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I.
INTRODUCTION


On December 10, 2009 the Committees on Fire and Criminal Justice Services, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, Public Safety chaired by Peter F. Vallone, Jr. and Technology in Government, chaired by Council Member Gale A. Brewer, will hold a joint oversight hearing to examine the FDNY/NYPD Unified Call Taking System. Those invited to testify include Deputy Mayor Edward Skyler, the New York City Fire Department (“FDNY”), the New York City Police Department (“NYPD”), the Department of Information, Technology and Telecommunications (“DOITT”), and other interested parties.

II.
BACKGROUND

In 2006, Mayor Bloomberg appointed Deputy Mayor Edward Skyler to chair a working group of the City’s Emergency Communications Transformation Project (“ECTP”), which would set goals, speed up decision making, and monitor the progress of the ECTP. The ECTP was designed to centralize and integrate the call taking and dispatch operations among the NYPD, FDNY, and EMS.
 The purpose of ECTP is to reduce emergency response times, improve the City’s capacity to coordinate multi-agency responses to emergencies, ensure that the City’s systems are fully redundant and to enhance the resiliency of the NYPD and FDNY, including EMS, dispatch operations.
 ECTP has four initiatives aimed at meeting the projects objectives, including: (i) the establishment of a Public Services Answering Center (“PSAC 1”) in Brooklyn, where NYPD, Fire and EMS would be situated, (ii) the construction of a back-up 911 call-taking and dispatch center (“PSAC 2”) in the Bronx, (iii) unifying 911 call-taking functions in a single call-taking operation at PSAC 1 and PSAC 2 that will be managed by the NYPD, and (iv) the integration of the NYPD, FDNY and EMS Computer-Aided Dispatch (“CAD”) systems.
  The ECTP working group headed by Deputy Mayor Skyler is staffed by the NYPD, FDNY, DOITT, the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (“DCAS”), the Department of Design and Construction (“DDC”) and the Offices of Management and Budget (“OMB”) and Labor Relations (“OLR”).  The working group is dealing with all aspects of the project, from site and technology acquisition to interagency protocols and facility management.
 

The City’s Unified Call Taking (“UCT”) system is one component of the ECTP
 and is the focus of today’s hearing.  The stated purpose of implementing UCT was to streamline the call-taking process by reducing call handling time for fire calls and to allow first responders to reach New Yorkers in an emergency more quickly.
  When the Administration announced UCT it was expected to impact over 180,000 fire-related calls per year.


In February of 2009 there were approximately 1,100 police communication technicians who processed 911 calls and dispatched police assistance throughout the five boroughs.
 Police communication technicians currently operate out of the 911 call center in Brooklyn and handled 11.3 million police-emergency 911 calls in 2008, or approximately 31,000 calls per day.
 There are approximately 200 FDNY dispatchers who until this year were stationed in each of the 5 boroughs. Presently, FDNY dispatchers from Manhattan, Brooklyn and Staten Island are located in PSAC 1 and dispatchers in the Bronx and Queens are currently located in those boroughs, respectively, but will eventually be located in PSAC 2 in the Bronx upon its completion.

Prior to the implementation of the UCT system, when an emergency caller phoned 911, the call was answered by a police call taker who collected caller and incident information.
  After the police call taker took the information, if the incident being reported was a fire, the police call taker would initiate a conference call with an FDNY call taker/dispatcher.  During the conference call with the caller and the police call taker, the FDNY call taker/dispatcher would collect similar FDNY-related information.
  The FDNY dispatcher would then dispatch the appropriate unit to the scene of the fire. 


According to the Administration, under the new UCT system, which was implemented on May 4, 2009,
 improved technology and training allow the NYPD call taker to collect both NYPD and FDNY incident information and then electronically share and coordinate the appropriate emergency response with dispatchers from either agency.
  The Administration claims that the new system allows the caller to give information one time to one call taker, rather than multiple times to multiple call takers and asserts that the new “streamlined” system saves time in processing the caller’s critical information, thus reducing the overall response to a call.
 However, the manner in which the FDNY is recording response times post UCT implementation has been called into question. The Fire Unions have stated that the Administrations contention that UCT has led to decreases in fire response times is misleading because prior to UCT the time a Fire Dispatcher took to interrogate a caller was included in the fire response time but the time a Police call taker interrogates a caller under  UCT is not included in the fire response time. The Administration indicates that Police call taker time was never included in the fire response time and should not be included now. 

III.
CONTROVERSY REGARDING UNIFIED CALL TAKING

Shortly after the UCT system implementation was announced on May 6, 2009 allegations began to surface that there were problems with the information being gathered by the police call takers and disseminated to FDNY dispatchers and first responders. According to one report, on May 10, 2009, firefighters were dispatched to the scene of an apparent car accident in the Bronx where two people were purportedly trapped in a vehicle.
 When firefighters reached the location they realized it was a crime scene.  A robbery had occurred in which a gunman killed a livery cab driver. Fire Union officials indicated that the passenger who was in the rear seat stuck a gun in the responding fire Lieutenants face.


On May 11, 2009 a leaky ceiling in the Bronx was reported as a “roof cave in.” Instead of sending a single engine, three engines, two chiefs, a rescue unit, a collapse unit, two ambulances, an emergency service unit and a police helicopter responded.


