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March 26, 2021 
 
 
Will Seuffert 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place E. Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 
 
RE: Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce on the petitions filed by Rural Digital 

Opportunity Fund Grant Winners, Docket No: P999/CI-21-86 
 
Dear Mr. Seuffert: 
 
Attached are the comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce (Department) in the following matter: 
 

In the Matter of a Notice of Filing Requirements and Comment Deadlines Rural Digital Opportunity Fund 
(RDOF) Grant Winners 

 
The attached are comments relate to issues common to all petitioners, for the Commission to consider under 
Docket No. P999/CI-21-86, as well as the specific petitions filed by Rural Digital Opportunity Fund (RDOF) grant 
winners in the following dockets: 
 

Petitioning Company Docket No. 
 
Arrowhead Electric Cooperative P6888/M-21-52 
Cable One VoIP P7055/M-21-161 
CenturyLink, Inc. P5096/M-21-158 
Consolidated Telephone Co dba CTC P406/AM-21-62 
Farmers Mutual Telephone Company P522/AM-21-77 
Federated Telephone Cooperative P523/AM-21-81 
Garden Valley Telephone Coop P409/AM-21-84 
Gardonville Cooperative Telephone Assn P527/M-21-73 
Halstad Telephone Company P530/M-21-83 
Interstate Telecommunications P515/AM-21-180 
LTD Broadband LLC P6995/M-21-133 
Midcontinent Communications P6186/SA-21-124 
Next Link Internet P7049/M-21-31 
Paul Bunyan Rural Telephone Coop P423/AM-21-56 
Red River Rural Telephone Assn dba Red River Comm P558/M-21-132 
Roseau Electric Cooperative, Inc. P6996/M-21-67 
Savage Communications P7051/M-21-53 
Starlink Services, LLC P7047/M-21-26 
Wikstrom Telephone Company P432/M-21-57 
Winnebago Cooperative Telecom P571/AM-21-92  
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The Department is available to answer any questions the Commission may have.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
/s/ JOY GULLIKSON /s/ DIANE DIETZ 
Rate Analyst Rate Analyst 
 
JG/DD/ja 
Attachment 



 

 

 
 

Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
 

Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce 
 

Docket No. P999/CI-21-86 
 
 
I. PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND 

 
A. RDOF AWARDS, GENERALLY 
 

In the years since the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) established the Universal Service Fund, 
pursuant to Congress’s directive, “. . . broadband has gone from being a luxury to a necessity integrated into 
nearly every facet of our economy and society.”1 To that end, the FCC established the Rural Digital Opportunity 
Fund (RDOF) to bring high-speed service to areas previously unserved with 25/3 Mbps service, where no similar 
federal or state broadband subsidy programs exist to provide 25/3 Mbps or better service.2 RDOF was given a 
budget of $20.4 billion to be made available over 10 years, over two phases.  Phase I had a budget of $16 billion 
and Phase II, $4.4 billion.3  

 
The FCC determined that the funds from Phase I were to be awarded through a multi-round, reverse, 
descending clock auction that favors faster services with lower latency and encourages intermodal competition 
in order to ensure that the greatest possible number of Americans will be connected to the best possible 
networks, all at a competitive cost,4 similar to the recent Connect American Fund (CAF) II grants.5 Winning 
bidders were announced December 7, 2020, with federal ten- year support of $9.23 billion.6  The winning 
bidders are required to submit a post-auction application for support no later than January 29, 2021.7 

 
In Minnesota, 24 companies, either singly, or in consortium with other providers, were winning bidders of 
$408,150,745.60, to be distributed over ten years.8 These funds are in support of 142,852 locations that were 
previously unserved at 25/3 Mbps or greater. Most of the winning bidders committed to providing one gigabit 
per second of service. 
 
By June 7, 2021, each winning bidder must demonstrate that it has high-cost eligible telecommunications carrier 
(ETC) status in all areas where the winning bidder will receive support.9 
  

 

1 In the Matter of Rural Digital Opportunity Fund Connect America Fund. WC Docket No. 10-126 and 10-90, Report and 
Order FCC 20-5 (2020) (RDOF Order), para. 3. 
2 Id., para. 13. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Id., para. 5. 
5 Ibid. 
6 FCC Public Notice DA 20-1422, (December 7, 2020), p.1.   
7 Ibid. 
8 Id. Attachment A “Winning Bidders Summary” and Attachment B “State Results Summary” 
9 FCC Public Notice, p.7 
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As of March 19, 2021, of the 24 companies receiving notification of winning bids, one company, Aspire 
Networks, withdrew its petition for ETC status.10 One company, Windstream, has not filed a petition as of the 
creation of these comments.11 Consolidated Communications, Inc. has not filed a petition for ETC status with the 
Commission because all its winning bids are in its existing ETC locations.  Fond du Lac, listed by the FCC as a 
Minnesota winning bidder, also has not filed an application for ETC status with this Commission as it is a Tribal 
provider, and may apply directly to the FCC for its ETC status. 
 
The Department notes that these comments pertain to those areas the Commission should address at this stage 
of the proceedings. As many of the companies have not begun offering service, or even begun their build outs, 
there is much that remains unknown.  As companies that receive ETC status begin filing their recertifications, 
areas not addressed here will be examined at that time. 
 

B. WINNING BIDDERS: 
 

Except as noted, the following companies are winning bidders and have filed ETC applications with the 
Minnesota Commission: 
  

 

10 Docket 21-32.  The Commission approved the withdrawal on March 17, 2021. 
11 The Department reached out to Windstream, and received a reply email on March 16, 2021, stating that counsel for 
Windstream was in the process of drafting the applications.   
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*Withdrew, effective 3-17-21 
** All Census Blocks already within ETC area. 

 
II. LEGAL BACKGROUND 

 
A. FEDERAL (FCC) REQUIREMENTS 

 
An ETC designation denotes a company that has received federal funds financed by voice service ratepayers.  As 
such, these companies are stewards of federal funds.  A series of state and federal oversight protections are in 
place to ensure the trust placed in these companies to bring broadband and telecommunications service to 

Applicant Docket No. 
Support over 10 

years  
Census 
blocks  

 
Locations  

 

Arrowhead Electric Cooperative 21-52 $18,462,273.10  440  4,879  
Aspire Networks 2* 21-32 6,709,428.00  155  1,150  
Cable One VoIP 21-161 1,671.00  2 19  
CenturyLink, Inc. 21-158 15,646,093.10  516  3,265  
Consolidated Communications, Inc. ** 11,126.00  2  12  
Consolidated Telephone Co d/b/a CTC 21-62 2,040,278.70  121  979  
Farmers Mutual Telephone Company 21-77 759,822.00  116  332  
Federated Telephone Cooperative 21-81 537,399.00  85  248  
Fond du Lac Communications Inc Not filed 1,046,123.00   728  
Garden Valley Telephone Coop 21-84 2,792,139.40  186  492  
Gardonville Cooperative Telephone Association 21-73 63,903.00  10  24  
Halstad Telephone Company 21-83 325,917.00  38  111  
Interstate Telecommunications 21-180 51,748.60  153  402  
LTD Broadband LLC 21-133 311,877,936.40  18,110  102,005  
Midcontinent Communications 21-124 4,453,803.70  688  6,058  
Next Link 21-31 3,736,316.00  384  1,408  
Paul Bunyan Rural Telephone Coop 21-56 16,307,892.10  779  5,088  
Red River Rural Telephone Assn dba Red River 
Communications 21-132 29,952.00  5  11  
Roseau Electric Cooperative, Inc. 21-67 1,228,494.00  76  266  
Savage Communications 21-53 6,090,479.10  492  4,541  
Starlink Services, LLC 21-26 8,424,807.60  1,379  7,529  
Wikstrom Telephone Company 21-57 983,637.00  93  228  
Windstream Lakedale, Inc. Not filed 6,548,964.10  257  2,899  
Winnebago Cooperative Telecom 21-92 20,541.70  57  178  
 
TOTALS   408,150,745.60   24,142  142,852  
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otherwise unserved locations.  States determine whether applicants for federal Universal Service Funds should 
be certified as ETCs, and to do so, the starting point for States is to follow the rules promulgated by the FCC.  
 
