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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Congress appropriated $65 billion through the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act

(I1JA) to close the digital divide and ensure universal access to reliable, high-speed, and
affordable broadband across the United States. The cornerstone—$42.45 billion—rests with
the implementation of the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program, a
new program overseen by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration
(NTIA) that entrusts execution and deployment of the resources to state governments.

A significant segment of the remaining unserved and underserved communities is

located in rural places. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) estimates that
17.3 percent of rural Americans and 20.9 percent of Tribal lands lack access to physical
broadband, even using a methodology that had been widely criticized for undercounting.
BEAD's success will hinge in large part on identifying and reaching those communities—
many of which have relatively high levels of social vulnerability and low levels of civic
capacity—which have limited their experience and abilities in accessing federal resources.
Availability is not the only challenge: Once physical infrastructure is in place, adoption and
use will be necessary to maximize the community benefit, so BEAD implementation should
be complemented by states’ efforts with resources available from the Digital Equity Act to
increase digital inclusion.

Vulnerable rural communities are the type of community most likely to encounter significant
barriers to broadband availability and adoption. In addition, rural communities of color score
more poorly than their majority-white counterparts on measures of digital divide and digital
inclusion, reflecting the dual burden of race and place.

NTIA recognizes the importance of having un- and underserved communities participate in
designing and informing solutions intended to meet their needs. Its guidance to states and
territories emphasizes the imperative of coordination and outreach to local communities.
To be successful, planning and implementation processes must meet these communities
where they are, enabling them to inform solutions that fit the unique context of their history,
geography, and demographics.
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Differences in geography, community governance, culture, politics, legacies of historic
discrimination, preexisting policies, and arrangements among levels of government (local,
regional, and state) all increase the complexity of successfully extending broadband
infrastructure to these areas and driving widespread adoption. This policy brief offers
analysis and recommendations to policymakers, internet service providers (ISPs or
providers), and practitioners to enable authentic community engagement and increase the
likelihood of successfully closing these gaps across rural America.

Barriers to meaningful engagement: Within these diverse contexts exist a set of recurring
thematic barriers to successful deployment and adoption. These include: low levels

of trust in the process and/or skepticism of the motivations of providers and state
policymakers; limited capacity of local governments and local civil society; lack of
community ownership and buy-in; financial constraints and burdens; and digital readiness.
If neglected, these might result in a local solution that fails to meet the needs of the
community it purports to serve.

Key principles: Authentic community engagement generally reflects a common set of
principles that provide a roadmap for success. These include: involving trusted entities,
prioritizing accessibility, enhancing inclusion, simplifying technicalities, and sustaining
engagement over time. By integrating these principles into models of facilitation, ranging
from nongovernmental to fully public, communities can increase their likelihood of
developing a customized approach that leverages their unique combination of assets and
addresses their unique barriers to improve overall outcomes.

Success metrics: Measuring the success of community engagement is difficult by nature.
Quantifying indicators that are qualitative in nature, such as trust and inclusion, is difficult
without losing the nuance to accurately interpret outcomes. It is imperative that the
community engagement process mandated by NTIA not simply become a box-checking
exercise by ISPs, with local interactions that do not result in meaningful input and trusted
relationships. Transparency, accountability, and consistent engagement are critical to raising
the bar. Ultimately, the best metric of success will occur later in implementation—whether
unserved and underserved communities gain access to broadband through BEAD funding.

Recommendations: To maximize the opportunity that BEAD presents and to close the digital
divide once and for all, we recommend the following:

TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY

1. Allow rolling challenges to FCC maps and publish transparent adjudication in a timely
manner. Given the mixed historical track record of its maps and the importance of
addressing trust deficits and skepticism within communities that are meant to benefit, it
is imperative to ensure that the data is unimpeachably credible and builds—rather than
potentially undermines—confidence among those stakeholders.
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2. Mandate annual reporting, preferably through an easily accessible and navigable
website and map, by NTIA (in conjunction with United States Office of Management
and Budget (OMB)) that measures progress in reaching people and communities that
remain left behind. It will be important for all stakeholders—residents, providers, and
state agencies—to have access to the same authoritative community-level data that
tracks the progress of BEAD's implementation in closing gaps. Such reporting should
also map these gaps against critical demographic and economic data, including income
and poverty, race, and age, to understand the types of communities and people that
remain underserved.

