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INTRODUCTION

On November 15, 2006, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on traffic and congestion issues in Staten Island and review the actions taken by government agencies to resolve these issues. This hearing will also focus on the effectiveness of implemented projects that were intended to mitigate traffic-related issues in Staten Island.  

Those invited to testify include: Commissioner Iris Weinshall, New York City Department of Transportation; Staten Island Transportation Task Force members; Staten Island elected officials; and various community leaders from the community boards and civic associations of Staten Island.

 BACKGROUND

According to recent studies, residents of Staten Island have the longest commute in the nation;
 the average Staten Island resident spends 43.8 minutes commuting each way. Staten Islanders also have the most frequent extreme commutes of 90 minutes or longer in the nation.
  As a result, Staten Island residents suffer from frustrating traveling times and the borough’s economic development is negatively affected because traffic makes it difficult for people to visit the borough.


Currently, the residents of Staten Island rely on several ways to commute in and out of the borough.  These include: MTA operated buses, Staten Island Railway, New Jersey light rail, New Jersey PATH, and New Jersey ferries.
  There are many factors that led to the congestion and traffic problems that cause the long commutes in Staten Island.  The general explanation for this is the increase in demand for public transportation (population growth) and the infrastructure’s inability to meet that demand (or the lack of supply).  From 1990 to 2000, the population of Staten Island grew from 378,977  to 443,728, representing a 17% increase.
  This was the largest growth experienced by any of five boroughs of New York City during this time period.

Several factors other than population add to the congested conditions in Staten Island.  One factor is the lack of vacant land.  In 1956, 41% of Staten Island was vacant, but by 2006, only 17.4% of Staten Island is vacant.  There is a 58% decrease in vacant land from 1956 to 2006.
  Also, Staten Islanders are more dependent on their cars than other people in New York City.  More than 54% of Staten Island residents commute to their jobs
 and in 2004, Staten Island had the most registered vehicles per 1,000 people of all of the New York City boroughs.
  

Mayor Bloomberg has acknowledged the problem of congestion and traffic in this borough stating, “Staten Island is our fastest growing borough and its infrastructure has not kept up with its phenomenal growth.”
  Mayor Bloomberg created the “Staten Island Growth Management Task Force” on July 25, 2003, to examine the overdevelopment in Staten Island and underscore the illegal development in the borough and part of the Task Force’s study was related to transportation infrastructure.
  During his 2006 State of the City speech on January 26, 2006, Mayor Bloomberg announced the creation of the “Staten Island Transportation Task Force,” comprised of the New York City Department of Transportation, New York City Department of City Planning; Staten Island elected officials; and various other community stakeholders.


In addition to the actions taken by Mayor Bloomberg and his Administration, various elected officials and community leaders have also taken some steps to attempt to alleviate the worsening traffic-related problems in Staten Island:

· On June 22, 2006, New York State Senator John Marchi, New York State Assembly Member John Lavelle, and New York State Assembly Member Michael Cusick introduced the Gridlock Reduction and Investment Program or “get a GRIP” legislation that would appropriate $250 million over five years from the State to finance specific projects in Staten Island to ease the traffic congestion.

· On July 21, 2006, United States Senators Charles Schumer and Hillary Clinton announced the approval of $3 million by the Appropriations Committee for the Staten Island North/West Short Rail Plan Study that will develop a North Shore rail link to ease Staten Island’s traffic problem.
  

· Professor John Peters of College of Staten Island, a Research Fellow of the University Transportation Research Center, has collaborated with the New York City Department of Transportation and the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey to study the effects of toll plazas on congestion problems in Staten Island.

· Since 2005, Staten Island Borough President James Molinaro has worked, through community outreach and allocation of $1 million in funding, to alert local residents of hazardous vegetation, such as trees, tree roots, and hedges that block traffic signs and cause road damage, which can lead to dangerous traffic conditions.

