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Dear Assemblymember Steinberg and Members of the Committee:

I am writing to you on behalf of the California Community Technology Policy Group to urge you to support AB 855 (Firebaugh). This bill would create new revenue by expediting the process by which wireless telecommunications companies lease state-owned property, increasing the wireless coverage throughout the state. 

This new revenue is especially important as the Legislature tries to fill the large budget shortfall. AB 855 would also direct a modest portion of the revenue to address the important issue of the Digital Divide and can therefore be passed into law with little, if any, negative impact on the General Fund. The revenue for the Digital Divide program is generated from future leases, and does not impact existing earmarked revenue.

AB 855 is a creative and innovative bill that addresses a problem facing many communities that predominantly includes low-income, ethnic, and rural neighborhoods. In California, 39% of households do not own a computer and 45% do not have Internet access. For those families with incomes below the Federal Poverty Level, the number of families with a home computer drops to 25%. This issue is critically important because technology literacy has been shown by many studies to increase academic achievement in students. In addition, today's jobs depend heavily upon technology, as an estimated 60% of all jobs require skills with technology, and people who use computers on the job earn 43% more than other workers.

To begin to address the Digital Divide problem, community-based organizations across California are gearing up to provide technology access and training to those who can't afford computers. Activities include: workforce training that teaches residents how to use technology, preparing them for better economic opportunities, and after-school services that offer at-risk youth a safe place to do homework and learn. One particular area is helping high school students pass the high school exit exam.

This bill would also provide grants to implement E-Government services as a potential strategy to save money, and make government more accessible to all Californians.

AB 855 would support these efforts by creating a sustainable grant program. Importantly, the grant program is to be administered by the California Teleconnect Fund (CTF), a state program operated by the California Public Utilities Commission. CTF, as a body, has familiarity with technology access programs, enabling a strong grant program to be developed and implemented quickly.

This bill is supported by wireless telecommunications companies, such as AT&T, and a coalition of community-based organizations representing over 200 organizations throughout the state. The wireless industry and the many community-based organizations that provide access to technology within your legislative districts are working cooperatively to resolve an issue that we both agree involves access to services and technology.

AB 855 is an important bill that can improve the long-term academic and economic condition of our state and it can be passed without using any General Fund dollars. 

We urge you to support this measure when it is heard in the Appropriations Committee.

Sincerely,

Richard Chabran

CC:
 Members of the Committee and Staff


CCTPG Board 


Hellan Roth Dowden

