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Executive Summary

State Auditor’s Conclusions (page 17)

Engaging in job searches, accessing health care and conducting many other
aspects of modern life increasingly depend on digital access. Washington sought
to improve access to and affordability of internet services, devices and training for
underserved communities through digital equity programs. As this performance
audit reports, however, the state lacks a single, comprehensive plan to close the
digital divide.

We recommend establishing clear leadership to guide and align digital equity
work under a comprehensive plan. In the absence of a designated lead agency and
a funded comprehensive plan, Washington lacks a clear and coordinated path

to achieving digital equity for all its residents. These issues have already led to
problems in communication, leaving supporters of digital equity unsure of whom
to contact and when. Additional consequences could include disjointed initiatives
distributed between several agencies, or a fragmentation of related services.

Establishing clear leadership to guide and align digital equity work under a
comprehensive state plan would help ensure meaningful progress toward statewide
digital equity goals — which are likely to become even more important in the future,
as necessary services and opportunities are increasingly found online.

Backg round (page 6)

The functions of modern life increasingly occur online. Access to the internet and
the skills to use it are essential for work and school, accessing health care, paying
for services, connecting with family and friends, and fully engaging in modern civic
and economic life. Washington, like other states, has benefited from federal funding
related to digital equity. However, such federal funding has been reduced in 2025,
as has state funding for digital equity efforts. In light of these changes to funding,
Washington will likely need to reassess its digital equity priorities and strategies and
seek alternative funding sources to support digital equity efforts if they remain a
priority for the state.

The Legislature has assigned key responsibilities around digital equity to the
Washington State Broadband Office within Commerce and the Washington
State Office of Equity. The Broadband Office’s responsibilities include developing
a state digital equity plan, coordinating efforts that are specifically related to
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broadband and providing grants to organizations that support a variety of digital
equity projects. The Office of Equity has been assigned responsibilities related to
digital equity as an aspect of its work to reduce disparities and improve outcomes
statewide.

In light of concerns stakeholders expressed around the coordination of digital
equity efforts in Washington, this audit examined the condition of the state’s
current overarching digital equity plan. As part of this audit, we more closely
reviewed the Digital Navigator program because stakeholders and partners
emphasized that digital navigators play a critical role in advancing digital equity; we
have separated those findings, which have more to do with program management,
into a standalone report.

The state does not have a comprehensive digital
equity plan, and its efforts lack coordination and
a designated leader (page 10)

Washington does not have a comprehensive, unified, state-level plan to address
digital equity. None of the three plans we identified that deal with digital equity
offers a coordinated, comprehensive, statewide approach to digital equity. Of those
three plans, the National Telecommunications and Information Administration
(NTIA)-approved Digital Equity Plan is the most promising starting point for a
state digital equity plan. Interviews and survey responses revealed unclear roles and
possible gaps in coordination and communication related to digital equity efforts.
In addition to the absence of a comprehensive state-level plan for digital equity,
Washington also lacks both a designated leader and reliable funding for digital
equity efforts.

Recommendations (page 18)

We made recommendations to the Legislature to address the state’s lack of a
comprehensive digital equity plan and absence of clear roles and responsibilities
relating to digital equity. Those recommendations include clarifying state law
related to digital equity governance and strategic objectives to establish clear
oversight authority for the state’s digital equity efforts and to require development
of a comprehensive, unified state digital equity plan.
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Next steps

Our performance audits of state programs and services are reviewed by the
Committee to Hear SAO Performance Audits and/or by other legislative
committees whose members wish to consider findings and recommendations on
specific topics. Representatives of the Office of the State Auditor will review this
audit with committee members in Olympia. The public will have the opportunity
to comment at this hearing. Please check the committee’s website for the exact date,
time and location (https://leg.wa.gov/about-the-legislature/committees/joint/sao-
audit-committee/). Our Office conducts periodic follow-up evaluations to assess
the status of recommendations and may conduct follow-up audits at its discretion.
See Appendix A, which addresses the I-900 areas covered in the audit. Appendix B
contains information about our methodology.
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Background

Background

Digital equity means all people have access to and
the skills to use the technology they need to fully
participate in society

The functions of modern life increasingly occur online. Access to the internet and
the skills to use it are essential for work and school, accessing health care, paying
for services, connecting with family and friends, and fully engaging in modern
civic and economic life.

High-speed internet is a generic term for internet
service that is faster than average and includes the
ability to connect multiple devices simultaneously.

