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Definitions

Defining digital equity in South Carolina  

In South Carolina, Digital Equity refers to the ability of all individuals and communities to access 
and safely utilize internet resources so that they may fully participate in society and in the local, 
national, and global economy. This does not mean that all will utilize information technology in 
the same manner or pursue the same paths — it instead describes the foundation that provides all 
the same access to resources if they choose to use them. Achieving Digital Equity is the goal 
of this plan.  

Other commonly used terms in this plan include: 

Digital divide: The digital divide is the gap between those individuals with access to
technology, affordable broadband, and digital literacy training and those that do not.

Broadband: For the purposes of this plan, broadband is an interchangeable term for high-
speed internet that provides speeds at Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
standards or higher (i.e., a minimum of 25 Mbps for download and 3 Mbps for upload).

Access: This refers to the availability to an individual or household of Broadband at home or
in a community institution, such as a public computer center.

Affordability: This refers to the ability of a consumer to access broadband at a cost that
does not prohibitively damage their overall financial wellbeing. Affordability does not mean
the same thing to every individual due to variations in income and other household costs.

Adoption: Adoption is residential subscribership to Broadband service.

Digital literacy: Digital literacy is the ability to use the internet and modern technologies to
find, evaluate, create, and communicate information.

Digital inclusion: Digital inclusion refers to the activities necessary to ensure that all
individuals and communities, including the most disadvantaged, have access to affordable
Broadband, digital devices, skills training, and other related support.

Covered populations: The Digital Equity Act of 2021 defined eight covered populations
that have historically experienced lower rates of computer and internet use. These are:

o Low-income individuals: Individuals living in covered households (those with
incomes at or below 150 percent of the federal poverty level;

o Aging individuals: Persons who are 60 years of age or older;
o Racial/ethnic minorities: Members of a racial or ethnic minority group;
o Rural residents: Individuals who primarily reside in a rural area;
o Veterans: Individuals who previously served in the active military;
o Individuals with disabilities: Individuals who have a physical or mental

impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities;
o Individuals with a language barrier: including individuals who are English

learners and have low literacy levels: and
o Incarcerated individuals: Individuals who are incarcerated in a non-federal

correctional facility.
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1 Executive Summary

Introduction 

 Today, many South Carolinians do not have access to Broadband services in their homes, and 
even more still cannot afford Broadband service, do not have devices capable of using the 
internet to its full potential, or lack the skills to utilize digital services safely and effectively. These 
individuals increasingly find themselves left behind as higher-paying jobs and new services 
require access to Broadband and digital skills. Addressing these digital equity gaps is critical to 
ensuring that all South Carolinians have the opportunity to thrive in an economically competitive 
digital world.  

Funding from the Digital Equity Act, alongside the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment 
(BEAD) program and others established in the federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA), creates a unique opportunity for South Carolina to invest in efforts to address these digital 
equity challenges and conquer the Digital Divide. This South Carolina Digital Equity Plan 1) 
assesses the current state of Digital Equity and the Digital Divide in South Carolina 2) prioritizes 
areas of greatest need and 3) lays out how the newly formed Digital Opportunity Department 
(DOD) of the South Carolina Office of Regulatory Staff (ORS) will work to bridge the Digital 
Divide and lay a foundation where every resident has equal access, opportunity, and 
empowerment in the digital age.    

As detailed below, South Carolina’s diverse communities have unique needs and challenges, and 
the DOD will continue to engage residents and businesses to understand and address these in a 
thoughtful manner, but the DOD cannot do this alone. Bridging the Digital Divide will require 
partnership and hard work from a multitude of agencies, organizations, non-profits, and 
individuals across South Carolina. Through collaborative initiatives, targeted investments, and 
attainable strategies, we hope to build a South Carolina where the Digital Divide is closed, and 
the Digital Equity challenge is solved.  

Vision for Digital Equity in South Carolina 

Based on existing conditions and the perspectives shared by stakeholders across South Carolina, 
the DOD has developed the following statement describing its vision of the future state of Digital 
Equity. This vision statement will be the north star for the DOD and its Digital Equity activities 
and inform objectives, strategies, and investments moving forward.    

Our vision is for all South Carolinians to have access to affordable, reliable, high-
speed internet, and to gain the necessary skills to benefit from this technology. 

The vision for Digital Equity recognizes that South Carolinians have different backgrounds, 
cultures, needs and goals. How they choose to utilize Broadband will vary from person to person 
and community to community, but through the Digital Equity Plan South Carolina hopes to 
provide a foundation of access, affordability, and digital skills that will allow all South 
Carolinians to have the option to determine how they will implement their digital skills. In turn, 
this will strengthen South Carolina by creating a state where residents and businesses have the 
infrastructure and knowledge to support expanded economic opportunity in the 21st century.  

The digital equity picture in South Carolina  

In recent years, South Carolina has made tremendous strides in building out its broadband 
network and improving access for hundreds of thousands of households, but Digital Equity 
conditions lag behind network buildout, and the Digital Divide persists across many geographies 
and Covered Populations. According to US Census American Community Survey estimates, in 
2021 one third of South Carolina households lacked a fixed Broadband subscription and over one 
quarter lacked a desktop or laptop computer. The same data source indicated that for nearly all 
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Covered Populations, these statistics are higher than the overall population. 

Surveys and conversations with stakeholders reveal that limited access to the physical 
infrastructure needed to offer Broadband service and affordability are the two greatest barriers to 
Broadband adoption in South Carolina. Continued network expansion through the ongoing 
efforts of the South Carolina Broadband Office (SCBBO) and internet service providers (ISP) will 
help address the access concerns; however, advancing Digital Equity will require expanded 
efforts to address affordability alongside programs to increase availability of digital devices, 
improve digital literacy, and raise awareness and skills around digital safety.  

There are currently a limited number of organizations addressing these topics and digital 
inclusion more broadly across South Carolina. As a result, some of the early work to advance 
Digital Equity in South Carolina will require working with grass-roots organizations to encourage 
and help enable the formation of new programs focused on priority topics and populations while 
partnering with existing agencies and organizations to expand existing programs that are 
working well. Due to the unique needs and perspectives of each Covered Population, these efforts 
will require nuanced approaches tailored to meet the Digital Equity needs of all targeted groups.  

South Carolina has two distinct geographic units in need: rural and urban. When measured by 
share of population, South Carolina’s rural communities face the greatest Digital Divide, but 
when measured by size of population, South Carolina’s urban communities face the greatest 
challenges. While the types of barriers faced by populations in both areas require different 
approaches, rural and urban residents all expressed a need for improved and more affordable 
access to ensure they can participate in the modern economy and maximize their opportunities in 
life.  

Alignment with existing efforts to improve outcomes. 

The Digital Equity Plan aims to continuously align with state, local, public, and private efforts to 
create sustainable momentum and prioritize solving Digital Equity challenges in South Carolina. 

Through research and community outreach with over 30 organizations, current and ongoing 
plans have been compiled in this report to align the goals of South Carolina.  

South Carolina Broadband Office (SCBBO). The South Carolina Broadband Office 
(SCBBO) serves as the main Broadband focused agency in the state and organizes its efforts with 
federal, state, regional, local, and private entities to encourage the development of access to 
Broadband. The SCBBO’s goals and involvement in the following investment programs overlap 
with Digital Equity to support individuals connecting to Broadband and in understanding how to 
use Broadband safely and effectively. With the intention to develop greater access to Broadband, 
SCBBO has initiated Broadband, Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) planning. The SCBBO 
is collaboratively working with the DOD to ensure that the agency’s Broadband goals of deploying 
infrastructure to communities and businesses are realized in conjunction with Digital Equity 
initiatives. 

The DOD will continue to work closely with other agencies and organizations to align activities 
going forward and review new plans and initiatives as they are developed and made public.  

Asset Inventory  
Digital Equity is supported in South Carolina and for South Carolinians by a variety of means, 
such as the availability of computer labs, digital skills training programs, Broadband affordability 
initiatives, and other digital inclusion offerings.  

Notably, South Carolina has a relatively limited network of assets specifically focused on digital 
inclusion. The South Carolina Library System and public schools are two of the primary 
providers of digital access and training, but frequently those offerings are limited to computer 
access and basic skills courses. ISPs are increasingly partnering with public entities such as 
libraries and technical colleges to increase digital skills, but those programs are underfunded or 
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undermanned. 

Research and stakeholder engagement conducted in developing the Digital Equity Plan revealed 
that South Carolina only has one asset that directly serves all covered populations: public 
libraries.  

To better serve Covered Populations and all geographic areas of the state, the DOD will continue 
engagement and research to better understand existing needs and barriers. Further efforts will 
also require building a network of initiatives, services, providers, and assets to address these 
needs and barriers.  

Needs Assessment. 
Digital Equity needs vary across the population groups and geographic areas of South Carolina.  
According to the surveys commissioned by the South Carolina Department of Administration and 
SCBBO in 2023 (survey), the two greatest barriers identified for all were access to residential 
highspeed Broadband service and affordability. Availability of devices and digital literacy are 
concerns for many individuals and households, but through examination of data and feedback 
from stakeholders engaged across the state, limited Broadband access and the high cost of service 
were consistently the greatest barriers to achieving Digital Equity across South Carolina. 

Geographically, a common trend was found across datasets: rural counties tend to have the 
highest percentage of residents with Digital Equity needs, but urban counties tend to have the 
greatest number of residents with Digital Equity needs. Accordingly, serving rural and urban 
populations will require different strategies and tactics.  

Covered Population Needs Assessment. Although access and affordability were the two 
biggest barriers to adoption, the nuances of needs vary across Covered Populations. It is 
important to note, however, that intersectionality exists among Covered Populations; for 
example, many low-income individuals are also racial or ethnic minorities, residents of rural 
areas, and are individuals with disabilities, all of which can compound accessibility and 
affordability barriers. 

Goals 
The following goals are designed to achieve the vision for Digital Equity in South Carolina. 

Goal 1: Broadband availability and affordability   
Objective: Every household and business in South Carolina can subscribe to Broadband service at 
an affordable rate.   

Goal 2: Online accessibility and inclusivity 
Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to reliable high-speed Broadband service 
in their homes and businesses.   

Goal 3: Digital literacy 
Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to education and training opportunities 
necessary to effectively use the internet to advance their personal goals and increase South 
Carolina’s technology workforce competitiveness.   

Goal 4: Online privacy and cybersecurity 
Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can safely and securely utilize Broadband services.  

Goal 5: Device availability and affordability 
Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can access a desktop or laptop computer at home or 
in an accessible location.   
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2  Introduction for Digital Equity 

2.1 Introduction 

An individual’s capacity to safely utilize high-speed internet directly affects their economic, 
health, and civic opportunities in the modern world.  Currently, not all South Carolinians have 
equal access and skills to take full advantage of the benefits offered by its Broadband 
infrastructure. High-speed Broadband internet connections are increasingly necessary for 
individuals to take classes, apply for jobs, start businesses, pay bills, utilize telehealth, and access 
a range of resources and information that can enhance their lives. Today, many South 
Carolinians lack access to Broadband services in their homes, and more still cannot afford 
Broadband service, do not have devices capable of using the internet to its full potential, or lack 
the skills to utilize digital services safely and effectively. These individuals increasingly find 
themselves left behind as higher-paying jobs and new services require digital access and skills. 
Addressing this Digital Divide is critical to opening opportunities and improving outcomes for 
those individuals and to ensuring that all of South Carolina thrives in an economically 
competitive and connected world.  

The impact of the Digital Divide was never more evident than during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when individuals and families without Broadband connections, devices, and digital skills 
struggled to access education, healthcare, and information. In the post-pandemic world, 
disconnected communities continue to face significant challenges, and South Carolinians across 
geographies and backgrounds recognize the importance of addressing the Digital Divide to make 
South Carolina and its residents stronger today and long into the future.  

Funding from the Digital Equity Act, alongside the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment 
(BEAD) program and others established in the federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA), creates a unique opportunity for South Carolina to invest in efforts to address these 
challenges. This South Carolina Digital Equity Plan assesses the current state of Digital Equity in 
the State, prioritizes areas of greatest need, and lays out how the newly formed Digital 
Opportunity Department (DOD) of the South Carolina Office of Regulatory Staff (ORS) will work 
to bridge the Digital Divide and lay a foundation where every resident has equal access, 
opportunity, and empowerment to use Broadband in the digital age.    

South Carolina recognizes that its diverse communities have unique needs and challenges and 
will continue to engage residents and businesses to understand and address these in a thoughtful 
manner, but the DOD cannot do this alone. Bridging the Digital Divide will require partnership 
and hard work from a multitude of agencies, organizations, non-profits, and individuals across 
South Carolina. However, through collaborative initiatives, targeted investments, and attainable 
strategies, the DOD is confident that South Carolina’s Digital Equity future is bright and one 
where everybody can access digital opportunities. 

Assessment of digital equity state in South Carolina  

In recent years, South Carolina has made tremendous strides in building out its Broadband 
network and improving access for hundreds of thousands of households, but Digital Equity 
conditions lag behind network buildout, and the Digital Divide persists across many geographies 
and Covered Populations. According to US Census American Community Survey estimates, in 
2021 one third of South Carolina households lacked a fixed Broadband subscription, and over 
one quarter lacked a desktop or laptop computer. The same data source shows that for nearly all 
Covered Populations, these statistics are higher than the overall population.  

Surveys and conversations with stakeholders reveal that limited access to service and 
affordability are the two greatest barriers to Broadband adoption faced by all populations in 
South Carolina. Continued network expansion through the ongoing efforts of the South Carolina 
Broadband Office (SCBBO) and internet service providers (ISP) will help address the access 
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concerns, but advancing Digital Equity will require expanded efforts to address affordability 
alongside programs to increase availability of devices, improve digital literacy, and raise 
awareness and skills around digital safety.  

There are currently a limited number of organizations addressing these topics and digital 
inclusion more broadly across South Carolina. As a result, some of the early work to advance 
Digital Equity in South Carolina will require helping to enable and encouraging the formation of 
new programs focused on priority topics and populations while partnering with agencies and 
organizations to expand existing programs that are working well. Due to the different locations, 
cultures, and capacity of each Covered Population, these efforts will require nuanced approaches 
tailored to meet the Digital Equity needs of the targeted groups.  

South Carolina has two distinct geographic units in need: rural and urban. When measured by 
share of population, South Carolina’s rural communities face the greatest digital divide, but when 
measured by size of population, South Carolina’s urban communities face the greatest challenges. 
While the types of barriers faced by populations in both areas vary require different approaches, 
rural and urban residents all express a need for improved and more affordable access to ensure 
they can participate in the modern economy and maximize their opportunities in life.  

Figure 1. Number of households with a cable or fiber subscription by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey
5-Year Estimate 
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Vision for digital equity in South Carolina

Based on consideration of existing conditions and the perspectives shared by stakeholders across 
South Carolina, the DOD has developed the following vision statement describing the future state 
of Digital Equity to help inform objectives, strategies, and investments moving forward.    

Our vision is for all South Carolinians to have access to 
affordable, reliable, high-speed internet and to gain the necessary 

skills to benefit from this technology. 

This vision for Digital Equity recognizes that South Carolinians have different backgrounds, 
cultures, needs, and goals. How they choose to utilize Broadband will vary from person to person 
and community to community, but by enacting the Digital Equity Plan, the DOD will provide a 
foundation of access, affordability, and digital skills that will allow all South Carolinians to have 
the option to efficiently and effectively utilize Broadband. In turn, this will make South Carolina a 
stronger and more resilient state where residents and businesses have the infrastructure and 
knowledge to support expanded economic opportunity in the 21st century.  

2.2 Alignment with Existing Efforts to Improve Outcomes

This Digital Equity Plan aims to align existing state, local, public, and private efforts to create 
sustainable priorities. Through research and community outreach with approximately 30 
organizations, current and ongoing efforts are listed below to reflect the goals of the DOD. By 
expanding the foundation of Digital Equity, this plan will advance the strategic goals of these 
other organizations and support the delivery of a broad range of services and economic 
opportunity to the residents of South Carolina. The DOD will continue to work closely with other 
agencies and organizations to align activities going forward and review new plans and initiatives 
as they are developed and made public.  

Efforts to increase Broadband access and improve Digital Equity 

South Carolina Broadband Office (SCBBO)
The South Carolina Broadband Office (SCBBO) serves as the main Broadband focused agency in 
the state and organizes its efforts with federal, state, regional, local, and private entities to 
encourage the development of access to Broadband. Their goals and involvement in the following 
investment programs overlap with Digital Equity to support individuals connecting to the 
internet and in understanding how to use the internet safely. With the intention to develop 
greater access to Broadband, SCBBO has initiated BEAD planning. SCBBO is collaboratively 
working with the DOD to ensure their broadband goals of securing infrastructure to communities 
and businesses can be communicated through Digital Equity initiatives, some of which are 
included as provisions in existing grant agreements awarded by the SCBBO to ISPs throughout 
the state.  

Other state-led efforts 
Broadband state-led efforts aim to ensure access to digital resources and opportunities for all 
individuals and provide affordable internet service throughout South Carolina. Digital Equity 
funds can have a profound impact on how individuals access information and services and an 
individual’s understanding of what is available to them. While Broadband can be brought to 
South Carolina, it is through Digital Equity where the Digital Divide will be bridged by education 
and training programs. The implementation of such programs will incorporate a foundation of 
knowledge and safety as Broadband continues to expand.  

