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INTRODUCTION

On February 7, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John C. Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on the Design Trust for Public Space’s Taxi Plan, which it wrote in collaboration with the New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission (“TLC”).  The Committee has invited the following people to testify:  Commissioner Matthew Daus, TLC; Deborah Marton, Executive Director, Design Trust for Public Space; Chair Vincent A. Delorio, New York State Energy Research and Development Authority; taxi industry representatives; for-hire vehicle industry representatives; disability advocates; environmental advocates; and transportation advocates, among others.

BACKGROUND


The Design Trust for Public Space (“Design Trust”) is a non-profit organization that works to improve the design, use and understanding of New York City’s public spaces by creating collaborations between public groups and city agencies and private sector designers.
  In December 2007, the Design Trust, in collaboration with the TLC, released a report entitled “Taxi 07: Roads Forward” (the “Report”).  The Report attempts to determine how the taxi can best function within New York City’s public realm and how the taxi industry can best be positioned to provide an excellent transportation service to passengers and to the City.


The Report is organized into three parts.  Part I discusses the guiding principles of the report, which are that New York City’s taxi system should:

· Offer taxi services that are safe, comfortable, and easy to use for all passengers and drivers;

· Provide a good economic value to passengers and service providers;

· Efficiently match the supply of taxi services with passenger demand; and

· Contribute to the environmental sustainability of the City.

Part II of the Report, entitled “An Illustrated Guide to the Taxi System,” provides general background information on the taxi industry.  This section indicates that there are a total of 13,087 TLC-licensed taxicabs as of April 2007.  Of the TLC issued medallions, 12,717 are standard, 35 are converts (standard medallion used on hybrid vehicles), 254 are alternative fuel and 81 are wheel-chair accessible.  The vehicles used by the taxi industry include 11,324 Ford Crown Victorias, 1,318 Toyota Sienna minivans, 5 Honda Odyssey minivans and 56 models with three or fewer vehicles.  Confirming the complaints of many New Yorkers outside of Manhattan, the Report states that taxis are most likely to be found in Manhattan below 125th Street and at the airports.


The Report discusses the taxi industry, describing the lifespan of a taxi and the people involved in the operation of a taxi.  The Report also analyzes a typical taxi ride, both from the passenger’s and driver’s perspective, from the street hail to the end of a driver’s shift.  According to the Report, there is a huge disparity in the income of taxi riders, with 25% earning over $150,000 per year and another 25% earning less than $25,000 per year.


An examination of taxi drivers included in this part of the Report shows, among other things, that 99% are men and that driving a taxi is not a long-time occupation, with almost 75% quitting after six years.  The Report also describes the extensive regulations that the TLC imposes on the industry.


Part III of the Report, entitled: “Strategies for Improving the Taxi System,” offers recommendations on how to improve taxi service, within the context of the four guiding principles outlined in Part I of the Report.  Among some of the recommendations are:

· Provide incentives for good drivers – passengers could use the new passenger information monitors to evaluate their driver and the best drivers would become eligible for incentives, such as reduced licensing fees and priority at TLC facilities;

· Improve access for all passengers, including children, the elderly and people with disabilities;

· Institute rideshare fares and group ride locations, which allow passengers to pay a reduced fare for sharing a taxi.  Ridesharing is allowed in other major cities, such as Chicago, London and Rome.  Currently, a type of ridesharing exists that brings passengers from York Ave. and 79th Street to Wall Street, probably as a result of the lack of public transportation in that area;

· Provide better management of medallions to meet supply and demand, which would include issuing new medallions based upon ridership data; leasing rather than selling medallions; adjusting the medallion transfer tax to increase liquidity; and creating single shift medallions to reduce the number of taxis when there is little or no demand;

· Create incentives for drivers to operate in boroughs outside of Manhattan, such as issuing “shorty” tickets, which give the driver priority at the airport queues, and placing more taxi stands in outer borough locations;

· Create a Metrocard that would allow people to pay for taxi fares as well as other goods;

· Increase use of smaller vehicles, which would be more fuel efficient and less polluting, since the average ride only carries 1.4 passengers a distance of 2.5 miles; and

· Design vehicles with more recyclable and reusable parts that are less detrimental to the environment.

The Report has an appendix with the results of a 506-person survey that the Design Trust posted on its website in September 2006.  The survey showed that the three top reasons that people take taxis are that they are tired and/or late, are in a hurry and have luggage, and/or are traveling.  People use taxis most often to come from dining/entertainment, home and the workplace.  The three most popular destinations are home, dining/entertainment and business appointments.

Conclusion


The Report examines many key elements of the taxi industry and makes recommendations on how the taxi, which is described as one of the most recognizable urban icons, and the taxi industry can be more successful in meeting the needs of New Yorkers.  Today’s hearing will examine these recommendations to determine which ones will be the most useful in improving taxi service in New York City.

�  All information for this section is from the Design Trust for Public Space and New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission Report “Taxi 07 Roads Forward,” unless otherwise specified.


�  See www.designtrust.org/about/mission.html.
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