Some FCC requirements for ETC status are common to all types of funding provided by the FCC while other rules 
are specific to RDOF winning bidders. While not an exhaustive list, the most applicable Federal rules are listed 
below.    

 
§54.7 (a) Intended Use. A carrier that receives federal universal service support shall use that support only 
for the provision, maintenance, and upgrading of facilities and services for which the support is intended. 
Each year, through their 481 filings, companies must attest to appropriate use of government funds. 
§54.101 (a and c)  Supported services for rural, insular, and high cost areas. Carriers must offer voice 
telephony, broadband services, and access to the emergency service offered by public safety organizations, 
such as 911.12 This rule contains the requirement that RDOF ETCs must offer a stand-alone voice product.  
Interconnected VoIP services are permitted as the stand-alone service, but an application such as ”over-the-
top” VoIP is not acceptable.13 
 
§54.201 (d (1) and (2)) generally. ETCs must offer the services that are supported by federal universal 
service support mechanisms using its own facilitates or a combination of its own facilities and resale of 
another carrier’s services; and advertise the availability of such services and the charges therefore using 
media of general distribution. 

 
§54.101 (d) and §54.405 (a through c) Lifeline Service.  An ETC must comply with the Lifeline requirements 
for ETCs (Subpart E).  ETCs must agree to offer Lifeline service and publicize the service in a manner 
reasonably designed to reach those likely to qualify for the service. All materials describing the service must 
use easily understood language that explains that Lifeline is a government assistance program, the service is 
non-transferable, and only eligible consumers may enroll in the program, which is limited to one discount 
per household. 
 
§54.805 (a) (b) (c). Rural Digital Opportunity Fund public interest obligations.  Recipients of RDOF support 
are required to offer broadband service with latency suitable for real-time applications, including Voice 
over internet Protocol, and usage capacity that is reasonably comparable to comparable offerings in 
urban areas, at rates that are reasonably comparable to rates for comparable offerings in urban areas. 
Additionally, winning bidders must bid on connectivity to schools and libraries in response to FCC Form 
470. 

  

 

12 See, also RDOF Order para.6:  “After the auction, we will require Phase I support recipients to offer the required voice and 
broadband service to all eligible homes and small businesses within the awarded areas, without regard to the number of 
locations identified by the CAM, and instead as determined subsequently by the Bureau.” 
13 FCC Public Notice 20-77, June 11, 2020: ”An ETC satisfies its obligation to “offer” qualifying services by being legally 
responsible for dealing with customer problems, providing quality of service guarantees, and meeting universal service 
fund-related requirements. Accordingly, a broadband provider may satisfy its voice obligation by offering voice service 
through an affiliate or by offering a managed voice solution (including VoIP) through a third-party vendor, but a provider 
cannot simply rely on the availability of over-the-top voice options to satisfy this obligation.”(emphasis added). 
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Additional FCC rules and requirements speak to ongoing requirements of ETCs, such as the requirement to file 
annually form 48114 and report milestones.15 
 

B. STATE REQUIREMENTS, GRANTED THROUGH CONGRESSIONAL ACTION 
 
State commissions certify ETCs.  This authority is given by Congress through 47 U.S.C. §214 (e)(2):  
 

A State commission shall upon its own motion or upon request designate a 
common carrier that meets the requirements of paragraph (1) as an eligible 
telecommunications carrier for a service area designated by the State 
commission. Upon request and consistent with the public interest, convenience, 
and necessity, the State commission may, in the case of an area served by a rural 
telephone company, and shall, in the case of all other areas, designate more than 
one common carrier as an eligible telecommunications carrier for a service area 
designated by the State commission, so long as each additional requesting carrier 
meets the requirements of paragraph (1). Before designating an additional 
eligible telecommunications carrier for an area served by a rural telephone 
company, the State commission shall find that the designation is in the public 
interest. 

 
This authority is further clarified by 47 U.S.C. §254: 
 

A State may adopt regulations not inconsistent with the Commission's rules to 
preserve and advance universal service. Every telecommunications carrier that 
provides intrastate telecommunications services shall contribute, on an equitable 
and nondiscriminatory basis, in a manner determined by the State to the 
preservation and advancement of universal service in that State. A State may 
adopt regulations to provide for additional definitions and standards to preserve 
and advance universal service within that State only to the extent that such 
regulations adopt additional specific, predictable, and sufficient mechanisms to 
support such definitions or standards that do not rely on or burden Federal 
universal service support mechanisms. 
 

In its RDOF Order the FCC noted: “We recognize the statutory role that Congress created for state commissions 
and the FCC with respect to ETC designations, and we do not disturb that framework.”16  
 
The Minnesota Commission designates ETCs that serve in Minnesota under the authority granted by Congress.  
In 2005 the FCC released its Report and Order In the Matter of Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, in 
which the FCC recognized that the role of each state commission was unique to the circumstances of that state: 
“We decline to mandate that state commissions adopt our requirements for ETC designations. Section 214(e)(2)  
  

 

14 47 C.F.R. §314 Certification of support for eligible telecommunications carriers and RDOF Order para. 57. 
15 RDOF Order para. 57. 
16  In the Matter of Rural Digital Opportunity Fund , FCC 20-5 (2020) para. 92. 
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of the Act gives states the primary responsibility to designate ETCs and prescribes that all state designation 
decisions must be consistent with the public interest, convenience, and necessity.”17  

 
The FCC went on to state:  “. . .state commissions, as the entities most familiar with the service area for which 
ETC designation is sought, are particularly well-equipped to determine their own ETC eligibility requirements. 
[S]tate commissions will continue to maintain the flexibility to impose additional eligibility requirements in 
state ETC proceedings, if they so choose.”18 
 
The ability for states to establish their own requirements consistent with the goal of universal service 
was also recognized by the FCC in its 2011 ICC/Transformation Order, where the FCC noted: 
 

The statute19 permits states to adopt additional regulations to preserve and 
advance universal service so long as they also adopt state mechanisms to support 
those additional substantive requirements.20  Consistent with this federal 
framework, state commissions may require the submission of additional 
information that they believe is necessary to ensure that ETCs are using support 
consistent with the statute and our implementing regulations, so long as those 
additional reporting requirements do not create burdens that thwart 
achievement of the universal service reforms set forth in this Order.21 

 
In the ICC/Transformation Order the FCC further stated:  “Our authority to promote universal service in this 
context does not depend on whether interconnected VoIP services are telecommunications services or 
information services under the Communications Act.”22 The FCC went on to explain: 

 
If interconnected VoIP services are telecommunications services, our authority 
under section 254 to define universal service after “taking into account advances 
in telecommunications and information technologies and services” enables us to 
include interconnected VoIP services as a type of voice telephony service entitled 
to federal universal service support. And, as explained below, if interconnected 
VoIP services are information services, we have authority to support the 
deployment of broadband networks used to provide such services.23 

  

 

17 In the Matter of Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Report and Order, FCC 05-46 (2005), 
para. 61. 
18 Id. 
19 Referring to 47 U.S.C. 214 (e) and 254 (f). 
20 Id. 
21 In the Matter of Connect America Fund, et al. Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 11-161 
(ICC/Transformation Order) (2011) para. 574. 
22 ICC/Transformation Order para. 63  
23 Id. Fn.67. 
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The Charter Order24 does not divest the Commission of its authority over the ETC certification process, the 
annual recertification process, or the application of State requirements that support universal service. The 
oversight of ETCs, particularly those entities that are not operating under a Minnesota Certificate of Authority, is 
not a matter of the state asserting jurisdiction over companies that are providing information services. Rather 
the Minnesota regulatory agencies perform their respective regulatory functions on behalf of the federal 
government with the specific duties laid out by Congress and the FCC to advance universal service and monitor 
the receipt and use of federal money. 
 