To achieve digital equity, all people and businesses
need these four elements:

o Available and affordable high-speed internet

Broadband is a term used for high-speed internet
access (see the sidebar for definition)

access that allows for the transmission of multiple

« Available and affordable internet-enabled signals or data streams to be sent at once.
devices, such as laptop computers or The terms “broadband” and “high-speed internet”
smartphones are mostly interchangeable, with the Federal

Communication Commission defining broadband as
having a minimum internet speed of 100 Mbps for
download and 20 Mbps for upload.

+  Online public resources and internet-enabled
devices that are accessible and inclusive

o Skills to use digital technology

Washington recognized the importance of digital equity through the state’s Digital
Equity Act, passed in 2022. The act aims to eliminate digital barriers by increasing
the accessibility and affordability of internet services, devices and training.

Also in 2022, Gov. Inslee issued Executive Order 22-04, declaring that the state
recognizes digital access and literacy as one of 15 determinants of social equity.
This document underscored the state’s intention to eliminate disparities in social
equity — including in digital access and literacy - to achieve better outcomes for all
Washingtonians.

Washington, like other states, has benefited from federal funding related to digital
equity. The state received more than $6 million in federal funding through grant
programs administered by the National Telecommunications and Information
Administration (NTIA). The money was designated for preparatory work related
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Background

Exhibit 1 - Federal funding for digital equity programs in Washington

Grant Status

Broadband Equity, Access, and Received $5 million from 2022-2023
Deployment (BEAD) planning grant

to the federal Broadband Equity, Access and Deployment (BEAD) program and
the national Digital Equity Act, as shown in Exhibit 1.

Digital Equity Act planning grant Received more than $1 million from 2022-2023

BEAD grant Approved for up to $1.2 billion for 2024-2028

Digital Equity Capacity grant program  Approved for about $16 million, but funding program
canceled as of May 2025

Source: Auditor prepared based on information from the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA)
and Commerce’s Broadband Office.

Although the BEAD program, aimed at the expansion of high-speed internet access,
remains active, the federal government terminated funding for broader digital
equity efforts available through the national Digital Equity Act as of May 2025.

The Washington State Legislature allocated funding in the state’s biennial operating
budgets for the Department of Commerce’s Washington State Broadband Office,

to support efforts apart from broadband access and expansion. The Broadband
Office received $35 million for the 2023-2025 biennium for work related to digital
navigation, which is a service focused on equipping people with the tools and skills
required to use internet technology. However, this work was not funded in the
2025-2027 budget.

In light of these changes to funding, the state will likely need to reassess its digital
equity priorities and strategies, and seek alternative funding sources to support
digital equity efforts if they remain a priority for the state.

Key roles in digital equity have been assigned
to Commerce’s Broadband Office and the Office
of Equity

The Legislature has assigned key responsibilities around digital equity to the
Broadband Office within Commerce and the Washington State Office of Equity.

The Broadband Office’s responsibilities include developing a state digital equity
plan, coordinating efforts that are specifically related to broadband and providing
grants to organizations that support a variety of digital equity projects, including
through the Digital Navigator Program.
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The Washington State Office of Equity was established by state law within the
Governor’s Office for the purpose of promoting access to equitable opportunities
and resources that reduce disparities and improve outcomes statewide across state
government. It was assigned responsibilities related to digital equity as an aspect of
its Pro-Equity Anti-Racism (PEAR) programming; this responsibility was assigned
to the office through executive order.

Additionally, the Legislature established the Digital Equity Forum to develop
recommendations for advancing digital connectivity in Washington and to advise
the Broadband Office on digital equity opportunities, including the Digital Equity
Opportunity and Planning Grant programs, which have not yet been funded. The
forum’s purpose is to develop recommendations to advance digital connectivity,
and in doing so, is required to develop specific goals that:

o  Are consistent with the Broadband Office’s mission
» Strengthen public-private partnerships
Solicit public input

« Increase collaboration among local, state and federal governments

The forum is also expected to recommend improvements to ensure universal and
affordable access to high-speed internet in its legislative report. Directors from
the Broadband Office and the Office of Equity jointly appoint members to the
forum, prioritizing representation from federally recognized tribes, state agencies
involved in digital equity, and unserved and underserved communities. Forum
members have also included representatives from local governments, education
and libraries, nonprofits, state commissions and the Legislature.

Although the Broadband Office and the Office of Equity play guiding roles in the
state’s digital equity efforts, many state agencies and other organizations participate
in digital equity initiatives. For example, other programs designed to further
digital equity include:

 Digital skills training offered by community and technical colleges

« Device distribution supported by the Office of Superintendent of Public
Instruction

o Wi-Fi access and digital navigation provided by public libraries supported
by Washington State Libraries

Commerce staft identified several other agencies as having roles in digital equity
work. They include the Department of Health, the Health Care Authority,
WaTech and the Employment Security Department, as well as numerous other
commissions and agencies. Others outside state government that likely also have
roles to play include tribal and local governments, private utilities and nonprofit
organizations.

