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While 10 young summer campers in blue city recreation department T-shirts 

pecked away at computer games in a room down the hall, city and county officials 

Thursday celebrated the start of free high-speed Internet service at three recreation 

centers in east Gainesville during a wire-cutting ceremony at the Eastside 

Community Center.

At the request of citizens concerned that lack of accessible or affordable Internet 

service is leaving students behind as schools move toward more computerized 

learning, Alachua County government partnered with Gainesville and its GRUCom 

Fiber Optic Communications operation to offer the service.

City Commissioner Charles Goston, whose district covers most of east Gainesville, 

said each center targets a different demographic. The Thelma Bolton Senior 

Activity Center will allow seniors to learn computer skills such as how to use email, 

research their ancestry, or use Skype to connect with family, he said. The Martin 

Luther King Jr. Center will allow residents to connect to the Internet through their 

smartphones without using their own data plans and allow businesses to do 

presentations. The Eastside center will allow children in the after-school program 
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to complete homework assignments and others to take GED or financial literacy 

classes.

He acknowledged the Plum Creek Foundation for providing a $2,000 grant to buy 

10 new computers.

Kevin Smith, director of information and telecommunications services for the 

county, said materials cost less than $500 for each center. His staff ran fiber optics 

to the buildings and GRUCom is providing the Internet service for free.

He said the speed at each is 10 Megabits per second download speed and 1 Mbps 

upload speed, the basic level of service needed to perform modern functions, 

according to the Federal Communications Commission.

With all 10 computers using the network, County Commissioner Robert “Hutch” 

Hutchinson ran a speed test on his smartphone showing available download speed 

between 3 and 4 Mbps.

Deshawn Johnson, 10, was waiting for a Thomas & Friends game from pbskids.org 

to download in the computer lab while attending the city recreation department’s 

summer camp Thursday. He said the computers are a lot faster than the old 

computers that used to be at the center and with 10 stations, more kids will be able 

to use them.

“We had the Wii and the Xbox in either corner and the people who didn’t want to 

do either just sat there and had nothing to do,” he said.

Evelyn Foxx, president of the Alachua County branch of the NAACP, has 

spearheaded a Digital Divide Task Force that is trying to bring high-speed Internet 

to more people. She and others grew concerned after realizing how much of 

students' education requires digital access.
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In 2011, the state Legislature passed a law requiring at least 50 percent of 

instructional-material expenditures go to digital textbooks, starting this school 

year.

Last year, the Gainesville Housing Authority opened computer labs at three public 

housing complexes with support from Cox Communications. GHA Executive 

Director Pamela Davis said children are using the computers for after school and 

summer camp programs and adults are using them to learn job skills, work on their

resumes, look for jobs and apply for benefits.

Foxx said the goal is to expand Internet service to all public housing complexes 

throughout the county and then into rural communities that lack service.

Smith said the city wants to expand service to more community centers.

Mayor Ed Braddy called Thursday’s announcement the first step in a longer 

journey.

“If Gainesville is truly to reach its goal of becoming the preeminent center for 

innovation in North Florida and a city of opportunity for everyone, then we must 

provide our citizens with greater access to services such as video on demand, video 

conferencing and virtual classrooms,” he said.
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