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In move to Improve Construction Safety, Council To 

Stiffen Consequences for Construction Violations 

Will also vote to raise annual compensation for City elected officials

City Hall, November 15, 2006– Speaker Christine C. Quinn and members of the City Council will vote on seven items at today’s Stated Council meeting. 

Scheduled for a vote before the full Council are three bills that would:

· Criminalize and increase penalties and fines for violating a stop work order;

· Criminalize and increase penalties and fines for conduction demolition work done without a permit on one or two-family dwellings; and

· Adopt recommendations made by the Mayor’s Advisory Commission to increase salaries for local elected officials.

Criminalize and Increase Penalties and Fines for Stop Work Order Violations

Following a string of incidents involving unsafe construction conditions, the City Council will pass the first in series of bills to help make construction conditions safer. The first bill would criminalize the violation of a stop work order as well as increase fines and impose new penalties for such violations. Stop work orders are frequently issued due to lack of proper permits, unsafe working conditions, and for putting neighboring structures at risk. The most recent construction related accident involved a building worker in Queens who died after falling six stories from his scaffold.
 “New York City is serious about cracking down on violations of stop work orders. Contractors will not get away with intentionally violating the law and writing the penalties off as a cost of doing business. This legislation will give the Department of Buildings another tool to enforce compliance of the law,” said sponsoring Council Member Vincent Gentile.

The legislation will raise penalties for violating stop work orders to $2,000 for the first violation, $5,000 for the second and $10,000 for the third and each subsequent violation. Furthermore, violators will be punished by a fine of not more than $15,000 for each such violation or by imprisonment not exceeding six months, or by both.

Criminalize and Increase Penalties and Fines for Demolition Work without a Permit

In conjunction with legislation to increase fines for stop work order violations, the Council will also vote on legislation that would criminalize carrying out demolition without a permit on a one or two-family dwelling as well as increase fines and impose new penalties for such violations. A criminal conviction would be a misdemeanor with a minimum fine of $5,000 and a maximum of $10,000, or six months imprisonment, or both.  The civil penalty that could be imposed could range from  $5,000 to a maximum of $10,000.

“The Council is actively working to improve construction safety in New York City,” said Speaker Quinn. “Together, these two pieces of legislation will help deter those who create hazardous and illegal working conditions and who persistently ignore the Department of Buildings.”

“Safety is the number one concern for both workers and residents of the City of New York,” said sponsoring Council Member Domenic Recchia. “It’s time we take a stand against illegal demolition, construction and stop-work order violations. I want to ensure that the quality of life of the people throughout the city does not suffer at the whim of contractors looking for a quick buck.”

“The Council is concerned about the performance of individuals and businesses directly engaged in demolition work throughout the City and about those who abuse the system by working after an order or directive to stop work has been issued,” said Housing and Buildings Committee Chair Erik Martin-Dilan. “For that reason, we are passing legislation today that will criminalize as well as toughen penalties and fines for any person found guilty of conducting such actions.”

Elected Official Salary Increases

Following recommendations issued by a Mayor-appointed Advisory Commission, the Council will vote to pass legislation sponsored by Speaker Quinn and the Council leadership to increase compensation for elected officials including the 51 members of the City Council. 

“Since the last elected official pay increase in 1999, the cost of living in New York has increased twenty-five percent,” said Speaker Quinn. “The reality is that City elected officials – Council Members, Borough Presidents, District Attorneys, the Public Advocate, the Comptroller and the Mayor – are working extraordinarily hard to keep our streets safe, our schools strong and our neighborhoods vibrant. As local elected officials, all of my colleagues work far more than a typical forty-hour, full-day workweek. Therefore, I believe it is very appropriate for the Council to vote and approve the recommendations of the Mayor’s Advisory Commission to increase salaries for local elected officials.”  
“We are committed to reviewing all the recommendations in the Mayor’s report,” said Governmental Operations Committee Chair Simcha Felder. “In the mean time, the present Council should not be held hostage by this process for decades.”
The Council held hearings to receive testimony from the Commission and the public on this issue. This will be the first raise that elected officials receive since 1999.