3. Create a community advisory committee for NTIA composed of representatives from
across the federal government and community stakeholders from across the country.
This committee would provide a strong community voice for oversight, help shape and
advise annual reporting on what communities remain left behind, and inform NTIA policy
and practice.

CAPACITY-BUILDING AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

4. Encourage states to create dedicated funding, staffing, or public-service opportunities
to support community engagement for unserved and underserved communities. NTIA
should encourage states to invest intentionally in technical assistance for community
engagement as they create and submit their five-year plans. Successful community
engagement at the local level will inform successful projects and will require intentional
financial support to provide capacity, expertise, and coordination to communities.

5. Develop clear guidance for meaningful community engagement. NTIA should require
that projects demonstrate effective engagement and develop specific guidance to
identify such engagement.

6. Ensure matching requirements are not a barrier for highly vulnerable unserved or
underserved communities. As NTIA creates guidance for states on requesting waivers
of matching requirements for “high cost” areas, a useful model would be adopting
the waivers currently used by USDA’s ReConnect program: Allow a full waiver of
matching requirements for projects serving persistent poverty counties and colonia, for
communities that are in the bottom 25 percent of the CDC’s Social Vulnerability Index,
and for Alaska Native Corporations and Tribal lands.

7. Increase and emphasize support for immediately available solutions that leverage
community institutions. NTIA should make clear to states that investment in broadband
for community anchor institutions, such as rural libraries and schools, is encouraged
and an excellent approach to quickly expanding access.

8. Create statewide multistakeholder councils to guide implementation. States should be
encouraged to create advisory committees or councils to guide and provide feedback
on implementation.
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IMPLEMENTATION

9. Set a high standard for the preference for fiber-optic cable. Doing so would guard
against the need for subsequent public investments to keep pace with growing needs.
Projects and locations that plan to use an alternative technology should be mandated to
provide sufficient feasibility documentation to receive a waiver and clearly describe their
ability to support 100/20 Mbps download/upload speeds.

10. Address permitting barriers. Both federal and state governments should recognize
and try to address the difficulties that can emanate from complexity associated with
construction and land-use permitting, especially across jurisdictional boundaries of
different governance entities.

11. Integrate workforce development strategies into broadband implementation projects.
Both the federal government and states should seek to maximize the opportunity
for leveraging the workforce opportunities that broadband projects will provide. The
right mix of outreach, training, incentives, and wraparound services could enable new
opportunities for underemployed or unemployed people in local labor markets but will
require targeted approaches and investment.
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INTRODUCTION

Through passage of the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (I1JA), Congress approved
$65 billion to close the digital divide and ensure universal access to reliable, high-speed, and
affordable broadband across the United States.!

A significant segment of the remaining unserved and underserved communities is located in
rural America. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) estimates that 17.3 percent
of rural Americans and 20.9 percent of Tribal lands lack access to physical broadband,? even
using a methodology that had been widely criticized for undercounting.® The estimates show
deployment is lowest in areas with the lowest median household incomes, lowest population
densities, and highest household poverty rates.*

Internet service providers (ISPs) have historically failed to expand into rural areas without
public intervention. Yet past federal efforts show that funding alone has been insufficient to
improve availability for the hardest to reach. Reviews by the Governmental Accountability
Office (GAO) and Congressional Research Service (CRS) have pointed to difficulties in
delivering federal resources to benefit the most vulnerable communities.®

Additional research has questioned the extent to which these federal investments have

had appreciable impact on closing the digital divide.® Coupled with the past criticism of the
FCC's methodology, which created ongoing and widespread disagreement about the levels
of availability and affordability, these past experiences have resulted in a trust deficit and
skepticism about the effectiveness of federal broadband investments in rural communities.”

