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	Telephone Frustration
June 27, 2007


Have you tried calling a Government or big business office lately?  I have and it has been some of the most nerve-racking experiences I’ve had in years.  I have come to the conclusion that it is almost impossible to speak to a real person on the phone any more.  I recently ordered a new passport online and I paid the extra $60 to expedite the arrival date since I was leaving for Japan in about three weeks.  Well, when it was three days before my scheduled departure date and the passport had not arrived, I was getting a little worried and decided to call the passport office in Philadelphia to check on the status.  Here is the way it went in my efforts to accomplish this simple task.
I dial the number 1-877-487-2778 and it rings. A recording comes on asking me to press the number “1” if I want to speak in English, then someone is speaking in a foreign language and I think they said to press the number “2” if I wanted to speak in Spanish.  I press the number “1” and the guy tells me, “We are currently experiencing a very high volume of calls from people needing passports.  Our customer representatives are extremely busy and we are only accepting calls from travelers who are leaving in 7 days or less”.  The guy goes on for another five minutes telling me how busy they are and trying to talk me into hanging up or going online to get the information.  Since I have already tried to get status online and failed, I stayed on the phone and finally the voice says “if you meet all of these conditions, please press the number one”.  
I press the number “1” and another voice comes on the phone and says, “We are currently experiencing a very high volume of calls from people needing passports.  Our customer representatives are extremely busy right now.  Our office is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and the best time to call is between 3:00 a.m. and 5:00 a.m. Eastern Time.”  Please hang up and try again later.  The phone line goes dead.  After trying 10 more times and failing to reach a live body, I give up and go to bed.  
I only had two more days before my scheduled departure to Japan.  I was getting worried and little bit mad about this telephone run-around and decided that I better make an appointment at the local Honolulu Passport Office located at the Federal Building downtown.   I looked in the phone book for the telephone number and guess what?  You have to call the 800 number in Philadelphia to make an appointment for any passport office nation-wide.  Just great!!  I go to the passport website to see if I can make an appointment online but it tells me you must call the 800 number to make all appointments.  So I try again calling and after they spent another five minutes telling me how busy they are, I get though to the place where you can automatically make appointments.  I try to make an appointment for that day (Thursday) and it tells me that they are all booked up.  I try to make an appointment for my last day (Friday) and it tells me that they are all booked up.  The earliest appointment would be for next Wednesday.  Since I’m dealing with a computer, I cannot explain my situation.  My blood pressure is getting really high about now and I slam the phone down and go outside for some fresh air.

About noon, I finally get through to a live person at the passport office in Philadelphia.  This person checks the status of my passport request and tells me that that this order has been processed and turned over to their office in New Hampshire for shipping.  I explained to this person that it has been two weeks and I still don’t have my passport and I’m supposed to leave for Japan on Saturday.  The lady I was talking to told me she was really sorry about that but there was nothing she could do except make an appointment at the Honolulu Passport Office for Friday morning and she also give me a telephone number for the Passport Office in New Hampshire.  It was sure nice talking to a real person.

I called the number in New Hampshire and got the English or Spanish question and the five minute speech on how busy they were.  Did I mention that all of the passport offices in the United States are extremely busy?  Something must be happening that I don’t know about since half of the people in the U.S. are planning to leave the country soon.  I finally got connected to a live person again and he told me that my passport was mailed four days ago and I should have it by now.  I ask him if they could express mail me another one but he said I didn’t pay for this service and he could not do it.  
Okay, there was still hope.  My passport could come in the mail today (Thursday) or tomorrow.  I also had an appointment at the Honolulu Passport Office tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m.  About this time, my wife calls me and says my new passport just come in the mail.  What a feeling of relief!  I should call the passport office and cancel my appointment.  No, I have suffered long enough!

About a week after returning from my trip to Japan and Alaska, my friend Donald Chong dies and the family asks me to call the Civilian Personnel Office to find out what needs to be done in regard to his Federal life insurance, his pension and survivor benefits etc.  We don’t have a Civilian Personnel Office at Fort Shafter any more since all the personnel offices consolidated to one office on the mainland about five years ago.  I go online to see if I can get the required answers but cannot find the information I need.  I do get the Personnel Office telephone number and reluctantly pickup the phone to place the dreaded call.

A recording comes on asking me to press the number “1” if I want to speak in English – you know the routine by now.  I press the number “1” and the guy goes on to tell me, “We are currently experiencing a very high volume of calls from people needing assistance.  We are extremely busy but stay on the line, your call is very important to us and one of our customer representatives will be with you in approximately 27 minutes”.  Then about every 30 seconds, a voice interrupts the music and tells me how important my call is and to stay on the line.  After about five minutes, I can’t stand it any more and hang up.  I gave the family the telephone number told them to call themselves.
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Just the other day our mortgage company send us some papers to sign and return by FedEx.  They enclosed a pre-paid FedEx envelope and said all I had to do was call 1-800-GO-FEDEX and they would come to pickup the envelope.  So, we signed the papers and I called FedEx and get a recording asking me to say “ENGLISH” if I want to speak in English or say “SPANISH” if I want to speak in Spanish.  I say “English” and voice comes back and says, “Sorry, I cannot understand your reply, please repeat”.  I say “ENGLISH” really loud and the voice says “Thank you, how may I help you? Say “Pickup a package” or “Track a package” or “Find a FedEx location” or “Other request”.  So, I say, “Pick up a package” and the voice comes back and says “Sorry, I cannot understand your reply, please repeat”.  I say “PICKUP A PACKAGE” really loud and the voice comes back and says “Sorry, I cannot understand your reply, please repeat”.  I slam the phone down, grabbed the envelope and drive my truck to the FedEx Office down by the airport and dropped the envelope into the box in front of the building.

Isn’t modern technology just wonderful?  I’m convinced that the Government’s telephone answering service is the cause for the biggest backup for issuing passports in the history of the United States.  I also think that in America, all citizens should be able to speak in English on the telephone.  I would much rather do business with a real person and I think these computerized answering services are hurting business.  There are only a few people I don’t mind talking to on the telephone and anything I have to say can be said in less than a minute.  I’m one of the few people left that still don’t own a cell phone and I don’t want one.  Do you think the telephone can sense my aversion to it and is trying to get even with me somehow?
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