Conqress of the United States

Washington, DL 20510
June 17, 2019

The Honorable Ajit Pai

Chairman, Federal Communications Commission
445 12" Street SW

Washington, DC 20554

Dear Chairman Pai:

We write to urge the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to improve our
nation’s broadband maps by reforming the mapping process that illustrates where fixed and
mobile broadband services are available within the United States.

What should be of great concern to government, the telecommunications industry, and
American consumers is the significant lack of detail, accuracy, and granularity of these
broadband maps. For example, an entire census block may be considered served even though
only a single location within the block has access to fixed broadband service. This
misidentification could result in the denial of vital funding which could otherwise bring service
to these underserved areas.

Indeed, the Commission’s recently released 2019 annual Broadband Deployment Report
found that more than 21 million Americans still lack access to high-speed internet service. An
overwhelming majority of these Americans are living in rural areas. However, some have called
this data into question and argue that broadband connectivity is even worse than the
Commission’s data illustrates. In fact, recent research shows that more than 162 million
Americans are not using the internet at broadband speeds of 25 Mbps.

The challenge, in part, lies with the FCC’s current Form 477 process, which is overly
reliant upon the data self-reported by service providers. We urge the Commission to explore
developing a process to validate or authenticate the information produced by service providers.
This will lead to more accurate and reliable data collection. Inaccuracies within the data may
currently be translated onto the broadband maps, which are used to allocate important grant
funding and federal financing through programs administered by the Commission, the United
States Department of Agriculture, and the Department of Commerce to bring broadband access
to lacking areas. A failure to allocate federal investment to where it is needed the most
ultimately falls on constituents. Without sufficient broadband access, small businesses struggle
to operate and students are forced to complete their homework in library parking lots just to use
WiFi.

Specifically, in Illinois, we’ve seen a variety of cases that may reflect a nationwide
problem. For example, some Rural Local Exchange Carriers (RLECs) have been unable to apply
for or receive funding due to inaccurate maps. These RLECs have provided detailed engineering
studies, collected and prepared customer “testimonial” documents, and submitted an extensive
FCC petition for reconsideration regarding competitive overlap. They also have filed comments
and documents with the FCC requesting a review of these core issues. Despite these eftforts,
inaccurate mapping has continued to hurt the ability of affected companies to expand broadband



to rural communities. In one case, a small Illinois RLEC was initially declared as one hundred
percent competitively overlapped due to inaccurate 477 reporting by another broadband service
provider; and as a result, was deemed ineligible to receive funding. Many other small RLEC
companies have attempted to secure loan and grant funding to serve our constituents, only to be
denied. As a result, many rural areas, which cannot realistically be served without federal
support, remain unserved. Both rural providers and consumers would benefit from a validation
and challenge process to more accurately depict broadband availability and quality standards.

Therefore, as the country looks to close the digital divide between rural and urban
communities through the deployment of and robust investment in fixed and mobile broadband
infrastructure, the capacity to accurately depict which communities are the least connected is
vital. We ask that the Commission double their efforts to improve the broadband mapping
process through three specific proposals. First, develop more standardized granular reporting of
broadband availability — while also balancing the burdens of reporting especially for smaller
operators. Second, establish a suitable validation process by which the self-reported data from
service providers can be verified by the FCC. And third, develop a process through which state
and local governments, as well as other interested parties, can challenge the data displayed in the
maps for accuracy while not adding unnecessary costs or delays. These three common-sense
reforms would work to collectively improve the accuracy of the data being used to make
decisions on billions of dollars in federal funding and financing.

As we work to repair and rebuild our nation’s infrastructure, we must ensure that those in
rural America have access to high-quality and reliable tixed or mobile broadband. In addition to
developing our nation’s rural economy, broadband helps expand educational horizons for
students and allows rural health providers to offer more flexible and cost-effective delivery
approaches.

Thank you for your attention to this matter. We look forward to working with you as the
Commission works to ensure that every American has access to dependable broadband service.
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CC:

Jessica Rosenworcel, Federal Communications Commissioner
Geoffrey Starks, Federal Communications Commissioner
Michael O’Rielly, Federal Communications Commissioner
Brendan Carr, Federal Communications Commissioner