The cornerstone of the IlJA broadband investment—$42.45 billion in total—rests with
the implementation of the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program,
a brand-new program overseen by the National Telecommunications and Information
Administration (NTIA). State governments will have the responsibility for planning and
deployment of BEAD funds.
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BEAD's success will hinge in large part on the extent to which implementation of its
resources reaches unserved and underserved rural and Tribal communities. Many of

these communities have relatively high levels of social vulnerability and low levels of civic
capacity, limiting the ability of their residents to act collectively toward shared goals.? They
may have limited staffing in their local governments; weak civic infrastructure, with few
nonprofit or local philanthropic organizations to support their efforts with advocacy or
resources; limited fiscal ability to procure technical expertise, such as engineering, legal,
and consulting services, and meet match requirements; and limited experience navigating,
accessing, and managing federal and state programs, which often-include onerous
reporting requirements. These communities may also encounter any number of barriers to
successfully completing complicated infrastructure projects, such as the legal complexities
around permitting and easements.®

Successfully enabling availability, affordability, and adoption in these unserved and
underserved rural communities will require designing solutions that match the unique
characteristics and barriers in these places. Planning and implementation processes
must meet these communities where they are in terms of capacity and economic power,
and enable them to inform solutions that fit the unique context of their history, geography,
and demographics.

This policy brief will explore the importance of successfully deploying BEAD resources

to reach these rural communities, examine the barriers to doing so, and offer
recommendations to strengthen community engagement, enhance local rural communities’
ability to inform proposed broadband solutions and link those solutions to improved
community and economic well-being, and ensure maximum public benefit for this ambitious
public investment.
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THE FEDERAL LANDSCAPE
FOR BROADBAND

The concept of universal service originated with electrification in the early twentieth
century and was expanded to include telecommunications and advanced services, such as
broadband, in 1996.'° NTIA has listed a total of 96 federal programs that offer resources to
support broadband access and adoption in some way."" These existing programs are found
across the federal government and vary in availability and amount of funds, type of funds,
purpose, and eligible applicants.

Even a partial overview of major programs (Figure 1) relevant to increasing broadband
access and adoption in rural places demonstrates the complexity. These programs alone
span 13 agencies, each with its own application process and reporting requirements,
definition of rural and other eligibility requirements, timeframe, and level of funding. Some of
the programs exclusively serve rural communities, while others may require communities to
compete with better-resourced geographies for funding.

Excluding the ReConnect program, USDA and FCC's broadband programs have produced
mixed records of success and been criticized for burdensome application requirements,'?
experienced accusations of fraud and unaccountability,”® and resulted in skepticism and
distrust from rural communities.’ As an example, FCC's own performance measures could
not demonstrate definitively that its Connect America Fund/High Cost Program improved
broadband availability;'® likewise, a 2020 evaluation found insufficient evidence to determine
its Lifeline program’s impact on broadband adoption.’®

The American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 (ARPA) established two new broadband relief
programs and created the $350 billion State and Local Fiscal Recovery Fund (SLFRF),
making expansion of affordable access to broadband internet one of the eligible uses of
SLFRF funds. This was a prelude to the $65 billion in investment contained in the IIJA,
which created several new programs and provided additional resources for selected existing
programs depicted in Table 1:
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FIGURE 1

Selected federal broadband programs

Periodic Table of Federal Broadband Opportunities

Distance Learning Emergency
and Telemedicine Connectivity
(DLT) Grant Program Fund

Connecting Minority
Communities (CMC)
Pilot Program

High Cost Program

(AKA Connect
ReConnect America Fund,
Program Rural Digital
Opportunity Fund

and 5G Fund)

State Digital Equity
Planning Grant
Program

Rural Broadband
Loan and Loan

Guarantee Program Lifeline
(Broadband
Program)
. Internet
Telecommunication
Infrastructure MEasUIement
Proaram Rural Health Research:
b Care Program Methodologies,
(Infrastructure
Tools, and
Program)

Infrastructure (IMR)

