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ULC Background  
• Non-profit, headquartered in Washington D.C., 

providing policy and other services to public library 
members 
 

- Includes urban, suburban and rural public libraries  
- Author of May 21 letter signed by 100+ public libraries, that 

serve more than 80 million people, recommending a 
number of E-rate reforms specific to public libraries 

 

• Founded in 1971 to serve learning needs of all residents 
of all ages 
 

• New CEO Susan Benton has focused on re-imagining E-
rate for public libraries 



Other Stakeholders  
• ULC has been meeting with a number of other E-rate 

stakeholders: 
- American Library Association – represents librarians 
 and libraries, including 100,000 school-located libraries 
- Chief Officers of State Library Agencies (COSLA) 
- Institute of Museum and Library Services 
- SHLB Coalition - represents a cross section of schools, 

libraries, health care providers and other anchor 
institutions 

- Digital Public Library of America  
- Education SuperHighway 
- Aspen Institute 
- Congress & FCC 3 
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Statement of Need  
• The E-rate program has not supported public library 

buildings and users as effectively as school buildings 
and users 
-    Public library share of E-rate funding is ~ 3% of E-rate funds 

while buildings represents 15% of total (current funding ~ 
$70M) 

-    Public libraries would have gained an additional $4.5B over 
last 17 years if 15% of funding received 

-    Public libraries are the primary free public Internet access 
point 

-    Public libraries serve six times the population served by K-12 
(and serve K-12 students) 

-    Receive less financial support from federal government than 
any other civic/learning institution 



E-Rate Today E-Rate + Inflation Since 1997 

$2.4B $3.5B 

Statement of Need (cont’d) 
• To correctly size the E-rate, the FCC must calculate 

the need for both schools and libraries  
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$3.5B $500M 

Schools Libraries 

$4B 

Total E-Rate 

Statement of Need (cont’d) 
• This need includes the number of public library 

buildings and users 
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ULC Findings  
• ULC has found that very few public libraries have 1 Gbps to-the-

building connectivity and none have the minimally adequate 5 
Mbps down/1 Mbps up per user speeds at critical times 

 

- These findings were confirmed by a recent California State 
 Library study 

 

• Public libraries do not have the same governance as 
schools 
- Public libraries do not obtain much E-rate funding from 
 school-led consortiums, and their governing authorities do 
 not always supply broadband to and inside public libraries 
 as part of the same processes that apply to schools 
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ULC Recommendations   
• E-Rate should be increased to reflect inflation accrued 

during the last 17 years 
 

• The neediest applicants should receive funding priority: 
 
- (1) income of the user group (weighted by cost of    
 living), plus  
- (2) number of  daily users of the building (assesses the 
 necessary Wi-Fi and desktop connectivity)  
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ULC Administrative Reforms  
• Administration of the E-rate should accommodate the 

unique challenges faced by public libraries: 
 

- Public libraries should have access to the contracting prices 
obtained by other libraries and by schools in similar 
geographic areas 

- Public libraries should be permitted to opt into contracts that 
the FCC itself puts out for bids.  

- Public libraries should be able to obtain E-rate funding for 
“whole networks” 

 
 



 

 

 M
ay 21, 2014 

 Federal C
om

m
unications Com

m
ission 

445 12
th Street, SW

 
W

ashington, D
C

 20554 
 D

ear C
hairm

an W
heeler, Com

m
issioner Clyburn, C

om
m

issioner O
’R

ielly, C
om

m
issioner R

osenw
orcel, 

and C
om

m
issioner Pai:  

 This letter is sent on behalf of public libraries that are m
em

bers of the U
rban Libraries C

ouncil, 
serving over ninety m

illion individuals across the country, to provide the C
om

m
ission w

ith a series 
of E-rate program

 reform
 recom

m
endations specific to public libraries. 

 The E-rate legislation and im
plem

enting regulations established public libraries as a separate and 
distinct set of civic institutions to w

hich the FC
C

 has the authority and duty to provide advanced 
telecom

m
unications services. W

hile there is nothing in the statute or regulations that suggests that 
public libraries are inferior to schools, and no one com

m
enting in the pending E-rate proceeding 

has supported this idea, public libraries and the citizens they serve are not being equally 
considered. The facts are that the E-rate program

 as adm
inistered has not addressed public library 

buildings and users as effectively as school buildings and their users in at least three m
ajor 

respects. W
hile a num

ber of participants in this proceeding have eloquently m
ade the case for 

reform
 of the E-rate program

 for schools, the case for public libraries is just as strong—
but also 

quite different. 
 The three m

ajor E-rate problem
s for public libraries are: 

