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INTRODUCTION 
	On August 17, 2023, the Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, Chaired by Majority Whip Selvena N. Brooks-Powers, will conduct an oversight hearing titled, Congestion Pricing and the MTA’s Fiscal Future. In addition, the Committee will hear Res. No. 390, sponsored by Majority Whip Brooks-Powers, calling upon the Metropolitan Transportation Authority to conduct a comprehensive Environmental Impact Study on the viability of the proposed QueensLink project. Those invited to testify include representatives from the MTA, various transportation advocates, and other interested parties.
BACKGROUND
The MTA is the oldest and largest transportation network in North America, serving a population of approximately 15.3 million people across a five-thousand square-mile travel area surrounding New York City (NYC or the City), Long Island, southeastern New York State (NYS), and Connecticut.[footnoteRef:2] The MTA is made up of several operating agencies that include the NYC Transit Authority (NYCTA); the Long Island Rail Road Company (LIRR); the Metro-North Commuter Railroad Company (MNR); MTA Bridges and Tunnels (B&T); and MTA Construction and Development.[footnoteRef:3] These operating entities are collectively referred to as the “MTA Agencies.”  [2:  MTA, About the MTA, available at https://new.mta.info/about]  [3:  Id. ] 

The MTA entity responsible for managing, maintaining and running subway and bus service in the City is the NYCTA.[footnoteRef:4] In the Borough of Staten Island, rapid transit service is provided by the Staten Island Railway.[footnoteRef:5] The NYCTA subway system includes 472 subway stations, more than 6,455 subway cars, and 665 miles of track.[footnoteRef:6] The NYCTA bus fleet is fully accessible and includes 5,780 vehicles that operate along 234 local bus routes, 20 Select Bus Service routes, and 73 express bus routes throughout the City.[footnoteRef:7] In addition to bus service provided through the NYCTA, the MTA Bus Company also operates 44 local routes in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens, 43 express bus routes between Manhattan and the Bronx, Brooklyn, or Queens, and 3 Select Bus Service routes in Queens.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  MTA, New York City Transit, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit ]  [5:  MTA, Staten Island Railway, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/staten-island-railway ]  [6:  MTA, New York City Transit, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit ]  [7:  Id.  ]  [8:  MTA, MTA Bus Company, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/mta-bus-company  ] 

Impact of COVID-19 on MTA Ridership 
	In the year prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, average NYCTA weekday ridership reached more than 7 million riders on both subways and buses,[footnoteRef:9] as it was one of the few public transportation systems in the world that ran 24 hours per day on every day of the year.[footnoteRef:10] However, the pandemic quickly changed rider behavior, with ridership plummeting due to initial stay-at-home orders and then to subsequent increases in the adoption of work from home policies. In April 2020, subway and bus ridership reached an unprecedented low point, with the subway carrying only eight percent of the total riders it carried the year before, and buses carrying only 23 percent.[footnoteRef:11] By the end of 2020, those numbers had increased, but still remained low, with subway ridership reaching 31 percent of 2019 ridership and bus ridership reaching 50 percent.[footnoteRef:12] In 2021, there were slight improvements in ridership numbers, with subway ridership at 45 percent of 2019 ridership and bus ridership at 56 percent.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  MTA, NYCT Subway and bus ridership for 2019, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit/subway-bus-ridership-2019]  [10:  The New York Times, Christina Goldbaum, N.Y.C.’s Subway, a 24/7 Mainstay, Will Close for Overnight Disinfection, April 30, 2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/30/nyregion/subway-close-cuomo-coronavirus.html ]  [11:  MTA, NYCT, Subway and bus ridership for 2020, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit/subway-bus-ridership-2020 ]  [12:  Id. ]  [13:  MTA, NYCT, Subway and bus ridership for 2021, available at https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit/subway-bus-ridership-2021 ] 

Ridership numbers have continued to improve and as of August 2, 2023, average daily ridership on the subways was slightly greater than 3.6 million, or 71 percent of a comparable pre-pandemic day.[footnoteRef:14] Bus ridership on the same day was slightly lower than 1.4 million, or about 67 percent of a comparable pre-pandemic day.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  MTA, MTA Metrics, Daily Ridership, available at https://metrics.mta.info/ ]  [15:  Id. ] 

