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          1  COMMITTEE ON TRANSPORTATION

          2                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Good morning.

          3  Welcome to today's hearing of the City Council's

          4  Committee on Transportation. My name is John Liu, I

          5  have the privilege of chairing this Committee.

          6                 Today's agenda is brief. The

          7  Committee will consider only one item, a proposed

          8  local law that will approve the determination of the

          9  Taxi and Limousine Commission to grant a license to

         10  operate a new base station. This new base station

         11  will be located in the Borough of Queens. The

         12  application which is made by a company called A Ride

         13  For All, is important because if it's approved this

         14  new base station would be comprised exclusively of

         15  for-hire vehicles that would be accessible to people

         16  who use wheelchairs or motorized scooters.

         17                 The Council finds that there is a

         18  severe lack of for-hire vehicle transportation

         19  available in the City of New York for individuals

         20  who acquire the assistance of wheelchairs and

         21  motorized scooters.

         22                 The fact that a scooter or wheelchair

         23  user cannot simply call a licensed for-hire vehicle

         24  base station and arrange for a vehicle to pick them

         25  up in a timely manner in the same way a
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          2  non-wheelchair or motorized scooter user can, is a

          3  situation that is simply unacceptable to us.

          4                 The Council commends the Mayoral

          5  Administration and the company A Ride For All, LLC,

          6  for beginning to remedy this transportation inequity

          7  by licensing and establishing this new for-hire

          8  vehicle base station comprised exclusively of these

          9  wheelchair accessible vehicles.

         10                 To encourage this type of

         11  public/private initiative, the Council hereby

         12  expedites the approval of A Ride For All, LLC's

         13  application for a new license to operate a base

         14  station.

         15                 While anticipating the success and

         16  growth of this particular base station and the

         17  services it will provide to the disabled community,

         18  the Council observes that this base station approval

         19  is but a first step in making wheelchair accessible

         20  for-hire vehicle service routinely available upon

         21  demand in the City of New York, in a manner that

         22  comports with all applicable federal, state and City

         23  laws and rules, that provide for equivalent service

         24  and price to the same transportation conveyances

         25  available to those New Yorkers who do not require
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          2  the use of wheelchairs and scooters.

          3                 This is a bill that I urge the

          4  Committee to pass. It is, again, just a first step

          5  in making sure that transportation throughout New

          6  York City is accessible to all people and certainly

          7  not limited to those who do not use wheelchairs or

          8  scooters.

          9                 At this point I'd like to invite our

         10  two witnesses to offer their comments. Alexander

         11  Wood, from the Disabilities Network of New York

         12  City, and Robert Levine from Taxis For All. Is

         13  Robert Levine with us? Yes. Please join us at the

         14  witness table. And while the witnesses are

         15  preparing, let me acknowledge my colleagues who are

         16  here at this hearing, members of the Committee,

         17  Helen Sears, Council Member from Queens; Joseph

         18  Addabbo, Council member from Queens; Sarah Gonzalez,

         19  Council Member from Brooklyn; Diana Reyna, Council

         20  Member from Brooklyn; Oliver Koppell, Council Member

         21  from the Bronx; and Andrew Lanza, Council Member

         22  from Staten Island.

         23                 And I want to thank the staff of this

         24  Committee for their good work, Mitchell Schwartz, my

         25  legislative counsel; and Katie Schmid, our policy
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          2  analyst.

          3                 Alexander, do you want to start?

          4                 MR. WOOD: Sure. Thank you very much,

          5  Chair John Liu, for having this hearing. I think you

          6  stated everything so clearly that really I just want

          7  to say that we're in total support of A Ride For

          8  All's application to operate this new wheelchair

          9  accessible service, and everything you said is

         10  exactly right, this is long overdue. New Yorkers who

         11  use mobility devices like wheelchairs and scooters

         12  really don't have all the options that non-disabled

         13  people have traveling around the City.

         14                 In what some of the Committee members

         15  may not know, is we had, members of the disability

         16  community had a meeting at the Mayor's Office for

         17  people with disabilities with Les Jacobs, one of the

         18  proprietors of this new service that's being

         19  proposed, and he's going to open up the service with

         20  three to five wheelchair accessible, you know, cars,

         21  and he's a former bond trader, and he says that if

         22  the demand is there, he can ramp up the operation

         23  from 30 to 50 vehicles within a couple of months,

         24  and I think this is really exciting. It's a step in

         25  the right direction, and I hope that you'll all vote
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          2  in support of this application.

