September 12, 2013

The Honorable Fred Upton, Chairman
Committee on Energy and Commerce
United States House of Representatives
Washington, D.C. 20515

The Honorable Henry Waxman, Ranking Member
Committee on Energy and Commerce

United States House of Representatives
Washington, D.C. 20515

Dear Chairman Upton and Ranking Member Waxman:

We represent a diverse coalition of public interest, civil rights, religious, and community-based
organizations — from across the country — working on issues related to the media,
telecommunications, technology, and social justice. We write to underscore the significance to
our communities of the Lifeline Program, which provides a modest subsidy to low-income
consumers to pay for basic telephone service. We urge you to support this vital program.

Our nation’s communications policy is based on the fundamental principle of universal service
for good reason: people need affordable communications services to connect to the outside
world for job opportunities, medical services, educational advancement, and civic participation.
The Lifeline Program is an essential component of our nation’s Universal Service program,
complementing the other Universal Service programs that support service for rural and hard-to-
reach areas, as well as schools and libraries.

Thanks to Lifeline, some members of our most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations are
able to maintain telephone service when their incomes would not otherwise cover this
necessity. Ensuring access to affordable communications services is not a partisan issue. The
program was initiated during Ronald Reagan’s administration and later expanded under the
George W. Bush administration to cover wireless service in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

Recent media attention has focused almost exclusively on perceptions of abuse and fraud in the
Lifeline Program. These sensational stories gain traction because they exacerbate and exploit
stereotypes about the individuals who use the program. But these allegations of abuse and
fraud are exceptions, and it’s important to keep in mind the many deserving subscribers and
communities currently relying on this vital resource, which disproportionately includes seniors,
people with disabilities, veterans, rural residents, Native Americans, communities of color, and
struggling families. Lifeline users depend on the program to access economic opportunities and
emergency services — and to escape the circumstances that made them eligible for the program
in the first place.

Critics’ proposals to limit the program’s coverage or eliminate the program entirely are ill-
conceived. The reforms adopted by the Federal Communications Commission in 2012, and the
additional guidance offered more recently, must be given time to be fully implemented so that
their efficacy can be accurately assessed. These reforms, which include clear mandates for
carriers to identify the phone service as a Lifeline service, uniform procedures to confirm



eligibility of program participants, and automated mechanisms to avoid duplications have
already begun to address the identified abuses and will make the program more efficient.

As public interest, civil rights, faith-based, and community advocates, we, too, have an interest
in seeing the efficient and effective use of the money collected from consumers for the
Universal Service Fund. We believe the solution is to continue to enforce the rules of the
reformed program to eliminate fraud and penalize those who abuse the program, including
especially companies that fail to comply with the stricter Lifeline rules. While improving the
program, however, we must continue to serve the individuals who need Lifeline most.

Thank you for your consideration.
Respectfully,
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! The Benton Foundation is a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting communication in the public
interest. These comments reflect the institutional view of the Foundation and, unless obvious from the
text, are not intended to reflect the views of individual Foundation officers, directors, or advisors.
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United States Hispanic Leadership Institute (USHLI)
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