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INTRODUCTION

On December 4, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on New York City’s miles per gallon requirements for taxicabs,  Those invited to testify include: Matthew Daus, Chair, Taxi and Limousine Commission (“TLC”); Fernando Mateo, New York State Federation of Taxi Drivers; Bhairavi Desai, Executive Director of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance; taxi industry representatives; transportation advocacy groups; disability advocacy groups; and environmental 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.


One mission of the TLC is to encourage the industries that it regulates to adopt technological and other improvements.
  In April 2007, Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced PlanNYC2030, a plan with 127 initiatives designed to reduce the amount of pollution produced by New Yorkers and to meet the needs of a growing population.  One goal of this plan is to reduce the amount of emissions released by the City’s taxi and for-hire vehicles.
  On December 11, 2007, the TLC approved rules requiring taxis to achieve fuel efficiency standards of 25 miles per gallon by October 2008 and 30 miles per gallon (“MPG”) by October 2009.
  

Many in the taxi industry had concerns about the MPG requirement citing safety, availability of suitable vehicles and other concerns.
  The Metropolitan Taxicab Board of Trade (“MTBOT”), a taxi industry group that represents large fleet owners and others in the taxi industry (“Plaintiffs”), filed a lawsuit on September 8, 2008 in the Federal District Court in Manhattan.
  The lawsuit alleged, among other things, that the City was preempted by federal laws from setting fuel efficiency and vehicle emission standards and that the hybrid vehicles were unsafe because of their smaller size.


On October 31, 2008, the Court issued an opinion and order granting Plaintiffs a preliminary injunction against the City’s MPG requirements.
  The opinion and order found that Plaintiffs would be irreparably harmed if they are forced to comply with the MPG requirements and that they have demonstrated a likelihood of success showing that federal law preempts the City’s rules.

After the granting of the preliminary injunction, the City said that it would abandon its case;
 the City, however, did not abandon its efforts to create a green taxi fleet.  On November 14, 2008, the Mayor announced a plan to encourage the purchase of hybrid taxicabs by allowing medallion owners to charge drivers $3 more per 12-hour shift and discourage the purchase of Ford Crown Victorias by reducing the amount that an owner could charge to lease one by $12 per 12-hour shift.
  The current lease cap for a 12-hour shift ranges from $105 to $129.

The Mayor argued that this proposal, unlike the prior MPG requirement that was halted by the preliminary injunction, is voluntary and would survive a legal challenge.
  In other efforts to create a green taxi fleet, Member of Congress Jerrold Nadler announced he would introduce a bill allowing cities to impose fuel efficiency standards for vehicles they license and Council Member David Yassky announced he would introduce a bill reducing the replacement cycle for gas guzzling cars.
 

Some in the taxi industry have raised objections to the new proposed lease cap structure.  Ron Sherman, the President of MTBOT, said that the Mayor’s proposal uses “backdoor methods to force safe, proven commercial vehicles off the road . . . .”
  Bhairavi Desai, Executive Director of the New York Taxi Worker’s Alliance, a group representing drivers, stated that raising the lease cap on hybrids was unfair and unnecessary, especially when fares were not being increased at the same time.


Some in the taxi industry praised the Mayor’s efforts to encourage the use of hybrid taxicabs.  One fleet owner, Mike Levine of Ronart Leasing in Queens, stated that he had no problem with the proposal because drivers ask for hybrid taxis and are willing to pay more for them.
  Another fleet owner, Evgeny Friedman, praised hybrid vehicles as being good taxis.

CONCLUSION


Taxis, many of which operate 24-hours per day and are constantly on the move cruising to find passengers, can produce a great amount of pollution and contribute to congestion.  Developing a plan to address the pollution created by taxis is an important part of trying to reduce pollution generated in the City.  The City attempted to achieve a greener taxicab fleet by requiring all taxis to meet MPG requirements; the taxi industry, however, filed a lawsuit and received an order preliminarily blocking the City’s plan.  The City’s new plan to encourage the use of fuel efficient vehicle by changing the lease structure has been met with both praise and criticism by those in the taxi industry.  Today’s hearing will examine the City’s plans to encourage the use of hybrid taxicab vehicles.
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