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Oversight: Paper Towels, Soap and Toilet Paper

On Tuesday, November 9, 2004, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on the availability of basic hygiene products – paper towels, soap and toilet paper – in student bathrooms in the New York City public school system.  The Department of Education (the “Department”) and parents are expected to testify.

Background And Reason For This Hearing

Although the Department’s primary function is to educate children, to do so, it must provide a clean, safe environment in which children can learn.  One aspect of this environment is the state of school bathrooms.

The importance of good hygiene hardly needs to be stated.  According to the federal Centers for Disease Control, “The most important thing that you can do to keep from getting sick is to wash your hands.”
  Training children to wash their hands after using the bathroom – indeed, training them to use the bathroom in the first instance – is one of parenting’s challenges and a milestone in children’s social development.  School, then, should reinforce those lessons in good hygiene, and encourage children to develop lifelong sanitary habits.

Unfortunately, members of the Education Committee have received hundreds of complaints from parents, teachers, students and others that soap, paper towels and toilet paper are missing from school bathrooms and classrooms that are designed to have them (e.g., art rooms, gymnasiums, and classrooms for younger children into which bathrooms are built in).  Complaints about the lack of sanitary facilities have been voiced in City Hall, where teachers and parents have testified about the lack of functional bathroom facilities and missing supplies at Council hearings, breakfasts for PTA members, town hall meetings, and chance encounters in the hallways.  These concerns have been echoed throughout the five boroughs at PTA meetings, town halls and other gathering.  Parents are concerned that their children will be subject to filthy, ill-maintained bathrooms, won’t want to use them, will develop bad bathroom habits if they do or, for young children, require re-education at home in proper bathroom hygiene.  They also worry that conditions in student bathrooms are mirrored in faculty restrooms, and that teachers, school aids and kitchen workers are subject to similar conditions.  

Against this backdrop, the Department of Education has consistently denied what is obvious to parents, teachers and students:  public school restrooms are too often filthy, decrepit, and lack the essentials of good hygiene – paper towels, soap and toilet paper – which parents are often asked to provide.   Nor does it seem to pay serious attention to remedying these deficiencies.  Several examples illustrate this.  Most recently, Mayor Bloomberg, when confronted with claims that certain bathroom facilities were found wanting, told reporters that “The truth of the matter is, we’ve checked and every single one of these schools has plenty of toilet paper and paper towels” – a flat denial that is demonstrably untrue – and dismissed the parents’ complaints as “the perfect example of a tempest in a toilet bowl.”
  Data of more substance shows a similar neglect:  the Department’s initial 5-year Capital Facilities Plan (“the 5-Year Plan”) noted a 10-year need for bathroom capital improvements of $308 million, and proposed spending less than 1/10th of that over five years.  (Eventually, in response to Council pressure, the Department increased funding for bathroom repairs by almost $40 million).

Moreover, the Department appears determined to hide the issue from inquiring eyes.   On August 4, 2003, a reporter at The Daily News submitted a FOIL request seeking the amount of paper towels purchased by the Department for the upcoming school year.  The Department initially denied that request on the ground that it would “impair pending contract negotiations,”
 a response that the Chancellor later dismissed as preposterous.  After the Chancellor ordered the Department to respond, it informed the reporter that the Department could not answer because had no “responsive” documents.
  That statement was untrue, which the Department later admitted at an April 15, 2004, Education Committee hearing (and, if it were true, it would show a serious breach of procurement procedures).
  The next day the reporter received a spreadsheet showing the number of “cases” of towels purchased at 850 (out of 1200+) schools.  Clearly, the Department knew all along how many paper towels it purchased, but was unwilling to inform the public (and then refused to divulge to the reporter how large a “case” is).

These events, and others like them, convinced the Committee that it should investigate not only the Department’s delivery of these goods and services – paper towels, soap and toilet paper – but also the reasons for the Department’s and the Administration’s seeming discomfort with the topic.  As it turns out, in response to the Committee’s information requests, the Department provided a breakdown of paper towel, soap and toilet paper ordering at (it appears) each school in the school system.  It could not say how much of these supplies is purchased by parents and teachers, however.  Still, the resulting snapshot is informative.  

