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Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York. CCC is a 75-year-old independent, multi-issue child 
advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring that every New York child is healthy, housed, 
educated, and safe.  CCC does not accept or receive public resources, provide direct services, or 
represent a sector or workforce. We document the facts, engage and mobilize New Yorkers, and 
advocate for solutions.  
 
We would like to thank Chair Holden, Chair Moya, and all the members of the Committee on 
Technology and the Subcommittee on Zoning and Franchises for holding this important Oversight 
hearing on broadband and the digital divide. 
 

Mapping the Digital Divide 
 

COVID-19 has rapidly created a new world where reliable access to the internet has never been 
more important for enabling children and families to access essential services. It has also laid bare 
the staggering disparities our city faces in internet connectivity, which has created and exacerbated 
existing inequities in who can access educational services, healthcare, and an array of other critical 
social services. 
 
While remaining connected is vital on many levels, internet access is not universal – more than 
500,000 households in New York City lack internet access – and digital inequities are preventing 
the city’s most vulnerable populations from accessing financial and food supports, education, and 
needed health and behavioral health services in this time of crisis. 
 
Just under one in six households across the city reported no means of accessing the internet in 2018 
– that is, no dial-up, broadband, satellite, or cellular data plans.1  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
1 CCC analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample file (2018), 

1-year estimates. 
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SHARE OF HOUSEHOLDS WITHOUT INTERNET ACCESS BY COMMUNITY DISTRICT, 2018 

 
 
Households that lack any internet access are most prevalent in neighborhoods with higher rates of 
poverty. 230,000, or 38%, of low-income households (earning below $20,000 annually) are without 
internet. In communities like Borough Park and Sunset Park in Brooklyn, and the Lower East Side in 
Manhattan, more than half of these low-income households’ lack internet access. 
 
Further, the number of households that are accessing the internet exclusively through cellular data 
plans is growing: totaling 386,000, or 12% of all NYC households in 2018. This is up from 9% of all 
NYC households in 2015. 
 
In a handful of community districts, more than one in five households access the internet through 
cellular data only – this is the case in Williamsbridge, Pelham Parkway, and University Heights in 
the Bronx, as well as Jamaica/St. Albans, Elmhurst/Corona, and Flushing in Queens. 

 
HOUSEHOLDS WITH CELLULAR ONLY INTERNET ACCESS BY COMMUNITY DISTRICT, 2018 
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Finally, while the availability of broadband services is almost universal in New York City, not all 
households have access to choice among internet service providers (ISPs). It is broadly accepted 
that three available ISPs is the minimum threshold to assure quality of service and prevent 
duopolies or monopolies in the market. Yet 14 percent of households citywide have only one ISP 
available within a block of their home. In fact, there are thousands of households in Northern 
Manhattan, University Heights, and Co-op City for which there is only one ISP available. 

Available data on the digital divide underscore the importance of expanding access to critical 
support services for New Yorkers facing risks to their well-being. 

Policy Considerations 
 
As the city, state, and federal government seek to address challenges related to COVID-19, it is 
especially important that we confront the digital divide to increase the flow of information to all 
households and ensure adequate participation in supports and programs that will be critical for 
recovery – including safety net programs, behavioral health and mental health services, and 
continued learning for students. 
 
More than 800,000 New Yorkers live in households without internet, including thousands who 
participate in safety net programs. 15% of participants in SNAP, Cash Assistance, and Medicaid had 
no internet in 2018.2 Identifying ways to connect to and engage families in services will be vital 
moving forward.  
 
To that end, New York must identify every opportunity to bring free and affordable internet 
and data plans to New Yorkers who lack services. The city must also make capital investments 
to ensure every household has broadband access, especially in transitional and public housing 
where families with children concentrate. Helping households receive devices, data plans and 
internet connectivity is key, as is ramping up outreach and education efforts on available resources 
across multiple media – radio, mail, and phone – to raise awareness of available services and 
supports. 
 
The COVID-19 crisis is fundamentally changing the way we approach teleservices and is likely to 
establish new modes of service delivery that will survive long after the height of this crisis. It is 
therefore essential that we ensure the systems that are established do not reinforce existing 
inequities for those who struggle to access services remotely. In particular, our health and 
social service systems must prioritize communities that do not speak English and ensure robust 
translation and interpretation services are provided so we do not further magnify language access 
gaps. Our systems must also adapt to communities and individuals who are less comfortable using 
teleservices and who are at risk of being left behind as this becomes a primary mode of service 
delivery. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
2 CCC analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample file (2018), 

1-year estimates. 

https://tech.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/NYC-Connected-Broadband-Report-2018.pdf
https://tech.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/NYC-Connected-Broadband-Report-2018.pdf
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Students Continue to Struggle to Connect to Remote Learning 
 
The DOE has made important strides towards enabling students to access remote learning, 
purchasing and distributing hundreds of thousands of iPads to students throughout the city. We are 
appreciative of the work the city has done to narrow the digital divide for students. 
 
