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TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the appropriate committee of the City Council to hold hearings on the closing of token booths and reassignment of token booth clerks by the New York City Transit Authority.
BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS


Widespread concern throughout New York City that MTA New York City Transit (Transit Authority) will begin systematically closing token booths throughout the subway system beginning this summer has given rise to a groundswell of community opposition and mobilization.  The widely reported Transit Authority plan has also spurred the City Council to hold today’s hearing on Resolution No. 1745 to discuss that plan, to discover the details of that plan and to find out the likely ramifications of that plan on the subway-riding public.


On December 18, 2001 a resolution was passed by the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the parent body of the Transit Authority, calling for a reduction in staff of 237 token booth clerks.  At the same time, the 2001 Transit Authority operating budget projects a savings of $6.5 million from the anticipated closing of subway token booths.  It has been widely reported that the Transit Authority has identified 129 part-time (not staffed at all times) token booths for closure, to be replaced by automated MetroCard Vending Machines. The Transit Authority, through its spokesmen, has repeatedly stated that station agents currently staffing token booths slated for closure will be reassigned, not laid off.  The Transit Authority claims that these individuals will simply be given new tasks outside the booths, such as helping customers use the automated MetroCard Vending Machines and acting generally as roving customer service agents at stations.  The Transit Authority has indicated that its projected savings resulting from the token booth closures will come from station agent attrition.  Once station agents retire or otherwise vacate their positions, they will not be replaced.


Additionally, the Transit Authority has stated that it will continue its current program of reducing the number of station agents in some token booths from two to one.  This is consistent with the Transit Authority’s stated intention to ultimately convert the subway system to an exclusively MetroCard based system
.  This means that tokens would no longer be used.  Moreover, the Transit Authority has indicated that once automated vending machines are installed at all stations, it may close all token booths
.


Foremost among the many concerns presented by the Transit Authority’s plan to eliminate token booths is that of safety.  Elimination of any token booths would adversely impact safety in stations as a direct result of the diminution in the number of eyes and ears of the station agents who staff token booths.  The unique resources provided within token booths that are available to station agents who staff them will be lost.  Intuitively, it would seem that this means that safety within the subways will be compromised.  A brief background note on subway safety data and the current role and duties of station agents follows.


Recent data shows that system-wide subway crime is on the increase.  On October 20, 2000, the Daily News reported that a comparison between September 1999 and September 2000 subway crime figures found a same-month increase of 13.4 percent in major felonies, 12 percent in grand larcenies, 5.6 percent in robberies and 94 percent in assaults (article annexed). These figures, should they continue to escalate, clearly discourage any decrease in the number of trained personnel, such as station agents, at subway stations.  Subway station safety issues were tragically highlighted on January 27, 2001 when a young woman was raped in the subway station at Canal Street and Broadway, a location where a token booth station agent had just been replaced by an automated MetroCard Vending Machine.  There was no closed-circuit television coverage and no emergency telephones at this location, yet the nearest token booth was unstaffed.


Station agents assigned to work inside token booths have myraid responsibilities.  The traditional responsibilities of these station agents was expanded with the advent of the automated fare collection system
.  A partial listing of the employment responsibilities of these station agents includes the following: sale of tokens, encoding and sale of MetroCards, configuring of turnstiles, cleaning of read/write heads on turnstiles, giving directions and advice on best routes, transportation mode options and tourist attractions, increased customer service, helping customers utilize the automated vending machines, keeping accounts, performing station inspections (public telephones, elevators and escalators, light outages and reporting unsanitary conditions, structural defects and hazardous conditions) and providing emergency assistance to customers.  Clearly, station agents provide a number of valuable services to the riding public.


Several vital security safeguards present in the subway system are intertwined with the role of the token booth station agent.  These include the closed-circuit television system and the Emergency Broadcasting Communications System.


Closed-circuit television systems are located sporadically at stations throughout the subway system.  These systems are limited in that they monitor only a selected portion of a station, typically the fare collection area.  They generally are not set up to monitor the more remote sections of a station.  A video (not audio) feed is provided to the token booth and is monitored only by the station agent located within the booth.  Neither the MTA’s command center nor the Police Department monitor this system.  The full responsibility for monitoring the closed-circuit television system falls upon the station agent within the token booth.  Should the Transit Authority cut back on the number of staffed token booths or reduce the hours of staffing, even the limited safety utility of this closed-circuit television system will be severely compromised.  Overall, there will be fewer eyes viewing the video and correspondingly less opportunity to effectively react to detected problems.  Additionally, should staffing be reduced in booths that are not scheduled to be closed, a station agent who must perform all the responsibilities relating to that station by himself or herself will have less opportunity to monitor the surveillance video in any worthwhile manner.