American Rescue Plan Act – Capital Projects Fund 
The Capital Projects Fund provides $10 billion in funding to states, territories, and tribal 
governments to critical capital projects that can enable work, education, and health 
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monitoring. 
This fund has approved South Carolina to receive $185.8 million for a Broadband 
infrastructure project grant program. 
This last-mile Broadband grant program will aim to provide reliable and affordable 
service to rural areas that currently lack adequate internet service.  

American Rescue Plan Act – Accelerated Deployment Grant Program  
This program sought to compensate a portion of construction costs for the expansion of 
Broadband infrastructure to households, communities, and businesses that were initiated 
during the Pandemic.  
The application period for this program has closed (February 2023). Projects 
participating in other broadband-expansion programs, such as the Rural Broadband 
Grant Program, are not eligible; only private investments qualify.   

American Rescue Plan Act – State Fiscal Recovery Funds  
Governor Henry McMaster signed H.4408 into law, which included the allocation of 
$400 million to the SCBBO to deploy Broadband infrastructure.  

The Last Mile Pilot Grant Program  
This pilot program was created to provide students and teachers in eligible residential 
houses with Broadband.  
The funds were available to provide financial assistance to develop Broadband 
infrastructure and service. Eligible project costs included construction, engineering, 
materials, and equipment. 

Rural Broadband Grant Program  
In partnership with the South Carolina Department of Commerce, a $30 million 
competitive Rural Broadband Grant Program (RBGP) was created to facilitate Broadband 
deployment in select areas throughout the state. Eighteen ISPs in 19 counties used the 
funding to expand Broadband in rural areas.  
Most Projects were required to be completed at the end of 2022, and final reports were 
presented in January 2023. There continue to be some projects under development and 
construction under RDGP with an anticipated completion date of no later than January 
31, 2025. 

Santee Cooper  
South Carolina’s public power and water utility is accepting applications from ISPs 
interested in utilizing excess fiber and transmission infrastructure.  
The utility is not a provider of Broadband but is allowing Broadband providers to access 
its 1,200 miles (about half the width of the United States) of excess fiber and transmission 
poles on the nearly statewide system to help South Carolinians get access to Broadband. 

Digital Equity Collaborative (DEC) 
This group represents rural, urban, local, and statewide partners that have an interest 
in ensuring equitable Broadband access across South Carolina.  

Its goal is to maximize Broadband connectivity and Digital Literacy for all communities in South 
Carolina. 

Other federal programs  
Federal programs have been crucial in developing Broadband infrastructure in South Carolina, 
specifically throughout rural communities and businesses. As these federal programs are 
implemented, they are establishing the technical foundation for infrastructure; however, Digital 
Inclusion can bolster these communities to connect students, entrepreneurs, families, and 
communities to overcome the Digital Divide.      

Rural Digital Opportunity Fund  
This fund, a $20.4 billion, two-phase auction dedicated to bringing high-speed 
Broadband service to rural households and businesses nationwide, is managed by the 
FCC.   

USDA’s ReConnect Loan and Grant Program  
This program provides financial assistance to rural areas lacking adequate Broadband 
service. 
Incorporated organizations, federally recognized tribes, state and local units of 8



government, and any other legal entities are eligible to apply. Rural areas without at least 
25 Mbps downstream and 3 Mbps upstream are eligible.  
Funds can be used for infrastructure and for the cost of providing Broadband service free 
of charge to critical community facilities for two years; South Carolina has grant programs 
to incentivize organizations and companies to bridge the Digital Divide. 

Tribal 
The Catawba people inhabited most of the Piedmont area of South Carolina and parts of North 
Carolina. With 3,300 enrolled members, the Catawba Nation is centrally located in York County, 
South Carolina. The Nation has many thriving programs for its citizens and participates in 
numerous York County committees. Digital Equity can aid the Nation with in-person digital 
initiatives to eliminate disparities and ensure that Nation individuals can 1) understand 
developing projects such as their recently established economic zone, CDEZ 2) maximize the 
potential of developing projects, and 3) actively participate in their community development. 

Catawba Digital Economic Zone (CDEZ) (2022)
The Nation has recently focused on digital assets within the community and established a 
sovereign regulatory zone that plans to allow digital asset companies to remotely 
incorporate under the Nation’s laws. 
Tribal Broadband Connectivity (TBC) grant from NTIA awarded $900,578 to the Catawba 
Nation for digital equity activities. 
There are currently no state-sponsored plans in place with the Nation.

Private sector 
Each grant program for the deployment of Broadband facilities administered by the State has 
required a private sector financial match. Through the various state grant-programs managed by 
the SCBBO, private industry has committed over $161 million to expand Broadband throughout 
South Carolina. This is coupled with commitments from ISPs to facilitate adoption and use 
strategies outlined in grant applications and subsequent grant agreements. It is through private-
sector investments that Broadband can be built throughout South Carolina. As part of an 
infrastructure build, private-sector efforts can be supplemented with digital inclusion programs 
for homes and businesses. Connecting these individuals with affordability programs, how-to 
resources, and opportunities for their families can be conducted directly through Digital Equity 
planning and allocation of resources for education, workforce development, and more. The 
Digital Equity Plan can provide additional resources to the private sector to distribute to new 
communities that are receiving internet or faster options such as fiber.  

Efforts to improve economic and other outcomes for South 
Carolinians 

Economic development  
Positive Economic development improves the economic wellbeing and quality of life for all 
individuals in a community. During stakeholder engagement, several agencies, program leaders, 
and local leaders determined that there are major key factors to advancing economic 
development, which include Broadband expansion and digital inclusion efforts. Additionally, as 
shown below, other South Carolina entities that have proposed plans to expand Broadband 
infrastructure in an effort to advance residential communities’ digital literacy. 

Key organizations: 
South Carolina Department of Commerce 
South Carolina Council for Economic Development  
South Carolina Chamber of Commerce 
South Carolina Association for Community Economic Development 
Local/regional chambers of commerce  
Columbia Economic Development 
One Region 
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South Carolina Economic Developers’ Association  

Existing plans: 
Appalachian Development Plan  

This plan relies upon a strategic agenda for the Appalachian South Carolina area and 
defines how development projects will be prioritized based on available resources. 
It aims to prioritize economic development to increase income levels by encouraging 
projects that revitalize declining downtowns in Appalachia.  
It also aims to improve communities by building local and innovative economic-
development goals to diversify the economic base.  
It supports the development of industry networks, trade organizations, and services for 
small businesses that promote collaboration and more.   

One Region Roadmap - Economic Development Roadmap  
The economic recovery and resiliency plan for the Berkeley-Charleston-Dorchester region 
aims to implement strategies to advance the region’s recovery from the pandemic and 
ensure a strong economy.  
It recommends that economic development in this region can be propelled by innovation 
and collaboration. 

Lower Savannah Region 2022-2027 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy   
The regional strategy document provides an economic roadmap to diversify and 
strengthen the Lower Savannah region.  
It aims to align education and workforce-development programs to develop the region’s 
current and future talent and expand accessibility to education and training programs.  

Workforce development and education 
The structure of the modern-day workforce and education has drastically changed and continues 
to be more digitally based. Many job opportunities, workplace skills-development programs, 
class schedules, and educational resources are now found and conducted online. Without 
Broadband access, individuals in unserved and underserved communities could miss out on 
these opportunities, thus leading to further economic disparities. To improve outcomes in this 
space, digital inclusion can aid students by allowing them to access remote learning, access their 
school resources in a safe manner, and connect with educational professionals. This enables 
South Carolina to develop its talent and allows the workforce to access resources that South 
Carolina provides to continue career development and create economic stability. 

Key organizations:  
SC Department of Employment and Workforce 
State Workforce Development Board 
Department of Social Services 
Local technical colleges 
South Carolina School Districts  
Department of Corrections 

Existing plans: 
S.C. Department of Employment and Workforce 2018 Strategic Plan  

To support and promote South Carolina’s workforce system, this plan outlines strategies 
and that facilitate economic prosperity and financial stability for employers and 
communities. 
The Plan incorporated additional partners for resource sharing in SC Works Center, 
promoted monthly developmental training for staff, and launched a modern 
unemployment insurance benefits system.  

Health 
The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented strains and challenges in healthcare nationwide 
and changed the way patients interact with their providers. Telehealth medicine continues to be 
widely needed, and stakeholders have discussed the impact of technological barriers for South 
Carolinians. With the modernization of telehealth moving swiftly, rural communities are at risk 10



of being left behind and struggling to meet basic health needs. It is essential for all residents to 
have access to their providers at home; with over 35% of South Carolinians living in rural areas, 
these plans ensure community support, access, and compassion. The support and resources 
available through Digital Equity can bridge gaps between patients and doctors through accessible 
means available through the internet and provide resources on safety measures for patient 
confidentiality.  

Key organizations: 
South Carolina Telehealth Alliance  
Palmetto Care Connections  
SC Hospital Association 
State Hospital Providers 

Existing plans: 
South Carolina Telehealth Alliance (SCTA) Strategic Plan

SCTA is a statewide collaboration of several organizations cooperatively expanding 
telehealth services throughout South Carolina. It aims to improve the health of all South 
Carolinians through telehealth. 
This strategy will utilize partner support and services to improve the telehealth program 
infrastructure and maximize the value. 
The plan evaluates the following priorities: hospital support, convenient care, primary 
care support, and health equity. 

Civic & social engagement 
As we spoke to local stakeholders and organizations, prioritization of small-town economic 
viability was a consistent theme, along with how Digital Equity can help small towns stay 
economically viable and reach their goals. Stakeholders and organizations discussed their 
concern that rural areas or small towns would not receive the necessary attention they may need. 
Additionally, rural individuals may not feel comfortable communicating with individuals who do 
not understand small-town living. According to the 2020 U.S. Census, 737,562 people live in 
non-metro areas and face unique challenges in rural communities. Both public- and private-
sector relationships are helping bridge the gap to uplift community needs such as healthcare, 
entrepreneurship, water-treatment systems, and high-speed internet. Digital Equity visioning 
and program planning can boost rural communities in organizing tourism efforts, connecting 
businesses with modern payment technology, and establishing technical assistance. Small-town 
viability can be fortified by connecting these towns and establishing digital inclusion throughout 
the community.   

Key organizations: 
Clemson University  
University of South Carolina 
U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Development 
South Carolina Office of Rural Health 
Municipal Association of South Carolina 
South Carolina Association of Counties 
Historically Black colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

Delivery of other essential services 
During emergencies, the ability to communicate and disseminate critical information relies 
heavily on Broadband connection. Broadband access is essential for receiving alerts, updates, and 
safety information whereas Digital Equity ensures that vulnerable populations are not left 
uninformed and unsupported during crises. Stakeholders in rural communities have described 
situations of attempting to call emergency services at their home but not getting connected, as 
Broadband was lacking in their area. They had to walk to the main road of their neighborhood to 
get a connection and call emergency services. With South Carolina Public Radio serving as the 
backbone of the state’s emergency-alert system, it can aid South Carolina to extend Broadband 
and Digital Equity efforts to modernize systems and make alerts easily accessible.  11



Key organizations:  
South Carolina Department of Public Safety  
South Carolina Department of Motor Vehicles  
South Carolina Department of Transportation 
South Carolina Emergency Management Division 
South Carolina State Law Enforcement Division (SLED) 
South Carolina Forestry Law Enforcement 
South Carolina SC Safe Home 
South Carolina Education TV (ETV)PI 
Domestic Violence Help and Information  
South Carolina Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation (SC Fire Academy) 

2.3 Goals, Objectives, and Strategy

To achieve the vision for Digital Equity in South Carolina, the following goals, objectives, and 
strategies have been established: 

Goal 1: Broadband affordability 

Objective: All households and businesses in South Carolina can subscribe to Broadband service at 
an affordable rate.   

Strategies: 
Re-purpose the existing South Carolina Broadband Advisory Committee (BBAC) to serve 
as a combined advisory council for both BEAD and Digital Equity. 
Establish a Digital Equity task force derived from the BBAC comprised of and 
representing each covered population group and regularly meet with them and partner 
organizations to assess progress in addressing affordability needs and barriers. 
Continue to prioritize populations in need and approach addressing barriers as 
implementation progresses and conditions change.
Partner with non-profits and other organizations to promote utilization of the Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP). 

o Alternatively, explore options to create public and private affordability programs 
to replace ACP, should the program be discontinued. 

Encourage ISPs to offer low-cost subscription options to qualifying covered populations.

Goal 2: Online accessibility and inclusivity

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to reliable high-speed Broadband service 
in their home and business.   

Strategies: 
Create new maps that combine South Carolina Broadband Office coverage data and 
Covered Population statistics to further prioritize populations and geographies in need.
Transparently communicate progress, encourage accountability, and community 
involvement by regularly updating maps, making speed tests available on state website, 
surveying residents/businesses to confirm services, and staying updated on needs and 
implementation progress. 
Support BEAD/SCBBO efforts to close broadband service gaps.
Identify extremely high-cost remote, rural locations and leverage alternate technologies to 
reach them. 
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Goal 3: Digital literacy  

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to education and training necessary to use 
Broadband to advance their personal goals and increase South Carolina’s technology workforce 
competitiveness.   

Strategies: 
Establish a statewide framework for digital literacy (test or another metric).
Work with education and non-profit partners to develop Digital Literacy training 
curriculum with options tailored to prioritized covered populations and provide guidance 
for integration into public K-12 schools and existing education programs that are 
underperforming or underserved.
Support existing public and private training programs – including apprenticeships – that 
aim to expand the telecommunications and cybersecurity workforce by bolstering digital 
skills and creating career opportunities. 
Identify Covered Populations and geographic areas with greatest Digital Literacy needs to 
prioritize for Digital Equity grant program scoring.
Meet with state agencies and non-profit organizations that offer similar programs and 
serve covered populations to establish a network of potential implementation partners, 
share priorities for Digital Equity, and raise awareness of upcoming Digital Equity grant 
program.
Create digital training standards for partners and grant recipients to provide services that 
match established standards. 

Goal 4: Online privacy and cybersecurity 

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can safely and securely utilize Broadband services.   

Strategies: 
For underserved school districts, assist with implementation of schoolwide digital safety 
and awareness standards for K-12 students.
Invest in a statewide digital safety campaign to ensure that all residents of SC can identify 
malicious content on their devices.
Coordinate with the South Carolina Department of Administration's Office of Technology 
and Information Services, the Division of Information Security (DIS), and community 
anchor institutions to deliver training to Covered Populations.
Organize a "Cybersecurity Awareness Week" to focus on internet safety and promote 
cybersecurity careers.
Promote online privacy and cybersecurity efforts through SC.GOV, tax notices, DMV, 
SLED and other notable statewide campaigning.  

Goal 5: Device availability and affordability

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can access a desktop or laptop computer at home or 
in an accessible location.   

Strategies: 
Prioritize Digital Equity grant program scoring toward device programs that serve 
geographies and populations with highest identified needs.
Support universal one-to-one programs throughout the complete public K-12 system.
Partner with organizations to establish a statewide computer recycling network.
Encourage schools, libraries, and other organizations offering computer labs to consider 
ways to increase accessibility.  
Work with the Digital Equity task force and non-profits to raise awareness of accessible 

13



computer labs and programs to provide devices to households.

14



3 Current State of Digital Equity: Barriers and Assets 

3.1 Asset Inventory
The need for Broadband continues to increase due to rapid advancement in technology and unique world 
events, such as COVID-19. As highlighted during stakeholder interviews and focus groups, access to 
Broadband has become a necessity for economic opportunity, education, and overall quality of life.  

The ability of South Carolinians to bridge the Digital Divide and work toward Digital Equity is supported by a 
variety of assets, such as computer labs, digital skills training programs, Broadband affordability initiatives, 
and other digital inclusion offerings.  

The DOD has identified Digital Equity assets through: 
Interviews with South Carolina state agencies and local organizations such as Palmetto Care
Connections and the South Carolina Council of Minority Affairs;
Results from the three Better Internet Surveys;
Review of existing plans, organizational websites, and research; and
Questionnaires and research conducted by Clemson University across 72 school districts, public
libraries across 46 counties, 77 institutions of higher education, and other organizations.

The following section summarizes South Carolina’s current Digital Equity assets and the populations they 
serve. Assets may include programs, plans, or initiatives that specifically improve the State’s Broadband 
ecosystem. A comprehensive summary of these assets will allow the State to identify areas of need and use this 
information to continue building their Broadband impact capacity at the State and local levels through 
community partnerships.  

South Carolina has a relatively limited network of assets specifically focused on digital inclusion. The South 
Carolina Library System and public schools are two of the primary providers of digital access and training, but 
frequently their offerings are limited to computer access and basic skills courses. Specialized assets focused on 
serving the needs of specific covered populations and geographic areas are less abundant.  

3.1.1. Digital Inclusion Assets by Covered Population

Research and stakeholder engagement conducted in developing the Digital Equity Plan revealed that South 
Carolina only has one asset that directly serves all Covered Populations: public libraries.  

