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I. Introduction 
On November 29, 2018, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management, chaired by Council Member Antonio Reynoso, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Mark Treyger, and the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez will jointly hold an oversight hearing on the City’s preparation for and response to Winter Storm Avery. The Committee expects to hear testimony from the Department of Sanitation (DSNY), the Department of Education (DOE), the Department of Transportation (DOT), the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), the Office of Emergency Management (OEM), union representatives, advocacy groups, and members of the public. 
II. Winter Storm Avery

A. Winter Storm Avery 

On November 15, 2018, a snowstorm, referred to as Winter Storm Avery, hit New York City. More than six inches of snow fell in Central Park, making this winter storm the biggest one day November snowfall recorded there in 136 years.
 Immediately prior to the storm on November 15, weather reports had indicated that there would only be one to three inches of snow, but instead the City was barraged with a more intense storm that worsened over the course of the day, contributing to traffic gridlock and chaos.

DSNY deployed all 700 salt spreaders.
 DSNY states that including salt spreaders and garbage trucks equipped with plows, there were approximately 1200 snow plows on the road. 
The DOE was still running school bus routes after 11pm and New Yorkers were burdened with commutes that lasted up to 13 hours.
 Eventually, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced at a press conference on November 16, 2018 that the City would complete a full audit and review of City agency response.
B. Education


The DOE’s Office of Pupil Transportation (OPT) transports 150,000 students on 8,500 yellow school bus routes daily.
  News reports suggested as many as 10% of all OPT school bus routes experienced delays due to the storm,
 causing many distraught students to be stuck on school buses for hours without food or access to a restroom.
 According to Chancellor Richard Carranza, at least one student did not reach home until 3am.
 Many parents raised concerns about DOE’s lack of communication regarding bus delays and students’ whereabouts.
 A parent of a student with special needs, who communicated with her child’s bus matron, informed the NY Post that the matron refused to share information about what was occurring on the bus and lacked empathy for the students.


Teachers were also negatively impacted by DOE’s decisions during the snowstorm.
 According to DOE’s website, on November 15, 2018, the day of the storm, elementary schools held afternoon parent teacher conferences and had a half day of school.
 Many people were frustrated by DOE’s decision to proceed with having parent teacher conferences, despite the predicted snowstorm.
 According to ABC 7, 10 teachers and administrators were forced to stay overnight in their Washington Heights school because there was no way for them to travel home.
 
Parents also expressed frustration about DOE’s last minute decision to cancel afterschool and field trips on the Friday following the snowstorm. News reports suggest that parents were not informed about such cancelations until “just before 9:00am” on Friday, November 16 after students had been dropped off at school.
 As a result, many parents whose children attended afterschool had to unexpectedly find alternate plans for afterschool pick up. 

C. Transportation

According to reports, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey (Port Authority) said that eight trucks began salting the George Washington Bridge (GW Bridge), which connects Washington Heights, Manhattan to New Jersey, at 1 p.m. and the first snow began falling at 2 p.m.  According to the Port Authority, the precipitation changed to freezing rain leading to slick conditions.
  Around 2:30 p.m. worsening conditions led to a 25 car pile-up on the upper level of the eastbound side of the GW Bridge.  Then at 3:20 p.m., also on the upper level, but on the westbound side, a tractor trailer collision occurred, which forced the Port Authority to shut down the upper level entirely.
 While the crashes did not result in major injuries, they did create a ripple effect on traffic throughout New York City.

Due to the closure on the upper level of the bridge, traffic increased on the lower level and the Port Authority Bus Terminal in midtown Manhattan became overrun with people waiting for buses.
 According to the Port Authority, from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. only 232 buses arrived at the terminal compared to 1,429 that typically arrive during that time on a normal weekday.
 This accounted for an 84% decline in the arrival of such buses.
  Although the GW Bridge was reopened just before 6 p.m., the Port Authority announced that people should expect residual delays on the GW Bridge for more than 60 minutes.
  The traffic back up was felt throughout Washington Heights and along Broadway.

The Port Authority was also forced to close the Bayonne Bridge, which connects Northern Staten Island to New Jersey, because trucks were getting stuck and sliding down the slight incline of the on-ramp of the newly renovated bridge.

