plan and qualifications to support its success could fulfill this requirement.
2)  Consortiums and Public and Private Partnerships
· How should the application be revised to reflect the participation of consortiums or public-private partnerships in the applications process?  
Detailed information from primary applicant should be required. Secondary participants should be willing to submit financials to support themselves as a going concern and to sign a document that verifies they are able to support the commitment amounts and that the financials they are presenting are accurate. Basic profiles of secondary participants—a short, 1-2 page, executive summary reflecting relative past performance, management and financial profile—could then complement the package.
· Should certain critical information be requested from all members of such groups, in addition to the designated lead applicant to sufficiently evaluate the application.  
Basic information should be required for all members, with detailed financial information and a summary of past related performance from the lead applicant of record.
· If so, what information should RUS and NTIA require?

Financial information and lead applicant’s experience in managing such initiatives.

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?

Consistent mapping methodology should be employed in the identification of:

· Applicant Service Areas

· Broadband Mapping Input

· Incumbent Challenges

For Middle Mile proposals qualifying by virtue of Anchor institutions (or the emerging concept of  “Comprehensive Communities”) census blocks seem too granular a level of detail.

4) Relationship between BIP and BTOP
· Should rural infrastructure continue to be required to be submitted to RUS or should the agencies permit rural applications to be submitted directly to NTIA, without having to be submitted to RUS as well, and if so, how should NTIA and RUS proceed in a manner that rewards the leveraging of resources and the most efficient use of federal funds.  Are there situations where it is better to give a loan to an applicant as opposed to a grant?  Are there applicants for which a loan would not be acceptable and if so, how should the programs be considered?
· There are cases where a loan cannot be supported and still provide the vital services needed.  Non-profits and many state organizations cannot take on the amount of debt offered in BIP. In those cases, grants should be made if the overall proposal otherwise demonstrates merit, the financial health of the organization and sustainability of the proposed network. This is particularly critical in rural, remote, unserved areas.

· Perhaps RUS can step the loan amount to 20%, 30%, 40%, 50% based on circumstance, and then award more points for those supporting higher levels of loan dollars.  
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 Executive Summaries available to the public should include a breakdown of the proposed costs.  It should be made clear at the onset that the Executive Summary will be made public and that basic information cannot be redacted.  This was not the case in the first round, when the 400 character description was noted as the only descriptor that would be made public and Executive Summaries could then be redacted prior to public posting.
· Financial information should be public; proprietary technical information, etc. should be held confidential.

c. Outreach and Support
What method of support and outreach was most effective?  What should be done differently in the next round of funding to best assist applicants?
· Due to the nature of the program, the Workshops, while effective, surfaced a lot of questions that could not be addressed ‘real time.’  Based on lessons learned in the first round, clearer and more consistent guidance at the workshops and more timely provision of subsequent FAQ’s would be helpful.
· Help Desk support also had an element of ‘a work in progress.’  In the second round, having more experienced and informed help desk personnel would help to streamline the process and allow for more expedient, focused and effective feedback.
· If there existed a process in place to handle the escalation of questions, it was not apparent.  Perhaps that could help streamline the outreach process.
d. NTIA Expert Review Process
Should NTIA continue to rely on unpaid experts as reviewers, or should they consider using solely Federal or contractor Staff.

· It would be difficult for Federal and contractor Staff to address all of the applications, and evaluation and input of highly qualified external reviewers would be lost in such a process.  Perhaps a combination of Federal or contractor Staff and Reviewer teams could be the most effective plan, allowing for diverse external expert input and management by a lead internal individual.
· It would be helpful if profiles of the respective reviewers should be identified post review, lest an applicant with a particularly complex proposal be rejected, and the applicant has concern about the qualifications of reviewers to fully comprehend the complexities of their proposal
II.  Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA

a.  Funding Priorities and Objectives
1. 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?  

Limiting Round 2 to Middle Mile infrastructure only would limit services to some communities with critical needs, or those areas where Middle Mile needs have been met by first round awards—where Last Mile applicants are intending to develop proposals to connect to Middle Mile awardees.
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?  

