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I. Introduction
On January 17, 2019, the Committee on Governmental Operations, chaired by Council Member Fernando Cabrera, jointly with the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing on ‘311 Customer Experience and Operations.’ In addition, the Committee on Governmental Operations will hold a first hearing on two bills: Int. 188-2018 (Matteo), in relation to procedures to be adopted by the 311 call center for responding to certain repeat anonymous complaints against the same property, and Int. 1328-2019 (Menchaca), in relation to the identification of languages spoken by callers to the 311 customer service center. The committees expect to receive testimony from the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (“DoITT”), the 311 Customer Service Center (“311”), advocates, and members of the public related to the above topics.

This is the first of a two-part hearing on the 311 system. The second hearing will be focused on agency responsiveness to 311 service requests.
II. Background
311
The 311 Customer Service Center (“311”) was first launched in 2003 as a call center, built on technology from 2002. Since then it has evolved to provide services through text messages, a mobile application, social media and a website. Prior to its establishment 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.
 It now registers tens of millions of customer contacts each year – with over 42 million in FY18.
 Only about half of those contacts originated by telephone, while the rest mostly originated through the website, text messaging, and the mobile application.
 

People can access 311 via phone (by dialing 3-1-1 within the City and 212-NEW-YORK from anywhere in the world), a nyc.gov 311 Online web portal, Facebook, Twitter, sending a text message to 311-NYC (311-692) or via a 311 smartphone application for iPhone and Android. The 311Online website and the mobile app can also be used to look up the status of an individual request, by service number, after it has been reported. However, only the mobile app can track multiple service requests at one time for a customer, and then only if those requests were submitted through the mobile app. Neither the website nor the telephone system allows for similar tracking. A customer contact with 311 generally generates either a service request, when the customer is seeking a City agency to take an action, or an informational request, when the customer has a question regarding a City service. There are datasets for both types of requests on the Open Data Portal.
The system has worked, but there are concerns that its old and inflexible technology makes it difficult to incorporate new features or services. One area where 311 could improve, but is hindered by its outdated technology, is its user interface. Currently, the system is organized by service request, not by customer, so, except to a limited degree with the mobile app, New Yorkers cannot sign in and view all the service requests they have made in one convenient place. 311 has expressed a desire to change the interface to make it more customer-oriented, but the outdated technology has made that change too difficult to implement on any platform other than the mobile application.

With that in mind, 311 and DoITT released an RFS in April of 2015 to develop a new backend to their system. IBM won the contract and committee staff have been told that they are currently in the testing phase, with an anticipated completion in 2019. Once completed, the new 311 system is expected to be more flexible and customer oriented, as described above. It is also anticipated to be more stable, even under a high volume of requests.
In Fiscal Year 2018, the 311 Customer Service Center received more than 42 million inquiries, 20.6 million of which were from telephone, 19.3 million from 311 Online, 1.8 million from the mobile application and 254,000 from text messaging.
 Overall, there was a seven percent increase in contacts since FY 2017.
 311 also continues to increase its social media presence with 24/7 live agents on Twitter supporting a following of 300,000 people.
 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 compared to 311 Online. 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 for tracking an individual’s service requests. 
311 usage for all platforms (by phone, online, text and app contacts) for the last six fiscal years is visible on the below graph:
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RFP and IBM Contract

On December 31, 2013, in an attempt to revamp the City’s 311 system, then-Mayor Bloomberg approved a $10 million contract with a Montreal-based company CGI.
  CGI is a global information technology consulting, systems integration, outsourcing and solutions company founded in 1976.  However, New York City Comptroller Scott Stringer did not approve the contract due to concerns about the planning and scope of the project, as well as costs.
 Ultimately, the Comptroller’s Office stated that the contract needed to be rebid.
 

In April 2015, DoITT released a request for systems (RFS) integration services entitled, “311 Customer Service Management System Replacement and Re-Architecture Project”, to gather ideas from companies to upgrade the entire 311 system since its launch in 2003.
  The request solicited a systems integrator with extensive contact center experience to assist with the replacement and re-architecture of 311’s incident-oriented Customer Service Management System (CSMS) with a more customer-centric, cost effective and extensible system.

