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AN EXPLORATION OF THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

Tucked in almost the exact center of New Mexico, and just Southwest of the state’s capital, is Albuquerque.
The most populous city in New Mexico, Albuquerque is the fourth largest city in the American Southwest.
The area traces its history back centuries to the Tanoan and Keresean people who occupied the mountain
range and surrounding areas for centuries before Europeans arrived on the Eastern shore of North America.
As Spanish explorers travelled westward, La Villa de Albuquerque was founded in 1706 as an outpost for
the kingdom of Santa Fe de Nuevo México. Over the coming centuries, Albuguerque would face many
changes and eventually become a part of the United States and the state of New Mexico.! Presently, the
population of the city is approximately 4.6% American Indian or Alaska Native, a significant figure
compared to the nationwide average of 1.3%.2

Albuquerque is currently a home to technology, science, and innovation. The community houses aerospace
development, manufacturing, electronics, and more. The city is also home to both the University of New
Mexico and Central New Mexico Community College. These industries and opportunities draw many
people to the Albuquerque metropolitan area for work and education, but the area still faces a major digital
divide.? In fact, data from the U.S. Census Bureau indicates that almost 1in 4 residents still lack access to
broadband internet and 12% lack access to a computer in their home. For a community that focuses on
technology and innovation, a significant number of residents still lack the ability to join in this pursuit.*

The American Indian Policy Institute (AIPI) was a primary resource when Next Century Cities
sought out to explore Albuquerque’s digital divide, and this research was a success because of
its generosity. AIPI is a think tank housed at Arizona State University with deep expertise on
broadband access and adoption. Aside from its research and policy expertise, the organization
has consistently elevated the need to expand broadband connectivity for Indigenous populations
across the US.

Next Century Cities' Team spoke with various community and municipal leaders across
Albuquerque’s greater metropolitan area. Research began with the Albuquerque City government,
a Next Century Cities member municipality, to examine previous work carried out by that office.
We also explored work being done by the Albuquerque School District which had to transition
students into digital learning programs as a result of COVID-19. Beyond government activities, our
team explored work being done by nonprofits and other non-governmental organizations in the
region to gather local insights from community leaders.

An important part of this case study assesses the work being done by the community’s urban
Native population. Fortunately, our team was able to speak with leaders in this community to
understand urban Native stories in Mesa.



INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 brought national attention to gaps in broadband access and adoption. It also highlighted the role
that digital literacy and devices play in a community’s readiness for digital opportunities. Meanwhile, city
leaders continue to play a central role in providing residents with the digital access and tools that they

need to get online by developing collaborative, forward-thinking, and inclusive digital solutions.

In Albuquerque, school and local leaders are continuing to battle the ongoing pandemic while ensuring
their community can successfully transition to digital citizenship. New Mexico continues to battle
coronavirus cases. At one point, Bernalillo County, which houses Albuquerque, saw 662 cases of COVID-19
added in seven days.’ Local officials and community leaders are now working to close the digital divide,
reaching out to students who were unprepared for distance learning while battling the worst pandemic of

a lifetime.

Municipal Government's Leadership

on Closing the Digital Divide

In Albuquerque, the Mayor’'s office and the Economic

Development Board have been taking actions to close the
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) Petroglyph Natl. Njon. V& N literacy and digital equity. Under the mayor's leadership,
: 1 |  the City is specifically focused on closing connectivity
gaps within the “next generation” so that residents are
. prepared to participate in Albuquerque’s digital future.
The economic development board hopes that this
program, and a focus on workforce development through

technical skills, will develop “an economy for everyone.”®

Partnering with Comcast

In 2019, the Albuquerque government announced a
partnership with Comcast’s Internet Essentials
program. Through their partnership with the
municipal government, the program provides
digital tools to students in the community while
granting $50,000 to local Albuguerque nonprofits - -
that are working to increase broadband adoption. "
Additionally,  Albuquerque and  surrounding
communities were able to see almost 6,000 new
customers come online as a result of the program,

many of whom are connecting for the first time.’



Albuquerque
Public Schools

As a result of the the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act
passed in March 2020, the Albuquerque Public School System received approximately
$26 million to purchase devites, connectivity solutions, and health safety products.
The public school system is supporting low-income students and Title | schools by
ensuring each school receives the necessary technology and support to successfully
implement a hybrid learning system. Although the New Mexico state legislature moved
to cut the funding provided to the school district, local officials opposed the change.

In a letter to the New Mexico legislature before their June 2020 session, the
Superintendent of Albuquerque pleaded with the governing body to ensure public
schools receive the funding they need.

The school system has worked previously worked on digital inclusion strategies for
students in need. However, as the superintendent underscored, their goals are
increasingly urgent. The public school system hoped to allocate “$11 million for online
learning devices and support” to address needs for the 2020-2021 school year.” This
falls short of what it would take to connect the 1 in 4 households lacking broadband
connectivity. Nonetheless, it would be a significant step for residents in Albuquerque,
by far, the most populous city in New Mexico.



A project of the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque GigaPoP was
designed and launched to deploy more high-bandwidth broadband to
higher education institutions across the state. GigaPoP was largely
designed to create new jobs, stimulate economic growth, and improve
educational outcomes. The program focuses on partnerships with colleges
and universities, but also created a special partnership with Albuquerque
Public Schools where all students are encouraged to take a dual credit or
distance learning course with a nearby higher education institution." This
program not only introduces students to college-level education, but
provides an opportunity for all students to participate remotely. However,
the digital divide that GigaPoP was designed to help address is the very
reason why many residents in greatest need of digital opportunities are
unable to benefit.

