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INTRODUCTION

The Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Joel Rivera, will meet on December 4, 2008, to conduct an oversight hearing on the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s Rodent Control Strategy. Representatives from the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (“DOHMH” or the “Department”), pest control specialists and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.
BACKGROUND

Rodent infestation is a major problem plaguing urban cities.
 It is estimated that more than 60 million people live in 300 cities where rodents are a major environmental health problem.
 Rodents detrimentally affect the quality of life in communities, damage infrastructure and cause public health concerns.
 In the United States, rodents cause between $500 million and $1 billion worth of damage annually, and each rat individually damages between $1 and $10 worth of food.
 Combating infestation is complex as it necessitates government intervention, as well as individual and societal behavioral change.
 
In New York City in 2003, one-quarter of New Yorkers, 680,000 households, reported seeing mice or rats or signs of mice or rats in their home or residential building.
 Recently, rodent complaints have risen to 23,000 in Fiscal Year 2008 from 22,500 the previous year.
 Households with rodents are two times more likely to have a person with asthma and low-income households that were in disrepair had a higher rodent prevalence than higher-income households.
 
New York City Rodent Control Strategy


Within DOHMH, the office of Pest Control Services (PCS) is responsible for rodent control.
 PCS follows an integrated pest management approach which includes education and outreach, rodent control measures and research and evaluation.
 The education and outreach component strives to raise awareness about factors that lead to rodents, reduce these conditions and encourage the use of rodent-resistant trash receptacles.
 Rodent control measures include exterminating when necessary, targeting high-rodent-concentration areas, maintaining City-owned property and ensuring sanitary conditions which greatly reduce infestations.
 Lastly, the research and evaluation portion includes regular evaluation of Department programs, the use of “best-practices,” and the increased use of technology, such as electronic maps to analyze locations of complaints.


DOHMH’s overall rodent control strategy begins with classifying neighborhoods that contain low, moderate and severe infestation and then targeting resources to these communities to ensure that the more serious infestations do not affect neighboring areas.
 Additionally, every week, DOHMH meets with the Mayor’s Community Affairs Unit, the Department of Sanitation, the Department of Parks and Recreation, and other City agencies as part of the Mayoral Rodent Task Force to assess the current state of rodent problems in New York City and the progress the City is making in addressing this problem.
 

DOHMH accepts rodent complaints directly from members of the public. Individuals can submit complaints through DOHMH’s website or by using the City’s 311 system.
 PCS conducts inspections of properties and has the authority to issue violations, exterminate areas or order clean-ups of properties.
   


DOHMH also operates the New York City Rodent Academy (NYCRA) to offer additional training to City employees involved in pest control, private pest control professionals, building owners, landlords and restaurant owners.
 The training instructs participants on rodent behavioral habits, site-specific strategies and other pertinent information to better understand and respond to infestations.
 The three-day academy includes two days of instruction and the third day provides students with a field inspection and workshop.
 Currently, there is no tuition fee for the NYCRA 2008 class.
   

New Initiatives
DOHMH hired Dr. Robert Corrigan, a renowned rodentologist, in November 2007 at a salary of $100,485.
 Dr. Corrigan previously worked with DOHMH to help launch the NYCRA in 2005 and was brought in to deal with the aftermath of the notorious 2007 KFC/Taco Bell rodent infestation.
 Dr. Corrigan’s current responsibilities include overseeing the Bronx rodent control pilot program announced by DOHMH on January 10, 2008.
 This pilot moves away from traditional rodent control efforts towards an integrated pest management approach, which relies on intensive surveillance to decide where best to target resources.
 The program also attempts to remove conditions and factors that contribute to infestation from communities.
 

Inspectors, armed with handheld computers, walk block-by-block throughout the entire borough of the Bronx, documenting signs of rodents and conditions that are conducive to infestation.
 Areas identified by inspectors receive follow-up, including exterminations and clean-up orders.
 This process, known as rodent indexing, will result in inspectors visiting approximately 200 properties per day compared to between four and six properties visited under the old system.
 The program also relies on community engagement by giving residents all the information they need to remedy a condition conducive to rodents, engaging in dialogue with residents through local community meetings and training private exterminators through the NYCRA.
 Once complete, this pilot program will be evaluated for possible expansion to the other boroughs within New York City.

Aside from the pilot program, the Department has continued to unveil new pest control programs. On October 30, 2008, DOHMH launched the Rat Information Portal, designed to serve as a, “one-stop resource website for New Yorkers’ rat prevention needs.”
 The website, developed by DOHMH and the Department of Information, Technology and Telecommunications with the support of the New York City Council and the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, provides users with easily accessible rodent abatement information and detailed maps that display rodent inspection results by neighborhood and borough.
 The portal seeks to educate New Yorkers about factors that contribute to rodents while clarifying commonly held misconceptions.
 
CONCLUSION

Combating rodent infestations in large urban areas such as New York City is a complicated and difficult task. While the City has ambitious programs, it is important to ascertain that these programs are efficient and utilize the best methods of dealing with rodents in our complex environment. At today’s hearing, the Committee will learn more about the Department’s rodent control initiatives, the role that residents have in reducing rodent-friendly conditions and other related issues.
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