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I. INTRODUCTION

On Thursday, January 14, 2016, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, jointly with the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Vanessa Gibson, will hold a first hearing on Introduction 868-2015, in relation to creating an emergency mobile text system.
II. A BRIEF HISTORY OF 9-1-1
The early days of telephone relied upon operator-assistance and so an emergency call would be placed like any other, by picking up a telephone receiver and waiting for a telephone operator to direct the call. Yet, the adoption of rotary phones, in which numbers could be directly dialed, facilitated new approaches. A nationwide emergency telephone number was first proposed in 1957, when the National Association of Fire Chiefs recommended the use of a single number for reporting fires.
 In 1968, the number 9-1-1 was selected and adopted by AT&T, in consultation with the Federal Communications Commission (‘FCC’), as the universal emergency number throughout the United States.
 The number was selected for its brevity and uniqueness, as the number had never been authorized for use in another system, such as area code.
 The Wireless Communications and Public Safety Act of 1999 would later mandate that 9-1-1 serve as the universal emergency number for wireline (‘land-line’) and wireless telephone service.
 In 2012, according to the FCC, approximately 70% of calls to 9-1-1 were placed from mobile phones.

III. WIRELESS PHONES AND 9-1-1

The ubiquity of wireless phones has led to adaptations in the 9-1-1 system. For example, if an emergency call was placed from a land-line number then an automated system could be used to match the source number of the call with the likely address of the caller, using an Automatic Location Identification database, regardless if the caller actually spoke into the receiver.
 A wireless phone, however, by its very nature is portable and thus the billing address associated with it is not necessarily the location of the emergency being reported. Therefore, through a mix of Federal legislation and FCC rules,
 a process to facilitate the locating of wireless emergency calls has been adopted. This system of wireless Enhanced 911 (‘E911’) has been implemented in phases, with the first phase requiring wireless network operators to identify the phone number and cell phone tower used by callers, and the second phase requiring wireless network operators to provide the latitude and longitude of callers to within 300 meters (though it can be as close as 50 meters), both within six minutes of a request by a 9-1-1 call center.
 
Although implementations of E911 systems have progressed, the locating of wireless calls remains imperfect. For example, a Georgia woman whose vehicle was sinking into a body of water called 9-1-1 and repeatedly spoke her location, but her call was being routed to the nearest cellphone tower which was actually in a neighboring county’s 9-1-1 dispatch system. The dispatcher was unable to find the location on her county’s maps and the computer system was unable to get a fix on the caller’s cellphone location. Assistance did not arrive in time and she later succumbed to her injuries.
 Even without such jurisdictional difficulties, the location data can simply fail to transmit – with, for example, a reported 63% of California’s cellphone calls to 9-1-1 not sharing location data in 2014.
 And, even when location data does transmit, it is not always usefully accurate. In 2010, when the then-Chairman of the FCC attempted to called a     9-1-1 dispatch center on his cellphone while standing in that same center, the center’s computer geo-located him as being in a Costco a half-mile away.
 Even with an accuracy of between 50 and 300 meters, such location data could be problematic in denser urban areas, as it may be insufficient to indicate the correct building and even then could not indicate the correct the floor.


More recently, a system known as Next Generation 9-1-1 (‘NG911’) has been developed that would permit digital information (including voice, video, pictures and text) to be transmitted from the public through an internet protocol-based system to emergency responders. This would permit, for instance, a member of the public to report an emergency condition via text message. It would also permit emergency ‘calls’ to be placed by other non-traditional methods, such as by video or personal safety devices, through any IP-enabled communications device. Municipal compliance with NG911 is not currently mandated by the FCC.
 

However, under an FCC rule adopted in 2014, all wireless carriers and other text messaging providers are required to deliver emergency texts, if requested by the local emergency call center. If an individual attempts to send a text to 911 where the service is not yet available, the FCC requires all wireless carriers to send an automatic “bounce-back” message advising the caller to contact emergency services by other means. Those wireless carriers that were not already supporting text-to-911 were directed to be capable of doing so by the end of 2014 and must respond to requests to deliver texts within six months of the request. 
 As of January 11, 2016, text-to-911 is available in 7 New York counties: Chemung, Monroe, Montgomery, Oneida, Onondaga, Steuben, and Rockland.
 