Background
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Background

This audit examined the state’s digital equity plan
and the clarity of roles and responsibilities

During the initial stages of this audit, we conducted 18 interviews with
stakeholders and interested parties to understand more about Washington’s digital
equity efforts. In light of concerns around the coordination of digital equity |
efforts in Washington, this audit examined the condition of the state’s current ’ PERFORMANCE
overarching digital equity plan. As part of this audit, we more closely reviewed | AUDIT

the Digital Navigator program because stakeholders and partners emphasized |

that digital navigators play a critical role in advancing digital equity. The issues Assessing the Department
we found in the Digital Navigator program had less to do with digital equity ’ o mmerces
' Management of the Digital

and more to do with how Commerce managed the program; for this reason, we Navi
) ) ’ avigator Program
have separated those findings into a standalone report (read that report on our ’

website at the link in the sidebar).

This audit answered the following questions: ’\ -
L

1. Does the state have a comprehensive strategy to reduce digital disparities
. . . .
and effectively connect Washingtonians to technology resources? Read the report Assessing the
Department of Commerce’s
Management of the Digital Navigator
Program on our website: portal.sao.

2. Could digital equity programs and initiatives be better coordinated
to enhance efficiency, optimize funding and effectively serve

Washingtonians?
wa.gov/ReportSearch/Home/ViewRe
3. Has the state clearly assigned and managed roles and responsibilities portFile?arn=1038954&isFindina=fa
for advancing digital equity? Ise&sp=false
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Audit Results

The state does not have a comprehensive digital
equity strategy, and its efforts lack coordination
and a designated leader

Results in brief

Washington does not have a comprehensive, unified, state-level plan to address
digital equity. None of the three plans we identified that deal with digital equity
offers a coordinated, comprehensive, statewide approach to digital equity. Of those
three plans, the National Telecommunications and Information Administration
(NTIA)-approved Digital Equity Plan is the most promising starting point for a
state digital equity plan. Interviews and survey responses revealed unclear roles and
possible gaps in coordination and communication related to digital equity efforts.
In addition to the absence of a comprehensive state-level plan for digital equity,
Washington also lacks both a designated leader and reliable funding for digital
equity efforts.

Washington lacks a comprehensive, unified, state-
level plan to address digital equity

When multiple organizations, including state government agencies, are involved in
the same complex initiative, it is important to have a comprehensive plan to achieve
success, increase efficiency and minimize fragmented or overlapping efforts. A
comprehensive plan should include input from all relevant participants, clear
statements of roles and responsibilities, and agreed definitions of desired goals and
outcomes.

A comprehensive plan with the goal of improving access to modern digital tools
and services should also cover all aspects of digital equity. These include: available
and affordable high-speed internet access (which may also be called broadband
access) and internet-enabled devices; accessible online public resources; and digital
literacy for all who use these systems.

Audit Results
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Audit Results

However, instead of a unified and comprehensive state digital equity plan,
Washington currently has three plans in place that address digital equity:

Note: At the time we
developed this report,
the Office of Equity was
preparing to rebrand
its signature Pro-Equity
Anti-Racism (PEAR)

« PEAR Plan & Playbook, developed by the Office of Equity, applies to
all state agencies; it designates digital access and literacy as one of 15
determinants of equity.

« BEAD Five-Year Action Plan, developed by the Department of
Commerce’s Broadband Office, as a requirement to receive and guide
federal Broadband Equity, Access and Deployment (BEAD) program

funding for broadband expansion. Plan & Playbook as the
Washington Impact
« National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA)- Playbook. For more
approved Digital Equity Plan. This plan was also developed by the information, see the

Broadband Office. It specifically responds to federal grant requirements
to help states identify barriers to digital equity and develop strategies for
overcoming those barriers.

Office of Equity’s website
at equity.wa.gov/

None of these plans offer a coordinated, comprehensive,
statewide approach to digital equity

Given that a statewide plan to address digital equity should incorporate all

the elements of digital equity, as well as the roles and responsibilities for each
participating agency and organization, we examined the individual aspects of the
three existing plans. To do so, we assembled a list of five essential elements for a plan
to be truly comprehensive and unified. Exhibit 2 summarizes the elements and the
results of our comparison. Each had gaps and shortcomings, although one comes
closer to the mark than the others; the plans are discussed on the following page.

Exhibit 2 - Three state digital equity plans compared to five elements of a comprehensive plan
= Fully addressed in plan = Partially addressed in plan. O = Not addressed in plan.

