Speaker Notes

Wireless Cities, Community Context

Digital Divide Overview

This weeks’ Business week Oct 4th calls The digital divide— a big and thorny issue, a “social issue” as well as a technology/consumer issue.

Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, etc. refer to the Digital Divide as the civil rights issue of the 21st century

Computer Ownership

White, Non-Hispanics and Asian-American households are almost twice as likely to own a computer as African Americans and Hispanics.

Access to the Internet, by Income (2004 report)

61% of Americans have some kind of Internet Access in their homes:

< $15,000=31%

35000-50=62% 

50,000-75= 62%

75,000-+=82%

40% of US residents do not have Internet Access

Broadband users, US Commerce Report:

19% are broadband users/ twice as many in urban areas as opposed to rural areas

Stated Reasons for not having Internet access at home:

41% Don’t need, not interested 

22% Too expensive 

22.5% No computer, inadequate computer 

Three main Factors that affect digital disparity:

1. Technology Literacy, competency

2. Cost of ownership

3. Availability of relevant Content

1.  Technology literacy must be understood in order to address content needs in a “community context”. 
-- influenced by education, workforce/employment history, social networks, somewhat by age, language spoken, literacy level (reading)

2. Cost of ownership: hardware, software and connectivity: 

· computer costs have gone down

· software costs remain static, 

· connectivity costs remain prohibitive for low-income households. 

· Some very low income communities, urban/ rural and especially reservation, lack the basic infrastructure needed (phone lines, fiber, etc. cable and DSL not available…)

· Ability to maintain computers, troubleshoot, remains a barrier (tech literacy)

---Some initiatives that address hardware, software and access costs include:

Hardware: Nicholas Negroponte and Alan Keys designing a 100.00 laptop out of MIT media lab, mostly for use in developing countries. Cost of entry-level desktop systems hovering around $500.00. 

CTCs offer shared resources—good for many reasons, accessible to residents, fostering social networks.

Schools: There does exist funding for in-school technology --- through e-rate and other funders. Low income kids are very connected, relative to their parents.

Software: open source movement seeks to replace expensive commercial software with free and low cost options, such as yesterday’s announcement that Sun and Google are working to integrate Suns’ java software into the Google browser (to accommodate online application sharing for software such as Sun’s Open Office alternative). 

*Broadband connectivity allows for application service providers (ASP’s) that offer network applications, replacing desktop software and the need to maintain, update and trouble shoot those applications. Important for novice users and low income users.

Access: Municipal and community broadband projects, specifically WIFI networks, are being developed to provide low-cost high-speed access in communities, affect on low income/ disenfranchised communities yet to be seen. Promising technology, many digital divide advocates working to promote projects like these…

Citywide networks can utilize economies of scale to offer discounted pricing to low income, digitally disenfranchised residents, schools and non profits,  and small businesses.

3. Content : Availability of online content that is accessible, relative, contextual, and valuable for users. 

Data is from the Children’s Partnership report on content: published in 2000

Contentbank.org

· Lack of local information is the most far-reaching barrier to online activity for low income users

· Literacy barriers: most content is written for an audience that reads at an average of advanced literacy level, yet 22% of Americans do not have functional reading or writing skills.

· Language barriers: 87% of webpages are in English, over 32 million Americans speak a language other than English as their primary language

· Lack of Cultural Diversity; over 26 million Americans are foreign born, yet there is a lack of content that is generated by these communities or organized around their unique cultural needs and practices.

I would add lack of web content that is ADA compliant; accessible to text readers and other assistive technology tools.

How we are addressing this:

Funding for multilingual portal websites has increased, such as the Beehive, content management systems and blogs making publishing more accessible by community authors.

Universal accessibility: IBM accessibility software, free shareware, etc. 

Implications of the persistent Digital Divide

Barriers to Workforce Inclusion, Employment opportunities

Approx. 69% of jobs require technical skills, and computer users earn about 43% more than other workers. (State of MN report)

Online employment listings are replacing traditional help wanted ads in newspapers 

Employers use resume search engines to find candidates, require online applications

Displaced workers from manufacturing need to be retrained in technology tools

Barriers to broader Civic engagement and e-government application

According to a report by Minnesota Planning (2001) about 75% of all transactions between individuals and the government will be electronic soon. 

