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civic engagement is the lifeblood of any democracy and the bedrock of its legitimacy. 
broadband holds the potential to strengthen our democracy by dramatically increasing the 
public’s access to information and by providing new tools for americans to engage with this 
information, their government and one another. increasingly our national conversation, our 
sources for news and information and our knowledge of each other will depend upon broad-
band. the transition to new information technologies and services can open new doors to 
enhance america’s media environment, but with traditional sources of news and information 
journalism under severe stress in the current media and economic environments, we confront 
serious challenges to ensure that broadband is put to work to strengthen our democracy.

Civic engagement starts with an informed public, and broad-
band can help by strengthening the reach and relevance of 
mediated and unmediated information. 

Broadband can enable government to share unmediated in-
formation more easily with the American people. Providing more 
information and data to the public about the processes and results 
of government can strengthen the citizenry and its government.

Broadband can also empower citizens to engage their gov-
ernment through new broadband-enabled tools. Broadband 
has already increased access to information and revolution-
ized the way citizens interact with each other. Companies 
such as YouTube enable the distribution of “user-generated 
content” over the Internet; YouTube now supports monthly 
more than 120 million viewers watching more than 10 billion 
videos.1 More than 80% of U.S. adults who are online use social 
media at least once per month, and half of them participate 
in social networks such as Facebook.2 Today, out of the 36% 
of Americans involved in a civic or political group, more than 
half of them (56%) use digital tools to communicate with other 
group members.3 Government must take advantage of these 
trends and adopt broadband-enabled tools to encourage citi-
zens to communicate with government officials more often and 
in richer ways—and to hold these officials more accountable.

Building the infrastructure for America’s democracy has 
been a challenge since the birth of this nation. The Founders 
worried about it long ago. In 1787, when talking about newspa-
pers—the broadband of its time—Thomas Jefferson wrote:

“The basis of our governments being the opinion of the peo-
ple, the very first object should be to keep that right; and were 
it left to me to decide whether we should have a government 
without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I 
should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter. But I should 
mean that every man should receive those papers, and be ca-
pable of reading them.”4 

More than two centuries ago, Jefferson was addressing  
deployment—getting newspapers out ubiquitously—and adoption—
ensuring people read, recognizing the value of knowledge, and 
making use of the information infrastructure. Although our tech-
nology may change, our democratic challenge remains the same. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Create an open and transparent government

 ➤ The primary legal documents of the federal government 
should be free and accessible to the public on digital platforms.

 ➤ Government should make its processes more transparent 
and conducive to participation by the American people.

 ➤ All data and information that the government treats as pub-
lic should be available and easy to locate online in a ma-
chine-readable and otherwise accessible format in a timely 
manner. For data that are actionable or time-sensitive in 
nature, the Executive Branch should provide individuals a 
single Web interface to manage e-mail alerts and other elec-
tronic communications from the federal government.

 ➤ All responses to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
requests by Executive Branch and independent agencies 
should be made available online at www.[agency].gov/foia.

 ➤ The Executive Branch should revise its Data Quality Act guid-
ance to encourage agencies to apply the Act more consistently 
and facilitate the re-publishing of government data. 

Build a robust digital media ecosystem
 ➤ Congress should consider increasing funding to public me-

dia for broadband-based distribution and content. 
 ➤ Congress should consider amending the Copyright Act to pro-

vide for copyright exemptions to public broadcasting organi-
zations for online broadcast and distribution of public media.
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 ➤ The federal government should create and fund Video.gov 
to publish its digital video archival material and facilitate 
the creation of a federated national digital archive to house 
public interest digital content.

 ➤ Congress should consider amending the Copyright Act to 
enable public and broadcast media to more easily contrib-
ute their archival content to the digital national archive and 
grant reasonable non-commercial downstream usage rights 
for this content to the American people. 

Expand civic engagement through social media 
 ➤ The Federal Chief Information Officers (CIO) Council should 

accelerate the adoption of social media technologies that 
government can use to interact with the American people.

Increase innovation within government
 ➤ The White House Office of Science and Technology Policy 

(OSTP) should create an Open Platforms Initiative that 
uses digital platforms to engage and draw on the expertise 
of citizens and the private sector.

 ➤ The Executive Branch and independent agencies should 
expand opportunities for Americans with expertise in tech-
nological innovation to serve in the federal government. 

Modernize democratic processes
 ➤ Federal, state and local stakeholders should work together 

to modernize the elections process by addressing issues 
such as electronic voter registration, voting records porta-
bility, common standards to facilitate data exchanges across 
state borders and automatic updates of voter files with the 
most current address information. 

 ➤ The Department of Defense (DoD) should develop a secure 
Internet-based pilot project that enables members of the 
military serving overseas to vote online. 