D. Other factors

In addition to gridlock created by the two bridge closures, falling trees caused other traffic slowdowns.
 According to DPR, 150 trees across the City fell as a result of the storm.
 Additionally, reports indicated that 40 tree limbs were reportedly hanging and more than 300 downed limbs were reported.
 The down trees and limbs added to traffic gridlock on many streets.
 A disproportionate number of “tree service calls” came from Manhattan. Thus, units from Brooklyn and Queens could not be dispatched there until Friday morning. The New York City Police Department (NYPD) and the New York City Fire Department (FDNY) were responding only to emergency based-fallings and street blockages.
 According to the NYPD there were 1,915 collisions in New York City reported between noon and midnight on the day of the storm.
  NYPD also reported that this was an increase of 162% from the same time the previous year. 

III. DSNY Snow Plans
A. December 2010 Snowstorm

Most notably, on December 26 and 27, 2010, a blizzard hit New York City, overwhelming the city for several days.
 Snowfall totals for the storm ranged from 14 to 24 inches throughout the five boroughs, and wind gusts were reported to be as strong as 60 miles per hour.
 DSNY was unable to clear snow in a timely fashion from a significant number of city streets.
 As a result, the blizzard crippled a host of basic and emergency services, most notably the city’s transportation and emergency response services, and significantly impacted the daily lives of New Yorkers.
 Examples of the breakdown in basic and emergency services included the inability of ambulance, fire and police services to function properly, with many emergency vehicles, especially ambulances, becoming stuck in unplowed – or partially plowed – streets;
 the inability of the 911 and 311 call systems to keep up with and respond to the extremely high volume of calls;
 and the abandonment of hundreds of vehicles, including approximately 600 MTA buses, on roads throughout the City.
 

In the aftermath of the December blizzard of 2010, the Council held a series of hearings focused on the City’s preparedness for future storm events and subsequently enacted several laws, including Local Law 28 of 2011 and has continued to have regular hearings and updates on the City’s snow management plans. 
B.
Local Law 28 of 2011
Local Law 28 of 2011 requires the DSNY Commissioner to submit to the Council and make available to the public borough-specific plans for snow plowing and removal no later than November 15th of each year. Prior to the November 15th submission of the plan, the Commissioner is required to submit a draft plan for comment to Council members, community boards, and borough presidents in October of each year. Approved amendments to the draft are to be included in the final version of the plan released in November. The plan is required to include the following: 
(1) the address of each DSNY facility that has a role in snow management in each borough, including the sanitation district that the facility is located in and the number of uniformed Department employees assigned to the facility; 
(2) an inventory of the Department- and city-owned snow management equipment and resources that could be made available during a snow event; 
(3) definitions and criteria for selecting priority plow routes and an online map of each community district including the priority designation of each street in the district; 
(4) how the Department will remove snow and ice from streets, curb cuts and pedestrian medians at intersections on primary streets, crosswalks, and sidewalks adjacent to parks and bus stops, as well as how the Department will disperse salt, sand, and other materials applied to roads in icy or snowy conditions; and 
(5) identification of the borough chiefs responsible for implementing the plan in each borough, the Department personnel who will liaise with the OEM during snow events, and the Department personnel who will communicate with Council members, community boards, and borough presidents.
C.
2017-2018 Snow Season
The winter 2017-2018 snow season cost the city $107 million, some $23 million more than the $84 million budgeted.
 The prolonged snow season included 40 inches of snow removal, still below the record 60 inches and $130.7 million cost for the 2014 snow season.
 Snow funding levels are based on the cost of snow removal for the previous five years, as set by a provision in the City Charter.
 The snow budget for Fiscal Year 2019 is $97.7 million, an addition of $13.6 million from the $84.1 million in the FY 2018 Adopted Budget.

