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TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to amend the public authorities law to provide for a minimum staffing level of one conductor and one operator on trains operated in passenger service on  lines in the New York City transit system that travel through tunnels, under a body of water, or over a bridge; or during instances when trains in passenger service are composed of more than four cars, or are greater than three hundred sixty feet in length, or are able to carry a passenger load of more than 750 persons.

INTRODUCTION

On March 1, 2005, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on Proposed Res. No. 796-A.  Proposed Res. No. 796-A calls upon the New York State Legislature to amend the public authorities law to provide for a minimum staffing level of one conductor and one operator on trains operated in passenger service on  lines in the New York City transit system that travel through tunnels; under a body of water; or over a bridge; or during instances when trains in passenger service are composed of more than four cars, or are greater than three hundred sixty feet in length, or are able to carry a passenger load of more than 750 persons.

This hearing will review this resolution within the context of safety issues and concerns potentially affecting transit riders and workers with the implementation of the Computer Based Train Control automated system.  Those invited to testify include Lawrence G. Reuter, President, New York City Transit; Andrew Albert, President, New York City Transit Riders Council; Roger Toussaint, President, Transport Workers Union – Local 100;  Linda Angello, Commissioner, New York State Department of Labor;  Richard Mendelson, Area Director, United States Department of Labor; and Raymond Kelly, Commissioner, New York City Police Department; Nicholas Scoppetta, Commissioner, New York City Fire Department; and  Joseph F. Bruno, Commissioner, Office of Emergency Management.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

As part of an ongoing modernization program, the New York City Transit Authority (NYCT)  is planning  to automate trains over the next 30 to 40 years, which will allow trains to be tracked, driven, and targeted for repair all by computer.   This Communications-Based Train Control (CBTC) System is estimated to begin on the L  Train (the Canarsie line) as early as July 2005.  

With CBTC, NYCT claims it can more flexibly allot space between trains.   This is because each train would be designated its own specific signal.   When that signal passes a sensor along a subway line, computers on board the train will relay a radio message to terminals located at a new central operating center.  This Radio Control Center, currently under construction at 54th Street and 9th Avenue on the site of an old bus depot, will become the headquarters for the entire subway line.   Replacing the Rapid Transit Operations Command Center on Jay Street, the new center will house the main system computers, which will process information sent from all the trains and relay back messages directing them  along their route.   The system is said to be designed to track every train at all times, informing passengers when the next train will be arriving.
  

CBTC advocates argue that the new system will factor in the incline of the tracks, the number of passengers and the weather, enabling NYCT to operate train service with more precision and efficiency, thereby allowing trains to run closer together and more frequently.   Such automated systems are in place in other major cities such as San Francisco, Washington DC,  London, and especially Paris, where the move towards more “driver-less” trains is viewed as a model.

CBTC EXPANSION AND OPPOSITION TO ELIMINATING STAFF

It is the long-term intention of the New York City Transit Authority to expand the CBTC system to all trains in the City of New York if the system is successful on the Canarsie Line.   Moreover, while present plans call for trains operated by the CBTC system to continue to be manned by trained conductors, the MTA plans to eliminate conductors on CBTC-controlled trains on the Canarsie line and elsewhere.  

This plan raises substantial concerns in light of the recent track fires on the A and C line at Chambers Street, the F and V subway line running under Sixth Avenue in Manhattan; and other prior incidents that underscore the actual or potential role of conductors and operators on trains during an emergency.   According to an article in Newsday, the derailment of an F train and electric fires and smoke (caused when power was prematurely restored) prompted the motorman, conductor and track workers to evacuate about 50 passengers.
   Later that day, the collapse of a 200-foot portion of third rail on the same line forced the evacuation of hundreds of riders.
 Reportedly, since 2002, train operators, conductors or other transit employees have safely evacuated passengers in 11 instances from fire and smoke conditions alone.

Opponents argue that, compared to the CBTC, operators and conductors can more reliably be responsive to the safety of track workers; to any hindrances blocking the tracks or doors that could cause injury or delays; to the needs of a sick passenger; and to any emergency circumstance that would require an entire train to be evacuated, especially in an underground water tube or tunnel.   

PROPOSED SOLUTION:  MINIMUM STAFFING ON TRAINS

Proposed Res. No. 796-A calls on the New York State Legislature to pass Assembly bill A0354, which would amend the Public Authorities to provide minimum staffing of trains operating passenger service. Through the passage of this amendment, the New York State Legislature would ensure that at least one operator and one conductor would be deployed on each train in passenger service operated by the New York City Transit Authority in areas where or during periods when emergencies might arise. Example of such instances include when trains regularly travel through tunnels under bodies of water or on bridges; when trains are greater than three hundred sixty feet in length; when trains are composed of more than four cars; or when there is heavy passenger volume.

Proposed Res. No 796-A is a revised version of the original resolution (Res. No 796) that was referred to the Committee.  The revisions are confined to referencing the specific bill introduced in the State Assembly (A0354) and several elements of the bill. 

CONCLUSION  

 Many questions remain among the public and within the MTA and NYCT as to whether improved service and adequate safeguards would accompany the implementation of a CBTC system. This hearing creates a forum to discuss these various concerns and the importance of minimum staffing levels as a means of addressing them.. Riders and transit workers need to be absolutely assured that the new automated system satisfies all existing and applicable safety requirements and is not considered a  replacement for the presence of conductors and operators.  
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