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City-owned 
Internet, like Fort 
Collins, Colo.’s, is 
one approach to 
getting everyone 
connected.
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By Noelle Knell  /  EditorPOINT OF VIEW

on connecting their constituents are 
those offi  ces at the state level charged 
with administering the fl ood of fund-
ing fl owing from Washington, D.C. 

Infrastructure 
Every state might not yet have a 

broadband offi  ce, but those states 
that lack them are quickly working to 
establish them. Simply (if repetitively) 
stated, states need the infrastructure 
to build the broadband infrastructure. 
Our feature Bringing Up Broadband 
(p. 30) checks in with several state-
level leaders who outline the enormity 
of their task over the next few years.  

It’s a good problem to have, unprec-
edented resources, but these are offi  ces 
that have operated on a shoestring 
and will need to scale up dramatically 
as well as take on vast new responsi-
bilities. And that’s in the states that 
had broadband offi  ces to begin with. 

One interviewee made a hypotheti-
cal comparison to a state department of 
transportation — an organization accus-
tomed to receiving big infrastructure 
investments from the federal govern-
ment. For broadband though, there’s 
no historical equivalent to the coming 
infl ux: “There is no broadband depart-
ment in any state that has a comparable 
experience taking large checks from the 
federal government and deploying that 
money to build a broadband network.” 

Program offi  cials across the nation 
are right now laying the groundwork 
for when the funds — that some believe 
could nearly wipe out the digital divide 
— hit their accounts. It’s a complex 
process we’ll be watching closely.  

It’s been a banner couple of years for 
broadband. And maybe once all the 
new federal investment has been put 

to use, it will have been a banner decade. 
Luckily for us at Government Technology 
(and our parent company, e.Republic), 
there will be plenty of issues to con-
sider, approaches to evaluate and best 
practices to share. At this point in early 
2022, we focused on three aspects of our 
collective desire to get everyone con-
nected: maps, equity and infrastructure. 
In fact, they’re all inextricably linked.  

Maps 
A successful eff ort to blanket the coun-

try in Internet requires good data. As we 
hear so often from staff  doing the work 
of government in the trenches, without 
accurate data, your chances for a success-
ful program are greatly diminished if not 
wiped out entirely. This tedious work of 
data collection, standardization and vali-
dation takes longer than most outside the 
practice think it will. Just ask the Federal 
Communications Commission, which is 
somewhere in the process of updating 
old broadband coverage maps right now.  

In the meantime, many communities 
have taken it upon themselves to gather 
more detailed connectivity data — either 
from local providers, residents directly 
or both. In Make Me a Map (p. 22), we 
go deep with two cities and two states 
on their work to get a better handle on 
where current Internet options don’t 
adequately serve their residents. These 
involve varying levels of collaboration 
with community groups and with 
existing providers, whose data make 
up the FCC’s latest published maps.  

The Broadband Trifecta

One interesting takeaway off ered by 
Grace Simrall, chief of civic innovation 
and technology in Louisville, Ky., is that 
the data they gather can still be useful 
even if it’s not perfect. Offi  cials have 
found that connectivity gaps “directly 
mirror our social divide gaps,” Simrall 
said, adding that “there’s value in being 
able to map that and demonstrate that.” 

Simrall’s point leads to our next
 feature on digital equity. 

Digital Equity 
Our cover story by Associate 

Editor Zack Quaintance, The Last 
Mile for Digital Equity (p. 14), is 
a look at the work being done to 
supplement the physical connectivity 
in unconnected or underserved 
neighborhoods. It’s the practice 
that’s focused on equipping people 
with the digital devices and skills 
required in modern society. And while 
these eff orts predated the pandemic, 
work and school at home en masse 
heightened its urgency to people in 
a position to do something about it.  

As a result, many policymakers 
now see ensuring digital equity as 
part of their responsibility to their 
constituents. And funding is start-
ing to materialize too — to engage 
new partners and invest in fostering 
relationships with existing grass-
roots groups that have strong ties to 
underserved populations. In many 
cases, these groups are already 
working to connect residents with 
other community resources. 

And one partner of paramount 
importance to local offi  cials working 
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The number of authorized products 
added to the FedRAMP marketplace 

since it began in 2011.

The value of a new investment 
round raised by government 

budget management software 
company ClearGov in January.

tech/bytes 

The amount General Motors 
plans to invest in electric vehicle 

manufacturing in Michigan.
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40
The number of households that 
have enrolled in Internet service 
via a digital opportunity zone in 

Yonkers, N.Y., since it launched in 
October 2021.

Shuttling to the Bus 

WHO SAYS?
“States are really starting to put a big focus on privacy the same way 

that they were putting a focus on cybersecurity a decade ago.”

govtech.com/quotemarch2022

Three microtransit pilots in Austin, Texas, looked at 

the effi  cacy of small electric shuttles to serve fi rst- and 

last-mile public transportation needs with minimal 

traffi  c and air quality impact. Results of a study by the 

nonprofi t Pecan Street, in partnership with Capital 

Metro, found the shuttles to be eff ective — most shuttle 

trips replaced personal vehicle trips — but cautioned 

that medium or large EVs might be more appropriate 

depending on the needs of each community. 

Biz Beat 

LOCKING DOWN ELECTIONS 

NEOGOV, a California-based company that sells HR and payroll software to governments, 

has acquired three public safety companies — PlanIt Schedule, Agency360 and CueHit — 

as part of a plan to expand its product line for law enforcement. The move comes just after 

an infusion of private equity capital, and NEOGOV’s CEO reports the company’s business 

increased by 30 percent in 2021. 

A congressional hearing 
convened in mid-January 
examined the nation’s growing 
election security needs ahead 
of the 2022 midterms, and 
experts testifi ed that state 
and local elections offi  cials 
can only get so far without 
federal support. While there’s 
no single answer to fi ghting 

threats, recommendations 
included restricting federal 
elections procurement to 
only vendors meeting certain 
standards; restructuring funding 
so jurisdictions pay for the 
expenses relevant to their level 
of government; and doing more 
to protect election workers from 
interference. 

MOST READ STORIES ONLINE:
Jessica Tisch Out as New York City CIO, 

to Take on New Role 

Five Parts of the Infrastructure Bill You 

Might Have Missed 

Gov Tech Market Gains Steam, Breaks 

Records in 2021 

NYC Tech Offi  cer to Depart, NYPD 

Deputy IT Chief to Take Over 

New York City Mayor Eric Adams 

Consolidates Tech Agencies 

Bernalillo County, N.M., Systems 

Disrupted by Cyber Attack
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By Stephen GoldsmithBECOMING DATA SMART 

www.govtech.com  //  March 2022         7      

Now Hiring

When communities look to 
grow jobs, income and 
wealth, data isn’t the fi rst 

place they usually turn. However, Bir-
mingham, Ala., Mayor Randall Woodfi n 
and the city’s business community did 
exactly that when they came together 
to jump-start the local economy by 
developing homegrown talent.  

Birmingham provides an important 
example for other cities, especially 
through the Bold Goals Coalition of 
Central Alabama’s Workforce Action 
Network, a group of over 200 regional 
organizations that tackled economic 
and employment issues by starting 
with a foundation of data analysis. Its 
report, Building (it) Together: A Frame-
work for Aligning Education and Jobs 
in Greater Birmingham, came after city 
leaders noticed the economy lacked 
expansion in “traded industries,” or 
local products and services that bring 
dollars in from outside the region. 

The analysis surfaced issues related 
to the alignment of relevant degrees 
and training with economic devel-
opment aspirations. They needed to 
improve the confi guration and number 
of two- and four-year degree options 
to power the desired expansion of the 

local economy. Local col-
leges and job trainers were 
not consistently respond-
ing to employer needs, 
and training for some 
critical jobs in local indus-
tries was undersupplied.  

In research for my 
new book, Growing Fairly, 
co-authored with former 
nonprofi t executive Kate 

Coleman, we looked at how leaders in 
cities developed platforms and utilized 
data to advance economic mobility. All 
too often, well-intentioned eff orts to 
increase economic mobility fl ounder 
due to the lack of an effi  cient and 
easy-to-understand data platform that 
furthers insights and collaboration 
among regional stakeholders. A data 
platform and ongoing analyses provide 
the basic building blocks of a system 
that identifi es the skills needed to 
grow jobs in key regional industries, 
including upskilling current workers 
and encouraging prospective ones. For 
Mayor Woodfi n this meant identifying 
skill gaps (and underutilized skills) 
in the local workforce. The business 
community also promoted the need 
to graduate and retain more students 
in relevant areas from the University 
of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB). 

Birmingham illustrates several impor-
tant principles concerning how data and 
technology innovations can drive value, 
starting with eff ective leadership to 
ensure that a collaborative eff ort uses the 
data to power true change. In conjunc-
tion with Woodfi n’s then-adviser Josh 
Carpenter, formerly assistant professor 
of economics at UAB, the city and its 
nonprofi t and economic development 
partners shared data and analyses.  

The initial commissioned report 
drove attention to the problem and 
possible solutions. In this case, the 
data showed what skills were needed 
and what training was under- or over-
supplied. Mayor Woodfi n utilized the 
report to catalyze community action.  

The data clarifi ed the city’s 
competitive position and powered 

important initiatives such as the Bir-
mingham Promise, which provides 
scholarships to students pursuing 
degrees in areas targeted for competi-
tive growth. The city also fashioned 
economic development initiatives 
and university/city partnerships 
around the analyses. The Birming-
ham Promise has served more than 
1,000 Birmingham City Schools 
students since launching in 2019. 

Around the country, new tech-
nological approaches are improving 
workforce results. The best platforms 
use machine learning to read job and 
resume postings to understand where 
skill gaps exist and identify employ-
ment opportunities. The drive for 
economic mobility must also provide 
easy access to critical information 
for learners and consumers. Work-
ers making career decisions need to 
be able to connect job opportuni-
ties with training and education that 
produces a return on investment. In 
Colorado, the OnwardCO initiative 
made it easier for prospective learners 
by simplifying and consolidating job 
data. The site also connects residents 
with necessary wraparound services 
like child care, mental health care 
and other crucial social supports.  

A well-functioning labor market 
must be able to provide aff ordable, 
eff ective training that can easily 
be verifi ed by an employer looking 
to hire on skills not degrees. Local 
eff orts are more likely to succeed 
when they start as Birmingham did, 
with a data-informed understand-
ing of local conditions and a plan for 
equitable growth and education.  

A data-driven look at improving economic mobility in Birmingham, Ala. 

Stephen Goldsmith 
is a professor at 

Harvard Kennedy 

School and director 

of the Innovations in 

Government Program 

and Data-Smart City 

Solutions. The former 

mayor of Indianapolis, 

his latest book is 

The Responsive City: 

Engaging Communi-

ties through Data-

Smart Governance.
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A
modern call center is helping Alaska 
  transform the service experience for 
    residents, improve operational 

effi  ciency and increase staff  eff ectiveness.
The Alaska Department of Health and 

Social Services (DHSS) has long served 
clients by phone and in-person appointments 
at 10 offi  ces across the state. Prior to 2021, 
those offi  ces had individual phone numbers 
and received calls from residents about any 
department program or service. Clerical staff  
answered each call, entering the client’s 
question or information into a workfl ow system 
for later response by the appropriate staff . 

This process was slow and cumbersome 
for everyone. Finding the right number to call 
was confusing, and clients often experienced 
delays when waiting for a call back. Because 
client enrollments relied largely on paper 
forms, it was often diffi  cult to answer questions 
or resolve issues in a single call. 

Managers in the agency’s Division of 
Public Assistance (DPA) knew that creating 
a single, statewide virtual call center (VCC) 
would alleviate many of these issues. The team 
initially explored an on-premises call center 
solution already being used by another state 
agency, but the department encountered 

technical limitations for integrating with 
Alaska’s eligibility system and workfl ows.

Challenges made worse by 
the pandemic

DHSS’s existing challenges were 
exacerbated by the COVID pandemic. By 
April 2020, DHSS employees had begun to 
telework from home. Some employees were 
able to use Cisco Connect webphones to 
place and receive calls, but it soon became 
clear this approach was not sustainable. The 
agency began the search for a VCC solution.

“A virtual call center would allow us to staff  
calls at a statewide level instead of one offi  ce 
being overwhelmed by calls and another being 
underutilized simply because of the diff erent 
populations in each area,” says Jamie Moore, the 
department’s virtual call center workfl ow monitor.

In November 2020, the agency chose 
the Genesys Cloud CX™ solution, built 
on Amazon Web Services (AWS), with 
implementation assistance provided by 
Avtex, a full-service customer experience 
consultancy and Genesys Platinum Partner. 
Implementation began in January 2021, 
and the new call center launched in April 
2021, initially answering 15,000 calls per 

month. Within six months, the DPA team 
was addressing 23,000 calls and receiving 
more than 7,300 program applications each 
month. The team approves more than 6,600 
Alaskans for public assistance each month, 
and serves more than 265,000 Alaskans 
who receive public assistance.1 

“There is no longer a need to wait in a 
crowded lobby or even wait on the phone; 
the VCC off ers the opportunity for a callback 
without losing their place in queue. I’m excited 
that DPA is now able to off er this tool which will 
help us to achieve the best possible outcome 
for each Alaskan who is in need of assistance,” 
says DPA Director Shawnda O’Brien.2 

Creating a statewide 
call center in the cloud

The Genesys solution is the foundation 
of a statewide virtual call center for public 
assistance. The VCC, which is confi dential 
and secure, streamlines the application and 
eligibility process and makes access easier for 
Alaskans who need assistance with Medicaid, 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, 
heating assistance, senior benefi ts, general relief 
assistance and other assistance programs. 

Virtual Call Center  
Streamlines Public Assistance for Alaskans 

A GOVERNMENT TECHNOLOGY CASE STUDY
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Residents, community agencies and 
service providers can call a single toll-free 
number for any agency location or program. 
Voice prompts in the system route each 
incoming call to the right available employee, 
who can work from home anywhere in the state.

Because the Genesys solution operates 
fully in the cloud, employees and managers 
can log in remotely over a secure internet 
connection. Connecting through the state’s 
virtual private network (VPN) is not necessary, 
which simplifi ed the solution’s deployment and 
reduced concerns about potential cybersecurity 
risks from adopting a new system.

To deliver a better experience for both clients 
and employees, Avtex developed integrations 
between the Genesys call-handling functions 
and the DHSS eligibility system. For example, an 
integration solution populates the employee’s 
screen with key client information as the call is 
routed to the webphone. Avtex also confi gured 
capabilities to improve webphone voice quality.

“It was a good transition,” says Moore. 
“Everyone could access the cloud and we 
didn’t have any technology challenges.”

Signifi cant benefi ts 
in a short timeframe

Within a few months after the launch, 
Alaska DHSS had already gained multiple 
benefi ts for clients, employees and the agency.

 Client Benefi ts 
Simplifi ed access. With a single number 

to call, clients no longer need to search for 
the right number based on their location and 
public assistance program. 

Reduced wait times. The VCC off ers 
clients the option to request a same-day call 
back, which holds their place in the queue 
and eliminates the need to wait on the phone 
or in a crowded lobby.

Modern customer service options. 
Although clients can use a drop box in a 
local offi  ce to submit paper forms, the call 

center enables DHSS to off er a confi dential 
and secure application process over the 
phone. Clients have more opportunities 
to provide information digitally and quickly 
resolve discrepancies and requests for more 
documentation without the need to schedule a 
physical visit to the offi  ce. 

Faster processing. In the past, clerical staff  
answering phones would take client details and 
enter them into the workfl ow; applicants would 
receive a call back within 48 hours. Now, with 
the VCC, eligibility staff  answer phones and 
begin working the cases immediately. 

 Employee Benefi ts 
Eff ortless enablement. Flexible training 

options and intuitive interfaces help 
employees become profi cient quickly. Client 
conversations are eff ective from the start as 
client information and enrollment history is 
automatically provided to the employee when 
the call is routed. 