III. APPROPRIATE REGULATIONS THE COMMISSION MAY CONSIDER FOR ETCs 

 
While the FCC has clearly acknowledged that States may impose requirements upon ETCs, any requirement are 
to be “. . .not inconsistent with the Commission's (FCC’s) rules to preserve and advance universal service”25 The 
federal statute allows the Minnesota Commission to establish requirements specific to ETCs, including 
broadband and voice service of all technologies.  So, while many rules that apply to telephone companies are 
also applicable for an ETC, not all rules are appropriate in the context of setting requirements for oversight of a 
federal program which has unique application in the state.  The purpose of State requirements imposed upon 
ETCs is to preserve and advance universal service.  Protections for consumers, providing a forum for consumer 
complaints, along with providing the services promised, are paramount for the preservation and advancement 
of universal service. 

 
A. HISTORY OF MN COMMISSION ACTIONS WITH RESPECT TO ETCS 

 
The Commission has long exercised its jurisdiction over ETCs, including ETCs that are not required to 
obtain a certificate of authority from the Commission to operate in Minnesota.  For example, mobile 
wireless providers are not subject to Minnesota Chapter 237.26  However, many mobile wireless 
providers are Lifeline only carriers, that is, the carrier receives reimbursement from federal funds for 
providing service to eligible low income customers, but does not otherwise receive high-cost support.  
The Commission, in granting Lifeline only ETC status to these companies, has imposed State 
requirements, including the filing of an informational tariff.  For example, in granting ETC Designation 
to Virgin Mobile, the Commission ordered in part: 
 

• Within 30 days of the Commission’s Order, Virgin Mobile shall file a revised 
tariff or customer service agreement containing all rates, terms, conditions, 
service quality commitments, and other provisions that apply to its Lifeline 
service. The tariff or customer service agreement shall include a detailed 
description of its service offering, any additional services that may be added 
to it, and the areas in Minnesota where it is offered. Virgin Mobile shall attach 
a copy of the CTIA standards, to which it will adhere. and a copy of the 
Minnesota Rules, by which it has agreed to be bound, to its tariff for the 
purpose of public disclosure. Additionally, Virgin Mobile shall notify the 
Commission and the Department in writing immediately upon any change to 

 

24 See generally Charter Advanced Services (MN), LLC et al. v. Nancy Lange, et al., 903 F.3d 715 (8th Cir. 2018) 
(“Charter Order”). 
25 47 U.S.C. § 254 (f). 
26 Minn. Stat. § 237.01, sub.7: “However, none of chapter 237 applies to telephone company activities which conform to 
the definition of a radio common carrier.” 
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the Lifeline offering terms, conditions, or rates, or if it seeks to withdraw its 
Lifeline offering or any portion thereof. Virgin Mobile shall file a revised tariff 
or customer agreement page to reflect such changes.  
 

• Virgin Mobile shall comply with the collection and remittance provisions of 
Minn. Stat. §§ 403.11 and 237.52.27 
 

Until the CAF II Reverse Auction 90328, and with one exception (T-Mobile), the Commission has not been asked 
to grant ETC status for high cost companies that do not have certificates of authority, because the ETCs receiving 
federal grants were existing incumbent telephone companies.  As telephone companies, the ETCs were subject 
to the rules and regulations of the Commission as they pertained to the voice portion of the service.  As a result 
of the CAF II auction process, a few companies that had not previously appeared before the Commission filed for 
ETC status.  Some of the new companies filed as a competitive local exchange carrier (CLEC), thus being subject 
to Commission rules and Minnesota Chapter 237. 

  
Two of the CAF II Auction 903 petitioners, Broadband Corporation and LTD Broadband, did not seek a certificate 
of authority as a CLEC in conjunction with their petitions for ETC designation in Minnesota.29  At the time, the 
Commission did not establish ETC specific regulations for the protection of consumers beyond what is mandated 
by the FCC.  However, the choice of the Commission not to impose additional regulations at the time the 
companies petitioned for ETC status does not bar the Commission from doing so subsequently.  For example, in 
docket Nos. P999/CI-17-509 and P999/CI-20-747, the Commission is examining the appropriate notice and 
outreach requirements for Lifeline only and High cost ETCs.  
 
In this current round of ETC petitions, there are several companies that are requesting ETC status in order to 
gain access to federal funds that have not received a certificate of authority from the MN Commission. It is 
appropriate for the Commission to consider how it wishes to monitor these companies, and how it wishes to 
protect consumers purchasing services that are no longer a luxury, but a necessity. As with docket Nos. P999/CI-
17-509 and P999/CI-20-747 the Commission may exercise its authority to establish State requirements that 
advance universal service for those ETCs that do not have a certificate of authority. 
 

B. CONSUMER PROTECTIONS THAT THE COMMISSION MAY WISH TO CONSIDER 
 

Many companies, including new applicants, indicated that they would adhere to the Consumer Protection 
requirements of the Minnesota Commission.  For example, Garden Valley Telephone Cooperative (GVT) stated 
in its petition:  “GVT is subject to, and complies with, the Commission’s Rules pertaining to service quality and 
consumer protection.”30 LTD Broadband, LLC, a winning bidder in the CAF II 903 Auction, but not a CLEC in   

 

27 Order Granting Limited ETC Designation. In the Matter of the Petition of Virgin Mobile USA, L.P. for Designation as an 
Eligible Telecommunications Carrier.  Docket No. P6863/M-11-314, December 7, 2012. 
28 See generally:  https://www.fcc.gov/auction/903. 
29 State certification is required to obtain ETC status in numerous States. 
30 Petition of Garden Valley Cooperative Telephone Company, Docket No: P409/AM-21-84, p.4. 
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Minnesota, and the recipient of the largest amount of RDOF funds31 stated in its petition: “[Upon designation as 
an ETC to additional areas, LTD Broadband will satisfy all consumer protection and service quality standards as 
provided in 47 C.F.R § 54.202(a)(3), as well as all applicable state specific consumer protection and service 
quality standards.”32 

 
For companies that did not explicitly state agreement to adhere to Commission regulations or that stated 
opposition to the oversight of the Commission, the Department reached out via email with a list of 19 basic 
consumer protections that are in Commission Rules and state statute and asked the companies if they would 
agree to abide by the protections, and if not, why not.33  See Attachment 1. These basic consumer protections 
adhere to CLECs and incumbent carriers, and reference to the statute or rule is included with each listed item. 
Not all rules and regulations that apply to CLECs and incumbent carriers are included in this list.  
The ETC applicant may be the only choice for broadband services for many of the consumers in the ETC 
designated locations that are receiving federal high cost support, and consumers that desire voice service often 
purchase a bundled broadband/voice service offering, some basic consumer protections are warranted. 
Consumers in such areas are vulnerable to improper practices that are possible in areas where choice is severely 
limited. 
 
