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INTRODUCTION


On December 6, 2011, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, will hold a hearing to discuss the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (“MTA”) storm preparation efforts for the upcoming 2011-2012 winter season. In January of 2011, the City Council held a series of oversight hearings to investigate the response of various city and state agencies to the 2010 Blizzard.  On January 14, 2011 the Transportation Committee focused its hearing on MTA New York City Transit’s (“NYCT”) delay at the time of the storm in activating its own Plan IV, the highest level of winter storm preparation, which resulted in significant disruptions in subway and bus service.  This hearing will examine what NYCT learned from the mistakes made in December 2010 and what steps have been taken since then to improve the agency’s preparation for any severe winter storms in the future. Those invited to testify include Tom Prendergast, President of New York City Transit, John Samuelson, the President of the Transportation Workers Union Local 100 (“TWU Local 100”), and various civic leaders and community advocates.
BACKGROUND

The Metropolitan Transportation Authority

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 seven agencies that provide public transportation:  MTA New York City Transit (NYCT), MTA Long Island Rail Road (LIRR), MTA Metro-North Railroad (Metro-North), MTA Long Island Bus (LI Bus), MTA Bridges and Tunnels (Bridges and Tunnels), MTA Bus Company (MTA Bus), and MTA Capital Construction Company (Capital Construction).
   NYCT has the responsibility of operating local bus service, the subways within the five boroughs of New York City, and the Staten Island Railway.
  The subways operate 24 hours a day, seven days a week and are located either in underground tunnels below the streets, on above ground elevator platforms or in some cases, a combination thereof.
 

The Blizzard

On December 26, 2010, between the hours of 10:00 am and 11:00 am, snow started falling in New York City, beginning what would become one of the most severe blizzards in the City’s history.  Sustained wind speeds of over 35 miles per hour (mph) and gusts of over 60 mph combined with snow accumulation at rates as high as 2 inches per hour pounded the City.
  By the time the storm ended on the morning of December 27th – less than 24 hours after it began – the City was blanketed with between 14 and 24 inches of snow, with Central Park receiving 20 inches.
  The significant snow, in conjunction with powerful winds, overwhelmed the City’s snow and emergency management efforts.  
The result of this storm was both dramatic and extremely troubling.  New Yorkers awoke Monday morning to find that: a significant percentage of City streets were completely untouched by plows; public transportation had buckled under the pressure of the storm, as subways were shut down and buses were crippled
; and individual driving was nearly impossible as literally thousands of cars were stuck on City roads, many of them abandoned by their owners.  The ramifications of the storm for emergency vehicles were more daunting. The City received the sixth highest volume of 911 calls in one day on Monday, December 27th, (almost 50,000 calls,
) which caused major delays in response times as fire vehicles, police cars, and ambulances responding to emergencies became stuck in the snow or were unable to drive through unplowed or obstructed streets.  In particular, over 200 ambulances got stuck and a host of residents were left without vital medical attention.
 The Fire Department reported a backlog of 1,300 911 emergency calls, while the Emergency Medical Service (“EMS”) reported a 3-hour wait for critical calls and a 12-hour wait for non-critical calls.
  
The blizzard of December 26 and 27 was one of the largest and most severe in the City’s history, ranking as the City’s 6th largest in terms of snow accumulation.
  In addition to the damage and paralysis it imposed on the City, the December blizzard also raised a significant number of questions about the City’s snow management practices and its emergency preparedness in general.
MTA NEW YORK CITY TRANSIT STORM  PREPARATION
Subway Protocols


NYCT top officials meet every weekday from November to April about whether or not to put into place precautionary measures based upon the weather forecasts.
  However, the readiness level selected by NYCT officials on Friday stays in effect all weekend; this detail played an important role in the agency’s response to the blizzard.
 NYCT has four different plans that lay out the exact process for keeping the subways functional in the event of severe weather.
  Plan I is the lowest level of readiness and goes into effect once the weather forecast predicts the temperature will be between 30° and 11° F.
  Plan II is implemented when the temperature forecast is 10° F or lower and Plan III goes into effect when the weather forecast calls for ice and freezing rain.

Plan IV is the agency’s highest level of readiness before a storm occurs and is put into place once five or more inches of snow is expected.
  Plan IV calls for, among other things, the reduction of subway service: changing express routes to local and reducing the number of trains on certain lines, deploying diesel engine trains and empty passenger trains to keep the subway tracks clear of snow, storing passenger trains and diesel trains in tunnels to have them ready for deployment once the storm begins, and placing portable heaters in certain locations to prevent the icing of the third rail and signal switches.