Reduced manual work. Streamlined digital 
workfl ows have replaced paper-based, repetitive 
and manual processes. Client voice statements 
are securely and compliantly recorded by 
the Genesys solution; integration with the 
document system automatically stores these 
recordings in the electronic case fi le. “Instead 
of reworking a case again and again because 
of a missing signature, we can simply record 
the client’s statement for the fi le,” says Moore.

Remote work. Employees can work from 
anywhere in the state with any voice endpoint. 
All functionality that would be available in 
the offi  ce is now available via web browser. 
No Genesys desktop software or additional 
licenses are required.

 Agency Benefi ts 
Improved client service. Calls are routed 

to the best available employee who can serve 
the request, regardless of location. Eligibility 
review and application processing times are 
faster with digital assets. The agency works 

more effi  ciently, and clients can complete the 
application process faster and begin receiving 
benefi ts sooner. 

Streamlined operations. With a single, 
statewide contact number, the agency was 
able to cancel multiple local phone numbers. 
And with a single all-in-one cloud servicing all 
locations, the DHSS solution is architected for 
greater agility and cost effi  ciency, and it’s easier 
for the IT team to support.

Support for HIPAA compliance. Callbacks 
are made to a client-entered phone number, 
helping maintain privacy. In the future, 
Alaska DHSS will look to leverage Genesys 
capabilities for HIPAA-compliant web chat and 
interpreter services in the VCC.

Data-driven effi  ciencies. An in-depth 
view of call volumes and peak periods helps 
managers plan employee scheduling to meet 
demand levels and readily identify the best 
qualifi ed employee to support a client need.

Flexibility to meet changing community 
needs. The virtual call center helps DHSS adapt 
quickly to new demands. For example, to serve 
the large number of requests for pandemic-
related emergency benefi ts, the agency 
reconfi gured call queues, routing fl ows and on-
hold messages for higher volumes. Many routine 
confi guration changes can be made by agency 
staff , with no need to involve IT.

Public agencies across the country face 
many of the same legacy challenges in serving 
their constituents that Alaska DHSS did. And 
as in Alaska, the pandemic has accelerated 
the urgency for state and local agencies 
everywhere to address those challenges. By 
choosing a cloud-based call center solution 
and an implementation partner experienced 
in government and healthcare, Alaska 
DHSS transformed services to residents and 
optimized employee resources statewide.

    
This piece was developed and written by the 
Government Technology Content Studio, with 
information and input from Genesys.

1. September 2021 statistics according to the DHSS dashboard. https://dhss.alaska.gov/dpa/Pages/Dashboard.aspx
2. https://dhss.alaska.gov/News/Documents/press/2021/DHSS_PressRelease_DPA-VCC_20210422.pdf
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1
Why is implementing a cloud-fi rst 
strategy important for DeKalb 
County? The primary reason is 

if you really look at the overall total 

cost of ownership of maintaining an 

on-premise, or multiple on-premise, 

scenarios, it just makes more sense to 

move things into the cloud. Especially 

in this day and age, and obviously with 

the pandemic, moving the majority 

of folks into a telework scenario has 

magnifi ed security ramifi cations. So my 

fi rst argument would be the total cost 

of ownership and having the security 

and ability to work with vendors to 

ensure that your solution is secure 

and available 24/7, 365 days a year. 

And then, of course, having any kind 

of legal and compliance ramifi cations 

John Matelski
CIO, DeKalb County, Ga. 

FOUR QUESTIONS

For nine years, DeKalb County, Ga., CIO John Matelski has led the county’s 

Innovation and Technology Department, overseeing all information technology services, 

including administration, applications and infrastructure. Now, his team is adapting to 

the challenge of the pandemic, resulting in county employees going mostly remote and 

reinforcing the government’s cybersecurity efforts.  

whether they had a computer, those 

capabilities from other devices to access 

email and other services were available. 

Also, we were able to deploy more than 

1,000 devices to get over a quarter of 

our folks up and running within the fi rst 

week, and then, within three weeks, we 

had everybody up and running.  

3
What were some of the county’s 
top IT priorities in 2021? Cyber-

security was No. 1. Training and 

education for constituents and internal 

staffi  ng was No. 2. As we migrated to 

certain systems or added systems for 

remote access, we had quite a number 

of folks ask us questions. From a con-

stituent standpoint, people were used 

to coming into the auditorium for Board 

of Commissioners meetings and other 

things like that. Now they have to do it 

remotely, so we provided online educa-

tion and outreach programs to help them 

navigate those changes. As for cyber-

security, what most people don’t realize 

is that the biggest threats are actually 

inside the fi rewall. Now granted, the 

pandemic created all these opportunities 

for additional malware and bad actors 

trying to break into systems. But with 

everybody going remote and not having 

security systems at a particular level, 

those things needed to be addressed.  

4
What is DeKalb’s stance on 
mobility? We’ve always been at 

the forefront of both security and 

mobility. However, now it’s more of a 

forced thing because of the pandemic. 

Before, it was nice to have, especially 

for IT workers, but like many counties, 

DeKalb was not at that point where tele-

commuting was being off ered across 

the board from a personnel and HR 

standpoint. So the concern was, how 

are we going to manage people? It’s so 

much easier to do when you are in an 

offi  ce, but how do you do that working 

from home? The biggest thing that we 

did was focus on our people and what 

really drives them, and then look at how 

technology can help them be more 

effi  cient in an environment they weren’t 

used to. 

— Katya Maruri, Staff  Writer

built into the contract to ensure that 

your cloud strategy and solutions are 

implemented securely.        

2
What major projects did your 
offi  ce focus on during the 
pandemic? We are a county of 

about 6,500 employees, and probably 

about 4,500 or so are computerized, 

so getting all of those people the ability 

to work remotely, especially initially, 

was really important. The place where 

we had to apply the least eff ort was on 

anything that we already had available 

in the cloud. Microsoft Offi  ce 365 is a 

great example. People could access 

things from anywhere, anytime. So our 

fi rst line of defense was to make sure 

that everyone knew that regardless of 

10         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

010_GT_Mar22.indd   10010_GT_Mar22.indd   10 2/8/22   11:35 AM2/8/22   11:35 AM



100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

     CMY grey        T1       T2       T3

Alabama
Arizona 
Arkansas 
Bay Area
California
Chicago 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Florida 
Georgia 
Hawaii

Illinois 
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Los Angeles 
Louisiana
Maine 
Maryland 
Massachusetts
Michigan 

Minnesota 
Mississippi
Missouri
Nevada 
New Jersey
New York 
New York City
North Carolina
Ohio 
Oklahoma 
Oregon 

Pennsylvania
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 
Virginia (COVITS) 
Washington 
West Virginia
Wisconsin

 events.govtech.com

2022 EVENT LOCATIONS:

We look forward 
to connecting with 
you in person!

EE22 AD Events JAN.indd   2EE22 AD Events JAN.indd   2 12/6/21   11:45 AM12/6/21   11:45 AM

https://events.govtech.com/
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BIG PICTURE
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To craft the smallest fl ying 
structure humans have ever 
produced, researchers turned 
to nature. Engineers from 
Northwestern University 
designed a fl ying microchip 
about the size of a grain 
of sand to travel not by 
motor but by catching 
the wind, much like wind-
dispersed seeds. The light 
weight and small size 
mean that the “microfl ier” 
falls at slow speeds that 
stabilize its fl ight, which 
maximizes air time. Because 
it’s packed with super-
miniature tech, it’s perfect 
for measuring air pollution 
and airborne diseases.  

Supported by grants from the 
National Science Foundation, 
the team demonstrated the 
fl ier’s ability to use sensors, 
memory storage and an 
antenna that can wirelessly 
transfer data to a smartphone 
or tablet. In addition to air 
monitoring, they’re working 
on a model outfi tted with pH 
sensors that could be used 
to measure water quality. 
Looking ahead, the team plans 
to build the microfl iers from 
biodegradable electronics 
materials that would dissolve 
in groundwater over time. 

Flying High 

www.govtech.com  //  March 2022         13      
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A
few years ago, one of the nation’s 
leading experts on digital equity 
was tired of explaining her work. 

Angela Siefer, founder and 
executive director of the Ohio-based National 
Digital Inclusion Alliance (NDIA), had done 
digital equity work for decades, dating back 
to the ’90s. She’d seen the phrase “digital 
equity”  — which refers to giving all members 
of society an equal chance to benefi t from tech 
— grow into a blanket term. And she’d seen 
the Internet go from luxury to utility as more 
of life moved online. She had also seen — and 
helped establish — a host of eff ective digital 
equity projects, strategies and best practices. 

Yet, as recently as 2019, Siefer was talking 
to public offi  cials and business leaders who did 
not understand why digital equity mattered, 
or, at times, what the phrase even meant. With 
digitization rapidly accelerating, she wondered 
— how could there still be leaders in this coun-
try who needed a primer on digital equity? 

Nowadays, however, Siefer rarely needs to 
explain. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
the country to stay home in March 2020, the 
importance of digital equity became clear. 
To participate fully in modern life, people 
needed reliable high-speed Internet in their 
houses, up-to-date devices for accessing that 
Internet, and the skills to use it in meaning-
ful ways. Many folks had these things, but 
across the country — in rural, suburban and 
urban communities — there was consistently 
a remaining percentage who did not. There 
was and still is a last mile for digital equity.   

And if that last mile is not bridged, students 
are left out of class. Workers are unable to join 
Zoom calls. Small-business owners cannot par-
ticipate in e-commerce, and seniors cannot visit 
doctors remotely. Even well-off  households 
can end up sharing bandwidth with neighbors 
and family members, often to the detriment of 
download and upload speeds. No, explaining is 

14         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

The pandemic demonstrated the 
importance of including everyone 
in our increasingly digitized society. 
Digital equity is having a moment. 
By Zack Quaintance 

The Last 
Mile for 
Digital 
Equity 
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no longer necessary; the importance 
of Seifer’s life’s work is now clear to 
nearly everyone, nearly every day. 

“We’ve never had awareness like 
this, and I could have never thought 
this was going to be my reality,” Siefer 
recently told Government Technology, 
noting her organization had grown 
from three to 14 full-time members. 
“I rarely have to explain to someone 
that the digital divide is important, 
and I can now jump right into solu-
tions and on-the-ground strategies.” 

Essentially, digital equity is having 
a moment. Along with increased 
understanding, the work is also 
getting an infl ux of federal fund-
ing. The Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act (IIJA) earmarks $2.75 
billion for it, a historic sum.  

With all that in mind, Government 
Technology spoke with more than 
two dozen people who work on digi-
tal equity and digital inclusion in the 
United States, from offi  cials with state 
and local government agencies to policy 
experts to leaders of community-based 
nonprofi t groups. What emerged was a 
new picture of last-mile digital equity, 

eff orts to get the United States con-
nected for good and prepare us for a 
productive and equitable online future. 

‘A Once-in-a-Lifetime 
Situation’: The Role of 
Local Government 

When the NDIA started in 2015, 
Siefer didn’t plan to work with local 
governments. Why would she? Save 
for an odd outlier, cities were simply 
not active in the digital equity space.  

Instead, Siefer expected to col-
laborate on digital equity with those 
already doing the work, a group largely 
made up of public libraries and com-
munity groups, and in some sporadic 
instances, the local housing authority. 
This too has now changed. In fact, local 
governments now regularly approach 
the NDIA looking for guidance.  

“Nobody told them this was their 
job,” Siefer said. “They’ve just seen that 
they have an important role in this.” 

They’ve come to understand that 
bridging the last mile of digital equity 
is important for fostering equity 
throughout their communities. People 
on the other side of that last mile cor-
respond directly with groups that are 
traditionally disinvested and under-
served, including communities of 
color, recent immigrants and seniors. 

The new understanding by local gov 
of why digital equity matters started 
growing before the pandemic, but it 

was greatly fueled by its outbreak. 
Cities began to prioritize digital equity 
as life moved increasingly online due 
to unprecedented tech acceleration, 
while at the same time equity in gen-
eral was becoming a bigger priority 
within U.S. government, which was 
pushed forward during the summer 
of 2020 amid sweeping protests after 
the murder of George Floyd. Cities had 
also invested for years in fl ashy smart 
city projects, begging the question, 
how can you truly be a smart city if a 
chunk of your community isn’t online? 

Advocacy groups have noted this 
increased government activity in 
digital equity. In 2021, the National 
League of Cities (NLC) published 
its fi rst digital equity playbook, 
which explains what digital equity is 
and ways cities can work on digital 
inclusion. In addition, the group’s 
existing digital equity resources and 
webinars saw a massive uptick in 
traffi  c, said NLC Program Director of 
Urban Innovation Lena Geraghty. 

One key for local governments 
taking aim at last-mile digital equity, 
Geraghty also noted, is studying 
the digital inclusion ecosystem in 
their communities. This means 
fi nding areas in need, organizing 
groups already doing the work 
and conveying what’s happening 
to higher levels of government. 

“Cities are really in the driver’s 
seat at this point,” Geraghty said. 

T H E  L A S T  M I L E  F O R  D I G I T A L  E Q U I T Y 

16         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

“I rarely have to explain to 
someone that the digital 
divide is important, and I 
can now jump right into 
solutions and on-the-
ground strategies.” 

Angela Siefer, Founder and Executive 

Director, National Digital Inclusion Alliance

“Cities are really in the 
driver’s seat at this point. 
They have the ability and 
funding sources to make 
really major changes 
in their communities to 
meet these needs.”

Lena Geraghty, Program Director 

of Urban Innovation, National 

League of Cities
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“They have the ability and fund-
ing sources to make really major 
changes in their communities to 
meet these needs. It’s kind of a once-
in-a-lifetime situation right now.” 

While cities don’t have direct agency 
in obtaining federal digital inclusion 
funding, they have — or can collect 
— the data they need to make their 
case to states, which are tasked by 
the IIJA with dispersing the money.  

Corian Zacher, policy counsel for 
the government support nonprofi t Next 
Century Cities, stressed the importance 
of focusing on Internet aff ordability, a 
topic that came up in conversations with 
several city-level digital equity staff ers. 
Aff ordability varies by user. For some, $10 
a month is all they can aff ord, while others 
consider $35 doable. Local government 
leaders must learn what aff ordability 
means to those they represent. 

Community groups are invaluable 
partners, Zacher noted, because they 
already work with folks on the other 
side of the digital divide. More on that 
later too, but in short, trusted groups 
outside government know what the 
people need. Looking upward, local 
government must take that data and 
make the case to state government 
about where funding should go. 

“It’s not a top-down approach 
to solving the digital divide, but 
it’s something that’s a collabora-
tive approach,” Zacher said. “We 
know it’s going to take community 
organizations, local governments 
and state governments all working 
together to solve this problem.” 

Meanwhile, for state government, 
supporting this work goes far beyond 
simply dispersing funding to cities. 
Getting everyone connected — from 
students in cities to far-fl ung farm-
ers — is a very complex undertaking.

‘Build a Really Big Tent’: The 
Role of State Government 

Alyssa Kenney is the bureau director 
for Wisconsin’s broadband digital and 
telecommunications access offi  ce, a 
role in which she also works on digital 
inclusion eff orts throughout the state. 

Wisconsin recently convened a 
statewide digital equity and inclusion 
stakeholder group that numbers 
about 50. That group consists of 
representatives from community 
organizations, school districts, 
libraries, universities, elected 
offi  ces, state agencies and more. 

“We build a really big tent, invite 
everyone in and listen carefully,” 
Kenney said of the role that state 
government plays. 

In Kenney’s view there are three 
main contributions that Wisconsin 
— and other states working toward 
digital equity — are well-positioned 
to make, and these are grantmaking, 
convening partners and collecting 
data, be it around broadband aff ord-
ability, need for devices, Internet take 
rates or connection speeds. The need 
for digital equity data is great — to 
wit, nearly every government offi  cial 
interviewed for this story mentioned 
working toward better data — and 
with federal data in this area lack-
ing, the state must collect its own. 