BEAD Five-Year NTIA-approved
Components of a comprehensive state digital equity plan PEAR Plan Action Plan Digital Equity Plan

Access - High-speed internet access at residences
and businesses

Digital skills and literacy - The skills to use digital
technology and to use it safely

O O

Affordability — Affordable high-speed internet service

and internet-connected technology
Covers all areas of the state

Includes roles and responsibilities for all relevant
state agencies

® 6 O
OGN BECAN

O

Source: Auditor review of state plans that address digital equity.
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Audit Results

o The PEAR Plan & Playbook is designed to address a broad spectrum
of equity issues, with digital access and literacy identified as just one of
15 determinants of equity. Notably, it is the only plan that outlines the
roles and responsibilities of all state agencies, requiring each to develop,
implement, and report on the progress of their own PEAR Strategic Action
Plans. However, it does not include, nor was it intended to include, specific
goals or activities focused on the specific components of digital equity, such
as digital access, skills, literacy or affordability.

« The BEAD Five-Year Action Plan addresses the various digital equity
components; however, its primary focus is on access to broadband in
Washington. This plan was developed concurrently with the NTIA-
approved Digital Equity Plan. This plan partially addresses the criteria for
affordability, as one of this plan’s priorities is to increase the affordability
of broadband access, but it does not include specific activities related to
addressing the affordability of devices. Additionally, although this plan
does aim to address all areas of the state, it focuses on actions to be taken
by the Broadband Office and does not clearly identify and ensure all
relevant state agencies would be involved in its implementation. In June

2025, the federal government restructured this program to remove all
equity-related language. This change reflected the shift in federal policy
priorities. (See the sidebar for a link to the NTIA BEAD Restructuring
Policy Notice, issued June 2025.) Read the policy notice on the
federal NTIA website:
https://www.ntia.gov/sites/
default/files/2025-06/bead-
restructuring-policy-notice.pdf

» The NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan addresses digital access,
affordability and digital skills. However, to achieve digital equity in
Washington, action would be required by many, if not all, state agencies,
and this plan does not designate responsibilities for state actors outside of
the Broadband Office. In addition, state law does not require other state
agencies to act on its strategies or tasks.

The NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan is the most promising
starting point for a state digital equity plan

The NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan was developed primarily to meet federal
requirements and leverage federal funding. For this reason, it was designed around
the role of the Broadband Office and does not include roles and responsibilities for
all relevant state agencies. Nonetheless, compared to the other two existing plans, it
contains useful components for a comprehensive plan for the state, including goals,
strategies and measurable objectives. Of the three plans, it could most readily serve
as a foundation for the state’s unified, comprehensive plan for digital equity efforts.
Exhibit 3 (on the following page) summarizes the NTIA-approved Digital Equity
Plan’s current goals and objectives.
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Audit Results

Exhibit 3 — Goals and objectives included in the NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan

Goals in the plan
1. Eliminate barriers to access and affordability

2. Empower residents with the information and digital skills they need to thrive

3. Advance sustainability of digital equity programs

Objectives Related measurable outcomes

1. Expand broadband availability and increase « Outcome example: Increased percentage of aging
affordability individuals with broadband access

2. Implement innovative approaches to expand options + Outcome example: Increased percentage of
for device availability and affordability households receiving Medicaid or other governmental

assistance that owns a laptop or computer

3. Consolidate practices that promote online accessibility =~ « Outcome example: Increased number of languages

and inclusivity used in digital equity-related curriculum

4. Provide services that increase digital literacy « Increased number of interactions with digital
navigators*

5. Promote practices and leverage tools to enable online « Outcome example: Reduced number of fraud reports
related to internet services per 100,000 population for

all covered populations

6. Embed digital equity considerations into larger Outcome example: Increased visits to Broadband
statewide efforts to advance the sustainability Office’s “Internet for All” website

of this work

privacy and security

* Note: This is technically an output measure, not an outcome measure; the plan did not have an outcome measure for this objective.

Source: Digital Equity Plan approved by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA).

As Commerce continues to build on this foundation, it should consider the best |
practices and recommendations around strategic planning issued in a performance |
audit report published in 2025: Improving Performance Management in Economic |

Development Programs (linked in the sidebar).  Improving Performance
| MaﬂagEment in Economic
The plan includes three primary goals to serve as guideposts for six objectives, ‘J Development Programs

which include activities to be employed and tracked by measurable outcomes.
Measurable objectives allow for tracking the progress and success of the plan’s
goals. The state does not currently monitor or assess whether the plan’s digital
equity initiatives are effective, because this plan has not been implemented.
However, this plan at least includes a robust framework with goals supported by
clear and measurable objectives.

