The 511 Deployment Policy Committee

Policy Committee Retreat, March 29-30 2001

Preparation, Process, Results

Preparation and Retreat Process

It was determined that the most efficient method of initiating the work of the Coalition was to conduct a policy retreat. The 511 Policy Committee Retreat occurred March 29-30, 2001 in Palm Harbor, Florida.  As is necessary for any successful retreat, advanced preparation along with a structured, focused agenda and process were the foundations for the Retreat.  As will be documented, since January 2001, several meetings and support work occurred to plan, prepare for and conduct the Retreat.

Preparation

To prepare information on the key issues facing the Coalition, a Working Group of practitioners was formed to support the Policy Committee. The Working Group met twice in January for three full days and, based on these meetings and the content of the FCC ruling, identified three major issues that needed to be addressed: 

Ø      Content – Should there be some minimal level of content and quality of that content?

Ø      Consistency – To what extent should there be some level of consistency among 511 services throughout the U.S.?

Ø      Cost – Should 511 be free to the end user?  If so, how should 511 be financed?

These issues became the cornerstones of the 511 Policy Committee Retreat.  The Working Group developed short papers on each of these issues to provide some background and analysis, and make some recommendations to provoke discussion within the Policy Committee.  

March 1, 2001 Policy Committee Meeting

An initial meeting of the Policy Committee was conducted on March 1, 2001 in Washington, D.C. to better orient the Policy Committee and establish a rapport among Policy Committee members prior to the Retreat.  Key presentations were made on the FCC ruling on 511 and on the history of 911.  In addition, a panel was conducted of telephone system operators, enabling the Policy Committee to hear firsthand how metropolitan systems, statewide systems, transit-oriented systems and wireless carrier services are provided. 

Of note during the meeting was the request of the President of the National Emergency Numbers Association (NENA), the coordinating organization for 911 service providers, that there: (1) be a linkage between 511 and 911 and (2) that 511 services get deployed in a fashion that does not confuse citizens in their distinction of 511 and 911.

At the meeting, a background information packet was provided to the Policy Committee (http://www.its.dot.gov/511/511_materials.pdf), which contained several background papers developed by the Working Group describing topics that might be of interest to Policy Committee members as they deliberate the issues. The paper topics were: 

Ø       511: A Summary of the FCC’s Report and Order

Ø       The Other N11s: How Are They Provided?

Ø       Bringing 511 to Market: What do Users Want?

Ø       Wireline Telecommunications Carrier Industry Overview

Ø       Wireless Telecommunications Carrier Industry Overview

Ø       Call Routing and its Implications for 511

Ø       Legislative and Regulatory Issues

Ø       Intellectual Property and Patents

Ø       Computer Telephony Terms and Technologies

The packet also contained a summary of research conducted on existing telephone systems and one-page summaries of regions that have already been identified as early deployers of 511 services:

Ø       Review of Telephone-based Traveler Information Services

Ø       Arizona 511 Case Study Overview

Ø       Kentucky 511 Case Study Overview (Note: as of April 2, 2001, the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky area was the first to have traveler information accessible via 511.  511 is currently available from all landline phones and two wireless carriers in the region.  There is a 90 day transition period during which both 211 and 511 are in effect, and the remaining four wireless carriers will be transitioning to 511 during this period.)

Ø       Greater Detroit Region 511 Case Study Overview

Ø       Minnesota 511 Case Study Overview

Ø       San Francisco Bay Area 511 Case Study Overview

Ø       Utah 511 Case Study Overview

In mid-March, the issue papers and the background material were compiled into a “Preparatory Materials” packet for the Retreat and provided in advance of the Retreat to Policy Committee and Working Group members (see www.its.dot.gov/511/511.htm). This material could not have been developed to the resulting quality on schedule without the efforts of several members of the Working Group.  

