IP Technology Transition Trials (FCC 14-5)

Rural Broadband Experiments

PURPOSE of ALL TRIALS (¶1): 

· to speed market-driven technological transitions and innovations by preserving the core statutory values as codified by Congress – public safety, ubiquitous and affordable access, competition, and consumer protection – that exist today. 
· to learn about the impact of the technology transitions on the customers – and communities – that rely on communications networks.
· to collect data that will permit service providers and their customers, and independent analysts and commentators – as well as the federal, State, local, and Tribal officials charged with oversight – to make data-driven decisions about these technology transitions. 

TYPE of EXPERIMENTS (¶6):

· Voluntary Service-Based Experiments -- Experiments in which incumbent providers seek to substitute new communications technologies for the TDM-based services over copper lines that they currently are providing to customers, with an eye toward discontinuing those legacy services.

· Targeted Experiments and Cooperative Research -- Experiments to explore the impact of technology transitions that focus on universal access, one of the enduring values that must be protected and enhanced in the technology transition. 

· One of these experiments explores ways to examine the impact of technology transitions on rural Americans, including those living on Tribal lands, and ensure that, as networks transition, they are not left behind.  

PART IV:  EXPERIMENTS AND RESEARCH TARGETED TO NETWORK VALUES
(Report and Order in WC Docket No. 10-90)

RURAL BROADBAND EXPERIMENTS 
· In order to ensure that all Americans benefit from the technology transitions, the FCC seeks data on the impact of technology transitions in rural areas, including Tribal lands, where residential consumers, small businesses and anchor institutions, including schools, libraries and health care providers, may not have access to advanced broadband services.  (¶87)

· FCC solicits proposals to bring advanced services to rural Americans, including residents of Tribal lands, with support from the Connect America Fund (CAF), which will allow the Commission to examine different approaches to ensuring universal access to these advanced services in an all-IP world. (¶83)

· Critical Questions to be Answered:

· The FCC seeks to explore under what conditions will consumers prefer next generation wireless services over wireline alternatives. 

· The FCC seeks to better understand the viable business models that could support the deployment of fiber or other next generation wired technology in rural areas despite the inherent challenges. 

· The FCC seeks to explore ways to ensure that, as networks transition, the access of rural American customers, including customers living on Tribal lands, is not just preserved, but enhanced, in all areas of the country. ( ¶90)

· FCC March 2014 Workshop on Rural Broadband Experiments: To explore ideas about how to structure experiments that will inform FCC policy decisions regarding the deployment of next generation networks in rural, high-cost areas. (¶91)

· FCC Adopts Rural BB Experiment to Be Supported by Connect America Fund (CAF)

In the Order the FCC adopts one possible experiment to test how tailored economic incentives can advance the deployment of next generation networks, both wireline and wireless, in rural, high-cost areas of the country, including Tribal lands. In this experiment, Connect America funding will be available to entities to deploy high-speed, scalable, IP-based networks. (¶92)

RURAL BROADBAND EXPERIMENTS WILL HELP ADDRESS FOUR SETS OF INTERRELATED QUESTIONS: 

· First, FCC seeks to test the assumption that the geographic and demographic characteristics of certain rural areas, including Tribal lands, economically preclude the deployment of high-capacity fiber-based services that deliver higher speeds to those communities, absent some level of governmental support. 
· FCC seek to address the extent of interest among non-incumbent service providers to deploy high-speed, scalable, IP-based networks to serve consumers, businesses, and community-based institutions such as schools, libraries and healthcare providers in rural areas where broadband is lacking, potentially with assistance from the Connect America Fund.
· FCC seeks to learn what specific measures to streamline the ETC designation process will encourage such entry by non-incumbent providers.  
· FCC seeks to learn whether providers are willing and able to deliver services with performance characteristics well in excess of the minimum standards that price cap carriers accepting model-based support are required to offer to all locations in funded areas, for the same amount or less support than that calculated by the forward-looking cost model. (¶94)
· Second, FCC seeks to develop a greater understanding of the geographic and demographic characteristics of areas where service providers (both incumbents and non-incumbents) would choose to offer wireless services at pricing reasonably comparable to urban wireline offerings. (¶95)

