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Introduction

On Monday, November 14, 2005, the Committee on Technology in Government, jointly with the Subcommittee on Public Housing, will hold a hearing entitled, “Oversight: Updating Technology in New York City Public Housing.”  Invited guests include Hugh Spence, the Deputy General Manager for Community Operations at the New York City Housing Authority, Avi Duvdevani, the Deputy General Manager for Information Technology at the New York City Housing Authority, residents and tenant association presidents from public housing developments, and members of the New York City technology and telecommunications communities who work with public and low-income housing. The goal of this hearing is to assess the current state of technology in New York City’s public housing developments and seek advice, commentary and suggestions on such questions as:

        What is being done by NYCHA to bring new technologies to public housing? What kinds of pilot programs are there? How effective have they been? How can we expand these efforts?

        What is the City, especially NYCHA, doing to address the technology needs of its low-income public housing residents? What more can be done?

· Are there successful private models that the City and NYCHA can learn from?

         How can public housing residents use the Internet to access useful financial, educational and medical information? How can we ensure that they have access to information that can help them improve the quality of their lives?

The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA)
 


NYCHA is the largest public housing authority in North America with 345 developments scattered throughout the City.
 Nearly 420,000 authorized residents live in over 180,000 apartments. These numbers represent 8.6% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.2% of the City’s population.
 The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 103), Brooklyn (with 101) and the Bronx (with 98), while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 11.
 NYCHA also makes affordable housing available through its Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program.
 Applicants are assessed on a needs basis and housing is assigned via a lottery system.
 Families that live in NYCHA public housing pay no more than 30% of their family income for rent. The average family income in public housing is approximately $20,000 and the average rent is $320 per month.
 About one-third of the residents are senior citizens and nearly 40% are under 21.
 Forty-two NYCHA developments are for seniors only.
 Currently, NYCHA’s occupancy rate is 99.5% with approximately 125,000 families on the waiting list.
 

The vast majority of NYCHA’s public housing development buildings are old. As of May 2005, 14 developments are at least 60 years old; 54 developments are 50 to 59 years old; 60 developments are 40 to 49 years old; and 105 developments are 30 to 39 years old.
 Thus, at least two-thirds of NYCHA’s public housing developments are over 30 years old. Efforts are currently underway to preserve these buildings and to update interiors and exteriors.
 However, while such physical repairs are needed in order to ensure the viability of public housing, many public housing and other advocates believe there should be more programs and technology to help them live better, more productive lives.

NYCHA’S Plan to Update Technology in Public Housing

Fiscal Year 2006 Plan


Pursuant to federal law, NYCHA has developed a comprehensive plan of action for 2006.
 NYCHA made a concerted effort to solicit public comments on what it needs to do in order to provide its residents with better housing. These comments came from a Resident Advisory Board and from the public at large during a series of five town hall meetings held over the course of the last year. After incorporating these suggestions with its own policy objectives, NYCHA set out its priorities for the next year:

· Improve the quality of services to residents;

· Preserve public housing through strategic capital investments in building systems, brickwork and other critical capital needs;

· Expand the stock of affordable housing;

· Enhance community, social and job training services to residents; and,

· Maintain a high occupancy rate.

In addition to these goals, NYCHA is moving ahead with its building preservation plan, which was announced in February 2005. NYCHA will receive nearly $600 million in bonds issued on behalf of NYCHA.
 This money will be split between exterior renovations and updating building infrastructure. 


The main technology centerpieces of NYCHA’s plans revolve around the rewiring of buildings in order to make maintenance processes more efficient – e.g., installing Smart Building technology
 – and for public safety.
 Smart Building technology automates certain maintenance jobs such as controlling the heating system and monitoring elevators. This technology will also be used to upgrade the antiquated intercom systems of many buildings.
 NYCHA will also upgrade public safety systems and deploy a Small-Scale video camera system to provide surveillance of the public spaces in and around NYCHA buildings.
 Ancillary to these main objectives are smaller goals like moving towards a paperless office environment and increasing the efficiency of field repairs.
 What is not mentioned, however, are ideas or goals to bring updated technologies directly to NYCHA residents.