Read the report on our website:
portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch/

Each goal and its related objectives and activities apply to all Washingtonians.
Sub-objectives are listed for specific covered populations, with their own associated
activities. In leading practices for interagency collaboration, provided by the
Government Accountability Office, all relevant agencies should be included in

Home/ViewReportFile?arn=1038
0478&isFinding=false&sp=false
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collaborative efforts. That is the remaining missing element in the NTIA-approved
Digital Equity Plan, so it will need to be expanded to include all relevant state
agencies if Washington is to consider it a comprehensive state digital equity plan.

The NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan also included a
statewide needs assessment to establish a baseline of digital
equity needs

The NTIA’s Notice of Funding Opportunity for the State Digital Equity Planning
Grant required states to conduct a thorough needs assessment. This assessment is
intended to establish a baseline from which a state strives to identify the barriers to
digital equity faced generally and by each of its NTIA-covered populations. Covered
populations are defined by the NTIA and include populations such as older people
and those with disabilities. Additionally, the Notice of Funding Opportunity, as well
as state law, required the inclusion of viewpoints in the needs assessment from a
diverse set of perspectives found across the state.

The Broadband Office sought information about the barriers to digital equity
faced by many different groups from a wide range of interested parties including
community organizations, tribal and local governments, and residents themselves.
Staff gathered information from existing data sources and through surveys,
listening sessions and focus groups. The resulting needs assessment revealed
interesting statistics about Washington’ digital landscape, especially for the NTIA
covered populations. For example, only 74% of older people have broadband
internet service at home compared to 82% of people statewide, while 75% of
people with a disability own a laptop or computer compared to 87% of people
statewide. These baseline results, when used in conjunction with the plan’s goals
and measurable objectives, can be used to track progress of the state’s digital equity
efforts over time.

Interviews and survey responses revealed unclear
roles and possible gaps in coordination and
communication

During early phases of this audit, stakeholders expressed concerns about the
leadership and coordination of digital equity efforts across Washington. To explore
these issues further, we collected information from multiple sources through
surveys and interviews.

We surveyed 56 people involved in digital equity work statewide. Of the

27 respondents who identified themselves as state agency staff, 16 reported
coordinating with other organizations in the field. Twelve of those 16 also described
challenges in working with other digital equity programs.

Assessing Washington’s Digital Equ
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In addition, we interviewed staff from state commissions and agencies, including
the Broadband Office and the Office of Equity, as well as members of federally
recognized tribes and state legislators. These conversations provided deeper insight
into generally expressed concerns about coordination. Three prominent issues
mentioned in these conversations include:

o Poor understanding of agency roles relating to digital equity. Since the
term “digital equity” initially focused almost entirely on broadband access
and availability, staff at those state agencies that are not involved with
broadband might assume they have no role in forwarding digital equity.
However, all state agencies are responsible for addressing the accessibility
of online information, an issue now understood to be an element of digital
equity.

« Difficulties coordinating plans or activities with other organizations.
While some progress has been made to coordinate digital equity efforts
during the pandemic, respondents thought there was still work to
be done to forge strong connections between state agencies and with
organizations outside of state government. They mentioned the importance
of coordinating their efforts with those working in nonprofits, local
governments, libraries and the private sector.

o Alack of communication. As one example of poor communication, staff
from one state commission said they were confused and uncertain about
who to talk to or where to look for more information because there is no
inventory of programs or contact lists for digital equity programs and
opportunities. Additionally, they felt they were brought into conversations
as an afterthought, leading to a disconnect between communities and digital
equity programming. A member of one tribal nation expressed a similar
view, saying they do not see a lot of outreach to tribes around digital equity
opportunities and it had been hard to find information about them.

Washington lacks both a designated leader and
reliable funding for digital equity efforts

No clear authority is given to a lead entity to coordinate and
oversee digital equity work

Collaboration and coordination are needed for complex issues such as digital
equity. Leading practices for interagency coordination and collaboration

include identifying and sustaining leadership to coordinate and monitor efforts.
According to the Government Accountability Office, ineffective collaboration and
coordination raises the risk of fragmented, overlapping and duplicated efforts.

Audit Results
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The state’s Digital Equity Act established the Broadband Office and gave it the
power and duty to serve as the central broadband planning body for the state;

this included an expectation of coordinating with other bodies and taking the
initiative to work with them as needed. The act also established the Digital Equity
Forum with the purpose of developing recommendations to advance digital equity
connectivity in the state. The Broadband Office and Office of Equity are jointly
responsible for reporting the recommendations of the Digital Equity Forum to the
Legislature. The act did not, however, grant clear authority to the Broadband Office
or anyone else to oversee the strategic direction of digital equity initiatives across
other state agencies outside the narrow remit of broadband access. Furthermore,
no state law gives any organization or agency a governance role over digital equity
efforts, nor does one require all other relevant state entities to coordinate and

work together to forward digital equity more broadly outside of efforts relating to
broadband.

