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INTRODUCTION
The Office of the Attorney General—Residential Utilities Division (“OAG”) respectfully
submits these Reply Comments in anticipation of the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission’s
(“Commission”) forthcoming Lifeline Program advertising and outreach workshop. 1 There are
benefits to having a clear set of federal Universal Service Lifeline Program (“Lifeline” or “Lifeline
Program”) advertising, outreach, and offering best practices. Among them are the potential for
increased Lifeline Program subscribership and a more transparent set of expectations for
Minnesota’s federal Universal Service High Cost Program (“High Cost” or “High Cost Program”)
eligible telecommunications carriers (“ETCs”). Accordingly, these Reply Comments explore
proposed best practices specifically designed to increase Lifeline Program enrollment and assist
with program compliance. The OAG looks forward to discussing these proposed best practice
recommendations and requirements with Commission staff, the Minnesota Department of
Commerce (“Department”), and Minnesota’s High Cost Lifeline ETCs.

1

See In the Matter of a Commission Inquiry into the Advertising, Outreach, and Offering of Lifeline by High Cost
ETCs, Docket No. P-999/CI-20-747, Notice of Comment Period (Oct. 7, 2020) (asking interested parties to submit
reply comments discussing advertising and outreach best practices for an early 2021 workshop) (“Notice”).

BACKGROUND
I.

PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND
Each year, the Commission must certify Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs to receive federal

Universal Service funding. 2 During the 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification process,
concerns were raised about the Lifeline Program advertising, outreach, and offering practices of
some of Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs. 3 In response to those concerns, the Commission opened
the current docket to investigate potential Lifeline Program advertising and outreach issues, and
to identify Lifeline advertising and outreach best practices. 4
In the initial comment round of this proceeding, the Minnesota High Cost ETCs provided
information about their Lifeline customers, submitted sample Lifeline advertising materials, and
provided any other information they deemed relevant to the Commission’s inquiry into Lifeline
Program advertising and outreach. 5 In the reply comment round, interested parties are to discuss
potential Lifeline Program advertising and outreach best practices, whether Minnesota’s High Cost
ETCs are properly offering the Lifeline Program, and any other issues or concerns related to the
advertising, outreach, and offering of Lifeline Program services by Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs. 6
Commission staff anticipates hosting a workshop in early 2021 to discuss the information from the
parties’ initial and reply comments, including a discussion of Lifeline Program advertising and
outreach best practices, and next steps in the proceeding. 7

47 C.F.R. § 54.314(a).
See generally In the Matter of the Annual Certifications Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETC)
Use of Federal Universal Service Support, Docket No. P-999/PR-20-8, Comments of the Office of the Attorney
General (Sept. 1, 2020) (“2020 ETC Certification Docket”).
4
See generally Notice.
5
Id. at 2.
6
Id. at 1.
7
Id.
2
3
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II.

ETC REQUIREMENTS
A.

General ETC Requirements. 8

The Federal Telecommunications Act of 1996 (the “Act”) requires a telecommunications
carrier to be designated as an ETC to receive funding from the Lifeline Program and the High Cost
Program. 9 To be designated an ETC, an applicant must, among other things, 1) certify that it will
comply with the service requirements applicable to the support that it receives; 2) demonstrate that
it will satisfy applicable consumer protection and service quality standards; and 3) submit
information describing the terms and conditions of any voice telephony plans offered to Lifeline
subscribers, including details on the number of minutes provided as part of the plan, additional
charges, if any for toll calls, and rates for each such plan. 10 Currently, the services supported by
the federal Universal Service programs are voice telephony services and broadband Internet access
services (“BIAS”). 11

With limited exceptions, 12 state commissions are responsible for the

designation of ETCs. 13
In Minnesota, the Commission recommends that petitions for ETC status include, at a
minimum, a demonstration that the applicant meets the basic services, facilities, and advertising
requirements of Federal Communications Commission (“FCC”) Rule 54.201 and the requested

8
For a detailed discussion of ETC requirements, please see In the Matter of a Commission Investigation into the
Appropriate Notice and Outreach Requirements for Eligible Telecommunications Carriers under 47 U.S.C. § 214(e),
Docket No. P-999/CI-17-509, Comments of the Office of the Attorney General at 4-11 (Sept. 27, 2019) (“Wireless
ETC Docket”).
9
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1), (2); 47 C.F.R. § 54.201(a), (b).
10
In re Telecommunications Carriers Eligible for Universal Service Support et al., WC Docket No. 09-197, Order,
DA 14-1722, para. 6 (rel. Nov. 26, 2014) (citing C.F.R. § 54.202(a)).
11
47 C.F.R. § 54.101(a).
12
See 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(6) (discussing common carriers not subject to State commission jurisdiction).
13
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(2); 47 C.F.R. § 54.201(b). See also WCB Reminds Connect America Fund Phase II Auction
Applicants of the Process for Obtaining a Federal Designation as an Eligible Telecommunications Carrier, WC Docket
Nos. 09-197, 10-90, Public Notice, DA 18-714, para. 1 n.4 (July 10, 2018) (“Carriers subject to state jurisdiction
should follow state rules and requirements to apply for [ETC] designation.”).
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designation is in the public interest. 14 There are sixteen (16) criteria the Commission uses to
determine whether to approve ETC status. 15 Included among the criteria is the submission of a
Lifeline Program advertising plan, 16 a demonstration that the ETC will satisfy applicable consumer
protection and quality standards, 17 and a finding that the ETC designation is in the public interest. 18
B.

