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The Wi-Fi signal is transmitted from the top of

NYCHA buildings.

“A bigger and stronger network” “Una
red más grande y más fuerte”
“A bigger and stronger network”

NYCHA residents receive free Wi-Fi service

By Gregg McQueen

Sandra Harris has lived for nearly three
decades in the Melrose Houses, a public
housing development of the New York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA).

She has never had Internet service in her
home.

That is about to change – thanks to a
unique community-owned Wi-Fi network
launched this week.

In an effort to narrow the digital divide, more than 2,500 public housing residents
at the Melrose and Courtlandt Avenue developments will have access to free
broadband Internet service.

BlocPower, a Brooklyn-based climate technology firm, teamed up with Metro IAF
and People’s Choice Communications to install Wi-Fi antennas on the rooftops of
the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) buildings and place Wi-Fi nodes
on each floor.

For many NYCHA residents like Harris, it is the first time they have had Internet
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“It will be a self-sustaining system, owned

by the people, and for the community,” said

BlocPower CEO Donnel Baird.

service.

“I’ve never had it before in all my time here.
I’m on a fixed income so I can’t afford it,” said
Harris, a 26-year NYCHA resident. “It’s nice to
finally come into the 21st century. I felt like I
was living in the Stone Age.”

Harris, who is slated to undergo knee surgery
soon, said it was difficult to be without the
Internet during

the pandemic.

“Now I’ll be able to use it for doctors, healthcare and
reaching out to my family,” she said. “There are
things that you’d try to do on the phone but these
days you can’t.”

The Wi-Fi network is not just open to NYCHA residents
– it will be available to anyone in the surrounding area,
explained BlocPower Chief Executive Officer Donnel
Baird.

“Because these towers are so high, we’re actually going to
be able to spread Internet to the surrounding
community,” Baird said. “The idea is to have tens of

thousands of people across the Bronx using the system from this complex.”

BlocPower is not stopping there, as the Wi-Fi network will also soon be installed in
Morris Houses and Forrest Houses to serve up to 10,000 NYCHA residents in the
Bronx, Baird said – and the system will eventually be brought to Harlem and East
Harlem.
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Residents could sign up to receive $11 laptops.

“Internet has become like the air we breathe,”

said Congressman Ritchie Torres.

The Wi-Fi service will be free of charge for the first year, after which subscribers
will pay an affordable rate of $10 to $15 per month, Baird said.

BlocPower, Metro IAF and People’s Choice
trained residents on the upkeep of the
system. Tenants will elect an advisory
board that will have a voice in decisions
like data governance, service quality and
use of proceeds.

“It will be a self-sustaining system, owned
by the people, and for the community,” said
Baird.

“This is a program we’ve needed for a long time,” said Cassandra Bowlin, President
of the Melrose Houses Tenant Association. “I want all the residents in Melrose to
take advantage of it.”

On November 29, residents gathered on
Courtlandt Avenue to celebrate the launch
of the network and sign up as a user.
Subscribers could also acquire a laptop for
a cost of $11 to use the broadband service.

Congressman Ritchie Torres, who has
helped NYCHA tenants advocate for
broadband access, noted that 50 percent of
households in low-income neighborhoods

like Melrose lack internet.

Home Wi-Fi access is a necessity in modern society, he stressed.
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“I felt like I was living in the Stone Age,” said

Sandra Harris of being without the Internet in

her home.

“Internet has become like the air we
breathe,” Torres said. “Without access to
the Internet, there’s no access to education
in a world of remote learning, no access to
healthcare in a world of tele-health, no
access to banking in a world of online
banking. When you have access to high-
speed, affordable Internet, it fundamentally
changes the trajectory of your life.”

Torres touted the recent passage of the
federal government’s infrastructure package, known as the Build Back Better Act,
which includes $65 billion for public housing. As much as $40 billion will be used
for NYCHA alone, he said.

“We’re facing a crisis of digital redlining, in which lower income communities get
less digital infrastructure, less digital investment than higher income communities.
We’re here, both nationally and locally, to finally confront the digital divide that
has persisted for far too long,” Torres said.

“The idea is to have a citywide network where low-income families can access the
system,” stated Baird, who said BlocPower would also look to wire affordable
housing complexes and charter schools for the broadband service.

“For building owners with tall buildings
who need Internet, we want them to sign
up and join into this network,” Baird said.
“The more people that join, the bigger and
stronger the network gets.”

BlocPower was one of several companies
selected to execute the de Blasio
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“This is a program weʼve needed for a long

time,” said Melrose Housesʼ Cassandra Bowlin.

The worker cooperative was founded by

members of IBEW Local 3 who went on strike

against Spectrum in 2017.

administration’s $157 million Internet
Master Plan, which was created to expand
Internet service for 600,000 underserved New Yorkers, including 200,000 NYCHA
residents.

Customer service, billing and maintenance for the system will be handled by
People’s Choice Communications, a worker cooperative founded by members of
IBEW Local 3 who went on strike against Spectrum in 2017.

“When Covid hit, people had to retreat to
our homes. And while some of us had
Internet, people here did not,” said Troy
Walcott, President of People’s Choice
Communications.

Walcott said his company was created to
help bridge the digital divide in
underserved communities that had long
begged for technology equity.

“For a long time, people have been saying that they need Internet,” said Walcott.
“We got tired of asking over and over again, so we basically started it ourselves.”

“The purpose of this company is to have ownership
be held not by a big corporation but the people
who built it and the customers who are going to
use it,’ he added. “We were able to bypass the high
cost of building out services and through new
technology we used line-of-sight antennas to
deploy systems quickly and cheaply. Instead of putting all that extra money into a
CEO’s pockets, we want to give it back to the community and reinvest it here.”
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For more information or to sign up as a Wi-Fi user, visit peopleschoice.coop/signup.

To learn more about BlocPower, visit www.blocpower.io

https://peopleschoice.coop/signup
http://www.blocpower.io/