The 19 consumer protection items listed in Attachment 1 pertain to the most basic of protections and are do not 
interfere with the company’s ability to set rates.  The protections, which all CLECs and ILECs also follow, allow all 
ETCs serving voice and broadband customers to operate on a level playing field.  With these protections in place, 
no company can add charges for unwanted services to the customer’s bill, all customers will have meaningful 
access to the Commission’s Consumer Affairs Office, and companies will maintain plant and equipment. Having 
consistent consumer protection for all providers will allow the Commission to adhere to its mandate to “apply 
the same standards and criteria to all eligible telecommunications carriers” at the annual recertification of 
ETCs.34 
 
Responses to the Department’s request that carriers agree to the listed consumer protections varied.  Most 
companies agreed to follow Commission established consumer protections as there appears to be some 
recognition that some consumer protections should exist for those customers receiving service made possible by 
government funds.  Some companies did not specifically address consumer protections. Other companies felt 
they could pick and choose the protections they would agree to.   Red River Communications, for example 
agreed to the majority of the 19 consumer protections, but objected to providing an informational tariff, 
objected to providing interest on deposits, and objected to informing the Commission about a pending sale or 
change of control.  The response of Red River Rural Telephone Association summed up the objections of some of 
the ETCs by stating: “Interconnected VoIP is not regulated by the Commission.”  

 

31 LTD Broadband received $1.3 billion nationwide (15 states) -- $311,877,936.40 in Minnesota. See FCC Public Notice DA20-
1422 Winning Bidders Announced. December 7, 2020. 
32 Petition of LTD Broadband, Docket No. P6095/M-21-133, p.9. 
33 Cable One dba Sparklight, Docket No. P7055/M-21-161, did not receive an email asking for agreement to abide by the 
consumer protections in Attachment 1, since the petition was not filed until March 8, 2021. 
34 Minnesota Statute § 237.435 ANNUAL UNIVERSAL SERVICE FUNDING CERTIFICATION. In determining whether to provide 
the annual certification of any eligible telecommunications carrier for continued receipt of federal universal service funding, 
the commission shall apply the same standards and criteria to all eligible telecommunications carriers 
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Savage Communications agreed to cooperate with investigations, complete intrastate calls, and comply with the 
TAP rules, but would not formally agree to the other consumer protections.  In its petition, Savage 
Communications stated: “Savage Communications is a provider of broadband services and Voice 
Over the Top (VoIP) services. Neither of these services are regulated by the MN PUC.”35 
 
The companies that seek to dictate the terms under which they would be subject to Commission oversight are in 
direct contradiction to the ability of the States to adopt regulations in the furtherance of universal service and 
the requirement of the Commission to apply the same standards and criteria . . . .36 
 
IV. REQUIREMENTS TO ENGAGE WITH TRIBAL AREAS 
 
There is no requirement to explain Tribal engagement activities in order to receive ETC status from the 
Commission.  However, Tribal engagement is a requirement of all ETCs for state recertification, which is set forth 
in 47 C.F.R. §54.313. Among the requirements, ETCs must file documents or other information demonstrating 
that the ETC had discussions with Tribal governments that, at a minimum, include:  
 

• A needs assessment and deployment planning with a focus on Tribal community anchor institutions; 
• Feasibility and sustainability planning; 
• Marketing in a culturally sensitive manner; 
• Rights of way processes, land use permitting, facilities siting, environmental and cultural preservation 

review processes; and 
• Compliance with Tribal business and licensing requirements37 

 
In the past, very few companies have offered a meaningful response to this requirement beyond sending a letter 
to the Tribal chair seeking a meeting.  In the 2019 ETC Certification, the Commission directed ”. . . companies 
serving Tribal lands to fully cooperate with the Department, the Tribes, and the Commission to comply with 
C.F.R. 54.313 (a)(5), using Form 481.38 In response, the Department (PUC staff were invited) and the Minnesota 
Telecom Alliance together set up a meeting on January 8, 2020, to discuss tribal engagement, inviting those 
companies known to have Tribal lands as part of their service territory. Integral to that meeting was the 
Department’s  Tribal Liaison, who provided valuable information about reaching out to the Tribal 
governments.39  The Tribal Liaison, working with the MTA, established a list of contacts, both at the company 
and for the Tribes, to facilitate discussions.  Unfortunately, the Pandemic resulted in the disruption of the 
outreach activity that was anticipated following that meeting.  
 
For the RDOF winning bidders, the Department sent an email asking the companies to list the census blocks that 
serve Tribal areas, to encourage companies to start engaging with the Tribal governments in their area. Several 
companies, such as Starlink Services, Midco, Savage Communications, Halstad, CenturyLink and Paul Bunyan 
responded that they believed some of the census blocks awarded to them contained Tribal lands.  Not all   

 

35 Petition of Savage Communications, Docket No. P7051/M-21-53, p.2. 
36 See above, section II B. 
37 47 C.F.R. § 54.313 (5). 
38 In the Matter of the Annual Certification Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETCs) Use of Federal Universal 
Service Support Required Pursuant to C.F.R. 54.313, Docket No. P999/PR-19-8. October 17, 2020. 
39 The Commission Tribal Liaison was invited but was unable to attend. 
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companies responded.  Cable One, and most notably, LTD Broadband, did not respond.  LTD Broadband was the 
winning bidder in 18,110 census blocks in Minnesota, making it likely that some of the Census Blocks encompass 
Tribal lands. 
 
While the Commission is not obligated to make a finding regarding service to Tribal lands as part of the ETC 
applications, the Department urges the Commission to put all ETCs on notice that the Commission expects 
reasonable efforts to be taken. The Commission may also wish to remind companies that they may reach out to 
the Tribal Liaisons of the Commission and the Department to help them determine the appropriate Tribal 
contacts and to provide assistance in connecting to the Tribes, as needed. 
 
V. REQUIREMENTS TO PROVIDE STAND-ALONE VOICE SERVICE 

 
As noted earlier, The FCC is clear that while interconnected VoIP is a valid offering for the voice only portion of 
the ETC service, over-the-top VoIP is not sufficient.  In paragraph 139 of the RDOF Auction Notice (20-77), the 
FCC states (footnotes included): 
 

An ETC satisfies its obligation to “offer” qualifying services by being legally 
responsible for dealing with customer problems, providing quality of service 
guarantees, and meeting universal service fund-related requirements.40  
Accordingly, a broadband provider may satisfy its voice obligation by offering 
voice service through an affiliate or by offering a managed voice solution 
(including VoIP) through a third-party vendor, but a provider cannot simply rely 
on the availability of over-the-top voice options to satisfy this obligation41 

 
The FCC defines an “over-the-top” VoIP subscription on its instructions for completing FCC Form 477, stating 
that a provider should “count a subscription as an over-the-top subscription if you (including affiliates) do not 
supply (that is, do not sell to the end user) the high-capacity connection that terminates at the end user’s 
premises and delivers the interconnected VoIP service.42 
 
Two companies, Savage Communications and Red River asserted in their petitions that they offered Voice over 
the Top (VoIP) services.”43   

 

40 Cf. Connect America Fund, Report and Order, 28 FCC Rcd 7211, 7215, para. 9 (WCB 2013) (finding that it is not sufficient 
for a broadband provider to qualify as an “unsubsidized competitor” if a consumer must obtain voice service from a third 
party, because that broadband provider would not be offering a voice service) (Phase II Challenge Process Order). 
41 See Rural Digital Opportunity Fund Order, 35 FCC Rcd at 707-08, paras. 42-43 (requiring Rural Digital Opportunity Fund 
recipients to offer standalone voice); cf. Phase II Challenge Process Order, 28 FCC Rcd 7224, n.21 (explaining that a 
broadband provider would be considered to be providing voice service if it did so through an affiliated competitive local 
exchange company or through “a managed voice solution obtained from a third party vendor . . . so long as the broadband 
provider is the entity responsible for dealing with any customer problems, and it provides quality of service guarantees to 
end user customers”). 
 
