
The State of Tribal Broadband 2026
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95%
of U.S. homes and businesses have

broadband access (FCC, 2025)

The Gap Is Narrowing, but Not Closed

The FCC's May 2025 assessment found roughly 95 percent of U.S. homes and businesses can access
broadband. The remaining five percent is concentrated in remote regions, tribal lands, and isolated rural pockets.
On tribal lands, approximately one in four locations still cannot get fixed service at the 100/20 Mbps benchmark,
about three times the national rate. Historic data problems compound the gap: GAO found FCC data overstated
tribal access, which suppressed funding eligibility for years and makes independent validation of map data a core
tribal competency.

Why the Gap Persists

The economics are structural. Low population density, challenging terrain, and high construction costs make tribal
territories unattractive to national carriers. Complex land status and permitting layers add time and cost. And
many communities lack local technical workforce, which raises operating costs for any provider. Programs
designed without tribal consultation historically missed these realities.

The Funding Window Is Open Now

Three forces make 2026-2027 the decisive period. TBCP Round 3 opened in June 2026 with $540 million, part of
$790 million in newly announced tribal funding, with applications due September 17, 2026. BEAD's restructured,
technology-neutral framework is moving to construction, with 54 of 56 eligible entities' Final Proposals approved
and roughly $21 billion in program savings awaiting redeployment. And proven deployment models now exist:
tribally owned networks like Red Mountain Networks (Fort McDermitt Paiute Shoshone Tribe) demonstrate that
fixed wireless architectures can deliver benchmark-beating service in the most remote terrain.

What Leading Tribal Nations Are Doing

Validating and challenging FCC map data for their lands before funding decisions are made

Applying to TBCP Round 3 with braided funding strategies across federal, state, and private sources

Building or partnering for tribally owned networks that keep revenue and jobs in the community
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Investing in workforce development so operations do not depend on outside contractors

The bottom line: the money, the technology, and the precedents now all exist. The differentiator in 2026 is
execution: accurate data, credible engineering, and sustainable operating plans.
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