Staff at several state agencies singled out the vacuum in leadership, with the
consequent uncertainty about which agency should be leading the charge toward a
comprehensive, unified state plan for digital equity work.

Lack of sustained investment limits the ability to achieve
digital equity

While federal funds previously provided a boost to digital equity efforts, those
resources are temporary. Other anticipated federal grants were terminated in May
2025, including funds intended to implement the NTIA-approved Digital Equity
Plan. As a result, the state will no longer receive the first round of federal funding,
about $16 million in grant funds, intended to implement a cybersecurity literacy
program, the first component of the NTIA-approved Digital Equity Plan to be put
in place. The termination of federal funding, and the absence of state funding,
means there is currently no funding to implement the NTIA-approved Digital
Equity Plan.

Although the federal BEAD program still offers some opportunities to address
high-speed internet access through infrastructure development, this program was
not designed to serve as a permanent, comprehensive funding solution for digital
equity projects. Digital equity initiatives run the risk of becoming fragmented,
inconsistently supported or discontinued altogether once federal dollars run out, as
happened to the cybersecurity literacy program. Staft across multiple state agencies
warned that without a dedicated state appropriation or a reliable long-term funding
mechanism, public programs that provided financial assistance to families with
school-aged children for internet service at home and lending programs providing
Wi-Fi hotspots could no longer be available.

Audit Results
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Engaging in job searches, accessing health care and conducting many other
aspects of modern life increasingly depend on digital access. Washington sought
to improve access to and affordability of internet services, devices and training for
underserved communities through digital equity programs. As this performance
audit reports, however, the state lacks a single, comprehensive plan to close the
digital divide.

We recommend establishing clear leadership to guide and align digital equity
work under a comprehensive plan. In the absence of a designated lead agency and
a funded comprehensive plan, Washington lacks a clear and coordinated path

to achieving digital equity for all its residents. These issues have already led to
problems in communication, leaving supporters of digital equity unsure of whom
to contact and when. Additional consequences could include disjointed initiatives
distributed between several agencies, or a fragmentation of related services.

Establishing clear leadership to guide and align digital equity work under a
comprehensive state plan would help ensure meaningful progress toward statewide
digital equity goals — which are likely to become even more important in the
future, as necessary services and opportunities are increasingly found online.
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Recommendations

Recommendations

For the Legislature

To address the state’s lack of a comprehensive state digital equity plan and lack
of clear roles and responsibilities relating to digital equity, as described on pages
10-16, we recommend the Legislature:

1. Clarify applicable statutes related to digital equity governance and
strategic objectives. Specifically, this legislation should:

a. Establish oversight authority by defining and empowering a lead
organization, such as a commission, office or interagency work
group, assigning it the authority to oversee, coordinate and evaluate
statewide digital equity efforts

b. Once designated, require the lead organization to develop a
comprehensive, unified state digital equity plan
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Response

Agency Response

STATE OF WASHINGTON

January 14, 2026

Honorable Pat McCarthy
Washington State Auditor
P.O. Box 40021

Olympia, WA 98504-0021

Dear Auditor McCarthy:

Thank you for the opportunity to review and respond to the State Auditor’s performance audit report,
Assessing Washington’s Digital Equity Plan.

We appreciate your staff’s effort in reviewing and describing the five elements of a comprehensive digital
equity plan. The report’s overview and analysis provides a thorough description of current digital equity
efforts and the gaps that remain to achieve a coordinated and unified digital equity plan, as broadly
envisioned in the statute.

Agreement with the Auditor’s recommendations

We agree with the recommendations in the report. To achieve efficiency and avoid duplicative or
fragmented efforts, it is necessary to have clear roles, responsibilities, and definitions of our goals and
outcomes in a comprehensive digital equity plan. We welcome clarity from the Legislature on a digital
equity governance structure, strategic objectives to clarify roles and responsibilities in applicable statutes,
and designating the resources needed to achieve and sustain these efforts.

Importance of community engagement

We know consistent and inclusive community engagement will be paramount to ensure the state’s efforts
effectively address gaps in access and affordability. The expedited timeline mandated by the National
Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) for engagement on the NTIA-approved
digital equity plan limited the breadth and depth of partnerships with tribal nations, community
engagement, and the State Broadband Office’s ability for co-design.

