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1 Introduction

On behalf of the Governor’s Office of Planning and Budget (OPB), the Eligible Entity for the State
of Georgia, the Georgia Technology Authority (GTA) is pleased to present this second volume of
the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) Initial Proposal.

The State reserves the right to update this Initial Proposal pending revised or additional guidance
from the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA).
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2 Objectives (Requirement 1)
The State of Georgia seeks to develop a comprehensive, data-driven understanding of its
broadband deployment and adoption gaps and to effectively use its available resources and
partnerships to narrow those gaps.

The State’s BEAD Five-Year Action Plan and this Initial Proposal establish Georgia’s broadband
goals and priorities.

2.1 Vision

Our vision for a fully connected Georgia is to ensure that every Georgian has reliable and
affordable access to the internet along with the necessary tools and skills that unlock
opportunities for educational advancement, economic success, job creation, improved health,
and strengthened social ties. This will create more connected, resilient, and prosperous
communities and cultivate an environment across the state where our citizens and workforce
can thrive, our infrastructure can support growth, and our industries can continue to lead the
way.

2.2 Goals and objectives

The Georgia Broadband Deployment Initiative (GBDI), established in the 2018 Achieving
Connectivity Everywhere (ACE) Act,?! calls for the promotion and deployment of broadband
services throughout the state to unserved areas with a minimum of 25 Mbps download and 3
Mbps upload speeds.? Per the establishing statute, “the goal of such program shall be to provide
broadband services coverage throughout the entire State.”3

With that high-level mission as a guide, as well as the high-level objective of addressing access,
affordability, equity, and adoption issues, GTA has established the following broadband and
digital connectivity goals and objectives:

1. Ensure comprehensive high-speed internet accessibility. GTA’s goal is to ensure the
availability of robust high-speed internet connections for all Georgians, with a particular
focus on the populations most affected by limited-service options. GTA plans to
collaborate with internet service providers (ISPs), community anchor institutions (CAls),
local government entities, and other reputable organizations to efficiently build out
broadband infrastructure to the remaining unserved/underserved locations, to track the

1 Senate Bill 402, https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/52636; enacted through Georgia Code Title 50, Chapter 40,
https://broadband.georgia.gov/media/6/download.

2 “Georgia Broadband Deployment Initiative,” DCA,
https://broadband.georgia.gov/sites/default/files/documents/georgia-broadband-deployment-initiative.pdf.

3 GA Code § 50-40-81 (2021).
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guality of high-speed internet services and the associated costs to subscribe to services,
and to help incentivize the availability of affordable connectivity options.

Empower workforce advancement and economic growth in unserved and underserved
communities and population groups through broadband expansion projects. This will
entail deploying funding to improve service in economically distressed areas, incentivizing
the participation of small Georgia-based providers in funding programs, and expanding
affordable broadband workforce training initiatives across Georgia through a state-led
program.

Bolster cybersecurity across state networks, foster a cyber-ready workforce, and
establish lasting partnerships for collaborative action. This will be achieved through the
consistent compliance of each state agency and all BEAD-funded networks with the
information security policies and standards issued by GTA. With the assistance of its Office
of Information Security, GTA will cultivate an environment of modern cybersecurity
education, training, research, and practical application for both private and public sectors.
This goal encapsulates our overarching pursuit of a secure, informed, and collaborative
digital environment.

Reduce obstacles to digital connectivity (equity) and foster an environment conducive
to economic growth, academic achievement, and improved healthcare outcomes. This
encompasses the identification and mitigation of technological and economic obstacles
to internet access, the promotion of digital literacy programs among all age groups to
optimize internet usage benefits, and support for CAls’ digital connectivity programming.
To effectively serve impacted communities, GTA commits to assisting these institutions
toward having 1 Gbps or faster internet connectivity and being equipped to deliver
technology-based training and services, thereby maximizing their transformative impact.
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3 Local, Tribal, and regional broadband planning processes

(Requirement 2)

This section describes the comprehensive external engagement process GTA conducted in
preparation of the BEAD Five-Year Action Plan and this Initial Proposal. The stakeholder
engagement effort, comprising statewide meetings and surveys with a complete range of
stakeholders, demonstrated collaboration with local and regional entities (governmental and
non-governmental). It reflects GTA's effort to facilitate an inclusive and effective engagement
model. The stakeholder engagement process also included the covered populations* that have
been identified as core stakeholder groups.

The external engagement process undertaken while GTA developed this Initial Proposal will be
the model for engagement that will be undertaken following submission of the Initial Proposal to
support ongoing collaboration with stakeholders throughout the BEAD program.

GTA developed a plan to engage a fully diverse and comprehensive set of stakeholders
throughout the State of Georgia through:

1. Email, phone, social media outreach, and printed and electronic flyers,

2. The use of statewide broadband advisory and digital connectivity (i.e., “digital equity” in
the IIJA’s parlance) advisory committees,

3. In-person public listening sessions in all regions of the state,

4. Virtual facilitated sessions with expert stakeholders on specific topics addressed in the
BEAD and Digital Equity Planning Notices of Funding Opportunity (NOFO),

5. A statewide phone survey of Georgia residents regarding internet usage,

4 Per 11JA Section 60302(8) (Digital Equity Act of 2021), the covered populations are:
1. Individuals who live in covered households (covered household is defined in 60302(7) as “a household, the
income of which for the most recently completed year is not more than 150 percent of an amount equal to the
poverty level, as determined by using criteria of poverty established by the Bureau of the Census”);
2. Aging individuals (defined with reference to 42 U.S.C. 3002(40) as individuals who are 60 years of age or older);
3. Incarcerated individuals, other than individuals who are incarcerated in a Federal correctional facility;
4. Veterans;
5. Individuals with disabilities;
6. Individuals with a language barrier, including individuals who—
a. Are English learners; and
b. Have low levels of literacy;
. Individuals who are members of a racial or ethnic minority group; and
. Individuals who primarily reside in a rural area.

(e BN
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6. The use of surveys and asset inventories to obtain required information and expert input
from stakeholder organizations,

7. Ongoing virtual and in-person meetings with stakeholder groups throughout the state,

8. Coordination with partners in the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP) and other digital
connectivity program outreach, and

9. Participating in statewide conferences related to broadband and digital connectivity,
outreach conducted by NTIA in Georgia, and regional and national conferences regarding
broadband and digital connectivity.

GTA has acted successfully on all aspects of this outreach and engagement plan.

GTA began its stakeholder engagement upon release of the BEAD and Digital Equity planning
NOFOs by coordinating a meeting with the Broadband Advisory Committee. Engagement efforts
will continue throughout the planning, deployment, and project oversight cycles of the BEAD and
Digital Equity planning and Digital Capacity grant programs.

Through its wide range of stakeholder engagement efforts throughout 2023 and ongoing, GTA
has reached the following covered and underrepresented populations, including low-income
households, aging individuals, incarcerated individuals, veterans, individuals with disabilities,
individuals who are members of a racial or ethnic minority group, individuals with a language
barrier, including individuals who are English learners and have low levels of literacy, and
individuals who primarily reside in a rural area.

Details of GTA’s public and stakeholder outreach and engagement include:
1. Email, telephone, social media outreach, and printed and electronic flyers

a. Development of extensive stakeholder organization lists; notifying stakeholders
about GTA and partner-coordinated ACP campaigns; and inviting stakeholders to
participate in regional public listening sessions, developed and distributed flyers
on the BEAD and Digital Connectivity programs, FCC Map Challenge, and surveys;
virtual facilitated sessions, one-on-one and small group meetings, and data
collection efforts.

b. The GTA email list has 2,663 subscribers and a 37 percent open rate for emails.
This list will continue to be used and expanded for communications throughout
the life of BEAD and Digital Connectivity programs. Eventbrite was used for event
RSVP tracking, but electronic registration was not required.
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2. Statewide advisory committees

a. Broadband Advisory Committee — established in 2020, meets quarterly.

b. Digital Connectivity Advisory Committee — established in January 2023 to identify
needs and gaps of digital connectivity in Georgia and to support the State’s digital
connectivity planning and capacity development. The 30 members were selected
per NDIA and NTIA guidance based on proximity to covered populations. Members
are subject matter experts in their professional area or discipline and experienced
and knowledgeable regarding the covered populations they serve. The
committee’s first meeting was held in February 2023, and meetings are held
monthly and will continue throughout the life of the program.

3. 31 community engagement sessions throughout the state beginning in late winter 2022
with the purpose of sharing information about broadband and digital connectivity
programs and funding and hearing directly from members of the public, organizations,
and community leaders regarding individuals’ and communities’ needs and challenges in
accessing and using the internet.

a. 25 in-person “Let’s Connect Georgia” sessions from February through June 2023
across the state’s 12 regional commissions.

b. Six virtual or audio sessions focused on covered populations and representative
stakeholder organizations.

c. Participants included state, county, and municipal government officials; regional
planning commissions; technical colleges; universities; internet service providers
(ISPs); industry, civic, and governance associations; local schools; regional and
local libraries; regional and local housing authorities; regional and local nonprofits;
digital connectivity organizations; organizations serving covered populations; and
private citizens.

