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INTRODUCTION

On September 10, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on whether New York City’s miles per gallon requirements, which go into effect on October 1, 2008, will force the taxi and black car industries to use cars that are unsafe.  Those invited to testify include: Matthew Daus, Chair, Taxi and Limousine Commission (“TLC”); Fernando Mateo, New York State Federation of Taxi Drivers; Bhairavi Desai, Executive Director of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance; taxi industry representatives; automobile manufacturers; transportation advocacy groups; disability advocacy groups; and environmental advocacy groups.
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 oversees 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 that it regulates to adopt technological and other improvements.
  In April 2007, Mayor Bloomberg announced PlanNYC230, a plan with 127 initiatives designed to reduce the amount of pollution produced by New Yorkers and to meet the needs of a growing population.  One goal of this plan is to reduce the amount of emissions released by the City’s taxi and for-hire vehicles.
  On December 11, 2007, the TLC approved rules requiring taxis to achieve fuel efficiency standards of 25 miles per gallon by October 2008 and 30 miles per gallon by October 2009.
  The TLC held a hearing on May 8, 2008 to examine issues surrounding its miles per gallon requirements, including availability, safety and cost issues.


The 13,000 taxis affected by the new miles per gallon requirements only represent about a quarter of the vehicles regulated by TLC.  To try to address some of the other TLC regulated vehicles, the TLC passed rules requiring black cars
 to meet a fuel efficiency standard of 25 miles per gallon by January 1, 2009 and a 30 miles per gallon standard by January 1, 2010.


Converting the entire taxi and black car fleets to hybrids may bring significant environmental improvements and reduce the cost of operating taxis.  Natural Resources Defense Council, a national, non-profit environmental advocacy group, testified at a prior hearing that if all New York City Taxis were hybrids, over four million pounds of pollutants would be eliminated.
  Another group, the Environmental Defense Fund, testified that each taxi driver could save about $13,000 annually in fuel costs by switching to hybrids.


Stax Inc., a private consulting firm, conducted an independent study of hybrid taxis and black cars and found that in addition to environmental benefits, use of hybrid taxis and black cars also made economic sense because of the savings in fuel costs.
  The Stax study examined the benefits of hybrid vehicles in general and found that at current oil prices, New York City would erase a $500 million to $610 million trade deficit if all cars in New York City were hybrids.
  The Stax study also found that there is a demand for hybrid vehicles by some large businesses and that these companies were willing to pay a premium for car services using hybrid vehicles.


Some taxi owners have already shifted to hybrids even without the miles per gallon requirements.  Currently, there are 1,041 hybrid taxis and 248 hybrid black cars in service.
  These cars are in service because of a variety of reasons, including the passage of laws TLC to approve a hybrid vehicle for use as a taxi cab and incentivizing the ownerships of hybrids and the sale of clean air taxi medallions, which require the owners of such medallions to purchase a clean air or hybrid vehicle.
  Some owners of regular medallions have also voluntarily switched to hybrid vehicles.
 

While the existing hybrid taxis and black cars are in service because of car owner choice, taxis and black cars will be mandated to become hybrids under the new miles per gallon requirements that go into effect in less than a month for the taxi industry.  Many in the taxi and black car industries have raised concerns about this mandate, arguing that there are an insufficient number of hybrids to meet the demand and raising safety issues about the smaller hybrids.  The taxi industry has an unlikely ally in disability rights advocates, some of whom oppose the mandate, believing it will be an obstacle to making taxis accessible.

Safety Concerns


At the May 8th hearing, representatives of the taxi industry raised concerns that hybrid taxis may not be as safe as the current taxi industry workhorse, the Ford Crown Victoria.  Some industry representatives testified that because of the Ford Escape Hybrid’s small size, the owners of these cars have had to install more restrictive partitions that may trap a driver in the car during an accident.


Some taxi industry representatives have also expressed concern that the use of an L shaped partition may jeopardize the safety of drivers and passengers.  These representatives claim that the L – shaped partition would compromise the operation of the airbags and because there is less legroom in the hybrids, passengers would suffer more facial injuries from smashing into the partition during a crash.


The Metropolitan Taxicab Board of Trade, a trade organization for taxi fleets, hired an engineer to write a report comparing safety in a Ford Crown Victoria versus a hybrid vehicle.  The report found that because of the smaller size of hybrid vehicles, they were not as safe as the Ford Crown Victoria.
  The report also states that TLC mandated modifications to the hybrids, such as installation of partitions, may interfere with the vehicles’ airbags and would contradict car manufacturer warnings in owners’ manuals to not make modifications to the hybrid vehicles.