Retreat Proces 

The Retreat spanned one and one-half days.  The Retreat agenda and list of participants are located in Tabs A and B, respectively. Working Group members were invited to sit in on the Retreat to hear from the Policy Committee’s discussions firsthand. Except in a few instances, the Working Group did not directly participate in deliberations. 

After some initial remarks by the Policy Committee Chair and Vice Chairs, Dr. Christine Johnson, Director of the ITS Joint Program Office of the USDOT provided a presentation on why the USDOT sought 511 and what USDOT’s hopes were for the Policy Committee’s deliberations.  Some of her key points and challenges to the Coalition were: 

Ø       If implemented as envisioned, 511 can help users cope with an increasingly crowded transportation system.

Ø       This Retreat will determine how 511 develops.

Ø       Will 511 develop into a “brand name” where consumers can develop an expectation of what a 511 service is?

Ø       Will 511 become synonymous for traveler information the way 411 is for general information and 911 is for emergency assistance?

Ø       Will 511 become a service that is commonly available throughout the U.S., or a service available only in a handful of states/regions?

Ø       With constantly changing technology, market dynamics, political environments, and real and perceived consumer demands, we do not have complete information within which we can develop the policy framework for 511 – we must do the best we can. 

Steve Kuciemba, Vice President of Technology of ITS America, provided a presentation summarizing information in the public domain regarding what users want from 511.  The presentation, provided in Tab C, also acknowledged where gaps in knowledge exist and need to be filled. 

The remainder of the first day was spent focusing on the three issues of content, consistency, and cost.  Each topic was deliberated between 1.5 and 2 hours.  The format for each topic was the same: 

Ø       Based on the 511 preparatory materials and personal experience, Jim Wright provided a summary of the issue to be discussed (See Tab D).

Ø       An open discussion using a “conversation circle” technique, where 6-8 chairs are arranged in a circle. Policy Committee members could then take a seat in the circle to provide their input on the issue at hand. As chairs would fill up, the members in the circle could engage in debates and discussions.  If one wished to join the debate or share a viewpoint, they would sit in an empty chair in the circle.  If the chairs were full, either a chair would be added or a member in the circle would leave the circle and return to his/her seat.  The “Circle” was facilitated by Kathy Stein.  A specific Policy Committee member was selected to summarize the key points of the discussion.  Sixty to seventy five minutes were focused on each topic.  In the last few minutes of each discussion, Working Group members were invited to join the circle and share their views with the Policy Committee.

Ø       Following the summary of the Circle by the selected Policy Committee member, Chairman Tinklenberg would conclude the session by leading the Policy Committee through the specific questions asked by the Working Group in the issue papers.  Where the consensus answer was not readily evident based upon the Circle discussions, some additional discussion would occur to arrive at the most specific consensus answer possible. (The results are discussed in the next section.) 

The morning of the second day (March 30) was used to further solidify the directions the Policy Committee provided to the Working Group and to agree upon the next steps of the Policy Committee (These results are also discussed in the next section.)   

Collectively, the subject matter of the Retreat was chosen carefully as to successively build upon the previous discussion.  This approach is illustrated in Figure 1. 

The afternoon of March 30 and the Morning of March 31, the Working Group met to develop its forward plan to implement the directions of the Policy Committee

Figure 1 – Layering of Issues Addressed at the Retreat

Retreat Results 

The key results of the retreat are summarized below. 

Overall  

The Policy Committee agreed upon a goal statement for 511 services:  “A national traveler information service that is sustainable and provides value to the users.”   

Further, two clear underlying philosophical principles emerged during the Retreat: 

1.      Embrace private sector involvement while ensuring basic service availability.

2.      Creative solutions are needed, welcomed, and encouraged. 

The Policy Committee recognized that technology is changing rapidly and the vision for 511 needs to evolve along with technology.  Accordingly, the Policy Committee encouraged the Working Group to consider both a current “Launch” model and a “Vision” model.  This approach is aimed at achieving rapid introduction of services while facilitating evolution to services that over time increase the breadth, depth, and quality of service in the most cost-effective manner possible. 

