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INTRODUCTION 

The Office of the Attorney General—Residential Utilities Division (“OAG”) respectfully 
submits the following Comments providing recertification recommendations to the Minnesota 
Public Utilities Commission (“Commission”) for those Minnesota eligible telecommunications 
carriers (“ETCs”) that receive, have received, or will receive, federal Universal Service High Cost 
Program (“High Cost Program” or “High Cost”) funding.1  While the OAG makes some general 
recommendations for Minnesota’s High Cost Program ETCs based on the High Cost Program 
rules, the federal Universal Service Lifeline Program (“Lifeline Program” or “Lifeline”) rules, and 
the Lifeline best practices order issued by the Commission on July 20, 2021, the OAG has 
identified no violations of program rules that would warrant a denial of ETC recertification for any 
filer at this time.2  Accordingly, the OAG recommends recertification for all of Minnesota’s High 
Cost Program ETCs as discussed in further detail in these Comments.  

 
BACKGROUND 

I. STATE ETC DESIGNATION, RECERTIFICATION, AND SCHEDULE 

A. ETC DESIGNATION  

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 requires a telecommunications carrier to obtain an 
ETC designation to be eligible to receive funding from the High Cost Program and the Lifeline 
Program.3  Currently, the services supported by the federal Universal Service programs are voice 

 
1 ETCs that receive only federal Universal Service Lifeline Program funding file truncated versions of the FCC Form 
481 and do not require annual recertification by the Commission. 
2 Note that the OAG had fewer than sixty (60) days to analyze the FCC Forms 481 filed by Minnesota High Cost 
Program ETCs.  If the OAG later determines that a Minnesota High Cost Program ETC has violated program rules in 
a manner that warrants enhanced compliance obligations or a revocation of ETC status, the OAG will submit a filing 
in this or another appropriate Commission docket to provide recommendations about how to address the non-
compliance.   
3 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1). 
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telephony services and broadband Internet access services (“BIAS”).4  With limited exceptions,5 
state commissions are responsible for the designation of ETCs.6   

 
B. ETC RECERTIFICATION 

 Every year, High Cost and Lifeline ETCs must file the information and certifications 
required by the federal Universal Service rules with the Universal Service Administrative 
Company (“USAC”).7  In furtherance of this requirement, the Federal Communications 
Commission (“FCC”) created the Form 481, a detailed and comprehensive form that all High Cost 
and Lifeline ETCs must file by July 1.8  Although the FCC no longer requires ETCs to file copies 
of their FCC Forms 481 with the states,9 the Commission issued an order in 2019 mandating that 
Minnesota ETCs electronically file their FCC Forms 481 with the state.10    
 

States play a critical role in High Cost ETC recertification.  As recognized by the FCC, 
“[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.”11  Accordingly, a state may adopt those ETC 
requirements it sees fit to preserve and advance federal Universal Service as long as the 
requirements are not inconsistent with the FCC’s rules.12  In fact, the FCC’s High Cost 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. . . .”13  

 
 
 
 

 
4 47 C.F.R. § 54.101(a). 
5 See 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(6) (discussing ETC designation for common carriers not subject to state commission 
jurisdiction). 
6 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(2); 47 C.F.R. § 54.201(b).   
7 USAC Website, Annual Requirements, https://www.usac.org/high-cost/annual-requirements/ (last visited Aug. 29, 
2021).  USAC is the designated permanent administrator of the federal Universal Service support mechanisms.  See 
47 C.F.R. § 54.701(a). 
8 47 C.F.R. § 54.313(j); see also Instructions to FCC Form 481 at 4, https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/high-
cost/documents/Forms/FCC-Form-481-Instructions.pdf (last visited Aug. 29, 2021).  
9 In the Matter of Connect America Fund ETC Annual Reports and Certifications, WC Docket Nos. 10-90 and 14-58, 
Report and Order, FCC 17-87, para. 15 (2017). 
10 In the Matter of Annual Certification Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETCs) Use of the Federal 
Universal Service Support Required Pursuant to C.F.R. 54.313, Docket No. P-999/PR-19-8, ORDER CERTIFYING 
ELIGIBLE TELECOMMUNICATIONS CARRIERS’ USE OF FEDERAL HIGH-COST SUBSIDY at 3-4 (Oct. 17, 2019) (“2019 
ETC Order”). 
11 In the Matter of 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 (Nov. 18, 2011) (“2011 CAF Order”). 
12 See 47 U.S.C. § 254(f) (“A State may adopt regulations not inconsistent with the [FCC]’s rules to preserve and 
advance universal service.”). 
13 2011 CAF Order, paras. 573-74 (discussing state ETC authority).  

https://www.usac.org/high-cost/annual-requirements/
https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/high-cost/documents/Forms/FCC-Form-481-Instructions.pdf
https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/high-cost/documents/Forms/FCC-Form-481-Instructions.pdf
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C. MINNESOTA HIGH COST ETC RECERTIFICATION SCHEDULE 

 The Commission has previously established the following schedule for its annual 
recertification of Minnesota High Cost ETCs: 
 

July 1 Deadline for High Cost ETCs to file petitions and 
supporting documentation, including the information 
required by the FCC Form 481.14 

 
September 1 Deadline for the OAG, the Minnesota Department of 

Commerce (“Department”), and other interested 
persons to file comments. 

