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INTRODUCTION
	On February 10, 2021, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, will hold an oversight hearing regarding the impact that the novel Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) has had on the Metropolitan Transit Authority’s (MTA) daily operations and systems. As New York City (NYC or City) has been one of the areas dramatically impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, the hearing will explore how the MTA is addressing the numerous challenges and financial constraints related to their transit systems in the face of the ongoing public health crisis. The hearing will look to better understand what the MTA has done over the past year to ensure that its transit systems are adequately serving NYC residents, commuters and visitors, as well as how it will be dealing with similar situations in the future. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the MTA, including those from the NYC Transit Authority (NYCTA), transit advocates, and other interested parties. 
BACKGROUND
In late December of 2019, a new virus, SARS-CoV-2, was detected in Wuhan, China and by January 30, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that COVID-19, the disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, was now a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC).[footnoteRef:1] As of February 1, 2021, COVID-19 has infected 103,221,369 people across the globe, and has killed 2,232,563 people.[footnoteRef:2] In the United States alone, there have been more than twenty six million cases of infection and almost 442,000 deaths.[footnoteRef:3] As of January 30, 2021, New York State had reported over 1.4 million confirmed cases of infection[footnoteRef:4] and more than 35,100 deaths,[footnoteRef:5] many of which had occurred in NYC. [1:  World Health Organization “Rolling updates on coronavirus disease (COVID-19)”, Updated April 18, 2020, available at: https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/events-as-they-happen .  ]  [2:  Johns Hopkins University of Medicine, Coronavirus Resource Center, “Global Map,” Updated February 1, 2021, available at:  https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html. ]  [3:  Id. ]  [4:  New York State, Department of Health, “NYSDOH COVID-19 Tracker,” Updated January 31, 2021, available at: https://covid19tracker.health.ny.gov/views/NYS-COVID19-Tracker/NYSDOHCOVID-19Tracker-DailyTracker?%3Aembed=yes&%3Atoolbar=no&%3Atabs=n ]  [5:  New York State, Department of Health, “NYSDOH COVID-19 Fatalities,” Updated January 31, 2021, available at: https://covid19tracker.health.ny.gov/views/NYS-COVID19-Tracker/NYSDOHCOVID-19Tracker-Fatalities?%3Aembed=yes&%3Atoolbar=no&%3Atabs=n  ] 

The progressive nature by which the virus spreads has caused governments across the globe to shut down businesses, schools, religious and cultural institutions, and mandate various levels of social isolation. While this has seemingly helped to limit the spread of the virus, stay-at-home orders have had a catastrophic impact on economic markets, including those markets for businesses throughout NYC, as well as the transit systems. Notably, the MTA has reported dramatic declines in ridership and subsequently, revenue, on its systems, causing major concerns regarding the transit system’s ability to transport people throughout NYC, as well as fiscal concern for the future operation of the MTA. Sadly, the agency has also lost nearly 140 workers to COVID-19, with train operators and conductors experiencing the highest rates of infections among their workforce.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Diana Budds, “The MTA Has a New Citywide Memorial for Its Workers Lost to COVID-19,” CURBED, January 25, 2021, available at https://www.curbed.com/2021/01/mta-nyct-coronavirus-memorial-covid-19.html  ] 

