Before the
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION
Washington, DC 20554


In the Matter of

Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization

Bridging the Digital Divide for Low-Income Consumers

Telecommunications Carriers Eligible for Universal Service Support

Affordable Connectivity Program Emergency Broadband Benefit Program

)
)
)	WC Docket No. 11-42
)
)	WC Docket No. 17-287
)
)
)	WC Docket No. 09-197
)
)
)	WC Docket No. 21-450
)
)	WC Docket No. 20-445





TDIforAccess, Inc.
American Council of the Blind American Foundation for the Blind Communication Service for the Deaf Deaf Equality
Hearing Loss Association of America National Association for the Deaf Perkins School for the Blind
Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Technology for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing







May 4, 2026

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Background and Summary	2
The Lifeline Program Should Account for the Needs of Individuals Who
Rely on Video-Based Services as a Primary Method of Communication	4
Lifeline Should Continue to Support Voice-Only Services	7
The Commission Should Ensure that Eligibility and Recertification
Requirements Do Not Create Barriers for People with Disabilities	8
The Commission Should Collect Updated Data on How People with
Disabilities Use Lifeline Service to Inform Its Decisions in this Proceeding	10
Conclusion	12

Before the
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION
Washington, DC 20554


In the Matter of

Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization

Bridging the Digital Divide for Low-Income Consumers

Telecommunications Carriers Eligible for Universal Service Support

Affordable Connectivity Program Emergency Broadband Benefit Program

)
)
)	WC Docket No. 11-42
)
)	WC Docket No. 17-287
)
)
)	WC Docket No. 09-197
)
)
)	WC Docket No. 21-450
)
)	WC Docket No. 20-445

COMMENTS OF ACCESSIBILITY ADVOCACY AND RESEARCH ORGANIZATIONS
The coalition of accessibility advocacy groups (“Consumer Groups”) and research organizations listed below (together, the “Accessibility Coalition”) submit their comments on the above-referenced notice of proposed rulemaking.1 The Notice addresses a range of issues related to Lifeline services, including issues of significance to consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled, which are the focus of the members of the Accessibility Coalition. These comments highlight the potential impacts of changes in the Lifeline program on those communities, and propose steps the Commission can take to ensure that consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled have access to the telecommunications services necessary to participate in daily life in America. In particular, these comments will address (1) the Notice’s questions concerning the needs of those who use Video Relay Service (“VRS”) and other assistive services; (2) the need to maintain voice service options within the Lifeline program;

1 Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, WC Docket Nos. 11-42 et al., FCC 26-8 (rel. Feb. 26, 2026 (the “Notice”).

(3) impacts of changes in how Lifeline verification and recertification are conducted on people with disabilities; and (4) ways in which the Commission can gather data on these issues.2 As described below, it is important to ensure that Lifeline service standards reflect how individuals with disabilities use telecommunications today, including the increasing reliance on broadband and video-based communication, while also ensuring that legacy voice services remain available where they are still necessary for accessibility.
I. [bookmark: _TOC_250002]Background and Summary
The Consumer Groups in the Accessibility Coalition advocate for equal access to communications and affordable services and equipment for the more than 48 million Americans over the age of 12 who are consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled.3 The researchers who are part of the coalition work with the Consumer Groups to address technical issues that affect access to communications for consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled. Collectively, the Consumer Groups and the researchers have extensive expertise in and specific knowledge of both what is needed to facilitate communication for the Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled community and the significant gaps in the availability of services and facilities that can meet those needs.






2 Notice, ¶¶ 44, 57-60.
3 See “Hearing Loss Prevalence in the United States,” Lin, Frank, Niparko, and Ferrucci, Luigi, JAMA Internal Medicine (Nov. 14, 2011) available at https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/1106004 (last reviewed May 4, 2026).
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It has been a decade since the Commission first recognized that “[a]ccessing the Internet has become a prerequisite to full and meaningful participation in society.”4 Since that time, the availability of Internet access has become more critical, and effective use of the Internet has required higher speeds and more capacity. As described below, those needs are even more acute for consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled than for other users, as they depend on technologies that use significant bandwidth. At the same time, many members of these communities also rely on voice services, and would be cut off from their most vital form of communication if those services were not available. These comments are informed by those needs.
In this context, the Accessibility Coalition urges the Commission to ensure that any changes to the Lifeline rules recognize the needs of Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, and Speech-Disabled consumers. First, these consumers rely on broadband and video-based services and need more bandwidth and higher data caps than other consumers. Second, the Commission should maintain the availability of voice-only Lifeline services, which are critical to many consumers with disabilities. Third, any changes to eligibility and recertification requirements should be crafted to avoid creating barriers for people with disabilities, who already face significant barriers in obtaining access to Lifeline services.
Finally, to meet the mandates under Sections 225, 254, 255, and 716 of the Communications Act, the Commission should obtain current data and related information on the impact of the Lifeline program and the services it makes available on accessibility for people with disabilities, including those who rely on VRS and point-to-point video communication.

