To:        All Ohio broadband providers

From:    Tom Fritz, Connect Ohio

Date:    February 23, 2010

It’s payback time…  You’ve helped establish Connect Ohio, participated in its mapping, data gathering, and community planning, and now it’s time to repay the favor.  Here’s our attempt to include you in a low-cost program to bring 240,000 incremental broadband subscribers to your existing service areas over a two-year period.

Libraries across Ohio serve a special purpose to citizens as broadband access points.  Today, more than 4 million Ohioans live without broadband service at home, and many of them rely upon public computing centers, such as libraries, for access to jobs, education, advanced communication, and the myriad of benefits of being connected to the Internet at high speed.

Connect Ohio’s goal is to help you obtain new subscribers.  Our mission is to ensure that every citizen is highly engaged with the life-changing experience of daily broadband use.  To do this, we need to ensure that every household eventually becomes a daily broadband subscriber.

More than 500 Ohio public libraries are currently working together to provide this opportunity.  As part of a statewide project, these locations have worked together with Connect Ohio to identify the number of non-subscribing households within their service area, and to provide the equipment, training, and support needed to enable every citizen to see the value of broadband and to adopt it into their home.

Libraries are not intended to become permanent access points for most Ohioans, but rather they are intended to be places where folks can learn the value of broadband, how to use it, and how to adopt it in their everyday lives, at home.

Using the opportunity provided by the ARRA Broadband Technologies Opportunity Program, these 500 libraries will request funding for adequate equipment, training resources, and support to provide a pathway to sustained broadband adoption for each household that currently has access to broadband but does not subscribe to it within their service area. 

A specific slate of curriculum will be offered in every outlet to ensure that participants know how to use the computer, access the information they need, and apply it to their everyday lives.  

Self-directed curriculum will be used together with a regular training staff and a public service campaign to drive the broadband appetite and participation of every non-subscribing Ohioan. Statewide, these grant requests will total approximately $8 million.  

This unprecedented improvement project is supported by the Governor’s office, the Ohio Office of Information Technology, the State Library Association, and the Ohio Public Library Information Network.  The State Librarian’s office has offered to coordinate the equipment request, and will contribute licensed training curriculum for every Ohioan.

The opportunity is enormous, and we need your participation. 

Here’s how.  At their completion of the six-module curriculum, each citizen-student will be encouraged to adopt broadband at their home.  A certificate of completion will be issued, qualifying the household to take part in a promotional offer from their participating local broadband service providers.  Think of this certificate as a voucher, which would offer one of the following incentives to applicants who have broadband available at their home (but who have not subscribed previously):  free installation, six months free service, and/or a contribution of a month’s worth of service for every month purchased during a new subscriber’s first year of subscription to high-speed broadband service.  Those without service available may be offered a satellite alternative.

Connect Ohio’s recent studies suggest that approximately 120,000 non-subscribing households would take advantage of this program annually across the state.  For most, there is not an issue with the cost of subscription, and this free program will provide the needed value proposition and risk abatement that they need to see in order to become initial subscribers.

There is no cost to the provider to participate in this program other than the cost of the promotion that is offered to the potential subscriber.  The opportunity is open to all providers who participate in Connect Ohio’s statewide broadband mapping initiative, and the prospective subscribers will be directed to Connect Ohio’s broadband maps to determine which providers offer service to their home.  

Libraries need to provide at least 30 percent in matching funds, in order to request the money needed for modern equipment, trainers, curriculum, and support.  Your participation in this program can be monetized and used by the libraries to qualify their application, but they need your commitment well in advance of the March 15th application deadline.  

A six-month subscription, free installation, or contribution of six month’s service on a 12-month subscription can be valued at approximately $180, on average.  Nearly 120,000 subscribers for each of the two years of the program would receive approximately $43 million dollars in cash consideration, and could yield new subscription revenue of more than $100 million dollars annually.  

Studies show that these subscriptions are rarely terminated once in use, and all of these customers reside in already-served areas where your company can make incremental use of its existing infrastructure investments.  There is a substantial opportunity for including phone and television service, where it is available from the participating provider. We are asking for your participation in this program, and are hopeful that it will bring a huge number of new customers to your doorstep–trained and ready for connection to existing infrastructure.  

To participate, there are two simple steps:
1)      Provide information about your coverage area to Connect Ohio.  This information will include your service area, speeds offered; technology used, and contact information.  Your information will be protected from competitors by a non-disclosure agreement, if required, and will be incorporated into a statewide map for use by consumers in identifying service providers.  The map will be compliant with the federal Broadband Data Improvement Act, and will be made available on Connect Ohio’s website, where participants will be directed after completion of the library coursework.   Information about the program and a nondisclosure agreement can be found on the provider page of our Web site: http://www.connectohio.org/providers/. The data collection sheet is found here:  http://connectednation.com/_documents/CN_Provider_Information_2010.xls and should be forwarded to tfritz@connectohio.org when completed.

2)      Complete the attached letter, which indicates your commitment to one of the consumer offers for program participants.  Choose one or more of the offers, indicate its value, and sign the letter, which will be included as a commitment of support for the program.  RETURN THE LETTER TO TFRITZ@CONNECTOHIO.ORG by MARCH 5th.  Libraries will use this commitment to establish a matching fund which will help increase their chances of receiving funding for the program.  By making this commitment, you are in no way applying for federal grant funds yourself, but are offering a contribution to the libraries’ patrons, contingent upon their completion of the program, if funded by the grant.

We’re very excited to coordinate this program.  Connect Ohio is a technology-neutral, nonprofit, public-private partnership with a mission to ensure that all citizens are productively using broadband services to improve their lives.  We feel that this program is a “win-win-win”, offering needed equipment for libraries, training for the community, and new subscribers for broadband providers.  It is our goal to ensure that this program works to everyone’s benefit, and I encourage you to call me directly and immediately to discuss any concerns or questions you have about your role.  

As partners with broadband providers and with the communities around Ohio, we value your participation, appreciate your support over the past two years, and look forward to continuing to deliver valuable services and information to generate success for your company and for Ohioans.

