
 
 
 

 

 
 
Social Impact  
 

Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚime ƚo addƌeƐƐ diƐƉaƌiƚieƐ in inƚeƌneƚ 
acceƐƐ͕ ƐaǇƐ USC͛Ɛ Maƌƚha EƐcƵƚia 
AQ EaVW L.A. QaWLYe, USC¶V YLce SUeVLdeQW fRU VWaWe gRYeUQPeQW 
relations has fought for universal broadband access for two decades. 
The pandemic has brought renewed attention to the issue ² one 
WKaW cRXOd PaNe RU bUeaN CaOLfRUQLa¶V fXWXUe. 
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Martha Escutia. vice president for government relations at USC, greets 8-year-old Edgar Cruz at 
the Mobile Technology Center. (USC Photo/Gus Ruelas) 

When Martha Escutia started worrying about the digital divide in the 1990s, almost nobody 
knew what that term meant. 

³I ZaV dLJJLQJ WKURXJK WKe QeZVSaSeU cOaVVLfLedV, WKe ZaQW adV,´ UePePbeUed Escutia, USC¶V 
vice president for state government relations and special counsel. ³I QRWLced LW ZaV JeWWLQJ WKLQ, 
aQd WKaW JRW Pe WKLQNLQJ: WKeUe LV WKLV LQfRUPaWLRQ JRLQJ? IW ZaV JRLQJ RQOLQe.´ 

High-speed internet was not a novelty, she thought; it was a necessity. Amid a wave of telecom 
mergers in 2005, Escutia saw an opportunity. 

³I VaLd: µLeW¶V PaNe LW a cRQdLWLRQ Rf WKeVe PeUJeUV WKaW WKeVe cRPSaQLeV KaYe WR VeW aVLde VRPe 
PRQe\ WR bULdJe WKe dLJLWaO dLYLde.¶ I ZaV WU\LQJ WR SURWecW SRRU SeRSOe. TKRVe ZeUe P\ 
cRQdLWLRQV,´ VaLd EVcXWLa, ZKR ZaV WKeQ cKaLULQJ WKe SeQaWe CRPPLWWee RQ Energy and 
Commerce. 

Story continues below 
Video link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jyb9Bpio8Y

Ultimately, the companies contributed $60 million for founding the nonprofit California 
Emerging Technology Fund (CETF) to monitor and advance access to broadband in underserved 
communities. Since 2007, high-speed internet access has expanded from 55% of California 
households to 87%, according to CETF. 

Behind those encouraging numbers, though, are fissures that became manifest when COVID-19 
hit and students shifted to distance learning. Many California students this school year have 
lacked computers or Wi-Fi, with 10% being limited to mobile phones ² deYLceV WKaW aUeQ¶W XS WR 
the tasks of online learning and telehealth.  

³TKLV SaQdePLc VKRZed SeRSOe KRZ dLVWaQce OeaUQLQJ LV QRW SRVVLbOe, WeOeKeaOWK LV QRW SRVVLbOe, 
withRXW bURadbaQd aQd acceVV WR deYLceV,´ VaLd EVcXWLa, ZKR KaV beeQ a CETF bRaUd PePbeU 
VLQce WKe RUJaQL]aWLRQ¶V fRXQdLQJ. ³YRX caQ¶W OeW WKaW JR WR ZaVWe. DRQ¶W ZaVWe a SaQdePLc!´ 

Martha Escutia: From an East L.A. scholarship kid to state senator 
EVcXWLa RYeUcaPe dLYLdeV Rf a dLffeUeQW NLQd LQ WKe 1970V. HeU faPLO\¶V KRPe LQ EaVW LRV 
AQJeOeV ZaV abRXW 10 PLOeV fURP USC¶V Pain campus. Like many other USC students back 
then, she relied on the bus to complete the two-KRXU MRXUQe\. USRQ aUULYaO, VKe¶d fLQd KeUVeOf 
worlds away. 

