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INTRODUCTION
On September 20, 2005, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John C. Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on Communications during emergencies:  Can anyone hear us now?  The Committee will review the training, procedures and communications protocols followed by New York City Transit Employees during emergencies.  The Committee has invited the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, New York City Transit, the Permanent Citizens Advisory Committee to the MTA, the Straphangers Campaign and the Transportation Workers Union Local 100 to testify at this hearing.

BACKGROUND

More than four years after the horrific September 11th terrorist attacks, many agencies have evaluated their infrastructure to seek out vulnerable areas and strive to protect them.  One area that has consistently been mentioned as prime targets for terrorist attacks are mass transportation systems.  This vulnerability was exploited in the attacks on commuter trains in Spain and London.

This vulnerability has caused many mass transportation systems to evaluate their emergency preparation plans and communications.  The Permanent Citizens Advisory Committee to the Metropolitan Transportation Authority
 (“PCAC”) recently addressed the issue of emergency preparedness and communications in an August 2005 report entitled “Ladies and Gentlemen:  This Is Not a Drill . . . “  The report analyzes provisions for emergency communications within New York City Transit (“NYCT”), Long Island Rail Road (“LIRR”) and Metro-North Railroad (“MNR”) and presents conclusions about their effectiveness.  The report was prepared largely before the London attacks, but its findings are still important in possibly minimizing casualties from a terrorist attack or other disaster in the rail systems serving the New York City area.

The PCAC conducted this report after hearing anecdotal stories from riders that communications during various emergency situations were inconsistent across incidents and agency.  The report substantiated many of the perceptions of riders, finding large discrepancies in how the various agencies planned to communicate during emergencies.  The PCAC’s report is about all three of the MTA’s operating agencies, but this hearing will focus on their recommendations for NYCT.

The Findings of the PCAC Report on Communications

Emergency Preparedness Plan and Implementation

Although the MTA is the lead agency responsible for coordinating emergency responses, its operating agencies are responsible for creating their own emergency response plans.  NYCT’s written plan is called the “NYC Transit Policy Instruction 10.23.3 Procedures for Response to Rapid Transit Emergencies,” and is also known as the “Emergency Response Plan.”  For convenience, this report will refer to the plan as the “ERP.”

According to the PCAC report, NYCT intends for the ERP to be comprehensive, addressing any subway emergency.  The PCAC noted that the ERP was written for only dispatch and supervisory personnel.  During an emergency, senior management personnel from relevant departments are notified of the emergency and develop an agency response to the emergency
.

Field employees do not get the ERP, but rely on training and memoranda for how to proceed in an emergency.  To compound the situation, the ERP does not state the type of information that field personnel should receive in their training and memoranda.  The ERP also is deficient because it does not address how employees should communicate to passengers and does not address alternative means of communications if normal communications are lost.  The ERP is supposed to be updated annually after consultation with other agencies.

The Role of Employees During An Emergency

Because of the differences in its operating agencies, the MTA requires the agencies to develop their own training programs.  NYCT claims that it must limit the distribution of their ERP because of security concerns.  Although the ERP is distributed to dispatchers and managers, even these personnel only receive portions of the ERP relevant to their duties.

To ensure that their employees are prepared for an emergency, NYCT conducts four drills per year.  One drill is for the buses, one is for the Staten Island Railway and two are for the subways.  Based upon the drills, recommendations are developed on changing plans and procedures.  The Federal Transit Administration requires rail-based transit systems to hold yearly drills with first responders.

NYCT provides emergency training to its operating and maintenance personnel.  Conductors, Train Operators and Station Agents are trained in emergency train and station evacuations.  Forty supervisors and managers are trained in dealing with hazardous materials.  Rapid transit employees complete emergency response training during their basic training and employees receive refresher training every three years.  The Office of System Safety continuously reviews applicable laws and regulations to determine whether any additional safety training is needed.  

Communications During Emergencies

One of the most important ingredients to ensure minimal injuries and fatalities during an emergency is effective communications.  The MTA has recognized the importance of clear and effective communications during emergencies and has instituted several programs to improve communications including an If You See Something, Say Something campaign, uniform evacuation posters and producing evacuation videos.  The MTA has also strived to improve communications among its operating agencies and first responders by purchasing an interoperable radio system and encouraging the use of consistent language by its operating agencies when discussing similar emergencies.

During an emergency, NYCT’s Department of Subways establishes an Emergency Operation Center where key NYCT personnel meet to manage the incident.  NYCT posts a street-level mobile command center at the site of an incident and assigns its supervisors to key locations to inform and direct riders.  The PCAC report notes that the NYCT’s response team is not as structured as the Metro North Railroad Emergency Management Task Force created in 2001 to respond to emergencies.  

To inform other relevant agencies about an emergency, NYCT’s Department of Subways Control Center’s Communication Desk coordinates communications.  This coordination includes updating the MTA website, informing media sources, communicating with first responders and other transportation providers to coordinate alternate forms of transportation.  NYCT’s Public Affairs office communicates with community groups through the press, telephone lines and the Internet.

