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The Gaston County Digital Opportunity Plan (DOP) is part of a

coordinated regional strategy led by the Centralina Regional anEyoTNE&HyLA
Council (Centralina) to ensure that all residents across the

region have the tools, knowledge and infrastructure to fully participate in the digital
world. The regional vision supports thriving communities, resilient systems and
broader economic opportunity.

Alignment with the Centralina Regional Digital
Opportunity Plan

Gaston County’s plan aligns directly with Centralina’s four regional digital
opportunity goals:

e Improve Digital Literacy

e Expand Device Access

e Increase Affordability of Internet and Devices

e Strengthen Public Safety through Digital Preparedness

The Regional Digital Opportunity Plan and individual county plans were made
possible through support from the Building a New Digital Economy in North Carolina
(BAND-NC) grant program, administered by the Institute for Emerging Issues at NC
State University. Funding from BAND-NC enabled the Centralina Regional Council to
lead a coordinated effort across the region, working in partnership with Gaston and
eight other counties. Centralina developed a regional framework to strengthen
digital access, improve device ownership, expand digital skills and promote public
safety communications. Through county-specific strategies and a regional digital
resource hub at Centralina.org/digital, Centralina is helping commmunities act to close
gaps in broadband availability, affordability and awareness, while building a stronger
foundation for workforce growth and economic opportunity across the Centralina
region.
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Setting the Digital Scene

Located west of the Charlotte metro area, Gaston Centralina Region
County is a rapidly growing community that blends
urban centers with rural towns. The

county’s digital strengths include high

fiber availability and strong broadband

subscription rates. With growth in

remote work and entrepreneurial

activity, digital access remains vital to

economic mobility. While most areas “

are well served, certain neighborhoods

still face slower infrastructure and

limited device ownership. | ‘
Key Highlights

The following table summarizes key digital access indicators for Gaston County,
highlighting current conditions and areas of opportunity that inform the county’s
strategic goals. See Appendix A for the Gaston NCDIT Broadband Profile Map.

This plan outlines Gaston County’'s key
strategies to improve access and
participation for all residents and
businesses.

Metric Centralina Gaston Opportunity Insight

Population (2024) 2,382,365 | 242,010 | Growing population indicates
continued need for digital services

Percent with Reliable 73% 98% Strong broadband coverage

Broadband across most locations

Locations that are 9% 2% Focused efforts needed to reach

Unserved or these areas

Underserved

Fiber Broadband 43% 42% High potential for gigabit speeds

Available and future-proof infrastructure

Cable Broadband 86% 926% Multiple providers offer

Available competitive services

Dependent on DSL 14% 2% Small pockets of population still

or Fixed Wireless dependent on outdated

Broadband Only infrastructure

Broadband 91% 70% High engagement, yet

Subscription Rate affordability remains a concern

Households Without 7% 13% Outreach and affordability

Internet Access programs can close this
remaining gap
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Households Without 3% 9% Device access remains a challenge

Internet Devices for some households

Households with 7% N% Some areas indicate residents lack

High Digital Stress devices and rely solely on cellular
data or have no internet access

Microbusiness Continued | Growing | Support digital growth for small

Density Growth businesses and entrepreneurs

(Entrepreneurs)

Remote Work Continued | Future | Expand remote job training and

Potential Gap Growth access to match occupation
potential

Assets and Connectivity

Gaston County is supported by a well-established digital infrastructure, a network of
community institutions and grant supported
initiatives (Appendix B) that contribute to digital
access and participation. The following assets
provide a foundation for digital growth and
outreach.

Fiber Broadband: Available to over 96% of
locations, providing strong infrastructure for high-
speed internet and remote work.

Libraries: Offer free Wi-Fi, public computers and digital literacy programs
countywide.

Gaston College and NCWorks: Provide digital skills training and internet access for
students and jobseekers.

Community Centers: Support device access and training through local nonprofits
and faith-based groups.

Emergency Alerts: Public safety systems are in place to deliver digital alerts and
emergency information to residents.

Key Challenges

¢ While fiber is widely available, nearly 42% of locations are still considered
unserved or underserved at FCC-defined minimum speeds.

e Some residents rely on slower DSL and fixed wireless technologies,
highlighting infrastructure upgrade needs.

e Although broadband subscription is high, affordability and device ownership
still need outreach in low-income neighborhoods.

