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5. Successes to Date

The division awarded more than $480 million in grant awards to expand broadband access and
digital equity across the state.

Sixteen internet service providers received a total of $348 million in GREAT grants to connect
144,046households and businesses in 92 of 100 N.C. counties. The division is in the process of
executing these contracts funded by federal ARPA dollars, and work began in most counties.
The state awarded close to $56 million in state-funded GREAT grants from 2018 to 2022 to
expand broadband infrastructure across North Carolina.

The Office of Digital Equity and Literacy launched the state’s first digital equity grants in 2022
and awarded $9.9 million in January 2023 to eight state government agencies and universities
to help North Carolinians afford high-speed internet, obtain digital devices, and access digital

literacy resources.

The office also awarded $4 million for the state’s first digital navigator initiative to be used to
help connect North Carolinians to services that aid with home connectivity issues, digital device
use, digital skills acquisition, and Affordable Connectivity Program enrollment.
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6. Planning and Engagement

The division and its predecessors have a long history of stakeholder engagement. For almost 10
years the state has employed technical assistance advisors to work with local communities on
creating broadband planning task forces, identifying funding sources, crowdsourcing, and
engaging internet service providers. Our mapping and data collection initiatives involved a
survey and speed test. The GREAT grant, enacted in 2018, led to educational outreach
initiatives in every region of the state. The division staffed the governor's broadband task force,
which brought together state agencies and relevant stakeholder groups to develop
recommendations to improve deployment and increase digital inclusion.

The division uses the BEAD and State Digital Equity planning grants to help fund local
coordination efforts to ensure that the state’s comprehensive plans to address high-speed
internet access and digital equity are inclusive of all N.C. communities and populations’ needs.
The detailed local coordination plan that includes objectives, strategy, timeline, and tools is
included in Appendix E.

The division completed its initial community outreach for BEAD and Digital Equity as part of the
development of this plan and to build a foundation for continued engagement during
implementation. The results and findings of this initial outreach were presented to NTIA,
stakeholders and the public at the Closing the Digital Divide: Internet for All in NC summit in
Raleigh, N.C., on May 23, 2023. The overwhelming feedback from residents and local leaders is
that this plan should address access, affordability and digital literacy. The state’s strategies for
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addressing those issues are included in this section and the forthcoming State Digital Equity
Plan.

On May 18, 2023, the division held a tribal consultation with the Eastern Band of Cherokee
Indians. Based on this engagement the state gained a better idea of how the tribe plans to
provide improved access on tribal lands. The division committed to work with the tribe to find
opportunities to use BEAD funding for deployment where needed. Additional discussions will
follow to coordinate digital equity planning and strategies.

The division formed meaningful partnerships with key state agencies, nonprofits, and trade
associations, in addition to internet service providers, to coordinate and augment the state’s
resources to close the digital divide. In April and May 2023, the division held interviews with six
other state government agencies, including the N.C. Departments of Adult Corrections,
Commerce (which includes workforce programs), Health & Human Services, Natural & Cultural
Resources, Public Instruction, and Transportation to discuss how the BEAD and State Digital
Equity plans should align with the strategic plans of those agencies.

Whether partners are electric membership cooperatives, computer refurbishment agencies,
digital navigators, or libraries, each plays an equally important role in achieving universal
service and digital equity. The division works with partner organizations and key stakeholders
to best understand and therefore provide plans that provide access and digital equity for all
communities. See Appendix B for a list of digital equity grant recipients and other important
partners who participated in regional listening sessions or other convenings. The State Digital
Equity Plan will include a comprehensive list of all organizations in the state working to create a
digitally equitable state. The state will continue to engage and solicit feedback from a variety of
broadband and digital equity stakeholders across the state that have a vested interest in
expanding high-speed internet access and building digital equity within the communities they
serve, represent, and live.

Obstacles

The state’s work through the BEAD and Digital Equity engagement processes identified several
obstacles and barriers to the deployment and adoption of broadband service. In addition to a
statutory limitation of municipally operated service providers, the state faces mountainous
terrain in the west, low-lying areas prone to flooding in the east, and a lengthy coastline of
barrier islands experiencing a surge in population growth. The state recognizes that it may
experience labor shortages and supply chain delays due to competing construction projects
throughout the country.

The division’s recent listening sessions asked attendees to identify the biggest broadband issues
facing their communities. The three top responses in aggregate are access, affordability and
digital literacy. These issues have consistently acted as obstacles to closing the digital divide in
the state for many years.
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Three Biggest Community Broadband Issues
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*Source: Division of Broadband and Digital Equity community listening sessions.

Based on experience, the division identified the current and significant barriers below but
recognizes that new obstacles and barriers may surface during the implementation of this plan.