6 other programs 1 other programs 3 other programs

Enabling Middle
Mile Broadband
Infrastructure
Program

Tribal Broadband
Connectivity
Program

5 other programs

1 other program

Federal . . Institute of .
Department of .. National Science Department of Regional Other
. Communications f Museum and .
Agriculture . Foundation . . Commerce Commissions Departments
Commission Library Services
Affordable
Connectivity
Program
Broadband
Connected Care Equity, Access,
Pilot Program and Deployment
Program
: Broadband
Community Connect
E-rate Program Infrastructure
Grant Program
Program

Denali Commission:
Alaska Broadband

Program

Appalachian
Regional
Commission:
ARC POWER

Appalachian
Regional
Commission:

1 other program

Northern
Border Regional
Commission:

1 other program

Department of
Housing and Urban
Development:
12 other programs

Department of
Labor:
3 other programs

Department of
Treasury:
4 other programs

Department of
Education:
36 other programs

SOURCE: National Telecommunications and Information Administration, “Federal Funding,” https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/
resources/federal/federal-funding with inspiration from Connie Stewart, California State Polytechnic University, Humboldt.
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TABLE 1

New and additional programs from the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act

Affordable Connectivity Replaces the temporary pandemic-era

Program (ACP) $14.2billion  FCC Emergency Broadband Benefit Program to
provide discounted broadband service to

qualifying low-income households

Broadband Equity, Access, States will deploy resources to build
and Deployment Program $42.45 billion NTIA infrastructure and ensure access to unserved

(BEAD) and underserved areas, with management and
oversight by NTIA
Digital Equity Act Programs States will complement BEAD infrastructure
(DEA) $2.75billion  NTIA planning and deployment with objectives for
’ promoting digital equity and inclusion across
the country
Middle Mile Infrastructure Broadband providers, including cooperatives
Grant Program $1 billion NTIA and others, will construct, improve, or acquire

middle-mile infrastructure

Additions to existing Purpose
programs :

Tribal Broadband Directs funding to tribal governments to be

Connectivity Program - used for broadband deployment on tribal lands,
52 billion MU as well as for telehealth, distance learning,

broadband affordability, and digital inclusion

ReConnect Loan and Periodically furnishes loans and grants to
Grant Program provide funds for the costs of construction,
$1.926 billion USDA improvement, or acquisition of facilities and
equipment needed to provide broadband service
in eligible rural areas

Rural Broadband Program Also known as the Rural Broadband Loans,
Loan/Grant Combinations, and Loan
Guarantees Program, it furnishes loans and
loan guarantees to provide funds for the costs
of construction, improvement, or acquisition
of facilities and equipment needed to provide
service at the broadband lending speed in
eligible rural areas

$76 million USDA
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Broadband Equity, Access,
and Deployment Program

As noted previously, BEAD will provide $42.45 billion in grants across all states and
territories for broadband planning, deployment, mapping, equity, and adoption activities in
underserved and unserved areas. States are tasked with creating a plan to achieve universal
coverage within their boundaries and will be responsible for deciding upon the projects to
support and for distributing the funds.

Each state will receive a minimum of $100,000,000. The remaining funds will be allocated
across the states based on the proportion of unserved and underserved locations
identified in the National Broadband Map'” published by the FCC. Due to criticisms of past
inaccuracies, Congress mandated the FCC change its methodology and create new maps;
NTIA will make its BEAD allocations based on the updated data.

NTIA expects states and territories to conduct a great deal of coordination and outreach to
local communities, describing it as “critical” to BEAD's success.'® This recognition is clearly
a positive step. Yet NTIA does not mandate specific outreach strategies or targets, nor does
it clarify how coordination efforts will be evaluated, though it notes quantitative measures
and quality of engagements will be considered.

The vagueness is intentional, to allow states and territories to tailor local coordination
activities to the unique needs of their jurisdictions. It is important that this flexibility does
not have the opposite effect of allowing states to skirt meaningful community engagement.