4. Virtual sessions with expert stakeholders from companies, governments, and
organizations, including those representing covered and underrepresented populations:

a. Workforce development organizations — including state agencies, technical
colleges, workforce training organizations, labor unions, OFS (a fiber
manufacturer), the Fiber Broadband Association, the Fiber Optic Association, and
ISPs. (3 sessions — over 60 participants)
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b. ISPs — including Georgia Cable Association members, Georgia’s Rural Telephone

and Broadband Association members, the Georgia Electric Membership

Corporation and member cooperatives, and other independent ISPs. (5 sessions —
more than 100 participants)

c. Local and regional governments — including regional planning commissions, state
government officials, county government officials, and municipal government
officials. (2 sessions — nearly 70 participants)

d. CAls—including state, county, and municipal governments and education leaders;
and digital connectivity organizations providing access to computing devices,
digital literacy and financial training, and health-related services. (4 sessions —
over 20 participants)

5. Individual meetings with organizations

a. In addition to virtual sessions, GTA has conducted, and will continue to conduct
during the life of the program, one-on-one and small group meetings with a range
of broadband and digital connectivity stakeholders, including those representing
covered populations:

i. Health support organizations
ii. Workforce organizations
iii. Unincorporated communities
iv. Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU)
v. State and regional library systems
vi. Digital skills training organizations
vii. Device distribution organizations
viii. Accessibility organizations
ix. Business organizations
X. Arts and culture and arts education organizations
xi. Faith-based organizations

xii. Youth and family serving organizations
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xiii. K-12 educators and technologists

xiv. Financial services organizations and coalitions
xv. Philanthropic organizations
Speaking at statewide conferences and organization meetings in 2023
a. Atlanta Digital Connections Symposium — March 2023
b. Statewide Accessibility Conference — March 2023
c. Family Connections of Partnerships Georgia — April 2023
d. Georgia Association of Regional Commissions Monthly Meeting — April 2023

e. National Summit on State Planning for Digital Equity and Economic Inclusion —
April 2023

f. National Coalition of Adult Basic Education Conference — April 2023

g. AARP statewide Tele-Town Hall — May 2023

h. Fiber Network Alliance Conference — May 2023

i. Southern Georgia Regional Commission Council Meeting — May 2023

j. Atlanta Black Chamber of Commerce — May 2023

k. Georgia’s Rural Telephone and Broadband Association Conference —June 2023
I.  Georgia Municipal Association Small Cities Conference — August 2023

m. Georgia’s Rural Telephone and Broadband Association Fall Board Meeting —
October 2023

n. Statewide Digital Connectivity Symposium hosted by GTA — November 2023

The Internet access and usage phone survey was conducted with Georgia residents during
April — May 2023

a. The phone survey vyielded 1,555 responses from residents of Georgia. Survey
responses, in analysis, were weighted by the respondent’s region, household
income, age, and ethnicity to correct for potential bias since lower-income



State of Georgia

BEAD Initial Proposal Volume Il

Approved

households, racial or ethnic minority populations, and younger individuals were
less likely to respond.

8. Stakeholder surveys and asset inventories, which were promoted to stakeholder
organizations through the GTA website.

a. Workforce Development—what organizations are doing to provide or facilitate
training for jobs in broadband-related fields.

b. Digital connectivity programs—organizations’ digital connectivity programs,
plans, and coalitions to provide community members the skills and tools for
participating in broadband-related opportunities.

c. CAls—what community institutions and organizations are doing to advance
Georgians’ opportunities to use broadband to work, learn, receive health care,
and participate in civic events.

d. Agency asset inventory—infrastructure-related assets that a government entity
owns or manages (conduit, fiber, structures, real estate, poles, etc.) and
broadband-related workforce development efforts in place.

e. Covered population barriers—identifies unique obstacles to broadband access
faced by vulnerable populations an organization serves.

f. Internet service providers—identifies recruiting and hiring for broadband-related
positions, broadband development strategies, and collaboration with
communities to close the digital divide.

g. Distribution and promotion

i. Surveys and inventory tools were posted on GTA’s website and made
available to all stakeholders by March 24, 2023. ISP and Workforce
Development surveys were made available in late February 2023. This data
was included in the Digital Connectivity Plan.

ii. Stakeholders were notified in public listening sessions, virtual stakeholder
sessions, one-on-one meetings, and through printed flyers that were
distributed at in-person meetings and electronically through email. Not all
surveys apply to each organization, but an organization may be able to
complete more than one survey, depending on the organization’s role,
mission, and the services it provides.
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iii. Data collection will continue at least through completion of the State of
Georgia BEAD Initial Proposal.

9. Other communications outreach GTA has conducted, including traditional and social
media campaigns:

a. ACP outreach and training. On May 18™, GTA distributed a press release and
garnered support from over 100 partners. The campaign utilized digital and print
outreach channels to directly raise awareness about the ACP among households,
and provide outreach resources to local governments, community-based
organizations, and trusted institutions. The goal was to reach unconnected
Georgians and ensure they have access to the benefits of the ACP.

b. GTA conducted a two-week enrollment specialist drive to equip community
leaders and their staff with the necessary knowledge to assist others in enrolling
for the ACP and subscribing to high-speed home internet plans. Participants
completed free virtual training sessions and became certified ACP enrollment
specialists. GTA also participated in the Online for All campaign where the agency
continued outreach efforts to promote the ACP alongside hundreds of other
organizations across the country during June 14-June 22.

c. FCC challenges—involving individuals and communities.

3.1 Full geographic coverage

From February through June 2023, GTA conducted 25 public listening sessions in 21 counties
throughout the state with at least one in each of the state’s 12 regional commission districts.
Each session attracted an average of 20 people. It also conducted six virtual or audio sessions
focused on covered populations and representative stakeholder organizations around the state
(Appendix D).

Understanding the importance of ongoing stakeholder engagement throughout the life of the
program, GTA adopted an inclusive approach. In addition to scheduling additional public
meetings as necessary, GTA implemented a 30-day public comment period. This offers
stakeholders an open platform to voice their opinions, concerns, and suggestions about the
program. Insights gathered from the public comment period were reviewed and used as crucial
input to identify areas of improvement, align strategies more closely with stakeholder needs, and
continuously refine and strengthen the program.

Additionally, GTA made it easier for community members to include the agency directly in their
discussions. A form on the GTA website enables community members to extend invitations to in-
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person or virtual meetings. These meetings are an opportunity for GTA to directly address topics

related to the agency’s broadband, digital connectivity, and other programs, and to hear
concerns first-hand.

Through these measures, GTA keeps stakeholders updated on the BEAD program’s progress and
fosters an environment of transparency and collaborative dialogue, ensuring that plans are
tailored to the evolving needs and expectations of the community.

GTA coordinated its outreach to communities around the state with local cities and counties, the
Georgia Municipal Association, the Association of County Commissions of Georgia, the Georgia
Public Library System, and the state’s 12 Regional Commissions.

The goals of the public listening sessions, which were typically two hours in length, were two-
fold. First, information was shared with community leaders, community-based organizations, and
the public about 1) foundational broadband technology concepts and terminology, 2) federal
BEAD and Digital Equity and other funded broadband programs, and 3) opportunities for
individuals to act (for example, signing up for ACP and submitting FCC map challenges if relevant
to them) and how communities can support state broadband and digital connectivity planning
efforts. The second purpose of these sessions was to hear from community leaders and members
about their challenges and experiences both as individuals and as representatives of
organizations serving constituents and covered populations in the community.

Specific information shared by GTA in each of these sessions included a broadband technology
overview; a description of BEAD and Digital Equity program requirements, funding, and timelines;
a description of current state broadband and digital connectivity efforts; and details on ACP and
FCC map challenge processes.

Example questions posed to attendees during these sessions included:

1. What strengths and opportunities do you see in your community regarding the following
principal areas of digital connectivity: access and using the internet, accessing a
computer, digital skills training and technical support, engaging with online content
(particularly with government services), and community organizations that support digital
connectivity?

2. What concerns are being raised about broadband and connectivity efforts across your
constituency?

3. What is the current state of internet service provider relationships? What concerns or
issues are being discussed?
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4. What opportunities do you see for the state’s broadband and digital connectivity
programs to support advancing workforce initiatives?

5. What resources and guidance are needed for the future?
6. What is the primary driver of the digital divide within your community?

7. What resources are needed to support connectivity programs among underrepresented
populations, including ethnic communities and lower-income areas (e.g., staffing,
meeting space, curriculum, devices, funding, etc.)?

8. With current workforce shortages, do you currently have sufficient staff with the capacity
and technical skills to implement connectivity programs?

GTA also conducted surveys at the sessions, which respondents could take either on paper or via
a phone app. GTA received 75 survey responses out of a total of approximately 300 people who
attended the public sessions. (See Appendix G for findings.)

3.2 Meaningful engagement and outreach to diverse stakeholder groups

GTA reached out to a wide range of diverse stakeholder groups that included all covered
populations in the Digital Equity NOFO and all underrepresented populations and stakeholder
groups identified in the BEAD NOFO. GTA utilized in-person public listening sessions, virtual
expert stakeholder sessions, one-on-one engagements, email campaigns, social media
notifications, flyers, and statewide and regional conference platforms.

At each stage of planning and engagement, several strategies were implemented to ensure that
the state’s broadband goals are inclusive and feedback-driven:

1. GTA initiated its digital connectivity strategy for stakeholder engagement by hiring a
Digital Connectivity Manager to lead the planning process.

