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Profile Background

This report was prepared by the Alabama
Department of Economic and Community
Affairs for Marion County.

ADECA thanks the elected officials, staff,
Internet service providers (ISPs), institutions,
and residents of Marion County for their input
and insights.

‘\ Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs
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Introduction

ADECA is pleased to present this profile document for Marion County. This
plan was developed as part of ADECA’s Alabama Community Broadband
Technical Assistance Program in 2022 and 2023.

he profile is based on meetings with County partners, data collected
through a phone survey of residents, the Alabama Broadband Map, and a
range of federal and other relevant data sets.
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1. Executive Summary
An executive summary of findings and recommendations.

2. Background: The Broadband Market and Ecosystem

Background information on the broadband market and the economics of broadband deployment. This provides a framework to
understand broadband deployment challenges and identify potential partners for County efforts.

3. Broadband availability and services in Marion County

Date that describes the current state of broadband in Marion County, including areas that may be eligible for state and federal grant
funding.

4. Broadband adoption and Digital Opportunity in Marion County

Data regarding the current state of broadband adoption and opportunity in Marion County, including issues like affordability, access to
devices, and digital skills.

5. Local perspectives and input
Feedback shared by potential County partners on the current obstacles to connectivity and the existing Digital Opportunity programs.

6. Opportunities for collaboration and partnerships
Presents a framework for understanding how communities can partner with service providers to mutual benefit.

/. Broadband grant funding
A summary of grant opportunities that offer funding for broadband adoption and Digital Opportunity initiatives.

8. Next steps and ADECA'’s upcoming efforts
Describes ADECA’s upcoming multi-year broadband efforts and how Marion County can contribute and participate.
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Appendix A
Best practices for local governments to consider to attract private interest in deploying broadband.
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Broadband data maps for Marion County.
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Tables of existing Digital Opportunity programs.
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Overview

This section presents an overview summary of ADECA's findings
regarding the broadband infrastructure and Digital Opportunity landscape
In Marion County. It briefly summarizes the content of the County
Broadband Profile, including potential strategies and opportunities to
address broadband availability and Digital Opportunity.




This County Broadband Profile results from ADECA'’s award to Marion County of support under the
Alabama Community Broadband Technical Assistance Program.

In 2020 and 2021, ADECA identified an urgent need
for broadband planning to address gaps in
broadband infrastructure and participation, and to
allow communities to plan for grant opportunities.

Through its competitive Technical Assistance
Program, ADECA is providing technical assistance
for communities seeking to expand broadband
Infrastructure and services In response to the critical
need for internet access.

In 2021, ADECA received a grant from the U.S.
Economic Development Administration to provide
broadband technical assistance for local
communities.
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The technical assistance — as delivered in this
County Broadband Profile — takes a broad view
of infrastructure and digital participation needs
across the County and provides
recommendations for how the County can
Improve its broadband profile.
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The Technical Assistance Program followed three stages that led to the development of this County
Broadband Profile.

County Broadband Profile

¥ Engage

Meet with community leaders, local
Institutions, ISPs, and the pubilic.
Identify local challenges and

assets.

m Analyze

Assess current broadband service

levels. Evaluate unmet needs for

broadband, training, devices, and
support.
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% Strategize

Develop strategic approaches
to public-private collaboration. Provide
guidance regarding grant funding for
broadband and Digital Opportunity.
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Opportunities

The current moment presents an opportunity to address broadband challenges through state, local, and

ISP efforts.

[\~

Awareness of
Broadband’s Criticality

following the pandemic
and widespread adoption
of remote work and
education.
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State and Federal Funds

available now and in the next
few years for infrastructure.
Federal funds may be
available to help lower-
Income households afford
broadband service.

Growing Data Needs

resulting from growth in
digitalization, online

services, streaming, and
connected devices.

s’

ISP Investment Plans

to expand and upgrade
current networks through
both public grants and
private funds, Iin
collaboration with the state
and localities.




ADECA’s engagement with Marion County

In-person meetings in the County, along with statewide engagements, will inform ADECA'’s planning for the
upcoming grant programs.

