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Chairmen Pallone and Doyle, ranking member Latta, and members of the Subcommittee:

Over the past two decades, Americans from coast to coast, and those living in our country’s
islands and territories, learned of the decisive role that high-quality Internet plays in accessing
education, healthcare, public safety, job creation, and economic opportunity. Reliable and
affordable broadband can bring a world of information and promise to our fingertips. Likewise,
the lack thereof can have a generational impact on households and the communities in which
they live.

Next Century Cities is uniquely focused on supporting local efforts to ensure that all residents
have affordable, reliable, high-speed Internet access. We are a non-profit, nonpartisan
organization born of the need to elevate community-level perspectives into broadband
policymaking at every level of government. Our organization is made up of over 200 member
municipalities in over 40 states, including cities, counties, towns, and villages. The mayors and
other local officials in our network have unique expertise in expanding digital infrastructure and
developing broadband adoption programs since many have had to confront those challenges on
their own.

In areas where broadband is ubiquitous, residents have the ability to access information, start a
business, and age in place. On Tribal lands and in rural areas, broadband determines whether
residents have access to life-saving care. It enables students to find career opportunities in a
global marketplace and powers the technology that improves the daily lives of people with
disabilities. In addition to being a lifeline that keeps friends and families connected, broadband is
fuel in the digital ecosystem that propels ambition far beyond what was possible in some of our
hometowns. Being able to experience the benefits of broadband creates pathways for social
change and shaping our democracy in ways that were once unimaginable.

On the flip side, there are too many communities where reliable and affordable broadband is
scarce. They deliver on a different promise. Residents in unserved or underserved areas are, in
part, limited by income or geography. Digital limitations on education, specialized healthcare,
and innovation stunts the overall growth of their local economies. Instead of preparing their
workforces for high-skilled jobs, these communities have to direct already limited resources into
programs that support residents who have been displaced by a rapidly changing goods and
services economy.

There is a vicious cycle of opportunity loss and economic starvation at play in communities on
the wrong side of the digital divide. Among the most disparately impacted populations are
Indigenous, Black, Brown, rural, and low-income residents. The racial overtones associated with
identifying who is being left behind are backed statistics. In fact, Deutsche Bank’s conclusion
that “76% of Blacks and 62% of Hispanics could get shut out or be under-prepared for 86% of
jobs in the US by 2045 has a direct impact on their ability to participate in a high-skilled



workforce and generate wealth.! That is why the digital divide cannot adequately be measured by
the number of households that do not have, or are unable to adopt, broadband. Digital divide
statistics often overlook the compound effect that not being able to get online has on a household
and society writ large.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated digital disparities that were already
impossible to ignore. Rather than broadband access serving as a helpful tool, it immediately
became a necessity as vital as electricity. Residents had to rely on home broadband connections,
secure devices for each household member, and hone digital skills to earn a living, keep their
businesses open, get COVID-19 updates, pay bills, renew a driver’s license, or visit a doctor.

Even as some communities begin reopening and returning to physical spaces, scars from the
pandemic will leave an indelible mark. In many instances, online services have eclipsed the need
for in-person transactions. The pandemic accelerated the crawl of many industries to telework,
which is expected to continue.? Meanwhile, the people who do not have reliable broadband
access are locked out of those work from home opportunities. Many do not even have access to
the online application.

The disparities caused by a long-term migration to online platforms will continue to function as a
barrier for the millions of people across the country who still do not have reliable and affordable
broadband. With limited alternatives, millions of low-income children are falling behind in
school, rural residents remain as distant from telemedicine as in-person health clinics, and
low-income defendants must traverse the legal system with severe limitations.

Achieving universal broadband connectivity has become a priority for local governments
nationwide just as it should be for Congress. Residents like the farmers in Orleans County, New
York, for whom unreliable internet continues to interfere with production® and tenants in Kansas
City, Missouri, who did not have the requisite internet access or device to respond in an eviction
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hearing® will continue to shoulder the impact until we find a way to implement this goal. They
are living proof of why the chasm between the digital haves and have nots provokes fundamental
questions about fairness.