2. GTA engaged with the state’s digital connectivity stakeholder organizations to establish a
30-member, statewide Digital Connectivity Advisory Committee. The Committee includes
organizations that represent covered populations, state agencies, universities, faith-
based organizations, civil rights organizations, housing authorities, internet service
providers, and civic organizations. The Committee will continue to meet and advise GTA
throughout the life of the BEAD and Digital Connectivity programs.

3. GTA considered participants’ level of familiarity with broadband to best enable the public
and stakeholders to make informed insights about their and their constituents’
broadband and digital connectivity needs. GTA provided custom overviews of the history,
use, and technology of broadband (“Broadband 101”). Additionally, GTA reviewed the
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major broadband initiatives and funding opportunities for both infrastructure and digital
connectivity made available through BEAD.

4. GTA developed and distributed printed and online surveys to better understand:

a. The barriers and obstacles to broadband access faced by individuals and the
vulnerable populations these organizations serve.

b. Individuals’ and organizations’ ability to access broadband and how that enables
them to achieve their mission and goals.

5. GTA developed an inventory tool and distributed it to stakeholders to collect statewide
data about stakeholders’ existing digital connectivity program assets, plans, and coalitions
and to measure current organizational capacity. GTA anticipates growing this information
base through ongoing engagement with stakeholders throughout the life of the program.

When engaging the public, GTA took specific steps to collect meaningful data on covered
populations. Public engagements were held in person at local community anchor institutions to
encourage community participation by hosting events in locations that are both familiar and
accessible. GTA also made itself available to attend additional organization and community
meetings in all parts of the state on a requested basis.

GTA also developed a resident survey to assess the needs and barriers of the public. The survey’s
sampling strategy enabled the State to make meaningful estimates for each covered population.

3.3 Multiple awareness and participation mechanisms
GTA conducted public in-person, virtual, one-on-one, and small group meetings with
stakeholders. GTA also attended statewide and regional conferences.

GTA maintains a robust email contact list of every person who was invited to or attended any of
its engagements.

GTA conducts outreach via email, GTA’s website, printed and electronic flyers, press releases,
and social media channels through its own mechanisms and in coordination with partner
agencies, including the Georgia Public Library System.

3.4 C(Clear procedures to ensure transparency
GTA took significant steps to ensure compliance with all applicable laws and best practices to
maintain standardized and transparent procedures.

All public in-person meetings were listed on publicly available state and regional government
sites, including Eventbrite, GTA’s website, Georgia.gov, and regional county websites. GTA’s
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website contains up-to-date, thorough, and accessible information about broadband, GTA’s

mission, and ways that the public and stakeholders can get involved in digital connectivity efforts.

GTA’s website also hosted all stakeholder surveys so that those unable to attend the stakeholder

meetings could provide insight and feedback. Information from the stakeholder surveys was used

in the planning process and was incorporated into the BEAD Five-Year Action Plan and Digital

Connectivity Plan. Key findings from the stakeholder surveys were shared with the Digital
Connectivity Advisory Committee and results were included in the Digital Connectivity Plan.

In developing its email contact lists for public in-person meetings, GTA consulted the Georgia
Municipal Association, the Association County Commissions of Georgia, the Technical College
System of Georgia, the Georgia Department of Community Affairs, the Georgia Department of
Education, the University of Georgia Cooperative Extension Office, Family Connections
Partnerships and other statewide organizations with stakeholder networks.

Contact information was collected from online event registration. Although participants were not
obligated to provide their actual name or email, the intent to include the participants in future
stakeholder outreach efforts was clearly communicated during meetings. To facilitate feedback
and ensure transparency, registered participants received a copy of the virtual stakeholder
presentation slide deck after the meeting. The Digital Connectivity public listening sessions
meeting slide deck was also made available on the GTA website for the public to access.

3.5 Outreach and engagement of unserved and underserved communities
GTA proactively contacted and engaged representatives of and organizations that serve unserved
and underserved communities utilizing the following strategies:

1. GTA initiated the digital connectivity planning process by identifying and engaging with
the state’s regional stakeholder organizations. These engagements informed the
development of the statewide Digital Connectivity Advisory Committee, a 30-member
group that includes organizations that represent covered populations as well as state
agencies, universities, faith-based organizations, civil rights organizations, housing
authorities, service providers, and civic associations.

2. Covered populations received particular focus in the resident survey, which informed a
needs assessment and barriers analysis. The sampling strategy was designed to provide
meaningful estimates and insights for each covered population to inform how GTA can
best serve these populations.

3. As part of the in-person Digital Connectivity public listening sessions, GTA engaged
difficult-to-reach communities by hosting a session at the Georgia Public Library System
Accessibility Conference.
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4. GTA developed and distributed two online inventory tools: the first allowed stakeholder

organizations to provide data about their organizational capacity, digital connectivity

program assets, plans, and coalitions; the second aimed to better understand the barriers

and obstacles to broadband access faced by vulnerable and covered populations and the

organizations that serve them. The tools were hosted publicly online to make them widely

available and easily accessible, with the goal of enabling populations that may be

historically underrepresented to express their goals, barriers, and plans easily and
efficiently.

5. GTA additionally engaged underserved and unserved communities by making information
and materials from stakeholder engagements easily available. Registered participants
received a copy of the virtual stakeholder presentation slide deck, and the Digital
Connectivity Public Listening meeting slide decks were available publicly.
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4 Local coordination (Requirement 4)
This section describes how GTA has coordinated and will continue to coordinate with all
communities within its jurisdiction, including its marginalized and underrepresented populations.

The Local Coordination Tracker Tool is attached as Appendix A.

4.1 Full geographic coverage (local coordination criterion 1)

From February through June 2023, GTA conducted 25 public in-person listening sessions in 21
counties throughout the state with at least one in each of the state’s 12 regional commission
districts. Each session attracted an average of 20 people. It also conducted six virtual or audio
sessions focused on covered populations and representative stakeholder organizations around
the state. (Appendix D and Figure 1, below).
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Figure 1: GTA’s public listening sessions

17



State of Georgia

BEAD Initial Proposal Volume Il

Approved

GTA adopted an inclusive approach given the importance of ongoing stakeholder engagement

throughout the life of this program. In addition to scheduling additional public meetings as

necessary, GTA provided a 30-day public comment period to gain feedback on this Proposal

which offered stakeholders an open platform to voice their opinions, concerns, and suggestions

about the program. Insights gathered from the public comment period were then reviewed and

used as crucial input to identify areas of improvement, align strategies more closely with
stakeholder needs, and continuously refine and strengthen the program.

Additionally, GTA made it easier for community members to include the agency directly in their
discussions. A form on the GTA website enabled community members to extend invitations to in-
person or virtual meetings. These meetings provided an opportunity for GTA to directly address
topics related to the agency’s broadband, digital connectivity, and other programs, and to hear
concerns first-hand.

Through these measures, GTA keeps stakeholders updated on the BEAD program’s progress and
fosters an environment of transparency and collaborative dialogue, ensuring that plans are
tailored to the evolving needs and expectations of the community.

GTA coordinated its outreach to communities around the state with local cities and counties, the
Georgia Municipal Association, the Association of County Commissions of Georgia, the Georgia
Public Library System, and the state’s 12 Regional Commissions.

The goals of the public listening sessions, which were typically two hours in length, were two-
fold. First, information was shared with community leaders, community-based organizations, and
the public about 1) foundational broadband technology concepts and terminology, 2) federal
BEAD and Digital Equity and other funded broadband programs, and 3) opportunities for
individuals to act (for example, signing up for ACP and submitting FCC map challenges if relevant
to them) and how communities can support state broadband and digital connectivity planning
efforts. The second purpose of these sessions was to hear from community leaders and members
about their challenges and experiences both as individuals and as representatives of
organizations serving constituents and covered populations in the community.

Specific information shared by GTA in each of these sessions included a broadband technology
overview; a description of BEAD and Digital Equity program requirements, funding, and timelines;
a description of current state broadband and digital connectivity efforts; and details on ACP and
FCC map challenge processes.

Example questions posed to attendees during these sessions included:
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1. What strengths and opportunities do you see in your community regarding the following

principal areas of digital connectivity: access and using the internet, accessing a

computer, digital skills training and technical support, engaging with online content

(particularly with government services), and community organizations that support digital
connectivity?

2. What concerns are being raised about broadband and connectivity efforts across your
constituency?

3. What is the current state of internet service provider relationships? What concerns or
issues are being discussed?

4. What opportunities do you see for the state’s broadband and digital connectivity
programs to support advancing workforce initiatives?

5. What resources and guidance are needed for the future?
6. What is the primary driver of the digital divide within your community?

7. What resources are needed to support connectivity programs among underrepresented
populations, including ethnic communities and lower-income areas (e.g., staffing,
meeting space, curriculum, devices, funding, etc.)?

8. With current workforce shortages, do you currently have sufficient staff with the capacity
and technical skills to implement connectivity programs?

GTA also conducted surveys at the sessions, which respondents could take either on paper or via
a phone app. GTA received 75 survey responses out of a total of approximately 300 people who
attended the public sessions. (See Appendix G for findings.)

4.2 Meaningful engagement and outreach to diverse stakeholder groups (local
coordination criterion 2)

GTA reached out to a wide range of diverse stakeholder groups that included all covered

populations in the Digital Equity NOFO and all underrepresented populations and stakeholder

groups identified in the BEAD NOFO. GTA utilized in-person public listening sessions, virtual

expert stakeholder sessions, one-on-one engagements, email campaigns, social media

notifications, flyers, and statewide and regional conference platforms.

