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New York City Council Committee on Transportation Hearing 
December 4, 2018 
Testimony of Eric McClure, Executive Director, StreetsPAC 
 
We’re here today to add our voice to the chorus of calls for immediate and far-reaching 
action to fix New York City’s buses and subways. 
 
As Monday morning’s subway meltdown demonstrated all too clearly, we have far too 
little to show for the almost year and a half since Governor Cuomo declared the 
subways in a “state of emergency” and the MTA announced the Subway Action Plan. 
New Yorkers continue to be saddled with miserable commutes. The drop in ridership as 
people seek alternatives to stalled trains and crawling buses means less fare-box 
revenue, and in turn, worsening congestion. Catch-up work leaves numerous lines out 
of commission every weekend. 
 
The proposed Fast Forward plan holds promise, but until funding details are laid out in 
detail, it’s hard to feel that there’s anything other than train traffic ahead. Despite lots of 
talk, we’ve yet to see any truly meaningful steps toward congestion pricing, which could 
begin to put a real dent in the MTA’s funding gap. We’re in a full-blown crisis, and it is 
existential. 
 
Fixing this critical threat to New York City’s economic health demands decisive action. 
Governor Cuomo and the legislature must pass, and begin implementation of, a full-
blown congestion-pricing plan first thing in 2019. The billion-dollars plus in annual 
revenue that such a plan would yield can be bonded in order to service some $20 billion 
in capital investment, which will go a long way to modernizing the subway system’s 
ancient signaling. It will also help speed up buses by reducing driving, especially into 
Manhattan’s core. 
 
Making sure that a portion of the revenue generated by congestion pricing is invested 
immediately in projects that extend new service to transit deserts will help accommodate 
people who will choose to leave their cars at home. In turn, City Hall can take significant 
steps to help improve bus service, by ratcheting up the roll out of Select Bus Service, 
dedicating more exclusive street space to buses, making sure bus-only lanes are kept 
clear, and giving buses signal priority. 
 
Most of all, fixing the MTA will require resolute political will. Some elected officials have 
said they oppose congestion pricing because it won’t completely solve the MTA’s 
funding problem on its own, which is a bit like declining chemotherapy because your 
cancer treatment also requires radiation therapy. No, congestion pricing alone won’t fix 
everything, but it’s a critical piece of a comprehensive solution to funding transit. 



 
Governor Cuomo and the leaders of the Assembly and State Senate must act now to 
outline a plan that includes all the details of how the MTA’s budget needs will be met. 
We must be willing to do what it takes to fix our subways and buses – the future of New 
York City depends on it. 



 
Testimony to the City Council Committee on Transportation 

Regarding Oversight of the MTA Fast Forward Plan 

 

December 4, 2018 

 

Reinvent Albany is a government watchdog organization which advocates for open and 

accountable government, including for state authorities like the Metropolitan 

Transportation Authority (MTA). With support from TransitCenter, we are preparing a 

series of reports and recommendations for improving the MTA’s governance and 

transparency. We think City Council will find them useful.  

 

In a November 18, 2018 analysis of the 7 Train CBTC, we called on MTA to prepare a 

“lessons learned report” from a marquee signals contract that was late and over budget. 

In an October 28, 2018 report, we made specific recommendations for how MTA can fix 

its fragmented, dysfunctional Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) process. Lastly, in a 

July 17, 2018 letter and accompanying report, we were among eight groups asking the 

MTA Board to make specific changes to its conflict of interest rules to reduce the 

potential for pay-to-play and influence peddling. Below are short summaries of three 

reports.  

 

1. Implementation of Communications-Based Train Control (CBTC) on 

the Flushing/7 Train - November 2018 

 

Reinvent Albany conducted an analysis of the MTA’s work to implement 

Communications-Based Train Control (CBTC) on the Flushing/Number 7 train, finding 

that the project was 5 years late and $157 million over budget. The analysis tracks the 

project’s origins in the MTA’s capital plans, noting that design work for the project 

began in 2003.  The contract was ultimately awarded to Thales in 2010, and is expected 

to be completed in December of 2018. The MTA’s Capital Program Oversight Committee 

(CPOC) received repeated warnings from MTA staff regarding significant software and 

track availability delays, yet it is not clear if the MTA has analyzed implementation of 

this project.  

