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Comments of the Alliance for Digital Equality

In response to your request for comment published on March 10, 2009, the Alliance for Digital Equality wishes to offer its perspective on the disposition of broadband funds provided by the ARRA with special focus on the issue of broadband adoption.

The Alliance for Digital Equality (ADE), a non-profit organization registered in the state of Georgia, was established two years ago as an advocate for communities that have not yet realized the full benefit of the information age revolution.   In fulfillment of that mission, we seek to educate consumers about the benefits of broadband.  With the help of local Digital Empowerment Councils in major American cities, we also act as a bridge between minorities and other underserved Americans and public policymakers on issues related to information technology.
Broadband Internet access is a transforming technology that can open the door to economic opportunity and individual empowerment, especially for minority communities that have often been the last to benefit from societal progress.   Like electricity and telephone service before it, broadband is fast becoming an essential utility.  Those who cannot or do not embrace it will lose out on vast opportunity.   For those who are already lagging behind economically and socially, lack of broadband will tend to bury them even more firmly at the bottom of American society.

Thus, ADE enthusiastically welcomes the commitment of the new administration and the Congress to spread broadband throughout America and to designate a substantial portion of the economic stimulus package to programs that support both the deployment and adoption of broadband.
ADE’s Perspective on the Current Broadband Landscape

As we survey the broadband landscape, we see a mixture of good and bad.  The rapid deployment of wireline network infrastructure by the private sector means that more than 90 percent of Americans live in communities where service is available, often from multiple providers, and some 60 percent of American households are currently wired to broadband.   Wireless networks also are connecting more Americans every day to broadband Internet service, and minorities have readily embraced the wireless option.   Although the digital divide between white and non-white Americans persists, it has narrowed significantly in recent years thanks to continued deployment and, especially, to declining prices.  Narrowing this divide so that all Americans enjoy broadband service is ADE’s highest priority.  To that end, we have consistently warned policymakers to avoid policies that would tend to add to the cost of broadband services and jeopardize recent progress by reducing the ability of lower-income Americans to afford broadband.  Indeed, in light of the current recession, policies that boost costs could well force some lower income Americans to give up recently-acquired broadband service.

Despite the upward trend in broadband adoption, nearly 43.7 million households in urban America are without broadband, according to the US Census Bureau. Substantial pockets of rural America also lack access to broadband service especially where lower population density and greater geographic distances between potential subscribers erode the economic case for deployment.  The present economic downturn could have a long term adverse impact on universal adoption by a large number of Americans to sign up for broadband service even where it is available.   When asked by the Pew Foundation why they are not using broadband, more than half of non-Internet users and dial-up users said they aren’t interested, are too busy, or simply don’t want to switch.   More than 15 percent of other hold outs said it was a waste of time, too difficult, or they were too old.   Many of the 9 percent of adults who rely on dial up for broadband access said price was an important obstacle.   Indeed, Pew data shows that lower income Americans make up a disproportionate number of those who do not have broadband service.
In light of this data as well as our ongoing consultations with community leaders around the country, ADE has developed a policy agenda to accelerate the spread of broadband in both currently unserved and underserved communities.  While many of these policy proposals are outside the specific scope of the Broadband Technology Opportunity Program to be established by the NTIA or grants and loans to be provided by RUS, we believe they offer important context as you develop program criteria and also give texture to ADE’s specific comments below.  Therefore, we have attached our broad policy recommendations as an informational resource.
ADE’s Specific Recommendations
Wide deployment of broadband infrastructure means that more than 90 percent of Americans have the opportunity to subscribe to broadband, but only about 60 percent of American households have in fact exercised the broadband option.  Data indicates that low awareness of broadband benefits is the root cause of this gap.   To close that gap, ADE urges NTIA and RUS to place a high priority on fulfilling ARRA’s mandate to “provide broadband education, awareness, training, access, equipment and support” to programs that promote greater use of broadband.   Such digital literacy programs will stimulate adoption by familiarizing participants with technology and raising awareness of the benefits of broadband service.  
We also note the Congressional directive to support organizations and agencies that seek “to facilitate greater use of broadband service by low-income, unemployed, aged, and other vulnerable populations.”  

These types of targeted programs will directly address the concerns of those who now report little or no interest in broadband.   Programs that directly deliver economic, educational and health opportunities will also spur adoption.  Therefore, ADE encourages NTIA and RUS to support programs to introduce Americans to information technology and the Internet, provide training in IT skills, hands on experience with Broadband, and education about online safety.   We also encourage funding for telemedicine programs that use broadband to deliver health care services and remote monitoring and support for programs that remotely connect individuals to academic opportunities and job training.   Such tangible demonstrations will stimulate adoption among those Americans who are not subscribing to broadband because they do not fully appreciate its ability to improve their lives.