Kenney also noted that in the 
wake of the pandemic, a shift amid 
county and regional economic 
corporations is happening. Those 
groups have long advocated for 
broadband infrastructure, and 
many are now pivoting toward 

broadband accessibility. There 
has been a widespread realization 
that infrastructure is, of course, 
vital, but so too is ensuring that 
people can aff ord Internet once it’s 
available. Also important is digital 
literacy, or as it is increasingly being 
called, digital skills training. 

Messaging and outreach matters too, 
and the type of messages that prove 
eff ective may vary by region. This has 
certainly been the case in Indiana, said 
Roberto Gallardo, who has worked 
on digital inclusion there for years. 
Gallardo is an associate professor at 
Purdue University, where he serves 
as the director of the Purdue Center 
for Regional Development. His 2016 
book, Responsive Countryside: The 
Digital Age and Rural Communities, 
addressed digital equity in rural areas. 

Gallardo helps rural communities 
in Indiana develop digital inclusion 
plans, and he said that in many of 
those areas, economic development 
messages are more eff ective for stress-
ing the importance of digital equity. 

“Digital inclusion is a social 
equity, social justice issue,” Gallardo 
said. “In my work, however, I’ve 
found it a little bit better to frame it 
around economic development.” 

This means emphasizing to 
business leaders the benefi ts of 
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“We build a really big 
tent, invite everyone in 
and listen carefully.” 

Alyssa Kenney, Bureau 

Director, Broadband Digital 

and Telecommunications 

Access, Wisconsin
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connecting workers at home. It also 
means stressing that mom-and-pop 
businesses on Main Street will suff er 
if they don’t have the Internet and 
digital skills needed for e-commerce, 
with the pandemic serving as a fresh 
example of why that matters. 

“A cookie-cutter approach of ‘this 
is a social justice issue’ will fl y in 
some areas and not in others,” Gal-
lardo said. “We have to be smart 
and say, ‘Let’s frame it diff erently.’ 
At the end of the day we want digi-
tal equity, and getting it is often 
about how we frame the issue.”  

How the issue is framed has changed 
across the country too, with the nation’s 
largest cities taking the lead on the 
aforementioned pivot from availability 
to accessibility, often doing so in ways 
that provide a blueprint for others. 

‘If You Build It, They Will 
Come Is an Assumption’: 
Accessibility vs. Availability 

For years, digital equity as an 
issue has been framed around infra-
structure, around a simple yes or 
no about whether broadband Inter-
net was available in a given area. 

This has changed as the country 
has seen its broadband infrastruc-
ture expanding, at times without a 
corresponding bump in people sign-
ing up for Internet. The simple yes 

or no question has branched off , now 
encompassing questions like how 
much does Internet cost, can people 
in a given community aff ord it, are 
speeds suffi  cient, do people have access 
to devices, do they have skills to use 
it in meaningful ways and more. 

The New York City Mayor’s Offi  ce 
of the Chief Technology Offi  cer is well 
aware of the evolving nature of digital 
equity work. Meghan McDermott is the 
offi  ce’s director of digital inclusion and 
partnerships, and in a recent conversa-
tion with GT, McDermott stressed that 
when access is provided, automatic 
inclusion is not assumed. Providing 
access is part of the work, but so too is 
addressing the systemic equity chal-
lenges that have caused exclusion.  

A key question for New York City 
is what are the systemic issues that 
make digital inclusion work neces-
sary? As well as, who has been left 
on the other side of the digital divide 
and why? Answering these ques-
tions involves looking at historical 
disinvestments, including redlining 
and other ongoing racial inequities. 

“This question of what is a 
digital equity outcome is really dif-
fi cult to design, and until we do, 
we can’t really answer whether it’s 
successful,” McDermott said. 

New York City is investing $157 
million in infrastructure, and at the 
same time, the city’s digital inclusion 

staff ers are focused on strategies to 
ensure access and adoption are inter-
twined. As a result, the offi  ce works 
closely with the city’s other task forces 
and commissions on racial equity.  

For a city the size of New York, this 
has led to working with diverse vendors 
for solutions that apply specifi cally to 
individual neighborhoods, said Aaron 
Meyerson, deputy CTO for broadband.  

“‘If you build it, they will come’ 
is an assumption,” Meyerson said. 
“If you build it, we need to make 
sure people are adopting it.” 

Adoption is entwined  with knowl-
edge about how to use technology 
and how technology can improve 
life. Digital skills training work-
shops certainly help, but an emerging 
area of digital equity involves also 
making sure that digital city ser-
vices are easy to use. That’s why 
human-centered design is impor-
tant, said Katherine Benjamin, the 
office’s deputy CTO for digital ser-
vices. Human-centered design in this 
instance means making sure digital 
tools are simple, intuitive and built 
with ample user testing. When done 
well, human-centered design lessens 
the digital skills training burden. 

Digital skills training, however, is 
complicated by the pandemic, often 
conducted via in-person instruction, 
either individually or in classes. 
As the pandemic slowly subsides, 
in-person digital skills training is 
returning. Philadelphia, for example, is 
revamping its long-running KEYSPOT 
program, which puts computers 
and digital skills training classes 
in community centers, now with a 
private-sector investment by Verizon.  

Philadelphia is doing other digi-
tal equity work too — from its Digital 
Literacy Alliance grants to newer pro-
grams — and most of it revolves around 
incorporating human interaction 
into the work, said Juliet Fink-Yates, 
digital inclusion manager with the 
city. This applies to both classes as 
well as having digital navigators in 
organizations across the city trained 
on how to walk residents through 
available aff ordability programs. 
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“Digital inclusion 
is a social equity, 
social justice 
issue. In my work, 
however, I’ve 
found it a little bit 
better to frame it 
around economic 
development.” 

Roberto Gallardo, 
Director, Purdue Center for 

Regional Development
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A GOVERNMENT TECHNOLOGY Q&A

© 2022 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

Q WHAT MAKES ZERO TRUST 
THE RIGHT MODEL FOR 

CYBERSECURITY NOW?
Security incidents are trending in the 

wrong direction, and we need to change 

our collective approach. Many enterprises 

continue to rely on castle-and-moat security 

models which put the protection at the 

perimeter and are easily bypassed by modern 

attacks. Once hackers breach the fi rewall, they 

can easily move around the network. 

Zero Trust removes this concept of net-

work-based implicit trust. It retrains our secu-

rity models to demand architectures that rely 

on explicit, context-based authentication and 

authorization. In other words, we take nothing 

for granted when it comes to any request for 

access, and we assume the worst until we 

can prove the best.

Q WHO NEEDS TO BE INVOLVED 
FOR ZERO TRUST TO BE 

SUCCESSFUL?
Cybersecurity is a team sport, involving 

more than just the security and IT staff . While 

this has always been true, we have normalized 

a culture where security and IT often make 

access decisions in isolation and business 

leaders don’t always understand their role. To 

defi ne what needs to be protected and how 

we will protect it, technical teams need the 

active participation of product owners, agency 

risk managers, application developers, data 

stewards and other interest groups.

Q HOW CAN OPEN-SOURCE 
SOFTWARE CONTRIBUTE TO 

A STRONG SECURITY SOLUTION?
Open source taps into a broad community 

of ideas and knowledge to bring new secu-

rity solutions to market. Most major tech-

nology companies are contributing today to 

open source, reducing the time it takes to 

Zero Trust is widely viewed 
as the best new model for 
strong cybersecurity. In 
this Q&A, John Dvorak,
an emerging technology 
specialist for Red Hat and 
a former public sector 
senior executive, describes 
the benefi ts of Zero Trust 
and steps for incremental 
adoption.

Red Hat is the world’s leading provider 
of enterprise open source software 
solutions, using a community-powered 
approach to deliver reliable and 
high-performing Linux, hybrid cloud, 
container, and Kubernetes technologies. 
Red Hat helps customers integrate new 
and existing IT applications, develop 
cloud-native applications, standardize 
on our industry-leading operating 
system, and automate, secure, and 
manage complex environments. 
Award-winning support, training, and 
consulting services make Red Hat a 
trusted adviser to the Fortune 500. As 
a strategic partner to cloud providers, 
system integrators, application 
vendors, customers, and open source 
communities, Red Hat can help 
organizations prepare for the digital 
future. Learn more at www.redhat.com/
en/topics/security/what-is-zero-trust.

build new capabilities. The code itself is vis-

ible and inspectable by third parties, which 

provides opportunities to recognize and cor-

rect bugs. This contrasts with closed-source 

development, which typically relies on trust 

in a single vendor to inspect and correct 

their own code. No code process is without 

risk, and open source is no exception. 

That’s where companies like Red Hat 

come in. We have the resources, expertise 

and incentive to deliberately perform code 

analysis on open-source components before 

we release code to customers, lowering risk. 

In true open-source community fashion, we 

report those fi ndings back to the upstream 

communities, allowing everyone — including 

competing products — to benefi t.

Q WHAT ARE THE KEY STEPS 
FOR GETTING STARTED WITH 

ZERO TRUST?
Two steps are essential: First, defi ne the 

data, applications and systems that need 

protection. Second, map the transaction and 

data fl ows among them. Ensure success on 

this long journey and begin by choosing one 

major, modern system to validate in a proof-

of-concept project that will help everyone 

understand and gain confi dence in Zero 

Trust. 

Based on the outcomes of that project, 

next steps include defi ning centralized 

identity providers and developing stan-

dard policies for data access. Finally, 

recognize that some legacy systems may 

never be able to fully support the identity 

tenets of Zero Trust until we can upgrade 

or replace them. However, there are other 

pillars of Zero Trust that emphasize de-

fense-in-depth concepts around network 

micro-segmentation, software run-time 

protection, isolation though one-way trans-

fer devices, and other techniques.

Making a Successful 
Move to Zero Trust

Securing Digital Infrastructure  ADVERTISEMENT
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This speaks to one of the other 
major pieces of government digital 
equity work — working with com-
munity partners who already have 
relationships with people who fall 
in the last mile of digital equity.  

‘An Army of Advocates’:
The Role of the 
Trusted Partner 

San Antonio, Texas, covers 
about twice the square miles of  
nearby Austin . It’s a large city, geo-
graphically, with many diff erent 
communities, from densely popu-
lated to suburban or almost rural. 

This variety creates a challenge for 
boosting digital equity. What works 
in dense downtown areas might not 
in farther-fl ung neighborhoods. Yet, 
nearly every digital equity expert GT 
interviewed pointed to San Antonio 
as an example of eff ective last-mile 
digital inclusion. The reason? San 
Antonio has worked for years to foster 
collaboration in the community. 

This eff ort roughly started in 
2016. San Antonio won a digital 
inclusion fellows grant that brought 
with it instruction from national 
experts on best practices and other 
digital inclusion work, and out of 
their advice, the Digital Inclusion 
Alliance of San Antonio was born. 

This group was the fi rst partner 
network in the city but not the 
last. Now, there is also SA Digital 
Connects, a public-private partnership 
under the San Antonio Economic 
Development Corporation, bringing 
together more than 140 partners, 
including schools, the health-care 
industry, city departments, county 
departments, military groups, 
banks and an increasing number 
of other private-sector entities. 

As SA Digital Connects Executive 
Director Marina Alderete Gavito 
likes to say, San Antonio “is 
building an army of advocates.” 

Indeed, from the start in San 
Antonio, a partner-centric approach 
has been central. The idea is to share 
data, build outreach and create a 

coherent picture of digital inclusion 
in San Antonio, said Candelaria 
Mendoza, interim digital inclusion 
administrator for the city. This 
eff ort can help focus the work while 
at the same time build a unifi ed 
case for the state when it disperses 
federal digital inclusion funds. 

“We do feel that collaboration makes 
us stronger, and we’re putting that 
concept into practice,” Mendoza said. 
“So, we’re going to see how successful 
that can be. We have the momentum 
on our side, and now it’s just about get-
ting money committed to our eff orts 
so we can start doing the work.” 

San Antonio is not alone. GT spoke 
with digital equity staff ers nationwide, 
from Charlotte, N.C., to Chicago to Phila-
delphia, all of whom stressed that the 
government should leverage the ability to 
convene, manage and empower trusted 
community partners that work directly 
with people, often on other issues such as 
health care, housing and food assistance.  

In Charlotte, Bruce Clark is the 
executive director of Digital Charlotte, 
a group that was developed in 2015 
for regional digital inclusion there. 
As in San Antonio and elsewhere, 
Charlotte has a digital inclusion alli-
ance with a long list of partners. 

“What we’ve been able to do by 
bringing everyone together is get us 
on the same page for how we collec-
tively address these problems, how 
we develop these solutions and how 
we fund these solutions,” Clark said. 

In Chicago, Devon Braunstein is 
a digital inclusion policy fellow with 
the city, and she keeps in regular con-
tact with the digital inclusion network 

that has coalesced there. The groups 
Braunstein works with are able to 
convey information about govern-
ment programs to residents while at 
the same time bringing information 
back to government decision-makers. 

“Every time I talk to our com-
munity partners — on basically a 
weekly basis — I’m always learning 
something new,” Braunstein said, “and 
they provide the best perspective of 
what’s happening on the ground.” 

Hal Woods, the chief of policy for 
the education advocacy group Kids 
First Chicago, helped Braunstein and 
others with the city build the Chicago 
Connected program, which is one of 
the most extensive local gov broadband 
accessibility eff orts in the country. 
Working through the schools, it has 
helped to connect an estimated 64,000 
Chicago students in 42,000 households 
during the pandemic. Chicago Chief 
Financial Offi  cer Jennie Huang 
Bennett said there are plans to expand 
that program to more students, as 
well as households without students. 

Work of that scale is, of course, 
diffi  cult, but Woods said cooperation is 
getting easier. In America’s cities, there is 
a growing sense of urgency and support, 
one that no longer requires explaining 
what the problem is or why it matters. 

“There are times when we 
certainly feel like we’ve jumped on 
a bandwagon,” Woods said. “Some 
people have been doing this for 20 
years, but lately, everyone has become 
incredibly appreciative of what 
everyone else brings to the table.”  

zquaintance@govtech.com
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 “We have the 
momentum on our 
side, and now it’s 
just about getting 
money committed to 
our eff orts so we can 
start doing the work.”

Candelaria Mendoza, Interim 

Digital Inclusion Administrator, 

San Antonio, Texas
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What are the biggest challenges 
governments have faced in 
addressing the digital divide?

Garcia: The federal government has 
been funding broadband expansion since 
the Clinton Administration and we’ve 
made some signifi cant strides, especially 
in rural America. But with the pandemic, 
broadband went from a nice-to-have to 
a lifeline necessity. It became less about 
a rural accessibility issue and more of 
a multidimensional issue in terms of 
aff ordability and education. 

The challenge for local governments 
is to really understand where and why 
there are underserved constituents and 
build strategies to address them. It’s 
also about a coalition of the willing — 
looking at new players in the market, 
partnerships and how governments can 
off er more services online.

What technology is available to 
expand broadband access?

Garcia: There’s no one solution that is 
going to fi x everything. Fiber provides the 
most bandwidth for many years to come; 
however, it comes at a high capital cost.  
Cisco’s optical solutions can light the fi ber 
and provide the necessary redundancy.  
Governments can look to partner with an 
internet service provider (ISP) or whole 
sale operator to provide fi ber throughout 
their community. Wireless technology 
is advancing and can be less expensive 

but provides less bandwidth and has 
higher operational costs. 4G, 5G and 
wireless backhaul technologies can be an 
eff ective solution while long-term fi ber is 
being constructed.

What funding opportunities are 
currently available to governments?

Gorsen: In addition to rural broadband 
grants and loans for ISPs approved prior 
to COVID and COVID-related funding 
to schools, states and localities, the 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA) is the single largest investment for 
broadband ever. This funding will help 
enable internet connectivity, telehealth, 
distance learning, hybrid work, digital 
equity and community  revitalization. A 
challenge is how to plan, prioritize, approve 
and spend federal, state and local funding 
smarter, faster and within deadlines.

