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1.  Introduction


On June 12, 2006, at 10 A.M. at 250 Broadway in the 14th Floor hearing room, the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Council Member Brewer, will hold an oversight hearing on mobile workforce technology initiatives in New York City.  The Committees expect to hear testimony from the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications regarding their current efforts to promote mobile workforce solutions to New York City agencies and departments, and their efforts to develop the infrastructure necessary to sustain those initiatives. Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications, and representatives from Cisco, IBM and Accela.
2.  Background

a.  Broadband in New York City – A User’s Guide

Broadband refers to a high data transmission rate Internet connection.
 The usual
 methods of delivery are through cable lines or a digital subscriber line (DSL).
 There is also another, newer wireline method – Broadband over Power Lines (BPL) – which delivers broadband through the existing power grid.
 Recently, however, broadband has begun to be “unwired” as wireless technologies have become a popular means by which broadband can be delivered cheaply and to a large area.
 The two major methods of wireless delivery are Wi-Fi and WiMAX.
 Both rely on a system where radio signals from a local area network (LAN) are sent to a receiver attached to a user’s computer. Wi-Fi has a range of 300 feet whereas WiMAX could potentially have a range of up to 30 miles.
 The competition between these various broadband technologies is termed “intermodal competition” as they provide the same service in a number of different ways.
 

In New York City, there is a dearth of intermodal competition. Broadband adoption stands at less than 40%
 and, of that group, the vast majority relies on cable or DSL to get online.
 The incumbent providers – Verizon, which provides DSL service, and Time Warner, which provides cable modem service – dominate the broadband market.
 Adoption rates are even lower in the outer boroughs and for small businesses.
 Yet while the main reason cited for such low adoption rates may be cost,
 the value of the connection one does get pales in comparison to those in other countries around the world.
  Currently, in New York City, broadband delivered via cable modem is slightly faster than that delivered via DSL. Accordingly, monthly charges for DSL are lower than those for cable access. But the value associated with these connections, both for cable and DSL, is relatively low. For example, in New York City, Verizon DSL charges around $38 for a 3 megabit per second (Mbs) connection. This averages out to be around $13 per Mbs.
 In Japan, however, a 26 Mbs connection retails at around $22 per month.
 This averages out to a little less than $1 per Mbs. Similarly, in France, a 15 Mbs connection retails for around $38 per month, which averages out to be a little more than $2.50 per Mbs.
 Lower speeds for higher prices does not sit well with consumers
 and does not enable a user to partake fully in the many benefits a true broadband connection can deliver.

b.  Mobile Technology

Due to the advancement of broadband technology, workers have been able to move outside of an office setting and into a “virtual office” by working at home, in the field, or at a coffee shop.   Over the years, more and more workers have been able to perform their office duties away from their desks “while accessing vital information and applications anywhere through a basic, wireless connection to the Internet.”
  PDAs, handheld computers, cell phones, and other mobile technologies are becoming increasingly common in everyday lives and have all been important factors in expanding mobility within the workforce.  


Filling out paperwork by hand, traveling to the office and back, reentering handwritten reports into a computer, and filing paper can all decrease productivity for both field workers and the office staff who must process the reports.  When mobile workers are able to submit information from the field, that information is available to other people in the office immediately, speeding up the process of many jobs.  Mobility is also important for public safety since safety agents can provide greater security and make better decisions when they have access to information out in the streets.  Command centers can send messages to units in the field that can include maps, patient information, or pictures of suspects in order to protect the officers and the public.   Other benefits of building a mobile workforce are data improvement, delivery of real-time information, enhanced service and faster deployment.  Teleworkers also have marginally higher job satisfaction than non-teleworkers.
      
Despite the large incentives in using mobile technology, there are a few obstacles that concern organizations and can hinder the expansion of mobile technology.  The cost of buying and maintaining new technology and the support needed to keep it functioning well are major barriers to companies wishing to expand their mobility.  There are also concerns about privacy and the security of both technology and the information involved.  Providing an employer with the ability to track an employee’s every move or the speed to which an email is answered can lead to a “backlash among workers who don’t want to be on duty 24/7.”
   

c.  Studies on the Mobile Workforce

A Larstan Business Reports survey found that “28% of agencies with mobile workers said that their workers spend one to five hours weekly driving between the field and the office, 23% spend five hours or more and 11% spend an astonishing 10 hours or more.”
   However, according to an International Data Corporation (IDC) study released in 2005, the global mobile workforce will grow by more than 20% in the next few years making more than 850 million workers mobile with handhelds, laptops and cell phones by 2009.  The study also noted that the United States had the highest percentage of mobile workers in its workforce in 2004 and is expected to reach 70% of the workforce by 2009.
    