South Carolina has 239 libraries and bookmobiles across 41 counties. Each library is equipped with devices 
such as desktops, laptops, and Wi-Fi hotspots. According to the SC Library Association, all libraries in the state 
have an internet speed of at least 1 GB. Library cardholders can borrow Wi-Fi hotspots for personal use. The 
library association tracks the population of every library’s service area, the number of Wi-Fi-sessions hosted 
per library system, and the number of physical devices borrowed.   
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Figure 2. Locations of South Carolina Public Libraries/ Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security

Beyond libraries, and outside of the DOD, South Carolina lacks a major statewide asset that focuses on Digital 
Equity opportunities for all individuals across all geographies of the state. However, there are organizations 
and state agencies that are making strides to improve Broadband adoption for South Carolinians. Below is a 
table of assets that target the identified covered populations. Some of these are statewide programs while 
others operate only in specific areas around the state.  

Covered Populations Assets (excluding libraries and public education 
institutions) 
*Program or initiative not offered statewide

Low-income individuals 
Fast Forward*
Goodwill*
United Way Association of SC

Aging individuals Palmetto Care Connections*
AARP

Racial/ethnic minorities Tri-County Cradle to Career Collaborative*
Commission for Minority Affairs

Individuals who primarily 
reside in a rural area 

Palmetto Care Connections*
Allendale Broadband Pilot Project*
Comcast Project UP*
Abbeville and Greenwood Telemedicine Centers *
Digital Literacy and Mural Initiative - NFT Museum of
Newberry*

Veterans AARP

16



Abbeville and Greenwood Telemedicine Centers*
Goodwill

Individuals with disabilities Project Rex at Epworth Children’s Home*

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

Greenville County Schools Lifelong Learning*
Goodwill

Incarcerated individuals SC Department of Corrections internal online programs

Section 3.1.4 provides a detailed description of these assets. 

3.1.2. Existing Digital Equity Plans
Through research and engagement conducted in the planning process, no specific state, regional, tribal, or 
local Digital Equity plans were identified. The Digital Equity Collaborative, a multisector group led by the 
South Carolina Office of Rural Health, has been working on a Community Broadband Strategy, but it was not 
complete at the time of this plan’s development.  

Some agencies and organizations have developed broader plans with Digital Equity components that may be 
leveraged to advance Digital Equity Plan goals. For example, the South Carolina Department of Education has 
released the 2020-2024 South Carolina Educational Technology Plan: Empowering Education with 
Technology. The plan highlights challenges and barriers regarding infrastructure, device usage, teaching, and 
learning.  

A lack of Digital Equity plans in South Carolina highlights a notable challenge for advancing the Digital Equity 
Plan: to better serve many populations and geographic areas of the state, the DOD will need to continue 
engagement and research to better understand existing needs and barriers. Further efforts will also require 
building a network of initiatives, services providers, and assets to address these needs and barriers. The DE 
plan has been inspired by the successful programs of various partners listed in the asset inventory. Upon 
publication of other Digital Equity plans, the DOD will coordinate with the entities to align goals and 
objectives. 

3.1.3. Existing Digital Equity Programs
At the state level, programs and initiatives have been developed to improve Broadband access throughout the 
state.  

GetConnectedSC is an initiative created by the ORS to bring reliable high-speed internet to every South 
Carolinian. The initiative connects SC residents to broadband news and resources like the Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP).  Also, GetConnectedSC collected data through the Better-Internet Survey to 
gauge how to improve internet connections for individuals and their communities. 

South Carolina Digital Drive is a GIS-based hub site which includes information pertaining to broadband 
that can be useful for consumers and stakeholders. Maps within the hub site showcase: 

Populations with fiber, cable or copper access;
Populations with fiber, cable or copper adoption;
Total housing units with at least 25 Mbps;
Total housing units without 25 Mbps;
ACP enrollment;
Eligible areas for funding; and
Broadband county dashboard.

3.1.4. Broadband Adoption
As mentioned in section 3.1.1, there are organizations that have programs and initiatives dedicated to Digital 
Equity. Below is a comprehensive list and description of organizations and initiatives identified through 
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stakeholder interviews and focus groups dedicated to bridging the Digital Divide. 

Assets Programs and organizations 
Programs that provide digital literacy and 
digital skills training, including digital skills 
training in service of workforce development 

Palmetto Care Connections (PCC)
Fast Forward
SC Works Centers
SC Department of Corrections internal online
programs
South Carolina Office of Rural Health Digital
Economy Ecosystem Project
South Carolina Public Libraries
Goodwill
Project Rex at Epworth Children’s Home
Greenville County Schools Lifelong Learning
NFT Museum of Newberry
Beaufort Digital Corridor Technical Talent Training
(Cybersecurity Certification)
Charleston Digital Corridor Talent Development
Strategy
ConnectHomeUSA

Programs that provide subsidized or low-
cost devices 

PCC
Comcast Project UP
ConnectHomeUSA

Digital navigator programs PCC
Tri-County Cradle to Career Collaborative (TCCC)
South Carolina library system
 American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) 
Low Country Digital Equity Coalition

Programs that conduct awareness and 
outreach activities of digital inclusion 
programming and resources (e.g., marketing 
and awareness campaigns) 

GetConnectedSC
South Carolina Public Libraries system
South Carolina Office of Rural Health Digital Equity
Collaborative

Incentives (e.g., subsidies, tax benefits) for 
incorporation of broadband across different 
sectors (e.g., education, agriculture, 
economic development, telemedicine) 

Educational Rate (E-Rate) Program
Healthcare Connection Fund Program
USDA Community Connect Program

Public computing labs South Carolina Library System
Abbeville and Greenwood Telemedicine Centers

Loaner computer/hotspot programs South Carolina Public Libraries
Participating K-12 school systems

Programs that offer discounted or low-cost 
devices with affordable maintenance costs 

Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP)

K-12 school system one-to-one computer
programs

Participating K-12 school systems

Computer refurbishing programs Low Country Digital Equity Coalition
Digital equity/inclusion coalitions PCC

TCCC
Fast Forward
Allendale Broadband Pilot Project
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3.1.4.1. Programs that provide Digital Literacy and digital skills training, including digital 
skills training in support of workforce development 

Palmetto Care Connections (PCC) is a non-profit organization that is widely recognized as a leading 
organization dedicated to bridging the Digital Divide. PCC provides technology, Broadband, and telehealth 
solutions to healthcare providers in rural and underserved areas in the state. It hosts the Annual Telehealth 
Summit of South Carolina and provides network connections for healthcare, technology, and Broadband. The 
PCC is also partnered with organizations such as local AARP locations to provide service to the aging 
population. In addition to the summit, it hosts Digital Literacy classes in 14 counties across the state – 
Allendale, Bamberg, Barnwell, Calhoun, Clarendon, Dillon, Hampton, Lee, Lexington, Marion, Marlboro, 
Orangeburg, Richland, and Williamsburg. Participants must meet eligibility requirements, and only one adult 
per household can participate in this program.  

Fast Forward is a non-profit dedicated to Digital Literacy and to providing computer access to underserved 
populations in Richland, Lexington, and Fairfield counties. This organization provides literacy programs and 
employment preparation for low-income adults and seniors. There are eligibility requirements for participants. 

ConnectHomeUSA is a program hosted by EveryoneOn, an organization dedicated to bridging the Digital 
Divide among public housing residents. The program offers Digital Literacy training, reduced internet service 
cost, and discounted computers.

Workforce development programs: 

South Carolina Office of Rural Health Digital Economy Ecosystem is a pilot program that brings 
together technical education, job training, leadership development, and community planning to develop 
quality digital jobs, local entrepreneurship, and remote-work opportunities to rural communities. The SC 
Office of Rural Health secured U.S. Department of Agriculture funding for Digital Economy Ecosystem 
projects in five communities – Barnwell, Williamsburg, Orangeburg, Greenwood, and Newberry counties. 

Goodwill SC offers programs tailored to workforce development. These programs teach basic computer skills 
to those who desire to learn. In 2022, Goodwill launched Mission Mobile, which is a renovated bus that travels 
through rural areas and conducts workforce development workshops. The renovated bus is wheelchair 
accessible and equipped with a trained specialist, individual workstations with laptops and printers, and 
hotspots. The program is free for anyone to use and is targeted toward low-income individuals. 

Epworth Children’s Home received grant funding to develop programs to focus on providing foster youth 
with digital literacy skills and competencies to prepare students for the job market and workforce.  

Greenville County Schools Lifelong Learning received funding to incorporate a digital literacy program 
into the curriculum for job-readiness classes. 

Beaufort Digital Corridor Technical Talent Training offers a cybersecurity certification program and 
bootcamp for SC citizens ranging from middle school through adult ages.  

Charleston Digital Corridor Talent Development Strategy focuses on attracting, nurturing, and 
promoting the region’s tech talent pool by offering training and mentorship programs. 

The South Carolina Department of Employment and Workforce has several programs through their 
SC Work Centers that provide Digital Literacy workshops. The agency created a skill certificate to 
demonstrate digital literacy. 

The South Carolina Department of Corrections offers Broadband programs in some prisons across the 
state. The online programs range from educational programs to rehabilitation programs to help with 
recidivism. Unfortunately, all prisons in the state cannot offer these programs due to some facilities having 
inadequate internet broadband service. 

3.1.4.2. Programs that provide subsidized or low-cost devices (e.g. computers, tablets) 

PCC participants may receive discounted or low-cost devices. 

Comcast Project UP is a nationwide digital equity initiative created by Comcast. As a part of the nationwide 
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effort, the company committed $8.3 million to a Broadband network expansion in Hampton County. In total, 
2,150 homes and businesses received high-speed internet, and 690 laptops were donated to students at Estill 
High School and Wade Hampton High School. 

ISPs can opt in to offer connected devices through ACP. Fifty-four ISPs currently participate in SC.  "Eligible 
households can also receive a one-time discount of up to $100 to purchase a laptop, desktop computer, or 
tablet from participating providers if they contribute more than $10 and less than $50 toward the purchase 
price." 

3.1.4.3. Digital navigator programs 

As mentioned in section 3.1.4.1., PCC is dedicated to guiding adults, especially the aging population, in 
understanding the internet and using their devices. The South Carolina Library System has also exhibited the 
ability to be digital navigators to diverse library visitors in different parts of the state. 

Tri-County Cradle to Career Collaborative (TCCC) is a non-profit organization dedicated to bridging 
the Digital Divide gap in racial and ethnic minority communities in Berkeley, Charleston, and Dorchester 
counties. It created the Lowcountry Connect! Digital Inclusion Pledge that focuses on children in the 
Lowcountry community to have: 

Adequate hardware and software for online learning;
Adequate access to high-speed internet at home;
Digital skills needed to “learn, work and prosper in academic learning;” and
An advocate in each county to ensure awareness of broadband access and adoption in “all rural and
(sub)urban communities.”

Local organizations within the Lowcountry area can sign this pledge and partner with TCCC to fulfill these 
goals.  

South Carolina government agencies and organizations are also making efforts to increase Broadband 
adoption for communities across the state. 

The Low Country Digital Equity Coalition in conjunction with PCC provided two digital navigator train-
the-trainer courses in June and July 2023 to forty-four not-for-profit, government, and public library 
personnel representing eighteen coastal counties. 

3.1.4.4. Programs that conduct awareness and outreach activities of Digital Inclusion 
programming and resources (e.g., marketing and awareness campaigns) 

The GetConnectedSC campaign (section 3.1.3) has a webpage dedicated to spreading awareness about the 
federal Affordable Connectivity Program. South Carolina residents can utilize this resource to see if they 
qualify for the program. 

3.1.4.5. Existing ISP programs that promote adoption (e.g., adoption campaigns, lifeline, 
low-cost plans, digital inclusion initiatives) 

Each ISP applying for ARPA or CPF funds in South Carolina had to commit to providing a low-cost plan with 
no income threshold as part of the requirements.  Additionally, the following ISP programs promote adoption 
through low-cost plans and digital inclusion programs. 

Comcast Internet 
Essentials 

Comcast Internet Essentials offers low-cost internet ($9.95/month) 
to eligible families. 

Comcast Lift Zones As a part of the Project UP initiative, this program focuses on 
providing free internet connectivity and access to hours of 
educational and digital skills content to help families navigate online 
learning and increase digital literacy. 
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Comcast Internet 
Essentials 
Learning 
Center 
Program 

This program aims to partner with libraries, schools, and non-profits 
to deliver digital literacy training through a combination of 
classroom-style instruction and a portfolio of online training 
materials. 

AT&T Access 
Program 

AT&T offers the Access program for $10/month or less to eligible 
families. 

Breezeline Internet 
Assist 
Program 

The new 100 Mbps “Internet Assist Plus” service, normally $29.99 
per month, is available at no cost for qualifying households after the 
$30/month ACP credit. The Internet Assist Plus package also 
includes one free modem. Customers may choose a higher internet 
speed under the program and apply the $30 credit. 

T-Mobile Project 
10Million 
Program 

Project 10Million offers eligible households 100GB of data per year 
and a free mobile hotspot for five years. 

Charter Spectrum 
Community 
Center 
Assist 

Charter’s philanthropic program aims to improve the physical 
condition of community centers in underserved rural and urban 
communities throughout several states, including South Carolina. 
The program provides job-skills training. 

3.1.4.6. Incentives (e.g., subsidies, tax benefits) for incorporation of broadband across 
different sectors (e.g., education, agriculture, economic development, telemedicine) 

The state designed incentive programs in response to federal funding; however, the state does not currently 
offer any statewide Broadband adoption incentive programs focused on particular sectors. State agencies 
publicize federal Broadband programs via the GetConnectedSC website, the South Carolina Digital Drive 
website, and other media sources that promote Broadband expansion and adoption. Education, agriculture, 
telemedicine, and overall economic development are state priorities; therefore, encouraging Broadband 
adoption in these areas is critical. The following federal programs are examples that incentivize Broadband 
adoption in some of these priority areas:   

E-Rate: This FCC program offers discounts for telecommunications, internet access, and internal
connections for schools and libraries.
Healthcare Connect Fund Program (HCF): The Healthcare Connect Fund Program provides subsidy
reimbursements for up to 65% of eligible broadband expenses for eligible health care providers.

o PCC was a recipient of HCF subsidies, and the funds represent savings for healthcare providers.
PCC assists healthcare providers with learning more about and connecting to a dedicated,
secured, high-capacity network with connection capabilities for healthcare data, medical
images, telehealth, bridge access, electronic health records and more. For rural members, PCC
facilitates low-cost, high-capacity digital bandwidth that enhances all aspects of
communications.

USDA’s Community Connect Program: As mentioned in section 2.2., the USDA’s Community Connect
Program is a grant program that provides financial assistance to eligible applicants in rural areas
lacking adequate broadband service. Funds can be used both for infrastructure and for the cost of
providing Broadband service free of charge to critical community facilities for two years.

For more information on these programs, please refer to section 3.1.5 in  the BEAD Five-Year Action Plan.

3.1.4.7. Public computing labs 

As stated in section 3.1.1, the state’s library system has several libraries across the state with public computing 
labs and stations. SC Works Centers and Connection Points also offer access to computers for individuals 
utilizing employment services through the SC Works and the Department of Employment and Workforce 
(DEW).  
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The Abbeville and Greenwood Telemedicine Centers is another public computing space that was 
created for veterans in Abbeville and Greenwood counties to have access to telehealth services without 
additional travel time and expenses. The centers serve more than 6,200 veterans in both counties. The centers 
have private rooms equipped with furniture and devices necessary for a quality telehealth appointment. They 
are located within the Abbeville County Library System and Greenwood County Veterans Center. Veterans who 
are receiving medical benefits can use these centers at no cost. These centers are a result of partnership 
between WCFIBER, the South Carolina Department of Veterans’ Affairs, the Greenwood County Veterans 
Center, the Foundation for Rural Service, and the Abbeville County Public Library.  

3.1.4.8. Loaner or free computer/hotspot programs 

Library cardholders can borrow Wi-Fi hotspots for personal use from libraries in many locations.  

The South Carolina Equipment Distribution Program distributes no-cost telecommunications equipment, 
including iPads, to South Carolinians with a hearing or speech impairment. Participants must have phone 
service and have a professional certify their application.  

The South Carolina Office of Regulatory Staff in cooperation with the South Carolina Department of 
Education and the Commission on Higher Education distributed 100,000 hotspots and monthly internet 
service to school districts and higher education institutions across South Carolina from December 2020 June 
2021. 

3.1.4.9. Programs that offer discounted or low-cost devices with affordable maintenance 
costs 

As part of the ACP, eligible households can receive a one-time discount of up to $100 to purchase a laptop, 
desktop computer, or tablet from participating providers if they contribute more than $10 and less than $50 
toward the purchase price. This program is limited to one monthly service discount and one device discount 
per household. A combination of 55 providers offering fixed and/or mobile broadband service currently 
participate in this aspect of ACP offering discounts on devices to citizens throughout the State. See Appendix 
for a list of participating providers.    

3.1.4.10. K-12 school system one-to-one computer programs. 

Not all K-12 systems across the state have one-to-one computer programs. Often, these school systems 
distribute Chromebooks, which are known to have less functionality and range of use than laptops. 
Chromebooks and tablets usually are distributed for lower grades, and laptops are given to middle and high 
school students. Most of the devices are distributed on loan, and students in younger grades cannot take these 
devices home. 