¢ Remote work readiness lags behind potential, indicating a need for targeted
digital skills training and access to home-based tools.
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Strategic Goals and Local Resources

To address these challenges and continue to advance digital opportunities, Gaston
County has identified four strategic goals focused on expanding digital literacy,
improving device access, increasing broadband affordability and strengthening
public safety communications. The following section outlines these goals and
highlights the local organizations and programs actively working to support
residents and businesses in achieving them.

Goal 1: Expand Digital Literacy

There are several organizations already helping Gaston County citizens improve and
enhance their digital knowledge and literacy skills. Organizations to partner with
include:
e GCaston County Public Library-Offers digital training through Northstar
Digital Literacy program and workshops to provide basic understanding of
digital skills. For assistance call (704) 868-2164 ext. 1
o Bilingual staff and materials are available to support Spanish-
speaking individuals
o Adaptive technology and resources are available to support
individuals with disabilities

o Ten locations throughout the county: Belmont, Bessemer City,
Cherryville, Dallas, Ferguson, Gastonia-Main, Lowell, Mount Holly,
Stanley, Union Road Branch
e Gaston College- Offers Northstar Digital Literacy online learning for
students to improve their digital skills and provide the fundamentals for
widely used computer programs. For more information call (704) 825-3737

o Gaston College offers support services in Spanish to assist students.
o Accessibility services are available to support students with

disabilities

e NCWorks Career Center - Gaston - Located in Gastonia, assists adults and
dislocated workers by providing financial aid for approved training
programs, including On-the-Job training and digital literacy. For assistance
contact (980) 460-8240

e NCWorks Career Center — Gaston - NextGen Services - Offers Career
readiness workshops that cover digital skills and educational training for
young adults 16-24 years old. For assistance contact (980) 460-8240

e Goodwill Gastonia Career Center — Offers access to job readiness training
including digital skills and job search assistance. For assistance contact

(704) 916-1610
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https://gastonlibrary.org/
https://www.gaston.edu/
http://www.ncworks.gov/
https://www.centralinaworkforce.com/nextgen-service.php?NextGen-Services-1
https://goodwillsp.org/location/gastonia-career-center/

Caston Literacy Council - Provides digital literacy and computer skills
training as part of their services. Call the Literacy Council for more
information at (704) 868-4815

o The Literacy Council offers support for Spanish-speaking individuals
Gaston County Senior Center — Offers digital skills assistance and classes in
Dallas. For information contact (704) 922-2170
Centralina Area Agency on Aging (AAA) - Participates in the Digital
Navigation Program and can help with technology and training to older
adults. Contact the Aging Program Coordinator - (704) 348-2708

o Centralina AAA provides accessible services and resources to

Spanish-speaking individuals in the region.

Center for Digital Equity (CDE) at Queens University — Gaston County has
partnered with CDE to improve the digital infrastructure and bridge the
digital divide. Contact CDE via an online form
TechWorks Gaston - Offers training and lifelong learning classes for
individuals to develop new digital skills. For program information call (704)
709-3543
Latin American Coalition — Based in Charlotte and serves Gaston County
and offers digital literacy initiatives to the Latino community. For
information call 704-531-3848

Goal 2: Increase Device Ownership and Access

The following programs and organizations help expand access to affordable digital
devices, ensuring more residents can connect to online resources and services.

E2D (Eliminate the Digital Divide) A nonprofit organization based in
Davidson, NC, committed to closing the digital divide by refurbishing
donated laptops and providing them to those in need. The organization
actively seeks opportunities to collaborate with communities and identify
distribution points to expand its reach and impact. Contact (704) 657-0408
Kramden Institute — A Durham-based nonprofit serving across North
Carolina, provides underserved communities with refurbished devices and
cell phones. For information on this program contact (919) 293-1133

PCs for People — A nonprofit organization that works to provide low-cost,
quality computers and internet services to individuals and households. To
place an order, customers must currently be participating in a
government-based assistance program or have a qualifying household
income.

Computer Access

Gaston County Public Schools- Provides 1:1 laptop to all students. Questions
about devices (704) 866-6225
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e Gaston County Public Library- Provides patrons with the use of public
computers, internet and Wi-Fi access at all ten branches including:

Gastonia-Main Library
Belmont Branch Library
Bessemer City Branch Library
Cherryville Branch Library
Dallas Branch Library
Ferguson Branch Library

Mt. Holly Branch Library
Stanley Branch Library
TECH@Lowell Branch Library
o Union Road Branch Library

O O O O O O O O O

e Gaston County Senior Center — Offers public computers and wi-fi access.
e NCWorks Career Center-Gaston — Offers public computers with internet

service for those in need of employment or career guidance.

e Goodwill Gastonia Career Center — Offers public access to computers with

internet service to assist jobseekers.

