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INTRODUCTION
On February 25, 2015, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, will hold a hearing entitled “Oversight - Examining the State of the Port Authority’s New York City Bus Stations, Progress of Renovations, and Impacts on Surrounding Communities.” The hearing will examine issues related to both the Port Authority Bus Terminal in Midtown Manhattan and the George Washington Bridge Bus Station in Upper Manhattan, including passenger experience, effects of bus traffic on surrounding communities, ongoing renovation projects, and plans for future improvements. The Committee expects to hear testimony from representatives of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey (“Port Authority”), as well as interested advocates and stakeholders. 
BACKGROUND
Port Authority Bus Terminal

By the early 1940s, traffic associated with an increasing number of interstate buses travelling to and from eight different bus terminals constituted a major problem for Midtown Manhattan.
 The efforts of two successive New York City Mayors—Fiorello LaGuardia and William O’Dwyer—ultimately led to a prohibition on new or expanded bus terminals in Midtown and to the Port Authority’s construction of a facility to consolidate these various bus services.
 Located on the block bordered by 8th Avenue, 9th Avenue, 40th Street, and 41st Street, the Port Authority Bus Terminal opened in December 1950 after two years of construction at a cost of $24 million.
 The City’s long-distance bus operations were ultimately consolidated in 1963 when, after several failed attempts to convince the City to allow the expansion of its own terminals, Greyhound finally agreed to move its operations to the Port Authority terminal.

Throughout its history, the terminal has undergone several renovations and expansions. In the early 1960s a three-floor parking garage was added on top of the building’s roof. In the late 1970s, the North Wing was added, extending the building’s footprint north to 42nd Street and expanding the terminal’s capacity by 50 percent.
 Today, the Port Authority Bus Terminal is the largest bus terminal in the United States and the busiest in the world.
 As a hub for both long-distance and commuter buses, the terminal serves approximately 8,000 buses and 225,000 passengers each weekday and more than 65 million people a year.
 To gain perspective on the volume of people who rely on the terminal—and its resulting importance to the economy of the City and the region—it is helpful to note that while 62,000 people rely on PATH trains to commute into the City each morning and another 45,000 use Penn Station, 83,000 commuters pass through the Port Authority Bus Terminal.
 

The bulk of the terminal’s bus traffic—70 percent—is comprised of NJ Transit bus operations.
 The Port Authority charges NJ Transit, New Jersey’s public transportation corporation, only a fraction of the fees charged to private carriers to use the terminal, costing the Port Authority up to $100 million per year.


In recent decades, the Port Authority Bus Terminal gained a decidedly negative image in the public consciousness. According to the Project for Public Spaces, by the mid-1980s, the terminal was plagued by serious issues related to crime and homelessness, in addition to an interior that was confusing, unattractive, and lacking in services and amenities.
 Although renewed attention in the 1990s improved customer satisfaction somewhat, glaring deficiencies remain. Issues raised by passengers include lack of signage and information, leaks, harsh lighting, and cell phone dead zones.
 The terminal has also long been operating above capacity, leading to perhaps the most significant and common complaints: delays and long lines resulting from congestion.
 Although the comedian John Oliver’s widely noted recent description of the terminal as “the single worst place on Planet Earth” might be characterized as hyperbolic, the Port Authority’s own executive director has referred to it as “functionally obsolete.”

There have been various attempts to develop the air rights above the terminal as a way to fund needed improvements. In 1999, the Port Authority selected Vornado Realty Trust and the Lawrence Ruben Company to build a 35-story tower over the North Wing of the terminal, which was designed to accommodate a future tower above it, but the deal fell apart in 2001.
 The project was revived in 2007, but by 2011 it had again failed to move forward due to the loss of a key investor.
 In April 2014, press reports indicated that the Port Authority was preparing to issue a Request for Proposals to developers interested in building a tower above the terminal, in addition to selling other parcels of land on the West Side.
 
Other efforts have been made to relieve the problem of congestion at the terminal. A large reason for the congestion problems is the lack of space for buses to layover; empty buses often make the trip back to New Jersey through the Lincoln Tunnel after dropping off passengers in the morning and then must come back through the tunnel in the evening, again without passengers.
 The congestion at the terminal also causes bus traffic to overflow onto local streets around the terminal, a major source of community complaints.
 Last year, the Port Authority applied for federal funds to help construct a new bus terminal annex designed to relieve some of the congestion problems by creating new space for bus staging, storage, and layovers. The annex, to be located at Galvin Plaza at 39th Street between 10th and 11th Avenues, is projected to cost $400 million and the Port Authority hopes to complete it by 2020.

