
















































































































































Testimony: Paratransit Services in New York City 

 

New York City Transit—the State authority that operates the mass transit system in New York City—has 

an obligation to provide paratransit services to individuals with disabilities. The Americans with 

Disabilities Act stipulates that these services must be comparable to the response time and level of service 

given to non-disabled passengers. I can tell you today that based on the complaints received by my office 

related to the Access-A-Ride program, New York City Transit has failed to live up to that obligation. 

 

Providing reliable on-time paratransit services is undoubtedly a complicated enterprise; providing this 

service while keeping costs low is even more challenging. And yet this is exactly what we must do. The 

city’s senior population is expected to grow by 30 percent in the next twenty years, and the number of 

New Yorkers with mobility constraints is also likely to grow. New York City must find a way to improve 

paratransit services at the very time when more people will be using them. The alternative is a city in 

which a large segment of the population is effectively cut off from venturing outside. 

 

I know that many of my constituents are fed up with the existing Access-A-Ride program. My office has 

received 66 complaints about this service since I took office in January of 2014. My sense is that many 

others have similar issues but have become so used to them, so downtrodden, that they no longer take the 

trouble to report them.  

 

Late pickups are the most common issue. One constituent, who had to wait an hour later than their 

scheduled pickup time on both ends of the same trip, suggested that the program be renamed “Stress-A-

Ride.” I remember early last year a senior visited my office and had to wait more than five hours for 

Access-A-Ride to pick her up. I was about to drive her home myself when Access-A-Ride finally arrived. 

 

Constituents tell me that dispatchers are often rude and provide false information about when they can 

expect to be picked up. Some are dissatisfied with the Broker Services and instead insist on using Access-

A-Ride vans. It is clear that the contractors hired by New York City Transit for these services must be 

held to a higher standard. This is especially the case of the Broker Services, which are expected to handle 

an increasing number of paratransit trips. The two Broker Services contractors, Medical Transportation 

Management and Corporate Transportation Group must be held accountable. If their level of service is not 

improved I insist that Transit not extend their contracts.  

 

I want to commend New York City Transit for taking steps to control the costs of the Access-A-Ride 

program, and for instituting some promising new services. Particularly I think that the Taxi Debit Card 

Program shows great potential to offset the high cost of operating paratransit buses—trips on these buses 

currently cost $56 a ride. The Debit Card Program, a partnership with the TLC, allows customers to hail a 

taxi within Manhattan for the cost of a MetroCard swipe. They can hail a cab on the street or request a 

taxi through the TLC’s Accessible Dispatch program. They can also use an app called Wheels on Wheels, 

which also shows great promise.  

 

Now that Green taxis are serving the outer boroughs, it is time to offer this service to eligible individuals 

in Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx. I am pleased that, according to the TLC website, the Commission is 

working to create an accessible dispatch program. Meanwhile, I would like to learn the number of 



Access-A-Ride customers using this service today and the cost of the program. The cost is said to be 

lower than Access-A-Ride vans, but it would be useful to see exactly what the cost savings on a per-trip 

basis are. Of course, the city must move to increase the percentage of the taxi fleet that is wheelchair 

accessible. Currently only two percent of all yellow taxis are accessible.  

 

I would also like to suggest that customers are able to use a smartphone app that would allow them to see 

the location of their Access-A-Ride van, to know how many stops it must make before reaching them, and 

to report issues related to late-pickups or other problems quickly and easily.  

 

Finally, I want to commend the MTA and New York City Transit for working to make more of the 

subway system accessible for those with disabilities. The MTA is expected to meet its goal of making 100 

“key stations” accessible by 2020. The 2015-2019 Capital Plan includes $561 million for new elevators at 

13 stations and another $436 million to replace 46 elevators and 35 escalators. I hope that accessibility 

remains a priority in the coming years.  

 

Thank you. 
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Good morning.  My name is Michael O’Loughlin.  I speak today on behalf of Cab Riders United, a voice 
for the 1.2 million daily passengers who pay for transportation in New York City’s taxicabs and 
other for-hire vehicles and for the countless other New Yorkers and New York businesses that 
rely on taxicab and for-hire vehicle service to keep the city moving every day.   
 
Our mission is to improve the safety, quality and environmental impact of the city’s taxi and for-
hire vehicle industry. We strongly support New York City continuing its progress toward the 
goal of 100% accessible for-hire vehicles, and doing so in a way that integrates and advances the 
multiple values of improving safety, quality of service for all, and environmental impact. 
 
We appreciate the Council turning a spotlight on this important topic today. Although Cab 
Riders United is focused on the taxi and for-hire vehicle sector, we hope some of what we have 
to say will also help inform your thinking about Access-A-Ride and DFTA transportation 
services. 
 
