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Background 

In January 2014, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), established the Rural Broadband 
Experiments with the purpose of shaping and adjusting the Connect America Fund broadband subsidy 
program to include an application-based, competitive-bidding framework. On July 11, 2014, the 
Commission voted to approve a formal application window and budget for the program marking the 
first opportunity for providers who are not the incumbent local telephone company in an area to 
receive Connect America Fund subsidies to build and operate fixed broadband networks. The Rural 
Broadband Experiments program will test this framework with the goal of bringing broadband to rural 
areas currently without adequate service.  

The official Order outlines the specific details of the subsidy program including application deadlines, 
funding allotments, and eligibility requirements. Connected Nation has received numerous inquiries 
from providers and community-stakeholders regarding these Rural Broadband Experiments, which we 
address below. Connected Nation has provided data and policy support across the country and stands 
ready to assist potential applicants with this process.  

 

What is the Nature and Amount of Funding?  

The FCC has allotted $100 million to fund broadband build-out across underserved, so called high cost 
and extremely high cost rural areas over a ten-year period. These areas are locations where the FCC 
estimates a subsidy of between $630 and $2,493.72 per eligible location per year would be necessary 
to secure sufficient private investment to make the broadband build-out economically viable. Eligible 
areas and potentially-available subsidy amounts determined by the FCC are further explained below.  

The FCC will divide the $100 million budget for the program into three buckets:  

1. $75 million will be awarded to projects that will offer broadband service in unserved high 

cost areas at speeds of at least 25 Mbps download/5 Mbps upload.  

2. $15 million will be awarded for projects that will offer broadband service in unserved high-

cost areas at speeds of at least 10 Mbps download/1 Mbps upload.  

3. $10 million will be awarded to projects that will serve eligible “extremely high cost areas” at 

speeds of at least 10 Mbps download/1 Mbps upload.  

The Rural Experiments Program will be technology-neutral as long as received proposals meet the 
capacity standards listed above. The FCC explains that the purpose of the buckets is to allow for the 
majority of the funds to go towards the most robust projects. With 1,024 Expressions of Interest filed 

http://www.fcc.gov/
http://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/rural-broadband-experiments
http://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/rural-broadband-experiments
http://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-launches-rural-broadband-expansion-experiments
http://transition.fcc.gov/Daily_Releases/Daily_Business/2014/db0717/FCC-14-98A1.pdf
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to the FCC, the Commission saw 60% of those expressions filed propose Fiber-to-
the-Premise technologies indicating great interest in serving at higher speeds in 
rural areas.  

Specifically for Tribal census blocks, a 25% bidding credit will be available for 
applicants proposing to service only those areas. In addition to this bidding credit, the FCC also seeks 
comment on how to leverage state and non-Federal support for the expansion of broadband in an 
effort to best maximize use of the Connect America Fund subsidies. The FCC aims for input specifically 
on providing bidding credits to applicants looking to use non-Federal government dollars to lower the 
subsidy requested from Connect America Fund dollars.  

 

Who is Eligible to Apply? 

According to the FCC, the Commission “would encourage participation in the rural broadband 
experiments from a wide range of entities—including competitive local exchange carriers, electric 
utilities, fixed and mobile wireless providers, WISPs, State and regional authorities, Tribal governments, 
and partnerships among interested entities.”  

ETC (Eligible Telecommunications Carrier) status is not required at the time the entities initially apply, 
but winning bidders will be required to obtain the ETC status within ninety days of the recipients being 
announced. Requirements for ETC designation vary by state. The Commission is encouraging interested 
participants to look into ETC requirements in each applicable state as they assess their bidding 
strategy.   

 

When are Applications Due and How Can I Apply?  

Applications are due to the FCC no later than October 14, 2014. The FCC has indicated that a lengthy 
document proposal will not be needed for submission, but rather an electronic form will be used.  

Applications will be selected through a competitive bidding process designed as a one-time, sealed 
auction. Applicants must submit confidential bids requesting specific funding support for particular 
census blocks over a ten-year period. The application will need to include background information on 
the applicant and its qualifications for providing service, the type of technology and offerings 
proposed, and a list of the areas to be served. These areas can be as small as a single census block, or 
comprised of multiple census blocks. Applicants can choose to bid jointly on census blocks in high cost 
as well as extremely high cost areas. Additionally, applicants must “provide information regarding any 
agreements or joint bidding arrangements with other parties, disclose any ownership interests in or by 
Commission-regulated companies, declare whether their project will serve only Tribal census blocks, 
submit a proposal containing basic information that would be informative to the general public and will 
be released publicly only if they win support, and certify that they meet certain threshold 
requirements, including being in compliance with all the statutory and regulatory requirements and 
being financially and technically capable of meeting the required public interest obligations in each 
area they seek support.” 
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To apply, entities will be required to designate which of three “buckets” they 
wish to seek funding from: very high performance, minimum performance, or 
extremely high cost. Applicants can apply for funding in multiple buckets or 
submit multiple applications in the same category.  