The intention of the RFS is to create a new platform where users could create 311 accounts that allow users to track requests and also receive updates on complaints.
  In addition, the City wants to simplify the service request process with a mobile accessible interface making it feasible to track requests through third-party channels with an Application Programming Interface.
  
The City awarded IBM with a $24 million contract in February 2017 to install networks and systems.  The term of the contract was from March 1, 2017 until August 31, 2019.
  IBM’s Watson will support a new customer-management system that will be constructed for multiple communications channels, such as social media and text messaging.
  Watson is a high-tech computing system with high machine-learning capability that can speed up and enhance the process of providing answers to residents and visitors regarding city services and responding to complaints.
 The system can search through billions of records 311 has kept throughout its existence and figure out the most effective way to answer a question or complaint.

During the 18-month implementation, some key elements of the proposed timeline include three agile releases of the prototype in which after each release, there will be a user acceptance testing (Agile UAT) in order to keep the City and its users engaged and familiar with the system so that early feedback by users would be provided.
 As a part of the implementation process, IBM will provide education and training to existing and new City employees. In addition, there will be a “Full System Testing” period for approximately two months, which will include a system test and performance test and twelve months of solution support.

Anonymous Complaints as Harassment


While 311 usually functions as a way for New Yorkers to request agencies to address legitimate complaints, there is concern that it occasionally has been used as a tool for harassment, whereby a caller makes repeated, anonymous, unsubstantiated complaints against a private property. This abuse of 311 is not only detrimental to the subject of the anonymous complaints, but a drain on City resources that could be used to respond to valid complaints. Between 2006 and 2014, the Staten Island Borough President’s district office recorded over 50 reports of 311 harassment, including one homeowner who was the subject of nine anonymous complaints about various conditions in and around his home in 2013, five of which were made over just two days, and seven of which were deemed baseless upon inspection.
 Local elected officials believed these repeated anonymous calls were the result of neighbor-versus-neighbor disputes.
 The issue is not just limited to Staten Island. In 2017, a Bronx homeowner reported that he had received 68 summonses for conditions in and around his home over the past two years, all arising from anonymous calls to 311.
 Local State Assembly Member Michael Benedetto said that 66 of the 68 complaints were dismissed.
 That case also appeared to be a case of neighbor-versus-neighbor disputes.
 


There has also been reported 311 harassment against businesses. In 2012, D’Amico, a coffee and specialty food store in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn, was the subject of repeated anonymous complaints over the smell of roasting coffee beans coming from their shop.
 The caller then began calling the Fire Department, which could have diverted important City resources away from responding to true emergencies.

Language Access


311 provides telephonic interpretation and translation services in over 200 languages.
 It informs callers of the availability of interpretation services through its call pickup recording, and then transfers them to a telephonic interpreter if they choose.
 Its recording offers pre-recorded announcements about City services in Spanish, Mandarin, Russian, Cantonese, Korean, and Haitian Creole.
 According to 311’s Language Access Plan, published in 2018, 94 percent of limited English proficient (“LEP”) callers request interpretation services in Spanish, Mandarin, Russian, or Cantonese, with the other 6 percent requesting other languages.
 Of the approximately 20 million calls received in 2017, 639,521 calls, or approximately three percent, required interpretation services.
 311’s telephonic interpretation vendor, Language Line, provided assistance in 93 different languages.


311 operators are trained on how to interface with a caller who does not speak English, and how to handle a call when they are unable to readily identify a caller’s language.
 The 2018 Language Access Plan states that when operators are unable to identify a caller’s language, they “will connect with Language Line and request to speak with someone who is skilled in language identification.”
 Despite this training, there have been reports that 311 operators do not always appropriately identify the language a caller is speaking, which results in a caller being denied the opportunity to make a request to receive or get information about a City service. At a City Council hearing in October, advocates, including the Asian American Federation, the New York Immigration Coalition, and India Home, testified that they knew of incidents where LEP New Yorkers were unable to lodge a 311 complaint because they could not access the appropriate interpreter for the language that they spoke.
 

