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A C A D E M I C  P R E - C O N F E R E N C E
J U L Y  2 0 ,  2 0 2 1  @  1 1 : O O  A . M .  E D T  

11:00 A.M. | Welcome

11:05 A.M. | Mike Conlow, Blue State Digital 

11:25 A.M.  | Darrah Blackwater, Indigenous Law and Policy Fellow

11:45 A.M. | Colin Rhinesmith, Ph.D., Simmons University 

12:05 P.M. | Brian Whitacre, Ph.D., Oklahoma State University

12:25 P.M. | Dominique Harrison, Ph.D., The Joint Center for 
  Political and Economic Studies 

12:45 P.M. | Open Discussion 
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MIKE CONLOW
Blue State Digital

@blackwatersoul

DARRAH BLACKWATER
University of Arizona

@crhinesmith

COLIN RHINESMITH, PH.D.
Simmons University 

BRIAN WHITACRE, PH.D.
Oklahoma State University

@jointcenter

DOMINIQUE HARRISON, PH.D.
Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies
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C O N F E R E N C E  A G E N D A
J U L Y  2 1 ,  2 0 2 1  @  1 2 : O O  P . M .  E D T  

12:00 P.M. | Introduction to Next Century Cities

12:15 P.M. | Keynote Address
Councilor Jonathan Paz, City of Waltham 

12:45 P.M. | Using Advocacy, Community Partnerships and Storytelling to Change 
Connectivity Outcomes in Texas
Kelty Garbee, Ph.D., Texas Rural Funders; Kassandra Huhn, Borderplex Alliance;
and Lonnie Hunt, Deep East Texas Council of Governments

1:30 P.M. | A Case Study in What Broadband Advocacy in Ohio Means for Other States
Corian Zacher, Next Century Cities; Commissioner Debbie Lieberman, Montgomery
County; and Ernie Staten, Director of Public Service, City of Fairlawn

2:05 P.M. | Community Insights on Successful Public Private Partnerships
Brittany-Rae Gregory, Next Century Cities and Joshua Edmonds, Digital Inclusion
Director, City of Detroit

2:30 P.M. | What We Learned from COVID Must Be Used to Inform Universal Broadband Strategies
Lukas Pietrzak, Next Century Cities; Mayor Mary Casillas Salas, City of Chula
Vista; and Gary Larrowe, City Administrator, Boutetort County 

3:15 P.M. | Building Sustainable Post-Pandemic Digital Inclusion and Equity Solutions 
Khotan Harmon, Digital Inclusion Fellow, City of Austin 

3:40 P.M. | Funding Opportunities for Communities on the Wrong Side of the Digital Divide 
Ryan Johnston, Next Century Cities and Gilbert Resendez, National
Telecommunications and Information Administration 

4:05 P.M. | Empowering Communities to Be Able to Create Their Own Broadband Enabled Solutions 
Dr. Ian Her Many Horses, University of Colorado at Boulder

4:10 P.M. | Remarks from Mayor Brandon Scott, City of Baltimore

4:15 P.M. | What Would Ubiquitous Broadband Connectivity Enable?
Medvis Jackson, Next Century Cities; Darrah Blackwater, Indigenous Law & Policy
Fellow; Aaron Brumley, Lawrence Public Library; Tia Price, Baltimore Digital
Equity Coalition; and Chris Wood, LGBT Tech 

5:00 P.M. | Conclusion 
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Jonathan Paz is Waltham's Ward 9 City Councilor. Boston-born
and Waltham raised, Paz unseated a 30-year incumbent by
running a grassroots campaign that prioritized working
families. In his first terms, Paz has proposed ambitious
ordinances to provide tenant protections, realistic
affordable housing, and tree protection measures.

Paz is an experienced union representative having worked at
both public and private sector unions. He's worked with SEIU
Local 888 and most recently, SEIU CIR where he supported
medical residents and fellows at Boston Medical Center and
Cambridge Hospital throughout the pandemic.

In his spare time, Paz dedicates himself to advocacy, salsa
dancing, bachata, and chess. He’s excited to give back to
the city that gave so much to him. 