To ensure that community engagement is meaningful and results in locally-led solutions,
states will need to apply proven tools and approaches for sustained and authentic
community outreach. Communities will often require time and support to become
informed partners in the process. Meaningful community engagement should include

a strong focus on digital readiness, in addition to physical access. NTIA can play a
leadership role by emphasizing the importance of stakeholder engagement to overall
success and by developing clear transparency and accountability metrics to ensure that
communities have genuine ownership over their participation in the process of design,
planning, and adoption.
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FIGURE 2

BEAD Workforce Plan

‘ Timelines are approximate unless exact date specified ‘

BEAD Due 180 days after new DATA maps
and notice of fundings amounts issued
NOFO Due Due 270 days after ‘ Due 365 days after
2022 5/13 ms 2023 planning funds received 2024 initial proposal approval 1 2025 2026+
@ o ° ° ° ) @ [ )
[ 10 5-year pla 4-year implementatio
Digital Equity
IComp}::titive Erogram "
NOFO Due launches withing 1 mont
2022 5/13 mz 2023 2024 of First Capacitygawards 2025 2026+
@ o o () { ) oo o o
[ Plannin 1-year state pla [ Statecal 5-year state capacity impl

[ Comp. 4-year competitive i

Workforce o
Plannlng 3.1.1 Form the Workforce
Steps

3.1.2 Understand the Workforce Landscape
3.1.3 Collaborate with Stakeholders
3.1.4 Set Goals
3.1.5 Outline a Pathway to Achieve Workforce Goals

3.1.6 Establish a Monitoring and Evaluation Approach for Proposed Activities

SOURCE: NTIA Workforce Planning Guide pg. 17%

Digital Equity Act programs

Physical availability is just one dimension of closing the digital divide. Through the I1JA,
Congress also established and appropriated $2.75 billion for three new programs under the
Digital Equity Act (DEA) to promote digital equity and inclusion. Taken together, the programs
will provide both formula and competitive funding for states to develop and implement
digital equity projects, including formula grants to develop statewide digital equity plans.’

NTIA expects that states will closely coordinate planning efforts for BEAD and DEA
implementation by overlapping personnel, establishing formal direct communication and
collaborating throughout the entire planning process of both programs. In other words, the
Digital Equity Plan required by the DEA is considered a near necessary supplement to the
BEAD program proposals.? All 50 states have declared their intent to request funds for the
formula-based State Digital Equity Planning Grant Program and BEAD allocations.?' The
programmatic overlap aims to reduce duplication and make community outreach easier.
NTIA's workforce plan (Figure 2) visualizes the simultaneous planning and implementation of
these programs and provides suggestions to integrate workforce development.
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ReConnect

The lIIJA added $1.9 billion to USDA's ReConnect program, which provides loans and
grants to finance the construction, improvement, or acquisition of facilities and equipment
needed to provide broadband service in eligible rural areas. While some aspects of the
program were initially criticized for perpetuating barriers to access for un- and underserved
rural communities, its rules have evolved based on community input. USDA has modified
implementation with every round of funding and now includes preferences for local
governments and nonprofits as applicants, for providing faster service, and for serving the
least densely populated places. Experts are increasingly pleased with these improvements
and the overall performance of ReConnect.z

In FY21 the program received $635 million via congressional appropriations and $100
million from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act. In addition to
the injection of $1.9 billion through the IIJA, the legislation waived the match requirement
for projects in areas that are comprised of at least 75 percent of persistent poverty counties
and for projects serving tribes and Alaska Native Corporations.

The recent omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023 appropriated $348 million
more for the program, with a mandate that at least 10 percent of funds be allocated to
persistent poverty counties. This reinforced ReConnect’s role as a program of choice to
address the challenges of persistent poverty counties; the 10 percent commitment is

in keeping with the 10-20-30 formula that has been used in the past to focus attention

on reaching persistent poverty counties. While this brief focuses primarily on BEAD
implementation, it is important to note the bipartisan support for ReConnect and its critical
role as a tool for serving rural communities most in need.
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IDENTIFYING UNSERVED
AND UNDERSERVED
COMMUNITIES

Successful and effective deployment of BEAD resources to reach unserved and underserved
communities will rely upon accurate identification of those communities, a deeper
understanding of their characteristics—including their level of vulnerability, capacity, and
experience with public funding—and transparent reporting on their progress.

