
                                                                                    Committee Staff: 

                                                                                    Kelly E. Taylor, Counsel     

Gafar Zaaloff, Policy Analyst


Jonathan Masserano, Policy Analyst
Russell Murphy, Policy Analyst
Chima Obichere, Finance Analyst

[image: image1.png]



T H E  C O U N C I L
REPORT OF THE HUMAN SERVICES DIVISION

Matthew Gewolb, Legislative Director
COMMITTEE ON TRANSPORTATION
Hon. Ydanis Rodriguez, Chair

February 10, 2015
Oversight - Examining the expansion of bus rapid transit in New York City
INT. NO._211:                       
By Council Members Lander, Chin, Johnson, Levine, Mendez, Wills, Rosenthal, Menchaca, Cohen, Constantinides, Lancman, Torres, Rodriguez, Vallone, Reynoso, Koslowitz, Kallos, Crowley, Arroyo, Levin, Espinal, Van Bramer, Miller, Treyger, Garodnick, Rose, Williams, Richards, Vacca, Maisel, Weprin, Koo, Dromm, Gibson, Barron and Ulrich
TITLE:
To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a bus rapid transit plan.
ADMINISTRATIVE CODE:
Amends title 19 of the administrative code of the city of New York to add a new chapter 8.
INTRODUCTION
On February 10, 2015, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, will hold a hearing on Int. No. 211, a local law in relation to a bus rapid transit plan. This is the first hearing on this legislation. In addition, the Committee will conduct an oversight hearing entitled “Oversight - Examining the expansion of bus rapid transit in New York City.” The Committee expects to hear testimony from representatives of the New York City Department of Transportation (“DOT”), Metropolitan Transportation Authority (“MTA”), interested advocates, and stakeholders. 
BACKGROUND

Bus rapid transit (“BRT”) is a bus system that is designed to make bus service faster, more reliable and efficient, and, ultimately, more useful, attractive, and popular. According to the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, the essential elements of BRT include dedicated bus-only lanes that are fully segregated from mixed traffic, aligned to the center of the roadway, and designed to prevent mixed traffic from making turns across the bus lane, as well as off-board fare collection and platform-level boarding.
 BRT systems aim to achieve the speed, reliability, and capacity of a rail system while maintaining the flexibility and lower costs of buses.

The first BRT system was introduced in Curitiba, Brazil in 1974.
 Since then, many cities have implemented BRT systems, particularly in Latin America.
 Today over 31 million passengers use BRT systems in 189 cities around the world.

BRT in New York

New Yorkers’ commuting times are increasing, rising housing costs are pushing more and more families away from Manhattan and subway lines, and job centers in the outer boroughs are growing.
 Creating a faster, more reliable, and overall more attractive bus system helps both employers and employees connect with each other, in addition to bringing the quality-of-life improvements associated with easier access to healthcare facilities, schools, and shopping.
In order to meet this growing demand for better transit, DOT and MTA collaborated to bring a version of BRT to New York City called Select Bus Service (“SBS”), with the first line, the Bx12 SBS on Fordham Road in the Bronx, beginning operation in June 2008.
 DOT is responsible for making necessary changes to the streetscape, while the MTA provides the buses and the service. Today, there are seven SBS routes throughout the City: Fordham Road and Webster Avenue in the Bronx; 125th Street, 34th Street, and 1st/2nd Avenues in Manhattan; Hylan Boulevard on Staten Island; and Nostrand Avenue in Brooklyn.
 Mayor Bill de Blasio has pledged to increase the number of SBS routes in the city to 20 by the end of 2017.
 

SBS incorporates several features aimed at improving the speed and reliability of bus service, including dedicated bus lanes, less-frequent stops (compared to local bus service), off-board fare payment, all-door boarding, bus bulb stations (extension of the sidewalk to the bus lane, sometimes with a higher curb that is near-level with the floor of the bus), and traffic-signal priority (technology which keeps traffic lights green for approaching buses).
 SBS also uses distinctive branding on buses and at stations.
 Bus lane restrictions are enforced by police and by cameras which capture license plate information, though State law limits the use of cameras to certain routes, types of streets, and times of day.
 Riders pay the fare, which is the same as the regular local bus fare, using cash or a MetroCard at machines located at each stop and receive a receipt which they must show to police or MTA personnel upon request as proof of payment. The MTA employs a squad of enforcement personnel called the Eagle Team to periodically check customers’ fare payment compliance on SBS routes.
  
