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Research Paper  by Nils Peters

The “digital divide“ between internet-technology “have‘s“ and “have not’s“ at the example of the United States of America
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1. Introduction
Everywhere one praises the variety of advantages of the internet: The net could enhance solidarity and development, it could reduce worldwide social disparity. It is doubtful according to the report „Falling through the Net:  Defining the Digital Divide“ of the US National Telecomunications & Informations Administration, if this technology is of use for democracy. Because freedom is understood as freedom of internet-connection, this is in consideration of the costs not feasible for everyone.

I would like to clarify these problems, on the basis of the well researched example of the USA. Demonstrably the development in the USA is influential for the development of Europe.
US Internet users make up about half of the total 150 million worldwide web users in 1998, and they will make up about 42 percent of the total 318 million online users in 2000, a new research reveals. 

While the United States rank far ahead of other countries in terms of total Internet users, the Nordic countries of Iceland, Finland, Norway and Sweden lead the world for per-capita Internet use, according to the Computer Industry Almanac 
, a publisher of Internet industry reference books.

At the end of 1998, Iceland ranked highest, with 320 Internet users per 1,000 people, followed by Finland with 305, Norway with 304 and Sweden with 289. The United States had 283 Internet users.

Rounding out the top 10 countries for per-capita Internet use are Australia with 234 users per 1,000, Canada with 211 users, New Zealand with 190, Denmark with 178 and Singapore with 140.

The Scandanavian countries have routinely ranked high in per-capita Internet use over the last several years, the Computer Industry Almanac says. One reason was the introduction of governmental programs to encourage PC sales that exempted PC buyers from the countries' high value-added tax for a period of time.
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chart 2.1 : technology density in the USA

Access to computers and the Internet for Americans in all demographic groups and geographic locations soared at the end of 1998, due, in part, to the success of pro-competition policies, the report „Falling through the Net:  Defining the Digital Divide“ 
 of the US National Telecomunications & Informations Administration (NTIA) says. Over 40 percent of U.S. households owned computers, one quarter of all households had Internet access and 94.1 percent of American households were connected by telephone at the end of 1998.

Even in these times of prosperity, many Americans across the country have been left behind. Similarly, in this time of technological revolution, the Americans  are witnessing unprecedented vitality and creativity in the telecommunications and information technology industries. Nevertheless that, it is to be seen that far too many Americans are not part of this revolution.

3. About the Report

The report, "Falling through the Net: Defining the Digital Divide," is the third on the digital divide issued by the Department's National Telecommunications and Information Administration. The study is based on data collected by the Census Bureau from 48,000 U.S. households and analyzes telephone, computer and Internet access by Americans with regard to race, income, education and geographic origin. It also deals with how Americans are gaining access to and using the Internetlocation. 
At the request of Vice President Gore, the NTIA, part of the Commerce Department, studied telephone and computer penetration across the U.S. to determine who is, and is not, connected. The 1999 report -- which analyzes telephone, computer, and Internet penetration rates with regard to race, income, age, region of the country, education, and other demographic characteristics -- follows two earlier studies (1995, 1998).

 The data presents a compelling argument that there is a persistent "digital divide" within the United States between the "haves" and "have-nots“ of internet access." Between 1994 and 1999, despite significant overall growth in computer ownership and usage by Americans, certain groups adopted technology at a much slower pace than others, broadening the gulf between digital "haves" and "have-nots“.

Because it will take more time for many of the least connected populations -- minorities, low income families, rural residents, individuals with less education -- to become connected at home, it is essential that technology and training will be made available at schools, libraries, and community centers and through other innovative channels, the report says.

 „Falling Through the Net“ is an important diagnostic tool that will help determine which Americans have access to those technologies, and which do not. The good

news is that more people are connected than ever before. Computer ownership has nearly doubled in the last four years, and Internet access has increased more than 40 percent in the last year. Recently, more than one-quarter of American households have Internet access at home.

But there is also some very troubling news: the "digital divide" between the information rich and poor persists. 