Lifeline-Specific ETC Requirements.
1.

General Lifeline ETC requirements. 19

An ETC must offer Lifeline service to all qualifying low-income consumers throughout its
designated service area(s). 20 The FCC’s 2016 Lifeline Modernization Order expanded Lifeline’s
reach to include broadband as a supported service in the program. 21 Lifeline currently supports
stand-alone voice service, 22 stand-alone broadband service, 23 and bundled voice and data service
packages. 24 As of December 1, 2021, stand-alone voice service, or voice service not bundled with
broadband that meets the minimum standards set forth in the federal Universal Service regulations,
will no longer be eligible for Lifeline support absent an FCC decision otherwise (i.e., ETCs that

MPUC
Website,
Eligible
Telecommunications
Carriers
(ETCs),
available
at
https://mn.gov/commerce/industries/telecom/etc/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021). See also 47 C.F.R. § 54.201 (including
a public interest requirement).
15
See In the Matter of Assist Wireless Inc’s Petition for ETC Designation in Minnesota, Docket No. P-6978/M-17213, Public Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce at 2-3 (Aug. 14, 2017) (detailed checklist
developed by the Department listing areas the Commission has addressed in ETC applications).
16
Id. at 2 (Item No. 7).
17
Id. at 3 (Item No. 12).
18
Id. (Item No. 16).
19
For a detailed discussion of ETC requirements, see Wireless ETC Docket, Comments of the Office of the Attorney
General at 4-11 (Sept. 27, 2019).
20
47 C.F.R. §§ 54.405(a); 54.101(b).
21
In re Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization et al., WC Docket Nos. 11-42, 09-197, 10-90, Third Report
and Order, Further Report and Order, and Order on Reconsideration, FCC 16-38, paras. 30-37 (2016) (“2016 Lifeline
Modernization Order”).
22
47 C.F.R. §§ 54.401(b)(2); 54.403(a)(2).
23
See 47 C.F.R. § 54.401(b)(2) (including stand-alone broadband Internet access service among the Lifeline-supported
services).
24
See 47 C.F.R. § 54.401(b) (including broadband Internet access bundled with fixed or mobile telephony service
among the Lifeline-supported services).
14
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offer only stand-alone voice service will no longer be eligible for Lifeline Program support unless
the FCC modifies its current program rules). 25
2. Advertising- and outreach- specific Lifeline ETC requirements.
An ETC must publicize the availability of Lifeline Program service using media of general
distribution, and in a manner reasonably designed to reach those within its designated service
area(s) who are most likely to qualify for the service. 26 An ETC’s Lifeline materials must explain
in clear, easily understood language that the offering is a Lifeline-supported service; that only
eligible consumers may enroll in the Lifeline Program; that documentation is necessary for
program enrollment; and that the program is limited to one Lifeline benefit per household. 27 In
addition, an ETC’s certification form(s) must explain that Lifeline is a government benefit
program, and that anyone who makes a false statement to obtain a Lifeline benefit may be punished
by fine or imprisonment, or may be banned from participation in the Lifeline Program. 28 Finally,
an ETC’s Lifeline-related materials must disclose the company name under which the ETC does
business and the details of the ETC’s Lifeline service offerings. 29 The FCC’s Lifeline advertising
and outreach rules encompass all forms of media including, but not limited to, “print, audio, video,
25
26

47 C.F.R. § 54.403(a)(2)(iv).
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(B); 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b).

The OAG understands the reluctance to spend money on advertising if it does not seem to result in increased Lifeline
Program enrollment. See Docket No. 20-747, Comments of Minnesota Telecom Alliance at 2-3 (Nov. 9, 2020).
Additionally, the OAG agrees that the Commission should explore options other than increasing advertising to
increase Lifeline subscribership. Id. at 3. However, Lifeline advertising is a federal Universal Service rule
requirement. Thus, to the extent that a High Cost ETC’s current advertising and outreach efforts are not successful,
the Commission has the authority to require that High Cost ETC to pursue additional or different advertising. See 47
U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(B) (requiring ETCs to advertise the availability of federal Universal Service program offerings
using media of general distribution); 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b) (requiring ETCs to publicize the availability of Lifeline
Program services in a manner reasonably designed to reach those likely to qualify for the service).
In re Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization et al., WC Docket Nos. 11-42, 03-109, 12-23 and CC Docket
No. 96-45, Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 12-11, para. 275 (2012) (“2012
Lifeline Modernization Order”). See also 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(c).
28
2012 Lifeline Modernization Order, para. 275; see also 47 C.F.R. § 54.8 (empowering the FCC to suspend and
debar any person(s) from low-income program activities).
29
2012 Lifeline Modernization Order, para. 275.
27
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Internet (including email, web, and social networking media), and outdoor signage, that describe
a Lifeline-supported service offering, including application and certification forms.” 30
High Cost ETCs that receive Lifeline Program support must report on their annual financial
and operations filing (“FCC Form 481”):
•

Holding company, operating company, affiliate, and any doing-business-as or other
branding designations, as well as applicable Study Area Codes; and

•

Information describing the terms and conditions of any voice telephony service plans
offered to Lifeline subscribers, including details on the number of minutes provided as
part of the plan, additional charges, if any, for toll calls, and rates for each such plan. 31

