
 

 

 
 

October 6, 2015 
 

MEMORANDUM  
 
To: 2015 Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute Hispanic Heritage Month Policy Conference 

Participants 
 
From:  Larry Irving & Jamal Simmons  
 Co-Chairs, Internet Innovation Alliance 
 
Re: Lifeline Reform Should Ensure 21st Century Connectivity for Low-Income Americans 
 
 
Background 
 
This fall the Federal Communications Commission is considering Commissioner Mignon Clyburn’s 
proposal to revamp the federal Lifeline program to close the gap in broadband access for low-income 
Americans. We urge you to consider joining us in support of Commissioner Clyburn’s effort at 
fundamental reform.  
 
Started during the Reagan Administration, Lifeline was created to help low-income Americans get access 
to telephone service. As mobile phones became more ubiquitous, the George W. Bush Administration 
expanded the program to allow Americans to choose wireless phone service under Lifeline. Today, 
broadband is the critical service that connects Americans to jobs, health care, entertainment and family; 
the Lifeline program should reflect this. Only fundamental and sweeping reform will ensure Lifeline is a 
21st Century program capable of efficiently and effectively delivering meaningful opportunities to 
America’s low-income consumers. The failure to include high-speed Internet as a new eligible service 
would potentially jeopardize Lifeline’s future existence.  
 
Recommendations 
 
The FCC should move swiftly to address existing structural flaws that hamstring the program and the 
Lifeline marketplace by adopting the following essential reforms: 
  

1. Safeguard Lifeline by taking eligibility determinations away from self-interested service 
providers. 

  
The FCC’s proposal to remove the responsibility of consumer eligibility determination from 
Lifeline providers is the right one. Determining eligibility for receiving benefits from a 
government program is an inherently governmental function; as such, eligibility determinations 



 

 

should not be left to service providers that may have improper economic incentives to increase 
enrollment. 
 

2. Simplify and protect the Lifeline program by vesting administration in a state agency using a 
“coordinated enrollment” and de-enrollment process. 

  
Rely on state governmental agencies as the neutral entities charged with using a coordinated 
enrollment process to verify consumer eligibility and administer the enrollment and de-
enrollment processes. Under this process, consumers determined eligible to receive 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance (SNAP) by the State would automatically be deemed eligible 
to receive Lifeline assistance. A reformed federal Lifeline program should link eligibility 
determination to a single, mature assistance program – SNAP – which would increase 
administrative efficiency, promote participation by both consumers and service providers, and 
reduce the potential for waste, fraud, and abuse.   
 

3. Empower consumers with a “Lifeline Benefit Card” – a direct-to-consumer benefit. 
  

Lifeline program benefits should be transferred directly to the consumer using a “Lifeline Benefit 
Card” or similar approach (e.g., coordinated enrollment taking advantage of existing SNAP EBT 
cards and adding the Lifeline benefit to that EBT card). Eligible consumers could use the “Lifeline 
EBT Card” as a voucher to buy whichever communications service meets their needs from 
authorized and registered providers, whether broadband, wireline, or wireless voice service (on 
a standalone or bundled basis). For further convenience, service providers could offer Lifeline 
customers an automatic payment feature that allows low-income customers the ability to 
electronically activate their recurring discount, thus bypassing the need to visit a service 
provider on a monthly basis to swipe their EBT card. 
 

4. Incentivize voluntary participation in the Lifeline program by cutting red tape. 
  

Delinking the ETC designation from the Lifeline program would enable subsidy recipients to 
receive the complete benefits of robust competition that full service provider participation 
could offer. Removing existing regulatory roadblocks will make it easier for service providers to 
participate in Lifeline and incentivize them to compete for the purchasing power of Lifeline 
consumers.  

   
To read more, go to http://bit.ly/1Ubontg.  
   
About The Internet Innovation Alliance 
  
The Internet Innovation Alliance was founded in 2004 and is a broad-based coalition supporting 
broadband availability and access for all Americans, including underserved and rural communities. It 
aims to ensure every American, regardless of race, income or geography, has access to this critical 
tool. The IIA seeks to promote public policies that leverage the power of entrepreneurs and the market 
to achieve universal broadband availability and adoption. 
  
 