NYCT communicates with its passengers during emergencies through public address announcements and personnel at the stations.  The personnel are given information through radios and the personnel are sometimes given bullhorns to better communicate the information.  The goal of most of these communications is to get riders to their destinations using alternate means of public transportation.

NYCT has scheduled completion of the installation of updated communications technology by November 2006.  The upgrades include new public address systems and customer information screens at 156 stations and closed circuit televisions at 275 stations.  A comprehensive plan to install these systems at all 468 stations was cut from the MTA’s 2005 – 2009 capital budget.

The conductor or train operator is responsible for providing information during an emergency on a train.  The Department of Subways Control Center relays information to on-board personnel by radio, who convey the messages to the riders.  The message is guided by a booklet Customer Communications and Platform Observation Procedures, which has scripted customer announcements.  Additionally, there are posted instructions in the subway cars explaining what should be done in case of various emergencies.

NYCT and the other operating agencies have tried to use computer technology to keep the public informed.  For instance, the NYCT uses the MTA website, www.MTA.info to inform and prepare the public for emergencies.  The PCAC report notes that the MTA has not used its website to disseminate information as effectively as other transit websites across the country.
  The speed at which a service delay is posted depends on the complexity of the delay.  

NYCT has recently begun an e-mail notification program to notify riders of planned service delays.  Up to 20,000 can subscribe to this pilot program now and it is expected to be available to all riders by the end of this year.  NYCT plans to be able to use this system to notify riders about unplanned service disruptions once this system is refined.

Performance Evaluations

The Office of System Safety evaluates emergency responses at NYCT.  After analyzing the emergency response, the Office prepares a report on the incident to attempt to improve the emergency response in the future.  This review is used to revise the emergency plans, if necessary.  Personnel who commit serious errors during an emergency response may be retrained or disciplined.

The Recommendations of the PCAC Report


Based upon its review of NYCT emergency response plans, procedures and communications, the PCAC made the following recommendations for all of the MTA’s operating agencies.

· Require active oversight of agencies’ emergency plans

· Prioritize communications upgrades

· Improve MTA website for clarity by organizing it better

· Use agency intranet as a communications tool

· Establish formal review procedures for operating agencies to conduct after an emergency response

· Expand the use of printed materials on emergency preparedness

The PCAC made the following recommendations about NYCT.

· Create a working emergency taskforce to ensure all managers receive the same information

· Create a communications section in the Emergency Response Plan

· Address elevated stations and track structures in the ERP

· Clarify roles and duties of personnel in its policies and procedures

· Conduct active oversight of plans to ensure they are updated and changes incorporated promptly

Following the issuance of the PCAC report, newspapers reported that nearly 30% of all subway stations lack public address systems, which would be used during an emergency.
  Transit officials stated that PA systems were not part of many of the station’s original design, but that they will be installed in the stations.
  In a written response to the PCAC, MTA Executive Director Katherine Lapp stated she has directed two people to conduct a thorough review of the MTA’s emergency operating procedures regarding communications to ensure uniformity in its protocols.
  Ms. Lapp criticized parts of the report as outdated, which was denied by PCAC.

CONCLUSION

The MTA operates the largest mass transportation systems in North America, and one of the largest in the world.  The MTA’s subways, buses and railroads transport 2.4 billion people a year, which is one third of all mass transit riders and two-thirds of all rail riders in the United States.  Despite the enormity of this mission and the terrorist attacks on rail systems in Spain and London, many problems exist with how the MTA and its operating agencies communicate during an emergency.  Now, more than ever, it is important for the MTA and its operating agencies have a clear emergency response plan that is actively updated and that allows all employees to know their roles during an emergency.  After the PCAC report was released a month ago, the MTA stated it would have review its emergency procedures.  This hearing will examine the findings of the PCAC and what, if anything, the MTA has done or plans to do to improve their emergency response plans and communications.

�  The Permanent Citizens Advisory Council is the administrative and coordinating body for the three riders councils created by the New York State Legislature in 1981.  The PCAC is comprised of the New York City Transit Riders Council, the Long Island Rail Road Commuters Council and the Metro-North Railroad Commuter Council.  The PCAC and its Councils strive to represent riders’ concerns to the MTA.  City of New York, 2004-2005 Green Book.


�  This section summarizes the report of the Permanent Citizens Advisory Committee to the MTA’s report “Ladies and Gentleman:  This is not a Drill . . . .A Study of Internal and External Emergency Communication Policies at the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, Long Island Rail Road, Metro-North Railroad and New York City Transit,” August 2005.


�  This response may include developing alternative routes and a plan to communicate the emergency to the public.  


�  According to the PCAC report, many transit websites posted information addressing riders’ concerns and outlining increased security measures.  The MTA did not post any of this information on its website.


�  Pete Donohue, “PA System Lacking in 30% of Subway,” New York Daily News, August 18, 2005.  


�  Id.


�  Sewell Chan, “Subway System Faulted by M.T.A. Panel for Communication During Emergencies,” The New York Times, August 18, 2005.


�  Id.
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