MTA
The MTA is the largest transportation system in the United States, serving approximately 2.7 billion passengers each year statewide.[footnoteRef:7] The MTA is made up of subsidiary and affiliate entities that include the NYCTA and its subsidiary, the Manhattan and Bronx Surface Transit Operating Authority (MaBSTOA); the Staten Island Rapid Transit Operating Authority (SIRTOA); the Long Island Rail Road Company (LIRR); the Metro-North Commuter Railroad Company (MNR); the Metropolitan Suburban Bus Authority (MSBA); the MTA Bus Company; the MTA Capital Construction Company; and MTA Bridges and Tunnels (B&T), which is empowered to construct and operate toll bridges and tunnels and other public facilities in New York City. These operating entities are collectively referred to as the “MTA Agencies.” The revenues from all authorities and subsidiaries support the organization as a whole.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  See “About Us. The MTA Network: Public Transportation for the New York Region,” Available at http://web.mta.info/mta/network.htm ]  [8:  Metropolitan Transportation Authority, The MTA Network, http://web.mta.info/mta/network.htm Based on a request by Nassau County, in April 2011 the MTA Board approved a resolution authorizing Nassau County to transition its bus and paratransit services to a private operator on or before January 1, 2012. As a result, the MTA’s calendar year 2019 and proposed calendar year 2020 financial plans exclude it from all budget forecasts (revenue, expenses, cash, subsidies, and headcount).] 

Impact of COVID-19 on MTA Ridership 
	System wide ridership and traffic estimates for the MTA have dramatically declined since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic due to initial stay-at-home orders and subsequent increases in individuals, who would normally (pre-pandemic) be deemed commuters, working from home. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the average New York City Transit weekday ridership reached more than 7  million riders,[footnoteRef:9] as it was one of the few  public transportation systems in the world that ran 24 hours per day on every day of the year.[footnoteRef:10] The pandemic, however, changed all that as New York (and most of the country) shut down and only allowed essential businesses and services to operate.[footnoteRef:11] In New York, the Governor issued Executive Order No. 202 on March 7, 2020, declaring a Disaster Emergency in the State of New York[footnoteRef:12] in order “to help New York more quickly and effectively contain the spread of the virus.”[footnoteRef:13] Additionally on March 20th of that same year, the Governor also announced that he had issued an Executive Order titled “New York State on PAUSE” that, among other things, required all non-essential businesses statewide to close, banned non-essential gatherings of individuals of any size, for any reason, and instructed individuals to practice social distancing and stay at least six feet away from others while in public.[footnoteRef:14] One of the points in Governor Cuomo’s “New York State on Pause” Executive Order banned non-essential travel by directing individuals to limit the use of “public transportation to when absolutely necessary.”[footnoteRef:15] As people began to comply with stay-at-home orders, ridership across New York City Transit, the LIRR, and MNR declined by as much as 90 percent at one point during the early stages of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:16]  [9:  See MTA’s “Subway and bus ridership for 2019,” Updated April 14, 2020, available at  https://new.mta.info/agency/new-york-city-transit/subway-bus-ridership-2019]  [10:  Christina Goldbaum, “N.Y.C.’s Subway, a 24/7 Mainstay, Will Close for Overnight Disinfection,” The New York Times, Updated June 10, 2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/30/nyregion/subway-close-cuomo-coronavirus.html ]  [11:  See “Governor Cuomo Signs the 'New York State on PAUSE' Executive Order,” March 20, 2020, available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-signs-new-york-state-pause-executive-order]  [12:  NYS Governor. News. No. 202: Declaring a Disaster Emergency in the State of New York. Available at:  https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/no-202-declaring-disaster-emergency-state-new-york  ]  [13:  NYS Governor. News. At Novel Coronavirus Briefing, Governor Cuomo Declares State of Emergency to Contain Spread of Virus. Available at: https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/novel-coronavirus-briefing-governor-cuomo-declares-state-emergency-contain-spread-virus.]  [14:  NYS Department of Health. New York State on PAUSE: 10 Point Plan. Available at: https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/new-york-state-pause. ]  [15:  See “Governor Cuomo Signs the 'New York State on PAUSE' Executive Order,” March 20, 2020, available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-signs-new-york-state-pause-executive-order]  [16:  See MTA press release “MTA Implements ‘NY Essential Service Plan’ to Move Healthcare Workers, First Responders and Other Essential Personnel on Frontlines of the COVID-19 Crisis,” March 24, 2020, available at https://www.mta.info/press-release/mta-headquarters/mta-implements-%E2%80%9Cny-essential-service-plan%E2%80%9D-move-healthcare-workers ] 