15.1 CREATING AN OpEN 
AND TRANSpARENT 
GOvERNMENT
Open and transparent governance is central to democratic 
values. In order for government to be accountable to the public, 
it must share the results of its policies with the public as well as 
the processes by which those results are achieved. Ultimately, 
democracy rests on the ability of the people to evaluate the 
performance of their government in order to make informed 
electoral decisions. 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.1: the primary legal documents of 
the federal government should be free and accessible to the 
public on digital platforms.

 ➤ For the executive branch and independent agencies, 
this should apply to all executive orders and other pub-
lic legal documents.

 ➤ For congress, this should apply to all votes, as well as 
proposed and enacted legislation.

 ➤ For the Judicial branch, this should apply to all judicial 
opinions.

Every person who is subject to the laws of this country should 
have free access to those laws online.5 Online legal documents 
should be appropriately digitally watermarked to preserve their 
integrity. For the Executive Branch and independent agencies, 
this means publishing all executive orders and other public legal 
documents on the Internet and in an easily accessible, machine-
readable format. For the Legislative Branch, this means that 
Congress should publish all votes, as well as proposed and 
enacted legislation, in a timely manner, online and in a ma-
chine-readable and otherwise accessible format.6 

Finally, all federal judicial decisions should be accessible 
for free and made publicly available to the people of the United 
States. Currently, the Public Access to Court Electronic Records 
system charges for access to federal appellate, district and bank-
ruptcy court records.7 As a result, U.S. federal courts pay private 
contractors approximately $150 million per year for electronic 
access to judicial documents.8 While the E-Government Act 
has mandated that this system change so that this information 
is as freely available as possible, little progress has been made.9 
Congress should consider providing sufficient funds to publish 
all federal judicial opinions, orders and decisions online in an 
easily accessible, machine-readable format. 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.2: government should make its 
processes more transparent and conducive to participation 
by the american people.

 ➤ For the executive branch, independent agencies, 
congress and state and local government, all govern-
ment meetings, public hearings and town hall meetings 
should be broadcast online.

 ➤ congress should consider allowing the american public 
to track and comment on proposed legislation online.

In addition to Recommendation 15.1 to make final documents 
open and transparent to the public, government processes 
should also be made open and transparent. As a guiding princi-
ple, the Knight Commission has declared, “the public’s business 
should be done in public.”10 Public hearings and town hall 
meetings are among the most direct and frequent opportunities 



a m e r i c a ’ s  p l a n  c h a p t e r  1 5

F e d e r a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  c o m m i s s i o n  |  n a t i o n a l  b r o a d b a n d  p l a n    3 1 9

for the public to engage in their democracy. Video streaming 
of government meetings expands access to the government 
by eliminating geographic limitations and allowing for “time 
shifting,” so that a person who is unable to watch a meeting in 
real time (because they are at work, for example) can still watch 
the proceedings and provide feedback.11 That is why federal, 
state and local governments should require that all public 
agency meetings and hearings be streamed over the Internet.12 
Additionally, these events should offer closed-captioning servic-
es to increase accessibility for persons with disabilities and, to 
the extent practical, enable individuals to ask questions online.13 

Congress should consider enabling the American people to 
electronically track and comment on proposed legislation from 
anywhere in the U.S.14 Tools to enable greater civic participation 
are already being implemented in some states. For example, in 
New York the State Senate empowers individuals not only to see 
bills that have been proposed, but to comment on them.15 The 
Sunlight Foundation has experimented with  the use of this tool at 
a federal level.16 Congress should consider offering a similar tool 
to more actively engage the American people.

ReCoMMendatIon 15.3: all data and information that the 
government treats as public should be available and easy to 
locate online in a machine-readable and otherwise accessi-
ble format in a timely manner. For data that are actionable 
or time-sensitive in nature, the executive branch should 
provide individuals a single web interface to manage e-
mail alerts and other electronic communications from the 
federal government.

Information enables citizens to monitor inefficiency, waste, 
fraud and abuse and hold their government accountable. It also 
empowers the public to more actively participate in govern-
ment processes and decision-making.17 That is why all public 
information should be easily accessible online and should be 
posted in real time, whenever possible.18 

For government at all levels to be more open, it must provide 
more information online in open formats.19 Data.gov shows the 
demand for such information. A Web portal that offers an index 
of data generated by government agencies in machine-readable 
formats, Data.gov received more than 47 million visits in its first 
seven months of existence.20 Data.gov has also received national 
and international recognition, providing a model for transpar-
ency that cities and nations around the world are looking to 
emulate.21 By publishing all public data online, government can 
empower the private sector to innovate. In some instances, this 
is already taking place. As an example, the city of San Francisco 
launched DataSF.org, publishing more than 100 data feeds and 
enabling the public to create new applications. These include 
applications to show individuals crime data and health inspec-
tion scores for restaurants.22 