On May 19, 2009, Engine Company 234 in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, should have responded to a building fire in seconds but the response was delayed by as much as five minutes when UCT dispatchers sent firefighters to 149 St. John’s Street rather than sending them to the correct address, which was 1249 St. John’s Place, nearly two and a half miles away.
 A reporting process was developed to allow those who believed there were problems with the information gathered or disseminated regarding an emergency call to report the problem, permitting the alleged problem to be reviewed by the FDNY and NYPD.
 In subsequent months Fire Union officials indicated they were receiving a half-dozen to a dozen reports of mistaken transmissions every day from commanders in the field, something they alleged rarely happened before the UCT was launched. Fire Union officials also indicated there was an epidemic of wrong addresses being reported.
 Fire officials reportedly conceded there had been some human errors, but said the same was true under the old system and that there were far fewer than the hundreds of complaints the Fire Unions were alleging.
 


Two deadly fires and a series of computer glitches in November preceded the ultimate announcement of a temporary change in the UCT system.  On November 7, 2009, a fire ripped through a Queens home at approximately 2:45 a.m., killing three people and injuring four others.
  It was reported that FDNY units were originally dispatched to 62nd Street instead of the actual location of the fire, which was on 65th street in Woodside, Queens when a 911 call taker mistakenly entered a “2” in place of a “5” in the UCT system.
  Although the mistake was corrected within one to two minutes
, Engine 292, which was located only a few blocks from the fire, but had been sent to the wrong location, had to change its route and arrived some twenty seconds after other units which were located further from the fire. Those units responded in 4 minutes and 55 seconds.


On November 17, 2009, part of the UCT system reportedly crashed for three hours, preventing NYPD operators from transmitting instantaneous computer reports on fire calls to an FDNY dispatcher.
  It was also reported that operators could not key information into their NYPD computers and had to resort to slips of paper to write down all 911 information.
  On November 18, 2009, NYPD and FDNY dispatch networks stopped communicating a second time for approximately 20 minutes after problems reportedly developed with an FDNY computer console in the Bronx.
  Attempts made to restart the console caused a crash of the entire FDNY dispatch system.
  


On November 18, 2009, three people, Myrtel Jean and his two toddler sons Fabrice and Sebastian, died in a sixth-floor apartment fire at 654 St. Marks Avenue in Crown Heights, Brooklyn.
  Engine Company 280 and Ladder Company 132 were reportedly delayed by more than four minutes because they were dispatched to Rogers Avenue and Prospect Place rather than to the location of the fire, which was a block away.  Fire officials indicated the Department responded to the location of the fire that two callers provided while Fire Union officials faulted the UCT system.

IV.
RECENT CHANGES MADE TO UNIFIED CALL TAKING 

On November 20, 2009 the NYPD and FDNY announced that commencing on November 24, 2009 the process by which 911 calls reporting fires are handled would be temporarily modified.
 Under the modified procedure, which is purportedly intended to reduce the likelihood of inaccurate information being sent, the Police call taker will conference in an FDNY call taker who will listen to the call, have the opportunity to ask additional questions of the caller if necessary, and verify the accuracy of the information that the Police call taker transmits to the FDNY dispatchers.
 The Committees have been informed that although FDNY dispatchers will monitor calls received by Police call takers to ensure critical information such as addresses, cross streets and apartment numbers are obtained, the FDNY dispatchers can only intervene in the call if they determine an address error has been made, is about to be made, or if there is essential supplemental information required that has yet to be obtained. According to the FDNY, this modification should not increase response time but will help train Police call takers as they take on this relatively new and important responsibility.
 Additionally, according to the FDNY/NYPD November 20th press release, in late October, based on a review of the first six months of the UCT system, Police and Fire launched a new training program, which they indicated more than half of the Police call takers had received by November 20th.  No further specifics, however, were provided. 
V.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS


Emergency services, including the services provided by the NYPD, FDNY, and EMS, are among the most critical services provided by the City.  Although enhancements to emergency services are always welcome, they are so vital to the health and wellbeing of the City’s residents, workers and visitors, that any proposed changes to emergency services technology, personnel, or protocol that could potentially impact the manner in which those services are provided should be thoroughly scrutinized and their implementation rigorously planned before any such changes are adopted.  Furthermore, during the transition, any such changes to emergency services should be continually monitored and problems quickly addressed if they diminish the City’s capacity to deliver emergency services in any way.

           Emergency calls related to fires and fire operations require a highly specialized skill set and the Committees are concerned that UCT operators may currently lack the training and experience necessary to properly handle those calls.  The Committees are also concerned that the administration failed to take rapid and effective corrective action once it became apparent that the implementation of the UCT system led to an unacceptable level of call taking errors, including the reporting of incorrect addresses for the location of fire emergencies. Furthermore, the Committees are concerned that the City’s reported decreases in response times to fire emergencies under UCT may be misleading and want a clear explanation of how those times are being calculated. Finally, the Committees are concerned that the solutions proposed by the Administration to the problems it acknowledges exist in UCT are not adequate.  The Committees would like the Administration to develop a comprehensive, long-term plan to ensure that UCT operators are able collect accurate information from emergency callers for all types of incidents, in the most efficient way possible, and that such information is accurately communicated to emergency service providers. 
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