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Introduction

On April 23, 2012, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member Fernando Cabrera, will hold an oversight hearing on the nature and scope of broadband adoption in New York City, and on ways in which the City can close the digital divide.  Those invited to testify include Commissioner Carole Post of the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications, along with representatives from internet providers and technology organizations. 

Background

“Like electricity a century ago, broadband is a foundation for economic growth, job creation, global competitiveness and a better way of life.”
  Broadband is generally defined as high-speed connection to the Internet, which can be delivered through various technologies, including standard telephone lines, cable, digital subscriber lines (DSL), satellites, optical fibers, or wireless technologies.  
Broadband high-speed Internet connections are progressively replacing old dial-up Internet connections, allowing users to access comprehensive databases, communicate through phone and videoconferencing, and download music, movies and television.  Broadband spurs economic growth, helps children learn and teachers teach, helps people find employment, saves time and money, and allows New York City residents to take advantage of more governmental services and participate in the democratic process much more easily.
Many countries have implemented policies on the local and federal levels to quickly expand broadband availability and adoption rates as well as encourage the development of higher-speed services.  Broadband adoption is key to America’s competitiveness, yet one-third of all Americans have not adopted broadband at home.
  
The situation in New York City is a microcosm of this problem.  The City is one of the most “wired” cities in the United States, but we are falling behind our international competitors. Most residents have only one or two broadband service providers from which to choose, and many are unable to afford the service.  Without broadband and the newest communication technologies, residents are at an immediate disadvantage in this information-based global economy.

Barriers to Broadband Adoption
According to the Pew Research Center, the top three obstacles to broadband adoption are digital literacy and trust, relevance and cost.
  In 2010, the average broadband subscriber paid $41.18 per month for service, an increase from $39 in April 2009.
  However, broadband users who have just one provider where they live have higher average monthly bills.  
As of 2011, age (being 65 or older), a lack of a high school education, and having a low household income (less than $20,000 per year) are the strongest negative predictors for internet use.
  A study from the Investigative Reporting Workshop at American University's School of Communication found that cost is the major obstacle to broadband subscription, contributing to a sharp broadband divide between wealthy and poor areas.
  While the digital divide has shrunk slightly over time, fewer than one-third of the poorest Americans have adopted broadband, while more than 90% of the richest have adopted. Fewer than 50% of African Americans, Latinos, the elderly, and rural populations have adopted broadband.
  Nearly half of non-users believe that online content is not relevant to their lives and 60% of non-users would need assistance getting online.

Federal Involvement
As part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, commonly referred to as “the stimulus bill,” Congress directed the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to develop a National Broadband Plan to ensure every American has “access to broadband capability.”  The completed report offers recommendations for establishing competition, ensuring efficient allocation of government-owned assets, creating incentives for universal availability and adoption of broadband, and setting standards and aligning incentives for national priorities.
  The plan includes a detailed strategy for achieving broadband affordability and maximizing the use of broadband. 

Following the release of the National Broadband Plan, FCC is planning to expand an affordable telephone service for income-eligible consumers, called Lifeline, to include broadband.
  FCC also recently launched the “Connect to Compete” initiative to provide affordable broadband service to households with at least one child who is eligible for the free National School Lunch Program.
  Participating cable companies offer broadband internet service for $9.95 plus tax per month to eligible families, as well as low-cost computers with Windows 7 and Office, and digital literacy classes both in-person and online.  At this time, Time Warner and Cablevision participate in this federal program, but Verizon does not.
Status in New York City

In a recent study, the New York City metropolitan area ranked near the top of metro regions in broadband adoption, with an estimated 67 percent of its households hooked into broadband; however, three of the City’s boroughs are among the eight least broadband-connected counties in New York State—the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens.
  Although broadband is available for purchase throughout the City, roughly half of households in those three boroughs lack broadband internet access, most notably seniors and low-income households.  In contrast, some upstate counties have over 80% broadband penetration and the national average is 60%.
These findings are very similar to the findings of a broadband study focused on New York City.  According to a July 2008 presentation by the Mayor’s Office regarding a broadband study of the City, cable Internet service is available to 98% of New York City addresses and DSL is available to 87%.
  The study also found that Staten Island (57.9%) and Manhattan (55.7%) have the largest adoption rates while Brooklyn (41.5%) and the Bronx (38.8%) have the lowest.  These rates were close to the national average of 45% at that time.  However, only 26% of New York City Housing Authority households had broadband Internet service at home with the largest amount of non-users being residents over 50 years of age.
  The reason reported most for this low rate was the affordability of computer hardware and Internet service.  
The study also found that the major contributing factors for the absence of broadband in 666,000 low-income households were lack of computer ownership, cost of broadband service, lack of computer literacy skills, and failure to recognize value of the technology.
  Therefore, the authors of the study recommended that the city expand public access points, expand service options, and support wireless deployment in public spaces.  
Since the completion of this study, the City expanded consumer broadband options by entering into a 2008 franchise agreement with Verizon, which required Verizon to complete its citywide FiOS network by June 2014.  In 2010, the City reached an agreement with Time Warner and Cablevision to commit approximately $10 million to provide Wi-Fi access at up to 32 public parks.  Time Warner also agreed to create 40 public computer centers, in partnership with local not-for-profit organizations, to provide free broadband access to low-income communities across the City.  On June 9, 2011. Mayor Bloomberg and AT&T announced that AT&T would install and maintain free Wi-Fi service in 20 parks in all five boroughs.  On March 10, 2010, the City, in partnership with Selfhelp Community Services and Microsoft, launched a “Virtual Senior Center,” which uses computer, video and Internet technology to create an interactive experience for homebound seniors.
  This demonstration project links six homebound seniors to Selfhelp’s Benjamin Rosenthal Senior Center in Flushing, Queens so the seniors at home can see and hear the other people at the center and actively participate in two-way discussions and activities. 
In 2010, the City received federal stimulus money via the Broadband Technologies Opportunity Program (BTOP) for three NYC Connected initiatives to increase access to affordable broadband service across the City’s underserved communities and among low-income public school students.  The City received $14 million for the NYC Connected Communities program, $6 million for NYC Connected Foundations
 and $22 million for NYC Connected Learning.
  These programs are described in more detail below:
· The NYC Connected Communities project upgrades and expands public computer centers in libraries, public housing facilities, recreation centers, senior centers, and community support organizations across the city, focusing on high-poverty areas such as Harlem and the South Bronx.

· The NYC Connected Foundations program provides students at 43 transfer high schools—serving students between the ages of 16-21 who have disengaged from high school and are not on track to graduate—with access to free computers, broadband subsidies, and comprehensive digital literacy training.  This program helps at-risk students develop skills to graduate and successfully transition to college or a career.
· The NYC Connected Learning program provides computer training, desktop computers, educational software, and free broadband access to more than 18,000 low-income sixth-graders and their families (approximately 40,000 residents total) in high-need public middle schools in New York City.
  
While securing funding for these initiatives was a major accomplishment, the City has not publicly announced a plan for when BTOP funding expires in 2013.  In the “Road Map for the Digital City,” launching outreach and education efforts to increase broadband Internet adoption is identified as a goal, but details are not provided on how this will be done.
 
Conclusion

Broadband is rapidly becoming a necessity.  The use of broadband means dramatically improved access to economic opportunities, educational opportunities, government services and news.  The Committee hopes to receive testimony from the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications on the effectiveness of the NYC Connected initiatives, how the City can continue these programs when funding is exhausted next year, and what else the City can do to increase broadband adoption, including opportunities for negotiation during franchise renewal agreements.  
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