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Good afternoon Madame Chair and Members of the Finance Committee, 

My name is Holly Groschner, I’m a telecommunications attorney, with over 30 years’ experience in public and private communications networks.  

I am also now the volunteer chair of Equal Access to Broadband, a new nonprofit, started by ECFiber,  to build a bridge to broadband for low-income Vermonters.  

For today’s purposes, I am the former general counsel of the Vermont Telecommunications Authority, where I worked under Chris Campbell and advised the Board of Directors. 

I was the person who wrote the contracts. And sometimes the person who was asked to enforce them.  It was important that I understood
 the scope of the VTA’s authority, 
telecom technology, and 
documenting standards for grant performance.  
 I assisted in contract negotiations but did not decide which projects would be funded.



House 360 –
the fastest way to 
change is focus

FOCUS: Broadband + CUDs; not the  
Telecom Report or mobile service

Delivery: Annual reports;
Sunsets 2029

Performance Standards Set: §8086: 
100mbps, affordability and shared facilities

CEO in Charge: Hired by the Board, 
hires vendors and staff - flexibility

12 powers: aimed in the same 
direction;does not include construction!
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I’m here to testify about House 360, in the context of my VTA experience.

If I could impress upon you one thing it would be that the commercial telecom world is unresponsive to public purpose funding except on a national scale.  It sets benchmarks for economic performance that  cannot be met in rural Vermont. With 623 thousand residents, we are a mere rounding error on their balance sheets, and  build plans here are expensive by company standards. Vermont needs Vermont-scale projects and participants, held accountable with transparency.  

In my opinion, having worked with commercial carriers and in a publicly traded company for years, VTA success was not hampered by lack of funds so much as byits own sense of economics and a lack of negotiating power in the face of national service providers, combined with the complexity of the VTA’s objectives and intergovernmental politics.

House 360 has addressed the VTA’s challenges in these ways:  
Through focus on broadband – instead of solving all service challenges. And focusing on CUDs and their partners.  This focus makes the effort more like Rural Electrification and less like the old VTA.



House 360–
funding & 
transparency

Sections 8084 & 
8087 Funding are 
great for Broadband.  

VEDA  is key, so is 
tax exemption for 
electric companies

Recommendations: 

#1: §8087 pre-construction grants have 
complicated criteria 

#2: §§8085(b), 3084 - no trade 
secrets; no exclusivity
#3: VCBA authority to fund long term 
affordability planning
#4: Allow VCBA Projects access to 
government facilities or lands
#5 -§7515b(b) Connectivity Initiative 
held to same priorities as §8086

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Solving the funding problem, at least in the short term, also eliminates a key problem. I do remember issues that could also be solved here – 

By streamlining the criteria for pre-construction grants
By reducing the focus on proprietary information: There is always a public/private tension in negotiations with carriers – they want the grant money, without exposing business plans or project control. There is nothing proprietary about what they are doing. With this funding carriers serve areas that they decided were uneconomic to serve for the last TWENTY YEARS. This is not about competition. It is about getting service established with a reasonable return. And “exclusivity” is not appropriate use of public funds.
Affordability wasn’t even a buzz word when the VTA was created  and even DSL was an economic advantage, not a necessity.  The language of Section 8084 stops short of authorizing the VCBA to separately  fund long-term affordability planning.  I believe this is a missed opportunity for effective planning. 
The VTA spent countless hours and weeks negotiating with state lawyers and departments for use of state facilities and lands.  This is the opportunity to put those public resources in the service of broadband delivery and to reduce permitting barriers. 
The Connectivity Initiative seems to work on a separate set of funding priorities.  I urge you to look at that and examine whether, for the sake of simplicity, the same standards should apply. 
Practice point: at Section 8085(3) – CUDs should not be project “partners” with carriers. The goals are too different. They should be encouraged to engage carriers to deliver projects.



In Summary –
House 360 
VCBA > VTA

Improved over Original
1. Focused
2. Insulated from Politics
3. Sets Specific Grant Objectives 

Recommendations: 
 Affordability Planning Grants 
 Access to State Property 
 Transparency/Limit Secrecy
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From my recollection of challenges at the VTA, House 360 addresses many of the hurdles.  



Senate 118 –
not the fastest way 
to focus

(confusion= 
status quo)

Too broad: broadband & mobile* telecom, 
plus other assignments             

Confusion: Requires sustainability & 
competition; Sunsets 2026

Conflicts: Political Board includes natural 
adversaries & recusals

Who’s in Charge? Gov hires CEO, Board hires 
vendors, staff. And, who runs the Broadband 
Corps? 
18 powers: Only five promote focus –
Telecom report &mapping distractions
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My comments regarding Senate 118 are also captured from my experience of the VTA.  These comments  mirror the comments on House 360. 

In particular it is important to point out that because the VTA was tasked with a multitude of objectives, focus on material progress was difficult.  For example, all  strategies became subject to negotiation and the lack of bargaining power of the VTA becames evident when its obligation to show progress was politically and practically urgent.     