Of course, digital literacy alone will not deliver broadband for those who cannot afford to buy a computer and/or subscribe to a broadband service.   Demonstrating the value of broadband will persuade some Americans that broadband is important enough to be included in their budget; they will discover that they can “afford” it.  But, others simply lack the means.  To address affordability issues, targeted programs that provide broadband access through community broadband centers in public locations such as libraries, schools, other government buildings or non-profit organizations merit consideration.   We also encourage support for programs that provide free or low-cost computers and Internet connections to lower income Americans.  In addition, stimulus program funds might be directed to the Federal Lifeline/Linkup program to provide discounts on broadband service for low-income Americans.
Programs that reduce barriers to adoption will accelerate progress toward America’s national goal of universal broadband by addressing the largest portion of those who do not currently enjoy broadband at home.   However, these programs will not help the smaller number of Americans who live in communities where the network infrastructure does not deliver broadband service.  
Thus, NTIA and RUS also must direct significant funding for programs that promote new deployment in areas where broadband connections are not now available.  We believe part of the answer is so-called demand aggregation programs through public-private partnerships and local economic development authorities.  By concentrating a large number of potential subscribers, demand aggregation can successfully build an economic case that will persuade network providers to deploy the necessary infrastructure.

In other instances, direct lending to service providers and grants to stimulate deployment may be the only way to overcome the financial barriers that discourage private investment in currently unserved areas.   Importantly, we believe such direct deployment funding should be limited to those areas where broadband service is not currently available.  Additionally, direct deployment funding should be limited to one provider in a community to increase the likelihood that the service will be economically sustainable over the long term. In our view, the government should not provide support for two providers in the same area as such “overbuild” funding might jeopardize long-term sustainability by reducing the number of some subscribers available to support the new service.  We believe that every American in the 21st century should have equal access to affordable and reliable broadband, which will enhance the quality of life through the delivery of vital e-services in communities and particularly underserved and un-served neighborhoods across the United States. 

Respectfully submitted,

Alliance for Digital Equality

Appendix I

ALLIANCE FOR DIGITAL EQUALITY

Policy Agenda to Put Broadband in Every Home

National Policy

Build on initiatives funded in the stimulus bill through a combination of adoption and deployment strategies as identified below

1. Promote broadband deployment and adoption by resisting, reducing or eliminating taxes and policies that raise the cost of broadband service and hurt consumers; embrace policies that support and encourage investment in IT and broadband infrastructure.  

2. Expedite development of a national broadband map and supporting data collection to guide broadband expansion strategies in underserved communities.

3. Provide digital opportunity grants and financial assistance to support local digital literacy and technology opportunity programs (TOPs), especially in minority and rural communities, and enable broadband adoption by those who cannot afford home broadband on their own.

4. Encourage broadband adoption by expanding the use of information technology and online services in sectors such as health care, education, and e-gov to raise the value of residential broadband.  

5. Launch a public education campaign that raises awareness in minority, rural and underserved communities of the educational, economic, social and health care opportunities it provides.  

6. Update the Universal Service Fund to provide direct support for build-out of broadband infrastructure in rural America and other unserved and underserved communities.  

State and Local Policies

1. Initiate statewide broadband mapping and community IT-needs assessment programs to identify priority areas for broadband promotion and for training programs to build digital literacy and computer skills.

2. Develop public-private partnerships to address barriers to computer ownership and residential broadband adoption, and also to encourage local economic development strategies that stimulate broadband deployment by aggregating demand and developing “anchor” customers for advanced network services.

3. Provide subsidies, grants and computer recycling to provide low-cost computers and/or other broadband-capable devices including netbooks and smart phones to K-12 students from low-income households.

4. Incorporate computer literacy and digital skills training into school curriculum beginning in early elementary school.   Establish grade-appropriate computer literacy testing as part of promotion requirements.

5. Establish community-based learning centers in underserved communities to develop computer literacy and proficiency in core office software programs and to demonstrate the value of broadband. Leverage this training to develop an IT-ready workforce that attracts job-creating businesses to minority communities.
6. Set up computer and Internet access sites in public venues such as libraries, schools, churches and government buildings in underserved communities to provide broadband for those who do not have service at home.

7. Promote broadband adoption by removing regulatory and other service barriers, including local video franchise licensing and excessive fees for rights-of-way access, that raise subscription costs to consumers.

