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Be Comfortable, Be Aggressive, Be Ready
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In a time of unprecedented broadband expansion and funding, meeting the
current moment requires that providers be comfortable, be aggressive, and be
ready. Whether you are applying for funding through the Broadband Equity,
Access, and Deployment (BEAD) Program or pursuing the expansion of your
network without BEAD, the current moment requires careful planning and
preparation for what's coming.

|. Be comfortable: The right plan

Given the current state of the BEAD Program, it's important to be comfortable
with being uncomfortable. As of this writing, the U.S. Commerce Department has
indicated that changes to the BEAD program are coming, but their official
announcement has been delayed. The National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (NTIA) has granted a 90-day extension for BEAD final
proposals. Meanwhile, some states have opened Round 1 (or 2, or 3) funding
application windows, some have not yet opened to applications, and some have

already announced the winners of their BEAD funds.
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1. If you are waiting for a BEAD round to open in your state, start identifying
expansion areas—especially within or near your territory—that could play a
key role in your growth strategy. Once those areas are identified, run budget
and cost estimates based on current numbers from recent similar projects.
From there, take those numbers to your leadership so you can create a
go/no-go scenario while you wait for the funding round to open.

2.If you are a provider that has been awarded BEAD funding (whether or not
the funding has yet been approved by NTIA), the most important thing right now
is to plan and prepare for construction. Once construction begins, you want
your process to be as seamless as possible so you can execute efficiently. Meet
with your engineering consultants, accounting consultants, and any other
experts you'll need along the way. Much of the work in the initial phase centers
around archaeological and environmental review processes, which vary state to
state (though NTIA has set a baseline). Firm up agreements with your vendors
and suppliers, and keep an eye on additional changes at the state or federal
levels.

3. If you are not applying for BEAD, now is a golden time for expansion because
contractors and vendors need work. Pricing for competitive bids is down—a
recent project we saw had 14 bidders and lower costs than we've seen since
before COVID. It is also a busy time for mergers and acquisitions—think about
where you want to be ready to plant your flag outside your existing territory.

Whatever your situation, be comfortable. Make sure you have a flexible, adaptable
strategic plan in place. Be comfortable that you know the data, the numbers, and
what your go/no-go scenarios are. That way, when the waiting is over and things are
moving much more quickly, you'll be comfortable knowing you can make decisions
quickly and that you've done everything you can to ensure the best outcome for your
company.

Il. Be aggressive: Go bigger, get smaller

The BEAD Program is the Super Bowl of broadband funding for rural areas. It has
been hyped up and drawn out for so long that it has dominated many
conversations and decision-making processes. People who have a strong plan
and have tracked BEAD closely are ahead of the curve.
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BEAD's big promise is in its tagline: “Internet for all.” Unlike previous funding
programs, the intention with BEAD is that every location recognized by the NTIA
will get some kind of connectivity, whether it be fiber, fixed wireless, or satellite
broadband.

Given the moment, you need to be aggressive, which involves going bigger
(points 1and 2 below) and getting smaller (points 3 and 4):

1. Go bigger on funding. Many of the funding programs from the past few years
have been 50/50 matching programs (50% of funds provided by grants, 50% by
the provider). As a result, many of the less-expensive-to-reach locations are
spoken for and already have fiber. Now is a time to be bold: consider bigger
projects with larger total dollar amounts and bigger grant match percentages.

2. Look wider. Consider areas beyond your existing footprint with a more
expansive eye than you may have used in the past. Knowing that BEAD is a
three- to four-year process, many providers are already planning for the areas
they will be able to reach once BEAD is behind us.

3. Remove non-deployment items. When possible, many rural providers are
scaling back items that aren’t directly related to the deployment of a new
network. This includes streamlining environmental and archeological processes,
relaxing labor and wage requirements, and reducing some sustainability
practices.

4. Check pricing. When or if you make it beyond the BEAD application phase,
you'll need the latest pricing from your vendors or contractors. In negotiations
with states, providers will be asked to tighten their budgets as much as possible.
Having a granular, up-to-date look at your costs can help you determine what
could be trimmed from your budget.

The danger of not being aggressive in the current moment is that you may miss out—
someone will get funding to serve the locations NTIA has identified. Put your best
efforts forward if you want to keep competitors out of your backyard. Also, what is
your expansion plan if a competitor wins a location but fails to fully deploy?
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lll. Be ready: With or without BEAD

Now is a time of patience and waiting for many providers, as changes to the BEAD
Program loom, but nothing has yet been announced. You should be ready during
this time, whether you are applying for BEAD funding or not.

For BEAD participants: Keep going. Providers are feeling uncertain and frustrated
by BEAD's extended timeline. States, though, are mostly focused on keeping their
heads down and continuing as planned: carrying out funding rounds, awarding
grants, and trying to cross every location off their lists. Keep going as hard and
fast as state processes allow, even in the face of potential delays. Then, once the
BEAD delays are over, be ready to hit the ground running.

For non-participants: Ask “what now?” Providers that aren’t participating in
BEAD should be asking what they could accomplish while BEAD is in a holding
pattern. This is a moment of opportunity for these providers, whether through
self-funded projects or in partnership with others. We have seen quick, agile
projects taking off as providers seize this moment.

IV: Summary: Grow or go

Broadband is in a “grow or go” period. If you are not growing, your business may
not be around for long. As we await forward momentum for the BEAD Program,
now is the time to be comfortable that you have the right plans in place, be
aggressive about the scale and scope of your expansion, and be ready for the next
step the instant there are new developments.

If you need help getting ready for construction, working with contractors and
vendors, or making sure you are prepared for what comes next—with or without
BEAD—Finley would love to talk with you. Contact us at (800) 225-9716 or visit
finleyusa.com to learn more.