4 Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization, Third Report and Order, Further Report and Order, and Order on Reconsideration, 31 FCC Rcd 3962, 3963 (2016) (the “2016 Lifeline Order”).

II. The Lifeline Program Should Take Into Account the Needs of Individuals Who Rely on Video-Based Services as a Primary Method of Communication.
The Notice asks for comment on the minimum standards for both fixed and mobile Lifeline service.5 The Notice largely analyzes potential standards for data capacity and speed in statistical terms, considering what capacities and speeds are available to consumers in general. This analysis, however, fails to consider the requirements of consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled, who rely on video-based communication as a primary method of communication. As a result, the proposed standards likely are inadequate for those individuals.
For many years, consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled have had a range of options to facilitate their communication that rely on video. These options include Video Relay Service (VRS), point-to-point video communication in sign language such as direct video calling, telehealth, remote work, virtual meetings, and other types of video communication with businesses, government, and service providers. These services are bandwidth-intensive and in many cases users will employ more than one service at once, such as virtual meeting software and VRS. Using these services can be comparable to running several streaming services at the same time. In addition, unlike many commonly-used applications, these services require significant upstream capacity, often at the same speeds as the downstream portions of the services.6 As a result, current Lifeline minimum service standards may not reflect real-world usage required for functionally equivalent communication by consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled.

5 Id., ¶¶ 43-56.
6 For instance, someone using Zoom and VRS during a meeting may need 3/3 Mbps for Zoom and an additional 1/1 Mbps for VRS.

Current bandwidth and speed requirements for Lifeline broadband services do not account for these considerations, resulting in service levels that are inadequate for users of technologies like VRS. The minimum mobile service data cap, for instance, has remained at
4.5 GB per month since 2015, even as video services have burgeoned. At a typical data rate for Zoom, the Lifeline monthly mobile data cap would be exceeded in less than 4 hours. The 2016 Lifeline Order set the speed requirement for mobile services at 3G, where it remains today.7 The fixed service minimum data cap has risen slightly since 2016, to 1280 GB per month, which is insufficient for a household with multiple Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled residents, and the minimum speed has remained at 25/3 Mbps since 2020, before the COVID pandemic vastly increased the availability and usage of video services. Consistent with these concerns, research by the Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Technology for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (“DHH-RERC”) at Gallaudet University has found that both the mobile and fixed data caps place significant constraints on users who depend on VRS.8
Members of the Accessibility Coalition are particularly concerned that restrictive data caps can limit the ability of Lifeline subscribers with disabilities to use video-based services, which may reduce access to telecommunications, telehealth, employment, education, and emergency services. While the Notice seeks comment on how to set these minimum service levels, it continues to rely on the idea that averages or percentiles are useful ways to determine what those levels should be.9 This approach will leave people who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled behind.

7 2016 Lifeline Order, 31 FCC Rcd at 3997.
8 See Comments of DHH-RERC, filed in this docket.
9 Notice, ¶¶ 49, 54.