The Policy Committee was keenly aware that 511 could be – and should be – considered a national “brand” by the public and the media in the near future.  To provide clarity and minimize confusion, an overall 511 marketing plan/branding strategy was needed as soon as practical. 

Lastly, among the items discussed the second morning was the petition to the FCC by a number of wireless companies for reconsideration of recent N11 assignments, including 511.  The Policy Committee agreed to send a response to the FCC from the 511 Coalition, describing its efforts to cooperatively identify and address issues related to deploying 511, including those noted in the petition for reconsideration.

Content Issues 

There was consensus on the need to establish minimum service guidelines aimed at enabling both the public and private sectors to provide traveler information services and options that consumers want, and which are tailored to meet specific local needs. It was also agreed that these information services will need to grow and evolve along with the advent of new wireless/telecommunications technologies. 

The Policy Committee directed the Working Group to draft content guidelines for Policy Committee review.  The guidelines should: 

Ø       Identify baseline content that should be provided. Traffic, transit, construction and road weather conditions should be the point of departure for deliberations.

Ø       Include quality levels where possible.

Ø       Acknowledge acceptance of “peripheral” content offerings, such as additional local-option public sector content and premium, value-added private sector services.  Examples include tourism information and parking information.

Ø       Examine and address as appropriate the possible need to have “tiered” guidelines based on geography (i.e. urban and rural).

Ø       Be based upon current experience in both highway and transit services.

Ø       Balance the desire to maximize service offerings with the underlying baseline cost to provide each service (if the baseline content is too broad, service provision could be cost prohibitive). 

The guidelines should take the form of a recommended practice or policy.  Each of the sponsoring organizations (AASHTO, APTA, ITS America) should adopt the resulting guidelines, and encourage other organizations to do so as well.

Regarding the substance of the guidelines, a suggestion was made that the services provided in the pending Arizona 511 implementation could serve as a point of departure. Also, transit industry representatives clearly articulated their desire that where available, transit information should be a “top-tier” menu item. 

The sense of the Policy Committee was that the guidelines should articulate a clear vision of what 511 services will be and are essential if 511 is to resonate as a “brand” to the general public.  The vision should establish a clear differentiation between 511 and other N11 services, such as 311, 411 and 911.  Further, the theme of “do a few things, but do them well” was recurred throughout the Policy Committee’s deliberations. 

National Consistency Issue 

The Policy Committee adopted a philosophy in the near-term to provide flexibility to implementers at this early stage while ensuring that callers will recognize the services as part of a national system.  In the longer-term, the Policy Committee desires a consistent national service and image, though it was recognized that it will take time for early implementations to evolve to being completely consistent. There was consensus on the need for the "look and feel" of basic 511 services to be the same no matter where a customer accesses the service. However, local-option public sector-oriented and value-added private sector-oriented services may vary in appearance, allowing for competitive business strategies in the marketplace.

The Policy Committee directed the Working Group to draft consistency guidelines for Policy Committee review.  A number of topics areas to be considered for inclusion were identified:  

Ø      System Navigation

This area addresses what is the user interface for phone systems.  There are several elements to this topic area, including 

·         Menu trees:  Should every system have a menu tree? Should there be a standard top-level menu tree? Should the menu tree structure beyond a top-level be consistent (e.g., should systems have a common navigation menu for transit-related information)?

·         Voice Commands: Should consistent terms for content categories be established?  Should those terms be used as voice enabled commands?  Should all systems offer voice enabled commands?

·         Shortcuts: Should a consistent format for shortcuts be established?  Should shortcuts be part of all systems?  Should shortcuts be available in voice commands in addition to numerical entry? 

Ø      System Access Quality 

This area relates to the performance of the telephone system.  Existing systems vary widely in their access quality.  Some systems are designed for peak period usage, reducing or eliminating busy signals.  Other systems are designed for average usage and become overloaded in high demand periods.  Some systems enable users to quickly obtain information, others take much longer.  Should there be consistent targets for access quality? 

