
that deals with
the Internet, new
innovations, or
whether they
will take a piece-
meal approach,”
said Tom Wack-

er of the National Telecommunications Coop-
erative Association, which represents small
and rural telephone companies.

Many telecom lobbyists said they don’t
expect another major rewrite, but for Con-
gress to take on some of the bigger issues on
an individual basis. 

One area of focus will be the continued
oversight of the DTV transition, which re-
quires all televisions to switch from ana-
logue to digital service by Feb. 17, 2009.

Congress has already held several hear-
ings to try to guarantee a smoother transi-
tion. There have been worries about con-
sumers not getting the information they need
about converter boxes and whether enough
money was allocated for the transition.  

“Congress is not going to pass any legis-
lation unless there is calamity on the hori-
zon,” said Brian Peters, a former staffer to
Rep. Jay Inslee (D-Wash.) who is now at the
Information Technology Industry Council.
“I think the oversight tools are the most ef-
fective right now. There could be additional
funding to enhance consumer education ef-
forts or potentially to help the coupon-for-
converters program.”

While the transition is well under way,
lawmakers are expected to home in on mak-
ing sure the public understands where to pur-
chase the converter boxes and that viewers
who don’t have cable know how to use them. 

There is also the evolving debate over net
neutrality, and whether cable and phone
companies can legitimately charge some
kinds of Internet traffic more money for
faster access speeds. Internet access
providers such as cable and telecom compa-
nies oppose a net neutrality bill that would
regulate their ability to determine how they
use their networks. 

“It has been a bad idea. It will continue to
be a bad idea,” said CTIA’s Carpenter, of a
net neutrality bill. “There’s been a good evo-
lution in that debate and I’m glad they aren’t
hurtling toward a markup.”

NTCA’s Wacker agrees. 
“The best I can say is its future as a leg-

islative opportunity is still quite murky,”
Wacker said.

One of the biggest issues that Congress is
expected to target will be the universal serv-
ice fund. Revisions have been attempted in
the past, but to no avail because different fac-
tions in Congress, including Senators from
rural states, have balked at reducing the
amount of money available to rural areas.

“Universal service is sort of like Social Se-
curity,” one telecom lobbyist said. “Every-
body knows it needs to be reformed, but
there is not the willpower, so it just keeps
getting punted and punted.”

Yet several telecom lobbyists think the
next Congress could finally be the one to en-
act meaningful reform. 

“People are understandably concerned,”
Curtin said. “There are issues of the appli-
cability of the universal service fund to
emerging technology and it’s going to con-
tinue to be a huge issue because the original
concept of the fund has changed so much.”

cess to broadband could help spur econom-
ic improvement, but he warns that more reg-
ulation would stymie growth.

“I think broadband deployment and adop-
tion can certainly be a major contributor to
the economy, both improvement of our eco-
nomic situation and improvement of indi-
viduals’ situations,” Roth said. 

McCain, who served as chairman of the
Senate Commerce Committee from 1997 to
2001 and again from 2003 to 2005, has long
had an eye toward deregulation of the indus-
try. For instance, McCain voted against the
1996 Telecommunications Act, arguing that
it didn’t ensure competition. 

Obama’s telecom policy record is less
clear. But several lobbyists point to his re-
liance on online fundraising as an example
of how Obama will push for more deploy-
ment of computers and Internet access to ru-
ral and underprivileged areas. 

“He said he watched Sen. Clinton’s [con-
cession] speech by means of the Internet,
that was a really different thing,” said Kevin
Curtin, a telecom lobbyist who represents
Verizon Communications, referring to Sen.
Hillary Rodham Clinton (D-N.Y.). 

One key area that would dramatically
change industry regulation is the appoint-
ment of FCC commissioners. Besides the
current regulatory issues, the FCC likely
will face Congressional scrutiny as it at-
tempts to auction, for the second time, part
of the D-Block spectrum, which will be used

for a national public safety network.
This Congress hasn’t taken on massive re-

forms in telecom; instead, lawmakers have
approached legislation in both the Senate
and House committees by focusing on spe-
cific issues.

“Obviously, after the big push on the tele-
com rewrite in 2005 and 2006, this year was
much more piecemeal,” said Kyle McSlar-
row, head of the National Cable & Telecom-
munications Association. 

