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By the Chief, Wireline Competition Bureau:
I.

INTRODUCTION

1.
In this Order, the Wireline Competition Bureau (Bureau) denies recent petitions for
waiver filed by the New York State Public Service Commission, the State of Vermont, the Georgia Public
Service Commission, the Connecticut Public Utilities Regulatory Authority, and the Nebraska Public
Service Commission (collectively, Petitioners).1 These petitions seek to postpone the scheduled full
launch for the National Lifeline Eligibility Verifier (National Verifier) in their respective states until the
National Verifier has established an automated connection with a state eligibility database. We find that
the Petitioners have not shown good cause to delay implementation of the National Verifier in their
respective states.
2.
At the outset, we note that the Petitioners ask the Federal Communications Commission
(Commission or FCC) to solve a problem they have themselves largely created. For example, USAC and
Commission staff worked diligently with New York staff through 2016 and 2017 to the point where the
parties finalized the statutorily required Computer Matching Agreement (CMA) and the FCC signed the
agreement on August 27, 2017.2 When USAC presented the signed CMA to New York for signature,
New York declined to sign it,3 forcing USAC to halt final development work and testing with New York.
Despite repeated efforts by USAC and FCC staff to obtain New York’s signature on the CMA over the
following two years, New York refused to engage with USAC in moving forward with an automated
1
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eligibility database connection—until September 2019, mere weeks before New York was set for hard
launch. To the extent the Petitioners have concerns about the launch of the National Verifier in a timely
manner, we suggest the states prioritize establishing an automated connection in a timely manner going
forward.
II.

