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)

Rural Broadband Strategy ) GN Docket No. 09-29

COMMENTS OF TRACFONE WIRELESS, INC.

TracFone Wireless, Inc. ("TracFone"), by its attorneys, hereby submits its comments in

response to the Commission's public notice issued in this proceeding.\

The Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 20092 directs that the Commission, in

consultation with the Secretary of the Department of Agriculture, develop a comprehensive

strategy for the deployment of broadband in rural areas. In the Public Notice commencing this

proceeding, the Commission indicates that it will approach this responsibility guided by the

requirement of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 20093 that the Commission

develop a comprehensive national broadband plan.

TracFone is a provider of Commercial Mobile Radio Services. Its services are offered

solely on a prepaid basis and are available throughout the United States, including throughout

rural America. TracFone's ability to provide prepaid services throughout the country, including

rural areas, is made possible by its agreements with underlying mobile network operators whose

networks reach those rural and remote arcas. Because TracFonc's service, without minimum

duration or volume commitments, early tcnnination fees or credit requirements, is especially

well-suited for low volume, low income consumers, TracFone has taken aggressive steps to

I Public Notice - Comment Date Established for Report on Rural Broadband Strategy, GN
Docket No. 09-29, DA 09-561, released March 10,2009.
2 Pub. L. 110-246, 122 Stal. 1651 (June 18, 2008), more commonly referred to as the "2008
Farm Bill."
) Pub. L. No. 111-5, 123 Stat. 115 (2009) ("ARRA").



provide servlce to such consumers, including becoming designated as an Eligible

Telecommunications Carrier ("ETC") which enables it to provide its SafeLink Wireless Lifeline

service in many states. That service provides qualified consumers with free wireless handsets

and with specified monthly allotments of free minutes of wireless airtime, supported, in part, by

the Federal Universal Service Fund

Recently, TracFone has begun to focus its attention on making available broadband

service to low income households throughout America, including rural America. In October

2008, TracFone submitted to the Commission a proposal to establish a pilot program for offering

a Lifeline-type broadband service to low income consumers.4 Under that proposal, the

Commission would establish a pilot program in several states whieh would allow participating

providers to offer low income households an Internet access device funded by a $250 subsidy

from the federal Universal Service Fund, and a $30.00 Lifeline-supported monthly broadband

Internet access service, also supported by the federal USF. Depending on the success of the pilot

program and the lessons learned from the program, the broadband Lifeline/Link Up trial could be

made permanent and expanded nationwide. Although the pilot program would be funded by the

Universal Service Fund, a permanent program could be funded by other sources, including direct

legislative appropriations.

In November 2008, the Commission proposed and sought comment on the concept of a

Lifeline program for broadband in general and on the TracFone proposal in particular. Although

no action has yet been taken on the proposal, the program proposal received favorable comment

from many parties, including numerous consumer and other public interest groups. While not

directed specifically at rural deployment, a Lifeline-type program like that proposed by

4 Petition ofTracFone Wireless, Inc. to Establish a Trial Broadband Liefeline/Link Up Program,
we Docket No. 03-109, ee Docket No. 96-45, filed October 9, 2008.
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TracFone, would make affordable broadband service available throughout the country, including

rural America. For that reason, TracFone respectfully urges the Commission to include in its

rural broadband strategy plans for ensuring that all rural consumers including those residing in

low income rural households, have access to affordable broadband services. A federal subsidy

program modeled on the Lifeline and Link. Up programs for voice services would contribute to

achievement of that important objective. As the Commission considers a strategy for rural

broadband as required by the Farm Act and consistent with the nation's overall broadband goals

as reflected in the ARRA, TracFone urges the Commission to remain mindful of the fact that

deployment of broadband facilities to rural areas will not, by itself, be sufficient; any

comprehensive rural broadband strategy must address mechanisms for making access to those

facilities affordable for all Americans, including low income consumers who reside in rural as

well as urban areas. A federal program modeled on the current Lifcline and Link Up programs

should be part of that strategy.

Respectfully submitted,

~~L:E_S_,I_N_C_,_-­

MitchellF.~
GREENBERG TRAURlG, LLP
2101 L Street, NW
Suite 1000
Washington, DC 20554
(202) 331-3100

Its Attorneys

March 25, 2009
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