Measuring broadband availability

The FCC currently defines broadband service at the benchmark of 25 Mbps download
speeds and 3 Mbps upload speeds (25/3 Mbps);?* BEAD defines unserved locations as
those that lack access to 25/3 Mbps speeds and underserved locations as those that lack
access to 100/20 Mbps speeds.?® The program requires that funded networks provide at
least 100/20 Mbps speeds and indicates a preference for the use of fiber-optic cable, widely
considered to be “future-proof” technology.?® But fiber can be costly to deploy, especially

in rural areas where difficult topography and terrain add costs and challenges by requiring
fiber lines to travel farther distances to reach users.?” Some experts believe that 25/3 Mbps
speeds are sufficient for many uses and mandating the deployment of high-cost, high-speed
options like fiber are not the most effective use of public funds given that some households
and communities lack service at any speed.?

The FCC produces the official federal broadband mapping and deployment data, but there
has been widespread acknowledgement—and associated frustration—that the methodology
prior to 2023 had significant shortcomings and produced an inaccurate picture. With the old
methodology, the FCC measured minimum access at the census block level—the smallest
geographic census unit, often equivalent to a city block. If just one location within the block
reported access, the entire block was counted as served.?

A 2021 independent estimate conducted by BroadbandNow, a company that helps
consumers compare local internet options, estimated that at least 42 million Americans
lacked access to broadband, nearly three times the FCC estimate.*°
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Due to the acknowledged flaws in accuracy, the Broadband Deployment Accuracy and
Technological Availability Act of 2020 (or the Broadband DATA Act) mandated that the FCC
develop a new methodology, counting service by location—individual homes, commercial
buildings, community anchor institutions, etc.—rather than census block and establishing a
process for consumers and local governments to challenge the data.

The first iteration of the new map was shared with states and ISPs in September 2022 to
provide them the opportunity to review and offer challenges where data was incorrect. The
map was then made available to the general public in November 2022, with challenges open
until January 13, 2023.%

The process has not been without controversy. After the challenge deadline passed in
January, it surfaced that the next iteration of the map—the one that NTIA intends to use for
its state-by-state allocation—will be based only on challenges received by October 30, 2022.
This version is set to be published no later than June 30, 2023. Some states have protested,
as the October deadline—and its importance—were not made clear during the process.*?

Because NTIA will use these maps to allocate BEAD funding, inaccuracies in reporting mean
that some communities may go unrecognized or be considered ineligible to access BEAD
and other federal broadband resources, and that some states will not receive enough funds
to close their gaps while others may receive more than they need.

Identifying communities in need

Given the acknowledged shortcomings of the FCC’s data and maps on broadband access,
state governments, private sector companies, and academic and research experts have
engaged in additional analysis to deepen understanding of the current gaps. The Digital
Divide Index (DDI), developed at the Purdue Center for Regional Development, offers a
national-level scale that combines into a single score the extent of physical access to
broadband—as measured by a set of infrastructure indicators—with rates of adoption,

as captured in a set of socio-economic indicators.® The scores are normalized, so that a
census tract with a higher score reflects lower levels of infrastructure access and adoption
relative to its peers.®*

Using the DDI, it is immediately clear that rural communities with high levels of
vulnerability and low levels of capacity® are far more likely than any other type of
community—whether an urban community or even a rural community with higher levels
of capacity and well-being—to score highly on the DDI. The high DDI scores for highly
vulnerable rural communities reflect a double whammy—they are the most likely to
encounter significant challenges to availability of broadband infrastructure and actual
adoption of broadband subscriptions.
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FIGURE 3

Analysis of Digital Divide Index scores by geographic vulnerability

M DDI Median DDI Mean
40
36.6 37-4
31 .2 32.0
30 29.7 304 29,0 302
216 22.7
10
0 1 1 1 1 1 1
Rural + Rural + not All rural Urban + Urban + not All urban
vulnerable vulnerable vulnerable vulnerable

SOURCE: Brookings analysis using data from Purdue Center for Regional Development (2020), Office of Management and
Budget (2020), and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020).