3.1.4.11. Computer recycling programs 

The Lowcountry Digital Equity Coalition (LDEC) has requested a modification in the Charleston County 
procurement process regarding the Charleston County School District surplus desktops, laptops, and monitors 
to be earmarked for donation to LDEC member, Palmetto Goodwill. Upon receiving the surplus devices, 
Palmetto Goodwill’s staff will wipe the computers to Department of Defense standards, thereby ensuring the 
complete removal of any sensitive data and then subsequently re-install operating systems and any necessary 
hard drives that may have been removed. These sanitized devices would then be distributed to community 
members enrolled in the Affordable Connectivity Program. In addition, LDEC will apply under the Not-For-
Profit status eligibility category for the State Surplus System’s distribution of surplus laptops and computers. 

3.1.4.12. Digital equity/inclusion coalitions 

The PCC, TCCC and Fast Forward are digital equity and inclusion coalitions paving the way for Digital Equity 
in the state. Please read section 3.1.4.1 and 3.1.4.3 for more information. 
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The Allendale Broadband Pilot Project was a public-private partnership launched by the ORS as an effort 
to expand Broadband access in Allendale County. The $393,104 project established public Wi-Fi hubs and 
residential Wi-Fi access. The ORS partnered with the South Carolina Department of Education, USC 
Salkehatchie, Allendale County School District, and Allendale Hampton Jasper Regional Library. 

3.1.5. Broadband Affordability
As part of its grant programs, South Carolina incentivizes internet service providers to bridge the Digital 
Divide by including 20% of their selection criteria toward collaboration, adoption, and community assistance. 
The state also requires each grant applicant to provide an affordable high-speed Internet plan (minimum 
speeds of 100/20 Mbps down/up with no data caps and no contract). The plan cannot include an income 
threshold requirement and must be provided for a disclosed period of time separate and apart from the ACP. 
State agencies also publicize federal Broadband affordability programs via the GetConnectedSC website, and 
other media channels like social media, radio, and television. Residents or organizations in South Carolina can 
apply for the following federal programs: 

The Affordable Connectivity Program(ACP) is an FCC program for households with an income at
or below 200% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines or if the household meets other eligibility
requirements. The program provides a discount of up to $30 per month for internet services and up to
$75 per month on qualifying Tribal Lands. Also, eligible households can receive a one-time discount of
$100 to purchase a device (laptop, desktop, or tablet) from participating providers. This program is
limited to one monthly service discount and one device discount per household.
Lifeline is another FCC program for low-income individuals. This program provides discounted
telephone service, Broadband internet service, or voice over internet protocol packages on qualifying
plans from participating providers. Participants must meet eligibility requirements to qualify for the
program.
The Universal Service Administration Co. is an independent not-for-profit designated by the FCC.
Their Healthcare Connect Fund Program provides a 65% discount on eligible Broadband
connectivity expenses for eligible rural health care providers.

There are limited South Carolina-based organizations that focus on Broadband affordability. However, PCC is 
among the few organizations that have taken the initiative to increase broadband affordability. Palmetto Care 
Connections uses grant funding to offer digital devices, training, and support. Participants must meet 
eligibility requirements to participate. Participants will receive a digital device, technical support, and 
affordable internet solutions assistance.  

See section 3.1.4.5 for a list of identified low-cost plans offered by ISPs. 

3.2 Needs Assessment 

Digital Equity needs vary across the population groups and geographic areas of South Carolina, but the two 
greatest barriers identified for all were access to residential highspeed Broadband service and affordability. 
Availability of devices and Digital Literacy are concerns for many individuals and households, but through 
examination of data and feedback from stakeholders engaged across the state, limited service and high cost of 
service were consistently the greatest barriers to achieving digital equity across South Carolina. 

Geographically, a common trend was found across datasets: Rural counties tend to have the highest 
concentration of residents with Digital Equity needs, but urban counties tend to have the greatest number of 
residents with Digital Equity needs. As seen in Figure 3, in 2021 the greatest percentage of households with a 
Broadband subscription were Beaufort, Dorchester, Berkeley, Horry, Richland, Lexington, Lancaster, York, 
and Greenville. The counties with lowest percentage of household Broadband subscription are Edgefield, 
Bamberg, Allendale, Barnwell, Dillon, and Fairfield. 

23



Figure 3. Number of households with a copper, cable, or fiber subscription by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American 
Community Survey 5-Year Estimate. 

These geographic distribution trends highlight a distinct challenge in addressing Digital Equity needs. Urban 
areas may appear to have decreased Digital Equity concerns when considering the overall percentage of 
residents who have digital devices and have adopted Broadband, but they also have the greatest number of 
people with Digital Equity needs. Rural communities, in contrast, may appear to have overall greater need due 
to the high percentage of residents who have not adopted Broadband, but the total number of residents 
requiring assistance is lower than in urban areas. As with Covered Populations overall, serving rural and urban 
populations will require different strategies and tactics.  
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Figure 4. Number of households with no laptop or desktop computer by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community 
Survey 5-Year Estimate.

3.2.1 Covered Population Needs Assessment 

Although access and affordability were the two biggest barriers to Broadband adoption, the dimension of 
overall needs varies across Covered Populations. In developing the Digital Equity Plan, the state surveyed and 
directly engaged individuals from across South Carolina to better understand their specific needs and identify 
opportunities to address these needs. Quantifying these needs through data analysis also helps target 
initiatives to advance Digital Equity by identifying the size of covered populations, where they are located, and 
the specific nuances of their Digital Equity needs.  

This section of the Digital Equity Plan presents a summary assessment of needs for each Covered Population 
that draws on data and stakeholder feedback. It is important to note that available data is not perfect and only 
captures a moment in time. As the Broadband network buildout is ongoing and conditions continue to change, 
the DOD will continue analyzing data, surveying, and engagement with Covered Populations to develop 
programs to address needs discussed throughout this plan. 

3.2.1.1 Low-income individuals 

For the purpose of this plan, low-income individuals are those that live in covered households with an annual 
income of less than 150% of the federal poverty level. According to the U.S. Census American Community 
Survey (ACS), there were 1,204,075 low-income individuals located across South Carolina in 2021, making up 
24% of the total population. Urban areas tend to have the highest total number of low-income households, but 
rural areas have the highest concentration of low-income households by percentage. For example, Greenville 
County had the highest number of low-income households at 19,374 in 2021, but Dillon County had the highest 
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concentration of low-income households at 35% in 2021. 

Notably, children make up a significant portion of low-income individuals in South Carolina. In 2021, 28% of 
individuals in South Carolina at or below 150 percent of the federal poverty level were under 18 years old, even 
though children only compose 21% of the total population. Challenges children in low-income households’ face 
accessing education and resources via the internet was a common theme raised by stakeholders, many of 
whom were concerned about the future workforce and skill set of current students if a significant portion of the 
population cannot access the internet at home to complete schoolwork. In 2021, 24% of households with 
children enrolled in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade lacked a fixed Broadband subscription, regardless of 
income level.  

Among Covered Populations, low-income individuals have the lowest Broadband adoption. In 2021, 46% of 
low-income individuals did not have a fixed Broadband subscription, and 41% lacked a desktop or laptop 
computer.  

Major barriers for this population, like many others, are accessibility and affordability. In both ACS data and 
self-reported survey data, low-income households often struggle with getting internet service at home and 
being able to afford those services. There is also intersectionality among Covered Populations, with many low-
income individuals also being racial or ethnic minorities, residents of rural areas, and individuals with 
disabilities, which can compound their accessibility and affordability barriers. 

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying covered 
populations the DOD is ensuring low-income individuals can afford a Broadband internet subscription. The 
DOD also has plans to support universal one-to-one programs in the K-12 public school system to ensure 
children in low-income households do not lack access to devices. 
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Key statistics

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 1,204,075  
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 552,842 

Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 46%  
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 496,205 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 41%  

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 33%  
Top reasons for no Broadband (2023):  

1. The cost is too high: 62%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 29%
3. We access internet outside the home: 17%

Figure 5. Number of low-income households by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimate.
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Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Low-income individuals are less likely to have a fixed Broadband subscription. 
Not having a digital device reduces the access low-income individuals have to all the different activities or 
information you can access online. Low-income individuals have a much lower rate of Broadband adoption 
than the overall population. Only 54% of low-income individuals have fixed Broadband compared to 67% 
overall, suggesting accessibility and/or affordability issues that are preventing low-income individuals from 
accessing fixed Broadband.  

“[Many of our organization’s clients are] at or below 30% poverty level, struggling on day to day. If 
we think from client perspective, the access to [broadband for] the everyday things would make a 
difference.” - Interviewee 

Low-income households struggle to pay for internet services. 
According to our statewide survey, both low-income individuals and the general South Carolina population 
report that their number one reason for not having internet at home is that the cost is too high. Sixty-two 
percent of low-income individuals reported cost is their number one reason not to have internet, compared to 
57% of the overall population, which unsurprisingly indicates that low-income individuals face greater 
challenges affording broadband service. 

Low-income individuals are less likely to have a desktop or laptop.  
Low-income individuals are less likely to have a desktop or laptop at home, with 41% reporting no desktop or 
laptop compared to 26% of the overall population. While many of these individuals have smartphones that can 
access the internet, not having a desktop or laptop generally makes it more difficult to use the internet to 
perform complex tasks. A smartphone is adequate for some tasks, but things like completing research, writing 
a paper for school, creating a resume, applying to jobs online and other activities are much more challenging 
without access to a desktop or laptop. Low-income individuals might not be able to engage with these 
activities, even if they really want to, without a digital device. Lacking Broadband service at home, many low-
income individuals (17%) access the internet outside of the home at locations such as a library, school, or other 
facility. This suggests that while low-income individuals do need internet access, it may currently be easier and 
more affordable for them to access the internet outside of the home rather than subscribing to a monthly 
internet service.  

Low-income individuals without internet struggle to access education and other vital services. 
A combination of less access to Broadband and fewer devices compared to the overall population means that 
low-income individuals have difficulty accessing online services. Many stakeholders pointed out that access to 
the internet is more than just social media or streaming services and can be used to connect an individual or 
household to job opportunities, education, benefits applications, telehealth services and more. A range of 
stakeholders, from healthcare facilities to state agencies to nonprofits, reported trying to move services online 
to make them more widely accessible by South Carolinians only to realize that many individuals cannot access 
these services because of a lack of access or a device. Low-income individuals could be left behind if they do 
not have adequate access to these kinds of services that could positively impact their opportunities. 

“Internet is education and a job. Without those two things, you'll never rise out of poverty.” - 
Interviewee
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3.2.1.2 Aging individuals 

The Digital Equity Act defines aging individuals as any resident 60 years or older. According to ACS, there 
were 1,243,880 aging individuals in South Carolina in 2021, composing 24% of the overall population. Aging 
individuals are relatively evenly distributed across the state as a share of county populations. The largest 
population of aging individuals is in Greenville County, which is home to 115,278, followed by Horry County 
(114,317), Charleston County (92,902), Richland County (74,965), and Spartanburg County (70,963). 
McCormick County has the highest concentration, with aging individuals making up 45% of the adult 
population, followed by Georgetown County (37%), Beaufort County (34%), Horry County (33%), and Fairfield 
County (33%). 

South Carolina’s aging population is less racially diverse than the overall population. In 2021, only 26% of 
aging individuals were a racial or ethnic minority, compared with 37% of the overall population. A lower share 
of aging individuals was in the low-income category (20%) compared to the overall population (24%). A higher 
share of aging individuals lived alone (39% compared with 29% overall), a higher share were veterans (16% 
compared with 9% overall), and a higher share had a disability (31% compared with 14% overall).  

Aging individuals actually have higher rates of Broadband adoption than most other Covered Populations. In 
2021, 38% of aging individuals in South Carolina had no fixed Broadband connection (compared with 33% of 
the overall population), and 30% lacked a laptop or desktop.  

Both ACS and survey data show that aging individuals face similar challenges related to availability of service 
and affordability as the overall population of South Carolina. Along with these barriers, aging individuals face 
slightly higher challenges around Digital Literacy. Aging individuals are not always comfortable with 
technology such as desktops, laptops, or tablets, and they might shy away from utilizing Broadband services 
altogether. Stakeholders emphasized that although this population might be more hesitant to adopt technology 
or Broadband services, the potentials benefits — such as increased access to telehealth services and 
opportunities to connect socially with friends and family — are worth the effort of adopting new and unfamiliar 
technologies.  

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying Covered 
Populations the DOD is ensuring aging individuals with fixed income can afford a Broadband internet 
subscription. Devices can be made readily available through the computer recycling network the DOD will 
establish with their partners. The DOD also plans to work with other agencies and non-profit partners to 
promote digital literacy and cybersecurity to increase confidence in Broadband within this Covered Population. 
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Figure 6. Number of aging individuals by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimate.

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 1,243,880 
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 469,215 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 38%  
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 368,999 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 30% 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 26%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023): 

1. The cost is too high: 56%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 29%
3. We access internet outside the home: 15%

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Some aging individuals cannot afford home internet services. 
Although the aging population reports having no internet access because the cost is too high at almost the 
same rate as average South Carolinians (56% and 57%, respectively), the fact that over half of respondents 
indicated that cost was a primary factor indicates that affordability is a major challenge. Being unable to afford 
Broadband services reduces adoption among aging individuals, which limits access to things important to this 
audience, like telehealth or social connections with family. Additional marketing efforts from ISPs regarding 
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the ACP or expanding efforts like PCC that provide a device, services, and Digital Literacy training could 
eliminate or reduce cost barriers for this population. 

Aging individuals can be less comfortable using the internet compared to other age groups.  
Even if having internet access might be useful, aging individuals sometimes avoid it because of the steep 
learning curve or unfamiliarity with technology. Stakeholders reported this can be especially challenging for 
aging individuals if they do not have a trusted source of information or support when it comes to technology. 
Many shared stories about having to contact children or grandchildren for technical support or reaching out to 
libraries for help with online tasks. Stakeholders also emphasized that an important aspect of teaching Digital 
Literacy skills to aging individuals is to make sure that the individuals teaching those Digital Literacy skills are 
representative of the population they are teaching. For example, organizations like AARP noted that aging 
individuals would be more receptive to Digital Literacy training if they were taught by an aging individual.  

Increased access to Digital Literacy training from trusted sources could help combat this barrier, particularly 
support outside of networks of friends and family. Organizations like AARP, PCC, or the state library system 
that cater to aging individuals could ramp up efforts and ensure that they have a dedicated volunteer group of 
adults over 60 to support these efforts. It might also be worth exploring opportunities for healthcare providers 
to offer training to aging individuals to make it easier to access and navigate telehealth services.  

“Healthcare providers should be able to communicate to the 50-plus community on how to use these 
[telehealth] apps.” – Interviewee 

“A stronger technological presence for the elderly could be an extra help and is almost life and death for these 
folks. These folks are more home bound, and a simple email could help them communicate.” – Interviewee 

Aging individuals are less likely to have digital devices, such as a desktop, laptop or tablet, that 
they can use to access Broadband.  
Without a digital device, accessing Broadband is more challenging. Even with a smartphone, which is not as 
widely adopted among aging individuals as it is for other groups, many online activities that were mentioned 
as relevant to aging individuals — such as telehealth, connecting by phone or video with friends and family, 
and accessing personal information and benefits — can be challenging. These tasks are not impossible without 
a device or internet access, but an aging individual could accomplish the same thing, like visiting with their 
doctor, much more easily if they had a digital device and the digital literacy skills to use it properly. Finding 
opportunities to provide digital devices to aging individuals and creating resources to teach aging individuals 
how to use these devices could combat this barrier.  

“Lots of folks are using their phone to access their services. Folks that are on Medicaid don't have a lot of 
money, how are they buying computers or tablets?” – Interviewee 

Aging individuals could be more susceptible to online criminal activity because of a lack of 
Digital Literacy skills.  
A common concern among stakeholders regarding the aging population was that this group could be targets of 
online criminal activity such as scams, fraud, or catfishing. There was a desire to see access to technology and 
Broadband services increase for South Carolina’s aging population, but if these services are increased without 
also increasing Digital Literacy training, this population would be especially vulnerable. Stakeholders noted 
that efforts to increase access to Broadband might include offering discounted Broadband subscriptions or 
discounted devices; bad actors might take advantage of publicity around efforts to expand Broadband to offer 
fake services and steal personal information. Digital Literacy training for aging populations that focuses on 
online safety and marketing efforts that direct all South Carolinians to trustworthy sources of information 
about getting Broadband services and devices could help prevent aging individuals from falling prey to online 
scams.  
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3.2.1.3 Racial/ethnic minorities 

Individuals who are members of a racial or ethnic minority comprise the largest Covered Population in South 
Carolina with 1,873,798 individuals in 2021 making up 37% of the total population. The largest ethnic groups 
within this population were Black or African American (25% of South Carolina’s population), Hispanic or 
Latino (6.3%), two or more races (3.9%), Asian (1.6%), some other race (0.4%), and American Indian (0.2%). 
The largest number of racial/ethnic minorities (in descending order) lived in Richland County (244,174 
individuals), Greenville County (169,865), Charleston County (142,108), Spartanburg County (105,873) and 
York County (85,362). The highest concentration of racial/ethnic minorities (in descending order) lived in 
Allendale County (78% of residents), Lee County (68%), Williamsburg County (68%), Orangeburg County 
(67%), and Bamberg County (64%).  

