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Earlier in the spring, global tech titan META —
along side Alabama leaders and local officials from
Montgomery and Montgomery County — announced
the construction and operation of an $800 million da-
ta center along Interstate 65, just south of Montgo-
mery. 

This news was been met with much optimism, and
rightly so:

h 1000+ construction jobs
h 100 high-tech jobs
h Montgomery receiving international recognition

as fertile ground to launch and scale a tech company.
h META possibly establishing a regional technol-

ogy beach head for other global high-tech firms to fol-
low. 

All of this is seriously good for Montgomery. 
But what if we had more of a local and regional tech

community building effort, something that’s been
lurking beneath the surface of the META Data Center
announcement? What if for the past five years, parts
and pieces of a clandestine regional tech community
were being built with the most grassroots of method-
ologies? META’s recent announcement could possibly
serve as a public validation of these grassroots initia-
tives. 

Some would say this is pretty farfetched, and the
response is genuinely understandable. Shucks, in the
minds of many we are simply the “little ol’ central Ala-
bama based Capital City.” We’re driven by city, county,
state and federal governments, along with all the poli-
tics, politicians, bureaucracies, and a whole heap of
civil servants and government employees that come
with it. 

Surely a tech community building exercise any-
where in Alabama should be left to experts some-
where like Huntsville, with its host of engineers,
NASA and Redstone Arsenal Army base, and an array
of governmental contractors who support all of the
military weaponry needed for our national defense. 

Or maybe high tech ecosystem building should be
left to a city which possibly serves as both the finan-
cial and medical center of our great state — Birming-
ham. It has the corporate headquarters of Economic
Development Partners of Alabama (EDPA) and its
Alabama Launchpad Initiative, Innovation Alabama,
the Alabama Power Company with both its Innova-
tion and Economic Development teams. Not to men-
tion Birmingham is the home of TechBirmingham,
Sloss Tech and Silicon Y’all. 

With these other cities’ efforts, what could Mont-
gomery and the rest of central Alabama offer in the
way of a tech community building effort? The answer
is our unique selves, which brings up another ques-
tion. What do city, county, state and federal govern-
ments, politics and politicians, bureaucrats and civil
servants create lots of? In a word: Data. 

According to the latest in tech and startup commu-
nity building science, the No. 1 ingredient in engaging
with this type of work is being authentic. Regional
community members must be who they are. What if
Montgomery’s and central Alabama’s tech communi-
ty efforts primarily revolved around the science and
engineering of data? 

It appears that central Alabama-based grassroots
efforts may have cracked this code. Whether it’s ef-
forts of Dr. James Locke and the AI Research Lab, who
are seriously crushing it better than any business
school in the nation, or the nonprofit Alabama AI Cen-
ter of Excellence (AAICE) which is currently working
with regional HBCUs to train researchers and stu-
dents on the latest advancements of Deep Learning
and Generative AI — while also providing them access
to some of the most cutting edged technology on plan-
et earth, the NVIDIA DGX Platform. 

Marry the particulars of these efforts with those of
Montgomery Mayor Steven L. Reed and his adminis-
trative team — to extend the peering fabric of the
Montgomery Internet Exchange Point (MGMIX)
which has a location in Montgomery’s NTTData man-
aged RSA Data Center — to the world class infrastruc-
ture within the AUBIX Data Center in Auburn, and you
have a set of circumstances that creates a seriously
powerful story line around a density of colocated lev-
els of governments, bureaucrats and civil servants
who create tons of data each and every day.

Montgomery is the city of EJI, Rosa Parks, South-
ern Poverty Law Civil Rights Memorial Center, Free-
dom Rider Museums and the Alabama Archives
Building. Central Alabama is the region of Tuskegee
University, Alabama State University and the US Civil
Rights Trail with its Interpretive Museums, and the
Tuskegee Airmen Museum. Doesn’t this add up to one
of the major tourism capitals within the Southeast?
That’s correct, but I believe a more basic question
should be: “What exactly is tourism?” One answer
might be that tourism is the combination of the arts,
in all of its various forms (visual, literary, performing,
culinary, etc.) and facts, figures and history — ie data. 

By the way, our regional arts community — through
both its Buskin and Creative Place Making efforts — is
seriously crushing it entrepreneurially.

Again, Montgomery and central Alabama only
need to continue to build tech community efforts
upon their unique and authentic selves.

