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Introduction 

The Internet Innovation Alliance (IIA) respectfully submits these Reply Comments in  

response to the Notice1 issued by the Commission on November 18, 2021. 

 Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the requirements for the Affordable 

Connectivity Program and a timeline for its rapid implementation. It is imperative to connect 

every American as quickly as possible. This belief has always been core to IIA’s mission, which 

is to ensure that every American – regardless of race, income, or geography – has access to the 

critical tool that is broadband internet. Since 2004, IIA has promoted public policies that support 

equal opportunity for universal broadband availability and adoption so that everyone, 

everywhere can realize the benefits of the internet, from work to education, health care, 

employment, community building, civic engagement and more.  

 

Background 

The pandemic underscored the internet’s critical role in everyday life and, at last, spurred 

bipartisan cooperation across party lines that resulted in creation of the Emergency Broadband 

Benefit (EBB) Program, which has provided an invaluable monthly broadband subsidy for the 

nearly nine million households enrolled in the program since May 2021.2 Indeed, tens of millions 

of Americans who live where a broadband network is available have not adopted broadband in 

their homes because it costs too much and/or because they lacked “digital readiness.” According 

 
1 https://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-seeks-comment-new-affordable-connectivity-program  
2 https://www.usac.org/about/emergency-broadband-benefit-program/emergency-broadband-benefit-program-
enrollments-and-claims-tracker/  

https://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-seeks-comment-new-affordable-connectivity-program
https://www.usac.org/about/emergency-broadband-benefit-program/emergency-broadband-benefit-program-enrollments-and-claims-tracker/
https://www.usac.org/about/emergency-broadband-benefit-program/emergency-broadband-benefit-program-enrollments-and-claims-tracker/
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to the National Urban League, the Adoption Gap is approximately three times larger than the 

Availability Gap in terms of number of Americans affected.3  

 The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act – signed into law by President Joe Biden on 

November 15, 2021 – allocated about $14 billion to help lower-income households pay for 

internet service, in addition to $42.5 billion more for deployment. The bipartisan legislation 

indicates that the Emergency Broadband Benefit Program will be replaced by the Affordable 

Connectivity Program on January 1, 2022 (with a 60-day transition period for households 

enrolled in the EBB Program as of December 31, 2021). It’s important that this rapidly 

approaching change is handled in a thoughtful, assured manner so that no American loses access 

to broadband during the transition. 

 

Transition Process 

 First, a reasonable timeline for the transition should be set to ensure providers have ample 

time to set up their systems to accommodate the new program and so the Federal 

Communications Commission has the runway needed to make consumers aware of the program 

through partnerships at the national, state, and local levels. With the Build Back Better Act – 

which included $100 million for outreach and education “regarding the broadband and 

communications affordability programs of the Federal Communications Commission” – in 

significant doubt, these efforts will be of particular importance. 

While the migration should move as quickly as possible, allowing adequate time for 

preparation and promotion of the ACP will ensure an orderly, smooth transition for consumers. 

Eligible Americans should be informed that the program exists and not be deterred from 

 
3 https://nul.org/sites/default/files/2021-
03/NUL%20LL%20DEIA%20033021%20Latimer%20Plan_vFINAL_11AM.pdf  

https://nul.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/NUL%20LL%20DEIA%20033021%20Latimer%20Plan_vFINAL_11AM.pdf
https://nul.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/NUL%20LL%20DEIA%20033021%20Latimer%20Plan_vFINAL_11AM.pdf
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accessing the benefit by convoluted, intimidating enrollment requirements. Proper preparation 

will result in more low-income households utilizing the subsidy and able to take advantage of the 

benefits of broadband.  

The Federal Communications Commission should allow new enrollments in the 

Affordable Connectivity Program to begin on July 1, 2022. Households enrolled in the EBB 

Program as of December 31, 2021 should be auto-enrolled in the ACP immediately following the 

EBB Program’s 60-day transition period, so there is no lapse in essential broadband connectivity 

for these households.  

  

Program Modernization 

Lifeline, a program begun during the Reagan administration in the 1980s, was originally 

created to help low-income Americans afford traditional telephone service. In 2016, it was 

modernized to help low-income Americans afford internet access. Unfortunately, the program 

has been so tied up in red tape that it’s cumbersome and expensive to administer, which reduces 

the number of participating carriers and makes it difficult for consumers to access the benefit. 

The Lifeline Program asks service providers to act as middlemen between the federal 

government and consumers, an unnecessary and costly responsibility. Companies are 

discouraged from taking part by a broad list of Lifeline regulations, including multiple annual 

audits, many years of required record-keeping, and the necessity of filing reimbursement claims 

to the Lifeline program for each customer served. Participating providers are also required to bill 

customers directly and then seek reimbursement from the Lifeline Program.  

Because of its shortcomings, the Lifeline Program is substantially underutilized. The 

Federal Communications Commission’s Universal Service Administrative Co. estimates that 
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there are about 33.2 million Lifeline-eligible households, but less than 6.5 million participate, 

meaning that only one in five eligible households is taking advantage of the program subsidy.4 

Modernizing and simplifying the Affordable Connectivity Program with a light-touch 

administrative approach would extend the benefit to more families in need and let it play a larger 

role in closing the digital divide. 