Despite this progress, most efforts are far from comprehen-
sive. Even Data.gov contains only a small amount of the data 
that the federal government possesses.23 One survey found that 
only half of the states provided at least 12 of 20 types of infor-
mation online in areas that are important to the public. These 
types of information were selected based on their relevance to 
people’s lives and their usefulness in holding the government 
accountable. They include financial disclosure reports, audit 
reports, nursing home and child care center inspection reports 
and building inspection reports. 24

For data that are actionable or time-sensitive in nature, 
the Executive Branch should provide individuals a single Web 
interface to manage e-mail alerts and other electronic commu-
nications from the federal government. Currently, individual 
agencies manage e-mail communications and alerts indepen-
dently in a variety of ways. Developing a single Web interface 
will simplify individuals’ access to alerts and other communica-
tions from the federal government.

ReCoMMendatIon 15.4: all responses to Freedom of 
information act (Foia) requests by executive branch and 
independent agencies should be made available online at 
www.[agency].gov/foia.

FOIA ensures a fair and equitable process through which 
the public can access information about their government.25 
However, agencies often do not consider the usability of the 
information they provide to the American people in re-
sponse to FOIA requests. For example, the U.S. Customs and 
Immigration Service (USCIS) received nearly 80,000 FOIA 
requests in 2008, but in the 60% of cases where the requester 
asked for the information electronically, USCIS mailed a CD, 
rather than providing the data online.26 Additionally, there are 
no guidelines regarding the format in which this underlying 
data should be delivered.

That is why all Executive Branch and independent agencies 
should make all responses to FOIA requests available online in 
each agency’s FOIA Reading Room. Once records are released 
pursuant to a FOIA request, they are in the public domain. 
Agencies are currently required to make frequently requested 
records (generally defined as records requested three or more 
times) available on their websites. Nevertheless, agencies have 
not proactively posted materials likely to be the subject of 
FOIA requests on their websites, nor have they made records 
released pursuant to a FOIA request routinely available on 
their websites. Even initial FOIA determinations by agencies 
are often not routinely available on agency websites. The U.S. 
Department of Justice should issue further guidance stating 
that all records (and not just frequently requested records) 
released pursuant to a FOIA request (which exclude any infor-
mation subject to a FOIA exemption) should be posted in an 
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agency’s Electronic Reading Room to preempt repeat requests. 
Doing so would eliminate repetitive FOIA requests, make more 
agency records accessible to the public and significantly drive 
down the costs (approximately $338 million per year27) of pro-
cessing FOIA requests.

 ReCoMMendatIon 15.5: the executive branch should 
revise its data Quality act guidance to encourage agencies 
to apply the act more consistently and facilitate the re-
publishing of government data. 

The federal government should eliminate unnecessary inter-
nal barriers to making data available to the public. That is why the 
Executive Branch should revise its guidance regarding the Data 
Quality Act. This legislation’s purpose is to “ensure and maximize 
the quality, objectivity, utility and integrity of information” dissemi-
nated by the federal government to the public.28 Unfortunately, the 
Act often impedes the release of data. For example, current adminis-
tration of the Act requires data owners to certify the quality of their 
datasets before they can be published on Data.gov—even if the data 
are already publicly available on an agency’s website. In practice, 
this re-certification imposes a burden that keeps data off Data.gov. 
That burden should be removed. In addition, the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) has noted that the Act is often imple-
mented inconsistently and inefficiently.29 These issues have led to 
confusion regarding what types of data can be posted and the process 
for posting it.30 

15.2 BUILDING A 
ROBUST DIGITAL  
MEDIA ECOSySTEM
America’s communities require a media ecosystem that 
provides the educational, news and other content necessary 
to inform the citizenry and to sustain our democracy. Just as 
communities depend on individuals to create and maintain 
communities, individuals rely on trusted media intermediar-
ies to connect them with relevant and accurate information so 
they can make informed decisions in their daily lives.31 Today, 
traditional media and journalism institutions, which serve as 
essential watchdogs over both the public and private sectors, 
face significant challenges.

These challenges are well documented. Newspapers are 
shutting down at an astonishing rate, local television (TV) 
news stations are laying off reporters and as a consequence 
statehouses and other governmental institutions are drawing 
fewer and fewer journalists to cover the news. Between 2001 
and 2009, newspapers laid off an estimated 14,000 journalists, 

25% of their workforce.32 TV news shows eliminated 1,200 
people in 2007 alone,33 and radio newsrooms shed 16% of 
their staff in 2008.34 Such a drastic contraction in the news 
media means fewer checks on government and other powerful 
institutions, more corruption and injustice going unreported 
and less information being made available to citizens. Whether 
uncovering the horrific abuse of veterans at a Veterans Affairs 
hospital or informing the public of toxic chemicals in toys, 
professional journalism at its best arms citizens and consumers 
with the information they need to hold leaders accountable and 
to improve their own communities and the quality of their lives. 

