
Federal Government Takes Multiple Steps to Help 
Communications Industry Respond to Consumer Needs in 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to escalate and Americans are 
increasingly compelled to work or study from home, the FCC has taken a 
series of steps over the past week to promote continuity of voice and 
broadband services, and also to expand broadband access for those lacking 
such connections. 

On March 13, Chairman Ajit Pai launched the “Keep Americans Connected” 
pledge in the wake of discussions with providers and the major 
telecommunications trade associations, including NTCA.  The pledge commits 
each provider for the next 60 days to: 

1. not terminate service to any residential or small business customers 
because of their inability to pay their bills due to the disruptions caused 
by the coronavirus pandemic; 

2. waive any late fees that any residential or small business customers 
incur because of their economic circumstances related to the 
coronavirus pandemic; and 

3. open its Wi-Fi hotspots to any American who needs them. 
  

In the wake of the call from Pai, NTCA submitted a letter endorsing the 
commitments embodied in the pledge and, as of press date, more than 140 
NTCA members have expressed their commitment to the pledge.  In a March 
18 release, the commission thanked specifically a number of companies for 
“going above and beyond the pledge,” including NTCA members BEK 
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Communications (Mandan, N.D.) and Ninestar Connect (Greenfield, Ind.). 
Member companies wishing to join the pledge should email NTCA Senior Vice 
President of Industry Affairs and Business Development Mike Romano 
at mromano@ntca.org. 

On March 17, the FCC waived several Lifeline program rules to streamline the 
operations of that program during the course of the pandemic. As a result of 
the waivers, the commission will not de-enroll any Lifeline subscribers over 
the next 60 days due to a lack of recertification or reverification of eligibility. 
Consistent with NTCA advocacy on March 13, the FCC also temporarily 
waived for 60 days a rule that had been a cause of concern for many NTCA 
members related to requirements for registration of carrier employees 
interacting with Lifeline databases; a further debate over the long-term scope 
of these rules remains pending, with NTCA having filed a reply on this 
question on March 12. 

On March 18, the commission released an order waiving “gift rules” applicable 
to the E-Rate and Rural Health Care universal service programs. These rules 
typically prohibit schools, libraries, or rural health care providers from 
accepting anything of value from communications service providers, but the 
FCC noted that such institutions and the communities they serve could benefit 
from upgraded broadband connections or equipment to help with distance 
learning or telemedicine in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In addition to the actions described above, the FCC has also taken steps over 
the past week to ensure the uninterrupted availability of telecommunications 
relay services through increased flexibility for such providers and to grant 
temporary spectrum access to several providers to help meet increased 
customer demand for broadband during the pandemic. NTCA remains in close 
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contact with commission officials to discuss the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on a variety of agency programs and deadlines. 

NTCA is also engaged with other policymakers and agencies in Washington 
beyond the FCC related to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
communications sector, and smaller rural operators in particular. For example, 
in response to a letter sent by Sen. Kamala Harris to 10 major infrastructure 
associations, NTCA outlined the efforts of its members to help maintain critical 
connections in rural areas. NTCA continues to discuss with policymakers as 
well how any stimulus efforts could best promote investment in broadband 
infrastructure. Finally, as NTCA continues specifically to advocate for access 
to information and critical materials such as personal protective equipment 
and testing kits for telco employees, it shared with members earlier this 
week letters that could provide assistance to operators requiring access to 
restricted areas to perform network installation or restoration activities and in 
obtaining access to additional fuel resources. (Member login is required to 
access the letters online.) 

More information for members related to communications operations during 
the COVID-19 pandemic can be found in NTCA’s Coronavirus Resource 
Center 
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