Members of racial/ethnic minority groups in South Carolina account for the largest number of individuals in a 
Covered Population with no fixed Broadband subscription. In 2021, 742,783 individuals (40% of the 
population) who were members of a racial/ethnic minority lacked a fixed Broadband subscription. They also 
composed the largest number of individuals without a desktop or laptop (632,912 individuals and 34% of the 
population). Notably, there is significant intersectionality between racial or ethnic minorities and other 
Covered Populations. For example, in 2021, 23% of racial or ethnic minorities fell below 100% of the federal 
poverty level compared to only 10% of the white population. Rural counties in South Carolina also tend to have 
a higher share of racial or ethnic minority residents than urban counties.  

Generally, racial or ethnic minorities face similar barriers to other South Carolinians, notably access and 
affordability challenges. In addition to these barriers, individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial 
minority group may also face cultural barriers that prevent them from accessing resources related to 
Broadband. Many stakeholders expressed skepticism that Digital Equity efforts, even though they are 
specifically targeted to reach unserved and underserved populations, would reach racial or ethnic minorities 
with the greatest needs. Lack of trust in many minority communities was raised as a major concern that could 
prevent successful implementation of Digital Equity initiatives. Some stakeholders felt that they had seen 
promises made in the past to provide resources or improve their economic outcomes, only to see those efforts 
fail or never occur at all.  

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying covered 
populations the DOD is ensuring racial and ethnic minorities can afford a Broadband internet subscription. 
Devices can be made readily available through the computer recycling network the DOD will establish with 
their partners. The DOD also plans to work with other agencies, non-profit partners, and community leaders to 
promote digital literacy and cybersecurity to increase confidence in Broadband within this Covered Population.
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Figure 7. Number of racial/ethnic minority individuals by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimate. 

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 1,872,798 
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 742,783 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 40% ( 
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 632,912 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 34%  

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 26%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023): 

1. The cost is too high: 61%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 36%
3. We access internet outside the home: 16%

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Access is a challenge for racial or ethnic minorities but probably not the greatest 
barrier. 
Individuals who are members of a racial or ethnic minority have a lower share of fixed Broadband 
subscription, 7% less than the total population. However, members of racial or ethnic minority groups who 
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responded to the Better-Internet Survey indicated at a lower rate (36%) that there is no ISP serving their home 
than the overall respondent rate (42%). This is still a high percentage of respondents that face access as a 
major barrier and consistent with stakeholder perspectives shared during direct engagement; it likely relates to 
the fact that cost was a greater concern for many members of this Covered Population.  

In the Better Internet survey responses, many individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority 
group said one of their primary reasons for having no internet is that they could access it outside of the home; 
this implies it is cheaper and easier to go to another location, like a library or school, to access Broadband and 
devices than it is to procure devices and Broadband service at home.  

Individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group have less access to 
digital devices.
In 2021, 34% of individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group in South Carolina reported 
having no desktop or laptop compared with 26% for the total population. As discussed in previous sections, 
while a smartphone might be able to accomplish some online tasks, not having a desktop or laptop or even a 
tablet can be a serious setback when it comes to accessing Broadband. Many activities related to education, 
employment, benefits, telehealth and more can be completed on a device, but are much easier to complete with 
a desktop or laptop. Lacking these devices is another setback that makes accessing Broadband even more 
challenging.  

Individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group struggle with 
affording Broadband services.
This Covered Population, like the total population, listed the cost of internet being too high as their number 
one reason to not have internet, but they did so more often than the total population. Sixty-one percent of 
individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group gave cost as their number one reason 
compared with 57% of the total population. This Covered Population is also not quite as familiar with ACP as 
the total population, but only by 1% less. Even if familiarity with ACP is on par with the total population, there 
was still only 26% of survey respondents from this Covered Populations that were familiar with ACP, thus 
suggesting there are opportunities to better market ACP to the 74% of individuals who are members of an 
ethnic or racial minority group that are unfamiliar.  

Individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group appear more likely 
to live in a location that is not served by an ISP.
Like the total population, the second-most listed reason for having no internet is that there is not an ISP that 
serves that location. Many stakeholders at roadshow events told stories about their experience trying to 
connect their home to broadband only to be told they could not be served because of infrastructure costs or 
lack of demand. Individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group also make up a significant 
portion of South Carolina’s population, so there could be overlap among this Covered Population and those 
who live in rural areas, where there tends to be less access. 

Many racial or ethnic minority stakeholders who live in urban areas noted that no ISPs offer Broadband 
service in their locations, despite those locations being marked as served in official broadband maps. This 
situation will require further research to better understand these dynamics, as there may be pockets of 
unserved locations in urban areas, lack of service in multi-family housing units, or poor awareness of available 
options in these areas. All were noted concerns raised during the planning process.  

“How can we through broadband and digital equity make sure it gets to the communities that need 
it the most?” - Interviewee 

Individuals who are members of an ethnic or racial minority group are skeptical that 
efforts to expand Broadband access will reach them and are hesitant to trust resources 
or programs that might increase access to Broadband. 
A frequent concern among stakeholders, especially at roadshow events, was that efforts to connect unserved 
and underserved populations would not actually reach their target audience. Many stakeholders felt like they 
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had heard government entities promise assistance or support in the past only to never see these efforts come to 
fruition or benefit them in a noticeable way. There was skepticism that ISPs would be willing to expand 
networks or use funding to lower prices for their customers. Individuals who are members of an ethnic or 
racial minority group already face many barriers to accessing Broadband, and it is important to recognize there 
is also a cultural barrier to address when seeking to expand access. It will be important for this Covered 
Population to see that BEAD and Digital Equity efforts can positively impact them. Many nonprofits and other 
organizations that had led efforts to expand Broadband or increase access to digital devices stressed the 
importance of engaging a local community anchor, either an institution or individual that was trusted by the 
community, who could champion the nonprofit’s efforts. Having an ally in the community can improve the 
efficacy of efforts to expand broadband access. 

“Unfortunately, many people don’t understand [technology]. So much deception. People are 
concerned with ‘stealing my data’ and there is a lot of education we need to do. People who are 
marginalized need protection.” – Interviewee 

3.2.1.4 Rural residents 

Many residents of South Carolina live in rural areas, and although that population is increasing, urban 
populations are growing more rapidly, which is leading to rural residents comprising a smaller share than in 
the past. According to the U.S. Census Decennial Census, in 2020, 1,640,556 residents of South Carolina lived 
in rural locations, composing 32% of the total population. From 2010 to 2020, the number of rural residents of 
South Carolina increased by 83,000, representing a 5% total growth. Over the same time period, the urban 
population of South Carolina increased by 410,060 residents, representing 13% growth.  

In 2020, the counties with the most rural residents were Spartanburg County (96,809 rural residents), Horry 
County (85,735), Anderson County (84,862), Lexington County (73,952) and York County (63,938). The 
counties with the highest share of rural residents were Barnwell County (100% of residents), Hampton County 
(100%), Lee County (100%), Calhoun County (100%), and Bamberg County (100%).  

Although specific Digital Equity data for rural residents is difficult to find, in the 18 counties that had over 50% 
of their residents living in rural areas in 2020 (rural counties), 50% of households did not have a fixed 
Broadband subscription in 2021. This is compared with only 29% of households in counties that had less than 
50% of their residents living in rural areas in 2010 (urban counties). This matches with stakeholder 
perspectives and anecdotal observations that Broadband adoption, primarily due to limited access to services, 
is significantly lower in rural areas. Nonetheless, residents lacking fixed Broadband service in rural counties 
only composed 28% of all South Carolinians lacking fixed Broadband subscriptions. This shows that although 
access to service is a greater challenge for a larger share of population in rural areas, the volume of households 
in need is greater in urban areas.  

Using a similar methodology, we estimate that 138,932 (37%) households in majority rural counties lack a 
desktop or laptop computer compared with 371,303 (23%) households in majority urban counties. The lack of 
devices in rural areas directly correlates to lack of access to Broadband service.  

Overall, rural residents are more likely to have lower access to Broadband service. They also frequently face 
greater geographic distance from many assets, including libraries and schools, which is compounded by 
limited public transportation options in rural areas.  

The DOD works closely with the SCBBO to ensure access to Broadband is statewide. The BBAC will work to 
encourage community involvement and accountability with the ISPs. In addition, the DOD will work closely 
with ISPs to communicate to potential clients when access becomes available.  
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Figure 8. Number of rural residents by county, 2010 / Source: US Decennial Census.

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2020): 1,640,556 
Households with no fixed Broadband (2021): 184,209 (estimate for majority rural counties) 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 50% 
Households with no desktop or laptop (2021): 138,931 (estimate for majority rural counties) 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 37% 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 26%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023): 

1. The cost is too high: 50%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 46%
3. We access internet outside the home: 19%

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Individuals living in rural areas appear to have less access to Broadband than those 
living in urban areas. 
Those living in rural areas reported higher rates of no home internet use in their household (22.3%) compared 
with those living in urban areas (17.5%). Rates for urban areas are about 1% higher than the US average, while 
rural area rates of no home internet use by anyone in the household is 4% higher than average. 
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Interviewer: “We have heard that people living in rural areas don't want internet, they want to stay truly 
rural, in your experience do you find this statement true or false?”  
Interviewee: “False - research shows that people want internet; it’s just not there. Do people live in food 
deserts because they want to?” 

Rural areas often lack the infrastructure to connect to Broadband; their 
home/business/property is not connected to a network.  
In rural areas without existing connections to internet or Wi-Fi, technologies that are supposed to mitigate a 
lack of access, such as hotspots or MiFi devices, do not always work. There is demand for these access points, 
but stakeholders often reported that it is not profitable for ISPs to serve rural areas. To serve rural households, 
ISPs build new or expand existing infrastructure, but usually to only reach a few customers. As a result, ISPs 
often say they cannot justify the expense to serve an area with such a small customer base. These differences in 
the cost of serving a rural versus urban area often lead to less service in rural areas. This situation is currently 
creating a patchwork of service across the state with stakeholders reporting that it is not just that an ISP is 
serving one city and not another, but that ISPs will sometimes serve one neighborhood and not others, or even 
one side of the street and not the other. Rural stakeholders also felt that this lack of investment communicated 
to them that ISPs do not think they matter. One stakeholder reported that an ISP served one neighboring 
county, skipped over their rural county, and then served the more populous county on the opposite side, so 
their county doesn’t have internet but neighboring counties do.   

“To be able to live in a small town but have broadband and access to the greater world is what 
people want.” – Interviewee 

Businesses in rural areas reported challenges connecting to the internet that were not 
as prevalent in urban areas. 
Business in rural areas have a harder time connecting to the internet for various reasons, such as services 
being more expensive; they do not have good options from ISPs; and many reported unreliable 
connections. The lack of Broadband connections in rural areas places rural business owners at a disadvantage. 
This led many stakeholders to express frustration with ISPs because many individuals felt that rural customers 
have higher costs for services, receive poor customer service, experience unreliable connections, and that ISPs 
do not properly address their concerns and do not conduct timely repairs.  

Rural areas are frustrated with their lack of access because they do not feel they should 
have fewer opportunities than individuals in urban areas just because of where they 
live.  
Homeowners and property owners express frustration because of lack of access to adequate Broadband. 
Examples given were that homeowners cannot use smart devices, like home security systems or thermostats; 
they have more trouble connecting with others socially online, like attending a virtual religious service; have 
more trouble conducting telehealth visits; and more. This idea that rural areas will fall behind economically 
because of a lack of access also often came up regarding kids and education. Stakeholders felt that kids in rural 
areas might fall behind when it comes to education, career training, and job opportunities because many of 
these opportunities can be or are designed to be pursued online; without adequate access, adolescents in rural 
areas will not be able to get the education or career opportunities that adolescents in urban areas can. 

“Part of what we do is equal access to information. That is super important to us so students in 
rural communities have access to the same information.” - Interviewee 

Some small rural areas are afraid they will be left out of this initiative, even though funding is 
meant for unserved and underserved areas, which includes many rural areas. Many stakeholders 
felt that some promises made in the past about new economic opportunities or services were not kept. 
Stakeholders expressed concern that funding will not actually go to unserved and underserved rural 
communities. 
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"[My internet service provider] does not care about rural areas as much as they care about the 
denser, urban areas" – Roadshow attendee 

Inadequate internet access can stymie the efforts of organizations trying to provide 
social or nonprofit services, especially in rural areas.  
This idea was often mentioned by stakeholders in reference to digital or technology nonprofits, schools, and 
libraries. For example, a digital literacy nonprofit could be in a rural area seeking to teach Digital Literacy 
skills to residents, but if the organization cannot get on the internet, it cannot help others. As another example, 
a school that has implemented a 1-1 digital device policy might not see the positive outcomes they were hoping 
for because students cannot use the devices at home due to a lack of internet access. 

3.2.1.5 Veterans 

In 2021, 426,183 residents of South Carolina were veterans, making up 9% of the state’s civilian adult 
population. Veterans are located across the state but tend to exist in higher numbers and concentrations in or 
near larger urban areas. In descending order, the counties with the largest number of veterans are Richland 
County (30,214 veterans), Greenville County (29,288), Horry County (28,320), Charleston County (28,273) 
and Lexington County (21,350). The counties with the highest concentration of veterans are Berkeley County 
(13% veteran share of the civilian adult population), Dorchester County (13%), Sumter County (13%), Beaufort 
County (12%), and Kershaw County (11%). 

Among veterans in South Carolina, 90% are male, and 10% are female. Nearly half (48%) of veterans in South 
Carolina are over 65 years old, and a majority (72%) are white. South Carolina veterans have a median income 
of $44,132 compared with $30,086 for non-veterans. Veterans overall are more likely to be employed, less 
likely to be in poverty, and slightly better educated than the overall population. A higher percentage of veterans 
have a disability (30%) than non-veterans (16%).  

Among Covered Populations, veterans appear to have the highest Broadband adoption rates and even perform 
better than the overall population of South Carolina. In 2021, only 31% of veterans lacked a fixed Broadband 
subscription, compared with 33% of the overall population, and only 21% of veterans lacked a desktop or 
laptop computer, compared with 26% overall. Similarly, in the Better Internet survey, only 8% of veteran 
respondents reported having no internet, compared with 25% of all responses. Although veterans appear to 
have fewer challenges when it comes to access and affording Broadband, there are still opportunities to 
provide greater connectivity and digital skill sets to veterans.  

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying covered 
populations the DOD is ensuring aging veterans with fixed income can afford a Broadband internet 
subscription. Devices can be made readily available through the computer recycling network the DOD will 
establish with their partners. The DOD also plans to work with other agencies, including the Department of 
Veterans Affairs, and non-profit partners to promote digital literacy and cybersecurity to increase confidence 
in Broadband within this covered population.  
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Figure 9. Number of veterans by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimate.

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 426,183 
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 131,238 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 31%  
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 91,192 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 21%  

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 25%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023): 

1. The cost is too high: 61%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 44%
3. We access internet outside the home: 18%

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Veterans appear to have more issues with Broadband affordability Compared with the 
total population. 
According to Better Internet resident survey, veterans face the same challenges as the overall population when 
it comes to being unable to access the internet but at higher rates. For both veterans and the overall 
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population, the number one reason for having no internet was that the cost is too high, but veterans reported 
that this was more of an issue, with 61% saying prices are too high compared with 57% of the total population. 
In addition to more affordability challenges, veterans were also less familiar with the ACP. Although in other 
metrics veterans generally perform well when it comes to Broadband and digital device access, higher rates of 
affordability issues and unfamiliarity with resources could mean veterans face additional cost barriers when 
trying to access Broadband.  

“For large portions of the state, I may have iPhone or internet, but I don't have the money for the 
particular plan that's going to connect me to the internet in a meaningful way.” - Interviewee 

Veterans have less access to an ISP’s service at home compared with the total 
population. 
Again, veterans noted the same reasons as the total population for having no internet but reported higher rates 
of not having internet because there is no ISP serving their home. The reasons for this disparity are unclear, 
but it further demonstrates that an inability to access an ISP’s services is a major barrier for veterans.  

Veterans with digital skills could boost the State’s efforts to become a hub for 
cybersecurity businesses, but veterans often lack knowledge of this industry and how 
to pursue careers in this field.  
Stakeholders from the Department of Veterans Affairs reported that they are interested in pursuing 
opportunities to grow the cybersecurity industry in South Carolina and that veterans are often great candidates 
for careers in cybersecurity. However, this is still a growing industry, and there is not enough alignment 
between industry, the military, and training providers to grow this industry in a way that could benefit 
veterans. Stakeholders felt that as veterans transition to civilian life, a job in cybersecurity could align with 
skills from the military, although it might need to be supplemented with additional training. Enhancing 
collaboration in the pursuit of opportunities within the cybersecurity sector while offering employment 
opportunities to veterans could potentially serve as a means to diversify the state's economy. Moreover, it 
could establish additional avenues for military veterans transitioning to civilian life and foster the development 
of advanced, high-skilled job opportunities within South Carolina. 

“People that don't have access to internet, they don't have access to jobs - no newspaper listing, no 
phone number to call - no internet = no access to jobs.” – Interviewee 

3.2.1.6 Individuals with disabilities 

In 2021, there were 744,489 individuals with disabilities in South Carolina, comprising 15% of the state’s 
population. In descending order, the largest number of individuals with disabilities reside in Greenville County 
(62,808 individuals), Horry County (59,951), Richland County (54,660), Spartanburg County (47,938) and 
Charleston County (40,091). The counties with the highest concentration of individuals with disabilities are 
Allendale County (27% of residents), Barnwell County (23%), Union County (22%), Clarendon County (22%), 
and Marlboro County (22%).  

