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Ensuring internet access for all

Executive Summary

COVID-19 demonstrated how critical telehealth became to underserved and marginalized communities
to continue access to healthcare. The lack of affordable and fixed broadband internet access continues
to drive existing health disparities further. The Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP), established by
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in November 2021, was created to reduce significant
social and digital inequalities for low-income, tribal, and rural households. Establishing the ACP as a
permanent federal subsidy fund is vital as part of the quintuple aim at continuing access to quality
healthcare for low-income and rural communities and removing barriers that continue to marginalize
these communities.

KEY MESSAGES

e Marginalized and underserved communities are historically disproportionately and negatively
affected due to lack of healthcare access.

e With the rise of telehealth, these underserved communities are gaining access to healthcare.

e The American Connectivity Program offered eligible households a discount on internet services
increasing access.

e The American Connectivity Program is scheduled to run out of funds April 2024, likely to result
in decreases access for marginalized communities.

Background

Health disparities are gaps in health and healthcare quality across racial, ethnic, and socio-economic
groups.! These disparities disproportionally affect those living in poverty, which disproportionately
affects marginalized minority communities.> One of the most often recognized effects of poverty is
decreased access to healthcare, which also results in negative downstream effects such as poor nutrition,
unsafe working environments, increased risk of tobacco/alcohol use, obesity, etc. Current poverty is
associated with a 42% excess risk of death, and cumulative poverty (<10 continuous years) is associated
with a 71% increase.’ Decreased access is multifactorial and includes lack of transportation, health
insurance, and less proximity to primary or specialty care.

The Institute of Healthcare Improvement introduced the Triple Aim in 2007 as a concept of improved
patient experience, better outcomes, and lower costs as the key to healthcare transformation. Since then,

the Trlple Aim has evolved into the Triple Aim Quadruple Aim Quintuple Aim
“Quintuple Aim”.** The Quintuple Aim  2°” i 2
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health equity, which comprise the
elements needed to improve healthcare.




Improving health equity is not just a matter of ethics but also a critical factor in improving health
outcomes for all and creating a sustainable healthcare system. Health equity can be achieved by
ensuring all community members have equal opportunity and access to high-quality healthcare

services.’

Telehealth is an important means of enabling health equity. Telehealth involves the use of
telecommunication and electronic information to support remote health services. This can include live
phone or video chat, secure messaging, remote monitoring, and more.® Before the COVID-19
pandemic, Medicare beneficiaries (low-income Americans) were only able to utilize telehealth under
limited circumstances. Whereas Medicaid beneficiaries (older Americans and those with disabilities)
could use telehealth services in most states. During the pandemic, these restrictions were relaxed
resulting in a much greater utilization of telehealth. Data from five states showed that telehealth services
among beneficiaries increased 15x the pre-pandemic levels.” Approximately 20% of all U.S. healthcare
visits in 2020 were via telemedicine.® Telemedicine has increased access to medical care by removing
barriers such as transportation and location. While the benefits are apparent, there are still barriers such
as broadband internet access or lack of digital literacy.

The average household pays 84.37 per month for internet services.” In 2021, The Affordable
Connectivity Program (ACP) was created by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), offering
eligible households a monthly discount of up to $30 per month on their internet bill and a one-time
discount of up to $100 on the purchase of a laptop, desktop computer, or tablet.!” A household was
eligible if one member of the household meets at least one of the criteria: an income that is at or below
200% of the federal poverty guideline; participation in SNAP, Medicaid, WIC, Lifeline, SSI, Federal
Public Housing Assistance; participant in free or reduced lunch program, received a Federal Pell Grant,
Participates in Tribal specific programs, or meets the eligibility criteria for the internet providers
existing low-income program. 14.2 billion dollars was allotted to fund the program.” Before the ACP,
many rural community members had inconsistent or zero broadband connectivity. As of January 2024,
Congress has not approved additional funding to continue the ACP beyond April 2024. The only other
available program is the Lifeline program, which offers a monthly discount of up to $9.25.!!

