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Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) thanks Majority Whip Selvena Brooks-Power and the
Council Committee on Transportation and for Infrastructure for this opportunity to share ATU’s
ongoing concerns on the impact of vans that operate illegally on MTA bus service, particularly
for the residents of Southeast Queens. I am Luis Alzate, ATU Local 1056 President and Business
Agent and ATU NYS Legislative Conference Board Financial Secretary. I also deliver this
testimony on behalf of Conference Board president Tom Mason and ATU Locals 726, 1179 and
1181 — all of our members serve the riding public.

ATU 1056 members — bus operators and mechanics — work for MTA New York City
Transit's Queens Bus division with depots in Flushing (Casey Stengel), Jamaica and Queens
Village.

ATU Local 726 represents bus operators and mechanics who work for MTA New York
City Transit's Staten Island bus division.

ATU 1179 represents bus operators, mechanics and supervisors who work from the Far
Rockaway and JFK Depots of the MTA Bus division (former Green Bus lines).

ATU Local 1181 represents bus operators and mechanics who work for the MTA Bus
division (former Command Bus lines) in Brooklyn’s Spring Creek Depot (and paratransit
operators and Yellow School Bus drivers and escorts.

Statewide, the ATU represents more than 25,000 hard-working transit workers throughout
ATU cities including Albany, Binghamton, Buffalo, New York City, Rochester, and Syracuse.

ATU remains concerned about efforts that would effectively allow commuter vans to
replace bus public transit, especially in Southeast Queens.

ATU has frequently testified how vans licensed and unlicensed illegally and unsafely
operate along bus routes and deprive the MTA of revenue that it can re-invest in bus service. This



defacto privatization of public bus service in Southeast Queens especially impacts, students, our
seniors, working people and bus riders who benefit from the Fair-Fares program.

Public transit serves as the lifeline for many New Yorkers to shop, see their doctor, attend
worship services, visit family members, and do many of the things that enrich their lives.

Working families need safe, equitable and efficient transportation. More often than not,
including in Queens, that means reliance on our existing bus public transit system operated by
the MTA. Illegally operating vans — unlike MTA buses — remain ADA inaccessible and foster
more congestion along bus routes and at already heavily congested bus and subway transit hubs;
these vans often race along city streets putting all at risk and causing many pedestrian accidents.
ATU made these and other points at meets of the Commuter Van Working Group convened by
committee chair Brooks-Powers.

Consistent with our points above, ATU 1056, our conference board and our sister MTA
locals support Intros 1346 which aims to increase penalties for unlicensed van operations and
require TLC, NYPD, and DOT to create a checklist of violations, including State violations,
applicable to these unlicensed operations and then, when an enforcement officer stops an
unlicensed van, require that the officer go through the checklist and impose the maximum
financial penalty for any violations and 1347 which would require DOT, every four years, to
study the commuter van industry, including ridership patterns, service areas, and commuter van
stop locations. It would also include rider and operator surveys to better understand how
commuter vans interact with the city’s broader transit system. ATU recommends the study
include enforcement.

Currently, if a van has a commuter van license but operates along a bus route and picks
up and discharges passengers at bus stops, it operates ILLEGALLY. Few vans follow ANY rules.
Vans making illegal pickups in bus stops and along bus routes continue to be a major concern.
Bus ridership directly influences how the MTA deploys service along its existing bus routes.

To the extent that commuter van take riders from public transit, lawmakers perform a
disservice to those bus riders who depend on MTA buses regularly operating on bus routes.

Thus, our public transit unions call on the Council to press City and State agencies to
work together address the scourge of vans that operate unregulated, unlicensed or illegally — and
unsafely — in many City communities including southeast Queens.

A majority of vans operate unregulated, unlicensed or illegally. These vehicles offer a
commuting straphangers a dangerous alternative to MTA bus service. The van services already
duplicate existing bus service provided by the MTA. Illegally operating vans prey on bus routes,
picking up and discharging passengers at MTA bus stops.



So-called commuter vans, unreliable, often unsafe and many more times than not
operating illegally, offer straphangers a dangerous alternative to MTA bus service. The City's
woefully inadequate response to illegal, unregulated and unsafe vans allows these vans to ply bus
routes, pick up passengers at bus stops and the subways, deprives the MTA of revenue it can
reinvest to enhance bus service and reduces passenger counts that the MTA uses to cut service.
The vans' operation defacto recreates the two-fare zones we fought to eliminate over 30 years
ago.

The MTA and NYPD need to work with the TLC to address the outright theft of fares by
these vans and the blatant disregard for regular vehicle traffic laws.

ATU also supports enforcement against UBER and LYFT; vehicles that operate outside
the labor laws, it appears that no significant enforcement occurs where vans operate outside the
law.

Unlike the drivers such as ATU (and TWU Local 100) members who operate MTA buses
in Queens, drivers of vans face no requirement to maintain a Commercial Driver's License,
receive no recurrent training, do not find themselves subject to drug testing and periodic medical
evaluations while they race along city streets putting all at risk.

If a van has an operating license but operates along a bus route and picks up and
discharges passengers at bus stops, it operates ILLEGALLY. Few vans follow ANY rules. The
Council must work to make sure that NYPD and TLC, and not just intermittently, address this
safety issue.

In conclusion ATU stands ready to work with the sponsors, the committee, its chair, and
the Council to pass appropriate legislation to protect the riding public.

Thank you.
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