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Council Votes To Improve Measures for Using Building Explosives, 

Increasing Community Notification and Inter-Agency Communication
Saving New Yorkers from a potential water rate increase, Council votes to enhance the City’s authority to issue water liens 

City Hall, December 18th, 2007 – In its last Stated Council meeting of 2007, the New York City Council will vote on legislation to protect the safety of New Yorkers by improving safeguards for the use of explosives at construction sites. The Council will also save New Yorkers from a possible mid-year water rate by voting to give the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) expanded authority to issue water and sewer liens to property owners who have outstanding water bills.

Additionally, the full Council will vote on legislation to:
· Impose harsher punishments on individuals who repeatedly commit acts of public lewdness;

· Make several technical amendments to the City’s new Campaign Finance Law; and
· Offset the high costs of green roof installation by calling on the State to provide property tax exemptions for building owners who install green roofs on their property.
Increased Safeguards for BuiLDING Blasting 

To better protect the safety of New Yorkers in the vicinity of construction sites, the Council will vote on legislation to improve safeguards for the use of explosives during construction and demolition projects. This legislation tightens current regulations, increases inter-agency communication and institutes a broad community notification plan when blasting begins in a New York City neighborhood. After a careful study of the existing blasting laws, the Council found considerable room for improvement.  Some of the improved blasting measures include:

· Requiring greater initial communication between FDNY, blasting site owners, and contractors. Before blasting permits can be issued, either the blasting site owner, the general contractor of the blasting site, or the blasting contractor must meet with the FDNY to discuss what general measures would be needed to protect nearby buildings and structures. 

· Improving community notification procedures. Within five days of the issuance of a blasting permit, the blasting site owner or blasting contractor must notify local Council Members, Community Boards, and local Fire Companies of the need for blasting. 

· Increasing communication between blasting site owners and surrounding property owners. Blasting site owners must provide property owners within 100 feet of the perimeter of the blasting site with written notices that display the hours which blasting is authorized and appropriate contact information for community questions and concerns. 

· Establishing clear protocols for inter-agency communication. Ninety days after this legislation goes into effect, the Department of Buildings (DOB) and the FDNY must develop a protocol for increased inter-agency coordination and communication. 

· Requiring professional surveying and monitoring before and during blasting. Before blasting can occur, a professional engineer must complete comprehensive surveys of buildings that are within 100 feet of the perimeter of the blasting site.

· Taking more special precautions. Increased precautions will be taken in denser parts of the city to minimize the effects of blasting and reduce effects of damage to surrounding properties. Additionally, the FDNY must develop rules for delivering or removing explosives from the blasting sites.

· Shortening the duration of blasting permits from three years to nine months to better monitor the occurrence of blasting through out the City. Blasting permits may be issued for up to nine months and may be renewed every nine months as long as the blasting has been in compliance with all laws and regulations.

“New York is experiencing unprecedented development, and we need to make sure that its happening safely and responsibly,” said Council Speaker Christine C. Quinn. “Today we are voting on a new set of safeguards to tighten current regulations, widen channels of communication between agencies, the community, and developers, and begin a wider-ranging community notification plan when blasting begins in a City neighborhood.”

“Residents should not have to worry about their homes when construction occurs next door,” said Housing and Buildings Chair Erik Martin-Dilan.  “The purpose for these preventative steps is to reduce the risk to residents before we come face to face with a true disaster.  I want to thank Speaker Quinn and all the area officials who recognized that we needed to make changes existing blasting law before tragedy strikes.”

“The unfortunate collapse of a retaining wall on a construction site in my district occurred on a day that blasting was happening,” said Council Member Melissa Mark Viverto, lead sponsor of the bill.  “Although it has yet to be determined whether or not the blasting led to the collapse, that incident was what motivated this legislation. Ultimately, the intent here is to improve on existing practices and codify interagency communication and community notification. In a city as dense as New York, the use of explosives must be done with extreme caution to ensure the utmost safety of all of our residents. I want to thank the Speaker for her strong support for this legislation and my colleague Chair Dilan for moving it along as quickly as he has.”

