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The federal government is encouraging rural communities to take 
advantage of new opportunities to expand broadband internet 
service. On Wednesday, the U.S. Department of Agriculture launched 
a new toolkit to support the deployment of high-speed internet service 
in rural communities.   
 
The toolkit features 27 USDA programs meant to facilitate the 
expansion of broadband, including grants, loans and technical 
assistance from multiple mission areas of the USDA. “High-speed 
broadband e-connectivity is becoming more and more essential to 
doing business, delivering health care, and, for schoolchildren, doing 
homework in rural communities,” said Anne Hazlett, Assistant to the 
Secretary for Rural Development. “This user-friendly tool will help rural 
customers find the many resources USDA has available to support the 
expansion and use of e-connectivity in rural America.”  
 
The Federal Communications Commission defines broadband as 
internet access at speeds of at least 25 megabits per second for 
downloads and 3 Mbps for uploads. In a 2016 study, the FCC said 18 

percent of Somerset County’s population doesn’t have broadband 

internet , compared to 3 percent in Westmoreland County and 1 
percent in Allegheny County. USDA’s launch of the toolkit follows 
Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue’s unveiling of the ReConnect 

Program , a pilot program authorized by the Consolidated Budget Act of 
2018, to facilitate broadband deployment in rural areas that lack 
sufficient access to broadband. – Pittsburgh Tribune-Review  
_______________________________________________________ 
President Trump is preparing an ambitious plan to ramp up the 
government’s role in speeding next-generation technologies such as 
5G wireless and artificial intelligence, two key areas of competition with 
China. In his State of the Union speech, Mr. Trump said he would work 
with lawmakers on an infrastructure package, one that would include 
“investments in the cutting-edge industries of the future.” “This is not 
an option. This is a necessity,” the president said. 
 
While the reference in Tuesday’s speech was brief, administration 
officials say it foreshadows a larger effort. They say the president is 
preparing to issue a series of executive orders soon aimed at boosting 
the U.S. strength in advanced technology. Those could include more 
ways of leveraging the sprawling federal government’s resources to 
advance artificial intelligence, these people say. The U.S. also is 
looking to encourage new corporate competitors into the 5G race, 
fearful that Chinese competitors could gain an insurmountable global 
lead in the years to come. 
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new voting 
machines 

 

Mr. Trump’s commitment “will ensure … that the American innovation 
ecosystem remains the envy of the world for generations to come,” 
Michael Kratsios, a top White House technology policy aide, said in a 
statement. Other administration ambitions likely will require action by 
Congress, including for workforce-training modernization, new 
research and development spending, and greater use of some of the 
government’s vast reservoirs of data for use in artificial intelligence. 
 
Artificial intelligence, or AI, is software that enables computers to 
emulate human intelligence, handling tasks such as recognizing and 
processing images or language in a range of applications, including 
autonomous vehicles, and requires large amounts of data to be 
effective. Next-generation 5G wireless promises to bring far faster 
speeds and greater capacity to wireless networks, and is expected to 
become the backbone for revolutionary applications such as 
autonomous vehicles. 
 
Both AI and 5G are potentially huge global growth areas for U.S. tech 
businesses. But the U.S. faces increasingly tough competition from 
China, which has invoked industrial policies aimed at making it a 
leader in advanced technology. That has spawned concerns that U.S. 
dominance in technology is vulnerable. “The U.S. won the first 25 
years of the mass-market consumer internet,” said Alec Ross, an 
innovation adviser to Hillary Clinton when she was U.S. secretary of 
state. “It’s an open question whether we can win the next 15 … in a 
couple of fields, particularly AI, we risk losing ground if we don’t raise 
our game.” 
 
On 5G, U.S. officials are focused on ensuring a secure supply chain. 
The fear is that if Chinese firms such as Huawei Technologies Co. 
come to dominate equipment manufacturing, that could leave the West 
with no competitive suppliers. That has led to talk of encouraging new 
domestic entrants and also boosting potential suppliers from Japan 
and Korea.  
 
