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The increasingly coordinated and comprehensive efforts to close the digital divide within the United States have focused on the development of several interdependent elements that are essential to achieving digital opportunities, including:

· Promoting affordable access and infrastructure deployment through a pro-competitive telecommunications and information marketplace.  One of the best ways to engender greater access to these technology tools is by promoting policies of competition among telecommunications and information service providers.  In the United States, competition among telecommunications service providers, as well as hardware and software manufacturers, has generated lower prices and spurred innovation, resulting in greater access to computers and the Internet.

· Assisting in providing connectivity for those segments of society that are falling behind or most at risk. Competition policies can be supplemented by targeted support for underserved groups.  In the United States, we have used universal service programs to provide equipment and hardware to ensure that greater access is achieved.  

· Efforts to encourage IT training and provide greater end-user, as well as teacher training, will generate a pool of qualified IT users and professionals. Human capacity can be most effectively developed through the use of education and IT training. By giving both end-users and teachers the appropriate IT skills, it is possible to create a workforce that will be highly adaptable to changing technologies, and therefore, more competitive in the new global digital economy. In the United States, a number of programs have been implemented—many with private sector participation—in order to ensure the availability of educational and training opportunities to all at risk socioeconomic and geographic groups.

· Encouraging the utilization of electronic commerce. In the United States, we recognize the importance of motivating end users to participate in electronic commerce. This is particularly important for small firms that are at risk of being left behind by larger companies with advanced IT capabilities. One way that this is done is by creating opportunities for business to government (B2G) e-commerce in which electronic registration is a requirement. This B2G experience helps set the stage for increased B2B e-commerce by familiarizing small businesses with the necessary technology for its increased use. 

In order to accomplish these goals, the USG has established a variety of governmental programs, and is participating in a number of public/private partnerships at the federal, state and local levels, geared towards both citizens and businesses, and designed to: 
· 
Broaden access to, and promote development of, information infrastructures, 

· 
Enhance training and educational opportunities, and 

· 
Encourage the use of information technologies and e-commerce.

U.S. GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS
The “E-Rate” (www.fcc.gov/learnnet)

Section 254 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, which broadened the definition of universal service, is designed to encourage access to advanced telecommunications and information services for all public and non-profit elementary and secondary school classrooms, libraries, and rural health care providers.  As part of this effort, the education rate, or “E-rate”, provides discounts for three major types of expenses: 

· 
Procurement of any telecommunications service on a subsidized basis

· 
Support for Internet access, and 

· 
Discounts for internal networking necessary to connect school or library terminals to the Internet, such as hubs, routers, network file servers and server software, and maintenance of network systems.

The federal Universal Service Fund, which financially supports the E-Rate program, is generated through contributions from all interstate telecommunications companies in the United States, including local and long distance phone companies, wireless and paging companies, and payphone providers.

The E-rate program significantly impacted rural areas, providing Internet connections in communities where deployment has moved at a slower pace.  For example, the Kuspuk School District in Aniak, Alaska, is so remote that none of the district's eight villages are accessible by road. Through E-rate funds, however, Aniak was able to bring its community a little closer to the rest of the world by wiring all of its school buildings and installing satellite-based Internet connections at every school, providing the children with access to online learning resources.  

In addition, the E-rate program has also had significant benefits for libraries, which in the United States often act as community Internet centers. 

Nearly every public library in the U.S. provides Internet access and other crucial online services to their patrons, including: 

· 
The purchase and license of expensive commercial information services for their communities (in exactly the same way libraries have communally purchased books and other tangible works for many years) 

· 
Operation of basic information and technology literacy programs aimed both at children and adults

· 
In-depth Internet research, and

· 
Online archiving of historical records, documents and photographs.

