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Filed Via ECFS
Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary
Federal Communications Commission
445 12th Street, SW
Washington, DC 20554

RE: Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90
Dear Ms. Dortch:

On Tuesday May 7, 2019, Deborah Rand and David Shipley of US Connect (Colorado, Texas, Kansas,
Nebraska and Georgia); John Lundgren of Volcano Communications Group (California); Eric Votaw
and Jennifer Vellucci of Varcomm Holdings (California); Kent Schimke of Dickey Rural Networks
(North Dakota); Pat McElroy of Northeast Nebraska Telephone Company (Nebraska); and Derrick
Owens, Bill Durdach and Gerry Dufty representing WTA — Advocates for Rural Broadband (“WTA”)
met with Preston Wise, Special Counsel to Chairman Ajit Pai, to discuss various Universal Service
matters, particularly performance testing requirements for Rate of Return local exchange carrier (“RoR
LEC”) recipients of high-cost support.

WTA and its members expressed their appreciation for the recently issued Alternative Connect
America Cost Model II (“ACAM II’) offers. With one possible exception, the participating WTA
members indicated their intentions to accept their ACAM II offers, and stated that the certainty and
stability of their future A CAM II support would allow them to finance and deploy substantial additional
broadband facilities and services.

WTA and its members reiterated that they support the testing of their networks and other networks
receiving high-cost support to ensure that such support is being used for the intended purposes. WTA
noted that the initial performance testing rules appear to have been designed predominately with the
large price cap carriers in mind, and that its efforts have been directed primarily toward obtaining
modifications or alternatives that better address the resources and circumstances of RoR LECs and
other smaller high-cost support recipients.

WTA reported that it has had several recent lengthy discussions with the Commission’s staff regarding
the details of performance testing. In the present meeting, it focused upon two broader issues: (a) the
appropriate broadband facilities and route to be tested; and (b) the availability, cost and practicability
of the performance testing equipment and software that is being developed.

WTA noted that there is some incoherence between the two primary goals of performance testing: (1)
to determine whether customers are getting the broadband speeds and latency that they have been
promised (“the customer satisfaction goal”); and (2) to determine whether high-cost support recipients
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have complied with their broadband build-out obligations (“the high-cost compliance goal”). WTA
members have been constructing their networks to meet the applicable broadband build-out obligation
speeds or better, and WTA is confident that virtually all network-only testing by its members can pass
the high-cost compliance goal and show that received support was used for the intended purposes.
However, WTA members worry that testing beyond the boundaries of their broadband networks —
both inside customer premises where a variety of equipment has been selected and deployed by
customers and between their networks and Internet exchange points (“IXPs”) over middle mile
transport facilities and routes operated by one or more unrelated entities — can result in test “failures”
that they have no ability to control or repair but which can result in the loss or withholding of critically
needed high-cost support.

Few RoR LECs control the middle mile carriers and facilities that connect their networks to an IXP.
Some have a choice among middle mile carriers at their initial hand-off point, but have no further
control over how their initial middle mile carrier routes and handles their traffic, including handing it
off to one or more additional carriers before it reaches an IXP. Others have no choice even regarding
their initial middle mile carrier, much less how it routes and transfers their traffic. Mr. Votaw, for
example, described how the broadband traffic of one of his company’s exchanges must traverse four
microwave hops down a mountain, and then travel over 100 miles of fiber operated by unrelated
companies to the nearest IXP. Mr. McElroy showed how his company has to route its broadband
traffic through three separate and unrelated middle mile carriers before it reaches the Internet. WTA
members have reasonable concerns that a host of potential middle mile problems and disruptions —
including, but not limited to, increased congestion, unanticipated routing changes, line breaks, and
scheduled and unscheduled maintenance — over which they have no notice or control can adversely
impact their performance test results.

