
Governor’s Task Force on Broadband
Monday August 19, 2024
10:00 a.m. – 12:30 p.m.

Northeast Service Co-Op
5525 Emerald Ave, Mountain Iron, MN 55768

Task Force Members in Attendance in Person: Paul McDonald

Task Force Members in Attendance Virtually: Ini Augustine; Bruce Crane; Steve Fenske; Gail Hedstrom; Brian Hood; Adam Hutchens; Marc Johnson; Briana Mumme; Teddy Bekele.

Task Force members Absent: Daniel Lightfoot; Phil Stalboerger; John Twiest; David Wolf; Melissa Wolf.

Others in Attendance in Person: Bree Maki; Pete Makowski; Ann Treacy; Andy Isacksen; Rod Saline; Joe Buttweiler; Cathy Chavers; Randy Long; Paul Duane Brinkman; Joe Weber; Greg Peterson; Gary Johnson; Paul Peltier; Steve Howard; Patti Horazuk; Chad Bullock; Jennifer Tarrowski; Brad Gustafson; Whitney Ridlon; Orion Difranco; Paul Brinkman; Anna Norcutt Preuss..

Others in Attendance Virtually: Hannah Buckland; Carol Bossuyt; Samantha Ernst; Jennifer Frost; Karrie Jansen; Michelle Rebholz; Ben Vargas; Diane Wells; Michael Wimmer; Ace Wesselmann; Tom Karst; Matthew Rentala; Nathan Zacharias; Paul Solrud; Emily Feely; Simon Thorne.

I. Welcome
Chair Bekele called the meeting to order, roll call was taken, and an overview of the agenda provided. 

II. Introduction
Paul McDonald (Board Chair, St. Louis County Commissioners) gave a welcome and introduction presentation to the Task Force, sharing St. Louis County’s priorities, struggles, and progress with broadband and broadband projects. 

III. Approval of minutes from July 18th, 2024, Task Force Meeting
Meeting minutes from July 18th, 2024, were approved.  

IV. Internet Service Providers Panel 
Joe Buttweiler (Chief Strategy Officer, Consolidated Telecommunications Company), Paul Brinkman (Executive Director, Northeast Service Coop), and Gary Johnson (CEO/GM, Paul Bunyan Communications) served as panelists to provide an overview of their work and state broadband programs to the Task Force. Joe Buttweiler provided a history of CTC’s partnerships, an overview of the NTIA Tribal Broadband Connectivity Program, updates on the MN Border-to-Border Grant Round 9 in Clinton Township, and a financial overview of the work that goes into implementing a Minnesota State Broadband Grant process. Paul Brinkman gave an overview of NESC’s work, including a focus on the middle mile, and information on where and who NESC works with in the state, as well providing details on the US Economic Development Administration’s Cambridge Route. Gary Johnson gave an overview of PBC’s history, mission, and partnerships, information on their investment in fiber network and symmetrical gigabit service for upload and download speeds, and experience with communities and the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP). 

V. BEAD Update
Bree Maki (Executive Director, Office of Broadband Development) and Diane Wells (Deputy Director, OBD) provided updates on the BEAD program. Reminder given that Minnesota’s Volume 1 was approved at the end of May. The state is winding down on the 30-day Challenge window, currently there are 12,300 challenges, and the last day to submit a challenge is Wednesday August 21. Providers have 30 days to respond to challenges during the rebuttal window, and then OBD enters a 30-day adjudication window. On Volume 2, OBD is working to continue curing with National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA), and making required changes. OBD is hearing from NTIA that the Volume 2s will be approved this fall. OBD cannot start selecting grantees until locations are finalized and approved by NTIA and expect there will be around 8 months to do the subgrantee selection process. The original and approved versions of Volume 1, as well as the original and updated version of Volume 2, are all posted on the OBD website. OBD has had interest from all types of providers to go through the Volumes in more detail, which the office is working to do. This will also provide OBD with opportunities to hear what the office needs to consider for providers with BEAD. A question from the Task Force was if the Challenge numbers were what OBD was expecting from this process. 

VI. Digital Opportunity Update
Hannah Buckland (Digital Equity Program Lead, OBD) provided an update on Digital Opportunity. For the Capacity Grant program, OBD is waiting for NTIA to review the application. The application has moved on to the next stage in the process, but currently unsure of how long that process is going to be. There are 48 states waiting for applications to be approved, while Michigan and Nevada have had theirs approved. NTIA is rolling out the Competitive Grant program, which is open through September 23rd, and grants for that will likely range from $5-12M. Bree Maki (Executive Director, OBD) also flagged that while OBD is waiting for Capacity Grant, the funding for these dollars ended at the end of March, which has been an equity issue especially for other states. In Minnesota, funding has been shifted so we don’t have gaps in what we are trying to build in communities across the state and supporting Digital Opportunity staff. Also noted while OBD cannot do letters of support for competitive grants, happy to help applicants try to navigate that process. 

VII. Broadband Overview
Bree Maki (Executive Director, OBD) provided general updates on the office. DEED and OBD are in the middle of a state legislative audit review. OBD is also working on statewide plans to address permitting and partnerships, recognizing gaps with other agencies and their workloads, and looking to build on what interagency agreements could look like. Have also been conversations with the Commissioner on what it could look like after BEAD to pick up areas not defined as “served” as the state would like to define it. OBD at past legislative session engaged with Department of Labor as they work with advocates for some of the certification programs. Updates were also provided on Border-to-Border Round 10, and Line Extension rounds 1 through 3, with round 2 contracts being signed, and round 3 having 19 timely bids with over $13M in funding being asked for. OBD has also been working to keep the website updated and working on biweekly email blasts. 

VIII. Sub-Group Discussion
Subgroups provided updates on recent meetings and progress with creating recommendations for the annual report. The Affordability & Digital Equity subgroup is interested recommendations for affordability with the end of ACP, as well as a potential digital navigation/skills training as a 211 service. The Mapping, Policy, and Funding subgroup is looking at recommendations around speed goals, amongst other areas, and understanding what data would be useful for their recommendations moving forward. The Economic Opportunity & Work Force Development subgroup was also working on recommendations around broadband’s economic impact, and data to support those recommendations, including data gaps. Chair Bekele highlighted most groups were looking for data to see where the state is, and that such data shows gaps, and those gaps show areas for recommendations. The Task Force will move forward to try to bring some of these recommendations together and have more a full discussion at the September meeting. 

IX. Other Business, September 24th Meeting Plans, Wrap-up
Chair Bekele opened the floor for questions and comments for Task Force members and others attending. 

Two public comments were made from community attendees: Rob Saline, a representative for North Star Township, had a question on what programming and resources could look like for North Star Township. Paul Peltier, Executive director of Range Association of Municipalities and Schools (RAMS), asked a question on how the model for service delivery may change with the understanding of costs and labor increasing, and how RAMS could be helpful to the work of the Task Force in areas of recommendations and advocacy at state and regional levels.

Tom Karst from NTIA also commented on the BEAD program in Minnesota.

The meeting was adjourned around 12pm. 
