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COMMENTS OF THE NATIONAL EMERGENCY NUMBER ASSOCIATION 

The National Emergency Number Association (“NENA”),
 on behalf of itself and in support of the objectives of the Next Generation Safety Consortium (“NGSC”)
, hereby submits the following comments in response to questions raised in the joint request for information (“RFI”) by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (“NTIA”) and the Rural Utilities Service (“RUS”).
  NENA appreciates the opportunity to assist NTIA and RUS as they take steps to implement the second and final round of grants and loans under the Broadband Initiatives Program (“BIP”) and the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (“BTOP”).  NTIA and RUS are to be commended for the significant efforts already undertaken to implement the BIP and BTOP programs.  We offer the following comments to assist the agencies in streamlining the application process and to more effectively address broadband-enabled public safety communications, a key purpose of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (“Recovery Act”).   


Specifically, in response to Section I of the RFI concerning the application and review process, NTIA and RUS should:

(1) Encourage consortia;

(2) Recognize the value of, and support, where appropriate, national projects with direct and indirect benefits to states and regions;
(3) Increase the funding amount available for Sustainable Broadband Adoption Program grants; and    

(4) Provide increased emphasis on public safety broadband projects.
Consortia should be encouraged


The BIP and BTOP applications should explicitly encourage proposals from innovative consortia whose representatives and proposals are designed to meet the multiple purposes and goals of the Recovery Act.  Consortia offer several advantages to ensure RUS and NTIA are able to effectively fulfill all of the goals of the Recovery Act.  A consortium offers the ability to leverage the resources and expertise of all of its members, each of whom have come together to work cooperatively in support of shared objectives.  Tapping into the combined ideas and resources of a consortium can ensure greater efficiency and effectiveness through the funding of proposals that recognize the value of projects that benefit multiple organizations, populations and geographic areas.  The work of Consortia inherently benefits many different groups and areas, rather than only supporting single-purpose, stove-pipe efforts.  Consortia are more likely to address the challenges of many different groups that have come together to effectively solve common challenges shared by all members of a consortium.  In short, consortia are more likely to have a multiplier effect than single-purpose programs targeting a unique class of individuals/entities or geographic areas.
  


The BIP and BTOP applications should encourage proposals that address more than one purpose of the Recovery Act.  While the BIP and BTOP programs will award a significant amount of money, there is not nearly enough money to effectively address all of our nation’s broadband needs.  Thus, projects that bring multiple parties together and simultaneously address several purposes in innovative proposals should be strongly encouraged.   Support of consortia provides a means for NTIA and RUS to effectively spread a limited amount of grant and loan funding to a more significant number of deserving organizations.


While consortia offer many advantages, given the complexity associated with multi-member organizations, consortia also create potential administrative challenges for NTIA and RUS.  The BIP and BTOP applications should encourage applications from consortia that can demonstrate stability and sustainability.  Therefore, the BTOP application should:
· give increased weight to consortia whose members have previously worked together, particularly those whose members have experience administering federal grants;

· give increased weight to consortia whose membership consists of organizations currently or previously involved in successful consortia; and
· give increased weight to those consortia that are ready on day one to begin work on the identified project (established structure, procedures in place, etc.).

In cases in which an individual member submits a proposal as a lead applicant on behalf of a larger consortium, the BIP and BTOP applications should not require detailed information from each consortium member in addition to the lead applicant.  This is unnecessary and will be an administrative burden for the applicant and the agencies.  Instead, an officer/director from each member of a consortium should be required to sign a letter of commitment and support of the consortium and the BTOP/BIP proposal.


National projects with direct and indirect benefits to states and regions should be supported

NENA submitted a proposal on behalf of the NGSC in response to the Sustainable Broadband Adoption category of the first BTOP Notice of Funds Availability (“NOFA”).  We appreciated the efforts of NTIA to prepare detailed Grant Guidelines to assist respondents in preparing their grant proposals.  Having page limitations and fixed formats helped ensure a consistent and manageable set of responses, thereby helping reviewers in their efforts to evaluate each proposal for award.


There were, however, some aspects of the Grant Guidelines concerning the Sustainable Broadband Adoption category that should be considered for modification.  The most notable is that the Guidelines appeared to be written with specific geographically limited areas (e.g. communities, counties, or districts) in mind.  An emphasis was placed on more localized projects, which was reflected in the request for information on areas impacted based on Congressional Districts.  The Congressional District data was of particular value in the evaluation process, when governors were asked to prioritize projects in their respective states.  

Little recognition in the Grant Guidelines was afforded to multi-state or national Sustainable Broadband Adoption applications – those projects designed to be administered at a national level to produce specific demand-focused deliverables directly beneficial to comparable state and local projects and that would be demonstrated within selected states.  While a project with a limited geographic scope may be easier to implement and administer, there are significant benefits to projects that can be demonstrated one time, at a national level, and then provided as a replicable model to any state or region wishing to undertake a related project.  NENA recommends that the subsequent NOFA recognize the value of national-level projects and that the Grant Guidelines be modified accordingly.  Additionally, states should not just be asked to rank local projects.  They should also be provided a list of national projects that may produce results that will directly or indirectly benefit their state as well.
NTIA should increase the funding amount available for Sustainable Broadband Adoption program grants

The Recovery Act directs that not less than $250 million of the BTOP shall be awarded for grants for innovative programs to encourage sustainable adoption of broadband services.  The first NOFA provided $150 million.  It is important to note that the Recovery Act provides for a minimum of $250 million.  NTIA should recognize the importance of increasing the demand for broadband, in addition to the need for broadband infrastructure and should increase the level of funding for the sustainable broadband adoption program.    