 

Recommendation: Reinvent Albany called upon the MTA to release a “lessons 

learned” report about this project, given its plans to modernize the subway’s signal 

systems systemwide with CBTC. 
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Report available at: 

https://reinventalbany.org/2018/11/flushing-7-train-cbtc-signals-late-and-over-budget

-what-lessons-will-the-mta-learn-for-systemwide-modernization/  

 

2. FOIL That Works: Fixing the MTA’s Fragmented, Dysfunctional 

Freedom of Information Process - October 2018 

 

In an in-depth report, Reinvent Albany examined the MTA’s Freedom of Information 

Law (FOIL) practices, and found that tMTA received nearly 9,000 requests in 2017 (see 

chart below), with requests for information handled differently between its eight 

separate agencies. New York City Transit still responds to many FOIL requests with 

paper letters instead of by email. Complicated requests can take over a year to fill, and 

most FOILers don’t have the legal resources to take the MTA to court to speed things up. 

FOIL requests might be deemed “closed” by agency staff, but this does not mean the 

requestor actually 

received the 

information he or she 

was looking for.  

 

The report also found 

that the MTA doesn’t 

segregate information 

requests the way it 

should. As shown in 

the chart above, 

two-thirds of the 

MTA’s FOIL requests 

- more than 6,000 - 

were for police 

incident reports in 

2017.  

 

 

Recommendations:  

1. The MTA should adopt an Open FOIL platform using best practices from the Port 

Authority and NYC Open Records Portal. This will vastly increase the efficiency of 

the MTA’s FOIL process, produce significant cost savings, and better serve the 

public.  
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2. The MTA should create an in-house portal for requesting MTA Police Incident 

Reports, using the models from the NYS DMV and Pennsylvania State 

Police, allowing the public to privately request incident reports online. 

 

These recommendations are supported by 14 organizations, representing 

environmental, transit, good government, and freedom of information groups. 

 

Report available at: 

https://reinventalbany.org/2018/11/flushing-7-train-cbtc-signals-late-and-over-budget

-what-lessons-will-the-mta-learn-for-systemwide-modernization/  

Letter available at: 

https://reinventalbany.org/2018/10/fourteen-city-state-and-national-groups-urge-mta

-to-fix-dysfunctional-foil-process/  

 

3. MTA Conflicts of Interest Rules - July 2018 

 

Reinvent Albany and other watchdog groups called on the MTA Audit Committee to put 

forward eight recommendations on conflicts of interest and ethics reform for full MTA 

Board approval, also releasing an analysi of the MTA’s Ethics Codes.  

 

Recommendations:  

 

1. Amend the Board Code of Ethics to ban outside income for the MTA 

Chairman/CEO - whether compensated or not - and at a minimum, appointed, 

non-civil service staff, and affirm by board vote that the Chairman/CEO is the 

head of the agency - whether or not receiving a salary - and is subject to all 

Public Authorities Law, Public Officers Law (Sections 73, 73-a and 74) and 

MTA internal ethics policies requirements covering heads of agencies, not just 

those for per diem board members; 

2. Amend the Board Code of Ethics to require notification to the full MTA Board 

of any board member’s and the Chairman/CEO’s potential conflicts of interest, 

including requiring a public record be kept via Board and/or Committee 

meeting minutes, as recommended by the Authorities Budget Office; 
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3. Amend the All-Agency and Board Codes of Ethics to eliminate double 

standards between board and/or management and employees regarding 

accepting directorships and attendance at prohibited-source sponsored events. 

4. Amend the Board Code of Ethics to ban campaign contributions to the 

governor from board members’ businesses and family, and affirm by board 

vote that campaign contributions to the governor from MTA board members 

are banned, as stipulated in the MTA Board Code of Ethics. 

Report and letter available at:  

https://reinventalbany.org/2018/07/watchdog-groups-mta-board-should-strengthen-c

onflict-of-interest-rules-ban-outside-income-for-the-ceo-chair/  
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