          3                 Thank you.

          4                 MR. LEVINE: This is Robert Levine.

          5  I'm a member of Disabled In Action, as is Alexander.

          6  I just want to mention I think four points. The

          7  first is, it's quite so this is a step in the right

          8  direction, and we're very pleased that it's coming.

          9  We had protests I think for seven years, most of the

         10  time we've pushed and we haven't gotten anywhere.

         11  There's been a change in Administration, there's a

         12  lot more people that are interested in it now than

         13  were let's say four, five years ago.

         14                 I just want to make a point that this

         15  is only the first step, as you, yourself, have said.

         16  In order to have it really work, we need some sort

         17  of an act where all of them will be accessible.

         18                 So, liveries really are for the

         19  boroughs, for the four other boroughs beside

         20  Manhattan, and so that covers a wide area from

         21  Brooklyn to the Bronx. It's not going to be enough

         22  just to have three or four, we'll need a lot more.

         23                 I don't know whether or not that it

         24  can be done just with this few numbers that's going

         25  to be approved today, but at some point we will need
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          2  some sort of general alluring law that says that all

          3  of them, all of the livery servers have to be

          4  accessible.

          5                 It's really the difference between

          6  the taxi and the livery service. Taxies are for

          7  Manhattan, and we have a bill now that does say,

          8  it's just been approved, I think a few weeks ago,

          9  saying that all new taxis are going to have to be

         10  accessible. That's a long way from having that

         11  approved.

         12                 We have many, many City Councilmen

         13  who are going to have to see the interest to approve

         14  it, but we do have a bill. This is the first step on

         15  the other side for those four other boroughs who

         16  don't really have taxis so much, they have livery,

         17  and we have to have both of it being done at the

         18  same time. So, I guess I want to say that I'm glad

         19  this first step is being done and we approve of

         20  that, and we have to start thinking of the largest

         21  step, how we can make liveries in the four boroughs,

         22  also accessible.

         23                 Thanks.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Thank you.

         25                 Are there any questions from Council
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          2  members?

          3                 Council Member Sears.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEARS: I don't know if

          5  it's for the panel, for the Chair, but because this

          6  is so new, I'm not certain about the criteria that

          7  either is in place or is being considered to

          8  determine how effective this is, because it's new,

          9  by the time there is outreach to know that this

         10  service is available. I would think there has to be

         11  a great deal of flexibility in determining the

         12  success of this, and that goes to what you said if

         13  it can be he can get 50 more up operating. So, maybe

         14  -- I don't know what the criteria is for

         15  determining the success of this. I don't think it

         16  could be the way we would use it for transportation

         17  that has a fleet ongoing. So, I don't know if that's

         18  something that's been before the Chair, but I would

         19  urge that that be looked at.

         20                 I don't know if that's within what

         21  we're voting on, but I would think it would be a key

         22  consideration, because we don't want it so tight

         23  that it could determine that it's not reaching the

         24  success when in reality it could be.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: What we are voting

                                                            10

          1  COMMITTEE ON TRANSPORTATION

          2  on is to authorize this company called A Ride For

          3  All, LLC, to commence its operations as a for-hire

          4  vehicle service.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEARS: Do we have any

          6  input into just how they would determine, I mean, in

          7  other words, if it's going to be ongoing or if in a

          8  short period of time they will determine that there

          9  are not too many people using it and therefore they

         10  could stop the service?

         11                 What I'm saying is I think that maybe

         12  that's something we want to look at, so that it

         13  doesn't stop.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: I think that's a

         15  very valid point, and that's something that we will

         16  work closely with the Taxi and Limousine Commission

         17  to make sure that the company continues to fulfill

         18  its intent and purpose.

         19                 That is the reason why this Council

         20  and this Committee is getting involved in the first

         21  place. And it's a very valid point that this is just

         22  the first step. They are starting with a handful of

         23  vehicles with the potential to very quickly, as

         24  Alexander put it, ramp up to a few dozen vehicles,

         25  but it does take a little bit of time to get the
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          2  word out there that this service is available. And I

          3  know that the advocates who are very active in the

          4  community, they certainly will help get the word out

          5  there that this service is available. The demand

          6  clearly, in my opinion, is there already, you just

          7  have to make sure that people know that this service

          8  is available as well.

          9                 MR. LEVINE: Excuse me, if I could

         10  just say one point?

