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I. INTRODUCTION

On Tuesday, November 18, 2014, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, will hold an oversight hearing concerning the collection of 311 complaint data, how that data is made available for public consumption and how that data is used by the City itself.
II. BACKGROUND ON 311
311 is a centralized call center through with New York City residents can receive information, register complaints and access to non-emergency City services. Prior to its establishment in 2003 by former Mayor Michael Bloomberg, the City relied on approximately 40 agency help lines and a general Mayoral phone line, almost all of which have been folded into the 311 call center.
 

311 can be accessed via phone (by dialing 311 within the City and 212-NEW-YORK from anywhere in the world), a nyc.gov 311 Online web portal, Facebook, Twitter, text messaging 311-NYC (311-692) or a 311 smartphone app for iPhone and Android. The 311Online website, and to a more limited degree the mobile app, can also be used to track a request, by service number, after it has been reported.
In Fiscal Year 2014, the 311 Customer Service Center received more than 26.7 million inquiries, 21.3 million of which were from telephone, 5.2 million were from 311 Online and 142,930 from text messaging.
 The peak use of the system has been during emergency events such as the blizzard in 2010 or Hurricane Sandy in 2012.
 
The 311 mobile app does not seem to have especially high adoption numbers in comparison to the volume of contacts received through the telephone or online.
 In 2012, then Mayor Bloomberg attempted to use the mobile app to report a condition he observed, only to find it non-functional and lacking a desired complaint category.
 Although the app has undergone improvements and redesigns since then, there still seems to be a limited number of complaint categories. This may lead users to intentionally mis-categorize a complaint to most closely approximate the condition they are observing, or to abandon their attempt at a complaint altogether. Additionally, while the app utilizes a dashboard that allows users to sign in and track all of their mobile app complaints from one location without having to type in cumbersome service request numbers, they cannot track complaints made through phone or internet via the mobile app. This stands in stark contrast to the 311 mobile apps used by cities such as Boston, where users can even view recent service requests made by other users in real-time.
 Outside of NYC’s mobile app, there is no tracking dashboard of any type available.
Nonetheless, as the sheer volume of service requests collected from all sources indicates, a great deal of insight on the information needed and issues faced by New Yorkers is contained within the 311 data. 
III. 311 DATA SET ON THE OPEN DATA PORTAL

A 311 service request data set has been made available to the public on the NYC Open Data Portal, covering service requests from 2010 to present.
 It was first created on October 10, 2011, is described as being updated daily and has been the most accessed data set on the portal to date, with 45,143 views and 154,349 downloads as of November 13th, 2014.


This has been put to many uses by the public, including determining the best places to watch illegal fireworks,
 analyzing which neighborhoods have the most weekend late night taxi complaints,
 and to estimate the actual number of rats in New York City.


There are, however, concerns about the completeness and the timeliness of data contained within the 311 data set. For instance, despite being updated daily, buildings related service requests will be listed as remaining open, in the 311 data set, despite the underlying condition having been resolved, as reflected on the publicly accessible Department of Buildings Information System (BIS).
 There are also a significant number of service requests within the data set, overwhelmingly those involving the Department of Transportation, for which the location data present for the other service requests is missing.
 The quality, completeness and timeliness of the data collected are of obvious concern when considering its value for future analysis.
IV. INTERNAL USE OF 311 DATA
A slang term sometimes used in the technology field is ‘dogfooding’ or ‘eating your own dog food,’ which, despite its vivid imagery, represents the concept of using one’s own products to validate the quality and capabilities of that product.
 Similarly, the 311 data set produced by the City, and released to the public, is also used internally by City agencies. 

For instance, problems and mysteries too difficult to identify from a single call can be addressed by using data from a large volume of calls. The mystery of the ‘Maple Syrup Events,’ of 2005 to 2009, in which a maple smell of unknown origin was detected by New Yorkers was solved in part through the use of 311 call information data. At first, during maple syrup events, 311 call center operators were instructed to simply reassure callers, but in 2009 the City changed its approach and instead used the calls as data for an investigation. A new protocol was introduced that routed all complaints to the Office of Emergency Management and the Department of Environmental Protection. Location data was used to create maps and air samples were taken quickly from reported areas. When combined with atmospheric data from past syrup events, the source of the smell was found: a flavor compound manufacturer in northeastern New Jersey.
 Without that internal use of 311 data, for mapping and to facilitate the quick collection of samples, the maple syrup mystery might not have been solved.

 The 311 data has also been used to address more prosaic general complaint issues such as the identification of illegal social clubs and as an impetus for instituting noise abatement programs due to the high volume of noise complaints.
 

The data is also possibly being used to track public sentiment or opinion. In this Committee’s October 1, 2014 hearing, the administration testified that “311’s backend data collection service is robust, and NYC Digital is now working with 311 to consider new ways of collecting and interpreting this data to track and respond directly to specific and threshold number of complaints.”


Clearly, the 311 data is being consumed internally to some degree, and this Committee hopes to learn more about that process.
V. CONCLUSION

The Committee hopes to learn more about the future of the 311 mobile app, especially any planned improvements to the quality and breadth of data it can receive.  Likewise, we hope to explore the successes and challenges of the 311 data set on the Open Data Portal. Finally, the Committee hopes to discuss how 311 data is consumed internally by this administration, as well as how to improve upon it and what limitations the use of such data may have. 
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