	
	
	




Meeting Minutes: Broadband Task Force, February Meeting
Date: 	2/18/2026
Location: 	Virtual, Teams meeting
Attendance 
Task Members Present Virtually: Chair Teddy Bekele, Marc Johnson, Dave Wolf, Steve Fenske, Melissa Wolf, Phil Stalboerger, Bruce Crane, Ini Augustine, Briana Mumme, and Gail Hedstrom
Task Members Absent: Adam Hutchens, Brian Hood, Daniel Lightfoot, Paul McDonald, and John Twiest
Others Present Virtually: Megan Moudry, Tabetha Brockman, Kemal Nezarevic, Ann Treacy, Paul Solsrud, Bree Maki, Megan Messerole, Mika Baer, Peter Berger, Todd Kruse, Samantha Ernst, Kristina Ruport, Jennifer Frost, Michael Wimmer, Karrie Jansen, Boern Vang, Carol Bossuyt, Emily Feeley, Ilaya Rome Hopkins, and Anna Norcutt Preuss
Meeting Notes 
The meeting began with a welcome from Task Force Chair, Teddy Bekele. Minutes from the January 2026 meeting were voted on and approved. 
A presentation was provided on Rural Health Research: Understanding Digital Access to Improve Community Health with Tabetha Brockman, Assistant Professor of Psychology, Program Manager, Mayo Clinic Center for Clinical and Translational Science (CCaTS) Rural Health Research Core from Ilaya Rome Hopkins, Community Engagement Coordinator, MCCCC & CCaTS Rural Health Research Core. Mayo Clinic’s Rural Health Research (RHR) Core is an initiative designed to foster translational research in rural communities and improve health outcomes through community-based approaches. The program emphasizes managing behavioral health interventions in medical trials while addressing unique needs in underserved rural settings. Projects primarily focus on reducing disparities by improving digital device access, digital literacy, and connectivity. Mayo’s outreach spans 65 counties across Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa, focusing on regions where Mayo has a physical presence, and prioritizing rural populations that historically participate less in research. A key strategy is engaging community members throughout the research continuum, supported by the Midwest Rural Health Research Community Advisory Board, to ensure interventions are relevant and effective.
Research phases build on each other to create a foundation for future studies, always aiming to enhance community health outcomes. One major effort, the IDEA study (Increasing Digital Equity and Access), addressed barriers rural patients face in accessing digital health tools. The study aimed to recruit 90 adults who smoked and had at least one digital access barrier, testing three levels of support for a digital smoking cessation program delivered through the Mayo Clinic portal. A project-specific advisory committee of rural residents informed every stage from recruitment letters and study materials to coaching content and interpretation of results. Findings showed that greater support led to higher engagement, reinforcing the link between broadband access, digital literacy, and health outcomes.
Additionally, the HOUSES Index tool measures socioeconomic status using housing and geographic data without requiring self-reporting, enabling large-scale assessments of social determinants of health. Researchers are exploring how to enhance this index by incorporating digital access and broadband availability as critical components of healthcare equity. Questions were asked on the relationship between resource access, comfort with digital tools, and health outcomes; and other examples where digital literacy acts as a barrier to care.
Broadband Task Force Member Ini Augustine (Chief Executive Officer, Technologist Computers) presented an overview of a Hennepin County program, Neighbors Connect Digital Access. Technologist Computers is a social enterprise that believes in technology that is accessible and affordable to everyone. They are a team of skilled professionals who specialize in providing reliable and efficient on-site and emergency technical support for various industries. Including equipment maintenance, system upgrades, fixing network, computer repairs or troubleshooting. Neighbors Connect Digital Access is partnership between Technologist Computers, Sabathani, and Hennepin County Public Library working on distributing laptops, digital skills training and connecting to programs available at Hennepin County Library for Hennepin County residents. Online school and online safety has increasingly become an important facet as well in times of unrest and pandemics. Additionally, connecting participants to the Northstar Digital Literacy Program through the Hennepin County Library focuses on marketable and employable skills. Once training sessions are completed, trainees can keep the computers they have been learning on.