For example, income plays a significant role in the level of access to computers and the Internet. High-income households (earning more than $75,000) are twenty times

more likely to have access to the Internet as households at the lowest income levels. 
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Chart 3.1:The influence of income on internet penetration

Those in rural areas, across all income levels, are lagging behind households of similar incomes in urban areas and central cities. A low-income household in a rural

area has a less than one in thirty chance of having Internet access at home. A rural Black household has less than a one in thirteen chance of having home Internet

access.

Education also makes a real difference.

In rural areas, college-educated households are more than twenty-six times more likely to have Internet access.
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Chart 3.2: The influence of education on internet penetration

Another significant factor in Internet access is the family make-up. A child with two parents is far more likely to have Internet access than a child with one parent. At

all income levels, two-parent households in Black, Native American, Asian, and Hispanic households are twice as likely to have Internet access as single-parent

households. The only deviation are Hispanics earning less than $35,000 a year, who are not affected by this trend.

Finally, today there is not only a digital divide; there now also is a racial discrepancy: Blacks and Hispanics have significantly less access to the Internet from any location (including work, home, or school) than Whites do just at home. (The data show that 19.0% of Blacks and 16.6% of Hispanics have Internet access from any point, compared to 26.7% of Whites using the Internet at home). Obviously, the chance of having Internet access at home is less than one in ten for Blacks and Hispanics. To put it another way, 90 percent of Blacks and Hispanics do not have Internet access at home. Even more troubling, 80 percent of Blacks and Hispanics do not have access to the Internet from any point at any time of any day of their lifes.

Additionally, the technology gap between white households and African American households is 6 percent larger today than it was in 1997, the report found.

Black and Hispanic households are approximately one-third as likely to have home Internet access as households of Asian/Pacific Islander descent.

Fortunately, at the highest income level ($75,000+), one can see that the gap between Black and White households has narrowed considerably. This suggests that, if prices of computers and the Internet continue to fall, the gap between the information "haves" and "have nots" may continue to narrow.
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Chart 3.3:The influnce of income on internet penetration, distinguished by ethnic groups

The data in the report show that schools, libraries, and community centers are particularly well used by groups that lack access to new technologies at home and at

work. One powerful model of how public libraries can serve as public access centers is the Science, Industry, and Business Library (called SIBL) in the New York

Public Library system. SIBL offers over seventy computers to the public, as well as training courses throughout the day to teach people how to use the worldwide

web, do online research, and find jobs via the internet. 
These access points and training programs are essential. People who use libraries and other access points are also proportionately more likely than other groups to

use the Internet to take courses, to find jobs, and to get trained to learn how to use these technologies. An investment in such programs is therefore an investment in the economic, professional, and personal growth of millions of Americans. 

Of course, government alone cannot bridge the divide. There is a need of ongoing assistance of non-profit organizations and private industries to expand access to new technologies and to train People. 

 Between 1997 and 1998, the divide between those at the highest and the lowest education levels increased 25 percent and the divide between the highest and the lowest income levels grew 29 percent. 
The report recommended that pro-competition policies continue to be vigorously pursued as part of the overall plan to close the digital divide.

Community access centers such as schools and libraries will play an important part in helping to increase access to all Americans to information technologies in the short-term, it says. The 1998 data illustrate that community access centers have been particularly well used by groups that lack access at home or at work.

For the long-term, pro-competition policies that reduce the cost of information services and universal service initiatives will remain a key part of the solution to the digital divide, the report mentioned.

Several private sector initiatives are being launched to help the federal government close the digital divide. The organizations launching the initiatives include: Oxygen Media Inc., which plans to launch by February 2000 a series of shows on cable network featuring “Oprah Winfrey “ (see below) learning how to use a computer and the Internet. Ameritech and the National Urban League have announced the five cities they have selected as sites for new, state-of-the-art Digital Campuses that will provide local communities with the latest hardware, software and skilled staff to teach local communities information technology skills. America Online and the Benton Foundation will establish a one-stop shop for local communities and provide a clearinghouse of information and resources forconnecting to information technology programs. And 3COM will provide training to help prepare students for 21st Century networking careers.

3.1 Bridging the Gaps in Internet Development 

Oxygen Media announced its commitment to bridge the growing "digital divide" between those with access to technology and those without.

Oxygen will work with civic, business, community leaders and the Clinton Administration in a national effort to deliver technology and training to "digital have-nots".