“Tool Kit” for Bridging the Digital Divide (www.ed.gov/Technology/tool_kit.html)

As part of its “digital opportunities” efforts, the U.S. Department of Education developed a “tool kit” for community leaders, government staff, business leaders and grass roots volunteers on how to establish a successful community project aimed at bridging the digital divide.  The tool kit offers tips and guidance on the basic steps needed to plan and develop a community digital divide project, including gathering information, building coalitions, setting goals, establishing evaluation criteria, identifying resources, planning and writing grants.
Rural Utilities Service Telecommunications Program

The Department of Agriculture's Rural Utilities Service Telecommunications Program (RUS) provides two sources of funding for advanced telecommunications infrastructure in rural America: 

· 
Loans to finance local exchange, mobile, and broadband services to rural areas, and 

· 
Financing for specialized service providers to obtain new, non-traditional telecommunications services.  

RUS financing enables the provision of modern telecommunications services, including broadband Internet access, in even some of the most difficult-to-serve rural areas. RUS also provides loans and grants for distance learning and telemedicine (DLT) initiatives in rural schools, libraries and health clinics that provide RUS borrowers and grant recipients with opportunities in these areas equal to their urban counterparts.  Financing is provided primarily for end user equipment, including computer hardware and software, interactive video equipment, and inside wiring.  

Bringing Telecommunications Services to Native Americans

The U.S. Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has undertaken several initiatives to promote the availability of telecommunications services to individuals living on tribal lands.

· 
Substantially reducing the price of basic local phone service for income-eligible customers on tribal lands

· 
Streamlining the process for receiving universal service support for companies that seek to serve these areas as eligible telecommunications carriers, and 

· 
Revising auction rules to provide greater incentives for wireless carriers to serve in these areas.

Tribal Business Information Centers (TBICs)

As Small Business Administration (SBA) resource partners, TBICs offer entrepreneurs access to state-of-the-art computer and software technology, one-to-one business counseling services, and business management workshops.  TBICs currently serve Native American reservation communities in California, Minnesota, Montana, North Carolina, North Dakota, South Dakota and the Navajo Nation, and are operated in conjunction with individual and tribe-owned organizations; other federal, state and local agencies; non-profit organizations; and national Native American organizations.  More information on TBICs can be found at www.sba.gov/naa.

PROGRAMS FOR SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED BUSINESSES TC \l2 "
The growth in Internet and e-commerce use abroad has led to increased opportunities for small and medium-sized businesses. The ability to reach new buyers in markets around the globe simply by putting up a Web site means that small businesses are able to make sales without exhausting their limited marketing resources. Information technology not only offers SMEs the opportunity to increase their sales through exporting, it also allows them to utilize the Internet to manage their business more efficiently.  However, without assistance, many small companies are not able to fulfill these sales opportunities nor take advantage of increased efficiencies offered by IT.  Therefore, the U.S. Government, often in cooperation with the private sector, has developed a number of programs to assist U.S. SMEs to use IT and the Internet to extend the reach of their businesses.

Web Portals 

The U.S. Government offers many Web sites designed to help U.S. SMEs find information quicker and easier:

· 
Export.Gov (www.export.gov) enables small businesses to easily access all U.S. Federal Government information related to exporting with only a couple of clicks. Much of this information is designed to assist U.S. SMEs successfully complete export transactions. When SMEs receive export orders online, they are often unaware of the import regulations of the other country. Export.Gov makes it easy for them to find the answers to their questions quickly and efficiently. 

· 
The U.S. Business Advisor (www.business.gov) provides a link for small businesses to information and services provided by the federal government. It supplies easy online access to many of the most frequently asked questions about businesses and the federal government. It also provides interactive tools that can be used to find solutions to situations involving the environment, health and safety, and permits small business to download many of the forms necessary for regulatory compliance.

Marketing Opportunities TC \l1 "
· 
E-ExpoUSA (www.e-expousa.doc.gov):  E-ExpoUSA is a virtual trade show, developed by the U.S. Department of Commerce, that brings U.S. sellers and overseas buyers together online. The site offers companies a virtual booth that contains company overviews, hot links to companies’ Web sites, and the ability for companies to feature their products and services online. Graphics, video and sound are also possible. In addition, the site will track and display any trade leads generated for companies online.