· Third, to develop a greater understanding through these targeted experiments of

how these transitions will impact anchor institutions and the people they serve. (¶ 96)

· Finally, the FCC seeks to work cooperatively with other governmental agencies to advance our shared objectives and are particularly interested in how States, localities, Tribal governments, and other non-federal governmental bodies can provide assistance, through matching funding, in-kind contributions or other regulatory approvals and permits, to improve the business case for deployment of next generation networks. (¶97)

CONNECT AMERICA PHASE II EXPERIMENT 
· One of the key questions remaining in the Connect America proceeding is the

specific form of the competitive bidding mechanism that will occur to the extent price cap carriers decline to elect model-based support: a reverse auction or some other form of competitive bidding. (¶101)  Therefore the FCC adopts a Phase II experiment to test, on a limited scale, the use of an application-based competitive bidding process. (¶102)

· Soliciting and reviewing applications in the near term as a part of this Phase II experiment will assist the FCC in making critical decisions in a future order regarding the objective evaluative criteria that should be applied more broadly in the competitive bidding process for Connect America Phase II.

· This experiment will help us design a more effective nationwide competitive bidding mechanism, whether that ultimately takes the form of a reverse auction or some other form of competitive bidding with a limited number of objective, defined selection criteria. 

· This experiment also will provide an opportunity to consider how better to ensure that all of our universal service programs are working together effectively to ensure that residential consumers, small businesses, and anchor institutions have access to evolving services delivered over scalable networks. (¶103).

GEOGRAPHIC AREAS ELIGIBLE FOR RURAL BROADBAND EXPERIMENTS
· Proposals in price cap territories will be entertained at the census tract level (minimum geographic area) with funding provided only for locations in eligible census blocks within that census tract. 

· Any census blocks lacking broadband where the average cost per location is equal to or exceeds the likely funding threshold in the forward-looking cost model ($50.00) should be eligible for the rural broadband experiment. (¶111)

· For purposes of the experiment, the amount of funding to be made available for any applicant will not exceed the amount of model-calculated support associated with the relevant geographic area, either a census tract or aggregation of census tracts.  (¶112)

· Challenges to the eligibility of areas proposed for experiments will be entertained after the project has otherwise been tentatively selected for funding. To the extent a challenge is granted in whole or in part, funding for those locations would be adjusted appropriately. (¶113)

PROVIDER ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS
· FCC welcome applications from a wide range of entities, including cable operators, incumbent price cap carriers, competitive local exchange carriers, affiliates of neighboring incumbent providers, utilities, fixed and mobile wireless providers, wireless Internet service providers, State and regional authorities, research and education networks, municipalities, Tribal governments, and others. (¶116) 
· It welcomes participation also from partnerships or consortia of entities that may include service providers, vendors, governmental agencies, and others. (¶121)

· Entities selected to receive funding in an experiment must obtain ETC designation from either a State commission or the Commission.  Potential applicants need not be ETCs at the time they initially apply for funding at the Commission.  Entities may obtain ETC designation after being selected for the award of Connect America funding. (¶118) As an ETC, it would be required to provide the supported service – voice telephony – at rates reasonably comparable to rates for similar services in urban areas. (¶117 and ¶134)

· FCC assumes that applicants that submit formal proposals would seek to demonstrate their financial and technical capabilities throughout their application and will submit well-developed proposals that could be implemented quickly if selected.

TERM OF SUPPORT
· The FCC solicits proposals in this Phase II experiment from entities seeking either one-time support or recurring support.  