         11                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Please.

         12                 MR. LEVINE: Which is that, there are

         13  so many different points of view, there's so many

         14  ways of trying to get the attention of the public of

         15  the 6 million people living here, the 8 million

         16  people rather, I think it would probably take many,

         17  many years for it to get around. It takes awhile

         18  because the average person is not going to know that

         19  it's available at the point that it is, they have

         20  spent their lives not being able to use a livery

         21  service, and it's going to take a lot of time for it

         22  slowly to get from hand to mouth, so-to-speak, where

         23  people will know that it is a service. So, it's

         24  going to take many, many years and we have to think

         25  with that in mind.
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          2                 MR. WOOD: I'm on the MTA

          3  Access-A-Ride Advisory Committee and we had a

          4  meeting yesterday and Howard Envy who is the Vice

          5  President in charge of the Paratransit Division,

          6  says he's encouraging A Ride For All to bid for,

          7  they're going to put out an RFP so that people who

          8  are stranded on Access-A-Ride on carrier no-shows

          9  where the Access-A-Ride vehicles don't show up, will

         10  be able to call this service, and right now there

         11  isn't anything that exists like that.

         12                 Another thing is, I think what

         13  Council Member Sears asked, and what Bob Levine is

         14  saying, that, you know, how are we going to

         15  determine the success of this new service --

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEARS: To interrupt

         17  one minute? I wanted to be certain that whatever

         18  criteria was used wasn't so stringent that it

         19  wouldn't create something that really is not true,

         20  and that this is going to take a long time and I

         21  agree. So, I don't know if any criteria is going to

         22  be used to determine just how frequently it's used

         23  and how successful, because I think that should not

         24  be in the same category as any other form of

         25  proposed transportation, because it is going to take
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          2  so long, and we don't want to risk being exposed to

          3  that kind of a situation.

          4                 MR. WOOD: I think when I hear a Ride

          5  For All's ability to fulfill its, you know, kind of

          6  promise potential to fill the gap in service that

          7  currently exists, I think it's funny that I have to

          8  speak for them, but I think what I've heard, there's

          9  nobody here from that company? From what I hear

         10  they're going to, like wherever they pick up a call,

         11  the charges are going to be local. I think the way

         12  they're setting this service up is really good,

         13  they're going to divide up the City and the zone,

         14  wherever the call originates, they're not going to

         15  add surcharges, it's going to be really equivalent

         16  service. They're going to try to fill the need for

         17  service in a timely manner, and you know, since we

         18  don't have this kind of thing yet, you know, we just

         19  have to hope that they're going to do the right

         20  thing, and we have every assurance from them in

         21  advance that they're really -- they have given us

         22  every assurance.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: I think the point is

         24  that this company is attempting to take on

         25  something, to provide a service that is needed in
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          2  the City of New York, and it does get us in the

          3  right direction towards this goal of providing

          4  transportation Citywide to all New Yorkers without

          5  discriminating against particular people or

          6  particular communities. And, so, I think this is one

          7  step in that direction, it is not the extent of

          8  everything that needs to be done to get us to that

          9  goal, but it is simply a first step.

         10                 And I think at this point, if there

         11  are no other questions, I'd like to -- oh, Council

         12  Member Reyna.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA: Thank you, Mr.

         14  Chair. I just wanted to ask, and perhaps the TLC

         15  representative can answer this, I don't know if TLC

         16  will be playing a role in marketing the A Ride For

         17  All, LLC. If not, or if so, will we be receiving any

         18  information so that if we do have disabled, you

         19  know, cab necessities, or if we do need to give a

         20  service to the disabled in our own district, we know

         21  where to call, we know to give them information. I'd

         22  like personally to publicize this once it does take

         23  off in our local papers. Is this something that the

         24  TLC will be assisting in marketing, or is this just

         25  a Ride For All will take on the responsibility of
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          2  launching this, as well as its full marketing?

          3                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: I think that that's

          4  a good question, and it's a great idea. We should be

          5  going back to our districts and telling people

          6  through our newsletters or news releases that the

          7  service being provided by a ride for all is

          8  something that will help many people in our

          9  respective communities.

         10                 So, we have the information directly

         11  from the company, the TLC has encouraged its

         12  operation, and facilitated their application, and

         13  that's exactly what we're doing today, we're

         14  approving the determination by the TLC. But in terms

         15  of getting materials and information about the

         16  company, we have plenty of it.