· 
PRO-Net (www.pro-net.sba.gov): The SBA’s PRO-Net allows small business to search for procurement opportunities.  PRO-Net is an electronic gateway of procurement information - for and about small businesses.  It is a search engine for contracting officers, a marketing tool for small firms and a “link” to procurement opportunities for small businesses seeking federal, state and private contracts.

Business and Exporter Information TC \l1 "
· 
SBA’s Small Business Classroom (www.sba.gov/classroom)  The Small Business Classroom is an online resource for training and informing entrepreneurs and other students of enterprise. The classroom is designed to educate and provide interactive business guidance on a variety of topics to many types of students, including small business clients, high school and college students, individuals with time and travel limitations, people with disabilities, international business resources and others.

· 
Online Women’s Business Center (www.onlinewbc.gov) This state-of-the art Web site offers women information about business principles and practices, management techniques, networking, industry news, market research, technology training, and information about the many SBA services and resources available to them. Special features include interactive mentoring and individual counseling; topic forums; newsgroups; information in Spanish, Russian and several other languages; and a data resource guide with a state-by-state listing of the professional services women need to start and build their businesses.

IT Management Planning Tool (www.exportit.ita.doc.gov)

The Information Technology Management Planning Tool was developed by the U.S. Department of Commerce to help organizations examine how they are currently using IT and to plan for additional IT investment to improve their operations. The Tool, which is contained along with additional explanatory materials on a CD-ROM, has four phases that interactively guide managers through an evaluation process: 

· 
Phase one links an organization's mission, goals, and core functions in a priority ranking 

· 
Phase two creates an inventory of existing IT systems and links them to the organization's core functions

· 
Phase three assesses an organization's readiness for use of the Internet and electronic commerce applications and provides e-business and e-commerce options

· 
Phase four offers a cost/benefit analysis framework for managers to estimate the resources required to implement new IT and e-business projects. 

Additional explanatory materials on the CD-ROM include videos on the benefits of IT and the importance of protecting an organization's critical infrastructure, a voice-over guide to each element of the Tool, a users manual, and Internet links to appropriate informational sites. 

Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP)

The MEP helps smaller manufacturers become export ready and focuses on applying e-commerce solutions to export counseling for manufacturers.  MEP will develop Web-based “Starter Kits” to provide the basic information companies need to begin exporting products and services using e-commerce.

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS TC \l2 "
The United States advocates a strong private sector leadership role and has relied to a great extent on the initiative and entrepreneurship of businesses and nonprofit community-based organizations to assist with its digital divide efforts.  

Technology Opportunities Program (TOP) (www.ntia.doc.gov/otiahome/top/index.html)
The Department of Commerce's Technology Opportunities Program (TOP) promotes the widespread availability, and use of, advanced telecommunications technologies in the public and non-profit sectors.  TOP gives grants for model projects that demonstrate innovative uses of digital network technology, and evaluates and shares the lessons learned from these projects to ensure that benefits are broadly distributed across the nation, including in rural and underserved communities. Since applicants for TOP are required to secure matching non-federal funds, the program serves as an important demonstration of public and private sector partnerships aimed at bridging the digital divide. 

By serving as models that can be replicated in similar communities across the country, TOP projects extend their benefits far beyond the rural areas in which they take place, and provide economic and social benefits to the nation as a whole.  

Community Technology Centers Program (www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/CTC/index.html)

The Community Technology Centers (CTC) program sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education provides computer and Internet access, broadband in some instances, and training for working-class families. CTCs offer a wide range of services, including workforce development and employment information (training in basic and advanced computer skills training, resume writing workshops, and online access to job databases), family computer access opportunities, after-school activities and adult education.

