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TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the appropriate committee of the Council to hold an oversight hearing on the implementation of a Communications Based Train Control system on the Canarsie Line and into the further intentions of the New York City Transit Authority regarding the continued assignment of trained conductors to trains in the City of New York.

INTRODUCTION

On January 13, 2005, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on Res. No. 323.  Res. No. 323 calls upon the appropriate committee of the Council to hold an oversight hearing on the implementation of a Communications-Based Train Control System on the Canarsie Line and into the further intentions of the New York City Transit Authority regarding the continued assignment of trained conductors to trains in the City of New York.   

This hearing will examine safety issues and concerns potentially affecting transit riders and workers with the implementation of this automated system.  Those invited to testify include Lawrence G. Reuter, President, New York City Transit; Andrew Albert, President, New York City Transit Riders Council; Roger Toussaint, President, Transport Workers Union – Local 100;  Linda Angello, Commissioner, New York State Department of Labor;  Richard Mendelson, Area Director, United States Department of Labor; and Raymond Kelly, Commissioner, New York City Police Department.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

As part of an ongoing modernization program, the New York City Transit Authority (NYCT)  is planning  to automate trains over the next 30 to 40 years, which will allow trains to be tracked, driven, and targeted for repair all by computer.   This Communications-Based Train Control (CBTC) System will be fully operational on the L  Train (the Canarsie line) over the first three months of 2005.  

With CBTC, NYCT claims it can more flexibly allot space between trains.   This is because each train would be designated its own specific signal.   When that signal passes a sensor along a subway line, computers on board the train will relay a radio message to terminals located at a new central operating center.  This Radio Control Center, currently under construction at 54th Street and 9th Avenue on the site of an old bus depot, will become the headquarters for the entire subway line.   Replacing the Rapid Transit Operations Command Center on Jay Street, the new center will house the main system computers, which will process information sent from all the trains and relay back messages directing them  along their route.   The system is said to be designed to track every train at all times, informing passengers when the next train will be arriving.  

The German-French consortium of Siemens Transportation Systems/Matra Transport International  (“Siemens/Matra”) and Pittsburgh's Union Switch & Signal won the $135 million contract to install the technology on the L train and develop an industry standard for CBTC.   NYCT is also bringing in additional vendors to avoid becoming dependent on any one, as it did when it contracted for the development of the MetroCard system.  These additional companies, Alstom Signaling and Alcatel, will design equipment that can work with Siemens/Matra's on future lines.

Perspective Favoring the CBTC Plan 

Proponents of the CBTC plan argue that the new system will factor in the incline of the tracks, the number of passengers and the weather, enabling NYCT to operate train service with more precision and efficiency, thereby allowing trains to run closer together and more frequently.   Advocates also point out that such automated systems are in place in other major cities such as San Francisco, Washington DC,  London, and especially Paris, where the move towards more “driver-less” trains is viewed as a model.

Perspective Opposing Plan

Opponents argue that, compared to the CBTC, operators and conductors can more reliably be responsive to the safety of track workers; any hindrances blocking the tracks or doors that could cause injury or delays; the needs of a sick passenger; and any emergency circumstance that would require an entire train to be evacuated, especially in an underground water tube or tunnel.   Moreover, while present plans call for trains operated by the CBTC system to continue to be manned by trained conductors, there is no certainty that NYCT will not seek to remove trained conductors in the future.  

This plan is considered highly troublesome in light of the recent track fires on the F and V subway line running under Sixth Avenue in Manhattan and other prior incidents that underscore the role of conductors and motormen on trains during an emergency..   According to an article in Newsday, the derailment of an F train and electric fires and smoke (caused when power was prematurely restored) prompted the motorman, conductor and track workers to evacuate about 50 passengers.
   Later that day, the collapse of a 200-foot portion of third rail on the same line forced the evacuation of hundreds of riders.
 Reportedly, since 2002, train operators, conductors or other transit employees have safely evacuated passengers in 11 instances from fire and smoke conditions alone.

RECENT CONCERNS ABOUT TRAIN SPEED: SAFETY VS. REVENUE 

Background

According to Newsday, a recent internal debate has occurred within the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), of which NYCT is a subsidiary, about what speed limits to maintain in situations where workers are performing “moving work”, conducting inspections, or traveling to a work site.  With the CBTC system in place, there is agreement on two procedures to protect workers: 1) If workers are on the track, CBTC  should be “inhibited,” meaning that automatic train operations would be switched off directing the train operator on board to take over from the computer to drive the train.  2) If an area where track workers are deployed is designated as a “Work Zone,” any CBTC trains passing through such zones would be required to travel 10 miles per hour.  There is also agreement among all departments that areas will be designated “Work Zones” wherever a track worker is in “a fixed location” and on work of “an engrossing nature.”

The internal debate is whether a “Work Zone” should be designated in situations where workers are performing “moving work” (i.e. not at fixed locations), conducting inspections, or traveling to a work site, and therefore whether speed limits should be slowed to 10 miles per hour under such circumstances.   Based on a recent article in Newsday, current plans would not consider such situations a “Work Zone” and trains would be maintained at higher speeds up to 45 miles per hour.  An internal MTA report obtained by Newsday and interviews conducted by the newspaper with MTA officials and a consultant associated with the report, reveals concerns about these plans.
    

Arguments for Maintaining Higher Speeds and Revenues  

According to the report, while slower speeds help prevent accidents involving workers, they cause delays and in turn revenue reductions from declines in ridership turned off by those delays.  Although a safety precaution, maintaining those lower speeds when workers are roaming in larger areas creates other problems since identifying those workers' exact locations is often difficult, and would require limiting speeds over a longer stretch of track.  According to ATSG, the consultant cited in the report, the scenario would drain at least one percent of revenue running time, translating systemwide to 20,000 additional revenue train hours or $2.8 million in increased costs per year.  Moreover, the requirement that moving workers to call in each time they transition from one “Work Zone” to another would result in additional time required for communications and coordination, further reducing productivity.  The limited speed would  "provide an additional layer of safety…but at the expense of increased running time, operating costs and poorer-on-time performance."
   

The Office of Rapid Transit Operations, which is the division charged with running the subways, has argued for allowing the higher speeds. It argues that roaming workers could be protected simply when implementing the procedure consisting of switching off automatic train operations when the crews are on the track and alerting the train operators on board to take over from the computer and  drive the train.  With the train operator at the helm, lower speeds would not need to be observed at all times, thereby avoiding the kinds of delays that would lose ridership and revenues.
    

Arguments for Lower Speeds as General Safety Precaution when Workers on the Track

The Maintenance of Way Division of NYCT, which is charged with maintaining the tracks, and NYC Transit's Office of System Safety, have argued for reducing the speed to ten miles per hour as essential for reducing the possibility of harm to track workers.  Track inspectors also are opposed to allowing normal speeds and are viewed as “highly suspicious” of the automated system entirely. Inspectors argue that workers dispersed in small packs, even with flags and lights, sometimes fail to attract a train conductor’s attention to forestall an incident.   Beyond these reported arguments opposing higher speeds, it appears the proponents of maintaining higher speeds have not factored in that NYCT’s long term goal may be to remove conductors altogether, which leaves no one to drive the train if automatic track operations were “inhibited”.

CONCLUSION  

 Many questions remain among the public and within the MTA and NYCT as to whether improved service and adequate safeguards would accompany the implementation of a CBTC system. As called for in the resolution, this oversight hearing creates a forum to discuss these various concerns because riders and transit workers need to be absolutely assured that the new system satisfies all existing and applicable safety requirements.  
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