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OVERSIGHT:
Examining Recent Problems with the City's Emergency 911 System
I.
Introduction

On June 21, 2013 the Committees on Fire and Criminal Justice Services, chaired by Council Member Elizabeth S. Crowley, Public Safety, chaired by Peter F. Vallone, Jr., and Technology, chaired by Fernando Cabrera, will hold a joint oversight hearing examining recent problems with the City’s Emergency 9-1-1 System.  Those invited to testify at today’s hearing include Deputy Mayor Caswell Holloway, and representatives from the New York City Fire Department (“FDNY”), the New York City Police Department (“NYPD”), the Department of Information, Technology and Telecommunications (“DOITT”), and other interested parties.

II.
Background

The NYPD and FDNY answer over 13 million 9-1-1 calls annually.
  When people with emergencies dial 9-1-1, they are connected to an NYPD call taker.  Based on the nature of the emergency, the NYPD call taker transmits information to dispatchers in the NYPD and to the FDNY and Emergency Medical Services (“EMS”).  In a fire emergency, the police call taker conferences in a fire dispatcher and continues to gather information from the caller as the fire dispatcher listens in and intervenes as necessary.  In a medical emergency, the police call taker conferences in an FDNY Emergency Medical Dispatcher (“EMD”) who is also an Emergency Medical Technician (“EMT”) and certified in Emergency Medical Dispatch procedures who then interacts with the caller. EMD call takers provide pre-arrival instructions to callers over the phone.
 
Staffing of the NYPD 9-1-1 operation consists of approximately 1,250 Police Communications Technicians (“PCT”), Supervising Police Communication Technicians (“SPCT”), and Principal Police Communication Technicians (PPCT).  Personnel with the PCT title perform multiple functions including the 9-1-1 call taker and dispatcher positions.

 Staffing of FDNY Dispatch Operations consists of approximately 160 Fire Alarm Dispatchers and 35 Supervising and Chief Dispatchers assigned to Fire Dispatch operations, and approximately 250 EMTs and 35 Lieutenants and Captains assigned to Emergency Medical Dispatch.  Personnel in both Fire Dispatch and EMD perform multiple functions including the call taker and dispatch positions.
  Fire Dispatch operations for Queens and the Bronx are in their respective boroughs and support the other three boroughs as a backup. Brooklyn, Manhattan and Staten Island Fire Dispatch operations are located at the Public Safety Answering Center (“PSAC1”).   Back-up capabilities for Bronx and Manhattan are also located at PSAC1.  EMD for all five boroughs is currently located at PSAC1 with an unmanned backup facility at 1 Metrotech in Brooklyn.

III.
Emergency Communications Transformation Project
The City’s Emergency Communications Transformation Project (“ECTP”) was initiated in 2004, and was designed to address shortcomings in the City’s emergency public call taking and dispatch operations by overhauling the way operations are managed and supported.
 ECTP’s purpose is to centralize and integrate the call taking and dispatch operations among the NYPD, FDNY, and EMS
 to reduce emergency response times, improve the City’s capacity to coordinate multi-agency responses to emergencies, ensure that the City’s systems are fully redundant, and enhance the resiliency of the NYPD and FDNY, including EMS dispatch operations.
  
ECTP has four initiatives aimed at meeting the project’s objectives, including: (i) the establishment of PSAC 1 in Brooklyn, where NYPD, Fire and EMS personnel are now located; (ii) the construction of a back-up 9-1-1 call-taking and dispatch center (“PSAC 2”) in the Bronx; (iii) unifying 9-1-1 call-taking functions in a single call-taking operation at PSAC 1 and PSAC 2 that will be managed by the NYPD; and (iv) the integration of the NYPD, FDNY and EMS Computer-Aided Dispatch (“CAD”) systems.
  The ECTP working group is staffed by the NYPD, FDNY, DOITT, the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (“DCAS”), the Department of Design and Construction (“DDC”) and the Offices of Management and Budget (“OMB”) and Labor Relations (“OLR”).  The working group manages all aspects of the project, from site and technology acquisition to interagency protocols and facility management.
 
The initial cost estimate of ECTP was $1.3 million.  However, the project cost has increased to $2.1 billion for several reasons, including the construction of PSAC 2 in the Bronx instead of using an existing building as originally planned.
 