Even with this historic investment in 
broadband, funding will be awarded 
on a competitive basis; there will be 
far more applications than funding. 

 There are grants and loans whose 
lead applicant is either an ISP, local 
government, non-profi t, electric utility 
or a combination to form a public-
private partnership. Broadband 
infrastructure deployment funding is 
prioritized for unserved, underserved 
and persistent poverty census blocks. 

Cisco’s Public Funding Offi  ce helps 
state and local governments, service 

providers and anchor institutions to 
identify funding sources. Planning, applying 
for and post-award spending of federal and 
state funding is complex; mistakes 
may disqualify an applicant. Procuring 
an expert for mapping broadband coverage 
and adoption as well as how to apply 
is recommended.

How can governments use these 
funding opportunities to develop 
a cohesive strategy to address the 
digital divide?

Garcia: Start by putting together a local 
broadband action team consisting of 
government users that understand current 
and future needs, but also business and 
residential users and community anchors. 
Send out surveys to understand what 
services are out there and what costs are 
associated with them. Develop a needs 
assessment of what’s out there so you’re 
building a cohesive strategy. 

From there, start to build out a 
community playbook that correlates 
market demographics with opportunities 
for broadband access. Look at road 
and utility projects that could leverage 
trenching for fi ber. Some of the funding 
can also be used to expand government 
networks and services. 

Gorsen: Collaborate — talk to your 
colleagues in other counties, cities and 
states. Adopt their best practices. Repeat 
them. They work.

A GOVERNING Q&A

© 2022 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

Cisco is helping communities like yours bridge the digital divide to power a more inclusive future 

for all. Our experts in mass-scale infrastructure, community broadband, and security can help 

you get started today at www.cisco.com/go/digitaldivide.

ADDRESSING THE 
DIGITAL DIVIDE:
A Historic Opportunity to 
Expand Broadband Access
In this Q&A, Albert Garcia (Left), Cisco business development manager for broadband, and 
Mitchell Gorsen (Right), Cisco public funding advisor, discuss how governments can leverage 
historic funding opportunities to expand broadband access.

ADVERTISEMENT
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In the national broadband con-
versation, people disagree about 
many things, including the type 
of technology that should con-
nect users, the organization that 

should provide the service, the way 
a project should be paid for and the 
very defi nition of high-speed Inter-
net. But one point seems to unite all 
stakeholders: The Federal Commu-
nications Commission’s broadband 
coverage maps are inadequate.  

The FCC maps use Form 477 
data, which is broadband coverage 
information reported by Internet 
service providers. For several years, 
the maps have determined which 
geographic areas will receive fed-
eral broadband subsidies. Under 
this system, unserved areas are pri-
oritized. The problem comes with 
the defi nition of “served.” If an ISP 
says it provides high-speed Internet, 
defi ned as 25 Mbps/3 Mbps, to one 
location within a census block, the 

22         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

Plotting progress requires a well-defi ned 
starting point. Here’s how cities and 
states are identifying the areas with 
the greatest need for connectivity. 

By Jed Pressgrove 

census block is considered served. 
But why should one assume that a 
single served location is representa-
tive of an entire geographic unit?  

After years of criticism directed 
at the FCC maps, former President 
Donald Trump signed the Broadband 
Deployment Accuracy and Tech-
nological Availability Act in March 
2020, which requires the FCC to 
produce more detailed and accu-
rate maps. Although two years have 
passed since that legislation’s signing, 
the FCC has not yet released a date 
for completion of the updated maps. 
And so, in a world where broadband 
is more critical than ever, states and 
local areas fi nd themselves trying 
to answer an old question: Where 
does the digital divide exist? The 
only way to answer this question 
is to put together a more granular 
broadband map — a tall order given 
challenges related to data, methodol-
ogy, coordination and cooperation.  

Make 
Me a Map
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San Antonio 
Interim Digital Inclusion Admin-

istrator Candelaria Mendoza said 
broadband mapping in San Antonio 
is part of a larger digital inclusion 
initiative. During late 2019 and early 
2020, the city surveyed its residents 
on whether they have high-speed 
Internet access at home and, if so, 
how they are getting the connec-
tion (through a router, cellular plan 
or both). The University of Texas at 
San Antonio helped the city create a 
GIS map using the survey responses, 
which totaled over 6,000. In addition, 
San Antonio has been able to map out 
where some broadband infrastructure 
exists, as the city has its own fi ber.  

The mapping has given the city 
some “middle ground” on the truth 
about broadband availability in its 
communities. Without this eff ort, San 
Antonio would only have Form 477 
data to base decisions on. In regard 
to relying on available ISP-reported 
data, Mendoza said it can be frustrat-
ing hearing that San Antonio is almost 

completely connected when the city 
knows that many community mem-
bers face aff ordability barriers and 
have to rely on outdated copper infra-
structure. In her view, there should be 
more attention paid to the “quality of 
Internet” that people are receiving.  

Moreover, more densely populated 
urban areas tend to get the short end 
of the federal funding stick when it 
comes to broadband subsidies. Men-
doza expects rural areas to be favored 
again when the funding formulas are 
created for the $42.5 billion broadband 
deployment program created by the 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act. And yet through its own mapping 
program, San Antonio can show that its 
digital divide disproportionately aff ects 
people of color and households with 
low income and low education levels.  

“We want to make sure we don’t 
forget them and that they’re part of 
our storytelling,” Mendoza stated.  

In terms of the future, Mendoza 
said San Antonio will continue having 
a dialog with its provider community. 
The city has found that it’s best to 
hold “one-on-one conversations” with 

providers. Mendoza pointed out that 
while companies aren’t sharing data 
that they consider proprietary, provider 
input can help shape and inform local 
strategies. She also noted that Texas 
recently established its own broad-
band offi  ce and has issued an RFP for 
a state broadband mapping project.  

“We’ve already volunteered to help 
[the state],” Mendoza said. “If there’s 
anything we can share from our lessons 
learned, we’re defi nitely an open book.” 

Louisville 
Louisville, Ky., has had multiple 

broadband-related mapping projects. 
Grace Simrall, chief of civic innovation 
and technology, said the fi rst eff ort, 
named Louisville Fiber, involved iden-
tifying which ZIP codes had a demand 
for fi ber to the home. The second 
eff ort, Speed Up Louisville, initially 
used crowdsourced data to map out 
Internet speeds at people’s homes. The 
city would later integrate this data with 
speed test information obtained from 
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Measurement Lab (M-Lab), an open 
source global measurement platform.  

“We had decent participation [with 
crowdsourced speed data],” Simrall 
said. “But it’s nothing like people going 
to their browser and taking the M-Lab 
Internet speed test, which is embed-
ded in multiple search engines.” 

Louisville also maps Form 477 
data as it becomes available and 
supplements that with American 
Community Survey (ACS) informa-
tion as well as Emergency Broadband 
Benefi t (EBB) data, which allows 
the city to identify EBB enrollment 
numbers by ZIP code. The data sets 
have revealed that, like San Anto-
nio, broadband gaps tend to show up 
in areas of concentrated poverty.  

“There’s a lot of value in map-
ping that FCC Form 477 data,” 
Simrall explained. “Bear in mind, 
this is the ISPs self-reporting, so it is 
their opportunity to portray them-
selves in the best light. At least in the 
case of Jeff erson County, I can tell 
you that even in the best light, there 
are areas where it’s very obvious 
that there are gaps. And again, those 
gaps directly mirror our social divide 
gaps. There’s value in being able to 
map that and demonstrate that.” 

Louisville faces two main challenges 
with its broadband mapping. First, like 
San Antonio, Louisville hasn’t con-
vinced its providers to publicly share 
any broadband availability data. How-
ever, Simrall said the city has decent 
relationships with its two main provid-
ers, which are willing to share maps 
with Louisville in private. Second, dif-
ferent data sets use diff erent geographic 
units, which can make analysis tricky.  

“If you want to get down to anything 
lower [than a county], whether that’s a 
ZIP code or census block, the challenge 
you might run into is that the reference 
data that you’re dealing with is broken 
down in a diff erent way,” Simrall said. 
“We’re receiving this EBB data by ZIP 
code, but when I look at my American 
Community Survey data, it’s actually 
broken down by census tract. Marrying 
the two things, you might have a census 
tract that splits across two or more ZIP 

codes. … You can’t assume that all your 
census tracts are going to fi t neatly into 
ZIP code boundaries and vice versa.” 

One major advantage of mapping 
EBB enrollments is that it can help a 
local area reach underserved popula-
tions. Simrall said her data inclusion 
manager will leverage the map data 
to fi gure out where Louisville should 
have targeted campaigns to ensure 
that residents know a federal broad-
band stipend exists and whether they 
are eligible for it. As confi rmed by a 
report from BroadbandNow, only a 
fraction of eligible households took 

advantage of EBB, which was replaced 
by the Aff ordable Connectivity Pro-
gram (ACP) at the start of the year.  

“You don’t need the data to be 
perfect to make decisions,” Simrall 
said. “What you’ll probably discover, 
especially when you’re looking at 
this EBB data or the new ACP data, 
is it will give you very clear areas for 
you to focus your eff orts and make 
sure that as a community you’re 
not leaving money on the table.” 

 
Wisconsin 

Despite the fact that Wisconsin 
has mapped broadband availability 
for a grant program to some extent 
since 2013, the state was hardly get-
ting any sub-census-block data from 
its provider community at the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thanks 
to consistent dialog with the state’s 
estimated 95 providers, the situation 
has signifi cantly shifted in two years.  

“We have about 45 providers who 
are giving us data in some form or 
another at a fi ner-grained level than 
the census block, usually using GIS 
data of some sort,” said Colter Sikora, 
broadband mapping coordinator 
with the Public Service Commission 
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When Will the FCC Release Updated Maps?
“The FCC is committed to implementing its new Broadband Data 

Collection process as fast as possible, consistent with all requirements 

of the Broadband DATA Act, so that federal, state and local resources 

can be targeted to fi nally and fully connect everyone and everywhere 

to high-speed, reliable broadband service. As to the precise timing 

of our collection and release of broadband maps, the FCC has many 

workstreams in motion to make that happen as quickly as possible. We 

are building and testing the new IT systems and platforms, fi nalizing 

data specifi cations and other fi ling and challenge procedures, and have 

engaged in discussions with a number of states and other governmental 

partners about the data collection systems we are developing and the 

challenge data that will help us verify the accuracy of our broadband 

availability maps. The FCC also is working through the government 

contracting process, as required by the law, to procure the Broadband 

Serviceable Location Fabric, which is an essential foundation for improved 

broadband data gathering at the agency.”  — FCC Spokesperson, January 2022

 You don’t need 
the data to be 
perfect to make 
decisions. What 
you’ll probably 
discover ... is it will 
give you very clear 
areas for you to 
focus your eff orts 
and make sure that 
as a community 
you’re not leaving 
money on the table.
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of Wisconsin. “Knowing that we’re 
reaching that 50 percent point of 
our Internet service provider com-
munity that’s giving us that data, I 
think that’s a real victory for improv-
ing the accuracy of the broadband 
maps. Of course, it’s yet to be seen 
what the quality of that data is.” 

According to Sikora, Wisconsin poses 
a simple inquiry to providers: What 
can you serve at this point? Although 
the question is straightforward, the 
providers are still trying to fi gure out 
how to map eff ectively for their own 
purposes. With 45 diff erent providers 
submitting data, the state could be 
seeing 45 diff erent mapping procedures. 
The state has no uniform procedure to 
date, though if the feds come up with 
an offi  cial process, that might change.  

“We don’t have our data collection 
in statute or anything insanely formal 
… but it is along the lines of if someone 
calls you up and says, ‘I need service, 
and I’m in your blob,’ then there better 
be, at least in my eyes, a better than 95 
percent chance that that person’s going 
to have service within the standard 10 
business days,” Colter said. “Not ‘We 
can build this, and next year you can 
have it.’ That’s not OK. There needs to 
be infrastructure that’s reachable.” 

Interestingly, Wisconsin isn’t asking 
for address-level data. From the state’s 
perspective, addresses are limited as a 
unit of analysis when it comes to having 
true foresight about where high-speed 
Internet can exist. The goal is to iden-
tify where service can be achieved, 
not merely where service is available.  

“Especially in agrarian Wisconsin or 
rural anywhere USA, you have plenty of 
turf where, sure, you could put a house 
there, but right now it’s a cornfi eld, 
and there are no address points other 
than maybe a driveway to access that 
cornfi eld,” Sikora pointed out. “To limit 
the scope of broadband mapping to, 
say, coverages available at this address 
and that address and the other address 
doesn’t necessarily answer the whole 
question of, ‘Where can a provider pro-
vide service right now and where can’t 
it?’ Because if there are houses on one 
street corner and houses on another 

and fi elds in between, what’s happen-
ing in between still matters as far as 
development decisions are concerned.” 

Key to the state’s success is, regard-
less of political administration, its 
broadband offi  ce’s ability to maintain 
healthy relationships with providers. 
Sikora said states can also take advan-
tage of private-sector entities that serve 
as a middleman between government 
and providers to make processes like 
data collection and mapping easier. 
There also needs to be actual vision 
behind what a state will do with the 
data it collects, because there’s little 
point in doing something if it’s not 
going to be helpful down the road.  

Another point involves being 
considerate of providers. The state 
believes waiting for procedural guid-
ance from the FCC is a good strategy, 
as one doesn’t want to lay down strict 
guidelines that might lead to redun-
dant work for providers once a future 
FCC granular mapping process is 
established. Providers could also be 
reluctant to participate if a state’s 
expectations for data are too high.  

“Asking too much certainly can 
be and, probably for some provid-
ers, is a deterrent,” Sikora said. 
“That, I don’t think is a question. 
Where that boundary is varies 
from provider to provider.” 
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Georgia
In contrast to how Wisconsin 

handles mapping, Georgia specifi cally 
utilizes address-level data and aggre-
gates it up to the census-block level 
to create a comparison with Form 477 
data. All in all, the state has mapped 
about 5.3 million locations in 159 
counties. And starting in 2021, Geor-
gia added unserved locations during 
its annual June 30 map refresh, said 
Eric McRae, associate director at the 
University of Georgia’s Carl Vinson 
Institute of Government, which does 
the technical work for the state map on 

behalf of the Georgia Department of 
Community Aff airs, the lead agency.  

Like most complex and unprece-
dented endeavors, the path to Georgia’s 
statewide broadband map had its share 
of bumps. Initially when the project 
started in 2019, McRae’s team collected 
the address data and then gave that 
information to the providers so that the 
providers could map it. This approach 
ended up being too heavy of a lift for 
providers, who then suggested that the 
state collect and map the provider data.   

“We worked with the 44 providers 
to get all of their data in various forms 
and then standardize it against a 
master address fi le that we actually 
commercially purchased in the state 
of Georgia, because we didn’t have 
a master address fi le for the state 
at the time,” McRae recounted.  

As is the case in Wisconsin, com-
municating with providers has been a 
major element of Georgia’s progress. 
Georgia has a provider advisory board, 
which informed the state that com-
panies didn’t want served locations 
to be collected and shown based on 
competition concerns. But McRae said 
providers may one day become com-
fortable with going in this direction. 
It’s all about respect and gradual nego-
tiation, so coming to providers with 
lofty expectations isn’t the way to go.  

“Start talking with them imme-
diately and fi nd out what they’re 
comfortable with and what they’re not 
comfortable with,” McRae advised. 
“I’ve talked with several states that are 
starting a mapping process, and they’re 
basically going for everything. They 
want to collect every single speed, every 

single this. They want to have all of this 
information. I told them, I said, ‘That’s 
a heavy lift for a provider, especially 
since you’re not paying them to give 
you this information. You’re asking.’” 

McRae also warned against 
attempting to use legislation to 
tell providers what types of infor-
mation they must fork over.  

“They’re not a regulated commu-
nity,” McRae said. “You don’t have 
the teeth that you think you do.”  