 
September 8 Deadline for reply comments.15 
 

In order for Minnesota ETCs to be eligible for High Cost Program support, the Commission 
must file its annual certification with the FCC and USAC by October 1 of each year.  Specifically, 
the Commission must certify that High Cost Program funds were used in the previous year, and 
will be used in the coming year, only for the provision, maintenance, and upgrading of facilities 
and services for which the support is intended.16  If the Commission submits its certification after 
October 1 of the applicable calendar year, the Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs may incur 
funding reductions.17   
 
A list of the Minnesota High Cost ETCs that require Commission recertification by October 1, 
2021 is provided in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A.  Also included in OAG Attachment A is:  
 

Table 2 A list of High Cost ETCs that will be recertified by other states but 
could also be recertified by the Commission;  

 
Table 3  A list of ETCs that the Commission should not recertify; and 
 
Tables 4 & 5 Lists of ETCs that submitted informational filings to the 

Commission, for which the Commission has no action item.   
 

 
14 In the Matter of the Annual Certification Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETCs) Use of 
Federal Universal Service Support Required Pursuant to 47 C.F.R. § 54.313, Docket No. P-999/PR-21-8, Notice of 
Compliance Filing Period at 1 (May 25, 2021). 
15 In the Matter of Annual Certifications Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ Use of Federal Universal 
Service Support, Docket No. P-999/PR-14-8 at 1 (Apr. 11, 2014). 
16 47 C.F.R. § 54.314(a).   
17 47 C.F.R. § 54.314(d).  
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II. HIGH COST PROGRAM RECERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS AND ISSUES  

 A. HIGH COST PROGRAM FUNDING SUMMARY 

 In 2020, USAC disbursed $248,056,604 to Minnesota-designated High Cost Program 
ETCs from nine (9) different High Cost Program funds.18  The table below details the 
disbursements from the nine (9) funds.  No funds were disbursed from the Rural Digital 
Opportunity Fund (“RDOF”) in calendar year 2020, so there are no RDOF funding amounts 
included in the table.   
 
 

Fund Name Fund Acronym Funding Disbursed in 
MN - 2020 

Alternative Connect America Model ACAM $ 66,216,232 
Alternative Connect America Model II ACAM II $ 57,149,526 
Connect America Cost Model CACM $ 85,622,880 
Connect America Fund Broadband Loop Support BLS $ 10,552,199 
Connect America Fund Intercarrier Compensation ICC $ 18,337,596 
Connect America Fund Phase II Auction CAF II Auc $   3,862,859 
Frozen High Cost Support FHCS $   1,353,132 
High Cost Loop HCL $   4,620,384 
Rural Broadband Experiment RBE $        41,796 
Total  $248,056,604 

  
A brief description of each of these funds is included in Attachment B. 

 
B. FEDERAL HIGH COST PROGRAM ANNUAL CERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS. 

Pursuant to the FCC’s rules, each year High Cost Program ETCs must provide information 
and a certification demonstrating: 

 
• They are able to function in emergency situations. 
• The pricing of their voice services is no more than two standard deviations above 

the applicable national average urban rate for voice service.  
• Their pricing of a service that meets the FCC’s broadband public interest 

obligations is no more than the applicable benchmark or is no more than the non-
promotional price charged for a comparable fixed wireline service in urban areas 
in the states where the ETC receives support.  

• Holding company, operating company, affiliate, and any doing-business-as or other 
branding designations, as well as the related Study Area Codes (“SAC”). 

• If applicable, that the ETC had discussions with Tribal governments that, at a 
minimum, included: 

 
o A needs assessment and deployment planning with a focus on Tribal 

community anchor institutions; 
o Feasibility and sustainability planning; 

 
18 Disbursements reported in whole dollars without rounding.     



5 

o Marketing services in a culturally sensitive manner; 
o Rights of way processes, land use permitting, facilities siting, 

environmental and cultural preservation review processes; and 
o Compliance with Tribal business and licensing requirements. 

 
• The results of network performance tests pursuant to the methodology and in the 

format determined by the FCC’s Wireline Competition and Wireless 
Telecommunications Bureaus, and the Office of Engineering and Technology.19 

 
C. FEDERAL HIGH COST PROGRAM BUILD-OUT MILESTONES 

High Cost Program ETCs that are subject to specific build-out milestones are required to 
notify the FCC, USAC, and their states within ten (10) business days if they fail to meet an 
applicable build-out milestone.20  Failure to meet a build-out milestone may trigger additional 
reporting obligations, withholding of support, and/or a recovery action by USAC.21  “[I]f a state 
commission determines, after reviewing the annual section 54.313 report, that an ETC did not meet 
its speed or build-out requirements for the prior year, a state commission should refuse to certify 
that support is being used for the intended purposes.”22  Where a state has a concern regarding a 
High Cost ETC’s build-out performance, it is empowered to make a recommendation to the FCC 
regarding prospective High Cost Program support adjustments or whether to recover past support 
amounts.23  Although a state may also elect to revoke a company’s ETC’s status, such a remedy 
should not be invoked except in the most egregious circumstances and state commissions should 
first explore other alternatives to remedy concerns about an ETC’s performance.24 

 
D. STATE HIGH COST PROGRAM ANNUAL CERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS.  

  Each year, concurrent with its FCC Form 481 filing, a Minnesota High Cost Program ETC 
must file with the Commission an affidavit that includes: 
 