42 https://us-fcc.app.box.com/v/Form477Instructions, p.23. 
43 See, for example, Savage Communications Petition, p 1, p.2. 

https://us-fcc.app.box.com/v/Form477Instructions
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If the statements of Savage and Red River were accurate, the Commission cannot certify either company as an 
ETC, as the companies do not sell to the end user the high-capacity connection that terminates at the end user’s 
premises and delivers the interconnected VoIP service. When the customer does not receive broadband service, 
over-the-top VoIP is not possible and cannot satisfy the stand-alone voice obligation. 
 
On March 24, 2021, Savage Communications filed a correction letter with the Commission stating that it had 
used the term “over the top” incorrectly, and Savage offers service no differently from other interconnected 
VoIP providers.  The Department believes the same is true for Red River, and that the Attorney General’s office 
had discussions with Red River to that effect. 
 
Also, RDOF funded ETC must be prepared to provide stand-alone voice service to all customers in the RDOF 
funded areas on January 1, 2022, either through the ETC’s own facilities or a combination of its own and other 
ETC’s facilities.44 As the FCC recognized, the time and cost to install the RDOF funded ETCs own network to serve 
customers will not happen by January 1, 2022.  Also, beyond, January 1, 2022, the RDOF funded ETC may not 
find it economical to incur the expense to install a broadband network in an RDOF designated census block for 
customers that only desire stand-alone voice service.  Yet, the RDOF funded ETC is required to provide the 
service. 
 
Companies that are certified to provide telecommunications services in Minnesota may simply resell the service 
of the incumbent telephone company to satisfy the stand-alone voice requirement. However, those companies 
that do not have a certificate of authority in Minnesota, are not authorized to resell telecommunications service 
and are required to incur the expense to provide stand-alone voice service, even if that means installing their 
broadband network to the customer. The alternative for these providers is to seek authority to operate as a 
CLEC in Minnesota. 
 
VI. LIFELINE REQUIREMENTS 
 
Lifeline service is fundamental to the provision of Universal Service and all ETCs must advertise Lifeline “in a 
manner reasonably designed to reach those likely to qualify for the service.”45 The Commission has two 
proceedings open that address Lifeline and ETCs: P999/CI-17-509 and P999/CI-20-747.  Further enhancements 
that the Commission determines in these two proceeding will help ensure low income consumers will benefit 
through increased awareness and participation in broadband services, which have become an integral part of 
many Minnesotans’ lives. 
 
VII. OTHER AREAS 
 
Several requirements for ETC were not supplied by companies, such as pricing,  advertising, promises to bid on 
all FCC Form 470 postings seeking broadband service for schools and libraries, results of speed and latency tests, 
and certification that funds are used only for the purpose they were granted. All of these requirements are 
required and necessary to ensure the appropriate use of Federal funds for the deployment of Universal Service.  
However, at this time, companies are not necessarily able to provide such information, and not doing so does   

 

44 In the Matter of Rural Digital Opportunity Fund Connect America Fund. WC Docket No. 10-126 and 10-90, Report and 
Order FCC 20-5 (2020) (RDOF Order), para. 139. 
45 47 C.F.R. §54.101. 
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not affect the ability of the Commission to grant ETC status. The Commission may choose to remind the filing 
companies of its authority to review such matters in the future.  
 
VIII. DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATIONS SPECIFIC TO EACH PETITIONER 
 
This section provides background information and provides recommendation specific to the individual petitions 
of each of the ETC applicants. 

 
A. ARROWHEAD ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE, DOCKET NO. P6888/M-21-52 
 

1. Background 
 
On April 20, 2012, Arrowhead Electric Cooperative (Arrowhead) received its certificate of authority to operate as 
a Minnesota CLEC in Docket No. P6888/NA-12-231.  Arrowhead operates in the Grand Marais, Hovland, Silver 
Bay and Tofte exchanges in Lake and Cook Counties. Arrowhead had not filed with the Commission for 
designation as an ETC prior to the current petition.  
 
In the current docket, Arrowhead is requesting ETC designation in the census blocks awarded in the RDOF 
auction and is also requesting ETC designation in remaining portions of its CLEC service area.   
 
As an award winner in Phase 1 of the FCC’s RDOF auction, Arrowhead will receive $18,462,273.10 in assigned 
support over 10 years for 4,879 assigned locations.  The affected census blocks, listed in Exhibit 3 of 
Arrowhead’s petition, are in Cook County.   
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in remaining portions 
of its CLEC service area, and in the locations designated for receipt of its RDOF award, subject to the conditions 
established by the Commission for all petitioners. 
 

B. CABLE ONE VOIP, LLC DBA SPARKLIGHT, Docket No. P7055/M-21-161 
 

1. Background 
 
The petition filed by Cable One VoIP, LLC dba Sparklight (Cable One) for designation as an ETC to receive RDOF 
funding is the first filing made by the carrier in Minnesota.  Cable One and its subsidiaries provide cable/video, 
Internet access, broadband, and voice services in 21 states, including Minnesota. Other subsidiaries of Cable 
One hold ETC designations in the states of Illinois, Missouri, and Oklahoma. 

 
Cable One will receive $1,671, in Minnesota, in assigned support over 10 years for 19 assigned locations, as part 
of the Wisper – CABO 904 Consortium. The areas where the carrier is seeking RDOF designation cover two 
census blocks in Clay county, which are listed in Exhibit 1 of the petition.  The carrier is also requesting ETC 
designation for Lifeline only service in the Dilworth, Moorhead, and Oakport franchise areas of Clay County. 
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2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the two census 
block in Clay county, listed in Exhibit 1 of its petition, and also grant ETC designation for Lifeline only service in 
the Dilworth, Moorhead, and Oakport franchise areas of Clay County. In addition, Cable One should be subject 
to the conditions established by the Commission for all petitioners in the RDOF dockets. 
 

C. CENTURYLINK COMMUNICATIONS, LLC, DOCKET NO. P5096/M-21-158 
 

1. Background 
 
CenturyLink Communications, LLC (CenturyLink) received its certificate of authority to provide long distance 
service in the Commission’s December 8, 1994 Order in Docket No. P5096/NA-94-883.  On October 13, 1999, 
CenturyLink received its certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC in Docket No. P5096/NA-99-939.  
CenturyLink’s first filing for designation as an ETC is in the current docket.  CenturyLink is an affiliate of other 
incumbent and competitive local carriers operating in Minnesota including, among others, Qwest Corporation 
dba CenturyLink. 
 
CenturyLink will receive $15,646,093.10 in assigned support for 10 years for 3,265 assigned locations in 
Minnesota.  CenturyLink’s RDOF census blocks fall outside the areas of its ILEC affiliates. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the 
census blocks designated for receipt of its RDOF award, subject to the conditions established by the 
Commission for all petitioners. 
 

D. CONSOLIDATED TELEPHONE COMPANY DBA CTC, Docket No. P406/AM-21-62 
 

1. Background 
 
Consolidated Telephone Company dba CTC (Consolidated) currently operates as an ILEC serving the exchanges 
of Freedhem, Leader, Lincoln, Mission, Motley, Nokay Lake, Outing, Pillager, Randall, and Sullivan Lake.  The 
carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s September 2, 2004 
Order in Docket No. P406/NA-04-1212.  Consolidated received its first designation as an ETC in the Commission’s 
February 14, 2019 Order in Docket No. P406/AM-18-645.   
 