McRae shared another piece of 
advice that recalls what Simrall com-
municated: Don’t worry about having 
everything perfect. There are going to 
be data inconsistencies. There are going 
to be conundrums that you may not 
decipher. Being almost correct is going 
to get you further than relying only 
on Form 477 data to make decisions.  

A principle that goes hand in hand 
with this logic is not being overzeal-
ous about map updates. McRae fl atly 
stated monthly map updates are too 
much to handle for everyone involved 
and can get in the way of planning. 
Data will change after you publish 
the map, but that information can be 
saved for a bigger planned update, 
and the state can still keep the infor-
mation in mind so that overbuilds 
don’t occur in particular areas. McRae 
wouldn’t suggest updating a broad-
band map more than twice a year.  

“Trying to publish the map every 
time someone does an update, you’re 
going to basically be chasing your 
tail all the time,” McRae said.  

jpressgrove@govtech.com
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To limit the scope of broadband mapping 
to, say, coverages available at this address 
and that address and the other address 
doesn’t necessarily answer the whole 
question of, ‘Where can a provider provide 
service right now and where can’t it?’
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T
he city of Coral Gables, Florida, is a trailblazer when it comes to 
using technology to make life better for its 75,000 inhabitants. 

It has won numerous awards, including fi rst place for a city of its size 
in the Center for Digital Government’s Digital Cities 2018 competition, 
as well as national recognition for using technology to address 
residents’ needs during the pandemic. These successes refl ect the 
leadership, vision and dedication of the Coral Gables Information 
Technology Department as well as the CGIT team’s long-standing 
commitment to proven best practices.

“Our team works hard every day providing services and 
applications to the enterprise, as well as improving quality of life 
with smart city initiatives,” says Raimundo Rodulfo, who joined the 
city in 2004 and serves as director of information technology and 
chief innovation offi  cer.

Under Rodulfo’s leadership, the IT department has implemented 
a number of Infor cloud-based enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
systems to transform processes citywide and meet the city’s goals 
of eliminating paper, going digital and becoming more effi  cient. His 
team is currently working with the Finance and HR departments 
to implement Infor’s fi nancial, human capital management (HCM) 
and supply chain management modules to streamline processes 
and enhance business capabilities. The project, which will replace 
the last legacy system in the city, launched in June 2021 and is on 
track to meet its aggressive 18-month schedule.

“We are in a time where all systems need to be able to interoperate 
and to connect to customers, employees and the supply chain 
whenever you need them. It makes a lot of sense for an ERP 
solution to be in the cloud. Besides the scalability and availability 
of the cloud, we need the agility to easily deploy solutions, content 
and containerized applications and to move applications to an 

environment where they are beyond the issues of hardware or 
browser compatibility,” says Rodulfo.

The city needed a system that allows innovation across ERP 
functions and business sectors. Infor’s state-of-the-art technology 
and investment in research and development (R&D) were important 
diff erentiators during selection of the multi-tenant ERP solution. 

“Coral Gables is a smart city, and we look for world-class 
quality-of-life standards for everything. We also have to look 
for world-class, industry 4.0-ready solutions. We don’t expect 
to be in the same place fi ve years from now. We’re looking for 
organizations that invest a lot of their bottom line and their profi t 
into R&D, so they can take us through this journey for multiple 
years,” says Rodulfo.

Post-modern ERP system raises 
bar for effi  ciency and user experience
Although the city already had an electronic system that performed 
fi nance, HCM and supply chain management functions, it 
was missing out on opportunities to automate processes and 
aggregate data through industry-specifi c analytics and artifi cial 
intelligence (AI). 

“A post-modern ERP system is pretty much AI-driven. The legacy 
system lacked a lot of the integration and data-driven capabilities 
that we’re looking for in the post-modern ERP era,” says Rodulfo.

The new modules will allow the city to leverage data to gain 
actionable insights in real time, engage in more advanced business 
intelligence reporting and enable forecasting of variables in multiple 
fi elds. It will also help meet organizational goals such as improving 
effi  ciencies and customer service.

Systematic Approach Drives ERP 
Transformation and Smart City Success

A GOVERNMENT TECHNOLOGY CASE STUDY
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To learn more about the benefi ts that other cities, counties and states are experiencing through the Infor 

CloudSuite Public Sector platform, visit Infor at https://www.infor.com/industries/state-local-government
and schedule a call with one of our industry team members today.

“Our city focuses on providing excellent customer service through 
our organization. All the diff erent modules that we’re implementing 
align with that,” says Rodulfo.

The fi nancial management application, for example, is expected 
to improve reporting, accessibility and the customer experience 
for tasks that range from paying a bill to looking at fi nancial 
transparency dashboards in the city’s smart city hub. More 
advanced automation capabilities and better data reporting 
will also streamline HCM processes for HR workers as well as 
employees throughout the job application, onboarding and 
employment life cycle.

Built-in best practices minimize 
customization and expedite deployment
Infor applications include best practices that are tailored to 
state and local government and to specifi c ERP functions. 
Built-in accessibility and compliance as well as real-time, data-
driven processes are especially important to the city and 
will help meet the goal of minimal (if any) customization. 

“With industry best practices and preconfi gured modules, you 
can pretty much satisfy all your needs. Of course, you always 
have that particular thing that is diff erent than anybody else; 
in that case, you have to look inward and fi nd ways to adapt 
your processes to the new technology,” says Rodulfo.

Getting started: Rigorous research 
and planning pave the way for success
The IT team follows Project Management Institute (PMI) 
best practices, systems engineering best practices and 
agile implementation methodologies to manage its diverse 
and complex portfolio of smart city solutions. Doing 
extensive research and preparation before getting started 
is foundational to its approach and long-term success.

“Our goal in all our smart city projects is to have quick wins 
and a phased approach so we can deliver the ROI and the 
benefi ts that citizens can touch quickly,” says Rodulfo.

The following best practices refl ect the department’s overall approach:

Evaluate the current state and establish goals. This process 
entails researching and analyzing the system’s current capabilities 
and what challenges or needs the organization, stakeholders and 
constituents want to address. Once analysis is complete, the project 
team identifi es and prioritizes goals. These goals align with the 
city’s and IT department’s strategic goals, priorities and plans.

Defi ne success. A clear defi nition of success is important for 
evaluating potential service providers, holding them accountable 
if they are chosen and ensuring the project continues to align 
with the organization’s mission and vision over time. Defi nitions 
and benchmarks should include metrics, timelines and other 
quantifi able data as well as less tangible success indicators for 
everything from security and compliance to customer support.

Seek outside expertise. As part of its upfront research, Rodulfo’s 
team routinely seeks expertise from multiple domains, including 
industry experts, academia, research institutions and nonprofi t 
organizations. It also analyzes case studies from other cities that 
excel in implementation of new ERP systems. 

“We always look at the case studies that have shown quick 
deliveries with quick wins along the way, but also with excellent 
results at the end,” says Rodulfo. 

Establish a project steering committee right away. The committee 
should include representation from all major stakeholders and 
executives that will work on the project, including the city manager, 
fi nance director, HR director, risk manager and city attorney. It’s also 
important to create multidisciplinary work groups within the project 
team. Doing so helps cultivate ownership and accountability.

Engage an organizational change management expert. To fi ll 
this role, the city brings in a senior business analyst who provides 
advice and best practices related to the change management 
journey. By design, the analyst is not part of the organization, so 
they can bring objectivity and a fresh pair of eyes to the process.

Communicate regularly. Transformative change requires the 
participation and acceptance of stakeholders. But those stakeholders 
have other responsibilities as well. Realistic expectations and 
transparent communication about goals, responsibilities and 
progress encourage buy-in, ownership and accountability.   

Maintaining momentum day-to-day
Implementing an ERP system that manages all the fi nances, human 
capital and supply chain for a city is easier said than done. Despite 
the current project’s magnitude and steep change management 
curve, Rodulfo is confi dent that his department’s tried-and-true 
approach to strategic initiatives — along with an outstanding team 
and great city leadership, as well as tight collaboration and state-of-
the-art technology from Infor — is the right formula for success. 

“Without all those things, we wouldn’t be able to accomplish so 
many things in so little time,” he says.

IMAGE PROVIDED BY SHUTTERSTOCK.COM ©2022 e.Republic. All rights reserved.
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F
or state technology leaders, the Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act marks a unique opportunity to move the needle on 
broadband availability and accessibility. 

State CIOs and others in state government tasked with promot-
ing connectivity are looking to the $65 billion earmarked for broadband 
as a key means to help bring aff ordable Internet to all Americans. 

Every state will get $100 million to spend on broadband once the 
money starts fl owing, and while the fi nal formulas haven’t been worked 
out, many states expect to receive signifi cantly more over time. Execu-
tive director of the ConnectMaine Authority Peggy Schaff er has heard 
estimates as high as $300 million or more for her state’s piece of that 
pie. “It’s a signifi cant amount of money for the state,” she said. 

Experts say that the infrastructure spending could go a long way 
toward closing connectivity gaps in underserved communities. 

“Access is fundamentally a capex problem: Capital markets are not 
going to pay to build out broadband networks in places where there’s 
no return on that investment,” said Blair Levin, a nonresident senior 
fellow at Brookings Metro. “Congress has fundamentally solved that 
capex problem. With all the money fl owing in, it should be enough.” 
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BRINGING UP 
Unprecedented federal 

investment will soon land 

in state broadband offi  ces. 

Three states share their 

plans for putting those 

resources to work. 

By Adam Stone
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But money is only the starting 
point, Levin added. Challenges lie 
ahead for state technology leaders as 
they seek to put that money to work 
in the most eff ective ways possible. 

“When the federal government 
writes a billion-dollar check for roads 
to, say, the state of North Carolina, that 
state has a department of transporta-
tion with a well-established process. 
They know what they’re doing, they’ve 
done it a million times,” he said. Even 
in the states that have dedicated broad-
band offi  ces, there’s no equivalent 
bureaucratic infrastructure in place. 
“There is no broadband department in 
any state that has a comparable expe-
rience taking large checks from the 
federal government and deploying that 
money to build a broadband network.” 

It’s no small thing to spend $100 
million in public money. Across a 
range of states, broadband leaders 
within government say they’ll need 
to ramp up their eff orts in order 
to both meet the challenges and 
embrace the opportunities presented 
by the new infrastructure funding. 

SCALING UP 
IN MAINE 

Maine’s broadband offi  ce, the 
ConnectMaine Authority, has been 
operating on a budget of about a mil-
lion dollars a year since 2007. In 
response to COVID-19, CARES Act 
money added $6 million to the pot, 
and a state bond issue made another 
$15 million available, Schaff er said. 

The jump to $100 million (and 
more) will require her to dramati-
cally scale up those eff orts. 

“Right now, we have three people 
in this state that are working on this,” 
she said. That’s not many, considering 
the task at hand. To bolster her eff orts, 
Schaff er is communicating with local 
authorities in order to understand 
specifi c needs, and also leveraging the 
carriers’ expertise in order to chart 
a path forward. “There are lots and 
lots of moving pieces here, and a lot of 
what we are doing right now is fi gur-
ing out how to mesh all these moving 
pieces into a comprehensive plan.” 

That plan will need to include a 
focus on equity. “There’s a requirement 

that most of this money go to the 
worst-served fi rst. That means we 
need to have a much deeper under-
standing of who really is unserved, 
and also what the cost is for bring-
ing service there,” she said. 

To that end, the agency has already 
engaged with a contractor to develop 
a broadband intelligence platform 
— “essentially, it’s maps on steroids,” 
Schaff er said — in order to understand 
exactly which areas are underserved 
when it comes to broadband. 

She’s also scaling up her eff orts 
to evaluate competing approaches 
to broadband deployment. “This is 
tax money, and it’s important that 
we really understand what that value 
is,” she said. That value proposition 
will depend in part on the state’s abil-
ity to deliver broadband solutions 
that can stand the test of time, Schaf-
fer said. That means her offi  ce won’t 
just be coordinating broadband grants 
but will also be taking a deep dive 
into the kinds of solutions on off er. 

“We should be building out this 
infrastructure once. We shouldn’t have 
to go build this out again, at least not 
for a long time,” she said. “That means 
we invest in infrastructure that can 
be scaled. Whatever we hang on the 
poles, whatever we bury in the ground 
— once that is done, we should be able 
to just switch out the electronics later 
on in order to make the service better.” 

As that vision starts to come 
together, Schaff er expects to have a 
relatively free hand in bringing it to 
life. The state’s broadband authority 
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“WHATEVER WE HANG 
ON THE POLES, WHAT-
EVER WE BURY IN THE 
GROUND — ONCE 
THAT IS DONE, WE 
SHOULD BE ABLE TO 
JUST SWITCH OUT THE 
ELECTRONICS LATER 
ON IN ORDER TO MAKE 
THE SERVICE BETTER.” 

Maine’s broadband offi  ce has been in 
operation since 2007, but managing 
new state and federal funding will 
mean massively scaling up eff orts.
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is quasi-independent, and thus not 
subject to the usual hurdles that 
can slow government action. 

“That means we can add headcount, 
we can add people without having to go 
through a state budget process. We can 
set up our own procurement and our 
own purchasing policies,” she said. “We 
work very hard to keep them as close 
to the state policies as we can, because 
the state processes are time-tested and 
true. But it means we don’t have to go 
through that bureaucracy within state 
government to get our stuff  done.” 

As she scales up her eff orts in antici-
pation of accelerated spending, Schaff er 
said that she — like others in her posi-
tion nationwide — will be looking to 
the National Telecommunications and 
Information Administration (NTIA) 
for guidance and support. Ideally, 
she’d like to see NTIA templatize the 
broadband grantmaking process. 

“We’re all going to be going through 
the same steps, so instead of each state 
trying to fi gure out this on our own, 
let’s fi gure it out on a national scale and 
then have states pick and choose from 
this menu of things that they can use 
to beef up their program,” she said. 

A BIG BOOST 
IN UTAH 

The infrastructure funding “is going 
to be very signifi cant, it will really 
help a lot,” said Rebecca Dilg, direc-
tor of the Utah Broadband Center. In 
addition to funding new connectivity, 
she noted, the infrastructure money 
will pay to upgrade decades-old DSL 
lines to populations that have long suf-
fered from slow Internet connections. 

Dilg will be looking to build on the 
success of a state broadband grant 
program that came into being in order 
to facilitate COVID-19 relief spend-
ing made available both through the 
state Legislature and the CARES 
Act. Those same processes that have 
helped extend broadband to the bor-
ders of Idaho and Wyoming, and have 
increased access to public Wi-Fi, 
now can be leveraged to get the fed-
eral infrastructure money fl owing. 

“We have designed this grant pro-
gram, we’ve tested it out,” she said. 
“The feedback I’ve received so far 
is that the grant program is really 
good, that we’ve done a good job.” 

Even with that foundation in 
place, Dilg said she expects to have 
to leverage alliances outside of 
government in order to put the infra-
structure funds to use eff ectively. 

“Many of the states only have 
one person in their offi  ce, and that’s 

where I’m at right now: one person 
and a part-time assistant,” she said. 
“But that’s not to say I have been 
left completely alone. We have our 
Department of Transportation, and 
we have the state’s education and tele-
health network. We will be working 
in partnership with each other, and 
with the providers, in order to extend 
this out into the communities.” 

The communities themselves will 
also play a role in helping to shape 
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“WHEN THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT WRITES A 
BILLION-DOLLAR CHECK FOR ROADS TO, SAY, THE 
STATE OF NORTH CAROLINA, THAT STATE HAS A 
DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION WITH A WELL-
ESTABLISHED PROCESS ... THERE IS NO BROADBAND 
DEPARTMENT IN ANY STATE THAT HAS A COMPARABLE 
EXPERIENCE TAKING LARGE CHECKS FROM THE 
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT AND DEPLOYING THAT 
MONEY TO BUILD A BROADBAND NETWORK.” 
 