     @PazForWaltham 

JONATHAN PAZ
CITY COUNCILOR, WARD 9

WALTHAM, MASSACHUSSETTS 
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USING ADVOCACY, COMMUNITY
PARTNERSHIPS AND STORYTELLING TO

CHANGE CONNECTIVITY OUTCOMES IN TEXAS

After being only one of six states in the nation without a broadband plan, the
Texas legislature unanimously passed House Bill 5, which creates a statewide
broadband office and plan. This important legislation will enable urban and
rural communities to address broadband access, adoption, and use. In this
conversation Texas civic leaders will share their successes, challenges, and
what comes next for their communities.

Kelty Garbee, Ph.D.
Texas Rural Funders

@TXRuralFunders

Garbee is Executive Director of Texas
Rural Funders, a philanthropic
coalition that works with rural
communities to develop and implement
solutions to their unique needs.
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Kassandra Huhn
Borderplex Alliance

@TheBorderplex

Huhn is vice president of workforce development and
analytics at The Borderplex Alliance. Her work
focuses on providing economic research and data
analysis to organizations interested in conducting
business in the Borderplex region. She is also
involved in efforts related to early childhood
education, career and technical education, and
digital inclusion.

Lonnie Hunt
Deep East Texas Council of Governments 
@LonnieHunt

In June 2016, Hunt was named Executive Director of
DETCOG - the Deep East Texas Council of
Governments. DETCOG, a political subdivision of the
State of Texas, is a voluntary association of
cities, counties, schools and other special
districts in a 12-county region.



A CASE STUDY IN WHAT BROADBAND ADVOCACY 
IN OHIO MEANS FOR OTHER STATES

 

Corian Zacher
Next Century Cities

Ohio’s digital divide is vast. At least a million Ohioans lack a home
broadband subscription, and over 236,026 households do not have the
option to subscribe to an Internet service that meets minimum broadband
speeds. Communities across the state are taking innovative and
collaborative approaches to ensure that the residents and businesses in
their communities have the service they need to thrive in a post-
pandemic society. 

Corian Zacher’s portfolio focuses on supporting
and elevating the many local and state leaders
who work tirelessly to expand broadband access
and adoption in their communities. Corian
creates resources for NCC's members, tracks
state and local broadband policy initiatives,
and collaborates with local leaders, identifying
and elevating policy barriers and opportunities.

@corianzac

Debbie Lieberman
Montgomery County Ohio
@DebbieLieberman

Lieberman was elected to the Montgomery
County Commission in 2004 and is
currently in her fifth term. She co-
chairs with U.S. Judge Walter Rice, the
Montgomery County Reentry Council.
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Ernie Staten 
The City of Fairlawn Ohio
Ernie Staten, Director of Public Service, has
been working in local government for more than
twenty five years at the City of Fairlawn
located in Northeastern Ohio. He is responsible
for the City’s infrastructure; including but not
exclusively, it’s engineering, design,
construction and maintenance.
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COMMUNITY INSIGHTS ON 
SUCCESSFUL PUBLIC PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS

 

Brittany-Rae Gregory
Next Century Cities

Each city, town, and county has its share of factors that contribute to
the digital divide present among residents. Leaders and advocates in
Detroit recognized that addressing the digital inequities among
Detroiters would require commitment from both the public and private
sectors. Joshua Edmonds, Director of Digital Inclusion for the City of
Detroit, joins NCC to discuss how stakeholders are cultivating public-
private partnerships to tackle the city's digital divide head on. 

Brittany-Rae is a communications expert with a
passion for using storytelling, research, and
advocacy to address issues plaguing urban
communities. As Communications Director,
Brittany-Rae manages external communications and
provides support for member programming, she
also works to keep NCC members and supporters
abreast of developments in the broadband
landscape. 

Joshua Edmonds
City of Detroit
@JoshEdmonds216

Joshua Edmonds is the Director of Digital
Inclusion for the City of Detroit. In his
role, Joshua is responsible for creating a
sustainable digital inclusion strategy to
help bridge Detroit’s vast digital divide.
Joshua’s work intersects with public policy,
telecommunications and community engagement. 
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WHAT WE LEARNED FROM COVID MUST BE USED TO 
INFORM UNIVERSAL BROADBAND STRATEGIES

 

Mary Casillas Salas
Mayor of Chula Vista, California

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, municipal governments of all sizes were
forced to rapidly adjust to a system of virtual governance and ensure, above
all else, a continuity of services for all residents. Connecting residents
with affordable and reliable broadband connections was a top priority, a task
poses ongoing challenges. This panel will explore how communities worked to
bring connectivity within reach for residents in need and best practices that
can be used to inform broadband programs in other municipalities going
forward. 

