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Council to Vote on Legislation Protecting Parents’ Rights to Provide Children With Cellular Phones While Traveling To and From School
Will also vote on graffiti and building safety legislation

City Hall, July 25, 2007 – Council Speaker Christine C. Quinn and members of the City Council will vote on public safety legislation to protect parents’ right to provide their children with cell phones for use to and from school. To improve building safety, modernize building codes, and protect the manufacturing industry, the Council will vote on three housing and buildings bills that would: 

· Require general contractors working on one, two, and three family homes to register with the Department of Buildings;

· Impose stiff fines and penalties for illegally converting manufacturing buildings to residential use; and

· Stagger building façade inspections required by the Department of Buildings.

The Council will also vote to restrict an individual under the age of 21 from possessing graffiti instruments as well as legislation that will:

· Call on the state to provide property tax exemptions for veterans, seniors and disabled persons who make below $47,500.

· Extend the $400 property tax rebate for city homeowners for an additional three years.

· Start the process of developing Bayside Village Business Development District

· Extend the Industrial Credit Investment Program (ICIP) one year while reforms are considered.

STUDENTS’ ACCESS TO CELLULAR PHONES

To promote the safety and general welfare of City students, the Council will vote on legislation to protect parents’ rights to provide their children with cell phones to be used to and from school. The Council cannot directly legislate cell phone policy in schools, nor should it come up with a universal solution for individual schools. The Council believes that this legislation puts the onus on the Department of Education to develop a reasonable policy within the school system to ensure that schoolchildren are able to use their cell phones while traveling to and from school. Cell phones have become an indispensable communication tool for many parents and their children.

“Cell phones are the life line that keeps countless New Yorkers connected with their children as they navigate the City’s streets and complicated transportation system,” said Speaker Quinn.  “By denying children the right to carry cell phones, you are effectively denying parents their right to monitor the safety and whereabouts of their children.  This legislation provides that a student who arrives at school with a cell phone in the morning should have that phone for use when traveling home at the end of the day.”

Youth Services Committee Chair Lewis Fidler, prime sponsor of the bill, said, “The issue is safety and the rights of parents to be in touch with their children in the modern day world. It is important that parents know that we understand their concerns and are on their side.”

“The Department of Education does not have a right to dictate to parents what they can and cannot do to provide for their children’s safety,” said Education Committee Chair Robert Jackson.  “We have stories from parents throughout the City about cell phones being used by children who were lost or in danger.  We cannot sit by and watch this important link being taken away.”

“We should use every technology available to us to keep our children safe. As a parent of two children in public schools, a cell phone has been an invaluable tool to me on many occasions,” said Public Safety Committee Chair Peter F. Vallone Jr. “Today, the City Council sends a message that there's nothing more important than the safety of our children.”

HOUSING AND BUILDINGS SAEFTY LEGISLATION

In an ongoing effort to improve building safety, modernize building codes, and protect the manufacturing instrustry, the Council will vote on three pieces of housing and buildings legislation at today’s Stated meeting.

· General Contractor Registration:. To better protect consumers and responsible contractors, the Council will vote on legislation that requires general contractors working on one, two, and three family homes to register with the Department of Buildings (DOB). Contractors would submit information about the principals of the organization subcontractor information, and proof of insurance. The DOB would electronically publish a list of registered contractors as well as contractors with suspended or revoked registrations. Contractors failing to register with the City would be subject to both civil and criminal penalties.

“The legislation we pass today are common sense solutions that will ensure our buildings and residences are safer,” said Housing and Buildings Committee Chair Erik Martin Dilan.  “In stiffening the penalties for illegal conversions, requiring contractors to register with the Department of Buildings, and staggering annual building façade inspections, we are making development both safer and more efficient.  I want to thank my colleagues in the Council for their commitment on these issues.”

Council member James Oddo said, “This legislation will give the DOB additional tools it needs to ensure that all new homes are built by responsible contractors.  It is essential that members of the public have full confidence that when they purchase a new home – often the biggest purchase in a person’s life – that the contractor is not a fly by night operator who will simply disappear when problems arise.  This bill will protect the overwhelming majority of contractors who are responsible and ethical; it will weed out those who fail to do the right thing; and, most importantly, it will protect New York homeowners.”

· Illegal and Unsafe Housing Conversion: The Council will vote to impose stiff criminal and civil penalties for illegally converting manufacturing buildings to residential use. A growing number of illegal conversions are threatening the stability of the manufacturing sector of the City's economy.  Additional penalties will add to the DOB’s enforcement mechanisms to combat the illegal conversion of manufacturing buildings. In North Brooklyn alone, there are over 30 buildings that have been illegally converted.

Council member Diana Reyna said, “We are very concerned about illegally converted buildings in North Brooklyn as they pose a great safety risk for unsuspecting occupants and takes away industrial space available for job creating opportunities. These properties are being converted quickly and outside of proper building codes creating hazardous situations. With increased enforcement and personnel, we can prevent these potentially harmful situations from occurring and put a stop to such illegal activities.”