The Utah Broadband Center will be 
looking to local leaders to help iden-
tify where need is greatest as they 
expand connections across the state.
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the broadband grant program. In par-
ticular, Dilg will be looking to local 
leaders to help pinpoint the areas of 
greatest need. And along those same 
lines, she’s also working with the 
state mapping agency and with an 
outside provider to run speed tests 
on existing broadband networks. 

“It’s really important that our maps 
are not based just on what the broad-
band providers submit,” she said. Speed 
testing “will provide another layer of 
accuracy. It will help us to verify the 
speeds people are actually getting, 
proving that the providers are actually 
serving the area as they say they are.” 

At the same time, Dilg is focused 
on using this opportunity to address 
inequities in broadband access. She’s 
working in close cooperation with the 
National Digital Inclusion Alliance to 
address this piece of the puzzle, and 
also with a state digital access coordi-
nator (a recently created position). 

“How are we connecting people 
who can’t aff ord it? Do they have 
the devices in their homes that they 
need? That’s not something that nec-
essarily would come directly out of 
my offi  ce, but I’m going to oversee 
or help coordinate that,” she said. 

She’ll also be looking to private play-
ers to help the state meet its equity 
goals. Past experience has shown her 
that carriers are ready to meet that call. 

“During COVID, we had two families 
in a very rural area,” she recalled. They 

needed broadband access so that kids 
could get their homework done, and a 
local provider stepped up to build the 
needed tower, even though there was 
no fi nancial return on the investment. 
“They said: ‘Well, we didn’t make any-
thing on this one, but that’s where we 
are.’ It shows that we have partners who 
are very committed to our communities.” 

A RUNNING START 
IN MARYLAND

While some are starting from 
scratch on their broadband eff orts, and 
others are expanding upon CARES 
Act grantmaking processes, profes-
sional engineer Kenrick Gordon 
says he’s got a running start on the 
coming infrastructure windfall. 

“I started working in this fi eld for 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
in 2008, working on their ReConnect 
Program,” an eff ort to bolster rural 
broadband access, he said. “I handled 
11 projects with about $250 million in 
funding over the course of about fi ve 
years. I learned a lot from that, and 
I bring that knowledge to this job.” 

Based on that experience, and 
what he’s seen in his role as direc-
tor of the Maryland Offi  ce of 
Statewide Broadband, Gordon 
thinks that fi rst $100 million will 
be a good start, but only a start. 

“I’ve seen numbers thrown 
around, $200 million to $400 million. 

That’s getting closer. It’s all depen-
dent on the FCC’s mapping, which 
hasn’t been fi nished yet. But an addi-
tional $200 million would really put 
us where we need to be,” he said. 
(For more on broadband mapping 
eff orts, see Make Me a Map, p. 22.)

The state has already put some 
$400 million in American Rescue 
Plan money toward broadband, 
and Gordon anticipates the new 
infrastructure funding will sup-
port eff orts already underway. 

“We will continue our program of 
going after those houses that do not 
have a wire at the street, the unserved 
based on access,” he said. “The initial 
$100 million will probably go toward 
those areas fi rst. Once we’ve solved 
the unserved problem, then we start 
looking at the underserved: people 
who don’t have access to broadband, 
those who have access to slower 
broadband and community anchor 
facilities that don’t have service.” 

As spending ramps up, he’ll 
be working to ensure that equity 
and inclusion drive the eff ort. 

“This is about making sure that 
every household can aff ord broadband, 
that every household has a device to 
operate, that every household under-
stands broadband and how to utilize 
it — how to do their online banking, 
how to do online job searches,” he said. 

A model for this is already in 
place. The state has been subsidizing 
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A critical component of 
Maryland’s connectivity 
eff orts will be digital 
equity, ensuring those who 
are currently underserved 
get better, more reliable 
broadband access. 
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Why does culture matter in technology adoption?
Culture is what people do, what they believe, and how they 
behave over time. Culture and digital transformation go hand 
in hand. You cannot digitally transform unless you’re already 
changing and transforming your culture. Otherwise, you risk 
implementing technology no one wants, no one understands, 
and that won’t be sustained.

COVID accelerated government digital transformation. Some 
governments are now saying they’re going back to business as 
usual. But if governments want to continue that innovation, they’re 
going to have to create a space for it.

How does government culture impede efforts to advance 
digital transformation?
Things are moving fast, and in government things usually don’t 
move that quickly. Governments tend to be very risk averse and so 
change is hard. Leadership support is necessary for transformation 
to be successful and they must commit the resources that facilitate 
change. The employees must understand why the transformation 
is happening so that changes can be incorporated into operational 
processes and sustained over time. Additionally, there are so 
many different agencies in government — transportation, public 
works, public safety, health and human services, and more — and 
each has their own mission along with what could be thousands of 
employees. That’s a lot of people with different priorities to get on 
the same page.

Where should government leaders start?
You need to focus on building the culture that will enable the 
transformation you want. The fi rst thing to do is to listen — to your 
constituents, to your customers, and to your employees. What is 
working well? And, how do you make it better? You can’t transform 
if you don’t know what needs to be changed and what doesn’t 
need to be changed.

What are best practices for advancing culture within 
an organization?
One is making sure leaders are aligned and understand why this 
is important — not just the CIO, elected offi cials, and senior staff, 
but all the managers too. 

The second is communication. That’s a challenge for a lot of 
governments trying to make cultural changes — they need to 
be notifying all employees what’s going on, including the people 
working in refuse collection, the people laying the asphalt, the 
people at parks and rec, etc. Everybody needs to get the message, 
and that message must be aligned from the top. But with so many 
people involved, there’s a lot of ways that message could change. 
Having mechanisms like open forums, newsletters, and email 
communications are important to ensure consistent messaging.

The last thing is involving everybody in the culture of decision-
making. Senior staff cannot push culture down as things that must 
be done to people who may not understand the ‘why’. When they 
don’t understand why decisions are being made, how can they buy 
in? And that buy in ensures the changes are operationalized over 
time and that the investment in transformation works.

How do you support staff as part of this cultural change?
If you’re trying to create a digital culture, how do you do that without 
providing the resources and services for people to buy in? Do they 
need classes? Do they need mentorships? What technology are 
they comfortable with?

It’s also about making it okay for people to share their ideas 
and making it feasible to implement those ideas. For culture to 
change, people must see transformation happening. If they see 
that someone had an idea and it got implemented, or that their 
manager asked what they thought about something before it was 
implemented, that’s a change in a culture. That’s making innovation 
part of everybody’s DNA. 

At the end of the day, the purpose of government is to enhance 
quality of life for their community, and part of that means making 
it easier for constituents to receive government services. To 
transform government in this way requires a long-term mindset and 
understanding that shifting the organization’s culture is necessary 
alongside changing technology. Transformation is about people, 
process, and technology, all three of which comprise culture and 
drive digital transformation.

The future of government is about shifting how governments do business and serve constituents. 
In this Q&A, Danielle Hinz, executive government advisor for Amazon Web Services (AWS), 
discusses how government leaders can transition organizational culture to support digital transformation.
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Read, senior offi  cer of the Broadband 
Access Initiative at Pew Charitable 
Trusts. “There’s an element of local 
engagement, working with communi-
ties to understand what service looks 
like locally, where they have gaps.” 

There will be future rule-making 
around how various projects are to 
be prioritized and scored. “And there 
will be all of the decisions around 
how that funding gets out the door, 
how it is tracked and monitored to 
ensure accountability,” she said. 

As that process unfolds, state 
leaders will need to be working 
with a big-picture vision in mind. 

“A one-time cash infusion in the 
absence of a long-term operational 
plan creates temporary solutions or 
temporary relief,” said Ryan Oakes, 
global managing director of Accen-
ture’s Public Sector practice. “It’s so 
important, when we talk about this 
broadband investment, that we really 
take a hard look not just at what 
are we trying to achieve in terms of 
aff ordable access, but also how are 
we creating the economic model that 
works for the providers involved, 
so that this becomes a long-term 
part of the model in our country.” 

With this much money on the 
table, some experts say, it will be 
important for state technology 
leaders to talk among themselves, 
and also to actively engage with 
all the relevant stakeholders. 

“There will naturally be a debate on 
the most good done by these dollars 
… and what manner of public/private 
partnership should emerge from 
this eff ort,” said Ian Greenblatt, who 
leads J.D. Power’s Technology, Media 
and Telecommunications research. 

“Healthy debate and ambitious 
plans will go a long way toward 
eliminating the broadband access 
gap, ensuring nearly each and every 
American has robust broadband 
suffi  cient to participate in the post-
pandemic digital economy for the 
foreseeable future,” he said.  

adam.stone@newsroom42.com
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ones that are probably going to suff er 
the most for this. For the 50 percent 
of the states across the country 
that lack broadband offi  ces, they’re 
going to be playing catch-up.” 

MOVING FORWARD 
These state-level leaders all agree 

that the infrastructure funding, what-
ever the dollar amount turns out to be, 
will give their eff orts a massive boost.  

That’s the good news, and it is 
very good news. Federal spending 
on this scale will enable states to 
incentivize carriers to build long-
term solutions that help to close the 
gaps in availability and access. 

Much work lies ahead, however. 
“There’s the mapping element, 

collecting data to get a broader 
understanding of where unserved 
households are located,” said Anna 

connectivity for low-income house-
holds, piggybacking on an existing 
federal subsidy. The infrastructure 
funding could further support such 
eff orts, along with projects that 
extend or accelerate Internet in 
underserved areas. 

As with other state-level leaders, 
Gordon anticipates working in close 
cooperation with fi nancial and 
community-development experts in 
state government in order to coordinate 
the broadband grantmaking eff ort. 

Technology leaders “don’t need to 
get down into the minutia of exactly 
how this all works. But we do have to 
understand it well enough to look at a 
grant application and understand what 
they’re going to do, how they’re going 
to do it, what it’s going to cost,” he said. 

To that end, “we will borrow 
from other divisions, using them 
for knowledge where needed,” he 
said. “There are certainly people 
within the Maryland state govern-
ment that we can reach out to and 
get our questions answered.” 

He’ll also be looking to leverage 
insights from those closer to ground 
level. “We have very good relationships 
with the CIOs within the counties,” 
he said. “We will be reaching out 
to them to make sure that we’re on 
track with what our counties need.” 

When it comes time to actually 
spend that $100 million, plus however 
much more, Gordon has a simple 
strategy. “You don’t write giant checks. 
When we do an award, we provide 
our funding on a reimbursement 
basis,” he said. In order to get paid, 
“the Internet service provider has 
to actually build something that’s 
tangible, that we can look at.” 

Gordon’s USDA experience gives 
him a head start here, as does the fact 
that Maryland already has in place 
an active broadband offi  ce — some-
thing he says everybody needs. 

“When the infrastructure money 
comes, we’ll just continue with the 
same organization we have now,” 
he said. “The states that don’t have 
broadband offi  ces set up yet are the 

“IT’S SO IMPORTANT, 
WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 
THIS BROADBAND 
INVESTMENT, THAT 
WE REALLY TAKE A 
HARD LOOK NOT 
JUST AT WHAT 
ARE WE TRYING TO 
ACHIEVE IN TERMS OF 
AFFORDABLE ACCESS, 
BUT ALSO HOW ARE 
WE CREATING THE 
ECONOMIC MODEL 
THAT WORKS FOR 
THE PROVIDERS 
INVOLVED, SO THAT 
THIS BECOMES A 
LONG-TERM PART 
OF THE MODEL IN 
OUR COUNTRY.” 
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The following strategies help organizations manage 

costs and complexity associated with technical debt:Understand where technical debt exists and the risks 

it poses so the organization can prioritize spending. Select technology and solutions that align to the 
organization’s core vision.  

Focus on “buy vs. build” and as-a-service solutions 

to reduce the process debt that occurs when making 

changes.

Invest in automation and other tools to help scale 
staff capabilities without adding staff.

Aim for a minimum viable product to streamline 
delivery. “Instead of creating the best possible solution — 

creating a Cadillac when we just need a car — we aim for 

a useable product and then make enhancements along 

the way. That eases the production burden and changes 

the focus from having all requirements done to providing 

value to our citizens,” says Widun.

Use the growing focus on cybersecurity as an 
opportunity to address legacy systems and technical 

debt. “The Solar Winds, Colonial Pipeline, Kaseya 
and other attacks have worked in our favor to bring 

awareness to an area that mystifies a lot of people,” 

says Barnes. “It’s an opportunity to talk about how we 

can move our infrastructure forward to improve our 
security posture.” 

Take advantage of federal funding to replace 
or support systems that add to technical debt. 
The American Rescue Plan Act, the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act and other resources can be 

used to bolster connectivity and network security. Technical debt exists in every organization. The sooner 

it is acknowledged, the sooner it can be addressed 
and minimized. Each team or department within an 
organization plays an important role.

“The best way for us to address technical debt is to 
know where it exists and know where our risks and 
vulnerabilities are,” says Barnes. “That allows us to make 

a plan and prioritize how to move those things forward. 

Organizations can be part of the solution and are better 

off helping us understand what the solution could be for 

the betterment of the entire agency.”

“The best way for us to address technical debt is to 
know where it exists and know where our risks and 
vulnerabilities are.” — Indiana CIO Tracy Barnes

BEST PRACTICES FOR ADDRESSING TECHNICAL DEBT

N
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It has never been clearer that con-
nectivity is integral to life in 2022, 
and while federal support is on the 

table — like funding from the Infra-
structure Investment and Jobs Act 
or the Federal Communications 
Commission’s new Aff ordable Con-
nectivity Program — local governments 
are exploring options to get their own 
broadband networks off  the ground. 

Fort Collins, Colo., is a pioneer in city-
led eff orts to off er residents their own 
innovative solution: a municipal fi ber net-
work. City leaders argue that this solution 
can deliver higher speeds, lower costs 
and superior customer service compared 
to private Internet service providers. 
While Fort Collins Connexion, the city’s 
community-owned fi ber-to-the-premises 
network, is expected to be fully opera-
tional by the end of this year, the project 
has been in the works for the past decade.  

Building Buy-In 
Fort Collins became interested in cre-

ating a citywide fi ber network following 
the 2012 launch of Google Fiber in Kansas 
City, Mo. According to Fort Collins Senior 
Economic Manager SeonAh Kendall, this 
led to Gig-U, a coalition involving the city 
and Colorado State University. With an 
abundance of data and research at their 
fi ngertips, the group asked, “Why not us?”  

Fort Collins was well positioned to 
embark on this journey because the city 

already provided electricity and water, so 
the idea of public-owned utilities was not 
completely novel for residents, according 
to former City Manager Darin Atteberry, 
who oversaw the growth of Fort Collins 
Connexion until 2021. The trust in the 
city to operate a utility was already there. 

The largest obstacle to getting started 
was legislative: Colorado SB 152 was a 
2005 law preventing communities from 
off ering telecommunications services. 
Fort Collins needed residents to approve 
an exemption. When it was put to a vote 
in 2015, the law was overturned with 83 
percent support. Atteberry said it was a 
true testament to the community’s sup-
port of the network. Two years later, 
the city again asked the community to 
back broadband by approving a ballot 
measure that would add telecommuni-
cation to the Utility Charter  and make a 
bond of up to $150 million available for 
the project. The measure passed with 57 
percent of the vote, and November 2018 
marked the offi  cial start of construction. 

The community’s involvement was 
a critical part of this eff ort, according 
to Colman Keane, former broadband 
executive director for Fort Collins 
Connexion. He said that from the begin-
ning, Fort Collins has had an active 
citizen base and many community 
groups and residents interested in 
advancing broadband in the city. 

As the project has evolved, the city 
maintains transparency on its prog-
ress through quarterly and monthly 
reports. As of December 2021, the take 
rate — the proportion of potential cus-
tomers using the service — was at 31 
percent, already exceeding the neces-
sary 28 percent rate to pay back the 
bond. Atteberry expects that rate to 
“skyrocket” in the next 10 years. 