Initial collaboration

* ADECA collaborated with Marion County leaders to identify participants and coordinate logistics for an on-
site meeting. The meeting was designed to share information about the Broadband Equity, Access, and
Deployment (BEAD) and Digital Opportunity programs, understand barriers to broadband, and gather

information about current broadband related programs in communities throughout the County. The meetings in Marion County

Included participation from a

* ADECA invited 80 people from a pool of government officials, ISPs, and community-based organizations; range of entities:

the public was also invited to attend. e |ISPs
On-site meetings *  Elected officials
* ADECA conducted this meeting at the Hamilton City Hall Council Room on April 5, 2023. 5 participants * Local housing authorities
were in attendance, including organizations representing the entities listed to the right. «  Social service agencies
* Appendix D includes a partial list of organizations that attended the on-site meeting. e Utility corporations
Outcome * Regional planning

commissions
* Participants provided insights into their community-specific needs and what obstacles to broadband they

were experiencing. They also shared programs that are making an impact on broadband access and
Digital Opportunity.
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Local perspectives

Partners note barriers and obstacles to broadband opportunity.

Elected Officials

Noted the primary complaints
from the public concern
affordability of internet
service in the area.

Noted the importance of FCC
map challenges.
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A

Utility Corporations Community Organizations

Described pole-attachment Reported challenges with finding
fees as a potential obstacle to opportunities to educate
future network deployment. residents on digital literacy.

Noted funding as an issue in
providing opportunities for digital
literacy programming.

Source: Marion County in-person discussions, April 2023

&

Internet Service
Providers

Noted climate resiliency of
current and future networks
should be evaluated given local
weather patterns.




Summary of findings

Marion County is fully served but lags behind on broadband adoption and sign-ups for the federal
broadband subscription subsidy program.

Availability Federal Subsidy Use Broadband Adoption

The County outperforms the state and the The County trails Alabama and the national The County lags behind Alabama and the
nation in availability, with almost no average for percentage of eligible households rest of the U.S. on percentage of

households unserved by broadband. that pa}rt.lmpate " th,e federal Affordabl_e households with wireline internet service.
Connectivity Program’s $30/month subsidy.

18% 1 7% 40% 38% 80% 75%
16% . .
35% 39% 70% 65%
1 4% 30%
30% 60%
54%
12%
25% 50%
10%
20% 40%
&% 7%
15% 30%
6%
4% 10% 20%
2% 5% 10%
0%
0% 0% 0%
Portion unserved by 25/3 Portion of eligible households enrolled Portion of households with wireline internet
B County & State M Nation B County  State M Nation B County [ State M Nation
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Administrative Company, ACP Enrollment & Claims Tracker (2023); Census Bureau, American Community Survey Public Use Microdata 2021 |-year estimates




Marion County leads Alabama and the nation in high speed, future proof broadband availability.

Percentage of units served by Percentage of units served by Percentage of units served by

>25/3 Mbps >100/20 Mbps >100/100 Mbps

100 100 100
93 90
90 84 90 90
80
80 80 80
70 /0 70
60 60 60
50 50 50
40 40 40 34
30 30 30
20 20 20
|0 10 |0
0 0 0
25/3 100/20 100/100
B County © State M Nation B County & State M Nation B County © State
FCC’s National Broadband Map does not
report national figures for 100/100 Mbps
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Findings on adoption and use

Marion County’s region is comparable to statewide averages on all broadband adoption parameters and
lags behind national averages.

100%
93%
90% 88% 88%
80%
80% °
75% 739% 1o,
70% - 65%
50% o -
88% of regional households report 68% of regional households report Igr{I O:urs sgcl ?l?)?rlm h:;s:réiilgedzigt 73% of regional households report
subscription to internet service of subscription to wireline internet )' L & : ownership of at least one laptop or
40% any kind, including mobile data plans service — a proxy for who has PEEES [B MESEEEmieD ) (o7 computer device,which is in line
’ : : : : ) income households and does not : ’
and satellite services reliable internet service with state averages

allow full use of the internet
30%

20% | 4%
| 3% ° 1%
- . -
0%

Percentage of households subscribed to internet service Percentage of households subscribed to wireline service Percentage of households subscribed to mobile data plan Percentage of households with laptop/desktop
only

M Regional average ™ State B US.
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Findings on Digital Opportunity

Lower-income residents lag across four pillars of Digital Opportunity.

Findings were derived from Census survey data, and ADECA'’s phone survey of County residents, both of which inquired on
residential needs In internet and device access, and confidence in digital skKills.

A

& o (]

Devices and Privacy and Security Digital Skills
Tech Support

Broadband Access

Low-Income, senior, and Low-income households do not Many low-income households
disabled households lag feel confident in their ability to are not confident in their ability to
behind others in device identify fraud and use basic digital skills. Senior
ownership. misinformation. households lag behind other
groups in key digital skills,
Including accessing medical
services.