According to the FCC, text-to-911, or similar NG911 services, “could be helpful if you are deaf, hard of hearing, or have a speech disability, or if a voice call to 911 might otherwise be dangerous or impossible.”
 And, it has already been used for that purpose in some of the locations where it is available. On December 31, 2015, an Alpharetta, Georgia woman who is deaf observed two young children alone in a car and texted 911 to report them. Her initial text asked “Does anyone work on text?” and she received the response “Alpharetta/Milton 9-1-1. If it is safe to do so please call 9-1-1. If not, what is the address of the emergency?” The caller and the dispatcher continued texting to fill in additional details, and an officer was successfully dispatched to the location.

However, despite such successes, concerns do remain about text-to-911. For instance, the location data that the E911 systems transmit when a person calls 9-1-1 from a wireless phone is generally not transmitted when text-to-911 is used.
 Additionally, text messages sometimes take longer to route through the wireless network than a call from the same device. Further, they could be subject to substantial delivery delays, particularly as texts sent to 9-1-1 are not prioritized over other texts, due to technical barriers presented by the ‘store and forward’ nature of Short Message Service (‘SMS’) text systems.
 Finally, text messages take longer to convey less information and are therefore seen as inefficient when a voice call could have been made. A bold faced message on the FCC’s website cautions “But even where text-to-911 is available, if you are able to make a voice call to 911, and if it is safe to do so, you should always make a voice call to 911 instead.”

IV. ECTP and Nextgen911 in NYC
The New York City Police Department (‘NYPD’), Fire Department of the City of New York (‘FDNY’) and the FDNY Emergency Medical Services operate New York City’s 9-1-1 system and the coordination between the agencies is handled by the Office of Citywide Emergency Communication (‘OCEC’).
 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, FDNY and Emergency Medical Services.  NYPD receives over 30,000 calls to 9-1-1 each day.

In 2004, the City established the Emergency Communications Transformation Project (‘ECTP’), a comprehensive effort to modernize its emergency communication system.
 Those planned upgrades, however, did not include NG911, as its standards were then first being developed.
 The ECTP project, however, suffered from mismanagement and fell behind both its schedule and budget, prompting Mayor Bill de Blasio to order an investigation in May 2014.
 The resulting assessment found that “[c]omponents of the program were designed in a way that will not support development of the latest 911 technology standards… and will require obsolete technology to be replaced in order to integrate NextGen 911 functionality, such as allowing text message communications with 911.”
 It also recommended that “[b]eyond the scope of ECTP work should commence to develop a longer-term strategy for 911 technologies, including but not limited to the implementation of NextGen 911.”
 

The City has previously indicated some support for text-to-911, with the then-Director of OCEC even writing to the FCC in 2012 that “[w]hile voice communication to 9-1-1 is preferred, we can’t ignore that there are situations that occur where a voice call just isn’t an option… We also know that texting is now the primary way hearing and speech impaired individuals communicate electronically. There are tremendous benefits to using Next Generation 9-1-1 technology, of which texting is just one example.”
 However, the immediate focus of the Administration has been on first completing the delayed elements of the ECTP project, including the Public Safety Answering Center 2 (‘PSAC2’), FDNY Computer Aided Dispatch (‘FDCAD’), and PSAC1 enhancements.
 Text-to-911 was specifically not included among the program scope deliverables in the 2014 assessment. It is not clear if implementing NG911 would complicate or delay the City’s completion of the ECTP project’s elements.
V. Int. No. 868
Int. No. 868 would amend Title 23 of the administrative code to create a new Chapter 8, require the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT), within six months, to create a plan to upgrade to next generation 911 systems.
The bill further requires that within 12 months of the creation of the plan, DoITT shall either implement the plan or report an expected date of implementation.  
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Be it enacted by the Council as follows: 


Section 1. Title 23 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new chapter 8 to read as follows:

CHAPTER 8

911 EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE SYSTEM

§ 23-801 Definitions.

§ 23-802 Next Generation 911.


§ 23-801 Definitions. As used in this chapter, the following terms have the following meanings:


Department. The term “department” means the department of information technology and telecommunications or any successor agency. 


Next Generation 911. The term “next generation 911” means an internet protocol based system that allows digital information, including voice, photos, videos, text messages, to be transmitted from the public to emergency responders in accordance with the national 911 program. 


§ 23-802 Next Generation 911. a. Within six months of the effective date of the local law that added this chapter, the department shall establish a plan to upgrade the 911 emergency assistance system to next generation 911 according to the specifications of the national 911 program.  

b. Within 12 months of establishing the plan pursuant to subdivision a of this section, the department shall either: (i) implement that plan and issue a report to the council indicating the details of the plan and the status of the implementation of such plan including the expected date of completion; or (ii) issue a report to the council indicating the details of the plan and the expected date of implementation. 


§ 2.  This local law shall take effect immediately after its enactment.
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