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Introduction
Tribal Nations haYe been at the forefront of
connecting their communities to broadband
internet because carriers often do not
choose to serYice remote Tribal areas. The
COVID-19 pandemic e[acerbated digital
inequities facing Indian Countr\ that haYe
long e[isted. Broadband is infrastructure
and is an essential serYice Zith its
importance of accessibilit\ similar to other
necessar\ resources such as Zater or
electricit\.

Highlighted b\ the pandemic, the need for
connectiYit\ and digital equit\ for Tribal
Nations created interest from priYate and
goYernmental organi]ations resulting in
significant funding opportunities this past
\ear. SeYeral recent pieces of legislation are
a start to building the modern foundation of
Indian Countr\¶s digital infrastructure. The
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021
proYided $1 billion to the National
Telecommunications and Information
Administration for the Tribal Broadband
ConnectiYit\ Program (TBCP) and the
Infrastructure InYestment and Jobs Act
proYides an additional $2 billion for the
TBCP. HoZeYer, applications for the TBCP
alone total oYer $5 billion in broadband
connectiYit\ needs from 301 applications.1

The American Rescue Plan Act also
established broadband funding for Tribal
Nations in the CoronaYirus State and Local
Fiscal RecoYer\ Fund (SLFRF). Still, these
funds are intended to be used for critical
needs like seZer, Zater, and COVID
mitigation. Funding that is set up to address
multiple areas of need like the SLFRF often

1 National Telecommunications and Information
Administration: Updated Timeline for TBCP
Application ReYieZ, 2021.

put Tribes in the tough position to choose
onl\ one area of need. Other sources haYe
additional barriers such as alloZing
non-Tribal entities to appl\ for funding, or
proYiding loans rather than
grants.Therefore, much of the neZl\
aYailable funding should be considered onl\
a doZnpa\ment in the oYerall effort to
address the long-standing needs in Indian
Countr\. The rest of the US has enjo\ed
reliable broadband serYice for decades, and
Indian Count\ has been left out due to the
Federal GoYernment¶s negligence of its
fundamental trust responsibilit\. It is
estimated that the cost to begin closing the
digital diYide in Indian Countr\ Zould be in
e[cess of $8 billion.2

It is of utmost importance to remember that
Indian Countr\ consists of 574 soYereign
Federall\ Recogni]ed Tribal Nations Zith
334 reserYations in 35 states on oYer 100
million acres of land. Tribal Nations are
soYereign goYernments and haYe a
goYernment-to-goYernment relationship Zith
the United States. The United States is
obligated Yia treaties to the federal trust
responsibilit\ to Tribes. Infrastructure
inYestments in Indian Countr\ are essential
to meeting federal trust obligations.
Polic\makers need to continue to maintain
their focus on the issues Zhich are most
pertinent to Tribal Nations. Although it Zas
an e[citing \ear for polic\ in Indian Countr\,
clearl\ there is alZa\s more Zork to be
done. The folloZing is a list of ke\ issues for
polic\ makers, goYernment agencies, and
other adYocates to focus on in 2022. Taking
these issues into consideration Zill continue
to build on the important efforts made oYer
the last \ear to ensure that Tribal

2 National Congress of American Indians: Letter
on Infrastructure LegislatiYe Proposal, p. 9-10,
2001.

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/133?q=%7B%22search%22:%5B%22consolidated+appropriations+act+2021%22,%22consolidated%22,%22appropriations%22,%22act%22,%222021%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/category/broadband
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/category/broadband
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/category/broadband
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/grant-programs/tribal-broadband-connectivity-program
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/grant-programs/tribal-broadband-connectivity-program
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3684
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1319
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-state-local-and-tribal-governments/state-and-local-fiscal-recovery-funds
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-state-local-and-tribal-governments/state-and-local-fiscal-recovery-funds
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/TBCP%20Timeline%20Update%20-%2012-3-21.pdf
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/TBCP%20Timeline%20Update%20-%2012-3-21.pdf
https://ncai.org/NCAI_Indian_Country_Infrastructure_Letter_-FINAL_Update-.pdf
https://ncai.org/NCAI_Indian_Country_Infrastructure_Letter_-FINAL_Update-.pdf
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communities haYe access to reliable
broadband connectiYit\. AIPI makes the
folloZing broadband polic\
recommendations for the \ear 2022.

