TIA Report on National Broadband Plan

FCC Open meeting, September 29, 2009
On September 29, 2009, Blair Levin, Executive Director of the FCC’s Omnibus Broadband Initiative Task Force (Task Force), led a status report on the development of the National Broadband Plan.  The report lasted over four hours and included presentations from dozens of FCC staff.  A 168-slide Power Point presentation was provided and served as the major source of content for discussion.  The report detailed the current and near-term state of broadband in the U.S., laid a foundation for gap analysis and solution sets, and encouraged feedback on progress made.

The Power Point slides can be found at:

http://hraunfoss.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DOC-293742A1.pdf.

The archived webcast of the presentation will be available at:  http://www.fcc.gov/live/.
Below is a brief summary of the major topics covered.
I.  Framework for the National Broadband Plan.

The Task Force concluded that, to meet the FCC’s Congressional mandate, it is essential that it accumulate accurate, comprehensive data.  The Task Force noted that it has held 25 workshops and heard from 236 speakers.  Further, the initial broadband notice of inquiry

brought in more than 20,000 responses totaling almost 37,000 pages.  The Task Force stated that, while the written record and the FCC’s recent workshops have provided considerable resources, there has historically been insufficient data to identify key trends and challenges.  
As the National Broadband Plan is developed, the Task Force stated, it must identify all external benefits of broadband to society and the economy.  It identified health care, education, employment, energy, public safety, economic growth, e-government, and consumer savings as some of the most important benefits.  However, the Task Force cautioned, these external benefits are currently limited due to lack of universal broadband access and broadband speeds not meeting application requirements.

The Task Force maintained that universal broadband access and adoption will serve as: 1) a platform for a person’s education, training, and other tools to create the most opportunity regardless of region or economic status; 2) a platform for businesses that facilitates innovation, lowers costs, and enables access to markets world-wide; and 3) a platform for government that empowers efficiency, responsiveness, and continual improvement on par with advanced enterprises.

Mr. Levin stated that, taken together, private investment, universal service, and the Recovery Act broadband grant programs will not be able to deliver broadband service to all, as envisioned by Congress.  In addition, he noted that subsidies encouraging adoption should be considered.  The Task Force found that, in order to establish universal broadband coverage, the cost of key inputs such as spectrum, rights of way, backhaul, and fiber must be reduced.
II.  Deployment.

While debated by industry, the Task Force asserted that incremental costs to universal availability varies significantly depending on the speed of service, with preliminary estimates showing that the total investment required ranging from $20 billion for 768 Mbps-3 Mbps service to $350 billion for 100 Mbps or faster.  It found that the cost of providing consumers with a choice of infrastructure providers and ensuring that all consumers have access to both fixed and mobile broadband would be significantly higher than these initial estimates.   Additionally, the Task force claimed that major incumbent wireleine carriers have the largest number of rural access lines, but that these carriers are not deploying broadband in more rural areas and are concentrating investment in urban sections of their service footprints.
While the Task Force has attempted to determine broadband speed and availability per household, it held that available data is insufficient to conduct an analysis at the desired level of accuracy.  Pointedly, the Task Force noted that providers have more accurate data, but have not provided it.  The Task Force’s preliminary analysis indicates that three to six million people are “unserved” by broadband speeds of 768 Kbps or less, and that the number of “unserved” Americans increases as the definition of broadband speed increases.

Task Force staff stated that network speed levels are mainly driven by how deeply fiber has been driven into the network; insufficient copper connectivity between the central office and the remote terminal often limits availability of broadband.  Data showed that fiber provided at the middle, second, and last miles can increase speeds by up to 95 Mbps over networks with fiber only at the middle mile.

The Task Force presentation reflected that, as the average distance between homes increases in rural areas over urban areas, so does the costs of providing broadband service.  It found that increased cost is driven by higher capital expenditures and recurring transport and transit operating expenses.  It argued that Universal Service Fund recipients have made progress bringing broadband to rural America, but that the fund faces systemic and structural problems and must be overhauled to fit into the broadband age.  Additionally, the Task Force stated that special access pricing and availability and the cost of driving fiber deeper into the network are key policy issues that can impact broadband performance and economics.

The Task Force noted that different last mile technologies have different cost/performance tradeoffs and revenue opportunities.  For example, according to the presentation, the average incremental cost per subscriber to move to a maximum downstream bit rate for: 1) FTTP is 42,700; 2) HFC (with DOCSIS 3.0 upgrade) is $750; c) for DSL (with FTTN upgrade) is $1,200; and d) for 4G wireless is $900.  The Task Force added that, with the exception of FTTP, some of the build out and cost/performance costs of the other technologies are already incurred from earlier network development. 