In July 2014, the Port Authority approved a $90 million investment in order to “enhance the customer experience” and “improve passenger commutes” at the terminal.
 Commute improvement projects include construction of a bypass lane on the terminal ramp system in order to “allow buses destined for the fourth level direct access, avoiding the queue for the third floor,” instituting a bus tracking system, adding bus staging areas, and advancing the design of the Galvin Plaza annex.
 Customer experience projects include the “rehabilitation of all public restrooms,” repairing major ceiling leaks, and upgrading vestibules, elevators and escalators.
 Additionally, in January 2015, the Port Authority chose Cushman & Wakefield Inc. and JRT Realty Group Inc. to handle leasing and marketing for 150,000 square feet of retail space at the terminal in an effort to upgrade the offerings, enhance customer experience, and optimize revenues.

Looking to the future, with peak-hour bus traffic is expected to increase by 25 to 39 percent by 2040, the Port Authority is currently working on a Midtown Bus Master Plan, to include a comprehensive study of the terminal and surrounding infrastructure as well as an examination of “alternatives for future rehabilitation or replacement.”
 Port Authority officials have indicated they expect the plan to be delivered early this year.

George Washington Bridge Bus Station

Built in 1963, the George Washington Bridge Bus Station (“GWBBS”) is the eastern gateway to New York City for commuter bus traffic coming across the George Washington Bridge.
 The GWBBS was designed to replace on-street commuter bus stops on 166th and 167th Streets, while providing new accommodations for passengers.
 Occupying two city blocks, the GWBBS is intersected by Broadway, and bordered by Fort Washington Avenue and Wadsworth Avenue, 178th Street, and 179th Street.
 Sitting directly over I-95, the bus station saw 4.7 million passengers take 327,000 bus trips in 2012, predominantly over the George Washington Bridge using the station’s direct bus ramps on and off the bridge.
 The station contains retail space on the street and upper levels, as well as an indoor connection to the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (“MTA”) A train subway station at 175th Street.

Station Renovation

In 2008, an agreement was reached between the Port Authority and Acadia Realty Trust to renovate and expand the GWBBS, increasing the amount of retail space fourfold, as well as the bus capacity by 50 percent at a cost of $152 million.
 Some business located within the station—as well as their patrons—expressed concern about displacement.
 However, the station conditions precipitating the announced renovations included problems related to homelessness, as well as missing tiles, lack of heating and air conditioning, and open air entrances which allowed pigeons to fly through. An aptly named article described the station as “The Bus Station That Time Forgot.”
 Due to the 2008 recession, the plans for renovation fell through, but were revamped three years later with new partners. 

In 2011, the Port Authority approved a $183.2 million plan to renovate the bus station in a public-private partnership with SJM Partners and Slayton Equities, using developer Tutor Perini Corp.
 Per the terms of this agreement, the Port Authority would contribute $83 million, with the developers adding $100 million for a 99-year lease for the management of the building.
 The renovations will make the station compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act, in addition to providing an air-conditioned, enclosed waiting area. The retail space will increase from 30,000 square feet to 120,000 square feet and developers have sought out major anchor tenants including Marshall’s, GAP and Buffalo Wild Wings, as well as smaller locally-owned businesses seeking to expand into new space.
 The Port Authority and developers set contract goals of 12 percent for minority-owned businesses and 5 percent for women-owned businesses.
 The bus station is expected to provide 324 jobs and $31.7 million in economic activity.

After several planned starts and subsequent holdups, renovation construction finally began in August 2014.
 Bus service to the station has continued using temporary trailers adjacent to the station for arrivals and departures.
 Throughout construction, sidewalk closures were put into effect on 178th and 179th Streets as well as on Broadway, with lane closures in effect during off-peak hours, according to the Port Authority.

Community Concerns

Following the 2011 agreement, the local community board—Manhattan Community Board 12 (“Manhattan CB12”)—expressed concerns regarding the project, including site security during construction, previously agreed upon community space, traffic congestion, and the hiring of local workers.
 In a 2012 interview, then-Manhattan CB12 Chair Pamela Palanque-North revealed that the Port Authority scaled back a 2008 agreement for community space and was unresponsive the Board’s requests.
 In 2014, once the project was set to begin, local elected officials and Manhattan CB12 again took issue with the Port Authority’s failure to address traffic congestion, a lack of community space, and the guarantee of a living wage for employees of prospective businesses set to enter the renovated space.
 Ultimately, the Port Authority worked to ameliorate many of these concerns, including funding a traffic study to be shared between the Authority and the City’s Department of Transportation, as well as an increase in the amount of community space offered to 1,600 square feet.

CONCLUSION

Both the Port Authority Bus Terminal in Midtown Manhattan and the George Washington Bridge Bus Station in Upper Manhattan face significant challenges in modernizing their operations while addressing the needs and concerns of both commuters and surrounding communities. Today, the Committee hopes to learn more about the Port Authority’s progress regarding its New York City bus stations and its plans to ensure their continued successful operation. 
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