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INTRODUCTION

On April 27, 2006, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold an oversight hearing to examine the disruption of service on the Roosevelt Island Tram, which occurred in the late afternoon of April 18, 2006 and led to a rescue effort lasting until the early morning hours of the following day.  Service is currently suspended pending the results of an investigation and repair work is being done on the tram.  The issues to be covered by the hearing will include the performance and maintenance history of the tram system and the causes of any breakdowns, the immediate and longer-term response to addressing each breakdown and the current and future transportation options of Roosevelt Island residents; and the extent to which the residents of Roosevelt Island rely and will rely on any of these transportation options, among other issues.

Among the witnesses invited by the Committee to testify include Congress Member Carolyn Maloney, Assembly Member Peter Grannis, State Senator Jose Serrano, Herbert Berman of the Roosevelt Island Operating Commission, Commissioner Raymond Kelly of the New York City Police Department, Commissioner Nicholas Scopetta of the New York City Fire Department, Donald Perry of the Schulz Electric Company (which is reportedly performing the repair work on the tramway’s broken electric motor), and Local 30 representing union workers of the Roosevelt Island Tramway. 

BACKGROUND 

Brief History of Roosevelt Island 

The 147 acres that make up Roosevelt Island are located in the East River, in the borough of Manhattan.  Originally known by the Algonquin Indians as Minnahannock, the island was purchased in 1637 by Wouton van Twiller, the Dutch governor of Nieuw Amsterdam.  The island was intermittently controlled by British and Dutch forces between 1655 and 1667, at which time the British confiscated the island and then granted it to Captain John Manning, the Sheriff of New York. 

The City of New York purchased the land in 1828 and used it for municipal institutions such as prisons, poor houses, and nursing homes.  In 1921, the island was renamed Welfare Island to reflect its role as a repository for the ill and outcast.
  Over the years until the late 1960’s, all of the City's institutions were moved off the island, except for Goldwater Memorial Hospital and Bird S. Coler Memorial Hospital.  In 1968, a committee organized by Mayor John Lindsay to explore options for using Welfare Island, recommended the development of a residential community.  In 1969, the New York State Urban Development Corporation (UDC) signed a 99 year lease with New York City to develop the island.  The General Development Plan (GDP), which was the master plan for the island, called for a mixed-income community of 20,000 people living in 5,000 units with minimal traffic.  Commercial and community services would be fully integrated into the Island, as well as parks, open space, and historical structures.
   The island was renamed Roosevelt Island in 1973.   Under the UDC,  the first residential complex opened there in 1975, followed a year later by three additional housing complexes, bringing the total number of units to 2,141.   Roosevelt Island is under the political jurisdiction of Manhattan, but it receives its police, sanitation and fire services from Queens.  

Roosevelt Island residents lobbied for the creation of the tram because they believed the MTA  would take too long to bring subway service to the island.  Tram service began in 1976 and remained popular even after subway service finally arrived in 1989.
  The F train stops on Roosevelt Island and the Q102 bus has a route on the island.  In 2005, the tram cost $3,172,002 million to operate and generated $2,108,962 million in revenue on its $2.00 fare, operating at a deficit of $1,063,040.     

The Roosevelt Island Operating Corporation

The Roosevelt Island Operating Corporation (RIOC) was created by the New York State Legislature in 1984 as a public benefit corporation charged with maintaining, operating and developing Roosevelt Island.  Unlike UDC, its predecessor agency, RIOC does not have the authority to issue bonds.  In 1989 under RIOC, an additional complex of 1,107 units was completed.  That same year, the United Nations Development Corporation issued a report suggesting that the estimate of 20,000 residents for the island was too high, and the GDP for the island was amended in 1990.

RIOC’s role is to promote the development of a mixed-use, residential and commercial community that is home to more than 8,000 residents.  The island has six historic landmarks, several spacious parks, and sports facilities, an aerial tramway, numerous playgrounds, a waterfront promenade, and unparallel views of Manhattan.  The Corporation continues to develop and maintain utilities, public promenades and commercial opportunities on the island to support the private development.
   The ambitious Southtown project plans to develop 2,000 new apartments, with 400 units constructed in each phase.  The $400 million project is expected to generate millions in revenue and create 400 construction jobs and 125 permanent jobs.
  This population growth underscores questions about the transportation needs of the residents of and visitors to Roosevelt Island.

The Tramway Disruption and Rescue Effort

The Swiss-made tramway, which went into operation in 1976, stalled on Tuesday, April 18, 2006 reportedly when a power surge knocked out three 800-amp fuses that control the flow of power to the tram cars.
  At 5:22 p.m., the Police Department (“NYPD”) responded to a report of the tram failure stranding 68 people on two gondolas because of a power outage.  From 5:23 p.m. until 8:23 p.m., tram engineers attempted to restore power, but efforts were unsuccessful, except for a brief moment at 8:15 p.m., which enabled the trams to move 75 feet before the system halted again.  During this time, tram officials called Switzerland to speak with the tram’s manufacturers, but did not identify a solution to the problem.  The tram was also found to have no working backup power generator.  At 8:30 p.m. the NYPD devised a rescue plan from Roosevelt Island that involved assembling and hoisting onto the tram superstructure two rescue cages, which were designed to hold 15 people each.  These cages were reportedly sought and assembled after tram engineers gave up efforts to restore power.
 
