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Service Fund Bipartisan Working Group Request for Comment

September 15, 2025

A. The Inability to Connect to Broadband and Other Communications Services
Creates an Inequitable Society

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) writes today about the Universal Service Fund
because of its critical importance for systemic equality. Home broadband is necessary for
everyone in the United States to access their full potential. It offers the tools needed to work,
learn, access healthcare, and to connect with almost every facet of modern society. Likewise,
mobile service is an essential safety net for Americans that enables them to connect on the go.
They can use it to keep up with loved ones, schedule healthcare appointments, and call 911
during an emergency. Home broadband and mobile service are not always substitutes for one
another. Without the ability to make calls and texts and access data while out of the house — just
like without the ability to connect to broadband at home - individuals would be left behind.

Unfortunately, both services have been out of reach of a large percent of Americans for too
long. 23.3 percent of Americans in rural areas, and 27.7 percent of Americans on tribal lands
lack even the slowest broadband connections (25/3 mbps).! Likewise, 27% of African-American
and Latinx households didn’t subscribe to home internet in 2024.? Income is a key determinant
in who is connected to broadband. A mere 57% of households making less than $30,000 a year
have home broadband.? These same communities are also less likely to have mobile phone
service. Just 36% of households with incomes below $25,000 a year have both a wireless data
plan and a home broadband subscription (as compared to 75% of households with incomes above
$50,000).* Moreover, about 40% of Lifeline recipients are African American or Latinx and
nearly 37% reside in a rural area.’

While these numbers are disheartening, the Universal Service Fund (USF) has improved
broadband connectivity, and without it, marginalized communities will stand an even smaller
chance of breaking onto the right side of the digital divide. We write today in response to the
USF Working Group Request for Comment, to urge you to reform and expand the USF. The
USF can be a one-stop source for ongoing funding that can close the digital divide for good.
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B. USF Has Effectively Carried Out Section 254 of the Communications Act

Section 254 of the Communications Act enables the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC) to create policies that preserve and advance universal service.® According to the law,
these policies must ensure that quality telecommunications and information services are
available at just and affordable rates, and that service is available to those regardless of where in
the country they live.” Although this country still has a long way to go to achieve affordable,
universal connectivity, we have made significant progress because of the USF.

The high-cost fund’s work to build new networks in unserved areas has significantly reduced
the percentage of adults who can’t connect to broadband at home. In 2010, about 60% of adults
had broadband at home.® In 2021, that number shot up to about 77% of adults in 2021.° Small
rural broadband providers have also noted that they rely upon the high cost fund to support their
broadband deployment projects. In a survey of small rural broadband providers, 71% said they
would have had to cancel 2026 broadband deployment projects (representing almost 83% of
these companies’ planned broadband investments for the year) if the universal service fund
didn’t exist.!°

There are also countless anecdotes about how the Lifeline program has been a literal lifeline
for those in need. For example, one foster youth in San Jose was going to lose her own child if
she couldn’t attend a court mandated parenting class. Her Lifeline connection allowed her to
participate remotely. Another foster youth in college went from failing their class to getting a B,
by using their Lifeline connection to Zoom into their class and do schoolwork.!! The program
has also helped countless people get back on their feet, by enabling them to access critical
government resources. 2

And it’s not just households that are more connected. When the E-Rate program began
offering discounts to help schools and libraries obtain affordable telecommunications and
broadband access, less than a quarter of public libraries offered free public internet access. Now
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98.9 percent do.'* According to a recent survey of E-rate applicants, 87% said their school has
fast internet directly because of E-Rate.!'*

The rural healthcare program has also made it easier for individuals in rural communities to
access quality healthcare. Rural communities often lack the number of specialists and the
resources needed to handle complex medical cases. Telehealth allows rural residents to access
many of these services virtually, improving patient outcomes and reducing burden. According to
Congressional testimony, the UVA health system has connected 153 sites across the state of
Virginia to telemedicine, due in part to rural healthcare funds.!® Increased telemedicine has saved
Virginians not only 17 million miles of driving, but it has also saved lives.'¢ Telehealth has
reduced hospital readmissions by more than 40%. !’

