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Introduction 

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

response to the Notice1 issued by the Department of Commerce’s National Telecommunications 

and Information Administration (NTIA) on January 5, 2022. 

 We appreciate the opportunity to offer input on the design and implementation of the 

programs through which NTIA will distribute more than $48 billion in broadband infrastructure 

funding. The United States stands at a pivotal moment. The pandemic exposed the urgency of 

universal broadband, exacerbating hardship for the 21 million Americans without an internet 

connection capable of supporting remote learning, telehealth visits and work teleconferences.2 

There is, at long last, a collective national focus on closing the digital divide, as well as 

unprecedented federal investments newly available to advance the universal broadband 

imperative. The simple goal is to connect every American regardless of their location or 

socioeconomic status. 

It is critical that the broadband funds for which the NTIA is responsible be carefully 

allocated so that the opportunity to reach universal broadband is not squandered.  

Every American should have broadband access. This belief has always been core to the 

Internet Innovation Alliance’s (IIA) mission to ensure that every American – regardless of race, 

income, or geography – has access to broadband internet. Since 2004, IIA has promoted public 

policies that advance 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. It’s time to end the waiting 

 
1 https://www.ntia.doc.gov/files/ntia/publications/fr-iija-broadband-rfc.pdf  
2 https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/assets/2019/07/broadbandresearchinitiative_factsheet_v2.pdf  
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game for the disconnected; all Americans need access to reliable, affordable broadband, and they 

need it now. 

 

  BROADBAND EQUITY, ACCESS AND DEPLOYMENT PROGRAM 

Among the $65 billion allocated for broadband in the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 

Act, $42.45 billion will be used to fund the Broadband Equity, Access and Deployment (BEAD) 

Program, a last-mile broadband development grant program administered by the NTIA. Below 

are recommendations for how to distribute the dollars: 

1) Ensure Agency Coordination  

NTIA should coordinate with the Federal Communications Commission and create a process 

for the BEAD that is consistent with the rules and standards established for the Affordable 

Connectivity Program (ACP), the long-term, $14 billion federal program that will replace the 

Emergency Broadband Benefit (EBB).  

BEAD should require providers selected for deployment to offer a low-cost broadband option 

to consumers. Creating a simple framework for a low-cost option to be delivered consistently 

across all states would streamline this aspect of the program, encouraging provider 

participation. Additionally, broadband providers’ existing low-cost offerings that fall within 

the framework should be accepted by NTIA to meet the requirement.  

From utilizing matching speed thresholds to adopting the same technology-neutral rules, the 

low-cost option stipulated by BEAD should be harmonized with the ACP to reduce 

confusion among both providers and consumers, which will support program effectiveness, 

efficacy and efficiency. 
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2) Avoid a Patchwork of Rules 

At least $100 million will be distributed by the NTIA to each of the various States (and the 

District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and Territories). Subgrants may be further distributed by 

states in accordance with a five-year action plan to be developed by the states and approved 

by NTIA. Similar to creating a single framework for a low-cost option to be used in every 

state, general rules for grants from the federal government and subgrants from the states 

should be uniform nationwide. A patchwork of rules that vary by state would lead to 

inconsistencies that complicate the process for both states and providers and could result in 

inequitable or inefficient fund distribution. 

3) Minimize Red Tape 

Rules for broadband infrastructure deployment should be limited, simple, transparent and 

straightforward to fast-track broadband reaching every corner of America. A cumbersome 

process could significantly delay deployment, which may not occur for 18-24 months at the 

earliest, even with cleanly designed programs. While sensible guidelines and processes 

should be outlined, excessive bureaucracy should be avoided. Forcing program participants 

to jump through unnecessary hoops will discourage participation, slow deployment, and 

significantly increase the program’s cost burden. 