MTA Calendar Year 2023 Adopted Budget 
The 2023 budget adopted by the MTA board included a four-year financial plan for calendar years 2023–2026.[footnoteRef:16] This plan, as with all MTA Financial Plans since July 2020, reflected the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the MTA.[footnoteRef:17] As per procedure, in July 2022, the MTA issued a Preliminary Budget for public review and comment, before issuing a Final Budget in late November that was presented to the MTA Board for a vote on December 21, 2022.[footnoteRef:18] The MTA’s Adopted Budget for Calendar Year 2023 totaled $19.2 billion, with highlights such as: $5.6 billion in remaining American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) aid; a 5.5 percent fare increase assumed for implementation in 2023, which was revised in the subsequent July Financial Plan to a four percent increase; and the assumption of $600 million in unspecified additional government funding and/or additional MTA actions.[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  MTA, Financial and Budget Statements, MTA 2023 Adopted Budget: February Financial Plan 2023-2026, available for download at https://new.mta.info/transparency/financial-information/financial-and-budget-statements  ]  [17:  Id.  ]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id. ] 

Although the Adopted MTA Financial Plan reflected a balanced budget for 2023, it required $600 million in unspecified additional government funding and/or additional MTA actions.[footnoteRef:20] The February plan also predicted annual deficits in the outyears, which total $1.2 billion in 2024 and 2025, and $1.6 billion in 2026.[footnoteRef:21] Deficit reductions would be achieved through MTA operating efficiencies, the use of federal COVID funds to reduce debt and operation costs across the current plan period, and cash repayment of the Federal Reserve loan to avoid long-term bonding.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Id. ]  [21:  Id. ]  [22:  Id. ] 

New York State Fiscal Year 2024 Budget 
On May 2, 2023 the NYS budget for Fiscal Year 2024 was passed and included several relevant items: an increase in the Payroll Mobility Tax (PMT) for NYC; an increase to the City’s share of contributions for paratransit costs; a portion of future casino revenues being dedicated to the MTA; $300 million in State aid; and $65 million to reduce the proposed fare increase for the MTA from 5.5 percent to 4 percent.[footnoteRef:23] Between July 1, 2023 and June 30, 2025 the City is required to contribute $165 million, as well as fifty percent of the net paratransit operating expenses.[footnoteRef:24] According to the MTA, the increase of the maximum rate for the PMT will generate $1.1 billion annually, and future casino revenues are estimated to provide $500 million in both 2026 and 2027.[footnoteRef:25]  Also included in the State budget is a pilot program which will bring five free bus routes to the City, one to each borough, for six to twelve months.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  New York State, Division of the Budget, GOVERNOR HOCHUL ANNOUNCES HIGHLIGHTS OF HISTORIC FY 2024 STATE BUDGET, May 3, 2023, available at https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2023/fy24-enacted-budget-highlights.html#:~:text=The%20FY%202024%20Budget%20calls,an%20additional%20%241.1%20billion%20annually]  [24:  Id. ]  [25:  Id. ]  [26:  Id.  ] 



MTA 2024 Preliminary Budget: July Financial Plan 2024-2027
In July 2023, the MTA released its 2024 Preliminary Budget July Financial Plan for the years 2024 to 2027.[footnoteRef:27] The July Plan includes the 2023 Mid-Year Forecast, the 2024 Preliminary Budget and a Financial Plan for the years 2024 to 2027, along with updates to the 2023 February Financial Plan.[footnoteRef:28] The July Plan also reflects the impact of the now-adopted New York State Fiscal Year 2024 Budget on MTA’s revenue.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  MTA, Financials and Budget Statements, MTA 2024 Preliminary Budget: July Financial Plan 2024-2027, available for download at https://new.mta.info/transparency/financial-information/financial-and-budget-statements  ]  [28:  Id. ]  [29:  Id.  ] 

For Calendar Year 2024, the MTA’s expenses total approximately $19.8 billion.  These expenses are funded through a combination of resources, including $5.1 billion from farebox revenue.[footnoteRef:30]  This is a significant reduction from pre-pandemic farebox projections, which exceeded $6 billion annually, but is greater than farebox revenue collected during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic and indicates an increase in MTA ridership from earlier pandemic lows.  Furthermore, the MTA projects $2.5 billion from toll revenue collected on bridges and tunnels managed by the MTA in Calendar Year 2024.[footnoteRef:31]  Taken together, revenue from farebox and tolls represents approximately 38 percent of MTA’s total projected revenue in Calendar Year 2024.  In addition, the July Plan details the following:  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id. ] 

· Ridership continuing to recover from the pandemic, which is in line with the midpoint of the McKinsey “high case” and “low case” scenarios forecasted in May 2022;[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Id. ] 

