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 The Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless (NEOCH) believes that network 

neutrality is essential for protecting freedom of speech, educational achievement and the 

opportunity for economic growth for the public at large, and particularly for the homeless and 

low income individuals and the organizations that serve them, including NEOCH, public 

libraries, social service providers and other non-profits. NEOCH submits these comments to 

voice our concerns with the Internet rules proposed by the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC). 

 
ABOUT NEOCH 

 
 The NORTHEAST OHIO COALITION FOR THE HOMELESS is a non-profit 

charitable organization operating in the City of Cleveland and surrounding communities.  Our 

mission is to organize and empower homeless and at-risk men, women and children, and to break 

the cycle of poverty through public education, advocacy and the creation of nurturing 

environments.  NEOCH is a coalition of service providers, housing activists, members and 

homeless people.  Approximately ten percent of our members are homeless. Further information 

is available on our website: www.neoch.org 

 
PROPOSED RULES 

 
 The FCC has proposed the following rules (the “Proposed Rules”): 
 

1. Transparency Rule: Broadband Internet access providers have to “disclose accurate 
information” about “network management practices, performance, and commercial 
terms.” 

 
2. No blocking Rule: Wired (fixed) Internet Service Providers (ISPs) may not block 

“lawful content, applications, services, or non-harmful devices,” and mobile 
broadband providers may not block “lawful websites” except for “reasonable network 
management.” 
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3. “Commercially unreasonable practices” Rule: Internet Service Providers (ISPs) may 
charge a fee for faster content delivery as long as they do not engage in 
“commercially unreasonable practices.”  

 
 Our focus in this comment is on Proposed Rule 3. While we agree with the FCC’s efforts 

to encourage a free and open Internet, we believe that Proposed Rule 3 does not protect access to 

a free and open Internet and would be potentially harmful to our constituency, NEOCH and other 

non-profit corporations that serve homeless and low income people.   

 
OUR CONCERNS 

 
 We agree with the statement of the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) in its 

Comments to the Proposed Rules submitted July 15, 2014, that  

[a]n open, neutral,  and  fast Internet  has  helped  spark an  explosion  of  free 
expression, innovation, and political change.  More than that, it has become an 
essential tool for basic communication.  Internet-based services help us learn, find 
jobs, organize politically  and  socially,  file  tax  returns, manage  our  healthcare, 
connect  to  family  and friends, and contribute our common culture. 

 
 Unquestionably, the Internet has become an essential tool of both communication and 

information gathering. For the homeless and the organizations that serve them, an open, neutral  

and fast Internet is crucial for giving the homeless a chance to improve their lives. In fact, 

without a fast, open Internet connection that is neutral, homeless individuals are at a severe 

disadvantage of improving their lives. 

 Homeless individuals are, without exaggeration, at the heart of the “Internet divide” 

between those who can afford access to a fast, unlimited, open and neutral Internet and those at 

the far-end of the spectrum who cannot. 
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 Limited Access and Why “Speed Matters” 
 
 There are only a few places where the homeless can access the Internet. In Cleveland, as 

in most cities, the homeless can only access the Internet at public libraries, some (but not all) 

shelters and certain nonprofits, such as NEOCH. Because of the number of people seeking access 

and the lack of enough computers, however, computer time is severely limited.  

 Access to the Internet at public libraries is usually limited to two hours in a 24 hour 

period, but this assumes that a computer is available for everyone who wants to use one. At a 

local men’s shelter, one of the few that provides Internet access, there is typically access for only 

15 to 30 minutes on one of six computers for 400 homeless residents.  

 This limited access severely disadvantages the homeless. Almost every job application 

and housing application, including applications for public housing, are available only online. A 

County wide voucher program, for example, that had a waiting list for 10,000 housing vouchers 

was only open for one week and had to be completed online.  

 Even where applications for services and opportunities are available offline, there is often 

a distinct advantage to filing an application online. Medicaid, for example, accepts paper 

applications, but the evaluation process is much faster if the application is submitted online. 

Doctors and health care professionals are experimenting with video assessments with their 

patients, and slower speeds would make this difficult for public hospitals and health care clinics 

serving homeless people.  Some of the newer affordable housing properties in Cleveland feature 

computer rooms, but are nearly always full of residents and the equipment is typically five years 

out of date.  These computer labs have slower connections to the Internet, and broadband access 

by low income people in Cleveland is significantly lower than the middle income neighborhoods 

in the region. The situation is far worse for the homeless. 
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 Public benefits are now largely done by accessing a website of a public agency.  The only 

way to sign up for Unemployment Compensation is by using an Internet connection.  Food 

stamps, or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, is done electronically now, and 

applications for disability assistance is largely done with an electronic application.  Appeals and 

grievances are now done using a web form on a government website, and communication with 

bureaucrats is almost exclusively done by email.   