An FCC Form 481 filing will be considered non-compliant if it contains an inactive Lifeline
website link or reference to a Lifeline website that cannot be found; the ETC’s Lifeline “home
page” is not specific to the Lifeline Program; the ETC’s website or printed materials do not provide
information on minutes or usage parameters associated with Lifeline Program plans; the ETC’s
website or printed materials discuss Lifeline Program eligibility and sign-up, but not terms and
conditions or available Lifeline Program service plan price(s); or the ETC’s website or printed
materials do not provide information on charges incurred for toll calls and additional services. 32
The FCC has adopted Lifeline advertising and outreach guidelines for ETCs and states to
ensure that those most in need of Lifeline service will be made aware of the Lifeline Program.
These advertising and outreach guidelines recommend that states and ETCs:
•

utilize outreach materials and methods designed to reach households that do not
currently have telephone service;

30

Id.
47 C.F.R. § 54.422(a). To the extent an ETC offers a plan(s) to Lifeline subscribers that is generally available to
the public, the ETC may provide summary information regarding such a plan(s), such as a link to a public website that
outlines the terms and conditions of the plan(s). Id. at § 54.422(a)(2).
32
FCC, Instructions for Completing FCC Form 481 at 1, 25, https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/highcost/documents/Forms/FCC-Form-481-Instructions.pdf (last visited Jan. 10, 2021) (setting forth required Lifeline
Program advertising and outreach information); USAC Website, Lifeline-Additional Requirements-Annual Filings,
https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additional-requirements/report-data-annually-fcc-form-481/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021).
31
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•

develop outreach advertising that can be read or accessed by any sizeable non-English
speaking populations within an ETC’s service area(s); and

•

coordinate with governmental agencies that administer government assistance
programs, such as social service agencies, tribal organizations, community centers,
public schools, and nursing homes. 33

USAC, as the independent, not-for-profit corporation designated as the permanent
administrator of the federal Universal Service Fund, 34 provides guidance on how to reach eligible
households that do not currently receive Lifeline service.

Included among USAC’s

recommendations are:
•

Posting notices at public transportation stops and agencies, shelters, and soup kitchens;

•

Running public service announcements; and

•

Providing information booths at central locations. 35
ANALYSIS

As discussed in the Commission’s 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification docket, not all
Minnesota High Cost ETCs are properly offering the Lifeline Program. 36 Whether Minnesota’s
declining Lifeline Program enrollment is the result of High Cost ETCs’ unfamiliarity with Lifeline
advertising and outreach requirements, or decreased Lifeline subscribership is occurring for other
reasons, there is room for improvement in the Lifeline Program advertising and outreach practices
of Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs. Accordingly, the OAG proposes below some required and
recommended Lifeline Program advertising and outreach best practices for discussion among

In re Lifeline and Link-Up, WC Docket No. 03-109, Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking,
FCC 04-87, paras. 44-48 (2004) (“2004 Lifeline Order”).
34
47 C.F.R. § 54.701(a). See also USAC Website, About USAC, https://www.usac.org/about/ (last visited Jan. 10,
2021) (explaining that as the FCC-designated independent, not-for-profit federal Universal Service administrator,
USAC administers the federal Universal Service Fund under the FCC’s oversight and guided by FCC policy).
35
USAC Website, Lifeline-Additional Requirements-Advertise Lifeline, https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additionalrequirements/advertise-lifeline/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021).
36
See generally 2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Office of the Attorney General (Sept. 1, 2020).
33
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Commission staff, the OAG, the Department, and the Minnesota High Cost ETCs during the 2021
Lifeline Program workshop.
III.

NOT ALL MINNESOTA HIGH COST ETCS
PROGRAM

ARE

PROPERLY OFFERING

THE

LIFELINE

Although the OAG’s 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification review did not result in any
violations of the Lifeline Program rules that would warrant a denial of ETC status, the OAG did
identify a number of concerns related to the Lifeline Program advertising and outreach practices
of Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs. 37 For example, the OAG determined that many Minnesota High
Cost ETCs did not have a working Lifeline webpage, much less one that could easily be found. 38
The OAG also determined that where a webpage and/or Lifeline page could be found, many
Minnesota High Cost ETCs provided eligibility and sign-up information, but did not include
Lifeline-specific plan information. 39 For these and other reasons, the OAG concluded that not all
Minnesota High Cost ETCs are properly offering the Lifeline Program. 40
IV.

THE COMMISSION SHOULD ESTABLISH A CLEAR SET
PRACTICES FOR MINNESOTA HIGH COST ETCS

OF

LIFELINE PROGRAM BEST

State commissions play a critical role in the success of the federal Universal Service
programs. 41 The FCC has recognized that “[t]he billions of dollars that the Universal Service Fund
disburses each year to support vital communications services comes from American consumers
and businesses, and recipients must be held accountable for how they spend that money.” 42

