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INTERNET FUNDING RULE COULD 
FAVOR RURAL AREAS OVER CITIES
   By David A. Lieb  |  The Associated Press    

Cities and urban counties across the U.S. are raising concerns 
that a recent rule from President Joe Biden's administration 
could preclude them from tapping into $350 billion of corona-
virus relief aid to expand high-speed internet connections.

Biden has set a goal of delivering fast, affordable internet to 
every American household. The massive American Rescue Plan 
took a step toward that by including broadband infrastructure 
among the primary uses for pandemic aid flowing to each city, 
county and state. 

But an interim rule published by the U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment has narrowed the broadband eligibility. It focuses on areas 
that lack reliable broadband, which connects devices to the 
internet through a cable or data line, at download speeds of 
at least 25 megabits per second and upload speeds of at least 
3 Mbps. 

That threshold ensures funding for remote, rural areas that 
have slow or no internet service, and it matches the definition 
of broadband set by the Federal Communications Commission 
in 2015. But cities contend the eligibility mark overlooks the 
realities of today's internet needs.

Though most cities already have broadband available, the 
speed still might not be fast enough to handle multiple people 
in a home trying to work, study and stream entertainment 
simultaneously — a common scenario during the coronavirus 
pandemic. The price also can be more than lower-income 
residents can afford.

"They're basically prioritizing those rural areas over the under-
served urban areas where there is more population," said Detta 
Kissel, a retired Treasury Department attorney who helped 

write agency rules and now advocates for better internet service 
in the Washington, D.C., suburb of Arlington, Virginia. 

Several cities, including Washington, Los Angeles, Milwau-
kee and San Antonio, have submitted public comments to the 
Treasury Department urging it to loosen the eligibility standard 
for spending pandemic relief money on broadband. Some want 
the Treasury to define underserved areas as anything less than 
download and upload speeds of 100 Mbps.

That would increase the number of locations eligible for 
funding from about 11 million to 82 million households and 
businesses nationwide, according to a study conducted for 
America's Communications Association, which represents 
small and medium-sized internet providers. 

Cities argue that the Treasury should use a 100/100 Mbps 
eligibility threshold because that's the same speed projects are 
supposed to achieve if they receive funding. A separate  infra-
structure bill working its way through Congress is more flexible, 
allowing some of its $65 billion in broadband funding to go to 

"underserved" areas lacking download speeds of 100 Mbps and 
upload speeds of 20 Mbps.

If the Treasury goes forward with its rule as originally writ-
ten, sparsely populated areas currently lacking broadband could 
leapfrog certain urban areas in their internet speeds. That 
doesn't sit well with some mayors. 

"The inner city of Memphis is as in a dire need of broadband 
connection as rural Tennessee," said Memphis Mayor Jim 
Strickland, who wants Treasury Department assurance before 
spending $20 million from the American Rescue Plan on a 
broadband project.

Residents almost anywhere in Milwaukee already have access 
to at least one internet provider offering download speeds of 
25 Mbps and upload speeds of 3 Mbps. But in parts of the city, 
fewer than half the households subscribe to internet service 
because of its cost, said David Henke, the city's chief informa-
tion officer.

"If you don't have a job and you can't afford broadband, that's 
kind of a cycle," Henke said. "You're locked out of remote learn-
ing, remote work, telemedicine and participating basically in a 
modern society."

Milwaukee has applied for a $12.5 million grant from Wis-
consin's share of the American Rescue Plan and would chip 
in $2.5 million of its own pandemic relief money to expand 
affordable broadband into more parts of the city, Henke said. 
But the city wants the Treasury Department to broaden "the 
narrow wording" of its rule. 

Although the public comment period ended in July, the 
Treasury has set no date for when it will publish the rule's final 
version. A Treasury official said the department is undertaking 
a thorough review of the comments that is likely "to continue 
into the fall."

U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden, an Oregon Democrat who chairs 
the Senate Finance Committee, is among those urging the 
Treasury Department to adopt a broader eligibility threshold. 
He wrote that it would be "severely misguided" to assume that 
communities are adequately served by the "woefully outdated" 
broadband benchmark the department has set. 

Broadband industry groups generally have urged the Trea-

TALIBAN: WOMEN CAN STUDY IN 
GENDER-SEGREGATED UNIVERSITIES
  By Kathy Gannon  |  The Associated Press  

Women in Afghanistan can continue to study in universities, including 
at post-graduate levels, but classrooms will be gender-segregated and 
Islamic dress is compulsory, the Taliban government's new higher educa-
tion minister said Sunday.

The announcement came as a Taliban official said Qatar's foreign 
minister arrived in the Afghan capital of Kabul — the highest level visi-
tor since the Taliban announced their interim Cabinet. There was no 
immediate confirmation of the visit by Qatari officials.

Earlier Sunday, the higher education minister, Abdul Baqi Haqqani, 
laid out the new policies at a news conference, several days after Afghani-
stan's new rulers formed an all-male government. On Saturday, the Tali-
ban had raised their flag over the presidential palace, signaling the start 
of the work of the new government.

The world has been watching closely to see to what extent the Taliban 
might act differently from their first time in power, in the late 1990s. 
During that era, girls and women were denied an education, and were 
excluded from public life. 

The Taliban have suggested they have changed, including in their atti-
tudes toward women. However, women have been banned from sports 
and the Taliban have used violence in recent days against women protest-
ers demanding equal rights.

Haqqani said the Taliban did not want to turn the clock back 20 years. 
"We will start building on what exists today," he said.

However, female university students will face restrictions, including a 
compulsory dress code. Haqqani said hijabs will be mandatory but did 
not specify if this meant compulsory headscarves or also compulsory 
face coverings.

