Re: BTOP_RFI_090310
Executive Summary

In the following brief essay, I begin to address the questions posed in the above-named request for information.

Essentially, I believe most of the answers you seek are available within your own organizations, however you are not taking advantage of the treasure trove of expertise and experience that lie therein. This is due to:

· A frantic rush to meet deadlines—the “haste makes waste” syndrome.

· Back-door hiring deals, both for individual positiions and large contracts, which truncated your own learning processes. This lack of transparency is hurting the parts of the effort with which I am familiar-I cannot comment on the rest.

· Lack of input from true experts in fields like technology, infrastructure, the social sciences, and behavioral economics.

….among others.

The good news, however, is that you still have time to set it all right—and to do so is eminently achievable.

Thank you for requesting feedback. I will address only those questions where I have feedback to offer. My responses are numbered in the same form and sequence as are the questions to which they are addressed. I am more familiar with the mapping program than with the larger BTOP-BIP-RUS initiative, thus my comments reflect my understanding of your questions from that perspective.

I. The Application Process

A. Streamlining the Applications 

IA1. You should ascertain the identities of the backers of these businesses. Who they seem to be and who they are or represent may be entirely different from one another.

IA2. Public-private partnerships: for the purposes of decision making these are very difficult to untangle. However, I wonder why so many of the grant funds amount to people who have jobs and money giving jobs and money to people who already have jobs and money. There are substantial flaws in any approach that involves using ‘usual suspects’ to administer these programs. Isn’t the point, in part, that these institutions have not done a very good job of serving the public interest in the past? I believe you should look outside your comfort zone and actively seek small businesses as well as others hardest hit by the current recession. Government, health care, and education are known havens in times like these. To stick with these big institutional partnerships only exacerbates the problem.

IA3. In my original comments submitted to the public comment site, I strongly suggested that experts from the Department of the Census be a part of all major conversations on questions of this nature. Apparently, they are not. This is obvious to me because, as a ardent fan and ‘power user’ of Census data, I know that they have a fact-based, robust seven-stage system for classifying geographic areas in terms of population density, ranging from “urbanized” to “isolated rural.” (See exhibit 1, below) 
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The unit of measurement should be calibrated to the nature of the proposal in question. The Census Bureau uses a carefully constructed, nested program for classifying geographic units on a series of interconnected “least common denominators” that should render this eminently feasible (see figure 2, below). This system should make it possible to calibrate the unit of geographic measurement to the geographic, legislative, and social context of any area while keeping everything on the same scale. (See figure 2, below).
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It appears to me that many decision makers within your organization have written off urban areas with the reasoning that there is plenty of infrastructure and that the primary problems are adoption and “the digital divide.” In my comment, I suggested the block, and/or the smallest unit of measurement because given high population density, a small geographic area in a city may house more people than do some counties, and even several states. If you use only larger units of measurement (e.g., the zip code—designed solely for the purpose of facilitating the delivery of mail), you will miss the reality present on the ground in these areas. 

B. Transparency and Confidentiality

The way in which you posed these questions on the NOFA’s is part of the problem. You will not be able to learn what you need to given their phrasing, which invites pat, blanket assurances that are functionally, meaningless. Re: confidentiality, whose confidence is it more important to keep: those of people with few resources or those of large, well-funded corporations that can hire legions of lawyers to protect them? It appears to me that the confidence of Telcos is your greater concern, and this is precisely the reverse of what it should be. I believe that you have huge problems with transparency within the parts of your organization with whom I have interacted. You will be unable to properly address this question absent some soul-searching and behavior change on your own parts. To wit, I am wondering how Booz-Allen apparently won a no-bid contract to run the program, and why key jobs were given to junior people with few relevant skills (but plenty of self-confidence and energy). Why were these openings never made public, so that others with more skill and experience could apply for them? The whole thing smacks of insider deal-making, with the result that your insistence on transparency rings hollow.

C. Outreach and Support

First, you need to make sure that those who are providing the answers know what they are talking about—beyond simply interpreting the specifications of the NOFA’s and how they translate into the filing of a successful grant application. In all cases, the ability to provide useful guidance on the part of those administering any program is by necessity based on real expertise. This does not characterize many of the players on the government side. A degree in Law or Public Policy is no substitute for deep knowledge of technology infrastructure, applied social science, or human motivation. Having attended many of these seminars (via the web), my impression is that there is an over-focus on forms management and an under focus on providing meaningful, substantive, and – most of all – accurate answers. Ultimately, this undermines your credibility.

II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA’s

A. Funding Priorities and Objectives

You have no viable working definitions for under-served or served. This is partly because you have nobody on staff that knows how to take a concept (which is by nature intangible) and deconstruct its piece-parts, finding the tangible, measurable elements therein and using them to form & test a protocol. For example, a survey question like “On a 1-10 scale, where 1 means ‘not at all’ and 10 means ‘completely agree,’ how would you rate your agreement with this statement: ‘I am fat.’” is a measure of body image, not of weight . 

Likewise, the operating definitions for ‘under-served’ or ‘served’ are multifaceted and context-specific.
 The reasons for looking at the block level in cities are twofold. First, there are a lot more people in a limited geographic space and this places greater demands on any extant infrastructure. Second, because there are large numbers of well educated, well-off people living in close proximity to less well educated and in many cases impoverished people, the causes of under-service are different than they would be in a relatively homogeneous, sparsely populated area. It is entirely possible to develop robust, reliable, straightforward rating systems that take these factors into account, but not when you try to do it too fast with people who lack the requisite skill, training, and experience. This is what you have done, unfortunately, and I do not know whether it is too late to fix. However, the net result of the current classification system is that cities will miss out on desperately needed BTOP funds. I am sure rural areas need them too, but they shouldn’t “get” at the expense of equally (but differently) needy others.

Regarding asking for matching funds from municipalities of different types, I believe this can only be done on a case-by-case basis. Some municipalities are literally starving. Others are very rich. An example is Philadelphia, where I live. It has the misfortune of being both a city and county, surrounded by far wealthier suburban and rural areas
. Since its tax base is largely poor (which is not true of the surrounding counties, where most of those who work in the city reside), it is perennially broke. Moreover, the strains on its budget mean that it can fund far fewer “anchor institutions” per capita. Large requirements for matching funds or a requirement that any funds be delivered on the basis of anchor institutions will simply result in those already deprived being deprived again by the Stimulus program.

Unfortunately, I am running out of time—I have fewer than fifteen minutes to get this done, which will not permit me to comment further if I expect this to be read or considered. I hope, but do not expect, to hear back from you with an invitation to finish my comments. If you do want to hear the complete set, I will be more than happy to provide all my comments to you. I both know and care a great deal about these topics. More than anything else, I want to see this done well. 

With Best Regards,

Sara C. Wedeman, Ph.D.

Behavioral Economics Consulting Group, LLC
� The only straightforward case is that in which there is no broadband infrastructure whatsoever, rendering any further discussion moot.


� As of 2007, the poverty rate in Philadelphia was 23.8%, while it was 11.6% for the state as a whole.
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