Hopefully, META and its regional data center
building efforts will provide the proverbial “carrot”
that will continue to motivate these grassroots worker
bees, so they continue to put in each day’s efforts. We
all must work together to build a robust regional tech
and creative startup community, up and down our
segment of I-85.

Boyd Stephens is a principle with the I85 Cyber Cor-
ridor Initiative (I85Cyber.org) as well as a serial tech
startup founder. In addition to Gospel ministry, he
genuinely enjoys nerding out on the parts, pieces and
particulars of BSD Unix computer operating systems.
Send correspondences to the following: community@
i85cyber.org

Montgomery in unique place
to reap the benefits of data 

Your Turn
Boyd Stephens
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Back in July, I wrote about a prefiled bill that
would allow the governor and attorney general to ap-
point interim police chiefs for cities, effectively al-
lowing the state to take over their police depart-
ments.

The bill from Sen. Will Barfoot, R-Pike Road,
doesn’t name Montgomery explicitly. But lawmakers
have signaled that’s who they have in mind.

At the time, I thought this meant state officials
would take ownership of all the issues of crime and
law enforcement staffing that many cities are strug-
gling with, a responsibility they may not want.

I still think that. But as was pointed out to me after
the column ran, a greater danger is that two white
officials — one from Wilcox County (roughly 75 miles
from Montgomery) and one from Marshall County
(164 miles away) — could measure progress simply by
ramping up the volume of arrests in a majority-Black
city, without any sense of whether those arrests are
actually warranted or effective.

The people of Montgomery would not only get
their voices cut out of local governance. They could
have a public safety policy less focused on safety in
the city and more on posturing for GOP primary vot-
ers with no connections to Montgomery.

This should raise alarms among state officials,
considering that young Black men are more likely to
be killed by the police than any other group.

Will it? I have my doubts.
The Legislature has effectively unlimited power

over the cities in this state. They’ve shown in the past
that they will move to nullify the actions of elected
local officials if they don’t like them.

And it’s hard to ignore that these actions from our
majority-white Legislature tend to target majority-
Black communities, whether it’s stopping Birming-
ham from setting a minimum wage or making it very
hard for Black officials around the state to remove
monuments to white supremacy.

It’s an imperious, arrogant attitude that refuses to
allow Black communities to govern themselves as
majority-white communities do. And Montgomery
could see it happen again.

The Montgomery City Council approved an ordi-
nance earlier this month allowing police officers to
confiscate concealed weapons from people who lack
a valid photo ID. A person who lost a firearm in this
manner could retrieve their gun within 30 days by
presenting proper identification, proof of ownership
and paying a $150 fine.

It would be a weaker version of how law enforce-
ment used to enforce the state’s concealed carry per-
mit requirements. Without an ordinance in place, po-
lice could detain someone they suspected of plan-
ning harm. This proposal would allow police only to
confiscate the weapon.

Montgomery is trying to find ways to cut its vio-
lent crimes. In June alone, Montgomery saw a triple
homicide at a Hispanic grocery store and a mass
shooting at a party.

The Montgomery Advertiser says the city is trying
to address the problem by boosting police pay and
funding violence reduction programs. But the ordi-
nance does acknowledge one of the forces driving the
violence we see: the ease of obtaining firearms in
Alabama.

It needs to be shouted from the mountain tops and
before every commercial during the Iron Bowl that
Alabama has one of the nation’s leading death rates
from firearms. Much of that is suicide. In 2021, fire-
arms accounted for 76% of suicide deaths in the
state. But don’t overlook the state’s homicide rate,
the fourth-highest in the country. It’s gone from 8.1
per 100,000 in 2014 to 14.9 in 2022. Alabama’s firearm
death rate has been in the top five of all states
throughout that period. That’s up, too: from 16.9 in
2014 to 25.5 in 2022.

This should be a five-alarm fire for the people who
make our laws. But it isn’t. In 2022, they did away
with the concealed carry permit requirement over
the objections of state sheriffs. They’ve slow-walked
a bill from Rep. Barbara Drummond, D-Mobile, on
gun storage, a proven way to cut firearm deaths.

City leaders seem to understand something about
the danger of firearms that state officials can’t or
won’t. Montgomery City Council President C.C. 
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Montgomery 
is trying to do 
what the state
hasn’t on guns
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