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Bureau Provides ETC Spending Flexibility During Pandemic 
 
In a move it said was designed to enable eligible telecommunications carriers (ETCs) to “respond to the 
unprecedented challenges” of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, the FCC’s Wireline Competition 
Bureau today acted on its own motion to temporarily waive the requirement that competitive ETCs use 
legacy high-cost support in a specified service area, instead allowing them to use support in the service 
areas of any affiliated ETC impacted by COVID-19. 
 
“We must provide companies with flexibility to meet the fast-changing needs in their communities 
during this crisis,” FCC Chairman Ajit Pai said in a news release. “With this waiver, we give these carriers 
the ability to adjust their deployments as appropriate to the specific needs of the communities they 
serve. I hope and expect this waiver will allow these carriers to focus their efforts in the areas most in 
need.” 
 
The waiver will be in effect “until June 30, 2020, at which time we will evaluate whether circumstances 
warrant an extension current rules require ETCs to spend all legacy high-cost support in a particular 
service area,” the bureau said in its order adopted today in WC docket 10-90.  
 
“Given the national emergency stemming from the pandemic, we temporarily waive, on our own 
motion, this requirement and give affiliated competitive ETCs the flexibility to use such support for the 
provision, maintenance, and upgrading of facilities and services within any of the designated service 
areas of an affiliated ETC, regardless of whether those areas span more than one state,” the bureau said 
in the order. “We expect this flexibility will empower these carriers to dedicate federal funds where 
most needed to ensure sufficient network capacity for Americans who are telecommuting, remotely 
learning, and connecting to telehealth resources during the pendency of the Covid-19 pandemic.” 
 
The waiver applies “only to mobile competitive ETCs that are geographically restricted in how they 
spend decades-old funding awards because this legacy support has not yet been reformed and 
refocused on the areas that are most in need of support,” the bureau said. 
 
The waiver is warranted because the pandemic “constitutes special circumstances warranting a waiver 
because of the imminent health risk it poses to the public” and will serve the public interest by providing 
carriers flexibility to address challenges the pandemic poses to communications networks, the bureau 
said.  
 
“A critical component of efforts to address and contain this public health emergency is the ability of 
health care and public safety organizations to communicate effectively with the public, many of whom 



are heavily dependent on mobile wireless services for information and communications,” the bureau 
said. 
 
In addition, the bureau said, because the pandemic is not affecting areas in a uniform way, it might 
“generate geographically uneven and unusual demands” on mobile wireless networks. 
 
“Network operators must deploy additional resources in certain areas and optimize their networks to 
meet these increased demands and ensure reliable mobile service,” the bureau said. “To meet these 
needs during this emergency, the flexibility granted by this Order will allow competitive ETCs to allocate 
limited high-cost funds to areas in most need of support during the COVID-19 pandemic.” —Jeff 
Williams  
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