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TITLE:
Resolution supporting the enactment of New York State Senate bill, S.1008, that would                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             establish a Metropolitan Transportation Authority operating oversight committee which would be responsible for reviewing all financial records and operating budget proposals of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority.

Introduction

On May 1, 2003, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on Res. No. 750.  This resolution supports the enactment of New York State Senate bill, S.1008, that would establish a Metropolitan Transportation Authority operating oversight committee which would be responsible for reviewing all financial records and operating budget proposals of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority.

Background
On January 24, 2003, New York State Senate Minority Leader David Paterson and members of his caucus introduced S.1008, legislation that would create a Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) “operating oversight committee.”  Such committee would be comprised of six members, with the following entities designated one member each: the minority and majority leaders of the senate, the minority and majority leaders of the assembly, the governor, and the mayor of New York City.  The bill states that of these six appointees, one must be a mass transit rider and the other must be a representative of the transit workers.  This new committee would also have oversight power over all of the MTA’s financial records and have the ability to comment on them.  The committee, would not, however, have the ability to approve or deny any budgetary items.

In introducing this legislation, members of the senate joined a chorus of elected officials in New York who have been calling for increased accountability at the MTA in regard to its fiscal situation.  The MTA made the announcement in late 2002 that a mass transit fare increase was necessary to help close the agency’s two year $2.8 billion budget deficit.  The months following this announcement have been marked by strong public opposition to any fare increase, particularly since people felt that the MTA was not fully disclosing its financial data that would justify, among other increases, the proposed fifty-cent fare hike on all City buses and subways.  Adding to the lack of transparency at the MTA that many perceived was the fact that the agency reported a surplus of $300 million in 2002.

On January 17, 2003 the Committee on Transportation held an oversight hearing on management and accountability issues pertaining to MTA-New York City Transit.  At this hearing, the testimony provided by the MTA Executive Director, Katherine Lapp, indicated to the Committee members that the MTA was in actuality facing a budget gap that was closer to $1 billion—less than half of what the agency had been telling the public.  This difference was due to “semantics” according to Ms. Lapp, wherein the MTA had been speaking in terms of a “gross” versus a “net” budget gap.  The agency revealed that it was able to make up the difference by factoring in additional governmental aid and taking internal “cost-cutting” actions.
  

Although the MTA changed their “semantics” to reflect their actual budget numbers, the agency has not been viewed as one that is accountable to elected officials or the riding public and both groups have called for increased accountability and oversight.  Additionally, the outrage on the part both of these groups did little to deter the MTA board from unanimously approving sweeping transit fare increases on March 6, 2003. It is also important to note that the MTA scheduled this vote prior to the release of their 2003 and 2004 operating budget deficit data. 

Currently, all of the MTA’s fifteen voting board members ultimately serve at the will of the governor.
  Also, as an authority, the MTA’s finances are not controlled or scrutinized by the state legislature.  Critics of the agency argue that this structure make it accountable to nobody other than the governor.  This legislation, S.1008, would alter this structure so the agency would be forced to “open its books” to the public and their elected representatives.  

� Randy Kennedy, Saying Riders Need Data, City Orders Transit Audit, The New York Times, December 19, 2002.


� “Pols Rail at MTA,” by Clemente Lisi, The New York Post, January 18, 2003. 


� The MTA board is comprised of a seventeen voting members, including the chair, who are appointed by the Governor with New York State Senate advice and consent.
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