IV. 
DSNY 2018-2019 Snow Plan
A. Overview

Almost two months prior to this storm, on September 28, 2018, DSNY Commissioner Kathryn Garcia transmitted the Department’s 2018-2019 Draft Borough-based Snow Plans (the “Draft Plans”) to the Council.
 The Draft Plans cover the Department’s planning, training, snow removal priority designation categories, assigned equipment and personnel, and implementation of the Plans during a snow event. Implementation details include preparation for a forecasted snow event, salting and plowing operations during a snow event, situational awareness and adjustments during a snow event, collaborations with other city agencies, customer service during and after a snow event, snow clearing operations after precipitation ceases, and clearing pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure. These factors are explained in more detail below.
 The Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management held its annual hearing on the Draft Snow Plans on October 24, 2018. The Commissioner testified to DSNY’s preparedness for the upcoming snow season. The Draft Plans were adopted and posted as the Final Borough Based Snow Plans on November 14, 2018, a day before Winter Storm Avery. 
DSNY fully implemented new plowing routes, which it refers to as “Snow Sectoring,” during the 2016-2017 snow season, in all community districts.
 There are three route classifications: critical routes, including highways, arterial roadways, main travel thoroughfares, bus routes, roads that contain emergency services and first responder facilities, and schools; sector routes, including those streets that are not critical routes, however are wide enough for a full size DSNY truck and plow; and haulster routes, including dead ends and streets that are too narrow for a truck and plow.
 If there is a heavy storm, DSNY will begin plowing critical, sector, and haulster routes at the same time to provide a more timely service to residents.

The Plans also include several key statistics. The number of miles of roadways that DSNY is responsible for plowing is 19,000 miles.
 The number of salt storage locations is 31 permanent and 11 seasonal locations, and calcium chloride storage locations is 52 citywide this year.
 Their capacity is over 300,000 tons of rock salt and 365,500 gallons of calcium chloride, which remained consistent from the 2017-2018 snow plan.

B. Forecast and Preparation 

If there is an impending snowstorm, the DSNY Bureau Operations Chief will brief the Commissioner, First Deputy Commissioner, and Bureau Director. The First Deputy Commissioner will then make the decision of whether to activate personnel. If plows will be needed, personnel are scheduled into two 12-hour shifts, normally from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. and from 7:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m., and days off are canceled. DSNY then makes a series of decisions about how to respond based on predicted conditions. A “snow alert” is issued to all DSNY personnel, as well as to other city agencies.
 
C. Salting and Plowing Operations 

At the first sign of snow or frozen precipitation, salt spreaders begin dispensing salt on roadways. Plowing begins when snowfall exceeds two inches.
 PlowNYC allows the public to track progress of snow clearing.
 Plow operators follow their assigned routes in order to avoid missing street segments. Once roadways are cleared, municipal parking lots, bike lanes, and pedestrian infrastructure will be cleared. In heavy snow events, DSNY may activate emergency hired equipment contracts as needed.
 However, customer complaints will not be resolved until snow has stopped falling and assigned roadways are clear.
D. Situational Awareness 

DSNY has an extensive communications plan, which allows DSNY headquarters at 125 Worth Street to monitor conditions on the street and quickly deploy resources. DSNY communicates with other city agencies through New York City Emergency Operations Center (NYCEM). DSNY has GPS devices on all snow-fighting equipment to improve the quality of signal and accuracy of data received during snow operations.
 
E. Other City Agencies 

Liaisons from DSNY coordinate with NYCEM. The Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), DOT, and DPR are notified if their resources will be necessary. Staffing needs are assessed based on current conditions and equipment is readied. DSNY meets with the NYPD to exchange contract information with the NYPD Traffic and Tow and Highways Divisions and to review the use of NYPD tow trucks during and after heavy snow. In addition, the Port Authority  is responsible for managing bridges and tunnels between New York and New Jersey as well as airports in New York City and Northern New Jersey.

F. Customer Service

DSNY has a system through which it can assess customer complaints through 311. Conditions that are highlighted through this system are addressed once planned snow clearing operations are finished. New Yorkers can use the PlowNYC online mapping tool to track the progress of DSNY snow operations throughout the five boroughs. During the 2016-2017 snow season, DSNY and the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT) made PlowNYC data available in near real time to the public and software developers through the City’s Open Data Portal.
 During the 2017-2018 season, the data was made available during snow events, with plow locations being updated several times per hour, and older records being archived.
 The data for the 2018-2019 snow season will again be made available via the Open Data Portal.