Where focus is lacking the status quo will prevail. 





Senate 118 –
change for focus & 
transparency

Section 8085 Funding is great for 
Broadband

Recommendation 1: No grants to mobile* telecom –
Neither AT&T nor Verizon nor T-Mobile need it!

Recommendation 2: Funding should require shared 
infrastructure, affordability, and information; no trade 
secrets

Recommendation 3: Authority to Fund long term 
affordability. (Broadband Corps is short term)

Recommendation 4: Allow VTA to access 
government facilities (not merely “information and 
cooperation”)
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These comments are virtually the same, so I won’t belabor the point, except to note that the substantial difference in this bill is the Broadband Corp that has been the focus of Tom Evslin’s testimony.   I note that the provisions authorizing a Broadband Corp do not tie off to the policy and purpose of the VTA.



PUBLIC 
INVESTMENT
IN BROADBAND 
should connect 
everyone

NEVER AGAIN!  
Vermont’s approach 
to a post-ARPA world 
needs a lasting 
system for broadband 
subsidies and 
connection to  low-
income households.
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We can easily agree that we can not leave 10% of Vermont households isolated or disconnected.  The inequities of broadband service pointed out in the pandemic have to be fixed as quickly as possible. Never again should we have to return to kids on the library steps for WiFi and people spending the day in the car near the local hot spot. 

The Broadband Corps in Senate 118 does help address an emergency situation by grabbing a share of the federal funding to build a strategy to reach low income families quickly.  Mary and Tom Evslin confirm that their plan is short term, does not address carrier subsidies, and needs a longer term system of planning for and  delivering broadband subsidies. 

Because you are focused on building broadband where it is uneconomic, we can  guarantee that to leverage that investment we need a strategy that includes a plan for long term affordability. 



AFFORDABILITY 
RECOMMENDATION:
Plan and pay for 
Affordability beyond 
ARPA.

Partner with Community Action 
Agencies and school districts 
for  a durable subsidy delivery 
model.

Build CUD and ISP networks 
with subsidy strategies that
leverage public investment.
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Last year EC Fiber funded a new nonprofit to study the issue of affordability in Communications Union Districts and make a plan.  It was motivated by the needs of neighbors in its member towns.  I ended up volunteering as chair of Equal Access to Broadband. When we looked at the situation, and talked to schools and social services agencies, we made four important discoveries:

1. National commercial carriers, whether Comcast or Starlink, are not required to set subsidized rates for low income families.  They participate when it is economically advantageous.

2. There is no national subsidy strategy to date, but the temporary one does not include Vermont’s small carriers that don’t have a subsidy program in place.

3. Low-income households don’t access broadband on their own – it takes a trusted relationships, through caseworker or school worker, to encourage expenditures in new technology.

4.  The acceptable target price for low income families is about $22/month, but a viable program needs to plan for arrearages, landlord and relocation issues.

Its clear that broadband equity requires policy and planning. Where low income households are included in an existing  network it helps to increase the financial  viability of that network.  Where no network  is available, a cost effective and immediate service strategy is necessary – if one is available.  That’s a snapshot.  What is the long view?



TODAY affordability is 
left to commercial carriers.  There is no strategy. 

WHERE, WHAT 
PROVIDER? 

No one lets 
you know.

FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT 

NEW COST

Fear, no 
guidance.

SUBSIDY 
UNKNOWN:

Carriers in 
Control of 

access

WAIT FOR 
PERMISSION:

Delivery 
unknown  

TECH REFRESH:

Requires 
tech advice
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Let’s take a moment to personalize the issue: Have you purchased a new device, tv or app lately?  Why? Did you engage a person under 30 to help you?  Did you analyze your options – online or with personal help?  Did you rely on your cable company, phone company or an internet carrier to tell you whether you could or should buy the service you decided on?  That’s the system we have today. 
 
Getting broadband service installed is a lot to figure out.   Most of us know that availability of broadband is tied to our address, but are not too sure where broadband really comes from or what we need!  Recent Pew research has confirmed that this is particularly true in low income households.

 Overall, caseworkers and school workers tell me that  most low income families are difficult to reach and need reassurance to figure out how they can afford broadband service. And that takes an established relationship.  




A process for building a bridge to subsidized 
service:  $5M over 4 years 

CREATE 
PROCESS FOR 
ENGAGEMENT

ACCESS DATA  
FOR AGENCIES 
& SCHOOLS

FORMALIZE 
CASEWORKER 

TRAINING 

BUILD SUBSIDY 
FUND WITH  
LOCAL ISPs and 
CUDs 

SHARE COST OF 

FUNDING& 
ADMIN
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Today, Caseworkers and school workers  need help:  Education about devices, and Financial tips about efficient use of broadband.  And they really need information from carriers: to chose a provider, arrange subsidies, and installation.  They also need help addressing landlord issues.  