At 10:45 p.m. ten police officers from the Emergency Services Unit boarded a rescue cage and conducted a test run.  The rescue began at 11 p.m. with  the police rolling the cage along the tram line to the Roosevelt Island-bound gondola and removing the first 13 people.
   At midnight, after being told by an engineer that police cannot use the second cage on the Manhattan-bound gondola, the Office of Emergency Management requested that a crane assist in the rescue.  Twenty minutes later, the police rescued nine more people from the Roosevelt Island-bound tram.  At 2:00 a.m., fifteen more people safely evacuated the Roosevelt Island-bound gondola.  

At 2:15 a.m., a giant crane arrived at East 60th Street and First Avenue in Manhattan from the Bay Crane in Long Island City, Queens.  At 2:55 a.m. the eleven remaining people were removed from the Roosevelt Island-bound gondola using the rescue cage.  At 3:30 a.m. the crane was erected on First Avenue.
 and was used to hoist an elevator-like device called a "man-bucket" that was lashed to the tram car while police officers on the ground held guide ropes to keep the bucket from swaying. 
  At 4:00 a.m. a crane operator, ESU police officers and firefighters rescued the first 11 people from Manhattan-bound gondola, including a 13-month-old girl and a 14-month-old girl.  At 4:07 a.m. the remaining nine people are rescued from the Manhattan-bound gondola with the crane, concluding the operation.

PRELIMINARY FINDING AND ISSUES 

While the incident is under investigation by the State Department of Labor, the agency charged with inspecting the Tramway, several preliminary findings and issues emerge from an account of the event and its broader circumstances:

The Power Outage 

· It was not clear what caused the power outage and why the three fuses could not simply be replaced and the tramway restarted.
  Consolidated Edison has stated that there was no power surge,
 and that the company is not responsible for the power failure. 
 

· RIOC was reported to have said that engineers determined that the motor on the diesel backup worked but that the emergency brakes on the cars did not release. 

The Logistics of the Rescue Effort

· The Fire Department rescuers, some of whom were specifically trained for such rescue missions, were not the lead agency in the rescue.

· It is unclear whether a contingency would have been available if the situation were complicated by severe weather, the halting of the trams above the East River, medical emergencies, crowded tram cars, and the presence of seniors or physically challenged passengers.
· The rescue involved passengers stepping onto one of the tram's bench seats, onto the window frame, then stepping over a gap estimated by passengers to be four feet over a 200-foot drop to the river below before reaching the rescue cage.
  

The Duration of the Rescue Effort

· At 2:55 a.m. when the eleven remaining people were removed from the Roosevelt Island-bound gondola using the rescue cage, no one had yet been removed from the Manhattan-bound tram.  

· On Tuesday evening, the Fire and Police Departments both responded to the scene within minutes of each other shortly before 5:30 p.m.  However, half an hour later, the firefighters left their posts on both sides of the river, because they believed the operation of the tramway was close to restored.  As an explanation, fire officials reportedly referred to the experience with the prior service disruption of September 2005 in which the tramway was quickly fixed after a similar failure.
  

· Several fire personnel involved in the rescue efforts said they believed that the efforts would have gone faster if the specially trained firefighters had been present throughout the crisis.
  

· Police and fire officials also said their brief absence made no difference because several hours were spent trying to restart the system. 
  However, the rescue operation did not factor in that it reportedly requires two hours to prepare the rescue cage for use “under the best of circumstances,”
 and did not attempt to prepare the cages simultaneous to efforts to turn on the power, further delaying the time to remove the passengers from the trams.
· It took rescuers four hours and five separate trips to bring all 48 passengers to the Roosevelt Island Terminal.

The Back Up System, Maintenance, Oversight  and the Training of Engineers

· RIOC officials reportedly said the State Department of Labor, the agency responsible for inspecting the tramway, ordered the backup system to be removed for repairs last fall, and it is expected to be reinstalled in several weeks.  Although RIOC officials also said that the system was not needed, inspectors required the backup system to function properly if it was going to be available for use.   The RIOC officials have contended that the surge that knocked out the main system might have also disabled the diesel back up system, and thus would probably have disabled the additional backup system that is currently under repair.
  
· Rescuers had to rely on a weak power current that provided a small amount of energy to operate the mesh-sided rescue basket used to retrieve 47 island-bound passengers.  The basket moved slowly along the trams' suspension cables, and as the process dragged on police brought in a crane to remove passengers in the Manhattan-bound car, who were hanging in a gondola above the East Side. 
  Such a slow and cautiously methodical operation brought everyone to the ground without injury, but raised questions about the Roosevelt Island Operating Corporation's oversight of the tram system, including the availability and reliability of its other backups. 
 
