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Reply Comments of IMPACT 20/20

Background

IMPACT 20/20 is an influential group of northwest Minnesota leaders
representing diverse interests and working together for the region’s economic
success. Founding participants included top business leaders, heads of higher
education, tribal chairs, as well as leaders in the fields of healthcare, utilities, work-
force, education, economic development and philanthropy. Impact 2020 focuses on
economic development and the economic well being of rural northwest Minnesota.
The area contains a strong agricultural base (Red River Valley), many
manufacturing companies both large and small, two sovereign nations, two
Universities, and three Technical Colleges.

Unfortunately, this area also represents a substantial population living below
the poverty level. US Census Bureau 2009 estimates for poverty levels indicate that



13.2% of the US population lives below the poverty level, 10.9% of Minnesotans live
below the poverty level and 14.6% of the population of the 12 Northwest Minnesota
counties live below the poverty level.

Unemployment levels in this area generally exceed the state average as well.
In 2010 Minnesota had an overall unemployment level of 7.3%, while 7 of the 12
counties had levels of over 8%, with Clearwater County having the highest
unemployment rate of 13.7%.

The 12 Northwest Minnesota counties cover 14,400 square miles (an area
larger than 9 states) and have a population of approximately 165,000. The average
density is 11.46 people per square mile. The average population density in the
United States is 87.4 persons per square mile.

In Northwest Minnesota approximately 3700 households are unserved based
on April 2010 U.S. Census Track Data. In Mahnomen county, the location of the
White Earth Indian Nation, 31% of the households are unserved. In most of the 12
counties the level of service that is currently available is well below speeds that are
sufficient to meet today’s data needs. The average download speed in the 12
counties is 2.4Mb while the average upload is under 1Mb.1

Universal Service Fund Reform

Impact 2020 recognizes the complexity of the task before the FCC. The
economic reality is that the cost of communications infrastructure deployment
increases as population densities decrease. With a population density of 11.46
people per square mile, the cost of broadband capable infrastructure deployment is
significantly higher in northwest Minnesota than in urban areas. Without significant
support, a workable economic model does not exist. Artificially induced
competition, benchmarks and caps on support will likely lead to an inefficient USF
model that will not provide adequate support for rural sparsely populated areas of
this country. The entire country will benefit if adequate support is provided in high
cost areas to create a viable ubiquitous network for communication access.

Reasonable Comparable Services

IMPACT 20/20 is focused on the economic well being of the 12 counties of
northwestern Minnesota. This is a sparsely populated region not unlike many
others across this country. We strongly agree with the fundamental concept within
the National Broadband Plan that rural customers have access to reasonably
comparable services at reasonable comparable rates. Without comparable access at
comparable rates, northwest Minnesota, as well as many others areas across this

1 Source: Minnesota Ultra High Speed Broadband Report. This is the connection speed that residents
have purchased. Higher average speeds may be available but may exceed the ability of residents to
purchase.



country are likely to falter. In today’s economy, broadband access is essential to
making many economic business models feasible.

Support of Comments by Other Filers

IMPACT 20/20 supports the Comments of the North Dakota Public Service
Commission and the Comments of the National Carrier Association, Inc.; National
Telecommunications Cooperative Association; Organization for the Promotion and
Advancement of Small Telecommunications Companies; and Western
Telecommunications Alliance; Concurring Associations as they relate to A national
Broadband Plan for our Future, High-Cost Universal Service Support, Lifeline and
Link-Up and Connect America Fund in high cost sparsely populated areas .

IMPACT 20/20 is not commenting on, nor supporting, the issues in the NPRM that
relate to Intercarrier Compensation. We understand this is an extremely important
but complex and contentious area. Our focus remains on rural consumers having
access to reasonably comparable services, and at reasonably comparable rates. We
ask that the FCC employ a rural lens when considering the implications of the
various proposals within the NPRM as well as when reviewing the volumes of
comments that have been filed regarding these issues.

We share the concern that a number of the proposals outlined in the NPRM would
have the effect of dramatically undermining universal service in rural areas. These
proposals as currently considered could cause a decrease in the quality of
broadband and slow gains in rural broadband deployment and adoption.
Significant rate increases for rural consumers may have the effect of many
consumers losing service, as they must make the choice between broadband and
other more immediate household needs.

In Conclusion

IMPACT 20/20 urges that reform of the Universal Service Fund should be a critical
component of our national broadband strategy. Although the private sector has
been successful in bringing affordable high-speed internet access service to most
Americans, bringing broadband to unserved or underserved areas and promoting
adoption of services by underserved segments of the population (e.g. low-income
consumers) will require sufficient financial support from the federal government.
IMPACT 20/20 believes that the federal Universal Service Fund (USF) programs will
be a critical component in providing universal and equitable access to broadband
services.

Initially, the USF was established to ensure affordable, reliable telephone access for
every American, including those in sparsely populated, high-cost areas. USF has
been a success story this country can be proud of. Today, almost everyone in the
United States has access to affordable and reliable telephone service. The model



now needs to be extended beyond telephone services to include broadband
accessibility.

Government support for broadband should prioritize unserved areas and
underserved population. Although broadband is available to 92% of U.S.
households, there are areas that remain underserved- either no service at all, or
speeds that are simply insufficient for economic development and basic quality of
life. Broadband isn’t just about sending e-mails or downloading music. With the
emergence of electronic medical records, Telemedicine, Radiological systems and
TelePharmacies, and distance learning, it has literally become a life essential.
Nowhere are these services more important than in our rural areas, yet usually it is
these very areas that have the lowest level of broadband service.

The members of IMPACT 20/20 welcome the opportunity to work with Commission
staff and other stakeholders in increasing broadband access and affordability for all
Americans.
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