Moreover, as part of its obligation to implement nationwide telecommunications relay services (TRS) that are functionally equivalent to voice telephone services, the Commission has a statutory mandate to “encourage the use of existing technology and not discourage the development of new technology.”10 In response to that requirement, the Commission has recognized technologies like VRS and IP Relay, and incorporated them into the TRS program.11 Recognizing new technologies is not enough if users do not have the ability to obtain underlying communications services necessary to support those technologies.
For these reasons, the Accessibility Coalition urges the Commission to examine the impact of data caps on individuals who rely on video communication for functional access and adopt policy options that would ensure that Lifeline subscribers with disabilities are not effectively excluded from video-based communication due to Lifeline data limitations. In particular, the Commission should consider targeted approaches to address the needs of consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled. These approaches could include higher data minimums for all users or a disability-based allowance, exemption, or higher data tier for qualifying Lifeline subscribers who rely on video-based communication.12 Adopting specific requirements for consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled is consistent

10 Telecommunications Relay Services and ) Speech-to-Speech Services for ) Individuals with Hearing and Speech Disabilities, Report and Order, Order on Reconsideration, and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 19 FCC Rcd 12475, 12480 (2004) (the “2004 TRS Order”), citing 47 U.SC. § 225(d)(2).
11 See 2004 TRS Order at 12479 (noting that “the Commission has steadily expanded the scope of TRS and the features and services available to both persons with hearing and speech disabilities, and to other persons who desire to communicate by telephone with persons with hearing or speech disabilities”).
12 Given the prevalence of unlimited data usage in fixed broadband services, meeting the needs of those who rely on video technologies to communicate provides additional justification for the Commission to require unlimited data for fixed Lifeline services. Id., ¶ 54.

with the underlying policy that mandated the provision of TRS, which requires that TRS users not be charged more for communicating via TRS than non-TRS users pay for equivalent communications.13 Ensuring that these users have access to the services they need also is consistent with the intent of the Lifeline program and the Commission’s universal service programs as a whole to ensure the availability of telecommunications services to everyone in the United States.14
III. [bookmark: _TOC_250001]Lifeline Should Continue to Support Voice-Only Services.
The Notice seeks comment on whether the Commission should continue to support voice-only services for Lifeline customers.15 While the Notice describes several reasons to continue supporting voice-only services, it does not address the impact of eliminating that support on people with disabilities.16 The value of these services for people with disabilities, including those who are Hard of Hearing or Deaf, provides an additional, significant reason to maintain Lifeline support for voice-only customers.
Voice-only services remain important for some individuals with disabilities, including some Hard of Hearing individuals who rely on voice services with hearing aids or amplified phones, individuals who use analog TRS, individuals in rural or low-bandwidth areas where broadband is not reliable, and other older adults with disabilities who rely on traditional voice services. Voice-only services are also needed for the provision of point-to-point real-time text (RTT) and RTT-based TRS, a form of relay service that is being considered by the Commission as a modernized way to improve text-based relay services, and even as a possible replacement

13 47 U.S.C. 225(d)(1)(D).
14 47 U.S.C. §§ 151, 254(b). In fact, as noted below, the TRS provisions of the Communications Act incorporate by reference this universal service mandate. See 47 U.S.C. § 225 (b)(1), infra n. 18.
15 Notice, ¶¶ 58-60.
16 Id., ¶ 59.

for TTY-based TRS.17 Maintaining the availability of voice-only support under the Lifeline program will help to ensure that these people maintain their access to telecommunications services at a time that most of these services are transitioning from analog to digital services, which again is consistent with the intent of both the universal service provisions of the Communications Act and the requirement to make TRS available to all.18
Given the critical importance of voice-only service to many people with disabilities and the Communications Act mandates, the Commission should not consider eliminating Lifeline support for voice service until it has evaluated how that would affect those customers. At a minimum, the Commission should conduct further analysis focused on the accessibility impact of eliminating voice-only Lifeline services to ensure that it does not create unintended accessibility barriers.
IV. The Commission Should Ensure that Eligibility and Recertification Requirements Do Not Create Barriers for People with Disabilities.
The Notice raises a variety of issues concerning the administration of the Lifeline program, including verification of eligibility, enrollment, usage, and compliance plans.19 The general focus of these discussions is on preventing unnecessary, excessive, or improper expenditures of Lifeline funds. Unfortunately, the Notice does not consider the question of

17 See Telecommunications Relay Services and Speech-to-Speech Services for Individuals with Hearing and Speech Disabilities; Speech-to-Speech and Internet Protocol (IP) Speech-to-Speech Telecommunications Relay Services, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 25-79, ¶¶ 29-36 (2025); Telecommunications Relay Services and Speech-to-Speech Services for Individuals with Hearing and Speech Disabilities, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, CG Docket Nos. 03-123, 10-51, 12-38, FCC 26-4, ¶ 19 (2026).
18 47 U.S.C. §§ 151 (establishing purpose “to make available to all individuals in the United States a rapid, efficient nationwide communications service”), 225 (obligating the Commission to make TRS “available, to the extent possible and in the most efficient manner, to hearing-impaired and speech-impaired individuals in the United States”), (254 (b) (enacting principles that services “should be available at just, reasonable and affordable rates” to “[c]onsumers in all regions of the Nation”).
19 Notice ¶¶ 66-101.