G. Snow Clearing Operations

If snow accumulations approach 6 to 8 inches, snow will be plowed and piled to keep main streets open. The snow piles will be hauled to approved snow disposal locations until they can be melted or transported to snow melter locations.  DSNY has 34 small melters that can each melt 60 tons of snow per hour, as well as seven larger mega-melters that can melt 135 tons of snow per hour.
 Water from the melted snow is discharged directly into City sewers that the DEP has preapproved for melting. The snow clearing operations continue until all public streets have been serviced. 
H. Clearing Pedestrian and Bicycle Infrastructure 

Once salting and plowing is complete, DSNY addresses bike lanes, pedestrian overpasses and step streets, bus stops, and crosswalks through its temporary seasonal laborers while DSNY resumes refuse collections. DSNY has a fleet 100 skid-steer loaders, which are smaller machines with lift arms to improve efficiency in clearing these areas. Temporary snow laborers are paid at a rate of $15.00 per hour, which increases to $22.50 per hour after completing the first 40 hours in a given week. Citibike, NYC’s bike sharing system operated by NYC Bike Share LLC, is required to remove snow in a 6-foot radius around bike stations to create a buffer so that DSNY can navigate its plows.

V. 
Agency Emergency Snow Response
A. 
Office of Emergency Management

The OEM was established in 1996 and is charged with planning for emergencies and coordinating agencies, both during emergencies and in response to emergencies.
 OEM is also responsible for educating the public about emergency preparedness and disseminating information to the public during an emergency.
  

In order to assist the City in its response to emergencies, OEM maintains various contingency plans. Each plan covers three components of a disaster: preparedness, initial response, and recovery.
 Among these plans is the City’s Natural Hazard Mitigation Plan (HMP), which outlines measures the City may take in the event of different types of natural hazards, including winter storms.
 Once a plan is activated, OEM coordinates with various entities including City, state, federal, and non-governmental agencies in order to ensure that the plan is well implemented.
 OEM also reviews, tests and revises these plans as intelligence and resources change.

Pursuant to its HMP, OEM measures the severity of a winter storm based on a variety of factors including: temperature, wind speed, type of precipitation, rate of disposition, and time of day and/or year the storm occurs.
 The Northeast Snowfall Impact Scale (NESIS) classifies and ranks high-impact northeast snowstorms, which have large areas of 10-inch snowfall accumulations and greater.
 NESIS scores range from one to ten and are then converted into one of five categories: extreme, crippling, major, significant, and notable.
 Unlike other meteorological indices, NESIS not only uses meteorological measurements, but it also incorporates population information in order to indicate a storm’s societal impact.
  
1. Local Law 24 of 2011

Local Law 24/2011 requires the Commissioner of OEM to develop protocols to guide New York City's response to weather emergencies, including plans for winter weather, coastal storms, extreme heat, flash floods, and events causing power outages, damage to structures, and/or significant amounts of debris.
 The Winter Weather Emergency Plan describes a coordinated, flexible response to the hazardous weather event; defines agency roles and responsibilities; and guides agencies through key decisions and actions to mitigate effects on people, critical infrastructure, and City operations.

2. Local Law 26 of 2011
Local Law 26/2011 requires agencies responsible for preparing for and responding to snow emergencies provide an annual snow preparedness and response report for each snow event of six inches or greater.
 The Snow Preparedness and Response Report's includes information for each snow event such as snowfall totals; advisories, warnings, or declarations issued; responsibilities and performance indicators of various agencies; recommendations for improvement; an inventory of city-owned and hired equipment used during the snow event; and inventory of non-city personnel deployed during the snow event.

B. 
Fire Department and Emergency Medical Services


The FDNY responds to more than 308,000 fire and non-fire related emergencies and more than 1.7 million medical emergencies each year.
 The FDNY is comprised of 218 Engine Companies and 143 Ladder Companies
 and it maintains 221 firehouses and 37 EMS stations.
 The FDNY core competencies have evolved from a heavy emphasis on fighting traditional structural fires and providing pre-hospital care to an expanded role in handling all types of emergencies, such as hazardous materials incidents, building collapses, transportation accidents, utility-related emergencies, natural disasters, medical response, and acts of terrorism throughout the City.
 


