
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
June 29, 2020 
 
Dem Senators Propose Broadband Connectivity Benefit 
 
Sens. Ron Wyden (D., Ore.), Richard Blumenthal (D., Conn.), Mazie Hirono (D., Hawaii), and Chuck 
Schumer (D., N.Y.) introduced a bill today that would create an emergency benefit to ensure low-income 
households or those recently furloughed or laid off as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic with a $50 
monthly benefit to subsidize broadband Internet service, or a $75 monthly benefit for households on 
tribal lands. 
 
The consumer benefit in the proposed Emergency Broadband Connections Act, which the sponsors said 
had the support of 26 Senate Democrats, is similar to provisions in the recently released House 
Democratic $1.5 trillion infrastructure package (TR Daily, June 22) and the proposed $3 trillion House 
Democratic COVID-19 response pack dubbed the Heroes Act (TR Daily, May 12). 
 
Under the senate bill, the benefit would be available until six months after the termination of the 
COVID-19 national emergency, as determined by the Department of Health and Human Services.  It 
provides for the possibility of extensions at the state level or in an area within a state or on tribal lands. 
 
As under the existing Lifeline program, service providers would offer service to eligible households at a 
discount and be reimbursed from the Emergency Broadband Connectivity Fund established by the bill 
for the difference between their normal rate and the discounted rate, up to the applicable monthly 
benefit.  The bill would also allow for reimbursements up to $100 per household to providers that 
supply a connected device for a charge between $10 and $50 per household. 
 
Eligibility based on income would be determined under FCC Lifeline regulations, participation in the 
federal free or reduced lunch program or school breakfast program, or receipt of a Pell Grant for the 
2019-2020 or 2020-2021 award year.  Eligibility based on employment status would require that at least 
one member of the household “has experienced a substantial loss of income since February 29, 2020, 
documented by layoff or furlough notice, application for unemployment insurance benefits, or similar 
documentation.” 
 
The bill would direct the FCC to ensure that the National Lifeline Eligibility Verifier can make an eligibility 
determination within two days of the submission of information on a household. 
 
It would also enhance service standards for the existing Lifeline program, requiring that mobile voice 
Lifeline service include unlimited monthly voice minutes and that mobile data Lifeline service include 
unlimited data allowances and at least 4G speeds, where available.  It would direct the FCC to increase 
the reimbursement to providers to account for any increased costs incurred because of the enhanced 
service standards. 



 
It would provide for grants to the states to connect their Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) databases to the National Lifeline Eligibility Verifier.   
 
Sen. Wyden said, “There’s every indication the fallout from the coronavirus will drag on for months.  Our 
legislation will make sure workers and families in need don’t find themselves stranded offline at the 
same time they lose a paycheck. It’s critical to bridging the digital divide, and helping Americans get back 
to work and school as soon as possible.”  
 
Sen. Blumenthal said, “Online access is a lifeblood for families right now — connecting them with loved 
ones, employment resources, their children’s teachers, even remote healthcare providers. We should be 
taking every precaution to ensure that workers who have been laid off or furloughed are able to stay 
connected when they need access to those resources most.”  
 
Among the many groups supporting the bill are the American Civil Liberties Union, the Center for 
Democracy and Technology, the Communications Workers of America, the Electronic Frontier 
Foundation, the National Hispanic Media Coalition, the United Church of Christ, Office of 
Communications, Inc., and a wide range of educational organizations and associations. 
 
In a statement, Free Press Action Vice President–policy and General Counsel Matt Wood said, “Free 
Press Action thanks Senator Wyden and his co-sponsors for their work to bring the Emergency 
Broadband Connections Act of 2020 to the Senate. As the crisis continues to escalate we must put 
broadband connectivity and communications justice at the center of Congress’s response to COVID-19.” 
 
Mr. Wood added, “The pandemic has wrought dramatic changes to the ways we lead our lives. We 
increasingly recognize just how necessary broadband communications are. They’re essential to staying 
connected to loved ones, jobs, schools, health care and other critical services. But of course that’s 
always been true. The last few months have only shone a light on existing racial and income divides, and 
heightened the barriers that so many Black and Brown people already face in finding affordable 
broadband options.” 
 
Jon Schwantes, senior policy counsel at Consumer Reports, said, “Consumer Reports strongly supports 
the Emergency Broadband Connections Act authored and introduced by Senator Wyden today. This bill 
represents a direct, meaningful and effective way to help our most vulnerable Americans affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic stay connected to the internet.” 
 
Mr. Schwantes added, “Providing a direct subsidy to help consumers pay their monthly internet service 
bill is a straightforward solution and will help immediately.  Today's legislation contains real money and 
solutions that will begin to accomplish those twin goals. CR stands ready to help Congress pass this 
important and timely measure.” 
 
Joshua Stager, senior counsel for New America’s Open Technology Institute, said, “For months, millions 
of Americans have suffered through the COVID-19 pandemic without internet connectivity. It’s 
unconscionable that Congress hasn’t passed any laws to help these people get access to the internet. 
We applaud Senator Wyden for stepping up and introducing this bill. We are especially grateful that he 
added Pell Grant recipients to the bill, ensuring that low-income college students—many of whom have 
lost their housing and work-study jobs—don’t fall through the cracks.” 
 



Amy Laitinen, director of New America’s Higher Education Policy Program, said, “During this pandemic, 
if students can’t get online, students can’t learn. This means that millions of students without internet 
access are being shut out and left behind. That is unacceptable. We thank Senator Wyden for 
introducing this bill to help provide reliable internet access to students of all ages. We are especially 
grateful that the bill recognizes that low-income college students—many of whom are taking on debt to 
pay for classes that are now online—need access, too.” —Lynn Stanton, 
lynn.stanton@wolterksluwer.com 
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