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OVERSIGHT: THE IMPACT OF THE METROPOLITAN TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY’S TAKEOVER OF NEW YORK CITY’S SUBSIDIZED PRIVATE BUS LINES – A LABOR PERSPECTIVE.

INTRODUCTION


On May 16, 2006, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor, chaired by Council Member Joseph P. Addabbo, Jr., will hold an oversight hearing on the labor perspective of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (MTA) takeover of New York City’s subsidized private bus lines. Today’s hearing is the latest of several City Council hearings relating to the takeover of the private bus lines by the MTA over the last two years. The Transportation Committee hearings on this topic were held on June 11, September 8, October 6 and November 4 of 2004.  The Civil Service and Labor Committee previously held hearings on this topic on November 9, 2004 and November 10, 2005. Those invited to testify at today’s hearing include Katherine Lapp, Executive Director of the MTA, Iris Weinshall, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Transportation (DOT), and labor representatives from the Amalgamated Transit Union and the Transport Workers Union. 

 BACKGROUND


In 1974, in an effort to supplement the service provided by the New York City Transit system’s bus fleet, the City of New York began subsidizing capital purchases for private bus companies.
  These private bus companies operated pursuant to franchise agreements with the DOT to provide transportation service on certain bus routes throughout the City.
  During the 1980s, the DOT created a Surface Transit Office to monitor the quality of such franchised bus service, as well as manage City, State and federal subsidies relating to such service.


The private bus companies involved in the franchise arrangement included Green Bus Lines, Inc., Triboro Coach Corporation, Jamaica Buses, Inc., Command Bus Company, Inc., New York Bus Service, Liberty Lines Express, and Queens Surface.
 By 2002, these seven private bus companies operated a total of 82 routes, utilizing 1,292 buses to carry approximately 111 million passengers.
  However, the service they provided was becoming more costly.
  For example, by 2002, City, State and federal subsidies totaled $188,861,321, while fare revenue from such bus operations totaled $96,985,056.
   For fiscal year 2003, the City’s subsidy alone was $162.8 million.
  The service provided was also deteriorating, as the fleet of buses and infrastructure continued to age without sufficient funds for proper repair or replacement.
 In response to the growing cost of the subsidies and quality of service concerns, the New York City Independent Budget Office recommended either including competitive bidding for the bus routes, turning the routes over to the MTA, or holding the seven private bus companies to higher performance standards.


On January 3, 2005, the MTA started to merge the seven private bus lines with the MTA bus fleet, beginning with the Liberty Line Express.
  The merger was completed on February 20, 2006, when the MTA merged the routes of the Triboro Coach Corporation into its operations.

The private bus lines employed both unionized and non-unionized employees. The unionized employees belong to the Transport Workers Union (TWU) Local 100,
 Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) Local 1181
 or ATU Local 1179.
  It should also be noted that the non-unionized employees from these companies number into the hundreds.
  The impact of the merger on these employees is unclear
, since job protections for both classifications of employees, including pension, salaries and other benefits, are not fully resolved, to the Council’s knowledge.  

LABOR ISSUES

As previously noted, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor held a hearing on November 10, 2005, entitled: “Lack of Resolution of Labor Issues Holding Up the Transfer of New York City’s Subsidized Private Bus Lines to the Metropolitan Transportation Authority”.  At the hearing the Committee explored the labor issues impeding the transfer of some of the private bus lines to the MTA.  In addition, testimony was received from some employees and unions regarding the work conditions of those employees whose bus lines had already been transferred.  

During the hearing, ATU and TWU representatives testified that some of their main concerns were: 

· Wages. Unions representatives were concerned about pay parity with respect to what their members earn and what MTA members earn for performing the same functions.   

· Job security and seniority.  The unions wanted to ensure that their workers would be safe within their positions and not lose any benefits that had been accrued with seniority.  
· Health and pension benefits.  ATU locals requested that their membership be guaranteed that they would not lose any benefits that they had with the private bus companies once taken over by the MTA.  

· Safety of Workers and Passengers Union officials also expressed concern for their membership’s safety (as well as the riding public) due to deteriorating and ill repaired buses. 

· Union autonomy.  The individual ATU locals want to continue to represent their membership and not be combined with TWU with respect to contracts and negotiations.  

Current MTA employees of the former private bus lines are still working without a contract.  ATU Local 1179 has yet to close out its 2005 contract, while the other locals’ contract expired March 31, 2005. According to a representative of ATU Local 1179, seniority for their members has been maintained since the takeover, but the rest of the issues are still being negotiated at this point in time.  For example, the MTA was supposed to provide new buses after the takeover, and that has not occurred. In addition, the garages are reportedly in need of upgrading.  Pension and health issues, including retirees’ medical benefits, are still being negotiated, and the issue of pay parity has not been reconciled.    

According to the ATU Local 1179 website, the union’s leadership met with the MTA on March 15, 2006 regarding their contract.
  The Union discussed problems that its members, both active and retired, are having with their medical plan, and the MTA requested that Local 1179 agree to a new drug and alcohol policy.
  In addition, the MTA has requested that Local 1179 agree to two separate labor contracts: one for 2005, with a 3% retroactive wage increase, and another covering years 2006 through 2008.
  Local 1179, in turn, has requested wage parity with MTA employees.
  As previously noted, no agreements have been finalized and negotiations are continuing with meetings being held on a continuing basis.    

CONCLUSION


The completed transfer of New York City’s subsidized private bus lines to the MTA effects the riding public and the workforce formerly employed by the private bus lines. This is a complicated takeover involving three different unions, all with different wage and benefit structures. Thousands of employees and retirees are affected. This hearing will explore the labor issues that have yet to be resolved between the employees and the MTA as a result of the transfer.
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