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Nebraska could spend up to $20 million a year to expand high-speed internet 
service in rural areas under a proposal backed Monday by a diverse alliance of 
farm, business and school groups and championed by Gov. Pete Ricketts. 
  
The proposed grant program was pitched as an incentive for broadband 
providers to install service lines in rural areas where doing so isn't financially 
feasible because the populations are too small. “We've got to have this 
infrastructure, it's basic infrastructure,” Ricketts told the Legislature's 
Transportation and Telecommunications Committee on Monday. 
  
A 2019 report commissioned for Nebraska lawmakers found that many rural 
residents have at least one provider, but average speeds are slower than in 
the cities and there are fewer companies to compete and drive down 
prices. Ricketts said he often hears from constituents in remote areas who 
have to drive to their nearest public library for internet service. He said the 
problem was aggravated by the pandemic, which forced many families to work 
and attend school remotely.  
  
The bill would set aside $20 million a year for the next two years for grants 
aimed at unserved areas of the state. Ricketts said it would help cover an 
estimated 30,000 residents. It would also create a “challenge process” for 
internet companies, allowing them to qualify for grant money if they install 
internet with minimum download speeds of 100 megabytes per second and 
upload speeds of 100 megabytes per second, which would easily be capable 
of streaming high-definition movies from multiple devices at the same time. 
Companies would also have to complete the project within 18 months and 
repay the grant money if tests later show that they failed to meet the speed 
requirements. 
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Some lawmakers questioned whether the proposal would benefit farms and 
other remote areas. Sen. Bruce Bostelman, of Brainard, said current 
broadband maps show coverage in areas of the state where it doesn't actually 
exist. “I'm just wondering how much of this is going to reach outside of a town 
or village,” he said. 
  
Nebraska Farm Bureau President Mark McHargue said his group's members 
strongly support the measure, which they see as critical to help them run their 
farms. “We believe rural areas should have access to affordable broadband, 
just like urban areas do,” he said. Lack of internet access was a key weakness 
identified in a 2019 “Blueprint Nebraska” report that examined steps the state 
can take to improve its economy and attract workers, said former state Sen. 
Jim Smith, the executive director of the group that conducted the 
report. “Virtual connectivity is essential to business innovation and growing 
Nebraska's most promising industry sectors,” Smith said. – Associated Press  
______________________________________________________________ 
  
The Biden administration has abandoned a Trump-era lawsuit that sought to 
block California's net neutrality law. In a court filing today, the US Department 
of Justice said it "hereby gives notice of its voluntary dismissal of this case." 
Shortly after, the court announced that the case is "dismissed in its entirety" 
and "all pending motions in this action are denied as moot."  
  
The case began when Trump's DOJ sued California in September 2018 in US 
District Court for the Eastern District of California, trying to block a state net 
neutrality law similar to the US net neutrality law repealed by the Ajit Pai-led 
FCC. Though Pai's FCC lost an attempt to impose a blanket, nationwide 
preemption of any state net neutrality law, the US government's lawsuit against 
the California law was moving forward in the final months of the Trump 
administration.  
  
The Biden DOJ's voluntary dismissal of the case puts an end to that. "I am 
pleased that the Department of Justice has withdrawn this lawsuit," FCC Acting 
Chairwoman Jessica Rosenworcel said today. "When the FCC, over my 
objection, rolled back its net neutrality policies, states like California sought to 
fill the void with their own laws. By taking this step, Washington is listening to 
the American people, who overwhelmingly support an open Internet, and is 
charting a course to once again make net neutrality the law of the land." 
  
California still has to defend its net neutrality rules against a separate 
lawsuit filed by the major broadband-industry lobby groups. The industry 
groups representing all the biggest ISPs and many smaller ones filed 
an amended complaint against California in August 2020, claiming the net 
neutrality law is "unconstitutional state regulation."  "Those of us who support 
SB822, the California law, believe that challenges to the law lack a valid basis," 
Andrew Jay Schwartzman, senior counselor at the Benton Institute for 
Broadband & Society, told Ars today. "In light of the fact that the FCC 
disclaimed any jurisdiction over broadband Internet service, the FCC's claim of 
a policy of 'non-regulation' leaves the states free to regulate."  
  