 The widespread use of the Internet for communication has also disadvantaged homeless 

people. Today, email and text messages have largely replaced phone calls.  Homeless people are, 

therefore, severely limited in communicating with professionals (e.g., social workers, 

psychiatrists, shelter directors) and with their elected officials, all of whom are more easily 

reached by means other than voice calls. Even where a homeless individual has access to a 

mobile phone, most of the plans are “pay to go” and the data costs are prohibitively expensive. 

As a consequence, homeless individuals who may even have smart phones can only afford to use 

them for voice calls and limited text messaging.  

 Because of the limited access that homeless people have to the Internet, speed matters. 

When a person has less than a half an hour on the Internet to accomplish all that he or she has to 

do online, a slow connection Internet connection for public and non-profit websites is, for all 

practical purposes, no Internet connection at all. 

 A segregation of a “fast” and “slow” Internet would also have a direct impact on our 

work as a non-profit.  NEOCH oversees a website (www.neoch.org) which has largely replaced 

brochures and flyers to access the world.  Our website is the primary entry point for the public, 

our members, donors, foundations and government support for the organization.  We post videos, 

resource guides and referral information for the homeless and those who help homeless people 
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on our website.  We would be at a significant disadvantage if going to our website was slower 

than going to other locations.  

 We also operate a website, HousingCleveland, with United Way First Call for Help to 

assist homeless and low income individuals in finding affordable housing 

(www.housingcleveland.org).  This website has over 32,000 apartment units in the database for 

Cuyahoga County, Ohio, including photos and detailed information about the apartments.  We 

had over 150,000 unique users doing over 850,000 searches in 2013.  There is no other practical 

way to list and update affordable units other than by a website, but HousingCleveland would be 

at an enormous disadvantage, and may not even function, if we were forced to pay additional 

funds that we cannot afford to be in a “faster lane.”   Homeless people who have time limited 

access to the Internet would experience slower speeds in loading the photos of available 

apartments and conducting specific searches.  As a result, an extremely useful service can readily 

become unusable.  

 Because of the limited access that the homeless have to the Internet, speed matters. When 

a person has half an hour on the Internet to accomplish all that he or she has to do online, a slow 

connection Internet connection is, for all practical purposes, no Internet connection at all. 

 

 Our Position with respect to the Proposed Rule 

 NEOCH is concerned that the “commercially unreasonable practices” rule would allow a 

“pay-to-play,” or “paid priority,” Internet where Internet Service Providers (ISPs) would be able 

to charge content providers extra for preferential treatment and faster access. Companies that can 

afford to pay ISPs to have their content delivered faster on the Internet would be at an advantage, 

but the Internet sites that provide the most important content for the homeless—job and housing 
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information and sites run by local government agencies, social service providers and non-

profits— cannot afford the fees for a “fast lane.” This slower access would impair the homeless 

directly, as well as the agencies and nonprofits that serve them. Nonprofits simply cannot 

compete with for-profit websites if paid priority is implemented. 

 As noted, one of NEOCH’s responsibilities is to provide services to homeless and low 

income individuals. As a small nonprofit, we cannot justify spending additional funds on 

speeding access to the websites we oversee. Besides providing services, our mission to advocate 

for the homeless and educate the public would be jeopardized by a model that charged fees for 

faster access. Paid prioritization deals between ISPs and content providers could  

prevent our information from ever reaching our constituency, other service providers and non-

profits and, for that matter, the general public.1  

 We believe that the Internet should be treated as a public utility that provides essential 

services in our community.  Because of the access to medical care, housing and income is largely 

done by accessing the Internet, any regulation of the Internet must foremost be in the public 

interest. The proposed rules may address the commercial needs of Time Warner Cable, AT&T 

and large for-profit content providers, but would have the effect of placing the needs of our 

constituency and the public to access life sustaining services into a lower priority.  We believe 

that the FCC needs to implement rules that move the United States into near universal access to 

broadband and that place large corporations on the same footing as non-profit corporations and 

charitable and religious organizations in accessing, sharing and delivering content.   

                                                
1 While this comment focuses on fixed (wired) Internet access, we are also concerned about mobile 
access. Besides our own use of mobile broadband, NEOCH is engaged in outreach work with other 
nonprofit organizations where workers go directly into the streets to assist the chronically homeless. 
Mobile access to the Internet is of critical importance for these outreach workers. 


