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OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA

Order Instituting Rulemaking Regarding

Broadband Infrastructure Deployment and to Rulemaking 20-09-001
Support Service Providers in the State of
California. (Filed 10/01/21)

COMMENTS OF THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION IN RESPONSE TO THE EMAIL
RULING ORDERING ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AS PART OF
MIDDLE-MILE DATA COLLECTION

I. Introduction

Pursuant to the September 9, 2021, E-Mail Ruling Ordered Additional Comments
as Part of Middle-Mile Data Collection, the Los Angeles County Economic Development
Corporation (LAEDC) respectfully submits these comments in response to Phase III of the Order
Instituting Rulemaking 20-09-001 (to which LAEDC is a party) regarding implementation of
SB156.

The Los Angeles County Economic Development Corporation (LAEDC) was
founded in 1981 as a nonprofit, public-benefit organization to harness the power of the private
sector in collaboration with L.A. County government, to foster more robust economic
development and create more widely shared prosperity across the county. We do so through
objective economic research, consensus-oriented strategic planning, direct program services

and public policy development and advocacy.



Since 2010, LAEDC has led two five-year comprehensive economic
development strategic planning efforts for the County, each engaging more than 500 stakeholder
organizations from business, labor, government, education and the communities of our region.
Both times consensus has been reached that LA County needs 21% century infrastructure as a
foundation for a 21% century economy, and that universal access to high-speed internet must be
a foundation of that infrastructure if LA County is to achieve a truly equitable and inclusive
economy for its ten million residents.

Given the unprecedented disruptions of lives and livelihoods due to the COVID-
19 pandemic and the disproportionate impacts it has had and continues to have on people of
color and low-income communities, including making it impossible for students to learn from
home and people to work from home without affordable high-speed internet access in the home,
the LAEDC, along with UNITE-LA, formed the LA Digital Equity Action League (LA DEAL)
to accelerate the Los Angeles County region’s efforts to close the digital divide for good. Per
CPUC Resolution T-17738, LA DEAL is the California Advanced Services Fund (CASF) Rural
and Urban Regional Broadband Consortia grant recipient for the Los Angeles County region. As
co-convener of the LA DEAL, LAEDC has been collecting data and community voice on the
many barriers to universal adoption of broadband in the home. Hence, the LAEDC has become a
party to Rulemaking 20-09-001 and respectfully submits these comments in response to
Administrative Law Judge Glegola’s ruling, dated September 9, 2021, regarding additional

comments as part of middle-mile data collection.

II. Issues for Public Comment



1. Open Access

How can the Commission use its regulatory authority to assure durable and enforceable

open-access and affordability requirements in perpetuity?

LAEDC believes that it is vital for the Commission to prioritize the guiding
principle of equity in carrying out its responsibilities with respect to the statewide open-access
middle-mile network. Across the state, digital inequities are apparent in many low-income areas
and communities of Color. This is particularly evident in urban areas such as Los Angeles
County where networks are predominantly privately owned and where many communities have
been historically neglected, unserved or under connected. According to the Connected Cities and
Inclusive Growth (CCIG) Policy Brief #4, a study conducted by the USC Annenberg Research
Network on International Communication (ARNIC), the practical effect of this lack of
broadband investment “has been the reproduction of the inequalities that have characterized the
region for generations, with particular adverse effects for low-income Black communities in
South LA™, A statewide middle-mile network that is truly open-access and affordable should be
designed to address these inequities and help resolve these long-standing issues.

With the legislature’s priority to connect our most unserved and underserved
communities across the State, the Commission should develop a policy framework to provide
guidance and accountability for interested parties looking to leverage the open-access network.
This framework will allow the State to enforce a structured criteria that outlines cost,

performance, evaluation, and data exchange metrics. This increased transparency will inspire

! Connected Cities and Inclusive Growth (CCIG) Policy Brief # 4, September 2019, Page 5



confidence for stakeholders looking to leverage the network and can help ensure that the
legislation’s objectives are accomplished.

The most effective way to ensure durable and enforceable open-access and affordability
requirements in perpetuity is to ensure that California’s new middle mile network remains
publicly owned. However, should California’s middle mile network, or any segment of it, ever
be sold to a private party, the CPUC should ensure that open-access and affordability policies

remain in place for the life of the network as part of that transfer or ownership.