Of course — our nation has not yet achieved universal service. Because high-cost fund grants
have been used to build relatively slow networks, the percent of the country served with
“broadband” will significantly decrease should the FCC (rightly) increase the broadband
threshold speed. And, Lifeline’s $9.25 subsidy hasn’t even come close to keeping up with the
cost of broadband service, which now hovers between $50-90 per month.'® The resulting limits
to minutes and data often leave individuals unable to fulfil their needs. For example, one Lifeline
recipient noted that they “had to completely cut out any virtual classes online training, or
appointments” because of the limit, while another is “unable to complete telehealth appointments
and schedule rides for medical transport” after their data runs out in the first week of the
month.!” But, it’s impossible to argue that the USF hasn’t significantly improved connectivity.
With tweaks to the contributions methodology, and to the programs within the fund, the USF can
continue to be a key driver of universal connectivity.

C. The Commission Must Add Broadband Adoption Programs to USF to
Promote Broadband Adoption
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Policies to promote broadband deployment alone are insufficient to achieve universal service.
Congress has recognized, on a bi-partisan basis, that affordability, access to a device, and digital
literacy skills are all necessary components of adoption. However, Congress cannot promote
these goals on its own. With reform, the USF can provide sustainable and reliable support for
adoption initiatives, including home broadband and mobile subsidies for households in need,
vouchers to offset the high cost of computers, and grants to help communities teach critical
digital literacy skills.

As the Supreme Court noted in FCC vs. Consumer Research, the FCC is well within its
authority to subsidize new services meeting the goals of Section 254. According to the Court,
given technological change “if universal service did not evolve... the program would have long
since become obsolete.”?’ Thus, in order for the program to survive, it must evolve. And this
was, in fact, Congress’s intent. The court noted that “the Act’s embrace of evolution — the
permission it gives the FCC to subside different services now than 30 years ago — ensures that
the universal-service program will be of enduring utility.”?!

Creating new programs within USF to promote universal connectivity would allow millions
of Americans to access education, employment, healthcare and social interaction. Moreover,
universal connectivity would improve our nation’s economy. Every 10 percent increase in
broadband penetration raises annual per-capita growth by .9-1.5 percent.?? Broadband access is
also associated with a 1.8 percent increase in the employment rate, with even larger effects in
rural and isolated areas.?® Internet access also improves educational outcomes — ultimately
improving lifetime economic outcomes. Students with fast home internet access have an overall
GPA of 3.18, as compared wo an average GPA of 2.81 for students with no internet access, and a
2.75 GPA for students with only a cell phone.?* Those with higher grades are more likely to go
onto postsecondary school, raising their median lifetime earnings by up to $900,000.%
Ultimately, investing in broadband adoption through a reformed USF will improve the lives of
individuals who currently can’t connect, and improve our nation as a whole.

a. The FCC Should Create a New Broadband Subsidy Program within USF

Affordability is key to universal adoption of telecommunications and information services.
However, the cost of broadband far exceeds what many low-income families can afford. In fact,
one of the top reasons that households don’t subscribe to the internet is because they can’t afford
to. And that’s likely because broadband in the U.S is amongst the most expensive in the world.
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The average US household pays $84.37 a month, as compared to $46.83 in Europe and $64.29 in
Asia.?® Additionally, half of low-income households who do subscribe to broadband are
“subscription vulnerable,” meaning they would be subject to service interruption during
financially difficult times.?’

While it existed, the Affordable Connectivity Program helped more than 20 million
households connect to the internet.?® Unfortunately, since the program ran out of funds, the
Brattle group has estimated that nearly 5 million households lost their broadband connections.?
Millions more likely downgraded their connections. And others had to make difficult choices to
stay connected. According to a survey by the National Lifeline Association, 40% of ACP
households had to cut their spending on food to pay their monthly internet bills after the end of
the program.

9

Creating a broadband subsidy within the USF would ensure that price is not a barrier to
broadband adoption. Because the average household has, and needs, both home and mobile
internet, this new broadband subsidy could be used to fund home broadband, while a reformed
Lifeline program could be used to fund wireless service. Keeping these programs separate will
prevent families from having to pick one service or the other.