For AI, administration officials have explored making more use of the 
technology inside the government, turning Washington into a kind of 
incubator. The administration also is looking at ways to liberate more of 
the government’s data for use in AI, although it must be careful not to 
run afoul of privacy concerns. The administration also must worry 
about some of the domestic fallout from the new industries of the 
future, particularly for current workers. AI in particular is expected to 
have dramatic workforce impacts on sectors such as transportation. 
 
Ivanka Trump, special adviser to Mr. Trump, has been particularly 
focused on workforce development and preparing workers for the jobs 
of the future. She said in a statement on Tuesday that the 
administration is “committed to ensuring that America is positioned for 
dominance in the industries of the future.” – Wall Street Journal  
_______________________________________________________ 
 
2018 was a pivotal year for the free streaming video giant YouTube, 
but it also marked the beginning of new challenges for the Google-
owned video platform. In an open letter to YouTube creators, CEO 
Susan Wojcicki looked back on 2018, while outlining a few priorities for 
2019. “While we experienced tremendous growth across the platform 
[in 2018], it was also a time of some tough growing up,” Wojcicki wrote. 
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YouTube nearly doubled the number of channels with 1 million or more 
subscribers, Wojcicki says, while the number of creators earning five or 
six figures per year was up 40%, compared to 2017. At the same time, 
she addressed the company’s annual “Rewind” video, which pulls 
together the biggest stars and moments from the previous year on the 
platform unto one mega-video. The 2018 Rewind video became the 
most “disliked” video on the entire platform. "Even at home, my kids 
told me our 2018 Rewind was 'cringye', " Wojcicki wrote. "We hear you 
that it didn’t accurately show the year’s key moments, nor did it reflect 
the YouTube you know. We’ll do better to tell our story in 2019." 
 
For 2019, Wojcicki outlined three priorities for the video platform: “1. 
Support creator and artist success; 2. Improve communication and 
engagement; and 3. Live up to our responsibility.” On the first point, the 
company has been trying to balance the needs of creators, who rely on 
the platform to make a living, with advertisers, that want their ads next 
to brand-safe and high-quality content.  
 
Wojcicki says the company is improving its moderation and 
monetization tools and will continue to evolve them over time. She also 
noted the platform is adding more non-advertising monetization options 
for creators, such as subscriptions and merchandise. On improvement 
point, Wojcicki said the company plans to improve its communications 
with creators through both in-person events and social media. On the 
responsibility issue, she said the company will continue to evaluate 
and enforce its community guidelines, while focusing efforts on high-
quality content. Her letter is here. – MediaPost  
_______________________________________________________ 
 
In an effort to make it easier for Pennsylvanians to have their voices 
heard at the ballot box, state Rep. Pam Snyder, D-Jefferson, has 
introduced legislation to provide an early voting period and allow for 
absentee voting without requiring an excuse. “My bill would help voters 
who may have a difficult time getting to the polls, including workers like 
nurses and coal miners, who often work long hours,” said Snyder. “In 
addition, it would significantly increase overall voter turnout across 
Pennsylvania.”  
 
In the 2018 general election, Snyder said, states offering early voting 
experienced record levels of those casting early ballots. While 
Pennsylvania also had a significant voter increase compared to 2014, 
25 other states surpassed Pennsylvania in terms of voter turnout. By 
Election Day, over 5 million people in other states had voted before 
polls opened. 
 
Snyder’s legislation, part of the House Democrats’ Your Vote Counts 
package, would end the 19th century practice of having Election Day 
only on a single Tuesday, instead allowing people to vote up to a 
month in advance at designated locations. Forty other states already 
offer this option, said Snyder, noting her bill would curb long lines at 
voting precincts, and reduce stress on poll workers and reliance on 
obsolete voting machines. House Bill 43 is currently before the House 
State Government Committee for consideration. – Washington (PA) 

Observer-Reporter   
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