2. Additional Factors to Consider

What additional criteria should the Staff Report take into consideration and to what

extent, including, but not limited to:

Affordability

Affordability should not only be included as a key criteria that the Staff Report
should consider, but affordability should be prioritized. An affordable statewide open-
access middle-mile network that can be leveraged by different stakeholders will enable the
creation of more broadband options and encourage more robust competition that can induce
higher levels of service (bandwidth/speeds) and quality (lower latency) and more affordable
subscription rates. Factors that should be considered in determining affordability
include household median income, adjusted cost of living, and poverty rates. To better
understand these factors, it is important for communities’ voices to be heard to determine what is
deemed “affordable.”

Although low-income internet plans are offered by providers in many areas of Los

Angeles County, LAEDC conversations with community-based partners in low-income



communities in LA County and residents themselves in communities such as Willowbrook and
Lynwood in South Los Angeles as recently as September 2021 have revealed that many residents
are still unable to access high speed internet in their households, or housing projects or mobile
home parks, nor afford the price points if service is available, and some are hesitant to accept
their local ISP’s offer based on the terms and conditions associated with them. Many report that
if they are able to subscribe, the service quality is poor and/or inconsistent and not sufficient for
a family with parents and students trying to access the internet simultaneously. If the
Commission is looking to leverage this middle-mile network to lower the cost of broadband
service across the state, as well as extend its reach and improve its quality, it will be important
for the State to analyze what is a realistic and sustainable price point for our most disadvantaged
communities and explore how this open-access network can help alleviate these pressure points.
Having the capacity to extend new connections from this core network will help ensure that

broadband access will be accessible and affordable for more communities.

Redlining

Equity is embedded in the statute and foundational documents of the California
Broadband Action Plan and the most direct way to uphold this tenant is the creation of an
affordable state-owned open-access network that can be leveraged by different stakeholders
throughout the state. It is important to recognize that the proprietary, privately-owned
infrastructure systems presently in place in most regions of the state have not resolved the wide
and in many cases still growing disparities resulting from the economic redlining that has

affected specific communities for generations. For years, incumbent legacy providers have not



prioritized investing into these historically marginalized communities which has contributed to
insufficient service and lower access to affordable high-speed broadband.
The effects of such digital redlining have already been examined previously in

this docket:
“Discrimination against low-income communities and communities of color has
historically deprived residents of those communities of the opportunity to build wealth
for themselves or their community... this was then aggravated by decisions of retailers
who then declined to invest in those neighborhoods and instead invested in wealthier,
theoretically more lucrative neighborhoods. This "retail redlining" further deprived the
residents of the education, jobs, and resources necessary to build wealth.
Unsurprisingly, ISPs' network deployment and upgrade decisions have continued to
follow this pattern, and digital redlining has left unserved and underserved
neighborhoods on the wrong side of the digital divide. Thus, much like retailers, ISPs
make broadband deployment decisions that replicate and perpetuate disinvestment in
historically redlined communities and overinvestment in wealthy communities.
Similarly, even if the ISPs' business decisions are made for legitimate business purposes,
the fact remains that those decisions create disparate impacts for communities of color

and individuals with disabilities.”>

To help counteract this structural inequity and help modernize broadband deserts,

a truly open-access network will allow the opportunity for new providers to enter the market and

2 Joint Advocates Opening Comments on May 28, 2021 Assigned Administrative Law Judge’s Ruling (“Phase 1I-B
Ruling”) at p. 12.



help encourage competition, and in turn, enable an increase in offers of affordable broadband
service through a diversified marketplace. The lack of broadband competition in LA County was
also explored further in ARNIC’s Policy Brief #4, “Household income is also a significant
predictor of whether residents have broadband choices. In low-income block groups, the odds of
broadband competition are below 70%, climbing above 75% in the more affluent areas. In other
words, low-income residents have fewer broadband options, which is typically associated with
lower quality service and higher prices.?

An open-access network will also help empower non-traditional internet
providers such as governments, non-profits, and other stakeholders interested in closing the
digital divide to develop last-mile projects and innovative solutions to connect communities that
have been traditionally overlooked or underserved. LA County is currently exploring just such an

option*.

