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Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Chairman Ajit Pai 
promised to remove obstacles to broadband deployment and close the 
digital divide, and it is happening. The FCC’s 5G Fast Plan fast-tracked 
the deployment of the next generation of wireless technologies. A 
proposed order that will be voted on in the commission’s August 
meeting should do the same for cable technologies. To build cable 
systems in the local rights-of-way, cable operators must pay a 
franchise fee to a local government entity known as a local franchising 
authority (LFA). The draft order, titled Enforcing Laws Governing Cable 
Franchising, clears state and local obstacles to greater cable 
broadband investment and deployment.  
 
Congress has capped franchise fees at 5 percent of a cable operator’s 
TV revenues to provide certainty to companies as they invested billions 
building and upgrading networks. However, as I explained in an earlier 

blog, LFAs have ignored this statutory limit by demanding extra 
goodies such as free cable and broadband service, construction of 
special fiber networks to government buildings, and payments for local 
access channels that few watch. To make matters worse, communities 
are starting to impose franchise-like obligations on other services that 
cable operators deliver over their cable systems — such as 
broadband, Voice over Internet Protocol, public Wi-Fi, cellular service, 
and backhaul services — even though the operator has already paid 
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for access to the rights-of-way. These extra charges, collectively, have 
a chilling effect on broadband investment and deployment.  
 
Fortunately, the draft item to be considered at the FCC’s August 
meeting will curb these abuses and enable operators to spend more on 
broadband investment and less on local and state broadband 
taxation. The FCC isn’t doing something radical here, just affirming 
what the Communications Act already requires. Understandably, LFAs 
like siphoning cable TV revenues to help service pension debt and 
other liabilities. But Congress never intended for cable operators and 
their subscribers to be a piggy bank for local spending needs.  
 
Moreover, burdening cable alone with fees skews competition at a time 
of explosive growth for online video competitors and amid the decline 
of cable TV revenues and subscribership. US cable TV revenues 
peaked in 2010 at $54.11 billion and are predicted to fall to $36.75 
billion by 2023. The trends of cord cutters, shavers, and nevers mean 
that one-third of pay TV subscribers have downsized their subscription 
in the past year. These changes are driving LFAs to find new sources 
of revenue and forcing the reinvention of the cable industry in the face 

of 5G, not to mention inspiring some opportunistic cities to find ways to 
shake down mobile operators for more money.  
 
The story of cable regulation provides an interesting counterpoint to 
that of mobile wireless. America has witnessed explosive growth in 
mobile broadband not just because of the customer-centric advantages 
of wireless technologies, but because mobile operators have a more 
streamlined regulatory framework to deploy nationally. The number of 
mobile broadband subscriptions exceeds the US population, and 
revenue for mobile broadband exceeds cable broadband sevenfold. 
 
Many investors in next-generation wireless technologies don’t have to 
deal with local governments at all. Satellite operators are playing a 
greater role in broadband markets, with new high throughput satellites 
capable of delivering 100 megabits per second service and low and 
medium earth orbit satellite constellations promising fiber-like speeds 
from space proposed by Elon Musk’s Space X, Richard Branson’s 
Virgin Orbit, Jeff Bezos’ Amazon, and others. The FCC will also 
consider an August item to streamline licensing procedures for small 

satellites, ushering in the next wave of entrepreneurial space research 
and commerce.  
 
Chairman Pai is tackling another element of deployment and the digital 
divide with much needed reform of the Universal Service Fund. He 
proposes a Rural Digital Opportunity Fund with a two-phase reverse 
auction framework and commitment of $20.4 billion in high-cost 
universal service support to Americans unserved by terrestrial 
technologies. The FCC’s 2019 Broadband Deployment Report suggests 
that Pai’s efforts are working: America’s digital divide has reached its 
lowest point yet. If anything, the explosion of broadband network 
innovation and associated competition suggests that barriers on cable 
provision should be reduced even further. – American Enterprise 

Institute  
_______________________________________________________ 
A state Senate bill reintroduced last week aims to change the rules of 
the Electoral College in presidential elections and give Pennsylvania's 
20 electoral votes to the winner of the national popular vote, even if 
means bypassing the choice of a majority of Pennsylvania's voters.  
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In 2016, Pennsylvanians gave President Donald Trump 48.2% of the 
votes and Hillary Clinton 47.5%. The electoral votes went to 
Trump. But in the proposed scenario, Clinton would have gotten the 
electoral votes and won the election because nationally she received 
48.2% if the popular vote and Trump had 46.1%. 
 
Sen. Daylin Leach, a Montgomery County Democrat, is the prime 
sponsor of Senate Bill 270, which as of Sunday had five co-sponsors, 
including state Sen. Judy Schwank, a Ruscombmanor Township 
Democrat. The legislation would have the state join the National 
Popular Vote Compact — an agreement among states pledging to 
award their electoral votes to the winner of the national popular vote in 
presidential elections. The agreement takes effect once states 
representing a total of 270 electoral votes join the compact. After that, 
future presidential elections would be awarded to the person who 
receives the most votes nationally. As of June 30, the compact had 
been enacted by 16 states possessing 196 electoral votes. 
 
The compact has also passed at least one legislative chamber in eight 
additional states constituting 75 electoral votes. It has been 
unanimously approved at the committee level in two states with 27 
more electoral votes, Leach said in the bill's memo.  
 
The Senate Majority Policy Committee will hold a public hearing on the 
2020 census in Pennsylvania, at the request of Republican state Sen. 
Mike Folmer, who represents parts of Lebanon, Dauphin and York 
counties. The hearing will take place today from 10 a.m. until noon, in 
Hearing Room 1 of the North Office Building in Harrisburg. “It's 
essential every elected official understands both the importance and 
the things that need to happen with the 2020 census,” Folmer said in 
an emailed statement.  
 
The committee will examine funding. “The governor has established 
his commission which will make recommendations for the most 
accurate count for the residents of our state,” said the panel's 
chairman, state Sen. David G. Argall, a Schuylkill County Republican 
who represents a part of Berks. “The commission had asked for $12 
million to carry out their goals. We need to know what they specifically 
plan on using taxpayer money for and what oversight is going to be 
used to ensure funds are not wastefully spent.” – Reading Eagle  

 

 

   

 

  

 