At each stage of planning and engagement, several strategies were implemented to ensure that
the state’s broadband goals are inclusive and feedback-driven:
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1. GTA initiated its digital connectivity strategy for stakeholder engagement by hiring a
Digital Connectivity Manager to lead the planning process.

2. GTA engaged with the state’s digital connectivity stakeholder organizations to establish a
30-member, statewide Digital Connectivity Advisory Committee. The Committee includes
organizations that represent covered populations, state agencies, universities, faith-
based organizations, civil rights organizations, housing authorities, internet service
providers, and civic organizations.

3. GTA considered participants’ level of familiarity with broadband to best enable the public
and stakeholders to make informed insights about their and their constituents’
broadband and digital connectivity needs. GTA provided custom overviews of the history,
use, and technology of broadband (“Broadband 101”). Additionally, GTA reviewed the
major broadband initiatives and funding opportunities for both infrastructure and digital
connectivity made available through BEAD.

4. GTA developed and distributed printed and online surveys to better understand:

a. The barriers and obstacles to broadband access faced by individuals and the
vulnerable populations these organizations serve.

b. Individuals’ and organizations’ ability to access broadband and how that enables
them to achieve their mission and goals.

5. GTA developed an inventory tool and distributed it to stakeholders to collect statewide
data about stakeholders’ existing digital connectivity program assets, plans, and coalitions
and to measure current organizational capacity.

When engaging the public, GTA took specific steps to collect meaningful data on covered
populations. Public engagements were held in person at local community anchor institutions to
encourage community participation by hosting events in locations that are both familiar and
accessible. GTA also made itself available to attend additional organization and community
meetings in all parts of the state on a requested basis.

GTA also developed a resident survey to assess the needs and barriers of the public. The sampling
strategy enabled the State to make meaningful estimates for each covered population.

4.3 Multiple awareness and participation mechanisms (local coordination
criterion 3)

GTA conducted public in-person, virtual, one-on-one, and small group meetings with

stakeholders. GTA also attended statewide and regional conferences.
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GTA maintains a robust email contact list of every person who was invited to or attended any of
its engagements.

GTA conducts outreach via email, GTA’s website, printed and electronic flyers, press releases,
and social media channels through its own mechanisms and in coordination with partner
agencies, including the Georgia Public Library System.

4.4 Clear procedures to ensure transparency (local coordination criterion 4)
GTA took significant steps to ensure compliance with all applicable laws and best practices to
maintain standardized and transparent procedures.

All public in-person meetings were listed on publicly available state and regional government
sites, including Eventbrite, GTA’s website, Georgia.gov, and regional county websites. GTA’s
website contains up-to-date, thorough, and accessible information about broadband, GTA’s
mission, and ways that the public and stakeholders can get involved in digital connectivity efforts.
GTA’s website also hosted all stakeholder surveys so that those unable to attend the stakeholder
meetings could provide insight and feedback.

In developing its email contact lists for public in-person meetings, GTA consulted the Georgia
Municipal Association, the Association County Commissions of Georgia, the Technical College
System of Georgia, the Georgia Department of Community Affairs, the Georgia Department of
Education, the University of Georgia Cooperative Extension Office, Family Connections
Partnerships and other statewide organizations with stakeholder networks.

Contact information was collected from online event registration. Although participants were not
obligated to provide their actual name or email, the intent to include the participants in future
stakeholder outreach efforts was clearly communicated during meetings. To facilitate feedback
and ensure transparency, registered participants received a copy of the virtual stakeholder
presentation slide deck after the meeting. GTA also made the Digital Connectivity public listening
sessions meeting slide deck available on its website for the public to access.

4.5 Outreach and engagement of unserved and underserved communities
(local coordination criterion 5)

GTA proactively contacted and engaged representatives of and organizations that serve unserved

and underserved communities utilizing the following strategies:

1. GTA initiated the digital connectivity planning process by identifying and engaging with
the state’s regional stakeholder organizations. These engagements informed the
development of the statewide Digital Connectivity Advisory Committee, a 30-member
group that includes organizations that represent covered populations as well as state
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agencies, universities, faith-based organizations, civil rights organizations, housing
authorities, service providers, and civic associations.

Covered populations received particular focus in the resident survey, which informed a
needs assessment and barriers analysis. The sampling strategy was designed to provide
meaningful estimates and insights for each covered population to inform how GTA can
best serve these populations.

As part of the in-person Digital Connectivity public listening sessions, GTA engaged
difficult-to-reach communities by hosting a session at the Georgia Public Library System
Accessibility Conference.

GTA developed and distributed two online inventory tools: the first allowed stakeholder
organizations to provide data about their organizational capacity, digital connectivity
program assets, plans, and coalitions; the second aimed to better understand the barriers
and obstacles to broadband access faced by vulnerable and covered populations and the
organizations that serve them. The tools were hosted publicly online to make them widely
available and easily accessible, with the goal of enabling populations that may be
historically underrepresented to express their goals, barriers, and plans easily and
efficiently.

GTA additionally engaged underserved and unserved communities by making information
and materials from stakeholder engagements easily available. Registered participants
received a copy of the virtual stakeholder presentation slide deck, and the Digital
Connectivity Public Listening meeting slide decks were available publicly.
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5 Deployment subgrantee selection (Requirement 8)
This section of Volume Il describes in detail how GTA proposes to structure, design, and
implement its grant program to award BEAD funds to subgrantees to deploy broadband
infrastructure in Georgia. This section includes extensive discussion of the structure of the
program, the timeline, the scoring, and steps GTA will take to seek to maximize the reach and
impact of the BEAD funds throughout Georgia. See Appendix H for a detailed chart summarizing
the subgrantee selection process described in this section, including the documentation,

milestones, and phases required in the process.

GTA developed this subgrantee selection process to meet both NTIA’s requirements and the
State’s goals. While every effort has been made to propose scoring criteria and requirements
that will enable GTA to make awards to subgrantees for projects that will maximize the impact
of the BEAD funding and other resources the State may commit to the BEAD program, GTA also
recognizes that this grant program, like any such program, will not have guaranteed outcomes.
For example, some areas may not attract any applicants, or may attract only one applicant.
Further, the BEAD program breaks new ground and is experimental in that no entity, state or
federal, has ever been required to design a program that would address the needs of 100 percent
of eligible locations.

5.1 Deployment subgrantee selection process

The subgrantee selection process described below is designed to be fair and to avoid arbitrary
decisions. It does this through a detailed description of selection rules and procedures, discussion
of application of fair and consistent rules to all applicants, and to the extent possible, definition
of quantitative scoring methods that minimize subjective judgement in grant decisions. The
process and rules proposed below include such protections as requirements that selection
officers will certify that they do not have conflicts of interest and that they will apply grant rules
fairly and without bias.

5.1.1 Principles

The State of Georgia intends to use the capabilities and structures it has developed for pre-BEAD
programs to inform, to the greatest extent possible, the BEAD deployment subgrantee selection
process in a way that is fair, open, and competitive. All elements of the BEAD program have been
designed with these goals at the forefront, as well as GTA’s related BEAD design principles:

e Impact
0 Grant strategy should seek to make limited funds reach as far as possible.

0 Fiber-to-the-premises should be prioritized and funded to every financially
feasible unserved and underserved location.
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O Process and requirements should make prudent use of public funds through
rigorous review and qualification of applications.

e Simplicity and widespread participation

0 The process should be designed to encourage maximum participation by eligible
applicants including smaller and local applicants.

0 The program, from design to final execution of grant agreements, should limit
burdens on applicants and enable efficient applicant participation.

0 The program design should also enable efficient grant program administration
while accounting for BEAD’s complexity.

e Openness, fairness, and competition

O The process should reflect the key goals of enabling participation through
openness, sharing of information, fairness, and commitment to competition.

0 All elements of grant strategy, including geographic units for proposals, should be
designed to increase the potential for competition among applicants statewide
and in specific areas.

Openness represents a core value and guiding principle for GTA as it undertakes both the BEAD
program and other broadband and digital connectivity initiatives. Openness is crucial to ensure
the best outcomes for unserved and underserved communities and will involve a range of
strategies:

1. Open and inclusive eligibility for grant awards, welcoming applications from both public
and private entities, as well as collaborations and public—private partnerships.

2. Community input at all stages of the BEAD process, including through engagement and
feedback to the planning process and the plans themselves.

3. Openness and transparency in the evaluation process, with feedback to unsuccessful
applicants to build trust and encourage participation.

Fairness for internet service provider applicants in a competitive grant program for building
broadband infrastructure is essential to encourage competition, innovation, and the efficient use
of resources while ensuring that underserved areas receive the connectivity they need. To ensure
fairness in its BEAD grant process, GTA anticipates the following:
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1. Open and transparent process, with all grant materials and guidance available to all
potential applicants on the same timeline, including publication of the scoring rubric.

2. Ongoing and frequent communications through public means such as program notices,
grant workshops, technical assistance, and frequently updated FAQs, to enable maximum
information sharing with potential applicants.

3. Inclusive eligibility criteria that are clear, comprehensive, and not overly restrictive, within
the parameters of the BEAD program, to ensure that entities of all sizes, both public and
private, can participate.