Bus Protocols
With regard to bus operations, NYCT also has four different alert levels that provide a system-wide plan during winter storms. 
  From lowest to highest the bus alert levels are: Storm Advisory, Yellow Alert, Blue Alert and Red Alert.
  Storm Advisory is the lowest level and NYCT issues it when there is a warning of an impending storm or severe weather conditions.
  After the Storm Advisory is sent out, depot managers must ensure that all storm vehicles and snow fighting equipment are checked and ready for use.  A Yellow Alert is called when there is a storm forecast of one or more inches of snowfall to start within four hours.
  In a Yellow Alert, NYCT personnel must immediately request that a Department of Sanitation representative begin coordinating the plowing and salting of selected bus routes that need extra attention.  During a Blue Alert, bus depots are required to provide all available personnel to supplement road operations. This alert is issued when snow accumulations have begun and the forecast calls for continued precipitation.  A Red Alert, which is the highest level, is activated when an extremely severe snow storm is in progress.
 During Red Alert, storm control coordinators can make assessments of impending hazards on individual routes and pull buses out of service.
August 8, 2007 Storm Report
On September 20, 2007 the MTA released a report commissioned at the request of former Governor Elliot Spitzer to investigate the agency’s response to the severe rain storm of August 8, 2007.
   The storm caused New York City to receive 3 inches of rainfall in about an hour and unleashed a tornado in Brooklyn that had winds of up to 135mph, disrupting subway and bus service.
 According to the report’s findings, the MTA did not adequately prepare for the severe weather that hit the region. The report gave a list of recommendations for the agency to follow in the event of severe weather conditions in the future.  The recommendations called for: the MTA to create an “Early Warning and Response Capability” system, which would require all MTA agencies to collaborate to install a common weather forecasting system; the creation of an MTA Emergency Response Center, which would provide a formal structure for coordinating activities across the MTA subsidiary agencies during storm emergencies; and finally, requiring the MTA to revise its “Storm Operating Protocols” by standardizing its storm categories, formalizing inter-agency coordination plans, and developing an alternate bus service plan. 

MTA’s RESPONSE TO THE BLIZZARD OF DECEMBER 2010
On Friday December 24, 2010, top NYCT personnel held a meeting to discuss the level of alert that the agency was going to be placed on before the storm.  While the National Weather Service had issued a warning of a significant winter storm that was to begin on Sunday afternoon ON December 26th, at 11:00am that Friday NYCT management decided to place the agency only at Plan I readiness.
  According to NYCT standard operating procedure, the plan selected on a Friday is kept in place all weekend.  On 3:55pm Saturday, December 25th, the National Weather Service upgraded its forecast from a storm warning to a blizzard.  At some point during Saturday, NYCT President Tom Prendergast began attending meetings with Bloomberg administration officials and the Office of Emergency Management, and ordered crews to start storing trains underground for the night.
  However, NYCT did not switch to Plan IV until 11:00am Sunday morning.  According to MTA officials the agency began preparing for the storm before the declaration of Plan IV was made.
  
The consequence of not calling Plan IV until late Sunday morning meant that NYCT was still operating under less than urgent protocols throughout the weekend.
  The many steps that NYCT takes to prepare during a storm, such as the storage of passenger trains and diesel locomotives in tunnels, the placement of portable heaters to prevent the icing of the third rail and of signal switches, and the preparation of snow-fighting equipment, were not put into action until well after the storm began.
  Many of the diesel locomotives used to scrap ice off from the third rail were stuck in outer-borough rail yards.  Also because of the holiday, the agency was understaffed. Many workers were on vacation and until Plan IV was put into action, it appears that NYCT managers were reluctant to call in staff to prepare for the storm.

The aftermath of the storm caused massive disruption in subways and bus service. A total of seven different subway lines were out of service for several days.  Service was disrupted on the A train from Euclid Avenue to the Rockaways, the Brighton Beach line (B and Q trains), the Franklin Avenue Shuttle, the N train in Brooklyn, the L train between Myrtle Ave and Canarsie, and the Rockaway Shuttle.
  
Riders were stranded on an A train for seven hours during the blizzard.
  The train, carrying approximately five hundred passengers, became stuck at approximately 1 a.m. between the Aqueduct and Rockaway Boulevard stations.
  The train was ultimately moved to the Aqueduct Station, but the passengers from the trains were not released until approximately 8 a.m.
  During the time that the train was stuck it had no power, thus depriving the passengers of heat, water, food and bathroom facilities.
  An electric train sent to rescue the passengers also became stuck.
  Ultimately, a diesel train was sent to tow the train to the station.  