Consolidated will receive $2,040,278.70 in assigned support for 10 years for 979 assigned locations and 121 
census blocks in Minnesota.  The census blocks are located in the Deerwood, Aitkin, Bennettville, Crosby, Little 
Falls, Browerville, and Staples exchanges. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the 
locations designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the 
Commission for all petitioners.  
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E. FARMERS MUTUAL TELEPHONE COMPANY, DOCKET NO. P522/AM-21-77 
 

1. Background 
 
Farmers Mutual Telephone Company (Farmers) currently operates as an ILEC serving the exchanges of 
Bellingham, Cerro Gordo, and Marietta.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC 
pursuant to the Commission’s November 28, 2007 Order in Docket No. P522/AM-07-1372 and the February 25, 
2009 Order in Docket No. P522/AM-09-12.  Farmers was designated as an ETC in the Commission’s July 26, 2012 
Order in Docket No. P522/AM-12-188 and the February 14, 2019 Order in Docket No. P522/AM-18-718.  
 
Farmers will receive $759,822 in assigned support for 10 years for 332 assigned locations in Minnesota. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the 
locations designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the 
Commission for all petitioners. 
 

F. FEDERATED TELEPHONE COOPERATIVE, Docket No. P523/AM-21-81 
 

1. Background 
 
Federated Telephone Cooperative (Federated) currently operates as an ILEC serving the exchanges of Big Bend, 
Chokio, Correll, Danvers, Hancock, Holloway, Milan, and Odessa.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to 
operate as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s October 13, 2014 Order in Docket No. P523/M-14-678, the April 
3, 2015 Order in Docket No. P523/M-15-261, and the January 14, 2016 Order in Docket No. P523/SA-15-1074.  
Federated was designated as an ETC in the Commission’s July 26, 2012 Order in Docket No. P523/AM-12-119 
and the February 14, 2019 Order in Docket No. P523/AM-18-630.  
 
Federated will receive $537,399 in assigned support for 10 years for 248 assigned locations in Minnesota. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

G. GARDEN VALLEY TELEPHONE COOPERATIVE, Docket No. P409/AM-21-84 
 

1. Background 
 
Garden Valley Telephone Company (Garden Valley) currently operates as an ILEC serving the exchanges of 
Bagley, Beltrami, Brooks, Clearbrook, Erskine, Fertile, Fosston, Gatzke, Gonvick, Goodridge, Grygla, Gully, 
Lengby, Leonard, Maple Bay, McIntosh, Mentor, Minerva, Oklee, Plummer, Red Lake Falls, Shevlin, St. Hilaire, 
and Winger.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s April   
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5, 2017 Order in Docket No. P409/SA-17-175 and April 25, 2018 Order in Docket No. P409/SA-18-203  Garden 
Valley was designated as an ETC in the Commission’s July 2, 2018 Order in Docket No. P409/M-17-837 and the 
February 14, 2019 Order in Docket No. P409/AM-18-607 .  
 
Garden Valley will receive $2,792,139.40 in assigned support for 10 years for 492 assigned locations in 
Minnesota. The census blocks are located in Mahnomen, Marshall, Pennington and Polk Counties. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

H. GARDONVILLE COOPERATIVE TELEPHONE ASSOCIATION, Docket No. P527/M-21-73 
 

1. Background 
 
Gardonville Cooperative Telephone Association (Gardonville) currently operates as an ILEC serving the 
exchanges of Brandon, Evansville, Garfield, and Millerville.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate 
as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s April 9, 2015 Order in Docket No. P527/SA-277 and the June 1, 2017 
Order in Docket No. P527/SA-17-301.   
 
Gardonville will receive $63,903 in assigned support for 10 years for 24 assigned locations in Minnesota. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

I. HALSTAD TELEPHONE COMPANY, Docket No. P530/M-21-83 
 

1. Background 
 
Halstad Telephone Company (Halstad) currently operates as an ILEC serving the exchanges of Bygland, Climax, 
Fisher, Halstad, Nielsville, and Shelby.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC pursuant 
to the Commission’s February 22, 2016 and August 4, 2016 Orders in Docket No. P530/SA-16-84.  Halstad has 
previously been granted ETC certification in the Commission’s July 2, 2018 Order in Docket No. P530/M-17-838.   
 
Halstad will receive $325,917 in assigned support for 10 years for 24 assigned locations in Minnesota. 
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2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

J. INTERSTATE TELECOMMUNICATIONS COOPERATIVE, INC, Docket No. P515/AM-21-180 
 

1. Background 
 
Interstate Telecommunications Cooperative, Inc. (Interstate) currently operates as an ILEC operating in the East 
Elkton, East Gary, Hendricks, and Lake Benton exchanges.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate 
as an CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s December 19, 2018 Order in Docket No. P515/SA-18-680.   
 
Interstate will receive $51,748.60 in assigned support for 10 years for 153 locations in Minnesota.  The census 
blocks are located in Lincoln County. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

K. LTD BROADBAND LLC, Docket No. P6995/M-21-133 
 

1. Background 
 
LTD Broadband LLC (LTD) currently operates as a provider of broadband services and does not hold a certificate 
of authority from the Commission.  LTD initially received ETC designation in the Commission’s February 8, 2019 
Order in Docket No. P6995/M-18-653.   
 
LTD will receive $311,877,936.40 in assigned support for 10 years for 102,005 assigned locations in Minnesota.  
Exhibit 1 of the  petition lists the census blocks, which include locations in St. Louis, Carlton, Le Sueur, Morrison, 
Goodhue, Todd, Kandiyohi, Dakota, Isanti, Martin, Stearns, Steele, Carver, Wright, Waseca, Mower, Nicollet, 
Rice, Dodge, Traverse, Watonwan, Scott, Houston, Cottonwood, Olmsted, Washington, Clay, McLeod, Becker, 
Brown, Wabasha, Marshall, Wilkin, Winona, Big Stone, Faribault, Polk, and Lincoln Counties.   
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in locations designated 
for the receipt of its RDOF award. In addition, LTD should be subject to the conditions established by the 
Commission for all petitioners. 
  



Docket No. P999/CI-21-86 
Analysts assigned: Joy Gullikson, Diane Dietz 
Page 18 
 
 
 

L. MIDCONTINENT COMMUNICATIONS, Docket No. P6186/M-21-124 
 

1. Background 
 
Midcontinent Communications (Midco) is a CLEC that received its certificate of authority to provide resold local 
services in the Commission’s November 7, 2002 Order in Docket No. P6186/NA-02-1541.  Midco then received 
its certificate of authority to provide resold local services in the Commission’s March 26, 2007 Order in Docket 
No. P6186/NA-07-160.  Midco subsequently expanded its service area in numerous other dockets.  Midco 
received Commission approval for designation as an ETC in the Commission’s December 12, 2006 Order in 
Docket No. P6186/M-06-1251.  Midco then filed to expand its ETC status in Docket Nos. P6186/M-06-1348, 
P6186/M-16-39, P6186/M-17-230, and P6185/M-18-207, and P6186/SA-18-761.   
 
Midco will receive $4,453,803.70 in assigned support for 10 years for 6,058 assigned locations in Minnesota.  
The census blocks that are the subject of the RDOF award are located in the Pease, Glendorado and South Haven 
rate centers in Mille Lacs, Sherburne, and Stearns County. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in remaining portions 
of its CLEC service area and in the locations designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions 
established by the Commission for all petitioners.  Also approve the proposal of Midco to expand its service area 
to cover the RDOF rate centers listed in Exhibit 1 of its petition, contingent upon the following: 
 

1. Filing any necessary tariff updates. 
2. Filing and receiving Commission approval of any necessary updates to its 911 plan. 