However, it is abundantly clear that too many students are still being left behind. Our partners on 
the ground report children and families whose devices don’t work, who lack the help they need to 
troubleshoot internet and device challenges, or who simply have not engaged in learning since 
schools went remote. It is difficult to understate the long-term repercussions for those children 
who have been partially or fully excluded from learning opportunities due to inadequate support; 
many of these are the same students who have faced systemic inequities in education access and 
services even before the pandemic.  
 
Below are recommendations for how the city can continue to identify and assist those students and 
families who have been left behind: 

• Ensure every NYC student has a device that connects to the internet, and prioritize 
laptops equipped with hotspots instead of iPads. IPads are not an ideal device for learning 
due to their size, lack of keyboard, and more limited functionality with remote platforms. They 
are also more expensive than many high-quality laptops. As the city seeks to reach those 
children who still lack a working device, it should prioritize those devices that will best assist 
student learning. 

• Ensure all students in temporary housing can learn remotely, either by providing all 
shelters with Wifi service or ensuring cellular connectivity. We appreciate the DOE’s efforts 
to prioritize devices for students in shelter. However, many shelters lack Wifi or are in cellular 
deserts, which prevents students from connecting to their school and other services. Moreover, 
families in shelter struggle with a wide array of challenges accessing remote services, including 
language barriers, unfamiliarity with technology, and lack of technical assistance to overcome 
digital literacy barriers. Eliminating all connectivity barriers in shelter must be a top priority. 

• Improve procedures for troubleshooting student challenges with devices. While DOE has 
done good work in getting devices to students, we hear over and over again of students who 
experience defects in their device or connectivity challenges. Too often these students do not 
know how to get their issue addressed, or end up losing days or weeks of learning while they 
wait for issues to be resolved by the DOE. NYC must develop a more streamlined way to address 
and troubleshoot these types of challenges. This should include additional training and 
technical assistance for students and families.  

• Monitor and evaluate the depth of learning loss. This starts with accurate and timely 
reporting on how many students are effectively engaging, and also includes assessing who was 
left behind, the extent of learning loss, and what structures and supports may be required over 
the summer and throughout the next school year as part of an educational recovery plan. 

Address Inequitable Access to Health and Behavioral Health Services 

In New York and across the country, COVID-19 is exacerbating children’s unmet mental health 
needs, as children face new behavioral health challenges resulting from isolation, economic and 
housing insecurity, disruptions in education, loss of loved ones, and heightened child welfare risks. 
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It is critical that our City, State, and Federal governments focus not just on the immediate needs, but 
also the long-lasting repercussions of this crisis. 

The transition to telehealth has meant that some families are able to access services more 
effectively than ever before. But for those families who lack internet connectivity or who face other 
barriers to receiving tele-services, inequities in healthcare access are at risk of widening in this new 
digital landscape. The burdens of disconnection from care will continue to fall disproportionately 
on Black, brown, and low-income communities that have faced historic and systemic inequities in 
their healthcare access and care. 

Below are recommendations for how the city can continue to identify and assist those children and 
families in connecting to care: 
 
• Enhance digital training and improve connectivity for providers. Just like many families, 

many health and behavioral health providers are unused to providing services via telehealth. 
Preliminary surveys from partners in the field reveal a strong desire for additional training on 
how to use online platforms, and how to implement best practices for providing services 
remotely. Additionally, some providers also lack the appropriate internet connectivity or 
devices to reliably provide services via telehealth. NYC must provide funding to community-
based health and behavioral health providers seeking to improve their ability to reach families, 
whether through trainings or through internet services and devices. 

• Develop a coordinated plan to address families excluded from adequate telehealth 
services. As important as teletherapy is, it must not be viewed as the silver bullet for 
addressing children’s unmet health and behavioral health needs. Even with adequate resources, 
many families are struggling to adapt to services provided online. Some children may be too 
young to respond well to teletherapy, and many parents may struggle to engage in intensive 
dyadic therapy, particularly if they are facing the added challenge of providing educational 
support to the rest of their children. A history of racist healthcare practices may contribute to 
distrust of telehealth among some Black patients in particular, and language remains a major 
barrier to equitable healthcare access. Lack of privacy with families sheltering in place is also an 
added barrier.  

National data on CHIP and Medicaid shows substantial and dramatic declines in children 
accessing immunizations, dental services, behavioral health services, and screenings, among 
other health areas.3 Without a coordinated plan to identify children who have missed out on 
essential health services and connect them to care, we will see the long-term harms of unmet 
health and behavioral health needs as these children grow into adults. We urge the city to work 
with providers , advocates, and families on the ground to develop solutions for ensuring 
equitable access to care. 

Thank you for your time and consideration today. 

 
3 Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. “Service use among Medicaid and CHIP beneficiaries age 18 and 
under during COVID-19.” https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/downloads/medicaid-chip-beneficiaries-
18-under-COVID-19-snapshot-data.pdf 
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