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To amend the New York city charter, in relation to requiring the department of information technology and telecommunications to make available periodic reports regarding data collected from the 311 Citizen Service Center.

Introduction

On Wednesday, September 22, 2004, the Committee on Technology in Government will hear testimony on Proposed Int. No. 174-A, concerning the availability of periodic reports containing data collected by the 311 Citizen Service Center.
On April 26, 2004, the Committee on Technology in Government held an oversight hearing entitled “Enhancing the 311 Citizen Service Center: Coordinating with Community Boards and Moving Services On-Line.”  Much of this hearing was devoted to a discussion on how the data from the 311 Citizen Service Center can help community boards carry out their City Charter-mandated responsibilities.  Specifically, community boards talked about what kind of information they needed from the 311 system to carry out their duties of community planning, community advocacy and constituent service.  In light of the testimony that was heard at that hearing, Int. No. 174, originally introduced last summer, was amended to reflect the testimony of community boards at the April 26th hearing.   A hearing was held on a previous version of Proposed Int. No. 174-A on June 3, 2004.

About the 311 Citizen Service Center

The following is a short overview of the history and origin of the 311 Citizen Service Center in New York, key statistics about the system and the anticipated primary benefits of the system for government and the general public.

Origin

“In January 2002, Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced plans for the creation of a 311 Citizen Service Center.  Such a center was to be developed in order to make New York City government more accessible to its constituents by enabling people to request and receive information and city government services by calling one simple number.  Since the Mayor's announcement, the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (‘DoITT’) has been working to design a customer service based system and to phase in operation of the 311 Citizen Service Center.”

History

“The first publicly visible phase of 311 customer service began in October 2002 when hotline staff of the Department of Housing Preservation and Development were transferred to the 311 office at 59 Maiden Lane.  Since then the hotlines of additional city agencies [including the Departments of Environmental Protection, Sanitation, Transportation, Buildings, Consumer Affairs, Employment, Information Technology and Telecommunications, and Records and Information Services] have been phased into 311.  In December 2002, call-takers were trained and prepared to respond to residents in the instance that a transit strike occurred.  On February 27, 2003 the NYPD [New York Police Department] was phased into 311 when it transferred various quality of life hotlines.  The most recent step of the phased-in implementation of the 311 system took place [on] March 9 when the 311 phone line was activated.”

Key 311 Statistics

The following statistics cover the time period of October 2002 to July 2003.

	Current number of calls handled by the city
	8 million

	Projected number of 311 calls
	10 million+

	Current volume of daily calls to 311
	15,000

	Projected volume of daily calls to 311
	30,000

	Number of items in knowledge database on city services
	6,000

	Cost of 311 project
	$25 million

	Current size of call center staff
	300

	Number of call takers on a given shift
	170



The Key Benefits of 311

Below is a description of a few of the benefits that some anticipate will result from the 311 system.

Better Allocate Personnel and Resources

· “311 will enable the city to do more with less.  The mayor and governmental officials will have real time data on requests, complaints and services made which will allow for better and immediate allocation of resources and personnel.  In the long term, the data generated by 311 will improve the city's ability to allocate resources and personnel across agencies.”

Make City Government More Accessible to Citizens

· “311 helps put people in touch with city government while providing the Mayor and governmental officials with another method for hearing the needs and demands of the city residents.”

Improve Governmental Efficiency

· “311 improves governmental efficiency by replacing processes performed on paper with computerization and by providing technology and training to many agencies.”
  

· When the 311 system was conceived for New York City, the Mayor set a goal “that calls were to be answered within three rings [and] to answer 80 percent of all calls within five seconds.”

Consolidated Call Center Better Than Multiple Call Centers

· “Operating a single call center for all customer needs is far more efficient than many agency-based centers throughout the city.”

Responsibilities of Community Boards

Generally speaking, the primary responsibilities of a community boards include “consider[ing] the needs of the district which it serves [and] and cooperat[ing] with, consult[ing], assist[ing] and advis[ing] public officer, agency, local administrators of agencies, legislative body, or the borough president with respect to any matter relating to the welfare of the district and its residents.”
  Specifically, community boards have the following responsibilities:

· “Assist city departments and agencies in communicating with and transmitting information to the people of the district;

· Prepare comprehensive and special purpose plans for the growth, improvement and development of the community district;

· Prepare and submit … an annual statement of community district needs … and its recommendations for programs, projects, or activities to meet those needs;

· Consult with agencies on the capital needs of the district … and prepare and submit … capital budget priorities;

· Consult with agencies on the program needs of the community district to be funded from the expense budget … and prepare and submit … expense budget priorities;

· Exercise the initial review of applications and proposals of public agencies and private entities for the use, development or improvement of land located in the community district;

· Assist agencies in the preparation of service statements of agency objectives, priorities, programs and projected activities within the community district and review such statements; and,

· Evaluate the quality and quantity of services provided by agencies within the community district.”

Issues Regarding the 311 System

311: Database of Needs and Concerns of New York City Residents

Currently, because the 311 system is so widely used, its database is the most comprehensive source of information about the needs and concerns of New York City residents.  Also, the information in the 311 database can be used to indirectly assess how well City agencies are delivering services.  For example, if calls in a particular neighborhood to 311 about trash go down over time, then there is some probability that this phenomenon is due to better service being provided by the Department of Sanitation.  With access to this powerful source of data, it is possible that community boards (as well as the City Council and the general public) would be able to better identify problems in their districts that City agencies should be addressing as well as to determine possible solutions that City agencies could implement.  