Affordability: Addressing the cost of high-speed internet subscriptions is a core
challenge for the state to implement internet for all. The division is concerned about the
continuity of the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP) and the risk that the program
will run out of funding. Enrollment in the program enables the most vulnerable families
in the state to afford internet access. An end to the ACP will leave tens of thousands of
families without access to the internet. Governor Cooper wants to ensure the continuity
of this program and feels a deep commitment to these families. The temporary funding
nature of the ACP, coupled with the requirement for BEAD participants to participate in
ACP, puts providers and enrolled residents in an uncertain position. The division
encourages the federal government to provide consistent, uninterrupted funding for the
ACP. North Carolina cannot achieve digital equity without addressing the high cost of a
high-speed internet subscription.

Legislative or regulatory barriers: In 2011, the N.C. General Assembly enacted the Level
Playing Field Act, which places limits on and establishes requirements for local
governments seeking to provide broadband service. Since its enactment no local
government has met the requirements of the statute to provide broadband service to its
residents. Proponents argue it is the public policy of the state to prohibit the state or
subdivisions of the state from directly or indirectly engaging in competition with the
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private sector. The result is a limit on the number of options available for broadband
service, particularly in areas where the private sector is not providing adequate,
affordable service. Several municipalities were grandfathered and allowed to continue
service with certain geographical restrictions. (NCGS 160A-340)

Additionally, this statute created a chilling effect for local governments interested in
exploring alternative networks like open access networks. Municipalities that own
conduit and dark fiber have been reluctant to lease their infrastructure to private
internet service providers or create open access hetworks operated by a private entity
for fear of violating the statute.

The state’s existing broadband grant programs, by definition, allow private providers of
broadband service to participate and receive funding. By definition “public” or
government-operated broadband service providers are excluded from participation in
the grant programs. This provision limits the options available to residents, particularly
in areas where incumbent internet service providers may not want to provide service. It
also unnecessarily restricts existing public service providers from leveraging grants to
expand within their jurisdictions.

Current state law limits BEAD funding to be distributed to subgrantees through three
existing infrastructure grant programs: 50% through GREAT, 40% through CAB, and 10%
through the Stop-Gap Solutions Program. Based on the infrastructure deployment
implementation plan, cost modeling and community and stakeholder feedback, the
state may benefit from legislative action to ensure the grant programs meet specific
community needs and authorize funding for non-deployment initiatives focused on
affordability, digital equity, and adoption. Stakeholders, including internet service
providers, suggest that the division should have the authority to reallocate funds
between these programs as needed to accomplish the goals of the state. Specifically,
several stakeholders suggest that non-deployment activities, such as digital equity and
literacy programs, should be prioritized for available funding. Doing so may require a
change to existing session law.

Additionally, state statute requires that counties participating in the CAB program
provide a match using ARPA SLFRF funds, which are dwindling rapidly. This requirement,
designed in the context of ARPA, is inconsistent with BEAD requirements, which
encourages a match from the subgrantee. A match requirement could deter
participation in the BEAD-funded CAB program in economically distressed or low-
income counties. In those cases, the governing statute will need to be adapted to cover
part or all the local match through other funds or by a match waiver process consistent
with the BEAD notice of funding opportunity requirements. Other options shared by
stakeholders include reducing the amount of matching funds required and including the
value of in-kind resources provided toward the required match.
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Finally, if the NTIA adopts a different approach than U.S. Department of the Treasury in
implementing 2CFR200 (Uniform Guidance), North Carolina will face significant
challenges in attracting internet service providers to participate, managing local
government risk, and navigating audit requirements.

Topography and Climate: North Carolina benefits from a diverse topography that
includes some of the tallest mountains east of the Mississippi River and a long, pristine
coastline. However, these attributes create challenges for deploying broadband
infrastructure. In the mountains deployment may be hampered by the granite substrate,
steep inclines, and thick foliage. The state’s coast includes several distinct barrier
islands, consisting of shifting sand, separated by significant stretches of water, and few
geographic protections from strong storms and hurricanes. Over the past 20 years
flooding presented a significant issue, rendering underground communications
equipment ineffective. The state will incorporate in its Initial and Final Proposals the
BEAD notice of funding opportunity requirements detailed in Section IV.C.1.h and will
work with the N.C. Office of Recovery and Resiliency in the N.C. Department of Public
Safety to account and plan for climate related risks to new infrastructure projects.

Digital Literacy and Devices: As many as 1.2 million adults in North Carolina may not
have the digital skills or tools to participate in the digital economy. An estimated
430,000 households do not have a laptop or desktop, and 180,000 do not have a
smartphone.

Mapping Accuracy: North Carolina has a unique opportunity to utilize locally sourced,
authoritative address data to improve the Broadband Serviceable Location (BSL) fabric
used for BEAD deployments. These data include address data collected through the
state’s NextGen 911 project, parcel data, and building footprints from the state’s
ongoing orthoimage work. While this transition of granularity from census block data to
address location-level data is a significant leap forward in mapping precision, challenges
to mapped broadband service availability remain. The local-level data is reported by
internet service providers, and overstatement of service (or omissions due to
inaccurate data or non-participation) still occurs. These inaccuracies must be challenged
by state broadband offices and other stakeholders with finite resources and various
methods still under development, within very short timelines tied to a six-month data
collection cycle.