Resolutions

Also being voted on at today’s Stated Council meeting are four resolutions that would:

· Call upon the State legislature to pass legislation criminalizing human trafficking;

· Call upon the State legislature to increase eligibility requirements for disabled renters participating in the Disability Rent Increase Exemption (DRIE) program;

· Call upon the Public Service Commission to allow individual apartments to access real-time energy pricing through the use of smart meters; and

· Designate Speaker Quinn to serve on the committee responsible for appointing an executive director for the Independent Budget Office (IBO).

Human Trafficking Resolution

The Council will vote to call upon the State legislature to criminalize human trafficking. New York State’s ports, airports, rail stations and international borders all contribute to New York being a hub for trafficking. Victims of human trafficking are mostly women and children who are forced to work in sex trade, sweatshops, restaurants, farming, manufacturing or as domestic workers. There is currently no law that specifically makes human trafficking a crime in New York State.

“It is astounding that in this day and age that human trafficking, a modern form of slavery, exists,” said Women’s Issues Committee Chair Helen Sears. “We are calling upon the State legislature to enact legislation that criminalizes human trafficking, punishes its perpetrators and protects its victims.”
Disability Rent Increase Exemption (DRIE) Resolution
The Council will vote on a Resolution that calls upon the State legislature to amend the Disability Rent Increase Exemption (DRIE) program in order to provide parity with respect to the exemptions provided in the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) program. Currently, the income eligibility cap to qualify for the DRIE program is considerably lower than the income cap for the SCRIE program.

DRIE provides certain tax abatements for rent-controlled and rent regulated property occupied by a person with a disability, and was modeled after similar legislation that allowed rent increase exemptions to low-income senior citizens. Rent exemptions enable individuals to remain in their homes despite increases in rent, which is crucial for people with disabilities whose homes have, in many cases, been modified to accommodate their needs.

“The same rationale for ensuring that rental costs should not consume a disproportionate amount of the income of senior citizens should apply equally to people with disabilities living on comparable incomes,” said Mental Health Committee Chair Oliver Koppell. “I am hopeful that the State legislature will recognize the need for parity and amend the DRIE program to eliminate the disparity in the income eligibility cap.”

Real-Time Energy Pricing Resolution

The Council will vote on a resolution that calls upon the Public Service Commission (PSC) to allow individual apartments access to real-time energy pricing through the use of smart meters. Smart meters would potentially help residents conserve energy by informing them of the time of day when the price of electricity is lowest. 

“By providing real-time energy pricing information, smart meters can help New Yorkers conserve energy and preserve the environment for future generations,” said Technology Committee Chair Gale Brewer. “Not only will smart meters help the residents of New York City and New York State save money on their electric bills, they may also prevent future blackouts, such as the lengthy blackout that occurred this summer in Queens.”

"I want to urge the New York State Public Service Commission to give serious consideration to this resolution,” said Consumer Affairs Committee Chair Leroy Comrie. “For many New Yorkers, the bulk of their income goes toward rent, and the placement of smart meters will afford them much-needed savings. Additionally, given the blackout that took place in Queens last summer, smart meters will contribute to solving the energy crisis currently facing our city."

The Public Service Commission is responsible for ensuring that New Yorkers have access to a competitive market from which to choose an electricity supplier by regulating the State’s energy utility companies. Current PSC regulations do not allow real-time energy pricing through smart meters.

IBO Committee Selection Resolution

The Council will vote on a resolution that designates Speaker Quinn to serve on the committee responsible for appointing an executive director for the Independent Budget Office (IBO). Pursuant to the City Charter, a Special Committee, whose members include a City Council member chosen by the City Council, appoints the Director of the IBO.
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