A

state may adopt those ETC regulations and requirements it sees fit to preserve and advance the
federal Universal Service programs so long as those regulations and requirements are not
2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Office of the Attorney General at 9-12.
Id. at 11.
39
Id. at 11-12.
40
Id. at 12-13.
41
2012 Lifeline Modernization Order, para. 278.
42
In re Connect America Fund et al., WC Docket Nos. 10-90 et al., Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, FCC 11-161, para. 568 (2011) (“2011 CAF Order”).
37
38
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inconsistent with the FCC’s rules. 43 The FCC’s ETC reporting and certification requirements
reflect a “floor rather than a ceiling” for states and “state commissions may require the submission
of additional information that they believe is necessary to ensure that ETCs are using support
consistent with the [federal Universal Service] statute and [the] implementing regulations. . . .” 44
For the Lifeline Program specifically, “[s]tates and [ETCs] . . . have the flexibility to
determine the most appropriate outreach mechanisms for their consumers, as long as they are
reasonably designed to reach those likely to qualify for Lifeline. . . .” 45 If the Commission
determines that an ETC is not fulfilling its Lifeline Program advertising and outreach obligations,
the Commission may revoke or decline to renew ETC status, 46 or refer the ETC to the FCC’s
Enforcement Bureau for potential investigation and sanctions, 47 though these options are to be
invoked only in the most egregious circumstances. 48
A.

OAG-Proposed Lifeline Program Advertising and Outreach Best Practices.

It is of vital importance that the Commission establish rules to advance federal Universal
Service principles and protect Minnesota’s vulnerable low-income consumers. The required and
recommended Lifeline Program advertising and outreach best practices the OAG proposes below
are derived from its 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification review and will help accomplish

47 U.S.C. § 254(f).
2011 CAF Order, paras. 573-74 (discussing state ETC authority); see also id. at para. 611 (“[C]onsistent with the
partnership between the [FCC] and the states to preserve and enhance universal service, and our recognition that states
will continue to be the first place that consumers may contact regarding consumer protection issues, we encourage
states to bring to our attention issues and concerns about all carriers operating within their boundaries. . . .”).
45
2004 Lifeline Order, para. 44.
46
2011 CAF Order, n.999 (reaffirming state authority to rescind ETC designations); In re Federal-State Joint Board
on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Report and Order, FCC 05-46, para. 72 (2005) (“[A]s the Joint Board
noted, state commissions possess the authority to rescind ETC designations for failure of an ETC to comply with the
requirements of section 214(e) of the Act or any other conditions imposed by the state.”).
47
See FCC Webpage, Enforcement Bureau-Universal Service Fund Enforcement, https://www.fcc.gov/eb-usfc (last
visited Jan. 10, 2021) (explaining that “the [FCC] Enforcement Bureau actively pursues violators of section 254 of
the Act and related [FCC] rules” and specifying that any person with information about a violation of the Universal
Service statute or the FCC’s Universal Service rules may directly contact the FCC’s Investigations and Hearings
Division).
48
2011 CAF Order, para. 618.
43
44
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those goals. The OAG’s proposals should be considered during Commission staff’s 2021 Lifeline
workshop.
Mandatory Lifeline Program disclosures. The FCC’s rules require ETCs to “[i]ndicate
on all materials describing the [Lifeline] service, using easily understood language, that it
is a Lifeline service, that Lifeline is a government assistance program, the service is nontransferable, only eligible consumers may enroll in the program, and the program is limited
to one discount per household.” 49 The FCC’s rules also require an ETC to disclose its name
on all materials describing the service. 50
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to periodically review their
Lifeline advertising and outreach materials (e.g., bi-annually) to ensure the materials
contain the required language and disclosures contained in the FCC’s rules. 51 This
includes all print, audio, video, and web materials used by an ETC to describe a Lifeline
service offering, or any Lifeline Program enrollment materials it provides to consumers,
including application and/or certification forms. 52
Internet-only advertising prohibited. An ETC must publicize the availability of Lifeline
service in a manner reasonably designed to reach those likely to qualify for the service. 53
Although the FCC has not mandated specific outreach methods, it has stated that the
Internet should not be the sole means of advertising Lifeline service. 54
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to supplement any Internet
advertising with print media, direct mail, and other methods that are reasonably designed
to reach potential Lifeline consumers in the ETCs’ service area(s). 55
Advertising reasonably designed to reach eligible households. An ETC must advertise
the availability of Lifeline service in a manner reasonably designed to reach the eligible
households within its designated service area(s). 56 Unless voluntarily submitted as part of
a Minnesota High Cost ETC’s annual FCC Form 481 filing, the OAG has no insight into
47 C.F.R. § 54.405(c).
47 C.F.R. § 54.405(d).
51
47 C.F.R. § 54.405(c). See also USAC Website, Common Audit Findings: Lifeline Program, Finding: Improper
Advertising Methods and/or Materials, https://www.usac.org/about/appeals-audits/beneficiary-and-contributoraudit-program-bcap/common-audit-findings-lifeline-program/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021) (listing failure to include the
appropriate disclosures on advertising materials as a common audit finding and recommending the periodic review of
outreach and marketing materials).
52
47 C.F.R. § 54.405(c).
53
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(B); 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b).
54
2004 Lifeline Order, para. 46.
55
Id. at paras. 44-49. See also USAC Website, Common Audit Findings: Lifeline Program, Finding: Improper
Advertising Methods and/or Materials, https://www.usac.org/about/appeals-audits/beneficiary-and-contributoraudit-program-bcap/common-audit-findings-lifeline-program/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021) (listing advertising only on
the Internet as a common audit finding and recommending supplementing “any Internet Lifeline outreach with instore print media, direct mail, event marketing, or other methods that are reasonably designed to reach potential
Lifeline subscribers. . . .”).
56
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(B); 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b).
49
50
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the type(s) of Lifeline Program advertising a Minnesota High Cost ETC conducts and
cannot determine whether such advertising is reasonably designed to reach the eligible
households within the ETC’s service area(s).
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to submit sample Lifeline
advertising materials on a triennial basis. Those ETCs that already voluntarily provide
this information as part of their FCC Form 481 filings should be permitted to reference
the filing to satisfy this requirement.
Websites containing Lifeline Program information encouraged. Although the FCC has
not explicitly mandated that ETCs establish or maintain websites containing Lifeline
information, 57 with the increased federal emphasis on broadband communications as part
of the Lifeline Program (and the planned phasing-out of legacy voice service), it is
reasonable to conclude that ETCs should develop and maintain websites containing
Lifeline information to satisfy the “reasonably designed to reach” requirement for
publicizing the availability of Lifeline services.
The Commission should encourage Minnesota High Cost ETCs to develop and maintain
websites that contain Lifeline Program-specific information to publicize the availability
of Lifeline Program service to potentially eligible consumers.
Websites containing Lifeline Program information must be functional. If a Minnesota
High Cost ETC maintains a website to advertise its Lifeline Program information, that
website must be functional. Otherwise it is not “reasonably designed to reach” consumers
likely to qualify for Lifeline Program service. 58 During the 2020 annual High Cost ETC
certification process the OAG looked at the websites of every Minnesota High Cost ETC
to determine if they were properly advertising Lifeline. For many Minnesota High Cost
ETCs, the OAG was unable to locate a functional website with Lifeline information or the
provided website link was inactive. 59
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to conduct periodic (e.g.,
monthly) checks of their websites and those portions of their websites that contain
Lifeline Program information to ensure they are functional.
Websites must have Lifeline-specific home pages. If a Minnesota High Cost ETC
maintains a website to advertise its Lifeline Program service, that website must have a
Lifeline-specific “home page.” 60 It is encouraging to note that, for those Lifeline websites
that the OAG was able to locate and visit during its 2020 annual High Cost ETC
certification review, only a few did not have a Lifeline-specific home page. 61