III.  Applications.

The Task Force asserted that the Internet creates value only if applications are adopted by consumers; greater adoption yields greater value, and broadband speed requirements vary by the application used.  It found that, while most applications center on Internet browsing, communication and entertainment, new uses centering on issues such as healthcare, education, job training, require higher speeds and high-definition streamed video.  
The Task Force maintained that median broadband speeds provided - approximately 3 Mbps - lag behind average advertised speeds of approximately 6 Mbps.  It held that this lag is often caused by general internet congestion, user device processing speed, connection type, etc.  Additionally, it noted that increased congestion and lower median speeds of an additional 10-20% can occur during the peak hours of 7 p.m. to 10 p.m.  The Task Force did state that providers only control some of these factors, and that approximately 1% of users drive 20% of traffic, while 20% of users drive up to 80% of traffic.

 IV.  Spectrum.

Citing TIA’s 2009 ICT Market Review and Forecast, the Task Force made clear that wireless is increasingly moving to broadband, with smartphone sales projected to overtake sales of standard phones by 2011.  Thus, it found, with high-demand applications and devices that require increasing bandwidth in greater demand, existing network capacity is strained and there is an almost universal call for additional spectrum.  Some models suggest a need for more than 1 GHz of total allocated spectrum.  However, the Task force noted, after decades of new allocations, the spectrum pipeline is drying up.  It urged that the time to act is now, as it will take years for any new/reallocated spectrum to reach the market.
Chairman Genachowski expressed concerns that the Commission will not have the spectrum needed to meet the goals the Task Force outlined.  

V.  Adoption.
The Task force concluded that 63% of Americans have adopted broadband at home and that 33% have access but have not adopted it.  It maintained that 4% of Americans have no broadband access where they live.  Although there is limited data on barriers that non-adopters face, the Task Force stated,  transitioning non-adopters to broadband is different than technology transitions of the past.  It added that non adopters state that they do not have broadband service because they do not feel it is relevant to their lives; price or availability are significant but smaller barriers to adoption.
The Task Force also determined that adoption levels vary across demographic groups, with lower adoption rates among Americans with less education and income.  Additionally, those in rural areas have much lower adoption rates than those in urban areas.  The aged and minorities also lag in adoption rates, according to the Task Force. 
The Task Force detailed the impact of digital exclusion for non-adopters, noting that resources for employment, education, news, healthcare and shopping for goods and services increasingly move on line.  Accordingly, the Task Force asserted, non-adopters face the following challenges: 1) getting a job is more difficult without access to online postings and the ability to submit applications online; 2) students without broadband connections lack access to the same level of information as their connected peers; 3) non-adopters have increasingly limited resources to gather current events information; 4) finding medical information without access to online health sources limits patients’ knowledge, choices and care; and 5) consumers who comparison shop in brick and mortar stores pay more for goods & services than those who comparison shop online.

The Task Force’s analysis of adoption programs found that current adoption programs are diffuse and fragmented, but that successful programs focus on the unique needs of target populations.  Further, the Task Force announced that it has commissioned a survey to learn how attitudes toward broadband and technology, affordability, and personal context (home environment, access to libraries, disabilities, etc.) affect adoption.  The results are expected in November.

VI.  Innovation and Investment.
Office of Engineering and Technology Chief Julie Knapp referred to TIA’s 2009 ICT Market Review and Forecast in making clear that long-term innovation depends on research and development (R&D), and that the private sector R&D has returned to its 2002 level.  Mr. Knapp noted that Federal support for R&D has remained

flat and should be increased.  He also stated that the FCC can enhance innovation and investment by encouraging interconnection, openness to devices, and competition.  He added that flexible rules and standards are also essential.  The Task Force noted that Federal assistance from BIP and BTOP programs and economic incentives could drive investment and innovation.

The Task Force stated that the U.S. leads in innovation in chipsets, software, applications, Internet services, and Internetworking equipment.  However, the Task force Concluded, at most 2 providers of fixed broadband services currently pass most homes, and 50-80% of homes may get speeds they need from only one provider.  