EMS is responsible for delivering ambulance and pre-hospital emergency medical services citywide, as well as providing tactical and medical direction to field personnel, and administrative and support services to the EMS Bureau.
 Local law 20 of 1996 amended the City Charter and granted the FDNY the power to run EMS, thus transferring emergency medical and general ambulance duties from the Health and Hospitals Corporation to the FDNY. 

EMS operates advanced life support ambulances (“ALS”), which are staffed by two paramedics, and basic life support ambulances (“BLS”), which are staffed by two emergency medical technicians (EMTs). Paramedics receive 1,500 hours of training and EMTs are required to complete 120 to 150 hours of training.
 

C. 
FDNY in Snow Emergencies

FDNY All Unit Circular 200 sets out FDNY Standard Operating Procedures for winter operations, including snow emergency procedures.
 When weather conditions indicate that a severe snow storm is likely to strike New York City the FDNY operational plan is divided into two phases.
 Phase A is designated the activation phase and Phase B is designated the implementation phase.
 

 Phase A activities include: (i) making contact with other pertinent city, state and federal agencies; (ii) conducting surveys to determine available supplies of gasoline, diesel and fuel oil and probable requirements; (iii) checking the availability and status of apparatus and equipment; (iv) reviewing locations of division mustering sites; (v) checking water supply and hydrants to determine where serious deficiencies may develop; and (vi) determining the need for additional staffing and placing sufficient personnel on stand-by to meet the anticipated need for an increase in staffing levels.

Phase B activities include, among other things, establishing communications, command and control, which encompasses: (i) staffing a fire department control center and coordination with OEM; (ii) determining staffing needs, designating assignments, recalling off duty personnel and determining the need for additional apparatus and getting it prepared; (iii) establishing liaison with news media and radio stations to transmit necessary broadcasts; (iv) determining the need to retain or recall department mechanics and other civilian personnel; (v) staffing reserve apparatus; (vi) conducting continuing surveys and reconnaissance regarding street and hydrant conditions; and (vii) developing appropriate solutions when streets are difficult to maneuver or are impassable.
 
D.
 EMS in Snow Emergencies 

EMS Command Operating Guide Procedure 106-15 (“OGP 106-15”) sets out EMS policy for the activation of the Severe Weather Contingency Plan, including procedures to be implemented during weather conditions constituting a Severe Weather Alert and/or Severe Weather Emergency.
 OGP 106-15 applies to all members of the EMS Command and employees of Voluntary Hospitals.
 When the National Weather Service has declared a Weather Advisory (watch/warning), EMS Command implements a two phase contingency plan.
 Phase-A is declared when there is a potential for adverse weather arriving within 12 to 36 hours, or a Weather Advisory (watch/warning) has been announced by the National Weather Service; or when predicted or actual severe weather conditions can be reasonably expected to affect EMS operations.
  The information is normally relayed from OEM.
 Phase-B is declared when weather and/or traffic conditions are having an adverse effect on ambulance operations or when a Traffic Snow Emergency has been declared.

In New York City, mutual aid is governed by an agreement between the FDNY, OEM and the Regional Emergency Medical Services Council of New York (“REMSCO”), which is responsible to the State of New York for coordinating medical services in all five boroughs of New York City.
 REMSCO has entered into Memorandums of Understanding with New York City ambulance agencies to provide mutual aid assistance. Those entities include voluntary hospital ambulances, community based volunteer ambulance companies and private ambulances. REMSCO representatives have questioned the timeliness of the request for mutual aid by the city and indicated some ambulance agencies encountered difficulties in logging into the 9-1-1 system as required by mobilization protocols due to a change in the number required to do so. 
VI.        Conclusion

At the hearing, the Committees expect to hear more about the preparation that went into the response to Winter Storm Avery. The Committees are specifically interested in testimony from DSNY on the 2018-2019 Snow Plan, why the Snow Plan was not adequate to address this storm, and how it can be improved in the future. There were several issues that significantly impacted the lives of New Yorkers that the Committees expect the Administration to address and work toward adequate responses for the next storm. These include long and difficult commutes with heavy traffic dangerous conditions; children stuck on school buses for unreasonable amounts of time with no communication with parents; and a lack of salt spreading and plowing to allow cars to safely pass through city streets. The Committees also hope to learn how city agencies will coordinate and respond more effectively to future storms. 
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