Furthermore, according to media reports, as many as 1000 buses were stuck in the snow due to the storm.
  As late as Wednesday December 29th, as many as a dozen bus lines in Brooklyn and an additional five on Staten Island were still out of service.
  Another twelve bus lines in Queens only had partial service restored by December 29th.

MTA STORM PERFORMANCE REVIEW, JUNE 2011
Immediate Review


In the immediate aftermath of the 2010 Blizzard, the MTA conducted a review of how it handled the storm and identified several short term actions it could take to improve its performance in any future winter storm.
  The findings from this immediate review were presented to the MTA Board at January 2011 board meeting and include the following list of action items:

1. Appointing a dedicated Emergency Coordinator for the MTA.

2. Requiring all MTA agencies to have a situation room to manage storm response.

3. Establishing protocols to preemptively shut down service in the event of severe weather conditions.

4. Requiring all agencies to appoint a dedicated consumer advocate to ensure the well-being of passengers stranded on an MTA vehicle.
5. Improving procedures to deliver more accurate information about the status of buses in operation.
6. Improving operating procedures for buses when road conditions are deteriorating. 

7. Improving commuter railroad procedures for ramping up service to meet customer demand during post-storm recovery.

MTA Storm Performance Review

After completing the initial agency reviews, the MTA launched a more thorough review of the operational procedures in place and of the actions taken before, during and after the 2010 December Blizzard.
  During the second review over forty senior MTA managers were interviewed, past storm reports were reviewed, and several transportation agencies from around the world were contacted to provide an outside perspective on how to handle major winter storms. The final report provides a summary of the actions taken by the various MTA agencies during the four phases of a storm event, the tracking phase, mobilization of resources before the storm arrives, the execution of operational procedures during the storm, and the recovery efforts once the storm has ended.
  The final report listed 25 recommendations to improve the procedures and response of all MTA agencies to a major winter storm.  The recommendations are organized into four categories: operations; customer communications; staffing; and equipment.  In addition, the Storm Performance Review also contains the current status and target completion date to enact the recommendations.
Most notably, the first seven recommendations aim to improve operational procedures that every MTA agency uses for severe winter storms,
 and recommendation # 2 calls for all agencies to develop a tailored storm operating procedure with graduated levels.  While NYCT already had in place a system of graduation levels for operating procedures, the previously mentioned Plans I – IV, the existing levels were found to be insufficient to deal with a storm of the magnitude of the 2010 Blizzard.  In order to address this shortcoming in NYCT’s procedures, a new storm alert level was created to specifically address severe winter weather, Plan V, which replaced Plan IV as the highest level of readiness.

According to NYCT’s 2011-2012 Winter Operations Manuel, the Chief Transportation Officer for the agency is required to activate Plan V once there is a forecast for 10 inches or more of snow and/or blizzard warning conditions. Plan V calls for an Incident Command Center to be established to coordinate all logistical activities during the storm, the creation of a Passenger Advocate to represent the interests of customers and notify them of all changes to service, and new procedures to reduce or close service on subway lines, with specific attention to the Canarsie (L train), Brighton (B,Q trains), West End (D train), Sea Breach (N train), Dyre (5 train), Culver (D train) and Rockaway (A  train) lines.
  Finally, Plan V also created a new protocol for an enhanced train rescue in order to rescue any stuck train and any passengers who are on board.

MTA’s RESPONSE TO HURRICANE IRENE

On August 26, 2011 Governor Andrew Cuomo directed then MTA Chairman Jay Walder to suspend all subway, bus, and Long Island Rail Road, Metro-North Railroad, and Staten Island Railway service in preparation for the arrival of Hurricane Irene to New York City during the weekend of August 27th and 28th.
  The service shutdown was scheduled to begin at 12:00pm noon on Saturday August 27th.
 According to Chairman Walder, completely shutting down service would take approximately 8 hours because of the time needed to move equipment to various locations to protect it from weather.
 

NYCT subway and bus service was partially restored on Monday August 29th at 6:00am. Some subway lines, such as the C train, were not running and some express subway lines, such as the A train, were operating on the local track.
  Bus service was also restored by Monday morning, with some service restored as early as 5pm on Sunday.
  Service was restored first in Manhattan and the Bronx, followed by Queens and Brooklyn.  

CONCLUSION

New York City’s public transportation system is among the most widely used transportation system in the world.  With a daily ridership of about seven million persons per day, the NYCT has responsibility to ensure the safe passage of hundred of trains daily. This hearing will examine what lessons were learned after the poor response to the December Blizzard of 2010 and the extent of NYCT’s efforts since then to improve its readiness for future winter storms.
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