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INTRODUCTION
	On November 13, 2019, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor, chaired by Council Member I. Daneek Miller, will hold an oversight hearing on automation and its impact on New York City (NYC). This Committee has long been concerned with the conditions of work in NYC—for the workforce at large, and for the public workforce especially. Recently, much attention has been given to worker well-being in the economy of the future. What jobs will New Yorker’s have and of what quality? Are New York’s labor force, education system, and training programs nimble enough to respond to the economy and workplace of the future? Is automation and technological unemployment a serious concern? 
The Committee hopes that today’s hearing will address some of these questions. Witnesses invited to testify include NYC Department of Citywide Administrative Services, NYC Department of Consumer Affairs, NYC Department of Small Business Services, academic experts, unions, research institutes, and other interested stakeholders. 
BACKGROUND
Historically, technological progress has not negatively impacted the need for human labor, as evidenced by the unemployment rate, which has seen no long term increase. Yet, there is no guarantee that this will remain true in the future. As such, think tanks and other research institutions have focused their attention on studying the impact of automation.[footnoteRef:1] Automation, which is the “creation and application of technology to monitor and control the production and delivery of products and services,”[footnoteRef:2] has the potential to increase workplace effectiveness and productivity, but similarly has potential to take human employees out of the equation. To this end, the number of headlines proclaiming near- and long-term impacts from increased introduction of automation in the workplace are staggering – and contribute to the growth of automation anxiety.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Winick, Erin. MIT. MIT Technology Review. Business Impact. Every study we could find on what automation will do to jobs, in one chart. Available at: https://www.technologyreview.com/s/610005/every-study-we-could-find-on-what-automation-will-do-to-jobs-in-one-chart/.      ]  [2:  ISA. What is Automation? Available at: https://www.isa.org/about-isa/what-is-automation/. ]  [3:  Although widely studied, there is not a clear consensus. Depending on the time frame or geography, job loss predictions range from minimal to the hundreds of millions. The magazine MIT Technology Review has compiled many of these estimates. See: Winick, Erin. MIT. MIT Technology Review. Business Impact. Every study we could find on what automation will do to jobs, in one chart. Available at: https://www.technologyreview.com/s/610005/every-study-we-could-find-on-what-automation-will-do-to-jobs-in-one-chart/.      ] 

A frequently-cited study by two Oxford researchers predicted that “about 47 percent of US employment” could be threatened by automation in the future.[footnoteRef:4] But it is possible that this, as well as countless other predictions, may be overblown, as automation is not always associated with increased productivity. According to the legal scholar Brishen Rogers, two things stand out to counter the automation wave panic. Firstly, although one might reasonably expect labor productivity—or, the ability to produce more outputs with a given unit of labor—to increase during a period of technological upswing, with companies installing automation devices and robotics, this has not been the case.[footnoteRef:5] Labor productivity growth “averaged 2.8 percent annually from 1945-1970, and 2.2 percent annually during the 1990s dot-com boom, but has been around 1.2 percent annually for the last decade.”[footnoteRef:6] These statistics indicate that automation does not immediately cure all productivity concerns.  [4:  Frey, Carl Benedikt, and Michael A. Osborne. Oxford Martin. Technological Forecasting and Social Change. The Future of Employment: How Susceptible are Jobs to Computerisation. Available at: https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf. ]  [5:  Page 23. Brishen Rogers. Roosevelt Institute. Roosevelt Institute Working Paper. Beyond Automation: The Law and Political Economy of Workplace Technological Change. Available at: https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/RI_Beyond-Automation_Working-Paper.pdf. ]  [6:  Id. ] 

Secondly, according to Rogers, companies have not invested in information technology and robotics in a significant way, which would be expected if they believed automation to be a major source of productivity growth in the near future.[footnoteRef:7] Rogers notes, “Computers and software constituted 13.5 percent of the value of companies’ investments from 2000-2007, as the internet was coming into wide use. Over the last decade, the rate declined to 4.8 percent.”[footnoteRef:8] This decline is the opposite of what one might expect if automation were going to wholesale replace the workforce. Rather, this suggests that instead of completely overhauling the labor force, automation may modify the way in which the labor force performs such work.  [7:  Id. ]  [8:  Id. ] 

