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Earlier today, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) invited broadband providers, communities, and 
institutions to file proposals, expressions of interest, and pilot network funding requests with the agency to 
upgrade broadband network infrastructure in rural communities. The action today holds significant promise for 
providers and communities that are exploring innovative ways of increasing broadband access in rural areas. 

Over the last four years, the FCC has taken a number of steps to transform its current Universal Service Fund 
subsidy programs to support the expansion of broadband availability in rural, unserved areas. As prior 
Connected Nation Policy Briefs have described, that effort has proceeded in multiple “phases” that target 
different areas and categories of providers. For instance, the 2012 Mobility Fund auction awarded $300 million 
in funding to build wireless 3G and 4G networks covering over 80,000 road miles in 31 states. In both 2012 and 
2013, the FCC made $300 million and $485 million, respectively, in “Phase I” funding available to larger “price 
cap” telephone companies (including AT&T, Verizon, CenturyLink, Windstream, Frontier, ACS, and Puerto Rico 
Telephone Company) to upgrade fixed broadband service in their local telephone company service areas. As a 
group, those companies have accepted approximately $422 million of those Phase I subsidies to upgrade service 
to over 600,000 unserved homes and businesses. Currently, the FCC is working on Phase II of the Connect 
America Fund, through which it will offer those same local telephone companies the right of first refusal to 
$8.75 billion over the next five years. Those Phase II subsidies could upgrade broadband networks to an 
additional 2-3 million homes and businesses. In the event that those telephone companies exercise that first-
refusal right, the FCC has stated that it will make Phase II subsidies available to other providers. 

Today’s action opens an additional path for investment in broadband networks in rural areas. The FCC is 
proposing to make funds left over from the Connect America Fund Phase I program – approximately $168 
million – available to alternative providers, public-private partnerships, institutions, and communities that seek 
to “deliver robust broadband to rural areas.” This experimental program will run parallel to the FCC’s existing 
Connect America Fund Phase II process. In statements made by FCC Commissioners at today’s vote, one of the 
purposes of these experiments is to spur and discover new ways of bringing broadband to rural America that the 
FCC can use in targeting the Connect America Fund program in the future.  

No deadline for proposing these rural broadband expansion experiments was announced today, but further 
details are expected in the coming week when the FCC releases the full text of its proposal. 

In addition to the rural broadband experiments, the FCC also today announced that it would accept applications 
from local telephone companies that want to experiment with completely transitioning their existing traditional 
dialtone networks to all-Internet Protocol communications networks. As consumers and businesses continue to 
adopt IP and broadband-enabled communications technologies, subscriptions to traditional dialtone network 
services are dropping rapidly, which significantly increases the cost of maintaining that network on a per-
subscriber basis. However, dialtone networks have been in place for over a century, and a wide range of services 
(and consumer expectations) continue to depend on dialtone technology. Transitioning those legacy services to 
all-IP networks will require considerable consumer education and outreach. The experiments announced today 
by the FCC will be geared towards gathering information on how best to manage that transition. 

For more information about the Connect America Fund and Connected Nation’s broadband expansion efforts, 
please contact Connected Nation at policy@connectednation.org.  
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