In order to comply with the Governor’s “New York State on Pause” Executive Order, the MTA implemented the “NY Essential Service Plan” which reduced schedules across the agency’s transit systems but still allowed for healthcare workers, first responders and essential personnel to use mass transit to get to and from work.[footnoteRef:17] As the COVID-19 pandemic escalated, however, Governor Cuomo and MTA officials announced that they were going to shut down overnight subway service in the City between 1am and 5am to clean and disinfect trains, equipment and stations.[footnoteRef:18] The overnight shut down in subway service began on May 6, 2020, and at the time of the announcement the Governor indicated that he would not commit to an end date.[footnoteRef:19] To date, overnight subway service has not yet been restored to the City.  [17:  Id. ]  [18:  Christina Goldbaum, “N.Y.C.’s Subway, a 24/7 Mainstay, Will Close for Overnight Disinfection,” The New York Times, Updated June 10, 2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/30/nyregion/subway-close-cuomo-coronavirus.html ]  [19:  Andrew J. Hawkins, “NYC will halt subway service overnight to disinfect trains,” The Verge, April 30, 2020, available at https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/30/21242887/nyc-mta-cuomo-subway-shutdown-disinfect-coronavirus ] 

Although some lockdown restrictions have been reduced over the past several months as a result of a decline in the rate of COVID-19 infections, the most recent statistics from the MTA reveal that ridership across all their public transit systems is still down. On February 2, 2021, total daily estimated ridership on MTA systems was as follows:
· 1,005,787 riders on subways, a 82 percent decline from a prior year equivalent day in 2020; 
· 475,139 riders on buses, including Local, Limited, SBS and Express, a 79 percent decline from a prior year equivalent date in 2020; 
· 22,800 riders on the LIRR, representing a 92 percent decline from 2020 Monthly Weekday/Saturday/Sunday Average; 
· 30,600 riders on the MNR, representing a 89 percent decline from the 2020 monthly weekday/Saturday/Sunday average; 
· 8,155 riders on Access-A-Ride, representing a 71.5% percent decline in riders from the 2020 monthly weekday/Saturday/Sunday average; and 
· 311,607 riders on B&T overseen by MTA, representing a 63.6% percent decline from an equivalent day in 2020.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  See “MTA’s Day-by-day ridership numbers” available at https://new.mta.info/coronavirus/ridership ] 

It is projected that MTA ridership will not reach 80 percent of its pre-pandemic levels again at least until the year 2024.[footnoteRef:21] The decline in ridership has had a deleterious effect on an MTA budget that was already facing economic difficulties. As a result, the MTA  announced that without increased State and Federal assistance they would need to implement an increase in fares, institute steep cuts to transit services, and eliminate approximately 9,300 jobs.[footnoteRef:22] In NYC, subway and bus service would be reduced by as much as 40 percent[footnoteRef:23] and the current fare of $2.75 could rise to as high as $3.75 under one of their proposals.[footnoteRef:24] Recently, the MTA announced that they have postponed any anticipated fare hikes for several months in hopes that the new Federal Administration in Washington, D.C. will provide them with additional transit funding.[footnoteRef:25]   [21:  Michael Kaske, “New York MTA Warns of 40% Subway Cut, Shedding 9,300 Jobs,” Bloomberg, Updated November 18, 2020, available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-11-18/new-york-mta-eyes-9-367-layoffs-as-agency-waits-for-federal-aid ]  [22:  Id. ]  [23:  Id. ]  [24:  Clayton Guse, “‘Horrendous choices lie ahead’: MTA warns of fare hikes and 40% cuts to NYC transit services without COVID-19 relief funds from feds,” New York Daily  News, August 26, 2020, available at  https://www.nydailynews.com/coronavirus/ny-coronavirus-mta-covid-relief-subway-cuts-service-20200826-qtayxuxp65gexoaav2ifhi3ruq-story.html ]  [25:  Jen Chung, MTA Postpones Planned 2021 Fare Hike "For Several Months" Because "People Are Suffering," Gothamist, January 18, 2021, available at https://gothamist.com/news/mta-postpones-fare-hike-planned-2021-because-people-are-suffering ] 