Ø      ADA Implementation 

The American with Disabilities Act (ADA) became effective in the early 1990s to provide equal rights and opportunities to disabled citizens in many areas, including employment, access to state and local government services, public transportation services, and telecommunications. While there are specific provisions in the ADA requiring equal access to 911 for the hearing impaired through special devices, called TTY or TDD, it is unclear if the ADA imposes similar requirements on 511-type services.  While it is required for transit customer service centers to have TTY/TDD access, it is not common in the other types of traveler information phone systems to date, with only one non-transit centric phone system, TravInfo, having TTY/TDD access.  Telecommunications Relay Services are available to the hearing impaired as a means to communicate with other people or services and this method could be used to access 511 services.  Is consistent access via TTY/TDD needed? 

Ø      Initial Greeting 

The initial greeting of each system could vary widely.  Greetings could vary in length.  Some could indicate their sponsoring organization; others could use the name of the program or the brand of the service.  Should there be a reference to a national service in the greeting?  Should there be a statement forwarding people to 911?  Should there be limits on the greeting, such as time and content?  

Ø      Hours of System Operation 

Hours of operation of existing phone services vary widely.  Many, but not all, automated systems are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  However, information may only be updated during a more limited set of hours.  Many transit information centers operate extended business day hours.  Should there be consistency associated with hours of operation? 

Ø      Multi-lingual capabilities 

In some phone systems, Spanish services are available.  King County (WA) METRO utilizes AT&T interpreters to help people of all languages.  In August 2000, President Clinton signed an Executive Order (13166) that was aimed at improving access to government services for people with limited English proficiency that may have some implications for 511 services.   Should there be consistency associated with non-English services? 

Ø      Timestamp information 

Some automated systems in operation today will indicate in the recorded message when the information was created, enabling the caller to determine how old the report is.  Some systems provide a timestamp for all information available based upon when the last update of any item occurred.  Other systems timestamp each specific recorded message (e.g. a particular route).  Still many other systems do not use timestamping at all.  Should there be any consistency related to timestamping information? 

Ø      511 Branding 

Roadside signing is one of the methods likely to be used to advertise and promote the availability of 511.  At present, no standard practice exists for placing 511 on either fixed or dynamic signage.  Should there be a consistent approach to roadside signing promoting 511? 

Ø       Geographic service areas 

The FCC ruling leaves to implementers to determine issues such as calling areas.  Should there be consistency as to how states/regions establish geographic areas for 511 services?  Should service areas match how the FCC defines service areas for wireline and/or wireless carriers (which are both different)? 

Ø       Consistency of content above the baseline services 

If content guidelines offer implementers the option of adding additional services, should there be consistency among similar content in different 511 services (e.g., tourism information)? 

Ø       Linkage to 911   

This issue was of great interest during the Retreat.  Should each 511 system have a direct connection to the appropriate 911 center(s) in the region?  If desired, does this create impossible or complex technical and regulatory problems for 511 implementers?  Or is it sufficient to have a message in the initial greeting to the effect, “if this is an emergency, please hang up and dial 911?”  Is consistency required at all, or should the issue be left to individual implementers to decide? 

It was recognized that it will be easier to reach agreement in some areas than in others to establish consistency guidelines. 

Much of the discussion in this session focused on service delivery business models.  This discussion is summarized in the Cost Issues section. 

Cost/Cost Recovery 

The Policy Committee concluded that if possible the baseline public service content cost the end-user no more than the cost of a local wireline or wireless call, with additional charges for premium or other additional local service options being acceptable.  It was also recognized that the economics will determine if this approach is feasible.

The Working Group was directed to identify, investigate, and present the Policy Committee plausible business models and the appropriateness of their application to 511. These include both public and private sector models, such as (note, these models were subsequently identified as candidates by a subset of the Working Group the day after the Retreat): 

Ø      Fee-for-service – the public sector contracts with the private sector to provide services.

