May 12, 2022

President Joe Biden

Vice President Kamala Harris

U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo
NTIA Administrator Alan Davidson

1401 Constitution Ave NW

Washington, DC 20230

Dear President Biden, Vice President Harris, Secretary Raimondo, and Administrator Davidson,

Congress has given the National Telecommunications and Information Administration
(NTIA) an opportunity to significantly and equitably narrow the digital divide. The NTIA can only
realize this opportunity and achieve equitable, universal connectivity if it focuses on consumers’
needs over the desires of industry. While the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (lIJA)
envisions a role for states in planning and implementation, it also clearly intends for the NTIA to
set minimum standards, prescribe best practices, exercise oversight over the states’ proposals,
and determine who can access a low-cost broadband plan.

Universal equitable connectivity could be imperiled if the NTIA fails to use its
congressional authority. While each state has unique needs, enabling states to use IIJA money
however they wish could eliminate the digital divide in some states, while leaving it wide open in
others that have less broadband expertise or are more susceptible to industry lobbying efforts.
Had Congress intended for each state to do exactly what it wanted to, Congress would have
created a block grant program. Instead, it gave the NTIA the explicit authority to prescribe
mandatory best practices to ensure network reliability, authorized the NTIA to provide guidance
to states on how to prioritize deployment projects, and required the NTIA to approve state plans
for both use of the money and for the contours of a low-cost option."

The NTIA should appropriately exercise this authority in its Notice of Funding
Opportunity by setting minimum standards for proposed projects. For example, the NTIA should
require states to prioritize scalable, symmetrical projects. This will ensure that every state has
networks that meet consumer needs well into the future (and won’t need more government
funding to upgrade). The NTIA can also promote equitable access to broadband competition by
requiring states to prioritize open-access projects.

Additionally, the NTIA should exercise its oversight authority by working with states to
develop and revise their state plans for the Broadband Equity, Access, & Deployment program
(BEAD), the digital equity grant program, and the low-cost option. By explicitly requiring states
to create plans, subject to the NTIA advice and approval, Congress clearly intended for the
NTIA to impart its expertise upon states that have traditionally had fewer resources to close the
digital divide. If the NTIA were to instead merely rubber stamp state plans, it could eviscerate

! See 47 USC 1702 Secs. 60102(b)(4); (c)(4); (c)(4)(e)D)i): (h)(5)(B)(ii).



Congress’s intent that consumers across the nation have access to affordable, reliable
broadband.

For example, US Telecom has proposed letting BEAD recipients fulfill their obligation to
create a low-cost option by merely participating in the Federal Communications Commission’s
(FCC'’s) Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP).% Not only does this proposal violate canons of
statutory interpretation by conflating two separate programs, but it also would allow internet
service providers to completely avoid the public interest obligations that justify their use of IIJA
funds. BEAD funds are intended to bring infrastructure where no infrastructure (or inadequate
infrastructure) exists today. ACP, by contrast, provides eligible households with access to
infrastructure with a subsidy to make broadband affordable. Mandating an affordable plan for
BEAD recipients is intended by Congress as a separate public interest obligation on those who
take federal money to build their infrastructure.

Allowing carriers to satisfy the low-cost plan obligation simply by participating in ACP
would also leave customers in the lurch after just a few years when the ACP runs out of funding,
enabling providers to effectively avoid offering any new low-cost service at all.®> As Secretary
Raimondo noted in her testimony before the Senate Commerce Committee: “We are crystal
clear that every provider who accepts even a penny of federal money must provide a low-cost
option.” The only way to ensure this is for the NTIA to work with states to retool plans that don’t
adhere to the law and which don’t offer consumers an affordable, reliable internet connection.

While we hope that most states would not implement bad faith proposals that favor
industry over consumers, we cannot underestimate the power of corporate lobbying to exploit
states without the resources to develop their own broadband expertise. In 2018, telecom
companies spent a combined $4.7 million just in California, just to lobby against net neutrality.®
To directly compare corporate and public interest lobbying power: AT&T alone spent more than
$1.6 million on campaign contributions and ballot measures in 2018.% By contrast, the consumer
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group Electronic Frontier Foundation spent just $56,000 on all of its California lobbying.” Given
the incredible disparity in lobbying power, the public interest community relies on the NTIA to
protect communities across the country from undue influence.

The public also relies upon the NTIA to fulfill President Biden’s promise to “lower the cost
of high-speed internet for all Americans.”® Currently, broadband prices in the United States are
amongst the highest in the world — making it challenging for many people, and not just the
lowest income people, to afford.® The NTIA cannot fulfill the President’s promise unless it
enables every customer of BEAD recipients to purchase a low-cost option. As Vice President
Harris said, “Every person in our nation, no matter how much they earn, should be able to afford
high-speed internet.”'® Congress explicitly required the NTIA to determine who should have
access to the low cost option — the answer should be everyone.

Thank you for your leadership at this time. Please feel free to reach out with any
additional questions.

Sincerely,
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