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I. INTRODUCTION

On Wednesday, February 28, 2018, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold a hearing to discuss the Federal Overhaul of the Lifeline Program and its Effect on Low-Income New Yorkers.
II. BACKGROUND
Since the enactment of the Communications Act of 1934, the federal government has promoted universal service policies.
 According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), such policies are “rooted in the principle that all Americans should have access to communications services.”
 
In 1985, under President Ronald Reagan, the FCC established the Lifeline program to assist qualifying low-income households with monthly telecommunications service.
 Lifeline was designed to subsidize traditional landline service, but it was expanded to also cover mobile service in 2005.
 In 2016, the FCC expanded the program again to include subsidies for broadband service.

Telecommunications carriers fund Lifeline, and they may pass these charges to ratepayers on their monthly bill.
 These funds are then contributed to the Universal Service Fund (USF), a fund administered by the Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC).
 The FCC established the USAC, a non-profit entity, in 1997 to administer all of the USF’s telecommunications programs.
 In addition to Lifeline, these programs include the Schools and Libraries (E-rate) Program, the Rural Health Care Program, and the High Cost Program.
 Approximately $10 billion is made available annually to cover the cost of these programs.
   

Through these contributions, the USAC provides $9.25 per month per qualifying- low-income consumer to participating voice and broadband carriers.
 This contribution may be in the form of a reimbursement. The carriers in turn pass this contribution to each low-income household that enrolls in the Lifeline program by reducing their monthly charges.
 Lifeline customers do not receive a direct stipend.  
III. FCC LIFELINE REFORMS AND CONCERNS
A. Reforms 

On November 16, 2017, the FCC filed a Fourth Report and Order, Order on

Reconsideration, Memorandum Opinion and Order, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, and Notice of Inquiry related to reforms to the Lifeline Program.


The Fourth Report and Order refers to the enhancement of Lifeline support on tribal lands. The Order on Reconsideration refers to increasing Lifeline benefit portability, clarifies the application of lifeline support, and minimizes document retention policies for providers. The Memorandum Opinion and Order clarifies the definition of mobile broadband as a network that uses at least 3G mobile technologies and not Wi-Fi technologies (such as mobile hotspots). The Notice of Proposed Rulemaking proposes several reforms:

· Eliminate the Lifeline Broadband Provider category of eligible telecommunications carriers (ETCs) and to give state commissions the authority to determine ETCs; 
· Partner with states to implement the National Verifier;
· Limit Lifeline support to facilities-based, voice-capable broadband service and discontinue support for non-facilities-based service;
· Continue phase down of Lifeline support for voice-only services except those in rural areas;
· Seek comment on allowing providers to meet the minimum service standards through plans that provide subscribers with “units” that can be used for either voice minutes or broadband service;
· Seek comment on eliminating the equipment requirement, which was previously adopted without comment;
· Improve program audits;
· Reform eligibility verification procedures;
· Increase reports and transparency with state agencies;
· Adopt a self-enforcing budget that would cease funding in a given period if the Lifeline $2.25 billion budget is exceeded or permit the cap to be exceeded followed by a reduction in spending in the next period;
· Limit the discount subscribers receive on their telecommunications service, after which costs of service would be borne by the qualifying household; and 
· Target low-income consumers who have not yet adopted broadband service.

The Notice of Inquiry seeks comment on targeting funds to areas and households “most in need of help obtaining digital opportunity” and encourage broadband deployment in areas where providers do not have sufficient incentive to make it available, such as rural areas and rural tribal areas.
 It also seeks comment on whether the Commission should implement a benefit limit that “restricts the amount of support a household may receive or the length of time a household may participate in the program.”
 Lastly, the Commission seeks comments on the goals and metrics it should use to determine if Lifeline is achieving the purpose of closing the digital divide.
 
According to the FCC, the reforms addressed in these filings would direct Lifeline funds to the areas in which they are most needed, ensure that the program operates consistent with the Communications Act, clarify rules to provide greater certainty to providers and consumers, and improve the administration of the program to lessen the burdens on providers by removing unnecessary regulations to reduce the demands on ratepayers and enhance consumer choice. Lastly, the FCC states that the reforms would help address waste, fraud, and abuse.

B. Advocacy group concerns 

Various civil rights organizations have expressed concern over the FCC proposals, some of whom some assert that the reforms would “debilitate” the Lifeline program.
 According to the Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, a coalition of over 200 national organizations, the proposal to focus on facilities-based providers would eliminate resellers who service about 70 percent of current Lifeline participants.
 Further, continuing the phase-down of voice-service in urban, but not rural, areas would undermine access to critical services like 911.
 
In addition, the coalition argues that imposing a budget cap and a lifetime cap of Lifeline support could “create unpredictability for low-income people” and facilitate providers exiting the program prior to rule adoption as revenue generation will not be certain.
 The coalition also argues that requiring subscribers to pay, when they had previously been able to receive free service, would leave some customers who cannot afford payments without service altogether.
 Presently, 85% of Lifeline subscribers receive free service.
 

IV. CONCLUSION

The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony from the Administration and advocates regarding the effect of the proposed reforms on New Yorkers, measures to maintain Lifeline access and affordability to low-income and vulnerable populations, and what the City can do locally to enhance telecommunications access for New Yorkers in spite of these potential federal reforms. 
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