
 
 

 
 

 
 

NUCA Issue Brief 
Broadband Deployment and the Importance of Fiber Optic Systems 

 
In the midst of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, robust deployment of broadband infrastructure is 
more important now than ever. Closures of hospitals, schools, and other critical buildings underscore 
the importance of remote-work directives intended to slow the spread of the coronavirus. At a time 
when the country is social distancing and face-to-face conversations are increasingly on hold, ensuring 
that Americans across the country have access to broadband service must be considered essential. 
NUCA encourages you to provide resources toward broadband deployment projects and update 
broadband deployment policy in future economic recovery legislation. 
 
Importance of Fiber Deployment 
It is important to ensure that federal dollars are used on projects that will provide the best broadband 
service available. Claims that copper-based DSL technologies suffice in providing adequate broadband 
access by certain carriers are disingenuous at best, and forgiving carriers who are providing minimal 
service to secure federal funding is undermining efforts to deploy future-proof broadband. Increased 
oversight may be needed to ensure that broadband providers do the right thing with federal resources.  
 
“Future Proof” Broadband Speeds 
NUCA supports higher target speeds to ensure “future proof” broadband service. The 25/3 Mpbs 
currently required by FCC is already obsolete, in our opinion. Rising demand already requires higher 
internet speeds, and the coronavirus pandemic underscores the need to provide the best technology 
available to meet today’s overwhelming demand. Fiber optic is that technology, and targeting speeds of 
100/100 Mpbs will require the use of fiber broadband systems. This would be sound government policy.  
 
Policy that allows for simple repair and refurbishment of antiquated copper systems serves as little 
more than a “Band-Aid.” In fact, use of federal resources to rebuild old copper systems in high-cost 
areas actually perpetuates the underlying problem. Federal policy should encourage use of the only 
material available that can provide broadband service that will meet current and future demand by 
encouraging the replacement of old systems with contemporary fiber networks, providing for better 
communication through telematics and meet demand for the simultaneous use of multiple mobile 
devices in businesses, schools, and homes today and into the future.  
 
Universal Broadband  
NUCA supports reforms to the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) Universal Service Fund 
(USF), which was created in 1996 to facilitate broadband to rural America. NUCA also encourages policy 
reforms to make the USF a sustainable source of funding for broadband projects in the long term. While 
the USF is funded through mandatory contributions by a range of carriers, the costs associated with 
building out service to areas without adequate broadband continue to rise, while the current base that 
contributes to the USF has declined over the years. This inevitably resulted in an increasingly growing 
contribution gap. Reforming the USF by broadening the contribution base would stabilize it for the long 
term, and provide FCC with the flexibility to raise the revenue needed to meet the growing demand to 



deliver broadband service to all Americans. This will require all broadband providers (not only wireline 
telephone, but also Wireless and CATV providers) to start paying into the USF.  
 
Concerns of Unproven Technologies and Providing Minimum Service 
As FCC develops eligibility criteria for programs such as the Rural Digital Opportunity Fund (RDOF), NUCA 
believes that advocates of unproven technologies such as “low-earth-orbiting satellites” should not be 
given the same consideration as fiber technology. High-speed internet is no longer a convenience – 
communities across America, large and small, urban and rural, are clamoring for better broadband 
service not because they enjoy it, but because they need it. Therefore, public policy should encourage 
the installation of fiber systems across the country if we are serious about providing future-proof 
broadband systems.  



Pandemic Builds Momentum for Broadband Infrastructure Upgrade 

By John D. McKinnon and Ryan Tracy 
Updated April 23, 2020 

Coronavirus crisis shows need for widespread high-speed internet in U.S. homes 

 

A family last month in North Sandwich, N.H., where broadband is scarce. 

 

WASHINGTON—The coronavirus pandemic is boosting momentum for major broadband 

legislation, highlighting the widespread lack of high-speed internet in U.S. homes at a time 

when it has become more essential than ever. 