Still, McSlarrow points to broadband
mapping and enhanced 911 legislation as
two issues that are likely to pass quickly in
the next Congress if they aren’t finished by
the end of the year.

The mapping legislation, which at one
time was attached to the farm bill, would cre-
ate a format to locate where broadband has
been deployed across the country and where
it needs to be expanded. 

The program is modeled after a state-
based approach in Kentucky that identified
underserved areas and later encouraged pub-
lic-private partnerships to enhance the state’s
broadband capacity.

Enhanced 911, which allows an operator
to know the location of a wireless caller, is
also expected to pass quickly. The legisla-
tion would codify an FCC rule that allows
Voice-over Internet protocol callers to use
the 911 service as well.

“Frankly, I’m surprised it has taken so long,”
said Jot Carpenter, vice president of govern-
ment relations at CTIA, of the legislation.  

Another issue Carpenter is following
deals with a specific tax provision that would
clarify the status of employer-provided wire-
less devices. 

Currently, businesses can only deduct de-
vices such as BlackBerrys if the business can
document that employees used them only
for business purposes, not personal use. If
the company can’t document that, or an em-
ployee uses the device for any personal use,
they could be subject to an IRS audit. 

CTIA is lobbying to get the provision
added to the tax extenders package later this
year, which would change the definition.

“The IRS has had this definition since the
late1980s, back when a wireless device was
an executive perk,” Carpenter said.

An Industry Overhaul in 2009
As telecom companies prepare for 2009,

many are pondering whether an Obama or
McCain presidency will push for an indus-
try overhaul.

“The pregnant question is whether they will
pursue an ambitious major telecom rewrite
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Lobbyists See Lots of
Telecom Bills in 111th 

In Congress Now: Telecommunications Legislation 

DISAPPROVAL OF FCC MEDIA OWNERSHIP RULE
• S.J.Res. 28, offered Sen. Byron Dorgan (D-N.D.)
• Approved by the Senate on May 15, 2008, by voice vote
• Resolution disapproves of an FCC decision in December 2007 allowing newspapers in top markets to merge with broadcasters 
in the same city.
• Opposed by the White House, requires House and presidential approval

DIGITAL TELEVISION BORDER FIX ACT
• S. 2507, offered by Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-Texas) 
• Response to the transition from analog to digital broadcast signals scheduled for Feb. 17, 2009
• Would allow stations within 50 miles of the U.S.-Mexico border to continue analog broadcasts through Feb. 17, 2014
• Marked up by the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee on April 24, 2008

REIMBURSEMENTS FROM THE DIGITAL TELEVISION TRANSITION AND PUBLIC SAFETY FUND
• S. 2607, introduced by Sen. Olympia Snowe (R-Maine) in February, would apply $65 million for equipment upgrades for
low-power television stations for every fiscal year until 2012. 
• Makes a technical correction to Section 3009 of the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005
• Marked up by the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee on April 24, 2008
• Companion measure (H.R. 5696) offered by Rep. Peter DeFazio (D-Ore.) on April 3, 2008

INTEROPERABLE EMERGENCY COMMUNICATIONS ACT
• S. 385, offered by Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii)
• Amends the Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Act of 2005 for a grant program to assist public agencies in 
establishing the interoperability of public safety emergency communications
• Marked up the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee on Feb. 13, 2007

911 MODERNIZATION AND PUBLIC SAFETY ACT
• H.R. 3403, sponsored by Rep. Bart Gordon (D-Tenn.)
• Gives Voice-over Internet Protocol (VoIP) service providers access to the emergency infrastructure to deliver 911 calls and 
provide location and callback information
• Requires the 911 Implementation and Coordination Office to develop a national plan to quickly move the nation from the 
current 911 system to an interoperable IP-based emergency response network that can handle voice, video and data traffic
• Passed the House on Nov. 13, 2007
• H.R. 3403 passed the Senate by unanimous consent on June 16, 2008, with an amendment by Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii).
• Similar to a Senate bill (S. 428) sponsored by Sen. Bill Nelson (D-Fla.), which passed the Senate on Feb. 26, 2008
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Kyle McSlar-
row of the Na-
tional Cable
& Telecom-
munications
Association is
optimistic
about passage
of enhanced
911 legislation.