Researchers at the Brookings Institute have, however, highlighted a few trends regarding automation that are worthy of attention. Firstly, automation substitutes for labor, as machines can perform tasks with greater precision, speed, and at a lower cost than humans.[footnoteRef:9] Secondly, while machines substitute for tasks, they do not substitute for jobs, meaning that it is highly unlikely that machines will be able to substitute for every task within one occupation or job.[footnoteRef:10] That being said, it is possible that certain tasks within an occupation may be obsolete after automation. Thirdly, tasks that cannot be substituted by automation are often complemented by it.[footnoteRef:11] For example, as machines can handle routine, repetitive, and time-consuming activities, this aspect of automation allows human employees to focus their attention elsewhere.[footnoteRef:12] Lastly, technological adoption of automation generally falls short of the actual potential technology could have, meaning that there is always room to improve and expand the technology that exists.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  Muro, Maxim, and Whiton. The Brookings Institution. Research. Automation and Artificial Intelligence: How Machines Are Affecting People and Places. Available at: https://www.brookings.edu/research/automation-and-artificial-intelligence-how-machines-affect-people-and-places/.  ]  [10:  Id. ]  [11:  Id. ]  [12:  Id. ]  [13:  Id. ] 

	On the other hand, machines have become technologically complex and adaptive, particularly with artificial intelligence (AI), and are no longer limited to performing repetitive, mechanical tasks. [footnoteRef:14] Modern machines, for example, are capable of learning on the job.[footnoteRef:15] As a result, some existing occupations have a higher likelihood of being automated in the future, such as movie projectionists, production line workers, and even bus drivers.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Matt A.V. Chaban. Center for an Urban Future. Research. Work to Do: How Automation will Transform Jobs in NYC. Available at: https://nycfuture.org/research/how-automation-will-transform-jobs-in-nyc.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id. ] 

While automation is an emerging area of innovation and potential concern with regards to the labor force, evidence so far indicates that rather than wholesale destroying jobs, automation will transform industry and the way jobs are done, while presenting new opportunities and challenges in the workplace and workforce.[footnoteRef:17] One such challenge, for example, is how workplaces will deal with the potential increase in productivity that the combination of automation and traditional workers will bring. Recent research by the UC Berkeley Labor Center looking at the future of warehouse work found that even though “some technologies could alleviate the most arduous tasks of warehouse work (such as heavy lifting), this will likely be coupled with attempts to increase the workload and pace of work, with new methods of monitoring workers.”[footnoteRef:18] Such increases in work intensity are likely to introduce new health and safety hazards and a potential decrease in quality of life, as has clearly been the case in certain e-commerce warehouses.[footnoteRef:19] In addition, new technologies have the potential to de-skill some jobs in warehouses, as well as transform how workers are managed.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Id. ]  [18:  Gutelius, Beth and Theodore, Nik. UC Berkeley Center for Labor Research and Education. Report. The Future of Warehouse Work: Technological Change in the U.S. Logistics Industry. Available at: http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/future-of-warehouse-work/. ]  [19:  Id. ]  [20:  Id. ] 