Leading lawmakers of both parties say the long-delayed issue of closing the so-called digital 

divide is gaining new prominence, as Washington weighs initiatives to help speed 

economic recovery and improve U.S. competitiveness. 

“Having affordable broadband—it’s not a luxury, it’s a necessity,” said Rep. Mike Doyle (D., 

Pa.), chairman of the House communications and technology subcommittee. “Broadband 

infrastructure has to be one of the key elements to that, and this pandemic has brought that 

right to the forefront.” 

House Democrats are likely to lead the legislative push for expanded broadband in coming 

weeks. But many Senate Republicans also are keenly interested, and say the pandemic is 

underscoring the need for action. 



“It helps us drive the point home as to urgency,” said Sen. Roger Wicker (R., Miss.), the 

chairman of the powerful Senate Commerce Committee. “Absolutely it gives us an 

impetus—that is one of the silver linings here.” 

The issue of accelerating access to home broadband has been stalled for years in Congress. 

That is largely because of the huge costs involved in serving many remote regions, and lack 

of agreement on funding sources. 

But now, there is new impetus as Americans shelter at home, forcing them to flock online to 

work, apply for new jobs and obtain a variety of vital services ranging from small-business 

loans, unemployment benefits and IRS payments to school classes and telemedicine. 

A new report from the Federal Communications Commission, set to be released soon, is 

expected to say the number of Americans lacking access to high-speed broadband declined 

by more than 14% in 2018. But some advocates have questioned government estimates, 

saying government data overstates by millions the number of people who have broadband 

access. 

Many millions more have broadband access but can’t afford the service, survey data shows. 

Soaring use of smartphones has also given many people an excuse not to buy home 

broadband service, particularly in urban and suburban areas with good wireless coverage. 

Despite lofty promises of universal broadband service by federal officials over the past 

decade, current government subsidies to encourage expansion of broadband networks to 

hard-to-serve areas and to the poor are sometimes criticized as inefficient and inadequate. 

The biggest existing program, the Universal Service Fund administered by the FCC, is 

funded by fees charged largely on telecommunications services such as long-distance calls. 

But rising demand for the funds is helping push fees for the Universal Service Fund to more 

than 21% for the first quarter of 2020, up from about 5.5% 20 years ago, straining the 

system. 



“Our nation’s universal service system had its last grand rehab in 1996. The world is a little 

different,” said FCC Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel, a Democrat who has clashed with 

the commission’s Republican majority over how to modernize the program. 

FCC Chairman Ajit Pai, a Republican, defended the agency’s record under his leadership. 

Mr. Pai noted that he grew up in rural Kansas and has a “deep commitment” to expanding 

broadband access, including by modernizing regulations governing the program. He said 

that between 2016 and 2018, the number of Americans without access to high-speed home 

broadband fell by 30%, while the number of homes with access to high-speed fiber-optic 

lines also has increased rapidly in recent years. 

Meanwhile, the coronavirus outbreak is underscoring the gulf between those communities 

that have broadband and those that don’t. 

“The urgency of this issue is like triple times what it has been,” said Sen. Shelley Moore 

Capito (R., W.Va.), who co-chairs the Senate Broadband Caucus. Under existing federal 

programs to subsidize broadband, “we’re getting there, but it’s too damn slow…It could 

happen in a stimulus bill.” 

Sen. Capito said she hears frequently about the problem from physicians in her 

mountainous state who often are unable to use telemedicine because of patients’ lack of 

access. 

Many students and school systems in the U.S. have been unable to use remote-learning 

programs during the long school shutdown. That is highlighting the so-called “homework 

gap” between have and have-not communities. 

In Hartford Central School District in upstate New York, fewer than half of the families have 

access to high-speed internet, Superintendent Andrew Cook said. Even in the district’s 

main town, high-speed cables don’t run down every street, he said. 

With schools closed, teachers are calling students by phone when needed, and the district is 

distributing paper assignments. “My biggest concern is when we come back next year, what 

that gap of learning is going to be,” Mr. Cook said. 



