
Rural broadband deployment has become an urgent policy issue in the United States. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated how important broadband is for work, education, 
and leisure. Lacking a connection can be socially and educationally crippling. As of 2018, 
over 14 million Americans living in rural areas lacked access to a fixed 25–megabit per 
second broadband connection. State and local officials have a menu of options to expand 
rural broadband coverage without costly new subsidy programs.

CREATE RURAL BROADBAND  
VOUCHER PROGRAMS
Over the next 10 years, the federal government will 

spend about $80 billion in broadband grants and sub-

sidies, much of it overseen for the first time by state 

officials. State officials should consider creating rural 

broadband voucher programs of, say, $30 per month 

per household with that influx of new funds. Vouchers 

to rural households are much simpler to create and to 

monitor than grants to providers. Grant programs typi-

cally require time-consuming and error-prone mapping 

of so-called unserved areas. By contrast, as shown in 

research from the Mercatus Center at George Mason 

University, rural broadband vouchers do not require 

extensive mapping, are tech neutral, and provide a 

direct benefit to every eligible rural household.1

PROTECT HOMEOWNERS’ AND 
RENTERS’ ABILITY TO INSTALL  
SMALL OUTDOOR ANTENNAS
State officials should protect homeowners and renters 

from the local fees and regulations imposed when 

installing small outdoor antennas on private prop-

erty. In 2021, the Federal Communications Commis-

sion (FCC) provided some protection for homeowner 

installation of outdoor antennas one meter or less 

in diameter—the so-called pizza box rule.2 However, 

state laws can provide broader and complementary 

protections for residents wishing to install broadband 

antennas. A single small outdoor antenna, includ-

ing 5G antennas, can provide high-speed internet to 

homeowners and many of their neighbors. Unfortu-

nately, as documented in research from the Mercatus 

Center, in many towns and counties, rural broadband 

providers and homeowners face local permits and 

fees for installing small outdoor antennas.3 Fixed 

wireless providers serve high-speed home internet to 

a growing number of households,4 and 5G technolo-

gy has helped transform it into a mass-market service 

over the past year. Verizon and T-Mobile even ran ads 

for 5G home internet during Super Bowl LVI.5
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ensure that pole owners have deadlines to respond to 
providers. However, states should complement FCC 
shot clocks with their own shot clocks and processes.
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CONSTRUCT PASSIVE INFRASTRUCTURE 
TO HELP EXPAND BROADBAND 
COVERAGE IN RURAL AREAS
Operating public broadband networks (often called 
“muni broadband”) is a high-risk broadband expansion 
strategy that often leads cities and states to high debt 
and default. Public entities such as the state of Kentucky 
and rural townships in Minnesota find themselves with 
crippling liabilities for their public networks.6 Rather 
than entering the broadband business, state and local 
officials should consider constructing “passive infra-
structure”—that is, long-lasting, low-maintenance utility 
poles, conduits, and vaults—using the public rights-of-
way in rural areas where infrastructure is scarce. One 
example stands out: Arizona commerce and transporta-
tion officials recently began a project to construct pas-
sive infrastructure in rural areas.7 The infrastructure will 
be used for transportation department data services, 
and, importantly, excess passive infrastructure will be 
leased out on a competitive basis to private broadband 
operators. Infrastructure investment like this lowers 
the costs to private providers in expanding their rural 
broadband coverage and avoids distorting the home 
internet marketplace with a publicly funded competitor.

ENSURE ACCESS TO ROADSIDE  
UTILITY POLES
State officials should ensure that internet service 
providers can attach their new fiber-optic lines to 
roadside utility poles, which are owned by public and 
private entities, in a timely and reasonable manner. 
Not doing so leads to situations such as in rural Ten-
nessee, where one internet provider expanding its 
rural coverage must wait 14 years before beginning 
construction.8 The FCC has imposed “shot clocks” to 
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