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Good morning. I’d like to thank Speaker Miller and the Council itself for its insight in creating the Select Committee on Technology in Government. And I’d especially like to thank the Chair, Gale Brewer, for scheduling today’s hearing on the Commission on Public Information and Communication. Please note that these comments are mine and do not necessarily represent those of Queens Community Board 3.
Introduction

I’m going to cover three areas in my presentation. 

¨	First I’ll highlight a couple aspects of information and communication technologies – ICT’s is the term I’ll use - and their impact on our lives.
¨	Second, I’ll review the city’s current ICT resources and some specific ICT opportunities before us.
¨	Finally, I’ll suggest some organizational changes that will enable our city to take advantage of these opportunities.

FIRST AN OVERVIEW

One must keep in mind that ICTs are infrastructure like our water or road system, but they are to a great extent invisible. One might think of them as semi-intangibles like education or health. With education, inattention damages the economy as the talent pool dries up and employers move out. Ultimately underinvestment in education results in a diminished quality of life for us all and larger prison populations. In health, underinvestment and inattention leads to disease, deaths, and a reduced life span.

What are the consequences of underinvestment and inattention to ICTs? It’s probably too early to define our losses in this area. Some increasing evidence points to a growing digital divide, where the wealthy and educated are part of the growth economy and the poor get the leftovers. I’ll give an example of a divide with which I’m quite familiar. My community board recently introduced a website that will facilitate access to government resources and the governance process for tens of thousands of residents in our community district. But as a consequence of this enrichment, many without web access are being disenfranchised. In the coming years our board will provide additional planning and deliberation tools for the well connected. Those without access, those with a slow dial-up connection, and those forced to wait online at the library will not have equal say in the governance process.

Another example of the way ICT’s are changing everything relates to its impact on distance and time. When our government architecture was created – by that I mean the division between local, state, and federal responsibilites – it took two days to get to Albany and five to Washington D.C. ICTs eliminate time and diminish the importance of distance allowing a reassessment of those structures.

SECOND – WHAT ARE THE OPPORTUNITIES

Before touching on a few of the opportunities, I’d like to review some of the ICT assets currently within the city’s control or influence. The controlled assets include:

¨	The 100’s of databases maintained by the various city departments
¨	An institutional cable network
¨	Public access cable channels
¨	Government cable channels
¨	Educational cable channels
¨	A television station
¨	Portions of the hundreds of miles of fiber optic cables installed under the city’s streets during the last decade
¨	Numerous websites operated by the mayor, the city council, the comptroller, the public advocate, the borough presidents, and community boards
¨	The City Archives
¨	And more

And then there are the “influenced resources” like our libraries and museums. These institutions are increasingly being transformed into digital entities. How and when they do this; and how they relate to one another and the broader direction of the city is something that can benefit from some planning.

We need a public organization to inventory, coordinate, and develop these resources.

AS TO THE OPPORTUNITIES…

There are dozens, with more arising each day, just check the headlines. I’ll mention three:

¨	First - The public expects an open and transparent governance process. Open government requires reliable tools for public participation. We need an agency that certifies the new digital governance tools increasingly being used by community boards and other city agencies to be reliable, secure, and trustworthy. These are tools that enable the democratic process like forums and polls and the city’s planned electronic voting machines.

¨	Second - The Internet is very unfriendly to cities. The naming structure of the Internet is based on Top Level Domains – things like the .com, .org, and .gov that we’ve all become familiar with. There are over tow hundred of these Top Level Domains (or TLDs), most of them assigned to nations with TLDs like .us for the United States and .ru for Russia. But with a few odd exceptions there are no TLDs assigned to cities. Imagine for a moment what a different city we’d have if .NYC was ours to use. So if you wanted a school you’d go to schools.nyc and find our public and private schools listed in an orderly way. Ditto our libraries and other institutions. And a .NYC would do wonders for marketing our city: imagine tours.nyc, hotels.nyc. And imagine the revenue that might be derived from .NYC, revenue that could be applied toward education or digital divide issues, and the operation of COPIC.

¨	Third - Everyone acknowledges that our city has become too dependent on the financial industries. Increasingly we live and die with the market. Too much of our development investment goes to maintaining a few industries. The growth industries that our city can tie into are digital. And some of the fastest growing are barely represented in our city: games for example is a $8 billion dollar industry that’s barely represented in our city. 

FINALLY, WHAT GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE WILL ENABLE US TO ACHIEVE THESE OPPORTUNITIES

But before detailing these changes I’d like to compliment the Public Advocate. Despite having ZERO budget for COPIC, and with the Public Advocate staff halved over the past few years, Betsy Gotbaum recently recognized and acted upon one ICT opportunity: she wrote to Mayor Bloomberg recommending that the city apply for the .NYC top level domain. It’s too early to determine the impact of her effort, but I’d like to take this moment to compliment her for this insightful action.

My recommendations.

First, I’d broaden COPIC’s mission. I’d mirror the charter language that gives a master planning role to the City Planning Commission in the traditional world of atoms. The charter should say:

“The Commission on Public Information and Communication shall be responsible for the conduct of planning relating to the orderly growth, improvement and future development of the city[’s digital resources,] including adequate and appropriate resources for the housing, business, industry, transportation, distribution, recreation, culture, comfort, convenience, health and welfare of its population.”

And I’d mirror the structure of the City Planning Commission and City Planning Department. Today the City Planning Commission directs the work of the Planning Department. I’d have COPIC and DoITT, that’s the city’s Department of Information Technology and Telecommunication, relate to each other in a similar way. 
We’ve had a series of plans developed by the City Planning Commission over the years that deal with things like the size, type, and location of residential, commercial and industrial buildings; and the locations of parks, power plants and the like. COPIC should develop similar plans for the digital era. It should be the THINK organization for our digital times.

As we learned from our long experiment with Board of Education, now the Department of Education, it’s critical that we have a “Buck Stops Here” structure. Therefore, while I applaud the activities of the current Public Advocate, and I think that it should retain a membership on COPIC, the agency’s chair should be held by DoITT. 
Membership

Here’s how I’d change COPIC’s membership.

Add 4 New Seats:

¨	City Planning Commission
¨	Public Access Channels
¨	Public Libraries
¨	Comptroller

Eliminate 5 Seats:

¨	Corporation Council
¨	Office of Operations
¨	Media Representative 
¨	WNYC
¨	Public Advocate Appointee

Finally, I’d change the appointment process for one seat, making the Community Board member and appointee of the Community Boards rather than the Mayor. 

One aspect left out of this restructuring is COPIC’s checks and balances responsibilities relating to fair hearings, annual meetings, and database access. These should become the province of the city council, possibly through this Select Committee, and the New York State Committee on Open Government.

In conclusion, COPIC was a masterful thought that was a decade ahead of its time. The council must come up with a fix for COPIC’s woes. The internecine squabbles that have plagued COPIC for the last decade must not be allowed to interfere with its responsibilities to manage the city’s digital assets and develop a master plan for our digital future.

