Access For All: National Broadband Plan Across the Socioeconomic Spectrum


Broadband is arguably one of the greatest innovations of the 21st century. Not only has it revolutionized many existing industries it has created the possibility of many new ones. Broadband has changed how we educate our society, provide healthcare, ensure public safety, and manage the operation of our government.  At the core of these developments, is the unprecedented access to information that broadband provides.  Broadband has the capability to deliver previously inaccessible information to virtually any person anywhere in the world. 

Despite amazing potential, broadband is not without limits. Technology is often costly, and so is the infrastructure necessary to provide it. In essence, the technology that fuels Broadband inspired growth and innovation also restrains it.  As a result, broadband is not universally available, nor is it utilized to its maximum potential. Nearly 100,000,000 Americans do not have access to broadband, and many national networks that could increase energy efficiency, bolster national security, or increase business proficiency are not in place. 


To combat existing barriers to access and insufficient infrastructure, Congress called upon the FCC to develop and implement a National Broadband Plan, which seeks to provide broadband capability to every American.   Congress required the FCC’s plan to promote “consumer welfare, civic participation, public safety and homeland security, community development, health care delivery, energy independence and efficiency, education, employee training, private sector investment, entrepreneurial activity, job creation and economic growth, and other national purposes.” The FCC subsequently developed the following four strategies to achieve Congress’s goals:

1. Design policies to ensure robust competition and, as a result maximize consumer welfare, innovation and investment;
2. Ensure efficient allocation and management of assets government controls or influences, such as spectrum, poles, and rights-of-way, to encourage network upgrades and competitive entry;
3. Reform current universal service mechanisms to support deployment of broadband and voice in high-cost areas; and ensure that low-income Americans can afford broadband; and in addition, support efforts to boost adoption and utilization; and
4. Reform laws, policies, standards and incentives to maximize the benefits of broadband in sectors government influences significantly, such as public education, health care and government operations.

Although the National Broadband Plan seeks to unlock the amazing potential of broadband, it also leaves many questions unanswered. Who should bear the cost for developing the necessary infrastructure? Is government oversight necessary or appropriate? Will government regulation stymie competition and innovation, or facilitate its growth?  Without government assistance, will millions of Americans ever gain access to the information Broadband provides?  There are no easy answers, and whether the FCC can successfully implement its plan remains to be seen.
