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BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS:


On December 14, 2000 the Committee on Transportation will conduct an oversight hearing on the Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC).  Section 29 of the New York City Charter and Code provides that “each standing committee of the Council shall hold at least one hearing each year relating to the activities of the each of the agencies under its jurisdiction.  The Committee on Transportation possesses jurisdiction over the TLC.  The purpose of today’s hearing is to examine several areas and activities performed by this agency.


The TLC provides regulatory services to the City of New York by supervising a variety of for-hire vehicles.  It licenses and regulates medallion taxicabs, for-hire vehicles and their base stations, paratransit vehicles and their bases, commuter vans and their bases, and the drivers of these vehicles, to ensure a sound vehicle-for-hire industry and to protect the public.  There are currently over 100,000 active licensees.  The Commission is also responsible for setting the taxi fare rate.

Under the terms of its establishment by Chapter 65 of the City Charter, the Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC) shall:

1. improve the service provided by for-hire vehicles consonant with the public comfort and convenience.

2. establish an overall transportation policy for taxi, coach, and wheelchair-accessible vans as it relates to the public transportation network.

3. regulate and supervise rates and fares.

4. set standards for financial responsibility including insurance and coverage.

5. lay down the standards for service, equipment design noise and air pollution control.

6. establish the criteria and standards for licensing vehicles, drivers, chauffeurs, owners and operators.

Undoubtedly, the biggest issue facing the TLC this year concerned driver safety in for-hire vehicles.  During the first fifteen weeks of 2000, seven drivers were killed on the job.  On April 18, 2000 the Taxi and Limousine Commission issued emergency regulations requiring the installation of a bullet-resistant partition or an in-vehicle digital security camera in all independently owner-operated for-hire vehicles and medallion taxicabs.  Fleet owners were already required to install these partitions, but that rule had been enforced sporadically because drivers had expressed a desire to use their vehicles for family use.  A $5 million reimbursement program was established that provided vehicle owners with $325 towards the cost of the partition or a digital camera security.  The emergency rules were made permanent on May 25, 2000.

Fortunately, the adoption of the new rules, a public outcry and a substantial police response brought an abrupt halt to the streak of murders.  However it is unclear if the number of robberies is down substantially.  According to the New York Times, the number of robberies of livery drivers has remained steady, at about 970 per year during 1997, 1998 and 1999, but robberies of Yellow Cabs are less than half this number.  It is unclear if the addition of partitions on livery cars has reduced that actual number of robberies.

Another of the TLC responsibilities has yet to be carried out successfully – the provision of wheelchair accessible vans for New Yorkers and visitors who need them.  A minimal number of minivans are available through Symphony Transportation Inc.  In April 1999, TLC assisted in the establishment of this wheelchair accessible livery service, a joint venture between Easter Seals NY and the Executive Transportation Group.  It provides livery service in all five boroughs for individuals with limited mobility.  Accessible minivans are available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and drivers receive special training.  In 1999 the Council requested that information about the number of trips provided, number of refusals and any complaints lodged pursuant to this program be included in the 2000 edition of the Mayor’s Management Report (MMR).

The TLC did not provide this information but the TLC has implicitly acknowledged that this initial effort does not meet the need.  In November 1999 TLC convened an industry conference to discuss plans to introduce wheel chair accessible vehicles.  On June 29, 2000 the TLC held a public hearing on proposed rules that would make vehicles available by a predesignated call.

At the hearing Chairperson Diane McGrath-McKechnie said the objective is to provide “demand-responsive service.”  The TLC was clear that wheel-chair users should be able to call for a vehicle and get one in a reasonable period of time.  Chairperson McGrath-McKechnie said “a 20-25 minute wait” would “not be unreasonable” during peak periods.  The disabled, however, have a different objective.  They want to be able stand on a Manhattan street and hail a wheelchair-accessible cab.  They remain steadfastly opposed to relying exclusively on car services for transportation.

The City Council, at the behest of Council Member Gifford Miller, appropriated $500,000 for this project, but as the year ends, no further action has been taken to expand service for those individuals who use wheel chairs.

Enforcement of TLC regulations is now a joint operation of the TLC and the New York City Police Department.  The enforcement effort produced a sharp reaction from Yellow Cab drivers who objected strenuously to some of the rules established by the TLC, most especially the assessment of multiple violations for a single act.  As a result, the Council enacted Local Law 20 of 1999 that provided driver’s with various defenses and permitted point reductions for remedial efforts like taking classes.

Local Law 20 was an effort to balance the public’s interest in safe and courteous service with the rights of driver’s to try and correct their behavior or to indicate why matters were beyond their control. The legislation was prompted by two TLC Programs designed to enhance compliance with TLC regulations.  One program became effective in February 1999, the Critical Driver program assesses point for violations of the State Vehicle and Traffic Law.  The other program took effect in July 1998, the Persistent Violator Program establishes a point system for violations of the TLC rules.  Since the inception of these program which apply to yellow cab drivers and for-hire drivers 406 drivers have had their licenses suspended under the Persistent Violators Program and 487 were suspended under the Critical Driver Program.  The number of revocations is 107 and 106 respectively.  These numbers may double count the same individuals.

Service refusal by yellow cabs remains a problem, and the TLC and the Police started an initiative called Operation Refusal.  200 TLC inspectors and police officers work undercover to see if drivers are by passing minorities to pick up white passengers.  In three joint operations, the TLC says it conducted 6,634 tests that resulted in 37 drivers receiving summary suspensions.

New applicants and drivers already licensed by TLC are subject to mandatory drug tests.  Since March 1999 approximately 120,000 drugs tests were conducted and 691 drivers who failed had their licenses revoked and 336 new licenses were denied because of positive test results.

Among the new initiatives planned are a new taximeter that resists tampering, and a system that will allow owners and drivers to retrieve their adjudication information and license status over the Internet.  It is hoped that this system will prevent drivers who are suspended from being dispatched by operators.
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