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Oversight:  Maintenance and Inspection of Elevator’s at NYCHA Developments 
I. Introduction

On October 29, 2008, the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will conduct a hearing on the maintenance and inspection of elevator’s at buildings owned by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA or Authority.)  Recent tragic accidents and reports about elevator outages have lead the Council to examine the safety of such elevators.  On August 19, 2008, five-year old Jacob Neuman fell to his death in an elevator shaft at the Taylor Street-Wythe Avenue projects in Brooklyn.
  The elevator became stuck between the tenth and eleventh floors and after the doors opened, Neuman attempted to jump to the tenth floor, lost his footing and fell down the shaft.
  On October 10, 2008, police officers who were rushing a baby to a hospital became stuck in an elevator at the Van Dyke Houses in Brooklyn.
  The officers were able to pry open the doors; unfortunately, the baby was later pronounced dead upon arrival at the hospital.
   In addition to these tragic incidents, there have been numerous reports related to tenant complaints about lengthy response time to outages, the Authority’s failure make needed repairs, deferral of necessary capital projects, and whether such issues endanger tenants.

Today’s hearing will give NYCHA and its residents an opportunity to discuss the frequency and scope of NYCHA’s elevator inspections and maintenance protocols, and permit a public discussion on ways to improve elevator safety at NYCHA projects.  The Subcommittee expects to hear testimony from NYCHA officials, residents, advocates, and other interested parties, such as the Legal Aid Society and the Community Service Society, and resident advocates such as Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side (PHROLES) and, the NYC Public Housing Resident Alliance and Community Voices Heard.
II. Background

NYCHA is a corporate governmental agency organized pursuant to law to provide low and moderate-income housing.
  The Authority is the largest public housing authority in North America, with 343 projects containing 2,636 buildings spread throughout the City.
  As of October 26, 2008, NYCHA reports it had 3,335 elevators under its jurisdiction. Nearly 405,000 authorized residents live in almost 178,137 apartments.  These numbers represent 8.3% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.0% of the City’s population.
  The majority of projects are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 102), Brooklyn (with 100) and the Bronx (with 98); while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 10.
  As of June 2008, there were about 132,000 families on the waiting list for conventional public housing as well as an additional 136,000 families on the wait list for housing through the Section 8 program.
  

Most families that live in NYCHA public housing pay no more than 30% of their family income for rent.  The average family income for NYCHA tenants is approximately $22,402 and the average rent is $378 per month.
 Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA projects are for seniors only.
  Further, NYCHA reports that “12.7% of its families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 42.1% of the families.”
 Working families are said to account for “45.2% of families.”
  Approximately 37.8% of NYCHA residents consist of persons under the age of 21, and about 30.8% are minors under the age of 18.
 

III.  Elevator Inspection Requirements and NYCHA’s Maintenance Protocols
Presently, New York City’s Local Law 10 of 1981 (Local Law 10) and Local Law 48 of 1991 (Local Law 48) govern the requirements related to the inspection of elevators in the City.  Local Law 10 requires that an annual inspection be performed yearly while Local Law 48 requires that elevators and escalators be inspected five times in each two-year period under the supervision of the New York City Department of Buildings (DOB or Department).
  Three of these inspections are to be conducted by the Department and owners hire private inspection companies, certified by the Department, to conduct the remaining two inspections.  
Pursuant to a 1991 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Authority and DOB, NYCHA is authorized to perform all required elevator inspections, including DOB required inspections. DOB retains the right to perform random audits of such inspections and requires electronic submission of inspection and test results as such reports are made or on a monthly basis.
  Additionally, the MOU recognizes NYCHA as a private inspection company but requires all employees who conduct inspections to be tested and certified by the Department. NYCHA currently employs ten licensed inspectors, with the Civil Service title of “Elevator Mechanic” who along with an “Elevator Mechanic Helper” perform required inspections.    
To ensure the integrity of its inspection operations, NYCHA’s elevator inspection and maintenance personnel report to different departments. The technical services department oversees the work of the Authority’s inspections unit and is responsible for major electrical and mechanical repairs, remote monitoring, elevator modernization and training. Borough management offices manage day-to-day operations which includes responding to outages, routine repairs and preventive maintenance. Maintenance and repair teams are also borough based.  Elevator related emergencies and after hour outages and complaints are handled by the emergency services unit.
 Currently, NYCHA employs 187 elevator mechanics and 154 helpers responsible for maintenance and repair work.
  These employees are assigned to the departments identified above.
IV. Elevator Inspections and Complaints
As stated above, NYCHA is authorized to conduct all required inspections of its 3,335 elevators in its 2,636 buildings. During the current calendar year, NYCHA completed 2,821 “routine inspections,” such inspections include a visual assessment of conditions in the passenger car, elevator shaft including pit area and elevator machine room.  In addition, 1,723 Local Law 10 inspections were performed which include a visual assessment of conditions in certain areas and the testing of the governor switch and buffer springs in the elevator pit.
  NYCHA also reports that, 1,089 2-Year (no load) safety tests and 362 5-Year (full load) safety tests were performed during this period.  Such tests are typically combined with the Local Law 10 Annual inspection. Out of the 5,995 inspections and tests conducted this year, NYCHA states that its elevators were removed from service 29 times for “imminently hazardous conditions.”
 Examples of “imminently hazardous conditions” include:
· Elevator running with an open hoistway door or car/gate door;

