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Private Sector Responses to the Rat Epidemic

On Tuesday, October 3, 2000, the Select Committee on Pest Control will hold a hearing on Private Sector Responses to the Rat Epidemic.  Expected to testify are experts in the field of pest control including, the Professional Pest Control Association of New York State, Maceo Giles of Critter Crushers/Arise Service Industries, Inc., and William Rodriguez of Alto Extermination.  Also invited was West Harlem Environmental Action (WE ACT). 

Background

Efforts to reduce rat populations in New York City will only be successful when the appropriate balance is struck between community and governmental participation.  The simple application of rodenticides, without more, will do little to abate rats.  Rather, the concurrent elimination of food sources and harborages, as well as public education, are critical components in the effort to bring rat populations under control.  Such a dynamic approach to rat control requires full knowledge of pest control options and strategies available to City agencies, as well as to the private sector.  Furthermore, all pest control practices, both public and private, must be continually examined and re-evaluated to ensure efficacy, safety, and optimal implementation.  

Review of Agency Testimony


To date, the Select Committee on Pest Control has held three hearings on rat infestation in New York City. The first hearing, held on May 25, 2000, was attended by New York City residents who testified with respect to the rat problems in their neighborhoods.  At the second hearing, held on June 16, 2000, James Gibson, Assistant Commissioner, Veterinary and Pest Control Services, New York City Department of Health (“DOH”), testified regarding the role DOH plays in rodent control throughout the City.  Representatives from the Department of Parks and Recreation (“DOP”) and the Department of Sanitation (“DOS”) were also present.  The third and latest hearing, held on July 24, 2000, addressed the issue of rats in public housing, a particularly timely focus given the concurrent infestation of the Baruch Houses on the Lower East Side.  The New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”), as well as the Mayor’s Rodent Control Task Force (“Task Force”), testified.  


DOH appears to have a two-pronged approach to rat control.  The first approach is complaint-driven, where DOH responds to complaints regarding rats reported by the public, elected officials, and other organizations.  DOH inspects these complaints and arranges for remedy of the condition, either by the Department itself or by the issuance of a notice to abate a nuisance to the offending property owner.  


In response to the larger problem of city-wide rat infestation, a Comprehensive Pest Control Initiative was launched in 1997.  This Initiative was intended to supplement the traditional complaint driven system with a more proactive approach to rat eradication.  This approach involves the identification of  rat ‘activity zones’ throughout the City.  Once these areas are identified, DOH inspects the location and devises a treatment plan appropriate to the conditions of the property, including baiting, eliminating harborages, and improving sanitary measures.  In his testimony, Assistant Commissioner Gibson explained that this Initiative was further expanded to focus not only on a particular problem, but also on surrounding areas in an attempt to address the problem in a more global manner.  


As the agency with primary and ultimate responsibility over pest control, DOH oversees other City agencies that execute their own pest control efforts.  At the June 16, 2000 hearing, DOH testified as to the general pest control activities carried out by these agencies.  For example, as an agent of DOH, the Department of Sanitation (DOS) is charged with cleaning vacant lots so as to eliminate garbage and debris that provides food and harborage for rats.  DOP reportedly implements an Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approach to City parks by baiting, removing garbage, eliminating harborages, and pruning plant growth.  


NYCHA operates and maintains 346 public housing developments city-wide.  As “landlord” to approximately 635,000 New York City residents, NYCHA maintains its own standard pest control resources, including 93 exterminators and 10 licensed supervisory exterminators.  At the July 16, 2000 hearing, NYCHA testified about its pest control measures, including the routine inspections of NYCHA grounds, foundations, and basements, strategic baiting with rodenticides, sealing of cracks and burrows in building foundations and grounds, containerization of garbage, and apartment visits. The containerization of refuse proved to be a prime area of interest among Council Members during the July 16, 2000 hearing, given that inadequate garbage disposal is a major contributor to rat infestations.  NYCHA testified that 44 of its housing developments have 110 compactor-containers and further stated that 74 more compactor-containers would be installed in 35 developments over the next three years.  Though certainly a beginning in the effort to curtail the rat epidemic in public housing projects, the current installation of compactor-containers in 44 developments covers only 13% of NYCHA projects, while its projected addition of compactor-containers in 35 more developments within the next three years will not even cover 25% of all NYCHA projects.    


Also present at the July 16, 2000 hearing was the Mayor’s Rodent Control Task Force, headed by the Mayor’s Office of Emergency  Management (OEM).  The Task Force  is comprised of the Department of Transportation (DOT), the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (DCAS), the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), the Department of Design and Construction (DDC), the New York City Board of Education (BOE),  the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD), the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), Con Edison, Keyspan, Verizon, DOH, DOPS, DOS, and NYCHA.  The aim of this multi-agency Task Force is to coordinate the activities of City agencies in order to foster concerted rat eradication efforts city-wide.  In addition to coordinating City agency approaches to pest control, the Task Force is planning a public awareness campaign similar to that employed for West-Nile Virus outreach to educate the public with respect to rat control.  The Task Force also plans to initiate research in non-traditional pest control methodologies. 

To ensure that the City’s pest control strategies are optimally refined to ensure a state of the art response to rat infestations, it is important to examine the pest control industry response to current City efforts. This dialogue is critical as a means to supplement or enhance (where possible, practical, or necessary) the City’s current approaches.  This same dialogue also serves to expose pest control strategies to the public and thereby enhance the success of the community’s participation in rat abatement efforts. 
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