The ACLU will not weigh in on the exact amount of this subsidy, particularly because of the
fast-evolving nature of broadband pricing, and the slow-moving nature of policymaking.
However, we believe that the FCC should ensure that the subsidy amount is high enough that
households can access high speed home internet without a co-pay. When determining the subsidy
amount, the FCC should consider what activities households must be able to access to fully
engage in modern life. Today, households regularly need to join video calls, stream content, and
conduct other high-bandwidth activities — requiring speeds of at least 100mbps.>! However, as
technology continues to evolve, household internet speed requirements will also evolve. Because
higher speeds often cost more, the Commission should bi-annually reevaluate both household
internet needs, and typical internet prices, and adjust the benefit amount accordingly. As the
Supreme Court noted in FCC vs. Consumer Research, Section 254 “embrace[es]... evolution,”
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and the program can only evolve if the benefit facilitates the ability of beneficiaries to connect to
the same quality internet as other households across the country.>?

As noted above, the FCC must also ensure that eligible households do not have to pay a co-
pay for service (meaning the subsidy should cover the full amount of service). Not only does
nearly every Lifeline recipient surveyed by the National Lifeline Association claims they cannot
afford an additional monthly payment for broadband service, but about half also note that they
don’t have a bank account, making it logistically impossible for them to contribute to their
broadband service regardless of their ability to afford it.>* Accordingly, the only way the subsidy
can effectively connect households in need is to ensure that the subsidy covers the full cost of a
household’s home internet.

The ACLU will also not weigh in on who, exactly, should be eligible for this new benefit
except to say that in order to secure universal service, eligibility should be sufficiently broad so
that all individuals in need can access the benefit. We will also note that it is important for
verification of eligibility to be as easy as possible both to increase enrollment and to reduce the
likelihood of waste, fraud, abuse, or mistakes. To do this, we suggest that this benefit use the
already established National Verifier, and that the National Verifier increase its connections with
relevant state databases, subject to compliance with the Privacy Act of 1974 and related laws.
When the National Verifier is connected to the appropriate state databases, eligible individuals
need only enter their identifying information and the assistance program that qualifies them to be
eligible into the National Verifier website. However, when these connections do not exist,
individuals must undergo manual verification by submitting documentation proving that they
participate in a qualifying program (either online or through the mail). According to the
Government Accountability Office, more than 2/3 of individuals who undergo manual
verification do not complete their applications.** This is likely because of the difficulty of
obtaining and submitting documentation when these individuals already lack an internet
connection. Thus, the FCC should prioritize data sharing agreements with relevant state
databases.

Ultimately, the most important component of this new program is that it is funded through
the USF, and doesn’t rely solely upon whims of Congress. By nature, Congressional funding is
not predictable or sustainable. It is subject not just to the whims of the party in charge, but to
Congress’s ability to pass legislation altogether. Funding a home broadband subsidy through the
USF would promote universal service by ensuring that the FCC knows not only that it will have
funding, but will know how much funding it has, in advance.

b. The FCC Should Reform Lifeline to Serve as a Mobile Broadband Subsidy
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The new home broadband subsidy should work in conjunction with a reformed Lifeline
program to ensure that all households can afford access to both home broadband and cell phone
service. The Commission can do this by modifying the Lifeline program so that it better supports
mobile voice, text and data plans.

Although access to broadband is important, those looking to thrive in modern society also
need access to mobile voice, text and data. The FCC itself has noted that phone service is not
outdated and “many consumers have demanded and will continue to demand voice
communications.”*> And, as noted above, mobile service is critical for safety — as it enables
individuals to call for help, schedule healthcare appointments, and find life-saving information
while on the go. However, like broadband, mobile connections are often too expensive. The
average cell phone bill is $141 a month.*¢

The vast majority of Lifeline subscribers already use their benefit for voice service
(oftentimes bundled with broadband).?” Modifying the program to subsidize only mobile service,
while creating a new broadband subsidy program that would fund only home internet, will
ensure that low-income and marginalized households have access to everything they need to stay
connected. In order to make Lifeline an effective mobile subsidy, the Commission should
significantly increase the subsidy amount to keep pace with the cost of a cell phone plan. The
Commission should also remove the one per household limitation so that every member of a
household can connect while outside of the house. In today’s world where families are not
together all day, it is no longer realistic or fair to expect multi-member households to share just
one cell phone.