Digital equity is at the core of this proceeding. Making it a Congressional priority brings us a
step closer to ensuring that all residents, regardless of zip code, can meaningfully participate in a
digital society. This is an imperative that must be revisited over and over again. Otherwise, the
digital divide threatens to solidify into a larger rift among those who have the tools and services
they need for daily life and those who do not.

Broadband Is Infrastructure in Resilient Communities.

The communities that were best able to weather the economic fallout from the pandemic
recognized, long before COVID-19, that infrastructure is more than “buildings and highways,
but it also encompasses broadband cables across the ocean floor and new technologies that have
become vital to human progress.”® Broadband is an indispensable tool for local officials working
to fight poverty, create jobs, recover from disaster, boost civic engagement, or achieve more
equitable outcomes for residents.

Cities, counties, towns, and villages of all shapes and sizes treat broadband as a critical piece of
infrastructure. Just as municipalities rose to the challenge of providing electric and gas service
when private providers did not serve their community, they are also filling in broadband gaps in
areas with low economic returns. Yet, from a community-level perspective, widespread
broadband access and high adoption rates generate long-term returns that cannot be recorded on
a balance sheet.

Many communities across the U.S. own broadband assets for their internal city uses. In Virginia
Beach, Virginia, for instance, local officials improved emergency response times by connecting
fire stations to the City’s fiber network which was originally used to connect other government
buildings and educational facilities.” Smart technologies, like those found in street lights, also
depend on its robust fiber connections while creating efficiencies.

Some communities have had no other choice but to launch municipal networks and have
nonetheless found a way to set new benchmarks for high-speed and affordable service. In
Fairlawn, Ohio, one of the community leaders’ first decisions was to house the network in the
City’s Infrastructure Department, treating broadband as any other utility. The City of Wilson took

5 See Allison Kite, KC Tenants dlsrupts evrctzon court, demands rellef “for tenants durmg COVID crisis (July 30,
2020), https:

6 Siegel Family Endowment Infrastructure Bulldmg the World We Deserve How a new approach can create a more
resilient, equitable, and prosperous society at 4 (2020),
https://infrastructure.siegelendowment.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Infrastructure-Building-the-World-We-Dese

rve.pdf.
7 Stacy Parker, Virginia Beach, Va Bolsters its Broadband Network (Feb. 19, 2016)
h

h



https://www.govtech.com/dc/articles/virginia-beach-va-bolsters-its-broadband-network.html
https://infrastructure.siegelendowment.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Infrastructure-Building-the-World-We-Deserve.pdf
https://infrastructure.siegelendowment.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Infrastructure-Building-the-World-We-Deserve.pdf
https://www.kansascity.com/news/politics-government/article244580802.html

a similar approach, becoming the first Gigabit City in North Carolina after identifying a
fiber-to-the-home network as critical infrastructure in furtherance of its economic development
strategy.® Its network later expanded service into neighboring rural communities.’

Even without running their own services, cities across the country recognize that broadband
networks are the 21st Century infrastructure that we need to create a more sustainable, inclusive,
and equitable society. These sentiments ring true in Mayor Bill de Blasio’s introductory remarks
of New York City’s Internet Master Plan and the introduction of the City of Seattle’s broadband
initiative.'

Some Tribal governments have also treated the Internet as essential infrastructure. Walter Haase,
general manager of the Navajo Tribal Utility Authority, stated that “It’s time for America to
support the Navajo Nation and all Indigenous communities and invest in utility infrastructure.”"!
Centralizing broadband is an effective way to ensure that robust connectivity can reach the
threshold of every household and business.

Digital Redlining Is a Problem In Both Urban and Rural Communities.

In the 1930’s, communities in major U.S. cities were rated for lending risk based on race,
ethnicity, and income status.'” The communities deemed “high lending risk” and discriminated
against by lending institutions are disproportionately minority and low-income neighborhoods.
They are among the same communities that persistently lack equitable fiber and digital tools
access.

Well documented in places like Detroit, Michigan, digital redlining has put disenfranchised
communities at a further disadvantage.'® In March 2021, the City of Baltimore submitted a letter
to the FCC signed by over 100 local officials nationwide urging it to investigate the practice of
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digital redlining.'* The letter highlighted the fact that digital redlining is present not only in urban
communities, but in rural areas as well." It is true.

