
WNY Digital Inclusion and Equity Coalition Meeting Notes 

2021-04-21 
 
Present: 
 

• Dean Bellack, Executive Director, United Way of Orleans County 

• Rachel Bonsignore, Director, Liftoff WNY 

• Alex Carducci, Real Estate Financial Analyst, City of Buffalo Office of Strategic Planning 

• Christine Carr-Barmasse, Executive Director, Mission:Ignite 

• Sarah Cunningham, Manager of Interpreting Services, Journey's End Refugee Services 

• Ken DeRoller, Legislator, Orleans County Legislature 

• Jim Finn, Administrative Vice President, M&T Bank 

• Jesse Friedman, Fellow, Ralph C. WIlson, Jr. Foundation 

• Matt Giordano, President, Villa Maria College 

• David Godfrey, Legislator, Niagara County Legislature 

• Erica Kreutzer, Population Health Manager, Value Network 

• Ba Zan Lin, Senior Program Officer, Community Foundation for Greater Buffalo 

• Daniel Ljiljanich, Superintendent, Niagara-Orleans School Board Association; Niagara 
Wheatfield Central School District 

• Don Matteson, Chief Program Officer, Peter & Elizabeth Tower Foundation 

• Sam Mattle, Executive Director, Center for Self-Advocacy 

• Tanvier Peart, Just Recovery Coordinator, Partnership for the Public Good 

• Lauren Picone, Government Affairs Manager, Feedmore WNY 

• Katie Pieri, Executive Director, WNY Nonprofit Support Group 

• Curtis Robbins, Director of Strategy, Research, and Evaluation, John R. Oishei 
Foundation 

• Michelle Roberts, Executive Director, Buffalo Bills Foundation 

• Andy, Strohmeier Integrating Special Populations Coordinator, Clinical and Translational 
Research Center, University at Buffalo 

• Michael Weyrauch, Director, CTE and Instructional Services, Orleans Niagara BOCES 

• Heidi Ziemer, Outreach & Digital Services Coordinator, Western New York Library 
Resources Council 

• Richard Zink, Executive Director, Southern Tier West Regional Planning and 
Development Board 

Standing Committees Update 

• Don reviewed the latest standing committee roster (from the March 17, 2021 meeting 
notes) to help everyone understand where we have holes that need to be filled. The 
current standing committee members are:  

• Policy, Advocacy, & Funding: Lauren Picone, Alex Carducci 

• Providers & Infrastructure: Michael Prutsman, Jim Finn 



• Broadband & Equipment: Christine Carr-Barmasse, Jeff Conrad 

• Digital Literacy & Technical Support: Heidi Ziemer, Elizabeth Freas, Dan Ljiljanich 

• Data & Landscape: Kim Herrington, Christine Carr-Barmasse 

• Don would love to see three-to-five members on each committee. More than five 
members and calendars become a real challenge. 

• It’s really critical to get these committees populated because there’s a lot going on in 
each of these areas. 

• Curtis pointed out that it will likely be easier to get people to sign up for committees 
once committee leadership has been identified. Don will send emails around to who 
would like to take the lead of the committees, bearing in mind that those people are 
also volunteering for the Steering Committee. 

• We still need to recruit community members to serve on these committees and the 
Steering Committee. 

Orleans County Digital Literacy Initiative Final Report 

• Don shared a copy of the Orleans County Digital Literacy Initiative Final Report by email 
prior to the meeting. It is also available on the Orleans County United Way website. 

• The report is nicely produced, details the methodology clearly, and lists several project 
possibilities that align nicely with the types of things the Coalition might be interested in 
pursuing. 

• Dean noted that it was a tremendous amount of work over five months, all made 
possible by technology. There are projects related to connecting people to existing 
resources in Orleans County, better equipping libraries, expanding telehealth, and 
expanding connectivity across the county. There are a lot of opportunities unfolding 
with the impending availability of government funding. 

• Dean and Ken both observed that there was some confusion with the Moving Forward 
Together Committee about whether the grant request that grew out of this report was 
for enhanced connectivity or for digital literacy. It really is focused on digital literacy, as 
the government is working on the connectivity element. 

Broadband Advocacy Letter 

• Don briefly reviewed asked for feedback regarding the broadband advocacy letter that 
the Policy Paper project group wrote (shared via email prior to the meeting).  

• The overall sense was that the tone was fine, but Jim noted that the letter lacked 
a clear set of policy recommendations for use of incoming funds from federal 
and state sources.  

• Don expressed some concern that specific policy recommendations from 
the Coalition might be at odds with the overall request to rely on a 
community-driven, participatory budgeting-type approach to 
determining use of funds. It would be great to be able to make three to 
five specific policy recommendations, but we haven’t done the work with 
the community to be able to 

• Ken noted that ground rules for use of funds remain unclear in many 
instances, so making concrete recommendations is that much more 

https://orleansunitedway.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Orleans-Digital-Literacy-Initiative-Final-Report-Copy.pdf


difficult. We need to keep our recommendations at a high level, and 
highlight that communities have the expertise to direct funds 
appropriately. 

• Christine agreed with Ken and noted that she and Heidi are working on a 
similar letter to be sent by a statewide coalition that they’re also working 
on creating. 

• Heidi echoed Ken and Christine’s comments, observing that funds will be 
flowing from many sources with different ground rules and regulating 
agencies. The best thing we can do now is get legislators’ attention to 
create channels to get people with the skills and knowledge to the table 
and insist on being part of the conversation. 

