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Closing the digital divide is a key aspect of achieving equity. Access to the internet is a crucial tool,
enabling access to education, healthcare, the economy, friends and family, civic participation, and
much more. This 215 century reality—underscored by our post-COVID 19 remote and hybrid
reality—means that municipalities throughout Greater Lowell increasingly believe in ensuring that all
residents have affordable and reliable access to the internet, as well as the social infrastructure,
technology support, and device access needed to engage online as a core civic responsibility.
Vulnerable populations such as immigrants, non-English speakers, people with disabilities,
communities of color, older adults, people who make lower-incomes, and others live in each of the
region’s municipalities. This is why the nine communities of Greater Lowell: the City of Lowell and
the Towns of Billerica, Chelmsford, Dracut, Dunstable, Pepperell, Tewksbury, Tyngsborough,
and Westford came together to create a plan to confront disparities through the collaborative work
of planning for digital inclusion.

WHAT IS DIGITAL EQUITY?

Before we dive into digital equity research and findings for the Greater Lowell region, we first need
to establish what exactly we mean by the term "digital equity”. The model used for the Greater
Lowell Digital Equity Plan consists of three pillars:
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The plan incorporates quantitative data from various sources including the US Census Bureau's
American Community Survey (ACS), the FCC's Form 477, from internet speed test data providers like
M-Lab and Ookla, and program data from the American Connectivity Program (ACP). Alongside these
standard data sources, the plan also incorporates a region-wide digital equity survey, and qualitative
data gathered via interviews, workshops, and focus groups with stakeholders, service providers,
municipal officials, and people impacted by the digital divide. The methodology was informed by a
planning approach that reflects best practices and the values of the Greater Lowell region.

This information was used to create six major strategies. Each strategy has a number of actions that
can be found in Section 4, Recommendations. These strategies can be undertaken independently or
together as a region.

STRATEGY 1: BUILD CAPACITY TO IMPLEMENT AND EVALUATE DIGITAL EQUITY PROGRESS

Digital equity is a relatively new domain for municipal governments and community-based
organizations compared to issues like housing, recreation, or transportation. There is no
“department” of digital equity, so to address the digital divide, communities and the region will need
to build new capacity. Staff, budget, organizational structure, and other resources and capacities are
needed to support broadband access, device access, and digital literacy, and to evaluate progress
toward the implementation of the digital equity plan. In some cases, this may mean designating
existing staff, departments, or organizations to include digital equity in their work and
responsibilities, while in other instances new staff or structures will be needed to advance digital
inclusion and measure impact. Crucially, building capacity includes building resources for addressing
the digital divide, including pursuing state and federal grants.

STRATEGY 2: IMPROVE QUALITY, RELIABILITY, AND AFFORDABILITY OF BROADBAND SERVICES TO
THE HOME, ESPECIALLY FOR PRIORITY POPULATIONS

At-home internet access is perhaps the most direct measure of the digital divide, and in
Massachusetts, cost is the number one barrier. Municipalities can improve the quality, reliability,
and affordability of at-home internet access through coordination with Internet Service Providers
(ISP)s, and through investments and policies to improve access and competition at the regional,
municipal and neighborhood scale. Because the digital divide does not impact all populations
equally, municipalities should also pursue, facilitate or support interventions that improve
broadband access at specific housing sites serving priority populations, such as older adults, people
living with disabilities, low-income households, formerly incarcerated individuals, and individuals
experiencing housing insecurity.

Recommendations to improve at-home internet access at the regional or community scale include
actions focused on improving ISP low-cost plan sign-ups or expanding ISP coverage and competition;
providing public or open infrastructure to increase consumer choice by building on existing
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municipal fiber networks or exploring open access networks through large scale infrastructure
investment or through policies including dig-once policies and zoning and permitting reform.

STRATEGY 3: ENHANCE DIGITAL ACCESS IN PUBLIC SPACES AND FACILITIES

Local governments are often best equipped to ensure digital access in public spaces, like public
parks and buildings. Freely available Wi-fi networks, computers, and other devices or equipment like
digital screens/kiosks and charging stations, can provide numerous benefits to all members of the
public and can provide a digital access safety net to the most vulnerable.

These recommendations focus on improvements to public facilities, including parks and open
spaces as well as buildings, where municipalities can invest in network infrastructure, equipment or
devices to provide free wi-fi, shared computer workstations, or otherwise enhance digital access.

STRATEGY 4: SUPPORT PROGRAMS AND SERVICES THAT REACH PRIORITY POPULATIONS AND
ADVANCE ALL PILLARS OF DIGITAL EQUITY

Some residents lack access to a high-speed broadband connection or to appropriate devices at
home or otherwise lack the digital literacy and tech skills needed to use a computer and take full
advantage of the internet in ways that support participation in modern life. These residents need
support, and often for multiple “pillars” of digital equity. To successfully meet the need, support
services should layer internet access, device access, and digital skills training, and do so in ways that
are accessible to diverse populations with different cultures, language needs, and with different
schedules, habits, and access to mobility.

This means that support is needed from national, state, and local organizations that focus on the
core pillars of digital equity: helping residents sign up for low-cost internet plans, distributing
devices, providing skills training and tech support. It also means that support is needed from trusted
local organizations and individuals who can meet priority populations where they are, in ways that
understand local context, cultures, and language needs. Where organizations are already doing
digital equity work in Greater Lowell, these programs often need more support to expand to meet
resident needs. Where organizations are already reaching priority populations, these programs
often have an opportunity to layer in culturally competent support for digital equity alongside
existing services.

STRATEGY 5: COLLABORATE REGIONALLY TO EXPAND IMPACT AND UPLIFT EXISTING WORK

As research and outreach conducted during the planning process revealed, a number of
organizations and initiatives are already doing great digital equity work in Greater Lowell.
Coordinating, sharing, and regionalizing existing programs and resources is a key strategy for
maximizing the impact of existing work, and expanding its reach to meet the needs of various
communities and populations. For example, some residents aren’'t aware of existing programs that
could connect them to cheaper internet or a new device, and better outreach and promotion can
help. Some libraries have tech support expertise that others lack and could share staff support,
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program resources or expand service regionally to help. Similarly, programs and resources designed
to support the general public, or English speakers could be catered to support a specific group, such
as older adults, or translated to become accessible to Spanish speakers.

STRATEGY 6: PROVIDE INCLUSIVE MUNICIPAL DIGITAL SERVICES TO MAKE LOCAL GOVERNMENT
MORE ACCESSIBLE AND USER FRIENDLY

In the 215t century, residents expect government services to be as reliable and easy to use as private
sector services, and accessible in the same place where they have come to expect everything else in
their lives: online. Municipal websites and other online tools provide greater access to local
government—including greater access to information and opportunities for engagement and
feedback, as well as access to government services themselves via program enrollment intake
forms, permit applications, etc. Known collectively as “digital services” these online approaches to
local government are crucial for advancing digital equity, as they make civic engagement easier for
populations who may speak English as a second language, have disabilities, or face other historic
barriers. At the same time, putting services online alone is not enough. Local governments should
also continuously evaluate and improve digital services to ensure that they are working through
processes known as “user centered design”. And, as more and more services move online,

municipalities should also ensure support for residents experiencing the digital divide. This means
offering customer support for online interfaces and continuing to provide in-person and paper-
based options alongside digital options.
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