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ZeroDivide submits the following recommendations to the U.S. Department of Commerce and the U.S Department of Agriculture in response to the Joint Request for Information published in the Federal Register, Vol. 74, No. 219 / Monday, November 16, 2009:

I.  The Application and Review Process

A.  Streamlining the Application Process
How should NTIA link broadband infrastructure, public computer center and sustainable adoption projects through the application process?

Broadband infrastructure programs should be awarded bonus points for including a public computer center and/or sustainable adoption component in their applications.   Such an incentive system would tie the capital expenditures for broadband infrastructure projects to programs that stimulate demand for broadband through public computer centers and sustainable adoption projects.  
As a result, NTIA and RUS would help foster greater collaboration between the for-profit sector, who represent the majority of applicants for broadband infrastructure funding and the non-profit and public sectors, who are the bulk of applicants for public computer center/ sustainable adoption funding.  Increased collaboration between the for-profit, non-profit and public sectors will spur more innovative, coordinated strategies to increase the availability and adoption of broadband technology within vulnerable, underserved communities.   
II.  Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA
A.  Funding Priorities and Objectives

3.  Targeted Populations

How can funds for Public Computer Centers and Sustainable Broadband Adoption projects be targeted to increase broadband access and use among vulnerable populations? 

Through ZeroDivide’s ten-year history of helping vulnerable communities overcome barriers to technology adoption, we have learned that building awareness of broadband is just one component in increasing broadband adoption.  In addition to becoming aware that broadband is available, individuals within vulnerable communities must see the relevance of broadband to their lives.  Lack of relevance is the primary reason dial-up and non-online users cite for not having broadband at home. (http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2009/10-Home-Broadband-Adoption-2009.aspx) 

ZeroDivide programs have demonstrated that broadband adoption occurs when individuals experience broadband connectivity to services and information, including educational opportunities, jobs, health care, content in their own language, and content about their local communities.  In addition, broadband becomes highly desired when new users, particularly youth, create their own content such as videos, podcasts, and blogs, and interact with peers online through social networks.

In many vulnerable communities, such as immigrant communities and communities of color, trust is also a significant factor in technology adoption.  Adoption programs succeed when they are tied to community anchor institutions which have already gained the trust of their constituents.  Because these organizations understand the issues and perspective of their community members, they are able to provide culturally competent messaging and education to increase awareness. 
B.  Program Definitions
A number of applicants have suggested that the definitions of unserved and underserved are unclear and overly restrictive; that they kept many worthy projects, particularly those in urban areas, from being eligible for support... In what ways should these definitions be revised? 

For the purposes of Public Computer Center and Broadband Adoption proposals, NTIA and RUS should adopt a flexible definition of “underserved” to assure that programs address the many barriers to adoption. 

The “digital divide” is a technological manifestation of economic, cultural and political divides. Underserved communities appear in both rural and urban settings and include low-income, minority, immigrant, non- or limited–English speaking, LGBT, aged and disability communities.
Underserved also refers to populations for which there exist barriers to broadband assimilation that can be effectively removed by implementation of demand/adoption programs. These barriers include: race, ethnicity, language, physical capacity, economic conditions, and geography.

Applicants should be required to submit appropriate data to demonstrate that their program will address one or more of these four criteria in determining the target population or geographic area for a program to increase broadband demand and adoption.

Should they be modified to include a specific factor relating to the affordability of broadband service or the socioeconomic makeup of a given defined service area, and, if so, how should such factors be measured? 

The term underserved should be defined as geographic areas or population groups which meet one or more of the following criteria:
· Broadband access and adoption rates fall below the rates of the general population (less than 55%).
· A low-income population as determined by state or federal guidelines, such as residents of low-income housing, area with a high rate of participation in free and reduced price lunch/breakfast program.
· The cost of broadband services is out of reach for the targeted population; or
· The target population or geographic area has one or more demonstrated barriers to adoption including, race, ethnicity, language, physical capacity, economic conditions, and geography.
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