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INTRODUCTION

On January 4, 2007, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on a Taxi and Limousine Commission initiative mandating that taxicabs be outfitted with certain technological enhancements.  The purpose of this hearing will be to examine whether the upgrades will improve service for passengers and explore any concerns regarding this technology initiative.


Those invited to testify include: Chair Matthew Daus, Taxi and Limousine Commission (“TLC”); Director Bhairavi Desai, New York Taxi Workers Alliance; Taxi industry representatives; transportation advocacy groups; and the companies that were selected to outfit taxicabs with the new technology.

BACKGROUND 


The TLC was created in 1971 to handle the licensing and regulating of New York City’s medallion taxicabs, for-hire vehicles, commuter vans, paratransit vehicles (ambulettes) and luxury limousines.
  According to the TLC’s website, the TLC has oversight of nearly 50,000 vehicles, 100,000 drivers, and more than 13,000 medallion taxicabs.  The TLC also inspects the medallion taxicabs for safety and emissions and holds hearings regarding violations of its rules and regulations.


One mission of the TLC is to encourage the industries it regulates to adopt technological and other improvements.
  On March 30, 2004, the TLC Commissioners approved a taxi fare hike and unanimously voted for a “service improvement package” (also referred to as “The Service Enhancement Project”
).  TLC Chair Matthew Daus noted after the votes that such initiatives both provide “a livable wage for drivers while ensuring the needed level of service to the public.”

The technological improvements approved by the TLC at this 2004 meeting included the following
:

Acceptance of credit/debit cards

The TLC believes that allowing passengers to pay their fares with debit and credit cards will increase revenue for drivers because people will take more taxi trips and provide greater tips.  The TLC has cited research showing that 53% of all consumer payments are made by credit card or debit card.

Automated collection and submission of trip data

Drivers are currently required to maintain trip logs that detail every fare that they pick up.  This log is in paper form and medallion owners are required to keep these sheets for three years.  The TLC believes that automation will make trip data easier to collect and more accurate.

Installation of passenger information monitor (“PIM”)

The PIM is a flat screen monitor that will be installed in the rear seat area of the taxicab.  It will provide information, such as news, sports and weather to the passenger, as well as TLC safety and public service announcements and route information.

Electronic message capability
The TLC believes that an electronic messaging system will allow it to send information about emergencies to taxicabs, make it easier to find lost property and direct taxicabs to where there is a need for transportation.


The TLC released the Request for Proposals for the technological enhancements in March 2, 2005, and has approved four vendors to provide these enhancements: Creative Mobile Technologies; Digital Dispatch Systems, Inc.; TaxiTech; and Verifone Transportation Systems (also known as Taxitronic).


The TLC estimates an upfront cost of between $10 and $4,115, and monthly service charges of between $43 and $200.  The actual cost will depend on which vendor a medallion owner selects and may be offset by advertising fees.  The TLC also believes credit/debit card fees will be about 3.75% to 4% of the fare.

According to the TLC’s timeline, the field testing for this equipment should be completed by now and a pilot test of up to 200 enhanced taxicabs is currently underway.  The TLC will require all taxicabs to have the enhanced technology by Spring 2007.

ANALYSIS

TLC Studies

According to the TLC, the use of credit/debit cards will result in better customer service by both increasing taxicab revenues and promoting safety, since such a system allows passengers to avoid carrying cash.
  In reaching its conclusions regarding the benefits of requiring new technologies, the TLC conducted the following studies, which provided it with information regarding taxicab drivers and the public’s opinions with respect to the need for taxicab technological enhancements:

1) TLC Driver Focus Group Report:  Six focus groups of medallion taxicab drivers met during November and December 2004.  These focus groups indicated that taxicab drivers are primarily concerned about making money, timid about PIM,
 and ambivalent about vehicle location or tracking technology.

2) PIM Testing Focus Group Report:  Two focus groups of passengers met on June 28, 2006, to gain insight on the customer reaction to the credit/debit card utilization and PIM enhancements in taxicabs.  According to this report, the overall response by passengers was positive, but participants made numerous suggestions to improve PIM content, design, navigation, payment process screens, prologues and epilogues.

Other Perspectives


The TLC’s requirement that taxicabs be outfitted with these technological enhancements raises issues about the role of a government agency in mandating that private individuals provide certain private goods.  According to James Anderson, a political scientist at Texas A&M University, collective goods refers to social services that must be provided for all people, while private goods are social goods that can be provided through the market economy.

Based on Anderson’s collective/private goods model, taxicab technology enhancements fall under the category of private goods because individual customer satisfaction can be regulated through the market (in this case, the taxicab industry) economy, and lacks the quality of being a public good because taxicabs are not part of the public transportation network.  Anderson argues: “Generally, the more something is thought to have the qualities of a public good, the more likely people are to accept its provision by government.”

The Taxi Workers Alliance (“TWA”), a group that represents fleet taxicab drivers, argues that mandating such technology requirements is an “invasion of privacy” and the TLC is stepping beyond its role as a regulatory agency.  It argues that although taxicab drivers are private employees, who do not work for the TLC, these technological enhancements allows the TLC to track their movements, thus invading their privacy.  The TWA also believes the TLC should not be forcing private owners of taxicabs to spend money on what may be expensive enhancements that the owners may not want.


Other groups, such as disability advocacy groups, argue that the TLC should be mandating more enhancements to ensure taxicabs are accessible to people with disabilities.  For example, one group, the Hearing Access Program, argues that taxicabs should be wired with a technological upgrade known as “induction loop system” in order to provide hearing access for anyone with a hearing impairment.
  Another group, the Taxis for All Campaign, has argued that all taxicabs should be made wheelchair accessible.

CONCLUSION


This hearing will examine whether the TLC’s mandated technological enhancements will improve taxicab passenger service, as well as explore concerns regarding the implementation of such enhancements.
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� In particular, the taxicab drivers appeared to be concerned about the cost of PIM installation and maintenance, possible vandalism, and annoyance to passengers.


� New York City Taxi & Limousine Commission, “City of New York Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC) Driver Focus Group Report,” January 2, 2005.  This report can be found at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/tlc/html/industry/taxicab_serv_enh.shtml#Focus_Groups.
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� This was expressed by Bhairavi Desai, Director of New York Taxi Workers Alliance, during a meeting held on December 21, 2006.
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