Route Redundancy

The potential redundancy of building segments of a state-owned open access
middle mile network where private proprietary middle mile network segments may already exist
should not be a primary deciding factor in locating the state’s planned network as it is apparent
that despite the presence of such proprietary network segments in certain areas there are effective
monopolies or duopolies in those communities, many of which are low-income, which are not

succeeding in connecting all of the state’s residents to truly high speed, high quality and

3 See Broadband Competition Helps to Drive Lower Prices and Faster Download Speeds for US Residential
Consumers (Analysis Group, 2016).
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affordable internet service. Route redundancy in high fire areas would also be desirable,

especially if it allowed for hardening the infrastructure to increase its survivability in a wildfire.

Competition

Enabling and encouraging greater competition in each community should be a key
goal of the Commission in planning the deployment of the middle mile network so as to help
ensure more choices for low-income households in rural and urban areas who all too often have

only one choice of provider.

Labor and Economic Development Benefits

In today’s age, internet connectivity has become an integral aspect of everyday
life including healthcare, education, job training, remote working, e-commerce and even civic
engagement. Connecting unserved and underserved communities will not only tear down
longstanding economic barriers, but will allow residents in these communities to fully participate
in society. A successfully implemented middle-mile network will help drive down costs and
encourage competition in the market, while also boosting economic development opportunities
for business and communities. Broadband availability has proven to be an economic multiplier,
and the availability of affordable and reliable connectivity can help to encourage additional
investments and job creation. Connecting our most disadvantaged populations will not only
provide these residents more economic and societal opportunities, but it will also open the door
for other types of innovative services within these communities as well.

In addition, the substantial labor required to complete the buildout of such a large

statewide middle mile network in a relatively few short years will necessitate the creation of



many new good jobs. LA County alone has the largest county labor market in the state and more
than 770,000 county residents lost their jobs to the pandemic in just March and April of 2020
according to the California Employment Development Department Labor Market Information
Division. As of the latest available data, only 53% of those jobs have returned in LA County
leaving hundreds of thousands still on the economic sidelines. Thousands of jobs would likely be
needed around the state to build out this multi-billion dollar network expeditiously, helping with
the state’s economic recovery as well as positioning each region for greater economic

opportunity, growth and resilience in the future.’

Network Capacity

The Staff Report should take into account the ever-increasing demands for speed,
bandwidth and lower latencies as the internet and its use cases and business, government and
individual consumer needs continue to evolve well into the future. This may be once in a lifetime
opportunity to build the middle mile network of the future for all of California and we should

ensure it does not become obsolete a decade or two down the road.

4. Middle Mille Network Services for Consumers
The middle mile network must prioritize connections to anchor institutions that lack
sufficient high-bandwidth connections. Should the statewide middle mile network provide

direct service to anchor institutions?

3 California Employment Development Department, Employment Series, August 2021
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The LAEDC supports the statewide middle mile network providing direct services
to anchor institutions that may lack sufficient high bandwidth connections. For many
communities, anchor institutions serve as a conduit for social and community participation by
providing different resources and services to residents. If anchor institutions in communities with
insufficient bandwidth connections are prioritized, this new connection could have a direct
impact on the quality of life for the surrounding communities and the institution’s patrons.

In addition, LA County is currently considering using its own anchor institutions
in communities with low rates of internet connectivity as Distribution Sites for fixed wireless
service to low-income households in the immediate vicinity of these sites so middle mile
connections to such sites should be considered and input from LA County officials should be

sought as part of the route planning process.’

S. Last Mile Providers

The establishment of an open-access middle-mile network has the potential to
spur both public and private investment into the communities where it is most needed. The
potential capital investment required from last mile providers would be drastically reduced,
which will allow providers to reallocate funding into the development of last-mile projects. The
alleviation of this financial obstacle will not only help to facilitate and expedite existing last-mile
proposals but can also encourage the creation of new proposals that have yet to be developed due

to the lack of an open-access middle-mile network.

¢ Utilizing Existing Infrastructure and Resources to Achieve Digital Equity 9-30-2021 LA County ISD report to
Board of Supervisors
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II1. Closing
The LAEDC commends the efforts of the Commissioners and staff and
Administrative Law Judge Glegola to close the Digital Divide across California and we

respectfully request consideration of the above comments.

Dated: October 1, 2021
Respectfully submitted,
/s/ Bill Allen
By: Bill Allen
President & Chief Executive Officer
Los Angeles County Economic
Development Corporation
444 Flower St #3700
Los Angeles, California
Tel: (213) 622-4300

Email: Bill.allen@laedc.org
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