Among individuals with a disability, 51% are female and 49% are male. Members of a racial/ethnic minority 
group compose 35% of individuals with a disability. The largest share of individuals with a disability are over 
65 years old (43%), followed by 35 to 64 years old (40%). Only 7% of individuals with a disability are under 18 
years old.  

The most common disabilities among South Carolinians are ambulatory difficulty (52% of individuals with a 
disability), cognitive difficulty (36%), independent-living difficulty (34%), hearing difficulty (27%), vision 
difficulty (21%) and self-care difficulty (19%).  

Individuals with disabilities have much lower rates of Broadband adoption than the overall population. In 
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2021, 43% of individuals with a disability lacked a fixed Broadband subscription, and 37% lacked a desktop or 
laptop computer. This Covered Population faces similar challenges in accessing and affording service as other 
South Carolinians, but these challenges can cause greater impact on individuals with disabilities who may 
prefer remote job opportunities due to mobility restrictions and may require more frequent access to 
telehealth and other online services and resources.  

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying covered 
populations the DOD is ensuring individuals with a disability fixed can afford a Broadband internet 
subscription. Devices can be made readily available through the computer recycling network the DOD will 
establish with their partners. The DOD also plans to work with other agencies and non-profit partners to 
promote digital literacy and cybersecurity education locally, including within the home, to increase confidence 
in Broadband within this Covered Population.  

Figure 10. Number of individuals with a disability by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimate.

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 744,489 
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 319,192 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 43%  
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 277,530 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 37%  
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Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 32%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023): 

1. The cost is too high: 62%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 37%
3. We access internet outside the home: 18%

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Individuals with disabilities have less access to Broadband than the total population. 
Individuals with disabilities could benefit from telehealth but have less access than the overall population. Not 
all healthcare services are available across the state; for example, one stakeholder mentioned that 14 counties 
in South Carolina do not have an OB/GYN office and several counties do not even have a hospital. The Kaiser 
Family Foundation also reports that there are 102 Health Professional Shortage Areas (HPSA) in the state, 
totaling a combined population of almost 2 million, demonstrating the challenges all residents — especially 
those with disabilities — face in accessing primary healthcare. Telehealth could enable individuals with 
disabilities to speak to medical professionals or specialists that might not be in their community or within easy 
driving distance, thus allowing them to access the care they need with significantly less effort.  

Individuals with disabilities may face additional barriers to complete everyday tasks that could be mitigated 
with Broadband and digital device use; however, since they lack access, certain activities that could have been 
made easier may be impossible. In our Better Internet survey, those with disabilities also said that one of their 
primary reasons for not having internet at home was that they access it elsewhere; this practice indicates it 
might be easier or cheaper for those with disabilities to leave their home to access the internet, rather than 
being able to access and afford Broadband at home.  

“Technology is not a luxury. It’s a survival instrument now. People need it for basic survival.” – 
Interviewee 

Websites are not always accessible, and individuals with disabilities might need 
accommodations to properly access and utilize the internet, but this can mean more 
expensive software or equipment that makes it even more challenging to access 
Broadband.  
Individuals with disabilities might need certain software or equipment to access and utilize the internet. 
Accommodations can include software that reads onscreen text out loud, making sure that videos have 
captions for those that are hard of hearing, and enabling both mouse and keyboard navigation for those with 
mobility challenges. Stakeholders from all backgrounds pointed out that many essential functions — like filing 
taxes, applying for jobs, enrolling in school, and accessing government benefits — are all online now. 
Individuals with disabilities could face additional barriers in accessing these important services if they cannot 
properly access and utilize the internet. Unfortunately, if a website or device is not already built to be 
accessible, the responsibility to make it accessible — by purchasing certain software or equipment to access 
Broadband — can fall on the individual with a disability. Without universally accessible websites or accessible 
and affordable accommodations, individuals with disabilities will face additional barriers to accessing 
Broadband. A primary reason that individuals with disabilities gave for not having internet was that they 
access internet outside the home, and the need for accommodations could contribute to this reasoning.  

The State of South Carolina does have an Equipment Distribution Program (SCEDP), which is administered by 
the Office of Regulatory Staff (ORS) and is funded from the Dual-Party Relay Fund. Its focus is to serve South 
Carolina residents who have trouble hearing or speaking on the phone. The equipment available through the 
program includes specialized phones, cell phone accessories, alerting devices and a tablet. People who qualify 
for the program are provided equipment at no cost to use for as long as they remain in the state. To qualify for 
the program, you must be a permanent resident of South Carolina, have phone service, and have trouble hearing 
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or speaking over the phone. While the program does offer a tablet at no charge to citizens that qualify, it’s focus 
is primarily geared toward assisting with telephonic communications and not accessibility for individuals with 
disabilities to access the Internet. 

Individuals with disabilities struggle to afford Broadband. 
Like all Covered Populations and the total South Carolina population, the primary reason that individuals with 
disabilities gave for having no internet is that the cost is too high. Individuals with disabilities gave this as their 
number one reason more often than the total South Carolina population, with 62% of individuals with 
disabilities listing cost as their primary reason for no internet compared with 57% of the total population. 
Despite this challenge, it appears that individuals with disabilities tend to be more aware of the ACP than the 
total South Carolina population by 5%. Nonetheless, with only 32% of individuals with disabilities that were 
familiar, there is a significant portion of the population that might struggle to afford broadband and be 
unaware of resources that could help them pay for Broadband. Affordability as a barrier could also contribute 
to other barriers for individual with disabilities, like lower rates of device ownership and the need for 
accommodations.  

“If we truly want us to have meaningful access, we are going to have to find a way to make it 
affordable for everyone.” – Interviewee 

Individuals with disabilities have lower rates of digital device ownership than the total 
population.
Not having a digital device such as a desktop, laptop, or tablet is a barrier to accessing Broadband. While some 
Broadband-related activities can be completed on a smartphone, there are many tasks that are much more 
difficult to complete on a smartphone because it involves writing a lot of text or moving files. If an individual 
lacks a digital device, — which was listed as a primary reason for individuals with disabilities not having 
internet —it means this population might access internet outside of their home, such as a library, where there 
might be a digital device, strong Broadband connections, and possibly accommodations or support from other 
individuals. While it could be considered a good sign that individuals with disabilities appear to be able to 
access Broadband and digital devices even if they don’t have it at home, accessing Broadband outside the home 
can lead to additional travel or cost barriers that could be challenging for individuals with disabilities.  

Individuals with disabilities may lack the resources and Digital Literacy to engage with 
healthcare online, which has already been described by many stakeholders as a 
difficult system to navigate. 
Many stakeholders in the healthcare field pointed out that while telehealth offers a great many benefits, due to 
the private nature of the information being discussed on the call there are often greater security measures that 
can add steps and confusion to the process. Considering that individuals with disabilities tend to lack access at 
home more than the total population, they might be accessing their telehealth visit on a phone instead of a 
desktop or laptop, or they might need to visit a public place, like a library, to have a personal conversation with 
their healthcare provider. We also asked healthcare professionals if they were aware of resources that any 
patient could use to better understand and navigate their telehealth services, and many said “no.” 

“[Telehealth] ups the stakes on digital literacy, healthcare doesn’t have great strengths in user 
design and there’s a lot of quality improvement efforts, regulatory compliance with billing, etc. So 
it’s understandable that’s it’s frustrating; it can get so annoying people will give up.” – Interviewee 

3.2.1.7 Individuals with a language barrier 

Individuals with a language barrier, measured as those who speak English less than very well, are the smallest 
Covered Population in South Carolina. There are 134,020 individuals with a language barrier in the state, 
comprising 3% of the total population. The largest number and share of individuals with a language barrier 
appear to be in and near larger urban areas within South Carolina. The counties with the largest number of 
individuals with a language barrier (in descending order) are Greenville County (23,387 individuals), 
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Spartanburg County (12,841), Charleston County (11,772), Richland County (10,142), and Horry County 
(8,904). The counties with the highest concentration of individuals with a language barrier are Saluda County 
(6% of residents), Greenville County (5%), Jasper County (5%), Beaufort County (5%), and Newberry County 
(5%). 

Based on available data, it appears that individuals with a language barrier, although the smallest Covered 
Population, have the second-lowest rate of Broadband adoption. In 2021, 44% of individuals with a language 
barrier lacked a fixed Broadband connection, and 40% lacked a desktop or laptop computer.  

Unlike other Covered Populations, major barriers for this population are the language barrier itself and 
concerns around their immigration status. Some stakeholders were even hesitant to talk to representatives 
from our team at an event because they felt that providing any personal information to a government entity 
could lead to trouble, even if they were documented. In responses to the Better Internet survey, 22% of 
individuals with a language barrier reported that they couldn’t get internet service due to lack of an ID, bank 
account, or credit history, compared with 7% of all respondents.  

In addition to struggling to access and afford Broadband, this Covered Population also might be more hesitant 
than any other to access resources, like the ACP, that could help them access Broadband. According to the 
Better Internet survey, only 18% of individuals with a language barrier were familiar with ACP, compared with 
27% of all respondents. This may partially be a result of a majority of ACP marketing efforts occurring in 
English.  

The DOD has identified one particular barrier to adoption impacting all covered populations that was not 
addressed through surveys or listening sessions, which is poor reading and writing proficiency among adult 
populations. Low literacy has a direct correlation with health, economic, and educational outcomes. For 
example, in counties where at least a quarter of the population have below basic literacy levels, data suggests 
higher levels of unemployment, spikes in poverty, and less access to healthcare are prevalent which is coupled 
with an overall lower median household income, and fewer adults obtaining a high school degree.   

According to the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy; a non-profit organization focused on 
improving lives through literacy indicates 22.4% of adults in South Carolina have low literacy which ranks the 
State 38th overall in the nation. Below basic literacy is defined as a scoring level 1 or below on the Program for 
the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) International Adult Literacy Survey. The 
National Center for Education Statistics describes this level of literacy as tasks that require the respondent to 
read brief texts on familiar topics to locate a single piece of specific information. There is seldom any 
competing information in the text, and the requested information is identical in form to information in the 
question or directive. The respondent may be required to locate information in short continuous texts; 
however, in this case, the information can be located as if the text were non-continuous in format. Only basic 
vocabulary knowledge is required, and the reader is not required to understand the structure of sentences or 
paragraphs or make use of other text features. Tasks below Level 1 do not make use of any features specific to 
digital texts. 

According to a brief published by the Ballard Center, there is a level of humiliation associated with low literacy 
which often prevents individuals from seeking the help they need to become literate. Many hide their illiteracy 
from employers, spouses, and their children citing feelings of shame and inadequacy which is likely why this 
barrier wasn’t revealed as part of the State’s outreach initiative.   

By prioritizing ACP enrollment and encouraging ISPs to offer low-cost subscriptions to qualifying covered 
populations the DOD is ensuring individuals with a language barrier can afford a Broadband internet 
subscription. Devices can be made readily available through the computer recycling network the DOD will 
establish with their partners. The DOD also plans to work with other agencies, including school districts and 
adult education programs, and non-profit partners to promote digital literacy and cybersecurity to increase 
confidence in Broadband within this covered population.  
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Figure 11. Number of Individuals with language barriers by county, 2021 / Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimate. 

Key statistics 

Source: US Census American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
Total population (2021): 134,020 
Population with no fixed Broadband (2021): 58,711 
Share with no fixed Broadband (2021): 44%  
Population with no desktop or laptop (2021): 53,547 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Share with no desktop or laptop (2021): 40% 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 18%  
Top reasons for no internet (2023):  

1. The cost is too high: 63%
2. There is no ISP serving my home’s location: 36%
3. We cannot get internet service due to lack of an ID, bank account, or credit history 22%
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Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Individuals with a language barrier have less access to digital devices than the total 
population. 
Forty percent of those with a language barrier also do not have access to a desktop or laptop. As mentioned in 
previous sections, many important services are moving online and without adequate Broadband access, 
including a digital device, utilizing these services can be more challenging. While many organizations, 
including government entities and nonprofits, try to make their services as mobile-friendly as possible, there 
are still challenges to depending on a smartphone for Broadband access.  

“The gap gets wider every time we create something that requires internet without addressing the 
broadband access issue.” – Interviewee 

Individuals with language barriers might not seek out or utilize resources that require 
personal information because of their immigration status. 
Individuals with language barriers were the only Covered Population that reported that “we cannot get service 
due to a lack of ID, bank account or credit history” as one of their top three reasons for not having internet. 
This suggests that documentation status is a primary concern for this Covered Population. This group appears 
more hesitant than other covered populations to access internet service resources. This could also be related to 
this population’s lack of familiarity with the ACP, with only 18% of survey respondents saying they were aware 
of this program compared with 25% of overall respondents that were familiar with ACP.  

“If we want help with employment services, if there is an office in (a lot of rural offices closed their 
offices) your county, but it’s not a place of trust. If you're trying to apply for something and you're 
an immigrant, you might be afraid that you'll be questioned about your status.” - Interviewee 

Individuals with language barriers struggle to afford internet.  
Like many other Covered Populations, individuals with language barriers also list costs being too high as the 
number one reason they do not have internet. Like some other populations, individuals with language barriers 
reported this as their primary reason for having no internet more often than the total population, 63% and 57% 
respectively. The affordability barrier this population faces could be exacerbated by their lack of familiarity 
with ACP (18% of survey respondents reported being familiar with ACP, while most other covered populations 
had at least 20% of respondents reporting familiarity) and hesitancy to provide personal information to 
programs like ACP due to immigration-status fears for themselves or friends and family. 

3.2.1.8 Incarcerated individuals 

Detailed about incarcerated individuals, especially related to Digital Equity, is difficult to attain. As a result, 
the discussion in this section may appear different from others. According to the U.S. Decennial Census, in 
2020 there were 31,693 adults in South Carolina correctional facilities and 1,537 in juvenile facilities. In 
descending order, the largest number of these incarcerated individuals were in Richland County (5,906 
individuals), Marlboro County (2,619), Spartanburg County (2,086), Edgefield County (2,043) and Greenville 
County (1,974).  

Data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ annual National Prisoner Statistics survey showed that from 2010 to 
2019, South Carolina had an average annual prison population of 21,176 with an average of 7,068 individuals 
being released each year. Over the same time period, an average of 69% of the incarcerated population had less 
than a high school diploma, 22% held a high school diploma, and 9% had some level of college. 
Correctional facilities and nonprofits that serve incarcerated individuals have reported ramping up efforts to 
connect incarcerated individuals, like improving Broadband accessibility at correctional facilities and 
providing digital devices. Improved access can allow incarcerated individuals to pursue further education, like 
earning a GED or learning new skill sets, and staying connected with friends and family. Gaining digital skills 
can also help them navigate the world upon their release. Having access to Broadband and the resources it 
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provides can also reduce recidivism, according to stakeholders. 

Through the computer recycling programs, this covered population could have increased access to devices. The 
DOD plans to work with Department of Corrections, local sheriffs, Pardons, Probation, and Parole, and non-
profits to promote digital literacy, workforce skills, and cybersecurity education. 

Figure 12. Number of incarcerated individuals by county, 2020 / Source: US Decennial Census. 

Key statistics 

Source: US Census Decennial Census  
Total adult population (2020): 31,693 
Total juvenile population (2020): 1,537 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
Familiarity with ACP (2023): 32% 

Top barriers to Digital Equity 

Incarcerated individuals can benefit from Broadband access, but providing Broadband 
services in correctional facilities can be challenging. 
Stakeholders reported that while all state correctional facilities have internet access, ensuring that incarcerated 
individuals can access the internet is more challenging. Correctional facilities are connected but have more 
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security concerns and special needs than a private business or other government facility. Stakeholders from 
these organizations reported that accessing these services can reduce recidivism rates, but that challenges in 
finding a provider, getting enough tablets for all inmates, and ensuring broadband connections remain private 
and secure is preventing them from fully deploying digital devices and internet services to incarcerated 
individuals. Many prisons, which are in rural areas where access is already a challenge, reported that, due to 
additional security concerns, Broadband can be even more expensive to deploy.  

“If you don’t have access to technology in the 21st century, you’re left behind – left behind in 
education, left behind in workforce, left behind in healthcare.” – Interviewee 

An incarcerated individual’s ability to access the internet can be dependent on location. 
While all correctional facilities have Broadband access, the availability of services and devices can depend on 
the specific facility. Not every facility has the same level of access to resources; as described above, these 
resources can reduce recidivism by allowing incarcerated individuals to pursue education and job 
opportunities prior to being released. Incarcerated individuals might have more or less access to these 
resources based on their location, which is not something an individual can control. 

3.2.2 Broadband Adoption  

Below are summaries of key overall needs and barriers to Broadband adoption identified in South Carolina. 