In late March, President Trump and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi both said they would push 

infrastructure legislation, including major broadband components, as part of the 

coronavirus recovery. But attention quickly shifted to a shorter-term effort to shore up 

small-business lending and other immediate health-care and recovery efforts. 

As a result, the effort to advance a broadband infrastructure package is still coming 

together. It also faces multiple pitfalls, politics being perhaps the biggest. 

Already, some Republicans worry Democrats will seek ambitious new environmental or 

election-reform initiatives in pandemic-related legislation. They privately question 

whether Democrats want to give President Trump a big legislative win on infrastructure 

ahead of the 2020 election. 

Democrats for their part worry that conservative Republicans will balk at spending more 

federal money on new broadband and other infrastructure initiatives, as they have in the 

past. 

It remains to be seen how much the pandemic will tip the political scales. 

“I know there is a great deal of interest among Republicans and Democrats in taking a small 

portion of the funds in the next phase” for broadband, said Sen. Wicker. He added, “The 

president is talking about a Phase 4 [of legislation] and Republicans and Democrats are 

talking infrastructure as a part of that. I do not think it will be enacted without a broadband 

component.” 

Write to John D. McKinnon at john.mckinnon@wsj.com and Ryan Tracy 

at ryan.tracy@wsj.com 
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The Universal Broadband Act:  

USF Contribution Reform 

 

Background: 

We need national rural broadband investment. In 2017, a full 30 percent of rural Americans (or 

19 million people) and 21 percent of farms lacked broadband access. This digital divide between 

urban and rural households is continuing to set back millions of Americans in education, 

economic growth, agriculture, and telemedicine. This inequity of access is even worse for 

historically marginalized communities. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics employment data 

shows the highest unemployment rates are frequently located in the counties with the lowest 

availability of broadband. 

 

The Universal Service Fund (USF) at the FCC: 

The USF was created by the Telecommunications Act of 1996 to help bring broadband to rural 

America at rates and speed comparable to urban Americans. It is not funded through 

appropriations but by the mandatory contributions of designated telecommunications carriers, at 

a rate set quarterly by the FCC. These funds are used by four pivotal programs to close the rural 

digital divide: the High Cost (Connect America), Schools and Libraries (E-rate), Low Income 

(Lifeline), and Rural Health Care programs. 

• The costs of building out service to areas without adequate broadband continue to rise, 

while the current base that contributes to the USF is declining 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/06/opinion/rural-broadband-fcc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/06/opinion/rural-broadband-fcc.html
https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-18-10A1.pdf
https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-18-10A1.pdf
https://www.wired.com/story/rural-kids-internet-homework-gap-fcc-could-help/
https://www.wired.com/story/rural-kids-internet-homework-gap-fcc-could-help/
https://www.agri-pulse.com/articles/12544-opinion-rural-broadband-access-will-grow-the-economy?utm_source=Instant+Update&utm_campaign=4eb787340a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_23_COPY_1687&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_288ff2b53a-4eb787340a-48597333
https://www.agri-pulse.com/articles/12544-opinion-rural-broadband-access-will-grow-the-economy?utm_source=Instant+Update&utm_campaign=4eb787340a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_23_COPY_1687&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_288ff2b53a-4eb787340a-48597333
https://emergence.fbn.com/farm-and-rural-issues/the-internet-crisis-in-rural-america
https://emergence.fbn.com/farm-and-rural-issues/the-internet-crisis-in-rural-america
https://www.bbcmag.com/broadband-applications/does-poor-broadband-deter-telemedicine-adoption
https://www.bbcmag.com/broadband-applications/does-poor-broadband-deter-telemedicine-adoption
https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/opinion/native-americans-living-in-rural-america-are-being-left-behind-in-today-s-digital-age-1Q1hCnLv6EitK-oCOh5pCA/
https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/opinion/native-americans-living-in-rural-america-are-being-left-behind-in-today-s-digital-age-1Q1hCnLv6EitK-oCOh5pCA/
http://gcnsolutions.com/blog/what-is-the-universal-service-fund-usf
http://gcnsolutions.com/blog/what-is-the-universal-service-fund-usf