• The position of the affiant; 
• That the affiant understands and is familiar with the requirements of the FCC 

concerning federal Universal Service funding; 
• That the funds are and will be used appropriately (i.e., for their intended purposes);  
• That the company is compliant with applicable rules on service quality and 

consumer protection; and 
• That there is sufficient backup power to ensure functionality without an external 

power source, and the company is able to reroute traffic around damaged facilities 
and is capable of managing traffic spikes resulting from emergencies.25 

 
19 47 C.F.R. § 54.313(a)(1)-(6).  
20 47 C.F.R. § 54.320(d). 
21 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.315(c)(4)(i); 54.320(d). 
22 2011 CAF Order, para. 612. 
23 Id.  
24 Id., para. 618. 
25 In the Matter of Annual Certification Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETCs) Use of the Federal 
Universal Service Support Required Pursuant to § C.F.R. 54.313, Docket No. P-999/PR-18-8 at 3, ORDER CERTIFYING 

(Footnote Continued on Next Page) 
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A Minnesota High Cost Program ETC that serves on Tribal lands is required to work with 

the Commission’s and the Department’s Tribal Liaisons.26 
 

E. HIGH COST PROGRAM ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION 

ITEM NO. 1: FCC High Cost Recertification Requirements - Whether the Minnesota High 
Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A complied with the FCC’s 
recertification requirements for High Cost Program support (see section II.B 
above). 

 
CONCLUSION:  All of the High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A 
provided the required certifications.   
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item.  

 
ITEM NO. 2: Commission Affidavit – Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in 

Table 1 of OAG Attachment A filed the Commission-required affidavits (see 
section II.D above). 

 
CONCLUSION:  All of the High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A 
filed the Commission-required affidavit.  The OAG identified one High Cost ETC 
that filed an unexecuted affidavit but was otherwise compliant with federal and 
state High Cost Program requirements.  The Commission could require the ETC to 
file a replacement affidavit within thirty (30) days of the Commission’s 2021 ETC 
recertification order.  In the alternative, the Commission could accept the 
unexecuted affidavit but direct all High Cost ETCs to file executed affidavits with 
their Minnesota FCC Form 481 filings in the future.   
 
The Commission could require any Minnesota High Cost ETC that has not filed 
an executed affidavit to file a replacement affidavit within thirty (30) days of the 
Commission’s 2021 ETC recertification order.  In the alternative, the 
Commission could direct all High Cost ETCs to file executed affidavits with their 
Minnesota FCC Form 481 filings in future years. 
  

ITEM NO. 3: Form 481 Filing – Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 
of OAG Attachment A filed their FCC Forms 481 with the Commission. 

 
CONCLUSION:  In 2019, the Commission issued an order requiring ETCs to file 
their FCC Forms 481 with the state.  All of the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed 

 
ELIGIBLE TELECOMMUNICATIONS CARRIERS’ USE OF FEDERAL HIGH-COST SUBSIDY AND REQUIRING COMMENT 
PERIOD at 3 (Oct. 24, 2018). 
26 2019 ETC Order at 3.  Note that the FCC has contemplated that ETCs that “fail[] to satisfy the Tribal government 
engagement obligation would be subject to financial consequences, including potential reduction in support should 
they fail to fulfill their engagement obligations.”  2011 CAF Order, para. 637. 
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in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A filed copies of their FCC Forms 481 with the 
state.   
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item.   
 

ITEM NO. 4: Tribal Outreach – Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 
of OAG Attachment A met their Tribal engagement obligations. 

 
CONCLUSION:  In 2019, the Commission directed Minnesota High Cost ETCs 
serving Tribal lands to fully cooperate with the Department, the Tribes, and the 
Commission.  The OAG defers to the Department regarding whether the Minnesota 
High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A met their Tribal 
engagement obligations in 2020.   
 
The OAG defers to the Department regarding whether there is Commission 
follow-up required for this item.   
 

ITEM NO. 5: Results of Network Performance Testing – Whether the Minnesota High Cost 
ETCs provided the Commission with sufficient information about their 
network performance testing. 

 
CONCLUSION:  In 2019, the FCC Wireline Competition and Wireless 
Telecommunications Bureaus, and the Office of Engineering Technology released 
the format for network performance testing.27  The FCC established January 1, 
2020 as the earliest pre-testing start date and July 1, 2020 as the earliest testing start 
date.28  In 2020, the FCC granted limited waivers of the performance testing 
requirements for ACAM, ACAM-I, RBE, and CAF II, reducing the pre-test sample 
sizes.29  Given the late start for network performance testing, the FCC waiver 
orders, and the challenges faced by the applicable Minnesota High Cost ETCs due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, the OAG continues to recommend postponing review 
of this item until the calendar year 2022 High Cost ETC recertification process.   
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 
 

 
27 See In the Matter of Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90, Order on Reconsideration, FCC 19-104, para. 
81 (Oct. 31, 2019) (establishing pre-testing and testing start dates for each of the High Cost Program funds). 
28 Id. 
29 See generally In the Matter of Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90, Order, DA 20-121 (Feb. 3, 2020) 
(waiving and modifying pre-testing requirements); In the Matter of Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90, 
Order, DA 20-1512 (Dec. 21, 2020) (same as previous). 
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ITEM NO. 6: Offering of Stand-Alone Voice Service – Whether the Minnesota High Cost 
ETCs that receive CAF and ACAM funding are offering the required stand-
alone voice service. 

