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TECHNOLOGY AND COMMUNICATION COMMITTEE
The Technology and Communication Committee of the City of Raleigh met in regular session on Tuesday, November 26, 2013, at 5:00 p.m. in Room 305, Raleigh Municipal Building, 222 West Hargett Street, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, Raleigh, North Carolina, with the following present:
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Staff
Councilor Mary-Ann Baldwin, Presiding

Associate City Attorney Brandon Poole
Councilor Russ Stephenson



Chief Information Officer (CIO) and







     Community Relations Officer Gail Roper

Absent




Public Affairs Director Jayne Kirkpatrick







Deputy Financial Officer Robin Rose
Chairman Bonner Gaylord



Transportation Administrator David Eatman
Chairman Gaylord was absent, and Mr. Stephenson suggested that Ms. Baldwin chair the meeting.  She agreed and called the meeting to order at 5:08 p.m.
Item #11-22 – City Services – Prepaid Service Card
The following memorandum from Deputy Financial Officer Robin Rose and Revenue Manager Kimsu Harrington was in the agenda packet:

Subject:
Citizen Petition – Prepaid Service Card for City Services
During the November 19th City Council meeting, Mr. Craig Ralph suggested that Raleigh provide a prepaid card for City services such as pools and bus passes.

The Finance Department, in conjunction with other City departments, is always striving to improve payment options for citizens.  Citizens can currently pay utility bills online, by phone (IVR-lnteractive Voice Response), or seamlessly through the customer's online bill payment service.  Additionally, citizens can pay for parking citations online and some Inspections permits.  Transit and Finance have already held meetings to explore additional payment options such as prepaid tickets purchased online through the regional website, Triangle Transit.  Prepaid service cards are emerging technology, particularly in the government sector, and provide a few challenges at present.  Current infrastructure, available network connectivity, and equipment required for this type service will all have to be explored in order to provide this service.  However, we will add prepaid service cards to our list of future technology projects.

Finance will also work with Parks, Recreation and Cultural Resources to explore the option of prepaid service cards as a possible compliment to the current punch, monthly and annual passes already offered at aquatic facilities.

Deputy Financial Officer Rose stated staff will look at these options on a business case basis.  Finance staff has asked Transit staff to look at their buyer demographics to see what the volume might be and look at a partnership with the Triangle Transit Authority (TTA), which sells regional passes online, to see if the City could piggyback with TTA on that option.  She also asked Transit staff to put together a business case for their needs.  Retail stores have the necessary infrastructure in place for sales, such as a credit/debit card reader and internet connectivity.  It would be necessary to look at the cost of infrastructure with regard to a prepaid card for swimming pools, buses, and other City facilities, and it would probably take the City a while to reach that goal.
Ms. Baldwin mentioned the card scanners attached to phones used for purchases at the farmer's market, where the buyer's receipt is e-mailed to him.  She asked if the solution could be as simple as that.  Deputy Financial Officer Rose reiterated the demographics, infrastructure costs, and costs of the cards should be looked at, a business plan formed, a Web site loaded with checks and balances, whether or not the resources would be mailed and the cost for doing so, etc.  The first step would be to see if tickets can be bought online, then what the potential usage would be.
Craig Ralph, 2714 Clark Avenue, Raleigh, NC 27607-7102 – Mr. Ralph said pool passes, weight room passes, and other facilities have the scanning capability so the infrastructure is already in place.  He would like to see this convenience and the cost spread across other departments as much as possible.
Deputy Financial Officer Rose said staff wants to put together a business case first.  For bus passes, this would mean a partnership with TTA.