SAFETY 

As this City Council and the de Blasio Administration strive to fulfill the Vision Zero goal of 
eliminating traffic-related injuries and deaths, policy decisions must prioritize protecting the 
safety of everyone inside the vehicle, both passengers and drivers, whether ambulatory or in a 
wheelchair, and also the vulnerable New Yorkers outside the vehicle with whom we share our 
congested streets. 

 NHTSA and FMVSS Standards vs After-Market Modifications for Use as a Taxi 

 National Highway Transportation Administration (NHTSA) and Federal Motor Vehicle 
Safety Standards (FMVSS) – every vehicle licensed as a taxi or for-hire vehicle should 
meet or exceed these basic crash and safety standards, including as they are “hacked up” 
for use as a taxi. Frankly, most taxis in use today, including but not limited to many of 



the WAV taxis on our streets, do not meet these standards. The partition in most taxis is 
added after-market, has not been crash-tested for safety, alters the structural integrity of 
the vehicle, can impair the functioning of airbags (if present), and can create serious 
facial impact risks for passengers.  

Decades ago, policymakers hastily rushed to require installation of partitions to address a 
perceived crisis. Even at the time, a TLC commissioner warned that the hastily adopted 
rule would be “a gift to New York’s plastic surgeons. Hospital emergency rooms have 
been filled with passengers paying the price ever since. The ER staff call it “partition 
face.” 

As we move toward the shared goal of increasing transportation access for all New 
Yorkers, we need to remember this lesson and act thoughtfully in a way that continues 
progress without abandoning other shared goals. 

Additional After-Market Modifications for Wheelchair Accessibility 

In addition to the “business as usual” hazards created when a vehicle is hacked up for use 
as a taxi, insertion of a rigid after-market partition in the middle of a vehicle being the 
most conspicuous, Cab Riders United is concerned that New York City currently lacks 
proper standards to ensure that additional modifications for wheelchair accessibility are 
done safely. We have heard of instances where low-cost/low-quality conversions 
potentially endanger all passengers through use of non-OEM (original equipment 
manufacturer) seats or belts, use of flammable materials for the modified floor, and even 
failure to include an escape latch for use by disabled passengers in the event of an 
emergency. We have also heard of instances where low-cost/low-quality conversions fail 
to properly adhere to ADA standards, for example regarding the lighting for the ramp. 
Cab Riders United believes these issues require further investigation. If the facts prove 
out, then regulation or legislation is clearly called for to set appropriate safety standards 
for converted WAV taxis. 

Passenger Airbags (Absent in MV-1, Present in NV200 WAV) 

While both the NV200 WAV taxi and the MV-1 taxi appear to meet the minimal 
NHTSA/FMVSS standards, based on all the evidence we have seen the MV-1 entirely 
lacks passenger airbags, a remarkable omission in the year 2015.  

The MV-1, which is increasingly used for Access-a-Ride and is available for use as a taxi 
although to our knowledge no operator is currently doing so, comes equipped with a 
driver side airbag – only a driver side airbag.  The MV-1 does not include an airbag for 
passengers in either the front or rear spaces. 



The NV200 WAV includes six airbags total, including four in the passenger compartment 
and one for each of the front seats. 

Rear-Entry vs Side-Entry 

The New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission permits the use of both rear-entry 
and side-entry WAV taxis. Currently, almost all the WAV taxis in use in New York City 
are rear-entry.  

We have heard sincere advocates for both alternatives make arguments based on 
convenience and safety. While there may be honest disagreements and strongly heartfelt 
emotions about this matter, we think it’s important to keep the discussion fact-based.  

Meera Joshi, the Chair of the TLC recently stated that in the ten years since WAV taxis 
were introduced in New York, she knows of no crashes that occurred while a passenger 
in a wheelchair was entering or exiting a vehicle. The sample size will grow as more 
WAV taxis enter service, but that data needs to be part of the record and to help guide the 
policymaking.  

Safety of New Yorkers Outside the Vehicle 

As strong supporters of Vision Zero, Cab Riders United believes the safety of pedestrians 
and bicyclists outside the vehicle must be considered as well as the safety of passengers 
and drivers. 

Dooring - as our friends at Transportation Alternatives regularly point out, data shows 
that “dooring” is a leading cause of injury to bicyclists in New York.   Year after year, 
dooring results in a steady toll of bicyclist deaths as well as thousands of bicyclist 
injuries. No wonder then, that the Executive Director of Transportation Alternatives 
highlighted these issues in 2013 testimony to the TLC regarding proposed new taxi 
design standards to improve safety: 

“• Sliding Doors: For over fifteen years, T.A. has worked to raise awareness of 
"dooring," when someone riding a bike is hit by an opening car door. This is one of the 
most common causes of bicycle crashes; for instance, a 2010 Manhattan Borough 
President survey of 11 Manhattan bike lanes during rush hours documented 77 incidents 
over just two days . Since taxis make frequent stops with frequent passenger pick-ups and 
drop-offs, they are particularly problematic for bike riders. The new taxi design includes 
sliding doors to prevent collisions with bicyclists and other vehicles. While the city has 
undertaken anti-dooring education campaigns in the past, sliding doors are probably the 
best preventative measure to reduce the risk of dooring-related injuries and fatalities. 