VII.  Disabilities.

The Task Force noted that 54 million American have disabilities, and 35 million of those individuals have severe disabilities.  The task force cited a 2003 study to assert that, among Americans with disabilities, fewer than 30.8% use broadband services.  The Task Force stated that key adoption and usage barriers for people with disabilities include affordability of service and specialized equipment, lack of universal design for mass market products and interoperability with specialized equipment, and an absence of content and technological assistance designed for those with disabilities.  The Task Force asserted that broadband can enhance the disabled community’s access to health through telemedicine with video sign language.  Additionally, in public safety, Next Generation 911 should be fully accessible.
VIII.  Consumers.
The task force stated that consumers believe that online purchases save time and money, and that 66% of Internet users have made a purchase online.  However, it noted, 39% have significant concerns in giving personal or credit card information over the Internet.  The Task Force maintained that these worries are heightened to 44% among low-income users; only 29% have made purchases online compared to 82% of upper income users.  More transparency in billing and the on-line environment could ease security concerns, as could education and consumer workshops on privacy and security.
IX.  Economic Opportunity.
The Task Force stated that, as of 2005, over 77 percent of Fortune 500 companies posted jobs and accepted applications solely online, and that an ever-increasing majority of employees are required to use the Internet in their daily work.  The Task Force is examining how individuals and communities can get access to critical economic stability services through broadband, and how broadband applications can help more people find and train for employment opportunities.  Areas of focus will include: 1) workforce development; 2) community institutions; 3) access to services; and 4) new methods of work.

X.  Healthcare.

The Task Force stated that electronic health records, telemedicine, and mobile monitoring will yield better, more affordable health care.  However, it maintained, there is a need for higher connectivity in many locations.  The Task Force noted that the Rural Health Care Pilot Program (RHCPP) Support Mechanism, as part of Universal Service Fund, provides support for rural healthcare providers for difference (if any) between rural rates and urban rates for telecommunications services.  It reported that $400 million dollars per year has been authorized for funding under the RHCPP, but less than 10% per year has been disbursed.  Currently there are 62 participants in the pilot program, and fifteen projects have received funding commitment letters for a total of $21.4 million.  The Task Force stated that the Commission will examine ways to reform the RHCPP support mechanism after the Pilot Program ends on June 30, 2010.

XI.  Education.

The task Force concluded that underperformers in education are non-adopters.  Classroom usage is driving the need for improved broadband connectivity.  With more than 70 percent of all high school students using the Internet as a primary source for homework, digital textbooks, online learning, teacher support and communications, digital student records can improve weak U.S. educational outcomes, it said.  Further, while the E-rate program has connected schools, the Task Force maintained that faster speeds are needed.

XII.  Public Safety.

The Task Force stated that public safety entities only have access to commercial broadband; there are no mobile, wireless broadband communications services that meet the public safety community’s specialized needs.  It added that the goal of a public safety network should be on that is interoperable, nationwide, resilient, reliable, specialized, and enhances mission critical voice over time.  The Task force noted that key real-time public safety applications, such as streaming video, will require much greater bandwidth than the more basic, non-real time applications for public safety.  Additionally, it noted that there is an increasing number of E911 calls that paces the increase in mobile customers.  
With regard to cyber security, the Task Force indicated that cyber security issues affect nearly one-half of all enterprises and that attacks are becoming more sophisticated and easier to execute.  
XIII.  Introduction to National Purposes.
The Task Force stated that Congress required that the national broadband Plan must create a plan for use of broadband infrastructure and services in advancing: 1) consumer welfare; 2) civic participation; 3) public safety and homeland security; 4) community development; 5) health care delivery; 6) energy independence and efficiency; education; worker training; 7) private sector investment; entrepreneurial activity, job creation and economic growth; and 8) other national purposes.

The Task Force is seeking to determine what the major priorities requiring broadband connectivity are for each.  For each are, the Task force intends to assess what gaps in connectivity limit maximizing broadband.  The task force will evaluate the cost of bridging these gaps and determine how the Federal government should assist in this effort.  Additionally, the task Force will provide insight into what applications, technologies, and other concepts will advance the benefits of broadband in new areas.

XIII.  Lessons From International Studies.

The Task Force stated that it is reviewing international broadband plans of 22 countries and conducting in-depth case studies on at least ten.  The Task force will evaluate innovative policies and tactics, plan results, and delivery and execution challenges to extract lessons and best practices for the U.S.

The initial conclusions from examination of international broadband plan models indicate that a National Broadband Plan needs to have enduring strategies that require four or more years of continuous effort and coordination across Federal agencies and local governments.  The Task Force stated that this indicates that there must be benchmarked program evaluations of broadband deployment and adoption.  Finally, policy changes that are supported by consistent funding sources can enable long-range planning by agencies and the private sector.  It added that the driving force behind national broadband plans in other nations has been competitiveness, job creation and innovation.  

XIV.  Implications for the PSTN

The Task Force stated that transition from old to new is technology and market driven; regulations targeted toward the PSTN must be revised the pace and universality of the transition from the PSTN to broadband.  Thus, it concluded, the FCC should redirect resources to efficiently encouraging the broadband through USF, intercarrier compensation, etc.  Additionally, the Task Force found that the FCC should eliminate legacy policy goals that are no longer necessary and retain those including emergency services, interconnection, and carrier of last resort which remain important.  The more rapidly the transition to universal broadband, the lower the legacy costs incurred, it said.
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