Schwartzman and the Benton Institute are helping California defend the law in 
court. A hearing on the industry's motion for preliminary injunction is scheduled 
for February 23, Schwartzman said. Back in October 2018, California agreed 
to suspend enforcement of its law until litigation is over. The state law 
prohibits Internet service providers from blocking or throttling lawful traffic. It 
also prohibits requiring fees from websites or online services to deliver or 
prioritize their traffic to consumers, bans paid data cap exemptions (so-called 
"zero-rating"), and says that ISPs may not attempt to evade net neutrality 
protections by slowing down traffic at network interconnection points.  
  
The FCC is likely to reinstate net neutrality rules during the Biden 
administration but can't do so yet as the commission is deadlocked 2-2 
between Democrats and Republicans. A new Democratic commissioner must 
be nominated by Biden and approved by the Senate. "The Biden 
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administration must restore net neutrality, and dropping this case is a good 
start," Joshua Stager, senior counsel at New America's Open Technology 
Institute, said today. 
  
The Trump administration lawsuit was "a frontal attack on both net neutrality 
and California's right to protect consumers," Stager said. California lawmakers 
passed the law "to ensure that Californians get the Internet service they paid 
for without unreasonable interference from their Internet provider. That law is 
needed now more than ever as millions of Californians rely on Internet service 
to get through simultaneous public health, economic, and climate crises. The 
Department of Justice never should have stood in the way of this law.” 
– ArsTechnica  
______________________________________________________________ 
  
The late-winter ritual of state budget hearings is getting 
a coronavirus makeover in Pennsylvania this year. The House Appropriations 
Committee announced Monday that its three-week, department-by-department 
review of Wolf Administration budget requests will open in the main House 
chambers starting Feb 16, in order to give presenters and committee members 
a chance to follow all relevant social distancing protocols.  
  
Because the Capitol building is technically closed to the public under Gov. Tom 
Wolf’s emergency rules, this is also the first time in memory that the hearings 
will be closed to in-person attendance by members of the public. That’s a 
different thing, however, than being closed to the public, Appropriations 
spokesman Neal Lesher said, noting all of the sessions will be broadcast by 
the Pennsylvania Cable Network and live-streamed on the Internet by the 
Republican and Democratic caucus staffs.  
  
In addition, credentialed media - who have continued to have access to the 
Capitol throughout the closure - will be able to cover the hearings in person if 
they wish, Lesher said. The last three days of scheduled House Appropriations 
hearings: March 2 through 4, will be held in the Forum Auditorium. The 
House’s budget hearings have traditionally taken place in the majority caucus 
room, located right off the Capitol’s Main Rotunda, often playing to relatively 
packed rooms of members, lobbyists and issue advocates, and reporters. 
  
Lesher said masks will be required for all members, staff, and testifiers. The 
House floor will be cleaned and sanitized between hearings. The full schedule 
of the House hearings can be found here. And in another change for 2021, the 
Senate Appropriations Committee has delayed the start of its hearing schedule 
to the week of March 8, and it will then proceed into April. The Senate’s 
hearings are tentatively scheduled to take place in the Senate chamber.  
  
Senate Appropriations Committee Chair Patrick Browne, R-Lehigh County, 
said the intent of new dates - in the past, the House and Senate reviews have 
run concurrently, giving the whole process a two-ring circus feel - is to get the 
hearings moved closer to the start of earnest budget negotiations between the 
administration and legislature. The new budget - and all related tax and fiscal 
legislation - is supposed to be in place for the July 1 start of the new fiscal 
year. – Harrisburg Patriot-News  
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