
 

New data: 40 percent in US lack home
broadband

February 16 2010, By JOELLE TESSLER , AP Technology Writer

(AP) -- Roughly 40 percent of Americans do not have high-speed
Internet access at home, according to new Commerce Department
figures that underscore the challenges facing policymakers who are
trying to bring affordable broadband connections to all Americans.

The Obama administration and Congress have identified universal
broadband as a key to driving economic development, producing jobs
and bringing educational opportunities and cutting-edge medicine to all
corners of the country.

"We're at a point where high-speed access to the Internet is critical to the
ability of people to be successful in today's economy and society at
large," said Larry Strickling, head of the National Telecommunications
and Information Administration (NTIA), an arm of the Commerce
Department that released the data Tuesday.

The NTIA and the Rural Utilities Service, part of the Agriculture
Department, are in the middle of handing out $7.2 billion in stimulus
funding for broadband. Most of that money will be used to build
networks in parts of the country that lack high-speed Internet access.

And next month, the Federal Communications Commission will deliver
policy recommendations to Congress on how to make universal
broadband a reality. Among other things, the FCC is expected to propose
expanding the fund that subsidizes telephone service in poor and rural
communities and finding more airwaves for wireless broadband services.
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The NTIA report released Tuesday stems from a Census Bureau survey
of about 54,000 households conducted in October of last year. The
statistics show that U.S. broadband usage continues to grow, with 64
percent of U.S. households subscribing to high-speed Internet as of
October, up from 51 percent two years earlier.

But the results also highlight remaining hurdles, particularly in rural
America. While 66 percent of urban households subscribed to
broadband in October, that was true for only 54 percent of rural
households, the survey found.

That is partly because broadband is not as widely available in rural areas.
The phone and cable companies that provide the bulk of broadband
connections in the U.S. have been slower to build high-speed systems in
places that are too sparsely populated to justify the costly network
investments.

Lack of broadband availability is only part of the challenge for
Washington, however - because even in places where broadband is
available, not everyone subscribes. Among households that do not have
broadband, the survey found, 38 percent said they don't need it or are
not interested. Twenty-six percent said it is too expensive. Only 3.6
percent said they do not subscribe because it is not available where they
live.

For policymakers, Strickling said, this means that helping people see
"what they are missing" is another important piece of the puzzle. Last
year's stimulus bill set aside at least $250 million for broadband adoption
programs to teach people computer and Internet skills and ensure they
have the equipment to get online.

Other key survey findings include:
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- 89 percent of Americans with an annual household income greater than
$150,000 used a broadband connection at home in October, compared
with 29 percent of Americans with a household income less than
$15,000.

- 67 percent of Asian Americans and 66 percent of Caucasians used
broadband at home in October, compared with 46 percent of blacks and
40 percent of Hispanics.

- Home broadband usage was highest among people aged 18 to 24, at 81
percent, and lowest among people 55 and older, at 46 percent.

©2010 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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