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I. INTRODUCTION


On April 18, 2018, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing to get an update on LinkNYC, the communication network owned by CityBridge that replaces the City’s public payphones with Wi-Fi kiosks. The Committee expects to receive testimony from representatives of the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT), LinkNYC, and other interested members of the public.

II. BACKGROUND 

Home broadband access in New York City is provided largely by cable and phone providers, such as Time Warner, Cablevision and Verizon. Yet, expense
 and lack of availability
 can put such access 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, smart phones require costly data plans to provide that access, and even then the amount of data permitted each month is often capped.

Publicly-available Wi-Fi systems could be a way of bridging internet accessibility gaps as well as providing increased internet access when individuals are away from home or business networks. While a thorough, unified public Wi-Fi network does not yet exist in New York City, a patchwork of public Wi-Fi projects has developed, including LinkNYC kiosks provided by CityBridge under a nonexclusive public communications franchise agreement with the City.
 These kiosks, referred to as “Links,” are expected to replace all of the City’s existing telephone booths by 2020.
 These terminals not only provide phone service, but they act as charging stations and local Wi-Fi hubs.
 It is anticipated that Links will replace over 7,500 pay phones across the five boroughs.
  So far, there are approximately 1,500 active Links, and an additional 242 are installed and awaiting Wi-Fi connectivity.
 

Links permit a user to maintain a free Wi-Fi network connection while moving through the City in the covered areas. Other key features of the Links include the ability to access city services, maps and directions from a Link tablet; the ability to make free phone calls to anywhere in the U.S. using the Vonage app on the Link tablet or the tactile keypad with Braille lettering and microphone; a dedicated red 911 button in the event of an emergency; and displays of public service announcements.
  Links also display historic photos of the neighborhoods they are located in.
 This month, 29 Links began to display MTA bus times in Park Slope.
 This feature is expected to expand city-wide.

LinkNYC’s operational costs are funded through advertising at no extra cost to taxpayers, and it is expected to generate over $500 million in revenue for New York City in the first twelve years of the franchise.
 LinkNYC also plans to create between 100-150 new full-time jobs and 650 support jobs.
 The project is estimated to cost over $200 million.

In January 2017, LinkNYC announced that its millionth user was added less than a year after launching the free Wi-Fi network.
 According to a survey conducted by Sachs Insights, of 1,000 New Yorkers across the city, 78% are in favor of the network, 89% expressed LinkNYC makes the City more innovative than other cities, and 89% are in favor that the service is free.
  The City’s most popular Link is located in Herald Square and has served over 600,000 Wi-Fi sessions by itself.
 
III. CURRENT CHALLENGES

LinkNYC has faced several challenges including delayed deployment, lawsuits, and usage challenges. 

In July 2016, reports noted that the City was behind schedule installing and activating kiosks as a result of a strike by Verizon employees and a lawsuit filed by Telebeam, a company that controlled 1,300 payphones throughout the city.
  Telebeam sued the City when CityBridge was solely awarded a contract to install and maintain 10,000 public communication structures.
 The lawsuit was later dismissed by a federal court, which held that the City was within its rights to award the contract to another company to install and maintain the communication structures.
 Telebeam appealed and was successfully awarded an injunction,
 however the lawsuit was ultimately withdrawn.
   

There have also been reports that the kiosks are not sufficiently accessible to the vision-impaired.
 Issues raised include not adding braille on the keypad and failing to include audio functions.
 These issues led the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) to file a lawsuit calling on the City and CityBridge to stop the installation of any new kiosks until additional accessibility features are added to kiosks which have already been installed.
 
A settlement agreement between NFB and CityBridge was reached last year.
 It requires accessibility enhancements, including improved accessible screen navigation features; dedicated shortcut key to request assistance with a Link; and an updated screen reader and text-to-speech engine.
 Further, the settlement requires policies to ensure the accessibility of all LinkNYC features before public use; annual accessibility training for CityBridge employees; and appointment of an Accessibility Coordinator to ensure that CityBridge’s Accessibility Policy is implemented. 

Although Links were designed to allow residents and tourists a place to consult maps, use free Wi-Fi, and charge phones, there have been reports of individuals using the kiosks as “personal spaces” for themselves. In some instances, people have been seen using drugs and drinking around the kiosks and also watching pornography.
 Kiosks along Eighth Avenue in Manhattan have been considered eyesores to residents because of their design and the brightness of their advertisements.
 Residents and business owners have also complained that the kiosks have caused the streets to become more cluttered and have also become areas where homeless people are squatting, deterring others from using the kiosks.
   

As a result of people using the kiosks for personal use and in some cases, committing lewd acts, on September 14, 2016, LinkNYC announced that they would remove web browsing on all the kiosks while they work on potential solutions to alleviate crowding and personal use issues, such as possibly enforcing time limits on usage.
 In addition, LinkNYC dimmed the light on the kiosk displays and limited their maximum volume at night in response to community feedback and suggestions.
 However, the kiosks continue to provide the public with free phone calls, maps, device charging and access to 311 and 911.  Since the web browsing link was removed, there has been a 12% rise in kiosk usage throughout the city.
    

In March 2017, CityBridge announced that it improved LinkNYC’s privacy policies after some concerns from service users.
  The New York Civil Liberties Union was concerned about the volume of private information that CityBridge was retaining about its users.
  Service users had to submit their email addresses and agree to allow CityBridge to collect information about what websites they visit on their devices, where and how long they remain on certain information on a webpage and what links they click.
  Some service users stated that having access to their Internet browsing history is an invasion of privacy giving CityBridge access to their political views, religious affiliations, and medical and family problems.
  Service users also stated that they should not have to agree to an unlimited collection of information in order to connect to the Internet.
  There were also concerns that if CityBridge had the ability to construct a massive database on service users, they may be at risk of security breaches and unwarranted NYPD surveillance.

In response to service users concerns, CityBridge improved LinkNYC’s privacy policy by clarifying that browsing history from personal devices will not be stored; setting the retention period of most technical information for individual sessions to 60 days from the end of the users last activity; disclosure of information will occur only as required by law and that there will be no notice; and added additional limitations on camera use and disclosure of data.

IV. CONCLUSION 

When Links are fully rolled out, they will provide the “fastest and largest free municipal Wi-Fi deployment in the world.”
 However, installation and activation is behind schedule, the City has been faced with lawsuits, and there have been complaints about the design and improper usage of the Links. This Committee looks forward to hearing from DoITT and representatives of LinkNYC about how they anticipate overcoming these challenges.  
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