With the ACP, service providers should not be required to engage in extensive record-

keeping, auditing and billing – making the program difficult to administer offsets its positive 

impact. Instead, the monthly broadband benefit should be provided directly to consumers in the 

form of a debit-like card that would automatically reload each month, with the government 

responsible for determining eligibility. Consumers could then use the benefit card to shop among 

carriers in order to select the carrier and specific services that best meets their needs, with the 

monthly benefit defraying all or a portion of the total bill. 

 

Upselling and Down-selling 

American consumers have a broadband buffet from which to choose; ACP beneficiaries 

should not be expected to order from a limited menu. Digital equity cannot be achieved when it 

is assumed that low-income Americans only want and need a certain level of internet service.  

ACP customers should have the right to opt for higher-capacity plans, even if they are 

more expensive, determining their family’s needs and deciding how much they can personally 

afford beyond the governmental support. Consumers’ connectivity requirements and need or 

ability to spend more on connectivity may change over time. Providers should be free to be 

responsive to customers’ evolving demands. 

 
4 https://www.usac.org/lifeline/resources/program-data/  

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/resources/program-data/
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Program Promotion 

 To ensure that eligible individuals learned about the Emergency Broadband Benefit 

Program, the FCC took several intentional steps, including partnering with more than 32,000 

organizations nationwide, from the Boys and Girls Clubs of America to Meals on Wheels.5 

Additionally, the Commission coordinated with the US Department of Labor in order to reach 

recipients of state unemployment compensation and with the US Department of Education to 

notify Pell grant recipients of the EBB, as program eligibility often overlaps. These strategic 

partnerships with trusted organizations helped the FCC spread the word about the EBB and 

overcome the natural skepticism that new government programs bring. “We knew that we were 

going to have to reach out to trusted individuals in communities who know what’s happening in 

their own backyard and will make this program accessible and possible for people who might 

otherwise not trust that we can really deliver on what we say we’ve got with it,” FCC Chair 

Jessica Rosenworcel explained during an Internet Innovation Alliance (IIA) Connected 

Roundtable. 

 The FCC also held more than 300 events with members of Congress, tribal leaders, 

national organizations, local organizations and historically black colleges and universities 

(HBCUs), as well as more than 30 Spanish language presentations. The FCC even worked with 

the National Football League to run public service announcements on the EBB program. 

In addition to leveraging its existing partnerships, the FCC should explore the following 

to get the word out about the ACP and double down on our country’s historic investments in 

broadband: 

 
5 https://internetinnovation.org/videos/deleting-the-broadband-affordability-divide/  

https://internetinnovation.org/videos/deleting-the-broadband-affordability-divide/
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1. The FCC should consider automatic enrollment in the ACP when individuals sign up for 

other low-income assistance programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) and Medicaid. 

2. The FCC should invite local organizations and leaders, from churches to Parent-Teacher 

Associations (PTAs), to volunteer to serve as ambassadors for the Affordable 

Connectivity Program, spreading the “broadband gospel” regarding the potential positive 

impact of universal connectivity for their communities – from better education to more 

accessible health care to new jobs and greater economic growth. Groups with a 

membership base largely eligible for the ACP – from rural to multicultural organizations 

– should also be encouraged to make sure all members are aware that the program exists 

and are equipped with materials that they can share with members to ensure they 

understand how to take advantage of it.  

3. The FCC should continue conferring with local organizers and carriers where penetration 

is highest to understand what they did to promote the EBB, why it worked and how it can 

be replicated with the ACP. Across the map, there’s also significant variation in the 

Lifeline participation rate, ranging from two percent in Montana to 62 percent in Puerto 

Rico. There’s something to be discovered from the differences in broadband benefit 

program participation rates across the map. 

 

CONCLUSION 

With internet access now required for working remotely, accessing telemedicine, learning 

virtually, engaging in e-commerce and enjoying the ever-expanding program offerings of a 

variety of streaming services, broadband connectivity has never been more necessary for 
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everyday living. Through the Emergency Broadband Benefit, and now the Affordable 

Connectivity Program, “We’ve got a generational chance to really make sure that no household, 

no person…in this country is left on the wrong side of the digital divide,” as FCC Chair 

Rosenworcel recently stated. With implementation of the ACP, striving for a consumer-centric 

process that is transparent and easy-to-navigate is America’s best shot at closing the broadband 

affordability gap. By allocating $42.5 billion for broadband infrastructure deployment and $14.2 

billion to help low-income households afford service, Congress is finally bringing universal 

broadband within reach. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 
Rick Boucher 
Former Congressman (D-VA) 
Honorary Chairman, Internet Innovation Alliance 
 

 
Bruce Mehlman 
Founding Co-Chair, Internet Innovation Alliance 
 

 
Kim Keenan 
Co-Chair, Internet Innovation Alliance 


