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ConnectME Authority

Minutes of Meeting – March 27, 2008
Authority Members Present:
Jean Wilson, Mitch Davis, Dick Thompson
Staff:

Phil Lindley, Executive Director


Amy Spelke, Public Utilities Commission


William Laubenstein, Assistant Attorney General
Discussion of Proposed Protective Agreement

AAG Laubenstein provided an analysis of the draft protective order that is intended to protect designated confidential information provided to the ConnectME Authority (CMA) and to allow designated staff, consultants, and other persons access to the confidential information.  In response to questions from the Executive Director regarding members of the Advisory Council, the AAG stated that one does not gain access to confidential data simply because one is on the Advisory Council.  The CMA may, however, designate individuals to receive confidential data on a case-by-case, individual need basis.  Anyone so designated will be required to sign the agreement.  A motion was approved to adopt the Protective Order subject to AAG edits and a final CMA review.
Presentation From Three Commercial Bandwidth Users
Sewall Company (Jim Paige), Jackson Labs (Brian Booher), University of Maine System (Jeff Letourneau):
· Large users, especially north of Bangor and/or away from the I-95 corridor have difficulty obtaining broadband at a reasonable prices.  Prices for bandwidth are very high compared to peers in other areas of the country.  Price and redundancy are the main issues.
· An informal, ad hoc group has recently formed to try to get the message out about what is needed from industry groups and government.  The group is looking for a comprehensive, collaborative approach to solutions.
· The group sees this as an economic development issue.

· They have worked with the Governor’s office who is supportive.
· Some examples of bandwidth uses and needs:
· Jackson Labs has a high-power visible light microscope (Leica 4Pi confocal laser scanning) that can generate a terabyte of data a day and needs a tremendous amount of bandwidth to transmit the images to other labs for collaboration.  They also need access to the “National Lambda Rail” and “Internet II” (high speed national research and education networks) – currently the access costs are very high.
· Sewell had to locate their imagery business data lab in Atlanta because they simply can not get the affordable bandwidth they need in Maine.
· Jackson Labs/UMS reported that national funding models are moving towards “collaborative models” and “cyber infrastructure.”  Maine is falling behind and becoming a communications “cul de sac.”
· Because Maine is in the lowest research funding tier it qualifies for additional funding but we need a cyber infrastructure plan first.
· Within the state the group has been working together and leveraging resources.
· Smaller broadband providers are also limited by the lack of broadband backbone; back haul costs are very high which contributes to the high price from the end service providers.
· Some things to consider:
· Public private partnerships – the state should provide incentives to invest in “passive infrastructure,” i.e., towers, buildings, condominium fiber (provides extra capacity for later use).
· State should examine and reduce barriers such as right of way policies, bridge construction policies, and access to state facilities.
· We should work with Canada to eliminate the cul de sac, or our location at the end of the pipe instead of on a main branch.
· “The state” should have a comprehensive telecommunications plan that is updated regularly.
· Broadband access is a necessity.
· Competition provides better service and pricing.
· Authority Member Discussion:  

The members agreed that these issues need a “home” and that the CMA is willing to continue to be involved, providing assistance and promoting solutions where possible.  The modest funding of the CMA may limit involvement, but we should stay actively engaged.  Enabling the decrease of the cost of backhaul will help CMA projects in the future.  The Executive Director should provide coordination, communication, and cooperation.  All agreed that this fits our mission.
Technology Presentation – Bob Panoff, RPM-Strategy (provided slides):
· He is also a contributor to the Northern NY telehealth and Vermont broadband projects.
· His work is with “community broadband projects” – not municipality, state or regional projects.
· Maine’s issues are not unique; the same issues such a rural high-cost areas are present in many states.
· It is important to aggregate demand in rural areas (using institutions).
· The RI-WINS project failed because it couldn’t get political backing, even with the pilot’s success.
· A project needs a visible political champion and broad based partnerships.
· Projects should focus on common interests – not special interests.
· These are access and adoption problems – supply and demand issues.

· MUST USE NON-PROFIT to be third-party advocates.
· CBN is a 170 mile fiber ring, public/private partnership including SUNY Plattsburg and telehealth centers, using an open access network.  The FCC has approved public access on the telemedicine pipe.  The hook for users is to promote and expand e-government access.
· Project in Vermont has more funding and the ability to bond and acquire property and the governor’s support.
· Maine should look at its spectrum and possibly aggregate outside the state.
· Maine should “nail down its mission.”

Review of current financial situation for CMA

· The Executive Director provided spreadsheets showing cash-flow and fund status.
· The Authority voted to allow Executive Director to pay OIT salary and personal service bills subject to providing notice to the Authority.
Discussion of Broadband Mapping Proposal from Mitchell Geographics.
· The Executive Director asked for approval to work with Mitchell Geo on the first phase.
· The Authority members want to see documentation on all three phases and costs before deciding.
· Mitch Davis asked to defer decision.  He is concerned about spending money on studies that could be spent on projects.
Public Comment Period.
Don Terriault and Dan Levesque from Aroostook Internet in Presque Isle and Tim McAfee from Pioneer Internet in Houlton.  Both companies are WISPs with 4-5000 customers each.
· Internet service should be considered a necessary utility, such as telephone and electricity was in the 1930’s.
· They have built out using private land.
· $500K investment in the last few years.
· Provide mostly residential service.
· Just entered an agreement with the Maine & Montreal Railroad for 14 tower sites in Maine.
· They have found that with a “you build it and people will come” attitude, they have no problem finding a market for the service. 

· Would like to find out about using public property for towers/equipment, especially the ATV rail bed trail from Houlton to Presque Isle.
· All panel members wondered about cell towers built with federal USF money and whether they could be used to provide access for wireless broadband providers.
Final Discussion.

The Authority agreed to join with other agencies and states (Maine PUC, Vermont PSB, Vermont DPS, et al) in filing comments with the FCC regarding changes to the Federal Universal Service High Cost Fund, with changes to the draft relating to matching funds and to have the Executive Director sign the comments.

