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As part of the working group efforts within the FCC's Broadband
Deployment Advisory Committee (BDAC), one subcommittee has
collected data on telecom pole attachment rates and published the
information along with some very early data analysis. The results
suggest there is a wide range in the rental fees being charged for
wireless equipment attachments, and that fees are significantly higher
in unregulated markets compared to regulated ones.

This has huge implications for next-generation telecom network
deployments, and particularly for the rollout of 5G wireless

services. Across all of the data collected, the mean rental fee assessed
for wired pole attachments is $17.58 per year, according to this latest
study, while the median is $15.56 per year. For wireless pole
attachments (which typically take up significantly more space),
however, the mean rental fee is $505.56 per year, and the median is
$56.60 annually. Further, among wireless attachments, the mean rate
in regulated markets is $224.25 versus $993.55 in unregulated ones.
The median fee is $50 in regulated markets and $360 in unregulated
ones.
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As an important note, the study for the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) is based on data voluntarily submitted by BDAC
participants, with 592 cases of wired attachments and 612 cases of
wireless attachments recorded. That is a sample of convenience and is
not necessarily representative. However, it still offers significant new
visibility into the rates being charged for attaching telecom equipment
to poles. While there is some other data on the subject available,
information on fees is typically very difficult to gather because telecom
companies (and presumably sometimes pole owners) are wary of
revealing the details of individual deals that have been negotiated.
(See Battle Begins for Small Cells, Smart Cities.)

The BDAC was able to gather this data by working with committee
member Christopher Yoo, a professor at the University of
Pennsylvania, and graduate student assistants in an arrangement
where the data is not subject to FOIA (Freedom of Information Act)
requests, and where anonymity is protected through non-disclosure
agreements. Part of the goal in collecting the information is to inform
future discussions on what rates are reasonable for pole owners to
charge. As the first 5G rollouts approach, network operators are facing
the prospect of deploying substantially more wireless gear than they've
had to in the past. And the cost of attaching that equipment is a serious
consideration in their plans.

The BDAC would like to present a recommendation on how rental fees
should be determined going forward. However, so far, the
subcommittee reviewing rates and fees has not been able to come to a
consensus. Network operators believe rates should be determined on
a cost basis, while pole owners, including municipalities, are pushing
for market-based fees that also take into account factors like the ability
to petition for digital inclusion initiatives.

In theory, the new data provided by the BDAC study should help drive
consensus, offering a snapshot of average rates. And it's possible the
data will do this. However, the limitations of the study as well as
fundamental disagreements between municipality and telecom industry
representatives make it unlikely. (See Cities to FCC: Stop Undermining
Us.)

The study data may prove helpful for individual negotiations, but it's
difficult to conclude that it will create agreement on a blanket fee policy
that the BDAC can recommend. According to Andy Huckaba, a BDAC
member and representative of the City of Lenexa, Kansas, there may
be a better way to look at the rate debate than by aiming for consensus
on a specific rate policy. What if, Huckaba posits, there's a litmus test
for what's fair and reasonable in a pole attachment agreement? And
what if that litmus test is more important than agreement on a target
rate goal?

As chair of the subcommittee on rates and fees, Huckaba points to the
principles his group has defined for fee negotiations, where the goal is
not only to get a good deal, but also to promote the acceleration of
broadband deployment. Those principles include: creating a fair
partnership between pole owners and those renting space; enabling
future-proof equipment installations; offering non-discriminatory access
to pole assets; making sure that use of the public right-of-way benefits
the greater community; promoting a sense of urgency for making
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broadband available to more people; ensuring that processes are
simple and well-defined; and making fee practices clear and
transparent. Huckaba believes that looking at fee negotiations through
the lens of those principles is important, but he also acknowledges that
agreements are still a product of negotiation. And no matter what new
policies are recommended, that's not likely to change.

As a reference point, Huckaba notes that even in states where there
are laws mandating caps on pole attachment rental fees, there is still
debate that takes place between pole owners and network operators.
That's because fees aren't the only factor in attachment agreements.
There are also issues like when, where and how new equipment is
deployed. While a single rate recommendation might be preferable for
network operators, it still doesn't eliminate all of the complexities or
inconsistencies involved in deploying new broadband equipment to
meet growing network demands. And no matter the outcome of the
BDAC proceedings, that's something that operators are realistically
going to have to face for the foreseeable future. — LightReading

The primary election is inching ever so slowly near. That means the
debate schedule is winding down for Republican candidates for
governor. The last debate of the primary season will be held at 7 p.m.
May 4 for a live television debate at the studio of WGAL 8 TV, a central
Pennsylvania station. The candidates are corporate lawyer Laura
Ellsworth, retired health-care consultant Paul Mango and Scott
Wagner, a state senator and businessman.

The debate will be moderated by WGAL News 8 anchor Janelle
Stelson and government reporter Mike Straub. “The race to take on
Governor Wolf has taken a noticeably aggressive tone among some of
these candidates, and there are stark differences in how all three hope
to move Pennsylvania forward,” Straub said in a statement. “This
debate will give voters one of the final chances to see those
differences on display before May 15.”

Earlier this week, the candidates participated in a debate hosted by two
other central Pennsylvania news outlets, WHTM-TV and Lancaster
Newspapers. In that debate, held Tuesday, Mango and Wagner
clashed over negative TV ads and Ellsworth scolded them both. —
Allentown Morning Call
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