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Access to high-speed internet would seem to be a foregone point of agreement 
in the contentious debate this year over what counts as infrastructure and how 
to bridge a divide of some $800 billion between plans put forth by the White 
House and Senate Republicans. The two sides agreed late last month to 
spend $65 billion on broadband, with President Joe Biden coming down from 
the $100 billion fund he originally proposed in his American Jobs Plan, 
unveiled near Pittsburgh in March.  
  
And Vice President Kamala Harris convened a White House meeting with a 
small group of lawmakers, including U.S. Rep. Mike Doyle, D-Forest Hills, to 
talk about the “digital divide,” which has been exposed to an even greater 
degree during the COVID-19 pandemic. But long-standing divides are 
emerging as the parties try to reach a bipartisan deal. 
  
There is disagreement over the specific technology and minimum speed of the 
connection; how to prioritize internet affordability and buildout in rural areas; 
and whether governments can own internet systems, or whether private 
companies should drive the broadband buildout. There is bickering about the 
agency that should be funded to tackle the broadband challenge, with U.S. 
Rep. Glenn Thompson, R-Centre, pressing for more money for U.S. 
Department of Agriculture broadband programs, while Mr. Doyle and 
Democrats back the Federal Communications Commission.  
  
The broadband debates illustrate the heavy lift of shepherding the largest 
infrastructure package in modern history through Washington. Even in areas of 
broad agreement, lawmakers could get bogged down in the finer details that 
could dictate dramatically different results for Americans, depending on where 
they live and what type of connection they have. The American Jobs Plan calls 
for broadband access to every American, but stops short of dictating exactly 
how to spend money. Those debates are certain to play out this summer in 
committee markup hearings, as Democrats seek to advance portions of the 
package. 
  
The first such hearing is scheduled for this Wednesday in the House 
Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, which oversees a chunk of the 
American Jobs Plan related to systems that move people, goods and 
services. Mr. Doyle, who oversees communications and technology issues as 
a top Democrat on the House Energy and Commerce Committee, has said he 
fully intends to bring up broadband. “This is going to be a bill that’s marked up 
in my subcommittee and eventually the full committee, and it’s going to be part 
of this plan,” Mr. Doyle told the Post-Gazette in April. Mr. Biden’s initial 
broadband proposal closely resembled the $100 billion package co-sponsored 
by Mr. Doyle that passed the House last summer.  
  
Mr. Biden’s plan calls for “bringing 21st-century broadband — to not settle for 
just what’s available but to get fiber into these under-served areas, so that as 
we transition to 5G and as new things come up, the infrastructure exists in the 
country for that,” Mr. Doyle said in April. Discussions in the weeks since, 
however, have so far failed to yield agreement on the nuts and bolts of the 
matter. 
  
The meeting with Ms. Harris, held on May 26, did not result in any 
breakthroughs and served to highlight differences between the parties, people 
briefed on the meeting said. (Last Thursday, Ms. Harris spoke again on the 
importance of broadband, saying it was “abundantly clear that the pandemic 
had accelerated the digital divide.”) Republicans have made clear they want 
the private sector to lead the way. 
  
In February, Republicans on Mr. Doyle’s committee introduced deregulatory 
measures that would ban new public broadband networks as a way to foster 
competition. Such measures were advocated by the Trump administration as a 
way to pave the way for internet adoption, and 18 states, including 
Pennsylvania, have already restricted community broadband. Mr. Biden and 
Democrats want to double down on municipal ownership, with the American 
Jobs Plan promising to prioritize “broadband networks owned, operated by, or 
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affiliated with local governments, non-profits, and co-operatives — providers 
with less pressure to turn profits and with a commitment to serving entire 
communities.”  
  
Democrats generally favor installing fiber technology and requiring minimum 
download speeds of 100 megabits per second, up from the current standard of 
25 megabits per second, as a way to “future proof” the network, the White 
House said. Republicans want a lower threshold for determining whether 
communities have broadband access, fearing the higher speed will incentivize 
investment to upgrade networks in suburban areas that already have decent 
service instead of investing in rural areas with no service at any speed.  
  
There is a “big worry” that with 100 megabits per second minimum, “what you’d 
find is that it would be more economical to rebuild a bunch of networks in 
suburban communities or lightly rural commutes that already have decent 
service,” a House GOP aide said. “Because they can make the best financial 
case for their application.”  
  
Republicans have proposed alternative funding schemes. On May 20, Mr. 
Thompson, the top Republican on the House Agriculture 
Committee, introduced the Broadband for Rural America Act that would direct 
$3.7 billion in annual funding to three USDA broadband programs. Mr. 
Thompson, whose district is among the most rural in the country, said the bill 
would give people living in sparsely populated areas a better shot at funding 
because the USDA already has offices deeply embedded in rural communities 
nationwide. “USDA is the department that has the expertise, the experience, 
and the infrastructure and the reach necessary to close the digital divide,” Mr. 
Thompson said. “It targets resources so assistance is focused on rural and 
least-connected residents, who are often the most expensive to connect.” 
  
U.S. Rep. Austin Scott, R-Ga., who joined Mr. Thompson on a press call, 
criticized FCC broadband initiatives for, as he sees it, ignoring rural areas in 
favor of urban ones. “For those of us who actually live in rural America, the 
FCC has had their chance, and they haven’t gotten it done,” Mr. Scott said. 
“The FCC has concentrated on the areas where the populations are the 
densest, and the USDA serves rural America, where the population density is 
not as great.” The FCC did not respond to a request for comment last week. 
  