Goal 3: Improve Affordability of Broadband Services

The following resources and partners support efforts to make broadband services
more affordable and accessible for Gaston County residents.

e Lifeline Program: Managed by the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC), provides financial assistance for phone and internet services to
eligible low-income subscribers. Call the Support Center: (800) 234-9473

e Spectrum Internet Assist: Provides a low-cost internet plan for qualifying
households. Spectrum Customer Service (888) 369-2408

e AT&T Access Program: Offers discounted internet services to eligible
households. AT&T Customer Service (855) 220-5211

Goal 4: Strengthen Public Safety Awareness and Access

These programs and partners help expand public safety communications, ensuring
residents can stay informed and connected during emergencies.

Gaston County Alert Center — Residents can sign up for critical updates and
emergency alerts through ALERT GASTON. Notices about closures and
maintenance are posted on the Gaston County website. Subscribe via home,
mobile or business phone, email or text message to receive urgent
information
e Special Needs Registry — Residents can use ALERT CASTON to register
individuals with medical or functional needs, helping emergency
responders provide timely support during disasters and emergencies
CodeRED - The City of Gastonia offers an emergency notification system that
delivers urgent messages via phone calls, texts and emails. These notifications
provide time-sensitive information, including severe weather, power outages,
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missing persons and other critical situations. Registration is online or
guestions call the hotline at (866) 939-0911

e NC 211 - No cost, confidential and muiltilingual information and referral
services is provided by the United Way of North Carolina. This connects
individuals to health and human services within their communities. For
assistance dial 2-1-1 or 1-888-892-1162

¢ NC Flood Inundation Mapping and Alert Network (NC-FIMAN) - A statewide
tool that provides real-time and forecasted flood data, maps, and alerts based
on rainfall and water levels. Users can view flooding impacts, plan for risks, and
sign up for email or text alerts for specific locations.

e NOAA - The National Weather Services provides alerts on mobile phones,
weather radios, TV and radio broadcasts.

e Gaston County Emergency Management - Ongoing work to improve
communication accessibility before, during and after hazardous events,
especially for vulnerable populations.

e North Carolina Emergency Management (NCEM) - Helping communities
prepare for, respond to and recover from emergencies. The agency supports
local governments with planning, disaster response and recovery efforts.

e American Red Cross - supports our community by providing emergency
shelter, food, disaster relief and recovery services. They also help residents
prepare for emergencies and connect them with resources for health and
safety needs.

Action Framework and RASCI Overview

The following RASCI table outlines the roles and responsibilities for implementing
the four strategic goals of Expand Digital Literacy, Increase Device Ownership and
Access, Improve Affordability of Broadband Services and Strengthen Public Safety
Awareness and Access. It clarifies who is responsible, accountable, supporting,
consulted and informed for each major activity associated with achieving this
objective.

e Responsible - Leads on-the-ground implementation

e Accountable - Owns delivery of results

e Supported - Provides funding, technical help, coordination
e Consulted - Offers input based on expertise

e Informed - Needs updates or may be affected by outcomes

Objective Responsible Accountable Supported Consulted Informed
Boost local Gaston Gaston NCWorks, Gaston Pubilic
workforce College, County Centralina | County

readiness for Public Workforce | Schools,

remote jobs Libraries, Develop- Aging

and digital NCWorks ment
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https://public.coderedweb.com/CNE/en-US/BFB7CC4C6C0A
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economy roles | Nonprofits Board Agencies,
(Digital Skills Aging Employers
Development) Agencies,
Other
Funders
Enable small Internet Gaston Gaston Gaston Public
businesses to Service County EDC College;
access online Providers, Small
markets Gaston Business
through better | College Center
broadband Small
(Business Business
Growth) Center
Gaston
Business
Association
Prepare local Gaston Gaston Centralina | Employers; | Public
workers for College, County Workforce | Gaston
remote and NCWorks Develop- County
technology- ment Schools
driven careers Board,
(Workforce Gaston
Resilience) College
Support Gaston Gaston Centralina; | Emergency | Public
emergency County County Internet Manage-
preparedness; Emergency | (website Service ment; Fire;
telehealth and | Manage- ALERT Providers; EMS; 211
education ment; Gaston, SMS | National
through Sheriff dept; | messaging); | Weather
stronger Health and | local Service;
internet Social government | Red Cross;
infrastructure service leadership; County
(Connected providers; Energy Communi-
Communities) Gaston Providers cations;
County Public
Schools Libraries;
Aging
Programs

Implementation Metrics

Tracking specific outcome metrics will help Gaston County measure progress
toward expanding digital access, improving skills and strengthening community
resilience.