The Current State of Technology Available to Public Housing Residents 


Currently, most public housing residents have access only to one phone line. This is due to the architecture of the buildings, as copper wire from telephone service providers was installed when the buildings were built. Consequently, most of those who wish to connect to the Internet must use dial-up access, a service that provides inferior speeds than more advanced broadband services. Moreover, dial-up access often ties up the phone line. Broadband can be delivered either over wire or wirelessly. Such systems might be able to piggyback on top of the new wires that NYCHA is installing. While NYCHA does provide extensive services to residents, including employment training, senior programming and social services,
 making broadband access available would open up many new opportunities to its residents. While some may argue that the onus for bringing broadband to these buildings is on the service providers (e.g., Verizon or Time Warner), there is little financial incentive for them to do so.
 Rather than be at the mercy of a private corporation’s bottom-line, NYCHA might consider reevaluating its wiring strategy and bring broadband into the homes of its residents in order to improve the quality of their lives and empower them to find better jobs.

The Promise of Updated Technology


The most important new technology available is broadband. Broadband refers to a high data-transmission rate Internet connection.
 The usual methods of delivery are through cable lines or a Digital Subscriber Line (DSL). However, there are other methods like Broadband over Power Lines (BPL).
 Recently, wireless technologies have become a popular means by which broadband can be delivered cheaply and to a large area.
 

The effects of broadband technologies are beneficial and diverse. Access to information educates, socially empowers and financially bolsters a user. 
Broadband’s Economic Impact


A recent study suggests a direct correlation between broadband availability and economic activity.
 An analysis of communities where broadband availability was high yielded some surprising conclusions:

…between 1998 and 2002, communities in which mass-market broadband was available by December 1999 experienced more rapid growth in (1) employment, (2) the number of businesses overall, and (3) businesses in IT-intensive sectors.

While this study is not conclusive, the researchers concluded that these “early results…suggest that the assumed (and oft-touted) economic impacts of broadband are both real and measurable.”
 However, the presence of broadband does not, by itself, guarantee economic prosperity. Rather, there must be useful training programs and content to engage the user and push him in the right direction.


An example of successful and engaging content for low-income families can be found at The Beehive, a website available at www.thebeehive.org. This site tries to address the needs of low-income people by providing culturally-specific content. According to One Economy
, the creator of The Beehive, about 45 million Americans are currently isolated from resources that can connect them to the social and economic mainstream. The Beehive, and similar content, can help end economic isolation, build assets, and raise the standard of living.


In addition, broadband provides users with more shopping options which enables them to spend their money in careful and economical ways. It has been suggested that consumer prices are higher in low-income areas, often due to stores passing on higher overhead costs (e.g., security) to their customers.
 The large swath of low-income population across the country controls an estimated $250 billion in annual retail purchasing power and represents a vital, emerging business market.
 Similarly, some studies predict that universal broadband could contribute an extra $500 billion in Gross Domestic Product and the creation of 1.2 million jobs nationwide.

The Social Impact of Broadband


Broadband has also had a demonstrable effect on social interactions. Not only does the Internet bring valuable information to a user, it also offers them a connection to others in their community. The Internet has been found to stimulate and increase “social capital,” a concept that encompasses the informal norms and customs associated with urban life.
 The Internet can facilitate coordinated action by bringing together those with similar thoughts, needs and desires.
 This in turn can lead to the development of useful on-line content that serves the group, which might attract similarly situated users. Such collaboration can have the effect of decreasing isolation and building a sense of community. 


A similar collaborative effect can happen offline, too. People need a place to learn about the Internet, and they benefit from having an environment where they can find out who else in the neighborhood is on the Internet.
 Community centers and senior centers can thus thrive where there is access to the Internet and training to help people get online. However, whatever progress and knowledge derived in these community centers can only be further developed and reinforced through practice at home. 

The Educational Impact


Finally, broadband has the ability to deliver vital educational information and services to both children and adults. A 2001 study by the Pew Center found that 94% of youth ages 12 to 17 who have Internet access say they use the Internet for school research and 78% say they believe the Internet helps them with schoolwork.
 Broadband can also connect students to teachers outside of the classroom via email or instant messaging.
 Students can also use search engines to look for answers or download helpful study aids. 


A growing number of adults are also logging on and reaping the benefits of a universe of educational tools available to them. Nearly 5 percent of adult Internet users have taken a class online for college credit, a boon to those parents who cannot afford full- or part-time classes or who do not have the time to leave the house during the day.
 The Internet is also a place where more than half of adults who have Internet access go to do job-related research, be it looking for a job or participating in online job-training.

Models to Follow


While NYCHA has experimented with several pilot programs to bring broadband capabilities to their buildings, including a program using broadband over power lines and several others that would bring fiber optics to a handful of buildings, these are small-scale initiatives that have yet to acknowledge the true benefits of broadband. NYCHA might look to successful private efforts as it continues to hone its approach to updating technology in their developments.