MTA Budget Overview
The MTA budget is unique within the City’s budget process because it is a State-controlled public authority and, unlike the City, operates on a calendar year rather than a fiscal year.  The MTA Board approved its 2021 Budget in December 2020. The MTA 2021 Adopted Budget includes a four-year financial plan for calendar years 2021 –2024 and reflects the fiscal challenges that the Authority faces during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Authority issued a Preliminary Budget in July 2020 for public review and comment before issuing a Final Budget in late November that was presented to the MTA Board for a vote in December 2020. Highlights of the MTA 2021-2024 Adopted Plan include updates on COVID-19 related revenue losses, a State mandated split of paratransit funding with the City, a funding request of $12 billion in federal funding (in addition to the $4 billion already received through the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act), and biennial fare and toll increases of four percent in 2021 and 2023. 
For Calendar Year 2021, expenses total approximately $16.1 billion and are funded through a combination of resources, including $1.8 billion from farebox revenue, a decrease of 73 percent in farebox revenue compared to the $6.5 billion projected in the Calendar Year 2020 Adopted Budget.[footnoteRef:26] This drastic decline in revenue is the direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has significantly reduced MTA ridership. In addition, the MTA anticipates a decrease of $1 billion, or approximately 16 percent, in local and state taxes and subsides in 2021 when compared to the 2020 Budget.[footnoteRef:27] Overall, the Authority projects ending cash balances of $1.8 billion in 2020 (including the Federal Reserve’s Municipal Liquidity Facility (MLF) borrowing of $2.9 billion), $29 million in 2021, with projected cash deficits of $3.3 billion in 2022, $2.3 billion in 2023, and $2.2 billion in 2024.[footnoteRef:28]   [26:  Metropolitan Transportation Authority. ”MTA Final Proposed Budget - November Financial Plan 2021-2024, Volume I.” November 2020.  Page II-1. Available at: https://new.mta.info/document/24126 ]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Metropolitan Transportation Authority. “MTA 2021 Budget and 2021-2024 Financial Plan Adoption Materials,” Page I-1. December 16, 2020. Available at: https://new.mta.info/document/25291 ] 

To help ease the financial strain of the COVID-19 pandemic, the MTA has requested an addition $12 billion in new federal aid. However, the Adopted budget only assumes receipt of the $4.5 billion of federal aid pledged to address the MTA’s 2021 shortfall.[footnoteRef:29] As a result, the Calendar Year 2020 is balanced from the receipt of $2.9 billion borrowed through the MLF, and the assumption is that 2021 will be balanced with new federal aid.[footnoteRef:30] However, the MTA is required by statute to end Calendar Year 2021 on a self-sustaining and balanced basis. As such, in the absence of the requested federal funding, MTA would need to consider service reductions, wage freezes, fare and toll increases beyond the scheduled four percent increases, and/or deficit financing. In addition, the 2020-2021 New York State Enacted Budget authorizes deficit bonding up to $10 billion and the MTA may use these proceeds to offset any COVID-19 related decreases in revenue or increases in operating costs.[footnoteRef:31] Following the passage of a subsequent Federal COVID-19 relief bill on December 21, 2020, the MTA indicated that the $4 billion in relief included for the Authority would allow the MTA to get through 2021 without the need for service cuts and layoffs.[footnoteRef:32] However, in its January 26, 2021 appearance at the State’s Joint Legislative Public Hearing on the 2021 Executive Budget Proposal, MTA leadership indicated significant challenges remained with regard to closing projected out-year deficits.[footnoteRef:33]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Press release, “Statement from MTA Chairman and CEO Patrick J. Foye on COVID Relief Bill”, December 20, 2020. Available at: https://www.mta.info/press-release/mta-headquarters/statement-mta-chairman-and-ceo-patrick-j-foye-covid-relief-bill. ]  [33:  Statement of Patrick J. Foye, MTA Chairman and CEO, Joint Legislative Public Hearing on 2021 Executive Budget Proposal: Topic Transportation, New York State Legislature (January 26, 2020).] 