 1. Proportionality. Public libraries have not received a proportion of E-rate funding that parallels 
the proportion of public library buildings com

pared to school buildings. Public libraries operate in 
approxim

ately 17,000 buildings, w
hereas schools receiving E-rate funding appear to operate in 

about 100,000 buildings. R
oughly speaking, after school buildings receive all of the funding 

necessary to m
eet their goals, then public libraries should have received one-sixth of allocated 

funds for the 17-year history of the E-rate. If, for exam
ple, the E-rate had been indexed for 

inflation, as it should have been from
 inception, then schools w

ould be draw
ing about $3.4 billion 

a year, and libraries w
ould be receiving about $560 m

illion, for a total of about $3.96 billion a 
year. Instead, public libraries have been receiving only about $60-70 m

illion a year. The 
cum

ulative shortfall since the beginning of the E-rate now
 totals about $4 billion. It is predictable 

and regrettable that the results of this shortfall are visible in every public library in the country: (1) 
very few

 have 1 G
bps bandw

idth to the building; (2) perhaps none have the m
inim

ally adequate 5 
M

bps dow
nlink W

i-Fi per user at critical tim
es; (3) few

 have adequate desktop com
puters for their 

user base; and, (4) only a very few
 can afford the high cost of digital inform

ation.  
 



 

 
 The 1996 Telecom

m
unications A

ct w
as signed in the Library of C

ongress in order to show
case its 

prom
ise of connecting everyone to all inform

ation through the E-rate. G
iven this original goal, it is 

tragic that the E-rate has left public libraries offering Internet access inferior to w
hat is available in 

m
ost single fam

ily households today. Y
et public libraries are the m

ost im
portant and often only 

free, public Internet access point for after-school children or the 90 m
illion adult A

m
ericans w

ho 
are not in the w

orkforce and, therefore, cannot access the Internet at w
ork. U

rban, suburban and 
rural public libraries are also critically im

portant Internet access points for the one-third to 40%
 of 

A
m

ericans in those geographic areas w
ho do not have broadband access at hom

e. 
 2. N

eeds. Public libraries receive less financial support from
 the federal governm

ent than any other 
institution in the civic landscape. If the E-rate had provided the requisite proportional funding to 
public libraries (the rule of one-sixth), then at $560 m

illion a year, the E-rate w
ould be m

ore than 
three tim

es the budget of the Institute of M
useum

 and Library Services, the largest and m
ost 

im
portant federal agency w

ith a library m
ission, other than the FC

C
. A

t that level of funding, the 
FC

C
 could transform

 public libraries into fertile grounds for innovating and digital learning, as 
w

ell as providing adequate access to the Internet for the m
ore than 100 m

illion A
m

ericans w
ho 

annually use libraries for such access. (That is m
uch larger than the num

ber of students and 
teachers in all K

-12 schools.) H
ow

ever, because any E-rate spending m
ust be allocated equitably -- 

that is, serving buildings in descending order of need, w
ith the m

ost needy com
ing first -- part of 

E-rate reform
 should be the creation of a form

ula for prioritizing library funding. The undersigned 
believe in a tw

o-part form
ula: (1) incom

e of the user group (w
eighted by cost of living), plus (2) 

num
ber of daily users of the building (because the num

ber leads to assessing the necessary W
i-Fi 

and desktop connectivity).  
 B

ecause a large urban or suburban library w
ill have at least as m

any users per day as there are 
students in a large high school (m

any w
ill have three to four tim

es as m
any users), the cost-of-

living-adjusted incom
e levels in cities w

ill push urban libraries to the top of any equitable 
assessm

ent of need. A
t the other end of the dem

ographic analysis, rural libraries have few
er users, 

but often very low
-incom

e levels in their user base. Eventually all public libraries should receive 
E-rate funding necessary to produce the 1 G

bps outside/5 M
bps inside bandw

idth. In order to 
m

axim
ize results per E-rate dollar, how

ever, an equitable form
ula is necessary. 

 In no w
ay should such prioritizations pit urban against rural or library against school. Instead, this 

is an opportunity to ensure that the playing field is leveled for all sim
ultaneously.  