Will the FCC provide more instruction on how to apply for the RBE? Yes, the FCC has stated it 
will publish a Public Notice outlining how to apply for the funds available. This has not been 
released but Connected Nation will continue to update stakeholders as the information becomes 
available. 

 

What Areas are Eligible for Subsidies and What Are the Associated Reservation Prices?  

The FCC recently released a list of eligible census blocks and their respective reservation prices for 
applicants to access. Any location not listed here is not eligible for Rural Broadband Experiments 
funding and no challenge process will be initiated. The Commission, in a Public Notice, additionally 
announced a more detailed version of the Connect America Fund Phase II Eligible Areas Map that 
includes information regarding location totals and support amounts at the census tract level.   

When using the eligible block listing to determine reservation prices, applicants should note that the 
list indicates annual support amounts whereas applicants will be required in their filings to submit bids 
on ten-year subsidy terms.  

The minimum geographic area eligible for subsidy is the census block level. Applicants can submit bids 
serving multiple census blocks. Additionally, a single entity can submit multiple bids as long as 
collectively the total amount requested is no greater than $20 million. Applicants need to be willing to 
serve the entire census block, not just the eligible locations for funding, if awarded subsidies.  

How do I read the eligible census block spreadsheet? There are several columns in the listing 
that applicants will need in determining which blocks to apply for. In the document, applicants 
can find the eligible block ID number listed by state and county, the number of locations in the 
census block (served by both rate-of-return carriers and price cap carriers), the total number of 
price cap locations in the block, and the total number of price cap locations in the block that are 
eligible for funding. The list also provides the number of locations above the extremely high cost 
threshold and flags those that are eligible for tribal discounts. Finally, the amount of annual 
subsidy per block is identified. Connected Nation is available for support in understanding these 
eligible areas as needed.  

Will the addresses of eligible areas or more detailed maps be released? No, the FCC’s list of 
eligible census blocks is the only listing that will be provided. The FCC has provided a map by 
census tract level, and Connected Nation has worked to put together state maps by eligible 
block levels. Applicants should use both as resources and reach out to Connected Nation if more 
detailed maps are needed.   

What is a Location? A location refers to the number of housing units and businesses in a given 
area. 

http://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/rural-broadband-experiments
http://www.fcc.gov/document/release-eligible-census-blocks-rural-broadband-experiments
http://www.fcc.gov/maps/fcc-connect-america-fund-phase-ii-initial-eligible-areas-map
http://www.connectednation.org/fcc-maps
http://www.connectednation.org/fcc-maps
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Are providers able to apply for funding to upgrade their services in the 
blocks they currently serve to achieve the target speeds? Yes, if chosen 
as recipients of the funding, providers can use funds to upgrade to any of 
the available funding buckets if those areas are listed on the FCC’s eligible 
census block listing. Winners will also have to comply with the requirements listed below for 
winning bidders.  

 

How are Applications Scored and Winning Bids Selected?  

There are separate mechanisms for scoring applications for bids proposing to serve high cost areas 
versus bids proposing to serve extremely high cost areas. In both cases, evaluation of each application 
that meets the requested build-out standards will be based on objective cost-effectiveness metrics. In 
other words, this will not be a beauty contest. 

For bids proposing to serve high cost areas, cost-effectiveness is assessed in contrast to FCC subsidy 
estimates under the Connect America Fund Phase II program (see Connect America Cost Model). This 
cost model estimates the optimal amount of subsidy for each eligible census tract or census block 
necessary to entice sufficient matching private investment to ensure broadband build-out in that area. 
This model-based support effectively becomes a reservation price in the auction mechanism.  

Rural Broadband Experiments Program applications will be scored based on the subsidy requested to 
serve a given area divided by model-based support for that area. For example, if a given area’s model-
subsidy support is $1 million, a bid proposing to meet build-out requirements in that area for $900,000 
would be scored at 0.9. A competing bid requesting $800,000 would receive a score of 0.8. The second 
bid with the lowest score is most cost-effective and would rank higher. The FCC will rank bids based on 
these scores and will fund first the most cost-effective applications until all available funds are 
exhausted.  