COVID-19 Revenue Loss, Reduction of Service, and Response Overview  
The MTA adopted its Calendar Year 2020 Budget and 2020-2024 Capital Program in December 2019, four-months prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. This left the MTA in a precarious position, as the Authority’s fiscal situation during budget adoption was completely different than it was during the unanticipated health crisis. The first case of COVID-19 in New York was reported on March 1, 2020, nine days before the City Council’s scheduled budget hearing on the MTA’s Adopted budget, which the Authority chose not to attend due to the pandemic. Days following the Committee on Transportation’s hearing, the Governor and Mayor declared states of emergencies for the City and State, and the WHO declared the virus a global pandemic.  
On March 24, 2020, the MTA Chairman, Patrick Foye, released an Op-Ed in the New York Times requesting $4 billion in financial assistance from the Federal Government to make up revenue losses resulting from the decline in ridership due to COVID-19. At the time of his request, subway ridership had declined 76 percent, buses by 62 percent, MNR by 94 percent, and LIRR by 71 percent.[footnoteRef:34] As stated earlier, in a normal year, farebox revenue constitutes approximately 40 percent of the MTA’s annual budget, or $6.5 billion. In addition, the MTA anticipates losing a significant portion of the $6 billion it receives from local and state taxes and subsidies. On March 27, 2020, Congress passed the CARES Act, which provided the MTA with $4 billion in federal assistance. [34:  Patrick Foye, “The M.T.A. Needs Help. Now,” The New York Times, Op-Ed, March 24, 2020, available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/24/opinion/mta-new-york-transit.html ] 

By the last week of April 2020, ridership had decreased further: subway ridership was down 91 percent; LIRR ridership was down 97 percent; MNR ridership was down 95 percent, and; B&T traffic was down 57 percent. After March 20th, bus ridership was no longer counted because rear-door only boarding was instituted as a measure to improve bus driver safety. MTA began encouraging non-essential workers to stay home. As of April 17, 2020, subway service on the B, C, W, Z, and 42 Street Shuttle had been suspended, extra L-service on nights and weekends had been suspended, many express trains were running local, Staten Island Railway service was reduced to an hourly schedule, and bus services were reduced.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  This information was gleaned from information provided at the MTA Board meeting of July 22, 2020, viewable at https://new.mta.info/transparency/board-and-committee-meetings/july-22-2020 ] 

On May 6, 2020 subway service was suspended overnight from 1 AM to 5 AM to allow for a complete disinfecting of the system, with bus and third-party alternative transportation services provided to essential workers during hours of closure. In July, MTA reported that such disinfecting efforts were projected to cost $300 million in Calendar Year 2020.[footnoteRef:36] In May, the MTA also hired the McKinsey consulting firm to assess the effects of COVID-19 on the Authority. At the time, McKinsey assumed that MTA ridership would not recover until May 2022. However, a new report released by the firm estimates that MTA will only recover 80 to 92 percent of pre-pandemic ridership by the mid-2020s. McKinsey has estimated that the pandemic would “adversely impact MTA’s finances by a net of $16.2 billion through 2024. Operating revenues were projected to be down $10.7 billion, subsidies $6.9 billion lower, and expenses $2.7 billion higher, partially offset by the receipt of $4 billion from the CARES Act.”[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Id. ]  [37:  Metropolitan Transportation Authority, “MTA 2021 Budget and 2021-2024 Financial Plan Adoption Materials,” Page I-2. December 16, 2020. Available at: https://new.mta.info/document/25291 ] 