Low-income households
subscribe to internet at lower
rates and report less reliable
service. Subsidies available

from the federal Affordable

Connectivity Program are

underutilized.
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Less than 1% of
County units are ~ e
unserved on the FCC :
Map

These unserved locations do not have access to an internet service
product providing speeds of greater than or equal to 25/3 Mbps.

Hamilton

These areas are the top priority for federal funding under the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, through the Broadband
Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program.

ISPs and policymakers can observe additional address-level data
on unserved units on ADECA’s Alabama State Broadband Map.

‘,'Vinfie:Id

Sulligent

Because there are so few unserved units in Marion County — and
those units are spread throughout the County — focus on &
Infrastructure deployment will have limited impact. More |

connectivity gains may be had by focusing on Digital Opportunity p— -
programming. ‘ '

Percent of units unserved
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Basemap: ESRI World Streets Map Created By: CTC Technology and Energy, 20230703
Coordinate System: NAD1983 State Plane Alabama (USFeet) Data Sources: ESRI Atlas, Census Bureau, FCC BDC, Alabama broadband map
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Less than 1% of
County units are w U
underserved on the Ry

FCC Map

Under federal rules for the upcoming broadband funding (known
as "‘BEAD"), underserved areas (between 25/3 Mbps and &
100/20 Mbps) receive funding Iif unserved areas are connected
first.

Addresses are sometimes Inaccurately reported as underserved
when they are actually unserved if ISPs overstate the
capabilities of their networks. This sometimes happens with DSL
and fixed wireless/mobile home internet products.

Winfield

Sulligent

Marion County has almost no underserved locations, Sso
Investing substantial efforts will have even less impact than with
the few remaining unserved locations.

Percent of units underserved
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ADECA recommends Marion County consider several strategies to prepare for upcoming funding
opportunities over the next two years.

The remaining unserved
locations in Marion County
are widely scattered. In
addition to 100%
broadband coverage,
County officials may also
wish to consider the
importance of competition
in their broadband plans to
drive down prices.
Additional connectivity
gains may result from a
focus on Digital
Opportunity in the County.
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Potential Impacts on:

Challenge Recommendation

Availability Affordability Adoption

|. Develop programs, potentially with schools, libraries,

Affordability of internet service or nonprofits, to help low-income households use federal \/ \/
and device procurement subsidy programs, such as the Affordable Connectivity
Program

2. Support programs, such as those housed some Alabama
libraries, to help low-income households develop internet \/
skills and access devices

Insufficient digital skills among
low-income households

Lack of resources for programs 3. Develop local plans to apply for federal Digital Equity Act \/
to increase adoption and use grants in 2025

Small, non-contiguous pockets of | 4. Identify ISPs that commit to meeting County needs and

unserved premises throughout support applications for ADECA broadband \/
the County infrastructure funds

Low ISP interest in investing in 5. Consider strategies to attract ISP interest, including

low-density streets of Marion modest grants, support for grant applications, and \/
County optimized, efficient permitting
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Strategy: consider programs to improve
opportunity

Educational programming and subsidy programs may help lower-income and senior residents.

A

Broadband Access

Communicate with ISP partners
regarding known service
access challenges. Partner with
ISPs and local organizations to
publicize the federal Affordable
Connectivity Program to low-
Income households.
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Devices and Tech
Support

Consider a device giveaway
program in partnership
with organizations, such as PCs
for People. Market these
programs to low-
Income households that are
likely enrolled in other support
programs.

o

Privacy and Security

Review the digital skills
curriculum of current and
future digital skills programs to
make sure they educate
participants on privacy and
security risks.

[

Digital Skills

Support current and planned digital
skills programming by sharing
resources, facilities, and providing
additional marketing. Programs
relevant to the County are
tabulated in Appendix C.

Partner with AARP and hospitals to
address challenges that seniors
face accessing telehealth.




Strategy: partner with organizations that
serve the community

These organizations are logical partners for Digital Opportunity efforts such as training and
expanding access to devices.

Organizations such as AARP, the Alabama Public Library Service, the Alabama Community College
System, the Marion County Department of Human Resources, and United Way shared their interest in
collaborations to develop programs that increase digital skills and device access among their partners,
members, and patrons.

A wide range of community organizations recognize the importance of local coalitions, including to

maximize opportunities for Digital Opportunity/equity grant funding from the U.S. Department of Commerce
in 2025.