• Curtis also pointed out that the letter does not highlight the successes that have 
occurred in Western New York that additional resources could be used to build 
upon. Short term wins and successes can provide funders with a menu of options 
and make wins more concrete. 

• Heidi suggested that the letter could also be used as an invitation to 
legislators/elected to speak with the Coalition about its priorities and how it can 
advance digital equity for their constituents. This is something that coalitions are 
doing in Ohio. 

• Don likes the idea of inviting legislators to speak with the Coalition, but is 
hesitant to offer that invitation without a clear ability to speak to what 
community residents want, having not done the necessary legwork to obtain 
that information in most of our communities. 

• Don will revise the letter to reflect some of Western New York’s wins, demonstrating 
our communities’ readiness and ability to advance digital equity. He will circulate an 
updated letter within the next few days with a request to opt-in to signing, as a citizen 
(name and city), coalition member (name, job title, organizational affiliation), or on 
behalf of an coalition member organization (should be Executive Director/CEO or 
equivalent). 

• The Coalition also needs to identify specific legislators to whom to send the letter. 

Moving Forward Together Grant Request: 

• Don, Curtis, Heidi, and Jim recounted their meeting with the Moving Forward Together 
Committee last Friday. 

• The request was for $100,000: $50,000 for a part-time coalition coordinator (a 
contractor rather than an agency staff member, at least initially), and $50,000 for a pool 
of funds to regrant to coalition member projects. 

• Probably the most prickly questions involved the coordinator position. We had 
envisioned an employee, but quickly realized that benefits administration and various 
insurances were going to create headaches, so we moved to a contractor model for the 
first year. We will need to move to an employee model if we plan to sustain the position 
after the first year, mainly because the Department of Labor will likely be upset with us 
for trying to keep as a contractor someone doing the work of and supervised in the 
same fashion as an employee would be. 



• Curtis also pointed out that the Moving Forward Together Committee seems to see the 
value that the coalition has to offer, but there’s still a lot of confusion about the 
complexities surrounding digital equity. There were some questions suggesting that 
some Committee members are looking for, “silver bullets,” but there really aren’t any 
for complex issues like this. 

City of Buffalo Broadband Assessment Project 

• Alex Carducci, Real Estate Financial Analyst for the City of Buffalo, provided an update 
on the City’s Broadband Assessment Project. 

• The City is moving ahead rapidly with the project, which is a joint project by the City of 
Buffalo and the Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency (BURA) funded through Community 
Development Block Grant dollars (specifically COVID-19 Response Special Allocation). 

• During the pandemic, the City recognized the need to do this assessment, and was 
further spurred by the availability of dollars to complete the project. 

• The objective is to produce a document similar to the Orleans Digital Literacy Initiative’s 
final report that can be available to the City and community as a resource document. 

• The City issued an RFP to do the work, receiving many responses. Christine and Jim were 
part of the group that reviewed the proposals submissions. 

• Ultimately, ECC Technologies, a Woman Business Enterprise located near Rochester was 
chosen to complete the project. They’ve done work across New York State and in Erie 
County before. 

• The goal is to create a current-time analysis of broadband availability and adoption to 
help guide the use of resources, both extant and future. 

• The project has four main steps:  

• Generate a summary of local infrastructure and provider services. This is unlikely 
to change, but it’s still important to get a handle on this. 

• Field a BAAT (Broadband Availability and Adoption Tool) survey. 

• Conduct a series of community and technical interviews. 

• Make series of recommendations based on the information gathered from the 
first three steps that cover several time horizons (e.g., short-, medium-, and 
long-term). 

• The BAAT survey will be launched on May 7. It will consist of four branches: residential 
with broadband, residential without broadband, non-residential with broadband, and 
non-residential without broadband. It’s important to include settings without 
broadband so that respondents can indicate where they want to use broadband, which 
can be helpful in figuring out where there are gaps. After completing some initial 
common questions, each branch’s questions are distinct from the others. 

• The survey will have the ability to provide a snapshot of download/upload speed using a 
high-quality speed test (not required), and will be available in English, Spanish, and 
Arabic. They’re working on the Arabic translations right now, which they expect to be 
available shortly after launch (if not on launch day). 

• One goal for residential responses is to reach a 5% response rate, which comes out to 
about 13,000 households. 



• They survey is not designed to have a single fixed window for responses. There are two 
windows, with the opportunity to make tweaks after the first window closes to ensure 
that the City is fully covered. 

• The BAAT survey will help to clarify whether the issues are with access versus adoption, 
and also whether there are differences in definitions/expectations about bandwidth. 
The City and ECC Technologies suspect that these are the main issues that will become 
evident once survey results are in. 

• Question:  

• How will people without broadband access complete the survey if it’s online? 
Will there be other ways of gathering those responses (e.g., phone)?  

• The initial announcement and release will be widespread and will include 
alternative ways of participating. This might include using public wi-fi or 
cellular data. There will also be a phone number and email address for 
people to contact with questions. 

• One suggestion is also to use text messaging/SMS to get in touch with 
people to complete the survey. 

For Next Meeting 

• Our next meeting will be on Wednesday, May 19, 2021 at 9:00am. 

• Don will be updating committee rosters and working to get them activated. 

• Don will also make edits to the advocacy letter and distributed it with an opt-in for 
signatures. 
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