These indicators focus on participation, adoption and infrastructure improvements
across the four strategic goals.
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Goal
Improve Digital
Skills

Objective
Increase workforce
readiness and digital
fluency

Sample Outcome Metrics
-Number of digital workshops
and residents trained (Gaston
College, NCWorks, Public
Libraries)

-Number of jobseekers accessing
digital tools (NCWorks)
-Engagement with seniors
(Centralina Area Council on

Aging)

Expand Access to
Devices

Grow access to digital
tools for households and
small businesses

-Number of devices distributed
(E2D, Kramden, Gaston Schools)
-Public Wi-Fi usage (ISPs)

-Tech access points (Libraries,
NCWorks, Gaston Schools)

Increase Internet
Affordability

Encourage enrollment in
affordable internet plans

-Number of residents enrolled in
Lifeline program

-Number of outreach sessions
held

Strengthen Public
Safety Awareness
and Access

Support emergency
preparedness, telehealth
and education with
stronger internet
infrastructure

- Number of residents registered
for ALERT Gaston and SMS
messaging services

- Number of public Wi-Fi access
points established or promoted
for emergency use

- Number of public safety

Priority Areas for Digital Growth in Gaston County

To build on Gaston County’s digital progress, the following priority areas highlight
where focused action can help expand access, strengthen skills and support
economic growth across the community:

e Extend broadband to underserved neighborhoods

e Expand device distribution through nonprofit partnerships

e Increase training focused on remote work and online business

e Grow awareness of public safety tech and alerts

e Promote digital entrepreneurship with microbusiness support
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Conclusion

Gaston County is positioned to lead in digital advancement across the region. With
robust fiber infrastructure, committed community partners and growing interest in
remote work and entrepreneurship, the county has the momentum needed to
expand digital opportunity for all. By aligning local actions with Centralina’s regional
goals and focusing on high-impact strategies, Gaston can ensure that every resident,
business and institution is equipped to thrive in today’'s connected world. Continued
collaboration, innovation and investment will be key to unlocking the county’s full
digital potential and securing long-term economic success.
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GASTON COUNTY BROADBAND PROFILE

‘Summary of broadband status in the county based on FCC reported service compared with currently obligated funding programs focusing on improving broadband in the county.

. Remaining Unfunded Unserved & Underserved Locations
Served Locations

Federal Funded Locations

State Funded Locations - GREAT & CAB

Local Award Locations

Unserved & Underserved Locations from the FCC Broadband Dats
Collection have been displsyed on this map with funded locations
overlaid. Locations that have had funds cbligated through
previous Federal, State or Local broadband expansion programs
could be still unserved or underserved depending on the status
of those projects and when the funds were obligated.

Unserved locations for American Rescus Plan Act (ARPA)
funded programs in NC are defined as locstions without scosss
to fixed tarrestrisl intemet service, through Fiber, Cabls, or
nen-mobile Licensed Ficed Wireless technalogies, of st least
25mb/s Downlead and 3mb/s Upload speeds. Underserved locations
are defined as locstions without access 1o fixed terrestrial
internet serviee of at least 100mby/s Download and 20mb/s
Uplosd speeds, but grester than 25mbi/s
Dewnload and 3mb/s Uplosd spesds.

