ALAE:.
Frequently Asked Questions
on the
E-Rate Bidding Portal and
Simplifying the E-Rate Program

On April 30, 2026, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) voted to adopt a Report and Order!
covering two topics: (1) Creating an E-Rate competitive bidding portal, and (2) Adopting several
changes to simplify the E-Rate program.’ For updates on this Report and Order or for any E-Rate
updates see USAC’s E-Rate website®. ALA will also post information as it becomes available on our E-
Rate webpage*. This FAQ provides an overview and specific details of the program changes. We cite the
paragraph location of each answer.

* % % %

1) The E-Rate Competitive Bidding Portal

Q: What is the background on why the FCC is implementing a bidding portal?

A: The idea of creating a bidding portal has been discussed for almost a decade. For example, in 2017, the
FCC Inspector General suggested creating an online bidding repository to help address abuses of the E-
Rate competitive bidding rules. In 2020, the Government Accountability

Office (GAO) released a report on fraud risks in the E-Rate program. It also | “A portal will have minimal
believed a limited, bidding repository would provide greater program impact on waste and fraud but it
oversight by giving USAC direct access to bid related documents. In a will ?dd complexity to a program
repository, applicants would upload any provider responses they received that is already too complex.” —
from their Form 470s and any resulting contracts. QLAI C;;mzn(l);gts D HEICE,

As a follow-up to the 2020 GAO report, in December 2021 the FCC B i

released a Notice seeking public comment on creating a more
comprehensive E-Rate bidding portal requiring the upload of all documents related to the bidding and

! https://docs.fec.gov/public/attachments/FCC-26-30A 1.pdf

20n April 9, 2026, the FCC released a draft of this Report and Order (R&O). After its release several organizations
(collectively referred to as the E-Rate Advocates), including the ALA and the Schools, Health & Libraries
Broadband (SHLB) Coalition, met with FCC staff to state their opposition to a bidding portal. Assuming, however,
that the portal was likely to be approved by the FCC, the E-Rate Advocates also offered many recommendations for
changes to the portal as it was described in the April 9 draft R&O. The recommendations were included in an April
22 letter the E-Rate Advocates filed with the FCC (https://www.fcc.gov/ecfs/document/104221400906273/1). The
final version of the Report and Order included several key suggestions from the E-Rate Advocates letter.
Shttps://www.usac.org/e-rate/

4 https://www.ala.org/advocacy/federal-resources/broadband-policy/erate
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evaluation process. ALA, along with the majority of commenters, opposed the portal proposal. A portal
would add more complexity to the E-Rate program and especially impact smaller libraries that struggle
with all the program’s current requirements. While condemning any fraudulent activities in the E-Rate
program, ALA was—and still is—skeptical that a bidding portal will have much success in addressing
such activities. Bad actors who are intent on defrauding the program will find ways to do so and a bidding
portal will not prevent this.

Q: Why didn’t the FCC support a more limited E-Rate document repository?

A: In meetings with FCC staff, the E-Rate Advocates developed and supported a solution for a more
limited bidding repository. However, the Commission said that “adopting only a repository would not
achieve the Commission’s goals of protecting the program from waste, fraud, and abuse.” More
specifically, they also said that having applicants upload their bids after their evaluation is done "does not
sufficiently address the risk of applicants and service providers altering bids during the procurement
process nor does it discourage bid collusion" (R&O 921).

Q: Is waste, fraud, and abuse an issue in the E-Rate program?

A: Unfortunately, some parties have defrauded the program and the federal government has taken legal
action accordingly. Fortunately, such actions are rare. Related to this, the FCC determined that the
improper payment rate for the E-Rate program in FY 2024 was only 1.27%. This low error rate falls
below the federal government's improper payment threshold of 1.5%, which means the E-Rate poses no
significant risk of improper disbursement of funds.

Q: When will the E-Rate bidding portal be operational?

A: The portal will be operational for the 2028 funding year. Thus, starting July 1, 2027, any Form 470s
will be uploaded to the portal. If the bidding portal is unavailable by this date, applicants will submit
their Form 470s and any other bid documentation directly to USAC (916).

Q: Will applicants have input on how the portal is designed, and will they participate in portal
testing?