The contraction of traditional professional journalism has 
prompted concern from a wide variety of independent ana-
lysts and groups that the United States may end up with fewer 
“informed communities.” The Pew Project for Excellence in 
Journalism recently stated that business trends in the me-
dia were “chilling,”31 and a 2009 report from the Columbia 
Graduate School of Journalism observed that “accountability 
journalism, particularly local accountability journalism, is es-
pecially threatened by the economic troubles that diminished 
so many newspapers.”32 A shrinking of journalistic capacity 
could mean fewer checks on government and other powerful in-
stitutions, more scandals and injustices that go unreported, less 
information available to citizens and less civic engagement.

At the same time, all is not bleak. The popularity and 
accessibility of the Internet have already led to the develop-
ment of some creative and experimental media. In San Diego 
and Minneapolis, journalists created Voice of San Diego and 
MinnPost, respectively, to fill some of the gaps created by 
contracting newspapers.33 The American Standard covers 
state government and politics, and ProPublica provides high 
quality investigative reporting that many news outlets can no 
longer afford on their own.34 Some organizations have enlisted 
journalism students; others are experimenting with “pro-am” 
journalism—professionals and amateurs collaborating via the 
Internet. The spread of broadband can fuel ever more creative 
uses of technology, including new ways of gathering, explaining 
and distributing news and information. Never before have the 
barriers to add one’s voice to the civic dialogue been so low. We 
should seek ways to harness some of these same digital forces 
that, in part, disrupted old models of journalism to bring cre-
ative solutions for restoring American journalism to both large 
and small communities. 

There are differing views about how these negative and 
positive developments net out. Some feel that private and 
non-profit sector innovations will fully replace the loss in 
traditional journalism and, in some cases, improve upon it.35 
Others, however, are concerned about the state of traditional 
media in America and believe that these problems may extend 
to new forms of Internet-based media as well.36 For example, 
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these observers argue that the proliferation of choices on the 
Internet should not obscure the reality that even most online 
news originates with traditional journalistic organizations.37 
They suggest, too, that excessive private sector media industry 
consolidation, coupled with misdirected public sector policies, 
has inflicted serious harm on traditional news and information 
media and that special vigilance must be taken to avoid similar 
outcomes for new media.38 The FCC understands the impor-
tance of these lines of inquiry and the need to address these 
questions expeditiously. 

These questions will be studied by the FCC’s new project on 
the Future of Media and Information Needs of Communities in 
a Digital Era (see www.fcc.gov/futureofmedia and GN Docket 
No. 10-25).39 The FCC will move expeditiously to determine 
what actions are needed to ensure that all citizens have access 
to vibrant, local and diverse sources of information and news 
that enable them to enhance their lives, communities and 
democracy. This project will review trends in the provision of 
local news by local TV stations, radio and other media in the 
context of the Internet and evolving economic conditions. The 
project will hold workshops, seek public input and release a 
report this year. 

Though the Future of Media project is in an early stage, two 
points should be clear. First, broadband technology can only 
make a valuable contribution to our civic dialogue if every-
one has access to it. As the Internet increasingly becomes the 
standard platform for receiving information, those who do not 
have high-speed access to the Internet will be left completely 
out of the civic dialogue. The media they used to rely on (often 
inexpensively) will be increasingly weakened if not better forti-
fied for the transition, while salutary alternatives will be only 
available to the well-wired.

Second, public media will play a critical role in the devel-
opment of a healthy and thriving media ecosystem. Public 
media plays a vital and unique role in our democracy, inform-
ing individuals and leading our public conversation as well 
as building cohesion and participation in our communities.40 
This strength comes from its ability to create connected and 
informed communities, empower citizens to hold their govern-
ment accountable and enable people to actively participate in 
government processes and decision-making.41 And at a time 
of increasing skepticism, cynicism and distrust of institu-
tions, public media has earned and maintained the trust of the 
American people. According to a 2007 Roper opinion poll, 
nearly half of all Americans trust the Public Broadcasting 
Service (PBS) “a great deal”; this is more than trust commercial 
television or newspapers.42 This trust reinforces the critical 
role that public media plays in American democracy.

