
FORM 3 - Needs Assessment and Problem Statement 

Galveston Island, one of the major tourist spots in Texas, is home to a population disproportionately low-income, racially and ethnically diverse and underemployed. Because of this, many residents live on the “wrong side” of the digital divide. We plan to bridge it from three perspectives: access to technologies (hardware and infrastructure), content availability (services and information), and value (utility, awareness and training). While the whole community can benefit from this integrated approach, three populations are most at risk of being left behind in the digital revolution.
 They are the poor, those with less than a high school education, and racial and ethnic minorities. These at-risk populations are who Galveston College Network (GCN) intends to target.

In 1999, Galveston County had a per capita personal income of $25,296, 89% of national average. This reflected an increase of 0.9% from 1998 while the national increase was 4.5%. Non-Hispanic Whites comprised 64% of the population. Hispanics 18% and African-Americans 16%. The remaining 2% are Asian, Pacific Islander, or Native American.
  Historically, Galveston Island has had a higher percentage of African-American and Hispanic residents than the county as a whole. (Forty-eight percent of its 1990 population was non-Hispanic Whites.) Also, the island has had a higher percentage of female-headed households (with children under 18, no adult male present) and a higher proportion of those aged 65 and older. Preliminary 2000 data gives no indication that these patterns have changed.

Of almost 9,500 students enrolled in Galveston ISD, 60.5% are economically disadvantaged (as opposed to 49% statewide). The public school population is almost equally divided among African American, Hispanic, and White students. Twelve percent are enrolled in special education, 11% receive bilingual education, and 8% attend gifted and talented classes. The four-year dropout rate is 11% (9% statewide), with 71% of the class of 1999 reaching graduation (80% statewide). Scores on TAAS 2000 were on the average lower than those found statewide.

Service and retail industries combined account for 40% of income, a reflection of reliance on tourism as a major employer. The part-time and seasonal nature of the tourism industry contributes to a proliferation of low income, low tech jobs. Other large employers in 1999 were state and local government (28.8% of total earnings). Many workers are employed at or near minimum wage, about half the level HUD considers necessary to afford a two-bedroom house at fair market rate. Forty-four percent of the city’s housing is owner-occupied and another 8% used only occasionally. Subsidized housing units are full, with a long waiting list. In general, the city’s housing stock is old, with very few new units being built. Most of the target population does not have Internet access or Internet-distributed services from their residence; GCN intends to provide access points.

Although comprehensive health care services are available to island residents through the UTMB and local health care providers, access is hampered by stringent eligibility requirements for financial assistance. Though primary care is available in whole or part up to 200% of poverty level, secondary and tertiary care is only supported for up to 21% of poverty, or $3,883 a year for a family of four. Financial barriers of this magnitude increase the importance of providing accessibility to preventive and primary services. GCN will provide access to preventive health and social services by way of web sites.

No comprehensive inventory of telecommunications resources is available in either private or public sectors. Nor does a mechanism exist to determine available technology and training programs. As a result, equipment and services are often underutilized and a lack of infrastructure also reduces utilization. An example, is the web database of services for low-income and homeless residents maintained by the Jesse Tree agency [http://www.jessetree.net]. Its data shows that without computers, Internet access, and trained personnel, the Jesse Tree site cannot be accessed by those most able to benefit from it. Though, Jesse Tree is developing a universal data form to cut "red tape" among services, the utility of such a form is compromised because many agencies do not have access to it. Hence, a vulnerable client's access to the agencies' services is hindered.

Historically, telecommunications activities on the island have been driven by educational and government organizations. However, it is imperative the island’s major private industries become part of GCN to assure opportunities for local employment. No high-speed network around and off the island puts Galveston at a disadvantage for economic development, health care, and education. This necessitates development of public-private partnerships to leverage deals with telecomm providers.

Even if the infrastructure is successfully developed throughout the island, it will only be successful if the targeted populations use it. Language and reading abilities of those populations are unknown, but it is assumed that many have limited literacy, use English is a second language, or do not speak English at all. Identifying the range of skill levels among new users and marketing appropriate training programs is considered a necessary component of program sustainability. 

In summary, the primary challenges contributing to gaps in Galveston Island's digital divide are: (1) the large proportion of the population at or near poverty-level; (2) a high dropout rate in public schools, as well as a high proportion of students lacking proficiency in English; and (3) a tri-ethnic population, with over half the residents a member of a minority group. In addition, potential solutions to bridging the gap are complicated by: (4) its geographic separation from the Texas mainland; (5) historical hiring patterns among major employers; (6) a large percentage of elderly and female-headed households; (7) limited access to secondary and tertiary health, a contributing factor to incidents of poor health and disability; (8) its heavy reliance on service and retail industries, neither of which have strong incentives for increasing computer literacy among their employees; (9) no comprehensive inventory of telecommunications and training resources; (10) underutilization of resources; and (11) lack of data about training needs. GCN intends to offer value to its target population by providing job skills training for today’s business technology requirements. Additionally, content availability will be enhanced.

In summary, by establishing an integrated community network to bridge the gaps in access, availability and value, GCN can bring its target population closer to the “right side” of the digital divide, improving their health and employability and the quality of life on the island in general.
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