Each token booth is equipped with two telephone lines.  One is a regular line while the other is for emergency use.  This second, emergency line is known as the Emergency Broadcasting Communications System or EBCS.  This line is utilized by the station agent inside of a token booth to report unusual occurrences or to request emergency assistance.  Items reported by a token booth station agent using this line include the reporting of the location of sick passengers, accidents, vandalism and other crimes.  The line serves as a direct connection to a Transit Authority central command center which communicates with the Police Department.  Any reduction in the number of token booths will, logically, result in a decreased ability of Transit Authority personnel to report any emergency situation directly to the Police Department and a resultant increase in emergency service response time.  This will be to the detriment of any rider in need.
 

The role of the station agent within the token booth is critical to preserving public safety in the subway system.  These station agents have an array of safety-related responsibilities that they alone are charged with covering.  No one else monitors the closed-circuit television video feeds; no one else has an emergency telephone line to communicate problems directly to a command center that can immediately dispatch help (any such emergency line located outside of a token booth or other enclosed structure would run the unacceptable risk of falling victim to vandalism).  Station agents staffing token booths are often the only individuals in a strategic enough position to hear the cries of a rider in need of assistance and to react in a timely and helpful way.  Should the Transit Authority pursue its plan to close part-time token booths and eliminate over two hundred station agent positions, the subway system will lose the eyes and ears of station agents staffing token booths.  The adverse impact will be felt by the fare-paying rider.

Another potentially troublesome aspect of the loss of token booths and the station agents that staff them is the possibility of widespread automated vending machine failure.  On October 29, 2000, virtually all of the automated vending machines that had been installed to that point, more than 1,000 machines, malfunctioned at the same time.  The machines, had they been the only means of purchasing rides and accessing the subway, could have severely paralyzed the subway system’s ability to transport riders.

Without the watchful eye of station agents in token booths, vandalism of MetroCard Vending Machine’s is almost certain to increase. MetroCard Vending Machine vandalism is already prevalent in the system.  This is evidenced by a recent scam being perpetrated involving placing glue in the machine’s coin return slots.  The rider using the machine does not realize why his or her change is not forthcoming and often simply leaves.  Then, the individual who placed the glue in the coin slot returns to the machine and removes the glue and the change.  Devious criminal schemes such as this one will likely proliferate with any reduction in station agents in token booths.

A significant segment of the subway-riding population will be adversely affected in a highly disproportionate manner should the Transit Authority move toward the elimination of token booth station agents.  This group is comprised of the disabled, the elderly, the illiterate and parents with baby strollers or carriages.  The common thread that binds this group is that, for various reasons, these individuals will have severe trouble negotiating a completely or significantly automated system.  Human station agents predictably found at token booths will no longer be available to render aid to these individuals in need of assistance.     

The safety of Transit Authority personnel also must be considered.  Currently, station agents assigned to token booths have a large measure of security due to the presence of the physical token booth between them and any potential wrongdoers.  Should they be made to come out from behind the booths and assigned to roam the expansive stations, their safety will be compromised.  Safety was the principal reason why the Transit Authority’s Customer Assistance Teams (CATs) (a since disbanded set of teams that roamed through stations helping to familiarize riders with using the MetroCard Vending Machines) did not work between the hours of 10:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m.  If the safety of station agents is put into jeopardy, the safety of riders will also be significantly diminished. 


 Finally, there is the issue of whether individual public hearings must be held for each token booth which the Transit Authority intends to close in the communities in which that token booth is located.  New York State Public Authorities Law section 1205(5) reads in pertinent part as follows:

any complete or partial closing of a passenger station within the city of New York, or any means of public access to such facility, except for purposes of repair or renovation or in the case of emergency shall be accomplished only if approved by resolution of the authority adopted by no less than a majority of the whole number of members of the authority then in office, and only after a public hearing.

The Transit Authority contends that public hearings are not necessary because riders will not be denied access to any stations because MetroCard Vending Machines allow access.  This contention is arguable.  However, whether or not the law requires the Transit Authority to hold public hearings, the Transit Authority should at least consult with the public and consider its opinions before it implements a policy that so severely impacts riders.

� The Daily News reported on December 20, 2000 that Transit authority President Lawrence G. Reuter stated that “[t]he game plan all along has been to move entirely to an automated fare-collection system.”


� Newsday, June 14, 2001.


� A 1993 settlement agreement was entered into between the Transit Authority and the Transport Workers Union of America, Local 100, AFL-CIO which set forth the expanded duties of station agents with relation to the automated fare collection system.
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