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Testimony before the City Council on Int. 717 and  

Int. 325 regarding 
Enforcement of NYC Idling Restrictions 

George Pakenham, Concerned Citizen and Filmmaker  
September 27, 2016 

 
 

Chair Person Constantinides, Council Members, and thank you 
for the opportunity to testify today. 
 
As you just heard, Isabelle Silverman presented a thorough 
review of the legal issues surround bill 717.  She is an attorney 
and those issues are her strengths.  I fully support her 
testimony and want to share my experience submitting 
Citizen’s Complaints to the Department of Environmental 
Protection (DEP) this spring and summer. 
 
I am also the filmmaker who created the documentary film Idle 
Threat. The film explores my discovery in 2006, of the 1971 
three minute idling law  - only to find the law was not being 
enforced by NYPD.  So, I began to enforce the law myself as a 
concerned citizen by asking drivers to turn off their engines 
and handing them the NYC idling law on a business card. 
 
My documentary film has been screened over dozens of times 
at Film Festivals, public forums and colleges.  Case in point -the 
film inspired several NYU student activists to attend this 
hearing in a form of civics lesson.   An NYU professor will 
testify shortly as will an NYU student activist. The film has also 
helped create awareness on college campuses that now have 
become idle free and municipalities to pass more stringent 
idling laws. 
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When Council Member Rosenthal introduced Bill 717 eighteen 
months ago, media of all sorts, from radio, to print to TV 
covered the story.  NBC news just aired a story about the bill 
last week.   
 
The reason we are here today is because NYPD’s Traffic 
Enforcement Agents (TEAs) are basically not enforcing the 
idling law.  They have only issued 1-2 tickets per agent per 
year. Contrast this with 10 million parking tickets.  Clearly, 
idling enforcement is not a priority for Chief Chan who is 
heading up the TEAs.   City Council has no control over what 
NYPD deems a priority but City Council can amend the 
existing citizen’s complaint law so that DEP-certified citizens 
can get compensated for the time spent submitting the 
complaint.   
 
This spring, the Administration created a radio, billboard and 
bus ad campaign as to the perils of engine Idling.    Such public 
outreach might convince some people to turn off their engines 
but only true enforcement will help spread the message that 
idling is illegal in NYC (more than 3 minutes and more than 1 
minute adjacent to schools). 
 
Pilot Program of Existing Citizen’s Complaint Law 
 
As stated before, Citizen’s Complaints for illegal idling are 
already permitted by law.  This spring Ms. Silverman and I 
submitted batches of Citizen’s complaints to the DEP adhering 
to DEP guidelines.  (Hold up form) The evidence included a 
completed form and a photograph of the license plate, which 
had to be time stamped and dated.  (hold up cell phone) 
 
The first few complaints we submitted resulted in the bus 
company paying the $350 fine before the Environmental 
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Control Board hearing....so we never had to appear in court.  Of 
critical importance is that throughout this process, Isabelle and 
I were never harmed nor spoken to about our observation 
activity and were probably never even noticed.   
 
Video-taping for over three minutes would, however, be too 
obvious and could lead to confrontation.  This is why required 
video evidence should be removed from Int. 717 and replaced 
with evidence such as a time/date stamped photograph and a 
notarized Affidavit. 
 
However, in this pilot program, we thought we would receive a 
percentage of the $350 fine.  As it turned out that Citizens can 
only get up to 25% of the fine if the source of the violation is a 
manufacturing or industrial facility.  Industrial sites are few in 
NYC and in sharp contrast to 1mm cars in NYC, 13,000 taxies 
and 6,000 buses.... all mini carbon polluters in their own right. 
 
Int. 717 
 
All Council Member Rosenthal’s bill does is add ONE sentence 
that would allow Citizens to get 50% of the fine when the 
complaint is brought for idling violations.   The bill stipulates 
citizens will be paid 50% of the 350-dollar fine as 
compensation for their time, effort and civic involvement.    
 
Reduction of Greenhouse Gases 
 
This bill will help NYC reduce its greenhouse gas emissions to 
achieve the ambitious goal of reducing emissions by 80% by 
2050.  
 
I request that City Council duly consider Council Member 
Rosenthal’s bill.   Citizens will act on an environmental issue in 
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which the NYPD is more or less indifferent.  Citizens will act 
because they care; they recognize the senseless waste, and 
the pollution they inhale.  They will act because it’s in their 
own best interest to do so.  In Ms. Rosenthal’s bill, NYers will 
be justly compensated for their efforts. 
 
In addition, I request that the DEP recognize the importance of 
this effort and work with CM Rosenthal’s office to implement 
Int. 717 if it becomes law.  Citizen’s complaints will only be 
effective with adequate training and manpower in order to 
create an orderly certification and processing system. 
 
In closing, I remind all listeners here today that only two years 
ago 400,000 people marched from Columbus Circle to the 
Javits Center. They marched because they wanted to send a 
message to the UN, to this City, and the world that we, the 
people, demand a more sustainable and carbon free world.    
 
I plead with you to pass bill 717 and then let concerned 
citizens, do our part to create a more healthy planet   Let NYC 
shout out to the rest of the world that ....we care about clean 
air. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 














