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WASHINGTON — The huge economic recovery bill likely to emerge from Congress in the next two weeks will give a boost to high-speed broadband deployment around the nation — long a goal of technology and telecom companies.

The bill passed by the House last week includes $6 billion in grants for broadband and wireless services in underserved areas, and the Senate will take up a similar recovery plan this week that includes $9 billion.

Tech leaders say the pitch for stimulus money for broadband has become easier to make, and it enjoys the strong support of the Obama administration. Several studies show spending on broadband means a short-term increase in jobs, and better high-speed access pays long-term economic benefits. From the health care industry to the home office, few businesses can be competitive today without a high-speed, always-on connection to the Internet.

Spending $10 billion a year on broadband networks would lead to the creation or retention of 500,000 jobs, the Information Technology and Innovation Foundation (ITIF) estimated in a recent report.

"There's now strong support for broadband on Capitol Hill," said Jeff Campbell, senior director of technology at Cisco Systems. "There's a recognition that infrastructure is not just roads, bridges and rail. Broadband helps areas become economically competitive."

Chief beneficiaries include underserved rural areas and urban neighborhoods, small businesses and stay-at-home workers who need reliable access. Lack of broadband can be an economic hindrance and create a "digital divide" that leaves the lower-income and minorities behind.

While a broad coalition of groups and businesses backs broadband funding, disagreement over the rules and regulations for its management may slow the pace of any taxpayer-funded deployment.

Under the House and Senate bills, any company that accepts broadband grants has to build networks under open-access and net-neutrality rules. That means service providers could not discriminate in the type of traffic they handle, and would have to open their networks to all devices, such as cell phones and laptops.

Public-interest groups such as Free Press and Public Knowledge lauded Congress for insisting on open-access rules for broadband grants.

"We cannot afford to hand over billions of taxpayer funds with no strings attached. Congress must ensure that these networks are open, fast, competitive and built to last," said Ben Scott, policy director of Free Press.

But broadband networks have been largely unregulated, and large telecom and cable companies want to keep it that way, with flexibility over how they manage their traffic. Trade groups for major carriers said they may not apply for broadband grants because of the open-access requirements.

That means Congress may face a "trade-off between quicker stimulus and deployment (of broadband) or reform," said Robert Atkinson, president of the ITIF, a technology policy think tank. 

"Bigger companies don't want to set the precedent of accepting open-access requirements, so smaller companies without as much capital or expertise may go for the grants," Atkinson predicted.

But the stimulus package is just the start. The Obama administration will take a hard look at setting a national broadband policy with new regulations and the possibility of long-range tax incentives to spur deployment, several tech analysts said.

Recent studies have found that the United States is falling behind other nations in high-speed access and competitive pricing. One survey found that U.S. users pay an average of $53 a month for high-speed service, compared with $32 in Germany and $33 in Britain. Another study found that the United States in 2007 ranked 15th in broadband subscribers per capita, while Denmark, the Netherlands and Norway led the pack.

The nonpartisan Century Foundation, in a study released in January, warned that the "competition in the broadband industry is not working — the industry is not investing as much to build and deploy networks as the nation needs."

In his inaugural address, President Barack Obama promised to "build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together." Tech leaders say the new president knows that expanding broadband use is a priority.

"Obama was elected in part because of his skillful use of Internet technology, from fundraising to organizing," Cisco's Campbell said. "He understands the need for a robust broadband policy and a national plan for it."

