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Advice For The President
USIIA Outlines Policies Needed for Broadband Success
(Washington, DC, November 5, 2008) -- It is a new administration in Washington, and a new 111th Congress.  Whatever the technology platforms and campaign commitments of the fall, President-Elect Obama must now seek ways to leverage America's technology strengths in support of the new realities of economic recovery, national security and the emerging need for new solutions in health care, energy management and education.
The successful use of broadband technologies to address these realities is neither simple nor fast.  Success will be measured not in megabits per second or subscribers per mile, but rather in how well technologies that include broadband will support initiatives in other, more critical areas.  From the perspective, the US Internet Industry Association offers three basic strategies that would well serve the new Administration, the federal agencies, and the Congress.

1. First, do no harm.  Popular claims notwithstanding, there is nothing wrong with the nation's broadband infrastructure, and the Administration should not move in haste to fix a system that is demonstrably not broken.  Unlike the financial system, the automotive industry or the airline industry, the broadband industry in the US is not broken and is not in need of a bailout.  
In the space of a single decade, we have seen in broadband the most rapid deployment of any new technology in the history of mankind.  Today, the US broadband infrastructure has been ranked among the best in the world, according to the Global Information Technology Report issued in 2008.
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Certainly there are communities in the United States where additional infrastructure is needed, especially in less densely populated communities.   These should be addressed with targeted programs to extend the "last mile" that carries Internet traffic to the doorstep of American consumers.  Additional problems exist in the adoption rate of broadband – while we can reach virtually every business and residence in America with broadband today, a substantial percentage of the population is unable to take advantage of this infrastructure due to economic and educational limitations.  And there are a number of policy issues – from consumer protection to the balance of interests in the marketplace – that are yet to be resolved.  But the processes are in place to resolve these issues, and those processes have thus far proven effective.

There is no need for sweeping change or massive government intervention, and the new Administration must take care to avoid policies that tend to pre-select winners and losers in the marketplace.   In particular, the new Administration and Congress should bear in mind that policy changes can trigger detrimental unintended consequences, which would be especially ironic because the broadband marketplace is robust and growing and major intervention is not required.
2. Focus on digital inclusion.  In an extensive survey of 50,000 US consumers released in October, Connected Nation found that the largest barrier to broadband adoption is a lack of awareness about broadband's benefits, and close to one half of rural residents without a home broadband connection say it is because they do not feel a need for it.  The study, “Consumer Insights to America’s Broadband Challenge,” similarly notes that those who do not own computers or other devices to access the Internet – a prerequisite for broadband adoption -- simply do not see the relevance of these devices to their daily lives.
According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project's 2008 survey of consumer use of broadband, the price of broadband connectivity is falling even as the availability increases.  Yet there remains a significant portion of the population who do not use broadband, or who are not online in any way.  Americans in the lowest income brackets and with the least education are 
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least able to make use of the benefits of Internet and broadband access.   Some simply cannot afford a computer, and programs to connect them to the digital world would be beneficial.  But many others are missing out because they lack the literacy and computing skills required.

Programs for digital inclusion recognize that America has made significant gains in closing the "digital divides" of race and geography, yet have left some Americans out even in areas with the highest levels of broadband penetration.  They focus on public/private initiatives to enhance literacy and computer skills in order to help more Americans make use of the Internet.  These programs are then coupled with other initiatives to make affordable computers available to low-income families.
Programs that increase digital inclusion have the additional benefits of lowering costs, spurring innovation and supporting investment in the national broadband infrastructure.  More Americans online is the fastest path to a reduction in consumer prices as the fixed costs of the network are amortized across a broader base of subscribers.  This increase in subscribers will also mean a call for new and innovative applications and services, while providing additional resources to improve the infrastructure to support these new products and services. 
3. America's future depends on smart investments in smart networks.  America's future will in large measure depend on our ability to invest in infrastructure and innovation to support new programs for education, health care and the environment.  From eHealth and distributed learning to telecommuting and a reduced reliance on fossil fuels, we will tightly focused investments and a new generation of smart networks.
Today's fiscal environment does not give us the luxury of implementing broadband for its own sake, or of simply throwing resources at the challenges we face.  If broadband is to be the path to a better tomorrow, we must focus our resources on the smart investments that will yield the greatest return for all consumers.
- more -

Equally important is the need for smart networks – the kind of networks that protect against damage to the network and its applications.  The kind that can prioritize traffic to ensure that lives and quality of life are maintained, even while affording room for expansion as new applications and priorities emerge.

Ultimately, it falls to the Administration to set the tone and tenor for legislative and regulation by the federal agencies and in the Congress.  Achieving a balanced approach to broadband policy that focuses on digital inclusion, smart investments and the empowerment of smart networks may be the single highest priority for the new Administration.
About the USIIA

Formed in 1994, the US Internet Industry Association is the primary national trade association for Internet commerce, content and connectivity.  USIIA advocates for public policy initiatives in support of the growth and stability of the Internet, sound business practices within the industry, and the rapid deployment of broadband technology worldwide.  Representing a broad cross-section of leading Internet companies in North America, USIIA is affiliated with other Internet associations throughout the world.  The association is headquartered in Washington, DC, and more information may be found at http://www.usiia.org. 
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