The TLC has recognized the importance of not tampering with a taxicab’s safety equipment with respect to other issues.  For example, after some prompting from car manufacturers, TLC is considering a rule prohibiting drivers from putting cushions on or otherwise modifying seats that have sensors controlling the vehicle’s airbags because such actions may compromise the airbag’s sensors.
  Many opponents of hybrid taxicab vehicles believe that this concern for the proper operation of a vehicle’s airbags is being ignored for hybrid vehicles.


Another safety concern has been raised by advocates for the blind who claim that all hybrids, not just hybrid taxis, are dangerous because they are too quiet for blind pedestrians who require auditory cues from cars to help them cross the street.  The National Federation for the Blind (“NFB”) claims that hybrids are problematic not only for the blind, but also for children and the elderly. 
  NFB has asked hybrid manufacturers to modify their hybrid vehicles to emit a noise to alert pedestrians of their presence.

Other Issues raised by the miles per gallon mandate

Availability 


In addition to safety, another concern of the taxi industry is whether there will be enough hybrids to meet their demands when the 25 mile per gallon mandate goes into effect on October 1, 2008.  Recent increases in gas prices have caused demand for hybrids to jump in the United States.  Last year, sales of hybrid cars in the United States increased 38%, with 350,000 cars sold.
  Despite the potential to increase sales because of demand, many manufacturers are unable to produce enough cars.


In addition to increased demand, another reason for the shortage of hybrids is insufficient production of the batteries used by hybrids to power their electric motors.
  Hybrid car manufacturers have only recently announced plans to build new factories to produce batteries for hybrid motors.


At a TLC meeting that discussed hybrids on May 8, 2008, TLC Assistant Commissioner for Safety and Emissions Peter Shenkman testified that Nissan Motor Company, which produces the Altima Hybrid, would be able to produce 200 vehicles per month as part of a fleet program and Ford Motor Company, which produces the Escape Hybrid, would produce 50 per month as part of their fleet program.  Mr. Shenkman further testified that Toyota, which produces the Prius, Highlander Hybrid and Camry Hybrid, would not support fleet sales and are concerned about the use of Toyotas as commercial vehicles.  Mr. Shenkman estimated that the taxi industry would need about 200 vehicles a month.

To further address concerns about availability, the Mayor and TLC Commissioner Matthew Daus announced on July 16, 2008 that they made an agreement with three car manufacturers, Nissan, General Motors and Ford, to provide 300 hybrids per month for use as New York City taxicabs.
  Of the 300 hybrids to be available monthly, 200 are to be Nissan Altima hybrids, 50 are Chevrolet Malibu hybrids and 50 are Ford Escape hybrids.


Even with these guarantees, some taxi owners believe that although hybrids may be available, they will not be available quickly enough to serve the taxi industry’s needs. For instance, some believe that they will be unable to get a hybrid quickly if one is totaled in an accident.
  Some taxi industry officials also cite a lack of spare parts and qualified technicians to service hybrids, which can cause a hybrid taxi to be off the road for weeks.

Cost/Reliability 


Another concern of taxi owners is that a hybrid costs more to purchase and maintain.
  Also, as mentioned above, because hybrid cars are a relatively new technology, the fleets are unable to find enough qualified mechanics to repair and maintain the hybrids.  Some taxi owners also claim that the parts for hybrids are more expensive.

Accessibility


Some accessibility rights advocates, who have been trying to convert the taxi fleet to all accessible vehicles, are concerned that the miles per gallon requirements will prevent taxi owners from purchasing accessible vehicles.  Under TLC rules, a taxi owner is exempt from the new miles per gallon requirements if he or she purchases an accessible vehicle,
 but some accessibility rights advocates believe that taxi owners will purchase hybrid vehicles and not accessible vehicles to fulfill the mandate.  These advocates believe that greening the fleet and making it accessible should be done in tandem.
CONCLUSION


Moving to make the taxi and black car fleets green by requiring them to meet certain miles per gallon requirements is an important goal.  Environmental advocates and others have stated the benefits of hybrid vehicles – cleaner air and cost savings on gas.  Many taxi industry officials and disability rights advocates, however, feel that meeting this green fleet goal has pushed aside other important concerns such as safety, availability, cost and accessibility of the hybrid vehicles.  One of these concerns – safety – will be the topic of today’s hearing as the Committee will examine whether the City’s new green taxis and black cars are safe.
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