2004 Lifeline Order, para. 44 (encouraging ETCs to tailor their outreach efforts to the communities they serve).
47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(B); 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b).
59
2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Office of the Attorney General at 11 (Sept. 1, 2020).
60
USAC Website, Lifeline-Additional Requirements-Annual Filings, https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additionalrequirements/report-data-annually-fcc-form-481/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021).
61
2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Office of the Attorney General at 11 (Sept. 1, 2020).
57
58
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The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs that use a website to
advertise their Lifeline Program service to maintain a Lifeline-specific home page.
Lifeline-specific “home pages” should be accessible in three (3) clicks or less.
Although most Minnesota High Cost ETCs maintain Lifeline-specific home pages, often
the pages were not easy to find or could only be located after conducting a term search for
the word “Lifeline.” During the 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification review, the
Department recommended considering whether consumers should be able to reach a
Lifeline-specific “home page” within two (2) clicks from an ETC’s main webpage. 62 The
OAG would be comfortable with a three (3) click or less standard for accessing a Lifeline
Program-specific “home page” from a Minnesota High Cost ETC’s main webpage.
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to make Lifeline-specific
webpages available in three (3) clicks or less from their main webpages.
Websites or printed materials must include Lifeline plan information. Whether an
ETC elects to establish and maintain a website or advertises its Lifeline Program service
using printed materials, the ETC must provide information on charges incurred for toll calls
and additional services. 63 Moreover, such information should be provided using plain and
simple language. 64 For those Lifeline-specific webpages that the OAG was able to locate
and visit during its 2020 annual High Cost ETC certification review, the majority of
Minnesota High Cost ETCs provided eligibility and sign-up information, but many of them
did not include minutes and usage parameters, terms and conditions, and/or toll and
additional service charge information.
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to include Lifeline plan
information, including minutes and usage parameters, eligibility and sign-up, terms and
conditions, and toll call and additional service charges, in their advertising and outreach
materials. For websites, this information should be available within three (3) clicks of
the Minnesota High Cost ETC’s main webpage.
Websites or printed materials must be continually and routinely updated. Lifeline
Program eligibility, application and recertification, discount, and broadband minimum
service standards information changes over time. 65 For many potential or existing Lifeline
consumers, an ETC’s website or printed advertising and outreach materials may be the only
Lifeline Program information they receive. Thus, it is imperative that the Lifeline Program
information contained on an ETC’s website and/or in its printed materials be timely and
accurate.
See 2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce at 12 (Aug. 31, 2020).
FCC, Instructions for Completing FCC Form 481 at 25, https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/highcost/documents/Forms/FCC-Form-481-Instructions.pdf (last visited Jan. 10, 2021); USAC Website, LifelineAdditional Requirements-Annual Filings, https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additional-requirements/report-dataannually-fcc-form-481/ (last visited Jan. 10, 2021).
64
2012 Lifeline Modernization Order, para. 275; 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(c).
65
See, e.g., 47 C.F.R. § 54.408(c) (containing the required methodology for annually updating broadband minimum
service standards).
62
63
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The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to continually update their
websites and/or printed materials to reflect changes to the Lifeline Program that may
impact eligibility, application and recertification requirements, and applicable discount
and broadband minimum service standards.
Tribal governments must be made aware of enhanced Lifeline benefits. The Lifeline
Program provides enhanced benefits for qualifying Tribal lands. 66 The OAG recognizes
and appreciates the hard work of Commission staff and the Department to develop a
rigorous tribal engagement process. 67 The OAG defers to Commission staff and the
Department regarding the continued development of the tribal outreach process.
The Commission should require Minnesota High Cost ETCs to continue cooperating
with Commission staff and the Department to develop and implement meaningful
Lifeline Program tribal engagement.
Minnesota should review the practices of states that have more successful Lifeline
Program participation. According to the U.S. Census American Community Survey
(“ACS”), Minnesota sits in the middle of the pack (at 16 percent) in terms of its estimated
2020 participation rate for the Lifeline Program. 68 There are a few states with estimated
2020 Lifeline participation rates of greater than 30 percent. 69 It may be beneficial to
examine the Lifeline Program advertising and outreach efforts of these more successful
states to find potential tools to boost Minnesota’s Lifeline Program participation.
The Commission should direct any interested parties or a designated task force (see
below) to review the Lifeline advertising and outreach efforts of these more successful
states to identify potential best practices for implementation in Minnesota.
B.

