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Introduction
On Thursday, September 24, 2009, the Committee on Technology in Government will hold a hearing entitled, “Oversight: Enhanced 311.”  Invited witnesses include representatives from the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (“DoITT”), the Office of the Deputy Mayor for Health and Human Services, the United Way of New York City, and social service and not-for-profit organizations from around the City. The goal of this hearing is to learn more about the enhanced 311 system that now includes information on social and not-for-profit services. 

Overview

On November 10, 2005, Mayor Bloomberg announced the start of a major expansion of the existing 311 system to include information on social and not-for-profit services.
  New York City, through its Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (“DoITT”) and Human Services Administration (“HRA”), partnered with the United Way of New York City to bring this enhancement to fruition. The tentative plan, set forth in a business plan issued by the United Way in September of 2005, called for a year of planning and development with a scheduled July 2007 launch.
 This initiative mirrored the nationwide rollout of 211, a new N-1-1 telephone number to assist callers who seek information about social and not-for-profit services.
 New York City, however, took a different approach by folding a 211-type service into the existing 311 infrastructure in order to avoid public confusion associated with having various N-1-1 phone numbers and increase the speed of rolling the service out. 
New York City’s 311 System

Mayor Bloomberg announced plans for the creation of a 311 Citizen Service Center in 2002. The impetus behind this endeavor was an effort 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.
 The 311 service was launched early in 2003 and has been met with mostly positive feedback from residents. The service provides information on non-emergency City services in 170 languages, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. It is also a very efficient system that, on average, manages to successfully direct a caller to a live operator within seven seconds.
 

Currently, 311 operators field over 1.3 million calls per month, many of which are from residents either seeking specific information or wishing to register a complaint.
  More generally, the system has three primary uses.
 First, it acts as a triage center that can filter out non-emergency calls from those that need to be directed to 911. This is an important service to offer residents who wish to be cautious without inundating the emergency lines. Second, it is a gateway to numerous City services most residents do not know about. A resident who calls with a specific complaint might complete the call with a number of different options to solve their problem. Finally, the Mayor and City agencies are allowed to gather information on potential trends evolving throughout the City based on a concentration of similar complaints in a given area. To this end, new technology can map the information visually in order for City government and residents to see where certain complaints tend to be most prevalent and adjust policy accordingly.

The scope of services provided through this system is distinct compared to other cities that use 311.  New York City has created a portal that allows residents easy access to information of all sorts in order to obtain answers to simple queries. In addition, the City has upgraded the 311 system over the years by expanding the scope of information it covers and building an online interface.  The enhancement of 311 to include information on social and not-for-profit services reflects the adaptability of the system and mirrors a larger national trend of connecting people to vital social and not-for-profit services.
The Advent of 211 Services

In July 2000, the Federal Communications Commission reserved the 211 dialing code for community information and referral (“I&R”) services.
 The 211 code was intended as an easy-to-remember and universally recognizable number that would provide a critical connection between individuals and families in need and the appropriate community-based organizations and government agencies. The services that are offered through 211 often vary from community to community, but 211 consistently provides callers with information about and referrals to not-for-profit and social service providers to fit nearly any situation. For example, 211 can offer access to the following types of services: 
· Basic Human Needs Resource: food banks, clothing closets, shelters, rent assistance, utility assistance. 

· Physical and Mental Health Resources: health insurance programs, Medicaid and Medicare, maternal health, Children's Health Insurance Program, medical information lines, crisis intervention services, support groups, counseling, drug and alcohol intervention and rehabilitation.

· Employment Supports: financial assistance, job training, transportation assistance, utility assistance.

· Support for Older Americans and Persons with Disabilities: adult day care, congregate meals, Meals-on-Wheels, respite care, home health care, transportation, homemaker services.

· Support for Children, Youth and Families: childcare, after school programs, Head Start, family resource centers, summer camps and recreations programs, mentoring, tutoring, protective services.