Oxygen Media's commitment to helping close the growing "digital divide" -- between those who are connected, via telephone and the Internet, and those who are not -- 

will include a cable television series ("Oprah Goes Online")(see above) designed to educate people about accessing the resources of the Internet. Oxygen will also offer other programs, in-school and online curricula, internships and mentoring programs, as well as technological support.

New technologies already have created tremendous wealth and opportunity for some, and delivered the raw power of information to many. But women who are single heads of household are currently among the least connected Americans, those who could benefit most from this technology -- to find housing, jobs, information and other services. 

The report shows that some groups of women are being left behind. Women who are 'connected' are empowered to improve and enrich their lives with all that the Internet has to offer. 

The President  of the USA will announce several major initiatives to bridge the divide by industries such as AT&T, America Online, and Lucent Technologies.

Funds from the Gates Learning Foundation
 will be used to provide access to digital information for all public libraries throughout the state of Montana.

The mission of the Gates Learning Foundation is to bridge the "digital divide" -- the gap between those who have access to the information and knowledge found through computers and the Internet and those who do not. 

Montana public libraries will receive approximately $1 million in grants to purchase computers, Internet access and technical training for public libraries throughout the state of Montana. The Gates Learning Foundation, one of two foundations created by Bill Gates and his wife Melinda Gates, awarded the grants.                  

Of the 110 libraries in Montana, those serving a population where 10 percent or more of the community lives in poverty are eligible to receive grants from the Foundation to purchase computers, technical training and establish Internet access. Those public libraries serving populations with poverty levels lower than 10 percent will be eligible to purchase computers at a discounted rate, in addition to receiving donated software, technical assistance and training. Separately, Microsoft Corporation will donate software with an estimated value of $600,000.

To date, the Gates Learning Foundation has worked with more than 1,600 under-served public libraries in 29 states to bring Internet access and training to their patrons. The Foundation's five-year goal is to reach more than 10,000 American and 1,400 Canadian libraries, and provide training for librarians, taking an active role to provide information access for future generations. According to the National Telecommunications and Information Agency's (NTIA) July 1998 report, "Falling Through the Net II: New Data on the Digital Divide," personal computer ownership has increased by almost 52 percent since 1985. In the same period of time, Internet access has increased by close to 140 percent, and e-mail access has expanded by almost 400 percent. However, this amazing growth in technology use has occurred to a greater extent within some income levels, demographic groups, and geographicly distinguished groups over others, and the gap is growing.

The highest percentage of people with on-line access are those earning more than $75,000 annually in urban areas (50.3 percent); the lowest percentage of people with on-line access are those earning between $5,000 and $10,000 annually in rural areas (2.3 percent). Bill and Melinda Gates have endowed two foundations with $11.3 billion to support initiatives in areas that are of particular concern to them. The William H. Gates Foundation provides grants in the area of global health to improve the lives of women and children and education to support access to lifelong learning for young people and adults alike. The Gates Learning Foundation began in 1997 to partner with public libraries to bring computers, Internet access and technical training to library patrons in low-income communities in the United States and Canada. The Gates Library Initiative is a central program of the Gates Learning Foundation, which now has $1.3 billion assets for funding efforts to bridge the "digital divide." Montana is the 11th state where Gates Library Initiative grants have been announced. 

4. The White House’s Statement

According to White House spokesperson Victoria Valentine, Clinton intends to address the growing divide by: 

· Supporting the development of community technology centers; 

· Continuing to push for full funding of the E-rate program, which

provides funds to schools and libraries to get connected to the Internet; and

· Working to bolster competition in the telecommunications 

industry. 

"In a technological age there cannot be two societies, separate and unequal," said Milton Little, vice president of the Urban League
. "There cannot be information haves and have-nots." The Urban League announced. 

The increasing availability of low-cost computers should help ameliorate the racial and economic technology divide, but market forces alone are not sufficient to solve the problem.

5. San Jose Conference (INET 99)

A conference held in San Jose, California in June underscored a very different reality: in many corners of the world, there are dozens of developing countries where widespread access to the Internet -- of any kind -- remains a distant possibility.

