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Introduction

On Monday, December 15, 2008, the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Councilwoman Rosie Mendez, and the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Councilwoman Gale A. Brewer, will hold a joint oversight hearing on, Broadband Over Power Lines at NYCHA Housing Developments.  The purpose of the hearing is to learn about the progress of the New York City Housing Authority’s  (NYCHA) implementation of a Broadband Over Power Line network (BPL).  The Committees expect to hear testimony from NYCHA officials, residents, advocates, and other interested parties, such as the Legal Aid Society and the Community Service Society, and tenant associations, such as Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side (PHROLES).

New York City Housing Authority Background

NYCHA provides low and moderate-income housing and is the largest public housing authority in North America, with 343 developments containing 2,636 buildings spread throughout the City.
  Nearly 405,000 authorized residents live in almost 178,137 apartments.  These numbers represent 8.3% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.0% of the City’s population.
  The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 102), Brooklyn (with 100) and the Bronx (with 98); while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 10.
  As of June 2008, there were about 132,000 families on the waiting list for conventional public housing as well as an additional 136,000 families on the wait list for housing through the Section 8 program.
  

Most families that live in NYCHA public housing pay no more than 30% of their family income for rent.  The average family income for NYCHA tenants is approximately $22,402 and the average rent is $378 per month.
 Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA developments are for seniors only.
  Further, NYCHA reports that “12.7% of its families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 42.1% of the families.”
 Working families are said to account for “45.2% of families.”
  Approximately 37.8% of NYCHA residents consist of persons under the age of 21, and about 30.8% are minors under the age of 18.
Broadband Over Power Lines

Broadband over power lines (BPL) uses the existing power grid to deliver high-speed Internet service to the electrical outlet with the addition of equipment on the power grid itself and a plug-in modem in the home.  BPL has the advantage of being accessible by every building and apartment that has an electrical outlet.  

a. Advantages of BPL

While a BPL network can provide high-speed communications services over the existing electric network, it can also be used in automated meter reading technology or smart meters.  BPL is generally less expensive to deploy than cable and telephone companies’ broadband because it does not require upgrades to the electric grid and is not limited by technical constraints.  A digital subscriber line (DSL) is limited to customers within 18,000 feet of a central office while BPL can reach any house with a power line, which means the rural areas not wired for the Internet can now receive it through their power outlet.
  Additionally, BPL provides increased competition and choices for customers in the broadband market. 

b. Disadvantages of BPL

 
 BPL can be a potential interference for other radio services using the same frequency range, such as Amateur Radio.  Power lines can act as antennas and unintentionally emit broadband signals as radio signals.
  Studies conducted by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) determined that interference from BPL could affect public safety mobile radio receivers within the low-band VHF frequency range that is typically used by fire, police and other first responders.  However, NTIA believes that technology deployed within a more narrow range of frequencies will not cause this interference and recommended that BPL developers consider using the minimum output power needed for a device, avoid locally used radio frequencies and use filters to stop BPL signals.
  Radio systems can also slow or stop BPL service in the area.
    

c. FCC Regulations
In October 2004 the FCC adopted an Order regarding new requirements and measurement guidelines for BPL.  The Order included rules on BPL devices to avoid specific frequencies, established frequency bands that BPL may not operate on, such as aircraft receivers, and established consultation requirements with public safety agencies.
  After the Order was released the amateur radio and BPL communities filed a petition for reconsideration.  In August 2006, the FCC reaffirmed its rules governing BPL after challenges from the broadcasting industry and amateur radio operators. The decision affirms the rules regarding emission limits for BPL, denies the request by the amateur radio community to prohibit BPL operations pending further study and adopts changes regarding protection of radio astronomy stations by requiring a new exclusion zone.
 
NYCHA‘s Proof of Concept for a BPL Network  
Seeking to identify a low-cost solution to replace the aging intercom system and the Closed Circuit TV (CCTV) security system in every housing project, NYCHA evaluated BPL technology by creating a proof of concept (POC) and developing a business plan to achieve this technology goal.  In November 2007, NYCHA placed a BPL system using Telkonet 16 MBPS Series-3 in 115 apartments throughout 15 floors of the same building.
  However, the Telkonet technology changed after this implementation so that it is now faster and more powerful.  The new technology (Telkonet 200 MBPS Series-5) can support high speed Internet service and a larger CCTV system.
  Because of this, the NYCHA project was changed in March 2008 to allow for this new technology.  In June 2008, NYCHA implemented the new BPL system which included the upgrade of the system to the Series 5 and the installation of the intercom system.  The project became operational in August 2008 and then entered into a four-month monitoring period.
  

This project has allowed residents to talk to guests at the front door of the building and then open the door by hitting a key on the intercom phone.  The doors utilize magnetic door locks that can be opened remotely by using the apartment intercoms.
  It also permitted the NYCHA building to install nine stationary cameras and one Pan-Tilt-Zoom camera to monitor areas such as the building entrance, street corners, and elevators.
  Domed Panasonic High Resolution weatherproof cameras, that can provide clear pictures in any type of lighting condition, were installed on the outside of the premises and in the lobby of the building.  Extreme CCTV EX36 cameras that provide high resolution images for dark environments, were installed in the elevators
  NYCHA staff can view the cameras remotely through a software package that can be used anywhere within the building, thus, allowing conditions to be viewed in real time.
  

These new technology improvements have provided residents with the added security of locking entrances and secured perimeters through BPL.  The BPL technology is beneficial because it is less costly and more efficient since this new system costs 50% less than other cable systems that offer both intercom and CCTV service.
  In addition, the installation process is fairly simple and the amount of time it takes to set up the technology in each apartment is a great deal less than cabling installations.  The technology is also capable of providing additional services such as VoIP phone service and Internet service.
      
Conclusion

At today’s hearing the Subcommittee and the Committee will gather information regarding NYCHA’s plans for the BPL network.  In particular, the Subcommittee and the Committee will examine whether issues exist regarding the BPL network that need to be addressed in order to avoid future problems, ensure an efficiently functioning system, and increase NYCHA’s responsiveness to tenant complaints about the system. 
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