Gender segregation will also be enforced, he said. "We will not 
allow boys and girls to study together," he said. "We will not allow co-
education."

Haqqani said the subjects being taught would also be reviewed. While 
he did not elaborate, he said he wanted graduates of Afghanistan's uni-
versities to be competitive with university graduates in the region and 
the rest of the world.

The Taliban, who subscribe to a strict interpretation of Islam, banned 
music and art during their previous time in power. This time around 
television has remained and news channels still show women presenters, 
but the Taliban messaging has been erratic.

In an interview on Afghanistan's popular TOLO News, Taliban 
spokesman Syed Zekrullah Hashmi said last week that women should 
give birth and raise children. While the Taliban have not ruled out the 
eventual participation of women in government, the spokesman said "it's 
not necessary that women be in the Cabinet."

The Taliban seized power on Aug. 15, the day they overran Kabul 
after capturing outlying provinces in a rapid military campaign. They 
initially promised inclusiveness and a general amnesty for their former 
opponents, but many Afghans remain deeply fearful of the new rul-

ers. Taliban police officials have beaten Afghan journalists, violently 
dispersed women's protests and formed an all-male government despite 
saying initially they would invite broader representation.

The new higher education policy signals a change from the accepted 
practice before the Taliban takeover. Universities were co-ed, with men 
and women studying side by side, and female students did not have to 
abide by a dress code. However, the vast majority of female university 
students opted to wear headscarves in line with tradition.

In elementary and high schools, boys and girls were taught separately, 
even before the Taliban came to power. In high schools, girls had to wear 
tunics reaching to their knees and white headscarves, and jeans, makeup 
and jewelry were not permitted.

Taliban political spokesman Suhail Shaheen tweeted Sunday about 
the Qatari delegation, saying it included Sheikh Mohammad bin Abdur 
Rahman Al-Thani, the deputy prime minister who is also Qatar's foreign 
minister. 

The Qatari foreign minister met with Taliban Prime Minister Moham-
mad Hasan Akhund, Shaheen said. The Qatari delegation also met with 
former president Hamid Karzai and Abdullah Abdullah, the previous 
government's chief negotiator in peace talks with the Taliban. 

The Taliban have maintained a political office in the Qatar capital 
of Doha since 2013. Last week, Qatar Airways became the first inter-
national airline to begin operating international flights out of Kabul 
airport, transporting more than 250 foreign nationals, including U.S. 
citizens, out of the capital. 

Qatar has also provided technical assistance, along with Turkey, to 
restart the airport, which had been damaged by departing U.S. troops 
who left Afghanistan on Aug. 30 after evacuating tens of thousands of 
Afghans fleeing the Taliban.

Meanwhile, the Taliban government faces enormous economic chal-
lenges with near daily warnings of an impending economic meltdown 
and a humanitarian crisis. The United Nations warns it could drive 97% 
of Afghans below the poverty level by the end of the year. 

Thousands of desperate Afghans wait daily outside Afghanistan's 
banks for hours to withdraw the $200 weekly allotment. In recent days, 
the Taliban appear to have been trying to establish a system for allowing 
customers to withdraw funds but it rapidly deteriorates into stick-waving 
as crowds surge toward the bank gates.

Outside the New Kabul Bank, Afghanistan's first private bank estab-
lished in 2004, nearly 2,000 people demanded their money Sunday.

For Zaidullah Mashwani, Sunday was the third day he had come to 
the bank hoping to get his $200. Each night the Taliban make a list of 
eligible customers for the following day and by morning Mashwani said 
a whole new list is presented.

"This is our money. The people have the right to have it," he said. "No 
one has money. The Taliban government needs to do something so we 
can get our money."

sury to stick with its original plan of targeting money at areas with the 
slowest internet speeds.

"Rather than reinvesting in locations that already have broadband to 
make it better," the pandemic relief money should go to "places that 
don't have any broadband at all," said Patrick Halley, general counsel at 
USTelecom, whose membership includes AT&T, Verizon and others. 

The cable industry group NCTA urged treasury officials to tighten 
eligibility even further. It wants to limit the number of households that 
already have faster service that can be included in areas targeted for 
improvements. It also wants to remove the potential for locally subjec-
tive decisions about areas that lack reliable service.

Allowing improvements in areas that already meet minimum speed 
thresholds could siphon money away from the neediest, hard-to-reach 
areas — potentially leaving them without service once the federal money 
is spent, industry groups said.

To bring super-fast internet service to every place currently lacking 
25/3 Mbps speeds could cost between $20 billion and $37 billion, 
according to the study for America's Communications Association. 
That cost jumps to between $106 billion to $179 billion when covering 
all areas currently lacking speeds of 100/100 Mbps. 

"As a matter of prioritization, we think it's best to start with the areas 
that have the least," said Ross Lieberman, the association's senior vice 
president of government affairs.

Though most of the complaints about the Treasury Department rule 
have come from larger cities, some residents in rural areas also have 
raised concerns.

Charlie Hopkins, a retired computer hardware and software designer, 
owns a home on a Maine island that is accessible only by boat. The 
internet speeds at his house registered barely 5 Mbps for downloading 
and just 0.4 Mbps for uploading when tested recently for The Associ-
ated Press.

Because some homes have faster speeds, Hopkins is concerned the 
Treasury Department rule could make it difficult for the island to get 
funding to improve its internet. He said broadband is essential to attract 
and retain residents.

"Other cities and towns in Maine, especially the cities, are getting 
higher-speed fiberoptic-based internet," Hopkins said. "I don't like being 
in a position where we're essentially being told, `Well, you're at the end 
of the Earth, so you don't qualify.'"
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