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By notice published on January 9, 2017 the National Science Foundation (“NSF”) requests
public comments regarding the Smart Cities and Communities Federal Strategic Plan: Exploring
Innovation Together (“Smart Cities Plan”).1 Pursuant to this notice, the Electronic Privacy
Information Center (“EPIC”) submits these comments to urge the NSF to revise the draft
document to prioritize cybersecurity in smart city development, address privacy concerns, and
minimize data collection.
EPIC is a public interest research center in Washington, D.C. EPIC was established in 1994
to focus public attention on emerging privacy and human rights issues and to protect privacy, the
First Amendment, and constitutional values. EPIC has considerable expertise in the Internet of
Things and other connected devices and has testified before Congress on connected vehicles and
submitted numerous comments to various agencies concerning connected devices.2 EPIC has also
submitted comments on the privacy implications and need for transparency of the development and
use of the Smart Grid.3
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The Smart Cities Plan Should Be Updated to Prioritize Cybersecurity and Privacy
EPIC urges NSF to emphasize cybersecurity and privacy must be in all aspects of smart
city planning. The long-term, sustainable goals mentioned in the Smart Cities Plan will be
impossible without a secure system.
The need for strong cybersecurity measures in cities is already be evident. Shortly before
the 2017 Presidential Inauguration, the Washington Metropolitan Police Department’s closedcircuit television cameras were hacked and unable to record for three days.4 In November, hackers
infiltrated San Francisco’s public transportation system and threatened to release customer and
employee data unless a ransom was paid.5 Hackers have also targeted police departments across
the country by breaching their computer systems, holding files for ransom, and deleting files when
they are not paid.6
A recent DHS report found that cybersecurity was a top concern in both the public and
private sector.7 The DHS report also noted that most states acknowledge their lack of
understanding of cybersecurity practices.8 The benefits that smart cities could bring cannot be
achieved if the systems are insecure and cities are subject to hacks that threaten public safety.
Protecting Individual Privacy
The Smart Cities Plan envisions monitoring roads and first-responder activity so that
resources are used efficiently. However, the plan should explain how data from private individuals
will be safeguarded. The Plan should also address the potential discriminatory effect of monitoring
individual behavior through secretive algorithms. For example, several cities have entered into
data sharing agreements with popular traffic apps that rely on self-reporting9 If these agreements
become the norm, cities must protect individual privacy and be transparent with the public about
how they use the data they receive and ensure that consumer data is protected.
Additionally, using data points to determine where first responders, especially law
enforcement, are most needed could potentially increase police presence in some communities. An
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increased police presence could lead to the impression that some communities are being treated
differently than others and that some individuals are viewed differently because of where they live
and who they know.10 While attempting to achieve efficient use of resources, the Smart Cities Plan
should also consider the potential discriminatory effects and require transparency about how first
responders use data they collect and algorithms that they use.11
Data Minimization
The collection of personally identifiable information (“PII”) will necessarily requires new
privacy laws and new privacy safeguards. Innovative solutions that reduce regulatory burdens will
be based on Privacy Enhancing Techniques (“PETs”) that minimize or eliminate the collection of
PII.12
If “Smart Cities’ fail to minimize data collection and establish strong privacy and security
measures to safeguard the data that is collected, they will almost necessarily place their inhabitants
at risk from system failure, and cyber attack.
Conclusion
The Smart Cities Plan raises profound privacy and security challenges. It would be
foolhardy to proceed down this road without a clear understanding of the risks and an equally clear
commitment to establish necessary safeguards.
Marc Rotenberg
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EPIC President
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