BACKGROUND

3.
In the 2016 Lifeline Order, the Commission announced the creation of the National
Verifier, which was designed to make eligibility determinations and perform a variety of other functions
necessary to enroll subscribers into the Lifeline program.4 As explained in the 2016 Lifeline Order, “[t]he
Commission’s key objectives for the National Verifier are to protect against and reduce waste, fraud, and
abuse; to lower costs to the Fund and Lifeline providers through administrative efficiencies; and to better
serve eligible beneficiaries by facilitating choice and improving the enrollment experience.”5 The
National Verifier was intended to replace the previous patchwork verification system used by service
providers and states to verify Lifeline eligibility by providing a central point of verification.6 The
National Verifier was also designed to “close one of the main avenues historically leading to fraud and
abuse in the Lifeline program: Lifeline providers determining subscriber eligibility.”7 The 2016 Lifeline
Order outlined a plan for implementation of the National Verifier, directed the Universal Service
Administrative Company (USAC) to build it, and set an expectation that the National Verifier would be
launched in all states and territories by December 31, 2019.8
4.
A Lifeline applicant’s eligibility can be established by demonstrating, among other
things, that the applicant participates in one of several federal aid programs: Medicaid, Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Supplemental Security Income, Federal Public Housing
Assistance, or the Veterans and Survivors Pension Benefit.9 As part of its National Verifier
responsibilities, USAC has established automated connections between the National Verifier and
numerous federal and state databases in order to assess as efficiently as possible an applicant’s eligibility
for Lifeline. For example, the National Verifier has established automated connections to the Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) for the Medicaid program and to the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) for the Federal Public Housing Assistance program (FPHA). In
addition, since SNAP eligibility data is maintained by states, USAC must work with every state to get
permission for the National Verifier connection to that state’s SNAP database. When determining an
applicant’s eligibility, the National Verifier first checks all automated connections to federal databases as
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well as any available state databases.10 If the applicant’s eligibility cannot be verified via an automated
data source, the National Verifier collects and reviews eligibility documentation from the applicant.11
5.
New York State Public Service Commission Waiver Petition. In its Waiver Petition filed
on October 7, 2019, the New York State Public Service Commission (NYPSC) requests a delay of the
October 23, 2019 National Verifier full launch date until either: (1) the National Verifier establishes a
connection with the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA); or (2)
December 31, 2019, whichever is later.12 The NYPSC argues that a temporary delay of the hard launch
will serve the public interest because it would prevent current qualified Lifeline consumers from being
de-enrolled during the eligibility reverification process while the New York OTDA and USAC work to
enter into a data sharing agreement. The NYPSC further argues that strict adherence to the announced
launch date would “likely cause otherwise eligible low-income consumers to be denied Lifeline benefits
during this transitional period.”13 The NYPSC also claims that absent an extension of time, low-income
consumers in New York could face hardship because Lifeline services are critical to their health, safety,
and well-being.14 The NYPSC argues that without an automated connection to state data, USAC will
need to manually verify consumers whose eligibility cannot be verified via the federal Medicaid and
FPHA data sources, a process that the NYPSC claims is more labor-intensive and error-prone.15 The
NYPSC asserts that there have been lower participation and reverification rates in states where the
National Verifier has hard launched and that its request is consistent with a Lifeline Resolution adopted
by NARUC in July 2019.16
6.
State of Vermont Waiver Petition. On October 10, 2019, the State of Vermont filed a
Petition for Waiver that is similar—and in some places identical to—the NYPSC Waiver Petition.
Vermont requests a six-month waiver of the full launch date for the National Verifier, which is also
currently scheduled for October 23, 2019.17 Vermont argues that a waiver will “(1) prevent current
qualified Lifeline consumers from being de-enrolled and (2) continue to allow qualified low-income
consumers to access Lifeline benefits while Vermont and USAC work on a state database sharing
agreement that would allow for the automated verification of a consumer’s low income status and Lifeline
eligibility.”18 Vermont argues that implementing the scheduled hard launch on October 23, 2019 is not in
the public interest because it would prevent otherwise eligible consumers from receiving critical Lifeline
services.19 Vermont expresses concern that because the National Verifier does not have an automated
10
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connection to state eligibility data, Lifeline applicants will need to submit eligibility documentation,
which the state argues is more labor intensive and prone to errors.20 Vermont also claims that “Lifeline
eligibility, Lifeline re-verification of the eligibility of existing Lifeline subscribers, and Lifeline
participation have dropped precipitously in states where USAC has hard-launched the Verifier and where
there is no low-income database connection.”21 Vermont also argues that application failure rates are
higher where there is no automated state connection (compared to states with an automated connection)
and that failure rates for applications requiring manual review in states where there is no automated
connection are much higher than in states where there is an automated connection.22
7.
Georgia Public Service Commission Waiver Petition, Nebraska Public Service
Commission Petition, and Connecticut Public Utilities Regulatory Authority Waiver Petition. On October
16, 2019, the Georgia Public Service Commission (PSC) filed a Petition for Waiver that is similar and in
some places identical to the NYPSC Petition, requesting a waiver of the full launch of the National
Verifier in Georgia until the state has achieved a state eligibility database connection with the National
Verifier.23 Additionally, on October 18, 2019, the Nebraska Public Service Commission (PSC) and the
Connecticut Public Utilities Regulatory Authority filed Petitions for Waivers that are similar and in some
places identical to the previously-filed petitions, requesting a waiver of the full launch of the National
Verifier for an additional six months,24 and nine months,25 respectively. These Petitioners argue that a
temporary delay of the hard launch will serve the public interest because it would prevent current
qualified Lifeline consumers from being de-enrolled during the eligibility reverification process while the
state and USAC work to enter into a data sharing agreement and strict adherence to the announced launch
date would “cause many otherwise eligible low-income consumers not to receive critical Lifeline benefits
during this transitional period.”26 Additionally, the Georgia PSC and Connecticut argue that without an
automated connection to state data, USAC will need to manually verify consumers whose eligibility
cannot be verified via the federal Medicaid and FPHA data sources, a process that they claim is more
labor-intensive and error-prone,27 and that there have been lower participation and reverification rates in
states where the National Verifier has hard launched.28 The Nebraska PSC further argues that because the
state administers Lifeline eligibility verification and recertification in that state, a delay will not result in
waste, fraud, and abuse.29
III.

