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STATEMENT OF
COMMISSIONER GEOFFREY STARKS

Re: 	Inquiry Concerning the Deployment of Advanced Telecommunications Capability to All Americans in a Reasonable and Timely Fashion, GN Docket No. 22-270, 2024 Section 706 Report (March 14, 2024)

Today, in assessing “the availability of advanced telecommunications capabilities,” we update our broadband benchmark to 100 Mbps download speed and 20 Mbps upload speed, better aligning with consumer expectations, other federal programming and the offerings of many ISPs.  For the first time, we assess 5G mobile coverage data for speeds of at least 35/3, and we update our short-term goal for school and classroom broadband access.  I support all of these steps, ensuring that our section 706 Report will continue to accurately reflect the availability of advanced telecommunications capability nationwide. 
We have made great progress since issuing our last section 706 report in 2021.[footnoteRef:3]  But there remains much work to be done to close the digital divide, and I agree with the Report’s conclusion that advanced telecommunications capability is not being deployed to all Americans in a reasonable and timely fashion.  [3:  Inquiry Concerning Deployment of Advanced Telecommunications Capability to All Americans in a Reasonable and Timely Fashion, GN Docket No. 20-269, Fourteenth Broadband Deployment Report, 36 FCC Rcd 836 (Jan. 19, 2021).] 

One of those challenges is affordability.  I want to focus, specifically, on this account because our ability to solve this aspect of the digital divide is in grave peril.  I’m talking about the lack of funding for the Affordable Connectivity Program.  Over 23 million American households have relied on the ACP to subscribe to broadband.  These households will soon confront a hard choice between bill shock and disconnection.  We should not let that happen. 
ACP has had a significant impact nationwide.  Americans throughout the country enroll – in urban, rural, and Tribal communities.  At the time of the ACP enrollment freeze last month, over 130,000 households in my home state of Kansas were enrolled, over 1,707,000 in Florida, 186,000 in Connecticut, and 470,000 in Virginia, the home states of my colleagues.  Over 329,000 Tribal households were enrolled, and notably ACP has surpassed expectations for rural enrollment.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  John Horrigan, The Affordable Connectivity Program and Rural America: It’s going surprisingly well, Benton Institute for Broadband & Society, June 27, 2023, https://www.benton.org/blog/affordable-connectivity-program-and-rural-america. ] 

ACP enrollees include young learners, grandparents, and everyone in between.  To put it plainly, ACP is the most effective program we’ve ever had in helping low-income Americans get online and stay online.  Those benefits are in jeopardy because we recently announced that April will be the last fully funded month in the Program.  That means without additional funding from Congress, millions of Americans will lose access to affordable broadband.  Millions of low-income American households will face monthly Internet bills that will skyrocket, and I fear many will be unable to remain connected.  This fear is supported by data the Commission recently released.  77 percent of recent survey respondents said that losing their ACP benefit would disrupt their service by making them change their plan or drop service entirely.[footnoteRef:5]  Nationwide, 49 percent of ACP households are subscription vulnerable, meaning that they find the Internet very difficult to fit into their monthly budgets and are constantly on the edge of disconnection.[footnoteRef:6] 68 percent of ACP households reported that they had inconsistent or zero connectivity prior to ACP, and 80 percent cited affordability as the reason for this lack of connectivity.[footnoteRef:7]  I have heard directly from people about how having access to affordable, high-quality broadband has impacted their lives, and what the risk of losing access could mean.  But, don’t take my word for it.  Let me share one story with you. [5:  ACP Consumer Survey, FCC, available at https://www.fcc.gov/acp-survey (last visited Mar. 12, 2024) (ACP Consumer Survey). ]  [6:  John Horrigan, Affordability and the Digital Divide, EveryoneOn, Dec. 21, 2021, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5aa8af1fc3c16a54bcbb0415/t/61ad7722de56262d89e76c94/1638758180025/EveryoneOn+Report+on+Affordability+%26+the+Digital+Divide+2021.pdf. ]  [7:  ACP Consumer Survey.] 

I met Debra, a dynamic grandmother, when I was recently in Illinois to discuss ACP.  She is currently receiving federal housing assistance and moved to Lake County, an hour away from her family and church community.  She told me that, thanks to ACP, she’s “hooked” on the Internet.  She goes to church online every Sunday and speaks to her grandchildren and family once a week.  She is taking advantage of her Internet connection to use MapQuest and explore her new community.  She also started a knitting business online, and she told me when I met her just after Valentine’s Day last month that she has joined an online dating site for seniors.  I wished her luck.  When we discussed the potential end of the program, she asked me, “what am I going to have to give up to keep what you’ve put in my life?  Maybe eat less food?”
The lack of an affordability program also risks harming the biggest investment the country has ever made in broadband infrastructure deployment, the Broadband Equity Access and Deployment Program (BEAD).  Without ACP, BEAD’s $42.5 billion to deploy broadband networks to reach millions of unserved and underserved communities, primarily in rural communities, will not reach as far as it could.  ACP makes building out to these rural homes less risky and less expensive, because more of the serviceable population can afford to subscribe.  Indeed, a recent study concluded that ACP reduces the subsidy needed to incentivize building in rural areas by a whopping 25 percent.[footnoteRef:8]  With ACP, states can stretch their BEAD dollars farther and can connect some of the 24 million Americans identified in our section 706 Report.  [8:  Closing the Digital Divide Benefits Everyone, Not Just the Disconnected, Common Sense Media and BCG, https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/2022-cs-bcg-closing-digital-divide_final-release-3-for-web.pdf. ] 

I’m an optimist, so I remain hopeful that Congress will fund ACP going forward.  And there is reason for hope.  President Biden has asked Congress to fund ACP as part of his budget, and recently called again on Congress to extend its funding.  There is a bipartisan, bicameral effort to fund ACP – the Affordable Connectivity Program Extension Act – which I am proud to strongly support.  Additionally, nearly 400 other government leaders, industry, and public interest groups support the Extension Act as well.  At the state and local level, 26 bipartisan governors and 174 mayors have urged Congress to act.  I stand ready and willing to do whatever it takes to make sure that these Congressional proposals bear fruit, so that next year when we adopt our 2025 section 706 Report, we can highlight that the availability of advanced telecommunications capability to all Americans has improved because Americans continue to have access to affordable broadband. 
I thank the Commission staff for their hard work.  I approve. 
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