Mount Hope


Mount Hope Housing Company is a not-for-profit community development corporation whose goal is to rehabilitate affordable housing and develop services to empower community residents. Recently, Mount Hope opened a new complex in the Bronx that provides its residents access to a fixed wireless broadband network.
 This means that all residents will have access to the network in their apartment as well as in a planned community center. Mount Hope has partnered with Verizon Avenue, a wholly owned subsidiary of Verizon Communications, to offer bundled broadband services at discounted prices to its residents. According to Mount Hope, wireless broadband access is a cost-effective and expedient alternative to landline broadband service.
 The goal of providing this access is to give its residents the tools to better their lives.

One Economy


One Economy is a national nonprofit that maximizes the potential of technology to help low-income people improve their lives and join the economic mainstream.
 Its Bring IT Home campaign, launched in 2004, seeks to change public policy at the state level by leveraging housing policy to encourage developers to integrate technology solutions into their housing plans.
 So far, this campaign has been successful in working with state and local governments in 35 states plus the District of Columbia to bring updated information technologies to low-income housing.

Visiting Nurse Service of NY 

The Visiting Nurse Service (VNS) of New York does not wire buildings or bring broadband to its patients. Rather, it relies on this technology to provide immediate, real-time diagnoses and information to its patients. The VSN has been very innovative in the use of wireless technologies and now dispatches nurses equipped with wireless tablet-computers to patients who live in areas where wireless broadband is available. This technology allows the nurses to be more efficient in patient care and, if needed, to interact directly with doctors while they remain at the patient’s home. In addition, patients who have access to broadband technology can, in the absence of their nurse, log on to a similar network (or a website of their choosing) to search for relevant medical and healthcare information. For more information, please see http://www.vnsny.org/a_index.html. 

Conclusion



NYCHA is currently moving in the right direction with the massive modernization of its many buildings. However, as it continues to move forward, NYCHA should not lose sight of the needs of its residents. Currently, there are many technologies available that not only deliver useful information and provide convenient services to public housing residents, they also have the potential to empower and embolden these residents. Denying these tools would be a disservice to such a large population of low-income families, children and seniors.

� NYCHA’s website is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/home.html" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/home.html�. 


� NYCHA Fact Sheet, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/factsheet.pdf" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/factsheet.pdf�. 


� Id.


� Id. 


� NYCHA has helped in renting out nearly 90,000 apartments through this program. See id. For more information on Section 8 housing, please see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/section_%208_qa.pdf" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/section_%208_qa.pdf�. 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/publichousing.html" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/publichousing.html� for the application process. 


� See supra n. 2.


� See supra n. 2. 


� Id. 


� See NYCHA’S FY 2006 Plan (hereinafter 2006 Plan) at 2, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/Final2006Annual%20Plan.pdf" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/Final2006Annual%20Plan.pdf�; for more information regarding the waiting list, see NYCHA’s 2003-2005 Agency report, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/agency_report_2003_2005.pdf" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/pdf/agency_report_2003_2005.pdf�. 


� See supra n. 2. 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/bond_deal.html" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/bond_deal.html� for information regarding NYCHA’s $2 billion to preserve public housing; see also the Mayor’s press release regarding this initiative, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/portal/index.jsp?epi_menuItemID=c0935b9a57bb4ef3daf2f1c701c789a0&epi_menuID=13ecbf46556241d3daf2f1c701c789a0&epi_baseMenuID=27579af732d48f86a62fa24601c789a0&pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&doc_name=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nyc.gov%2Fhtml%2Fom%2Fhtml%2F2005a%2Fpr050-05.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1" ��http://www.nyc.gov/portal/index.jsp?epi_menuItemID=c0935b9a57bb4ef3daf2f1c701c789a0&epi_menuID=13ecbf46556241d3daf2f1c701c789a0&epi_baseMenuID=27579af732d48f86a62fa24601c789a0&pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&doc_name=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nyc.gov%2Fhtml%2Fom%2Fhtml%2F2005a%2Fpr050-05.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1�. 


� See supra n. 10. 


� Id at 1. 


� See supra n. 12. NYCHA will also receive $1.4 billion from HUD over the next four years.


� See supra n. 7 at 5-6. 


� Id. at 3-4. 


� Id. at 6, 118-119. The New York City Council’s Subcommittee on Public Housing, along with the Committee on Oversight and Investigations and the Committee on Public Safety, held an oversight hearing on broken intercoms on November 22, 2004. The briefing paper from this hearing is available at � HYPERLINK "http://webdocs.nyccouncil.info/attachments/63835.htm?CFID=906930&CFTOKEN=51560507" ��http://webdocs.nyccouncil.info/attachments/63835.htm?CFID=906930&CFTOKEN=51560507�. 