For Tribal lands, the same process will be applied to select winners with the addition of a 25% bidding 
credit. According to the FCC, “the credit will effectively reduce the bid amount of qualifying 
experiments by 25 percent for purpose of comparing it to other bids, thus increasing the likelihood 
that experiments serving Tribal blocks will receive funding.” 

In extremely high cost locations where there is no model-determined level of support, the FCC will 
“select applications based on the lowest-cost per location.” Awards will therefore be granted to the 
most cost-effective projects.  

With cost-effectiveness being the sole criteria for determining winners, the Commission encourages 
applicants to come in below the model-based support reservation price. Because applicants are 
competing against other applicants nationwide and against a cost model, how low of a bid an entity 
can submit will determine their competitive edge.  

Additionally, in order to ensure diversity and the funding of multiple projects in each category, the FCC 
has placed funding limits on the projects to be awarded subsidies. In the $75 million bucket for build-
out at 25 Mbps download/5 Mbps upload speeds, applications should be no greater than $20 million. 

http://transition.fcc.gov/Daily_Releases/Daily_Business/2014/db0417/DOC-326628A1.pdf


 

www.connectednation.org   5 

 

For the $15 million bucket for build-out at 10 Mbps download/1 Mbps upload 
speeds, projects should be no greater than $7.5 million. Finally, for the 
extremely high cost bucket, a limit of $5 million per project will be placed. While 
applicants can submit multiple bids, overall, a single entity cannot apply for 
funds greater than $20 million.  

This scoring mechanism is built on mirroring Mobility Fund auctions conducted by the FCC in 2012 and 
2013. Because of the objectivity of application scoring, the FCC could potentially award subsidies very 
soon after the applications deadline. The Commission has stated that it plans to make final awards no 
later than the end of 2014.  

What if I am applying to serve an area that is both high cost and extremely high cost? How 
will the formulas be applied for recipient selection? Connected Nation expects to learn more 
about these formulas when the FCC’s Public Notice is released. If Connected Nation can assist in 
navigating the spreadsheet of eligible census blocks in the meantime, applicants should feel free 
to contact the Policy department.   

Can you provide service to a person at home after they ask for it versus building immediately 
to all homes in the census block? The recipient does not have to build to the customer’s specific 
location until service is requested, however, providers cannot charge the ordering customer a 
special construction charge for the final connection when that order happens.  

Can funding be used for support equipment? Yes, the funding is for anything the provider 
deems necessary to deploying broadband to the selected area, as long as the network is built. 
Bidders should keep in mind, however, that the most cost effective bids will win the auction so 
the more inclusive the cost, the less competitive the bid.  

If a bidder wins a subsidy award this year, can they apply as more funds are opened up in the 
future? If a winning bid provides service to an area, that block will not be part of any 
subsequent auction for subsidy. That bidder can apply for different areas in the future, however.  

 

 What Happens When Winning Bidders are Selected? 

Within ten days after winning bids are announced, winning bidders will need to provide audited 
financial statements over the past three years and a description of the technology used to deploy 
funded voice and broadband service. Within sixty days of the announcement, winning bidders must 
provide a letter guaranteeing a line of credit from an acceptable bank. Within ninety days of the 
announcement, winning bidders will need to provide proof of their status as an ETC. 

All winning bidders will receive funding over a ten-year period (120 equal monthly payments) and 
during the support term, will be required to meet interim build-out milestones. By the end of the third 
year, 85% of the project build-out must be completed. Completion of network build-out to all locations 
within the selected census blocks is required by the end of the fifth year.  

An accelerated disbursement option is available for applicants, but must be elected at the time of 
application.   
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Will the FCC provide any other type of support after the ten-year period 
has ended? The FCC has not addressed what will happen at the 
conclusion of the ten-year period.  

How will the FCC determine the success of the Rural Broadband 
Experiments? The goal of the Rural Broadband Experiments is to determine the best protocol 
for structuring the “Phase II competitive bidding process in price cap areas and to gather 
valuable information about interest in deploying next generation networks in high-cost areas.” 
The experiment is not aimed to determine whether or not robust networks can be built in rural 
areas, but rather how to distribute the funding in order to do so. The RBE program will serve as 
a test to the selection process as the FCC aims to be better informed on how to structure and 
release funding through competitive bidding.  

-------- 

For more information on Rural Broadband Experiments or for assistance with applications and mapping 
needs, please contact Connected Nation at policy@connectednation.org. 