Federal Best Practice Requirements and Recommendations for the Lifeline
Program.

In 2005, the federal-state Lifeline Across America Working Group (“LAAWG”) was
established to examine Lifeline Program outreach efforts, and provide suggestions to ensure lowincome consumers were aware of the program and understood the participation requirements. 70

47 C.F.R. § 54.403(a)(3).
2020 ETC Certification Docket, Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce at 10-11 (Aug. 31, 2020).
68
See Attach A, USAC Webpage, Lifeline-Learn-Program Data, https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
(last visited Jan. 10, 2021) (showing Minnesota’s 2019 Lifeline Program eligible households at 474,591, its October
2020 subscriber count at 73,571, and its 2020 estimated Lifeline Program participation rate at 16%).
69
See id. (showing estimated 2020 Lifeline Program participation rates for eligible households of 48 percent for
California; 33 percent for Louisiana; 43 percent for Oklahoma; and 63 percent for Puerto Rico).
70
FCC Website, Lifeline Consumers-Lifeline Across America Consumer Outreach, https://www.fcc.gov/lifelineconsumers (click on blue “Outreach” tab) (last visited Jan. 10, 2021). The LAAWG’s members include the FCC, the
National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners (“NARUC”), and the National Association of State Utility
Consumer Advocates (“NASUCA”). Id.
66
67
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The LAAWG released a 2006 report that presented best practices for Lifeline Program outreach. 71
In 2012, the FCC referenced the 2006 LAAWG report, finding the report’s outreach guidelines “as
relevant . . . as when they were [originally] published. . . .” 72 Below are some LAAWG best practices

for consideration during the 2021 Lifeline advertising and outreach workshop.
Establish a Lifeline Outreach Task Force. The state of North Carolina experimented
with the development of a Lifeline outreach task force that included representatives from
the state’s utilities commission, major telecommunications companies, state agencies
administering Lifeline-qualifying programs, organizations assisting low-income citizens,
and the attorney general’s office. 73 The task force’s efforts were specifically directed at
increasing state Lifeline Program enrollment. 74
The Commission should consider establishing a Lifeline outreach task force with
membership like that of the North Carolina task force.
Identify and inform state associations/organizations about the Lifeline Program. The
LAAWG report noted that neither the National Association for Home Care and Hospice,
nor the National Association of Social Workers were aware of the Lifeline Program. 75
According to the report, once notified, both associations were “eager” to educate their
members about the program. 76 There may be Minnesota state associations or organizations
that are not aware of the Lifeline Program and the benefits it provides to qualifying lowincome consumers.
The Commission should consider establishing a process to identify and raise awareness
of the Lifeline Program with state associations and/or organizations that serve
Minnesota’s low-income populations.
Identify and expand opportunities for stakeholder partnerships. The LAAWG report
noted that “[t]he most meaningful success in [Lifeline Program] outreach . . . seems to
emanate from partnerships between stakeholders to reach, inform, and enroll eligible
consumers.” 77 According to LAAWG, effective coordination has included cooperative
outreach efforts among state commissions, telecom providers, social service agencies,

Id. See also Attach. B, FCC Website, Report of the FCC/NARUC/NASUCA Working Group on Lifeline and LinkUp: “Lifeline Across America”, https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/lllureport.pdf (last visited Jan. 10, 2021)
(“LAAWG Report”).
72
2012 Lifeline Modernization Order, para 280.
73
See Attach. B, LAAWG Report at 6.
74
Id.
75
Id. at ii (sections titled “The message has not reached some constituencies” or similar).
76
Id. at ii, 9 (sections titled “Partnerships between government, carriers, and community organizations have been very
effective in all parts of the country”).
77
Id. at ii, 10-11.
71
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community centers, public schools, and private organizations that may serve low-income
individuals. 78
The Commission should consider establishing a process to identify potential Lifeline
Program outreach partnership opportunities among stakeholders that serve low-income
individuals.
Identify and expand opportunities for one-on-one outreach. According to the LAAWG
report, a cross-section of stakeholders found that the most effective way to educate and
enroll eligible Lifeline Program participants was through one-on-one outreach from a
trusted source, such as social workers, community newspapers, and community-based
organizations. 79
The Commission should consider establishing a process to identify additional
opportunities for one-on-one Lifeline Program outreach.
Require or encourage specific actions by Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs. Among the
potential next steps included in the LAAWG report were the below steps that should be
required or encouraged as best practices for Minnesota High Cost ETCs. Specifically,
Minnesota High Cost ETCs should be:
•

required to continually review and assess the effectiveness of their outreach
materials and methods; 80