TRIBAL ENGAGEMENT
There must be collaboration and meaningful
consultation Zith Tribal Nations b\ state and
local goYernments, as Zell as federal and
state agencies. AIPI recommends that
polic\makers:

Ɣ Continue and e[pand the practice of
Tribal consultations Zhen deYeloping
Triball\ driYen broadband legislation.

Ɣ Consolidate and organi]e grant
opportunities and information b\
forming a dedicated office for all
Tribal broadband programs.

Ɣ Create open and accessible
communication lines b\ haYing staff
aYailable to offer technical
assistance or dedicated staff
appointed as liaisons to speak
directl\ Zith Tribes.3

FUNDING
Continued conYe\ance of accessible and
direct funding to Tribal Nations is ke\ to
continuing the groZth of digital equit\. AIPI
recommends that polic\makers:

Ɣ ProYide funding directl\ to Tribes
and alloZ more fle[ible spending
rules to enable Tribal control oYer
hoZ such funds are utili]ed.4

Ɣ ProYide additional and permanent
funding for the Tribal ConnectiYit\

4 U.S. Treasur\ Tribal Consultation Summar\,
2021.

3 National Telecommunications and Information
Administration: Open Q&A session on the Tribal
National Telecommunications and Information
Administration Broadband ConnectiYit\
Program, August 11, 2021 12, 23, 24.

Grant Program and other programs
that specificall\ fund Tribal
broadband connectiYit\ through
grants rather than loans or matching
fund requirements.5

Ɣ Support more funding for increased
digital literac\ to empoZer Tribal
members to learn neZ technologies
and safel\ naYigate online.6

Ɣ Support additional funding for helpful
digital deYices such as computers
and tablets for Tribal members Zho
need them the most (i.e. students,
telehealth users, remote Zorkers).7

Ɣ Create funding opportunities for all
phases of broadband
implementation, from planning &
design to netZork securit\ &
maintenance.

Ɣ Create funding opportunities for
capacit\ building efforts.

CAPACITY BUILDING
Capacit\ building must be at the rate
necessar\ in order to maintain pace in
Zhich neZ Triball\ focused broadband
programs are being introduced. AIPI
recommends that polic\makers:

Ɣ Support capacit\ building in Tribal
communities through funding for
infrastructure, operations and
maintenance, and increased training
in both technical and digital literac\.8

Ɣ Ensure training of communit\
members to maintain netZorks on

8 National Congress of American Indians: Letter
on Infrastructure LegislatiYe Proposal, p. 9-10,
2021.

7 Federal Communications Commission: Virtual
Tribal Listening Session On Emergenc\
Broadband Benefit, June 22, 2021.

6 Internet Societ\, 2021 Indigenous ConnectiYit\
Summit Polic\ Recommendations, 2021.

5 National Tribal Broadband Summit, September
17, 24, and October 1, 2021.

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Tribal-Consultations-Summary.pdf
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/tribal-nations
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/tribal-nations
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/tribal-nations
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/resources/tribal-nations
https://ncai.org/NCAI_Indian_Country_Infrastructure_Letter_-FINAL_Update-.pdf
https://ncai.org/NCAI_Indian_Country_Infrastructure_Letter_-FINAL_Update-.pdf
https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/events/2021/06/virtual-tribal-listening-session-emergency-broadband-benefit
https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/events/2021/06/virtual-tribal-listening-session-emergency-broadband-benefit
https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/events/2021/06/virtual-tribal-listening-session-emergency-broadband-benefit
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
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their oZn land or at minimum hire
communit\ members for local labor.9

Ɣ Support initiatiYes that increase
training and hiring of planning staff,
technicians, grant Zriters and
reporters.