¢. The Commission Must Create a Device Subsidy Within USF

Although the average household has 22 connected devices8, 1 in 7 households don’t have
even a single computer.*® Those who don’t have a computer are disproportionately Black,
Latinx, rural, or low-income. Black and Latinx households are two times less likely than white
households to have a device.*’ Rural households are also less likely to have a device -- with
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nearly 30% of rural Americans saying they don't own a desktop or laptop computer.*! In
addition, more than 40% of low-income adults don’t own a desktop or laptop.** And, many
households don’t have enough computers for everyone in the household to connect
simultaneously. The inability to afford a computer is one of the key reasons that non-broadband
users say they don’t have broadband at home.* In fact, the FCC has already recognized that the
“lack of access to affordable equipment, including computers... is a significant barrier to
broadband adoption among low-income consumers.”**

Absent a device, low income, rural, and marginalized consumers are beholden to public
spaces, like libraries, to connect to the internet. But, what happens if a household needs to
connect after library hours? Or what if the family, particularly a family in rural America, does
not have a mode of transportation to reach a public computer? While many low-income
households do have a cell phone, it’s incredibly difficult to write papers, apply for jobs, or fill
out forms, on a mobile device.

The Commission can increase broadband adoption by creating a device voucher program
within the USF. This program should be modeled off of the Device Access for Every American
Act, with some modifications. That legislation would provide low-income families with multiple
vouchers that they can use to purchase a computer or tablet directly from a retailer or device
refurbisher.*> Vouchers can be used to pay for an eligible device, as well as taxes, shipping and
warranties. Like with the Device Access for Every American Act, vouchers should be limited to
computers, tablets and similar devices that are suitable for working and learning remotely. As
written in the legislation, the Commission should set evolving minimum standards for devices
and adjust the voucher amount to keep pace with the average price of a device, so that
beneficiaries have the same opportunities as others for a quality connection.

Unlike in the Device Access for Every American Act, however, the voucher should be given
to each eligible individual, instead of each eligible household. This will enable each member of a
household to connect simultaneously — ensuring families don’t have to choose between a child
attending online classes or a parent completing a telehealth appointment. It will also promote
parity with the average household who, as noted above, has an average of 22 devices per
household.*

Additionally, it is critical that the device voucher program enable customers to secure a new
device when their old one no longer works, or becomes too outdated, lest the device divide open
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up again. The average computer only works for 3-5 years.*” Thus, the Commission should create
mechanisms to offer eligible individuals’ new vouchers every 3-5 years, or when the individual
can prove that, through no fault of their own, their device has stopped working.

d. The FCC Should Create a Digital Literacy Grant Program Within USF

The lack of digital literacy skills are a tremendous barrier to closing the digital divide. A
startling 1/3 of working adults lack digital skills.*® Older Americans, those with limited English
proficiency, and lower income households are more likely to lack digital skills.** Additionally,
older people of color have lower levels of digital skills than their white counterparts.>
According to a study by the Pew Research Center, just 4% of Americans can correctly answer all
nine questions on a digital knowledge survey created by Pew.>!

Through the Digital Equity Act Congress had invested nearly $3 billion in improving digital
skills, and securing access to devices.>? Unfortunately, the Trump administration repealed the
program, leaving a significant number of Americans without the digital skills they need to get by
in the modern world. As noted by Congress in the Digital Equity Act, “achieving digital equity
for all people of the United States requires additional and sustained investment and research
efforts.”>3

The Commission can take advantage of a reformed USF to create a permanent, and expanded
program supporting digital equity initiatives, such as digital literacy training, Al literacy, and
digital navigation. One option the Commission can consider is creating a Digital Equity
Foundation, as proposed by Senator Lujan, within USF.>* This foundation would be an
independent body that can promote digital literacy, digital inclusion and digital equity by
awarding grants to community organizations, leveraging private sector resources, and collecting
data. Creating this program within the USF will allow the trusted community groups who have
improved digital equity in their communities continue to do so. Each grant should be for multiple
years, and have flexible usage, so that each community can decide for its self the best way to
remedy its connectivity barriers.