• This has resulted in an increasingly growing contribution factor, overburdening those 

who are required to contribute 

• Moreover, even with a rising contribution factor, the funds generated by the USF are still 

insufficient to adequately expand access to service. This has prompted the FCC to cap 

USF programs to prevent excessive contribution rates, thereby capping the number of 

providers capable of receiving assistance. 

 

Overview of FCC Funding: 

Total distributed funding from the USF for 2018 – $8.3 billion 

• Overtime, the contribution rate has increased dramatically due to a diminishing pool of 

contributors 

o The first contribution rate assessed was 5% 

o The current quarter (as of Sept 2019) is the highest in history at 25% 

o Reforming the USF to broaden the contribution base could stabilize this fund for 

the long-term 

Why USF Contribution Reform is Needed: 

 
Without USF contribution reform, it is unlikely enough revenue will ever be generated through 

the USF to fully build out broadband in rural and high-cost areas. Moreover, single instance 

investments cannot ensure long term success of broadband connectivity. Technology progresses 

and unserved areas will need continuous investment to stay technologically relevant. Providing 

the FCC with the flexibility to raise sufficient revenue is needed to meet the growing demand to 

connect Americans to high speed broadband. 

 

Broadband in your District: 

• Brookings Institution breakdown by congressional district (LINK) 

• USDA map with Telecom General Field Reps (LINK) 

 

The Universal Broadband Act 
 

The bill will expand the pool of eligible providers that contribute to the USF by including 

broadband services.  

 

The goal of this reform is to stabilize the revenue stream of the Universal Service Programs 

(High-Cost, Lifeline, E-Rate, and Rural Healthcare)  

 

It will also: 

• Codify that broadband is within the definition of Universal Service 

• Require the FCC to set the contribution rate as needed to meet Universal Service goals 

and serve all Americans 

• Necessitate consultation between USDA’s RUS, the NTIA, and the FCC 

• Create reporting requirements that provide oversight on FCC build out 

• Further ensure tribal areas are served 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2017/11/07/broadband-gaps-impact-every-member-of-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2017/11/07/broadband-gaps-impact-every-member-of-congress/
https://www.rd.usda.gov/contact-us/telecom-gfr
https://www.rd.usda.gov/contact-us/telecom-gfr


The Pillars of Damage Prevention 
 
Damage prevention is a shared responsibility among all stakeholders in the damage prevention process. 
While establishing “811” as the nationwide, toll-free one-call notification number has proven to be 
fundamental to reducing damages to underground facilities during excavation, one-call notification is 
but one part of the damage prevention process. And although the organizations below fully support the 
1999 Common Ground Study of One-Call Systems and Damage Prevention Best Practices, we believe that 
there are three principal “pillars” to damage prevention: 1) membership of all owners/operators of 
underground facilities to the state one-call center, 2) accurate locating, and 3) “potholing” of 
underground facilities. This paper describes these pillars, supported by the best practices developed by 
the Common Ground Alliance (CGA).  
 
One-Call Membership 
The Common Ground Study was developed by virtually all stakeholders in the damage prevention 
process, including underground facility operators, excavators, locators, one-call centers, and others. The 
study states that “the underlying premise for preventing damage for underground facilities, and the 
foundation for this Study, is that all underground facility owners/operators are members of one-call 
centers, and that it is always best to call before excavation.” Despite the fact that this is widely 
understood in the damage prevention realm, exemptions to the process continue to compromise safety.  
 