ADECA has developed a Community Broadband Organization and Programming Inventory to help identify
organizations participating in Digital Opportunity programming; programs relevant to Marion County are
tabulated in Appendix C.

Source: Marion County in-person discussions, April 2023; Statewide partner questionnaires,May 2023;research conducted by CTC,
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ISPs prioritize lower-cost, higher-income areas where returns are high and risk is low. Counties can use
proven strategies to improve their attractiveness for private investment.

Certain areas see low levels of investment

because private ISPs choose to invest
elsewhere, where return will be greater

Low-density areas are unattractive for
Investment because there are fewer
potential customers available relative to
construction costs.

I‘I
P Low-Income areas are less attractive for
E Investment because low-Income
consumers subscribe at lower levels
than higher-income households.
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Marion County can use proven strategies to

help increase competition by making these
areas more attractive to ISPs

ISP revenue opportunity increases in
|J places where counties help low-income
consumers access federal broadband

subsidies or learn digital skills to use the
Internet.

ISP costs are reduced In places where
counties faclilitate ISP deployment or offer
grants or access to public assets.
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Strategy: develop public-private
collaboration to improve local broadband
infrastructure and increase competition

Working together can enable communities and ISPs to develop win-win outcomes.

Partnerships enable localities to further their broadband goals by working with ISPs

Through efforts or resources, counties can make their community more
attractive for private investment and operations

By investing effort and resources, counties can incentivize ISP behavior that meets the
community’s needs
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Three primary models for public-private
collaboration can drive infrastructure deployment

Every community should adopt and refine the approach or approaches that best meets its own needs and

goals.
Facilitation Grant Investment
1. The community 1. The community makes a grant 1. The community pays for and
makes investment more to the company owns the network assets
attractive for companies .
2. The company makes 2. The private partner operates the
2. Mechanisms include lowering enforceable commitments to network and provides service to
costs and increasing revenues build infrastructure and deliver the public
service

Any of these models can accommodate collaboration between counties and ISPs to prepare for the funding that ADECA will administer — and to enable
the County to support its preferred partner, including through provision of financial support.
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Marion County can take steps to inform ADECA'’S plans for federal infrastructure and Digital Opportunity

funds — and to benefit from them.

Ensure service coverage data
accurately reflects
availability in your County

Continue to collect Digital
Opportunity data to

understand your community

Develop partnerships with
nonprofits for Digital
Opportunity programs

Develop partnerships with ISPs
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Check the FCC map and challenge if necessary
Provide data on unserved and underserved locations to the FCC

Understand how many households lack access to broadband because of affordability, language, or other
Issues — even where it is available
Use existing data and collect new data to understand challenges

Using your data, prioritize areas of effort for your community

ldentify existing Digital Opportunity programs that work and can be expanded — and needs for new
programs

Plan to support state and federal grant applications by local nonprofits or submit your own

Build partnerships with ISPs that show intent to invest in your County and that have track records
Plan to support state and federal grant applications by ISPs in return for ISP commitments
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There are two general types of grants: those for ISPs and those targeted for other parties.

ISP grant opportunities are usually for building

network infrastructure in underserved areas

ADECA will administer 3 major grant programs that will
enable ISPs to build network infrastructure

1. Last-mile infrastructure to unserved locations — $191M
in 2023

2. Middle-mile infrastructure to anchor institutions — $245M
in 2023

3. Last-mile infrastructure to unserved addresses — $1.4B
in 2025

At the federal level, USDA awards grants to help build
network infrastructure in rural and unserved areas.
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Public entities and nonprofits typically have
access to funding for broadband planning,
community owned infrastructure, or
addressing Digital Opportunity needs

The federal Economic Development Administration (EDA)
provides comprehensive planning grants that can include
broadband planning.

In 2025, the U.S. Department of Commerce will offer Digital
Opportunity grants, enabling counties and nonprofits to
compete for funding to operate Digital Opportunity
programs.

USDA awards grants for distance learning and telemedicine
equipment to public entities and enables public entities to
compete for broadband loans and grants.
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Disclaimer

This project 1s sponsored by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration
and U.S. Economic Development Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce, under
Assistance Listings 11.032, 11.035, and 11.307. This document was prepared by the Alabama
Department of Economic and Community Affairs using Federal funds under awards 01-30-
DP325, 01-20-B093, and ED22ATL3070004 from the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration and U.S. Economic Development Administration, U.S. Department
of Commerce. The statements, findings, conclusions, and recommendations are those of the
author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration, U.S. Economic Development Administration, or the U.S.

Department of Commerce.
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