This is ideal wherever possible, however sufficient time to develop/culminate such relationships should be allowed in round two.  
Should the agencies’ goal be to fund middle mile projects that provide new coverage to the greatest population and geography so that we can be assured that the benefits of broadband are reaching the greatest number of people?

Yes, in concert with the other criteria.
Should we target projects that create “comprehensive communities” by installing high capacity middle mile facilities between anchor institutions.

This concept is a sound one given that resources are built into the award to allow the lead applicant to develop and sustain the “comprehensive communities” concept and enough time is allowed in the application process to develop the associated relationships and proposal on behalf of the “comprehensive community” it supports.
Should certain institutions be given greater weight to reflect their impact on economic development or a greater need or use of broadband services?  If so, what specific information should be required from these institutions?

More weight should be given to proposals that project specific economic impact, particularly in the “Comprehensive Communities” model.  However sufficient time should be allowed in the application process to develop these comprehensive programs and plans.  This adds additional layers of planning and analysis, and a broader skill set of contributors to the respective application.  Specific economic impact projections should be included in such proposals.  Some guidance in terms of formulas and projections from the agencies would be helpful in proposal development and evaluation.
To the extent that RYUS and NTIA do focus the remaining funds on “Comprehensive community” projects, what attributes should the agencies be looking for in such projects?  


Most sustainable?


Highest number of anchor institutions?


Vulnerable populations?

A combination of attributes, including the aforementioned criteria should be considered, including population reached and broader collaborative impact.
How should NTIA and RUS encourage appropriate levels of non-Federal (state, local, private) matching funds to be contributed so that the potential impact of Federal funds is maximized.  

The matching formulas can drive this process, however broader range of thresholds than simply 50/50 for RUS and 80/20 for NTIA could leverage funding further.  Some applications, while not sustainable at a 50/50 loan/grant level are sustainable at some threshold short of 80/20.
In addition, how should we consider the extent of the geographical footprint as well as any overlap with existing service providers?

This should be considered to some extent to avoid duplication of existing services. Incumbents should be encouraged to engage in “comprehensive communities’ wherever possible if this model emerges.  
2.  Economic Development
Should RUS and/or NTIA allocate a portion of the remaining funds to promote a regional economic development approach to broadband deployment?

That adds a layer of complexity that would require a significant window of time to prepare and address.  
Should RUS and NTIA seek applications for projects that would systematically link broadband deployment of a variety of complementary economic actions, such as work force training or entrepreneurial development through targeted regional economic development strategic plans.

Yes, if some facilitation and guidance related to such linkage.
Should funds be targeted toward areas, either urban or rural with innovative economic strategies, or those suffering exceptional economic hardship?

Yes, provided the funds allow for an additional layer of program development, support and integration.
Should states or regions with high unemployment rates be specifically targeted for funding?

Yes, provided the level of coordination and support is sufficient to assure results.
3.   Targeted Populations

Should RUS and NTIA allocate a portion of the remaining funds to specific population groups?



Tribal areas?




Public housing?



If support programs for implementation and follow through are integrated.
How can funds for Public Computer Centers and Sustainable Broadband Adoption projects be targeted to increase broadband access and use among vulnerable populations?  Should NTIA shift more BTOP funds into the public computer centers than is required by the Recovery Act?  In what ways is this type of targeted allocation of funding resources best be accomplished under the statutory requirements of each program.  Should libraries be targeted as sites for public computer access – how would this interface with e-Rate?

Public Computer Centers are critical to the implementation level of many of the programs.  Libraries are a common element in communities that could be essential to a successful implementation strategy and results.  
4.  Other Changes

How should the application process be modified to accommodate targeted funding proposals, if adopted?  How can agencies best ensure broadest benefit?  Leverage existing broadband?  Should an auction-like process be developed?

Should matching be determined on an individual case basis? How could such an approach be adopted given the associated timelines?

Given the implications that the second round could address more complexities (“Comprehensive Communities;” targeted economic development; broader collaboration), more guidance, tools and a longer timeline for response should be implemented.  