Soap, Paper Towels and Toilet Paper

The Department of Education does not know how many student bathrooms exist in the school system, or how many plumbing fixtures exist in them.
  Yet, its policy is that each bathroom should have toilet paper, soap and paper towels.  Not surprisingly, ensuring that they do is difficult when the Department does not know how many bathrooms, toilets, stalls and sinks it must supply.  

Responsibility for purchasing paper towels, soap and toilet paper lies with each school’s custodian or building manager.  The Department’s Division of School Facilities is responsible for oversight.  It takes approximately 5 business days for an order to be processed through delivery. 

Unfortunately, the Department’s efforts at administration are hampered by the building maintenance systems that it employs.  The majority of buildings, managed by custodians, purchase supplies in a manner that is not integrated with the Department’s “Fastrack” purchasing system.
  Other buildings, managed by private contractors, purchase them in another way.  The Committee has been unable to determine which system works better; both appear to work poorly – so poorly, that the Department must maintain “depository” schools in each borough “in the event that [custodians] need emergency items.”  The need to maintain a strategic reserve of “emergency” toilet paper illustrates the defects in the procurement system.

Last year, the Division of School facilities provided approximately 22,000 cases of toilet paper (costing $747,000) for buildings managed by custodians.  Each case contains 96 regular rolls or 6 “jumbo” rolls (presumably, large rolls for specialized dispensers), at an average cost of $0.35 per regular size roll.  With more than 1200 school buildings under custodial management, each building would receive on average 1750 rolls of toilet paper a year, or, given a 180-day school year, could use approximately 9 rolls per day.  The Department also purchased 39,000 cases of paper towels (costing $521,000), also available in various sizes, and 1340 cases of hand soap (costing $73,000) available in liquid and bar form.  

It will take time to analyze data showing the quantities of supplies purchased for each school district and (it appears) each individual school, but at first glance, these quantities seem insufficient and would explain why parents are asked to provide paper towels, etc.   Yet, these average numbers hide the reality on the ground.  Of course, smaller schools would use less supplies and larger schools, like high schools, would receive more.  Still, schools within each school district ordered vastly different amounts of supplies.  In addition, the data indicates that the range in total expenditures for bathroom supplies by community school district ranged from $8,000 to $90,000.  Even accounting for the number of students and their ages, it is unlikely that students in one school district use the bathroom 11 times as often as students in another.  Something else, then, is responsible for the uneven availability of supplies in City schools.

Excuses for the lack of sanitary supplies range from budgeting limitations to procurement flaws to misuse of these supplies.  The Committee believes, however, that the availability of bathroom supplies is largely driven by factors unique to each school – particularly, the diligence, professionalism and, perhaps, honesty of Division of School Facility and janitorial staff, the behavior of students, and the insistence of parents, teachers and administrators.  Some schools are, no doubt, well-stocked and conscientiously maintained.  Others are not.  The reasons for these disparities, and eliminating them, are the subjects of this hearing.  










� http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/op/handwashing.htm


� “PS parents potty-peeved,” The Daily News, Oct. 11, 2004.


� Letter dated September 25, 2003 from Susan Holtzman, Central Records Access Officer.


� Letter dated October 3, 2003, from Susan Holtzman, Central Records Access Officer.


� At that hearing, Mr. Benevento, until recently the Executive Director, Financial Operations, in charge of procurement for the Department, stated that paper towel purchases would be recorded in the Department’s Fastrack system or, if ordered by Custodians, on paper forms.  Deputy Chancellor Grimm then added that “all ordering has some paper trail, and [therefore,] there must be a way for us to provide that information to you.”  April 15, 2004 transcript at 17.


� Unless otherwise noted, all facts cited in the following paragraphs are derived from the Department’s responses to Committee information requests, received November 5, 2004.


� See, Testimony of Louis Benevento, supra.
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