Aside from connecting students with educational opportunities, GigaPoP
also works to connect city and school services, educators, and parents so
that all stakeholders can have access to data and information. Together,
this network of participants and supporters are ensuring that all corners
of Albuquerque, and New Mexico at large, are capable of receiving the
best, fastest, and most accurate information possible in the digital age™®
Still, digital literacy and access to devices are ongoing obstacles to
adoption.



In 2020, the Albuquerque municipal government
announced a partnership with Cultivating Coders, a
national nonprofit that focuses on teaching digital
and STEM skills to students in youth. This
organization provides a unique approach to closing
the divide in Albuquerque by traveling to those
users who need it the most. Often, resources of
this type are provided in city centers or to select,
small communities. Instead, Cultivating Coders and
municipal officials locate historically underserved
and unserved communities, and bring innovative
solutions directly to them. Their goal in
Albuquerque is clear:
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The collaboration between the City of Albuquerque and Cultivating Coders creates
pathways for hard to reach communities to obtain access to digital opportunities and,
importantly, participate in highly trained workforce. The COVID-19 pandemic also
revealed that many businesses and employees had to transition online on a
condensed timeline. Without the requisite investments in digital infrastructure and
training, many Albuquerque business owners and residents are simply unable to

adapt.™

The Cultivating Coders program is only a temporary solution. It must be supported by
a continued investment in community anchor institutions. COVID-19 emergency funding
and other government programs, such as E-Rate, could provide critical resources.



Centtens and finchon Jnsltititions

At the federal level, the E-rate program, in conjunction with state
level subsidy programs, could make information services more
affordable for schools and libraries in cities across New Mexico,
including Albuquerque. It is a Universal Services Fund program
which allows eligible schools and libraries to access funding for
telecommunications services, and internet access, as well as
- internal connections, managed internal broadband services, and
basic maintenance of internal connections.® These services are
intended to complement the state and local government efforts to
bring internet access and increased capacity to schools and
libraries. In light of remote learning mandates, public interest
advocates have urged the FCC to expand the definition of
classroom to provide support for hot spots and other devices
while schools and libraries have reduced capacity.

Congress is also considering funding opportunities that

could help cities like Albugquerque to expand broadband o
access and adoption. For examples, under the - N
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act
(CARES Act), state libraries can use funds to expand
digital network access, purchase internet accessible
devices, and provide technical support services to their
communities. ® Additionally, the proposed Health and
Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act
(HEROS Act) that passed the House of Representatives in
May 2020, which has yet to be codified into law, could
provide 15 billion additional dollars for schools and
libraries to prevent, prepare for, and respond to the
COVID-19 pandemic.”? This money would have to be
related to COVID-19 prevention, preparation, and
response efforts. However, this will likely include the
purchase of internet capable devices, internet service,
and other digital services.




Equipping Urban Native
Communities for Future Success

In the wake of COVID-19, the Federal Communications Commission made spectrum available in the
25 GHz band to expand broadband in Native American and other Indigenous communities™
Spectrum supports wireless broadband solutions, providing options to upgrade existing wireless
network capabilities. It is useful for both mobile coverage and fixed point-to-point uses, and is
currently used to provide broadband service by legacy educational licensees and commercial

providers that lease the spectrum.™

Native American communities have faced obstacles in being able to use spectrum available in
Tribal areas. To prioritize access for rural tribal communities, the Commission opened up a Rural
Tribal Priority Window from February to September 2020 for any federally recognized Tribe or
Alaska Native Village may apply for spectrum.?® New spectrum could help, but will not eliminate
the stark digital divide that exists within Tribal communities. Currently many children that live on
Tribal lands and attend New Mexico public schools, including in Albuquerque, rely on the Wi-Fi
provided by the school system. However, when they return home they are subject to decreased

connection capacity if they have any access at all.
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SHUCCESS
/n Albuguerque

Across New Mexico, school districts and local governments are
adapting to a new normal by supporting students and young adults
preparing to enter the workforce. While officials have been working to
close the digital divide for years, additional funding from the CARES
Act and state resources are allowing Albuquerque officials to pursue
innovative solutions that can close the divide with greater efficiency.

These goals are not being achieved strictly through the government’s
work. Instead, municipal leaders identified key community partners
who are experts at equipping residents with both technology and
digital resources.

Albuquerque GigaPoP is an example of the local-level partnerships
that provide necessary infrastructure and network support, the
bedrock of a connected community. As these partnerships become
available, Cultivating Coders, Albuquerque Public Schools, and other
community partners are stepping in to complete the mission.The 2020-
2021 school year will be pivotal for Albuquerque officials to measure
progress on digital inclusion, ensuring that students do not fall behind,
and preparing their local economy for both recovery and the future.

Cities nationwide are working to expand broadband access and
increase broadband adoption. In Albuguerque, like the others, there is
no single step that can be taken to fully close the digital divide. Local
government officials, public interest groups, and private stakeholders
are working to meet residents where they are, developing solutions
with, not only for, those with the greatest connectivity needs.
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