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The option for consumers to de-
sign their own telecommunication 
packages is a selling point of the pro-
posed policy. A 1995 study suggests 
that consumers are already assem-
bling different combinations of media 
and information to meet their needs. 
In Camden, New Jersey, 50 percent of 
households without telephone selV-
ice had cable service and 75 percent 
had VCR's.22 In Texas, 40 percent of 
those without telephones had cable 
and 95 percent owned televisions.23 
Based on these figures, it is possible 
that people will choose on-line serv-
ices over other telecommunication 
options. 

Appliances 

Connection is useless without the 
appliance to view and synthesize the 
information. Although the average 
cost of a new computer is approxi-
mately $2000, a new computer is not 
required to access the information su-
perhighway-used computers are 
equally effective. Presently, no eco-
nomic incentive exists to recycle used 
computers. At best, used computers 
sell for $20 if operable; as scrap, they 
are worth only three cents per 
pound.24 A Tufts University study es-
timated that of the nearly 14 to 20 mil-
lion computers retired annually, 
almost 75 percent end up in stock-
piles whereas only 10 percent are 
reused or recycled. 25 To promote the 
availability of appliances, an income 
tax exemption of $50 would be of-
fered to evelY taxpayer who donates 
an older but usable computer to the 
universal access fund. 

Community-based organizations 
(CBO) which are sensitive to commu-
nity needs, playa critical role in mak-
ing available the benefits of advanced 
telecommunication services and net-
working by distributing used comput-
ers.26 The inclusive nature of universal 
access will require the involvement of 
organizations closest to the end user. 
CBOs can provide in-house training or 
establish training centers accessible to 
low-income and filral citizens. The 
California Public Utilities Commission 
pioneered the concept of including 
CBOs by offering them discounted 
rates for connection to the information 
infrastructure. Recognizing the impor-
tance of CBOs, the California 
Commission stated "because of their 
economic and social impact ... commu-
nity ... institutions must be positioned 
to be early recipients of the benefits of 
the information age."27 

Benefits of Universal Access 
Since the value of the network in-

creases with the size of the network, 
it is in the best interest of those or-
ganizations providing selvice to keep 
the cost of access low for information 
consumers. Given that the penetra-
tion rate of personal computers ap-
proaches 60 percent and access to the 
Internet is estimated at only 20 per-
cent of the population, tremendous 
growth potential exists. If as many 
people choose to receive universal 
access support as have chosen Life-
line assistance, organizations con-
nected to the network can expect to 
see more than 5.7 million low-income 
people connected.28 
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The government 

must make 

access to, and 

understanding of, 

computer 

services a 

national priority. 

Although advancements in the 
computer industlY will continue to 
exert a downward pressure on com-
puter prices, universal access will ac-
celerate that downward trend. A 
used-computer tax exemption can be 
adopted quickly and provides an in-
centive that aids in connecting more 
users to the information superhigh-
way. 

According to one scholar, micro-
processors will double in power and 
halve in costs evelY six months. Thus, 
in ten years, top-of-the-line, entty lev-
el appliances will be 20 to 100 times 
more powerful and cost around 
$500.29 As technology develops, more 
appliances will be available to low-in-
come users and appliances will con-
tain better technology and have longer 
life cycles. For example, Oracle has al-
ready designed a network computer 
with fewer components than previous 
versions but with greater capabilities 
based on connection to a network. 
Phillips Electronics markets a WebTV 
costing around $300 that provides ac-
cess to the information infrastructure 
through a familiar and low-cost de-
vice, the television.30 

Challenges of Universal 
Access to Information 

If universal access to information 
is realized, use of the information in-
frastructure, including the telephone 
network that provides access to the 
computer network, could quadruple. 
Some Bell operating companies, the 
traditional providers of local tele-
phone service, have expressed their 
concern with the current usage level 

by asking the FCC to charge Internet 
service providers (ISP) a per-minute 
fee for access to the telephone net-
work)1 ISPs would undoubtedly pass 
these increased costs to the con-
sumer. Moreover, increased access 
fees could require increased subsidies 
from the universal access fund to 
keep low-income and isolated, rural 
consumers connected. 

The regulatory burden on the 
computer industlY is another disad-
vantage of the universal access to in-
formation policy. The requirement to 
document service provided to low-in-
come and rural consumers levies a 
substantial regulatory burden on in-
formation providers and raises the 
cost of providing service. This new 
regulatolY scheme also increases the 
administrative burden on the FCC and 
the SRAs who must oversee the new 
program. 

Conclusion 

The impOltance of access to a na-
tional information infrastructure direct-
ly corresponds to today's proliferation 
of computer goods and services. 
Although access to the infOlmation su-
perhighway through public institutions 
such as libraries and schools-those 
beneficiaries of the mandated universal 
service contained in the Telecommu-
nications Act of 1996-will be helpful, 
a true change requires a more perva-
sive approach. The inescapable future 
reliance on computers for a vast array 
of citizenship functions makes an in-
clusive policy essential. In the absence 
of such a policy, lawmakers are sealing 
the fate of a new generation of margin-
alized Americans. 
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To prevent the problems associat-
ed with computer illiteracy-includ-
ing social and political isolation-the 
government must make access to, 
and understanding of, computer selV-
ices a national priority. This proposed 
policy seeks to head off the possibili-
ty of a citizenry divided by accessibil-
ity. The success of this universal 
access policy, which guarantees an 
affordable link to the national infor-
mation infrastructure, depends on 
three things: the regulatc)1Y initiative 
of the FCC and the state regulatory 
agencies, contributions of appliances 
by the industiy and private citizens, 
and a far-reaching initiative to ac-
quaint American citizens with the lan-
guage of the future. This policy paper 
is an invitation to lawmakers to en-
gage each other and the American 
pUblic in this dialogue.-t-
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