Phil Hom

Counsel

Chima Obichere

Finance Division

 
[image: image1.png]



 

 

 

 

The Council of

the City of New York
 

BRIEFING PAPER OF THE HUMAN SERVICES DIVISION

 Robert Newman, Legislative Director

September 10, 2009
 

Committee on Transportation

John C. Liu, Chair

Oversight: The new Molinari-class vessels: ferries or lemons?
INTRODUCTION

On September 10, 2009, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on reliability and maintenance issues involving the new Molinari-class vessels put into service on the Staten Island Ferry.  Those invited to testify include: Commissioner Jeanette Sadik-Khan, New York City Department of Transportation (“DOT”); Staten Island elected officials; and various community leaders from the community boards and civic associations of Staten Island.

 BACKGROUND

Although it is the least populated of the five boroughs, Staten Island is the fastest growing.  From 2000 to 2008, the population of Staten Island increased from 443,728 to 487,407, an increase of 43,679 or 9.8%.
  Because of insufficient mass transit, Staten Island is the most car dependent in New York City.
  However, as with the rest of the City, many people on Staten Island do rely on mass transit, including express buses and the ferry, to commute to work.  

The Staten Island Ferry serves about 65,000 passengers daily, or almost 24 million passengers a year.
  DOT praises the reliability of the ferries, noting that they have an on-time performance of over 96%.
  DOT provides ferry service with several types of boats: the Kennedy-class, which entered service in 1965 and is comprised of the John F. Kennedy, which can accommodate 3,500 passengers; the Barberi-class, which entered service in 1981 and is comprised of the Andrew J. Barberi and the Samuel I. Newhouse, which can each accommodate 6,000 passengers; the Austen-class boats, which entered service in 1986 and is comprised of the Alice Austen and the John A. Noble, which can each accommodate 1,280 passengers; and the Molinari-class, which entered service in 2005 and is comprised of the Guy V. Molinari, Sen. John J. Marchi and the Spirit of America, which can each accommodate 4,400 passengers.


George G. Sharp, Inc, a marine design firm, designed the Molinari-class ferries, which were built by the Marinette Marine Corporation.
  The three Molinari-class vessels cost $40 million each and were supposed to allow DOT to retire one of its older boats.
  The three Molinari-class boats have been plagued with mechanical problems, which have lead many to wonder whether the new ferries are reliable.


In 2005, the Sprit of America had problems with its propulsion system even before it left its shipyard, which delayed it going into service for several weeks.
  The other Molinari-class ferries, the Marchi and Molinari, have spent weeks out of service to repair their propulsion systems.
  The Molinari-class vessels have also had problems with their ventilation, lights and plumbing, as well as cracked walls and windows and loose decking and screws.
  Because of these problems, DOT negotiated an extended warranty before it signed off on the Spirit of America.


A 2007 news report on the Molinari found that in a little over two years of service, it was out of service almost 40% of the time.
  A DOT official claimed that the problems were breaking-in issues typical of new vessels and that the problems were normal.  Some maritime experts did not believe that all the problems facing the Molinari-class vessels were breaking-in problems, saying that breaking-in problems should appear in the first couple of months, but not more than two years after a vessel goes into service.

One of the most recent mechanical problems with a Molinari-class vessel occurred on July 1, 2009, when the Sen. John J. Marchi lost power and crashed into the slip at the St. George ferry landing in Staten Island.
  Fifteen people were injured aboard the Marchi, which was carrying 800 Staten Island bound commuters during the evening rush hour.
  Fortunately, no one was seriously hurt, with the most serious injury being a dislocated elbow.
  All injured passengers had been treated and discharged from the hospital by the next day.


The July 1, 2009 accident was blamed on a blown transformer.
  The Marchi’s motors are designed to reset if they lose power, which is not noticeable when it is in the harbor.
  But, because the Marchi was docking when it lost power, the motor could not provide braking to slow the boat, causing it to crash into the slip.
  The Coast Guard inspects the Marchi, and the other Staten Island ferries quarterly; however, the transformer would not have been inspected because it is expected to last 15 years and the Marchi had only been in service since May 20, 2005.
  The City said it would question the ferry manufacturer about the premature failure of the transformer on the Marchi.

CONCLUSION


The Staten Island Ferry is one of the most important forms of transportation for the almost half a million residents of Staten Island.  The City, recognizing the important role of the ferry, bought three new ferries in 2004 which were supposed to be more reliable.  But after several years of service, these new Molinari-class vessels have been plagued with problems ranging from major ones affecting the propulsion and electrical systems, to cosmetic problems, such as cracked walls and loose decking.  This hearing will examine the problems that are seemingly plaguing the new ferries and whether they are more than would normally be expected of new vessels.
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