AFFORDABILITY
Internet serYice must be accessible and
affordable to make meaningful progress on
achieYing digital equit\. AIPI recommends
that polic\makers:

Ɣ Continue to fund programs that
make broadband affordable for
eYer\one in the United States.10

Ɣ Create Za\s of measuring Zhat
constitutes affordabilit\ and continue
to monitor these factors, and appl\
these metrics to affordabilit\
programs to eYaluate them.11

DATA
Broadband connectiYit\ data in Indian
Countr\ must be significantl\ improYed.
There is a lack of reliable data for Tribal
communities due to poor data collection and
bias. AIPI recommends that polic\makers:

Ɣ DeYelop baseline measurements of
access, use, aYailabilit\, and
deplo\ment on Tribal lands.12

Ɣ Support documentation of the impact
of public inYestments.

12 National Congress of American Indians
Resolution #DEN-18-048, 2018.

11 Senate Committee on Indian Affairs
Roundtable discussion on ³Closing the Digital
DiYide in NatiYe Communities through
Infrastructure InYestment´, Wednesda\, Januar\
12, 2022.

10 Internet Societ\, 2021 Indigenous ConnectiYit\
Summit Polic\ Recommendations, p. 7-8, 2021.

9 2021 Indigenous ConnectiYit\ Summit Polic\
Recommendations, p. 6, 2021.

Ɣ Ensure data measures meaningful
accountabilit\ that recipients of
aforementioned funding is actuall\
deliYered as promised.13

Ɣ Ensure that an\ efforts to assess
and document c\bersecurit\
Yulnerabilities and threats also
include Tribal entities.

SOVEREIGNTY SUPPORT
SoYereignt\ is one of the most fundamental
concepts of American Indian rights. Support
of soYereignt\ Zithin digital equit\ efforts is
critical. AIPI recommends that
polic\makers:

Ɣ EmpoZer Tribes to deYelop their
oZn broadband data, or ensure that
data is focused specificall\ on Tribes
through as much Tribal input as
possible.14

Ɣ Continue Zorking Zith and
empoZering Tribes to ensure that
data is accurate.

Ɣ Ensure that Tribal goYernments,
Tribal-oZned entities, and Tribal
communities haYe first rights to the
spectrum oYer their lands.

Ɣ EmpoZer Tribal communities to oZn
and maintain their oZn infrastructure
as the serYice proYider or otherZise.

Ɣ Require the FCC to e[tend the 2.5
Gh] Tribal Priorit\ WindoZ for Tribes
to access unclaimed spectrum
licenses oYer their lands.15

15 American Indian Polic\ Institute, Tribal
Technolog\ Assessment, p. 40-48, 2019.

14 National Congress of American Indians
Resolution #DEN-18-048, 2018.

13 Senate Committee on Indian Affairs
Roundtable discussion on ³Closing the Digital
DiYide in NatiYe Communities through
Infrastructure InYestment´, Wednesda\, Januar\
12 2022.

https://www.ncai.org/resources/resolutions/calling-on-the-fcc-to-comprehensively-improve-its-broadband-data-to-ensure-tribal-lands-are-connected-to-broadband
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-ICS-Recommendations_Oct-26-2021-EN.pdf
https://aipi.asu.edu/sites/default/files/tribal_tech_assessment_compressed.pdf
https://aipi.asu.edu/sites/default/files/tribal_tech_assessment_compressed.pdf
https://www.ncai.org/resources/resolutions/calling-on-the-fcc-to-comprehensively-improve-its-broadband-data-to-ensure-tribal-lands-are-connected-to-broadband
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
https://www.indian.senate.gov/hearing/roundtable-discussion-closing-digital-divide-native-communities-through-infrastructure
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