Staff:


Subcommittee on Public Housing

Kamilla Sjödin, Counsel

Baaba K. Halm, Counsel

Benjamin J. Goodman, Policy Analyst

Committee on Technology in Government 

Jeff Baker, Counsel

Colleen Pagter, Policy Analyst

[image: image1.png]


 

THE COUNCIL 

BRIEFING PAPER OF THE INFRASTRUCTURE DIVISION

ROBERT NEWMAN, LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON PUBLIC HOUSING

Hon. Rosie Mendez, Chair

Committee on technology in government

Hon. Gale A. Brewer, Chair

December 14, 2007

OVERSIGHT: NYCHA’s Centralized Call Center

I.
INTRODUCTION

On Friday, December 14, 2007, the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Councilwoman Rosie Mendez, and the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Councilwoman Gale A. Brewer, will hold a joint oversight hearing entitled, “NYCHA’s Centralized Call Center.”  The purpose of the hearing is to learn about the progress of the New York City Housing Authority’s  (“NYCHA”) citywide implementation of its Centralized Call Center (“CCC”).  The Committees expect to hear testimony from NYCHA officials, residents, advocates, and other interested parties, such as the Legal Aid Society and the Community Service Society, and tenant associations, such as Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side (“PHROLES”).

II.  New York City Housing Authority Background

NYCHA provides low and moderate-income housing and is the largest public housing authority in North America, with 343 developments containing 2,653 buildings located throughout the City.
  Nearly 410,000 authorized residents live in almost 180,000 apartments.
 These numbers represent 8.4% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.1% of the City’s population.
  The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 103), Brooklyn (with 100) and the Bronx (with 98), while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 10.
  Currently, there are about 125,000 families on the waiting list for conventional public housing, as well as an additional 160,000 families on the wait list for housing through the Section 8 program.
  The various developments are funded by allocations from the Federal, State and City governments.
  

Most families that live in NYCHA public housing pay no more than 30% of their family income for rent.
  The average family income for NYCHA tenants is approximately $21,520 and the average rent is $350 per month.
  Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA developments are for seniors only.
  Further, NYCHA reports that “14% of its families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 41.7% of the families.”
  Working families are said to account for “44.3% of families.”
  Approximately 38.5% of NYCHA residents consist of persons under the age of 21, and about 32% are minors under the age of 18.
 

III. Centralized Call Center 

NYCHA is not only charged with providing decent and affordable housing in a safe and secure living environment for low and moderate-income residents throughout the five boroughs, but is also responsible for ensuring that its developments are properly maintained.   Historically, NYCHA has been cited for being slow to conduct repairs and respond to the maintenance needs of its tenants.
  In an effort to improve customer service and response times to residents in need of repairs, in 2005, NYCHA implemented a new customer service initiative the Centralized Call Center (“CCC”).
  The CCC is intended to modernize NYCHA’s systems by standardizing the entry of work requests, eliminating duplication of work tickets and ensuring that needed repairs are made in a timely manner.
   

CCC allows residents to call a centralized number instead of calling a development’s management office to report emergencies or request maintenance repairs. Customer service representatives (many of whom are NYCHA residents) answer such calls, enter service requests into the work ticket system and schedule specific repair appointment times for tenants.
  Callers in need of emergency repairs are directed to the Emergency Services Department, which responds to complaints such as danger or potential danger to life or limb, explosions, gas leaks, elevators, floods, power failures, main sewer, stack and toilet stoppages, and heat and hot water problems. Request for repairs that are not deemed or identified as an emergency are referred to the development where the resident lives for follow-up action on the next working day.
  

Customer service representatives follow up with residents to obtain feedback after the repair work is performed.
  The CCC is available to residents 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and was initially available only to those living in developments on Staten Island and Queens.  According to NYCHA, the system is now operational throughout the City and available to residents in all of its developments.
 Further, NYCHA intends on making the “CCC’s infrastructure more robust by linking resident information and files from point of initial contact, through the life of a family’s residency to move-out.”

IV. The Use of Call Centers


Generally, centralized call centers are put in place for several reasons.  Primarily, they provide a uniform customer service experience, allow for more efficient incident tracking and resolution, can be used to analyze performance and identify problem areas before they become critical, and save money when compared to decentralized methods of customer service.

For example, the 311 Citizen Service Center, enabling residents of New York City to request information and non-emergency services, was launched in early 2003.
  The Citizen Service Center consolidated 40 hotline numbers into one call center where residents can request information about or assistance with more than 2,000 non-emergency City services in 170 languages 24 hours a day, seven days a week.
  The feedback on the 311 call centers is generally positive, but the City’s experience with centralized call centers is illustrative of several problems that the NYCHA call centers should seek to avoid. In particular, key areas of concern are:

· Hold times – As services handled by the call center expand, greater demands are going to be placed on the system, leading to longer hold times and more frustration for customers.

· Use of information – Information gathering must take into account the privacy and security concerns of callers and others whom the requests may impact, and should ideally be used to identify problem areas before they become critical.

· Community access to information – The tenants, the neighboring communities, and their elected representatives, should have access to some of the data collected by the call center, such as statistics on the number of calls received, the number and type of services requested, the location of requests, and the rate at which requests are completed to the satisfaction of the caller.

· Issue resolution – In some instances with the 311 Citizen Service Centers, simply referring the call to the proper agency “clears” the request, which falsely gives the impression that the issue has been resolved to the satisfaction of the customer.  

· Economics – Though cost savings may be a part of implementing a centralized call center, such a step should not be instituted at the expense of customer service.  Some users of the 311 Citizen Service Center complain that although call operators are trained in fielding calls, they are often not equipped to handle more complex or specialized matters relating to the expertise of individual agencies and it is often difficult or impossible to reach someone from an actual agency to which the calls are fielded.  
V. Concerns Regarding the CCC’s Operation

Some NYCHA residents have already experienced complications with NYCHA’s Centralized Call Center.  For example, the Council has received reports from residents that repairs are not completed in a timely, but in fact take longer to be addressed than before CCC was implemented; that requests for repairs are deemed “closed” or “completed” if a resident is not home the first time staff attempts to inspect and repair a reported problem; that it is difficult to obtain emergency or weekend service; that staff is untrained and/or unable to troubleshoot appropriately; and that requests for repairs in areas outside or between buildings in a development cannot be reported.  Other problems reported by residents include a lack of scheduled appointments; a lack of uniformity between different developments; and confusion as to when residents may or may not call 311 instead of CCC and how 311 works in conjunction with CCC.

VI. Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committees will gather information regarding NYCHA’s Centralized Call Center.  In particular, the Committees will examine whether issues exist with respect to the CCC’s operation that need to be addressed in order to avoid future problems, ensure an efficiently functioning system, and increase NYCHA’s responsiveness to caller requests. 
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