Mayor Mary Casillas Salas was elected to the
City Council in 1996 and re-elected in 2000. In
2004, she served as the first Latina Sweetwater
Authority Director. In 2006, she was elected to
the California State Assembly and served until
2010. She returned to the City Council in 2012
and in 2014, she made history as the first
elected Latina mayor in the County of San Diego. 

Gary Larrowe
County Administrator of Botetourt County, Virginia
Larrowe has been Botetourt County Administrator
for five years, where his work with community
partners revitalized economic opportunities.
During the pandemic, his leadership enabled
broadband partnerships, and the County leveraged
CARES Act and state funding to support deployment
in furtherance of their goal to reach 100%
countywide connectivity. He previously worked for
Carroll County, where he served as County
Administrator since 2005. 
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@MayorMarySalas
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Lukas Pietrzak
Next Century Cities

Lukas manages member relations, external
partnerships, and campaigns for Next Century
Cities. Lukas also provides subject matter
expertise on digital redlining, community
broadband networks, and civic engagement. 

@Ltpietrzak



Khotan Harmon is the 2021 Leadership Austin Digital
Inclusion Fellow at the City of Austin. Her program,
Leadership Austin, is a great example of a public-private
partnership that is expanding digital opportunities while
building community engagement.

Khotan is working on a multi-sector tactical and
strategic effort to build an equitable and long-term
approach to solving the connectivity piece of the digital
divide in Austin. The goal is to ensure reliable
affordable broadband for all. She is also the Founder and
CEO of Conscious Leadership Alliance LLC, a consulting
practice focused on social entrepreneurship and community
solutions. 

This session features insights from a former non-profit
executive now leadership fellow, who is using her
expertise to develop broadband adoption strategies for
historically hard-to-reach populations.

BUILDING SUSTAINABLE POST-PANDEMIC
DIGITAL INCLUSION AND EQUITY SOLUTIONS

 
KHOTAN HARMON
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http://leadershipaustin.org/programs/


FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR COMMUNITIES 
ON THE WRONG SIDE OF THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

 

Ryan Johnston
Next Century Cities

This discussion will highlight the work that the NTIA has done to
centralize and distribute information related to broadband
funding opportunities. Gilbert Resendez, a BroadbandUSA program
specialist, we will give municipal leaders direction on where to
find state and federal funding opportunities and ways that the
agency can help them build connections with broadband leaders in
their states. 

Ryan is responsible for NCC’s federal policy
portfolio, building and maintaining relationships
with Federal Communications Commission officials,
members of Congress and staff, and public interest
allies. Working with various federal agencies, Ryan
submits filings on behalf of NCC members on
technology and telecommunications related issues
that impact the digital divide such as broadband
data mapping, benchmark speeds, broadband
affordability, spectrum policy, content moderation,
privacy, and others. 

Gilbert Resendez
National Telecommunications and Information Administration

Resendez joined the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration in July 2019 as a broadband
program specialist with the BroadbandUSA program after
completing his Master of Science in Public Policy &
Management at Carnegie Mellon University’s Heinz
College of Information Systems and Public Policy. At
Carnegie Mellon, he specialized his studies in
technology and information policy. Mr. Resendez works
on BroadbandUSA’s broadband infrastructure team
coordinating partnerships and outreach with state and
local governments on broadband programs and policy
issues.
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Brandon M. Scott is the 52nd Mayor of Baltimore, Maryland. He is
working to end gun violence, restore the public’s trust in
government, and change Baltimore for the better. Expanding broadband
access and increasing adoption is also one of his top priorities. 

Mayor Scott hired Baltimore's first Director of Broadband and
Digital Equity, the City’s primary representative for coordination
with internal and external stakeholders. Collaborating with
community advocates, philanthropy, and academic partners, Mayor
Scott continues to champion efforts to bridge Baltimore’s digital
divide.