 
M. AMG TECHNOLOGY INVESTMENT GROUP, LLC dba NEXTLINK INTERNET, Docket No. P7049/M-21-31 

 
1. Background 

 
AMG Technology Investment Group, LLC dba NextLink Internet (NextLink) currently operates as a provider of 
high-speed Internet and VoIP services.  The company holds no certificate from the Commission.  NextLink’s first 
filing with the Commission is the current ETC designation petition. 
 
Next Link will receive $3,736,316 in assigned support for 10 years for 1,408 assigned locations in Minnesota.  
The census blocks are located in Jackson and Nicollet Counties. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in locations designated 
for the receipt of its RDOF award. In addition, NextLink should be subject to the conditions established by the 
Commission for all petitioners in the RDOF dockets. 
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N. PAUL BUNYAN RURAL TELEPHONE COOPERATIVE, Docket No. P423/AM-21-56 
 

1. Background 
 
Paul Bunyan Rural Telephone Cooperative dba Paul Bunyan Communications (Paul Bunyan) currently operates 
as an ILEC in the following exchanges:  Ash River, Becida, Deer River, Kelliher, LaPorte, Northome, Ponemah, 
Puposky, Red Lake, Solway, Squaw Lake, Turtle River. The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate as a 
CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s Orders in Docket Nos. P423/NA-98-1674, P423/AM-02-1557, P423/AM-06-
71, P423/AM-07-83, P423/AM-09-71, P423/AM-12-959, P423/AM-13-129, P423/SA-16-929, and P423/M-16-
930.  Paul Bunyan has previously been granted ETC certification in Docket Nos. P423/M-15-433, P423/M-17-854, 
and P423/M-18-605.   
 
Paul Bunyan will receive $16,307,892.10 in assigned support for 10 years for 5,088 assigned locations in 
Minnesota.  The census blocks included in the RDOF award are located in Aitkin, Cass, Hubbard, Itasca, 
Koochiching, and St. Louis Counties. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

O. RED RIVER RURAL TELEPHONE ASSOCIATION DBA RED RIVER COMMUNICATIONS, Docket No. 
P558/M-21-132 

 
1. Background 

 
Red River Rural Telephone Association, dba Red River Communications (Red River) currently operates as an ILEC 
serving the exchanges of Barnesville, Fairmont, Kent and Rollag.  The carrier is not currently certificated to 
operate as a CLEC.  Red River’s current petition for RDOF designation is being handled in Docket No. P558/M-21-
132 and is its first ETC filing with the Commission pertaining to areas outside of its ILEC service areas. 
 
Red River will receive $29,952 in assigned support for 10 years for 11 assigned locations in Minnesota.  The 
census blocks included in the RDOF award are located in northwestern Minnesota. 
 
Red River has not agreed to comply with the requirements of Minn. Stat. section 237.231 on pending sales or 
changes of control and Minn. R. 7810.1600 and Minn. Stat. section 325E.02(b) on deposits.  
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 

As discussed in Section V, over-the-top VoIP cannot be used to satisfy the requirement to provide 
voice service. Red River may be misusing the term “over-the-top” and may provide acceptable 
interconnected VoIP service to satisfy the voice requirements.  If the statement of Red River is 
accurate, the Commission cannot certify Red River as an ETC, as it does not sell to the end user the 
high-capacity connection that terminates at the end user’s premises and delivers the interconnected 
VoIP service.  
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Red River should provide written evidence that it complies with the requirement to offer voice service 
that is not over-the-top VoIP prior to the Commission meeting where the Commission will consider 
the ETC applications of the RDOF winning bidders. If Red River provides this evidence, the Department 
recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations designated 
for receipt of its RDOF award, subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

P. ROSEAU ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE, INC., Docket No. P6996/M-21-67 
 

1. Background 
 
Roseau Electric Cooperative, Inc. (Roseau) holds a certificate of authority to operate as a CLEC pursuant to the 
Commission’s January 9, 2019 Order in Docket No. P6996/NA-18-676.  The carrier has previously been granted 
ETC certification in Docket No. P6996/M-18-679.   
 
Roseau will receive $1,228,494 in assigned support for 10 years for 266 assigned locations in Minnesota. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award, subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

Q. SAVAGE COMMUNICATIONS, Docket No. P7051/M-21-53 
 

1. Background 
 
Savage Communications (Savage) currently operates as a provider of Internet and VoIP services.  The company 
holds no certificate from the Commission.  Savage’s first filing with the Commission is the current ETC 
designation petition. 
 
Savage will receive $6,090,479.10 in assigned support for 10 years for 4,541 locations in Minnesota.  The census 
blocks are located in Aitkin, Carlton, Crow Wing, Itasca, Mille Lacs, Pine, and St. Louis Counties. 
 
Savage has not agreed to comply with the requirements of Minn. Stat. section 237.231 on pending sales or 
changes of control and Minn. R. 7810.1600 and Minn. Stat. section 325E.02(b) on deposits.  
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 

As the company corrected its use of the term  “ over-the-top” and the Department has no other issues with the 
filing, but reiterates the recommendation that customer service protections apply to customers of all RDOF 
recipients. 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award, subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.    
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R. STARLINK SERVICES, LLC, Docket No. P7047/M-21-26 
 

1. Background 
 
Starlink Services, LLC (Starlink) is a wholly owned subsidiary of Space Exploration Technologies Corp. (or SpaceX).  
Starlink is not yet an operational company, but SpaceX intends for Starlink to become a provider of broadband 
and voice services using its RDOF award.  The company holds no certificate from the Commission.  Starlink’s first 
filing with the Commission is the current ETC designation petition. 
 
Starlink will receive $8,424,807.60 in assigned support for 10 years for 7,529 locations in Minnesota.  The census 
blocks are located in the Brainerd area, the north shore area, northern Minnesota, the area southwest of 
Bemidji and Nobles County.   
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners. 
 

S. WIKSTROM TELEPHONE COMPANY, Docket No. P432/AM-21-57 
 

1. Background 
 
Wikstrom Telephone Company (Wikstrom) currently operates as an ILEC.  The carrier holds a certificate of 
authority to operate as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s September 16, 2009 Order in Docket No. P432/NA-
09-984.  Wikstrom has previously been granted ETC certification in the Commission’s February 14, 2019 Order in 
Docket No. P432/M-18-549.   
 
Wikstrom will receive $983,637 in assigned support for 10 years for 228 locations in Minnesota.  The census 
blocks included in the RDOF award are located in Kittson, Roseau and Marshall Counties. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

T. WINNEBAGO COOPERATIVE TELECOM, Docket No. P571/AM-21-92 
 

1. Background 
 
Winnebago Cooperative Telecom Association (Winnebago) currently operates as an ILEC operating in the 
Conger, Emmons, North Rake, and Twin Lakes exchanges.  The carrier holds a certificate of authority to operate 
as a CLEC pursuant to the Commission’s May 10, 2007 Order in Docket No. P571/AM-07-387 and the December 
30, 2010 order in Docket No. P571/M-10-1217.  Winnebago has previously been granted ETC certification in 
Docket No. P571/AM-14-147.    
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Winnebago will receive $20,541.70 in assigned support for 10 years for 178 locations in Minnesota. 
 

2. Department Recommendation 
 
The Department recommends approval of the carrier’s petition for designation as an ETC in the locations 
designated for receipt of its RDOF award subject to the conditions established by the Commission for all 
petitioners.   
 

U. CONSOLIDATED COMMUNICATIONS OF MINNESOTA COMPANY 
 
Consolidated Communications of Minnesota Company (Consolidated Communications) will receive a Rural 
Digital Opportunity Fund Phase I Auction award of $11,126 for Minnesota, which covers 12 assigned locations in 
Minnesota.   
 