 
CONCLUSION:  High Cost ETCs that receive CAF and ACAM funding are required 
to offer stand-alone voice service.30  The OAG was able to locate a stand-alone 
voice service for most of the applicable Minnesota High Cost ETCs.  If the OAG 
was not able to locate an ETC’s stand-alone voice service offering, it contacted the 
ETC for more information.  All of the ETCs contacted by the OAG addressed the 
OAG’s concerns and pointed the OAG to a stand-alone voice service offering.         
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 

 
ITEM NO. 7: Build-Out Milestones – Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs met their 

build-out milestones.  
 

CONCLUSION:  Two Minnesota High Cost ETCs filed letters in January 2021 
notifying the FCC that they may not have met their 2020 deployment milestones in 
Minnesota.31  The OAG will monitor the future FCC filings of these two ETCs to 
confirm that they complete their calendar year 2020 buildout obligations by 
December 31, 2021, as required by FCC Rule 54.320(d)(2).32 
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 

 
ITEM NO. 8: Minnesota High Cost ETCS the Commission Should Recertify – Whether the 

Commission should recertify the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 
of OAG Attachment A. 

 
CONCLUSION:  The Minnesota High Cost ETCs that require Commission 
recertification are listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A.  The OAG reviewed the 
information filed by these ETCs and issued information requests if it had questions 
or concerns about a specific ETC’s practices.  All of the ETCs contacted by the 
OAG provided prompt and thorough responses to the OAG’s inquiries and 
addressed the OAG’s concerns.  Accordingly, the OAG recommends recertification 
for all the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A. 
 
The Commission should recertify all the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in 
Table 1 of OAG Attachment A. 

 

 
30 In the Matter of Connect America Fund et al., WC Docket No. 10-90 et al., Order on Reconsideration, FCC 18-5, 
para. 20 (2018) (describing the genesis of, and reiterating, the stand-alone voice telephony requirement). 
31 See generally Letter from K. Mason, Senior Vice President of Regulatory & Government Affairs, Frontier 
Communications, to M. Dortch, Secretary, Federal Communications Commission, WC Docket No. 10-90 (Jan. 15, 
2021); Letter from J. Lanning, Vice President of Federal Regulatory Affairs, CenturyLink, to M. Dortch, Secretary, 
Federal Communications Commission, WC Docket No. 10-90 (Jan. 15, 2021).  
32 47 C.F.R. § 54.320(d)(2). 
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ITEM NO. 9: High Cost ETCs that Primarily Operate in Other States – Whether it is 
necessary for the Commission to recertify High Cost ETCs that primarily 
operate in other states. 
 
CONCLUSION:  Some of the High Cost ETCs on the Commission’s recertification 
list primarily operate in other states.  These ETCs are included on the recertification 
lists of both Minnesota and the other states.  A list of these ETCs with the states in 
which they primarily operate is provided below and in Table 2 of OAG Attachment 
A. 
 
Company/ETC Name    SAC  State 
CenturyTel NW WI    330950 WI 
CenturyTel Chester    351126 IA 
Polar Telecomm.    381614 ND 
Polar Comm Mut Aid    381630 ND 
Red River Rural Telephone   381631 ND 
Splitrock Telecom Cooperative Inc.  391657 SD 
Hills Tel Co-SD    391405 SD 
 
CONCLUSION:  CenturyTel NW WI (SAC 330950), CenturyTel Chester (SAC 
351126), Red River Rural Telephone (SAC 381631), and Hills Tel Co-SD (SAC 
391405) filed FCC Forms 481 with the Commission.  The OAG reviewed the 
information filed by these High Cost ETCs and does not have any concerns about 
their High Cost Program compliance. 
  
Polar Telecomm (SAC 381614), Polar Comm Mut Aid (SAC 381630), and 
Splitrock Telecom Cooperative Inc. (SAC 391657) did not file FCC Forms 481 
with the Commission.  Because these High Cost ETCs did not file in Minnesota, 
the OAG was not able to assess their High Cost Program compliance. 

 
As with last year, the Department confirmed that all of the above-listed High Cost 
ETCs will be recertified by the other states in which they operate.  If those other 
states fail to recertify the ETCs by October 1, 2021, however, the ETCs’ High Cost 
support for Minnesota could be reduced.33  In past years, the Commission has 
recertified the High Cost ETCs that primarily operate in other states without 
incident.  Because the Department confirmed that the other states intend to recertify 
these ETCs, the Commission could also recertify them to reduce the potential for 
an inadvertent funding reduction due to late certification. 
 
The Commission could recertify all or some of the High Cost ETCs listed in 
Table 2 of OAG Attachment A, or it could rely solely on the other states’ 
recertification processes.      
 

 

 
33 47 C.F.R. § 54.314(d). 
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ITEM NO. 10: ETCs the Commission should Not Recertify – Whether the Commission should 
recertify all of the ETCs on its recertification list. 

