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On December 12, 2012, the Federal Communication Commission (FCC) reformed the longstanding Rural Health 
Care Universal Service Fund to create a new, $400 million per year Healthcare Connect Fund.  This reform 
incorporates recommendations from the National Broadband Plan.  

The Rural Health Care Program was established in 1996 to provide reduced rates for telecommunications 
services and Internet access to eligible rural public or non-profit healthcare providers.  The Rural Health Care 
(RHC) program has been a relatively small fund and has always been undersubscribed, due to the nature of the 
FCC’s original rules that limited eligibility and broadband services that could be subsidized through the fund.  Of 
$400 million allocated, only a total of $81.5 million were disbursed under the program in 2011 to over 3,000 
rural healthcare providers.  The FCC has taken steps to reform the program in the past, most notably through 
the Rural Health Care Pilot Program established in 2006, which encouraged consortia applications.  For more 
information about the existing RHC Program see http://www.usac.org/rhc/. 

The Pilot Program provided the basis for much of the new rules for this week’s reform.  The final Order will be 
released by the FCC shortly, and so key application requirements, milestones, or funding opportunity deadlines 
are unavailable until that time. Key highlights of the reform include: 

 The Order creates a new Healthcare Connect Fund, with an annual cap of $400 million.  This is the same 

cap as the legacy RHC program, which has been undersubscribed in the past.  However, under the new 

rules, requests for funding are expected to increase and be processed on a first-come, first-served 

approach.  This approach will encourage proactive planning by potential beneficiaries. 

 The new Healthcare Connect Fund will not have any artificial limitations on technology and provider type 

that characterized the legacy program.  Oral statements at the FCC vote indicated that funds will be 

available to support the purchase of fiber services and dark fiber, which is not currently eligible under the 

legacy program rules. 

 Funding will also be available to finance broadband services purchased from diverse communications 

providers, while also allowing healthcare providers to construct new broadband networks when that is the 

most cost-effective option.  Beneficiaries will be required to solicit bids for their needs and accept the 

lowest offer. 

 The new rules are designed to encourage fiscal responsibility by requiring participants to pay 35% of the 

cost of these networks, while affording healthcare providers access to lower rates through group buying. 

 Eligibility for the program is expanded to include consortia of healthcare providers, provided that a majority 

of the providers are in “rural” areas.  This is a significant expansion of eligibility for funding for regional 

healthcare consortia.  These expanded eligibility rules are designed to encourage consortia between 

smaller rural healthcare providers and urban medical centers to enable remote hospitals and clinics to 

draw on the medical, technical, and administrative resources of larger providers.  These expanded eligibility 

rules open the opportunity for funding to nascent rural-urban healthcare providers and public/private 

partnerships. 
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 The Order creates a new competitive Pilot Program to test expanding broadband 

healthcare networks to skilled nursing facilities, which are not currently eligible for 

funding under the legacy RHC program. Up to $50 million over three years will be 

available from the Fund for these competitively awarded Pilots.  Details of the 

program will be forthcoming. 

Broadband can offer significant improvement in healthcare services, and Connected Nation’s research has 
shown that consumers are increasingly using broadband to support their healthcare needs.  However, a startling 
number of healthcare providers and institutions remain off the network – indeed, Connected Nation’s recent 
surveys indicate that there are 192,000 healthcare institutions and establishments that do not fully adopt and 
utilize broadband today1.  The FCC’s new Healthcare Connect Fund can help bridge the access gap that many 
rural health institutions currently face by increasing funding to public/private initiatives and consortia.  These 
actions will need to be coordinated with effective outreach and education programs to have maximum impact. 

The FCC Public Notice and Commissioner statements are available at  
http://hraunfoss.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DA-12-1332A1.pdf.   

 

For more information, please contact Connected Nation at policy@connectednation.org. 

                                                             
1 http://www.connectednation.org/survey-results/business 

http://hraunfoss.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DA-12-1332A1.pdf
mailto:policy@connectednation.org
http://www.connectednation.org/survey-results/business