• Exit Lights: The new taxi design proposal also includes rear external lights to indicate 
when a passenger is exiting. These lights alert people on bikes and other approaching 
traffic when someone is disembarking from a cab. This will create a safer, more 



predictable environment for bicyclists, taxi drivers and taxi passengers, and will also 
help reduce conflicts between cabs and people riding bikes.” 

https://www.transalt.org/news/testimony/7219 

Most of the WAV taxis on the streets of New York incorporate sliding doors. The NV200 
WAV, specifically designed for use as a taxi in the congested streets of New York City, 
incorporates sliding doors and rear warning lights to help prevent collisions when 
passengers enter and exit the vehicle. Regrettably, the MV-1 does not currently 
incorporate either of these important safety features. 

Pedestrian Impact Standards – Cab Riders United takes the position that in a 
congested, pedestrian-rich street environment like New York City, vehicles used as taxis 
and for-hire vehicles should meet the highest possible global standards 
for pedestrian safety.  

The European New Car Assessment Program (Euro NCAP), and some other national and 
regional NCAPs such as Japan's, test and rate new cars for various 
potential pedestrian head and leg impacts in the event of a crash. Typically, these global 
design standards for pedestrian impact protection manifest in design features like lower 
sloping hoods and the use of softer materials and spaces to cushion the pedestrian’s 
impact with the engine and other hard components inside the vehicle. Many vehicles that 
are made to compete internationally are designed with these pedestrian impact standards 
in mind.  

The NV200 taxi has been publicly touted as meeting these standards. Based on external 
appearance some other minivans produced by global car companies and converted for use 
as WAV taxis may as well, but the MV-1 does not on first impression “look like” it 
incorporates some of the typical pedestrian impact features such as a low, sloping hood.  

Cab Riders United has requested additional information from the manufacturers and we 
encourage the Council to investigate this question as well, particularly given that New 
York City taxis operate in an environment filled with vulnerable New Yorkers of all ages 
and abilities. 

QUALITY OF SERVICE 

As noted above, Cab Riders United has heard concerns from passengers that “low-cost/low-
quality” WAV taxi conversions fall short of what we would consider minimal safety standards. 
Additionally, some of the “low-cost/low-quality” conversions fail to meet the reasonable comfort 
standards of passengers, for example because of the “rattling bucket of bolts” effect when a 
vehicle is poorly converted or a ramp does not stow securely. Most cab riders we speak with are 
willing to pay a 30-cent surcharge when they understand it is for the worthy goal of improving 
accessibility, but that attitude may change if they come to feel they are paying more for less. 

https://www.transalt.org/news/testimony/7219
http://www.globalncap.org/ncap-programmes/


Additionally, we would suggest that all wheelchair accessible taxis and for-hire vehicles should 
include simple instructions posted on the door or in another conspicuous and permanent position 
to assist the driver in following proper procedures for deploying and stowing the ramp, securing 
the passenger, etc.  Even as wheelchair accessible taxis become more common, and drivers 
receive universal training, they will likely benefit from easy access to a “cheat sheet” to help 
make sure they are performing these operations correctly. 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 

In order for the Council and the de Blasio Administration to achieve New York City’s ambitious 
goals of reducing greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) 80% by 2050 and the important air quality 
goals enumerated yesterday with the release of OneNYC, New York needs to continue reducing 
the emissions from our fleets and other sources.  

Cab Riders United looks forward to further progress toward a zero emission taxi fleet.  

In the meantime, when vehicles are converted for use as WAV taxis, we need to ensure that they 
continue to meet all the most stringent emissions requirements and that the conversion or 
upfitting in no way compromises those controls. 

And frankly, we need to make sure the vehicles we license for use as taxis and for-hire vehicles, 
whether WAV or not, are moving us toward reducing our emissions and not increasing them. I 
feel obliged to point out that among the vehicles discussed today, although the MV-1 has been 
heralded by advocates who prefer side-entry taxis, it risks taking us in the wrong direction in 
terms of emissions and fuel economy (just as it appears to do on several safety aspects).  Put 
simply, whatever its other merits, the MV-1 is a big vehicle that burns a lot of fuel and creates a 
lot of emissions.  

Once again, we would urge that the Council and other policymakers weigh the multiple values 
that we all care about – including safety in its multiple facets, quality of service for all, and 
improving environmental health for all – when considering how we can make transportation 
services better meet the needs of all New Yorkers, including seniors and people with varying 
disabilities. 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. I’d be happy to answer any questions. 

 






