Matt Polka, president and CEO of ACA Connects, a Pittsburgh-based trade 
organization representing about 800 small to medium-sized cable, phone and 
broadband providers, said lawmakers were trying to reach a complicated 
goal. “We can reach a compromise on these issues with significant dollars for 
broadband deployment, broadband adoption and accessibility,” Mr. Polka said. 
  
His organization, which is preparing to release detailed recommendations on 
broadband policy, generally supports broadband aid from any federal agency, 
so long as it is delivered in a technology-neutral approach that encourages 
competition. He said requiring minimum download and upload speeds of 100 
megabits a second is “not realistic” and would label as unserved much of the 
country that has reliable access, funneling investment away from more needy 
areas. If lawmakers would settle on a slower upload speed, he added, it 
“allows more people to get connected faster and sooner, which is what we 
need to happen, rather than to say we’re going to rewire the whole country at 
an enormous cost.” – Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  
______________________________________________________________ 
  
As the Republican-led state Legislature returns to Harrisburg this week, 
stripping Democratic Gov. Tom Wolf's emergency powers is the top priority, 
according to the majority party. "The clock is ticking, and we need to do away 
with the disaster declaration," said Jason Gottesman, spokesman for House 
Majority Leader Kerry Benninghoff. "It's the No. 1 priority."  He said he expects 
both chambers to vote on rescinding Wolf's disaster authority on Monday or 
Tuesday. But it's not the only key issue awaiting lawmakers upon their return: 
There is federal stimulus money to decide how to use. 
  



Democrats see the focus on Wolf's powers as political theater, especially given 
that Wolf has ended all COVID-19 restrictions except the mask order. The 
mask mandate will end on June 28 or when 70% of Pennsylvania adults are 
fully vaccinated — whichever comes first.  Instead, the minority party wants 
more focus on distributing the $7 billion Pennsylvania received from the 
American Relief Plan.  
  
State Democrats have been calling for action for weeks, putting forth two plans 
of their own: the Pennsylvania Rescue Plan from House Democrats and 
the New Deal for PA from Senate Democrats. Both plans include direct 
benefits to residents by helping schools, workers, businesses, families, renters 
and landlords.  
  
State Republicans, who haven't revealed a formal plan of their own, expect the 
$7 billion will "go to core functions of state government," Gottesman 
said. That's important, he said, because there was overspending in some 
departments, and Republicans want to finish the budget by June 30 without 
any tax increases. Because of CARES Act funding and previous stimulus 
money, Pennsylvania has a $3 billion surplus. The $7 billion from the American 
Rescue Plan gives the state a $10 billion surplus ending into the new fiscal 
year. 
  
Led by U.S. Rep. Dwight Evans, D-Philadelphia, all nine congressional 
Democrats from Pennsylvania last week sent a letter to state House and 
Senate leaders, urging them to spend the money wisely. Evans, who 
previously served in the state House for 36 years and spent two decades as 
the Democratic chairman of the Appropriations committee, said Pennsylvania 
never had these resources when he was in state government. It's an 
opportunity to invest in roads and bridges, education equity and families, 
Evans said. "What I hope is that my former colleagues, in both parties, don't 
miss the opportunity to invest," he said. "Make big and bold investments that 
are very beneficial to the people."  
  
Senate Majority Leader Kim Ward believes the $7 billion "should be managed 
wisely and considered one-time funding, not continued funding, that will help 
Pennsylvania to get back on track and return to life as we know it," said her 
spokeswoman Erica Clayton Wright. Republicans faced pushback from the 
community in November when they used more than $1 billion in COVID relief 
money to pay for the state budget and avoid raising taxes. Small business 
owners, and advocates for health care, housing and social services wanted the 
money to go to their causes. 
  
At the time, Democrats acquiesced to the majority party to avoid furloughs. But 
Democrats want this round of COVID relief money to go to people, projects 
and public health. "That's what the American Rescue Plan was written for, and 
before we think about using it to plug budget holes, we need to take a hard 
look at the way our communities have struggled in the last 15 months and 
make a concerted effort to repair them equitably," Senate Minority Leader Jay 
Costa said. "I hope that my Republican leadership counterparts agree and 
adopt the New Deal for PA or at least offer a plan of their own that puts our 
constituents back on their feet." 
  
House Minority Leader Joanna McClinton said she wants to be sure the money 
has the most impact to help families and small businesses fully recover from 
the pandemic. "House Democrats have spoken to our people all over the state 
about their needs and we created the Pennsylvanian Rescue Plan, a detailed 
proposal to invest this money," she said. "We’re still waiting to hear if our 
Republican colleagues have any plan at all. It really is time to start talking 
about how this federal money helps us meet this state’s most urgent needs at 
this crucial moment." 
  
U.S. Sen. Bob Casey, D-Scranton, voted for the American Rescue Plan and 
wants to see the money used in Pennsylvania on the people who are still 
recovering from the scourge of the coronavirus. He said the state can use 
American Rescue Plan funds to meet the immediate public health and 
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economic needs of the crisis, deliver assistance to families and businesses, 
prevent layoffs and budget cuts, provide hazard pay to essential workers and 
invest in broadband, water and sewer infrastructure. "These funds are 
essential for a full and equitable recovery," Casey said.  
  
U.S. Sen. Pat Toomey, R-Lehigh Valley, voted against the American Rescue 
Plan because several municipalities across the country were struggling to find 
ways to spend all the money they had from previous COVID relief plans, 
according to his spokesperson Sam Fisher. But does see some uses for the 
money in his home state. "The American Rescue Plan’s additional $350 billion 
for these same localities is wholly unnecessary and Senator Toomey believes 
it should be repurposed for actual, physical infrastructure needs," Fisher said. 
– Erie Times-News  
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