Online e-democracy projects are less than inclusive, contact with elected officials is going online

Online voting is coming, and voter education is online

Barriers to Education

· Online degree programs among fastest growing areas in higher education

· k-12 schools beginning to integrate Internet reporting for parents, grades, homework, etc.

· school choice and registration systems moving to online environment

· young people expected to have access to computers and the internet to complete assignments

Traditional Digital Divide Efforts focused primarily on hardware, software, Internet access issues. Content is often included in the conversation, but is eclipsed by issues related to access, equipment and infrastructure.

Technology literacy is seldom addressed. Invisible. Can’t understand why some find it so difficult. –

--AOL in the early days: we all have some kind of helper network…
We find it easier to attribute the digital divide to consumer-driven, or “market forces:” 

This recent quote underscores a relative lack of understanding regarding the penetration of internet/computer use in low-income households:
"It's not all the problem [of business]," says Bruce Gordon, head of the NAACP and former telecom veteran. Some of the Digital Divide is self-imposed. A computer and a DSL line don't cost that much anymore. We need to convince more households to buy computers and go online."

60% of low-income households that don’t have Internet access or computers say it is:

  ”too expensive” “not valuable” and they are “not interested”. 

This needs to be analyzed as a result of the existing barriers to technology literacy, not the cause of it… 

It’s not as simple as encouraging low-income families to go out and buy more computers: technology needs to be seen as relevant, needed and valuable. 

You don’t know what you don’t know.
Assessing the technology literacy level of low-income communities is critical – 

New interest in this issue is being driven by:

-understanding and meeting 21st century workforce requirements --the migration from manufacturing to information processing skills

-insuring public safety and security—hurricane Katrina, information systems failed to reach those that needed them most

-providing equitable access to public institutions, such as government and education 

Technology literacy may well be the primary barrier to Internet use, and will require a concerted effort to address. 

Government and education should be at the forefront of tech literacy efforts, but are not. 

Human mitigation is the most important factor in improving technology literacy

Non profits, and especially community technology centers CTCs, are leading these efforts, but without institutional support cannot adequately provide services. (Most are not technology providers per se, but human service agencies that have responded to community demand for computer labs). <Describe CTCs>

CTCs, and libraries try to fill this gap, with little if any funding to support program staff, volunteer mobilization efforts or mentoring programs. 

· VISTA and AmeriCorps projects

· Youth and Intergenerational projects

· Technology Mentors, modeled after the Master Gardener program, U of M extension project?

Wireless Communities

WIFI addresses the access/infrastructure needs, so money for training and technology tools is freed up.

WIFI provides opportunities for more diverse and representative inclusion in e-democracy endeavors, e-government initiatives, etc, so government should support.
WIFI should be deployed ubiquitously across all neighborhoods in a community

Public vs Private debate over ownership is not as critical as who will support low income, novice network users? How? Where will the money come from?

Content Issues relevant to Wireless Communities

Log in screens will become critical information portals, offering community news, public health and safety information, local government and other important and time sensitive public information

As such, sites must address literacy, language and cultural barriers and be designed to meet specific, place-based community needs. (“presence”) 

Web content must have strong community input --from initial design through content development and publishing. Should always favor local over national content, which is readily available.

Community needs to own and create the content where appropriate.

Content should be presented in multimedia formats where possible (use audio) this can help address language barriers in particular communities such as among Hmong seniors and adults.

Content should be accessible on PDA and browser equipped mobile phones, EG for public safety, transportation, weather and school information.

The digital divide is magnified by the advent of wireless communities, since the assumption is that all will be included in-- and have access to-- community information and networks.  

The strongest argument for public support of wireless community networks is digital equity—leveling the playing field around access to information.

For the promise of digital equity to hold true, we need to better address technology literacy at the local level, and ensure that development of online content is responsive, community-driven and culturally contextual.
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