         17                 Vinnie, do you want to add something?

         18                 MR. GIPPO: Yes. On behalf of the TLC,

         19  we will be doing a couple of things. The first thing

         20  is, obviously, to market the base. We'll be using

         21  our website. We'll be working with 311 to make sure

         22  that both 311 and our internal call center know,

         23  because now we're working hand-in-hand with 311 that

         24  this base is out there. And, finally, we'll be using

         25  our external newsletter, which now is out to a
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          2  number of different community groups. We're

          3  extending it to as many as possible to market the

          4  base.

          5                 We're also doing something else that

          6  I think is more important, which is we will finally

          7  be able to enforce the rule that's on the books,

          8  which states that every for-hire vehicle base must

          9  provide accessible service.

         10                 We want this base to get up and

         11  going, and as soon as we feel they're out there and

         12  they're getting business, we are going to enforce

         13  that rule, which means that anybody who is disabled

         14  who calls any car service throughout the City and

         15  asks for a ride, they are required to get that ride.

         16  So, either they have to contract with the ride for

         17  all, or they have to have a vehicle, and we believe

         18  that that will assure the success of this base in

         19  the program.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Thank you.

         21                 Vinnie, could you state your name and

         22  position for the record?

         23                 MR. GRIPPO: Vincent Grippo, Special

         24  Assistant to the Chair, TLC.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Council Member
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          2  Martinez.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: Hi. Thank

          4  you, Mr. Chair.

          5                 Has TLC informed the base, the livery

          6  car base, of the fact that with the Ride For All

          7  they either have to contract with or provide

          8  transportation themselves?

          9                 MR. GRIPPO: We've contacted the

         10  industry numerous times on this issue, it's gone

         11  back to -- or actually it went back to a couple of

         12  months prior to September 11, 2001. I remember it

         13  because that's the reason that we delayed

         14  enforcement, and we've had a number of different

         15  meetings with both the Livery Advisory Board, with

         16  different livery groups throughout the City, that

         17  this is the situation, that we have held off on

         18  enforcement because prior to hopefully today there

         19  has been no alternative for bases other than

         20  purchasing a vehicle, and we acknowledge that for

         21  certain basis, that was too difficult and

         22  economically they would not be able to do that. This

         23  is going to provide them with a more economical

         24  alternative, which we hope they will take advantage

         25  of and if they choose not to take advantage of it,
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          2  we've sort of run out of excuses for them, and I

          3  think we're all in agreement that it's time to

          4  enforce the rule once there is this economic

          5  alternative, which is a contract with A Ride For

          6  All, as opposed to purchasing and maintaining a

          7  vehicle at every single base throughout the City. We

          8  recognize that that may be too difficult; this

          9  doesn't seem as difficult.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Are there any other

         11  questions from Council members?

         12                 Well, thank you very much for your

         13  input this morning. At this time I'd like to ask the

         14  clerk to call the roll for this intro.

         15                 COUNCIL CLERK: Liu.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Yes.

         17                 COUNCIL CLERK: Addabbo.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Yes.

         19                 COUNCIL CLERK: Reyna.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA: Yes.

         21                 COUNCIL CLERK: Koppell.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Aye.

         23                 COUNCIL CLERK: Martinez.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: Aye.

         25                 COUNCIL CLERK: Sears.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEARS: Permission to

          3  explain my vote, please.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Please do.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEARS: Yes, very

          6  quickly.

          7                 I just want to say if anyone should

          8  ever doubt that the Council can make a difference, I

          9  think today it shows we have. I vote yes, very

         10  pleased to do so, and I thank you, Mr. Chair, for

         11  really carrying this issue forward. It's a wonderful

         12  day and it's a great day in the City, and certainly

         13  in Queens. Thank you.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: Thank you.

         15                 COUNCIL CLERK: Gonzalez.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER GONZALEZ: Yes.

         17                 COUNCIL CLERK: Lanza.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER LANZA: Aye.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON LIU: I'd like to ask the

         20  clerk to hold the vote open, because we have a

         21  couple of members of the Committee who are on their

         22  way.

         23                 COUNCIL CLERK: By a vote of eight in

         24  the affirmative, zero in the negative and no

         25  abstentions, the item is adopted.
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          2                 Council members, please sign the

          3  Committee report. Thank you.

          4                 (Hearing concluded at 11:38 a.m.)
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