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Oversight:  Rat Control in New York City: Prevention, Abatement, and Enforcement


On Tuesday, June 18, 2002, the Committee on Health will hold an oversight hearing on Rat Control Issues in New York City.  Invited to testify are representatives of the New York City Departments of Health, Sanitation, and Parks and Recreation, the New York City Housing Authority, and the Mayor’s Office of Emergency Management.  Also invited to testify are community groups, residents, and experts in the area of pest control.  The hearing will focus on citywide efforts to address the problem of rodent infestation and the World Trade Center area in particular.


Throughout 2000, the Council kept abreast of the City’s response to the growing problem of rodent infestation with the Select Committee on Pest Control, chaired by Council Member Bill Perkins.  The Committee held a total of seven hearings on rat infestation in New York beginning on May 25, 2000.  New York City residents attended this hearing from all boroughs and 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.  At that time, Mr. Gibson identified a number of areas in rat control that DOH was planning to improve, including methods of measuring and controlling rat populations, ensuring cooperation and compliance with both the public and private sectors, public education, and the forging of partnerships with City and State agencies on surveillance and abatement efforts.


The third hearing, held on July 24, 2000, addressed the issue of rats in public housing, a particularly timely focus given the infestation of the Baruch Houses on the Lower East Side at that time.  The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), as well as the Rodent Control Task Force, testified.  While DOH has primary responsibility with respect to rodent control, the Mayor’s Office of Emergency Management (OEM) has headed the City’s Rodent Control Task Force.  At that hearing, OEM outlined the Task Force’s activities as follows:

· The coordination and standardization of rodenticides and pest control methodologies to determine which approaches are most conducive to which areas.

· The development of a computer database listing to receive rat complaints.  The database would provide citywide data to DOH, in addition to being available to all city agencies.

· The compilation of centralized data about “potential problem spots” so as to “address these areas proactively and aggressively” before complaints are registered.

· The creation of a public awareness campaign by DOH to educate New Yorkers on how the City is dealing with the rat problem and how they can access City pest control resources. 

· The maintenance of a 24 hour, seven-day-a-week DOH hotline.

The fourth hearing, held on October 3, 2000, focused on the responses of the private sector to the City’s efforts to control the rat epidemic.  The New York State Pest Control Association testified at this hearing, as well as West Harlem Environmental Action, and a number of private exterminators.  The fifth, sixth, and seventh hearings, held on October 16, 2000, November 14, 2000, and December 4, 2000, respectively, focused on the viewpoints of Bronx, Queens, and Brooklyn residents with respect to rat infestation in those boroughs.


On November 29, 2000, the City Council, along with the New York Daily News, and Columbia University sponsored a “Rat Summit.” The Rat Summit convened to develop a focused and sustainable action plan to address the rat infestation problem in New York City.  In addition to elected officials and concerned citizens, professionals from a number of industries were invited to participate, including environmental groups, restaurant owners, food industry representatives, real estate associations, tenant advocates, parent-teacher associations, business improvement districts, community-based organizations, community boards, and health organizations.  Experts on rodent control participated in three panels including, Pat Bohan and Jerry Hershovitz, United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; Dr. Stephen Franz, New York State Department of Health; James Gibson, New York City DOH; Dr. Maurice Knuckles, Washington D.C. Department of Health; Edward Gabriel, OEM; and Bruce Colvin, internationally recognized expert on the ecology and control of rodent pests.   


Based on findings from the public hearings and suggestions from professionals at the Rat Summit, the Select Committee on Pest Control released a report on February 23, 2001.  Among the recommendations of that report was the creation of a long-term Integrated Pest Management (IPM) program.  The Select Committee recommended an IPM program that would include the following proactive measures:

· Sanitation- The proper removal, containerization and disposal of debris and garbage is critical to effective pest control.
· Rodent Proofing- Rodent proofing, or stoppage, is the practice of blocking the access of rodents to buildings and other infrastructure so as to eliminate harborage.
· Application of Rodenticides- Baiting rats by way of rodenticides is another aspect of IPM; however, where an aggressive sanitation and rodent proofing program is adhered to, the need for the application of rodenticides diminishes because the population of rats also reduces.
An IPM program was recommended along with structured interagency coordination (headed by DOH) that would include private entities that have a major impact on the City’s infrastructure, such as Con Edison, Verizon, and Key Span.  The Council recommendations also stressed the importance of an intensive and sustained education campaign as well as legislative and regulatory measures.


In addition to receiving an update on what the City has been doing to curb the rat population in the past year, today’s hearing will address concerns that the destruction of the World Trade Center, and future construction at that site, may exacerbate rodent problems in the area.  According to a January 29, 2002, New York Newsday article entitled, “Rats On The Run: Rodents Displaced by the World Trade Center Disaster,” there was an increase in pest-control related complaints from neighborhood residents and business owners since the World Trade Center was attacked.
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