In January 2024, the Affordable Connectivity Program Extension Act was introduced, which would
provide an additional $7 billion to extend the operating timeline and ensure households do not lose
connection.!” The Act has bipartisan support and is supported by the Biden-Harris administration.
Congress has not passed the Act, and the future of the ACP remains in limbo.

As of February 2024, 23,269550 households were enrolled in the program.'? Once the program ends,
many people who represent marginalized and underserved communities will be without broadband
internet access, thus losing access to telehealth services. This will likely harm those who utilize
telehealth to maintain their health and perpetuate existing health disparities.

“Without congressional intervention, the ACP’s $14 billion budget will be
exhausted by the end of April amid rising enrollment and strong demand for
benefits. By that time, the loss of funding could disrupt internet access to an



estimated 25 million homes, the FCC has projected, or the equivalent of 64
million people, according to U.S. Census Bureau household estimates. "

There is currently some opposition to the proposed extension act. This primarily comes from the
members of the Republican political party who are staunchly opposed to working with Democrats.
Some members of the Republican party are also looking to deeply cut the amount of government
funding by cutting all discretionary spending and limiting eligibility criteria and subsidy costs for the
ACP.M

Something must be done to ensure affordable broadband internet and telehealth services remain
available to those who need them. Whether it be an extension of the existing Act or new legislation,
ACP needs to continue coverage for the foreseeable future until long-term solutions can be determined.
Establishing a permanent subsidy fund, similar to Medicaid and Medicare, would likely have the
greatest impact on ensuring equitable access for all.

Conclusion

Broadband empowers people to share their voice, stay in touch with family, and equalize the gap in
accessing healthcare. While the ACP has been fundamental in expanding access, its temporary nature
presents challenges for the future of the internet and health equity. Millions are scheduled to lose access
within the next two months, and immediate measures, even if temporary, are needed to prevent this
from occurring. Permanently funding the ACP as a federal subsidy would allow people in marginalized
communities to continue accessing broadband internet for healthcare, school, and work. Since the states
partly govern telehealth, a federal statute for broadband internet would increase access to all available
telehealth services. Telehealth allows these underserved communities to receive primary and specialized
care without visiting physician offices and hospitals, thus narrowing the existing health disparity gap.
As hospitals close and provider shortages continue to grow, telehealth is needed to continue serving
marginalized and rural communities, advancing the quintuple aim. The solution of a permanent federal
telehealth policy would better close the gaps in addressing health disparities.

Implications and Recommendations

The ACP has had a significant positive impact on healthcare access for those in marginalized or
underserved communities. Twenty-five million households have utilized the monthly discount. They
are now at risk of losing internet access, thus losing access to telehealth services and their benefits.
Telehealth provides healthcare services and resources remotely, and its use has drastically increased
access for Medicare and Medicaid recipients. Losing telehealth access will further drive health
disparities by furthering the access gap. Currently 64 million Americans are at risk of losing high-speed
broadband internet access, and not all families own smartphones.



Recommendations

Communicating the next steps for ACP participants

ACP participants have been notified that the program is scheduled to end, and they will be
responsible for the entire bill as the end date nears.

Lawmakers should communicate with participants about alternative programs or resources that will
allow them to have low-cost broadband internet coverage, such as the Lifeline or provider-based
programs.

Pushing for policy extension

Support internet equity advocates who support the ACP Extension Act, such as the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU), National Digital Inclusion Alliance, Verizon, Comcast, and others.
Citizens can write to their local lawmakers urging them to support the Act.

Lawmakers can support and urge Congress to pass the ACP Extension Act before the funds are
scheduled to run out in April 2024.

Lawmakers can also look into a more long-term solution for closing the gap and maintaining
equitable internet access for all, such as a rural fixed broadband wireless system, as the ACP
remains a temporary measure.

Policy

Create a permanent policy or program to ensure equitable access to broadband internet services.
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