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Connection through Communication

Imagine world without the Internet

Introduction
 The COVID-19 pandemic created a near instantaneous need to pivot to technology for
health, behavioral health, education, and commerce driven through high speed,
broadband internet services.
 Starting March 2020 and continuing to persist, the US found serious gaps in access to the
Internet, which thwarted access to a myriad of resources and opportunities.
 Those most impacted reside in rural and remote communities where broadband
technology is often limited, or doesn’t exist at all.
 In response, rural communities scrabbled to piece together solutions to maintain
educational services, access to health and behavioral health services, maintain social
connectedness, and engage in commerce.
 Now over two years later, many in the US continue to lack access to adequate access to
high speed internet services.

Quick Facts
 2022 US rural population: 46 million (14% of total population)
 Approximately 97% of US land base is defined as rural (3% urban)
 702 US counties are 100% rural (out of 3,006 total)
 2019 poverty data shows that rural experiences higher rates of poverty (15.9%)
compared to urban (11.9%)
 Currently, over 27.5 million Americans (22%) lack home internet service
 An additional 265,000 have access to dial-up only service
 Lowest rates of rural internet access are found in Western and Southern States with
high rural populations (e.g., MS, AR, AL, OK, NM).
 A high correlation exists between rural location and access to high-speed internet

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/102576/eib230.pdf?v=4409#:~:text=The%2046%20million%20U.S.%20residents,percent%20of%20the%20U.S.%20population.

Rural Poverty

Rural Access to Internet/Broadband

Where we are right now…
https://broadbandnow.com/national-broadband-map

Why this matters
 In mid-2019, >90% of people living in the United States had the moderate-speed or
high-speed broadband internet service (measured by census block).
 However, only 72% of rural residents overall and 63% of rural persistent poverty counties
had moderate- or high-speed broadband available.
 Rural counties with high internet availability clustered in the upper Great Plains and
eastern Mountain States, and scattered throughout the eastern half of the United
States.
 Among persistently poor counties, high internet availability was clustered in and
around eastern Kentucky and southern Texas.
 Conversely, rural counties located in the lower Great Plains and western Mountain
States, and persistently poor counties in the Deep South and Southwest, had low
internet availability.
 The modern knowledge economy cannot operate without adequate broadband
access.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/102576

The Digital Divide isn’t really Improving
Implications and negative consequences associated with lack of rural broadband access
abound.
 The Digital Divide between rural and urban America isn’t really improving.
 American Rescue Plan Act and the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act along with other plans and
initiatives appropriated federal and state dollars to address problem, but too often, the end product lacks
sufficient positive outcomes.
 Access to cellular-based and/or fiber optic networks has increased, but often continue to meet highspeed system demands.

 As society becomes more dependent on high-speed internet, large populations are being left
behind.
 Those most likely left behind live in poorer, more isolated regions of the US. This hampers access
to a wide variety of services: Health, behavioral health, education, commerce, employment,
etc opportunities.
 Mackie (2015) argued that without federal intervention, the Digital Divide would continue to
deepen. Sorry to have right about that.
Saying and thinking rural internet access is improving doesn’t make it so.
Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/06/17/student-internet-access-rural/

Why does this problem persist?

The infrastructure of broadband technology was largely built on a commercial, for-profit model of
development.
While public entities have allocated funds to encourage enhanced internet access, these publicprivate partnerships have failed to create par-value technological access to all citizens.
Instillation of rural high-speed broadband infrastructure remains highly dependent on public dollars.
Result = The Digital Divide

Rural communities need a better solution
Let’s talk social welfare policy
 The 1936 Rural Electrification Act was created by FDR as an Executive Order to address
the discrepancies of access to electricity across the United States.
 As a part of the New Deal, the REA recognized the disparity between rural and urban access
to electricity, which was then considered a basic need across society.
 Access to electricity was considered economically infeasible to rural areas without
government subsidy and assistance.
 Early 1930s: Approximately 3% of farms and rural residences had access to electricity. By 1959,
this number increased to over 90%.
 Over time telephone services were added, allowing for further connectedness to rural and
isolated geographic regions.
 Several Amendments have been passed since the initial legislation, but none since 2014.
The REA serves as a template and example of how legislation
successfully avoided the first technological divide.

Moving Forward
 To move forward, we need a federal response and “new” Rural Electrification Act-styled
set of policies.
 Teach about and incorporate into research the importance of addressing the rural
digital divide.
 Acknowledge the serious and negative consequences associated with the rural digital
divide with special emphases on marginalized and vulnerable populations.
 Advocate for state and federal public policy focused on inclusion and make
connections between ADEI and access to Internet and technology.
 Currently, the Biden-Harris administration is providing $401 million to further develop high-speed
internet in rural areas, connecting an additional 31,000 individuals and business in Alaska,
Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, Nevada, North Dakota
and Texas.
 While important, this remains an inadequate response to a broad, national problem.

Now more than ever, the US must focus on expanding Internet access to all people to allow
for greater inclusion and reduce separation and isolation.
Thank you for attending this presentation
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