DISCUSSION

8.
We conclude that postponing the scheduled full launch for the National Verifier, as
Petitioners have requested, is not warranted under the present circumstances.30 The 2016 Lifeline Order,
20
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which was released on April 27, 2016, outlined a plan for implementation of the National Verifier and set
an expectation that the National Verifier would be launched in all states and territories by December 31,
2019. As a result, all states and territories have been on notice since April 2016 that the National Verifier
would be launched by December 31, 2019 and have had ample opportunity to work with USAC and the
FCC over the last three and a half years to establish an automated connection to state eligibility data, if
the state or territory so chose. Over that period, USAC had numerous discussions with the Petitioners’
staff about automated connections to state databases and about the timing of the National Verifier
implementation in these states. Petitioners have failed to show why circumstances in their states justify
an extension of the implementation timeline.
9.
Contrary to the arguments raised by the Petitioners, the National Verifier is able to
promptly review and process Lifeline applications in states where the National Verifier has launched even
without automated connections to state eligibility databases because of the connections to the federal
eligibility data, as well as the eligibility document review process. The automated federal connections
verify the eligibility of a substantial percentage of Lifeline applicants who participate in Medicaid or
FPHA, including many applicants in Petitioners’ states. Any concerns that eligible consumers will not be
reverified or have their eligibility confirmed absent a connection to a state database have been
significantly mitigated by the CMS and FPHA connections.
10.
As support for their concerns, Petitioners reference May 2019 data. Notably, however,
the May 2019 data reflects activity from June 18, 2018 to March 31, 2019—before USAC had established
the CMS connection.31 With the addition of the CMS automated connection, many more applications will
have their initial eligibility verified and their ongoing eligibility reverified automatically.32 In the weeks
since USAC established the CMS automated connection (September 17, 2019 through October 14, 2019),
in states without automated state database connections, nearly 60% of applications to the National
Verifier have passed the automated eligibility checks. On average, an additional 9% of total applicants
could not initially be verified via an automated connection and have subsequently successfully verified
their eligibility by submitting documentation. Preliminary data during the soft launch period indicate that
the automated eligibility verification rate will be at or above the national average after the full launch in
Connecticut (69%), Nebraska (64%), New York (67%), and Vermont (67%). And while current soft
launch data indicate an automated eligibility verification rate in Georgia of 52%, this rate is based on a
low application volume and it has been USAC’s experience that the automated eligibility rate will
increase as the volume of applications to the National Verifier increases.

