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INTRODUCTION


On December 13, 2010, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Councilmember James Vacca, and the Committee on Mental Health, Mental Retardation, Alcoholism, Drug Abuse, and Disability Services, chaired by Councilmember Oliver Koppell, will conduct a joint hearing entitled “Oversight: Accessible Taxis and Other For-Hire Vehicles.”  This hearing will focus on the City’s efforts to ensure that taxis and for hire vehicles are accessible to riders who use wheelchairs.  Those invited to testify include the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), the Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC), elected officials, civic and industry leaders and disability rights  advocates.
BACKGROUND
The TLC was created in 1971 to handle the licensing and regulating of New York City’s medallion taxicabs, for-hire vehicles, commuter vans, paratransit vehicles (ambulettes) and luxury limousines.
  According to the TLC’s website, the TLC oversees nearly 50,000 vehicles, 100,000 drivers, and more than 13,000 medallion taxicabs.  The TLC also inspects the medallion taxicabs for safety and emissions and holds hearings regarding violations of its rules and regulations.
  One of the missions of the TLC is to implement City and TLC rules and regulations and hold hearings for violations committed by drivers.
    

Accessible Taxis


In New York City, the number of taxicab medallions in circulation is strictly controlled by the legislature.
 Taxi medallions give their owners the valuable privilege of picking up street hails in the City.
  Under local law, 231 of the City’s 13,237 taxis are wheelchair accessible.
  Local law also provides incentives for drivers to use accessible vehicles, including an extension of the retirement period for such vehicles.
  Despite these incentives, the number of wheelchair accessible cabs remains at just 240 vehicles, which is about 1.8% of all city taxis.
 The low number of accessible taxicabs makes it unlikely that the city’s 60,000 wheelchair users would be able to hail a wheelchair accessible taxi on the street.    

In response to these concerns, TLC recently completed a two year pilot program that allowed disabled passengers to telephone for cabs.
 The TLC spent approximately one million dollars on this program and a draft report from the TLC shows that wheelchairs users took 5,800 trips, which means TLC spent roughly $172 per trip to administer the program.
  The report states that wait times and completion rates for the program were quite good, but the low usage of the program, made the program not cost-effective.  Advocates argue however, that this pilot failed because TLC failed to advertise it to the disabled community.

Accessible For-Hire Vehicles


The TLC also licenses for-hire vehicles, which unlike taxis, may only accept passengers on the basis of a telephone contract or prearrangement.
  For hire-vehicles are any motor vehicles carrying passengers in the city other than taxicabs, coaches, wheelchair accessible vans, commuter vans, or buses.
  Base stations are central facilities which manage, organize, or dispatch for-hire vehicles.


TLC Rule §6-07(f) requires base stations owners, black car base owners, and luxury limousine base owners to provide transportation services to persons with disabilities.  A base owner may fulfill this requirement by dispatching an accessible vehicle from within their own fleet or contracting with another licensed base which has accessible vehicles.
  This rule further requires that services be provided in the most integrated setting possible and be equivalent to service provided to other individuals.
 

Several issues have been raised by advocates regarding the implementation and enforcement of this rule. There have been reports of local car companies informing disabled consumers that services could not be provided or requiring the consumer to contact the contracted carriers for services.
  Advocates have argued that being forced to make two phone calls is a violation of the equivalent service requirement.
  In addition, many of the contracted carriers have denied service to disabled consumers due to a lack of available vehicles or have restricted hours of operation.

Many disability rights advocates have argued that there is inadequate enforcement of this rule.  Advocates claim that the complaint procedure is insufficient because complaints are often dismissed at hearings where the consumer is not present.
  In addition, some suggest that Administrative Law Judges (ALJs) are reluctant to impose the penalty, suspension of the license of the car service base, because the penalty is so harsh.
  

Centralized Dispatch System
Due to the issues surrounding TLC rule §6-07(f) and the perceived failure of the pilot program, TLC is now considering creating a centralized dispatch system for wheelchair users.
  The dispatch system would allow wheelchair users to call for rides across the City.
  TLC hopes that this centralized dispatch system will improve on the pilot program in a number of ways.  First, TLC will develop enforceable standards in regards to response times and fares.
  Second, TLC will incentivize driver participation by increasing driver subsidies.
  Third, TLC will increase enforcement of program rules in order to avoid driver non-participation and non-compliance issues.
 

However, some disability advocates believe that a centralized dispatch system may not be the best solution.
 Advocates argue that a dispatch system is unfair as non-disabled people can simply step outside and hail any approaching cab, while disabled New Yorkers are forced to go through a far more arduous process.
  This plan would still require the disabled to plan a trip ahead of time, call for a cab, and wait for up to an hour before the cab arrives.  

TAXI OF TOMORROW

New York City taxis were not designed for the sole purpose of acting as taxicabs.  Current city taxis are a range of vehicle models approved by TLC and outfitted to conform to TLC’s specifications.
   The Stretch Ford Crown Victoria is the most common taxi vehicle making up 67% of the fleet.
  The rest of the fleet is made up of hybrids, minivans, and wheelchair accessible vehicles.
  

On December 17, 2009, the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (DCAS), acting on behalf of TLC, released a Request for Proposals (RFP) entitled New York City Taxi of Tomorrow.
  The RFP seeks an Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) or a team that includes an OEM, to design and manufacture a new taxicab for New York City.
  The goal of this RFP is to design a new taxi which will include the highest safety standards, superior passenger experience, driver comfort, an appropriate purchase price, sustainability, a minimal physical footprint, universal accessibility, and an iconic design.

One of the qualities envisioned for the Taxi of Tomorrow was universal accessibility for all users.
  Under the terms of the RFP, the minimum accessibility requirement for the Taxi of Tomorrow is that it have the capability to transfer a reduced-mobility rider from the curb to the taxi.
   However, if an RFP respondent designs a vehicle which is not fully accessible, additional vehicles must be provided to accommodate the 231 accessible medallions currently in circulation.
  Further, the RFP states that the City intends to “move towards a single vehicle fleet and respondents who are able to offer a single vehicle fleet will be given greater consideration.”
  The respondent who is awarded a contract under the RFP will be the exclusive provider of New York City taxis for a period of ten years.
  TLC has projected that the respondent will sell an average of approximately 220 vehicles per month, but the exact number of vehicles purchased each month will be determined by actual orders.
  

On November 15, 2010, Mayor Bloomberg and TLC Commissioner Yassky announced three finalists for the Taxi of Tomorrow RFP.
  The three designs selected as finalists were submissions from Ford Motor Company, Karsan USA, and Nissan North America, Inc.
  Of these three, only the Karsan USA design is wheelchair accessible.
  

CONCLUSION

The Committees will hear testimony regarding TLC’s rule §6-07(f) and the Taxi of Tomorrow RFP.  The Committees hope to learn about (1) methods for increasing enforcement of 6-07(f), (2) the proposed central dispatch program and alternatives; (3) why only one of the three Taxi of Tomorrow design finalists are fully accessible, and (4) how much weight TLC intends to give accessibility concerns when choosing the winner of the Taxi of Tomorrow RFP.  
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