In a March 18, 2021 email message to the Department, Consolidated Communications of Minnesota Company 
informed the Department that it is already authorized as an ETC, which is the only Commission requirement 
necessary for it to receive an RDOF award.  Therefore, the carrier has not made a formal filing with the 
Commission, a separate docket number has not been assigned, and no action from the Commission is required.  
 

V. WINDSTREAM/LAKEDALE 
 
Windstream-Lakedale will receive a Rural Digital Opportunity Fund Phase I Auction award of $6,548,964.10 for 
Minnesota, which covers 2899 assigned locations in Minnesota.   As of these comments, the company has not 
filed, although the company signaled its intention to do so in an email response to a Department inquiry on 
March 16, 2021. 
 
IX. DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATIONS APPLICABLE TO ALL ETC PETITIONS 
 
The Commission may choose to approve all ETC applications or may deny some or all of the applications.  While 
desired information, particularly concerning Lifeline service, was not provided by all carriers, many carriers are 
understandably not in a position to provide such information.  The Commission may wish to ask for such 
information at a future time, or in accordance with its annual review of ETC status from each company. 
 

1) Consumer Protections. The Commission has clear authority to adopt State specific requirements 
applicable to ETCs.  Many of the ETC petitioners have agreed to comply with the consumer protections 
afforded by the Commission’s rules and the Department supports the Commission accepting the 
representations by these companies that they will comply with Commission rules. For those ETC 
petitioners that have not broadly agreed to comply with the Commission rules, the Department 
recommends that the Commission adopt the consumer protections listed in Attachment 1 and open a 
new proceeding to determine if any of the protections listed therein should be changed or if any 
protections should be added. 
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Specifically, the Department recommends that the Commission state in its order: 
 

- The Commission accepts the representations by those companies that stated in their petitions 
that they will comply with Commission rules.  

- For those ETC petitioners that have not broadly agreed to comply with the Commission rules, 
the Commission adopts the consumer protections listed in Attachment 1. 

- The Commission directs its Executive Secretary to open a new proceeding investigation to 
determine if any of the protections listed in Attachment 1 should be changed or if any 
protections should be added. 

 
2) Stand-alone Voice. All ETCs are required to provide qualifying voice service, including stand-alone voice 

service, within a reasonable period of time upon request. The FCC has explicitly stated that over-the-top 
VoIP is not acceptable to satisfy the voice obligation.  
 
The Department recommends that the Commission state in its order: 
 

- Over-the-top VoIP does not satisfy the FCC requirement to provide voice service. 
- All ETCs are required to provide ‘stand-alone’ voice service to consumers upon request, within a 

reasonable period of time. To the extent that an ETC has a certificate of authority to operate in 
Minnesota, it may satisfy this requirement by reselling the telecommunications service of 
another provider.  If the ETC does not have a certificate of authority to operate in Minnesota, it 
will need to bring voice service to the customer that is not “over-the-top” VoIP.   

 
3) Tribal Engagement. The Department recommends that the Commission state in its order: 

 
- ETCs that serve Tribal lands are required to engage the tribes on those areas specified in 47 

C.F.R. §54.313, at minimum. 
- ETCs needing assistance with Tribal engagement should contact the Tribal Liaisons at the 

Commission and the Department for help. 
 

4) Lifeline. The Department recommends that the Commission state in its order: 
 

- ETC are to have information about Lifeline on their web site no later than the first 
offering of any ETC service to a consumer.  

- ETCs recipients are encouraged to participate in Commission proceedings concerning 
Lifeline, including the current proceedings. 

 
5) Service Area Expansion. The Department recommends that the Commission state in its order: 

 
- ETCs that will be providing service subject to state jurisdiction, where they are not currently 

authorized to serve, must submit a petition for either new authority or a service area expansion, 
unless it is otherwise granted by the Commission in this Order. 

- ETCs that will resell service subject to state jurisdiction of another provider to satisfy the 
requirement to provide stand-alone voice service must have authority from the Commission 
prior to providing the service. 
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ATTACHMENT 1 
POTENTIAL CONSUMER PROTECTION REGULATIONS 

 
1) Informational Tariff or Price list.  Keep on file with the Department of Commerce an up to date 

price list of services that are related to the company’s service offerings as an ETC. [ref. Minn. Stat. 
237.07] [ref. Minn. Stat. 237.07] 
 

2) Commission and Department Investigation. Cooperate with Commission/Department 
investigations and resultant Commission orders on matters associate with either federal or State 
ETC obligations. [ref. Minn. Stat. 237.081] 

 
3) Complete all calls.  Ensure that all intrastate calls will be completed. [ref Minn. Stat. 237.131] 

 
4) Provide credit for incorrect Directory Assistance calls.  Provide credit if a customer informs 

company of incorrect call.  [ref. Minn. Stat. 237.155] 
 

5) Pending sale or change of control. Inform the Commission regarding any pending sale or change in 
control of the company’s operations, in conjunction with apprising the FCC [Minn. Stat. 237.231] 

 
6) Annual notice. Send out, one time per year, plus immediately after becoming a customer, a notice 

in plain language concerning customer rights and obligations, including: 
a. How to make a complaint 
b. The existence of the Commission’s Consumer Affairs Office (CAO) and its phone number. [ref. 

Min. Stat. 237.66] 
 

7) Telephone Assistance Plan. Collect and remit the TAP fee when customers subscribe to voice 
service and apply the TAP credit to customers enrolled in Lifeline, if the customer subscribers to 
voice service either on a stand-alone basis or as part of a bundled service. [ref Minn. Stat. 237.69-
237.72] 
 

8) Prohibition against Loading. Agree not to charge customers for services for which they did not 
explicitly contract and to credit the customer’s monthly bill upon complaint. [ref Minn. Stat. 
237.663] 

 
9) Notice Requirements. Send customers any required notices at least five days (excluding Sundays 

and legal holidays) in advance of the action being taken.  [ref Minn. R. 7810.2300] 
 

10) Report Outages. Promptly informing the regulatory agencies about any development or occurrence 
which disrupts service or affects the ability of a substantial number of customers to call 9-1-1. 
[Minn. R. 7810.0600] 
 

11) Anti-slamming.  Prevent the unauthorized switching of voice providers. [ref. Minn. Stat. 237.661] 
 

12) Customer billing.  Provide regular, correct customer bills, agree to provide credit for service outages. 
Provide to any customer who requests it, information on prices, charges, and services available. [ref. Minn. 
R. 7810.1400] 
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13) Complaints. Make personnel available to hear inquiries and complaints, investigate complaints, and respond 
to the PUC CAO office within 5 days of being forwarded a customer complaint. [ref.  Minn. R. 7810.1100] 
 

14) Deposits.  Charge for deposits in accordance with Minn. R. 7810.1600 and Minn. Stat. 325E.02 (b) 
 

15) Disconnections.  Disconnect customers only in accordance with Minn. R. 7810.1800, 7810.1900, 7810.2000, 
and 7810.2100. 

 
16) Bill Disputes. Agree not to disconnect over any disputed amount without investigating first, and allowing for 

the establishment of an escrow account [ref. Minn. R. 7810.2400] 
 
17) Resolve interruptions of service promptly. [ref. Minn. R. 7810.5800] 

 
18) Customer Trouble Reports.  Receive customer trouble reports 24 hours per day in accordance with Minn. R. 

7810.5900 
 
19) Maintain plant and equipment.  Furnish and maintain adequate plant, equipment and facilities to 

consistently meet required standards of speed, quality, and latency. [ref.7810.4900] 
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