31
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11.
When an applicant is unable to be verified through an automated data source, he or she is
not precluded from enrolling in Lifeline and can submit eligibility documentation for the National
Verifier’s review.33 Low-income consumers that participate in SNAP will not be denied Lifeline service
solely due to a lack of an automated connection to a state database because these consumers will still be
able to qualify by submitting eligibility documentation. We believe that the National Verifier’s document
review process provides a reasonable approach for Lifeline applicants or subscribers seeking to
demonstrate their eligibility in these situations. The National Verifier provides guidance on a range of
documents that consumers may use to demonstrate their eligibility,34 and consumers may submit
documents through the National Verifier’s online portal, through the mail, or via their service provider.35
For documents submitted during business hours, the National Verifier conducts a review of the submitted
documents in an average of six minutes, and documents submitted by mail or outside of business hours
are reviewed in an average of nine hours.36 Additionally, during the one-time reverification of existing
subscribers’ eligibility upon the launch of the National Verifier in each state, the National Verifier will
also accept any qualifying eligibility documentation that the Lifeline subscriber’s service provider has
available, to avoid the need for additional consumer outreach altogether.37 In conclusion, contrary to the
claims of the Petitioners, the National Verifier document review process provides a reasonable alternative
for subscribers to demonstrate their eligibility; moving to full launch in the Petitioners’ states would
therefore not result in unnecessarily denying benefits to eligible applicants or subscribers.
12.
Petitioners have also argued that we should delay the National Verifier launch because of
concerns about having otherwise eligible consumers de-enrolled during the reverification process simply
because the National Verifier does not have a connection to the state SNAP databases.38 These concerns
are based on a misunderstanding of the reverification process. The National Verifier uses several
different methods to confirm a subscriber’s eligibility during reverification, which is the one-time process
used to confirm that all existing Lifeline subscribers are eligible for the Lifeline benefit. First and
foremost, no subscribers are de-enrolled simply because a state has not provided the National Verifier
access to a state eligibility database. Similar to the process described above for application eligibility
checks, during the reverification process, USAC conducts eligibility checks by first using available
database connections.39 Thus, the reverification process will use the automated connections available
33
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through CMS and HUD to reverify eligibility. If the National Verifier cannot confirm the consumer’s
eligibility through these automated connections, service providers are given the opportunity to submit
documentation to USAC to confirm the subscriber’s continued eligibility for Lifeline; since each of these
subscribers is already enrolled in Lifeline, service providers can be expected to have this eligibility
documentation on hand.40 If, however, the service provider fails to provide the National Verifier with
acceptable eligibility documentation, the National Verifier will give the existing Lifeline subscriber the
opportunity to provide eligibility documentation. Moreover, USAC also gives service providers the
opportunity to assist existing Lifeline subscribers in responding to the inquiry from the National
Verifier.41
13.
Petitioners argue that Lifeline recipients will lose access to important Lifeline services
that are critical to their health, safety, and well-being if we launch the National Verifier without a
connection to the state SNAP systems.42 We encourage all states to establish automated connections
between the National Verifier and relevant databases in their respective states and the FCC and USAC
remain willing to work with any states that seek to establish such connections. For the reasons discussed
above, however, even where there is no automated connection to a state database, the reverification of
continued eligibility is conducted in a timely and efficient manner by the National Verifier and
subscribers are given multiple opportunities to demonstrate continued eligibility for the Lifeline program.
As a result, existing eligible Lifeline subscribers will not lose access to Lifeline services.
14.
We also find that nationwide implementation of the National Verifier will serve the
public interest by fulfilling the objectives set forth in the Commission’s 2016 Lifeline Order of protecting
against and reducing waste, fraud, and abuse; lowering costs to the Universal Service Fund and Lifeline
providers through administrative efficiencies; and better serving eligible beneficiaries by facilitating
choice and improving the enrollment experience.43 We also note that the 2016 Lifeline Order’s goal of
improving the Lifeline program through a unified administrative system also applies to states in which a
state agency administers eligibility verification and recertification.44
15.
Finally, we note that the actions of the Petitioners themselves appear to have delayed
finalizing the SNAP connection with the National Verifier in each state, leading to the prospect of a hard
launch in each state without establishing additional automated connections. For example, at the initial
start of USAC’s efforts to develop the National Verifier, representatives from New York expressed strong
interest to the FCC and USAC in building a connection between the National Verifier and New York’s
databases. Beginning in late 2016, USAC and the FCC began working with New York to establish an
automated connection between the New York OTDA database and the National Verifier. These efforts
included negotiating a CMA, as required under the Privacy Act of 1974,45 and technical development of
the database connection. Both USAC and New York achieved considerable technical development
throughout 2017, and by August 2017, the technical development was nearly complete.
16.
At the same time, after several months of negotiations with New York, the parties
finalized all language for the CMA, which by statute was required to be approved and signed by the Data
Integrity Board at the FCC and by OTDA in New York. The computer matching agreement was then
40
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approved by the FCC’s Data Integrity Board and signed by the FCC on August 27, 2017.46 When USAC
presented the signed computer matching agreement to New York for signature, the State then declined to
sign it,47 forcing USAC to halt final development work and testing with New York. Moreover,
subsequent efforts to complete the automated connection to New York’s databases were undertaken by
the FCC and USAC in late 2017, early 2018, and late 2018, but all were unsuccessful due to New York’s
unwillingness to engage in any meaningful discussions towards finalizing the connection. USAC then
conducted further outreach to New York through the New York State Governor’s Washington, D.C.
Office during and after the February 2019 National Governors Association Meeting; New York, however,
did not take any further steps toward establishing an automated connection despite USAC’s outreach
efforts.
17.
Having no choice but to move forward, in June 2019, USAC announced that it would
begin the process of folding New York into the National Verifier. Not until September 2019—–more
than two years after New York could have finalized the connection between the National Verifier and its
databases with a computer matching agreement signature—–did New York express an interest to USAC
in moving forward with an automated eligibility database connection.
18.
Similarly, USAC was working with Vermont to establish a connection to the National
Verifier after the release of the 2016 Lifeline Order, and Vermont has also had ample time to pursue an
automated connection. In late 2016, USAC began working with Vermont to establish an automated
connection with the Department of Children and Families (DCF) database. USAC also began working in
parallel with the Vermont Department of Public Service (DPS).48 USAC spent 2017 working with DCF
to determine if the state would be able to sign the computer matching agreement developed by USAC and
the FCC, and USAC had several discussions with the DCF throughout 2017. In mid-2017, Vermont
requested that the Commission allow it to participate in the National Lifeline Accountability Database
(NLAD) instead of continuing to conduct its own duplicate check, which would require USAC to redirect
resources away from National Verifier work to migrating Vermont’s Lifeline subscriber data into the
NLAD.49 The Bureau granted Vermont’s request, and from late 2017 through 2018 USAC worked with
Vermont to load Vermont subscribers into the NLAD for the duplicate check function.50 After the
completion of that work, USAC continued discussions with Vermont about establishing an automated
National Verifier connection, and technical and legal discussions remain ongoing.
19.
Likewise, Georgia, Nebraska, and Connecticut have had sufficient time to establish
automated connections with the National Verifier for state eligibility data. Each of these states has
engaged in multiple discussions with USAC about establishing connections to the state databases and, had
the states worked with USAC in a timely manner, an automated connection could have been established
well before hard launch. For example, after negotiations that began in late 2016, the Georgia Department
of Human Services, Department of Children and Family Services entered into a Computer Matching