TechRepublic, a website for IT professionals, conducted a survey in December 2005 of IT and business professionals to explore current practices and challenges of a mobile workforce.  When asked which issues are most important in making the case for extending business applications to the mobile workforce, the respondents answered with over 80% rating workforce productivity and efficiency as significant (46 percent) to extremely significant (over 35 percent).  Almost 70% of respondents also replied that obtaining real-time information is a major factor in extending applications to mobile workers.  However, the top rated concerns with respect to mobile data was maintaining security  (83 percent), and capital expenditures and ongoing technical support (59 percent).

It has been also shown that providing workers with effective technology, can lead to an increase in productivity and efficiency.  When Intel made their workforce more mobile by providing workers with laptops and notebook computers instead of desktop PCs, it resulted in a productivity gain of 5% per employee per year or two hours a week of extra output.  Intel came to this conclusion through a self-reporting survey.

d.  Mobile Agencies in Other Municipalities

Washington County, MD launched a new mobile system in 2004 for their inspectors in the Department of Permits & Inspections.  The County Commissioners paid for the deployment of the new wireless inspection and permitting system that uses an Accela Wireless system.  Each inspector was given a Panasonic Toughbook so that they can get property information right on site and even print out permits and notices without having to go back to the office.  It also provides inspectors with the ability to upload pictures, schedule inspections, run queries, and collect fees out in the field.  The ability to connect to the office while being away from a desk, lets inspectors in the Department spend more time at a site and less time traveling to the office.
    

Another example of making a government agency more mobile is the system put in place in Cleveland, Ohio.  City inspectors were provided with laptops so that they could use them at wi-fi hot zones located throughout the city, to upload inspections, reschedule meetings or download forms. Since the inspectors can spend more time in the field, the city has increased its service effectiveness.
   Additionally, the Coroners office in Kane County, Ill created the Coroner’s Office Automation System, which provides staff with Tablet PCs that can upload notes directly into the county database through a wireless network.  This automated paperless system cuts time by eliminating data entry and allows staff to file reports from the field.
  The District of Columbia has also installed a wireless public safety voice and data communications program in order to provide better collaboration between first responders.

e.  Mobility in New York City Agencies

The NYPD began issuing handheld computers to their traffic enforcement agents in 2003.  The devices can scan 2-D barcodes on vehicle registration stickers to capture information about the car and then print out traffic citations through a portable printer.  After printing the ticket, the information is then transmitted from the handheld computers to the City’s Finance Department.  This system reduces error rates by eliminating handwritten tickets that are illegible or have the wrong information, which ultimately generates extra revenue for the city.  It is estimated that normally 10% of challenged parking tickets are dismissed because of manual errors but in April 2004, only less than 1% of the 2,600 challenged tickets issued by the handheld devices were dismissed because of defects. 
    

Since the January 2006 death of Nixzmary Brown, who was starved and abused in her Brooklyn home, the Administration for Children’s Services has provided all caseworkers in the field with cell phones.  The Administration is also testing out 12 models of laptops and handheld computers that will make it easier for workers to download and transmit information about cases more quickly.  ACS is going to make a decision about the technology by the summer so that workers can begin to use them by September 2006.
  

The Department of Buildings (DOB) implemented the Plumbing Inspection Portable Entry System (PIPES) pilot program in February 2004, which provides plumbing inspectors with handheld computers devices.  This program allows inspectors to record inspection results, download information from the Building Information System (BIS), and print inspection receipts.  It also uses mapping technology to schedule appointments and track inspectors.  The information loaded onto the handheld is then automatically directed to BISWeb.  DOB has been interested in expanding this program to other inspectors within the department.  A July 2005 New York City Council investigation of DOB recommended that the Department should “immediately adopt readily available 21st-Century technology to expedite the complaint and inspection process.”
  The report also asked for a study of the PIPES program to assess the successes and failures of the program in order to make improvements.

Finally, the City’s Department of Health and Mental Hygiene has given handheld computers to their food service inspectors.  The inspectors can now enter their findings into the device, which is then downloaded directly to the Department’s database.  Before the change to this system, inspectors would record information manually on paper forms, which were then preserved on microfilm, costing the department $100,000 a year.  The handheld devices eliminated the need for data entry and microfilming while also speeding up the inspection process.

3.  Conclusion


The Committee expects to hear testimony on the expected costs and benefits of expanding the City’s mobile workforce, the efforts that DoITT is making to promote mobile workforce solutions to City agencies and departments, and on DoITT’s efforts to build, and maintain the security of the infrastructure necessary to support a mobile workforce.
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