American Connects Consortium

The America Connects Consortium (ACC), which is another Department of Education initiative designed to guide efforts to create, improve and sustain CTCs, provides technical assistance to help CTCs effectively use appropriate educational technology to serve a wide range of clients, including pre-school children and K-12 students in after-school settings. In addition, the ACC: 

· 
Engages senior citizens

· 
Ensures that CTCs are accessible to users with disabilities

· 
Develops organizational strategies to plan for the future, and 

· 
Helps create appropriate and effective evaluation systems and access corporations, foundations or charitable organizations for donations of equipment, software and services.  

BuyUSA (www.buyusa.com)

BuyUSA.Com is an international marketplace created by the U.S. Department of Commerce and IBM to provide a vehicle for linking businesses in the U.S. with qualified buyers and potential business partners around the world. In addition, the site allows U.S.-based companies to find buyers and distributors for their products. Similarly, businesses located outside the U.S. can view products catalogs and background information on U.S. companies that have been pre-qualified by trade experts, thus giving many small businesses an opportunity to be “online” without having to expend resources to get a Web site up and running.

CompTIA’s Digital Divide Programs

The Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) is committed to addressing one of the digital divide's most critical issues, a shortage of qualified entry-level information technology workers.  Unfilled jobs throughout the industry have resulted in missed opportunities, slow company growth and a negative impact on the national economy. As a result, in 1998, CompTIA established a workforce development initiative, called JOBS+, to partner with industry, government and educational institutions in developing new pools of IT skilled-workers from under-represented populations.

AT&T Learning Network (www.att.com/learningnetwork)
Many U.S. corporations address digital divide concerns through their philanthropic activities.  An example is the AT&T Learning Network, which helps teachers, community members, and families improve teaching and learning through the effective use of technology in the classroom, home, and community.  This outreach program of AT&T Corp. was initiated in specific recognition of the fact that “[w]hile technology can be a powerful educational tool, simply dropping it into schools, community centers and homes is not enough.  The power is in the applications, and people must be able to unleash that potential in order to have successful experiences.”  The Learning Network Web site contains resources for teachers (such as links to the best education Web sites for teachers who want to integrate technology into their classroom curriculum), for community members (such as the AT&T Learning Network Community Guide for developing community-access centers), and for families (such as information about online safety, basic parenting advice, and communicating with other parents).  The information was developed for the United States and in English, but anyone around the world can access it.

STATE AND LOCAL COOPERATION WITH THE PRIVATE SECTOR TC \l1 "
State and local governments are experimenting with new forms of public-private partnerships to promote private sector investment in local telecommunications services.  For example, the state of Washington has passed legislation to promote broadband backbone in rural areas by encouraging local public utilities to sell Internet access on a non-discriminatory, wholesale basis over fiber-optic systems.  Washington hopes that, by opening these networks, competing ISPs can more easily provide broadband service to remote homes and businesses.

Several other states and local communities are using "demand aggregation" as a mechanism to attract the private sector investment needed to provide advanced services. The State of Colorado, for example, has introduced legislation to promote pooling telecom traffic among state agencies and local communities on the backbone network. 

Arrangements like these are intended to provide a market incentive to private providers to set up high-speed connection points across the State. Recently, a consortium of telecommunications users in rural western Massachusetts, called "Berkshire Connect", reached an agreement with Global Crossing and Equal Access Networks that will result in a 50 percent reduction in the cost of a T1 line (a service that provides 1.5 megabits/second). Berkshire Connect was able to do this in part by aggregating demand from users of telecommunications services in business, government, educational and non-profit institutions. 

A number of cities and municipal utilities have also invested in establishing a broadband network to provide advanced telecommunications services to city agencies and residents. LaGrange, Georgia financed and constructed a state-of-the-art two-way hybrid fiber coaxial network, and recently announced that it would take the further step of providing residents with free Internet service, using cable modems.
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