While building new transport networks in areas that lack broadband or where there is limited competition is important, it is equally important that NTIA place a significant emphasis on fostering the use of broadband.  A driving force for increasing affordability, subscribership, and speeds, and therefore enhancing broadband-enabled applications and services, is to get more individuals and organizations to use broadband.  This is particularly true in the case of emergency communications which has traditionally lagged behind in terms of broadband capabilities.  Emergency response organizations need to be involved in a process that demonstrates the benefits of the use of broadband and that demonstrates how connectivity to broadband networks, coupled with standardized applications and services made possible because of broadband, improve information sharing capabilities for all emergencies.  Projects that effectively educate users and demonstrate the benefits of broadband, in a scalable manner that can be replicated elsewhere after the life of an individual grant should be encouraged.  This can be achieved by providing increased funding opportunities under the Sustainable Broadband Adoption program.      

Public Safety broadband projects should receive increased emphasis

Section 6001 of the Recovery Act establishes five purposes for the BTOP.
  The legislation directly targets public safety by establishing that a specific purpose of BTOP grants is to “improve access to, and use of broadband service by public safety agencies.”
  While this explicit recognition of public safety is an essential aspect of the statute, the BIP and BTOP applications did not provide an opportunity for projects designed specifically to enable improved access and use of broadband by public safety.  NENA encourages RUS and NTIA to consider placing a more direct emphasis on public safety-related projects. 

Other: Relationship to Existing Statutes and Regulations

RUS and NTIA should look to other existing authority related to the purposes of the Recovery Act and combine efforts where appropriate.  For example, RUS, should connect its responsibilities under the Recovery Act with its existing authority to provide low-interest loans through the “9-1-1 Access Program” established under Section 6107 of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008.
  The loan program gives RUS authority to make loans to State or local governments, Indian tribes, or other public entities for facilities and equipment to expand or improve in rural areas “9-1-1 access, integrated interoperable emergency communications, including multiuse networks that provide commercial or transportation information services in addition to emergency communications services, homeland security communications, transportation safety communications, or location technologies used outside an urbanized area.”  By utilizing this existing authority when establishing BIP loan and grants, RUS will more effectively enable modern emergency information and communications technology deployment in rural areas.  In summary, RUS and NTIA should ensure that implementation of the Recovery Act is consistent with its existing authority and responsibilities, and enables the implementation of the goals established by Congress in related legislation.
Conclusion


In conclusion, NENA, on behalf of itself and in support of the objectives of the Next Generation Safety Consortium, respectfully encourages NTIA and RUS to implement the recommendations described above in the second BIP/BTOP NOFA.  Specifically, NTIA and RUS should (1) encourage stable and sustainable consortia; (2) where appropriate, recognize the value of, and support, national projects with direct and indirect benefits to states and regions; (3) increase the funding amount available for Sustainable Broadband Adoption program grants; and (4) provide increased emphasis on public safety broadband projects.  Finally, NTIA and RUS should look to other existing authority related to the purposes of the Recovery Act and combine efforts where appropriate.
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� NENA is The Voice of 9-1-1™. NENA promotes implementation and awareness of 9-1-1 as North America’s universal emergency number and is the leading professional non-profit organization dedicated solely to 9-1-1 emergency communications issues. NENA serves its nearly 7,000 members in 48 chapters across the U.S., Canada and Mexico through policy advocacy, establishment of technical and operational standards, Next Generation 9-1-1 development, certification programs and a broad spectrum of educational offerings.  More information about NENA is available at � HYPERLINK "http://mail.nena.org/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.nena.org/" \t "_blank" �www.nena.org�.


� The Next Generation Safety Consortium is a 30 member consortium that brings together national organizations involved in emergency response, academic institutions, government leaders, and technology partners in a broad, multi-dimensional effort to enable the deployment of next generation emergency Information and Communications Technology (ICT). The Consortium promotes broadband access for all emergency response agencies, robust and secure broadband backbone networks connecting them, and the multiple services and applications enabled by such broadband access.  More information about NGSC is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nextgensafety.org" �www.nextgensafety.org�. 


3 Joint Request for Information, Fed. Reg. 58,940 (Nov. 16, 2009).


� For example, the Next Generation Safety Consortium was formed to bring together numerous organizations in public safety, academia, and government, working with technology partners, to promote the development and use of shared broadband networks, services, and applications for emergency response.  Only through a consortium can the design and use of shared, standards-based networks, services and applications be effectively addressed.  Each of the members of the NGSC working alone cannot possibly design, demonstrate, and implement the shared emergency services model collectively envisioned by the members of the NGSC. However, if successful, the results of the NSGC’s work will benefit the broad membership of each of our organizations, and others across the country.       


5 Recovery Act, Section 6001(b).	


6 Recovery Act, Section 6001(b)(4).


6 Pub. Law. 110-246.
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