 
CONCLUSION:  This year’s High Cost recertification list contains ETCs that did not 
file any information in Commission Docket No. 21-8 either because their SACs are 
no longer active or they are Lifeline-only providers.  These ETCs are listed in Table 
3 of OAG Attachment A.  USAC has informed the OAG and the Department that 
it will remove these ETCs from Minnesota’s High Cost recertification list in future 
years but cannot do so now.  Because the ETCs listed in Table 3 of OAG 
Attachment A do not receive High Cost Program support, the Commission should 
not recertify these ETCs. 
 
The Commission should not recertify the ETCs listed in Table 3 of OAG 
Attachment A. 

 
III. LIFELINE PROGRAM RECERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS AND ISSUES  

A. FEDERAL LIFELINE PROGRAM ANNUAL CERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR 
HIGH COST ETCS 

All ETCs are required to offer Lifeline services to qualifying low income consumers 
throughout their designated service areas.34  In addition, they must advertise the availability of 
Lifeline services in a manner reasonably designed to reach the eligible households within their 
designated service areas.35  USAC provides guidance on materials and methods to reach eligible 
households that do not currently receive Lifeline services including, among other things:  

 
• Posting notices at public transportation stops and agencies, shelters, and soup kitchens; 
• Running public service announcements; and  
• Providing information booths at central locations.36 

 
USAC also recommends developing Lifeline advertising that can be read by any sizeable 

non-English speaking populations and coordinating with governmental agencies that administer 
government assistance programs, such as social service agencies, tribal organizations, community 
centers, public schools, and nursing homes.37 

 
Under the FCC’s rules, High Cost Program ETCs that receive Lifeline Program support 

must annually report holding company, operating company, affiliate, and any doing-business-as 
or other branding designations, as well as the applicable SACs; and information describing the 
terms and conditions of any voice telephony service plans offered to Lifeline subscribers, including 

 
34 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(a). 
35 47 C.F.R. § 54.405(b). 
36 USAC Website, Lifeline–Additional Requirements–Advertise Lifeline, https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additional-
requirements/advertise-lifeline/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
37 Id.  

https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additional-requirements/advertise-lifeline/
https://www.usac.org/lifeline/additional-requirements/advertise-lifeline/
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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.38 

 
B. STATE LIFELINE PROGRAM BEST PRACTICES FOR HIGH COST ETCS 

 On November 25, 2020, the Commission issued an order initiating an investigation into 
issues related to the offering and advertising of Lifeline services by the Minnesota High Cost 
ETCs.39  On July 20, 2021, the Commission issued an order establishing best practices for the 
Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs to meet when advertising the Lifeline Program (“Lifeline 
Best Practices Order”).40  Specifically, and to the “maximum extent possible”,41 Minnesota High 
Cost ETCs must implement the following best practices: 

• A website that meets the following criteria:  
o information within three clicks;  
o searchable keywords;  
o periodic functionality checks;  
o all plan information displayed; and  
o continual updates; 

• Social media accounts; 
• Regular outreach to social service agencies; 
• Assign one employee to act as a Lifeline Champion, or train all employees on Lifeline 

at larger ETCs; 
• Community outreach through various means; 
• Tribal outreach; 
• Diverse and disabled population outreach; 
• Lifeline information on all disconnection notices; 
• Paper materials in various formats; and 
• Participate in Lifeline Awareness Week.42 

 
The Best Practices Order also required High Cost Program ETCs to file a narrative of their 

Lifeline outreach efforts in this docket and stated that compliance with best practices (or reasons 
for noncompliance) would be reviewed as part of the recertification process.43   
 

 
38 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).  47 C.F.R. § 54.422(a)(2). 
39 See In the Matter of the Annual Certification Related to Eligible Telecommunications Carriers’ (ETCs) Use of 
Federal Universal Service Support Required Pursuant to C.F.R. 54.313, Docket No. P-999/PR-20-8, ORDER 
CERTIFYING ELIGIBLE TELECOMMUNICATIONS CARRIERS’ USE OF FEDERAL HIGH-COST SUBSIDY at 4 (Nov. 25, 2020). 
40 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, ORDER ESTABLISHING BEST PRACTICES AND REQUIRING FILINGS at 8-9 (July 20, 2021). 
41 Id. at 8. 
42 Id. at 8-9. 
43 Id. at 9. 
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C. LIFELINE PROGRAM ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION  

The OAG contacted most of the Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs (or their consultants) 
regarding one or more aspects of the ETCs’ Lifeline Program compliance.  All of the ETCs 
promptly and thoroughly responded to the OAG’s Lifeline concerns.  It is encouraging that the 
Minnesota High Cost ETCs adopted a positive and collaborative approach to ensuring compliance 
with the FCC’s Lifeline Program rules and the Commission’s Lifeline Best Practices Order.   

 
ITEM NO. 1: Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs filed the required Lifeline outreach 

narrative in this docket. 
 

CONCLUSION:  On August 2, 2021, approximately one month after Minnesota High 
Cost Program ETCs were required to file their FCC Forms 481 with the state, the 
Commission issued a Notice of Lifeline Outreach Filing Requirement for High Cost 
ETCs in this docket (“Lifeline Notice”).44  The Lifeline Notice requires Minnesota 
High Cost ETCs to file a narrative of their Lifeline advertising and outreach efforts, 
if they have not already done so.45  As of the morning of August 31, 2021, only ten 
(10) Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs had filed a Lifeline advertising and 
outreach narrative in response to the Lifeline Notice.46  However, the remaining 
ETCs either responded to a similar Lifeline notice in Docket No. 20-747,47 or 
provided links to their Lifeline webpages and/or pdfs of their Lifeline advertising 
information as part of their FCC Form 481 filings.  Given the short timeframe for 
the Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs to file their Lifeline narratives and because 
they all submitted Lifeline Program advertising and outreach information in some 
form, the Commission should consider its Lifeline advertising and outreach 
narrative requirement met. 
 