The infrastructure component scores are particularly sensitive to rurality, meaning that
rural communities are especially challenged when it comes to availability. Healthy rural
communities scored substantially worse than vulnerable urban communities on the
infrastructure elements, despite outperforming them on the socio-economic elements,
resulting in similar scores overall (Figure 3).

All of this suggests that the last mile infrastructure problem, which BEAD aims to solve, will
require an intentional focus on meeting the unique characteristics and challenges of rural
communities. A segment of these rural communities has high levels of vulnerability and is
likely to have limited staff capacity, limited experience with complex public infrastructure
funding and projects, and limited access to technical expertise.

A demographic analysis of these highly vulnerable rural communities reveals that census
tracts that are majority-Black and majority-Native consistently score higher (Figure 4).
Closing the gaps associated with the digital divide will require intentional and authentic
engagement with populations that historically have been marginalized or left out of
receiving federal support.3®
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FIGURE 4

Average Digital Divide Index scores in vulnerable rural tracts by majority racial or
ethnic group®”

H Black Hispanic Native Nonwhite I Other B Plurality B White
60
50 49.2

" 442
40 o 378384
337347

29.
30 72 275270271253
20
10

0

Socio- economrc Infrastructure

SOURCE: Brookings analysis using data from Purdue Center for Regional Development (2020), Office of Management and
Budget (2020), American Community Survey (2021), and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020).

The Purdue Center for Regional Development has also created another metric, digital
distress,®® to assess digital inclusion, the activities necessary to ensure that all individuals
and communities can access and use the internet meaningfully.®® This digital distress metric
is based on four indicators: percent of homes with no internet access, percent of homes
using only cellular data, percent of homes relying on mobile devices only, and percent of
homes having no computing devices. The combination of these indicators thus provides a
measure of how households engage with the internet.

Lack of internet access can prevent individuals from applying for jobs or public benefits,
participating in distance learning, completing routine government services, or accessing
telehealth services, among other essential tasks.*® Households whose only access comes
via cellular data on mobile devices face additional barriers, including data usage caps and
difficulties leveraging digital applications on devices not designed to run them.*
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FIGURE 5

The digital distress metric takes three values: low, moderate, and high digital distress. Our
analysis found that rural communities performed disproportionately worse than urban
communities (Figure 5). Only 16 percent of census tracts included in the analysis are
classified as rural, but they make up 32 percent of the tracts in high digital distress, 19 of
those in moderate digital distress, and just 5 percent of the tracts in low digital distress.

A little less than 4 percent of all census tracts are rural and highly vulnerable—i.e., in

the bottom quartile of the CDC'’s Social Vulnerability Index—but almost all of them are in
moderate to high digital distress. Of that group, 73 percent are experiencing high levels of
digital distress, and 24 percent are moderately digitally distressed. Any strategy that seeks
to successfully achieve digital inclusion must be sensitive and responsive to the unique
characteristics and challenges faced by highly vulnerable rural communities.

All majority-Black and Native vulnerable rural tracts face either moderate or high levels of
digital distress Figure 6). Majority-Black rural communities with high levels of vulnerability
are overwhelmingly likely to be in high digital distress, at 91 percent. The dual burden of race
and place drives a higher degree of digital distress: Rural communities of color comprise

a significant portion of the population where BEAD and DEA implementation must be well-
integrated to maximize their complementarities.

Proportion of digital distress by geography and vulnerability
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SOURCE: Brookings analysis using data from Purdue Center for Regional Development (2020), Office of Management and
Budget (2020), and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020).
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FIGURE 6

Digital distress of vulnerable rural census tracts by racial or ethnic group
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SOURCE: Brookings analysis using data from Purdue Center for Regional Development (2020), Office of Management and
Budget (2020), American Community Survey (2021), and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020).
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BARRIERS TO MEANINGFUL
ENGAGEMENT AND
SUCCESSFUL DEPLOYMENT