https://news.usc.edu/171552/how-to-bridge-the-digital-divide-take-action-to-give-everyone-broadband-access/
https://communities.usc.edu/about/contact/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jyb9Bpio8Y
http://www.cetfund.org/
http://www.cetfund.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jyb9Bpio8Y


³IW ZaV QRW aV dLYeUVe aV LW LV QRZ,´ VKe VaLd. ³I 
was reading Voltaire aloud in class, and a student 
made a comment that I sounded more Mexican 
than French. There were other experiences, too, 
like the time a sorority girl invited me to visit. I 
walked in and felt like I was in a museum. There 
ZeUe fUeVK fORZeUV. I cRXOdQ¶W beOLeYe SeRSOe OLYed 
that way. We became friends, and I stayed in 
touch with her even after I went to Georgetown 
LaZ. BXW Ze Kad YeU\ dLffeUeQW e[SeULeQceV.´  

Her experiences shaped her mission in the 
legislature. Her legislative victories included 

affordable auto insurance for low-income drivers, limits on junk food in school cafeterias and a 
state-PaQdaWed VWXd\ e[aPLQLQJ aLU SROOXWLRQ¶V LPSacW RQ cKLOdUeQ¶V KeaOWK. 

Earlier this month, Escutia stopped by Liberty Plaza in Whittier, Calif., to visit one of her biggest 
achievements: a sky blue, 39-foot, 11-ton mobile technology center. It pulls triple duty as a 
center for health education, job training and digital literacy. 

³WKeQ I JUeZ XS, Ze Kad bRRNPRbLOeV,´ EVcXWLa VaLd. ³I ZaQWed a 21VW-century version of that, 
ZLWK cRPSXWeU VWaWLRQV WKaW aUe acceVVLbOe WR aQ\bRd\.´ 

Built on a motorhome chassis, the mobile lab and school has logged about 30,000 miles over the 
SaVW decade, PaLQO\ LQ L.A. CRXQW\¶V VRXWKeastern cities like Bell Gardens, Cudahy and 
Huntington Park. 

“Families here are affected by the digital divide,” she said. “It’s not just about the kids. We’re 
also trying to teach parents the value of a computer, and we’re thinking about seniors who need 
access to telehealth. We can bring that access, that experience, that education, right to them.” 

USC to lead study on internet access in California 

Later this month, the California Emerging Technology Fund will complete its 11th statewide 
connectivity survey. Prior surveys were conducted by researchers at the University of 
California, Berkeley, but for the first time, USC is leading the study. 

“I’m glad USC has decided to really get involved in this issue of the digital divide,” Escutia 
said. “People don’t deny that broadband is vital, that technology is vital. What it comes down 
to, though, is access and affordability.” 

Martha Escutia stands in front of the Mobile Technology 
Center, which provides internet service to children. (USC 
Photo/Gus Ruelas). 

https://www.scdcorp.org/technology/mobile-technology-center/


Independently, Escutia is calling for a $500 million investment in networks for low-income 
urban and rural areas to be funded by a telecommunications surcharge. She also wants to cut the 
regulatory red tape that hinders upgrade network connections for hospitals, schools, universities 
and assisted living facilities ² UeVRXUceV VKe caOOV ³OLfeOLQeV LQ a WLPe Rf cULVLV.´ EVcXWLa aLPV WR 
expand access to affordable high-VSeed LQWeUQeW VeUYLce aQd a ³dLJ RQce´ SROLc\ fRU Oa\LQJ dRZQ 
fiberoptic cable during road construction projects. Finally, she supports a thorough inventory of 
computing devices and connectivity to help the state identify and bridge gaps in education and 
telehealth. 

³CaOLfRUQLa LV a VWaWe Rf JUeaW ZeaOWK aQd JUeaW SRYeUW\, aQd LW LV WKe cUadOe Rf WecKQRORJ\,´ VKe 
VaLd. ³IW LV fUaQNO\ UaWKeU VKaPefXO WKaW Ze KaYe a dLJLWaO dLYLde KeUe, bXW Ze VWLOO caQ RYeUcRPe 
LW.´ 