4. Transparent scoring criteria.

5. Competitive process that encourages applicants to submit innovative proposals and cost-
effective solutions.

6. Fair review process that is impartial and free from conflicts of interest, with a range of
expert evaluators engaged to assess proposals, consistent with Georgia’s past broadband
grant programs. To ensure against risks of bias, collusion, conflict of interest, and self-
dealing, GTA will ensure that all reviewers are entirely financially independent of all
applicants. Reviewers will be required to certify in writing that they have no employment,
contractor, or other business relationship with any applicant or any affiliate or subsidiary
of any applicant.

Competition is at the heart of GTA’s goals, methodology, and commitments. Creating a
competitive environment for the BEAD grant program will be ensured through multiple means:

1. Broad eligibility and participation, including of electric utilities, and a full range of non-
profit and for-profit private entities.

2. A program designed to make it feasible for all sizes of entities to compete without facing
unreasonable costs or level of effort.

5.1.2 Technical assistance and administrative support

To support openness, fairness, and competition in its BEAD grant efforts, GTA plans extensive
communications, technical assistance, and administrative support for applicants throughout the
process. GTA will leverage its vast experience in grant administration and existing program
framework to provide technical assistance resources and administrative support during the
subgrantee selection process for its BEAD grant funding program. GTA will use its existing
communications channels to provide all partners in the state with the most accurate and up-to-
date information regarding key deadlines and milestones for its BEAD program. GTA’s outreach
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processes and technical assistance materials will provide guidance, templates, and information
about each of the subgrantee selection process elements discussed below.

GTA has an extensive email list of stakeholders, including service providers, local governments,
community anchor institutions, state agencies, and nonprofit organizations. GTA also has a
robust web and social media presence. GTA will use these tools to alert potential applicants of
each milestone during the process outlined below as well as providing information on technical
assistance opportunities or updated information about program requirements. GTA will
encourage its partners to further distribute information about the BEAD program through their
own email lists and website postings. GTA will also leverage its website as a repository for
potential applicants to access detailed application materials and technical assistance resources.

GTA expects to implement the following process for its BEAD grant funded outreach and
communications:

e GTA plans to announce the dates of its grant program at least 10 days prior to the
opening of the window or acceptance of applications.

e Onthe same day as the announcement of application dates, GTA plans to make BEAD
application materials available on its website using a dedicated webpage. These
materials will consist of an Application and Guide, Program Guide, and Frequently
Asked Questions (FAQ) documents. GTA will provide an additional resources page on
its website to direct potential applicants to third party resources that may be of use,
including those provided by NTIA, NIST, FCC, and others.

e GTA plans to conduct an online application workshop within 2 business days of the
grant window opening. This workshop will provide general instructions, discuss the
program’s goals and objectives, map out major program milestones, answer
questions, and provide other technical assistance. This workshop will be recorded and
available on the GTA website and the FAQ document will be updated to reflect
guestions and answers from the workshop.

e GTA plans to have a dedicated email address available for applicants to use to ask
guestions and request technical assistance. To provide transparency, fairness, and
additional technical assistance, GTA will update its FAQ document on a regular basis
with the questions and answers generated by the email inquiries and in-person
meetings.

e GTA plans to, throughout the process, use all available communication channels to
update applicants on milestones, deadlines, updated FAQ material, and technical
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assistance resources as they are made available by GTA, OPB, NTIA, NIST, FCC, or other
relevant partners.

5.1.3 Overview of planned Subgrantee Selection Process
The following is GTA’s planned Subgrantee Selection Process, which is part of GTA’s larger plan
for ensuring broadband for locations that are currently unserved and underserved.

GTA anticipates a multi-step process for selecting subgrantees for its BEAD funds that will (1)
allow for receipt and scoring of grant applications for fiber-to-the-premises (hereinafter referred
to as the Scoring Phase), and (2) then proceed to negotiations with applicants (hereinafter
referred to as the Negotiation Phase).

As it did in 2022 with its successful Capital Project Fund (CPF) grant program, Georgia anticipates
offering applicants the opportunity to apply for project areas at the county level, such that all
applications will be required to propose to build to unserved and underserved addresses
countywide (each county and its eligible locations will hereinafter be referred to as “County Grant
Area”).

This approach is designed to enable efficient application review with minimal application overlap
or need for deconfliction. Additionally, this approach is designed to enable participation by
applicants of all sizes, given that Georgia’s many counties are small relative to most states and
their size should not pose a barrier to participation by smaller entities. Establishing application
areas at the county level is further supported by the state’s successful experience with this
approach for CPF and the enthusiastic participation in that program by eligible applicants of all
sizes.

Additionally, to allow for more flexibility regarding County Grant Areas, GTA will allow applicants
the option to partner with other applicants to apply for a County Grant Area. If applicants choose
to form a partnership, details of the partnership must be clearly outlined in the prospective
subgrantees’ applications at the time of submission. Each applicant partnering will submit an
individual application detailing their prospective specific project area(s) and proposed BSLs
within the county and reference the other project(s) and applicant(s) working to serve locations
in such a way that a comprehensive plan is formulated to solve broadband for the county in which
they applied.

Consistent with NTIA’s preferences, GTA anticipates a focus and prioritization of its grant
program on fiber. GTA anticipates running a first-round application process with a goal of funding
applications that address both unserved and underserved locations in all County Grant Areas.
Following review of the applications, GTA may at that point choose, at its discretion, to run a
subsequent grant round that may allow for additional applications if necessary. However, if GTA
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is satisfied with the outcome of the first-round applications, it may elect not to proceed to a
second round of applications.

Georgia seeks to maximize the use of its BEAD allocation to fund fiber-to-the-premises, reflecting
the State’s commitment to deploying best-in-class, future-proof broadband infrastructure
wherever possible and to the greatest extent possible.

GTA generated a sophisticated and rigorous cost estimation tool to model deployment and
operational costs of constructing fiber and other technologies in the State. GTA’s analysis is that,
so long as an adequate competitive dynamic is created for the application process, BEAD funds
may be sufficient to fund fiber-to-the-premises to most unserved and underserved locations in
Georgia based on the economics of fiber deployment and operations and the financial
contributions that applicants are projected to commit, through match and other funds. Stated
otherwise, using its own cost modeling tool, GTA’s data suggests Georgia’s BEAD allocation could
serve approximately 98 percent of unserved and underserved locations with fiber. This analysis
reflects GTA's calculation of how much applicants will commit, given likely financial returns, for
each unserved and underserved location. GTA further believes that increasing the process's
competitive nature may elicit applications from potential subgrantees for the most unserved and
underserved locations within the BEAD budget.

Given this analysis and the State of Georgia’s preference for fiber-to-the-premises, GTA intends
to limit its first round BEAD grant process to fiber and to award BEAD funds to applicants based
on a scoring matrix that prioritizes low cost as well as other public policy priorities, consistent
with NTIA rules.

At the same time, GTA recognizes that the BEAD funds allocated by NTIA to Georgia may be
insufficient to fund fiber to every single unserved and underserved location, particularly
considering the unpredictability of fiber construction costs during the BEAD timeline and
considering the challenges reaching many extremely remote locations. As a result, GTA
anticipates taking a two-fold approach to address the potential that some locations are so costly
for fiber deployment that they serve to reduce the potential to fund fiber in the remaining
locations in that county. The following are the two sets of steps GTA anticipates undertaking:

1. GTA will allow applicants to designate locations within each County Grant Area that the
applicant believes have a greatly disproportionate impact on the total cost of serving
unserved and underserved locations within the County Grant Area. The applicants may
note that they prefer not to serve those locations and propose a cost that does not include
those locations. The applicants will be advised that aggressive elimination of locations,
especially unserved locations, that effectively amounts to cherry-picking is greatly
disfavored by GTA and that applications that are aggressive in this way may be disqualified
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or, in the event that GTA believes it warranted, the County Grant Area will be put out for

applications in a subsequent application round. GTA seeks to enable applicants to identify
specific locations that may make a County Grant Area too costly to be funded.

2. In addition, GTA may undertake a second-round grant process to seek alternative
applications for some County Grant Areas, potentially for only unserved locations, for
subdivided County Grant Areas, or for alternative technologies, as the circumstances
dictate.

GTA intends that its grant program will result in new broadband coverage and service to 100
percent of unserved and most underserved locations. The grant program is designed to maximize
the potential to deliver fiber-to-the-premises to the vast majority of those locations by focusing
grant applications on fiber for both unserved and underserved locations and focusing a second
round, if necessary, only on unserved locations or potentially on alternative technologies for any
remaining locations for which fiber-to-the-premises is too expensive given the available funds.

5.1.4 Phases
The grant program will be comprised of the following key phases:

1. Scoring Phase, to weigh the strength of applications received.
2. Negotiation Phase, to engage with applicants to reach final project boundaries and costs.

3. Post Negotiation Scoring Phase, to rescore applications as a result of negotiations due to
the prospect of negotiations with multiple providers for the same project area if needed.

The following details the key phases GTA anticipates. Further, additional detail is also provided
in the sections below, per NTIA’s template for the Initial Proposal, Volume II.

5.1.4.1 Scoring Phase

Once GTA has received full authorization from NTIA based on approval of the outcome of the
Challenge Process and of the Initial Proposal Volume I, GTA will open the grant window,
distribute grant materials, and accept applications for proposed projects.

