
The 8th Congressional District of Virginia 2020 Democratic Convention Endorses Resolution on 

Expanding Community Broadband[*] and Ensuring Affordable, High-Speed Internet for All 

 

 Background: 

There is a serious digital divide in Virginia and the country as a whole. Hundreds of thousands                 
of Virginian homes and businesses currently lack connection to fixed terrestrial broadband at             
speeds of 25 Mbps/3 Mbps (the FCC defined threshold for “high-speed internet”) because it is               
simply unprofitable for investor-owned internet service providers to build out their infrastructure            
to areas where population density is too low to recoup investments. Potentially many more              
Virginians who do have access to high-speed broadband are unable to afford it because of the                
monopoly prices charged by the handful of large providers who dominate the market. While the               
scope of the problem is difficult to assess due to inadequate reporting standards and resistance               
to data sharing by private wireline providers, the data that is available makes it clear that this                 
digital divide manifests itself along geographic, class, and racial lines. This state of affairs has               
serious economic and social (justice) implications as the internet has become an essential             
component of modern life and business. Indeed, the current COVID-19 crisis has grimly             
highlighted the extent and consequences of this divide for rural areas, the poor, and people of                
color. 

In addition to fostering a regulatory environment that serves to limit competition, the dominant              
investor-owned telecom companies have successfully lobbied the federal government and FCC           
to remove net neutrality rules, which possibly allows them to establish tiered service and              
prioritize their own content over those of perceived or actual competitors. The major telecom              
companies have also convinced federal regulators to erode communications privacy          
protections, which allows them to harvest our browsing history for sale to third parties. Within               
the states, these same investor-owned giants have successfully lobbied state governments to            
pass laws preempting competition in the form of public broadband, or, as in Virginia’s case,               
have lobbied for onerous restrictions that make municipal broadband virtually impossible.  

In stark contrast to the anti-competitive and anti-consumer behavior of the large investor-owned             
telecom companies, new models for providing fast and affordable telecommunications services           
have been springing up all over the country. Approximately 900 communities in the U.S. are               
being serviced by a community owned broadband network, of which more than 560 are served               
by some form of municipal network and more than 300 by a cooperative. Several of those                
networks are now considered to be the best and fastest in the country, if not the world. These                  
networks have also pioneered innovative programs to bridge the digital divide to make sure all               
residents have access to broadband that is well above the FCC standard for high speed for a                 
price that is a fraction of that charged by the large investor-owned telecoms — all while ensuring                 
network neutrality and privacy protection. Virginia itself has a growing number of community             
networks in the form of 1) open-access networks owned and operated by a broadband authority,               
2) fiber-to-the-home networks built by existing electric and telephone cooperatives, and 3)            
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publicly owned dark fiber networks that connect publicly owned buildings – all of which have               
been shown to promote economic development and save taxpayer money. Therefore, be it 

Resolved that the 8th Congressional District Convention calls on the Virginia Delegation to             
United States Congress: US Senators Tim Kaine and Mark Warner, along with US             
Representatives Don Beyer, Gerry Connolly, Elaine Luria, Donald MacEachin, Bobby Scott,           
Abigail Spanberger, and Jennifer Wexton to pursue the following[†] in Congress:  

● Enact legislation that clearly stipulates the right of municipalities, counties, and states to             
build their own broadband networks and preempts all local and state restrictions on the              
territorial and customer expansion of those community networks; and 

● Create a multi-billion dollar grant fund that provides funds exclusively to electricity and             
telephone cooperatives, non-profit organizations, tribes, cities, counties, and other state          
subdivisions to build the fiber infrastructure necessary to bring high-speed broadband to            
unserved areas, underserved areas, or areas with minimal competition, while          
conditioning those grants on 1) strong labor, wage and sourcing standards to ensure that              
federal funding goes toward creating good-paying union jobs and 2) on universal            
service, provisioning minimum speeds, privacy standards and affordability; and 

● Continue to seek passage of the “The Save the Internet Act” and apply pressure on the                
FCC to restore net neutrality and rescind rules that serve to erode internet user privacy; 

● Enact legislation that will require ISPs to report service and speeds down to the              
household level, as well as aggregate pricing data, and makes the data available to the               
public and stipulates regular audits to ensure accurate reporting; and 

● Enact legislation to prohibit the range of maneuvers giant private providers use to             
unfairly squeeze out competition, hold governments hostage, and drive up prices by            
returning control of utility poles and conduits to cities, prohibiting landlords from making             
side deals with private ISPs to limit choices in their properties, and banning companies              
from limiting access to wires inside buildings; and 

● Enact legislation that ensures that all new buildings are fiber-ready so that any network              
can deliver service there and institutes a “Dig Once” policies to require that conduit is               
laid anytime the ground is opened for a public infrastructure project; and be it further 

Resolved that the 8th Congressional District Convention calls on Governor Ralph Northam of             
the Commonwealth of Virginia and the elected representatives of the General Assembly of             
Virginia to pursue the following: 

● Identify all laws within the Code of Virginia that currently pose an obstacle to any and all                 
forms of community broadband and pass legislation to amend or eliminate them[‡]; and 

● Significantly increase state financial support and create a dedicated funding source for            
the Virginia Telecommunications Initiative program to provide infrastructure grants and          
technical assistance for localities in Virginia to build publicly owned and democratically            
controlled, co-operative, or open access broadband networks and to retrofit existing           
structures to accommodate Fiber-To-The-Home/Premises wireline connections; and 
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● Enact legislation to prohibit the range of maneuvers giant private providers use to             
unfairly squeeze out competition, hold governments hostage, and drive up prices by            
returning control of utility poles and conduits to cities, prohibiting landlords from making             
side deals with private ISPs to limit choices in their properties, and banning companies              
from limiting access to wires inside buildings; and 

● Enact legislation that ensures that all new buildings are fiber-ready so that any network              
can deliver service there and institutes a “Dig Once” policies to require that conduit is               
laid anytime the ground is opened for a public infrastructure project. 
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[*] The term “community broadband” here denotes local control of connectivity through public 
ownership, cooperative models, and other not-for-profit approaches. 

[†] Comprehensive and mutually complementary proposals for telecom reform can be found on             
Elizabeth Warren’s Medium 2020 presidential campaign blog (“My Plan to Invest in Rural             
America”, https://bit.ly/2yzcidu) and on Bernie Sanders’ 2020 presidential campaign website          
(“High-Speed Internet for All”, https://bit.ly/3blmViK). 

[‡] Delegate Mark Levine put forth a bill in the 2020 legislative session seeking to dismantle                
barriers to community broadband, which was continued to 2021 (HB 1052 Telecommunications            
services; provision by local governments. https://bit.ly/2VpiCh1).  

 
Sponsor: Timothy Dempsey  
 
CD 8 Co-Sponsors: 
 
Megan Knauss, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Alternate Delegate 
 
Andrew Cuan, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Hamid Munir, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate; 

Andrew Parr, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Zeinab El-Rewini, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Daniel C. Adkins, 8th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Co-Sponsors: 
 
Salma Makkar, 10th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Laurel Bosma, 11th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Thomas LeBeau, 6th Congressional District Virginia State Delegate 
 
Daniel LeBeau, 6th Congressional District 
 
Melody LeBeau, 6th Congressional District 

Virginia Progressives May 1, 2020 
4 