 3. A
dm

inistration. W
hile a num

ber of participants in this proceeding have studied the contracting 
processes for schools, these studies have not addressed the situation of public libraries. This w

as 
not an error as m

uch as a practical acknow
ledgm

ent of the near irrelevance of public libraries to 
the adm

inistration of the E-rate program
. B

uildings that receive as little as three percent of the E-
rate funding understandably do not attract the study of those w

ho focus on deficiencies in the 
existing contracting process. 
  M

any of the E-rate reform
s proposed in this proceeding do not address the prim

ary issues for 
public libraries. Public libraries do not obtain m

uch E-rate funding from
 school-led consortium

s, 
and their governing authorities do not necessarily choose to supply broadband to and inside public 
libraries as part of the sam

e processes that apply to schools. G
iving due deference to the actual 



 

 
 governance of public libraries (as the FC

C
 m

ust), the E-rate program
 as to libraries w

ill need to be 
adm

inistered under at least three different rubrics. First, all libraries should have access to the 
contracting prices obtained by other libraries and by schools in sim

ilar geographic areas. N
ext, all 

public libraries should be able to opt into contracts that the FC
C

 itself puts out for bids. Finally, all 
public libraries should be able to know

 that they can contract for "w
hole netw

orks." This m
eans 

access to the Internet at a w
ide area netw

ork point of presence, a 1 G
bps fiber connection to every 

library building (tw
o thirds of libraries have no fiber and those that do cannot afford the electronics 

upgrade to G
bps bandw

idth), a 5 M
bps W

i-Fi dow
nlink inside all buildings, as w

ell as caching, 
firew

all, and m
aintenance. C

om
prehensive funding for w

hole netw
orks is especially critical 

because a netw
ork is only ever as fast as its slow

est link.  
 These three rubrics should be transparent and predictable for at least five-year contracting periods.  
 The FC

C
's current process of m

odernizing the E-rate has served as a stim
ulus to the com

m
unity of 

public libraries' thinking about the digital future of all com
m

unities. N
o other institutions rival the 

significance of public libraries in the civic landscape for adults, and for children during the m
any 

days and hours w
hen school is not in session. Public libraries across the country now

 are asking 
them

selves how
 it has com

e to pass that they have suffered such a shocking shortfall in obtaining 
E-rate funds.  
 Thanks to the FC

C
 and its supporters in C

ongress, especially the chairm
an of the Senate 

C
om

m
erce C

om
m

ittee and the originator of the E-rate legislation along w
ith now

-retired Senator 
Snow

e, public libraries are recognizing w
hat should have happened and w

hat needs to happen in 
order to provide a digital future for all A

m
ericans everyw

here.  
 Thank you for your consideration.  
 R

espectfully yours, 
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ontinent Public Library Serving 

G
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ew
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ew
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 B
oston Public Library M
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m

aha Public Library N
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 B
ridgeport Public Library C
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 O

range C
ounty Library System
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 B

rooklyn Public Library N
Y
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each C

ounty Library System
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 B
row

ard C
ounty Libraries D
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 Palo A

lto C
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 C
arnegie Library of Pittsburgh PA
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ounty Library System
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 C
harlotte M

ecklenburg Library N
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 Pikes Peak Library D
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 C
hattanooga Public Library TN

 
 Pim

a C
ounty Public Library A

Z 
 C

olum
bus M

etropolitan Library O
H

 
 Pioneer Library System
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K

 
 C

ounty of Los A
ngeles Public Library C
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 Portland Public Library M
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 D
ayton M

etro Library O
H

 
 Poudre R

iver Public Library D
istrict C
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 D
eK

alb C
ounty Public Library G
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 Prince G
eorge's C

ounty M
em

orial Library 
System
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D

 
 D

enver Public Library C
O

 
 Providence Public Library R
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 D

es M
oines Public Library IA

 
 Public Libraries of the C

ity of Pasadena 
C

A
 

 D
etroit Public Library M

I 
 Q

ueens Library N
Y

 
 D

istrict of C
olum

bia Public Library  
 R

ichland Library SC
 

 East B
aton R

ouge Parish Library LA
 

 R
ichm

ond Public Library V
A

 
 El Paso Public Library TX

 
 R

ochester Public Library N
Y

 
 Enoch Pratt Free Library M

D
 

 Sacram
ento Public Library C
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 Fort V
ancouver R

egional Library D
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W
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 Saint Paul Public Library M
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 Fort W
orth Public Library TX

 
 Salt Lake C

ity Public Library U
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 Free Library of Philadelphia PA
 

 Salt Lake C
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 Fresno C

ounty Public Library C
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 San A
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 Frisco Public Library TX
 

 San D
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ounty Library C
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 G
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iego Public Library C
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w
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ounty Public Library G
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 San Francisco Public Library C
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 H
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 H
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 Santa C
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 H
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ounty Library M
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 Johnson C
ounty Library K
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alam
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 The Seattle Public Library W
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ak Public Libraries G
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C
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hio Public Library Inform
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etw
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PLIN
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D
IA

