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INTRODUCTION

On October 11, 2007, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, and the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Council Member Gale Brewer, will hold a joint hearing to examine the status of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (“MTA”) plans to wire all subway platforms in New York City with cellular service.   The hearing will review the MTA’s progress in achieving this goal and the capabilities and limitations of the proposed cellular service.

Those invited to testify include: Executive Director Eliot Sander, Metropolitan Transportation Authority; Gene Russianoff, Straphangers Campaign; William Henderson, Permanent Citizens Advisory Committee to the MTA; Teresa Toro, Tri-State Transportation Campaign; and various transportation advocacy groups, transportation experts and community leaders.


BACKGROUND

The MTA, chartered by New York State in 1965, is responsible for operating, maintaining and improving public transportation in the Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District.
  The Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District, as created and established by section 1262 of the New York State Public Authorities Law, consists of the five counties that comprise New York City, as well as Dutchess, Nassau, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Suffolk and Westchester Counties.

New York City Transit (“NYCT”) is the largest agency in the MTA, operating the largest subway car fleet in the world.
  In New York City, there are 468 subway stations, serving 26 routes covering 660 miles of track for passenger service.
  On any given weekday, approximately 4.7 million passengers use the subway system.  This number of riders ranks New York City as the 4th busiest subway system in the world.
  Within this vast and heavily trafficked transit system, many advocates believe that it is essential that riders be provided with adequate means of communications.  Currently, most MTA platforms are not equipped to provide cellular services.

Need for a Better Communication System
A cellular phone system on the subway platforms would allow riders to stay informed and keep in contact with family, friends and business associates during times when they have usually been out of touch.  In addition to enabling people to remain in contact with others in their lives, cellular phone access may be especially important during an emergency.  For example, when a gunman recently threatened students’ lives at St. John’s University on September 26, 2007, campus security alerted many students through a text messaging notice sent to the students’ cell phones.
  

The MTA has recognized the need to improve communications in the subway system.  After the August 8, 2007 storm that shut down subway services for almost a day in New York City, the MTA conducted a study and released a report calling for the implementation of a better communication system, such as creating cellular services on the subway platforms.
  Similar to the cell phone notification system at St. John’s University, a cellular system on the subway platforms could be used to provide real-time information about service disruptions and emergencies to riders via text messages.

One of the most effective tools to calm fears during an emergency is to have effective communications with the riders.  In cities like Chicago and Los Angeles, commuters have been receiving alerts on their computers and cellular devices about delays and other relevant information about the transit system.
  Although some commuters complain that the systems used in Chicago and Los Angeles provide only generic information,
 there are more effective communication systems, such as the New Jersey Transit’s Clever Commute system, that allow passengers to ask other passengers through their cellular devices about delays or even about a lost personal belonging.

The cell phone service that has been available to riders of other subway systems will soon be available in New York City.  In the next six years, Transit Wireless will pay  the MTA between $150 million to $200 million to wire 277 underground subway stations.  Transit Wireless won the bid to implement this service and, pursuant to the contract that the MTA and Transit Wireless have entered into, Transit Wireless will profit by charging cellular phone service carriers a fee to carry their signals at the stations.
  

The agreement between MTA and Transit Wireless calls for Transit Wireless to wire six stations in the next two years, including 23rd Street and 14th Street on the Eighth Avenue line, 14th Street on the Seventh Avenue line, 14th Street on the Sixth Avenue line, and Eighth Avenue and Sixth Avenue on the L line.
  The remainder of the stations will be wired over the course of the following four years.


Subway riders have differing views about the creation of cellular service on subway platforms. Some riders feel that wiring the subway platforms will create a distracting environment and would prefer to have peace and quiet in the subway system.
  Others feel that the current plans do not go far enough and that the subway system should be wired so that cell phone service is available while the subway cars are in the tunnels, not just on the platforms.

CONCLUSION
The MTA operates the largest mass transportation system in North America, and one of the largest in the world.  The MTA’s subways transport two-thirds of all rail riders in the United States.  Despite the vastness of this system, providing cellular phone service, which has been available to riders in other subway systems, is in the planning phases.  This hearing will examine the plans by MTA and Transit Wireless to wire all the subway platforms and also assess current needs and demands for cellular service on the platforms, as well as the capabilities and limitations of such a service.
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