
 

www.connectednation.org 

FCC Seeks Comment on Connect America Fund 
Subsidy Area Challenges 
A Connected Nation Policy Brief 
October 8, 2014 
 

On Friday, September 26, 2014, the FCC’s Wireline Competition Bureau released a Public Notice with its 
reviewed list of census blocks that have been included by petitioners in the challenge process for price cap 
territories in Phase II of the Connect America Fund. The FCC seeks reply comments on challenges in Phase II, 
with all responses due by November 10, 2014. This followed the submission of over 200 CAF Phase II challenge 
filings in an initial comment period that ended August 14, 2014.  

The CAF Phase II challenge process organizes eligible areas by census blocks. A census block, in Phase II of the 
CAF, must have voice service and broadband service within a specified “reasonably comparable” pricing range, 
with broadband service of at least 4 Mbps download/1 Mbps upload, a broadband usage cap no smaller than 
100 GB, and latency of 100 ms or less, in order to be considered “served.” 

Unserved-to-Served 
Challenges filed during the CAF Phase II process are organized into two categories. The first is designated as 
“Unserved-to-Served” challenges. These challenges are comprised of filings by non-price cap broadband 
providers who assert that they are providing service to a census block or larger area that has been designated by 
the FCC as eligible to receive a subsidy for broadband deployment.  

The FCC received challenges in the “Unserved-to-Served” category for over 37,000 census blocks. Of that initial 
list of census blocks, the FCC rejected over 15,000 as not meeting the FCC’s threshold criteria for providing 
broadband service.  

Within the “Unserved-to-Served” category, the FCC also granted 3,368 waiver requests from petitioners arguing 
that those census blocks should be excluded from CAF Phase II eligibility for special circumstances like poverty, 
household density level, or deployment in the census block that is so recent it comes after the broadband 
availability data collection used by the FCC in Phase II. 

The FCC rejected several thousand other census blocks in the “Unserved-to-Served” category as lacking standing 
for other reasons, and seeks reply comments on 20,183 challenges that it believes make a prima facie case that 
broadband is already provided.  

Served-to-Unserved 
The second category for CAF Phase II challenges is designated “Served-to-Unserved.” These challenges are 
comprised of filings by price cap carriers which argue that a census block deemed “served” in CAF Phase II does 
not, in fact, meet the FCC’s service criteria thresholds and should be made eligible for broadband subsidies. Price 
cap carriers are the only eligible recipients for CAF Phase II broadband deployment subsidies, and therefore have 
reason to expand the eligible areas in order to create an opportunity for larger deployment subsidy areas. 

Close to 136,000 census blocks were challenged by filers as “unserved.” Any challenger filing within the “Served-
to-Unserved” category was able to challenge one or several of the criteria for service established by the FCC. For 
example, even if a company within a challenged census block is providing broadband with speeds of at least 4 
Mbps download/1 Mbps upload, an absence of voice service in that census block, a price for broadband that is 
not “reasonably comparable,” a usage cap less than 100 GB, or latency greater than 100 ms could make that 
census block eligible for a subsidy in Phase II of the Connect America Fund. 

The FCC accepted 70,868 census block challenges as making a valid prima facie case for CAF Phase II eligibility, 
and seeks comments on those challenges from interested parties.   

http://www.fcc.gov/
http://www.fcc.gov/wireline-competition-bureau
http://www.fcc.gov/document/wcb-seeks-replies-caf-phase-ii-challenge-process
http://transition.fcc.gov/Daily_Releases/Daily_Business/2014/db0630/DA-14-942A1.pdf
http://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/connecting-america
https://apps.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DOC-329607A1.xlsx
https://apps.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DOC-329606A1.xlsx
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Reply Comment Filing Process 

The release by the FCC of the challenged census blocks initiated a 45-day comment 
period, after which the FCC will evaluate reply comments and make a final 
determination on areas eligible to receive broadband deployment subsidies. The FCC 
notes in its Public Notice that, for any census block deemed as having a prima facie challenge, if no  
reply comment is filed it will automatically grant the challenge. The FCC further reminds all interested parties 
that reply comments on any census block not included in the initial challenges filings will not be considered. 
 
In addition to a challenge guidance document, the FCC has also provided a challenge process guide that the FCC 
states will walk parties through the process of filing and responding to challenges and answer frequently asked 
questions, which can be found at http://www.fcc.gov/wcb/tapd/Challenge_Process/ChallengeProcessGuide7-
31-14.docx. The FCC encourages anyone interested in filing CAF Phase II challenge reply comments to read these 
challenge process resources. 

Parties interested in filing reply comment in Phase II of the CAF must use FCC Form 505 (which can be found at 
http://www.fcc.gov/wcb/tapd/Challenge_Process/FCC_Form_505.xls) and any challenges not using Form 505 
will be rejected. Challenges should be filed using the FCC’s Electronic Comment Filing System 
(http://fjallfoss.fcc.gov/ecfs2/), and should also be submitted in one of the two following ways by November 10, 
2014: 

 By e-mail to Form505@fcc.gov, or by 

 Delivering “storage media containing the files” to the attention of Gilbert Smith of the 

Telecommunications Access Policy Division in the Wireline Competition Bureau.   

Conclusion 

As discussed in a previous Connected Nation Policy Brief, the opportunity to challenge determinations of which 
specific areas in the U.S. are served or unserved by broadband is a critical element of the success or failure of 
the reform of the Universal Service Fund. For states where Connected Nation programs are collecting broadband 
availability data under the State Broadband Initiative (SBI) program, Connected Nation’s mapping, engineering, 
and policy teams are working to analyze “Unserved-to-Served” and “Served-to-Unserved” challenges for 
approximately 25,000 census blocks. Once complete, Connected Nation will release relevant maps showing 
challenged census blocks by state and by category, and work will work collaboratively with all members of the 
industry and the public to assess and provide any feedback needed before the November 10, 2014, comment 
period deadline. 

Sound policy decisions require sound data, and as a broadband mapping agent in the SBI program, Connected 
Nation takes its responsibility seriously and prides itself on the accuracy and comprehensiveness of its 
broadband data collection and validation efforts.  

Connected Nation constantly strives to make its maps as accurate as possible, not only by double-checking data 
received from providers but also by independently validating and verifying coverage through a number of 
processes, including on-site field validation and engineering assessments in many locations.  

Connected Nation believes that all parties will benefit from a challenge process that quickly engages state 
mapping agents who can then investigate the claims, perform further data validation tests where appropriate, 
and issue corrections based on the field tests and engineering certifications that the FCC is expecting to support 
any change.  

For more information, please contact your Connected Nation mapping contact, or e-mail Connected Nation 
directly at policy@connectednation.org. 
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