Currently, 211 systems operate in all or part of 46 States, plus the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, reaching more than 240 million Americans, over 80 percent of the population.
 The success and popularity of 211 continues to drive nationwide implementation of the system but its success in the wake of the Hurricane Katrina tragedy brought the system’s efficacy to the fore. Such systems were used in Louisiana and Texas in the immediate aftermath of the storm and were widely praised for their ability to assist victims and coordinate efforts to link displaced residents with the resources they needed.
 These types of uses represented an expansion of the scope initially envisioned for 211, which has required a reassessment of the core functionality of the system.

In an effort to expedite nationwide implementation of 211, legislation has been introduced in Congress. The “Calling for 2-1-1 Act”, directs the Secretary of Health and Human Services to award a grant to states that have a program to make available 211 telephone service throughout that state for information and referral on human services.
 States would designate a lead entity for 211, which would develop a statewide plan for implementation and administration of the funds. States would also be required to provide a 50 percent match.
 The implementation of 211 systems is now primarily funded through local and State sources. The United Way, the principle national sponsor of 211, is also a primary local sponsor, along with many local and State governments, not-for-profits, foundations and businesses. 
Enhanced 311
Numerous 211 systems have been rolled out in New York State, providing services to more than 14 million people, or 75% of the state's population.
  As of 2008, 
211 systems are available in the Finger Lakes Region, Western New York, Hudson Valley, Northeastern New York and New York City regions.  In addition, similar plans for implementation are currently in development in other parts of the State.
 Efforts have been coordinated through the New York 211 Collaborative, a consortium of information and referral services, and the United Way of New York. 
New York City, though, has decided to take a different approach.  Folding 211-type service into the 311 system is the main distinguishing characteristic from the statewide 211 plan. In September 2005, the United Way of New York City, in partnership with DoITT, released a business plan for implementing 211.
 The public-private nature of this relationship was further enhanced by the participation of the vast not-for-profit community of New York City. It is estimated that there are over 27,000 not-for-profits in the City that serve well over 2 million people every day.
 The United Way of New York City has maintained a thorough database of some of these programs and oftentimes serves as an intermediary between not-for-profit service providers and residents in need.
 This database, however, is not exhaustive and only represents a small sampling of the available services.
 In addition, New York City dedicated over $13.1 billion of its 2005 budget to fund health and human service initiatives, most of which were services for residents. Coordinating among these different sectors in order to ensure that a resident receives maximum effective care has often been difficult. Thus, the partnership for bringing 211-type services to New York City was justified as a necessary collaboration between the not-for-profit sector, the I&R sector, and the City in order to make the process of administering crucial social and not-for-profit services more efficient and to ensure that resources are properly managed. 

In April 2008, Mayor Bloomberg, Deputy Mayor Gibbs, the Commissioner of DoITT, Paul Cosgrave, and the President and CEO of the United Way of America announced the launch of the enhanced 311 system that provides information about social services and offers referrals to the appropriate city agency or community-based organization.
  The new system includes 30 specially-trained operators for social service related questions and adds non-profit organizations to the list of service providers.  When the new system was deployed in 2008, almost 1,000 social services and 1,300 non-profits became accessible through the 311 number, making it the largest social service call center in the nation.
  
Callers to the system can now find information regarding financial counseling, child care, summer youth programs, senior centers, UPK programs, job training, and domestic violence counseling among others.  These new enhancements were developed based upon the priority areas that were recommended by the City's Center for Economic Opportunity.
  Since its launch, there has been 200,000 - 250,000 Health and Human Service calls to 311 each month.
  Additionally, in August 2008, a Health and Human Services Online Provider Directory was launched.  Users can search the Directory to search 17 Health and Human Service categories by ZIP code, borough, service category, or organization.

Conclusion

The enhancement of the 311 system to include information on social and not-for-profit services is an exciting idea that should continue with care. At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the effectiveness of this new system and learn about the City’s efforts to implement new social services and non-profits into the program. In addition, the Committee will seek more information regarding the sources of funding for this initiative and the number of operators hired for the additional services.  
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