Ø      Partnership – the public sector and private sector partner(s) enter into a partnership where investment and/or revenues are shared between parties.

Ø      Advertising – the incremental cost of providing 511 services would be supported by advertising revenues

Ø      Portal – 511 services are provided as a component of a much broader “Audio Portal” service that provides many other types of information via the telephone.

Ø      Franchise (exclusive) – the public sector establishes performance requirements and conducts an open negotiation with potential service providers, selecting a provider to operate 511 service in a given region based upon the best “deal” in terms of maximum service offerings and best financial terms for the public sector.

Ø      Franchise (non-exclusive) – the public sector establishes performance requirements and enables wireline and wireless carriers to provide 511 services to their customers as long as the service they offer meets the requirements. 

Analysis of the models should include descriptions of public and private sector roles and expectations, the experience and expectation of the caller, the impact on content and consistency guidelines and a generalized financial model supporting the business model. It was recognized that the prognosis for financial sustainability should be a key evaluation factor in assessing alternative business models.

The Policy Committee concluded that a better understanding of cost elements and magnitudes is needed and therefore requested the Working Group to provide the Policy Committee with a summary of nominal cost centers and magnitudes for the proposed baseline content services (both highway and transit).

The Policy Committee also discussed the potential of testing innovative service delivery and cost recovery methods, but did not reach a definitive conclusion. 

Institutional Leadership and Next Steps 

It was agreed that the effort to build-out a national 511 traveler information system will succeed only if the public and private sectors work together and bring the unique skills of their respective areas of expertise to this effort. It was recognized that the establishment of this 511 Coalition is an accomplishment in itself as it provides the forum for continuing cooperation and coordination of the various parties.  A strong desire to continue to involve non-traditional transportation partners in the coalition, including those from both the wireline and wireless phone providers, was also expressed.

The Policy Committee determined that at least two additional meetings/retreats will be needed to reach consensus on content and consistency guidelines and relevant cost/business model related issues.

The Policy Committee selected mid-to-late August as the next meeting date.  The principal objectives of the meeting will be to: 

Ø       Review, refine, and if possible, approve draft content and consistency guidelines.

Ø       Review and determine if any policy actions are needed in the areas of cost, cost recovery, and business models.

Ø       Review and agree upon a near-term national 511 Communications, Outreach and Marketing Plan.

The Policy Committee would then meet again 4-6 months following the August meeting. Between meetings, outreach will occur and consensus will be sought on the guidelines and policy directions.  The goal of this meeting is Policy Committee approval of: 

Ø       Content and consistency guidelines to be forwarded for adoption by the sponsoring organizations (AASHTO, APTA, ITS America) and other interested organizations.

Ø       An Integrated 511 Communications and Marketing Plan.

Ø       Reach general agreement upon the dimensions of a forward action plan that identifies the needed actions and assigns responsibilities to carry out final policy directions. 

To support these efforts, there was a sense of the Policy Committee that further consumer research is needed, particularly to understand what user’s expect from services that could become, from the perspective of the caller, national in scope.  Specific consumer research should be conducted to determine stated preferences on issues related to content consistency and business models, and then practical user experience should confirm or refine the results.

On March 30-31, the Working Group began to carry out the directions of the Policy Committee.  Four sub-groups have been formed to develop the material needed for the August retreat: 

Ø      Content (Chair: Tim Wolfe, Arizona DOT) – Draft Content Guidelines

Ø      Consistency (Chair:  Martin Knopp, Utah DOT) – Draft Consistency Guidelines

Ø      Business Models and Costs (Chair: Todd Kell, Virginia DOT) – Summary paper on potential business models and cost elements

Ø      Communications, Marketing and Outreach (Chair: Carol Zimmerman, Battelle) – Draft Marketing and Outreach Plan 

The Working Group will meet at least once in advance of the August Retreat to refine the materials to be presented at the Retreat and to create a vision of what 511 could be with the draft guidelines in place. 
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