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INTRODUCTION

On October 22, 2009, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on whether the Taxi and Limousine Commission’s Accessible Dispatch System is serving the needs of people with disabilities.  Those invited to testify include: Matthew Daus, Chair, Taxi and Limousine Commission (“TLC”); New York State Assembly Member Micah Z. Kellner; Bhairavi Desai, Executive Director of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance; disability rights advocates; taxi industry representatives and transportation 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.


Accessible Dispatch System

One mission of the TLC is to encourage the industries it regulates to adopt technological and other improvements, including implementing pilot programs.
  In November 2007, the TLC approved a two year Accessible Dispatch System for people with disabilities (“ADS”) pilot program.
  ADS is for passengers who use wheelchairs and are able to get to the sidewalk curb.  ADS assists wheelchair users in obtaining on-demand car service by calling 311.  According to the plan, calls to 311 are transferred to the ADS dispatcher, who collects information about the passengers pick up location and request for service, then contacts the nearest participating driver to arrange for the pick-up of the passenger.

After calling 311 and making arrangements for pick-up, passengers are to wait at the curb at the pick-up time.  A driver is allowed to leave after ten minutes if the passenger does not arrive at the pick-up site.  One difference with regular taxicab service is that drivers are allowed to activate the meter before the trip starts, at the pickup time and while assisting the passenger into the vehicle.  

While the main purpose of the pilot is to match wheelchair users with accessible vehicles, the TLC is also using the pilot to test dispatching technology, measure demand for wheelchair accessible vehicles, and to determine how to best provide accessible service.  As part of the pilot, public updates are provided monthly at TLC meetings and TLC encourages users of ADS to provide feedback on the system.  The two year ADS pilot began in July 2008.

Both taxicabs and liveries participate in the ADS.  All owners of accessible taxicab medallions are required to participate in the ADS and to ensure that their accessible vehicles have the mandated dispatching equipment and that every accessible vehicle driver take two courses.  Drivers are also required to take a TLC provided course on how to use the technology for dispatching and a course on passenger assistance currently provided by two organizations, the Easter Seals of New York and the United Spinal Association.  The TLC contracts with a vendor, Executive Dispatch, to provide technical training on the dispatch system.

Although TLC rules require livery base stations to be able to dispatch accessible vehicles
, they are not required to join the ADS.  Livery vehicle owners/drivers who wish to join the ADS are required to write to TLC requesting to join ADS.  In the letter, the owner/driver must show proof that he or she has a wheelchair accessible vehicle.  Once a driver/owner joins, he or she is required to stay in ADS for as long as he or she has an accessible vehicle or until the pilot ends, whichever is earlier.  Participating drivers are also required to take the technical dispatch training and training in how to service passengers in wheelchairs.

Performance of Accessible Dispatch System

The feedback on ADS has been mixed.  Some have said that their experiences with ADS have been positive and their requested vehicles have been on-time.
  Some have been critical of the ADS.  The Taxis for All Campaign, a coalition of disability rights organizations and individuals, has advocated for a 100% accessible taxicab fleet and against a separate dispatch system for people with disabilities because they believe the separate system will not provide equivalent service.
  Others claim that ADS has been unreliable.
  New York State Assembly Member Micah Z. Kellner released a report in June 2009 entitled “Stranded:  How the TLC is Failing Wheelchair Users,” that criticized ADS for, among other things:

· Low demand for the program caused by lack of advertising and promotion;

· Inadequate service for boroughs other than Manhattan, causing long waits;

· Lack of service during non-business hours; and 

· Less stringent fines when vehicles participating in ADS refuse to provide service.

CONCLUSION


Taxis and other forms of on-demand transportation serve a very important role in our City’s transportation network.  Unfortunately, for many wheelchair users, this mode of transportation has been unavailable to them because of a lack of wheelchair accessible taxis.  Some disability rights advocates have fought for over a decade to convert the City’s taxi fleet to 100% accessible.  To address the concerns of these advocates and to help improve taxi transportation availability to persons with disabilities, the City’s TLC approved a pilot program for an accessible dispatch system.  This hearing will examine whether this dispatch system is meeting the needs of riders with disabilities.
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