EXPANDING WATER LIEN AUTHORITY

The Council will vote on legislation to give the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) expanded authority to issue water and sewer liens to property owners who have outstanding water bills. This legislation, which was made possible by a landmark agreement reached between the Council and the Administration earlier this year, will increase DEP’s ability to collect outstanding water bills, circumventing the need for a mid-year water rate increase and establishing important new protections for homeowners. Property owners previously faced a possible 18% increase on their water bills. 

“It’s wrong to make hardworking New Yorkers and their families pick up the slack for deadbeat landlords who can’t be bothered to pay their water bills,” said Speaker Quinn.  “This legislation levels the playing field, providing important protections and services for those that need them most while creating powerful incentives for property owners to pay their bills on time.”

“I am glad that we were able to come to an agreement on the water lien issue,” said Finance Committee Chair David Weprin.  “We have managed to avoid a mid year rate increase and at the same time we have found a way to protect single family home owners, seniors, and low income families. It is my hope that those individuals that would have been affected by a lien sale because of their past due water bills, will find a way to work with the DEP to resolve their outstanding obligations.”

Currently, landlords of large, multi-unit dwellings can go years without paying their water bills, unfairly placing the burden on individual homeowners. However, the City may place a lien on a property for delinquent water bills only if the owner also owes back taxes, making it possible for landlords who are not in arrears with their taxes to avoid paying their water bills indefinitely.  This legislation will eliminate this prerequisite, giving DEP a powerful new tool to collect payments. 

Making it tougher for unscrupulous landlords to take advantage of the system, the legislation also creates important protections for New Yorkers, including:

· Prohibiting standalone liens (those placed solely on the basis of delinquent water or sewer bills) on single-family properties in Tax Class I, as well as all Tax Class I properties owned by individuals receiving the Senior Citizen Homeowners’ Exemption, the Disabled Homeowners’ Exemption or the New York State Personal Income Tax Circuit-Breaker credit;

· Extending the lien sale notification period from 60 to 90 days, allowing more time for property owners to make financial arrangements to withdraw the property from the lien sale;

· Creating an ombudsman unit within DEP to facilitate dispute resolution and provide assistance to property owners facing a lien sale;

· Establishing new payment incentive plans to make it easier for those with outstanding bills to get their payments up to date.

It is anticipated that these changes will increase the collection rate from its current level of 85% to 95%, a figure consistent with other major urban centers in the country.

HARSHER CONSQUENCES FOR PUBLIC LEWDNESS

The Council will also vote on legislation to impose harsher punishments on individuals who repeatedly commit acts of public lewdness.  Under current State Law, public lewdness is a Class B misdemeanor.  This new legislation will stiffen penalties for serial offenders by classifying repeat offenses, those that take place within three years of a previous offense, as a Class A misdemeanors punishable by three years of probation, as much as a year in prison and/or a maximum fine of $1,000.

“We are moving to punish a pattern of behavior that is not only disgusting but dangerous. Those who repeatedly expose themselves to others for their own amusement could one day take their perversion even further,” said Public Safety Committee Chair Peter F. Vallone Jr. “If they want to expose themselves, we'll expose them to the full extent of the law.”

Campaign Finance Law Technical AMENDMENTS

The Council will vote on legislation to make several technical amendments to the City's landmark Campaign Finance Law that the City Council passed earlier this year. These changes will conform to the original legislation as well as address, at the Administration's request, certain issues regarding the implementation of the law.  

GREEN ROOF TAX EXEMPTION RESOLUTION

To offset the high costs of green roof installation, the Council will vote on a resolution calling on the State to provide property tax exemptions for building owners who install green roofs on their property. Green roofs, which consist of a partial or complete covering of plant life on building tops, provide several environmental benefits including: a decrease in storm water runoff; reduction of water and air pollutants; alleviation of the heat island effect; and cuts in energy costs. 

Despite these environmental benefits, property owners are reluctant to install green roofs because of the high cost of installation, which can be twice or three times the cost as conventional roofs. The green roof property tax exemption will encourage more property owners and developers to either install green roofs on new buildings or retrofit them on existing properties.
###







