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 Greater Philadelphia Urban Affairs Coalition

April 13, 2009

Broadband Technology Opportunities Program

U.S. Department of Commerce

Room 4812

1401 Constitution Avenue, NW

Washington, D.C.  20230

SUBJECT:  Docket No. 090309298-9299-01 Request for Information

To Whom It May Concern:

On behalf of the Greater Philadelphia Urban Affairs Coalition (GPUAC), I am submitting comments on the development of the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (BTOP).  GPUAC is pleased that the Recovery Act appropriated $4.7 billion in funding to the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA).  This funding will be used to develop and expand broadband services to unserved and underserved areas and improve access to broadband by public safety agencies. 

Now celebrating our 40th year of service, GPUAC is committed to improving the lives of working families in the Philadelphia region. GPUAC’s mission is to unite government, business, neighborhoods, and individual initiative to improve the quality of life in the region, build wealth in urban communities, and solve emerging issues.  As a fiscal sponsor, we represent a coalition of more than 90 grassroots organizations, with over 500 employees serving tens of thousands of residents throughout Philadelphia, Southeast Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware.  As an organization that drives change, GPUAC offers programs that build wealth in our communities and improve the life chances of youth and young adults.  

Our primary concern with the allocation of all of the funding provided through the Recovery Act is that it will not be invested equally in all communities.  We are especially concerned about urban neighborhoods that have been disenfranchised and faced with unemployment rates already in the double digits.  The following comments regarding the development of the BTOP is in response to this concern.

1.  Question 4.c. Establishing Selection Criteria for Grant Awards: The Recovery Act establishes several considerations for awarding grants under the BTOP.  In addition to these considerations, NTIA may consider other priorities in selecting competitive grants.  

How should the BTOP prioritize proposals that serve underserved or unserved areas?

GPUAC Response:  In prioritizing proposals that serve underserved or unserved areas, the BTOP should prioritize neighborhoods, especially in urban areas, where a majority of residents are not accessing Broadband services in their homes.  Looking at who currently is subscribing to broadband services demonstrates that access to broadband contributes to the digital divide.  

Studies have shown a substantial discrepancy in household income and access to broadband.   From 60 to 85 percent of homes with incomes earning over $100,000 have broadband connections compared to 10 to 25% of homes with incomes below $25,000 (Horrigan, J.B, 2008 & Kohlenberger , 2007)
.   In addition to the socioeconomic digital divide, there is a racial divide.  While two-thirds of whites (67%) have internet access, less than half of African Americans (40%) and slightly over one-third of Latinos (38%) are able to go online from their homes.
  

2. Question 5. A. Grant Mechanics:  The Recovery Act requires all agencies to distribute funds efficiently and fund projects that would not receive investment otherwise. 

What mechanisms for distributing for distributing stimulus funds should be used by NTIA and USDA in addition to traditional grant and loan programs?

GPUAC Response:  Given our concern that Recovery Act funds be invested in disenfranchised communities, GPUAC believes that nontraditional mechanisms for distributing funds should be used by NTIA and USDA.  It is not likely that the Recovery Act dollars will be invested equally in all communities, if our traditional, bureaucratic pipelines for distributing government funds are used.   The individuals left out will be those who need these funds the most.  

We believe that NTIA and USDA, as well as all government agencies with authority over Recovery Act funds, should work with nonprofit, intermediary organizations that have the expertise and capacity to infuse funds into struggling neighborhoods.  Strong intermediaries, such as GPUAC, have the flexibility to expeditiously distribute funds, the necessary connections to leaders in each neighborhood, and a proven track record of awarding, monitoring and evaluating government contracts.  We can ensure that these funds are allocated to distressed neighborhoods. 

3. Question 6.b.  Grants for Expanding Public Computer Center Capacity.  The Recovery Act directs that no less than $200,000,00 of the BTOP shall be awarded to grants that expand public computer center capacity, including at community colleges and public libraries.

What additional institutions other than community colleges and public libraries should be considered as eligible recipients under this program?

GPUAC Response:  First and foremost, GPUAC strongly supports the increased funding to expand public computer center capacity.  As discussed above, we are concerned about the widening digital divide between income groups and race.  Internet users who depend on “third places” for access – places other than home or work – are disproportionately likely to live in households earning less than $30,000.
  In addition, one-fourth of African-Americans and Latinos access the internet from a “third place.”

In determining other places, we urge NTIA to consider nonprofit organizations that work with families from low-income and disenfranchised communities, including churches and other faith-based organizations.  Many nonprofit organizations located in these neighborhoods have the public space and infrastructure to provide these computers to their neighbors.  In addition, the community members are likely to be receiving support from these organizations or the organizations have the ability to reach-out to low-income families that currently have no access to computers.

In conclusion, thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the BTOP.  GPUAC strongly believes that this program will have an impact on increasing access to broadband connections and narrowing the digital divide.

Sincerely,


Sharmain Matlock-Turner

President & CEO
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