  There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 
 
ITEM NO. 2: Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs provided active Lifeline weblinks or 

websites that could be found. 
 

CONCLUSION:  The Lifeline weblinks provided in the FCC Forms 481 of a few the 
Minnesota High Cost ETCs did not work and/or a working website could not be 

 
44 See generally In the Matter of a Commission Inquiry into the Advertising, Outreach, and Offering of Lifeline by 
High-Cost ETCs, Docket Nos. P-999/CI-20-747 and P-999/PR-21-8, Notice of Lifeline Outreach Filing Requirement 
for High Cost ETCs (Aug. 2, 2021). 
45 Id. at 1. 
46 The ETCs that filed a Lifeline narrative with the Commission are:   
 
1) Broadband Corp.; 2) TDS Telecom (including Arvig Telephone Company, Bridge Water Telephone Company, 
Mid-State Telephone Company, and  Winsted Telephone Company); 3) Ace Telephone Association; 4) Jaguar 
Communications, Inc. d/b/a MetroNet; 5) Wilderness Valley Telephone Company; 6) Northern Telephone Company; 
7) Citizens Telecommunications Company of Minnesota, LLC; 8) Frontier Communications of Minnesota, Inc.; 9) 
LTD Broadband LLC; and 10) Winnebago Cooperative Telecom Association. 
 
47 See generally Docket No. P-999/CI-20-747, Notice of Comment Period (Oct. 7, 2020). 
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found.  All of the ETCs contacted by the OAG either directed the OAG to an 
updated link or promptly fixed their weblinks and/or websites.48     
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item.     

 
ITEM NO. 3: Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs provided Lifeline-specific home 

pages. 
 

CONCLUSION:  The majority of the Minnesota High Cost ETCs that have websites 
have Lifeline-specific home pages.  The OAG contacted the ETCs for whom it was 
not able to find a Lifeline-specific home page or Lifeline-specific information.  All 
of the High Cost ETCs contacted by the OAG either directed the OAG to a Lifeline-
specific home page or to Lifeline-specific information that was reachable within 
three clicks or less from the ETC’s home page.     
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item.   

 
ITEM NO. 4: Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs’ websites provided Lifeline plan 

information regarding minutes and usage parameters, eligibility and sign-up, 
terms and conditions, and toll call and additional service charges. 

 
CONCLUSION:  As with last year, while the majority of the High Cost ETCs 
provided eligibility and sign-up information on their websites, many of them did 
not include minutes and usage, terms and conditions, and/or toll and additional 
service charge information.  The OAG contacted the ETCs for whom it was unable 
to find this information to determine if/where such information exists.  All of the 
High Cost ETCs contacted by the OAG either directed the OAG to the Lifeline plan 
information or explained that they are working to add the information to their 
websites.   
 
There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 
 

 
48 Two Minnesota High Cost ETCs, Northern Telephone Company (“Northern”) and Wilderness Valley Telephone 
Company (“Wilderness”) filed information in this docket stating that they do not have websites due their small size 
and high Lifeline participation rates.  See generally Docket No. P-999/PR-21-8, Lifeline Outreach Narratives of 
Northern and Wilderness (Aug. 9, 2021).  According to these ETCs, they receive annual support amounts of 
approximately $10,000 and $22,000 respectively and are prioritizing the use of the funds to deploy high-speed 
broadband connections to their customers.  Id.  These ETCs have not ruled out the idea of establishing websites for 
their customers.  Rather, they have declined to do so until their customers have the necessary high-speed broadband 
connections.  Id.  Based on the detailed information provided by Northern and Wilderness, because the Commission 
only recently released its Lifeline Best Practices Order, and because the order requires compliance only to the 
“maximum extent possible”, the OAG recommends following up with Northern and Wilderness again next year to 
revisit whether they plan to launch websites that contain Lifeline Program information. 
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ITEM NO. 5: Whether the Lifeline Program and TAP discount amounts on the Minnesota 
High Cost ETCs’ websites were correct. 

 
 CONCLUSION:  A number of the Minnesota High Cost ETCs had outdated Lifeline 

and/or TAP discount information on their websites.  The OAG contacted the ETCs 
whose websites contained outdated Lifeline and/or TAP discount information.  All 
of the High Cost ETCs contacted by the OAG promptly updated the discount 
information or indicated that they would do so shortly, as part of a broader refresh 
of the information on their websites.  In addition, all of the ETCs stated that they 
would conduct at least annual checks of their websites to ensure that the 
Lifeline/TAP discount information is correct.   

 
   There is no Commission follow-up required for this item. 
 
ITEM NO. 6: Whether the Minnesota High Cost ETCs made Tribal governments aware of 

enhanced Lifeline benefits for Tribal lands.  
 

CONCLUSION:  As noted in section II.E above, the OAG defers to the Department 
regarding whether the Minnesota High Cost Program ETCs have met their Tribal 
engagement obligations. 
 