At that time, GTA will undertake the following:

e GTA will make BEAD application materials available on its website using a dedicated
webpage. These materials will consist of an Application and Guide, Program Guide,
and Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) documents. GTA will provide an additional
resources page on its website to direct potential applicants to third party resources
that may be of use, including those provided by OPB, NTIA, NIST, FCC, and others.

29



State of Georgia

BEAD Initial Proposal Volume Il

Approved

e GTA will conduct an online application workshop within 2 business days of the grant

window opening. This workshop will provide general instructions, discuss the

program’s goals and objectives, map out major program milestones, answer

questions, and provide other technical assistance. This workshop will be recorded and

available on the GTA website and the FAQ document will be updated frequently to
reflect questions and answers from the workshop and questions received by email.

e During the time the grant application window is open, GTA will have a dedicated email
address available for applicants to use to ask questions and request technical
assistance and reasonable curing. To provide transparency, fairness, and additional
technical assistance, GTA will update its FAQ document on a regular basis with the
guestions and answers generated by the email inquiries and in-person meetings.

5.1.4.2 Negotiation Phase

Once the applications are received, GTA will evaluate the full range of applications that are
received and will consider how to follow up in a process that is designed to enable GTA to reach
the best possible comprehensive and statewide outcome as a result of the grant process. NTIA’s
rules for the program explicitly allow for negotiation for a range of purposes, including to reduce
or change pricing and to expand or reduce the boundaries of the areas proposed for funding. GTA
intends to use the negotiation phase of the program for both purposes: first, to negotiate pricing
with applicants to secure the best possible deal for the BEAD funds, and second, to negotiate
coverage across County Grant Areas where necessary.

First, GTA will negotiate proposal area boundaries. If there exist defined County Grant Areas that
do not receive any application at all, GTA will negotiate with one or more applicants to determine
whether and under what circumstances they would be willing to serve those County Grant Areas.
GTA may negotiate with one or more entities at a time to maximize the compressed timeline and
secure the best possible deal for taxpayer funds, enabling the BEAD funds to serve as many
unserved and underserved locations as possible.

In addition, GTA may negotiate with applicants regarding the locations identified by applicants
as too costly to serve and excluded from their applications. As is described above in Section 5.1.3,
GTA’s grant application process will allow applicants to designate those locations they believe to
be too costly to serve in the County Grant Area—with the understanding that aggressive
elimination of locations may lead to disqualification of the application or a new grant round for
the County Grant Area. GTA will negotiate with applicants as necessary regarding these excluded
locations to achieve the dual goal of enabling applicants to identify locations that may serve to
make County Grant Areas too costly to be funded, while at the same time protecting against
aggressive cherry-picking.
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Second, GTA will negotiate pricing, both with respect to County Grant Areas that received no

applications in which GTA would like to elicit other applicants, and with respect to County Grant

Areas that received applications but exceed the EHCPLT. GTA reserves flexibility to negotiate with

one or more entities regarding potential pricing informed by comparisons with the EHCPLT and

select based on final scores, seeking to maximize the reach and value of the BEAD funds to bring

fiber to unserved and underserved locations throughout Georgia. Among the range of
circumstances in which GTA may engage in negotiating pricing are the following:

e A County Grant Area does not receive any applications and GTA negotiates with other
entities, potentially those that serve or propose to serve nearby locations, for pricing to
serve it.

e A County Grant Area only receives proposals that exceed the EHCPLT, and GTA negotiates
in the order of highest scoring applicant to bring the cost below the EHCPLT.

e More than one applicant provides a proposal for a given County Grant Area and GTA
negotiates with all to secure the best and final offers that deliver the best pricing prior to
establishing final scoring.

e All applications in a County Grant Area omit a substantial amount of the unserved or
underserved BSLs in the County Grant Area.

e A grant applicant proposes to serve a number of different County Grant Areas and GTA
negotiates lower pricing with the applicant based on the potential award of multiple
County Grant Areas.

e GTAreceives multiple applications for a County Grant Area and negotiates with applicants
to reduce the number of eligible locations that are excluded.

To ensure transparency in the negotiation phase, GTA will follow the principles of openness,
fairness, and competition described in Section 5.1.1 Principles (NTIA Guidance 2.4.1)—combined,
these principles amount to transparency.

GTA anticipates negotiations will occur as it weighs and makes provisional awards for County
Grant Areas. As stated in the bullets above, GTA will conduct negotiations with one or more
qualified applicants for a County Grant Area, which can include applicants under consideration
for the County Grant Area based on Round 1 scoring results and applicants under consideration
for County Grant Areas near the County Grant Area based on Round 1 scoring results. GTA will
use its Round 1 scoring results as a basis for prioritizing the order of negotiations but reserves
the flexibility to conduct simultaneous negotiations with more than one applicant in the effort of
getting the best pricing and most extensive coverage to unserved and underserved locations for
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BEAD funds. GTA will also provide feedback to those applicants that are not selected for
negotiation.

In sum, GTA believes that flexibility to take the necessary steps during the negotiation phase is
an essential element of securing the best, fairest, most competitive outcome for the BEAD
process, particularly given the need for GTA’s efforts to develop a broadband solution for 100
percent of eligible locations in Georgia.

Post Negotiation Scoring Phase

Following the Negotiation Phase, the GTA application review committee may rescore
applications as a result of changes due to negotiations with multiple providers for the same
project area. This process will be referred to as Post Negotiation Scoring.

5.1.4.2.1 Potential second round applications

Following review of applications, GTA may at that point choose, at its discretion, to run a
subsequent grant round. If GTA chooses to run a second round, the notification regarding the
intent to run a second round will be public, following the principles of openness, fairness, and
competition described in Section 5.1.1 Principles, NTIA Guidance 2.4.1.

GTA may undertake a second round if, for any given County Grant Area, there are no applications
received, if received applications exceed the EHCPLT, or if received applications deviate
substantially from benchmark pricing. GTA may fine-tune this second round based on round one
results. While it does not expect to change scoring rubrics, it may make adjustments to grant area
boundaries or requirements. For example, GTA may choose that, for County Grant Areas for
which it received financially unattractive applications in the first round, it will put those County
Grant Areas back out to apply for unserved areas only, to attract applications for fiber that are
cost-effective relative to the BEAD funds available.

In addition to service providers who qualified for Round 1, service providers who did not
participate in Round 1 will be invited to participate in Round 2. GTA will hold a workshop to help
service providers qualify for Round 2 and the workshop will be available for replay via the
internet.

GTA also plans to consider other alternative strategies that may allow for any or all of the
following as a means of attracting applications that are more feasible given the available funds.
These may include:

e Applications for County Grant Areas for alternative technologies, including licensed fixed
wireless and coaxial cable, to unserved locations only, or to both unserved and
underserved locations.
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Applications that utilize grant area boundaries other than county boundaries.

Applications that exclude some eligible locations within a County Grant Area.

The second round of applications may be conducted during the negotiation process or after it is

concluded, depending on GTA’s assessment of the timeline and how to secure the best results.

As with the first round, GTA may choose to undertake negotiations with applicants following the

receipt and review of applications.

In the event that GTA is satisfied with the outcome of the first-round applications, it may elect

not to proceed to a second-round process; however, GTA will have to conduct subsequent rounds

until 100 percent of unserved locations have awards for service.

To ensure transparency in a potential second round:

GTA will announce the second round, which will be open to existing qualified Round 1
applicants and new applicants that did not participate in Round 1. New applicants in
Round 2 must successfully complete the qualification phase before being eligible to apply
to provide service to any GTA-defined Round 2 service area. Qualified Round 1
participants do not need to re-qualify for Round 2.

As in Round 1, GTA will conduct an online application workshop for potential participants.
This workshop will provide general instructions, discuss the program’s goals and
objectives, map out major program milestones, answer questions, and provide other
technical assistance. This workshop will be recorded and available on the GTA website
and the FAQ document will be updated frequently to reflect questions and answers from
the workshop and questions received by email.

During the time the grant application window is open, GTA will have a dedicated email
address available for applicants to use to ask questions and request technical assistance
and reasonable curing. To provide transparency, fairness, and additional technical
assistance, GTA will update its FAQ document on a regular basis with the questions and
answers generated by the email inquiries and in-person meetings.

GTA plans to, throughout the process, use all available communication channels to update
applicants on milestones, deadlines, updated FAQ material, and technical assistance
resources as they are made available by GTA, OPB, NTIA, NIST, FCC, or other relevant
partners.
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5.1.4.2.2 Provisional awards

Once GTA and the applicants have concluded successful negotiations, following either one or two
rounds of applications, OPB will issue provisional awards under the agreed upon terms.
Subawardees will be required to execute provisional terms and conditions with OPB in order to
be included in the State’s Final Proposal that will be submitted to NTIA following a 30-day public

comment period, as required by federal rules.

Upon NTIA approval of the Final Proposal, OPB will have subawardees execute updated terms
and conditions reflecting the formal approval of the grants. Included in its formal contract with
subgrantees, OPB will implement NTIA’s recommended Sub-granting Accountability Procedures,
which will include: 1) disbursement of funding on a reimbursable basis to ensure completion of
subsidized activities; 2) claw-back provisions to allow for the recoupment of funds in the case of
broken commitments; and 3) timely subgrantee reporting mandates and robust monitoring
procedures aligned with OPB’s reporting schedule to NTIA.

