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Executive Summary

To say that the COVID-19 global pandemic has shaken up our lives is an understatement.
For almost a year, this pandemic has drastically altered the ways that Americans live, work, and
learn, leaving many left struggling to survive. Among several changes, the COVID-19 pandemic
has forced many to switch to remote methods of work, communication, and learning to stop the
spread of the virus. As of June 2020, about 42% of Americans were working from home full-
time,! and a U.S. Census Survey showed that about 80% of households with school-age children
utilized distance learning and/or online resources in the Spring 2020 semester.? With this major
shift to increasingly remote professional, personal, and social lives, adequate access to stable
broadband internet is crucial for survival during this pandemic and in a progressively digital
world. In the U.S., The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated already existing inequities; low-
income households and people of color are experiencing a disproportionate impact,’ including
when it comes to accessing broadband internet. Among the groups most affected are Native
Americans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians, particularly those living on Tribal lands and

Hawaiian Homelands. Though opponents may argue that more pressing issues loom in the face

of the pandemic, it is imperative that this government address the significant inequities and
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barriers to survival heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic, including access to basic utilities
like internet.
Definitions

The internet has become an increasingly important staple in our lives. Most Americans
agree that the internet has been an essential tool especially during the COVID-19 pandemic,* as
it has enabled us to connect and continue important aspects of our lives in a safe and distanced
manner. Not only is the internet how many now access news and emergency updates, complete
schoolwork, apply for jobs, and stay connected to family members, but it is also a major source
of healthcare, with almost fifty percent of American consumers having used some sort of
telehealth since the start of the pandemic.’ However, access to broadband internet in America is
severely unequal. Approximately 97% of Americans in urban areas have access to broadband
internet, compared to only 65% of Americans living in rural areas.® The disparity worsens for
Native Americans and Alaska Natives living on Tribal lands, as only 60% have access.” This
drastically impacts access to opportunities and can greatly affect one’s health and wellbeing,
especially during a global pandemic.

Though this digital divide existed long before COVID-19, the pandemic greatly
exacerbated it by increasing the need for reliable internet access. As previously mentioned,
Native Americans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians living on Tribal lands are among the

most severely affected by internet access disparities. Not only are these disparities due to the
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isolated and rough terrain that makes up many reservations, but they are also attributed to
material and jurisdictional issues related to the complex relationship between sovereign Tribal
governments and the U.S.® Hundreds of years of removal policies, land theft, broken treaties, and
settler colonial tactics have subjected Native communities to staggering inequities and trauma in
the realm of health, incarceration, and access to resources. For instance, 5.8% of Native
American households lack complete plumbing and running water, a rate 19 times higher than
that of white households.® Data also shows that COVID-19 disproportionately affects Native
American and Alaska Native populations, who face a COVID-19 mortality rate two times higher
than that of the nation’s non-Hispanic white population.!® The government has a responsibility to
take a historical approach to this contemporary issue and affirm the sovereignty of these tribal
nations, and it can do so by ensuring that those disproportionately affected by this pandemic are
able to access basic resources and utilities like the internet.
Policy History

In response to this need made more dire by the pandemic, Representative Deb Haaland
(D) of New Mexico, Tom Cole (R) of Oklahoma, and Senator Martin Heinrich (D) of New
Mexico introduced H.R. 6819: COVID-19 DISASTER in Indian Country Act to Congress on
May 12, 2020. Recognizing the severe structural inequities folks living in Tribal nations face,

and with the goal of aiding communities disproportionately affected by the pandemic, this bill
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calls for 1) funding for the immediate implementation of temporary broadband service on Tribal
lands and Hawaiian Homelands and 2) the granting of emergency authority to use available
spectrum on Tribal lands and Hawaiian Homelands.!! Congress provided an opportunity for
tribes to apply for funding to address this internet issue with the passage of the March federal
COVID-19 relief package, though many tribes were not included.!? Past bills like H.R. 7127:
Native American Voting Rights Act of 2018 addressed disparities in Tribal internet access as it
relates to specific functions like voting,'* though H.R. 6819 is the first bill that focuses directly
and solely on providing adequate wireless and broadband internet services and authorization on
Tribal lands.'* H.R. 6819 also recognizes and frames the issue within the extraordinary
circumstances brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. Cosponsored by 21 representatives and
endorsed by over 200 Tribal leaders and heads of relevant community organizations, this bill
garnered support from Democrats and affected community members, but it failed to gain enough
traction with Republicans.!> Rep. Tom Cole, co-chair of the Congressional Native American
Caucus, was the only Republican to sponsor the bill.!® Though Republicans have outlined
closing the digital divide as a priority and recognize the disparities for Native Americans living
on Tribal lands,!” a greater racial and geographical approach must be taken. In June 2020,
following the introduction of H.R. 6819, Senator John Thune (R) of South Dakota introduced S.
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4015: Rural Connectivity Advancement Program Act of 2020.'® Though it provided solutions to
rural disparities in broadband internet access, it only briefly mentioned the disparities that
residents of Tribal lands face as a mere consideration rather than a specific call to action.!® S.
4015, along with Rep. Haaland’s H.R. 6819, both died in the 116" Congress without receiving a
vote after failing to receive bipartisan support and move out of committee. Following H.R. 6819,
Rep. Haaland also introduced H.R. 7774: DIGITAL Reservations Act, that, in addition to
establishing a fund to support internet access on Tribal lands, also protects the rights of Tribes to
spectrum wireless that falls over their jurisdiction.?’ Unfortunately, this bill also died in the 116™
Congress after failing to garner enough support. The House Committee on Energy and
Commerce, which is chaired by Rep. Pallone, is the committee to which H.R. 6819 was
originally referred.?! The reconsideration and support of Rep. Pallone and other members of this
committee would greatly increase the chances of this bill receiving the bipartisan support it needs
to pass, thus moving this country one step closer to closing the ever-widening, racially and
geographically disparate digital divide during this pandemic.
Advocacy

It is important to note that prior to the introduction of the aforementioned bills, Native
communities and organizations have fervently advocated for equitable internet access on their
lands. Community members have been consulting with outside providers, emphasizing the

importance of a community-centered approach to addressing this inequity.?? The American
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Indian Policy Institute at Arizona State University continues to conduct valuable research that
emphasizes the dire need for equitable internet access while highlighting the work of Tribal
leaders in finding solutions in community networks and technologies.?* Adequate access to
broadband internet is imperative, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. With even the most
optimistic timelines estimating that the return to “normality” won’t be until the end of 2021,%* it
is clear that the pandemic and the related social distancing measures will continue into the
foreseeable future. As such, access to broadband internet still remains a pressing issue and a
necessary utility for survival. This bill ensures an investment in the required infrastructure to
address this disparity, and it secures an opportunity for all Tribal nations to receive the

broadband internet they need in this pressing time.
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