It is also a challenge that the location data (or “BSL fabric”) is proprietary in nature, due
to it being sourced from a commercial vendor contracted by the FCC. This data requires
licensing and is limited to purposes tied to specific national-level programs. This means
that coordination with parties that do not have licensed access to the location data can
only be done in a generalized, aggregated fashion. Data aggregation removes the ability
to make determinations that are important to broadband development work and
detracts from the intended goals of moving to an address-level data collection.
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11. Identify digital equity and inclusion needs, goals, and implementation strategies, including
ways in which the Eligible Entity plans to utilize BEAD funding, Digital Equity Act funding
and/or other funding streams in concert to remedy inequities and barriers to inclusion.
Accordingly, the Five-Year Action Plan should set forth a vision for digital equity, include the
results of a needs assessment for underrepresented communities and an asset inventory of
ongoing digital equity activities, and detail holistic strategies around affordability, devices,
digital skills, technical support, and digital navigation. This requirement may be satisfied by
the completion of a State Digital Equity Plan under the Digital Equity Act. Please refer to the
Digital Equity Act State Planning Grant Program NOFO for the requirements and deadlines
applicable to that program.

See Section 2, pages 4-5; Section 3, pages 6-9; Section 7, pages 22-31.

12. Detail alignment of the Five-Year Action Plan with other existing and planned economic
development, telehealth, workforce development, related connectivity efforts, and other
Eligible Entity priorities.

See Section 6, pages 15-22; Section 7, pages 22-31.

13. Describe technical assistance and additional capacity needed for successful implementation
of the BEAD Program.

See Appendix C, pages 39-41.
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Cherokee County North Carolina Cooperative Extension-McDowell
County
Cherokee County EDC Office of Rural Health - DHHS

Cherokee County Schools

Office of U.S. Senator Thom Tillis

Chowan County

Onslow County Board of Commissioners

City of Jacksonville

Open Broadband

City of Winston-Salem

Orange Literacy

Cleveland County

Pamlico County Planning & Economic Development

Cleveland County Government

PANGAEA Internet

Cleveland County Library

Partnership for Prosperity

Cloudwyze

Pasquotank County

College of The Albemarle

Person County Manager's Office

CommScope

Person County Public Library

Communications Workers of America

Piedmont Community College

Community Medicine Foundation Inc

Piedmont Triad Regional Council

Comunidad Vida Nueva Inc

Power Up USA

Connect McDowell

Reidsville Area Foundation

Corning Incorporated

Right Here, Right Now Project

County of Union

Roanoke Cabarrus Community College

Cumberland County

Roanoke Connect

Cumberland County Cooperative Extension

Roanoke Economic Development, Inc.

Cumberland County Public Library

Rockingham Community College

Dogwood Health Trust

RTRAutoFab

Duke Divinity School

Saint Augustine's University

Duke Tech Solutions, Inc.

Sanford Holshouser EDC

Duplin County Library

Secret Garden Bees

E2D, Inc. Sheppard Memorial Library

Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians Siemens

ECPPS Skyrunner

Edgecombe County South Piedmont Community College

Elizabeth City Police Department

Southwestern Commission

Elizabeth City State University

Star Communications

Faith & Victory Christian Church

Surry Communications

Fayetteville Cumberland Reentry Council

Surry Medical Ministries
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Fayetteville PACT

Swain County Broadband Committee

Fayetteville Technical Community College

Technology Data Institute

Five Forty Broadcasting Company

The Caraway Foundation

FMBC of Magnolia Ministries Inc

The Cornerstone CDC

FOCUS Broadband

The Industrial Commons

Fontana Regional Library

The News Herald

Foothills Regional Commission

The Winston-Salem Foundation

Forsyth County

Town of Belwood

Forsyth County Digital Equity Planning Committee

Town of Connelly Springs

Forsyth Futures

Town of Harrellsville

Forsyth Tech Community College

Town of Long View

Four Square Inc.

Town of Maggie Valley

Franklin County

Town of Weddington

Gates County

Town of Whitakers

Goodwill Industries of Northwest North Carolina

Transylvania County

Graham Revitalization Economic Action Team

Tri-County Community College

Greensboro Public Libraries

Turning Point Workforce Development Board

Hands4goodnc

UNC Pembroke

Haywood County Broadband Committee

Union County Government

Henderson County Cooperative Extension (NCSU)

Union County Library

HIGHTS, Inc

Unite Us / NCCARE360

Hometown Strong

United Way Forsyth County

Housing Authority of the City of Winston-Salem

United Way of NC

Hyde County Government

Urban League of Central Carolinas

Hyde County Schools

USCellular

INLIVIAN

Vance-Granville Community College

INTELLAPLEX, LLC

Wake County Government

Jackson County Economic Development

Wake Downtown

Jackson County Public Schools

Washington County

Kerr-Tar Regional Council of Governments

Western Piedmont Community College

Lake Teresa HOA

Western Piedmont Council of Governments

LANC

Windstream

Land of Sky Regional Council

Wingate University
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