· Favorable farebox revenue results through April, equating to $37 million, along with favorable toll revenue of $45 million, and, for 2024 through 2027, a favorable adjustment of the average fare reflecting the travel patterns and ticket mix being experienced;[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Id. ] 

· The generation of $62 million of additional farebox revenue and $57 million of additional toll revenue in 2023 from the fare and toll increases, followed by $205 million annually of farebox revenue and $133 million of toll revenue, on average through the remainder of the July Plan;[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Id. ] 

· A variety of operating efficiencies which the NYCTA, LIRR and MNR have identified in detailed lists of initiatives totaling, for the July Plan period, $688 million for the NYCTA, $139 million for the LIRR, and $140 million for MNR;[footnoteRef:35] and [35:  Id. ] 

· The recent negotiated agreement with TWU Local 100,[footnoteRef:36] which includes annual increases of three percent for the first two years and 3.5 percent for the third year. Overall, this agreement is higher than originally assumed by the Authority. As such, net labor expenses are anticipated to increase by $1.15 billion.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  TWU Local 100, Contracts: TA/OA/MTA Bus, available at https://www.twulocal100.org/contracts-taoamta-bus ]  [37:  MTA, Financials and Budget Statements, MTA 2024 Preliminary Budget: July Financial Plan 2024-2027, available for download at https://new.mta.info/transparency/financial-information/financial-and-budget-statements  ] 

The July Financial Plan includes actions to reduce current and future expenses and aid in eliminating annual deficits through 2027, and the years beyond the July Financial Plan period.[footnoteRef:38] These actions include: pre-paying 2023 and 2024 pension expenses for employees covered by MTA-sponsored pension plans ($1.06 billion); pre-paying debt and debt service expenses ($1.37 billion); and funding the Other Post-Employment Benefits (OPEB) Trust covering retiree health benefits ($1.32 billion). In addition, the July Financial Plan anticipates two cost-saving actions: a 2024 pre-payment of $500 million towards 2025 pension expenses for MTA-sponsored plans; and the use of $258 million over the July Financial Plan period from the OPEB Trust for retiree health benefits.[footnoteRef:39] As such, the July Financial Plan assumes that $1.24 billion of resources will be used to balance the 2023 budget, followed by $17 million in 2024, $38 million in 2025, $218 million in 2026 and $584 million in 2027.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Id. ]  [39:  Id.  ]  [40:  Id. ] 

2020-2024 MTA Capital Program 
As required by NYS law, the MTA must submit to the NYS Capital Program Review Board (CPRB) a successive five-year capital program for the Transit System and MTA Staten Island Railway and the Commuter System.[footnoteRef:41] MTA B&T and MTA Bus are not subject to the CRPB approval, however, the MTA has consistently included five-year capital programs for the two entities in its submission to the CPRB.[footnoteRef:42] The MTA 2020-2024 Capital Program was approved by the CPRB on January 1, 2020, and totaled $54.8 billion, including: $39.9 billion (72.8%) for network expansion to the NYCTA; $5.7 billion (10.4%) for the LIRR; $4.7 billion (8.6%) for the MNR; $3.3 billion (6.0%) for B&T; $871 million (1.6%) for MTA Bus; and $254 million (less than 1%) for other costs.[footnoteRef:43] Overall, the 2020-2024 Capital Program is $21.5 billion greater than the $33.3 billion 2015-2019 Capital Program, which represents an increase of 65%.[footnoteRef:44] The funding for the MTA 2020-2024 Capital Program is from various revenue streams, including congestion pricing at an estimated $15 billion (27.4%), federal funding of $10.7 billion (19.5%), funds from new revenue sources, such as the progressive tax on high end real estate and the elimination of the internet tax advantage, of $10 billion (18.2%), bonds (borrowing) and “pay as you go” or PAYGO of $9.8 billion (17.9%), B&T Self-Funding of $3.3 billion (6.0%), State funding of $3 billion (5.5%), and City funding of $3 billion (5.5%).[footnoteRef:45] [41:  MTA, Capital, MTA 2020-2024 Capital Program, available at https://new.mta.info/capital/2020CapitalProgram ]  [42:  Id. ]  [43:  Id.  ]  [44:  Id. ]  [45:  Id. ] 

Risks to MTA’s Fiscal Future and Budgetary Issues 
	While MTA’s July Financial Plan for 2024-2027 is balanced through the outyears as planned for in the NYS Enacted Budget, toll and fare increases, and the adoption of cost saving measures, the MTA outlined several risks to its fiscal future, including:[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Id.] 