While it is true that some of the earth's most remote places are now linked to the Net -- one recent addition is Bhutan, a small kingdom in the Himalayas, which inaugurated its first Internet link last month -- there are still no connections at all in Iraq, North Korea and a handful of African countries. In many countries that have Internet connections, Net access is concentrated in the largest cities and is prohibitively expensive when set against an individual's typical income. 

That expense largely restricts the use of the Internet to an elite, mostly made up of foreigners, government workers and business people. And in some cases, government censors put the Internet out of reach for most people in their countries.

The conference, called INET 99, was the annual meeting of the Internet Society, a nonprofit group that coordinates Internet-related projects around the world and has the motto "Internet Is for Everyone."

Each year, the group holds a three-day conference; previous locations have included Prague, Montreal, Geneva and Kuala Lumpur.

This year, 1,600 network administrators, academics and business people met at the San Jose Convention Center in the heart of Silicon Valley. 

Many people at the conference, from places like Japan, Germany, Finland and the Netherlands, were sophisticated Internet users, concerned with cutting-edge technical issues. But many others were from countries where Internet connections are available to only a privileged few. 

"It created a sort of schizophrenia," said Will Foster, a research assistant at the University of Arizona in Tucson who attended the conference. "The presentations by “Ebay“ and “E*trade“ highlighted the tension between the go-go growth of Internet start-up companies in Silicon Valley and the realities of Internet connectivity in countries like Cameroon." 

Each year, a workshop is held for a week preceding the conference; this year, 143 people from 66 developing nations attended. It is aimed at sending participants home with additional technical and administrative skills for running networks. 

Those accepted for the workshop -- 570 people applied -- have basic technical skills. "They also have to have leverage within their organization, and the organization has to have leverage in the country -- for example, someone running networking for the major university in the country or within the national telecommunications providers," said George Sadowsky, the Internet Society's vice president for education. 

The demographics of the workshop shift each year, as telecommunications needs change across the world. The first workshop, in 1993, had a large contingent of Eastern Europeans. This year, more than half of the participants were from Africa, which accounted for about 13 percent of the world's population but just 1 percent of the world's Internet users as of the end of March, according to data from Mike Jensen, a consultant with the Association for Progressive Communications, a nonprofit group based in Johannesburg. Excluding South Africa (where 1 in every 177 people uses the Internet), for every 4,123 Africans, there is just 1 person who uses the Internet, according to Jensen's figures. 

Wawa A. Ngenge, the national coordinator for the Sustainable Development Networking Program in Cameroon, said his country got its first Internet connection in 1997. 

Internet service providers there pay the national phone company $3,000 per month for a 64-kilobits-per-second line, which is not much faster than the fastest dial-up modem; such slow speeds are common in developing countries and mean that internet customers must put up with very slow speeds. Just 15,000 people out of 15 million have Internet access, all of it concentrated in the capital, Yaounde. Using the Internet costs about $3 per hour in Cameroon, a country where the average civil servant makes about$200 a month, Dr. Ngenge said. 

One thing slowing the Internet's spread in developing countries is the fact that many governments there enjoy a telephone monopoly. Dr. Sadowsky said such governments feared that the Internet might reduce the revenue from international telephone calls and faxes. "Telecommunications rates are extraordinarily high," Dr. Sadowsky said. “Part of our work is in convincing countries that if you ignore the Internet, you'll keep your telephone revenues the same, but you'll pay in opportunity

cost, in terms of economic and social development."  

One prominent set of problems is, of course, political. In Laos, for instance, the Communist government considers the Internet a destabilizing influence because of the free flow of information associated with the web and keeps connections scarce, said Paula Uimonen, a Swedish researcher in Geneva who is studying the Internet in Laos and presented a paper at the conference. "It's obvious that it's a lack of political willingness," she said. In some countries, users who can connect to the Internet sometimes find that access to certain sites is blocked, according to Human Rights Watch.

The group said that some Mideast countries, for example, blocked access to political sites, while pretending to protect users from pornography. 

Laos has had e-mail since late 1994, Ms. Uimonen said, and got its first internet connection last year. There are 1,000 internet users, most of whom are foreigners. There are two cybercafes in the capital, Vientiane, but Laotians are not allowed in.