Achievements and Advantages of SBS

SBS has been relatively successful on the routes where it has been implemented to date. For example, on Fordham Road, travel times went down almost 20 percent and ridership rose by over 5,000 passengers per day once SBS was introduced.
 Customer satisfaction on the route rose to 98 percent, compared to 68 percent satisfaction rate among traditional local bus users.
 Further, local businesses along the route saw a 73 percent increase in retail sales compared to a borough-wide increase of 23 percent, likely a result of increased foot traffic.
 On the M15 SBS corridor in Manhattan, data shows that overall congestion has decreased with the creation of separated bus and bike lanes, changes which also led to a seven percent decrease in crashes and a 14 percent decrease in injuries.
 On 125th Street, implementation of SBS has resulted in bus trips that are 32-34 percent faster on the M60 SBS between Lenox Avenue and Second Avenue.
 
BRT is one of the most cost-efficient ways to improve mass transit. Whereas the three-stop Phase 1 of the Second Avenue Subway will cost $4.45 billion, each new SBS line has cost between $7 million and $18 million.
 Additionally, as seen after Hurricane Sandy, buses provide critical flexibility when other modes of transit, such as subways, succumb to any sort of disaster. A robust, established bus network has the potential to be even more prepared to handle and adapt to increased demand when needed.

Criticism and Challenges for SBS

Some advocates argue that various enhancements, such as physically separated bus lanes, bus lanes aligned to the center of roadways, more turn restrictions, and platform-level boarding are needed to make SBS a “true” BRT system and to maximize the benefits of speed and reliability that come with full-fledged BRT.
 In December 2013, the Pratt Center for Community Development issued a report funded by the Rockefeller Foundation which makes the case for full-fledged BRT in New York City and identifies corridors where such systems could be feasible and beneficial. Bus lanes aligned along the center of the roadway are a possibility on a planned Woodhaven Boulevard SBS route, which would take New York City one step closer to having full-fledged BRT; typically SBS bus lanes have been installed along the curb or offset from the curb by one lane of parking or loading zones.
 
At times, SBS routes—including the Fordham Road and 125th Street routes—have  encountered resistance from local communities concerned about negative impacts on traffic, loss of parking, impacts on local businesses, and general concerns about community consultation. For instance, the original plan for a physically separated bus lane on 34th Street was scaled back due to property owner concerns.
 In addition, the use of flashing blue lights, which originally helped distinguish SBS buses from regular local buses, was discontinued as a result of concerns related to driver confusion and distraction raised by some elected officials who cited a State law that only allows flashing blue lights to be used on volunteer firefighters’ vehicles.
 
ANALYSIS

Section one of Int. No. 211 would amend title 19 of the administrative code of the city of New York by adding a new chapter 8 entitled “Bus Rapid Transit.” New section 19-801 of new chapter 8 would require DOT to develop a plan to create a citywide network of BRT lines connecting the City’s boroughs. In developing the plan, DOT would be required to consult with the MTA and use input from the public. The plan would, at a minimum: (1) identify areas in need of additional rapid transit options; (2) identify priority corridors for additional BRT lines both connecting boroughs and within boroughs where DOT intends to add BRT lines within ten years of the release of the plan; (3) develop strategies for integrating current and future BRT lines with ferry lines; (4) assess the anticipated capital and operating costs of additional planned BRT lines. The plan would be required to be submitted to the Council, the Borough Presidents, Community Boards, and posted on DOT’s website no later than two years after the effective date of the local law.  ..Body
Section two of Int. No. 211 states that the local law would take effect immediately.

Int. No. 211

By Council Members Lander, Chin, Johnson, Levine, Mendez, Wills, Rosenthal, Menchaca, Cohen, Constantinides, Lancman, Torres, Rodriguez, Vallone, Reynoso, Koslowitz, Kallos, Crowley, Arroyo, Levin, Espinal, Van Bramer, Miller, Treyger, Garodnick, Rose, Williams, Richards, Vacca, Maisel, Weprin, Koo, Dromm, Gibson, Barron and Ulrich
..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a bus rapid transit plan.

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


Section 1.  Title 19 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended to add a new chapter 8 to read as follows:

CHAPTER 8 - BUS RAPID TRANSIT


§ 19-801 Bus rapid transit plan.  Not more than two years after the effective date of this section, the department shall consult with the metropolitan transit authority and with input from the public, submit to the council, the borough presidents and the community boards and post on the department’s website a plan to create a citywide network of bus rapid transit lines connecting the boroughs of the city of New York.  Such plan shall include, but not be limited to: (1)

identifying areas of the city in need of additional rapid transit options, (2) identifying priority corridors for additional intra-borough and inter-borough bus rapid transit lines serving those areas that the department intends to establish in the ten years following the release of such plan, (3) developing strategies for integration with current and future rapid transit and ferry lines in the region and (4) assessing the anticipated capital and operating costs of such additional bus rapid transit lines.

§ 2. This local law shall take effect immediately.
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