If an applicant is provisionally awarded one or more projects and the awarded party fails to
execute on all commitments—such as when the party is not willing to accept full responsibility
of the entire award—GTA reserves the right and opportunity to declare the award in default and
solicit alternate proposals from incumbents or proposers of nearby project areas.

5.2 BEAD grant process overall timeline

The following is a tentative overall timeline for the BEAD grant process which depends on NTIA’s
approval of the results of the State Challenge Process. Note that dates will be updated based on
the dates of approval by NTIA for Georgia’s Initial Proposal Volume | and Volume Il as
prerequisites for initiation of the Challenge Process and grant program, respectively.

5.3 Scoring methodology

5.3.1 Qualifications

Georgia’s BEAD application materials will specify the materials and certifications that are
required for qualification, together with the format and date for submission. The materials and
certifications will be focused on materials that address financial, managerial, and technical
qualifications as well as experience and capacity.

In the event reviewers find the data submitted to be insufficient or unclear, GTA may choose to
cure submissions by providing applicants up to five business days to clarify or submit additional
materials. All requests for clarification or additional submissions will be made in writing and all
responses will be required to be in writing, with full documentation.
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To determine qualifications, GTA will require the following materials and certifications for

purposes of determining whether prospective subgrantees are qualified to receive awards in the

event their applications score accordingly:

Financial capability

Financial statements from the prior fiscal year that are audited by an independent
certified public accountant.

If the prospective subgrantee has not been audited during the ordinary course of
business, in lieu of submitting audited financial statements, it must submit unaudited
financial statements from the prior fiscal year and certify that it will provide financial
statements from the prior fiscal year that are audited by an independent certified public
accountant by a deadline specified by GTA.

A statement signed by an executive with the authority to bind the company that certifies
the financial qualifications.

Managerial capability

Resumes of relevant management staff that cumulatively demonstrate a minimum of five
years of experience with broadband network design, construction, maintenance, and
operations.

An organizational chart and a narrative detailing the applicant’s processes and structure
to manage large projects.

Technical capability

If not submitted as part of the managerial capability requirements, applicants must
provide the resumes of an employed Chief Technology Officer and contractor oversight
team with the relevant certifications (both management and non-management) for
deployment projects as mandated by state and federal law.

Certification that if the applicant chooses to contract resources, all contracted resources
will have the relevant and necessary skills.

Operational capability

Certification that applicants have provided a voice, broadband, and/or electric
transmission or distribution service for at least two consecutive years or that they are a
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wholly owned subsidiary of such an entity and attest to and specify the number of years
the applicant or its parent company has been operating.

If the applicant has provided a voice and/or broadband service, certification that the
applicant has filed FCC Form 477s and Broadband DATA Act submissions, if applicable, as
required during this time period, and otherwise has complied with FCC requirements.

If the applicant has not provided broadband service and has operated only an electric
transmission or distribution service, the applicant will be asked to submit qualified
operating or financial reports, that it has filed with the relevant financial institution for
the relevant time period along with a certification that the submission is a true and
accurate copy of the reports that were provided to the relevant financial institution.

Legal compliance

Certification that the organization is aware of the federal and state laws applicable to
BEAD funded broadband deployment projects and that the organization possesses the
gualifications and resources to perform BEAD-related commitments in compliance with
all applicable federal and state laws.

Applicants will also be required to describe their current compliance with all relevant
federal and state laws and describe any violations of applicable laws and regulations,
current or pending investigations, and current or pending legal actions.

Certification that the applicant will permit workers on BEAD deployment projects to
create worker-led health and safety committees that management will meet with upon
reasonable request.

Ownership information consistent with the requirements set forth in 47 C.F.R. §
1.2112(a)(1)-(7).

Cybersecurity compliance

Certification that the applicant has a cybersecurity risk management plan in place that is
either: (a) operational, if the applicant is providing service prior to the award of the grant;
or (b) ready to be operationalized upon providing service, if the applicant is not yet
providing service prior to the grant award.

Certification that the applicant’s cybersecurity plan reflects the latest version of the
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) Framework for Improving Critical
Infrastructure Cybersecurity (currently Version 1.1) and the standards and controls set

36



State of Georgia

BEAD Initial Proposal Volume Il

Approved

forth in Executive Order 14028 and specifies the security and privacy controls being
implemented.

Certification that the applicant’s cybersecurity plan will be reevaluated and updated on
an annual basis which is inline within industry best practices.

Certification that the applicant’s cybersecurity plan will be submitted to GTA following
execution of grant agreements, and if the applicant makes any substantive changes to the
plan, a new version will be submitted to GTA within 30 days.

Supply chain compliance

Certification that the applicant has a supply chain risk management plan in place that is
either: (a) operational, if the applicant is already providing service at the time of the grant;
or (b) ready to be operationalized, if the applicant is not yet providing service at the time
of grant award.

Certification that the applicant’s supply chain risk management plan is based upon the
key practices discussed in the NIST publication NISTIR 8276, Key Practices in Cyber Supply
Chain Risk Management: Observations from Industry and related SCRM guidance from
NIST, including NIST 800-161, Cybersecurity Supply Chain Risk Management Practices for
Systems and Organizations and specifies the supply chain risk management controls being
implemented.

Certification that the applicant’s supply chain risk management plan will be reevaluated
and updated on an annual basis which is inline within industry best practices.

Certification that the applicant’s supply chain risk management plan will be submitted to
GTA prior to the allocation of funds, and if the applicant makes any substantive changes
to the plan, a new version will be submitted within 30 days.

Other public funding: A list of applications the applicant submitted or plans to submit related to

federal or state broadband funding, and every broadband deployment project that the applicant

or its affiliates are undertaking or have committed to undertake at the time of the application

using public funds.

In addition, consistent with NTIA’s requirements, GTA will require the following materials

regarding Fair Labor Practices, which will be part of grant application scoring:
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1. Certification from an Officer/Director-level employee, or an equivalent, of consistent past

2.

compliance with federal labor and employment laws on broadband deployment projects
in the last three years, including:

0 Certification that the prospective subgrantee, as well as its contractors and

subcontractors, have not been found to have violated laws such as the
Occupational Safety and Health Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act, or any other
applicable labor and employment laws for the preceding three years, or

0 Disclosure of any findings of such violations

Certification that the potential subgrantee has existing labor and employment practices
in place and that the subgrantee will recertify this annually for the duration of the BEAD
implementation period, including:

0 Applicable wage scales and wage and overtime payment practices for each class

of employees expected to be involved directly in the physical construction of the
network.

Certification that the potential subgrantee will ensure the implementation of
workplace safety committees that are authorized to raise health and safety
concerns in connection with the delivery of deployment projects and that the
applicant will recertify this annually for the duration of the BEAD implementation
period.

Certification that the subgrantee will ensure that all contractors and
subcontractors also meet these requirements.

Project employment and local impact reports where Davis Bacon certification is
not provided.

5.3.2 Scoring Phase

GTA’s scoring rubric is consistent with NTIA’s rules, which specify three primary criteria that
together must account for 75 percent of scoring, as well as secondary criteria that are based on
Georgia’s own public policy priorities.

GTA will begin its evaluation of proposals by ensuring that the applicant has provided all required
materials. Incomplete proposals will not be considered.

Following a determination of completeness, GTA will review and evaluate the proposals based
on the following criteria, which can add up to a total score of 100.
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5.3.2.1 Primary scoring criteria
Minimal BEAD program outlay: up to 50 points

Applications will receive up to 50 points for being the most cost-efficient proposal submitted for
a particular County Grant Area. The most cost-efficient proposal, evaluated based on the total
funding requested to provide broadband access to a County Grant Area divided by the number
of locations proposed to be served in that County Grant Area (BEAD funding requested per
location), will receive full points under this section. Less cost-efficient proposals will receive a
percentage of points available relative to the most efficient application received for that County
Grant Area.

For example:

If there are three applications for the same County Grant Area, and the average BEAD funding
requested per location for each application is $2,500, $3,000, and $5,000, then the $2,500
application will receive the maximum credit under this section (50 points). The $3,000 per
location application, because it is less cost efficient than the most efficient application, will
receive 41.67 points (50*($2,500/53,000)). The $5,000 per location application, because it is less
efficient than the most efficient application, will receive 25 points. (50*($2,500/$5,000)).

Affordability: up to 15 points

Applicants will be awarded full points under the Affordability criterion for their commitment to
provide broadband service in BEAD Program-funded project areas at rates in BEAD Program-
funded service areas that are either:

(1) consistent with the broadband pricing the applicant makes available in unsubsidized areas
within Georgia for the same or substantially the same level of service, for providers already
serving Georgians; or

(2) no higher than the residential rates provided in the FCC's reasonable comparability
benchmark calculated annually in the fixed broadband Urban Rate Survey (“URS”) for the service
tier with a specified download speed of 1 Gbps and upload speed of 1 Gbps, or the service tier
most closely approximating download speeds of 1 Gbps and upload speeds of 1 Gbps if the URS
does not include a Gigabit symmetrical service tier. Applicants that submit a proposal that
exceeds this benchmark will receive a percentage of points reflective of their percent distance
from the value of the Urban Rate Survey per month, inclusive of all taxes, fees, and charges billed
to the customer.