� Id. at 3, 117-118. 


� Id. at 120.


� Id. at 3-7. See also � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/contents.html" ��http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/nycha/html/contents.html� for NYCHA’s online brochure of services it offers to residents.


� The current marketplace for broadband services in some areas around the City is such that service providers have near-monopolies in a region. In such markets, pricing is static as there is little or no competition to drive prices down. Therefore, the firms that control the specific geographic market have little incentive to lower prices. See generally Richard Posner, Antitrust Law, 2nd Ed. New technologies like wireless and BPL, however, are currently entering the market to provide consumers a choice of service providers. However, incumbents like Verizon and Time Warner still control their respective geographic markets in most areas and remain the only choice for broadband service. In public housing, where most residents only have dial-up access to the Internet, more intermodal broadband competitors would be beneficial in opening up the market and providing users with more options and lower access fees for better and faster broadband technologies. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadband_Internet_access" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadband_Internet_access�. 


� For more information on broadband delivery over cable, please see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cable_modem" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cable_modem�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.fact-sheets.com/internet-technology/dsl_vs_cable/" ��http://www.fact-sheets.com/internet-technology/dsl_vs_cable/�; for more information on DSL, please see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_Subscriber_Line" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_Subscriber_Line�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.dslforum.org/" ��http://www.dslforum.org/�; for more information on BPL, please see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadband_over_power_lines" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadband_over_power_lines�; “Plugging in, at last,” The Economist, December 2, 2004; � HYPERLINK "http://www.gobpl.com/" ��http://www.gobpl.com/�. 


� For more information on wireless broadband, please see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wireless_broadband" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wireless_broadband�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.wi-fi.org/OpenSection/index.asp" ��http://www.wi-fi.org/OpenSection/index.asp�; “A Brief History of Wi-Fi”, The Economist, June 10, 2004; � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wi-fi" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wi-fi�. 


� “Measuring Broadband’s Economic Impact,” by William A. Lehr, Carlos A. Osorio, Sharon E. Gillet and Marvin A. Sirbu (2005), available at � HYPERLINK "http://itc.mit.edu/itel/docs/2005/MeasuringBB_EconImpact.pdf" ��http://itc.mit.edu/itel/docs/2005/MeasuringBB_EconImpact.pdf�. 


� Id. at 16.


� Id. at 1. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.one-economy.com" ��www.one-economy.com�. 


� “The Problem with Ghetto Grocers,” The Economist, August 11, 2005.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.one-economy.com/products-services/techno-policy-intro.asp" ��http://www.one-economy.com/products-services/techno-policy-intro.asp�. 


� See supra n. 26 at 3 for a summary of these findings.


� For an interesting and thorough evaluation of current social technologies and how essential they are to collaborative action, please see “Democracy of Groups,” by Beth Simone Noveck, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue10_11/noveck/index.html" ��http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue10_11/noveck/index.html� (“In groups we can do together what we cannot achieve alone. With networks and new computer–based tools now ordinary people can become a group even without the benefit of a corporation or organization. They can make decisions, own and sell assets, accomplish tasks by exploiting the technology available. They no longer need to rely on a politician to make decisions. They can exercise meaningful power themselves about national, state and local — indeed global — issues.”)


� This term and definition come from Robert Putnam’s Making Democracy Work (1993). It was cited in a larger study on the social impact of broadband, conducted by the Pew Internet & American Life Project, named “Cities Online: Urban Development and the Internet,” by John Horrigan, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/50/report_display.asp" ��http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/50/report_display.asp�  (hereinafter Cities Online). 


� Cities Online at 7. 


� Id. at 52.


� “The Internet and Education”, by Amanda Lenhart, Maya Simon, and Mike Graziano, at 2, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/39/report_display.asp" ��http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/39/report_display.asp�. 


� Id. at 4-5. 


� Id. at 2. 


� Id. 


� See “A real Net gain for Apartment Complex,” by Sondra Wolfer, NY Daily News, November 7, 2005, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nydailynews.com/boroughs/v-pfriendly/story/363047p-309211c.html" ��www.nydailynews.com/boroughs/v-pfriendly/story/363047p-309211c.html�. 


� Quoted from a press release, November 1, 2005. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.one-economy.com/about/default.asp" ��http://www.one-economy.com/about/default.asp�. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.one-economy.com/products-services/techno-policy-intro.asp" ��http://www.one-economy.com/products-services/techno-policy-intro.asp�. 
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