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Executive Summary

New Yorkers not only dine out more than people in any other American city – they are arguably the most discriminating restaurant-goers in the world. This demand for excellence is especially telling when it comes to the sanitary conditions of the eating establishments they frequent. New Yorkers want to be certain that the food they eat – as well as its preparation and storage – meets the highest standards for a healthy, wholesome dining experience. So pervasive is this attitude that the city's major newspapers frequently run front-page coverage of restaurants that violate health codes.  Therefore, a comprehensive and seamless system of reporting health codes was essential.

Enforcing health-code compliance for the approximately 19,000 restaurants in the New York area falls to the New York City Department of Health (DOH). To meet rising public pressure for faster and more easily accessible information on the health code inspection status of the city's restaurants, the DOH MIS department partnered with Information Builders to create a state-of-the-art online reporting system, called the Restaurant Inspection, Recording & Reporting System, or RIRRS.  RIRRS is an online restaurant health-code violation reporting system. Using Information Builders' WebFOCUS, an enterprise-class reporting solution for developing comprehensive, Web-based reporting systems, the DOH can now give citizens immediate access to any restaurant's health inspection information via the Internet. 

The Department of Health is clearly committed to providing first class service to the citizens of New York City and utilizes unique and forward thinking technology to do so.  Two other programs developed by the Department of Health with the help of Information Builders are the Flu Shot Facilities Application and HealthSTAT.  Along with the RIRRS, these two applications answer the public demand for information about government activities and help them make healthier decisions about their lives.  The Flu Shot Facilities Application is a free public Web site that allows anyone with a standard Web browser to log on and determine where free flu shots will be given and is also a searchable Web-based system that allows citizens to find health care centers in their neighborhoods that provide free flu shots. HealthSTAT is a major citywide initiative designed to direct the half-million low-income, uninsured New Yorkers to public health insurance programs.  Locations such as schools, health clinics, police precincts, firehouses, and housing projects have Web-enabled computers where residents can easily use the application to obtain information on health insurance programs.

Description

Created in just three weeks time, RIRRS was launched on May 17, 2000. It is a free, searchable, public Web site that lists Department of Health restaurant inspection records. New York City residents and visitors can view the most recent health inspection records for any dining establishment in New York City and its five boroughs. The RIRRS provides to the public detailed information about the cleanliness, food preparation and storage practices, vermin infestations, health standards and restaurant health code histories, including whether a restaurant has ever closed due to code violations. This innovative Web site gives the public the ability to make educated decisions about where they choose to dine. 

The public has quickly embraced the new system and the DOH believes the system will further encourage New York City restaurateurs to step up their efforts to meet and even exceed food preparation and sanitation codes. The site is visited by 12,000 users and sees about 100,000 hits daily.  One of the best effects is that the new system has induced New York's restaurateurs to step up their efforts to meet and even exceed food preparation and sanitation codes. Knowing that patrons can easily access health inspection information is a significant motivation for improving sanitation.  Since the site has been activated, the sanitation failure rate of restaurants has been cut in half.  People seeking a good place to eat, whether at a restaurant, hotel, or tavern, can now do so with a greater confidence in the dining environment of the establishment they choose.  

Significance
Government agency information, such as restaurant inspection records, is not easily located. Publishing this information to Web-based, searchable sites, the public is better informed about the government’s capabilities. Likewise, the government is given wider access and can share its information much more readily to the waiting public. Communication exchange is necessary between the government and the public; these applications provide that communication and should serve as examples for all that can happen. With other applications like the restaurant inspection Web site, government would be able to provide much more information to inform and educate all citizens.

In order to create a new reporting system, the DOH sought to emulate the government’s system of making records, such as birth certificate, available online.  They knew the Web was the ideal medium for getting restaurant inspections reports to all interested parties.  Developers used WebFOCUS to create browser forms through which Internet users could request detailed inspection information from the legacy system.

Through the Restaurant Inspection, Recording & Reporting System (RIRRS), citizens can learn when the DOH last inspected a restaurant, any violations cited, and whether an establishment was closed by the Department of Health.  Users can also call up a history of past DOH inspections at a particular establishment and get a good idea of its reputation for health and sanitation.

Benefits

The Department of Health has always sought to honor the public's right to know about health-code compliance. It is only now, however, that the department has had the means to readily convey that information.

Since RIRRS has been rolled out, the public has quickly embraced the new system. It includes lots of detailed information that Web users can query directly, making almost any level of restaurant inspection detail easily accessible to New York residents and visitors. They can learn when the DOH last inspected a restaurant, any violations cited, and whether an establishment was closed by the Department of Health.  Users can also call up a history of past DOH inspections at a particular establishment and get a good idea of its reputation for health and sanitation. 

RIRRS will also help the DOH fulfill its desire to be more responsive and accountable to the community. While the online system is designed principally for public use, it also makes detailed inspection information more easily accessible by DOH inspectors and workers. This is bound to help coordinate more concerted efforts by the DOH.
Since the RIRRS site is visited by 12,000 users and sees about 100,000 hits daily, the DOH believes the new system will induce New York's restaurateurs to step up their efforts to meet and even exceed food preparation and sanitation codes. Knowing that patrons can easily access health inspection information is a significant motivation for improving sanitation. And it has- since the site was set up, health inspection failures have been reduced by half.  People seeking a good place to eat, whether at a restaurant, hotel, or tavern, can now do so with a greater confidence in the dining environment of the establishment they choose.  This new technology has not only enforced a sense of accountability for restaurant owners, but has also empowered citizens through the ‘right to know’.

ROI

The RIRRS was constructed in only 11 days, at a total cost of $40,000.  But because this is a government-funded initiative, it is impossible to put a monetary value of the return on investment.  The worth can be found in the Web site’s effects: inspection failure rate was cut in half because of this application and a large portion of the NYC population is utilizing this technology.  Therefore, the ROI of the Web site is the great improvement in the availability of information and ensured quality for people who eat in New York City restaurants. Of course time and money are saved through the power of this application, but the true savings are more significantly realized by improved quality of life.

Prior to the new WebFOCUS system, the requirement for reporting health violation findings had always proven a difficult undertaking, both for the DOH and for the restaurant owner. New York health codes stipulate that restaurants make inspection results available to the public. However, the process required the public to call to make a request, followed by a manual search of files for the paper inspection reports. This procedure placed a heavy administrative burden on DOH staff and was not particularly effective, since it could take up to four days for the requesting party to receive the report.  

Although restaurants must post signs that inform the public how to request a copy of an inspection report, many restaurants did not post these notices. The DOH felt that heightening public awareness of restaurants' health inspection status would be a powerful incentive for them to strive for clean bills of health.

WebFOCUS not only simplifies the process of creating front-end report presentations, but also automates much of the tricky back-end integration work for the Restaurant Inspection, Recording & Reporting System (RIRRS). In this case, that meant accessing inspection data from back-end systems, transforming that data into meaningful information, and delivering it to the Web.

