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The Communications Workers of America (“CWA”) represents working people in
telecommunications, media, information technology, public service, manufacturing, airlines, and
other fields. Since 2006, through its “Speed Matters” campaign, CWA has advocated in support
of efforts to help bring affordable, high speed Internet to all Americans while creating quality
jobs.

CWA members are broadband technicians and support representatives at many of the
nation's large and small broadband providers who hear from customers daily about the
problems of limited bandwidth over outdated or inadequate technologies. Through their union,
CWA members advocate in support of public investment and oversight to support universal
access to high quality internet access for all Americans. CWA advocated for robust broadband
deployment funding in the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law to definitively address the digital divide
and find common ground across partisan divides.?

As states developed their plans for the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment
(BEAD) Program, CWA members across the country brought their technical knowledge to state
broadband offices, sharing insights on local deployment challenges and different broadband
delivery methods. CWA local leaders held hundreds of meetings with state officials, undertook

community outreach to raise the profile of broadband investments, and worked together with
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industry to promote investment in high quality training programs.® As of February 2025, CWA
members served on 9 state and local broadband advisory boards.*
Fiber is the best performing technology of today and tomorrow

CWA members know from on-the-job training and experience that fiber-optic broadband
is superior to other technologies. In 2022, CWA commissioned a report from an engineering firm
to compare the costs and quality of fixed wireless versus fiber-optic broadband technologies for
rural communities. The report found that “fiber represents the most fiscally prudent expenditure
of public funds in most circumstances because of its longevity and technical advantages.”
CTC'’s cost analysis of fiber and fixed wireless deployments found that while fiber’s upfront
capital costs are higher than those of fixed wireless in many circumstances, the total cost of
ownership over 30 years is comparable for fiber and fixed wireless, and fiber provides much
higher quality service.®

Similarly, low-earth-orbit satellite service has limited bandwidth — as more users connect
to a given satellite network, speeds drop, making large-scale adoption impractical.” Satellite also

has inconsistent speeds and inadequate upload speeds to meet the current definition of
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broadband.? Starlink satellites have a short lifespan of approximately five years, requiring
continuous spending on launches, maintenance, and user equipment upgrades just to keep the
current service running.®

A well-trained workforce and quality networks go hand-in-hand

CWA advocates for long-term sustainability in the telecommunications industry when it
comes to investments in infrastructure and investments in people. In creating the BEAD
program, Congress recognized that a well-trained workforce and good jobs go hand-in-hand
with a well-built network that will be a good investment of public dollars.

Unfortunately, in recent decades, the telecommunications industry has engaged in a
race to the bottom to cut costs and increase profits through union-busting and outsourcing of
construction to low-road contractors that fail to pay living wages or properly train workers.
Contractors that lack proper training and safety protocols can endanger workers and the public,
and affect service quality. Telecommunications work has considerable safety implications. CWA
members have seen issues like ungrounded strands causing electrocution risk to workers and
the public, and contractors using weak bolts to secure heavy cables, increasing the likelihood
that cables will fall and injure the public. In a nationwide survey of CWA technician members,
respondents reported that contractors cause quality problems leading to higher costs (96%),
service quality problems for customers (81%), and safety risks for workers or the public (57%)."
Unsafe work both endangers the public and can cause outages, service quality issues, and
network resiliency issues. For example, the October 2007 Gueijito Fire in California, which was
linked to 40 firefighter injuries and two fatalities, was ignited when a Cox Communications

lashing wire came into contact with an SDG&E 12kV overhead conductor. After the fire, San
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Diego Gas and Electric (SDG&E) documented a 3.3-foot clearance between the SDG&E
conductors and Cox lines, which violated state safety requirements. Similarly, after the October
2020 Silverado Fire in Orange County which forced 60,000 people to evacuate their homes,
Southern California Edison reported that a lashing wire that was attached to an underbuilt
telecommunication line may have caused the ignition of the fire."