There are some South Carolinians that will not adopt Broadband and related 
technology.  
Throughout stakeholder engagement, the consulting team learned that there are some individuals who do not 
want Broadband and are unwilling to adopt it, even if they have access and the financial resources to afford a 
digital device and monthly internet service subscription. Some reasons given for a refusal to adopt Broadband 
included that some rural residents want their community to remain truly rural and disconnected, they think 
Broadband will bring unwanted growth to their community, or they just do not want infrastructure 
construction on their property.  Broadband devices can include sharing personal information, and some 
individuals are unwilling to engage with these resources to connect to the internet or enhance digital literacy 
skills because they are undocumented. Even if documentation status is not a concern for the organization 
providing services, it is still a barrier that prevents residents from accessing these services in the first place.  

Some residents are not given the option to adopt Broadband because it is not available 
in their community.  
A major reason for a lack of access is that the infrastructure need for Broadband access is not present. The ISPs 
are not often interested in building out new infrastructure, especially in rural areas, because these types of 
infrastructure projects are often expensive and time-consuming, including the materials, labor, and 
maintenance. The response from ISPs when asked about expanding Broadband into rural areas is that it is too 
cost-prohibitive for their business to make that investment — specifically, that it costs a lot to build Broadband 
infrastructure in rural communities where there are fewer customers to pay for services to offset that 
investment. Last-mile connections tend to be especially expensive and were often mentioned as a barrier due 
to the cost of buildout. Stakeholders also mentioned that the cost of materials are rising, which is another 
factor that is keeping ISPs from building additional infrastructure.   

There is a lack of understanding of how Broadband infrastructure is installed and 
maintained by the public.  
Most general stakeholders or residents also do not understand when, where, and why Broadband 
infrastructure is or is not installed and feel that ISPs are not proactively communicating with stakeholders to 
explain where and why investments are being made. Many stakeholders made comments as follows:  

My neighbor has access, but I do not;

48



fiber was just installed one mile away, but the provider says it cannot be expanded into my
neighborhood;
I have great internet and a family member a few streets away has no access, and more.

It was also reported that ISPs will not service outdated infrastructure, so if the individual or family will not let 
an ISP worker on their property to update the home’s Broadband infrastructure then that family or individual 
has no option other than to go without internet. There might be less frustration with ISPs from the public if 
there were a better understanding of policies, and costs associated with this type of infrastructure.  

Infrastructure policy has not always kept up with Broadband technology, and outdated 
policies and regulation can prevent ISPs from installing Broadband (or make the 
installation process slower and more expensive).  
Infrastructure policies or regulations can make it challenging to install or expand Broadband. Certain activities 
like crossing a rail line, accessing poles, boring or digging can be expensive projects that are time-consuming to 
approve and time-consuming to complete. Many stakeholders advocated for a “dig once” policy, which 
encourages utilities and ISPs to coordinate and install buried infrastructure simultaneously to save time and 
money, but ISPs reported that this is not fast enough for internet providers. While “dig once” is generally 
considered a helpful way to go about installing infrastructure, ISPs have reported that the timeline required to 
properly coordinate and receive approval is too long to be reasonable.  

While not infrastructure policy, a related topic is inaccurate or outdated maps. Many stakeholders noted that 
their area is considered “served” on current maps, even though they still lack service. If there is confusion 
about what areas do and do not have access, this uncertainty could cause challenges in deployment as ISPs 
continue to build out broadband infrastructure. In addition to inaccuracies regarding service, there was also 
concern from stakeholders that maps either might list more service providers than the number who actually 
serve the area or not accurately depict current prices and services available. Stakeholders also had concerns 
regarding the level of detail these maps have — specifically, that maps do not get granular enough to depict 
accurate representations of access in urban areas. While FCC Broadband Serviceable Location data reported by 
ISPs and integrated into tools like the FCC’s National Broadband Map has made great strides to address these 
issues by allowing users to search availability of broadband for their home at an address level, it still takes time 
for awareness of these tools and resources to be considered mainstream and available for consumers’ use.   

Stakeholders are unhappy with the poor customer service or poor-quality product of 
their ISP, which may prevent people from upgrading their services or accessing 
Broadband services at all.  
Many stakeholders reported being unhappy with their ISP in various ways. Common frustrations were that 
services are expensive, or customers do not feel that the amount they are paying translates into quality of 
service, customer service is poor, and that repairs or expansions to service are slow. Stakeholders often seemed 
frustrated when they demonstrated to their provider or the ISP in their area that they wanted service and were 
willing to pay for it, but still did not receive access. One stakeholder was told by an ISP serving their area that it 
would not be building more infrastructure or increasing access because not enough people in the stakeholder’s 
neighborhood wanted internet, which this stakeholder found hard to believe because they had spoken to 
neighbors about seeking Broadband services. Another stakeholder mentioned that they were so desperate to 
get Broadband services that they offered to dig the ditch for the infrastructure for the ISP.  

Even when residents pay for Broadband services, they are not always happy with the quality of service they get. 
Common issues included that internet connections can be slow and/or unreliable for a variety of reasons 
(examples given by stakeholders included that if it rained or was too windy, that too many people in the 
household are using broadband, or that too many people in the neighborhood are using broadband then they 
would experience service quality issues). Stakeholders were frustrated with ISPs when they felt like they were 
paying for Broadband services that were so easily disrupted, again feeling that the price they are paying is not 
worth the service they are receiving. Stakeholders also have concerns about local ISPs becoming a monopoly. 
Many stakeholders reported that they do not have multiple or high-quality options when it comes to internet 
services because there is only one provider that serves their home with a wired connection, so customers have 
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no flexibility in terms of types of services or prices other than what is offered by ISPs. This led many 
stakeholders to feel backed into a corner, because they felt their only options are to buy one of their local ISP’s 
packages at whatever price they charge or not to have internet in their home. Many stakeholders said they 
wanted to see more options and greater competition among ISPs to drive prices down and offer a wider variety 
of services. Another source of frustration with ISPs is that many do not have a physical location in the 
communities they serve; therefore, customers who cannot access the internet also cannot go in person to get 
help with issues. With no physical location in the community and no way to contact the ISP through the 
internet, stakeholders must call the ISPs on a cellphone or landline. Some stakeholders reported they had tried 
this — either to seek an ISP’s help to solve a problem with their current services or to ask about expanding 
services to their area — and often saw poor results. One stakeholder reported that the ISP’s customer service 
line hung up on the stakeholder caller and another reported calling their ISP every day for a month and 
receiving no answer.   

Stakeholders expressed skepticism that ISPs will be held accountable for reaching 
unserved and underserved communities.  
Despite making it clear that federal guidelines require that BEAD and DE funds be targeted toward unserved 
and underserved communities, many stakeholders were still skeptical and asked questions about 
accountability. Some stakeholders were already skeptical regarding accountability because communications 
from ISPs might show their area as served when the individual still does not have access. These negative 
interactions in the past have led to current trust issues with BEAD and DE planning efforts. Another concern 
was that ISPs will not offer reasonable prices over a long period of time. Stakeholders hoped to see prices drop 
when ISPs receive federal funding but were not confident that consumers would see any difference. 
Stakeholders wanted to be sure that ISPs will not charge affordable amounts for a certain period to fulfill 
funding requirements but then either increase prices again or not offer any price discounts, despite the fact 
they are receiving financial support from federal funding. 

Without adequate Broadband access around the state, it will be more difficult to attract 
or retain a remote workforce.  
The lack of internet connections throughout the State limits South Carolinians’ ability to work from home or 
for businesses to attract remote workers. Some stakeholders reported that the lack of adequate internet, 
especially in small towns or rural areas, is leading to workers leaving these areas or South Carolina in general. 
One stakeholder reported that her children came into town to watch over her after a major surgery, and her 
children had to take shifts going to the library to do work. She liked that they had the flexibility to visit and 
spend time with her without disrupting their jobs, but connections in her town were so poor that it was still a 
challenge for her kids to meet their work needs.  

A lack of access to Broadband is holding back several industries and potential areas of 
growth for South Carolina, including agriculture and cybersecurity.
Many stakeholders, including some farmers, emphasized how important adequate Broadband is for the 
agricultural industry. Good Broadband connections allow them to monitor their farm or livestock more 
efficiently, more quickly respond to issues, and sometimes reduce labor needs. The agricultural industry has 
become significantly more technologically advanced over the last few decades, and sometimes existing 
agricultural tools can get software updates to be more useful, but stakeholders expressed that they cannot 
update the software without internet. 

In terms of cybersecurity, South Carolina is looking to be more competitive in this industry and that cannot 
happen without internet. Some resources online that could support workforce development or creating more 
awareness in the cybersecurity industry are not available to the entire state because of a lack of access. Lacking 
adequate cybersecurity in the state can mean less industry opportunity but also that the public lacks the Digital 
Literacy skills and knowledge about how to identify and avoid online scams, avoid catfishing scams, protect 
their personal data, and more. Beyond these two specific industries, stakeholders were generally concerned 
that businesses will not locate in or serve some areas because of the lack of internet access, thereby making 
South Carolina less economically competitive overall.   
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Entrepreneurship and starting a small business is harder without adequate internet, 
and lack of access could prevent residents from exploring business or 
entrepreneurship opportunities.  
Small-business owners and entrepreneurs working from home struggle without internet access, and many 
reported that lacking access or a poor quality and unreliable connection could negatively disrupt their 
business. Stakeholders gave examples like sending digital invoices or meeting virtually with customers or 
coworkers as necessary business functions that are dependent on high-speed Broadband access. Some 
businesses are unable to take advantage of some point-of-sale systems because they cannot connect to the 
internet, which means they are often unable to take credit or debit cards, which negatively affects their 
business and revenue.

3.2.3 Broadband Affordability 

Many residents cannot afford internet access and/or a device to access the 
internet at home (excluding smartphones). This includes all age groups, 
racial backgrounds, rural and urban populations, and more.  
Many stakeholders across all covered populations repeatedly emphasized that affordability was a 
major challenge when accessing Broadband. Even if their household was currently paying for 
Broadband services, they felt it was expensive, did not equate to the quality of services they 
received, or were forced to make decisions to pay for internet on a month-to-month basis based 
on their finances. According to the Better Internet survey, when respondents were asked to 
describe their current Broadband circumstances, 31% of respondents that did not have internet 
reported the cost was too high, while 16% of respondents with internet reported the cost is too 
high. 

Affordability can be a particularly difficult challenge to address throughout the entire state of 
South Carolina because the definition of affordability can change based on the county, 
community, or individual. One household might consider a $50 monthly Broadband bill 
affordable, while another household might consider $25 per month affordable. Even though 
affordability is a major, if not the biggest, challenge facing South Carolinians struggling to access 
Broadband, further research to better understand affordable price points could be beneficial. 

ACP could be a solution to affordability challenges, as it provides discounted Broadband services 
to households that meet certain criteria including a household-income threshold, participation in 
certain government assistance programs, and participation in Lifeline. However, when 
stakeholders were asked about ACP as an option to reduce affordability barriers, many 
stakeholders struggled with accessing ACP funds for a variety of reasons. A major reason is 
awareness, and many stakeholders felt that more outreach was necessary to educate residents 
about the ACP — what it is for and who is eligible. Seventy-three percent (73%) of respondents to 
the Better Internet Survey were unfamiliar with ACP, which indicates awareness issues for ACP 
in South Carolina. Sometimes stakeholders were familiar with the program but did not know how 
to access more information or sign up. Some stakeholders also reported feeling that the ACP 
sign-up process was too complicated or invasive to be worth the affordable Broadband access. 
This means that even though ACP could be an important tool in addressing affordability issues, 
participation is not as widespread as it could be. Only 42% of eligible households in South 
Carolina are participating in ACP, with 874,587 eligible households and 370,042 enrolled. It is 
important to help Covered Populations learn about ACP and ensure they can determine if they 
are eligible and follow up for services as necessary. 

"[I] live in a household and split the internet bill 3 ways to be able to afford it. The house 
is within the city limits but has terrible internet." – Roadshow attendee
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4 Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement 

4.1 Coordination and Outreach Strategy

The State focused on community collaboration and stakeholder engagement by actively 
meeting a variety of South Carolina residents and organizations. A series of community and 
organizational efforts was planned to ensure proper documentation of feedback was recorded 
for future implementation.  

4.1.2 Statewide campaign   
The DOD partnered with the ORS to create and launch the GetConnectedSC initiative, a 
high-speed internet access and adoption campaign to better understand the needs of South 
Carolina citizens. As part of the campaign, a website, GetConnectedSC.org, was created to 
house information for citizens who wished to take the “Better Internet Survey,” find 
resources such as information on the ACP, and learn about and register for the roadshow 
events described below. The South Carolina Department of Administration (referred to 
herein as DOA and which held responsibility for digital equity prior to October 1, 2023) and 
the ORS supported these efforts by promoting a public awareness campaign through 
billboards, social media, in-person advertisement, and local advertisements such as 
newspaper inserts.  

4.1.3 Roadshow events  
Starting in late March 2023, the State held 15 roadshow events and partnered with various 
institutions, including 10 regional COGs and local organizations, as well as county leaders to 
better understand the Broadband needs and challenges of South Carolinians. The team also 
partnered with other agencies, such as the Commission of Minority Affairs, to help provide 
guidance and feedback throughout the events. These events were hosted throughout major 
community locations such as local libraries, community colleges, multicultural centers, 
community centers, and churches. Easily accessible locations and dates and times were a 
focal point in planning to ensure all community members had the ability to  
attend and receive information. A week prior to roadshow events, team members conducted 
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in-person awareness in the communities with the hope of improve attendance.  

The groups provided the state with a broader understanding of the barriers to access and 
adoption in each region of the state; feedback from residents was provided in nearly 18 
counties. Some of the topics discussed included relationships with ISPs, digital literacy skills 
needed, devices needed, and the consequences of a lack of internet from a 
business/entrepreneurial, healthcare, and public safety perspective. With the discussion of 
these topics, residents felt empowered to examine the status of their counties and towns and 
communicate the needs and challenges of their community with respect to broadband and 
digital equity.  

These roadshow events also enabled the State to amplify the reach of the surveys, as 
individuals were requested to complete them during the events. Feedback from participants 
at the events was documented and incorporated, primarily into Section 4 – Obstacles and 
Barriers. The roadshow events ended in early May, with over 300 residents reached. These 
events ensured that South Carolina residents throughout the state were given the 
opportunity to discuss the obstacles and barriers they or their communities face daily. 

 4.1.4 Organizational Interviews 
In April 2023, the DOA and ORS team compiled a list of contacts at various organizations to 
interview and gather information for BEAD and digital equity planning efforts; they 
primarily focused on state agencies and nonprofit organizations. Prior to the interviews, the 
State requested if the contacts could also share strategic plans or other documents that could 
be helpful during our research. Over the course of six weeks, interviews were conducted with 
68 individuals representing 33 organizations. 

During these interviews, organizations were encouraged to discuss topics such as the target 
population that their organization serves, how Broadband affects their ability to serve their 
constituents, the challenges of their constituents, and their ideal vision for Broadband and 
Digital Equity efforts in the state. Throughout the interviews, efforts were made to ensure 
that the DOA and the ORS were hearing from individuals and organizations that represented 
covered populations. The DOA and the ORS were able to connect with organizations that 
represented individuals who live in covered households, aging individuals, incarcerated 
individuals, veterans, individuals who are members of a racial or ethnic minority group, and 
individuals who reside primarily in a rural area. Details are provided in the table below. 

Individuals who 
live in covered 
households 

United Way Association of South 
Carolina 

Aging individuals AARP 
Incarcerated 
Individuals  

SC Appleseed Legal Justice Center 
Department of Corrections 

Veterans Department of Veterans Affairs 
Individuals with 
disabilities 

Together SC 

Individuals with a 
language barrier 

Mobile Mexican Consulate 

Individuals who 
are members of a 
racial or ethnic 
minority group 

Commission for Minority Affairs 
Urban League 
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Individuals who 
primarily reside in 
a rural area 

Palmetto Care Connections 
Rural Infrastructure Authority 
SC Office of Rural Health 

4.1.5 Surveys 
To further collect information from key stakeholders throughout this process, the ORS and 
DOA created and distributed three surveys in spring 2023: a residential survey, business and 
community anchor institution survey, and government and municipalities survey. Only the 
residential survey, branded the Better Internet survey, was made available to the public. Both 
the business and community anchor institution survey and the government and 
municipalities survey were shared directly with a distribution list developed by the DOA and 
the ORS. 

4.1.6 Residential Survey 
 The residential survey opened in mid-February 2023 and was highly publicized. Residents 
were encouraged to take the survey at presentations. The survey was made available in 
digital and print form at roadshow events and was advertised on social media and print 
media. Printed copies were distributed to various organizations around the state, which 
resulted in over 10,000 completed residential surveys by the end of May. While residents 
were encouraged to take the survey online for ease of use, due to the nature of this survey the 
ORS and DOA teams recognized the importance of offering this survey in a printed format. 
The residential survey closed June 1, 2023.  

4.1.7 Business and Community-Anchor Institution Surveys
The business and community-anchor institution Better Internet survey was open from March 
28 to June 30, 2023, and gathered 334 completed responses. The business and community 
anchor institution survey were shared directly with a variety of organizations identified by 
the DOA and the ORS. This survey sought to understand how businesses and community-
anchor institutions currently utilize Broadband services to identify opportunities to increase 
access or address challenges in the future.  