whether administration of the Lifeline program maximizes the extent to which eligible consumers will benefit from the program and related programs. This is a particular concern for people with disabilities, who often face significant barriers to signing up for Lifeline or demonstrating their continuing eligibility. In addition, barriers to obtaining Lifeline may affect whether consumers are eligible for other programs that enable them to use the underlying services covered by Lifeline support.
First, the Commission should review its current eligibility and reverification rules to remove barriers to participation by people with disabilities. USAC’s most recent calculation shows that only 21% of all eligible households participate in Lifeline, but given additional difficulties faced by consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled, it is certain that these communities have lower participation rates.20 Moreover, the Commission’s current rules do not require additional outreach or assistance for people with disabilities who may be eligible.
The Commission should, at a minimum, review its current rules for verification and recertification to avoid unnecessary administrative barriers (including requirements to provide the same information repeatedly). In particular, the Commission should look for circumstances in which it can accept income verification from programs made available to people with disabilities as proof of Lifeline eligibility, and for ways to adapt the National Lifeline Accountability Database to accommodate this information. The Commission also should consider how to expand outreach to people with disabilities to make them aware of how they can obtain Lifeline benefits if they are eligible.

20 The USAC calculation is available on its website. See https://www.usac.org/lifeline/resources/program-data/ (providing link to Lifeline Participation Rate Excel file). At the state level, participation rates vary from 3% to 40%.

Second, the Commission should account for the potential impact of changes in Lifeline eligibility or other elements of the Lifeline program on access to assistive technology and equipment distribution programs. Many states use Lifeline eligibility as the basis for determining eligibility for programs that provide assistive technology and telecommunications equipment to individuals with disabilities. Changes to Lifeline eligibility, minimum service standards, or supported services could affect state-level access to assistive technology, telehealth, emergency communications, and other essential services. Loss of access to these state-level services could effectively limit access to telecommunications service for people with disabilities and even prevent some of them from using telecommunications services at all. For that reason, the Commission should consider the possibility of these downstream effects of changes in the Lifeline program – both substantive and administrative – on other programs that enable accessibility.
V. The Commission Should Collect Updated Data on How People with Disabilities Use Lifeline Service to Inform Its Decisions in this Proceeding.
As described above, many of the changes to the Lifeline program that the Commission is considering in this proceeding could have significant effects on people with disabilities, including consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled. However, the Notice cites no data relating to those users when it discusses the proposed rules.21
To meet its mandates under Sections 225, 254, 255, and 716, and to ensure reasoned decision-making on the issues discussed in these comments, the Commission should obtain current data and related information on the impact of the Lifeline program and the services it

21 See, e.g., Notice, ¶¶ 51-52 (discussing mobile broadband speeds), 57-58 (discussing voice-only services)

makes available on accessibility for people with disabilities, including those who rely on VRS and point-to-point video communication. In particular, Commission action should be informed by:
· Broadband and data usage for VRS, point-to-point video communication and other broadband applications used by people with disabilities;
· The impact of data caps on video communication;
· The continued need for voice-only services among disability populations; and
· How Lifeline is used in connection with state equipment distribution programs that distribute accessible communication devices to individuals with disabilities, as well as the Commission’s National Deaf-Blind Equipment Distribution Program.
Collecting updated data on the above matters and placing it in the record will help the Commission make informed decisions about minimum service standards and how to apply eligibility requirements to people with disabilities. The Accessibility Coalition is gathering data to be placed in the record to demonstrate how Lifeline can meet the needs of consumers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, Hard of Hearing, Late-Deafened, DeafDisabled, or Speech-Disabled, such as the information provided in the DHH-RERC comments, and urges the Commission to request such data from other parties and researchers.22



















22 Comments of DHH-RERC.

VI. [bookmark: _TOC_250000]Conclusion
For all these reasons, the Accessibility Coalition requests that the Commission act in accordance with these comments.
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