This trust enables public media to provide tremendous edu-
cational resources to America’s families. Last year, after more 

than 4,000 episodes, Sesame Street celebrated its 40th year 
on the air.43 This is a remarkable testament to public media 
and to its educational programming. Fittingly, last year public 
television also launched a tremendous resource for the broad-
band age in the form of the PBS KIDS preschool video player. 
During the first month alone, more than 87 million streams of 
educational content were delivered across PBS KIDS sites.44 
Providing rich public media content on new digital multimedia 
platforms will help ensure that another generation of kids will 
grow up with Sesame Street and other great public television 
content. Public media’s past is a tremendous success story 
that our communities and our nation should celebrate, and 
it has already begun developing its 21st century digital iden-
tity in myriad ways. This is evidenced by the work of PBS and 
National Public Radio (NPR) as well as individual public televi-
sion and radio stations, all of which are playing important roles 
in communities across the country. For example, Boston public 
television station WGBH has developed the Teachers’ Domain, 
a free collection of more than 2,000 standards-based digital 
resources covering diverse content for students and teachers. 
This collection offers video, audio, articles, lesson plans and 
student-oriented activities for more than 333,000 registered 
users.45 Additionally, Philadelphia’s WHYY radio station has 
partnered with the Philadelphia Daily News to produce a 
multimedia civic engagement blog that solicits essays from 
Philadelphians about their city.46

These examples demonstrate how broadband can bring 
public media into the digital age and help public media achieve 
its full potential. But there is more work to do if its future is 
to be as successful as its past. Public media has historically 
focused on broadcasting, with its capacity constraints and one-
way limitations.47 Today, public media is at a crossroads.48 It is 
predominantly structured around broadcast-based commu-
nications, both legally and in practice, presenting a challenge 
in the digital age. That is why public media must continue 
expanding beyond its original broadcast-based mission to form 
the core of a broader new public media network that better 
serves the new multi-platform information needs of America.49 
To achieve these important expansions, public media will re-
quire additional funding.50 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.6: congress should consider in-
creasing funding to public media for broadband-based 
distribution and content. 

If public media is to continue playing an important role in 
supporting civic engagement with online content, it will need 
expanded support. Public broadcasting is financed by a combina-
tion of annual federal appropriations, federal grants, state and 
local funds and private donations; it receives less than 20% of its 
funding from the federal government.51 As broadband adoption 
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and utilization continue to grow, public media will require greater 
and more flexible funding to support new digital platforms.52

As one avenue for the funding of online content, Congress 
should consider creating a trust fund for digital public media 
that is endowed by the revenues from a voluntary auction of 
spectrum licensed to public television. By doing so, Congress 
can increase public media’s role by expanding the resources 
directed to the digital public media ecosystem without dimin-
ishing station operations. As discussed in Chapter 5, this plan 
recommends a process by which commercial television broad-
casters may contribute some or all of their spectrum allocation 
to an auction in the 2012-2013 time period. Non-commercial 
broadcasters should also be allowed to participate in such an 
auction on a completely voluntary basis. Stations that con-
tribute some (e.g., half ) of their licensed spectrum would then 
share channels and transmission facilities with other public 
television stations who also contributed a portion of their 
spectrum allocation. These stations would not go off the air and 
would still broadcast their primary streams under their on-air 
call letters. In addition, these stations would remain direct 
FCC licensees as they are today, and would continue receiving 
all the benefits of being a direct FCC licensee, such as must-
carry rights.

Congress should consider dedicating all the proceeds from 
the auctioned spectrum contributed by public broadcasters 
to endow a trust fund for the production, distribution, and 
archiving of digital public media. 

There would be multiple benefits to public television sta-
tions who participate in this auction. First, it could provide 
significant savings in operational expenses to stations that 
share transmission facilities. Second, 100% of proceeds from 
the public television spectrum auction would be used to fund 
digital multimedia content. The proceeds should be distributed 
so that a significant portion of revenues generated by the sale 
of spectrum go to public media in the communities from which 
spectrum was contributed. 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.7: congress should consider amend-
ing the copyright act to provide for copyright exemptions 
to public broadcasting organizations for online broadcast 
and distribution of public media.

Creating a robust digital public media ecosystem requires 
changes to copyright law as well. Congress passed special 
copyright exemptions for public broadcasting in the 20th 
century, but these provisions no longer fulfill their original 
purpose. Current licensing practices make it difficult for public 
broadcasters to produce and distribute the highest quality 
programming. These exemptions should be updated to facili-
tate the distribution of the highest quality programming on 21st 
century digital platforms.53 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.8: the federal government should 
create and fund video.gov to publish its digital video ar-
chival material and facilitate the creation of a federated 
national digital archive to house public interest digital 
content.

ReCoMMendatIon 15.9: congress should consider amend-
ing the copyright act to enable public and broadcast media 
to more easily contribute their archival content to a digital 
national archive and grant reasonable noncommercial 
downstream usage rights for this content to the american 
people. 