Digital redlining is an issue in both urban and rural areas. In Champaign, Illinois, fiber
broadband access is available but coverage ends almost completely outside of the downtown
area, leaving only 0.5% of residents with access.'® Fiber is extremely limited and isolated in the
urban centers of Lancaster City and the Town of Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Drifting away from the
city centers into Lancaster County, only 21.4% of residents do not have broadband subscriptions,
and 0.5% are still limited to a dial-up connection.'” This is an issue that can be corrected by
empowering local leaders to hold providers accountable for serving an entire community.

Broadband Access and Affordability Strategies Require Municipal, Cooperatives, Mesh,
and Other Nontraditional Network Models to Be Comprehensive.

Communities from Oregon, to Colorado, to Ohio, to North Carolina have leveraged public
resources to expand Internet access in their communities. No two approaches are exactly the
same, and each model allows communities to serve residents who have no other option. Public
accountability is a key touchstone of municipal models, particularly when the people who
design, build, and manage municipal networks are also community residents and use the service
themselves.

Municipal broadband networks that serve residents directly offer some of the fastest speeds and
highest quality connectivity in the nation while making prices readily transparent, selling service
in symmetrical tiers, and maintaining affordability programs for low-income residents.'® These
services were built in communities that lacked sufficient private broadband coverage, and where
local leaders and community activists came together to build Internet as essential infrastructure,
akin to communities that provide water, gas, or electric service.

Though municipalities offer tremendous quantifiable benefits to their communities, local
officials often characterize the impact in qualitative terms, focusing on the widespread social
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benefits that local networks provide. EugNet, an open access network in Eugene, Oregon’s
downtown area, once measured their worth through return on investment, but the community has
since realized widespread social benefits that they could not anticipate when they first
constructed the network."

Publicly owned WiFi and mesh networks also fill important gaps in communities that otherwise
have no service at all, or must rely on spotty cell coverage or privacy invasive WiFi connection
points. In San Rafael, California, where 39% of Canal neighborhood residents do not have
broadband access at home and 57% of do not own a computer, the City partnered with a
nonprofit organization to build a mesh network that provides free Internet access to residents.”
This type of local problem-solving should be celebrated and recognized as a model.

Many local governments who have been forced to explore municipal broadband options have
done so out of necessity. In Louisiana, City-Parish President, Joey Durel, who had a leadership
role in launching one of the first municipally-owned companies providing Fiber-To-The-Home
services in the country publicly stated, “I begged the private sector to do it so that we wouldn't
have to.” When there was little incentive for incumbent providers to expand service options, the
City of Lafayette treated broadband as infrastructure which paved the way for LUS Fiber to
introduce affordable, high-speed broadband for all of its residents and eventually in neighboring
areas as well.

Municipalities understand the far-reaching consequences when residents do not have broadband
access or are unable to afford it. Federal policy and resources should support local efforts to
generate connectivity solutions for themselves, particularly in areas where there is little financial
incentive for traditional providers to serve.

Communities That Remain Unserved or Underserved Will Remain At An Economic
Disadvantage.

The disadvantages felt by communities who are disconnected today will persist long into the next
decade. The Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia found a 27% point gap in the “labor force
participation rate between workers with and without a computer with broadband in Philadelphia”
and that “the unemployment rate is 7 points higher for workers without a computer with
broadband at home.”*
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In announcing a program that will provide free, high-speed Internet access to low-income
students to Chicago Public School students for four years, Mayor Lori Lightfoot stated that:

Reliable, high-speed internet is one of the most powerful equalizers when it
comes to accessing information. It allows families to access digital remote
learning and stay connected to family near and far, especially during COVID-19.
It allows families to build career skills, apply for jobs, register to vote and stay
up-to-date on current events. This program is a critical component of our STEP
agenda and the efforts to end poverty and a part of our mission to drive improved
academic outcomes at CPS.*

Investing in Digital Equity & Inclusion Programs Is Central to Increasing Broadband
Adoption.