Before being elected as mayor, in May 2019, Scott was unanimously
elected President of the Baltimore City Council by his colleagues.
As Council President, Scott developed and released the first-ever
City Council President legislative agenda, focused on building
safer, stronger communities, cleaning up city government, investing
in Baltimore’s young people, and centering equity. 

MAYOR BRANDON SCOTT
 

CITY OF BALTIMORE
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WHAT WOULD UBIQUITOUS 
BROADBAND CONNECTIVITY ENABLE?

 

Medvis Jackson
Next Century Cities

Being able to connect every resident in every community is entirely
possible. It will require support from public and private stakeholders,
philanthropic partners, and community leaders and a shared
understanding of what widespread connectivity could enable. Aside from
broadband being essential for work, education, banking, health care,
and government services, it has become an indispensable tool for
addressing poverty, aging in place, boosting participation in our
democracy and more. In this session, community leaders will reflect on
how ubiquitous broadband could help improve quality of life metrics in
their communities.  

Medvis Jackson is uncovering stories that
highlight the impact of high-speed internet
access in American cities. He is a social
capital expert who specializes in connecting
individual community members with critical
resources. 

Aaron Brumley
Lawrence Public Library
Aaron Brumley has worked with technology
at the Lawrence Public Library of
Lawrence, KS for the past 10 years. He
has managed the IT department since 2016
and until recently has also supervised a
public service department dedicated to
serving community technology needs.
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@MedvisJackson
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WHAT WOULD UBIQUITOUS 
BROADBAND CONNECTIVITY ENABLE?

Tia Price
Baltimore Digital Equity Coalition

Tia Price (she/hers) is a mixed-race, Black,
queer non-profit leader. Currently, she is the
Baltimore Digital Equity Coalition (BDEC)
Director, where she brings individuals and
organizations together to advance digital equity
and bridge the digital divide.

Chris Wood
LGBT Tech

In 2012, Mr. Wood co-founded the LGBT Technology
Partnership which focuses on advocacy for LGBT
individuals and communities as it relates to
technology and the policies that govern it. 

In 2017, Mr. Wood was appointed to the Federal
Communications Commission's Advisory Committee on
Diversity and Digital Empowerment for a two year term.

1 4

@BaltimoreDEC

@cw_lgbttech
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Darrah Blackwater
University of Arizona
Darrah Blackwater is from Farmington, NM and is a
citizen of the Navajo Nation. She is a 2020 graduate
of the University of Arizona, where she earned her
law degree studying Indigenous law and
telecommunications law. She has assisted in building
multiple community networks in Indigenous
communities, and her scholarship focuses on spectrum
sovereignty, Native Nations’ inherent rights to
electromagnetic spectrum, a natural resource. In 2020
she hiked the Colorado Trail, 486 miles through Ute
homelands to raise awareness about the digital divide
in Indigenous communities. Darrah is an advocate and
a creative, and can be seen in the upcoming
Indigenous-led TV series, Reservation Dogs.



N E X T  C E N T U R Y  C I T I E S

1835 7th Street NW #261 
Washington, DC 20001

 
For more information,

email us at:
info@nextcenturycities.org

Francella Ochillo
Next Century Cities
@FranOchillo

Thank you for attending our first
virtual conference. The topics covered
and communities featured in our two-day
discussion are only a few examples of
those we have encountered over the last
year.

Particularly during the COVID pandemic,
local leaders reached out to Next
Century Cities for advice, oftentimes
asking us to weigh in on broadband
policy proceedings. Others needed help
finding resources for broadband
programming or developing a holistic
approach to deep-rooted digital
divides. We listen. We study. We show
up wherever our members need
assistance. 

The only reason that we have been able
to respond to so many calls for help is
because of four luminaries who elevate
Next Century Cities’ work on a daily
basis. Lukas, Ryan, Brittany-Rae, and
Corian, thank you for your
determination and grace. This
conference and the extraordinary body
of work that we have created together
is a reflection of each of you. 

To our sponsors, supporters, and
organizational allies, we could not
have expanded our footprint without
you. Thank you for being a part of our
vill age.
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