Plus, the project is ahead of sched-
ule, he reported. Fiber construction 
to the front of every single home is 
expected to be complete by summer 
of 2022, and service is expected to 
be available to all designated loca-
tions by the end of the year. The Fort 
Collins Connexion website off ers a 
construction map to keep residents 
informed of progress from the design 
stage to availability of service. Wireless 
speeds will vary based on the connec-
tion method and the Internet-enabled 
device, as older devices tend to have 
lower speeds. However, speeds could 
range from 20MB/s  to over 500MB/s.  

A Network of Their Own
This year Fort Collins, Colo., will complete construction of its city-owned and 
-operated broadband network, but the eff ort has been years in the making. 

By  Julia Edinger /  Staff  Writer
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Facts on Fort Collins
Population: 170,000
No. of households: 65,000
Median household income: 

$66,000
Connexion’s “take rate” as 

of December 2021: 31 percent
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A Competitive Marketplace 
Keane explained that simply bring-

ing competition into the marketplace 
stimulates other providers in a way 
that will save households money. 

While partnerships with private enti-
ties can off er broadband access to a lot of 
residents, the city’s current Broadband 
Executive Director Chad Crager, who 
took over when Keane retired in 2021, said 
that the issue then is that cities lose con-
trol — not only of the revenue produced, 
but also of the customer experience for 
constituents. That focus on the customer 
is something that he said sets the city-
operated network apart from incumbents. 

“We need to really be off ering a 
three-star Michelin restaurant type 
of service to our residents, as well as 
to those who aren’t even our custom-
ers …,” Crager said. “We need to treat 
everybody as if they would be a cus-
tomer, and that’s the kind of service that 
I see us providing as we go forward.” 

As Atteberry stressed, the ability to 
provide customer service 24/7/365 is a 
critical part of creating a positive cus-
tomer experience for something essential 
like a utility. With more businesses, 
schools and health-care institutions oper-
ating remotely, people rely on having 
dependable service and technical sup-
port when needed to ensure they can 
send and receive important information.  

Another aspect of what makes this 
network unique is the emphasis on digital 
equity. 

Crager explained that digital equity 
strategies for broadband often state 
that income-qualifi ed households can 
receive a lower rate, but they then 
also get lower speeds. Fort Collins’ 
approach operates with the belief that 
everyone is entitled to the same high-
speed Internet. As such, 6 percent of 
revenue goes into what is called a pay-
ment in lieu of taxes, or PILOT, fund. 
This capital will allow the city to bridge 
the gap for those that are income-
qualifi ed to pay a lower rate and get 
the same high-quality connection. 

To further close the digital divide, 
leadership must also think beyond city 
limits, and Crager said partnerships 
are vital in doing so. For example, the 

neighboring city of Loveland, also part 
of Larimer County, is also putting in 
broadband. As a result, Crager said, 
they’re establishing a partnership with 
the county to address how residents 
outside of those two cities are being 
impacted by lower broadband speeds. 

And with the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Kendall noted, when schools and other 
services went online, the challenge was 
making sure service was available for 
areas that were hit hardest. Rather than 
having to rely on incumbents to pro-
vide service in a time of emergency, she 
said that having this network allowed 
the city to mobilize quickly to get wire-
less service where it was needed. 

Thinking Long Term 
As connectivity becomes an 

increasingly fundamental part of the 
workforce, education system and econ-
omy, Fort Collins Connexion acts as the 
foundation for where the city may go 
next, with a growing focus on 5G, the 
Internet of Things and consumer tech-
nology such as smart home products.  

Future-proofi ng the city’s communi-
cations with this fi ber network required 
a forward-thinking approach from the 
start. As Crager explained, the guiding 
mindset throughout the project was to 
consider what the Fort Collins region 
is going to look like in the next decade, 
and even beyond. The research process 
was a yearslong methodical undertak-
ing that involved asking many questions 
and looking at various models to see 
what would work best for the city.  

Planning entailed a lot of conver-
sations with other cities that have 
entered the world of municipal broad-
band, from Chattanooga, Tenn., to 
Wilson, N.C., said Kendall. The exten-
sive research Fort Collins did set the 
city up for success, as leadership was 
able to anticipate challenges early on. 
Because, in spite of this due diligence, 
with a large infrastructure project, there 
are likely to be unexpected obstacles.  

The city has a working fi nancial 
model, and when additional costs are 
incurred, that can require updates to 
the business plan. Crager said that 
in working on a high-level summary 

update to the plan in December 2021, 
it was found that additional funds 
will be needed: close to $20 million 
to build new conduit and serve the 
increasing number of sites that will 
need connection. While there were 
some arising concerns that incumbent 
broadband providers may use this 
information to persuade customers to use 
their service instead, Crager underlined 
the importance of being transparent 
with the public, beginning with the 
updated summary of the business plan. 

And just because construction is 
anticipated to fi nish this year does 
not mean the city’s work is done.  

“The next steps are where the 
real magic happens,” said Keane. 
“This is the opportunity for the com-
munity to get behind this network 
and to fi gure out what it can do to 
improve their quality of life.” 

Keane says that when a city is pro-
viding good service, the take rate 
grows. The power, however, will come 
in leveraging the network to go fur-
ther — from improving the economy 
to bridging the digital divide. These 
opportunities will be open for the taking 
with the creation of this network. 

One of the key lessons learned, 
Atteberry said, is the importance 
of having city leaders, staff  and 
community aligned on the goals 
before starting a project like this. It 
can be a big undertaking to operate 
even after the network is built 
because it is a 24/7 operation — billing 
systems, on-call systems and crew 
need to be available at all hours of 
the day in case of technical issues.  

Building a utility is an ongo-
ing investment. It was over 50 years 
ago that Fort Collins decided to 
provide municipal electric service, 
which it manages to this day. Atte-
berry stressed the value of learning 
from experts and other communi-
ties throughout the process. 

“I think our story is replicable,” 
Atteberry said. “And I think it is 
applicable to many other places 
throughout the United States.” 

jedinger@govtech.com
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SMARTER STRATEGIES 
FOR FUNDING IT State and local organizations have a 

once-in-a-generation opportunity to make 
foundational changes in government IT.

With an infl ux of dollars from the federal government and a new focus on investing in the nation’s technology infrastructure, IT 
leaders can leverage current funds to close technology gaps exposed by the COVID pandemic, drive new innovations and improve 
constituent service delivery. Here are some best practices and smart strategies for making the most of this important moment.

NAVIGATING TECHNICAL DEBTNAVIGATING TECHNICAL DEBT
As agencies invest in new technology, they must also manage the complexity of 
maintaining their legacy infrastructure.

Best Practices for Addressing Technical Debt:
  Understand where technical debt exists and the risks it poses so the organization 

can prioritize spending.

  Select technology and solutions that align to the organization’s core vision.

  Focus on “buy vs. build” and as-a-service solutions to reduce the process debt that 

occurs when making changes.

  Invest in automation and other tools to help scale staff  capabilities without adding staff .

  Aim for a minimum viable product to streamline delivery. 

  Use the growing focus on cybersecurity as an opportunity to update legacy systems.

UNDERSTANDING TOTAL COST OF OWNERSHIPUNDERSTANDING TOTAL COST OF OWNERSHIP
It’s important to understand the full extent of expenses associated with new technology 
investments. Conveying that information to lawmakers and budget decision-makers can be 
especially challenging — particularly when more projects are shifting away from traditional 
capital outlays to ongoing software-as-a-service models.

Best Practices for Capturing TCO:
  Communicate the full breadth of costs to budget and fi nance teams, including 

implementation, migration, customization, maintenance, annual user licensing 

and other operating costs.

  Consider using a chargeback model to control demand for resources. In addition to 

typical chargebacks for things like devices or email services, some agencies bill back 

for things like identity and access management services.

  Have agencies bring a problem, not a solution. When agencies present a need, 

work with them to discuss tools you may already have to address the problem — 

or procurement possibilities if a new solution is needed.

  Create a portfolio/consultancy offi  ce dedicated to managing relationships, 

providing subject matter expertise and serving as a point of communications.

  Develop a culture of innovation. Focus on fl exible, easy-to-implement 

infrastructure and provide training so teams are comfortable using new tools.

LEVERAGING SHARED LEVERAGING SHARED 
SERVICESSERVICES
Shared services is a business model 
that enables technology resources to 
be leveraged across a department, a 
jurisdiction or even an entire region. This 
approach can help streamline processes, 
lower costs and improve customer service 
for internal and external stakeholders.

Best Practices for Sharing Services:
  Get approval. Require chargeback 

models and rates to be approved 

by the main entities involved with 

fi nance, which may mean the budget 

offi  ce, the secretary of fi nance, the 

controller general and any number 

of additional stakeholders.

  Keep decision-makers in the 
loop. Ensure the executive steering 

committee approves any signifi cant 

changes in scope, scale or funding 

early in the cycle; doing so helps 

prepare for changes in course and cost.

  Know what’s coming. Work with 

agencies on priorities and forecasting 

so they know where they want to 

invest and IT teams can prepare 

as needed.

  Emphasize benefi ts beyond cost 
savings. Consistency across IT 

infrastructure and governance 

strengthens cybersecurity, facilitates 

data sharing across departments, 

and enables a uniform experience for 

internal and external users.
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MAKING THE CASE MAKING THE CASE 
TO BUDGET LEADERSTO BUDGET LEADERS
Now that technology is playing a more prominent role in 
overall policy and planning, it’s important for tech leaders to 
fi ne-tune their skills in communicating its value.

Best Practices for Communicating IT Investment Needs:
  Communicate in terms of quantifi able ROI ... Budget 

analysts are trained to think in terms of concrete, 

tangible outcomes, such as the number of people 

using a digital government service.

  … But don’t forget “soft” benefi ts. Identify less-direct 

impacts in areas such as effi  ciency and resiliency, like 

the benefi ts of adopting more scalable platforms to 

handle future surges in demand.

  Show achievable impacts. Provide a sense of the 

technical specifi cs and implementation milestones the 

budget team can expect to see. 

  Cultivate ongoing support. Maintain a relationship 

with fi nance teams and other decision-makers and 

provide insight into the operational and maintenance 

side of technology investments.

  Perfect the art of “the story.” Anecdotes resonate 

well, especially where technical specifi cs 

may be less familiar or are diffi  cult to communicate.

MAXIMIZING PUBLIC-MAXIMIZING PUBLIC-
PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPSPRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS
Not long ago, public-private partnerships (P3s) were seen as 
unique funding structures for certain large-scale investments 
in infrastructure and technology. In the post-pandemic 
economy, P3s will be an essential part of how state and local 
governments build out technologies to increase connectivity, 
close the digital divide, provide constituent services, streamline 
internal business processes and address workforce changes.

Best Practices for Managing P3s:

  Address compliance. When tapping into federal funds, 

understand where, when and how technology investments 

fi t into federal guidance. 

  Clarify the impact of capital budgets vs. operating 
budgets. With the increasing shift to cloud and 

software-as-a-service off erings, many IT investments 

are considered operational expenses rather than 

capital expenditures.

  Prepare for audits and reporting. Be prepared to 

provide an accounting of how your organization 

leveraged funding through a P3.

  Find a trusted partner. To be successful, P3s must be 

grounded in trust and mutually benefi cial to both the 

government partner and the private partner.

The Center for Digital Government, a division of 

e.Republic, is a national research and advisory 

institute on information technology policies and 

best practices in state and local government. 

Through its diverse and dynamic programs and 

services, the Center provides public and private 

sector leaders with decision support, knowledge 

and opportunities to help them eff ectively 

incorporate new technologies in the 21st century. 

www.centerdigitalgov.com.

The Center for Municipal Finance (CMF) at the 

University of Chicago’s Harris School of Public 

Policy enables students and faculty to engage 

the major fi nancial issues of the day facing state 

and local governments in the United States 

and around the globe. Some of the topical and 

enduring issues of municipal fi nance include 

fi nancing infrastructure, the use of municipal 

bonds, privatization, pension liabilities and the 

effi  cacy of reform, tax base adequacy, and more.

harris.uchicago.edu

Produced by: In partnership with:

MORE INFORMATION: The Center for Digital Government partnered with the Center for Municipal Finance at the 
University of Chicago Harris School of Public Policy to produce a comprehensive guide on funding government 
technology. Download “Funding Gov Tech: A Practical Guide to Financing State and Local Government IT” at 
govtech.com/fundinggovtech.

©2022 e.Republic. All rights reserved.
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Read full reports and breaking news about career changes across tech-driven roles in government at govtech.com/people.  

Pittsburgh Mayor Names 

Permanent CIO 

Pittsburgh Mayor Ed Gainey has 
named Heidi Norman as the city’s 
permanent CIO. Norman had held 
the same position on an interim basis 
since the departure of former CIO 
Santiago Garces last year. 

Former Kansas CITO Phil 

Wittmer Named CIO of Virginia 

Virginia has named Phil Wittmer as 
its next CIO. Wittmer comes to the 
job after previously serving as chief 
information technology offi  cer for 

Kansas. He replaces Nelson Moe, 
who stepped down after six years 
in the position when Gov. Glenn 
Youngkin took offi  ce in January. 

Tony Batalla to Take CIO Role in 

Santa Cruz County 

Santa Cruz County, Calif., has named 
Tony Batalla as its next CIO. Batalla 
comes to the new job following his 
work as leader of technology for San 
Leandro, Calif., a position he held 
dating back to 2014. 

New CIO Named in Chattanooga

Chattanooga, Tenn., has named 
Tyson Morris as the city’s new CIO. 
Morris brings years of experience 
overseeing tech work in the private 
sector for Coca-Cola. He replaces 
Brent Messer in the position.  

Florida Names CISO 

Florida tapped Jeremy Rodgers
as the state’s chief information 
security offi  cer within the Florida 
Digital Service offi  ce. Rodgers brings 
recent cybersecurity experience to 
the job, having served with the U.S. 
Department of Defense.  

Tech Changes in San Jose

San Jose, Calif., has elevated 
longtime CIO Rob Lloyd to the 
position of deputy city manager. 
In his new role, Lloyd oversees 
transportation and aviation city 
services, as well as IT. Meanwhile, 
Clay Garner was named San Jose, 
Calif.,’s new chief innovation offi  cer. 
Garner joined the city government 
in 2019 as a tech policy adviser. He 
replaces Jordan Sun in the role, 
noting that digital equity is a top 
priority. 

Colorado Taps New State 

Broadband Director 

Colorado has named Brandy Reitter
as the new executive director of 
its state broadband offi  ce. Reitter 
stepped into the position in February, 
having previously spent 15 years in 
local government. 
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What are some of the 
most critical cybersecurity 
challenges faced by state 
and local governments?

The number of attempts is increasing 
at an exponential rate, while at the 
same time the playbook is evolving 
for bad actors. These cybercriminals 
monetize their eff orts by infecting 
systems with ransomware and 
then holding them hostage. 

The other half of the equation is 
that governments don’t have the 
resources, especially if they’re trying 
to go it alone. Some jurisdictions are 
having trouble even fi nding IT help; I 
heard of one who hired a high school 
senior to help with their challenges.

In what ways can federal, 
state and local jurisdictions 
collaborate and learn 
from each other, and what 
are the obstacles?

In Utah, we stood up all our 
state resources under one roof in 
partnership with our federal partners 
in the Utah Cyber Center, where we 
can broker the resources needed. 

The obstacles are largely self-
imposed hurdles, often more for 
political than technical reasons. 
It takes time for everyone to 
understand there’s an opportunity 

to come together and fi ght the 
common enemy. That’s really how 
you solve the resource challenge.

Election security continues 
to be an area of concern. 
How can governments use 
election security eff orts 
as a springboard for 
broader collaboration?

It was election security that really 
helped us break down some of 
those barriers. A lot of jurisdictions 
come together just for an election 
to occur, so how do you make 
sure there’s a unifi ed approach? 

We brought in the Department 
of Homeland Security to do 
penetration testing of county 
systems through the Utah Cyber 
Center, then held personal meetings 
in the counties to help them plug 
any holes. We were focused on 
elections, but we actually looked 
at other county issues, and also 
received help from the FBI. This 
method was the icebreaker, and 
a great model going forward. 

