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Oversight:  What does the MTA plan 
to do with the results of its rider report cards?
INTRODUCTION

On January 10, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on the MTA’s plans with respect to  the results of its rider report cards. Those invited to testify include: Eliot Sander, Executive Director, Metropolitan Transportation Authority; Gene Russianoff, Straphangers Campaign; Roger Toussaint, President TWU – Local 100; William Guild, Chair, Permanent Citizens Advisory Council to the MTA; and transportation advocacy and community groups.

BACKGROUND

Howard H. Roberts, Jr., shortly after being appointed as the president of New York City Transit (“NYCT”), the agency that operates New York City’s subways and most of its buses, announced in May 2007 that one of his first initiatives would be to offer riders report cards.
  While New Yorkers have never been shy about stating their opinion of subway and bus service, this was one of their first opportunities to complete report cards distributed by the agency that operates the City’s mass transit system.

NYCT first issued report cards for the 7 line, which operates from Times Square in Manhattan to Flushing, Main Street in Queens
.  NYCT distributed over 88,000 report cards between July 10th and July 12th, 2007 during the morning rush period in subway stations along the line
.  The report cards asked riders to grade their train ride on 21 service areas.
  The report cards were marked with the name of the station where the rider received it and also allowed riders to give the subway line an overall performance score
.

Riders were given two options for completing the report card, either by mailing the addressed, postage pre-paid report card to NYCT, or by completing the report card on the MTA website
.  The report card was available in 13 non-English languages at the MTA website.  Almost 16,000 people participated in the 7 line report card, with 11,555 responding by mail and 4,245 responding on-line.  Of the responses received on-line, 447 were in non-English languages (91 Spanish, 87 Chinese, 33 Korean and 16 Russian).

On a scale from A (Excellent) to F (Unsatisfactory), the riders gave the 7 line an overall grade of C-.  Riders also prioritized the areas that needed improvement on the 7 line with the top three being  (1) adequate room on board during rush hour; (2) minimal delays during trips; and (3) reasonable wait time for trains.

In response to the below average grade, NYCT announced several initiatives intended to improve service on the 7 line.  One initiative is to assign a general manager
 to manage the line and make improvements.  This general manager’s authority is limited.  He or she does not have a budget, cannot hire or fire staff, or control the frequency of service without a supervisor’s approval
.  The MTA said this system has been used successfully in the City bus system for 20 years and in other cities, such as on Washington D.C.’s Metro
.

To address concerns about dirty train stations, the MTA announced a $7.6 million plan to hire 350 additional subway workers to clean trash in the stations, trains and on the tracks
.  To alleviate overcrowding, additional service was added to the 7 line, as well as the L line.
  The additional service on the 7 line included starting rush hour service at 6:31 am, rather than 7 am, and setting train frequency at four to five minute intervals, rather than five to six minute intervals, adding 10 additional round trips per day.
  

NYCT released the final results for all 22 subway lines on December 28, 2007
.  All subway lines received uniformly mediocre grades, with 18 lines receiving grades of C or C- and four lines receiving D+ ratings
.  More than 90,000 riders participated in the survey, listing as their top complaints dirty stations, long waits for trains, frequent delays and overcrowding.
  NYCT has not made any statements about what it will do to follow up on these additional report card results, but did recently issue a statement that it had budgeted $70 million worth of upgrades, which would be used to increase train and bus service and funding for cleaning.

This was the first time that NYCT issued report cards allowing its riders to provide direct feedback about their riding experience.  Some have criticized the report cards as being an expensive publicity stunt that may cost NYCT up to $1 million dollars
 at a time when fare hikes have recently been approved.  Others have suggested there may be less expensive ways to gauge rider concerns, such as using a phone survey, which is used in Washington D.C. and costs $150,000 a year.

CONCLUSION


NYCT introduced subway rider report cards with great fanfare this summer and many people welcomed them as a way to express their concerns.  NYCT appears to have followed up on the results from two subway lines, the 7 and L trains, by providing additional service and assigning line managers, among other things.  This hearing examine what the MTA is planning to do with the results from the rest of its report cards.
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