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I. INTRODUCTION 

 NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association (“NTCA”)1 hereby submits these Comments in 

response to the Comment Request by the National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (“NTIA”) seeking Office of Management and Budget (“OMB”) approval to 

collect data that would be used to create a national map of broadband availability.2  NTCA 

supports the creation of a single nationwide map that would be used by all federal, state, and 

local agencies to identify areas receiving broadband service.  However, for the map to carry out 

the intended purpose of identifying “regions of the country with insufficient broadband 

                                                           
1  NTCA represents approximately 850 independent, community-based telecommunications 
companies and cooperatives and more than 400 other firms that support or are themselves 
engaged in the provision of communications services in the most rural portions of America. All 
NTCA service provider members are full service rural local exchange carriers (“RLECs”) and 
broadband providers, and many provide fixed and mobile wireless, video, satellite and other 
competitive services in rural America as well.  
 
2  NTIA, Agency Information Collection Activities; Submission for OMB Review; Comment 
Request, FR Docket No. 2019-10506, 84 Fed. Reg. 23036 (May 21, 2019) (“Comment 
Request”). 
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capacity,”3 in as efficient and effective a manner as possible - even as NTIA desires to collect as 

much information as parties are willing to provide - NTIA should provide clearer guidelines 

regarding the methods that will be deemed acceptable to use when measuring and collecting the 

data.  NTCA also recommends NTIA provide guidance regarding any particular methods or 

formats entities should use when submitting such data.  Finally, NTCA encourages NTIA to 

consider the use of (and the potential demands of) a process to reconcile, validate, or “challenge” 

the data prior to publication of such data in a map and prior to any reliance upon such data for 

funding and policy making decisions.  

II. THE DATA TO BE COLLECTED NEED TO BE CLEARLY DEFINED.  

 NTIA proposes to institute a voluntary data submission program that will allow 

broadband providers, industry associations, data aggregators, and researchers to submit data 

demonstrating where wireless or wireline broadband service is available.  NTIA’s proposal 

offers a potentially helpful opportunity to obtain additional information regarding broadband 

availability beyond the flawed data available today.  The proposal, however, does not offer any 

guidance as to how providers are to measure the locations to which they offer service or the 

method to be used for reporting their served locations.  The open-ended nature of this data 

collection is likely intended as part of an effort to obtain as much data as possible, but at the 

same time, it is important to bound at least in some manner what will be deemed reliable data, or 

at least identify what types of submissions will be deemed acceptable.  While better data on 

broadband availability is critical to sound decision-making on broadband policy, and even 

though the proposed data collection is voluntary in nature, it is important to ensure that this 

                                                           
3  Id. 
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exercise will yield useful and actionable information, and that this process will not create 

burdens on parties seeking to submit information that outweigh the benefits of doing so. 

As an initial matter, a clearer definition of the data being sought and how this proposed 

data collection will interplay with other mapping and data collection exercises administered by 

other agencies would be useful.  Without clear definitions, providers will invariably use differing 

methods to identify the locations they are capable of serving, as well as differing methods of 

reporting those locations to NTIA. The result could yield inconsistent data that fails to accurately 

or consistently portray locations that already have broadband or are lacking service.   

 To make the most of this data collection and to capture more accurately the relative 

burden that might be anticipated through this exercise, NTCA recommends defining more 

precisely just what constitutes “available” broadband service, so that every broadband provider 

or other entity submitting data uses at least somewhat comparable methods for identifying 

availability.  The Federal Communications Commission’s (“FCC”) Form 477, for instance, 

instructs broadband providers to report a location as served if the provider “does, or could, 

within a service interval that is typical for that type of connection – that is, without an 

extraordinary commitment of resources – provision two-way data transmission to and from the 

Internet with advertised speeds exceeding 200 kbps in at least one direction to end-user 

premises….”4  Many, including NTCA, question whether this is an effective way of capturing 

accurate broadband availability data, but at least the FCC’s definition provides some guidance as 

to how availability is to be measured and uses a common reference point for reporting.  By 

contrast, in the apparent interest of collecting as much data as possible, NTIA has understandably 

                                                           
4  FCC Form 477, Local Telephone Competition and Broadband Reporting, Instructions, 
available at https://transition.fcc.gov/form477/477inst.pdf. 
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proposed to receive data of any kind from all sorts of parties willing to submit it.  While this may 

be a good means of obtaining information that is missed in the narrower Form 477 process, there 

is a very good likelihood that the myriad of entities from whom NTIA proposes to collect 

broadband deployment data will use a myriad of methods to define available service. It would 

seem helpful in “making sense” of the data to be collected and thus in ensuring the utility of the 

information to be collected, even if just voluntarily submitted, to provide some basic parameters 

of what it means for broadband to be “available” and the areas or locations that will be the 

subject of such a determination. 

 NTIA’s request for comments also states that the proposed data collection is to be used to 

identify areas with “insufficient broadband capacity.”  However, “insufficient broadband 

capacity” is left undefined, leaving open the questions of whether it is based on speed (and if so 

what), the number of locations capable of receiving broadband service in an area (and if so, how 

many locations are “insufficient” and out of what defined area), both, or something else entirely.  

This open-ended phrasing may also create burdens on those attempting to interpret the intent or 

scope of the request, while at the same time complicating efforts to gather useful and actionable 

information depending upon each submitter’s interpretation. 

III. THERE NEEDS TO BE SOME CONSIDERATION FOR HOW THE DATA 
COLLECTED VIA VOLUNTARY SUBMISSIONS WILL BE VALIDATED AND 
RECONCILED WITH INFORMATION COLLECTED BY OTHER AGENCIES. 
 
 NTIA intends for the map created from the voluntary data submission process to be used 

by policy makers for decision-making and public investment analysis.  However, if NTIA 

intends to create a map based entirely on data submissions received without reference to other 

agencies’ efforts to gather data on the same subject matter, the map could fail to show certain 

areas that already have broadband service.  NTCA is not suggesting that broadband providers be 
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subjected to another mandatory reporting requirement, but rather, that creating a map based on 

incomplete and potentially inconsistent data does not further Congress’ objective of identifying 

“regions of the country with insufficient broadband.”5  If decisions about whether and where 

additional efforts are needed to promote broadband deployment are going to be based on a map, 

the map must be accurate.  Otherwise, areas can appear as served even though they are not, 

leaving some residents and businesses without broadband service for even longer amounts of 

time.  

 In addition to providing clear definitions of “available broadband service” and consistent 

methods of measuring such service, to ensure the map produced from this data collection is 

actionable and useful, NTIA should coordinate with other agencies such as the FCC and the 

Rural Utilities Service.  Such coordination is necessary for reconciling and standardizing data 

across agencies, along with a process that would allow stakeholders of all kinds to seek 

clarification of, or to “challenge,” deployment claims.   

IV.  CONCLUSION 

 The notion of creating a nationwide map showing broadband availability based upon the 

broadest possible set of relevant and credible data sources is a laudable and necessary goal, but 

one that can require multiple difficult trade-offs in terms of accuracy, granularity, and burden.  

NTCA supports NTIA’s active involvement in helping to create such a map.  To ensure that the 

data collection will yield actionable and useful information and that the process of developing 

such a map will be as efficient and effective as possible, however, the standards that should be 

used to identify availability (or “insufficient broadband capacity”) in the data collection and to 

                                                           
5  Comment Request. 
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determine the process by which any information that is collected will be vetted, confirmed, and 

reconciled with similar efforts underway at other federal agencies must be clearly defined.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

    NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association  
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