AUTOMATION IN NYC
An in-depth analysis done by the Center for an Urban Future (CUF), studying the automation potential[footnoteRef:21] of every occupation in NYC, finds that NYC is less susceptible to automation than the nation as a whole, with a 39% automation potential versus a 51% automation potential.[footnoteRef:22] Although less susceptible, more than 456,000 jobs in the city—about 1 in 10—could be largely automated using technology that exists today.[footnoteRef:23] At least 80% of associated tasks at such jobs could be done by machines, according to the report.[footnoteRef:24] CUF finds that the strongest effects on automation are on lower and middle-income jobs.[footnoteRef:25] However, automation is not expected to eliminate all, or even many, of these jobs; the report found that there are only about 7,000 jobs in New York City that are 100% automatable.[footnoteRef:26] Thus, technology and automation could very well create new jobs and expanded opportunities that could benefit New York in innumerable ways, requiring humans to work more closely with machines, rather than be completely displaced by them.[footnoteRef:27] [21:  Automation potential is the likelihood that a machine could perform each job’s component tasks. The higher the automation potential, the more likely the job will be done by machines in the future.]  [22:  Matt A.V. Chaban. Center for an Urban Future. Research. Work to Do: How Automation will Transform Jobs in NYC. Available at: https://nycfuture.org/research/how-automation-will-transform-jobs-in-nyc.]  [23:  Id. ]  [24:  Id. ]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id. ]  [27:  Id.] 

Other major findings of the report include that: 
· more than 1.4 million jobs—about 1 in 3—in NYC today have the potential for at least half of their job tasks to be automated, with about 2.4 million jobs likely to be at least 30% automated;[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Id.] 

· home health aides in NYC are a large group with a very low vulnerability to automation (129,000 jobs; 11% automation potential);[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Id.] 

· bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks are highly vulnerable to automation (55,040 jobs; 86% automation potential), followed by food prep and fast food service workers (49,540; 87% automation potential);[footnoteRef:30] and  [30:  Id.] 

· automation will affect the equivalent of $92 billion in wages for workers in NYC.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Id. ] 

Given the potential that automation has to disrupt employment in various industries in the city, the Brookings Institute has proposed five strategies to mitigate harms and maximize benefits: 
· embracing growth and technology to complement labor rather than replace it;[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Maxim, Robert and Muro, Mark. The Brookings Institute. The Avenue. Automation and AI will disrupt the American labor force. Here’s how we can protect workers. Available at: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2019/02/25/automation-and-ai-will-disrupt-the-american-labor-force-heres-how-we-can-protect-workers/. ] 

· increasing and expanding employer-led trainings through incentives for companies offering such trainings, as well as exploring new learning models;[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Id. ] 

· increasing funding for active labor market policies and creating a Universal Adjustment Benefit[footnoteRef:34] which would facilitate a smoother adjustment of human workers and automations;[footnoteRef:35] [34:  A Universal Adjustment Benefit has three main components: automatic enrollment in career counselling for every displaced worker; expanded training access for all dislocated workers; and a robust income support for workers in training. See: Id.  ]  [35:  Id. ] 

· reducing hardships for workers who are struggling by expanding the earned income tax credit, enacting a wage insurance program, creating state-run individual retirement accounts, enacting paid sick and family leave, and ensuring public healthcare options;[footnoteRef:36] and [36:  Id. ] 

· mitigating harsh local impacts by boosting the adoption of new technology, expanding support for community adjustment efforts and future-proofing regional workforces through the development of skills in automation-resilient work.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Id. ] 

As technology continues to improve in the labor market, automation is a reality that NYC
cannot ignore. Although so far, evidence indicates that the advent of automation in the workplace will change jobs, rather than eliminate them, that change will cause ripples in industries that will need to be addressed. Thus, the Committee would like to hear from the Administration and stakeholders, to see how automation has impacted our City’s workers and workforce, what impact the City might see going forward, and what, if anything, the City can begin to do now, in order to address its impacts in the future. 
CONCLUSION 
At this hearing, the Committee expects to receive testimony regarding the historical relationship between technology and employment in various industries and sectors in NYC. The Committee is particularly interested in the potential impact automation might have on NYC’s labor force—both public and private—including potential displacement of personnel, and what can be done to alleviate the impacts of this in the future. Relatedly, the Committee would like to better understand how the quality of jobs may change in the future. The Committee is also interested in learning what effect automation will likely have across different demographics and across the different boroughs, and whether disproportionate impacts are expected. Finally, the Committee is interested in examining ways in which to mitigate any negative impacts of automation and boost any positive impacts going forward. 
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