G
N

O
ST

IC
 D

A
T

A
 

  L
ibrary B

ranch 
T

ype 
D

ate 
T

im
e 

Ping 
R

esult 
(in m

s) 

D
ow

nload   
Speed  

(in M
bps) 

U
pload 

Speed  
 (in M

bps) 

W
iFi or 

D
esktop 

L
ibrary 1 

(Suburban) 

3/28/2014 
10:30 A

M
 

14.00 
82.27 

94.71 
W

iFi 
3/28/2014 

1:02 PM
 

14.00 
40.52 

93.90 
W

iFi 
3/28/2014 

4:37 PM
 

13.50 
0.03 

0.20 
W

iFi 
  

 

L
ibrary 2 

(U
rban) 

3/29/2014 
9:02 A

M
 

5.00 
37.04 

8.35 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

1:11 PM
 

582.00 
0.49 

0.31 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

4:13 PM
 

256.00 
0.24 

0.91 
W

iFi 
  

 

L
ibrary 3 

(U
rban) 

3/27/2014 
8:00 A

M
 

12.00 
0.28 

0.29 
W

iFi 
3/27/2014 

1:00 PM
 

7.00 
0.32 

0.29 
W

iFi 
3/27/2014 

4:00 PM
 

8.00 
0.30 

0.28 
W

iFi 
  

 

L
ibrary 4 

(U
rban) 

3/29/2014 
9:30 A

M
 

4.00 
31.23 

8.40 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

12:42 PM
 

4.00 
17.03 

7.25 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

3:51 PM
 

260.00 
1.04 

0.95 
W

iFi 
  

 

L
ibrary 5 

(Suburban) 
 

3/29/2014 
9:45 A

M
 

9.00 
2.39 

1.84 
D

esktop 
3/29/2014 

9:45 A
M

 
15.00 

2.47 
1.66 

D
esktop 

3/29/2014 
9:45 A

M
 

146.00 
0.31 

0.57 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

2:36 PM
 

51.00 
0.49 

0.72 
D

esktop 
3/29/2014 

2:37 PM
 

61.00 
0.43 

1.84 
D

esktop 
3/29/2014 

2:40 PM
 

49.00 
0.08 

0.34 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

4:08 PM
 

30.00 
0.20 

1.69 
W

iFi 
3/29/2014 

4:29 PM
 

9.00 
1.14 

2.53 
D

esktop 
3/29/2014 

4:30 PM
 

6.00 
0.96 

2.66 
D

esktop 
  

 

L
ibrary 6 

(Suburban) 

3/28/2014 
9:24 A

M
 

19.00 
1.33 

1.53 
W

iFi 
3/28/2014 

1:14 PM
 

29.00 
0.49 

0.40 
W

iFi 
3/28/2014 

4:05 PM
 

101.00 
1.09 

0.42 
W

iFi 
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L
ibrary B

ranch 
T

ype 
D

ate 
T

im
e 

Ping 
R

esult 
(in m

s) 

D
ow

nload   
Speed  

(in M
bps) 

U
pload 

Speed  
 (in M

bps) 

W
iFi or 

D
esktop 

 

L
ibrary 7 

(U
rban) 

4/1/2014 
9:30 A

M
 

53.00 
1.35 

0.56 
W

iFi 
4/1/2014 

12:00 PM
 

21.00 
1.41 

1.22 
W

iFi 
4/1/2014 

5:00 PM
 

53.00 
0.56 

1.35 
W

iFi 
  

 

L
ibrary 8 

(Suburban) 

4/1/2014 
1:00 A

M
 

98.00 
2.31 

8.31 
W

iFi 
4/1/2014 

6:00 A
M

 
98.00 

2.22 
8.27 

W
iFi 

4/1/2014 
8:00 A

M
 

99.00 
2.98 

7.71 
W

iFi 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

L
ibrary 9 

(suburban) 

03/29/2014 
10:10 A

M
 

15:00 
2.02 

2.99 
W

iFi 
03/29/2014 

10:14 A
M

 
20:00 

6.98 
3.23 

D
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03/29/2014 
3:28 PM

 
26:00 

4.87 
2.47 

D
esktop 

03/29/2014 
3:29 PM

 
22:00 

0.66 
2.76 

W
iFi 

03/19/2014 
3:31 PM

 
25:00 

0.67 
3.02 

W
iFi 

     
