The MTA’s July Preliminary Budget Plan included an assumption of an additional $3.9 billion in federal funding from the Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions, or HEREOS, Act (in addition to the $4 billion already received through the federal CARES Act).  However, on August 26, 2020, the MTA Board convened a meeting to discuss its finances due to the failure of the U.S. Senate to pass the HEREOS Act during which the Authority relayed that its projected need in federal assistance has increased from $3.9 billion to $12 billion. The MTA Board stated that the failure to receive this funding could result in a 40 percent reduction in subway and bus service.  Furthermore, upgrades to the subway signal system, a cornerstone of the MTA’s Capital Program, would be halted. Other hallmark capital upgrades, including East Side Access, expansion of the Second Avenue Subway, and accessibility upgrades, would be paused. 
Congestion Pricing to offset COVID-19 Costs  
The 2019-2020 State Enacted Budget authorized the MTA to establish a congestion tolling program in the City of New York. The congestion tolling zone would include any roadways, bridges, tunnels, approaches, or ramps that are located within, or enter into, the geographic area of Manhattan south of and including 60th Street. The State Budget bill, as originally passed, required that all congestion tolling revenue go towards funding the MTA capital programs. The MTA anticipated collecting net revenue sufficient to generate $15 billion for the MTA 2020-2024 Capital Program from the tolling program. 
 	The State Budget gives few details on how much drivers would be charged for entering the congestion tolling zone. However, the Fix NYC Advisory Panel Report, commissioned by Governor Andrew Cuomo, had earlier released in January 2018, a recommendation that congestion pricing charge passenger vehicles $11.52 and trucks $25.34, once per day, Monday through Friday, between the hours of 6 am and 8 pm. The panel also recommended exploring the extension of congestion pricing to include the weekend hours between 11 am and 9 pm. The State Budget states that congestion tolling will not be applicable to taxis and for-hire vehicles which are already tolled under existing FHV congestion pricing, emergency vehicles, and vehicles travelling on or through the Queens Midtown Tunnel, the Hugh Carey Tunnel, the Holland Tunnel, the Lincoln Tunnel, and the Henry Hudson Bridge. 
In response to the MTA’s revenue shortfalls resulting from COVID-19, outlined earlier in this report, the 2020-2021 State Enacted Budget allows the diversion of congestion revenue in Calendar Years 2020 and 2021 to offset any decreases in revenue, including, but not limited to, lost taxes, fees, charges, fares and tolls resulting from COVID-19 pandemic. It also authorizes the MTA to use congestion pricing revenue to offset increases in operating costs due in whole, or part, to COVID-19.  Overall, it is unclear how this diversion in the use of congestion revenue will impact the Authority’s recently adopted Capital Plan, including the Transformation Plan developed by former NYCTA President, Andy Byford. However, it is worth noting that the infrastructure required to start congestion pricing is not yet in place as federal review of the plan is still pending. As such, the immediate effect of the authorized diversion of congestion pricing funds on the Authority’s capital program has yet to be determined.  Overall, the Adopted Budget includes “such transfers from the lockbox of $424 million in 2020 and $476 million in 2021 to assist in covering operating expenses.”[footnoteRef:38]   [38:  Metropolitan Transportation Authority. “MTA 2021 Budget and 2021-2024 Financial Plan Adoption Materials,” Page I-4. December 16, 2020. Available at: https://new.mta.info/document/25291 ] 

Conclusion
	The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the way the world operates and how business is conducted. Nationwide nearly seventy million jobs have been directly affected by the pandemic.[footnoteRef:39] Many workers have been working remotely since March 2020 when most of the nation was shut down. The decline in mass transit ridership has put an additional economic strain on the City’s transit systems. During today’s hearing the Committee looks forward to hearing about the steps that the MTA has taken to address these economic pressures and the plans that they have put in place to combat the impact of COVID-19, on its transit systems.  [39:  Kerry Hannan, “How the Coronavirus Suddenly Changed the Workplace,” AARP, May 5, 2020, available at https://www.aarp.org/work/working-at-50-plus/info-2020/coronavirus-changing-workplace.html ] 
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