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          1  SUBCOMMITTEE ON ZONING AND FRANCHISES

          2                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Good morning,

          3  everyone. I'd like to reconvene the meeting of

          4  Zoning and Franchises from yesterday.

          5                 We have an item on the agenda, one

          6  public hearing, that we will do rather quickly. It

          7  is Land Use Number 20065026 LLY. It is an extender

          8  of the bus, private bus franchise from the previous

          9  end date of the 31st day of July to the 30th day of

         10  November.

         11                 We have Mark Page here to testify in

         12  behalf of the Administration.

         13                 Sir, you're on.

         14                 MR. PAGE: Good morning.

         15                 I guess this is a familiar topic. We

         16  have made progress in this transfer effort. We now

         17  have three companies that have, in fact, transferred

         18  from private management to the MTA bus company. The

         19  last being the New York Bus Company, which

         20  transferred on June 30th.

         21                 The City had extended their franchise

         22  authority, as I recall, into September, and we were

         23  actually able to move that transition forward, and

         24  it's now done.

         25                 I very much hope that for the
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          2  remaining four bus companies, Green, Command,

          3  Triborough and Jamaica, we will not need until the

          4  30th of November to achieve the transition of these

          5  companies.

          6                 We have a signed letter of intent,

          7  which is fairly detailed and has taken an

          8  inordinately long time to negotiate, I'm afraid. And

          9  I have hopes that the first of the companies will

         10  transfer in the next month and that we will be able

         11  to follow with the next three well before the

         12  expiration of this extension of the operating

         13  authority to the end of November.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Any questions

         15  from Committee members? And also Land Use Committee

         16  members that are here.

         17                 Council Member Katz.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: It's more just a

         19  comment than a question, although maybe the

         20  Administration can be helpful. There are three bus

         21  lines or four bus lines on here that bar none I get

         22  most complaints about in my district, and I know

         23  that it's the takeover and it's a length of time. Is

         24  there any possible way that we can get them to at

         25  least fix their buses? Keep the same amount of lines
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          2  -- the same amount of buses on each line while the

          3  negotiations are going on? I mean, every month that

          4  goes by, more buses come off. And clearly I

          5  understand it's just a result of the negotiations,

          6  but if there was any way to possibly get them to fix

          7  their buses, in the meantime, I think that it would

          8  take a lot of burden off of us giving you a hard

          9  time, and the constituents, you know, giving us one.

         10                 MR. PAGE: Well, I think that we share

         11  the concern over the service. Technically they are

         12  operating under exactly the same standards they've

         13  been operating on for years.

         14                 I think that drawing out the

         15  transition isn't good for anybody, including the

         16  employees of these bus companies, frankly, and

         17  certainly the service. And I think the best hope,

         18  frankly, is to get the transition done as soon as we

         19  possibly can, which we've been working on and I

         20  think that we are at last making progress.

         21                 I'm looked at by my staff on this

         22  project as perennially the optimist, which is not my

         23  usual position, but --

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: That's what we

         25  all say about you.
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          2                 MR. PAGE: Thank you.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: That you're the

          4  optimist of the bunch.

          5                 MR. PAGE: I am optimistic, actually,

          6  that this is going to go through soon.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: And I understand

          8  -- maybe I'm talking to the wind because there may

          9  not be any control, but you have more of the control

         10  than we have, and even if there was a transition

         11  team, something.

         12                 I mean, for instance, in my district,

         13  the 60, it's just a never-ending battle.

         14                 MR. PAGE: Since I've been talking to

         15  these companies which now is more than a year, we

         16  have been open to various efforts that we have

         17  agreed to reconstruct buses as necessary to pay for

         18  the maintenance to move ahead on programs that have

         19  kind of been stalled with bickering for years, I'm

         20  afraid. But, you know, it takes motivation on the

         21  management side, and I think that these companies

         22  are, in fact, concerned about the quality of

         23  service, but the kind of uncertainty of when you're

         24  going to transfer isn't helpful.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Mr. Chairman?
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Sure.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Could I have

          4  the indulgence of the Subcommittee?

          5                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Absolutely.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Good morning.

          7                 As my colleagues here know, I'm not a

          8  member of the Subcommittee but I'm a member of the

          9  full Committee and I got here for the full Committee

         10  meeting, which I guess is going to take place after

         11  the Subcommittee.

         12                 But I had to sit here and make a

         13  comment, only because where I came from prior to

         14  coming here, and that was from standing at the

         15  express bus stops, one of the express bus stops in

         16  Riverdale, where I'm currently taking a survey of

         17  riders with respect to their reaction to the

         18  takeover by the MTA of the old Liberty Line service.

         19                 And the reason I'm doing this survey

         20  is that we've gotten a huge number, as have the

         21  newspapers, local newspapers, as have the

         22  assemblyman, of complaints about the transition and

         23  the manner in which the MTA is running the service

         24  now. And I'll share with you the survey which will

         25  be done by the end of the week so you can see that
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          2  yourself.