The OAG defers to the Department regarding whether there is Commission 
follow-up required for this item.   
 

IV. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The OAG recommends that the Commission take the following actions with respect to the 
ETCs on its annual High Cost recertification list: 
 

• Consider requiring any Minnesota High Cost ETC that has not filed an executed 
affidavit to file a replacement affidavit within thirty (30) days of the Commission’s 
2021 ETC recertification order and/or remind the High Cost ETCs to file executed 
affidavits with their Minnesota FCC Form 481 filings;  

• Recertify all the Minnesota High Cost ETCs listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A; 
• Recertify some or all of the High Cost ETCs listed in Table 2 of OAG Attachment A; 

and     
• Deny recertification for the ETCs listed in Table 3 of OAG Attachment A. 

 
CONCLUSION 

The OAG recommends that the Commission recertify all of the Minnesota High Cost ETCs 
listed in Table 1 of OAG Attachment A.  The Commission should consider recertifying the High 
Cost ETCs in Table 2 of OAG Attachment A to prevent an inadvertent reduction in those ETCs’ 
High Cost support for Minnesota.  If the OAG identifies a violation of the federal Universal Service 
rules by a High Cost ETC after the Commission submits its 2021 recertification list to USAC, the 
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OAG will submit a filing in this or another Commission docket to provide recommendations to 
address any federal Universal Service non-compliance. 

 
Dated:  August 31, 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 55101-2131 
(651) 757-1236 (Voice) 
(651) 296-9663 (Fax) 
kristin.berkland@ag.state.mn.us 
 
ATTORNEYS FOR OFFICE OF  
THE ATTORNEY GENERAL— 
RESIDENTIAL UTILITIES DIVISION 
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Description of High Cost Program Funds Received By Minnesota ETCs 
In Calendar Year 2020 

1 
 

 
Alternative Connect America Model (ACAM)1 – The Alternative Connect America Cost Model 
(ACAM) provides funding to rate-of-return carriers that voluntarily elected to transition to a new 
cost model for calculating High Cost support in exchange for meeting defined broadband build-
out obligations.  ACAM models the forward-looking economic costs of deploying a high-speed 
network and delivering broadband service. Carriers that elected this option receive predictable 
monthly payments to provide voice and broadband service to all funded locations over the 
program’s 10-year support term (2017-2026). 
 
Deployment Requirements 
Carriers must offer at least one commercial voice and one commercial broadband service that meet 
the relevant service requirements, and must meet the following broadband deployment milestones: 
 

• 40% of deployments by the end of year 4  
• 50% of deployments by the end of year 5  
• 60% of deployments by the end of year 6  
• 70% of deployments by the end of year 7  
• 80% of deployments by the end of year 8  
• 90% of deployments by the end of year 9  
• 100% of deployments by the end of year 10  

 
Alternative Connect America Cost Model II (ACAM II)2 - Established by the 2018 Rate-of-
Return Reform Order, the Alternative Connect America Cost Model (ACAM) II provides funding 
to rate-of-return carriers that voluntarily elected to transition to a new cost model for calculating 
High Cost support in exchange for meeting defined broadband build-out obligations. Carriers that 
elected this option receive predictable monthly payments based on support of up to $200 for each 
funded location over the program’s 10-year support term (2017-2026). (Carriers electing ACAM 
II support receive transition payments if their ACAM II support is less than their 2018 legacy 
support.) Participating carriers must meet annual deployment milestones starting in year four, 
2022. 
 
Connect America Cost Model (CACM)3 – The Connect America Cost Model, commonly called 
“CAF Phase II,” provides support to price- cap carriers based on a forward-looking model of the 
cost of constructing modern networks for deploying voice and broadband services in states with 
unserved areas.  This is a six-year fund that began in 2015 when the FCC awarded 10 
telecommunications carriers over $1.5 billion in annual support to build voice- and broadband-
capable infrastructure in their areas. 
 
 

 
1 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/acam/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021).  
2 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/acam-ii/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
3 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/caf-phase-ii/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 

https://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-increases-universal-service-support-faster-rural-broadband-0
https://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-increases-universal-service-support-faster-rural-broadband-0
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/acam/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/acam/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/acam-ii/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/acam-ii/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-phase-ii/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-phase-ii/
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Deployment Requirements 
In order to receive CAF II funding, carriers must offer at least one voice and one broadband service 
commercially. These services must meet the relevant service requirements and go to the required 
number of locations. 
 
Carriers must complete: 
 

• 40 % of deployments by the end of year 3 
• 60 % of deployments by the end of year 4 
• 80 % of deployments by the end of year 5 
• 100 % of deployments by the end of year 6 

 
Connect America Fund Phase II Auction (CAF II Auction)4 - Connect America Fund (CAF) 
Phase II Auction, commonly called “CAF II Auction,” provides support to carriers to deliver 
service in areas where the incumbent price cap carrier did not accept CAF Phase II model-based 
funding and in extremely high-cost areas located within the service areas of the incumbent price 
cap carriers. After a reverse auction bidding process (Auction 903) completed in 2018, the FCC 
awarded a total of $1.49 billion over 10 years to more than 100 winning bidders to provide fixed 
broadband and voice services to over 700,000 locations in 45 states. 
 