· It is looking to explore the possibility of providing one-time support on a competitive basis to extend broadband capable networks in areas where providers expect to cover their ongoing operating costs with end user and other sources of revenue. (¶124)

· Support provided through the Phase II experiment may be provided for up to ten years, subject to existing requirements and the availability of funds.   Carrier should indicate length of time for which they seek support (up to 10 years) in their proposals. (¶125)

FUNDING AND SELECTION CRITERIA:

· In the Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, the FCC seeks comment on making available unallocated Connect America funding to support these structured technology transition experiments across a diverse cross section of rural America and on appropriate selection criteria.  The FCC will announce the selection criteria prior to the solicitation of formal proposals.
APPLICATION PROCESS

PHASE II EXPERIMENT PROPOSALS WILL BE CONDUCTED IN TWO STAGES: a nonbinding expression of interest stage and a formal proposal stage. [Submitting an expression of interest is not a precondition for submitting a formal proposal in the second stage. (¶106)]
Rural Broadband Experiment Expressions of Interest Due: March 7, 2014
· Expressions of interest should be filed by letter in WC Docket No. 10-90 by March 7, 2014, although FCC will consider additional expressions of interest on a rolling basis after that date. All expressions of interest must be filed electronically.  
· FCC seeks expressions of interest for such experiments in areas served by price cap carriers and also areas served by rate-of-return carriers. 

· Proposals in this rural broadband experiment in price cap territories will be entertained at the census tract level.

· Experiments should be in rural areas lacking Internet access service that delivers 3 Mbps downstream/768 kbps upstream.  
· Proposals should be to deploy high-speed, scalable, IP-based networks, using either wireline or wireless technologies, or a combination of technologies, in rural, high cost areas (including on Tribal lands).
· Proposals should be to build robust last-mile broadband to offer service to a wide range of end users in rural communities, rather than proposals for middle mile projects. 

Information to be included in an expression of interest might include, but not be

limited to:

· The nature of the submitting entity or entities (e.g., incumbent LEC, municipality, utility, cable operator, wireless provider);

· Identification of the proposed service area for the experiment, including census block number, with any relevant information regarding the number of locations that could be served, including schools, libraries, and other anchor institutions;

· The broadband technology or technologies to be deployed;

· Contemplated service offerings (e.g., description of voice service, broadband speed tiers, nature of video service, if any) and pricing of such offerings;
· If known, expected State and/or local or Tribal governmental participation in and/or support for the project (e.g., expedited permitting, access to rights of way, matching funds, etc.);
· Whether the proposal is expected to require one-time or continuing funding and a high-level estimate of the amount of funding requested.  (¶105)

APPLICATION PROCESS cont.

· FCC anticipates that once it takes action in response to the FNPRM, applications will be due within a relatively short time frame, such as 60 days. Therefore potential applicants are encouraged to consider how they might begin to structure their proposals early in the process. 

· FCC expects a relatively small number of projects, reflecting a diversity of technologies (both wireline and wireless) in different geographic areas, will be selected for funding.
RATE OF RETURN CARRIER AREAS
· The Commission intends to implement rural broadband experiments in areas served by rate-of-return carriers before the end of 2014. (¶130)

· The FCC invites proposals on a competitive basis in geographic areas where the incumbent provider is a rate-of-return carrier. (¶130)

· Section 214(e)(2) specifies that before designating an additional eligible telecommunications carrier for an area served by a rural telephone company, the State commission shall find that the designation is in the public interest. (¶133)

· The FCC seeks comment in the FNPRM on a number of ROR issues, including whether to implement a staggered implementation schedule for formal proposals in rate-of-return areas and whether to modify the process for experiments in rate-of-return study areas compared with how we implement experiments in price cap territories. (¶136)

PART VII FURTHER NOTICE OF PROPOSED RULEMAKING (FNPRM) (WC Docket No. 10-90)
· Budget for Price Cap area experiments:  the FCC seeks comment on making available unallocated Connect America funding to support these structured technology transition experiments across a diverse cross section of rural America and other issues. (¶203)
· Questions re: ROR Area Experiments (¶205)

· Selection Criteria for Rural BB Experiments (¶211)
· Rural Heathcare BB Experiments (¶224)
Comments on Further Notices of Proposed Rulemaking Due: [30 days after date of publication in the Federal Register] [~March 30]

Replies on Further Notices of Proposed Rulemaking Due: [45 days after date of publication in the Federal Register] [~April 15].
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