311 information could also help community boards make higher quality recommendations on the City’s budget, as well as review land use proposals with a clearer understanding of whether these proposals would help (or hurt) community health, particularly if the 311 data was visualized through computer mapping technology such as Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software.  At the April 26 oversight hearing, community boards argued that they could better carry out all of the responsibilities mentioned above if they were provided access to 311 summary statistics about their community districts.

Can 311 Solve Complex Citizen Problems?

At its current stage of development, the 311 system is an amazing example of “push” technology.  In other words, 311 is good at providing or “pushing” out information to citizens.  However, 311 currently does not necessarily do a good job of “pulling” information out of City agencies.  Some calls to 311 are unique complex problems that cut across multiple City agencies.  Solving these complex problems requires detailed knowledge about what City agencies do and the ability to get this information from large bureaucratic organizations.  

Being advocates / service coordinators for their communities for many years has given community boards the expertise to successfully navigate the City bureaucracy to solve problems citizens might be having.  One possible way for the City to provide residents access to expertise that can solve complex problems, which cut across multiple City agencies, is to refer people directly to community boards.  Another way is to provide the community boards with a download of all of the complaints / requests for service specific to their community district so that they can follow up with City agencies on behalf of their constituents.

Paucity of Publicly-Provided 311 Information 

The primary public source of information for 311 data is NYC.gov.
  On NYC.gov, there are two types of 311 reports.  The first report
 details the volume of 311 calls and how quickly 311 calls get answered by a live operator.  This report also breaks down what kinds of calls are being made, including agency transfer or referral, information provision, service request, transfer to 911 and “other.” 
  The second report details the top five services being requested / inquires being made, as well as the top five agencies getting referrals.
  The above reports provide some useful information on the usage and performance of 311 overall.  However, these reports do not break down 311 data into smaller geographic areas, including zip code, community district, council district and/or borough.  Providing 311 reports in smaller geographic aggregations would make 311 data more useful because it would allow people to analyze what is going in their neighborhoods and to compare it to other neighborhoods, to entire boroughs and citywide, respectively. 

Proposed Int. No. 174-A

The current version of Proposed Int. No. 174-A amends chapter 48 of the New York City Charter by adding a new section 1075.  Subdivision (a) defines “requests for service” as any call received by the 311 citizen service center that is or has been classified by the 311 computer system as a directory assistance call or service request.

Subdivision (b) requires, within seven business days from the end of each month, DoITT to submit to the Speaker of the City Council, the Public Advocate and each community board and to post on the City’s official website (NYC.gov) a report regarding requests for service received by the 311 Citizen Service Center since the 311 center began to receive calls.  This required information is to be submitted in electronic format and disaggregated on a month-by-month and fiscal year-by-year basis.  

Such report shall include, but not be limited to, the following information, which shall be provided citywide and disaggregated by zip code, community district, Council district and borough:

· the total number of requests for service received in each request for service category, each resolution status category and for each agency to which requests for service were directed; and

· the average resolution time of requests for service in each request for service category and for each agency to which requests for service were directed.  

Subdivision (c) of new section 1075 requires that by the second business day of each week, DoITT shall submit to each community board a list of:

· all requests for service that were identified to have occurred in the respective community district received by the 311 Citizen Service Center during the immediately preceding week; and

· all unresolved requests for service from prior weeks.

Such reports shall be submitted in electronic format with the complaint numbers and shall include, but not be limited to, for each request for service:

· the address or location of the subject of the request for service; 

· the request for service category;

· the agency to which the request for service was directed; and, 

· the current status of the request for service.

Subdivision (d) of new section 1075 requires that DoITT convene a quarterly meeting of representatives from each community board to discuss the content and format of the reports required to be prepared pursuant to that section.

Section two of the legislation states that this local law shall take effect ninety days after its enactment into law, except that the Commissioner of DOITT shall take such actions necessary for its implementation, including the promulgation of rules, prior to the effective date of the law. 

Amendments to Proposed Int. No. 174-A Considered on June 3, 2004

In addition to some technical and other changes to the text of the bill that do not alter its impact, the version of Proposed Int. No. 174-A that was the subject of the hearing on June 3, 2004 was revised as described, below.

The title of new section 1075 is now “citizen service center reports” rather than “citizen service center hotline reports”.  In addition, the current version of Proposed Int. No. 174-A includes a definition for “requests for service” in subdivision (a) and refers to this term throughout the bill.

Subdivision (b) of the current legislation provides that the citizen service center report be submitted to the Public Advocate, in addition to the Speaker of the Council and each community board, within seven business days from the end of each month.   Furthermore, such reports will only include information pertaining to requests for service, rather than complaints and requests for information, as well, and shall be disaggregated on a fiscal year-by-year basis, in addition to a month-by-month basis.  Such reports shall now include the total number of requests for service received and the average resolution time, respectively, for each agency to which requests for service were directed.

Subdivision (c) of the current legislation provides that DoITT shall submit to each community board information regarding requests for service in their respective community districts by the “second business day” of each week rather than by the “close of business on Tuesday of each week”.  Such lists will only include information pertaining to requests for service, rather than complaints and requests for information, as well, and shall include a complaint number.

Subdivision (e) of the previous version of Proposed Int. No. 174-A was deleted, which had required that DoITT review the content and format of the reports required to be submitted pursuant to the legislation and update such content and format, as appropriate.

Rather, subdivision (d) of the current legislation requires that DoITT convene a quarterly meeting of representatives from each of the community boards to discuss the content and format of the reports required to be prepared pursuant to new section 1075.

Section two of the current legislation states that it will take effect ninety days, rather than sixty days, after its enactment into law.  Furthermore, the current legislation does not contain language specifying when the reports required pursuant to the legislation shall be submitted.
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