IV.
The Unified Call Taker System
A primary component of the ECTP is the Unified Call Taker (“UCT”) system,
 which is designed to streamline the call-taking process by reducing call handling time for fire calls and to allow first responders to reach New Yorkers more quickly in emergencies.
  Prior to the implementation of the UCT system on May 4, 2009, when a caller phoned 9-1-1, the call was answered by a police call taker who collected caller and incident information.
  After the police call taker took the information, if the incident being reported was a fire, the police call taker would initiate a conference call with an FDNY call taker/dispatcher.  During the conference call with the caller and the police call taker, the FDNY call taker/dispatcher would collect similar FDNY-related information.
  The FDNY dispatcher would then dispatch the appropriate unit to the scene of the fire.  Under the UCT system, improved technology and training allows the NYPD call taker to collect both NYPD and FDNY incident information and then electronically share and coordinate the appropriate emergency response with dispatchers from either agency.
  According to the Administration, the UCT system allows the caller to give information one time to one call taker, rather than multiple times to multiple call takers, thereby saving time in processing the caller’s critical information.
  

In 2009 after the UCT system was implemented, Fire Union officials indicated they were receiving numerous reports of mistaken transmissions every day from commanders in the field, something they alleged rarely happened before the UCT was launched.  Particularly troubling were reports that wrong addresses were being given to FDNY responders in unprecedented numbers.
  In response to these reports, in November 2009, the NYPD and FDNY announced that the UCT process would be temporarily modified and that Police call takers would conference in FDNY call takers who could listen to the call and have the opportunity to ask additional questions of the caller if necessary, and verify the accuracy of the information that the Police call taker was transmitting to the FDNY dispatchers.

V.
9-1-1 Call Processing Review Project
On December 26, 2010 the 9-1-1 system and UCT were put to the test when a blizzard struck New York City.  The blizzard caused numerous public safety issues, including delays in answering 9-1-1 calls.  In response to the storm Mayor Bloomberg ordered the Office of Citywide Emergency Communications (“OCEC”) to undertake a review of the 9-1-1 call-taking and dispatch functions.  The task, known as the 9-1-1- Call Processing Review (“911CPR”) Project, was undertaken by OCEC with the help of Winbourne Consulting, LLC.  A final report was issued on May 1, 2012, and included several recommendations to improve 9-1-1 operations, including (i) mandating a multi-agency governance structure; (ii) forming a 911 call process protocols workgroup; (iii) developing and implementing appropriate and integrated policies, procedures, and training curriculums to successfully address multi-agency crisis events; (iv) developing and implementing an initiative to mitigate accidental 9-1-1 calls; (v) conducting a thorough analysis to identify the reasons calls are being sent to the FDNY/EMD relay
; (vi) implementing a call taking Guide Card project to enhance 9-1-1 call taking operations; (vii) establishing uniform police, fire and EMS performance measurement definitions, methodologies and procedures to accurately measure 911/PSAC performance metrics including response times; (viii) instituting policies, procedures, and training related to the utilization of mapping systems; (ix) researching the feasibility and cost effectiveness to employ a solution to integrate the duplicate systems such as data warehouse solutions; (x) expanding FDNYs use of Automated Vehicle Locators for dispatch of fire units; (xi) developing a single methodology for the new Intergraph Computer Aided Dispatch (“I/CAD”)
 and future FDNY CAD systems; (xii) recommending that NYPD and FDNY develop and implement a single NYC public safety mapping system, and (xiii) recommending that NYPD and FDNY apply more rigorous quality assurance at multiple levels and collaborate and coordinate on the development of training curriculums for all multi-agency related incidents.

The report also made several recommendations concerning UCT, including: (i) establishing a working group to provide UCT oversight and define the roles of all UCT stakeholders; (ii) reviewing and modifying certain UCT business processes/protocols; (iii) developing a UCT call taker training program; (iv) overseeing improvements to the call taking and dispatching quality assurance function of UCT; (v) defining specific performance metrics to measure UCT; and (vi) considering changing the order of the questions asked in the UCT call taking process by asking what the emergency is first, and then conferencing in the appropriate agency’s call taker.
 