The federal government should facilitate the creation of a 
federated national archive for digital content. Creating such an 
archive will require tackling digital rights challenges and coor-
dinating among multiple stakeholders. As part of this federated 
archive, the Executive Branch should create Video.gov, which 
would be modeled after Data.gov. This platform would house the 
federal government’s public digital video content, current and 
historical, and would make it accessible and available to the pub-
lic. All agencies should be encouraged to release as much video 
content as possible onto Video.gov. The Executive Branch should 
also work closely with Congress to ensure that the Library of 
Congress participates in this effort. Additionally, Congress 
should consider making a one-time appropriation to fund the 
creation of this federated collection of national digital archives.

Public and broadcast media are critical to creating a robust 
national digital archive. Today, public media and much of broad-
cast media sit on a wealth of America’s civic DNA in the form of 
millions of hours of historical news coverage of wars, elections 
and daily life. This archival content could provide tremendous 
educational opportunities for generations of students and could 
revolutionize how we access our own history (see Box 15-1).

 
NPR’s Open Application 
Programming Interface (API): 
A Model for a National Digital 
Archive

In July 2008, NPR launched 
an Open API. The API frame-
work provides mediated 
access to almost 15 years of 
NPR-produced content to NPR 
member stations. This allows 
NPR’s member stations to cu-
rate NPR content. For example, 
WBUR in Boston re-launched 
its website, using the API to mix 
local and national news stories. 

Third parties can also consume 
and share NPR content (non-
commercially) using the API. 
Opening this cache of data for 
non-commercial use led to the 
development of both an iPhone 
application (app) and an An-
droid app. Both apps were not 
developed by NPR, but rather 
by supporters and program-
mers who used the API to build 
them. This open framework is 
an example of the kind of digital 
archive that would significantly 
expand access to rich content.

BoX 15-1:
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achievement of its mission. Government should adopt a 
variety of new media tools across many areas—from those 
primarily used to communicate to those that enable more 
intensive participation. 

While adoption of these tools has been uneven, there are 
many success stories (see Box 15-2). The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) utilizes social media platforms 
to provide access to credible, science-based health informa-
tion. Between April 22, 2009, and Dec. 6, 2009, the CDC had 
more than 2.6 million views of H1N1 podcasts, more than 
three million views of H1N1-related YouTube videos, and 
more than 37 million views of H1N1-related media feeds.57 
The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) has also 
achieved success with social media, launching a blog in 2008 
to give travelers the opportunity to ask questions and raise 
concerns.58 TSA’s blog has had more than one million hits and 
has resulted in improvements like educating screeners about 
certain computers and translating regulations into easy-to-
understand language.59 The FCC has also made extensive use 
of social media tools, regularly communicating with its more 
than 330,000 Twitter followers (the third most of any federal 
agency) and actively engaging the public.60 So far, individuals 
have submitted more than 450 ideas to the FCC, which have 
generated more than 7,500 comments and over 37,000 votes, all 
online.61 The FCC has also posted more than 175 entries on its 4 
blogs, which have generated more than 11,000 comments.62

Government can use social media in innovative ways to en-
gage individuals on a state and local level as well. Spartanburg 
County, S.C., and the town of Cary, N.C., have used social 
networking to engage residents, soliciting ideas and feedback 

These opportunities will only be realized if several chal-
lenges are addressed.54 For example, public television has 
attempted to launch such a digital video archive but has run 
into difficulties obtaining necessary clearances from holders 
of intellectual property rights. To address this issue, Congress 
should consider amending the Copyright Act to enable public 
and broadcast media to more easily contribute their archival 
content to a digital national archive. In addition to clearing 
these upstream rights for submission into a digital national 
archive, the amendment to the Copyright Act should grant the 
public reasonable non-commercial downstream usage rights to 
all materials deposited into the archive. This would ensure that 
archival content is open and accessible.55 Any such amendment 
to the Copyright Act should take into account the interests of 
affected copyright holders.

15.3 ExpANDING CIvIC 
ENGAGEMENT ThROUGh 
SOCIAL MEDIA
Government must also improve the quality and number of 
points at which the American people can contact their gov-
ernment by implementing social media tools, providing 
opportunities for outside experts to increase innovation within 
government, and empowering citizens to engage in the demo-
cratic process in a digital age. 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.10: the Federal cio council should 
accelerate the adoption of social media technologies that 
government can use to interact with the american people. 

Just as the internal use of social media tools can enhance the 
performance of government, social media presents a tremen-
dous opportunity for Americans to provide meaningful input 
into their democracy. Americans use these tools in their daily 
lives and are more likely to interact with government officials 
and agencies if these tools make it easier. 

Recent growth in adoption of social media has been dramat-
ic. According to the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 35% 
of American adult Internet users have a profile on an online 
social networking site. That is four times as many as three years 
ago. These tools are likely to become even more prevalent over 
the coming years as the 65% of American teens that are online 
use social networks to engage with their government.56 In order 
to maintain effective contact with the American people, gov-
ernment will need to adopt these tools. 