Work conditions also affect the ability to keep a stable and well-trained workforce.
Wages in the telecommunications sector have stagnated, particularly for low-wage workers.
Productivity growth is a standard benchmark for wage growth, and typical wage growth in the
telecommunications industry has consistently lagged behind productivity growth in the economy
as a whole."” The lowest-wage telecommunications workers (at the 10th percentile in the wage
distribution) have seen inflation-adjusted wages fall 0.3% annually since the 1970s, while the
median telecommunications worker wage increased just 0.4% annually, compared with 1.8%
annual productivity growth in that period." During that time period, union density also declined
steeply, from the majority (roughly 60%) of telecommunications workers represented by a union
in the 1970s to about 11% today.™

Wage stagnation translates into difficulty hiring and retaining workers, and creates
problems for the stability and health of the telecommunications labor market. For example, a
2022 survey of NTCA-member companies found that 58% of respondents are experiencing a

longer average recruiting time for new hires in hourly positions compared to three years
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earlier." In a survey of CWA technicians who left employment at AT&T between 2016 and 2021
— often due to the job cuts by the telecom giant — 74% stated they would be interested in
returning to the broadband workforce if a good job were available. As one technician stated,
“There are no good jobs in the broadband sector. Companies want people with 10-15 years
experience and want to pay them $15/hr.” Another technician stated, “too often experienced
telecom individuals are underpaid and overworked... [until companies change this] the best
talent will always look elsewhere.”'®

We cannot expect to have the workforce needed to build and maintain our networks if we
do not create good jobs that will attract and retain a well-trained workforce. The BEAD program
recognizes this problem. In creating BEAD, Congress required that states must consider an
applicant’s labor practices. NTIA provided further guidance for states on what could be included
in that category, and states were given the flexibility to adapt their program to the specific
workforce demands in their state. While wages have stagnated for telecom technicians in the
past few decades due to the factors discussed above, Congress recognized that BEAD was an
opportunity to incentivize employers to invest more in training and career pathways for
technicians, and create the sustainable workforce that will ultimately be necessary to keep
Americans connected.
States have put significant time and resources into BEAD and are now ready to make
awards. There is broad bipartisan support against any pause or overhaul of the BEAD
program.

Across the country, 30 states are already reviewing and accepting bids for work, and four

have already finished granting and have received full approval for their programs.'” States have
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invested tremendous time and resources into planning the best and most cost-effective
solutions for their communities, and the flexibility of the program has meant that they have been
able to tailor their program to their needs.Broadband offices have hired staff, mapped out
service areas, completed challenge processes, and worked with industry. Internet service
providers have also invested significant time and effort to engage state-by-state on BEAD
proposals and companies have planned their capital investments to dovetail with BEAD
opportunities.

There is broad bipartisan consensus among state officials that BEAD awards and
deployments should be allowed to move forward. At an American Enterprise Institute webinar
on the BEAD program, state broadband officials from Louisiana, Virginia, and Colorado
cautioned against a pause and significant overhaul of the BEAD program.’ This sentiment was
shared by Sens. Dan Sullivan, Shelly Capito and Jacky Rosen during Howard Lutnick’s
confirmation hearing as the Secretary of Commerce in January.®

Every state participated in the program and received approval from NTIA on their initial
proposals. States are now on the cusp of getting shovels in the ground. Pressing pause on the
program now would be a tremendous waste of resources. While NTIA could provide waivers to
states that want to pause and adjust their state plans, NTIA should not take a wholesale
approach of mandating changes to state plans that would slow down deployments.
Unnecessary delay and upending of the program would punish states that have been diligent
and have worked to enact their plans as efficiently and effectively as possible.

Residents in rural and unserved areas have waited long enough. Many states are ready

to award the funds and build networks and should not be slowed down with revised standards,
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new mandates or requirements. If NTIA wants to offer additional flexibility, it can do so through

waivers for particular states, and not delay states that are ready to move forward today.

Respectfully submitted,

[s/ Nell Geiser

Nell Geiser

Director of Research
Communications Workers of America