And Carriers have information needs too. They need to know who is qualified to receive service, they need help to contact the low income customer for installation and service.  If they are smaller provider,  they also need help to model a subsidized service plan and to find  revenue that allows them to provide that subsidy.

Equal Access to Broadband sees this necessary step to affordability: bridging the gap between social services and broadband services.  We have established a systematic look at engaging low income families, and building an access tool that creates a bridge between the information that carriers need and low income families and their caseworkers need.



The community 
action agency  
RELATIONSHIP 
is key

An effective Subsidy delivery 
strategy addresses

Trust/ Access

Change/Technology

Confidence

Lifestyle Realities

Economic Advice
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I wish to ensure that the unique character of this population is understood.  Broadband subsidy program in existence right now miss this:  service delivery is social work.    It requires a stable and existing relationship, that is supported by broadband providers.  Without it we will continue to grow a digital divide and isolate ten percent of our population, even as we build out better broadband networks and higher-speed service.  Even as we put more and more benefits online.  This gateway to broadband  needs to be a durable  –  not short term.

(go through the slide)  

Ken Cadow-celebrated educator – Randolph High School…  connecting kids one at a time.  



Subsidies cost 
$96 MILLION 
over first 4 
years. 

Annual reserve 
for subsidized 
service for 
small systems
$2.5 - $15M

• 40,000 low-income VT 
households served 

• Subsidy pegged at 
$50/month or $600/year per 
household* 

• Carriers capitalize the cost of 
installations &equipment*

Vermonters need $24,000,000 
ANNUALLY in service subsidies 

* For Starlink subsidies cost 3x 
more; build in preference for 
existing systems 

- Existing commercial carriers’ 
subsidies are voluntary and 
reimbursed by the FCC

- Only carriers (ISPs) that take 
ARPA money can be required to 
participate…and it  increases 
their relative cost of service.

A planned approach 
ensures communities 
served by  Vermont ISPs, 
independents and CUDs  
are included in subsidy 
reimbursements.  
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The reality is that it will take a federal initiative for broadband subsidies – or a change in regulation of broadband providers – to address the need nationally.  For small carriers we can build a reserve of  an amount between $2.5 and $15 Million to seed a shared subsidy program for CUDs and small Vermont ISPs. 

Working with ECFiber, whose base rate for 25 mpbs square service is $72/month, we estimate that the 40,000 Vermont households who qualify for 3 Squares and other federal benefits will require annual subsidy support of $24 Million, or $600 per household in the ECFiber service territory.

Congress has appropriated temporary assistance, distributed to the national carriers using a form of the old Lifeline subsidy program for telephone, of up to $50/month.  That’s also $600 per customer household – IF the carrier agrees to provide a subsidy, donates the installation, and allows for unbundled services.    

In order to ensure that the VCBA meets the affordability objective in House 360, we believe it should be authorized to make affordability grants and to consider establishing a fund for arrearages and subsidies.  I can only say that to provide for availability with this one-time money and not make a post ARPA affordability plan will lead to a crisis down the road that will mean taxation or regulation.  
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I truly appreciate that the ARPA money can get us a long way to an immediate service strategy, with sums that can create a pop up phone bank, an information source, and can rely on existing providers’ motivation to access federal subsidies.  

But that is not the whole Vermont picture, and does not account for the timing of new high speed networks.  

If House 360 is passed in this legislative session, and the roll out begins this summer, partnering opportunities, project design, and grant funding will take roughly year one.  By Spring of 2022, the construction season will begin,  hopefully unhampered by skilled labor shortages and pandemics of 2020.  

Will existing carrier subsidy plans address the needs of Vermont’s low income households by January 2024?  That  may be optimistic.  Especially based on national carriers providing subsidized service in Vermont.



FCC Emergency 
Broadband Benefit 

• A $50/month subsidy

• Mobile providers, virtual 
providers, and cable providers

https://www.fcc.gov/emergency-broadband-benefit-providers
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Today, April 6, 2021, the Federal Communications Commission published the carriers that have signed up to provide low-income households with subsidized service and, in return, to be reimbursed through the Lifeline-like program.  The list is short, and mostly mobile carriers with service in our more populated areas.
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To truly receive the value of the public investment in high speed internet, and to recognize that we can solve the availability problem, but not the affordability problem, we have to plan for a post ARPA world.  Subsidies simply don’t sunset.  We have to create greater certainty with the one-time funding.



If building the 
broadband 
network is job 
one,
making it 
affordable is 
job two…. and 
the job is never 
done. 

Of the households that do not have access to the 
internet, 77%  believe that internet service is too 
expensive or is not necessary for school 

US Dept of Ed

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cch.asp
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Thank you for your efforts on this bill, and for  including authority in House 360 for long-range funding of affordability.  We need a strategy that helps in the near term but also objectively recognizes that big business has not come to our rescue in the past and will  not, by itself, be the Vermont solution that will fill the gaps in broadband and affordability.   

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cch.asp
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