          3                 But all I can say to you is, and I

          4  know you don't run the MTA, although you have some

          5  familiarity with it, the unhappiness that exists

          6  over the takeover, and, frankly, it's a matter of

          7  efficiency, it's not a matter of somehow, you know,

          8  some specific terrible item or issue, the buses are

          9  nicer, actually, the new buses, the old Liberty

         10  Lines buses, some are still being used, are in very

         11  poor shape. The new buses are better. But the manner

         12  in which the service is being run has caused such

         13  unhappiness, I cannot tell you how many times I hear

         14  complaints about -- that's why I'm doing the survey.

         15                 You've got to be aware of it. And

         16  before you do this to the people in Queens, who are

         17  going to think they're going to get better service,

         18  and then they're going to be hit with what was hit,

         19  I can only tell you that very few issues that have

         20  riled people up the way the new express bus service

         21  has, is unreliable, the people running the service

         22  are not particularly cooperative, the schedules are

         23  unreadable, they change, they don't take dollar

         24  bills in the turnstile anymore, which is very

         25  inconvenient for lots of people, they've shortened
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          2  the hours with which senior seniors get a half fare.

          3  People are really upset. And before you do the same

          4  thing to the Queens people, take some precautions.

          5  Work with the MTA to make sure that the transition

          6  is not going to be horrendous the way it was in

          7  Riverdale.

          8                 MR. PAGE: Well, I certainly would be

          9  interested in seeing your survey. I mean, the fact

         10  of the matter is that, I mean I believe that in the

         11  long run these takeovers will improve bus service to

         12  New York City. In the transition and making these,

         13  bringing these areas within the MTA bus service, it

         14  does mean that the fares and hours for discounts and

         15  so forth are generally conformed to the MTA Citywide

         16  pattern. The more extended senior citizen discounts,

         17  for instance, in some of these areas, are not

         18  something that was simply granted out of the charity

         19  of the private bus company. They were paid for by

         20  New York City.

         21                 And I mean, I guess that there's a

         22  question as to whether you should have that kind of

         23  fare structure Citywide, but I think it's hard to

         24  justify that you would have a more favorable fare

         25  structure in one neighborhood than you're willing to
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          2  provide for the rest of the City ultimately.

          3                 I realize the transition isn't great,

          4  but in the longrun it seems to me it becomes a

          5  Citywide issue.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Yes, let's

          7  not focus on the senior citizen fare too much.

          8                 The real question is efficiency and

          9  the buses arriving on time so people don't wait 40

         10  minutes and take taxis and yell at me whenever I'm

         11  on the street corner.

         12                 MR. PAGE: I think I get it.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Council Member

         14  Comrie.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Thank you, Mr.

         16  Chair. Thank you for your indulgence.

         17                 But I also wanted to echo Council

         18  Member Katz's concerns, especially since most of

         19  these bus lines are Queens bus lines, and they are

         20  all falling apart. We have no maintenance done.

         21  There are buses that are being out of service, taken

         22  out of service, and the time between buses and the

         23  lag between buses has only gotten worse over this

         24  period of time.

         25                 I would hope that at least during
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          2  this interim process that something could be done on

          3  the maintenance, or some buses could be injected

          4  into the system to make up for those buses that have

          5  been lost.

          6                 I would say that over the last year,

          7  at least 30 percent of the buses come off line and

          8  off schedule permanently, and the density in Queens

          9  have gone up. The desire of people to take public

         10  transportation has gone up and we really need to get

         11  some help on that. I know it's a difficult position,

         12  but if you could at least work out the maintenance

         13  and start to put some new buses in there in the

         14  interim, is there a total reticence on the part of

         15  these people to negotiate or is it just that they're

         16  taking their time for whatever their reasons are?

         17                 I mean, have you got some idea that

         18  one of these groups are absolutely not going to

         19  comply with the negotiation, or the struggles are

         20  working out all the technicalities?

         21                 MR. PAGE: I think that this process

         22  is in fact moving forward at this point. I think

         23  that it took us four months to get their signature

         24  on a letter of intent that reflected a deal that was

         25  reached, you know, over four months ago. And I found
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          2  that hard to understand, frankly.

          3                 In the interim, I think we have made

          4  progress in terms of negotiating lease terms,

          5  negotiating the pension and benefit transfers, and I

          6  believe that the management of these companies has

          7  made progress in terms of where they're moving to.

          8                 I think one of their hesitancies here

          9  was that their central offices were at the Jamaica

         10  Bus Company, and they didn't want the Jamaica Bus

         11  Company to transfer before they transferred

         12  themselves out of those offices.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Okay.

         14                 MR. PAGE: And although that shouldn't

         15  be, I wouldn't have imagined that as being a

         16  significant factor in the timing of this whole

         17  effort. I think it has been. I think that one is

         18  solved, as a matter of fact by them, and I look

         19  forward to this moving forward.