RoR LECs also have virtually no control over customer Internet gateways, routers, modems and other
inside wiring facilities beyond the network interface devices (“NIDs”) and optical network terminals
(“ONTs”) that constitute the ends of their regulated and controlled networks. The WTA members
reported that many of their rural customers have purchased their own customer premises equipment
(“CPE”) which may be of poor or deteriorated quality and which may be incompatible with
performance testing equipment. They also predicted, from experience, that a significant number of
rural customers are likely to refuse to buy or accept upgraded equipment or to allow RoR LEC
personnel into their homes to install it. Ms. Rand noted that about 80 percent of her company’s service
complaints are determined after investigation to be caused by customer equipment problems.

WTA has proposed a couple of alternatives to avoid the imposition of inequitable penalties upon RoR
LEC:s for performance testing failures due to middle mile and/or CPE problems over which they have
no control, and to which their high-cost support bears little or no relation. These alternatives included
separate customer satisfaction and high-cost compliance tests, or dividing the four weeks of required
seasonal testing into two weeks of customer satisfaction testing and two weeks of high-cost
compliance testing. Whatever the solution, critically needed high-cost support should not be withheld
or taken away due to test “failures” caused by middle mile and/or CPE problems which RoR LECs
have no ability to control or repair.

The WTA members have heard vendor presentations that new testing equipment is ready or almost
ready, but have not seen much available and affordable equipment yet. One WTA member reported
that his company had participated in substantial negotiations with a vendor, but had found that its
equipment prices and monthly license fees were far too high to be recovered in affordable broadband
service rates, and that the company was now talking with a second vendor but was unsure when its



testing equipment would ultimately be available. The WTA members noted that some testing
equipment vendors appear to be working on software solutions that would be incorporated into Internet
gateways. However, as noted above, they have concerns that their rural customers will refuse to
purchase such new equipment, or even accept it if offered to them as a free upgrade.

WTA notes that that the CPE problem could be reduced, in significant part, by providing or requiring
the customer to purchase an Internet gateway with appropriate incorporated testing software at the
time of each new broadband service initiation or upgrade. This would allow performance testing of
new and upgraded customers after they were added, but it would likely take several years before testing
issues with respect to uncooperative existing customers could be resolved or minimized. Automated
testing through Internet gateway software would also need Commission determinations whether such
performance testing required express customer consent and whether it implicated Customer
Proprietary Network Information (“CPNI”) or other privacy concerns.

Pursuant to Section 1.1206(b) of the Commission's Rules, this submission is being filed for inclusion
in the public record of the referenced proceeding.

Respectfully submitted,

/s/ Gerard J. Dufty

WTA Regulatory Counsel

Blooston, Mordkofsky, Dickens, Duffy & Prendergast, LLP
2120 L Street NW (Suite 300)

Washington, DC 20037

Telephone: (202) 659-0830

Email: gjd@bloostonlaw.com

cc: Preston Wise
Attachments
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Volcano Communications Group Description and Maps



OLCANO

COMMUNICATIONS
GRGUP

Volcano Communications Group

was established in 1903 as Volcano Telephone Company in
a small brick building in the town of Volcano, California
nestled in the Sierra Nevada Foothills. Having grown to 12
employees, the company moved to their current office in
Pine Grove, California in 1968. Since that time, the
company has continued to maintain their dedication to
providing its rural service area with telephone, internet,
and television services that rival those of metropolitan
areas. Volcano is a family oriented company with three
generations currently involved in the operations of the
company and is dedicated to both its employees and the
community at large.

Connectivity for Community Growth

Volcano Communications has implemented a robust,
resilient voice and data network with muitiple backbone
connections to various tier 1 and tier 2 providers. Part of
what has made this possible is a partnership with other
California companies and BTOP grant funds to implement a
major fiber backbone infrastructure throughout many rural
areas of California. This gives our customers access to urban
type services. Volcano residents currently pay
$24.00/month and business customers pay $34.00/month

for voice service.
Employment Opportunities

Volcano employs over 80 local residents providing
competitive pay and comprehensive benefit packages which
helps the local tax base and economy.

