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A taskforce of the National Rural Development Partnership

January 22, 2002

2:00pm EST

I.
Listeners:

· Sandra Chapin, Karen De Rosier, Hal Cohen, April Bender, Mary Freeman, John Evert, Eileen Stommes, Bob Rowe, Loreine Roy, Tom Bonnett, Jane Nystrom.

II.
Featured Presenters: Telecommunications in Rural Areas

Tom Bonnett 

Tom wrote a book in 1993 about how telecommunications can help with economic development in rural areas. Telecommuncations allows people to have jobs that provide jobs at sustainable wages. He has been active with state and, local governments for economic development and in the planning scheme for rural areas. Historically we have regulated telecommunications in terms of rates. In 1996, with the Telecommunications Act of 1996, it opened things up for competition for telecommunications. But it poses problems in rural areas. Providers wont provide unless there is substantial profit. There is a tremendous amount of investment in urban and suburban areas. Rural America lacks density so it is behind in terms of the same degree of investment in telecommuncations in rural areas. Aggregate demand is the key. All of the major institutions in a rural area need to band together. 

Bob Rowe:

Commissioner Rowe did a lot of work on public assistance issues before becoming elected to the commission. Infrastructure is extremely important in establishing rural telecommunications. Where facilities are available you need to talk about cost factors. One point Tom makes in his book is that there usually is a fairly easy access point, but aggregate demand is something that is fairly slippery over time. Small companies, traditional laws still apply. The most common access point is your state commission. I try to participate in local communities and have noticed that there are tremendous variations between communities about demand. Demand can change up to more sophisticated levels. One of the challenges is getting the people at the bottom rung online. 

Tom Bonnett: Broadband is great, but what is more important is a reliable and secure access internet hookup. Part of the hype of the broadband phenomenon is industry driven. It’s important for the economy, but first I want to make sure that everybody has access. He’s not particularly fond of the Tauzin-Dingell legislation because it undercuts the basis of 1996 Telecommunications Act. The more immediate major concern is, what is the proper way to promote broadband.

Bob Rowe: He agrees. He’s not sympathetic to separating out broadband from other networks. It will be relatively easy to get DSL if you have cable.

For Public Policy we need a broader platform. Pay attention to the reliability and security of the network. Re: Tauzin-Dingell: He suggests looking for approaches at the grass-roots level. Proponents: unbundling components are expensive. Opponents: unbundling gives incentives to deploy. The fight has gone for a long time and there haven’t been many productive outcomes within that time. Much more interested in expanded loan programs. Senator Rockefeller, SB88: Tax incentives, Senator Murray, similar legislation. It doesn’t create “broadband provider” wars and is more meaningful and can be achieved. Investors in rural areas are concerned with investments they have already made. Strategies like aggregation, getting the Federal Government online, technical assistance, all of these are much more relevant. We need more regulatory silos in consistent directions. 

John Evert (listener): Question Re:aggregate demand. 

Tom Bonnett: Berkshire Project, great example. They wanted access to T1 lines. They went to their incumbent and said we have enough demand that if you put in the infrastructure we’ll use it. He said no. 

They aggregated demand of that community and identified enough users that an intermediary came in and went to another provider. The community included a large region brought together by community leaders.

Bob Rowe: At the local level there are real barriers to successful aggregation. Getting people together that have demand and the pool. Different technology demands and contracting demands. Reluctance of key people of different key positions. Very poor and remote town in Montana he’s been working with on “middle-mile” issues. First efforts of aggregation came to a halt. Now we’re back on-board dealing with the local issue of DSL, you need that as well as the middle-mile. We have the commitment to build.

Jane Nystrom: Office of Community Services: We work a lot on local efforts. Currently, we’re working on the Secretary’s committee to look at rural development. I work with community Action agencies around the country. The Enhanced Lifeline Assistance program in Indian Country. www.fcc.gov  They discuss some of the programs that are available. Link-Up America is another program that is paying part of the cost of internet and phone service. Lifeline Assistance pays the monthly phone bill. But, outreach is really limited. Unless you do outreach to rural areas folks wont even know about these services. 

Bob Rowe: Much of the success of these programs involves outreach. 

Dr. Lorien Roy: She’s been at University of Texas for 15 years. She directs a national program, “If I can Read, I Can Do Anything.”  It involves 12 schools in 3 states. She also does virtual library development for tribal colleges. Virtual libraries with resource. “Navajo Boy”, a movie, will use images from this movie for the website. We travel to museums and compile information for our website. Working with children on cultural restoration and such. She works with about 4000 children to get acquainted  with the internet and computers and master online communications.

III. Contact Information for the Speakers:

Tom Bonnett’s report entitled Starting a Telecommunications Plan in Your Community, published by the Rural Research Report, can be accessed at: 

http://www.iira.org/pubsnew/publications/IIRA_RRR_193.pdf
A short excerpt from his latest book, Competing in the New Economy: Governance Strategies for the Digital Age, is available at:

http://www2.xlibris.com/bookstore/bookdisplay.asp?bookid=2139
His contact information is:

Tom Bonnett

Public Policy Consulting

259 Garfield Place

Brooklyn, NY 11215

Twbparkslo@aol.com

Commissioner Bob Rowe, Montana Public Service Commission

P.O. Box 202601

1701 Prospect Ave.

Helena, MT 59602

(406) 444-6167

browe@state.mt.us

Jane A. Nystrom

OCS Liaison

1961 Stout Street

Denver, CO 80294-3538

303-844-6414

jnystrom@acf.dhhs.gov

Dr. Loriene Roy

Professor, Graduate School of Library and Information Sciences

University of Texas at Austin

SZB 564

Austin, TX 78712-1276

Loriene@gslis.utexas.edu

IV.
Future Meetings

· February Conference Call: Possible topics: Rural Food Security or Family Formation Date and Time TBA.

Do you have any questions, comments or concerns?  Please feel free to contact: 

Sandra Chapin

NRDP Truman Fellow

Department of Health & Human Services

Phone: 202-205-3505
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