The connection of Myanmar, formerly Burma, to the Internet remains similarly tenuous. All modems must be registered with the government, which is run by the military, Dr. Sadowsky said. Neither Laos nor Myanmar had representatives at the conference. 

Immigration policies can make it hard for people to get to the conference: Two Cubans were invited to participate in the workshop, but one was not given a visa and because of that, the other stayed home, as well.

A person from Sudan was registered for the conference and had a visa but was detained by the Immigration and Naturalization Service in New York, then sent back to Sudan.

A 24-year-old network administrator from Hanoi arrived in California without incident.

He said Vietnam got its first Internet connection in late 1997. Before that, computer users could send e-mail but could not go out on the web.

E-commerce has yet to make an impression in places like Vietnam, where few people have credit cards. 

6. Conclusion

Geographic barriers may have fallen for communications, but a new barrier has emerged that - true to its name, is like a worldwide web, embracing the connected and silently - almost imperceptibly - excluding the rest.

The fissure, it seems, does not just run between north and south. It is also imperilling the world's grandest, fastest information superhighway. The report has found big, and in some cases growing, disparities in internet access between demographic groups and regions, prompting one official to lament:

"America's digital divide is fast becoming a racial ravine." (remark by Larry Irving)

All this apocalyptic handwringing is doubtless well-intended. But most of it is misplaced. The internet is indisputably a protean force for change, which is accelerating the pace of globalisation. However, it does not follow that because the internet spans frontiers, it has any impact on economic and social inequality.                

Indeed, it should be no surprise that internet usage is highest among affluent, educated consumers in wealthy economies. They not only have higher incomes than

inhabitants of most developing countries; they have far superior access to advanced and inexpensive computers and telecommunications services.

Their generally higher skill levels also give them greater incentive and ability to use the internet than illiterate people in places where there are few jobs. Furthermore, the internet is not to blame for increasing these discrepancies. Rather, variations in access to it are just another measure of widening income differentials between rich and poor, within and between countries. Complaints that the internet is marginalising nations or communities confuse the symptom with the causes.

In poor countries, the most obvious are, sadly, all too familiar: inadequate infrastructure and education systems, too often abetted by economic and political mismanagement.

Fears of cyber-isolation are nothing compared with the human costs imposed by these problems. Tackling them must be the overriding priority of development policy. If it succeeds, ceaseless technological innovation and fierce price competition will ensure that internet usage takes care of itself.

Sources:

     All charts and chapter 3 are taken from:

· “Falling through the Net“:US National Telecomunications & Informations Administration (NTIA): Third report in the Falling Through the Net series on the Telecommunications and Information Technology Gap in America. Released July 8, 1999.
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� More information is available at the Computer Industry


  Almanac's web site: http://www.c-i-a.com.





� US National Telecomunications & Informations Administration: Third report in the Falling Through the Net series on theTelecommunications and Information Technology Gap in America. Released July 8, 1999.





� Financial Times July 8: Community Leaders and Clinton Administration in National Effort to Deliver Technology and Training to 'Digital Have-Nots'


Financial Times USA ; 09-Jun-1999:


GOVERNOR MARC RACICOT UNVEILS $1 MILLION GIFT FROM BILL AND MELINDA GATES








� Information on the Gates Library Initiative is available on the web at www.gatesfoundations.org.





� Source: New York Times 9.7.99 Report Shows Increase in 'Digital Divide' By JERI CLAUSING 





� Founded in 1910, the National Urban League is the premier social service and civil rights organization in America. The League is a nonprofit, community-based organization headquartered in New York City, with 115 affiliates in 34 states and the District of Columbia. 


The mission of the National Urban League is to assist African Americans in the achievement of social and economic equality. The Board of Trustees of the National Urban League and all of its affiliates reflect a diverse body of community, government, and corporate leaders. The League implements its mission through advocacy, bridge building, program services and research.


More information on the National Urban League: www.nul.org





� Source: New York Times July 8, 1999 Common Ground Elusive as Technology, Have-Nots Meet Haves By KATIE HAFNER


� Source: recording of a speech by Larry Irving, spokesman of the NTIA





