
BTOP Grant Timeline 
 
In September 2010, City Council approved accepting an American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA) grant for the implementation of a public safety cellular broadband network by the 
City of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County.  The grant, from the Broadband Technologies 
Opportunity Program (BTOP) through the Department of Commerce’s National 
Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA), consisted of $16.7 million in 
federal funds and $4.4 million in “in kind services” from the City. They City’s “in-kind services” 
consisted of staff time and opportunity costs associated with leasing space on City-owned 
towers. 
 
In February 2012, federal legislation established an independent authority (First Responder 
Network Authority, or FirstNet) responsible for building a nationwide public safety cellular 
network.  In May of 2012, NTIA suspended BTOP funds for cellular equipment in the seven 
jurisdictions that deploy public safety broadband networks, including Charlotte.  This was done 
to ensure development within these jurisdictions would be consistent with the FirstNet national 
network design.  A prerequisite for having funding restored was the completion of a spectrum 
management lease agreement with FirstNet.   
 
In March 2013, the City of Charlotte began negotiating a lease agreement with FirstNet.  On 
Tuesday, Aug. 13, 2013, FirstNet announced that it was ceasing negotiations with the City of 
Charlotte as well as the N.J. Department of Treasury and Adams County, Colo., without 
completing agreements.  No specific reason was given for this decision, but early in this 
process, the City and FirstNet agreed that if Charlotte believed it would be unable to 
successfully complete its proposed Public Safety Broadband project associated with its BTOP 
grant, it would not enter into a lease agreement with FirstNet.  Staff believed the sustainability 
issues identified below led to their decision.  
 
Much had changed during the 15-month suspension of grant funding for cellular related 
equipment by NTIA.  These changes included: 

• State building codes, which increased standards for communications tower construction 
and modification.  This significantly increased the city’s project cost. 

• Rate decreases for services by commercial cellular providers, which greatly changed the 
sustainability of the City’s business model. 

• A better understanding of special device requirement costs, which can range from 50 
percent to several hundred times more expensive than commercially available devices. 

 
These changes in the technology environment and the limited physical scope of the Charlotte 
project (Mecklenburg County) would create funding shortfalls in both the deployment and 
operations phases of the project.  The City of Charlotte worked with FirstNet, the State of N.C. 
and its partners in the LTE project, Alcatel-Lucent and Crown-Castle, to develop a successful “go 
forward” strategy to overcome these challenges.  While staff believed the team was successful 
in developing a set of strategies to overcome the deployment challenges, the City was unable to 
overcome the sustainable operations issues. 



 
After careful consideration of the benefits and risks associated with the Charlotte Public Safety 
Broadband Project, FirstNet decided not to pursue a lease agreement with the city.   
 
This project was designed to improve the City’s overall public safety communications network, 
but had no impact on the City’s current structure or ability to provide reliable service to 
citizens. 

On Jan. 13, 2014, city council approved an agreement to restructure the city’s BTOP Grant in 
the amount of $8,831,560 to improve the public safety communications technology and 
infrastructure. City staff worked with the Department of Commerce to restructure the grant to 
use the remaining funds to improve the City’s public safety communications technology 
including devices and core technology infrastructure. It will include these major components:  

− User devices including laptops, tablets and in-vehicle modems  
− Core technology infrastructure upgrades  
− Deployment contract services 

The restructured grant requires the city to match at least 20 percent of the total proposed 
project costs, approximately $2.4 million. The match has these components:  

− In-kind services (e.g. staff time, existing infrastructure, etc.) 
− The purchase of user devices 

 
User devices will be replaced with existing fiscal year 2014 and 2015 funds. These devices are 
scheduled for refresh because they are at the end of their life cycle.  
 
City project managers are leveraging existing co-operative purchasing agreements and state 
contracts for project management and deployment contract services and purchases of network 
infrastructure gear and devices. The City has contracted with Disys, CCCi and Telware for 
deployment and architecture contractors. Additional contractors may be brought on as specific 
needs are identified. 
 

 