Survey questions for businesses and community-anchor institutions focused on 
understanding how these organizations use Broadband including current online activities, 
challenges related to Broadband, and satisfaction with their current provider and services. 
Questions regarding the organization’s current internet service covered topics such as how 
many facilities the organization serves, the ISP it uses, and whether current services were 
sufficient for their needs. Organizations were then asked about their online presence, such as 
maintaining a website or social media pages, and what activities these organizations would 
do online if they had sufficient or improved Broadband access. The survey also included 
questions about challenges in accessing the internet services they need or challenges in 
conducting their business activities online. This survey sought to understand how businesses 
and community-anchor institutions currently utilize Broadband services to identify 
opportunities to increase access or address challenges in the future. 

4.1.8 Government and Municipality Survey 
The process involved developing a distribution list consisting of 271 municipalities and 46 
counties asking local government officials within these counties or municipalities to share 
information about their Broadband access and services. The DOA and the ORS partnered 
with the Municipal Association of South Carolina (MASC) to distribute the survey to MASC’s 
contacts at the county and municipal level. The State also held an informational webinar in 
partnership with MASC to explain the importance of this survey to county- and municipal-
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level government officials throughout South Carolina to help publicize the survey. The 
Government and Municipality survey was released on April 5, 2023, and is still open.   

Current list of organizations involved in providing input/information:  
Department of Veterans Affairs; 
United Way Association of South Carolina; 
AARP; 
Department of Health and Environmental Control; 
SC Association of Counties; 
Commission for Minority Affairs; 
Palmetto Care Connections; 
Sisters of Charity Foundation; 
Department of Employment and Workforce; 
SC Appleseed Legal Justice Center; 
Urban League; 
Department of Commerce; 
Department of Social Services; 
Department of Education; 
Central Carolina Community Foundation; 
Rural Infrastructure Authority; 
SC Thrive; 
Department of Public Safety; 
Office of Economic Opportunity; 
Library Association; 
SC Telehealth Alliance; 
SC Chamber of Commerce; 
State Housing and Finance Development Authority; 
SC Council on Competitiveness; 
SC Office of Rural Health; 
Together SC; 
Department of Parks, Recreation & Tourism; 
Department of Corrections; 
Build Carolina; and 
South Carolina Hospital Association. 

4.1.9 Future Engagement Plans  
The collaboration and stakeholder engagement conducted through the DOA and the ORS has 
been successful in capturing feedback from South Carolina residents, businesses, and 
organizations throughout the state. Moving forward, the team hopes to continue this 
feedback loop by communicating with more organizations and residents, specifically within 
Covered Populations.  

While stakeholder engagement as part of the outreach initiative included efforts to reach out to 
the Catawba Nation; the State’s only federally recognized Tribe, the DOD initially was successful 
in coordinating alongside this Sovereign Nation. A formal letter was sent to the Catawba Nation 
inviting input into the State’s planning process. No response was received, but the DOD is aware 
NTIA awarded $900,578 in June of 2022 as part of the Tribal Broadband Connectivity (TBC) 
program to support broadband use and adoption activities. On December 7, 2023 the DOD, 
SCBBO, CMA and NTIA had an introductory meeting with the Director of Information 
Technology of the Nation.  The DOD will continue to prioritize outreach efforts with the Catawba 
Nation to solicit input on the State’s planning process while supporting their overall effort toward 
bolstering adoption and use.  
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Due to the coarse level of granularity associated with the data used to support analysis included 
in this plan, the DOD acknowledges it must also prioritize the formation of the proposed Digital 
Equity task force which will serve as a subcommittee on the Broadband Advisory Council. The 
data currently available for analysis does not provide insight beyond a county level and therefore 
limits the DOD’s ability to transform data in this plan into actionable intelligence with specific 
regard to identifying geographies where an economy of scale may exist supporting multiple 
covered populations simultaneously within the same localized environ. This is critical to ensuring 
the DOD can more accurately establish Digital Equity-related baseline indicators along with 
tracking progress toward addressing barriers pertaining to adoption and use among all covered 
populations throughout the State. 

Additional future engagement may revolve around actions such as: 
identifying key insights (concerns, feelings, understanding, etc.) among Covered 
Populations in specific areas of the state. These insights would be extrapolated from 
both the Better Internet Surveys and Roadshow Events; 
acknowledging their feedback and developing ongoing communications tactics 
designed to address these insights; 
providing meaningful updates regarding the infrastructure process and Digital Equity 
resources; and 
conducting periodic short surveys or “pulse checks” among these same audiences to 
continually gauge the degree to which their awareness of the infrastructure process 
and the Digital Equity resources available to them is growing.  

Supplementing this ongoing engagement process will be a mix of virtual and in-person 
conversations to ensure a broad representation of communities occurs. This baseline 
communications strategy will set the stage for expanded communications surrounding 
objectives such as ACP awareness and adoption, as well as Digital Equity resource and 
training experiences. 

4.1.10 Public Comment Period   

The DOD held a 30-day public comment period beginning 12/13/2023 and completed 
on 1/13/2024where anyone in the state of South Carolina was invited to review planning 
materials and documents and provide feedback. ORS received X comments and the 
feedback was reviewed and included in the second round of plan editing as appropriate.   

56

lcuthbertson
Highlight

lcuthbertson
Highlight

lcuthbertson
Highlight

lcuthbertson
Highlight



 4.1.11 Grant Planning  
The DOD continually engage stakeholders across South Carolina after the plans were 
complete and even while funding is being distributed throughout the state. One planned 
avenue of collecting stakeholder feedback is to make the Better Internet residential survey an 
annual survey.  By making the Better Internet survey an annual survey, the DOD can 
compare survey responses to previous years’ data to determine progress being made in 
increasing access to Broadband and how challenges are evolving from year to year. Future 
stakeholder engagement efforts could also include additional interviews and focus groups 
with covered populations or organizations that represent covered populations. Additional 
details pertaining to outreach engagement activities are provided in the table below.   
  
Total # of people
engaged 300+

Total roadshow
attendees 225+
Total Roadshow
Events 15

Total Interviews 33
Total # of people
interviewed 68

Total SC
organizations
engaged 33

Total # of surveys
deployed 13,129
total # of survey
responses 10,283
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5 Implementation 

5.1 Implementation Strategy & Key Activities
The road ahead for increasing Digital Equity and defeating the Digital Divide is being built by the voices of 
South Carolinians through careful identification of challenges and bolstering strategic activities and 
partnerships to position all South Carolinians in such a place that they have affordable access to Broadband. 
With the Vision statement always in mind -- all South Carolinians can access and safely utilize affordable high-
speed Broadband to advance their personal economic, education and health goals --the Digital Opportunity 
Department is steadfast in achieving its goals through implementation of the following strategies and will 
continue to measure its performance through key performance indicators (KPIs) and evolve as necessary to 
ensure goals are met. 

Goal 1: Broadband affordability 

Objective: All households and businesses in South Carolina can subscribe to Broadband service 
at an affordable rate.   

Potential Partners:  South Carolina Commission for Minority Affairs, South Carolina Department 
on Aging, South Carolina Department of Disabilities and Special Needs, South Carolina 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, South Carolina Broadband Advisory Committee, other state 
government agencies, counties, non-profits and community organizations, ISPs 

Covered Population:  All Covered Populations 

Strategies:

Re-purpose the existing South Carolina Broadband Advisory Committee to serve as a 
combined advisory council for both BEAD and Digital Equity including ACP enrollment 
and outreach. 
Establish a Digital Equity task force representing Covered Population groups and 
regularly hold meetings with the task force and partner organizations to assess needs and 
progress made to tearing down the digital divide barriers.  
Continue to prioritize populations in need and approach addressing barriers as 
implementation progresses and conditions change.
Partner with non-profits and other organizations to promote utilization of the ACP.
Alternatively, explore options to create public and private affordability programs to 
replace ACP, should the program be discontinued.  
Encourage ISPs to offer low-cost subscription options to qualifying covered populations
within their existing network.
Message to all covered populations in funded areas that they have the ability to 
participate in ACP in addition to a participating in the ISPs low cost option. 

Key performance indicators: 
Increase percentage of eligible households enrolled in the ACP (total and breakdown by 
covered population/geography if possible).
Increase percentage of households with a fixed broadband subscription (total and 
breakdown by covered population/geography).
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Percentage of eligible households enrolled in ACP

Current 
(2023) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2025) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 37% 50% 90% 
Source: South Carolina Broadband Office 

Survey respondents that respond “Yes” to the question, “[a]re you familiar with the Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP) program?”

Current 
(2023) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2025) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 27% 44% 60% 

Low-income households 33% 64% 95% 

Aging individuals 26% 53% 80% 

Racial/ethnic minority 26% 43% 60% 

Rural residents 26% 43% 60% 

Individuals with disabilities 32% 63% 95% 

Veterans 25% 42% 60% 

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

18% 39% 60% 

Incarcerated 32% 46% 60% 
Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 
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Percentage of populations with a fixed broadband subscription

Current 
(2021) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2025) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 67% 80% 95% 

Low-income households 54% 70% 90% 

Aging individuals 62% 73% 93% 

Racial/ethnic minority 60% 72% 93% 

Rural residents n/a n/a n/a 

Individuals with disabilities 57% 71% 90% 

Veterans 69% 77% 97% 

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

56% 71% 90% 

Incarcerated individuals n/a1 n/a n/a 
Source: US Census American Community Survey 

Goal 2: Online accessibility and inclusivity

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to reliable high-speed Broadband service 
in their homes and businesses.   

Potential Partners:  South Carolina Broadband Office, South Carolina Commission for Minority 
Affairs, South Carolina Department on Aging, South Carolina Department of Disabilities and 
Special Needs, South Carolina Department of Veterans’ Affairs, other state government agencies, 
counties, ISPs 

Covered Population:  All Covered Populations 

Strategies: 
Create new maps that combine South Carolina Broadband Office coverage data and 
Covered Population statistics to prioritize populations and geographies in need.
Transparently communicate progress, encourage accountability, and community 
involvement by regularly updating maps, making speed tests available on state website, 
surveying residents/businesses to confirm services, and staying updated on needs and 
implementation progress. 
Support BEAD/SCBBO efforts to close broadband service gaps.
Identify extremely high-cost remote, rural locations and leverage alternate technologies to 
reach them.  
Include hyper focused messaging to covered populations about existing broadband 
deployment projects and newly available access to broadband service in funded areas. 

1 Data for this information is not currently available. DOD intends to pursue data collection for this category with other 
partners. 
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Key performance indicators: 
Increase percentage of residents with access to high-speed broadband services (total and 
breakdown by covered population/geography).

Share of households with broadband service 

Source: South Carolina Broadband Office 

Goal 3: Digital literacy  

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina has access to education and training necessary to use 
the internet to advance their personal goals and increase South Carolina’s technology workforce 
competitiveness.   

Potential Partners: South Carolina Commission for Minority Affairs, South Carolina Department 
on Aging, South Carolina Department of Disabilities and Special Needs, South Carolina 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, South Carolina Department of Education, South Carolina 
Technical Colleges, South Carolina Department of Corrections, other state government agencies, 
school districts, non-profits and community organizations, ISPs, South Carolina Education 
Association 

Covered Population:  All Covered Populations 

Strategies: 
Establish a statewide framework for Digital Literacy (test or another metric).
Work with education and non-profit partners to develop Digital Literacy training 
curriculum with options tailored to prioritized covered populations and provide guidance 
for integration into public K-12 schools and existing education programs that are 
underperforming or underserved.
Support existing public and private training programs – including apprenticeships – that 
aim to expand the telecommunications and cybersecurity workforce by bolstering digital 
skills and creating career opportunities. 

Current 
(2023) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2025) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 92.3% 95% 100% 

Low-income households TBD TBD TBD 

Aging individuals TBD TBD TBD 

Racial/ethnic minority TBD TBD TBD 

Rural residents TBD TBD TBD 

Individuals with disabilities TBD TBD TBD 

Veterans TBD TBD TBD 

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

TBD TBD TBD 

Incarcerated individuals TBD TBD TBD 
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Identify Covered Populations and geographic areas with greatest Digital Literacy needs to 
prioritize in Digital Equity grant program scoring.
Meet with state agencies and non-profit organizations that offer similar programs and 
serve covered populations to establish a network of potential implementation partners, 
share priorities for digital equity and raise awareness of upcoming digital equity grant 
program.
Create digital training standards for partners and grant recipients to provide services that 
match established standards. 

Key performance indicators:  
Increase share of population that feels confident in their ability to use the internet. 

Survey respondents without internet that respond: “We don’t feel confident in our ability to use 
the internet.” 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 

Goal 4: Online privacy and cybersecurity 

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can safely and securely utilize Broadband services.   

Potential Partners:  South Carolina Department of Education, South Carolina Department of 
Motor Vehicles, South Carolina Department of Revenue, South Carolina Department of 
Administration, State Law Enforcement Division, school districts, county law enforcement, non-
profits and community organizations, ISPs, South Carolina Commission for Minority Affairs, 
South Carolina Department on Aging, South Carolina Department of Disabilities and Special 
Needs, South Carolina Department of Veterans’ Affairs, South Carolina Education Association  

Covered Population:  All Covered Populations 

Strategies: 
For underserved school districts, implement schoolwide digital safety and awareness 
training for K-12 students.
Invest in a statewide digital safety campaign to ensure that all residents of SC can identify 

Current 
(2023) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2026) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 94.8% 96.7% 98.7% 

Low-income households 94.7% 96.7% 98.7% 

Aging individuals 94.3% 96.4% 98.6% 

Racial/ethnic minority 92.6% 95.6% 98.2% 

Rural residents 95.8% 97.4% 98.9% 

Individuals with disabilities 91.2% 94.5% 97.8% 

Veterans 92.9% 95.6% 98.2% 

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

82.4% 89.4% 96.3% 

Incarcerated individuals n/a n/a n/a 
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malicious content on their devices.
Coordinate with South Carolina Department of Administration’s Office of Technology and 
Information Services, the Division of Information Security (DIS) and community anchor 
intuitions to deliver training to covered populations.
Organize a “Cybersecurity Awareness Week” to focus on internet safety and promote 
cybersecurity careers.
Promote online privacy and cybersecurity efforts through SC.GOV, tax notices, DMV, 
SLED, and other notable statewide campaigning.  

Key performance indicators: 
Increase share of surveyed population that feels safe using the internet. 

Survey respondents without internet that respond: “We don’t feel safe using the internet.” 

Source: GetConnectedSC Survey 

Goal 5: Device availability and affordability

Objective: Every resident of South Carolina can access a desktop or laptop computer at home or 
in an accessible location.   

Potential Partners:  South Carolina Commission for Minority Affairs, South Carolina Department 
on Aging, South Carolina Department of Disabilities and Special Needs, South Carolina 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, South Carolina Farm Bureau, South Carolina Department of 
Education, South Carolina Technical Schools, South Carolina Commission on Higher Education, 
South Carolina Department of Corrections, South Carolina Library System, county libraries, 
school districts, non-profits and community organizations, ISPs 

Covered Population:  All Covered Populations 

Strategies: 
Prioritize Digital Equity grant program scoring toward device programs that serve 
geographies and populations with highest identified needs.
Support universal one-to-one programs throughout the complete public K-12 system, 

Current 
(2023) 

Short-term 
Target 
(2026) 

Long-term 
Target 
(2029) 

South Carolina overall 94.4% 96.5% 98.6% 

Low-income households 96% 97.5% 99% 

Aging individuals 93.5% 95.9% 98.4% 

Racial/ethnic minority 92.9% 95.6% 98.2% 

Rural residents 95.6% 97.2% 98.9% 

Individuals with disabilities 91.7% 94.8% 97.9% 

Veterans 89.7% 93.6% 97.4% 

Individuals with a language 
barrier 

92.4% 89.4% 96.3% 

Incarcerated individuals n/a n/a n/a 
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many state agencies, non-profits, community organizations, ISPs, and, most importantly, the citizens of South 
Carolina.  The eligible uses of BEAD — planning and research, deployment, adoption and use programs, and 
workforce development — are all considered and incorporated into this plan for the betterment of the citizens 
of South Carolina.
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6 Conclusion

South Carolina, like all states, has challenges ahead in tearing down the Digital Divide.  However, through the 
power of communication, collaboration, and cooperative, the DOD is ready and able to work with stakeholders 
and use the resources appropriated to it to make Digital Equity the reality for every South Carolinian.  By 
repurposing the model created by the SCBBO to extend Broadband infrastructure through every corner of 
South Carolina, the DOD will reach every Covered Population to ensure that all South Carolina households and 
businesses can subscribe to Broadband service at an affordable rate. Moreover, in collaboration with the 
SCBBO, ISPs, and other State entities, and by communicating transparently and encouraging accountability 
and community involvement, the DOD aims to ensure that the Broadband services provided are reliable and 
enhance communities’ economic development and prosperity.  However, affordable and reliable Broadband 
service is nothing if the Covered Populations are digitally illiterate.  Accordingly, the DOD plans to work with 
partners and establish a Statewide Digital Literacy training curriculum and cybersecurity awareness training.  
Finally, the DOD plans to work with the Digital Equity task force to raise awareness of the lack of digital 
devices for certain populations and support universal one-to-one programs throughout the entire public K-12 
system.  The road is full of challenges, but the South Carolina DOD, using lessons learned and experience 
gained in successfully standing up and implement the SCBBO, stands ready to work with its in-State partners 
and tear down the Digital Divide while ensuring Digital Equity for all South Carolinians.  
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7 Appendices 
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