Digital skills training focuses on culturally responsive, trauma-informed curriculum. With new developments, moving towards making resources more digitally available but also recognize the people who need it the most have the most issues with online access. There will be senior focus sessions, which focus on slow-paced repetitive learning with frequent review and practice sessions. For small businesses that participate, they get 25 hours of IT support through Elevate Hennepin. This timing allows for more support to businesses in crisis stabilize throughout Minneapolis and Hennepin County. If businesses don’t need IT support, they can connect to other resources available through Hennepin County right now. 
Questions on how participants (small businesses, families, and schools) connect with this group (social media, existing listservs, and other community service divisions); what are barriers to this program; and comment how programs could be more connected to services through other factors (housing services, contact in the judicial system, etc.) integrated through social services systems so there’s more of an automated touchpoint 
Office of Broadband Development (OBD) overview and updates from Bree Maki (Executive Director, OBD). Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) updates included that NIST approval was received on February 9, marking the final federal approval to move forward. OBD now has 30 days to sign the Notice of Award (NoA), and then six months to start the clock for contracting with grantees. Both timelines begin on the same day. OBD is waiting for guidance from NTIA on requirements related to AI definition of “onerous” and other items, ensuring contracts move forward transparently for grantees. Work continues with agency contacts and the charter group to advance these efforts, as well as designing the grants management system for BEAD. There are national discussions around LEO contracting exemptions and milestone differences raise concerns. Minnesota will aim to avoid contracting differently with providers unless mandated by NTIA. In most cases, construction will begin in 2027 since approval is required before work starts.
Assistant Secretary Ariel Roth held listening sessions on nondeployment dollars, including a closed State Broadband Office session where states had three minutes to pitch ideas for nondeployment dollar use. OBD focused on priorities aligned with administration interests, such as infrastructure. There is potential for “slippage” projects, and Minnesota intends to use funds as appropriated while awaiting NTIA guidance. OBD is also considering emergency management, mapping, and utility components. Looking ahead, 90 BEAD contracts need to be executed by August 9. Questions were asked around approvals for environmental and permitting components; updates from other states; and progress on the grants management system.
On general office updates, the legislative session started yesterday. Today, OBD is presenting to the Senate Agriculture, Broadband, and Rural Development Committee and the House Agriculture Finance and Policy Committee next week. Outside of Task Force updates, OBD will see if there are additional requests to present on broadband throughout the session. OBD will be holding an updated webinar series, Navigating Permitting, Land Use, and State Systems (PLUS). Originally offered in 2024, OBD partnered with other state agencies to provide updates specific to broadband. This year, Department of Labor and Industry and the Office of Pipeline Safety are confirmed, and OBD is reaching out the agencies that previously presented to see if any updates are needed. More information and registration will be going out in OBD’s biweekly emails. This spring, OBD will be hosting the Connecting One MN 2026 Summit on April 29. The Task Force will be meeting on site during the meeting. More information coming and please share with networks. OBD is looking for ideas and topic areas for afternoon breakout sessions for the afternoon. 
Grants updates include progress on Line Extension Connection Program (LECP) rounds. LECP Rounds 1–3 projects were built by the end of 2025, with 35 projects closed in the first three rounds. LECP Round 4 has rolled out using Capital Projects Fund (CPF) dollars, and awards are being issued this month. These funds must be spent on projects completed by the end of 2026. OBD is working to allocate these dollars efficiently, so they are spent. Planning is underway for a compressed LECP 5 round to use rolled over funds, shortening timelines so providers can complete projects by the end of December 2026. Outreach efforts are ongoing to continue to encourage residents and businesses to sign up, including working on targeted postcard mailings to maximize broadband access under statutory language. Meanwhile, the team is busy as Border to Border (B2B) grants continue to close out, with field validations, final reimbursements, and data sheet reviews underway. In total, 92 grants have been closed in the past year. OBD is also coordinating with mapping vendor, Connected Nation, to schedule field validations, including speed and location tests, starting in early March.
Chair Bekele opened the floor up to questions and comments from Task Force members and other attendees. There were no questions and Task Force members were reminded to submit ideas for future meeting topics and speakers.
The meeting adjourned at 11:45 a.m. 
Next Meeting, April (not meeting in March)
Date: 	04/29/2026
Time: 	Time of meeting TBD, event will begin around 9am.
Location: 	Heritage Center of Brooklyn Center, Brooklyn Center, MN
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