· Façade Inspections: The Council will vote to stagger building façade inspections required by the Department of Buildings. Under current law, owners of buildings six stories or higher must have exterior walls of the building inspected every five years. However, all buildings presently subject to this inspection are on the same five-year cycle, causing engineers and architects to handle a large amount of inspections at one time and making it harder for owners to find qualified professionals. This bill, which would alleviate such concentrated inspections, would become effective January 1, 2008 and the staggered inspection cycle would be in place by January 1, 2009.

“Burdensome City rules today create an artificially high demand for scaffolds, sidewalk sheds and contractors — and that means unnecessary costs for building owners and co-op shareholders,” said Council member Dan Garodnick. “This commonsense legislation cuts through all of that in a way that makes practical sense.”

ANTI-GRAFFITI REGULATIONS

To improve quality of life on city streets, the City Council will vote on legislation to help reduce graffiti by restricting the possession of graffiti instruments for individuals under the age of 21. Graffiti has reduced property values in New York’s neighborhoods and cost the city and private citizens millions of dollars each year in cleaning expenses.  In 2006 city agencies spent $13.5 million for paint, labor and equipment to clean up graffiti.  

“This bill shows that the City Council will not give up in its fight against graffiti. We will keep making it as hard as possible for vandals to deface our neighborhoods, while at the same time, respecting the constitutional rights of legitimate artists and students,” said Public Safety Committee Chair Vallone Jr. “Anyone opposing this bill would have to argue that people under 21 need immediate, unfettered access to graffiti tools at all times. Only vandals would require that access, and that's who we intend to stop.”

In 2005 the City Council passed similar anti-graffiti legislation.  In response, several artists, including individuals under the age of 21, sued the city claiming that the law infringed upon their First Amendment and Equal Protection rights.  The Second Circuit court ruled in favor of the artists, asserting that the anti-graffiti amendment too greatly interfered with an individual’s freedom of speech.  

Unlike the 2005 amendment, the Council’s the new bill includes multiple exceptions to the general restriction on possession of graffiti instruments by those under the age of 21. For example, the law does not apply when graffiti tools are carried in a locked or manufacturer-sealed container or under the consent or supervision of a property owner, or if being used for educational or employment purposes.

NORTH CROWN HEIGHTS HISTORIC DISTRICT

The Council will vote to establish a historic district in the North Crown Heights area of Brooklyn.  The establishment of this historic district was a two-year, grassroots effort started by members of the community who engaged their neighbors, churches and local institutions in order to better preserve the unique character of their community.  The architectural style of the neighborhood combines examples from different eras, including late 1800s Neo-Grec-style houses and Romanesque Revival-style residences.  

“North Crown Heights is a part of the city with a rich history that deserves to be preserved,” said Landmarks Committee Chair Jessica Lappin.  “The buildings in this area are remarkably intact. Many have original stained-glass windows, stoops and other details that we rarely find in historic districts.  I want to commend the community for their hard work and commitment to obtaining this designation, and look forward to further preservation of this neighborhood.”

“I wholeheartedly support the creation of the Crown Heights North Historic District,” said Council member Letitia James.  “This community has a variety of architectural gems dating back to the 1860s, which deserve to be protected from out of scale projects and developers only concerned about the bottom line.  Brooklyn has a tremendous stock of historic buildings and religious institutions that must be preserved, for today and future generations.”

Council member Albert Vann said, “This landmark designation of Crown Heights North Phase 1 is a good first step in preserving the unique architectural jewels of this very special area and should be followed by the designation of the remaining three phases.”

PROPERTY TAX EXEMPTION FOR VETERANS, SENIORS, AND DISABLED PERSONS

The Council will vote on a resolution calling upon the State to amend the Property Tax Law (RPTL) by expanding the scope of veterans’ property tax exemption. Veterans with incomes below $47,500 would be exempt from paying property taxes allocated towards school funding.  The resolution also calls upon the State to increase the maximum income eligibility thresholds of the Senior Citizen Homeowner Exemption (SCHE) program and the Disabled Homeowner Exemption (DHE) program to the same level.
$400 PROPERTY TAX REBATE

The Council will vote to extend the $400 property tax rebate for city homeowners for an additional three years. All resident owners of one, two and three family homes and resident owners of co-ops and condominiums are eligible to receive a $400 tax rebate through 2009. The purpose of the rebate is to partially offset the increase in taxes resulting from an 18.5% increase of property taxes in 2002. Eligible owners have until September 15th to apply for the tax rebate.

BAYSIDE VILLAGE BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT RESOLUTION

The Council will vote on a resolution to start the lawmaking process for the creation of the Bayside Village Business Improvement District (BID) located in Queens.  In the coming weeks, the Council will hold hearings on the proposal and will hear from those who may be affected by the establishment of the BID.

Industrial and Commercial Incentive Program EXTENSION

The Council will vote to extend the time to apply for certain benefits of the Industrial and Commercial Incentive Program (ICIP) by one year. ICIP, one of the City’s most important economic tools, provides as-of-right property tax exemptions and abatements to encourage commercial and industrial building renovations and new construction.
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