It could be helpful to have a preliminary period where the Round One awardees provide a comprehensive overview of their plans and guidance on the potential for collaboration and integration of Round Two applications.  This would best leverage the initial investment.

As noted earlier, determining matching on a individual case basis can allow for broader engagement.
b. Program Definitions

Should program definitions be modified to include a specific affordability factor or socio-economic make up of a given defined service area.  If so, how can that factor be measured?  Should the agencies develop more objective and readily verifiable measures and if so, what would they be?  How should satellite-based proposals be evaluated against these criteria?  Should the definitions of broadband include a higher speed and should speeds relate to the types of projects?

Yes, this could be integrated into a comprehensive community and economic impact model; with speeds related to the proposal’s “deliverables” considered in the overall requirements and merit of the application.  Satellite-based proposals can be evaluated within the context of the “comprehensive communities” and economic development program “deliverables” as a part of the overall proposal.
Should the agencies incorporate actual speeds into the definition of broadband and forego using advertised speeds?  If so, how should actual speeds be reliably and consistently measured?

Advertised speeds are not an effective measure; incumbents with challenges threatening award, and awardees in danger of losing awards for non-performance could be required to demonstrate performance.  Criteria could be established that allows a community to prove whether they have enough broadband coverage at a speed sufficient to foster economic development; generate jobs; and position the Anchor institutions to support these efforts be implemented vs. the arbitrary categories.  

“Advertised speeds” are irrelevant—those speed aren’t being delivered and they are just being declared as a “place holder.”  Minimum speeds offered in a respective footprint are irrelevant if they are not available at a reasonable price; or if they cannot be engineered to support the programs that the Community proposes to support in their application.

Comments related to “remote” definition.  Should factors other than distance be considered, such as income levels, geographic barriers, and population densities.
Yes, some remote areas cannot be sustained on distance considerations alone. 

C.  Public Notice of Service Areas



How should the public notice process be refined to address this concern?  

What alternative verification methods could be established that would be fair to the applicant and the entity questioning the applicants service area?

In the matter of “incumbent challenges,’ if applicants must provide input at the census block level, the broadband mapping that is being developed should be at the consistent level of detail; and incumbent challenges should likewise be driven to the census block level (in those cases where an incumbent challenge could jeopardize award vs. general ‘cut and paste’ statement challenges).
Should the public notice process be superseded where data becomes available through the State Broadband Data and Development Grant Program that may be used to verify unserved and underserved areas?

To the extent that this information is complete and compliant.
What type of information should be collected from the entity questioning the service area and what should be publicly disclosed?

Proof of deliverable vs. advertised services should be required for those challenges that jeopardize an otherwise qualifying award.
D.  Interconnection and nondiscrimination requirements

Are any minor adjustments to these requirements necessary?  Should they be applied universally?  Should the scope of the reasonable network management and managed services exceptions be modified and if so, in what way?

Is it necessary to clarify the term “interconnection to the extent of the interconnection obligation?”
Yes.  Some balance is needed here.
E.  Sale of Project Assets

Should this section be revised to adopt a more flexible approach toward awardee mergers, consistent with the USDA and DOC regulations, while still ensuring that awardees are not receiving unjust enrichment from the sale of award funded assets for profit?

A review process should be implemented to allow for reasonable consideration of such sales given the trends in the communications industry: mergers, consolidation, and other considerations.

F.  Cost Effectiveness

How should NTIA and RUS assess the cost effectiveness or cost reasonableness of a particular project?  How should we consider whether the costs of deploying broadband facilities are excessive?  How should agencies consider such unique situations as terrain; weather; are considered?  What evidence should we require from applicants to ensure that unnecessary costs have not been added to the project?

This is difficult to assess due to the complexities of the proposals, however it would seem that highly qualified reviewers and NTIA personnel would be able to identify overt situations, and the ongoing reporting requirements would reveal anomalies.
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?

Perhaps a “clearing house” could be established “State by State” allowing entities to identify their basic capabilities, interests, resources, goals and proposed models for collaboration.
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