· The trams' electrical system run across decades in age and only a small number of engineers know how to keep it running, or how to bring it back online after a power failure.  In this case, even those engineers failed to fix the problem.  
 

· It is also not clear why the police were not told by engineers prior to midnight that officers would not be able to use the second cage on the Manhattan-bound gondola.  It would seem engineers would have made such a determination prior to the event of any emergency, and thus would have prompted the NYPD to summon a crane much sooner.
· The State Department of Labor said that investigators were looking at issues related to training, maintenance, and the reliability of the back up system.

PRIOR FAILURES AND RESPONSES
Speculation as to the causes of the disruption have been made based on the experience of following up on the cause of prior disruption and maintenance problems.  The 30-year-old tram system has failed intermittently since it first went into operation.  However, the recent incident on April 18, 2006 marks the first instance engineers were unable to bring power back within a few hours.
  The diesel-powered engine was used to run the tram during past emergencies such as the blackout of 2003.  

In September 2005, the tram became stuck for more than 90 minutes stranding more than 100 people until the lead supervisor Armando Cordova arrived by helicopter from Westchester County to personally restart the system. Reportedly, the workers at the scene on that day told State officials that they did not know how to restore the system.
  Consequently, the State ordered more training and upgrades in its electrical backup systems.  The upgrade parts were reportedly ordered, but never delivered.
  Operators of the tramway sought to replace the backup system after the failure in service, but concluded that the replacement would involve an expensive retrofitting of the remainder of their equipment and opted instead to repair it.

In the most recent coverage of the current incident, newly obtained inspection reports written by the tram operator's own engineer hired to do annual inspections found that at least since 2004, mechanics have been struggling to conduct routine maintenance of the tram.  On Saturday, April 22, 2006, technicians were continuing to conduct test runs on the Roosevelt Island tram in an effort to determine the causes of the break down.  The huge engine and cable wheels worked properly on that day.  The inspection reports show the back up generator has experienced major problems since as far back as 2004, when an engineering consultant urged that the tram operators "either repair or replace the back-up generator." 
  

Jim Fletcher, the engineer who performed the inspections, reportedly said that if the precautions recommended in the reports had been followed, a basket rescue may have been unnecessary.  In 2004 and 2005, Mr. Fletcher identified instances of "routine maintenance that was not being completed on all items," and urgently recommended from these observations that the tram operator hire "at least one additional mechanic" to keep up with the maintenance.  A few months ago, the tram operator finally hired another mechanic.  The tram's inspection engineer downplayed the significance of the reports, apparently claiming that some of the findings were moot because some of the maintenance checks were never really required since the equipment was no longer in use.  The inspecting engineer also noted that the lack of personnel was not a top priority in terms of critical maintenance saying the focus is “on level number one critical items [and that] they are getting done."

Nonetheless, the tram has been reportedly cited for various infractions over the past few years.  For example, in a June 2003 inspection, RIOC was issued 12 violations including for improper signage, insufficient fire extinguishers, and pigeon infestation.  In its most recent inspection last September, the tramway has been cited for inadequate employee training, which has since reportedly been provided.

CONCLUSION  

Many questions remain among the public about the responsiveness of RIOC on issues of safety and security to riders and workers and about disruptions in service.  This oversight hearing creates a forum to discuss these various concerns because riders and workers need to be absolutely assured that the RIOC has plans to expeditiously carry out necessary measures to protect them and the tram infrastructure and sustain service.  Based on an on-line poll, more than three-quarters of respondents said the tramway should not be discontinued.
  In addition, the tramway system to be developed for Governor’s Island becomes a frame of reference for future solutions.  Whereas, the Roosevelt Island tram is similar to gondolas at ski resorts around the world, planners for Governors Island are apparently considering advancement in technologies that have occurred over the past thirty years as they devise a tram system to serve Governors Island, Manhattan, and Brooklyn.
  

Residents and visitors to Roosevelt Island need to know they have other transportation options that complement the tram without replacing it, that these options will be enhanced in response to a major service disruption on the tram, and that best practices and technologies will be put in place for their tramway operation along with contingency plans in the event of emergencies.  This is particularly the case given that RIOC itself has already identified problems and solutions based on disruptions as recently as seven months ago.

� Over the years the island had been renamed several times from Minnahannock, loosely translated as Long Island to “Varckens Eylandt” or Hog Island, when the island was purchased in 1637 by the Dutch governor of New Amsterdam.  When the British confiscated the island, they renamed it Perkins Island, until it was granted to Captain John Manning who renamed it after himself.  When title was passed to his stepdaughter, Mary Manningham, the island was renamed Blackwell Island, after her husband Robert Blackwell, until 1921 when the City renamed it Welfare Island; http://www.roosevelt-island.ny.us/history.html
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