
 

 

April to be entered 

Chairman Ajit V. Pai                                                                                                                                    

Commissioner Michael O’Rielly                                                                                                             

Commissioner Brendan Carr                                                                                                                 

Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel                                                                                                      

Commissioner Geoffrey Starks                                                                                                                       

Federal Communications Commission                                                                                                                 

445 12th Street, SW                                                                                                                                     

Washington, DC 20554                                                       

Re: Docket Nos. to be entered 

EMERGENCY REQUEST FOR UNLIMITED PHONE MINUTES & DATA DURING THE COVID-19 CRISIS  

Dear Chairman Pai, Commissioners O’Rielly, Carr, Rosenworcel and Starks: 

We commend Chairman Pai and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) for launching 

the “Keep Americans Connected” pledge.  This is an important first step in ensuring Americans 

experiencing financial hardship do not lose their existing phone and internet connections 

during the COVID-19 crisis.  There are still additional steps that can be taken to address the 

communication challenges faced by people experiencing financial hardship – particularly those 

who also live with mental health conditions and those at-risk of suicide. 

While we fully support the need for physical distancing during this pandemic, we must protect 

against the unintended consequence of further socially isolating people experiencing poverty. 

Unfortunately, in practice, social distancing means that it is even more difficult for these 

individuals to access vital social supports and professional services. This is particularly 

dangerous for individuals with mental health conditions and individuals who might be at-risk of 

suicide. 

Suicide is the tenth leading cause of death in the United States, resulting in 48,344 deaths in 

2018.1  Furthermore, suicide rates have historically doubled during times of financial recession.2 

However, there is substantial evidence demonstrating that connectedness between people 

reduces risk of suicidal behavior.3,4,5 Unfortunately, not everyone can afford the extra phone 

minutes and data plans needed to maintain this connectedness. 

It is therefore imperative that we take further steps to reduce social isolation during this 

pandemic, particularly for people experiencing poverty.   



 

 

Many good faith efforts have been made to extend cellular services during this crisis. We have 

identified areas for additional action that can reduce social isolation. 

 While we encourage the expansion of telehealth coverage, it must take into account 
that persons enrolled in public programs do not have financial means to purchase extra 
phone minutes/data storage plans to access telehealth services. 

 People who use government phones have been given free minutes through May 20th.  
However, many low-income households don’t qualify for government phones and have 
limited data plans.  We must guarantee that all who are in need are able to obtain 
additional minutes and data.  

 Visitation privileges have been suspended at prisons throughout the nation.  It can cost 
exorbitant amounts of money for loved ones to call someone who is incarcerated.  
Concerned family members need access to their incarcerated loved ones. 

 Visitation privileges are also suspended at nursing facilities.  Similar to prisons, there 
needs to be free phone minutes and video conferencing in lieu of visitation.  Family 
members need access to their loved ones, particularly those nearing the end of life. 

 Households with children, adolescents and young adults are now being educated from 
home.  While some providers are providing free internet access to support online 
learning, not all households have the same provider, so we must make sure all 
households in need are able to access free internet to support online learning. 

 Many employees have been laid off from work and are seeking to reduce their monthly 
expenses during this time of financial hardship.  People should not be put in the position 
of choosing between decreasing cellular services and other life necessities.   

Everyone needs electronic access to social supports during this national emergency.  We 
strongly urge you to take bold measures to prevent the suicide rates from doubling during the 
COVID-19 season and any subsequent financial recession. 
 

 All Americans be given access to free internet and data plans for the next sixty days. 
 On day 50, evaluate the need to re-issue relief for an additional sixty days based on 

public health recommendations.  This should re-occur for as long as necessary. 
 

As millions of people must stay home in order to limit the spread of coronavirus, we must 
remain vigilant about preventing deaths of all kinds.  Telephone and internet access are 
necessary for education, health care, employment, the national census, primary elections and 
more; but most importantly, telephone and internet access can reduce the social isolation 
experienced by vulnerable communities and save the lives of individuals who are at risk of 
suicide. 
 



 

 

As we look to flatten the curve of the current public health crisis, we must take action to make 
sure that we do not unintentionally contribute to another public health crisis. We strongly urge 
the FCC to consider our recommendations and take the necessary steps to reduce social 
isolation and prevent further deaths during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Sincerely,  

Gift of Voice 

The Kennedy Forum Illinois  

YOUR ORGANIZATION 
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