Impact of federal funding changes

As noted in the report, the NTIA terminated funding for the implementation of its approved digital equity
plan. Commerce had been awarded nearly $16 million to implement one of six strategies in the plan;
however, the first allocation of funding was terminated at the federal level. Additionally, all components
of digital skills and literacy in the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment Program were removed.

Our state faces a lack of federal funding for digital equity as well as a state budget deficit. We recognize
the Legislature must make strategic funding decisions along with balancing digital equity needs.
Affordable high-speed internet access, along with the devices, skills, and services are necessary for all
Washingtonians, including tribal citizens of the tribes within Washington, to participate safely and fully in
modern economic and civic life. Any future state digital equity plan should be comprehensive and
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Response

responsive to the scope of our communities’ needs.

We appreciate the focus on this topic and look forward to working with the Legislature to ensure effective
alignment of future — and funded — digital equity efforts.

Sincerely,

Do, s g 7

K.D. Chapman-See Megan Mathews Joe Nguyén

Director Director Director

Office of Financial Management Office of Equity Department of Commerce

cc: Shane Esquibel, Chief Operations Officer, Office of the Governor
Franklin Plaistowe, Deputy Chief Operations Officer, Office of the Governor
Kenneth Martin, Policy Director, Office of the Governor
Debbie Driver, Legislative Director, Office of the Governor
Jesse Jones, Director, Your Washington, Office of the Governor
Tammy Firkins, Performance Audit Liaison, Your Washington, Office of the Governor
Scott Frank, Director of Performance Audit, Office of the Washington State Auditor
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Appendix A

Appendix A: Initiative 900 and
Auditing Standards

Initiative 900 requirements

Initiative 900, approved by Washington voters in 2005 and enacted into state law in 2006, authorized
the State Auditor’s Office to conduct independent, comprehensive performance audits of state and
local governments.

Specifically, the law directs the Auditor’s Office to “review and analyze the economy, efficiency, and
effectiveness of the policies, management, fiscal affairs, and operations of state and local governments,
agencies, programs, and accounts.” Performance audits are to be conducted according to U.S.
Government Accountability Office government auditing standards.

In addition, the law identifies 10 elements that are to be considered within the scope of each
performance audit. The State Auditor’s Office evaluates the relevance of all 10 elements to each audit.
The table below indicates which elements are addressed in the audit. Specific issues are discussed in the
Results and Recommendations sections of this report.

1-900 element Addressed in the audit
1. Identify cost savings No.
2. Identify services that can be reduced No.

or eliminated

3. Identify programs or services that can be No.
transferred to the private sector

4. Analyze gaps or overlaps in programs or Yes. The audit revealed significant gaps in the state’s digital equity
services and provide recommendations plan, highlighting shortcomings in current planning efforts,
to correct them particularly the lack of clearly defined roles and responsibilities
among state agencies.

5. Assess feasibility of pooling information No.
technology systems within the
department

6. Analyze departmental roles and Yes. The audit analyzed the roles and functions related to digital
functions, and provide recommendations  equity efforts of state agencies and digital equity partners and their
to change or eliminate them coordination.
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1-900 element Addressed in the audit

7. Provide recommendations for statutory Yes. This audit recommended the Legislature clarify applicable state
or regulatory changes that may be statutes related to digital equity governance and strategic objectives.
necessary for the department to properly
carry out its functions

8. Analyze departmental performance No.
data, performance measures and self-
assessment systems

9. Identify relevant best practices Yes. This audit identified best practices related to interagency
collaboration and statewide implementation of complex initiatives.

10. Analyze the social equity impact of Yes. This audit examined the state’s measures and actions to develop
programs or services a comprehensive digital equity plan aimed at ensuring everyone,
regardless of background, has access to technologies skills and
opportunities needed to succeed in the digital economy and society.

Compliance with generally accepted government
auditing standards

We conducted this performance audit under the authority of state law (RCW 43.09.470), approved as
Initiative 900 by Washington voters in 2005, and in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards as published in Government Auditing Standards (July 2018 revision) issued by the U.S.
Government Accountability Office. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on
our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

The mission of the Office of the Washington State Auditor

Our mission is to promote accountability and transparency in government. We work with state
agencies, local governments and the public to achieve our vision of increasing public trust in
government by helping governments work better and deliver higher value. The results of our

work are widely distributed through a variety of reports, which are available on our website and
through our free, electronic subscription service. We take our role as partners in accountability seriously.
We provide training and technical assistance to governments and have an extensive quality assurance
program. For more information about the State Auditor’s Office, visit www.sao.wa.gov.
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Appendix B

Appendix B: Objectives, Scope
and Methodology

Objectives

This report is a companion to an audit evaluating the Digital Navigator program. That audit examines
Commerce’s management of the program and can inform management of many other programs at
Commerce that award public money to third parties. It takes a closer look at the program through the
lens of objective 2 — coordination and oversight.