46
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Agreement with the FCC and USAC in April 2019,51 and a draft agreement from USAC to reimburse
Georgia for additional technical development has been with the state agency for review since May 2019.
In Nebraska, technical development of an automated connection has not begun because the Nebraska
Department of Health & Human Services has asked USAC to delay technical discussions regarding such
development until a CMA is finalized. Further, it is worth noting that Connecticut repeatedly informed
USAC from June 2018 to September 2019 that it was prohibited by state statute from sharing any
eligibility data with the National Verifier, and as a result, could not establish an automated connection
with the National Verifier—a fact which it does not mention in its Waiver Petition.
20.
In sum, we conclude that Petitioners have not asserted facts or circumstances sufficient to
meet the Commission’s waiver standard, nor do we find that the public interest would be served by
granting the requested waivers. Contrary to Petitioners’ arguments, launching the National Verifier in a
state without a connection to a state database will not deprive eligible consumers of Lifeline services.
The National Verifier is able to promptly review and process Lifeline applications even without
automated connections to state eligibility databases due to its connections to federal eligibility data, as
well as the eligibility document review process. Moreover, the National Verifier uses several other
effective methods to enroll a consumer even when that consumer’s eligibility cannot be determined via an
automated connection to a database. Delaying the launch in these states would also undermine the
Commission’s directive in its 2016 Order in which it set forth key objectives it sought to achieve in
establishing the National Verifier.52 We find that granting the Petitioners’ requests would be contrary to
meeting those objectives and, accordingly, deny the requests.
IV.

ORDERING CLAUSES

21.
ACCORDINGLY, IT IS ORDERED, pursuant to the authority contained in sections 1-4
and 254 of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended, 47 U.S.C. §§ 151-154 and 254, and sections
0.91, 0.291, and 1.3 of the Commission’s rules, 47 CFR §§ 0.91, 0.291, 1.3, that the request filed by the
New York State Public Service Commission is DENIED.
22.
IT IS FURTHER ORDERED, pursuant to the authority contained in sections 1-4 and 254
of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended, 47 U.S.C. §§ 151-154 and 254, and sections 0.91,
0.291, and 1.3 of the Commission’s rules, 47 CFR §§ 0.91, 0.291, 1.3, that the request filed by the State
of Vermont is DENIED.
23.
IT IS FURTHER ORDERED, pursuant to the authority contained in sections 1-4 and 254
of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended, 47 U.S.C. §§ 151-154 and 254, and sections 0.91,
0.291, and 1.3 of the Commission’s rules, 47 CFR §§ 0.91, 0.291, 1.3, that the request filed by the
Georgia Public Service Commission is DENIED.
24.
IT IS FURTHER ORDERED, pursuant to the authority contained in sections 1-4 and 254
of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended, 47 U.S.C. §§ 151-154 and 254, and sections 0.91,
0.291, and 1.3 of the Commission’s rules, 47 CFR §§ 0.91, 0.291, 1.3, that the request filed by the
Nebraska Public Service Commission is DENIED.

51

See Computer Matching Agreement Between Georgia Department of Human Services, Department of Children
and Family Services and Universal Service Administrative Company and Federal Communications Commission
(last visited Oct. 22, 2019), https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/ga-computer-matching-agreement-signed042319.pdf. The Georgia PSC notes in its petition that it expects it could execute a CMA with the FCC and USAC
by February 2020. Georgia PSC Petition at 3. We clarify that, for Georgia, a CMA that authorizes data sharing with
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National Verifier from using the state’s data in making eligibility determinations.
52

See 2016 Lifeline Order, 31 FCC Rcd at 4007, para. 128.
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25.
IT IS FURTHER ORDERED, pursuant to the authority contained in sections 1-4 and 254
of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended, 47 U.S.C. §§ 151-154 and 254, and sections 0.91,
0.291, and 1.3 of the Commission’s rules, 47 CFR §§ 0.91, 0.291, 1.3, that the request filed by the
Connecticut Public Utilities Regulatory Authority is DENIED.
26.
IT IS FURTHER ORDERED that, pursuant to section 1.102(b)(1) of the Commission’s
rules, 47 CFR § 1.102(b)(1), this Order SHALL BE EFFECTIVE upon release.
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION

Kris Anne Monteith
Chief
Wireline Competition Bureau
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