July 1 NOFA Talking Points
The following is list of Talking Points voicing concerns about the Notice of Funds Availability (NOFA) released jointly by the NTIA and RUS for Broadband Funding on July 1st, 2009.  This list was compiled by the Schools, Health and Libraries Broadband Coalition (SHLB).


Unfortunately, many thousands of entities that were planning to apply for broadband funding to serve anchor institutions may have to put a stop to their planning because of the way this NOFA is geared almost exclusively to providing residential consumers and rural areas with low-speed broadband service. 

*        This result is inconsistent with the statutory language of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA, the Stimulus bill).  The ARRA gives equal priority to serving anchor institutions, residential users, public safety and stimulating demand.  But the NOFA does not give anchor institutions equal priority; in fact the needs of anchor institutions are barely discussed.  The statutory language says that there are five principal purposes of the bill, and broadband service to anchor institutions is clearly set forth in purpose #3.  But the NOFA makes almost all the funding available for purposes #1 and #2 (concerning residential consumers) and purpose #5 (stimulating demand).  Broadband service to anchor institutions deserves to have at least equal priority with residential service and programs to stimulate demand.  

*        NTIA funding for broadband infrastructure is only made available to unserved and underserved areas, but the unserved/underserved language is not supposed to apply to broadband to anchor institutions.  Under the ARRA, the unserved/underserved limitation only applies to residential consumers. Linking the unserved/underserved language to anchor institutions means that the vast majority of schools, health care providers and libraries will not be eligible for this funding.

*        Schools, libraries and health care providers across the country need access to very high-speed broadband (100 Megabits to I Gigabit and higher). They need this bandwidth for distance learning, to allow consumers to look for jobs and receive on-line video training, to transmit electronic health records, and many, many other essential services for the general public.
There is no recognition of this need for high-capacity broadband in the NOFA.  There is only one definition of broadband and it is set at a very low level (768 Mbps) that does not come close to the speeds needed by anchor institutions to serve the public.  

*        It is unlikely that schools, library systems or health care systems will be eligible to apply for funding to build a high-speed network linking all the schools, libraries and health care providers because lines 662-672 say that the presumption is that applicants  will serve the entire territory of the census block.  This language appears designed for a telephone or cable company that serves the general public, but this language appears to preclude service to anchor institutions.  For instance, it does not permit municipalities, state research and education networks, library consortiums, and private sector parties to apply to construct high-bandwidth networks to serve specifically anchor institutions (in just a portion of the territory).

 
 *         If anchor institutions cannot apply for funding, there should at least be the possibility for anchor institutions to partner with private sector or municipal broadband providers.  Unfortunately, the NOFA does not give strong enough incentive for private sector (or municipal) providers to partner with these anchor institutions.   While there is general language in the NOFA encouraging applicants to serve the five purposes of the statute, the importance of serving the strategic institutions in purpose #3 is not set forth clearly.  In our view,  EVERY successful application should include a commitment to serve anchor institutions in the region.  We respectfully suggest there should be specific scoring points for demonstrating that the applicant will be able to provide anchor institutions within that region with high-capacity broadband.
 
*        The Public Computing Center program  is certainly a worthwhile program, but this program is not large enough and is not designed to fill the needs of these anchor institutions for big broadband connections.  The PCC program also includes funding for equipment, training, wiring, etc. There is not enough funding in this program to fund these needs AND to fund the construction of high-capacity broadband "pipes."  Furthermore, the list of eligible users of the PCC program in the NOFA does  not  match up to the list of strategic institutions identified in Section 6001(b)(3) of the ARRA, which demonstrates that the PCC program is very different from the program to provide high-capacity broadband to anchor institutions.  These are two
different programs and purposes.
 
*        The NOFA correctly identifies the need for Middle Mile funding.  But again, Middle Mile funding is only made available to unserved/underserved areas.  Furthermore, the Middle Mile is defined in the NOFA NOT to include service to end users such as anchor institutions.  Anchor institutions need BOTH Middle Mile and Last Mile connectivity, and there is little opportunity
for anchor institutions to obtain Last Mile funding under the NOFA.  
 
*        There are also some difficulties with respect to measuring what is and is not an unserved area.  Our understanding is that the U.S. Census does not gather information on the amount of broadband available by census block. Requiring applicants to make this demonstration is a heavy burden, and the NOFA allows the private sector to contest an award of funding by claiming that it "serves" an area.  The prospects for serving even underserved areas is very slim.  



For all the above reasons, we request that NTIA adopt an addendum to the NOFA to address specifically the needs of anchor institutions for high-capacity broadband, along the lines of the statement submitted by the Schools, Health and Libraries Broadband Coalition in mid-June.

