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Candace Clement: Hundreds of people will meet in Durham, North Carolina, on Saturday, March 7, for the second in a series of town hall meetings on the future of the Internet in the United States. The meeting, organized by InternetforEveryone.org, is a chance for everyday citizens to talk about the impacts of the digital divide and how to close it. 

Tens of millions of Americans live without high-speed Internet nationwide, and in North Carolina, nearly 5 million people don’t have a broadband connection. Free Press’ Megan Tady spoke to people across the state about the importance of Internet access.
Megan Tady: Brian Beaudot didn’t think he would have a problem telecommuting when he bought a house in the mountains of Madison County in Western North Carolina with his wife and three kids. But Brian, a software engineer, was in for digital shock. High-speed Internet isn’t available in his area. To keep his job, Brian has subscribed to expensive satellite Internet, but even that connection can be unreliable. Brian suddenly found himself on the wrong side of the digital divide. 

Brian Beaudot: Unfortunately it's affected me in various ways including a job I had at the beginning of the year. They were a dispersed company throughout the country, there was no home office, it was a great job. [30:30] Unfortunately after 6 months they realized I really wasn’t working out because of my satellite situation, my broadband was too slow and it really affected my job performance.

Megan Tady: Brian says not having broadband puts him at a competitive disadvantage. 
Brian Beaudot: We could move in town and sell our house and go that route, but with the economy and the housing market as it is that’s a tough call. I’m concerned that my lack of options in broadband will force me to follow those options.
Megan Tady: Brian isn't alone. Too many people can't apply for jobs, attend online classes, start home-based businesses and participate in the global economy because broadband isn’t available where they live, or it's too expensive. 

Wally Bowen, director of the non-profit Mountain Area Information Network in Asheville, North Carolina, says many people with broadband aren’t even aware that a digital divide still exists. 

Wally Bowen: One of the frustrating things, being an activist, is going to places like Washington DC and or conferences in Minneapolis and St. Louis and telling them, ‘There are people in this world that are still on dial-up.’ And they go, ‘why?’ it’s like some sort of moral failure or ignorance. Why don’t they use broadband? You don’t understand. Where people live in rural areas, many of them don’t have access to high-speed Internet. And once you have high-speed, you think, well everybody has high-speed. It’s been a real struggle to communicate that so many of our fellow citizens are being left behind.”
Megan Tady: Yet as half of the country is left behind, it’s becoming increasingly clear that a connected nation is the key to revitalizing the economy and rescuing local communities. 

Tim Will, executive director of Foothills Connect Business and Technology Center in Rutherford, says North Carolina has been hard hit by the vanishing textile industry. With the jobless rate climbing, Tim says the opportunities from broadband – which is sparse in the county – could breathe new life into the community. 

Tim Will: If you don’t have broadband you don’t get economic development 

If you don’t have access to broadband, no company is going to move into your area because they’re going to demand broadband. 
Megan Tady: Ironically, the United States – the birthplace of the Internet – has fallen far behind other countries in terms of broadband speed, deployment and cost. The economic stimulus bill just signed into law by President Obama allocates $7.2 billion for broadband expansion. But that's just a piece of the much larger puzzle to bring the benefits of the Internets to all Americans.
Brian Beaudot hopes the funds will help connect his community, because the consequences without broadband are dire.
Brian Beaudot: You end up with almost a class-based system, where you have people that have information and people that don’t, people that can get things done in a fast and reliable way and people that can’t. 

Candace Clement: To see more profiles about the digital divide in North Carolina and across the country, visit InternetforEveryone.org. 
