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INTRODUCTION

On June 19, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on the process used by the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (“MTA”) to create and modify its bus routes.  Those invited to testify include: Eliot Sander, Executive Director of the MTA; Gene Russianoff, Straphangers Campaign; Roger Toussaint, President, Transport Workers Union Local 100; Ed Figueroa, Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1056; and transportation advocates and community groups.
BACKGROUND 

The MTA, chartered by New York State in 1965, is responsible for operating, maintaining and improving public transportation in the Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District.
  The Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District, as created and established by section 1262 of the New York State Public Authorities Law, consists of the five counties that comprise New York City, as well as Dutchess, Nassau, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Suffolk and Westchester Counties.

The MTA is comprised of five agencies that provide rail or bus transportation:  New York City Transit (“NYCT”), Long Island Rail Road, Long Island Bus, Metro North Railroad and MTA Bus Company.
 Of these, two agencies – NYCT and the MTA Bus Company – provide almost all public bus transportation in New York City.


NYCT is the largest MTA agency and operates the largest public bus fleet in the City, 24 hours a day throughout the five boroughs.
  NYCT’s average daily ridership in 2006 was 2.4 million, with approximately 741 million total riders in 2006.  NYCT has 207 local and 36 express bus routes, serving 12,499 bus stops and making 15 million trips in 2006.
  

The MTA created the MTA Bus Company to manage the operations of the seven private bus companies that merged into the MTA that once operated under franchises granted by the New York City Department of Transportation.
  The MTA Bus Company worked to consolidate the operations of the merged companies and adjust schedules and routes to meet rider demand.  The MTA Bus Company operates a fleet of 1,226 buses that serve approximately 368,000 riders daily on 46 local bus routes in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens and 35 express routes between Manhattan and the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens.
 The MTA bus company has been trying to update its bus fleet, adding 475 new express buses and 284 new hybrid electric buses for local routes, with an additional 105 hybrids ordered for delivery in 2009.


Between NYCT and the MTA Bus Company, the MTA operates the largest bus system in North America, serving 875 million people per year.
  Such a large scale bus operation is needed in order to provide New York City residents and others with adequate transportation to work, appointments and other everyday activities.  One of the advantages bus routes possess over subway routes is that bus routes are more flexible.  When there are population shifts or other factors that justify a change in service, it does not take several years to build necessary infrastructure to modify bus service, which use existing roads.  

Many New Yorkers have written on transportation blogs their ideas for modifying bus routes.
  Modifying bus service, however, can be a long and complex process.  Typically, when the MTA makes proposes changes to its bus routes, such as reducing the frequency of service, changing a bus route or lengthening a bus’ route, many people are usually affected, and such individuals frequently voice complaints and other comments to the MTA about the advisability of the change.
Reasons for Bus Route Changes

The MTA may change bus routes may for a variety of reasons.  Some of the most common reasons include temporary reroutes for special events and construction.  For example, when the Pope visited New York in April 2008, the MTA rerouted over 30 lines to address traffic concerns caused by street closures.
  On the MTA’s website, the MTA Bus Company lists changes on its bus routes because of construction projects.


Some of the more controversial bus route changes involve the MTA rerouting buses to help consumers travel to a particular business or group of businesses.  In July 2007, for example, the MTA, at the request of the operator of Atlas Park Mall (“the mall”) located in Glendale Queens, rerouted a bus, the Q54, to stop at the mall.
  The mall opened in 2006 and was previously only accessible by car.
  An owner of the mall, Damon Hemmerdinger, has asked the MTA and local community board to consider rerouting two other bus lines, the Q23 and the Q45, to the mall.
  Currently, the proposal to reroute the Q23 is no longer being considered, but the Q45 proposal is still under consideration.


The rerouting of the Q54 and proposed reroutings of the Q23 and Q45 have been controversial because the Chair of the MTA Board, Dale Hemmerdinger, is the president and co-owner of ATCO Properties, which owns the mall.
  Some residents of Glendale have accused the MTA of “nepotism” with respect to the rerouting of bus lines to the mall.
  Mr. Hemmerdinger’s son, Damon, who operates the mall, has stated that his father would not be involved in the decision to reroute buses.  But some Glendale residents have called on Dale Hemmerdinger to recuse himself from any vote on the reroutings.
  Dale Hemmerdinger, through an MTA spokesperson, has said that he would recuse himself from any proceedings regarding the reroutings.
  
On January, 9, 2008, more than 150 people attended a Queens Community Board 5 hearing on the rerouting of the Q45, and many of them spoke against the plan.
  Many of these Glendale residents complained that extending the Q45 would only benefit the mall and cause deterioration in their quality of life.
  Among some of the specific complaints are additional congestion, pollution and damage to low lying tree branches,
 as well as loss of parking spaces and additional noise.

Although the rerouting of buses to help consumers visit a mall was controversial in Glendale because of the involvement of the chair of the MTA board, such reroutings have been made or planned in other cases.  For instance, in September 2007, the MTA announced the extension of the B83 bus route in Brooklyn to the Gateway Center Mall.
  Although this rerouting only extended the B83 route by less than a mile, it provided a one seat ride for the residents of a large Brooklyn housing complex, Starrett City, to the Gateway Center Mall.  Another bus line, the B13, was extended to the Gateway Center Mall in April 2003.  In his announcement of the B83 extension, New York City Transit President Howard Roberts acknowledged that “[m]aking alterations to an existing bus route can be a complicated process.”

Just recently, IKEA, which just opened a store in Red Hook, Brooklyn, an area that does not have many mass transportation options, announced that the MTA would be extending the routes of two buses, the B61 and the B77, to stop at the new IKEA store.
  IKEA also announced that it would provide free shuttles to nearby subway stations.

Community Notification of Bus Route Changes

The MTA notifies communities about bus route changes in several ways.  Every quarter, the MTA sends a letter to elected officials outlining proposed schedule changes, which the MTA states in its letter is a “product of our continuing review and adjustment of schedules to ensure that they accurately meet consumer demand.”
  This letter contains a chart of all bus schedule revisions city-wide and more detailed information about the lines serving an elected official’s individual district.
  The changes mentioned in the letter are presented at a hearing of the MTA board where members of the public have the opportunity to testify about the proposed changes.

The MTA also provides information about bus route changes on its website
 and has placed announcements about such changes in the newspapers.
  In addition, the MTA makes a presentation to the community board(s) representing an area affected by a bus route change.

CONCLUSION


For millions of New Yorkers, MTA buses are an important and sometimes their only mode of transportation.  When the MTA alters a bus route, therefore, many riders are affected by the change, and sometimes residents of communities where buses are rerouted may be adversely affected.  The recent rerouting of a bus route to bring consumers to the Atlas Park mall has raised questions about what the factors the MTA considers when it makes bus route changes.  This hearing will examine the process used by the MTA to create or modify its bus routes.
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