· Hoistway or car door vision glass and grille guard missing;

· Missing hoistway door or car door gibs;

· Inoperable governor;

· Emergency stop switch not working (automatic elevator).

In addition, inspectors may remove an elevator from service for other imminently hazardous violations found during an inspection as well as write “internal violations” for conditions resulting in an unsatisfactory inspection, which may include “minor maintenance issues.”
  Tenants may make a complaint regarding elevators by calling NYCHA’s Centralized Call Center or New York City’s 311 Citizen Service Center.
 


From January to September 2008, NYCHA reports that there were 34,186 total outages Citywide, a decrease of 5.3% from January-September 2007.
  When subdivided by borough the statistics mirror the citywide average with the exception of Staten Island and Queens which saw an increase of 1.5% in the total number of outages.
 According to the Fiscal 2008 Mayor’s Management report, the average time to resolve elevator complaints was 10.4 hours, which was below the targeted time of twelve hours.
With respect to accidents, NYCHA is required to notify DOB of all such occurrences.  According to the MOU, minor accidents causing the shut off of an elevator may be placed back in service after a NYCHA inspection.  However, accidents resulting in passenger injury requiring medical attention or causing personal property damage of $1,000 or more require that the Authority notify DOB and remove the car from service.  The car cannot be returned to service until the Department conducts an inspection and authorizes its use.

V. NYCHA’s Capital Budget 

The New York City Housing Authority’s capital program is financed through four primary sources; grants from the federal government through the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), bond financing from HUD’s Capital Fund Financing Program (CFFP), the City and State of New York.  NYCHA’s 2008 -2012 Capital Plan totals over $2.7 billion, most of which comes from direct grants from HUD and $34.5 million from the City of New York.  Approximately $51.8 million of this 5-year capital plan is earmarked for the maintenance and repair of elevators in 15 projects.   
Due to NYCHA’s operating budget deficits since Fiscal 2002, the Authority has routinely transferred capital funds to the operating budget in order to close their budget gap.  In Fiscal 2007, there was an approximately $100 million capital budget transfer to the operating budget and it is expected that NYHCA will do the same to close out Fiscal 2008.  This practice has led to capital projects being deferred or delayed into the future including the maintenance and repair of elevators.  
VI. Concerns

Residents, tenant advocates, Council Members and other elected officials are concerned that by deferring maintenance of elevators due to ongoing funding problems the Authority is making an aging infrastructure problem worse and compromising the safety of residents and visitors who rely on its elevators.  Additionally, the quality of the Authority’s maintenance/repair work has been called into question as outages and malfunctioning elevators appear to constantly reoccur and persist. There are also concerns about the quality of the inspections performed by NYCHA’s inspectors within the past few years.
  
VII. Conclusion

The purpose of this hearing is to investigate the efficiency of NYCHA’s elevator maintenance operations and inspections including budget issues.  To effectuate this goal, the Subcommittee expects to hear testimony from NYCHA tenants and officials, advocacy groups and persons interested in this issue.
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