Cities are developing their own digital equity and inclusion programs to help to bring broadband
within reach for the most under-resourced households. But digital equity and inclusion programs
cannot be an afterthought. They are central components of broadband access and adoption
strategies that require manpower and resources.

Efforts to get broadband into unserved and underserved communities is all for naught if residents
do not have the digital skills to benefit from broadband access and contribute to a digital
economy. For students, digital literacy can be easily integrated into education. However, seniors,
residents with disabilities, and young people who are not in school require intentional outreach to
ensure that everyone can access and create online. Households who are struggling with basic
digital literacy are among those who face insurmountable barriers associated with affordability
and access to devices.

Sound Broadband Policy Starts With Better Mapping, Now.

Without knowing who has broadband service and who does not, it is impossible to direct
resources to the communities that need them most. Accurate information about broadband access
and adoption is a critical touchstone for effective federal support programs.

Communities are exploring a myriad of ways to improve this information. Some have conducted
detailed digital equity studies, carefully considering the intersectional impacts of historic
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inequalities on broadband access and adoption.”® Residents under-resourced by education,
healthcare, and economic opportunities face similar barriers to accessing online services.

Federal broadband maps are well known to overstate broadband deployment.* In addition to
inaccurately capturing where infrastructure is and is not, bad mapping has a ripple effect on
communities. Inaccurately identifying areas as “served” when they are not disadvantages local
investment in essential infrastructure as critical as roads and bridges.

Federal funding programs targeted at addressing broadband deployment in areas that lack service
base their award decisions on federal maps. Many states have adopted a similar methodology,
relying on FCC data as a baseline for state maps and targeting funding at communities that are
marked as unserved. This process has an exclusionary impact on local connectivity initiatives.
Local leaders have challenged these maps, but are persistently positioned as responding to maps
with their own data and speed tests, rather than being invited in as data collection partners.

Though Congress directed the FCC to adopt a new data collection methodology, that process has
been slow and stringent.

Persistent gaps in information remain. Broadband speed demands are dynamic, but FCC speed
classifications can hardly keep pace with advancements in technology and transitions in
widespread usage. Although the pandemic has vastly increased household capacity needs over
the last year, the latest Broadband Deployment Report concludes that the digital divide is
shrinking, failing to account for persistent gaps between the minimum service threshold and the
needs of households who have begun using multiple video conferencing platforms at the same
time as children complete online schoolwork.?

At the same time, community leaders have vastly different projections about how much to
increase the minimum speed. Local officials in states like California, Ohio, and Indiana agree
that the current baseline is not enough to meet residents’ daily needs. Most local governments
that provide broadband service use fiber because of its superior performance and upgrade
potential.

The FCC has declined to collect information about broadband pricing, which leaves enormous
knowledge gaps that could otherwise inform local, state, and federal affordability initiatives.
Many communities do not have a clear picture of what affordable price would best serve their
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residents’ needs because existing private provider prices are not transparent, affordability
programs are under-utilized, and residents for whom affordability is the greatest challenge may
not willingly disclose that information.

Communities that do have a clear picture of affordability recognize that some residents will
never be able to afford a subscription at any rate. Even residents who do not qualify for
affordability programs need consistent, transparent, and fair prices. Municipal networks address
these two concurrent affordability concerns by selling service in symmetrical tiers, making price
information publicly available on their websites, and in some cases offering programs for
qualifying low-income households.*

This Is a Pivotal Moment.

Communities that are equipped with resources to address long-standing digital inequities are
better able to address economic and social disparities on their own. In fact, it is the only way for
them to tailor responses to the innumerable symptoms of the digital divide.

The need is expansive. The timeline is unforgiving. Local governments have made broadband
equity a priority. More state governments are recognizing it as an imperative. Next Century
Cities has asked President Joseph Biden and his administration’’ to make universal broadband a
priority. We implore Congress to do the same.

Together, we can get broadband to every household by tapping into the genius and creativity that
can be found in a variety of network models, including public-private partnerships, municipally
owned, cooperatives, mesh, and others. All of these models can be strengthened by centering
digital equity, a decision that could make the difference between having broadband nearby versus
reliable and affordable connectivity piercing the threshold of a resident’s front door.
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