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Telecom Issues on Prince of Wales Island 
Compiled by Harry Choee 

What’s the problem? 
To say the least, telecom service on POW is bad: inconsistent service, frequent outages, 
and little clarity as to how telecom  can be improved. Despite what telecom companies 1

advertise as available cell, internet, and telephone services, the vast majority of the island 
remains unserved, including miles of highways with no means of communications. 
 
For residents and businesses of POW, quality cell service and high-speed (called 
broadband) internet are the top priority. In most areas of the country, 4G cell service 
(defined as 100 Mbps or megabits per second) and wireless broadband (defined as 25/3 
Mbps) are standard. Most of POW does NOT receive baseline 2G/3G cell service and 
internet speeds are well below the national requirement of 10/1 Mbps  (the baseline speed 2

for streaming Netflix is 5/1 Mbps). 
 
The telecom system on POW right now is a free market. Any telecom carrier which 
invests in the necessary facilities is able to enter the POW market. But the conditions of 
POW, like other rural Alaskan communities — mountainous regions, rough terrain, long 

1 Telecom is an abbreviated blanket term for talking about landline phone service, cell service (including voice, text, 
and data), and internet (wired and wireless).  
2 This is according to the FCC’s updated regulations, although, in some rural areas, a 4/1 Mbps is an accepted 
minimum. 



 

distances between communities, and weather extremes — make it difficult for companies 
like ACS (Alaska Communication Systems) and AP&T (Alaska Power and Telephone) to 
build and maintain necessary infrastructures. There’s no financial incentive for 
companies to invest in high-cost, low-demand facilities. Improving wired internet 
coverage would require ACS or AP&T to physically install more wired telephone lines 
and, for broadband internet, more fiber-optic cable. 
 
The current limits on internet also affect cell service. Because many communities on 
POW rely on mobile hotspots to access the internet, the additional strain on mobile 
networks decreases cell performance. Cell service operates through microwaves as 
opposed to lines or cables, so its capacity to provide internet access is limited to the 
amount of data that can be transmitted through microwaves. Increasing data capacity 
requires companies to invest in expensive infrastructure. 
 
But the problem hasn’t gone unnoticed: bad telecom service in rural Alaska has been a 
significant topic of concern for telecom carriers and regulatory bodies. The RCA 
(Regulatory Commission of Alaska), which oversees in-state telecommunications, and 
the FCC (Federal Communications Commission), which regulates national and 
international telecommunications, are currently working with companies to address this 
issue. 
 
Who is in charge of providing telecom service to POW? 
 

Service Provider Type of Service(s) 

ACS landline telephone, wired internet 

AP&T landline telephone, wired internet 

AT&T wired internet, limited cell coverage  

GCI wired internet, limited cell coverage 
 
The telecom companies above provide different services in different areas on POW. A 
company’s decision to offer services in a given community is made on a case-by-case 
basis, taking into account cost, revenue, and government support. The result is a 
patchwork of services which doesn’t provide equal coverage across the island. 



 

 
Policy-makers have speculated about the possible benefit of consolidating service into 
fewer companies for more uniform access. Since carriers are privately owned, the 
government can’t mandate this. In the past, smaller companies across Alaska have opted 
to combine through mergers and acquisitions, but recently, there has not been enough 
cost-benefit analysis done to motivate companies to continue this practice.  
 

Is there funding available to address the problem? 
 
The Alaska Plan 
 
In August 2016, the FCC adopted the Alaska Telephone Association’s (ATA’s) Alaska 
Plan to address the challenges that Alaska’s rural communities face when it comes to 
telecom. The Alaska Plan is part of the federal Universal Service Fund (USF)   and offers 3

funds to small independent telecom companies, known as “rate of return” carriers. (There 
are 19 that service Alaska). 
 
The Alaska Plan provides over $365 million in funds to telecom companies who invest in 
underserved areas in Alaska. The funds are paid to companies on a monthly basis over 
the course of ten years, but the way each company uses the funds is up to them, provided 
that they abide by certain service requirements. 
 
The Alaska Plan requires wireless providers to deploy high-speed 4G (or better) mobile 
service to at least 85% of rural Alaskans after ten years, up from 9%. Participating 
wireline providers have committed to build, upgrade, and operate the infrastructure 
necessary to bring high speed internet to 90% of the locations in remote Alaska, up from 
60%. Under the Alaska Plan, speeds must reach at least 10/1 Mbps. 
  
The FCC’s regulations do not specify which locations ought to be served, but leave that 
up to the discretion of private companies. The guidelines listed above prioritize the 
number  of underserved locations served. 
 