•

encouraged to include Lifeline Program information on all disconnection notices
and payment plan confirmation letters; 81 and

•

required to develop outreach methods targeted to reach households that do not
currently have telephone service. 82

Id. At least two (2) Minnesota High Cost ETCs have also suggested partnering with social service agencies to reach
low-income populations that may be eligible to receive Lifeline benefits. See Docket No. 20-747, Initial Comments
for Halstad Telephone Company at 2 (Oct. 27, 2020) and Initial Comments for TDS Telecommunication Corporation
at 3 (Nov. 9, 2020).
79
Attach. B, LAAWG Report at ii, 9 (sections titled “One-on-One outreach is critical”).
80
Id. at v, 17. See also id. at 4 (explaining that ETCs’ outreach efforts must be ongoing and frequent to ensure that
new and eligible consumers are aware of Lifeline Program benefits).
81
Id. at v, 17.
82
Id. See also 2004 Lifeline Order, para. 45-46.
78
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CONCLUSION
The OAG welcomes the opportunity to participate in the Commission’s forthcoming
Lifeline Program advertising and outreach best practices workshop. In particular, the OAG looks
forward to discussing its proposed Lifeline Program best practice requirements and
recommendations with Commission staff, the Department, and Minnesota’s High Cost ETCs.
Developing and implementing a set of Lifeline Program advertising and outreach best practices
should set clear expectations for Minnesota’s ETCs and positively impact Minnesota’s Lifeline
Program enrollment.
Dated: January 11, 2021

Respectfully submitted,
KEITH ELLISON
Attorney General
State of Minnesota
/s/ Kristin Berkland
KRISTIN BERKLAND
Assistant Attorney General
Atty. Reg. No. 0394804
445 Minnesota Street, Suite 1400
St. Paul, Minnesota 55101-2127
(651) 757-1236 (Voice)
(651) 296-9663 (Fax)
kristin.berkland@ag.state.mn.us
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COVID-19 Update: USAC remains open for business—Washington, DC office
closed. Learn more about USF program responses (/about/usacs-covid-19response/)

Subscribe (https://fe391570756406797d1477.pub.s10.sfmc-content.com/3n2usens2cz)
Payments (/service-providers/making-payments/how-to-pay/)
Open Data (https://opendata.usac.org/)
Sign In (https://forms.universalservice.org/portal)

Menu

USAC (https://www.usac.org/) Lifeline (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/)
Learn (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/) Program Data

Program Data

Learn (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/)
Webinars (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/webinars/)
Videos (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/videos/)
(https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/programProgram Data data/)
FAQs

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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(https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/lifelineresourcesforstateandfederalStateFed Resources partners/)

Program Data
USAC relies on the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) to estimate
the rate at which Lifeline-eligible households participate in the Lifeline
Program.

Lifeline Participation
The chart below outlines the total number of Lifeline subscribers for the specified time period, the
estimated number of households eligible for the Lifeline benefit based on the most recent ACS data
available, and Lifeline’s estimated participation rate.
The subscriber count is based on:
The number of subscribers enrolled in the National Lifeline Accountability Database (NLAD) in
NLAD states, and
The number of subscribers reported to USAC by NLAD opt-out state administrators (in CA, OR,
and TX).
For more details on the methodology used to calculate Lifeline’s participation rate, review the
Lifeline Participation Rate
Excel file.

State

October 2020
Subscriber
Count

2019 Lifeline Eligible
Households Based on
ACS Data

Estimated 2020
Lifeline
Participation Rate

Alabama

91,515

578,459

16%

Alaska

21,078

57,283

37%

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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Arizona

177,690

709,792

25%

Arkansas

86,090

388,413

22%

California

1,728,639

3,630,292

48%

Colorado

67,320

471,049

14%

Connecticut

80,095

358,909

22%

Delaware

15,110

89,493

17%

District of
Columbia

20,471

74,775

27%

Florida

415,566

2,149,002

19%

Georgia

286,548

1,041,073

28%

Hawaii

8,210

106,189

8%

Idaho

11,468

153,461

8%

Illinois

224,343

1,230,176

18%

Indiana

140,564

659,545

21%

Iowa

52,058

321,824

16%

Kansas

39,223

260,220

15%

Kentucky

152,954

556,392

28%

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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Louisiana

205,746

617,966

33%

Maine

20,478

151,320

14%

Maryland

144,442

491,941

29%

Massachusetts

116,745

699,692

17%

Michigan

261,933

1,083,636

24%

Minnesota

73,571

474,591

16%

Mississippi

76,049

387,431

20%

Missouri

97,351

629,730

16%

Montana

2,181

118,504

2%

Nebraska

4,544

172,462

3%

Nevada

73,140

311,571

24%

New Hampshire

7,342

98,005

8%

New Jersey

142,053

689,548

21%

New Mexico

80,987

286,525

28%

New York

548,309

2,264,170

24%

North Carolina

156,449

1,095,902

14%

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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North Dakota