The purpose of this broader performance audit is to evaluate the state’s digital equity strategy and clarity
of roles and responsibilities relating to digital equity. The audit addressed the following objectives:

1. Does the state have a comprehensive strategy to reduce digital disparities and effectively connect
Washingtonians to technology resources?

2. Could digital equity programs and initiatives be better coordinated to enhance efficiency,
optimize funding and effectively serve Washingtonians?

3. Has the state clearly assigned and managed roles and responsibilities for advancing digital
equity?
For reporting purposes, we organized the audit results into three key findings. The messages relate to

the original objectives as follows:

o The state lacks a comprehensive digital equity strategy, and its efforts lack coordination and a
designated leader (pages 10-16) — This finding addresses all three of our objectives.

Scope

This audit examined whether the state has a plan to address digital equity comprehensively. To answer
this objective, we looked to identify all strategies or plans that address digital equity in the state and
identified plans and focused our review on plans developed by the Department of Commerce and
Office of Equity.

This audit also examined roles and responsibilities relating to digital equity. To answer this objective, we
reviewed state law to identify agencies with specific roles and responsibilities relating to digital equity.

Lastly, this audit also evaluated if digital equity efforts in Washington are coordinated effectively. To
evaluate this, we surveyed and interviewed staff of state agencies and legislators who are members of
two collaborative groups working on digital equity in Washington.
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Methodology

We obtained the evidence used to support the findings, conclusions and recommendations in this audit
report during our fieldwork period (November 2024 to July 2025), with some additional follow-up work
afterward. We have summarized the work we performed to address each of the audit objectives in the
following sections.

Objective 1: Does the state have a comprehensive strategy to reduce
digital disparities and effectively connect Washingtonians to technology
resources?

To answer this audit objective, we identified components that would be required for a comprehensive
state digital equity strategy by reviewing state laws relevant to digital equity, RCW 43.330, and Executive
Order 22-04. Relevant chapters of RCW 43.330 include chapters 412 and 530 - 5395. We then reviewed
state plans that encompass digital equity and reviewed them for these components necessary for
establishing a comprehensive digital equity strategy.

Objective 2: Could digital equity programs and initiatives be better
coordinated to enhance efficiency, optimize funding and effectively serve
Washingtonians?

To address this objective, we interviewed and surveyed people working in digital equity to obtain
opinions about how digital equity efforts are coordinated in Washington.

We also reviewed state laws relevant to digital equity to identity if the role and responsibility to
coordinate digital equity efforts in Washington has been clearly assigned to any state body or agency.
These are RCW 43.330, RCW 43.06D, and Executive Order 22-04.

Additionally, we identified best practices for coordinating complex initiatives and collaboration among
multiple state entities and compared them to current digital equity efforts in Washington.

Objective 3: Has the state clearly assigned and managed roles and
responsibilities for advancing digital equity?

To address this objective, we identified the Broadband Office and Office of Equity as agencies with
primary roles relating to digital equity and reviewed relevant state statutes, including RCW 43.330, RCW
43.06D, and Executive Order 22-04, to identify agency roles and responsibilities specific to digital equity.
We then conducted interviews to gain insight into how agency staff understand the agencies’ roles and
responsibilities related to digital equity.

Additionally, we conducted an online survey to gain an understanding of how staff of state agencies
and others working in digital equity understand their roles and responsibilities relating to digital equity.
This survey was distributed by two collaborative groups working in digital equity in the state and asked
respondents to provide their own opinions relating to digital equity efforts in Washington.
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We gained an understanding of internal controls as they relate to a comprehensive state plan. To assess
the design of internal controls, we identified three plans that relate to digital equity and evaluated these
plans to assess if they would effectively serve as a comprehensive digital equity plan for Washington.
Additionally, we interviewed the audited agencies to better understand the limitations of the identified
plans. We determined the existing plans are not thorough enough to comprehensively address

digital equity statewide, concluding that the design of state controls are insufficient for ensuring the
achievement of stated digital equity priorities.

Work on internal controls
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“Our mission is to
promote accountability
and transparency to
achieve our vision of
increased trust in
government.

— Pat McCarthy, State Auditor

Washington State Auditor’s Office
PO. Box 40031 Olympia WA 98504

WWW.5a0.Wa.gov

1-564-999-0950

Office of the Washington State Auditor
Pat McCarthy



https://www.sao.wa.gov
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