[Today’s Date]

Official
Address1
Address2
City, ST ZIP

Dear [government official]:

The Western New York Digital Equity Coalition is a collaborative comprising community-based
organizations, businesses, private and community foundations, and community members representing
the residents of Western New York’s eight counties. We write to you with one voice to ask that you do
everything in your power to ensure that federal and state funding to improve broadband access,
broadband speed, and other digital resources throughout New York State be allocated in ways that
best support your constituents.

We ask you to ensure that these funds are apportioned and distributed in response to community
members’ needs and wants. Specifically, we urge you to advocate for a participatory budgeting process
that guarantees an inclusive, equitable, and transparent means of improving digital inclusion and equity
in the communities you represent.

Participatory budgeting is a democratic process that is proven to increase civic engagement; enhance
relationships amongst citizens, community-based organizations, and government; and drive more
effective and equitable spending decisions. Incoming state and federal dollars must be directed not to
internet service providers (ISPs), but to counties, cities, towns, and villages to ensure that each
community’s unique assets are used to meet its unique needs.

Access without adoption, equipment, and knowledge will never be sufficient to maximize Western
New York’s economic, cultural, or human potential. New York State’s previous broadband efforts have
directed most funding to ISPs, which has helped to expand broadband infrastructure. While this
progress is laudable, infrastructure expansion has not resulted in high levels of broadband adoption
amongst Western New York’s poorest and most vulnerable populations, nor has it meaningfully
improved equipment access or digital literacy. We know that digital inclusion programs providing
equipment and training, especially to disadvantaged populations, are essential adjuncts to increased
broadband access. We also know that the current definition for broadband (25 Mbps down/3 Mbps up)
is frankly insufficient to meet any but the most rudimentary needs. Broadband standards must be
updated to a minimum standard of 100 Mbps down/100 Mbps up in order to provide a meaningful level
of inclusion.

The WNY Digital Equity Coalition is prepared to work with you to develop a regional response addressing
the multiple facets of digital inequities facing our communities. We must employ an open framework
that supports those who are responding to these inequities by providing tools and forums that can



facilitate data gathering, connect potential collaborators, showcase best practices, build public
awareness, and other activities that elevate digital equity as a policy priority.

Recent months have yielded several successes on which to build, including:

® A successful collaboration among the University at Buffalo, Mission: Ignite, Kaleida Health, and
the John R. Oishei Foundation to secure a $300,000 US Ignite grant to create a community wi-fi
installation in Buffalo’s Fruit Belt neighborhood.

e Aninnovative project by the Jamestown Community Learning Council to help residents regain
access to broadband by helping them pay bills in arrears.

e A robust digital literacy needs assessment conducted by the Orleans County United Way and
numerous community partners, creating a roadmap for digital literacy initiatives.

e A critical behavioral health telemedicine initiative in Allegany and Cattaraugus counties that is
making substance use disorder and mental health treatment available to rural communities.

e A city-wide gaps analysis in broadband availability, adoption, speed, and quality being
conducted by the City of Buffalo.

Western New York’s abundance of concerned citizens, passionate and informed advocates, community-
based organizations, educational institutions, philanthropic foundations, and businesses stand ready to
help shape, promote, and execute digital inclusion and equity efforts. We respectfully ask that you work
with the New York State Broadband Office, New York State Department of Education, and other federal
and state governing authorities to drive these financial resources into community members’ hands so
they can work together to create a digitally equitable Western New York.

Sincerely,

[Signature]