The government should view social media technologies 
not as pilot projects or add-ons, but as tools central to the 

 
Broadband-Enabled 
Diplomacy: Citizen-to-Citizen 
Engagement as an Example of 
21st Century Statecraft

Government can also use 
new technologies to reach 
people around the world. On 
Nov. 13, 2009, the U.S. Embassy 
in Beijing launched pages on 
two leading social networking 
portals in China.63

Social media tools are also 
connecting individuals across 
nations and regions. The U.S. 
Department of State recently 
announced the creation of 
a “Virtual Student Foreign 
Service.” This program cre-

ates “dorm-room diplomats” 
by matching American college 
students with embassies and 
college students in other na-
tions to build transnational 
relationships and cultural 
understanding through digital 
citizen-to-citizen diplomacy.64 
The State Department has also 
used Skype videoconferencing 
capabilities to connect students 
in Massachusetts to students 
in Afghanistan, enabling the Af-
ghan students’ first face-to-face 
conversations with Americans.65 
Broadband-based diplomacy 
will only become more impor-
tant in the years to come.

BoX 15-2:
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concerning local community projects.66 The state of New York 
has released a series of Web-based tools to engage residents in 
the state’s budgetary challenges, including an online calculator 
that allows individuals to create their own proposal to balance 
the budget.67 Maine has engaged residents in the budgeting pro-
cess through a similar online budget-balancing tool as well.68

15.4 INCREASING 
INNOvATION IN 
GOvERNMENT
Beyond transparency, government should leverage broadband 
to experiment with new ideas and technologies to extend op-
portunities for engagement.

ReCoMMendatIon 15.11: the white house office of sci-
ence and technology policy (ostp) should create an open 
platforms initiative that uses digital platforms to engage 
and draw on the expertise of citizens and the private sector.

 ➤ This initiative should create open expert and peer review 
platforms to bring outside expertise to government.

 ➤ This initiative should create open problem-solving plat-
forms, including competitions, to bring innovative solutions 
to government.

 ➤ This initiative should create open grantmaking platforms 
to improve the grantmaking process and enable greater in-
novations in grantmaking.

Although progress has been uneven, there are examples of 
innovative collaboration throughout the government. As part 
of the development of the Open Government Initiative, OSTP 
solicited comments online through a public brainstorming 
blog, a wiki and a collaborative drafting tool.69 To build on this 
progress, OSTP and the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) should launch and manage an initiative to develop 
open platforms that increase participatory governance.70 
These include open peer review and open expert network 
platforms that enable subject matter experts to volunteer to 
review policies under consideration and brainstorm policy 
ideas with each other. The federal government has already 
taken steps to empower citizen experts. In 2007, the U.S. 
Patent and Trademark Office launched its Peer-to-Patent 
program, a groundbreaking Internet-based program in which 
expert volunteers assist the federal government with review-
ing patent applications. Within the first year, Peer-to-Patent 
attracted more than 2,000 reviewers, and 93% of patent 
examiners surveyed said that they would welcome examining 

another patent application with public participation.71 This 
kind of knowledge-sharing platform can reduce the cost of 
policymaking and improve government performance.

ReCoMMendatIon 15.12: the executive branch and inde-
pendent agencies should expand opportunities for ameri-
cans with expertise in technological innovation to serve in 
the federal government.

Because many of the best ideas come from outside government, 
OSTP and the FCC should create an Innovation Corps and an 
Innovation Corps to ensure that new ideas continue to flow to the 
federal government. An FCC-operated Innovation Corps of volun-
teers would serve as a think tank for technologists from inside and 
outside government who would volunteer to design and develop 
platforms and applications for all levels of government. An OSTP-
administered Innovation Fellows program could be structured 
similarly to the White House Fellows program.72 It would place 
leading private sector experts and innovators throughout the 
federal government for one year.

15.5 MODERNIzING ThE 
DEMOCRATIC pROCESS 
More Americans engage in democratic election processes than 
in any other civic act. By bringing the elections process into 
the digital age, government can increase efficiency, promote 
greater civic participation and extend the ability to vote to 
more Americans.

The current paper-based system for voter registration can 
include multiple steps: collecting information on paper forms, 
manually entering handwritten data onto voter lists and offer-
ing third-party groups the opportunity to distribute, collect and 
submit handwritten registration cards. These practices result 
in a system that is often inaccurate and cumbersome, with large 
numbers of registration forms inundating election offices prior 
to each election. One recent study estimates that voter registra-
tion problems resulted in more than two million voters being 
unable to vote in the 2008 general election. The problems are 
even worse for members of the military serving overseas; ser-
vice members are more than twice as likely to face registration 
problems as the general public.73 According to an Overseas Vote 
Foundation survey, nearly a quarter (23.7%) of experienced 
overseas voters had questions or problems when registering 
to vote in 2008.74 Maintaining this poorly functioning system 
is costly in terms of dollars as well as votes. A study of voter 
registration costs in Oregon found that in 2008 voter registra-
tion alone cost taxpayers more than four dollars per vote, with 
an ultimate bill of almost nine million dollars.75
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ReCoMMendatIon 15.13: Federal, state and local stake-
holders should work together to modernize the elections 
process by addressing issues such as electronic voter 
registration, voting records portability, common standards 
to facilitate data exchanges across state borders and auto-
matic updates of voter files with the most current address 
information.