0

T
25

T 1
10

5
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GASTON COUNTY STATISTICS
Percent Served with Reliable Broadband®
97.83% 90,314 Total Locations

Percent Unserved & Underserved *
217 % 2,002 Total Locations
Locations Funded through State, Federal or Local Programs*
0.2% 184 Total Locations

Percent with Fiber Broadband Available *
42.33% 39,076 Total Locations

Percent with Cable Broadband Available®

96 22% 88,828 Total Locations
Percent with DSL or Fixed Wireless Only *

1 91 % 1,760 Total Locations

Percent with Broadband Subscription **

70.08%

Percent with No Intemet Access ™

13.41%

Percent with No Internet Devices ™

8.89%

DATA SOURGES:

*FCC BDG - Federal Gommunication Commission Broadband Data Collection
Version 5 Published June 2024 (Provider Reported as of November, 2024)
Funded locations may be served, unserved, or underserved depending on when
the project received funding and the requirements of the specific program.
*ACS - LS. Gensus Bureau American Gommunity Survey 2047-2021

5-Year Estimates

Gastenia

Esri, GGIAR, U/SGS, Sources: Esri, TomTom, Garmin, FAO, NOAA, USGS, & OpenSireetMap confributors, and the 615 User Gommunity

s
Map Date: 4/2/2025
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Appendix B

NCDIT Grant Awards Received in Gaston County

Digital Champion Grant

TechWorks Gaston
Expanding digital literacy services and reaching into rural and isolated communities

with high concentrations of individuals lacking reliable broadband and resources to
attain digital literacy and tech skills.

Center for Digital Equity at Queens University
Increasing equitable access to and adoption of digital tools, skills and support services

by training and deploying digital navigators, distributing no or low-cost devices for
residents and conducting needs assessments to track participant growth.

Growing Rural Economies Access to Technology (GREAT) Grant

Spectrum - 4/10/2025 construction deadline

Provides funding to private sector broadband providers to deploy last-mile broadband
infrastructure to unserved areas identified by the county.

Centralina Regional Council | 15


https://www.techworksgaston.com/
https://thecenterfordigitalequity.org/
https://www.ncbroadband.gov/funding-programs/great-grant-federal

Appendix C

Digital Opportunity Resource Index

Powered by Centralina Regional Council

The following index provides source acknowledgments for data, tools and organizations
referenced in the Digital Opportunity Plan for Gaston County. These resources informed
strategies to expand broadband, strengthen digital skills and improve access.

Data Sources

e U.S. Census Bureau - 2077-2021 American Community Survey (5-Year Estimates)
Used for household-level data on internet access, devices, income, education, age
groups, and more.
https://www.census.gov

e Federal Communications Commission (FCC) — Broadband Data Collection &
Lifeline Program
Used to assess provider-reported broadband coverage and affordability program
details.
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov
https://www.lifelinesupport.org

e Speedtest by Ookla - 2027 Global Fixed Network Performance Maps
Provided average upload and download speeds by geography.
https://www.speedtest.net

e Lightcast (formerly EMSI) — Occupational and industry data
Used to measure digital economy jobs, skills demand and remote work potential.
https://lightcast.io

e GoDaddy Venture Forward — Microbusiness Density Data
Used to identify digital entrepreneurship potential in rural and suburban
communities.
https://www.ventureforward.com

e Purdue Center for Regional Development - Digital Divide Index (DDI), Internet
Income Ratio (IIR), Digital Distress
Custom indicators used to highlight areas of greatest need and opportunity.
https://pcrd.purdue.edu

¢ National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) - Remote work occupation
classifications
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Informed remote work gap analyses across counties.
https://www.nber.org

Program and Toolkit References

Institute for Emerging Issues (IEl), NC State University - BAND-NC Grant Program
Funded county-level planning and regional coordination for digital opportunity.
https://iei.ncsu.edu/band-nc

NC Department of Information Technology (NCDIT) — Broadband Profiles, GREAT
Grants, CAB Awards

Provided detailed maps and county funding status.
https://www.ncbroadband.gov

E2D (Eliminate the Digital Divide) — Device distribution for students and families
https://www.e-2-d.org

Kramden Institute — Refurbished computers and digital training
https://kramden.org

PCs for People — Low-cost internet and devices for income-eligible households
https://www.pcsforpeople.org

Emergency Communication and Public Safety Sources

NC Department of Public Safety - Emergency Alert System (EAS) State Plan
Outlines the structure and process for delivering emergency alerts in North
Carolina.
https://www.ncdps.gov/documents/files/north-carolina-emergency-alert-system-

state-plan/open

Federal Communications Commission (FCC) - Emergency Alert System Overview
Provides guidance on national and state-level emergency alerting systems.
https://www.fcc.gov/emergency-alert-system

National Weather Service (NWS) - NOAA Weather Radio All Hazards
Covers radio frequencies and service coverage for emergency weather alerts.
https://www.weather.gov/nwr/
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