Transportation Administrator David Eatman explained this is probably a tiered approach, beginning with allowing our passes to be purchased online, which TTA already does.  TTA uses the PayPal system for that, and the City can make that part of its regional coordination effort and sell passes through the regional Web site.  It would be necessary to have auditing and checks and balances for the Finance Department.  Transit staff is looking at a new technology.  Currently Transit has a magnetic stripe technology which does not go through a billing process like a credit card.  The prepaid card has a time sensitive balance or a monetary balance.  Staff would like to continue its regional coordination across the Triangle area so the systems are compatible.  The next step for most systems is to go to a contactless card technology where one can reload the card online or at a vending machine.  The infrastructure for those systems can get very expensive.  The newest technology is QR Code technology, under which it may be possible to skip tier two.  It is a smart phone technology. Under that scenario, City staff could use off-the-shelf QR Code  readers, have an independent contractor set up a Web site to receive payment, and provide the buyer with a QR Code that could be swiped when he boarded the bus.  Additional demographic work would have to be done for existing riders.  Staff already knows the City's highest rate of usage for any fare is a single one-way fare cash, but the City will not keep its existing market that low.  Staff tries to direct existing ridership toward the pass structure.  Many people have gone to the day pass, which is a $2 fare, but there are still large numbers of people who use cash one trip at a time.  When moving forward with technology, staff will want need to look at the demographics and not choose a smart phone technology that will skip or make bus riding difficult for existing riders.  Staff will continue with the base fare structure maintenance methodology, but use smart phone savvy demographics as well.  It is probably the most economical thing to do.

Ms. Baldwin asked Mr. Eatman if he had raised this issue with the regional branding group.  It seems like the logical place to have this conversation from a regional standpoint.  Mr. Eatman replied he had not raised the issue directly.  Trying to brand your fair payment as a functional type of service or convenience would be part of the branding effort.  Ms. Baldwin asked if he had talked with the TTA and our other regional partners about moving forward with the smart phone technology.  Transit Administrator Eatman said the City and TTA each had a staff member attend a fair technology conference this year.
Mr. Ralph asked if the software used by the Transit Department could be implemented with other departments.  Mr. Stephenson stated it seems technology is heading toward mobile devices.  Transit Administrator Eatman pointed out the infrastructure is cheaper because you’re buying off the shelf.  Contactless cards are expensive proprietary systems, even though they are convenient and effective.

Deputy Financial Officer Rose commented that in-house systems may be moving toward that, but it is still emerging technology.  It is not always cost-efficient to be the first one out of the gate and it might be better to wait for the population to become attuned to it.  Staff will be attending conferences about these various technologies this year.  Mr. Stephenson asked if her research shows that municipalities are still exploring this technology, and none have said they will "go all smart phones" for mobile billing operations.  Deputy Financial Officer Rose responded the technology is coming; it just is not there yet.
Transit Administrator Eatman said a company from Research Triangle Park (RTP) has approached his department informally via e-mail about a pilot project for that technology.  It would be very difficult to partially implement a fair program.  Ms. Baldwin pointed out the City does not charge for the R-Line now, and it might be the perfect sample test.  Mr. Eatman said staff plans to perform an in-depth demographic survey of the R-Line as part of the Downtown Plan, and it will provide some very good base data.  Staff can accelerate its efforts to see what checks and balances are necessary for the Go Triangle regional Web site.  Mr. Ralph suggested that TTA work with the City, and Mr. Eatman assured him they will.  He said he imagines the PayPal environment is probably not the Finance Department’s favorite accounting vendor.  Deputy Financial Officer Rose said staff wants to learn more about how TTA is working their accounting.  That would be part of the business case.  Transit Administrator Eatman agreed that would be step one.  Step two would be looking at the City's infrastructure to determine whether to go with a more traditional contactless card that could be loaded at a vending machine or online v. going straight to a smart phone QR Code technology.
Ms. Baldwin made a motion to (1) ask staff to work with the TTA as the first step in piggybacking on their current system; (2) explore the process and cost of initiating a smart phone technology; (3) after the R-Line study is finished, return to the City Council with a recommendation on whether to initiate a pilot program using smart phone technology; and (4) initiate a study relative to how this technology can be applied to other departments to create efficiency and better customer service.
Transit Administrator Eatman disclosed the existing PayPal environment is composed of electronic transactions that occur online for regional bus passes.  A manual process requires getting the information together, putting the passes in envelopes, addressing the envelopes, and mailing them out, which will impact the budget.  Staff plans to conduct the R-Line surveys in the spring before the universities let out for the summer, probably April or May.
Mr. Stephenson seconded Ms. Baldwin's motion, which carried unanimously, 2-0 (Chairman Gaylord absent).
ADJOURNMENT
There being no further business before the Comprehensive Planning Committee, Chairman Gaylord announced the meeting adjourned at 5:29 p.m.

Leslie H. Eldredge

Deputy City Clerk
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