3 This fund exist because of the 1996 Telecommunications Act, the first federal law passed to help govern the 
interactions between internet and telecommunications. This law required telecom companies making certain profit 
margins to contribute to Universal Service Funds, which were then distributed to qualifying telecom companies to 
subsidize the cost of services in areas like rural Alaska. 



 

In addition, the Alaska Plan will redirect funds from well-supported areas like 
Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau and gather them into a lump sum of money. These 
accumulated funds are then put up for “reverse auction,” meaning that the money is 
awarded to companies with the cheapest proposals to improve service in remote areas. 
Christine O’Connor, media representative for the Alaska Plan from ATA, estimates that 
these funds will come out to $22 million per year. The FCC is still working out 
regulations for how this money will be collected and used, and it could be one to two 
years before the regulations are fully ironed out. 
 
GCI is designated as an ETC (Eligible Telecommunications Carrier) on POW (i.e., they 
receive money from the USF, and follow the rules for using it). As an ETC, GCI will 
receive a monthly stipend for the next ten years as long as they work to meet the Alaska 
Plan’s goals.  Because the Alaska Plan has been so recently adopted, GCI is still working 
out its action plan to improve service in underserved areas. Conversations about what 
locations will be served and the timeline for expanding coverage are currently ongoing. 
 
The Connect America Fund (CAF) 
The taxpayer-supported CAF, also known as the Universal Service High-Cost Program, 
is a federal funding source regulated by the FCC. The CAF is available for bigger 
telecom companies, like ACS, which are known as “price-cap carriers.” ACS is 
responsible for landline and internet services for some communities on POW. They no 
longer deliver cell service. 
 
In October 2016, ACS elected to receive what’s known as CAF Phase II Frozen Support. 
This funding applies specifically to improvements made in broadband internet. ACS 
opted to receive roughly $20 million over ten years to expand infrastructure and service 
in over 31,000 rural Alaskan locations.  
 
It’s uncertain as to whether CAF funding would impact POW. Because POW does not 
have existing fiber optic infrastructure, the FCC granted ACS some exemptions to the 
regulations that govern most national carriers. In short, ACS will likely build out in areas 
closer to Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau that have existing fiber infrastructure.  
 
However, ACS is submitting an additional proposal to the FCC to redirect other federal 
funding into what’s known as middle mile infrastructure. Middle mile refers to the 



 

connection between the “backbone,” or core network of a carrier, to an “anchor 
institution,” or local network plant (as shown in the diagram below). 

  
 
 

Telecom carriers identify the lack of middle mile facilities as the biggest limiting factor 
for improving broadband connection speeds on POW. While middle mile networks are 
extremely costly to build and maintain, sustainable development of improved broadband 
service depends on expanding middle mile facilities. With today’s technology, fiber-optic 
cable and high-capacity microwave facilities are the most efficient ways of building out 
middle mile.  
 
The proposal from ACS would direct a yearly average of $65 million over the course of 
ten years to expand middle-mile. This figure is 20% of the annual federal universal 
service support, which totaled $300 million in 2014. The proposal relies on the creation 
of a neutral middle mile administrator (i.e., the state of Alaska) to ensure that the 
facilities and funding are used for public interest. Private companies would submit 
creative and competitive bids for middle mile expansion, to be approved by the neutral 
administrator. 
 
ACS is currently seeking feedback and suggestions on this proposal. Support from local 
organizations on POW and the legislature would affect the proposal’s chance of success. 
 
 

Acronyms: 



 

ACS  Alaska Communication 
Systems 

Telecom carrier which provides service to parts of 
POW 

AP&T Alaska Power and 
Telephone 

Telecom carrier that provides hydroelectric power, 
broadband internet service, and wired landline 
telephone service to POW 

ATA Alaska Telephone 
Association 

Supports member telecom companies in providing 
services 

ATC Alaska Telephone 
Company 

Subset of AP&T which focuses solely on providing 
telephone services 

AT&T American Telephone & 
Telegraph 

National telecom carrier which provides cell and 
internet service to parts of POW 

AUSF Alaska Universal Service 
Fund 

Universal service fund under RCA supervision 

CAF Connect America Fund Federal funding available to eligible telecom carriers 

ECFS Electronic Comment 
Filing System 

Web portal operated by the FCC that allows 
attorneys, public interest groups, concerned citizens, 
journalists, bloggers, and others to comment on the 
FCC’s proceedings 

FCC Federal Communications 
Commission 

Federal agency that oversees national 
telecommunications 

GCI Gannett Company, Inc. Telecom carrier which provides cell and internet 
service to parts of POW 

RCA Regulatory Commission 
of Alaska 

State agency which that oversees intrastate 
telecommunications 

USF Universal Service Fund Federal funding under FCC supervision, through 
which the Alaska Plan was created 

 


