

Testimony of Kathleen Crowley, MPH in Support of New York City Council Bill 172

My name is Kathleen Crowley and I am the Associate Vice President for Environmental Health and Safety at Columbia University.  My department is directly responsible for fire safety at all University research facilities and works closely with the Facilities Departments at both the Morningside and Medical Center campuses.  We also work closely with fire safety offices at New York Presbyterian Hospital, Barnard College and other institutions to ensure fire safety on all of our campuses.  At Columbia, we have several former FDNY firefighters and officers on staff, including one retired New York City Fire Department Battalion Chief.

I speak in strong support of New York City Council bill 172 and urge the Council to pass it as soon as possible.  I want to thank Council members Vacca, Gentille, Crowley, and Vallone for introducing the bill and Chairman Recchia for holding a hearing on it.  

Council bill 172 would repeal Local Law 41 of 2009.  Local Law 41 imposed, for the first time in history as far as I can gather, fees for all Fire Department inspections and permits on non-profits (religious institutions and secondary schools exempted).  Prior to 2009, all non-profits were exempt from these fees.

Local Law 41 is projected to cost Columbia approximately $206,000 this year and, unless it is repealed, will continue to cost the University at least this much every year going forward. This is unrestricted money that comes straight out of resources the University would otherwise use to further its educational, research, and service missions.  Funds used to pay these fees cannot be used to create jobs, provide financial aid, improve infrastructure, provide services, or support programs.

I want to make one thing very clear, I am not arguing that Columbia or any other non profit should be exempt from the Fire Code.  We take fire safety very seriously; we fully understand that our facilities are subject to the code and that we are responsible for ensuring that they meet the requirements of that code.

Local Law 41 covered almost all non-profits who own property, including small housing and service agencies, for which I would imagine $10,000 in additional fees could create a large hole in their budget, and larger hospitals and educational institutions which will likely incur annual fees that will be tens if not hundreds of thousands of dollars.  As the background material prepared by the Finance Committee Staff correctly points out, the effect is especially large on research institutions like Columbia.

Under the fire code, each and every individual laboratory must have a separate permit and be inspected annually. Columbia has over 700 labs and, if this bill is passed we will have to pay the inspection fee for each lab every year. Lab inspections fees range from $105 to $210 or higher depending on the size of the lab. This adds up. Future expenses are likely to be higher under the new fire code and there will also be several large, up to $50,000, one time fees for initial inspections on new equipment and construction. 

In additional to the laboratories, Columbia owns and operates several dozen academic, residential, office, medical, athletic, and other buildings.  Each one of these requires several fire inspections and permits for public assembly, emergency exit, sprinkler system and the like, each with an associated fee.  These fees, most of which must be paid on an annual basis, tend to be even higher than the laboratory inspection fees and range from $210 up to several thousand.

To date, our Fire Safety and Facilities Departments have identified 1040 permits and inspections issued to and conducted at Columbia University over the past year.  As mentioned, we estimate that Columbia’s share totals $206,000 for fiscal year 2009/10. I note that it is at least 33% greater than what the City had estimated the new law would cost Columbia.  Like the City’s, our fiscal year runs from July 1st through June 30th and there is a billing lag so this number is likely to be higher when the books are closed for the year.

In addition to the costs, there is also a tremendous administrative burden associated with Local Law 41. The Fire Department has been very helpful in working with us to reduce this burden, but there is no doubt that processing and paying over one thousand individual invoices is expensive and time consuming, for the City as well as those who must pay the fees.

For all the reasons stated above, most importantly that these fees take away resources from mission related activities and programs that help the communities where we are located and serve, I again strongly urge that you pass Council bill 172. I am happy to answer any questions you may have or provide any additional information you may need. Thank you.