A: Yes. The Commission agreed with recommendations from the E-Rate
Advocates that applicant input is needed early in the process of the “We urge the FCC to
portal’s development. Acknowledging this need, the R&O directs USAC include stakeholders in thf
to “seek stakeholder feedback on the technical aspects of portal %Ogai dzségn arid thgngi B
functionality.” The R&O also agreed that user testing will be essential to F-CCa Zprirgga 26(5)22 erto
help ensure the successful implementation of the portal (16). ’ ’ '

Q: Within the timeframe of the Form 470 competitive bidding process, when do applicants and
service providers need to start using the portal?

A: Mandatory use of the portal is framed by the start and end of the E-Rate procurement process. That is,
applicants must start using the portal when their Form 470s are filed and use of the portal ends when there
is a contract award date. If there is no contract, it ends when applicants select a service provider. To
prevent complications during application review, it is good practice to record the date when a provider is
selected (427).

Q: What typical activities will need to be conducted inside the portal?

A: All activities related to the Form 470 competitive bidding process will happen inside the portal. In a
major program change, service providers will not send any Form 470 funding responses to applicants.
Instead, providers will upload their responses to the portal and applicants will be notified when an upload
occurs. Applicants who receive no bid responses can request quotes from service providers but the request
and any provider response must be uploaded to the portal. Any service provider questions and follow-up

2 Updated: May 11, 2026



American
I Library
Association

answers from applicants will also happen inside the portal. If permitted under state or local procurement
law, providers can remain anonymous in asking questions. Any clarifications or updates by applicants to
their Form 470 funding request will be made within the portal. Providers will be able to access answers to
any questions and see any clarifications to a funding request. This access is needed to comply with the E-
Rate’s long-standing requirement that a fair evaluation and service provider selection process requires
that all providers have access to the same information throughout the procurement process (423, 27, 28).

Q: What types of documents will need to be uploaded to the portal?
A: In brief, all documents related to a Form 470 funding request must be uploaded to the portal.
Examples include (16):

Service provider responses to applicants’ Form 470 funding requests.

e Any correspondence with service providers during the competitive bidding and evaluation
process. This includes any information provided to the applicant by the provider regarding their
products and services. And as stated above, this includes asking and answering questions. (See
related question below about provider meetings.)

e Any clarifications or updates to Form 470 funding requests or related RFPs.

e Bid evaluation criteria and evaluation worksheets, a list of staff who evaluated provider bid
responses, including their relationship with the applicant.

e Explanations of why any providers’ bid responses were rejected.

e Memos, board minutes, and other documents related to the service provider selection process.

e The applicant’s notice of award to the provider and any contracts or related documents.

Q: Will documents uploaded to the portal satisfy the E-Rate’s 10-year document retention
requirement?

A: Yes. One positive aspect of the portal is that any documentation uploaded to it will not need to be
retained locally by the applicant. It is likely most libraries and schools will still retain copies of all
documents but doing so will be a local decision, not one mandated by E-Rate regulations. (427, 36).

Q: Can virtual or in-person meetings with service providers still be held to better explain
complicated funding requests?

A: Yes. Applicants can hold conferences or other meetings with service providers. Any questions asked
and answered during the meeting that pertain to the applicant’s 470 funding request must be uploaded to
the bidding portal within 72 hours. After the meeting applicants must upload to the portal the date of the
meeting, a summary of the key issues discussed and the name of any service providers who attended.
Uploading this summary information is not required until Form 471 has been submitted (929).

Q: How will the portal accommodate large, complex funding requests, which often have detailed
evaluation processes?

A: The Report and Order states that the bidding portal will have the flexibility to address complex Form
470 requests and evaluation processes. This flexibility includes

situations where applicants conduct several bidding stages, ask The portal will have the
providers for their “best and final offer,” etc. For multi-stage bidding flexibility to accommodate a
processes, applicants are required to upload relevant information from variety of bidding processes,
each bidding round to the portal. The portal will have the functionality including those with multiple
to properly link or associate all the various documents that are created stages. —R&O (133).

as part of complex bidding and evaluation processes (§33).
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Q: In addition to the E-Rate bidding requirements, do applicants also have to comply with any local
or state bidding requirements?