Community Involvement & Education

Volcano Communications is very active in local community
organizations and activities. We facilitate and participate in
many local fund raising efforts and help fund organizations
critical to the surrounding communities, including Amador
and Calaveras county food banks. Volcano also maintains an
active scholarship program for local high school graduates
which helps develop our youth, further enriching our

community.

Points of Interest

Promote common sense rules and criteria
for small RLECS for broadband testing.
The technology needs to be in place
before the rules. The test sampling for a
small carrier should not be greater than
the large companies.

Ensure continued full funding for ACAM
and Rate of Return (RoR) high-cost
mechanisms at adequate levels. As a ROR
company, Volcano greatly appreciates the
catch up of the fund but “haircuts” may
return depending on future pressures on
the fund.

Improve mapping criteria to better reflect
areas that currently don’t have access to
broadband. Census blocks are not
granular enough for accurate
representation.

Expedite permitting process on Federal
lands to reduce costs and delays of
building out broadband projects.
Providing video has become more costly
due to increasing content costs and
retransmission costs Broadcasters are also
moving to the Next Generation ATSC 3.0
standard, which will increase costs for
small providers.

Avoid using government funds to deploy
duplicative networks in rural areas.
Healthcare institutions, schools, libraries,
FirstNet, and municipalities should work
with local incumbent telcos prior to
pursuing other options.

Sharon Lundgren, General Manger at
(209) 296-7502 or visit

www.volcanocommunications.com
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Varcomm Description and Map



VARCOMM

Your hometown network

»
Since 1938, we have been commited to providing

quality customer care and service to
the rural communities of California.

Our Story

Varcomm (Ducor Telephone Company) can trace its history
to 1910 when farmers in southern Tulare County California,
banded together to create a small telephone network with a
single telephone line. In 1938 the Roome family purchased
the facilities in Ducor, California.

In 1954, Virgil A. Roome incorporated the company and
served the community of Ducor for the following 59 years
until his death in 2013. In 1977, Ducor began service to
the community of Rancho Tehama Reserve in Northern

Our Mission—

California. Around 1993 began Varnet, Inc. to provide internet
service to the communities that Ducor Telephone Company
services. In 1995 Ducor began service to the community of
Kennedy Meadows, high in the Sierra Nevada Mountains along
that Pacific Crest Trail.

2018 saw the transformation of the company to the new
name of Varcomm (Virgil A. Roome) and the introduction of
broadband products and enhanced services and is part of
Varcomm Holdings, Inc. family of companies.

Committed to our community, committed to
quality, committed to service, and committed to "
your hometown network. Qur mission is you! " G

VARCOMM.

Your hometown network




VARCOMM

Your hometown network

About Varcomm 3 Noncontiguous Exchanges:
. " * Ducor - Central Valley between Porterville and
« 925access lines Bakersfield

+ 330 square miles of service territory

* 1,600 broadband-capable locations meeting current FCC
speeds .

« 74 miles of fiber built to provide 911 capable service and
50% residential subscribers on ULTS/Lifeline

» 5 microwave towers in California

+ Rancho Tehama Reserve — Northern California
foothills of Mendocino National Forest

* Kennedy Meadows — Southern Sierra Nevada
Mountains on the Pacific Crest Trail and not on
commercial power (100% solar/wind powered office)

+ 2nd smallest telephone company in California but most Getting Around Ducor:
geographically diverse » Ducor to Rancho Tehama is 383 Miles
* 9 employees serving the community « Ducor to Kenney Meadows is 177 Miles
* Deploying Fiber-To-The-Home in 2019 + Kennedy Meadows to Rancho Tehama is 506 Miles

i e Rancho Tahema
Reserve

y
i

EN

Kennedy
Meadows e

For more information, contact;

Eric N. Votaw
President & CEQ
Varcornm Holdings Inc.
evotaw@varcomm.biz
varcomm.net

*
2

VARCOMM.

Your hometown network



