
Libraries Connecting Communities
Policy Recommendations for the Universal Service Fund
E-Rate Bridges the Digital Divide, Through Libraries 

The E-Rate program, administered through the Universal Service Fund (USF), upholds the national goal of universal 
access by ensuring libraries and K–12 schools can obtain affordable broadband and telecommunications services. 
Leveraging E-Rate supported broadband connections, libraries provide digital literacy training and technology support to help 
all Americans participate in the digital economy. USF funding is essential for adequate broadband speeds and regular 
network maintenance, safety, and security. Small, rural, and tribal libraries would face additional barriers to connectivity 
without E-Rate funding through USF.  
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About the ALA and America’s Libraries

The 123,000 libraries across the United States are a powerful force in addressing public policy priorities. Libraries advance 
Education, Employment, Entrepreneurship, Empowerment, and Engagement for Everyone, Everywhere—The E’s of 
Libraries®. The American Library Association (ALA) is the foremost national organization providing resources to inspire 
library and information professionals to transform their communities through essential programs and services. For more than 
145 years, the ALA has been the trusted voice for academic, public, school, government, and special libraries, advocating for 
the profession and the library’s role in enhancing learning and ensuring access to information for all. 

Libraries in the United States 
There are more than 17,000 public library locations in 
the United States, serving people in the biggest cities to 
the most remote locales. Many of the nation’s 98,506 
school libraries benefit from E-Rate as well, connecting 
our K–12 students to learning resources.  

Technology at Libraries
Nearly all (99%) of U.S. public libraries offer public 
Wi-Fi access in their buildings. Building on this 
resource, 95% of public libraries offer formal or informal 
digital literacy training. Additionally, 46.9% of public 
libraries circulate internet hotspots for offsite use. 

Broadband Speeds
The Public Library Association’s 2023 Public Library 
Technology Survey tells us that library internet download 
speeds are increasingly common at 100MBps or 1Gbps, 
but still 28.4% of libraries overall and 35.4% of town/rural 
libraries reported subscribing to internet connections 
that do not meet the 2024 federal definition of broad-
band (100 Mbps download and 20 Mbps upload). 

E-Rate Use
Historically, approximately 50-60% of libraries nationwide 
participate in E-Rate each year. Libraries account for about 4-5% of 
yearly E-Rate funding. For 2025 just over 6,000 libraries applied for 
almost $150 million.

According to the PLA’s 2023 Public Library Technology Survey 
nearly half (48.1%) of libraries used the E-Rate program to pay 
for technology. This included 65.2% of urban libraries, 46.9% of 
suburban libraries, and 47.3% of rural libraries. Most participants 
secured funding to cover broadband access and about one third 
also applied for funding for internal network connections and 
network maintenance.

IMLS Entity Participation in E-Rate*
Percentage of IMLS Entities Receiving Commitments for E-Rate Funding 
*2020 IMLS entity count based on 2019 data
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1. Funding Must Be Sustainable 
and Predictable

	n The USF should be funded by a 
long-term, reliable mechanism, not 
subject to annual Congressional 
appropriations.

	n The contribution base (from which USF fees 
are drawn) should be broadened to lower the 
contribution factor (i.e., the percentage burden on 
payers) and make funding less volatile. 

2. E-Rate Works, but Needs 
Targeted Improvements

	n The E-Rate program is highly 
successful in maintaining and 
expanding broadband access for 
libraries and schools. It provides 
essential support for libraries to upgrade their 
broadband service to adapt to the changing needs of 
the technology marketplace and their communities. 

	n However, gaps remain, particularly for small, 
rural, and tribal libraries, both in terms of E-Rate 
application rates (fewer apply) and in access to 
broadband speeds that are adequate to meet 
community needs. 

3. Avoid Overhaul That Burdens Underserved Entities

	n Reforms must ensure that efforts to improve 
efficiency and safeguard program integrity do not 
impose excessive administrative burdens on small, 
under-resourced libraries. 

	n Simplifying the application, procurement, and 
compliance processes is particularly important for 
these libraries. 

4. Provide Timely, Relevant Data

	n Open data, clear metrics, and public 
maps all help ensure programs are 
doing what they’re supposed to, and 
that funding is reaching those most 
in need.

	n To make USF data more relevant and useful we must 
improve disaggregation in E-Rate data (libraries vs. 
consortia), improve the interface and usability of 
publicly available data, and include libraries (not just 
households) in broadband mapping.  

5. Modernization Must Be Built In 

	n As technology advances (AI, 
Internet of Things, increasing 
cyber threats), E-Rate and USF 
should be forward-looking in 
statutory authority and eligible 
services, so libraries aren’t left behind.

	n Today, Congress should ensure that Wi-Fi hotspot 
lending is supported by the E-Rate program, and we 
should make careful investments in cybersecurity 
tools so that libraries and schools can protect their 
sensitive data.

Scan this code to read the American 
Library Association’s full comments 
to the Universal Service Fund (USF) 
Working Group on USF Reform.

ALA’s Core Recommendations for USF Reform

For additional information on ALA’s 
position on USF and E-Rate, please 
visit ALA’s Resource Page on E-Rate: 
tinyurl.com/ALA-e-rate

FURTHER RESOURCES

To ensure that our country’s libraries can continue to play an essential role in connecting our 
communities with support from E-Rate, the American Library Association (ALA) offers the following 
recommendations for Universal Service Fund (USF) reform:

According to the PLA’s 2023 
survey, more than 45% of libraries 
that did not apply to E-Rate cite 
their lack of staff capacity and 
challenges related to completing 
the application.

For further information contact: Megan Janicki: mjanicki@alawash.org
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