A: Yes. It has been a long-standing E-Rate requirement that applicants must also comply with any local or
state bidding and procurement requirements. While the bidding portal does not change this requirement, it
may complicate the procurement process. The R&O acknowledges that several commenters expressed
concerns about the bidding portal conflicting with state or local procurement requirements. But then it
minimizes these concerns by stating that the E-Rate competitive bidding portal “will not conflict with
state or local [procurement] laws... because the portal will not supplant existing state and local
requirements and instead must be used alongside these requirements.” Copies of provider bids submitted
to a local/state portal and any communications between applicants and providers conducted via a
local/state portal must be uploaded to the E-Rate portal by the time the applicant submits Form 471.
Language in this paragraph also states that if providers submit different information to local/state and E-
Rate portals, this may be a bidding violation. Needless-to-say, the

requirements in this section of the R&O are concerning, and some are The E-Rate bidding portal
confusing. The R&O states that USAC will offer guidance and training | will not replace a local or

on these issues. In addition, ALA and other organizations will follow state requirement to submit
up with FCC staff to request more information and clarification. bids and questions in another
Finally, if there is a serious conflict between local/state procurement portal. -R&O (125).

regulations and the E-Rate portal, applicants can request a waiver of
the Commission’s rules (425).

Q: How will the portal ensure that certain information, particularly from service providers,
remains confidential?

A: Pricing and related documents from service providers who do not win an applicant’s Form 470
funding request will not be publicly available. But following current practice, all pricing and other
information on the applicant’s Form 471 will remain publicly available via USAC’s data portal. USAC
will also retain all documentation in the bidding portal in accordance with federal information security
and privacy requirements. (State confidentiality procedures and requirements may differ from federal
requirements.) Any confidential information should be indicated on relevant documents, such as applicant
RFPs or provider responses. Confidential contract negotiation documentation is not required to be
uploaded to the portal, but the final contract is required. To help maintain confidentiality, the portal will
retain activity logs documenting who is logged in and what documents they upload, access, edit, delete,
etc. Furthermore, portal access will be limited to the library or school account administrator and up to two
other individuals, including consultants. The Report and Order does not specify if there will be similar
restrictions on access by service providers (928, 39).

Q: Will USAC provide training or webinars on how to access and use the portal?

A: Yes. USAC will expand its training materials and outreach to provide both applicants and service
providers with information on how to use the portal (]16).

2) Changes To Simplify or Clarify Aspects of the E-Rate Program

Q: What is the background on why the FCC is adopting these changes?

A: Since the E-Rate's inception in 1997, the FCC has periodically released notices seeking public
comments on how to change the program. In 2023, it issued two Notices asking for feedback on ways to
simplify the program, especially for small and rural libraries and schools. ALA submitted comments to
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both Notices’. The April 2026 Report and Order adopted certain proposals supported by ALA and other
organizations in their 2023 comments.

Q: What are some of the changes that ALA proposed in its 2023 comments?

A: The ALA recommended several changes to the E-Rate program that would benefit all applicants, not
just smaller libraries and schools. For example, it suggested making it easier to increase mid-year
bandwidth, eliminating Form 486, and making the invoice process simpler. Fortunately, these three
recommendations are in the final R&O. The ALA also proposed that E-Rate funding requests of less than
$10,000 be exempt from the competitive bidding rules. Unfortunately, the FCC declined to enact this
proposal. (In the 2023 funding, year 62.3% of approved library funding requests were for less than
$10,000).

Q: What are some of the major changes the FCC adopted in the April 2026 Report and Order?
A: Several of the changes are highlighted below. Some changes are narrowly tailored; others are much
broader.

o Changing service providers during the E-Rate year. The Report and Order adopts an improved
framework on how applicants can request funding when they change service providers during the
funding year. To do so, applicants will indicate on Form 471 that they will be changing providers.
After funding approval, they can submit a post-commitment request documenting provider
service dates and any changes to the funding commitment. Documentation must be available
detailing the transition. Both service providers must also agree to such a change (943 - 47).