4) Aggregate to Accelerate  

NTIA should promote a comprehensive approach to meeting deployment needs so that 

infrastructure projects are efficient and cost-effective. For example, rather than launching 

numerous micro-scale projects to connect isolated unserved pockets across the map, a single 

project with bigger-picture perspective can more efficiently satisfy connectivity needs.  
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DIGITAL EQUITY GRANT PROGRAMS 

While money from the BEAD can be used for “broadband adoption, including programs 

to provide affordable internet-capable devices,” its primary focus is infrastructure deployment. 

The Digital Equity Act (DEA), however, requires the NTIA to establish two new programs with 

$2.75 billion in federal grant funding for digital inclusion and should maintain laser focus on 

broadband adoption: 

 State Digital Equity Capacity Grant Program that will provide for state planning 

and implementation grants to bolster digital equity throughout all fifty States, the District 

of Columbia, and Puerto Rico ($60 million available to states in planning grants, for the 

purpose of developing a State Digital Equity Plan, and $1.44 billion to states for the 

purpose of implementing their plans) 

 Digital Equity Competitive Grant Program that will allow the NTIA to award 

grants to entities other than states to fund projects that are trying to achieve digital equity 

($1.25 billion in grant awards) 

These digital equity programs should tackle barriers to broadband adoption to bring every 

American into the digital fold, thereby accelerating economic growth and prosperity nationwide. 

According to the Pew Research Center, only 59 percent of adults with household incomes below 

$30,000 a year have a desktop or laptop computer, compared to 92 percent of households earning 

$100,000 or more a year.3 In addition, an April 2021 survey by the Center found that 26 percent 

of U.S. adults report that they usually need someone else to set up a new computer, smartphone 

or other electronic device or show them how to use it. Relatedly, 10 percent say they are not at 

all or only a little confident using computers, smartphones or other electronic devices to do the 

 
3 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/06/22/digital-divide-persists-even-as-americans-with-lower-incomes-
make-gains-in-tech-adoption/  
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things they need to do online. In total, three in 10 Americans (30 percent) say either of these 

things and are considered to have “lower tech readiness.”4 With the Affordable Connectivity 

Program (ACP) designated to address the cost barrier to broadband, these Digital Equity Grant 

Programs should hone in on device ownership and digital literacy, two other significant obstacles 

to broadband adoption. 

 To encourage provider participation in these important digital equity programs and 

ensure their success, the NTIA should steer clear of mandates that would diminish provider 

flexibility and create undue administrative burdens. 

Finally, states should harmonize the State Digital Equity Capacity Grant Program with 

other state-run digital equity programs so that the programs’ goals, funding and operations are 

coordinated. These programs should share leadership and oversight in order to best allocate 

resources, as well as avoid duplicative spending and efforts. 

 

CONCLUSION 

NTIA has a tremendous responsibility to judiciously implement multiple broadband 

deployment and adoption programs created by the IIJA – the BEAD program, the Tribal 

program and the Middle-Mile program, as well as the State Digital Equity Capacity Grant 

program and the Digital Equity Competitive Grant program, respectively. They also have a 

tremendous opportunity to truly transform America by facilitating the achievement of universal 

broadband.  

 
4 https://www.benton.org/blog/how-americans-have-used-internet-during-pandemic  
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While U.S. broadband providers pump close to $80 billion into our nation’s connectivity 

infrastructure every year,5 the $65 billion that the federal government is devoting to the digital 

divide could finally fill the remaining access gaps, solve adoption issues, and make broadband 

service affordable for low-income households.   

Connectivity for all is within reach…this is America’s moment. If the broadband 

programs for which NTIA is responsible are designed and implemented with consistency, 

transparency and simplicity in mind – and providers with proven track records are relied upon 

for infrastructure deployment – the digital divide will soon be a thing of the past. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 
Bruce Mehlman 
Founding Co-Chair, Internet Innovation Alliance 
 

 
Kim Keenan 
Co-Chair, Internet Innovation Alliance 
 
 

 
5 https://www.ustelecom.org/2020-broadband-providers-pump-another-79-4-billion-into-americas-connectivity-
infrastructure/  


