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Refresh Your View of E-rate

D oes your network suf-
fer from the after-school 
grinding-to-a-halt 

syndrome? Do you have a flat 
or declining budget and can’t 
figure out how to pay for a band-
width upgrade to support pa-
trons’ online activities, such as 
searching for jobs and applying 
for e-government services? 

If you haven’t considered the e-
rate program lately, now’s the time 
to take a fresh look: The program 
brings millions of dollars each year 
to public libraries—dollars that sup-
port telecommunications and infor-
mation services that are critical 
today.

The e-rate program was estab-
lished by the Federal Communica-
tions Commission in 1997 as 
mandated by the 1996 Telecommu-
nications Act. Added to the Univer-
sal Service Fund for rural telephone 
service, the e-rate program was de-
signed to ensure access to advanced 
telecommunications and informa-
tion services for eligible libraries 
and schools. At least $2.25 billion in 
discounts of 20–90% goes to quali-
fying libraries and public and pri-
vate schools, with the deepest 
discount going to communities with 
the greatest need.

Having connections
Libraries’ broadband needs today 
have greatly increased since 1997: A 
wider array of services—such as ac-
cess to e-government resources, 
videoconferencing services for job 
interviews, online databases, and 
streaming video—require reliable, 
high-capacity connections. The 
flexibility of the e-rate program en-
ables libraries to request support 
for such advanced applications.

Success stories abound. For ex-
ample, thanks to some $1.5 million 

in e-rate funding (a 77% discount) 
that Queens (N.Y.) Library receives 
annually, it now offers wireless in-
ternet at all 62 branches. “More 
than 600 people per day use their 
own computers on our connec-
tions,” reports 
Director of Infor-
mation Technolo-
gy Anthony Drew.

Noting that the 
e-rate discount 
has enabled 
Queens Library to 
buy 900 more 
workstations, 
Drew adds,“Over 
the next year we 
also hope to go 
from 135 Mbps to 
235 Mbps to sup-
port the enhanced communications 
our patrons want—texting, emailing, 
Facebook, and access to hundreds of 
online databases.”

The bandwidth that libraries such 
as Queens requires will no doubt 
climb as more and more resources 
move online; libraries pondering 
their funding may find significant 
support in the e-rate program.

At the heart of it all
Of course, there is more than band-
width at the heart of what libraries 
do for their communities. The ser-
vices supported by the e-rate pro-
gram allow libraries to respond to 
the needs of their communities in 
innovative and meaningful ways.

Jan Elliott, library director at Saf-
ford City–Graham County (Ariz.)  
Library, reported, “We helped a  
local man track down military  
service information to prove his 
service time, and after 30+ years of 
waiting, he is getting veterans bene-
fits.”

“As the library manager, I see the 

importance of this funding every 
day,” Barbara Blackburn of Duncan 
(Ariz.) Public Library, said. “My re-
ward for following through with the 
e-rate process comes when a laid-
off worker leaves with a smile on his 

face after finding 
employment op-
portunities, suc-
cessfully 
updating or writ-
ing a résumé, or 
is able to access a 
website on his 
own. Or the pride 
a student has 
when he finishes 
and shares a re-
port for school, 
or the excitement 
of grandparents 

when they share the pictures of 
grandchildren they received 
through e-mail.”

Despite some uncertain early 
years, questions related to applica-
tion processes, and lingering 
misperceptions about program re-
quirements, the e-rate program is 
helping libraries—rural and urban, 
large and small—offer services and 
programs they otherwise could not. 
Though there is a steep learning 
curve for new applicants, filing 
guidance is available at the state and 
federal level. 

“First, check to see if your state  
library has a person who is an e-rate 
specialist who can help you with the 
forms and, most importantly to me, 
figure your return on investment, 
even if it takes you two days to com-
plete the various forms,” advises 
Maine State Librarian Linda Lord, 
who chairs ALA’s E-rate Task Force. 
“In Maine that return is well worth 
the effort.” —Marijke Visser, assistant 
director, ALA’s Office for Information 
Technology Policy 

READ MORE
Find out more on your phone or  
americanlibrariesmagazine.org. If  
your phone has a Web browser and a 
camera, download the free app at 
gettag.mobi and scan this bar code.