4 Derek Walter, How long do computers last? 10 signs you need a new one, Business News Daily (February 21,
2023), https://www.businessnewsdaily.com/65-when-to-replace-the-companycomputers.html.

4 Amanda Bergson-Shilcock, The new landscape of digital literacy, National Skills Coalition at 4 (May 2020),
https://nationalskillscoalition.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/12/05-20-2020-NSC-New-Landscape-of-
DigitalLiteracy.pdf.

4 Tan Hecker, Shayne Spaulding and Daniel Kuehn, Digital skills and older workers, supporting success in training
and employment in a digital world, Urban Institute at 2 (September 2021),
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/104771/digital-skills-andolder-workers_0.pdf.

50 1d

5! Olivia Didoti and Emily A. Vogels, What Americans Know About Al,

Cybersecurity and Big Tech, Pew Research Center (August 17, 2023),
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/08/17/what-americans-know-aboutai-cybersecurity-and-big-tech/.

32 Yvette Scorse, NDIA Celebrates the Senate Passage of the Infrastructure Bill, National Digital Inclusion Alliance
(August 10, 2021), https://www.digitalinclusion.org/blog/2021/08/10/infrastructure-bill/.

53 Digital Equity Act of 2021, H.R.1841 Sec 3 (3) (2021).

54 Digital Equity Act Foundation Act, S. 4865 (2022).



https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/08/17/what-americans-know-aboutai-cybersecurity-and-big-tech/

The newest component of this program would be enabling grantees to offer Al literacy
training. Al offers a wealth of benefits, but also raises a significant number of concerns —
including the proliferation of deepfakes, security concerns, and inaccurate responses to queries.
Approximately 78% of Americans worried about Al being used to impersonate people.>> For
example, in 2024, a Brooklyn couple received a call from their loved ones who were screaming
that they were going to be harmed if the couple did not send five hundred dollars to an unknown
Venmo account.’® Following the couple's transaction to save their family's life, they discovered
that the terrified voices of their loved ones were all A.I.-generated.>’ The Al digital literacy
classes provided by the commission can help individuals better identify deepfakes, so that they
are not duped. It can also help them navigate Al-generated search results to better understand
when the results may not be accurate. These programs need not focus only on ways to protect
themselves from the potential harms of Al -- they can also position individuals to make the best
use of Al to improve their daily lives — including increasing their efficiency and fostering
creativity.

D. The FCC Should Reform the USF Contributions Methodology

While the Universal Service Fund has helped connect millions of households, its current
contributions mechanism is not sustainable. Although the demand for broadband has
significantly increased, the FCC has not changed its contributions mechanism since the USF was
adopted more than 25 years ago. Accordingly, the contribution fee has increased from about 7%
to approximately 36%, and the fund is still not sufficiently robust to ensure universal adoption.>®

While the Commission has full authority to reform its own contributions mechanism, so far,
it has been unwilling to do so. Accordingly, we urge Congress to require the Commission to
change its contributions mechanism. Reforming the contributions mechanism, instead of leaving
USF to the vagaries of the appropriations process will enable the FCC to maintain a specific and
predictable funding mechanism.

One viable option for contributions reform is to assess broadband internet access (BIAS)
revenues. If the FCC were to expand the contribution base to include broadband internet access
revenues, it could raise upwards of 280 billion dollars a year.’® With such a significant increase
in funding, the FCC could create vital new programs to ensure universal adoption (like a fixed
broadband subsidy, device voucher subsidy, and digital literacy program) and still keep the
contributions factor significantly lower than it is today. While assessments for BIAS may be
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passed onto consumers, we urge the Commission to exempt those who can least afford that fee —
like households who receive USF support — from it. This exemption will ensure that the USF has
robust enough support to create and maintain new programs, without jeopardizing broadband
adoption for low income households who cannot afford to pay a single dollar more for the
service.

E. Conclusion

The USF plays a critical part in reducing the digital divide. However, with modifications, the
USF can do more than reduce the digital divide — it can end it. We urge Congress to require the
FCC to reform the USF contributions methodology. Once they do, we urge the Commission to
ensure that the USF can be used to promote the affordability of service and devices, and improve
digital literacy skills.



