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CAC Infrastructure Work Group
21st Century LMI Infrastructure Challenges and Opportunities
April 2, 2023

Following are the recommendations of the CAC Infrastructure Work Group, comprised of Jefferson Square
CAC Representative Alicia Barber and CAC At-Large Member Michael Bell. These recommendations include
a Sep. 22, 2022, Google Teams Meeting with Bell, Public Works Director Braxton Copley and Public Works
staff members Nicole Malott, Heather Chilgren and Jessica Venvertloh.

Those recommendations are:

1. Utility rates need to be determined with the utmost respect accorded to low- to moderate-income Topeka
residents, who often have to make choices about which obligations they can meet in a time of mostly stag-
nant wages and increasing prices. LMI people should not become unhoused because they can’t pay for
their utilities. Regarding utility rate discussions, Copley said during the Sep. 22, 2022 Teams meeting there
had been no discussion of rates other than internal work updating the model we developed to see what the
impacts of the extreme cost increases and inflation will be on the Utilities Department forecasted budget in
future years. He also said that his department continues to look at opportunities to make changes to the
Utility Rate Refund Program to provide assistance to a greater segment of the LMI community. Currently
his recommendations are being reviewed by the city manager and staff.

2. Race and class, and how they impact low- to moderate-income people and neighborhoods, should be exam-
ined and acted on (https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/infrastructure-plan-2 1 st-century-fs.pdf). Nation-
ally, the infrastructure failures in Jackson, MS and Flint, MI, immediately come to mind. In Topeka, the
consequences of aged and aging infrastructure is a daily fact of life for most, if not all, of Topeka’s NIAs.
The 21 Topeka NIAs are where many, if not most, of our city’s residents of color and LMI residents live.

3. Topeka's changes to its 50/50 sidewalk replacement program (https://www.topeka.org/engineering/50-50-
sidewalk-repair-program/; where the city now bases the program on financial need as low- to moderate-
income property owners can now have their portion of sidewalk replacement costs forgiven based on the
area family income guidelines formulated by the federal government, similar to how those guidelines per-
tain to housing.

4. Copley said he plans on extending the new sidewalk guidelines to other infrastructure projects.

5. The original DREAMS program format, which came from the volunteer- and citizen-based Neighborhood

Initiatives Work Group, of each NIA approaching Public Works/Public Utilities with its plans to address

challenges and create opportunities should be pursued, not the competitive processes that the City of Tope-

ka put into its interpretation of the DREAMS program. The original DREAMS program is what the CAC
adopted.

Alleys should be a priority investment area in those NIAs that have them.

It's unknown right now what Topeka's share will be of the approximately $34 billion in federal infrastruc-

ture funds that will pass through the state to us or what areas in which the funds can be spent. We need to

know what that share will be and what those funds can be spent on, and the City of Topeka needs to com-
mit to directing a large share of it to our city’s NIAs.

8. We need to know the arrangements in place for spending the $35 million in federal American Recovery
Plan Act (ARPA) funds that were earmarked for infrastructure activities to ensure that a large share of
those funds go to our city’s NIAs.

9. The pursuit and enforcement of the Complete Streets multi-modal transportation paradigm needs to occur
WITH the complete involvement of the city’s residents (from the drawing board through implementation
and assessment), not having Complete Streets imposed on them with little resident input and participation
like the 12th Street project. Here’s a link to Complete Streets: https://s3.amazonaws.com/cot-wp-uploads/
wp-content/uploads/planning/MTPO/TSC_CompleteStreets.pdf.

10. The part the digital divide plays in 21st-century infrastructure discussions (I informed Braxton that we had
reached out to IBSA executive director Lazone Grays).

11. The commitment the City should have regarding LMI people and neighborhoods, exhibited by former To-
peka Planning and Development Director Bill Fiander when he began working for the City in 1998: "what
would you like to do and how can we help?"

o
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12. Understanding that the City may not be able to help in ways we'd prefer but can look for alternative ways
to achieve NIA goals ("there's more than one way to get to Kansas City").

Regarding the digital divide, its place as an infrastructure issue and its impacts on LMI people and neighbor-
hoods, IBSA, Inc. Executive Director Lazone Grays, who has been a leading local voice on the topic, has of-

fered the following plan currently being pursued in Pittsburgh, PA as a template for what could happen in To-
peka:

"Organizations involved in the Pittsburgh Digital Equity Coalition will come together every few weeks to
build a detailed playbook for closing the digital divide in Pittsburgh in 5 years. The playbook will:

1. Describe the history of the digital divide in Pittsburgh, including our unique challenges;

2. Map the great work that has already been done by our local organizations, big and small;

3. Outline actions that we must all take to ensure everyone has access to affordable internet service, user-
relevant Computers, and the skills to safely and securely use the internet; and

4. Set the stage to apply for federal digital equity grant dollars to make the plan a reality.

https://pittsburghpa.gov/press-releases/press-releases/5873

"PDEC’s strategy to close the digital divide will focus on achieving:

Reliable, robust broadband internet for all residents at a price point they can afford,
Access to a computing device that meets the needs of the end-users;

Digital skills to safely and securely use the internet for resident needs; and
Accessible technical support when technology breaks."
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