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COMMENTS

The National Telecommunications Cooperative Association (NTCA)
 submits these comments in response to the Federal Communications Commission’s (Commission or FCC) Public Notice of July 5, 2005
 seeking comment on the Commission’s draft of its revised strategic plan for 2006-2011.

NTCA strongly concurs with the six general goals identified in the draft strategic plan: broadband, competition, spectrum, media, public safety and homeland security, and modernizing the FCC.
  Each of these areas will be critically important to fulfilling the Commission’s stated mission: “to ensure that the American people have available—at reasonable costs and without discrimination—rapid, efficient, nationwide and worldwide communication services whether by radio, television, wire, wireless, satellite, or cable.”


NTCA recommends, however, that the Commission should add “universal service” to its list of general goals.  The technology that consumers want and expect to have access to is changing.  As Congress anticipated, the current definition of universal service must evolve to keep pace with the consumer need.  Universal service support ensures comparable and affordable services throughout the nation.  Cable, wireline, wireless, satellite and other providers of broadband Internet access and voice over Internet (VoIP) and IP-enabled service providers will interconnect with or utilize the critical public communications network and benefit from the nationwide infrastructure made possible by universal service.  These providers should therefore all contribute to the universal service funding mechanisms.  Expanding the list of contributors to the fund will be critical to this Nation’s continued success in providing all Americans, rural and urban, access to affordable and comparable communications and advanced services during 2006-2011 and beyond.   Universal service, and its related issues such as the future definition of universal service, the future cost basis for determining universal service support, and the future universal contribution methodology, should be a major priority in the Commission’s 2006-2011 strategic plan.   
The Commission should also include as a critical component of spectrum policy - taking steps to insure that wireless carriers serving rural areas have an opportunity to gain access to spectrum that will allow them to bring comparable wireless service to these underserved areas.  For small providers, access to spectrum is a significant problem.  In NTCA’s most recent wireless survey, 28% of respondents identified access to spectrum at auction as their greatest concern, following only competition from national carriers and the ability to make necessary investments.
  This is a legitimate concern for wireless carriers seeking to serve rural areas.

The FCC can play a significant role in ensuring that rural providers have opportunities to gain access to spectrum.  The Commission can provide smaller, more affordable blocks to rural areas in spectrum auctions.  In addition, the Commission can implement “use it or lose it” policies to ensure that those who gain access to rural spectrum make productive use of it, rather than allowing it to lay fallow.

The strategic plan identifies a performance goal for spectrum as “ensur[ing] that the Nation’s spectrum is used effectively and efficiently.”
  Unless steps are taking to ensure that providers serving rural areas have access to spectrum, this performance goal cannot - and will likely not - be met.  The Commission therefore should explicitly identify universal making spectrum available to rural providers as a goal in its 2006-2011 strategic plan.
For the above stated reasons, NTCA urges the Commission to include universal service as a primary goal within the Commission’s 2006-2011 strategic plan and include specific language detailing the Commission’s commitment to giving small providers looking to serve rural areas an opportunity to gain access to the spectrum that will allow them to do so.
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August 5, 2005


CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE

I, certify that a copy of the foregoing Comments of the National Telecommunications Cooperative Association concerning the FCC Draft Strategic Plan for 2006-2011 was sent via email to timothy.peterson@fcc.gov on this 5th day of August 2005.

/s/ Rita H. Bolden
    Rita H. Bolden

� NTCA is the premier industry association representing rural telecommunications providers.  Established in 1954 by eight rural telephone companies, today NTCA represents more than 560 rural rate-of-return regulated telecommunications providers.  All of NTCA’s members are full service incumbent local exchange carriers (ILECs) and many of its members provide wireless, cable, Internet, satellite and long distance services to their communities.  Each member is a “rural telephone company” as defined in the Communications Act of 1934, as amended (Act).  NTCA’s members are dedicated to providing competitive modern telecommunications services and ensuring the economic future of their rural communities.


� “Public Invited to Review Draft Strategic Plan,” July 5, 2005 (Public Notice).


� FCC Strategic Plan FY 2006-2011 at 4-5.


� Id at 2.


� “NTCA 2004 Wireless Survey Report,” December 2004, at 10.  Available online at www.ntca.org.


� FCC Strategic Plan at 22.





PAGE  
3
National Telecommunications Cooperative Association               
DOC – 259814A1                             

Comments, August 5, 2005                                                                                            