         20                 I mean, we have negotiated a

         21  substantial payment for their ongoing business, and

         22  they're not getting it until a transfer happens, and

         23  I would imagine that that should motivate them.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Well, if

         25  there's a way to do the maintenance and bus
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          2  replacement, negotiate it quickly. Because those

          3  people are really suffering. The Jamaica Line, the Q

          4  60 Line, the Green Bus Line, those are the three

          5  lines that have had the most loss of service due to

          6  older buses, just breaking up and not being

          7  replaced.

          8                 So, if there's some way to get, or to

          9  supplement buses or to get the maintenance part of

         10  all of those technical pieces done, it would really

         11  help the ridership.

         12                 Thank you.

         13                 MR. PAGE: Um-hmm.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Thank you, Mr.

         15  Chair.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Any other

         17  questions? Thank you.

         18                 MR. PAGE: Thank you very much.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: We will now vote

         20  on this item, as well as Land Use No. 460, 461, and

         21  510, which is Council Member Andy Lanza's downzoning

         22  actions in Staten Island.

         23                 I'll ask Counsel to call the vote on

         24  both items. Chair recommends approval.

         25                 I'll just make one comment, that in
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          2  terms of Council Member Lanza's applications, boy I

          3  am so happy to vote for this, after the obnoxious

          4  testimony that was given yesterday by the builders

          5  and their representatives, who were obviously trying

          6  to come up with any excuse possible to stop this

          7  application from going ahead.

          8                 And Simcha Felder was in the room

          9  next door and he must have heard Jimmy Oddo, myself

         10  and Mike McMahon raising our voices, because you had

         11  to hear the most obnoxious, infuriating testimony

         12  I've ever heard since I've been in the Council.

         13                 So, I'll ask Counsel to call the

         14  vote.

         15                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Chair Avella.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Aye.

         17                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         18  Quinn.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER QUINN: Aye.

         20                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         21  Gioia.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER GIOIA: Yes.

         23                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         24  Katz.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Aye.
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          2                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

          3  McMahon.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER McMAHON: Mr. Chairman,

          5  briefly to explain my vote?

          6                 I just want to echo your sentiments

          7  and say that in many ways it was one of the saddest

          8  moments or one of the saddest things I've ever seen

          9  here in the City Council, wherein profit-driven

         10  builders, and there's nothing wrong with being

         11  profit-driven, because people go into business to

         12  derive profits and to make money, but builders who

         13  have taken the drive to profits to a level of greed

         14  that has never been seen before, and if you want to

         15  know what I'm talking about, witness the types of

         16  homes they've been building in Staten Island and

         17  other areas that they claim to be from in the City,

         18  to see shoddy workmanship, to see roads that aren't

         19  completed, to see backyards that don't exist, to see

         20  staircases that end up in the streets, the type of

         21  work that builders a generation ago would have been

         22  ashamed to put their name to, that's what these

         23  people have built, and they then clothe themselves

         24  in the argument that the downzoning efforts that

         25  have taken place across the City are somehow racist,
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          2  or that they are out to protect minorities for

          3  people of low socioeconomic status, or people who

          4  are looking for affordable housing, was truly tragic

          5  in my mind, that people could actually sit in this

          6  Chamber and say those things, or say that somehow

          7  the idea that I, as an elected official, who in this

          8  conversation happens to be a democrat, would fight

          9  to preserve my community, or that Jim Oddo or Andrew

         10  Lanza, who happen to be republicans, would undertake

         11  the same effort so strenuously to somehow feather

         12  their political bed, if you will, is just

         13  despicable.

         14                 And, so, I join you in saying that it

         15  is very proudly that I vote yes on all these items,

         16  particularly those of Staten Island downzoning, and

         17  let it be said that we send a clear message to these

         18  builders and to others who think that they can come

         19  to the City Council and make specious, unfounded

         20  arguments on cases before us, that they will be met

         21  with the same result that those people who were here

         22  yesterday will meet. And I thank you for your

         23  leadership on this, and I thank the staff for their

         24  hard work on this, and all of my colleagues, who

         25  will not buy into this political rhetoric and decide
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          2  issues like this on their merits, and to continue to

          3  do what we think is right for the people whom we

          4  represent.

          5                 Thank you. And I proudly vote aye on

          6  all.

          7                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: The items are

          8  approved by five --

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER GIOIA: Mr. Chair,

         10  pardon for the interruption.

         11                 Can I also vote on yesterday's items?

         12  Thank you. So, I'd like to vote yes, not only on

         13  today's, but also on yesterday's, and I'd like to

         14  echo Council Member McMahon's eloquent statements.

         15                 Thank you.

         16                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Okay, the

         17  aforementioned items are approved by a vote of five

         18  in the affirmative, none in the negative and no

         19  abstentions, and are referred to the full Land Use

         20  Committee.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Thank you,

         22  everyone.

         23                 This closes this meeting of the

         24  Subcommittee on Zoning and Franchises.

         25                 (Hearing concluded at 10:45 a.m.)
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