During Hurricane Sandy, the emergency 9-1-1 system again experienced higher-than-normal call volume.  According to one report, the 9-1-1 system received 20,000 calls per hour during the storm.
 Under normal circumstances, the 9-1-1 system handles 30,000 calls per day.
 There were allegations that the call center did not have sufficient staff assigned to handle the high call volume, although the Administration has claimed that the system was prepared to handle 50,000 calls in an hour.
  As a result of the high call volume, callers experienced frustrations when they tried calling 9-1-1 including delays, busy signals, and recorded messages.
 It was also reported that at times 9-1-1 operators urged callers to call the 3-1-1 system instead.

VI.
Recent Issues Concerning New Computer Dispatch System
According to various reports, on Wednesday, May 29, 2013, a new $88 million dollar computer dispatch system known as the Intergraph Computer Aided Dispatch (“I/CAD”) was rolled out as part of the City’s 9-1-1 system.  The I/CAD is the third CAD system upgrade the City has contracted for, having terminated contracts with prior vendors for, among other reasons, missing delivery dates or failing to provide necessary software programs to meet the City’s functional and operational needs. The ICAD system is intended to provide a multi-functional, fully integrated automated CAD system that provides real time online information in accordance with the 9-1-1 system operational requirements.  
The I/CAD system, however, has reportedly had operational issues since its introduction.  According to news reports, the system malfunctioned for 12 minutes the day it was introduced.
  Reportedly, telephone operators could still receive calls, but because their computer screens went blank, they were required to fill out information by hand on slips of paper, and runners took the paper to the appropriate dispatcher, located on the same floor, who radioed responders.
  It was also reported that the next day, Thursday, May 30, the system went down for about an hour around noon and then again around 7 p.m. for approximately two minutes.
 According to one report, these system malfunctions caused delays in emergency response times, as a job that could normally have been input in 30 seconds took up to five minutes.
 Additionally, at one point during the hour-long malfunction, EMS dispatchers had a backlog of 75 emergency jobs waiting for ambulances to be assigned.
 Some EMS employees have reported that NYPD computers become disconnected from EMS dispatchers, which can cause no calls to arrive from busy precincts for hours at a time.
  Finally, one 911 supervisor reported that his computer began buffering whenever he typed in information and that he had to wait for 30 seconds to a minute before using it again.
  In response to these operational issues, on May 31, NYPD Commissioner Ray Kelly called for a review of the system.
 


On June 4, 2013, Ariel Russo, a 4-year old girl, was struck by an SUV at an intersection at West 97th Street and Amsterdam Avenue by a 17-year old unlicensed driver who was fleeing police.
 According to police officers who responded to the call, the girl was semiconscious after being struck but died several minutes later.
  According to an EMS log, the call about the girl being struck was transmitted by a 911 operator to an EMS worker shortly after 8:15 a.m.
  However, according to EMS records, the EMS worker to whom the call was purportedly transmitted logged off her computer for her scheduled break and immediately handed her computer to a replacement worker.
 As a result of the missed call, there was a four-minute delay in dispatching an ambulance to the scene.
 City officials stated that because the call was on the dispatcher’s screen, the error was human not operational.
  However, Israel Miranda, president of the union that represents EMTs and paramedics, reportedly said the 911 operator was not at fault and that the call never crossed her screen.
  Warranting further attention is the allegation that at least 40 EMS dispatchers were on duty that morning and should have spotted the overdue request given that all relay requests are posted on a giant, wall-mounted screen and also appear on individual terminals of all EMS dispatchers on duty.
 According to the report, once a call has gone unanswered for three minutes, the computer automatically highlights it in a bright, white light meant to be a warning. According to one dispatcher, “there is no way everyone missed that job when it came over the system.”

VII.
Issues and Concerns

Emergency services, including the services provided by the NYPD, FDNY, and EMS, are among the most critical services provided by the City.  Although enhancements to the Emergency 9-1-1 system are welcome, this system is so vital that any changes to it must be made with the greatest of care and with appropriate back up plans and capabilities in place prior to deployment.  The Committees are concerned that after many years of delay the long-awaited launch of this system proceeded less smoothly than expected. Through this hearing, the Committees hope to learn, the extent to which response times are being impacted, the current status of the system, and what is being done to ensure the system’s effectiveness going forward. 
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