Deployment Requirements 
In order to receive CAF II Auction funding, carriers must offer at least one stand-alone voice 
service plan and one plan that provides broadband service commercially. These services must 
meet the relevant service requirements to the requisite number of locations. 
 
Carriers must complete: 
 

• 40 % of deployments by the end of year 3  
• 60 % of deployments by the end of year 4  
• 80 % of deployments by the end of year 5  
• 100 % of deployments by the end of year 6 

 
Connect America Fund Broadband Loop Support (BLS)5 – Connect America Fund Broadband 
Loop Support (CAF-BLS) provides support for voice and broadband service, including stand-
alone broadband. The fund, a reform of Interstate Common Line Support (ICLS), helps carriers 
recover the difference between loop costs associated with providing voice and/or broadband 
service and consumer loop revenues. In 2018, the FCC set a budget of $1.42 billion for CAF-BLS, 
which will rise annually with inflation, and reduced the monthly per-line limit on support from 
$250 to $225 as of July 2019 and $200 as of July 2021. The 2018 order also establishes new 
deployment obligations for carriers remaining on CAF-BLS support, requiring them to expand 
deployment of broadband at speeds of 25/3 Mbps by 2024. 

 
4 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/caf-phase-ii-auction/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
5 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/caf-broadband-loop-support/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 

https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-phase-ii-auction/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-phase-ii-auction/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-broadband-loop-support/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/caf-broadband-loop-support/
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Connect America Fund Intercarrier Compensation (ICC)6 - The Intercarrier Compensation 
(ICC) Recovery is the component of the Connect America Fund that introduces reforms to the 
intercarrier compensation system. ICC Recovery support went into effect in July 2012 and allows 
incumbent local exchange carriers (ILECs) to charge residential customers an Access Recovery 
Charge (ARC) on a limited basis. It also allows ILECS to recover charges from certain multiline 
business customers. If eligible, ILECs may receive additional recovery funds, provided they meet 
certain broadband service obligations. 
 
Frozen High Cost Support (FHCS)7 - With the advent of the Connect American Fund, existing 
High Cost Program support was frozen at December 2011 levels and additional changes were 
made to existing programs to transition universal service from focusing on voice networks to 
supporting and expanding broadband availability. Price cap carriers and their rate-of-return 
affiliates, CETCs, and rate-of-return carriers are eligible for frozen support if they were receiving 
High Cost Program support as of December 2011.  
 
High Cost Loop Support (HCL)8 - High Cost Loop (HCL) support is available to rural price-cap 
and rate-of-return incumbent carriers and competitive carriers providing service in the areas of 
these rural companies, which must be designated as ETCs. HCL provides support for the last mile 
of connection for rural companies in service areas where the cost to provide this service exceeds 
115 percent of the national average cost per line. ROR carriers have updated limits on capital and 
operating costs for HCL support and updated corporate operating expense limits for HCL support 
as well as ICLS. 
 
Rural Broadband Experiment (RBE)9 - The Rural Broadband Experiments (RBE) provides 
funding for experiments in price-cap areas to bring robust, scalable broadband networks to 
residential and small business locations in rural communities.  
 
 
 
 

 
6 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/icc-recovery/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
7 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/frozen-high-cost-support/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
8 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/high-cost-loop/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 
9 All information for this section adopted verbatim or adapted from the USAC Website at https://www.usac.org/high-
cost/funds/rural-broadband-experiments/ (last visited Aug. 29, 2021). 

https://www.usac.org/wp-content/uploads/high-cost/documents/Frozen-High-Cost-Support-021512.pdf
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/icc-recovery/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/icc-recovery/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/frozen-high-cost-support/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/frozen-high-cost-support/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/high-cost-loop/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/high-cost-loop/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/rural-broadband-experiments/
https://www.usac.org/high-cost/funds/rural-broadband-experiments/
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August 31, 2021 
 
 
 
Mr. Will Seuffert 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN  55101 
 

Re: In the Matter of the Annual Certifications Related to Eligible 
 Telecommunications  Carriers’ (ETC) Use of Federal Universal Service 
 Support 

  Docket No.  P-999/PR-21-8 
 

Dear Mr. Seuffert: 
 

Enclosed and e-filed in the above-referenced matter please find Comments of the 
Minnesota Office of the Attorney General—Residential Utilities Division. 
 
 By copy of this letter all parties have been served.  A Certificate of Service is also enclosed. 

 
 Sincerely, 
 
 
/s/ Kristin Berkland 
KRISTIN BERKLAND 
Assistant Attorney General 
 
(651) 757-1236 (Voice) 
(651) 296-9663 (Fax) 
kristin.berkland@ag.state.mn.us 
 
  

 
 
 
 

 
 



CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 
 
 

Re: In the Matter of the Annual Certifications Related to Eligible 
Telecommunications  Carriers’ (ETC) Use of Federal Universal Service Support 

  Docket No.  P-999/PR-21-8 
 

 
I, JUDY SIGAL, hereby certify that on the 31st day of August 2021, I e-filed with eDockets 

Comments of the Minnesota Office of the Attorney General—Residential Utilities Division and 

served a true and correct copy of the same upon all parties listed on the attached service list by e-

mail, electronic submission, and/or United States Mail with postage prepaid, and deposited the 

same in a U.S. Post Office mail receptacle in the City of St. Paul, Minnesota. 

 
  /s/ Judy Sigal    
  JUDY SIGAL 
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