The IIJA broadband funding, with BEAD at its center, reflects a growing consensus that
broadband is an essential and basic input to modern social and economic life, rather than
a luxury or simple demand-driven consumer product. It recognizes that market forces alone
have been inadequate to achieve universal broadband coverage.*

For for-profit incumbent providers, the return on investment often does not make it
cost-effective to build out broadband infrastructure in rural, remote, low-income, and/or
geographically challenging areas. Smaller providers (whether for-profit, nonprofit, public-
private partnerships, or cooperatives), particularly those owned locally, have often been
more willing and likely to take on the challenge of building that infrastructure. Yet significant
upfront costs associated with such infrastructure projects often make them extremely
difficult to finance without some form of public assistance or incentives.

Market forces are but one of the barriers to universal service, complicated by the fact

that “one size fits none” when it comes to the needs of rural communities. Differences in
community governance, language and culture, politics, legacies of historic discrimination,
existing levels of digital readiness, preexisting policies, remoteness and population density,
and different arrangements among levels of government (local, regional, and state) all
contribute to this phenomenon, preventing the government from funding or a provider from
implementing a single approach to deployment.

Helping communities inform the solutions that providers pursue through authentic
community engagement can result in successful adoption and links to economic and social
objectives. In formulating community engagement plans and implementation proposals,
state agencies will have to consider the many variations of communities in their jurisdiction.

Within these diverse contexts, the authors have catalogued a set of interconnected recurring
thematic barriers to meaningful engagement through consultations and collective dialogue
with local officials, rural practitioners, broadband experts, and policymakers (Figure 7). If
neglected, these might result in a local solution that fails to meet the needs of the community
it purports to serve—either through poor design, implementation, or underbuilding.
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FIGURE 7

Barriers to community engagement plans in broadband deployment
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SOURCE: Authors' analysis.

TRUST

Lack of trust is a fundamental barrier to successful community engagement and broadband
deployment.* Many rural communities have deep-seated distrust or skepticism of
government programs, particularly minority communities who have experienced decades of
neglect and disinvestment from the state and federal government.*

In conversation with the authors, stakeholders in rural communities described feeling burned
by previous public programs that were expected to bring broadband service and may have
even funded companies to provide service to their location, only to deliver services that did
not meet community needs.* In addition, communities have perceived the resistance of
some telecom companies to changing the FCC's flawed mapping methodology*® and the
filing of challenges to prevent states from funding competitors in areas where they failed to
provide adequate service*” as prioritizing market interests over community interests.*® Other
localities may have natural resistance to federal intervention and see the requirements that
come with federal resources as an encroachment on their autonomy. All of this increases
skepticism and wariness.

Lack of transparency about negotiations—past and present—and information shared
between state officials and incumbent providers, which often is justified as proprietary,
can impede the building of trust and genuine collaboration. The frustrations regarding the
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faulty methodology of the FCC's prior efforts and lack of transparency of its current efforts
to measure and map service levels have also cast a shadow of skepticism over federal
broadband programs for many communities.*®

LOCAL CAPACITY

Rural communities, especially highly vulnerable ones, are likely to have limited experience
with navigating federal funding opportunities and putting together complex, technical
applications and face more severe fiscal stress than their urban counterparts.*®

Technical expertise, particularly the specialized engineering and project management
needed for broadband proposals, is costly; it can also be difficult for rural communities to
find technical expertise that is not in partnership with providers or seeking to sell proprietary
services.®" These challenges may be exacerbated by technical experts preferring to remain
in urban markets because of efficiencies associated with less distance between potential
engagements.’? While there may be trusted technical assistance providers who provide
services to rural places for little or no cost, they are not operating at the scale to serve all
who would like to engage them.*® Communities that are not successful in getting funding
from their initial applications may not have the financial or human resources to reapply.®*

For communities to have truly meaningful opportunities to engage with providers and state
implementing agencies in the BEAD process, there are capacity needs on both sides. The
community must be empowered and informed to effectively advocate for themselves, and
implementing agencies will need to have the expertise and skills to enable engagement in a
way that meets local communities where they are as they seek to understand and negotiate
their options.

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

Our conversations with exper