Committee staff recently tested 311’s language access procedures and found that while non-English speakers eventually reached an appropriate Language Line interpreter, the process was slow and prone to human error. Committee staff observed that the automated system by which callers may select one of six pre-recorded languages does not appear to communicate with 311’s human operator system. When a caller has selected one of the six non-English languages and has a question requiring a human operator, the call is transferred to an operator who answers in English and does not appear to know that the caller previously selected a non-English language. When a caller is speaking a language other than the six pre-recorded languages, the call is also transferred to a human operator, who answers in English and then attempts to identify the language the caller needs. In both cases, a 311 operator first has to make a best guess of the caller’s language and then transfer the caller to a Language Line interpreter. If the 311 operator guesses incorrectly, or cannot understand the caller’s language, it is up to Language Line staff to figure out the correct language and eventually connect the caller to the appropriate interpreter. The process takes time, and only the most determined callers are likely to remain on the line before getting frustrated and disconnecting. 


311’s reliance on human operators to identify spoken languages opens the possibility that New Yorkers could be denied assistance because they cannot make the complaint in the language they speak. It also underestimates the true need for language services in the City, because callers likely hang up when they cannot connect with someone who speaks their language.
III. Legislative Analysis
Int. No. 188-2018 


Int. No. 188-2018 would require 311 to document, but not refer to an agency, any non-emergency anonymous complaint made against a property classified as harassed. A harassed property under this bill would be defined as a private property that, within a six month period, is the sole subject of three or more anonymous complaints that an agency cannot substantiate despite reasonable efforts, or an agency substantiates the complaint, but the condition or circumstance is not illegal. The designation of a property as harassed would last for three months from the date of the third complaint. 

Int. No. 1328-2019

Int. No. 1328-2019 would require 311 to implement a protocol for identifying the language spoken by a telephone caller to 311. The protocol must include the use of automated language recognition software to assist in the identification of the language possibly spoken by the caller. The bill would require 311 to examine every call that disconnects during the process of identifying the caller’s language without having completed the process, determine the cause of the disconnection, and implement remedies to address the problem where appropriate. DoITT would be required to submit a report to the Council and post on its website a summary of these instances and remedies on an annual basis.
Int. No. 188

By Council Member Matteo, Brannan, Holden, Yeger and Gjonaj 

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to procedures to be adopted by the 311 call center for responding to certain repeat anonymous complaints against the same property

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section 1. The administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 23-304 to read as follows:

§ 23-304 Repeated anonymous unfounded complaints. a. The 311 customer service center, upon receipt of any non-emergency anonymous complaint relating solely to a property classified as harassed, shall document such call but shall not refer such call to any agency.

b. For the purposes of this section:

1. a property shall be classified as “harassed”: (i) if it is a privately-owned property that, within a six month period, is the sole subject of three or more anonymous complaints made to the 311 customer service center and referred to an agency; and (ii) such agency is unable to substantiate the condition or circumstance complained of, despite reasonable efforts; or (iii) such agency substantiates such condition or circumstance, but the condition or circumstance is not a violation of any applicable law. Such classification shall last for three months from the date of the third such complaint; and

2. “anonymous complaint” means a complaint made to the 311 customer service center where the complaining individual does not give his or her name and address, whether or not such information is requested.

§ 2. This local law takes effect 180 days after it becomes law.
DSS
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Int. No. 1328 

By Council Member Menchaca

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the identification of languages spoken by callers to the 311 customer service center

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section 1. Chapter 3 of title 23 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended to add a new section 23-304 to read as follows:

§ 23-304 Identification of spoken language. a. The 311 customer service center shall implement a protocol for identifying the language spoken by a telephone caller to the 311 customer service center.
b. Such protocol shall include the use of automated language recognition software to assist in the identification, either for an automated message system or for the call taker, of the language possibly spoken by the caller.

c. The 311 customer service center shall examine every call that disconnects during the process of identifying the caller’s language without having completed such process, determine the cause of such disconnection, and implement remedies for such disconnections where appropriate to ensure that callers to the 311 system in any language are properly addressed. By January 30 of each year, the department of information technology and telecommunications shall submit to the council and post on its website a report summarizing such causes and remedies.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 1 year after it becomes law.
BJR
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