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I. INTRODUCTION

On November 2, 2015, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member James Vacca will hold a hearing to consider Int. No. 428 regarding expanding Wi-Fi access in city parks. The Committee expects to receive testimony from representatives of the Department of Parks and Recreation (Parks) and the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT), broadband access advocates, and other interested members of the public.

II. BACKGROUND 

Home broadband access in the City is provided largely by cable, fiber and phone providers, such as Time Warner, Cablevision and Verizon. Yet, the expense
 and lack of availability
 of these services can put them out of reach for many New Yorkers. In New York City, 36% of households below the poverty line and 18% of households above the poverty line do not have internet access at home.
 Overall, one in five Americans relies on smartphones as their primary source for internet access.
 Yet, phone services require costly data plans to provide that access, and even then the amount of data permitted each month is often capped.


However, smartphones can also access the internet using their wi-fi
 capability. This is where a wireless connection is made between the smartphone and another, internet-enabled, device within a local area. The smartphone could then make use of that other device’s internet connectivity. This technology is ubiquitous, although the networks created are often private (e.g. a family’s use of a home router to create a network only for their home). Therefore, publicly available wi-fi systems could be a way of bridging internet accessibility gaps as well as providing increased internet access when away from home or business networks.


In fact, many businesses have found that providing wi-fi access to customers can be an effective means of attracting and retaining customers. Many major chains, including Starbucks
, McDonalds
 and even Jiffy Lube
, offer free wi-fi internet connections to their customers. Similarly, the Sunset Park BID provides free wi-fi on 5th Avenue in Brooklyn, “to create a better shopping experience.”
 Even the City Council provides guest access to its wi-fi network for visitors to 250 Broadway.


Although no single unified public wi-fi network exists, a patchwork of public wi-fi projects has developed:


Transit Wireless, under a contract with the New York City Transit Authority, is now providing cellphone and wi-fi service to over 100 subway stations. All 279 underground subway stations should be wired for service by 2017. The commercial cellphone service is provided by AT&T, T-Mobile, Sprint and Verizon, while the wi-fi network currently permits riders to stay connected for up to an hour, after which they would have to log in again but may continue to use the service free.

LinkNYC, to be provided by CityBridge under the public pay telephone franchise, will replace the City’s existing telephone booths with new terminals that can not only provide phone service but also act as a charging station and local wi-fi hub.
 Once completed, the devices would permit a user to maintain a free wi-fi network connection while moving through the City in the covered areas. Additionally, because Transit Wireless was a member of the RFP’s winning consortium, CityBridge, this committee has been told that the LinkNYC network will be integrated with the Transit Wireless subway network, allowing seamless transitions between the two for users.


A Harlem wi-fi network was also created, through a partnership of the Mayor’s Fund to Advance New York City, the Department of Information Technology & Telecommunications, the Technology Development Corporation and private partners, to provide free wi-fi over 95 city blocks in upper Manhattan. During its development, it was expected to cover 80,000 residents, including 13,000 public housing residents, as well as businesses and visitors, upon completion.


The City’s libraries have also created programs where residents, particularly those without internet access at home, can borrow wi-fi hot spots to take home.
 These hot spots allow computers, phones, and other internet-enabled devices to reach the internet for free.

Additionally, in a program similar to the library program above, five NYCHA developments will also soon be receiving free broadband service, by making mobile wi-fi devices available to over 15,000 public housing families. This program was made possible by New York City being one of 27 cities to win a competition by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development called ConnectHome.


Pre-dating all of the above endeavors, however, was the presence of wi-fi in some of our City Parks.
 Bryant Park, for instance, has had wi-fi since 2002.
 A Time magazine article from 2011 cited a survey that informally found a significant number of park goers had not visited certain public spaces before wi-fi was available or that they came more often because of wi-fi.
 Free wi-fi in parks has since been introduced in other cities as well.
 And even the National Park Service has debated introducing wi-fi to one of its most famous parks, Yellowstone.


Currently, wi-fi in City parks is generally available either as “free” or “limited free.” Parks with ‘free’ access provide internet access that is free and unlimited for all users at all times. All of the AT&T serviced parks are free. Some parks also have wi-fi networks run by partner organizations, such as the Bryant Park Corporation and the Union Square Partnership, and these seem to generally be free as well. In contrast, parks serviced by Cablevision or Time Warner are ‘limited free.’ Subscribers to those services can get free service, but all non-subscribers must choose between 10-minutes of free access (limited to three times every 30 days) or paying 99 cents for one day’s access.


Both Cablevision and Time Warner are obligated to provide those services under Letter Agreements executed simultaneously with their respective cable franchise agreements.
 The above ‘limited free’ terms are specified within those agreements as being the minimum level of access to be provided to the public, with it being at the discretion of the companies to provide more favorable access.
 And, under the agreements, decisions on which parks will receive wi-fi are to be jointly made by the company, DoITT, the Department of Parks and Recreation and the relevant Borough President.
 


AT&T’s original motivation for offering free wi-fi access in parks (as well as in other high-traffic locations, such as Times Square) seems to have been to reduce congestion on their 3G wireless (cellphone) network, by shifting some of those users to local wi-fi networks.
 


The administration of Mayor Bill de Blasio announced a goal of every resident and business in the City having access to “affordable, reliable, high-speed broadband service… by 2025” in the OneNYC plan.
 In that plan, it was explained that high-speed internet access “is no longer a luxury” and that it is an “essential service.”
 This committee will be interested to discuss what role, if any, park wi-fi networks might play in reaching those goals in the future.

III. INT. NO. 428

Int. No, 428 would amend the Administrative Code to require the Department of

Parks and Recreation  to, first, issue a report to the mayor and the New York City Council various data related to Wi-Fi access and use. This data includes, but is not limited to, reporting the areas in city parks with and without Wi-Fi- access, the average number of daily users of Wi-Fi in city parks, and the average length of time of Wi-Fi use it city parks. 
Secondly, Int. No. 428 would require that Parks develop a five-year plan for expanding Wi-Fi access in all parks under the Commissioner’s jurisdiction. To note, the proposed local law includes language to begin reporting January 1, 2015. The reporting date will be updated before enactment. 
Int. No. 428
 

By Council Members Vacca, Cumbo, Gentile, Koo, Levine, Mendez, Torres, Rodriguez and Treyger

..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the issuance of a five year plan to expand Wi-Fi access in city parks.
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1.  Title 18 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 18-142 to read as follows:
§18-142  Expanding wi-fi access in city parks.  No later than January first, two thousand fifteen, the department, together with the department of information technology and telecommunications, shall issue a report to the mayor and the council, and make such report available on the city’s website.  The report shall, at a minimum, identify areas in parks under the jurisdiction of the commissioner that have wi-fi access on the report date, areas in parks under the jurisdiction of the commissioner that do not have wi-fi access on the report date, the average number of daily users of wi-fi in parks under the jurisdiction of the commissioner for the previous calendar year, the average length of time of wi-fi use in parks under the jurisdiction of the commissioner for the previous calendar year and shall include a five year plan for expanding wi-fi access to all parks under the jurisdiction of the commissioner, including the cost of implementing such plan and a timetable for such implementation.
      § 2. This local law shall take effect immediately upon enactment.
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