What lessons learned during 
the COVID pandemic will 
help safeguard constituent 
data going forward?

You’re trying to respond to a 
pandemic and save lives, and at the 

same time you’re trying to balance 
the privacy concerns. Our fi rst app 
did contact tracing, but the data 
was not private. Months later, IoS 
and Android devices were enabled 
to anonymize the data. But the 
pandemic underscored what we 
already knew: Governments have 
a lot of confi dential information, 
and keeping it safe should be a top 
priority. That’s why cybersecurity 
is the No. 1 goal for state CIOs in 
every survey — and it should be. 

How can cloud-based 
solutions simplify the 
process of securing data and 
systems for governments?

When you start to partner with 
major cloud providers, you’re 
leveraging the resources these 
providers have baked into the 
solution. The guardrails are 
there, and countless staff  hours 
have gone into protecting and 
securing the data. Cloud-based 
solutions take the worry off  the 
table so you don’t have to fi nd 
yourself outside those guardrails.

Governments should make sure they 
leverage one another’s resources 
at each level, use a system like 
elections to start breaking down 
those self-imposed barriers, and take 
advantage of the support of your 
partners. That’s how to improve 
your posture across all these areas.

The growing volumes 
and severity of 
cybersecurity threats 
are making it harder 
than ever for state and 
local governments 
to ensure the safety 
and security of their 
communication 
channels. In this Q&A, 
former Utah CIO
Michael Hussey, now 
an Oracle industry 
executive director for 
state and local strategy, 
discusses techniques 
for collaboration and 
opportunities 
to address long-
standing barriers.

Cybersecurity Through 
Collaboration
How Governments Can Work Securely With Each Other — And Their PartnersHow Gover

A GOVERNMENT TECHNOLOGY Q&A

SECURING DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE

© 2022 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

Oracle off ers integrated suites of applications plus secure, autonomous infrastructure in the 
Oracle Cloud. Learn more about Oracle for state and local government at oracle.com/stateandlocal.
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Shah Named CISO for the 

City of Philadelphia 

Philadelphia has named Ketan Shah as 
the city’s new chief information security 
offi  cer. Shah, who took up the position 
in November, became the fi rst person 
to hold that job on a full-time basis 
since 2018. 

Former Alaska CIO Tapped 

to Lead Wyoming IT

Wyoming has named Bill Vajda its 
next CIO. Vajda has experience doing 
tech work for sprawling mountainous 

states, having previously held the 
same position in Alaska. Interim CIO 
Timothy Sheehan had been in the role 
since May 2021. 

Leadership Changes in NYC 

New York City Chief Technology Offi  cer 
John Paul Farmer departed his role in 
December, ahead of the inauguration 
of the new mayor, Eric Adams. Adams 
subsequently named Matt Fraser to 
the position, after Fraser served as 
deputy commissioner of IT for the 

New York City Police Department. CIO 
Jessica Tisch also vacated her position 
amid the new mayoral administration’s 
consolidation of IT departments. 
Although Tisch’s next role is unclear, 
she told colleagues she will be staying 
with the city in a diff erent capacity.  

N.Y. Chief Information Security 

Officer Karen Sorady Retires 

New York’s chief information security 
offi  cer, Karen Sorady, has retired, 
following a 32-year career with 
the state. Sorady served as CISO 
dating back to October 2019, and 
her replacement has not yet been 
announced. 

San Francisco 

Digital 

Services Officer 

Departs 

San Francisco’s 
inaugural chief 
digital services 
offi  cer, Carrie
Bishop, has 
announced her 

departure from city service. Bishop, who 
held the position for the past fi ve years, 
made the announcement via Twitter. 
Her last day was March 4, and as of 
press time a replacement had not been 
announced.

North Carolina Names 

First Privacy Officer 

North Carolina has named Cherie
Givens as the state’s fi rst chief privacy 
offi  cer. Givens joined the North Carolina 
Department of Information Technology’s 
leadership team , working with state CIO 
James Weaver. 

Miami CIO Announces Departure

Mike Sarasti, Miami’s CIO and 
director of innovation and technology, 
announced in February that he would 
be leaving the city’s IT department. 
He was named chief innovation offi  cer 
in 2016 and in 2018 took over the 
whole of IT. Sarasti did not specify his 
next position, but suggested he may 
remain part of Mayor Francis Suarez’s 
administration.

Amy Tong Moves to 

California GovOps

California Gov. Gavin Newsom named 
the state’s former CIO Amy Tong
as secretary of the Government 
Operations Agency. Tong will also 
continue as director of the Offi  ce of 
Digital Innovation. As of press time, a 
permanent CIO for the state had not 
yet been named.
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Delaware leverages 
the cloud to help citizens 
during COVID-19 pandemic
The state uses two cloud-based solutions to help citizens stay 
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How a modern ERP platform, seamless integration and 

cloud architecture can help governments fulfill their 
missions in difficult times, without missing a beat   

ATINNAVIGATINATING THE
F WOFUTURE OF WOF WORK

angeCalifornia state agencies anticipate lasting changeanges
for state semployment — creating new opportunities s
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Send Spectrum ideas to Managing Editor Lauren Harrison, lharrison@govtech.com

More research, more science, more technology.

NO HATE?
Popular photo- and video-sharing 
app Instagram is trying to reduce the 
number of “potentially upsetting” 
posts users see when scrolling their 
feeds. In a blog post early this year, 
Instagram said they’ve changed their 
algorithm so that posts that might 
contain bullying or hate speech, or 
that promote violence, appear lower 
in the feed. The platform explained 
the system will now consider posts 
that users are likely to report as 
inappropriate, in addition to those 
users are likely to like, save or share. 
Instagram says this is part of an overall 
eff ort to be more transparent about 
how the platform works. SOURCE: INSTAGRAM 

We may be one step 

closer to living the 

future envisioned on 

The Jetsons. After fi rst 

taking fl ight in 2020 and 

since then racking up 

more than 70 hours in 

the air, the AirCar fl ying 

car from Klein Vision has 

been given a certifi cate 

of airworthiness from 

the Slovakian Transport 

Authority. The two-seat 

prototype runs on a BMW 

combustion engine that 

drives the vehicle both on 

the ground and in fl ight. 

The transition from road 

driving to air travel takes 

about two minutes. 

SOURCE: NEW ATLAS 

Ready for Liftoff  

46         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

$6.8B 
That’s the valuation of password management 

platform 1Password after it raised a $620 million 
Series C round in January. The company attributes 

its massive growth over the past year to the 
increase in remote work, adoption of cloud-based 

apps and employee burnout, which 1Password 
says leads stressed workers to reuse just a few 

passwords for all applications and opens up risk 
of cyber attacks. 

SOURCE: TECHCRUNCH   

15%
A U.S. study of more 
than 100 intersections 
in three cities found that 
adjusting traffi  c signals 
so that pedestrians start 
crossing a street a few 
seconds before cars get 
a green light reduced 
pedestrian collisions by 15 
percent. Called a “leading 
pedestrian interval,” this 
makes people on foot 
more visible to drivers. 
The practice has been 
implemented successfully 
across the city of Toronto.  

SOURCE: BOING BOING
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• Up to $30/month discount for internet service;
• Up to $75/month discount for households on

qualifying Tribal lands; and
• A one-time discount of up to $100 for a laptop,

desktop computer, or tablet purchased through a
participating provider.

WHO IS ELIGIBLE?
A household is eligible if one member of the household 
meets at least one of the criteria below:

• Has an income that is at or below 200% of the Federal
Poverty Guide lines;

• Participates in certain assistance programs, such as SNAP,
Medicaid, Federal Public Housing Assistance, SSI, WIC, or
Lifeline;

• Participates in Tribal specific programs, such as Bureau of
Indian Affairs General Assistance, Tribal TANF, or Food
Distribution Program on Indian Reservations;

• Is approved to receive benefits under the free and
reduced-price school lunch program or the school break
fast program, including through the USDA Community
Eligibility Provision;

• Received a Federal Pell Grant during the current award
year; or

• Meets the eligibility criteria for a participating broadband
provider’s existing low-income program.

Go to ACPBenefit.org to submit 
an application or print out a 

mail-in application.

Contact your preferred participating 
provider to select an eligible plan and 
have the discount applied to your bill. 

Some providers may have an 
alternative application that they 

will ask you to complete.

Eligible households must both apply for 
the program and contact a participating 

provider to select a service plan. 

Call 877-384-2575, or 

Visit fcc.gov/acp

AFFORDABLE
CONNECTIVITY
PROGRAM
WHAT IS IT?
The Affordable Connectivity Program is an FCC program 
that helps connect families and households struggling to 
afford internet service.

The benefit provides:

TWO STEPS TO ENROLL

www.fcc.gov/acp
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What is Y2K22?  

Answer: A Microsoft bug reminiscent 
of Y2K issues.

Remember the whole Y2K thing in the ’90s, when 
people were afraid that computers wouldn’t be able to 
process dates after 1999? Well, apparently they should 
have been more concerned about that happening in 2022. 

Quite a few Microsoft users 
reportedly experienced an Exchange 
Server bug at the start of the new year 
due to an inability by certain systems to 
process dates after the year 2021. The 
error, which affected Exchange Server 
2016 and 2019, prevented many from 
being able to deliver email on Jan. 1. 
The messages were getting stuck in 
transport queues because the servers 
couldn’t process the year 2022. 

Microsoft has since issued an automated fix, though 
in some cases it apparently didn’t work and had to be 
done manually instead (pour one out for those poor 
IT teams). Most affected organizations, though, were 
reportedly back up and running by Monday, Jan. 3. 
Many have been referring to the incident as Y2K22. 

Can goldfish learn to drive vehicles?  

Answer: Apparently so.
If an Uber ride is piloted by a goldfish at some point in the future, don’t panic — the fish probably knows 

what it’s doing. Scientists at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in Israel have found that one of America’s 
favorite pets is capable of learning how to drive. 

The team behind the experiment wanted to find out if fish might be capable of navigating a nonaquatic 
environment. So they set up a fish tank on motorized wheels and attached a camera and lidar sensor above the 
tank. When the fish swam toward the outer wall of the tank, the vehicle would move across the floor accordingly. 

The team found that the fish could be trained to move the vehicle from a designated starting point to a targeted 
endpoint, marked by a pink target. When they tried to make it more complicated by moving the starting point or 
adding differently colored targets, the fish learned to avoid those obstacles. “This study suggests that fish can learn 
to control a vehicle and use simple navigation strategies to successfully perform a task,” the team concluded.  

Would you want the TL;DR on 
a site’s terms of service?  

Answer: Well if you do, Congress is working on it.
They’re perhaps one of the longest running jokes and 

sources of frustration for consumers of technology — the lengthy 
and jargon-filled terms of service that you must completely agree 
to in order to use a site’s or app’s services. We all know that most 
people don’t read them, and those who do probably wish that 
they hadn’t. 

Fortunately, Congress might have a way to make it better. 
A new bill introduced Jan. 13 would essentially require tech 

companies to provide a quick and dirty summary of their terms 
of service before users agree. It’s called the Terms-of-service 
Labeling, Design and Readability Act, which has the very apt 
abbreviation TLDR. 

For the uninitiated, TL;DR stands for “too long; didn’t read” and 
means that something was too long to read and the user would 
like a summary instead. It is basically the unofficial motto of anyone 
agreeing to a tech company’s terms of service. 

“Users should not have to comb through pages of legal 
jargon in a website’s terms of services to know how their data will 
be used,” said Sen. Bill Cassidy, R-La., about the bill. “Requiring 
companies to provide an easy-to-understand summary of their 
terms should be mandatory and is long overdue.”  

Here’s a look at a few recent Questions of the Day
from govtech.com. Subscribe to our newsletter to 
get them daily in your inbox. 

More research, more science, more technology.
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By Paul W. Taylor  SIGNAL:NOISE

50         March 2022  //  www.govtech.com

Historian Robert Hughes coined 
the elegant phrase “the shock 
of the new” to describe the 

infl uence of technology on imagina-
tion. Hughes’ original formulation 
was around the artist, but the shock 
extends to policymakers, technolo-
gists and practitioners of all sorts both 
in and out of government. The shocks 
can and do emanate from catalysts 
as diverse as mobility and artifi cial 
intelligence to VR, AR and other 
building blocks of the metaverse to 
climate change and nuclear energy. 

Nuclear power illustrates just how 
deep and pervasive the shock can be. J. 
Robert Oppenheimer, widely regarded 
as the father of the atomic bomb, a 
technology that forever changed world 
aff airs, is reported to have said, “The 
optimist thinks this is the best of all 
possible worlds. The pessimist fears it 
is true.” After witnessing the detonation 
of a nuclear weapon on July 16, 1945, 
he responded by uttering a bit of Hindu 
scripture: “Now I am become Death, 
the destroyer of worlds.” His words 
refl ect a quest for redemption after the 
U.S. government used his invention 
to end World War II, killing 105,000 
Japanese citizens in the process and 
injuring 94,000 more. His ethical con-
cerns came to a head in an exchange 
with then-President Truman, who 

called Oppenheimer a 
“cry-baby scientist.” 

Some 77 years later, 
we still do not have suf-
fi cient ethics for the 

nuclear age. That matters because 
nuclear energy is enjoying a renais-
sance as a sustainable low-CO2 power 
source, but it still hasn’t overcome the 
reputational damage from rare but 
highly visible accidents over the years. 

The Internet lives with a similar 
tension. The Internet still changes 
everything — much of it for good, but 
an undertow of toxicity has done its 
share of reputational damage, par-
ticularly in the arena of social media. 

Enter Mark Zuckerberg, co-founder 
and CEO of Facebook and its 
re-christened parent company, Meta. 
That is Meta as in “metaverse,” a 
term that fi rst showed up in Neal 
Stephenson’s 1992 sci-fi  novel 
Snow Crash . As fi rst envisioned, the 
metaverse was a virtual world in 
which people could interact through 
their avatars, complete with rules 
and social norms that diff ered from 
the real world. In a 77-minute video, 
Zuckerberg and a cast of carbon-
based and avatar characters detailed 
a so-called embodied Internet where 
you’re not just viewing it — you’re in it. 

Do we have the ethics for the 
metaverse? What have we learned 
from the development of today’s 
Internet experience that can help 
us fi gure out what comes next?  

It isn’t hard to imagine the 
rebranded Meta boss saying, “Now 
I am become Virtual, the dis-
torter of worlds,” but last year’s 
leaked research and whistleblower 
reports about Facebook’s widescale 

manipulation of its own users sug-
gest Zuckerberg is no Oppenheimer. 

A fully realized metaverse may 
still be a long way off , but its adop-
tion in government is likely to be 
through a combination of internal 
experimentation and the acquisition 
of commercial software that bundles 
expanded metaverse-like convenience 
functionality with the solutions. 

In the meantime, the technology 
will advance and competing business 
models will fi ght it out — including in the 
$120 billion state and local government 
market. A growing list of companies that 
includes stalwarts Apple, Microsoft, 
and Adobe plus professional services 
fi rms such as EY, PwC  and Deloitte 
have all made signifi cant investments 
in virtual reality, a core piece of 
infrastructure en route to the metaverse.  

What is less clear is where gov-
ernment is to fi nd the guardrails to 
the future. That would have been an 
important assignment for the U.S. 
Offi  ce of Technology Assessment that 
was created to take on such complex, 
multilayered and messy scenarios. 
Congress killed OTA in 1995, just as 
the Internet was coming of age.  

In the absence of an OTA, it will 
take existing organizations — from 
GSMCON and ELGL to NASCIO, 
NACo and NLC, among others — 
plus open source advocates, artists, 
and even a shaman or two in an “it 
takes a village” collaboration to navi-
gate government’s intersection with 
the shock of this new world.    

To the Metaverse and Beyond 
Do we have the ethical guardrails to handle the next new thing? 

Paul Taylor is 

the executive editor 

of e.Republic, 

Government 

Technology’s 

parent company.
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