· Ridership falling short of MTA’s current projection of a 10 percent increase in paid ridership by 2026.  According to the MTA, if ridership were to increase by 5 percent over this same period of time, it would result in the loss of $325 million in revenue annually.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Id. ] 

· Casino revenue, which relies on the uncertain approval and awarding of downstate casino licenses, is being counted on by the MTA for $500 million in 2026 and 2027;[footnoteRef:48] and [48:  Id.  ] 

·  MTA operating efficiencies need to be found and implemented in order to balance the MTA’s finances, and upwards of $400 million to $500 million of operating efficiencies will need to be successfully implemented by the MTA.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Id.  ] 



Congestion Pricing-Central Business District Tolling Program (CBDTP)
Congestion pricing, sometimes called value pricing, “is a way of harnessing the power of the market to reduce the waste associated with traffic congestion.”[footnoteRef:50] Implementing pricing mechanisms, such as tolls, removes a fraction of the vehicles from a congested area, thus allowing the road system to flow much more efficiently.[footnoteRef:51] There are generally four main types of pricing strategies: variably priced lanes, which involve variable tolls on separated lanes within a highway; variable tolls on entire roadways, which include both toll roads and bridges, and existing toll-free facilities during rush hours; cordon charges, which include variable or fixed charges to drive within or into a congested area within a city; and area-wide charges, which include per-mile charges on all roads within an area that may vary by level of congestion.[footnoteRef:52]  [50:  United States Department and Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, Publications, Congestion Pricing: A Primer, available at https://ops.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/congestionpricing/sec2.htm#:~:text=Congestion%20pricing%20works%20by%20shifting,urban%20highway%20are%20not%20commuters ]  [51:  Id. ]  [52:  Id. ] 

In April 2019, the MTA Reform and Traffic Mobility Act was signed by then-Governor Andrew Cuomo and took effect immediately.[footnoteRef:53] That law stated that the MTA’s Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority needed to design, develop, build and run the Congestion Pricing-Central Business District Tolling Program (CBDTP), which would be NYC’s congestion pricing program.[footnoteRef:54] The main premise behind the CBDTP is to reduce congestion in heavily congested areas, gain revenue to improve and modernize the MTA public transit systems, improve air quality, and expand access for low-income residents and visitors by improving travel options.[footnoteRef:55] In recent years, City motor vehicle traffic levels have returned to greater than 90 percent of pre-pandemic levels, far outpacing the recovery of mass transit ridership.[footnoteRef:56] In 2021, a year after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the City was rated as the most congested city in the United States by INRIX, a data and software company, leading congestion pricing advocates to view the tolling program as a necessary tolling strategy to alleviate traffic levels.[footnoteRef:57]  [53:  MTA, NYS DOT, and NYC DOT, Central Business District Tolling Program (CBDTP), available at https://new.mta.info/project/CBDTP/why-NYC-needs-central-business-district-tolling  ]  [54:  Id. ]  [55:  Id. ]  [56:  Id.  ]  [57:  Id. ] 

Under NYC’s CBDTP, a Central Business District (CBD) would be created to include 60th Street in Manhattan and all roadways south of 60th Street, except for: the FDR Drive and West Side Highway/9A, including the Battery Park Underpass and surface roadway portion of the Hugh L. Carey Tunnel connecting to West Street.[footnoteRef:58] Those in the CBD would be charged a toll for entering or remaining in the CBD.[footnoteRef:59] Specific exemptions and the specific cost of the tolls would vary based on sector and vehicle type.[footnoteRef:60]  [58:  Id. ]  [59:  Id. ]  [60:  Id. ] 

The process for the implementation of the CBDTP has been lengthy, with an Environmental Assessment Statement for the program being completed in August 2022, which evaluated the potential effects of the program on specific industries and persons, while also outlining seven hypothetical tolling scenarios, and how they would impact NYC and the MTA.[footnoteRef:61] More recently, in June 2023, final approval for the CBDTP was granted by the U.S. Federal Highway Administration.[footnoteRef:62] A local panel appointed by the MTA can now decide on final toll rates, including discounts, exemptions and other allowances.[footnoteRef:63] Tolling scenarios vary based on the time of day and vehicle type in the CBD, for example, a tolling scenario might include up to $23 per rush-hour trip and $17 per off-peak trip in the CBD, varying by vehicle type.[footnoteRef:64] The CBDTP is expected to generate $1 billion annually for the MTA, with this money being used to improve the City’s public transit network, including building new elevators in the subways and modernizing signals that keep trains moving.[footnoteRef:65] [61:  United States Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, Central Business District Tolling Program Final Environmental Assessment, available for download at https://new.mta.info/project/CBDTP/environmental-assessment ]  [62:  The New York Times, Ana Ley, Congestion Pricing Plan in New York City Clears Final Federal Hurdle, June 26, 2023, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/26/nyregion/nyc-congestion-pricing.html ]  [63:  Id. ]  [64:  United States Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, Central Business District Tolling Program Final Environmental Assessment, available for download at https://new.mta.info/project/CBDTP/environmental-assessment]  [65:  The New York Times, Ana Ley, Congestion Pricing Plan in New York City Clears Final Federal Hurdle, June 26, 2023, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/26/nyregion/nyc-congestion-pricing.html] 