e Cost allocation issues. In a 2023 Order the Commission said that if 90% of internet use was
specifically for the library or school, the other 10% could be considered ancillary and thus did not
need to be removed from an applicant’s funding request. In the April R&O the FCC clarifies that
this ancillary use covers all category one services, not just internet use. The R&O also clarifies
that the ancillary use rule applies only to on-premises use. In ALA’s 2023 comments to the FCC,
it noted that a library's wi-fi signal frequently reached areas beyond library property. Based on
this on-premises requirement, libraries will need to take measures to limit their wi-fi access to
library property or to allocate out of their funding request any off-premises wi-fi use (48 - 50).

o Mid-year bandwidth increases. In a limited exception to the program’s competitive bidding rules,
applicants can now submit a service substitution to increase bandwidth during a funding year.
Applicants must certify that the requested increase "is the result of an unanticipated need for
additional bandwidth...." (CFR 54.504(d)(1)(iv)). However, no increase in the initial E-Rate
commitment amount will be allowed, and thus applicants will need to pay any price increase for
the added bandwidth. To remove the need for mid-year bandwidth service substitutions the FCC
encourages applicants to request a range of bandwidths on their Form 470 funding requests and
on any related RFPs, and to also sign contracts that include such ranges (51 - 52).

o Issues with spam bids. One benefit of the bidding portal is that it may reduce the number of spam
bids applicants receive, and the R&O encourages USAC to design the portal to minimize spam
bids. But until the portal is operational, the R&O provides some guidance on how to manage
spam bids. Applicants are expected to retain all bids received from a Form 470 funding request,
including spam bids. However, they can set some disqualification parameters. For example, bid
responses received that do not include complete cost information or responses that ask applicants

5 April 24, 2023, ALA comments
(https://www.ala.org/sites/default/files/advocacy/content/telecom/erate/ALA%20Comments%200n%20TribalLibr
ariesErate Final%2904242023.pdf); September 25, 2023, ALA comments
(https://www.ala.org/sites/default/files/advocacy/content/telecom/erate/ALA%20Comments%20-
%20July%202023%20FNPRM%20-%20FINAL 092523.pdf)
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to contact the service provider can be disqualified. Applicants should document why any spam
bid was disqualified (453 - 55).

o Bid responses received after 28 days. The Report and Order explains that when Form 470 lacks a
bid response deadline, applicants are required to review all responses received up to the time
when they begin evaluating bids. This includes any bids received after the minimum 28-day wait
period. Since the exact date a bid evaluation starts may not always be clear, applicants should
state a bid response deadline on their Form 470 and any related RFP (56).

o Eliminating Form 486. In a welcome change, the Commission has eliminated Form 486
beginning in funding year 2028. Form 486 now indicates the start of services, but this date is
already collected in several other areas of the program. The form also indicates compliance with
the Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA). This requirement will now be made on Form
471(957 - 62).

o  Amending E-Rate invoicing rules. E-Rate rules require that if
an applicant wants an extension on an invoice deadline, it must
submit a waiver request to the FCC. It often takes months for

“We ask that the waiver for
late-filed invoices do not have
to demonstrate ‘extraordinary

the FCC to decide on these requests, and they are not always -
approved. A change to the invoice rules will now allow Advocates letter to FCC,
applicants or service providers to request a one-time 120-day April 22, 2026.

extension of the invoice deadline if the request is made within
15 days after the original invoice filing deadline. For example, if the original deadline is October
28, an extension request can be made up to 15 days after this date. Unfortunately, the FCC has
retained the "extraordinary circumstances" requirement for applicants seeking a waiver of the
invoice filing deadline (463 - 69).

* % % %

Moving Forward

As implementation of the bidding portal moves forward, ALA, SHLB, and other interest groups will
continue working with the FCC and USAC to help ensure the new requirement does not create
unnecessary burdens for libraries and schools. Libraries are encouraged to monitor updates from USAC
and ALA as more information becomes available regarding portal development, training opportunities,
and compliance requirements.

For any questions on this FAQ, please contact:

Robert Bocher Megan Janicki

Senior Fellow Deputy Director

Public Policy and Advocacy Public Policy and Advocacy
American Library Association American Library Association
robert.bocher@gmail.com mjanicki(@alawash.org
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