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The government
must make
access to, and
understanding of,
computer
services a

national priority.
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Although advancements in the
computer industty 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 every six months. Thus,
in ten years, top-of-the-line, entry 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.3!

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,31 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 industry 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
regulatory scheme also increases the
administrative burden on the FCC and
the SRAs who must oversee the new
program,

Conclusion

The importance of access to a na-
tional information infrastructure direct-
ly corresponds to today’s proliferation
of computer goods and services.
Although access to the information 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 serv-
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 gnarantees an
affordable link to the national infor-
mation infrastructure, depends on
three things: the regulatory initiative
of the FCC and the state regulatory
agencies, contributions of appliances
by the industry 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. <
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