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INTRODUCTION


On October 6, 2016, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, will hold a hearing on the oversight topic “Improving Bus Service in New York City.” The Committee expects to hear testimony from the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (“MTA”), the New York City Department of Transportation (“DOT”), and other interested stakeholders. 

BACKGROUND

Bus service in New York City is operated by two distinct component agencies of the MTA: MTA New York City Transit (“NYCT”), which includes most bus routes, and MTA Bus (or the “MTA Bus Company”), which was formed in 2004 to take over bus service on routes that had previously been served by seven private bus companies under franchises granted by the City.
 DOT’s responsibility for the city’s streets and sidewalks also directly impacts bus service; among other components of bus-related infrastructure, DOT is responsible for bus lanes and the siting of bus stops and bus shelters. NYCT operates an extensive fleet of more than 5,500 public transit buses serving 236 local routes, 62 express bus routes, and 11 Select Bus Service (“SBS”) routes.
 MTA Bus Company operates 82 routes including one SBS route.
 Together, the system is the largest in the country, serving over 900 million riders per year with an average weekday ridership of over 2.9 million.
 All buses are wheelchair accessible.

In recent years, the City’s subway system has experienced historically high and growing ridership (though that growth has leveled off somewhat in the past year); however, the bus system is experiencing a decline in ridership. For instance, in 2015 there were 159 million more subway trips, but 46 million fewer NYCT bus trips, than in 2010.
 These relative trends are illustrated below:
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The quality of bus service is somewhat difficult to quantify, but certain metrics do indicate deterioration in service that may at least partly account for the decline in ridership. For instance, average bus speeds have declined in recent years from 7.8 miles per hour in 2000 to 7.4 miles per hour in 2014.
 Bus speeds in the most congested parts of the city average less than four miles per hour, not much faster than pedestrians travel on foot.
 New York’s bus speeds lag behind those in many other major cities as illustrated below.
 In the first half of 2016, NYCT buses had a wait assessment of 77.4, up from 75.5 during the first half of 2015; this means that in approximately 25 percent of the measured instances, the time between buses arriving at a stop is unacceptably longer than the scheduled gap.
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The year 2010 represented a recent low point for bus service in New York City. In light of a $900 million MTA-wide budget gap, partly the result of effects from the 2008 financial crisis, NYCT cut service across the bus and subway networks, including eliminating 20 local and 12 express bus routes, discontinuing weekend service on 12 local and two express routes, and changing the hours of operation of 39 local routes. In a September 2011 report, NYCT estimated that these service cuts led to a one percent loss in bus ridership and less convenient service for 15% of bus and subway riders.
 In the ensuing years, NYCT has gradually restored some of the previously-cut service, including a series of restorations implemented in January 2013.

In July 2016, in light of declining bus ridership, the NYC Bus Coalition, led by TransitCenter, issued Turnaround: Fixing New York City’s Buses, a report examining the state of bus service in New York City and offering recommendations for improvements.
 The report notes that “bus riders are on average older and have lower incomes than New Yorkers as a whole” and that buses serve areas of the city where the subway system does not reach.
 Its recommendations for revitalizing New York’s bus systems include redesigning bus routes to make them more efficient, implementing tap-and-go fare collection and expanding all-door boarding, improving systems for keeping buses on schedule, and redesigning streets to prioritize buses.
 The report notes that investments and resulting ridership gains in cities such as London, Seoul, and Houston show that New York has a chance to improve its bus system before declining ridership forces service cuts and results in a downward spiral of declining service and ridership.

In recent years, the MTA has made some investments in improving bus service. Bus Time is now available on all routes, which allows customers to access real-time bus arrival information online, on their smartphone, or via text message. The GPS data used to power Bus Time also offers opportunities to improve bus scheduling and dispatching in order to enhance service reliability. In March 2016, Governor Cuomo and the MTA announced that over 2,000 new buses with features such as USB charging ports and Wi-Fi would replace over 40 percent of the fleet over five years.
 Some existing buses will have these features added and 200 buses will also be equipped with digital information screens on a pilot basis.
 The MTA also plans to introduce a new fare payment system to replace the MetroCard beginning in mid-2018, though a discussion at a recent MTA board meeting revealed uncertainty about the extent to which this will offer an opportunity to introduce electronic proof-of-payment and all-door boarding across the system. 
The introduction of Select Bus Service, New York City’s version of bus rapid transit (BRT), represents perhaps the most significant enhancement to bus service in recent years. With roots in Brazil in the 1970s, BRT is a bus system designed to increase speed and reliability compared to traditional local bus service by treating buses more like rail systems, utilizing completely dedicated rights-of-way and other features such as raised platforms.
 The MTA and DOT incorporate features of BRT to various extents when introducing a new SBS route in New York, including off-board fare payment and all-door boarding, less frequent stops, dedicated, marked bus lanes, traffic signal priority, and distinctive branding. However, a criticism of SBS is that it does not go far enough and therefore is not a “true” BRT system. Some advocates argue that various enhancements, such as physically separated bus lanes, bus lanes in the center of roadways, more turn restrictions, and platform-level boarding are needed to make SBS a full-fledged BRT system. Plans for SBS on Woodhaven and Cross Bay Blvds in Queens represent the city’s first possibility for a more BRT-like SBS route.
 

According to the MTA and DOT, SBS routes have generally produced positive results where they have been implemented. For example, along the B44 SBS in Brooklyn, the agencies report between 15 percent and 31 percent improvements in travel times, a 10 percent ridership increase between 2014 and 2015, and a 37 percent reduction in traffic injuries where certain street redesigns were implemented to improve safety and bus flow.
 Plans for SBS have not been without controversy, however. At times, SBS routes (including on Fordham Road in the Bronx and on 125th Street in Manhattan) have encountered resistance from local communities concerned about impact on traffic patterns, loss of parking, impact on local businesses, and general concerns about community input. The original plan for a physically separated bus lane on 34th Street was scaled back due to property owner concerns. Additionally, the off-board fare payment machines that are a staple of SBS have been plagued by problems such as power outages at certain locations.

Conclusion 


At today’s hearing, the Committee hopes to hear from the MTA and DOT, as well as other stakeholders, about ways in which bus service in New York City can be enhanced and improved so that it becomes faster, more reliable, more convenient, and better serves the millions of New Yorkers who rely on it every day.  
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