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#399, 211 lines off to good start

By Dana Bartholomew
Staff Writer 
Saturday, July 02, 2005 - The phones jangled Friday at two quick-dial help lines launched in Los Angeles County to help stranded motorists, or those with social-service needs. 

Motorists gearing up for the July 4 weekend made good use of #399 -- the new number available through cell phones to summon a tow, call a cab or report a pothole. 

The phone banks also lit up for 211 -- a quick-dial hotline to link callers to 4,000 social service agencies -- from domestic violence to affordable housing and health insurance for kids. 

"I've seen a noticeable increase in phone calls," said David, a 211 community resource adviser whose calls were formerly made through an 11-digit 800 number; he declined to give his last name. "It's working well so far." 

The new numbers add to a smorgasbord of help lines such as 311, 411 and 911, with mixed success on some cell and office phones. 

The Metropolitan Transportation Authority launched its #399 in Los Angeles and Orange counties in order to free up 911 lines for true emergency calls. 

On the day of its rollout, the $1 million pilot program heard from 75 callers; 26 of them were told to dial 911 to report road hazards or other emergencies. 

Some called for tows, others for freeway condition reports, according to an MTA spokesman. Other queries were more esoteric -- the woman from Whittier who asked whether fireworks were legal. Or the woman who called asking that an illegally parked car be removed from her front yard. 

"It's going well," said Rick Jager of the authority. "The system's up and running; it's running fine. We have high hopes. Once it gets known, we're expecting 10,000 calls a month." 

Maribel Marin, executive director of 2-1-1 LA County, said once the word gets out she expects even greater demand for 211. 

The service, formerly called INFO LINE Los Angeles, offers language interpreters, TTY phone help for the deaf, and counselors who can refer in English, Spanish, Tagalog, Chinese and Vietnamese to 4,000 agencies and 28,000 programs. 

Said Marin: "What 211 has done is make it much easier to access the number and get help." 
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