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NTELOS Comments in Response to Request for Information

NTELOS submits these brief comments in response to the Request for Information published in the Federal Register on November 16, 2009.  NTELOS provides wireline and wireless services primarily in Virginia and West Virginia.
NTELOS’ Wireline and Wireless Operations

Founded in 1897 as the Clifton Forge-Waynesboro Telephone Company, our ILEC operations have a long history of providing exceptional telephone service in the rural Virginia areas of Waynesboro, Covington, Alleghany County and Botetourt County.  NTELOS ILECs currently serve a total of 41,000 lines and we offer DSL services in 98% of the ILEC service area. Commencing in late 2007, NTELOS began upgrading its ILEC network with fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) and introduced NTELOS video service over FTTH.  At September 30, 2009, NTELOS had approximately 1,800 video customers and  FTTH available to approximately 8,200 homes.
 As a Competitive Local Exchange Carrier (CLEC), NTELOS serves twenty-five communities in Virginia and West Virginia with local and long distance, voice and data services to approximately 50,000 lines, the vast majority of which are business customers.  NTELOS operates more than 23,000 wireline broadband access connections in total in the ILEC and CLEC markets. NTELOS’ wireline business is supported by an extensive 2,200 route-mile fiber optic network to backhaul communications traffic for retail services and to serve as a carriers’ carrier network, providing transport services to third parties for long distance, internet, wireless and private network services.  In October 2009, we announced an agreement to purchase from Allegheny Energy, Inc. an additional 2,200 route miles of fiber located primarily in central and western Pennsylvania and West Virginia, with portions also in Maryland, Kentucky and Ohio.  
NTELOS holds PCS licenses to operate in twenty-nine basic trading areas with a total licensed population of approximately 8.8 million. NTELOS has built out its network in twenty of those basic trading areas and covers 5.5 million POPs.  NTELOS now serves almost 445,000 retail wireless subscribers.  Year after year, NTELOS makes significant investments in its wireless network and now has over 1,225 cell sites deployed.  NTELOS has 80 company-owned retail stores, many more than its competitors have in NTELOS’ region.  Its call centers are all located in western Virginia.  NTELOS’ retail presence through its stores, along with customer care centers in Waynesboro, Covington, and Daleville Virginia, are in keeping with NTELOS’ long-standing commitment to be a part of local communities it serves.
 In August of 2007, NTELOS announced that it would upgrade virtually its entire network for mobile broadband services using EVDO Rev. A.   EVDO data services are at speeds 10 times faster than those available on NTELOS’ 1x data network – the wireless equivalent of moving from dial-up to DSL.  In 2008, NTELOS completed the EVDO deployment in western Virginia and West Virginia.  On July 9, 2009, NTELOS announced the completion of the EVDO broadband upgrade in its Virginia East market, including Richmond, Hampton Roads, Norfolk, and Virginia Beach.  In the course of the EVDO deployment, NTELOS replaced the wireless switches in its western Virginia and West Virginia networks; upgraded the existing switches in eastern Virginia; and changed out equipment at over 1,025 cell sites. 
Use of Stimulus Funds

This background concerning NTELOS is relevant because it demonstrates that NTELOS has a long history of deploying state-of-the-art technology in rural areas – on time and on budget.  NTELOS’ ILEC submitted an application in the first round for a project to bring FTTH to the extremely rural portion of its Alleghany County service area.  This project is most certainly “shovel ready” as our continuing FTTH deployment demonstrates.  NTELOS’ wireless business considered submitting an application and was confident of completing the build in the required timeframe, but was deterred by concern that we could not meet the very aggressive deadlines for completing the extensive environmental requirements (more burdensome than the FCC environmental requirements) for our proposed sites within the timeframe mandated by the NTIA and RUS.  

When NTELOS reviewed the many applications submitted in the first round, we were surprised to see that many applicants on the wireless side not only had no specific sites included, these applicants did not even have spectrum.  Many have no track record of building and deploying telecommunications facilities.  On the wireline side, there was a similar lack of experience among many applicants.  NTELOS well knows the challenges of building fiber optic facilities and wireless sites in rural areas.  Based on our long history, we are confident that, although these newcomers are proceeding in good faith, they are not “shovel ready” and it is doubtful that the projects can be built and put in service in the required timeframe. 

The issue of ensuring that all Americans have access to broadband services at reasonable rates must continue to be the highest priority for telecom policy makers.  But the stimulus program does not seem to be the appropriate vehicle for funding new entities and untested technologies.  These funds are meant to stimulate a faltering economy with spending, jobs, and projects with tangible results delivered on time.  The taxpayers of this country expect that their tax dollars will produce real results and they deserve to have this expectation met with the billions of dollars entrusted to NTIA and RUS.
The next round of funding should focus on projects on which there is a high confidence that the applicant will deliver on its commitment based upon that applicant’s experience and past performance.  After the NOFA for the second round is issued, applicants should have at least sixty days to prepare their submissions.  Given the complexities of the application, sixty days is the minimum needed to prepare a quality, detailed proposal so that the NTIA and RUS can have the level of confidence required.   The deadlines for environmental and other follow up tasks should be achievable in order to attract applications from those entities which have the experience to understand what is involved in completing these steps.  And specifically on the environmental process for wireless sites, the requirements should mirror the current FCC requirements.  

Government Funding of Competitors       
NTELOS filed over 90 comments on the applicants of other entities in the first round and included specific locations in which we have broadband facilities in geographic areas these applicants have characterized as “unserved” or “underserved”.  It was a difficult and time consuming process but we completed it for two reasons.  First, many more projects were submitted than can possibly be funded and so it is important from a policy perspective to identify truly “unserved” and “underserved” areas in order to target funding.  Second, NTELOS and other current providers have used investor capital to build facilities and offer service.  The prospect of competing with entities that got government grants to build facilities is a disturbing one.  Those entities enter the marketplace with a radically different, lower cost structure as a result of government funding.  It is simply not the role of government to tilt the playing field in this way against private sector competitors.  A review of the financial results reported most recently by public telecom companies demonstrates that the industry is still being affected by the economic downturn.  It is very important for the NTIA and RUS not to exacerbate the industry’s challenge by setting up competitors with government grant money. 

As previously stated, NTELOS submitted a wireline project in the first round and there were entities which filed against the application, claiming to have broadband facilities deployed in the proposed geographic area.  NTELOS is confident that such facilities are not in place, but we have no means of contacting the other providers to discuss exactly who has what in the area.  We suspect that other applicants have similar questions for NTELOS as far as the exact location of our facilities.  This part of the process should be streamlined and should be designed to facilitate and encourage dialogue among applicants and filers.    

Conclusion
NTELOS recognizes that Congress has given the NTIA and RUS a very substantial and difficult task to sort through the many applications and to distribute these funds for the purposes Congress intended.  In completing the process, it is vital to ensure that these funds go to the providers and the areas where they fulfill the mission of promoting the economic recovery.
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