Applicants that do not demonstrate either of the affordability criteria will be awarded zero
points.
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Fair labor practices: up to 10 points
Up to 10 points will be awarded based on, as defined in Section IV.C.1.e of the NOFO,

(1) a demonstrated history of compliance with federal labor laws—6 points will be awarded for
full compliance during the most recent three years, and up to 5 points will be deducted for official
violations in the three years preceding the date of application (6 points);

(2) demonstrated commitments (including relevant plans included in the grant application) to
future compliance with federal labor laws. Applicants will provide a discussion of the potential
subgrantee’s workforce plan, including information on training and safety, job quality, local hire
and targeted hire, accountability and subcontracting practices, and ongoing operational
workforce. Of these 4 points, 1 point will be awarded for a commitment to local hiring. (4 points).

New entrants without a lengthy record of labor and employment law compliance will receive up
to 10 points in this category based on specific, concrete commitments to strong labor and
employment standards and protections going forward. New entrants will be expected to share
information and make forward-looking commitments regarding:

e The prospective subgrantee’s workforce plan, including information on training and
safety, job quality, local hire and targeted hire, accountability and subcontracting
practices, and ongoing operational workforce.

e Laborand employment practices including wage scales and overtime payment, workforce
safety committees, compliance of contractors and subcontractors, employment, and local
impact reports.

e Currentand/or planned practices regarding directly employed workforce, robust in-house
training, wages and benefits, a locally based workforce, and public disclosure of workforce
plans and labor commitments.

e Discussion of job quality, maintaining workforce safety practices, and training or licensure
for all workers.

e Commitment to local hiring.

e Compliance with labor laws and workplace protections (including specific commitments
and plans).

The above information and commitments are consistent with the specific information and
commitments identified in Section 8 and the BEAD NOFO for all prospective subgrantees. 6 points
will be awarded for commitments and evidence of plans for future compliance with federal labor
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and employment laws, and 4 points will be awarded for the workforce plan and other labor and
employment practices and discussions (with 1 point awarded for a commitment to local hiring).

5.3.2.2 Secondary criteria
Speed to deployment: up to 5 points

All subgrantees that receive BEAD Program funds for network deployment must deploy the
planned broadband network and begin providing services to each customer that desires
broadband services within the project area no later than four years after the date on which the
subgrantee receives the subgrant from the State.

GTA will provide full credit under this section if a prospective subgrantee demonstrates
broadband access will be available to all locations in the project area within 3 years of the award
announcement. As justification, prospective subgrantees must submit additional information and
justification of this 3-year timeline, including efforts to mitigate delays, shortages, and
constraints in supply chains, workforce development, federal requirements imposed by the BEAD
program, and permitting associated with broadband network construction.

Community/local government support: up to 9 points

GTA will award up to nine points to applicants for demonstrations of support from local
governments and other community institutions and stakeholders. Points will be awarded based
on both the volume of documents of support and on the clarity and extent of support
demonstrated in the documentation. Documents can include such items as letters, board or
council resolutions, commitments of funding, and commitments to purchase services if the
project is funded. Additionally, applicants are encouraged to outline either their past efforts or
future plans, if any, for enhancing digital connectivity within their service areas. This could include
support for access to devices, digital skills training, enrollment, and awareness for the Affordable
Connectivity Program (ACP), workforce development, or any other community-based initiatives
or partnerships aimed at addressing digital connectivity challenges. Communities and local
governments may support more than one application in their County Grant Area if they choose.
Points will be awarded based on the clarity and strength of support—evidence may include but
is not limited to minutes from meeting, resolutions, letters of support, and commitments to
purchase service if the project is funded. Community and local government entities may, if they
wish, support more than one application for the same area. New entrant applicants are expected
to engage with the community or communities they propose to serve. GTA will award two points
for support from the county, and one point for support from each local government, elected
official, or other community institution in the proposed County Grant Area, up to a maximum of
nine points.
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Connecting CAls at a gigabit symmetrical: up to 3 points (for Priority Broadband Projects only)

GTA recognizes that the BEAD allocation for Georgia will likely be insufficient to reach the third
statutory priority for deployment, CAls. However, the State of Georgia places a high value on
best-in-class, future-proof connectivity to CAls statewide. In particular, the State recognizes the
necessity of end-to-end fiber connectivity to community anchors such as government buildings,
libraries, schools, higher education, and institutions that provide internet services to the public.

For these reasons, GTA will award up to 3 points to applicants demonstrating that, at no
additional cost to the BEAD program, they will deploy fiber infrastructure to make 1 Gbps
symmetrical service with latency less than or equal to 100 milliseconds (ms) available to CAls
that currently lack such service as determined through the Challenge Process in early 2024. (The
State notes that the BEAD program considers a CAl served if it has access to 1 Gbps symmetrical
service or better. If a CAl requires more than a 1 Gbps symmetrical connection, the CAl must
independently work with the applicant/awardee to determine available options.)

All 3 points will be awarded to an applicant that demonstrates it will provide fiber availability to
all currently unserved CAls, identified through the Challenge Process, in the County Grant Area it
proposes to serve.

Percentage of CAls included Points

Fiber connectivity available to all CAls in County Grant Area that do not have 1 3
Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to 100 ms
Fiber connectivity available to 66.7-99.9% CAls in County Grant Area that do not 2

have 1 Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to
100 ms
Fiber connectivity available to 33.4-66.6% CAls in County Grant Area that do not 1
have 1 Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to
100 ms
Fiber connectivity available to 0-33.3% CAls in County Grant Area that do not 0
have 1 Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to
100 ms

Connecting CAls at a gigabit symmetrical: up to 3 points (for Other Last-Mile Broadband
Deployment Projects only)

GTA recognizes that the BEAD allocation for Georgia will likely be insufficient to reach the third
statutory priority for deployment, CAls. However, the State of Georgia places a high value on
best-in-class, future-proof connectivity to CAls statewide. In particular, the state recognizes the
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necessity of end-to-end connectivity to community anchors such as government buildings,
libraries, schools, higher education, and institutions that provide internet services to the public.

For these reasons, GTA will award up to 3 points to applicants demonstrating that, at no
additional cost to the BEAD program, they will deploy infrastructure to make 1 Gbps symmetrical
service with latency less than or equal to 100 milliseconds (ms) available to CAls that currently
lack such service as determined through the Challenge Process in early 2024. (The State notes
that the BEAD program considers a CAl served if it has access to 1 Gbps symmetrical service or
better. If a CAl requires more than a 1 Gbps symmetrical connection, the CAl must independently
work with the applicant/awardee to determine available options.)

All 3 points will be awarded to an applicant that demonstrates it will provide access to
connectivity to all currently unserved CAls, identified through the Challenge Process, in the
County Grant Area it proposes to serve.

Percentage of CAls included Points

Connectivity available to all CAls in County Grant Area that do not have 1 Gbps 3
symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to 100 ms
Connectivity available to 66.7-99.9% CAls in County Grant Area that do not have 2

1 Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to 100
ms

Connectivity available to 33.4-66.6% CAls in County Grant Area that do not have 1
1 Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to 100
ms

Connectivity available to 0-33.3% CAls in County Grant Area that do not have 1 0
Gbps symmetrical capable connection and latency less than or equal to 100 ms

Universality of Applications: up to 8 points (for Priority Broadband Projects only)

As previously mentioned, scoring preference will be given to applicants who propose to serve the
greatest number of eligible unserved and underserved locations within a County Grant Area.
Points will be assigned as follows:

Percentage of Locations Proposed to Serve Points Available

0-89.99% 0
90-94.99% 2
95-97.99% 4
98-99.5% 6
99.51-100.00% 3
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Speed of Network and Other Technical Capabilities: up to 8 points (for Other Last-Mile
Broadband Deployment Projects only)

Pursuant to NTIA rules, applications will be scored based on applicants’ demonstration of the
speeds, latency, and other technical capabilities of the technologies proposed for projects that
are not Priority Broadband Projects (i.e., that use technologies other than fiber-to-the-premises).

NTIA requires assigning greater weight to those applications that propose to use technologies
that exhibit greater ease of scalability with lower future investment and whose capital assets
have longer useable lives over those proposing technologies with higher costs to upgrade and
shorter capital asset cycles.

Accordingly, GTA will award up to five points to Other Last-Mile Broadband Deployment Projects
that can demonstrate the following:

e Speed of Network and Sufficient Capacity: 3 points will be awarded to applications that
demonstrate that the proposed project can reliably deliver 100/20 Mbps broadband
service to at least 80 percent of unserved locations in the proposed service area.
Applications must detail the selection of technology and particular hardware
configurations in both backbone and last-mile segments, including any assumptions
and/or calculations around capacity oversubscription, limitations imposed by terrain, and
geographic constraints, to definitively demonstrate the connection speed and network
capacity requirements can be met. Applicants that do not make this demonstration will
be awarded zero points for Speed of Network and Sufficient Capacity.

e Scalability: 3 points will be awarded to applications that demonstrate that the proposed
infrastructure will be capable of delivering higher speeds in the future, including that the
infrastructure will be scalable with respect to capacity to support higher speeds to 80
percent of currently unserved locations in the proposed service area. Applications must
detail the specific approach to scalability both in backbone and last-mile segments of the
network, such as increased wireless base station sectorization, hardware upgrades,
addition of towers, etc., to include projected capital costs per location associated with
upgrade