Municipal exemptions are particularly precarious as they are common causes of dangerous cross bore 
situations. A study released by the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) 
entitled, study on the Impact of Damage Prevention on Pipeline Safety (2014), states that “[o]ne-call 
membership exemptions for sewer operators may contribute to unintentional cross bores of natural gas 
pipelines” and that “cross bores are more likely to occur when sewer operators are exempt from one-
call membership requirements and don't have to mark their lines.” Exemptions from these essential 
responsibilities undermine the entire process.      
 
CGA Best Practice 3-26 states:  

 
Membership in the one-call center by underground facility operators ensures that potential conflicts with 
existing facilities that may be encountered during excavation activities are identified by using a single 
regional point of contact. Operators of the aforementioned underground facilities who fail to become 
members of their local one-call center risk public safety and damage to their facilities, and endanger 
excavators who may come into contact with these aforementioned underground facilities.  
 
Accurate Locating of Facilities 
There is a wide range of underground pipes, wires, cables, and other underground facilities at various 
depths and sizes, as well as materials buried alone or as part of a bundle or joint trench buried 
underground. For excavation to be performed safely, facilities must be located accurately and in a timely 
fashion in accordance with state law.  
 
While the traditional method of electromagnetic induction is an effective way to locate most 
underground facilities, it will not find polyethylene gas lines, dielectric fiber, or nonmetallic sewer and 
water lines that aren’t accompanied by tracer wire or another conductor. Areas with multiple 
conductors in or on the ground present additional problems, such as crowded rights of way. Age, 
condition, and composition of facilities as well as the type of soil in which they are buried can further 
complicate locating them.  
 
Technologies such as ground penetrating radar (GPR), acoustic/seismic measures, traceable wire, 
electronic markers, or closed-circuit television (CCTV) camera inspections are often necessary to combat 
tough situations, such as mitigating cross bore situations. While there are a number of steps that can 
mitigate all of these challenges, they must be performed by competent locating technicians. It is the 



responsibility of the operator to provide accurate and timely facility markings using qualified locators, 
whether contract or “in-house” personnel. In addition, locating excellence requires a focus on quality 
before quantity. Ensuring accurate locating needs to be the goal, not pushing locators to clear as many 
locating tickets as possible in a given day.  
 
CGA Best Practices 4-5 and 4-6 states:  

- Locators are properly trained. Locator training is documented.  
- Locates are performed safely… It is the responsibility of the owner/operator and locator to 

establish when and how the underground facility will be identified.  
 

Potholing 
Excavation contractors obviously hold significant responsibility in preventing facility damages in addition 
to calling 811 in accordance with state law. Respecting facility markings and digging carefully during a 
project through backfilling are musts. While critically important, line markings are only estimations of 
the horizontal location of underground facilities. The only 100% method for determining their exact 
location is to safely expose them through “potholing.”   
 
Potholing is the practice of digging a test hole to expose an underground facility to determine its 
horizontal and vertical location. The position of the exposed facility must be tied to a survey benchmark 
or an above-grade feature, identified by GPS or traditional survey coordinates or by measuring the 
distance, with a tape measure, to permanent features. Safe, prudent, non-evasive potholing can be 
done by hand digging, vacuum or air vacuum excavation, or hydro excavation.  
 
CGA Best Practice 5-20 states: 

When excavation is to take place within the specified tolerance zone, the excavator exercises such 
reasonable care as may be necessary for the protection of any underground facility in or near the 
excavation area. Methods to consider, based on certain climate or geographical conditions, include hand 
digging when practical (pot holing), soft digging, vacuum excavation methods, pneumatic hand tools, 
other mechanical methods with the approval of the facility owner/operator, or other technical methods 
that may be developed.  

 
Shared Responsibility 
The fundamental responsibilities in damage prevention are evident: underground facility operators must 
belong to their respective one-call center and ensure that facilities are located and marked accurately, 
and excavators must call 811 before they dig, respect facility markings and dig carefully by pothole 
during excavation. Exemptions of responsibilities in this process only compromise safety. Excavation 
safety is only assured through a solid foundation of these three pillars of damage prevention.  
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