Government can improve the voting system by modernizing 
voter registration to increase efficiency and decrease confu-
sion. This change would also increase accessibility for those 
who have difficulty with current voter registration processes, 
such as people living in rural areas and on Tribal lands and 
disabled populations who have difficulty traveling or face other 
accessibility challenges.76 These recommendations will not 
provide instant solutions, but they are important steps toward 
creating a more rational system.

The first step must be to modernize the voter registration pro-
cess. Arizona, Kansas and Washington already permit citizens to 
complete and submit voter registration applications online.77 In 
Utah, the Governor’s Commission on Strengthening Democracy 
published a final report in December 2009 recommending that 
all citizens of Utah be allowed to register to vote online.78

Common standards will assist in making voting records 
portable so that these records update whenever citizens change 
party affiliation, marital status or move. Several states have 
already begun to adopt common standards to facilitate data ex-
change across state borders.79 Delaware has implemented a new 
eSignature system that requires every visitor to the Division 
of Motor Vehicles to register to vote, update their registration 
or decline to do so. Delaware’s system immediately downloads 
updated data directly into voters’ files, eliminating the need for 
data entry and reducing the possibility for human error. The 
eSignature program saved Delaware $200,000 annually, and it 
can save other states money as well.

Local governments have also reaped benefits from modern-
izing voter registration. In Maricopa County, Arizona, paper 
registration forms cost at least 83 cents each to process, while 
online registration costs an average of only three cents.80 In 
Travis County, Texas, the County Tax Office implemented an 
Internet-based application that allows citizens to register to 
vote online, reducing citizen calls by 30% and walk-ins by 40%. 
Voter fraud was also minimized by using wireless devices to 
instantly confirm voter eligibility.81

The federal government has taken steps in this direction as 
well. The Military and Overseas Voter Empowerment Act, re-
cently passed by Congress, requires that states (beginning with 
the 2010 general election) establish procedures to allow voters 
covered by the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee 
Voting Act to electronically request voter registration applica-
tions and absentee ballot applications for federal elections.82 

While this is a positive step, empowering citizens to register to 
vote online would remove additional obstacles.83 

ReCoMMendatIon 15.14: the department of defense 
(dod) should develop a secure internet-based pilot project 
that enables members of the military serving overseas to 
vote online. 

According to the Overseas Voter Foundation, more than half 
(52%) of the military serving overseas who tried to vote were 
unable to do so because their ballots were late or never ar-
rived.84 Based on a survey of seven states by the Congressional 
Research Service, an average of more than 25% of military and 
overseas ballots were returned as undeliverable, lost or rejected 
in the 2008 election.85

The federal government has demonstrated clear intent 
to address these issues. In 2002, the Help America Vote Act 
established the Election Assistance Commission to serve as 
a national clearinghouse, develop voluntary guidelines and 
study new technologies related to voting. The National Defense 
Authorization Act for FY2005 mandated the creation of a 
secure Internet-based electronic voting pilot after the Election 
Assistance Commission establishes Internet voting guidelines. 
In 2007, the GAO built on this momentum, recommending that 
the Election Assistance Commission work with major stake-
holders such as the DoD to create an action plan to address 
security and privacy issues and develop a timeframe for devel-
oping Web-based absentee voting guidelines. 

In the meantime, other groups are taking important steps 
forward. The Overseas Voter Foundation and the Pew Center 
on the States have developed an online tool to give U.S. military 
personnel and other citizens living overseas easier access to 
Federal Write-in Absentee Ballots. This tool was implemented 
prior to the 2008 election and yielded positive results, receiv-
ing 4.5 million visitors in 2008 and registering almost 90,000 
voters.86 Several states, including Minnesota and Ohio, have 
launched similar tools.87 

Some states have already made significant progress on these 
issues. In September 2008, Arizona launched a Web-based 
voting system that allows the military and overseas citizens 
to vote online, with completed ballots uploaded directly to 
the Secretary of State’s website. It has been approved by the 
Department of Justice and uses “industry standard, 128-bit 
encryption technology to ensure security, privacy and the over-
all integrity of the ballot.” At least five other states, including 
Missouri, Florida, Colorado, Montana and Washington, permit-
ted some version of electronic voting (via e-mail or a secure 
online system) in the 2008 general election.88
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