5,171

72,403

7%

Ohio

359,224

1,265,486

28%

Oklahoma

183,900

431,969

43%

Oregon

63,976

457,786

14%

Pennsylvania

330,590

1,356,096

24%

Puerto Rico

491,172

784,579

63%

Rhode Island

24,028

110,519

22%

South Carolina

119,334

537,352

22%

South Dakota

6,168

76,379

8%

Tennessee

128,386

739,002

17%

Texas

400,450

2,588,885

16%

Utah

22,621

189,841

12%

Vermont

9,258

66,511

14%

Virginia

116,493

639,449

18%

Washington

138,075

668,106

21%

West Virginia

67,895

250,853

27%

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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Wisconsin

129,267

539,011

24%

Wyoming

361

49,994

1%

Total

8,226,631

33,233,562

25%

Additional Data and Statistics
Download Lifeline’s Data and Statistics

Excel file for information on:

The total support amount disbursed to Incumbent Local Exchange Carriers (ILECs) versus
Competitive Eligible Telecommunications Carriers (CETCs),
Historical data on distribution of support, and
The percentage of subscribers who qualify through each Lifeline qualifying government
assistance program and the percentage of subscribers who qualify through their income.
This file is updated annually.

Lifeline Disbursement Data
Through Lifeline’s Funding Disbursement
tool, users can search for payment data for any month
beginning in January 2004. Use Lifeline’s Disbursements Open Data
tool to search for the total
dollar amount disbursed to each ETC and the total number of subscribers claimed by each ETC,
every month and year since January 2018.

About
About USAC (/about/)
Careers (/careers/)
Open Data
Procurement (https://www.usac.org/about/procurement/)
Contact Us (/about/contact-usac/)

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/learn/program-data/
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Programs
E-rate (https://www.usac.org/e-rate/)
Rural Health Care (https://www.usac.org/rural-health-care/)
Lifeline (https://www.usac.org/lifeline/)
High Cost (https://www.usac.org/high-cost/)

Companies
Service Providers (https://www.usac.org/service-providers/)
Contributing to the USF (https://www.usac.org/service-providers/contributing-to-the-usf/)
How to Pay (https://www.usac.org/service-providers/making-payments/how-to-pay/)

Legal
Appeals & Audits (https://www.usac.org/about/appeals-audits/)
FCC Orders (https://www.usac.org/about/reports-orders/fcc-orders/)
FCC Filings (https://www.usac.org/about/reports-orders/fcc-filings/)

Website Feedback (/about/contact-usac/website-feedback/)
Privacy Policies (/about/privacy-policies/)
© 2021 Universal Service Administrative Company. All rights reserved.
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Report of the FCC/NARUC/NASUCA Working Group
on Lifeline and Link-Up: "Lifeline Across America"
Executive Summary
Introduction

On July26, 2005, during theNARUC Summer Meetings, theFederal Communications
Commission (FCC or Commission) and theNational Association of Regulatory Utility
Commissioners (NARUC) launched "Lifeline Across America," a nationwide initiative to
provide state, local, and tribal entities with additional outreach resources onLifeline andLink
Up, enhance consumer awareness, and ultimately draw more income-eligible consumers into
federal and stateLifeline andLink-Up programs. On September28,2005, theFCC issued a
PublicNotice naming the 15 Working Group members and advising the public of the opportunity
to provide input to the Working Group, now joined by theNational Association of State Utility
Consumer Advocates (NASUCA).
Lifeline andLink-Up are low-income support mechanisms, which ensure that quality
telecommunications services are available to low-income consumers at just, reasonable, and
affordable rates. These programs provide for discounts to low-income households for both the
initial installation of phone service (Link-Up) and monthly phone bills (Lifeline). Since their
inception,Lifeline andLink-Up have provided support for telephone service to millions of low
income customers. National statistics, however, reveal that a significant number of consumers
who qualify forLifeline andLink-Up may not be aware of the benefits of the programs.
"Lifeline Across America" Work to Date

The Working Group began work in the fall of2005 and decided to actively solicit public
input onLifeline andLink-Up outreach to obtain information on current outreach experiences
before developing new strategies. The Working Group established a dedicatedFCC e-mail box
lifeline@fcc.gov to receive input, and, in anFCC PublicNotice dated January 10,2006, the
Working Group asked for input on topics such as the success of previous outreach onLifeline and
Link-Up, how to measure the success of outreach, what outreach efforts are currently underway,
the existence of joint outreach (e.g., between business and government), the effect of the2005
hurricanes, challenges and obstacles to outreach, and overall recommendations. The Working
Group also conducted telephone interviews with several relevant organizations, including the
National Association of Social Workers,National Congress of American Indians, Home Health
Nurses Association, and wireline and wireless carriers. The Working Group used all of the input
it received to support the "next step" strategies discussed below.
To help raise awareness about the "Lifeline Across America" initiative and to assist in the
collection of input and distribution of new outreach materials, on February 7,2006, the Working
Group launched a dedicatedLifeline andLink-Up Web site, www.lifeline.gov, hosted on the
FCC's Web site and linked to the Web sites ofNARUC andNASUCA. TheLifeline andLink
Up Web site provides information and resources to consumers, consumer advocacy groups,
industry, and government stakeholders in a user-friendly format and encourages visitors to give
input on the Working Group's outreach questions.