ANALYSIS


This hearing focuses on the traffic congestion in Staten Island caused by rapid growth and development that directly affects local commuting time and the borough’s economic prosperity.  Through input from local and citywide experts, the possible solutions that are offered to this problem can be classified as infrastructure improvement or preventative planning.  The main goal for these proposals are to decrease the congestion by decreasing the commute time, either within the borough or in and out of Staten Island, for Staten Island residents.  The following three proposals are analyzed by their clarity in “chain of outputs,”
 or their ability to effectively link their immediate and long-term actions to their ultimate outcome:

Staten Island Transportation Task Force (“SITF”)


In his January 26, 2006 State of the City address, Mayor Bloomberg assigned the New York City Department of City Planning (“DCP”) and the New York City Department of Transportation (“DOT”) the task of “developing initiatives that when implemented will help alleviate Staten Island’s overcrowded streets and intersections,” 
 and as a result, these agencies became the lead agencies in the SITF.  SITF has made presentations on its recommendations and work on March 13, 2006, March 27, 2006, June 26, 2006 and September 26, 2006.

According to the SITF’s summary of recommendations, which was last updated on June 26, 2006, there are seventeen short-term action items, sixteen medium-term action items, and eight long-term action items.
  These items are specific projects that SITF has identified that will eventually help alleviate the congestion in Staten Island.  The short-term items are related to immediate infrastructure implementations that a City agency, Metropolitan Transportation Authority, or a collaboration of different agencies can address, such as intersection realignments, traffic signal priorities, or widening of driving lanes.  Medium-term and long-term items are projects that will take broader collaboration with state and federal agencies, more capital funding, or more time for construction work. 

SITF has identified necessary projects, set timeframes and expectations, and made some cost estimates.  SITF has also created a plan that depicts a “chain of outputs.”  However, no performance standards are identified to measure the success of any of these items.  Such a lack of standards is troubling, since if a connection between improvement of traffic and congestion problems in Staten Island implementation of a project item is lacking, it is possible that such item is ineffective.  Some specific SITF projects include
:

· High Priority Intersection Focus: 10 Intersections are analyzed in 12 months.

· Increasing Intersection Capacity – Daylighting Initiative:  Study and prohibit cars from parking during the day at certain intersections to decrease traffic bottlenecks.

· Inter-Agency Coordination (Capital Project Process): Finding ways to streamline projects between the DOT, the Department of Environmental Protection, Law Department, the Department of Buildings, and other City agencies.

· Increased South Shore Bus Service: Analyze and study the land use, zoning, commercial and residential development, and the local route spacing in the South Shore for possible expansion of service.

“Get a GRIP” Program


Modeled after the State Highway Improvement Program (“SHIP”) legislation, the “Gridlock Reduction and Investment Program” (“GRIP”) legislation will promote investment by the State of New York and other governments in improving roadways and mass transportation on Staten Island.
  GRIP would provide $250 million in State funding to Staten Island
 and may be reintroduced in January 2007 by State Assembly Member John Lavelle.


The objective of this bill is to secure funding that would be allocated for projects to improve the traffic infrastructure in Staten Island and create a board (appointed by local, state, and federal governments) that would monitor the fund.  If passed, the board would help secure funding for projects like the ones identified by the Staten Island Transportation Task Force.

Light Rail Projects or Mass Transit Options


The proposed North Shore rail link would provide a 5.1-mile commuter rail link between the Arlington section of Mariners Harbor and St. George, and would decrease the usage of cars on the road by 5,000 to 7,500 per day.
  And even more, the trip from Arlington to St. George would be about 50% faster on the rail link than on a bus or a car.


In addition to the North Shore rail link, Senators Clinton and Schumer, as well as local leaders, are advocating for the Staten Island North and West Shore Rail Plan Study, which would explore the feasibility of implementing an eight-mile line, connecting the North Shore line with the West Shore line and also with the New Jersey light rail.  If passed and constructed (probably by 2020), studies indicate that more than 30,000 riders would utilize this rail daily.
 

CONCLUSION

The Administration and various elected officials agree that there are traffic and congestion problems in Staten Island, and there have been numerous meetings and proposals to discuss and address these problems.  This hearing will examine the proposals, measure the success of the short-term projects that have already been implemented, and explore remediation plans for any ineffective projects.
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