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December 4, 2009

The Honorable Julius Genachowski
Chairman

Federal Communications Commission
Room 8-C445

Washington, DC 20554

Re: Comments --- National Broadband Plan Public Notice #18
Dear Chairman Genachowski:

It is my understanding that the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) is seeking
public comments on the impact of broadband technology on small business growth and economic
development. These comments will assist the Commission in completing the National Broadband
Plan required by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. Like you, I hope that this plan
will serve as a catalyst for our country to become a global leader in broadband networking. Over
the past few years, expanded broadband access has promoted small business competitiveness by
improving efficiency, lowering costs, and reducing geographic barriers to commerce.

In my capacity as Chair of the Senate Committee on Small Business and
Entrepreneurship, I am particularly interested broadband’s capacity to create and grow small
businesses. In Louisiana, one company that has had great success because of broadband is
Network Foundation Technologies (NFT). NFT, started by two Louisiana Tech University
graduates, has developed technology that permits live streaming video over the Internet without
using large amounts of bandwidth. They have been very successful in bringing sporting events
live over the Internet. In partnership with Louisiana Tech and utilizing broadband, NFT pumps
signals throughout the country and around the world from Ruston, Louisiana — a mid-sized town
in the rural, northeast part of our state.

Since 2003, this company has grown to about 40 employees, many drawn from the ranks
of Louisiana Tech science and engineering programs. These are new, high-paying jobs that have
been a strong asset to north Louisiana’s economy. Without broadband, this company and others
like it would not be able to locate in Ruston. However, with broadband and the proximity to the
university, high-tech companies like NFT are able to provide job opportunities that are otherwise
associated with high-tech corridors in Massachusetts or California. [ believe that this model of a
successful public-private partnership in Louisiana could benefit small businesses in other parts of
the country.

Next, as a senator from a state with many rural communities, I believe that broadband
offers many benefits for our rural small businesses. As you may know, approximately 49.4
million people — 20.4 percent of the population — live in rural counties. Rural America is being
eroded in one of two ways: (1) either rural counties are being overtaken by urban sprawl, which
diminishes its rural character or (2) rural counties are losing population, losing businesses, and
losing their vouth. For example, rural poverty rates exceed urban rates in every region and in
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total there are seven million rural residents who are poor. Three hundred forty of 386 counties
nationwide that are classified as “persistently poor” are rural counties.

Nationwide, the population at age 65 and older has more than doubled — from 16.6
million to 35 million people between 1960 and 2000. Rural communities in particular are getting
disproportionately older than the U.S. population at large. This could be due to the fact that many
children growing up in rural communities and small towns tend to leave because they feel
“disconnected’. That persistent outward migration is causing a wholesale abandonment of the
small Main Streets that have long been a cultural treasure as well as an economic engine. |
believe that allowing these communities to be connected socially and commercially to urban
areas will help to revitalize small town centers, preserve and attract more independent businesses,
attract those seeking a less hectic lifestyle, and stop the graying of Rural America.

More specifically, the lack of broadband in rural Louisiana is stifling small business
survival and growth. In many rural communities, the only choice available for Internet
connectivity is dial-up service. For example, Ms. Edna Wheless from Logansport, Louisiana is
currently looking to start a new magazine (“DeSoto Life Magazine™) for DeSoto Parish. This
magazine would be printed and mailed out to subscribers. A local technical assistance center
suggested that Ms. Wheless cut her business costs by putting the magazine on the Internet. This
would allow her to sell subscriptions online instead of printing and mailing the magazine.
However, in this rural area, broadband is not readily available and dial-up services, which are
available, are extremely slow. These slower Internet services discourage the growth of Internet-
based businesses in the area. Also, many rural residents in this area still lack computers in their
homes or rely solely on computers at schools and libraries. The lack of broadband availability
and computer access in this area is greatly limiting options for entrepreneurs like Ms. Wheless.

For this reason, I believe the FCC should review ways to further incentivize broadband
deployment in rural areas. I am aware that the FCC itself has noted that “the cost to provide
service in rural areas is significantly higher than in urban areas, and is driven not only by higher
capital expenditures, but also significantly higher recurring operating expenses.” These high
operating expenses are largely due to transport and transit costs. As Ms. Wheless relayed to my
office, “[We] beg and plead for businesses to come into our parish to help provide jobs, but we do
not have the proper amount of infrastructure to help struggling businesses get up and going.
Broadband would be of particular interest to businesses in the greater part of DeSoto Parish.”
The FCC might also review ways to better coordinate deployment of broadband technology to
libraries, schools, and community colleges. Similar programs initiated in the American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act could be scaled up to address this need. A benefit of this approach is that
in creating broadband clusters, it often leads to the creation of new small businesses or helps to
grow existing small businesses.

In addition to connecting community hubs and further increasing broadband deployment
in rural areas, one area that is often overlooked is the potential for broadband to spur tourism in
rural areas. Based on 2000 data, the Federal Reserve Board in Kansas estimated that basic travel
and tourism industries accounted for 3.6 percent of all U.S. employment. Furthermore, data from
the Travel Industry Association of America estimates that one out of every 18 people in the U.S.
has a job directly resulting from travel expenditures.
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As such, tourism is an important segment of the U.S. economy and it has an amazing
potential to help small business, particularly in rural communities in our country. With
broadband becoming available, rural small businesses will become more visible as technology
improvements remove geographic barriers for them. There is also an increased interest in both
agri-tourism and eco-tourism, which benefit family farms and rural communities through
increased profits and sales tax revenues. Forest Hill, Louisiana is a great example of broadband
allowing a region to find an agri-tourism niche in a regional/global marketplace.

Forest Hill, in central Louisiana, is a village of about 450 people. It is home to over 60
plant nurseries and is one of Louisiana's oldest - and the South’s largest - nursery regions. Every
year, during the third weekend of March, Forest Hill is home to the Louisiana Nursery Festival.
It is the village's yearly attraction and brings in thousands of people each day to see the many
floral, artistic, and amusement booths. Businesses and landscapers routinely visit Forest Hill to
purchase wholesale plants from the various nursery operators. Broadband availability in Forest
Hill has allowed small businesses there to: (1) increase efficiencies in existing commercial
relationships; (2) increase market presence while reducing the cost of reaching larger markets;
and (3) compete more effectively in the marketplace by introducing new services to customers.
The European Union, in its 2009 document “Better Access for Rural Areas to ICT” noted similar
projects in Sweden, Poland, and Slovakia that are utilizing broadband technologies to promote
tourism in rural areas. These national and international models demonstrate rural small
businesses, working in clusters via broadband connectivity, to bring more tourists to their
communities.

In closing, I thank you for your efforts to improve the lives of everyday Americans and
small business owners through deployment of these important technologies. It is my hope that
you will join my committee in exploring ways to make high-speed Internet services both
available and affordable for our country’s small businesses. I look forward to working closely
with you, both through existing and future programs, to help the United States assume its rightful
place as a leader in broadband deployment, availability, and adoption.

Sincerely,

Chair

Ce: The Honorable Michael J. Copps, Commissioner
The Honorable Robert M. McDowell, Commissioner
The Honorable Mignon Clyburn, Commissioner
The Honorable Meredith Attwell Baker, Commissioner