Notably, the availability of exemptions has been a contentious issue, with a number of industries vying for specific exemptions. Particularly, there have been requests for exemptions from the taxi and for-hire vehicle industry, as many argue that the tolls could reduce the demand for taxis and for-hire vehicle riders.[footnoteRef:66] In addition, environmental justice advocates have expressed concerns regarding the diversion of traffic from the specified routes within the CBD to less well-off communities in the outer boroughs of the City.[footnoteRef:67] [66:  CNN Business, Nathaniel Meyersohn, Congestion pricing is coming to New York City, officials announce, June 26, 2023, available at https://www.cnn.com/2023/06/26/business/new-york-city-congestion-pricing/index.html ]  [67:  Id. ] 

CONCLUSION
	At this hearing, the Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure will look to gain further clarity from the MTA on the implementation and impacts of congestion pricing. Specifically, the Committee will look to gain more insight into the MTA’s fiscal future, how things have changed since the February Financial Plan, and the steps the MTA is taking to cover predicted budget deficits. In addition, the Committee will gather information on the appropriateness of a comprehensive Environmental Impact Study to determine the viability of the proposed QueensLink project.
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Res. No. 390

..Title
Resolution calling upon the Metropolitan Transportation Authority to conduct a comprehensive Environmental Impact Study on the viability of the proposed QueensLink project.  
..Body

By Council Members Brooks-Powers, Ariola, Holden and Restler

Whereas, The Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) is the entity in New York State (NYS) responsible for providing the public transit needs of its residents, including operating service locally through New York City Transit and the Long Island Rail Road (LIRR); and  
Whereas, There are several neighborhoods in New York City (NYC or the City), particularly in areas of the Borough of Queens, that have limited subway access and are considered transit or subway deserts: and  
Whereas, According to a recent report published by the Office of the NYS Comptroller, the use of public transit in NYC fosters foot traffic and economic activity in and around travel hubs, neighborhood stations and bus stops, and improves the affordability of living in the City by reducing the need for personal vehicles; and 
Whereas, One proposal, being advanced by a not-for-profit organization dedicated to that purpose, seeks to add an additional public transit option in the City through the 3.5-mile-long transit and park corridor project called QueensLink, which would connect northern and southern Queens; and 
Whereas, The proposed QueensLink would run along the corridor formerly known as the Rockaway Beach Branch (RBB), which is a segment of a former LIRR rail line that has not been in use since 1962; and 
Whereas, Under the current proposal, QueensLink would extend service on the New York City Transit M Train from Rego Park to the Rockaways, offering local residents a more direct route from Southern Queens into Midtown Manhattan, and potentially serving an estimated eighty-eight thousand daily riders; and 
Whereas, Proponents of the QueensLink proposal argue that an MTA investment of more than $3 billion in this project would create up to 150,000 new jobs, result in a $13 billion increase in personal income, and potentially increase property values along the corridor by up to $75 billion; and 
Whereas, The proposal for QueensLink also includes up to thirty-three acres of space for parks, trails or newly created farmer’s markets alongside and underneath the railroad tracks; and 
Whereas, In 2019, the MTA released their RBB reactivation feasibility study which found that restoring service on the line is possible, albeit at a higher estimated cost, and the MTA estimated it could potentially serve 47,000 daily  riders; and 
Whereas, Potentially reactivating the RBB along the former LIRR right-of-way in Central Queens is currently being evaluated, along with other projects, for potential inclusion in the MTA's 2025-2044 20-Year Needs Assessment which will form the basis for the agency’s 2025-2029 Capital Program; and 
Whereas, In August 2022, 17 City, State, and Federal officials from Queens signed on to a letter of support asking the Governor and the Mayor to fund an Environmental Impact Study for the QueensLink proposal; now, therefore, be it 
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York, calls upon the Metropolitan Transportation Authority to conduct a comprehensive Environmental Impact Study on the viability of the proposed QueensLink project.   
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