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LAW & PUBLIC SAFETY COMMITTEE
The Law & Public Safety Committee of the City of Raleigh met in regular session on Tuesday, September 27, 2005, at 4:00 p.m. in the City Council Chamber, Raleigh Municipal Building, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, 222 W. Hargett Street, Raleigh, North Carolina, with the following present:
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Assistant City Manager Julian Prosser
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City Attorney Tom McCormick
Mr. Regan





Public Works Director Carl Dawson
Chairman Isley called the meeting to order at 4:00 p.m.
Item #03-32 – Taxi Rate Surcharge and Taxi Rate Increase
This issue had been referred to Committee during the September 20, 2005 City Council meeting.  Harold Dover of Triangle Yellow Taxi, Inc. requested a taxi rate surcharge for the remainder of the calendar year, as well as a rate adjustment effective January 1, 2006.
Chairman Isley called upon Mr. Dover.

Harold Dover, 4700 West Grove Street, No. 1121, Raleigh, NC  27606-1483 – Mr. Dover stated that gas prices have skyrocketed and the high gas prices have affected his employees greatly, as they are contract employees.  A taxi rate surcharge for the remainder of the calendar year would help offset the increased gas prices.  Additionally, taxi rates have not increased in several years.  Taxi companies usually ask for an increase every four to six years.  It would be helpful to taxi company owners and drivers if they could know every two years, for example, that they would receive an increase in rates.  It would help them with their financial planning, just as the knowledge of a pay raise or COLA increase helps salaried employees with their financial planning.  Mr. Dover proposed a $2.00 surcharge for each taxi trip from October 1 through December 31, 2005.  He also proposed a per-mile rate increase from $2.00 to $3.00 effective January 1, 2006, at which time the $2.00 surcharge would be eliminated.
Chairman Isley opened the floor for comments.

Dave Permar, 327 Hillsborough Street, Raleigh, NC  27603-1725 – Mr. Permar is an attorney and said he represented six towing companies that are participants in the City of Raleigh's towing contract.  The last rate increase for these towing companies was in 2003.  Mr. Isley interjected that the Committee could not consider that topic today.  Mr. Permar understood, and noted that he would be appearing before the City Council next week regarding that topic.

At the beginning of the meeting, Mr. Prosser had distributed additional information, including (1) staff memorandum explaining how the requested increases would financially impact the City of Raleigh's Accessible Raleigh Transportation (ART) program, and which contained the results of a survey of surrounding municipalities’ taxi rates to determine how other urbanized area taxi systems have reacted to the recent increase in fuel prices; (2) approved taxi rates (premium taxi service) per Section 12-2043 of the City of Raleigh Code of Ordinances (amended 2000); (3) comparison of the 1999 and 2000 (current) taxi rate structures demonstrating the percentage increase from 1999 to 2000; and (4) the Energy Information Administration’s petroleum product prices for North Carolina for the years 2000 through 2005.
Mr. Prosser noted that a $2.00 surcharge would significantly affect the FY 2005/06 budget.  According to the staff memo, the $2.00 surcharge added to each ART trip would result in an increase of approximately $900 per day or $80,000 for the remainder of calendar year 2005 (October 1 through December 31, 2005).  If a $1.00 increase in the mileage rate was implemented in 2006, the average cost for an ART trip would increase from $12.63 to $18.05, a 42.8% increase.  Assuming that the FY 2005/06 ART budget was increased by 21.4% (half of 42.8%) for the last six months of the fiscal year, an additional $683,880 would be needed to fund the ART program.  As part of the review process for the surcharge or rate increases, Mr. Prosser said one option is to examine the final audit of the books as of June 30 for funding availability, and another is to evaluate the insurance program.
Mr. Regan arrived at 4:12 p.m.

Elijah Holloway – Mr. Holloway owns a van service and that the increased gas price is the main problem for taxi companies.  His drivers have experienced an increase from $45 to $89 for a tank of gas.  All of their profits are being spent on gas and if they suffer a major breakdown of vehicles that would necessitate repairs in addition to the high gas prices, they will be operating in the red.  The $2.00 surcharge would help offset gas costs.  He has raised his rate to $2.30 per mile, and $20 per hour for waiting time.
Mr. Regan said there must be something different about taxis, and asked why they are regulated.  Mr. McCormick replied that the theory is taxis are vehicles for hire and offer public transport, so there is an interest in keeping them safe and sound for the public.  There is also a desire to provide taxicab owners with an adequate rate of return so they can make money and keep their taxis safe and clean.  Mr. Prosser added that taxis have a history of “unsavory uses,” and Mr. Dover said they were even used for bootlegging years ago.  Chairman Isley commented that if taxis were not regulated, a temptation for price-gouging might exist.  Mr. Dover believes that regulations also help prohibit “gypsy cabs” that charge customers whatever they want.  Additionally, city and state regulations keep cabs safe for their customers and protect the owners.
Mr. Regan asked if it was easy to get into the taxi business, and Mr. Dover listed the requirements, including a background check, certification of DMV record, photo on file with the taxi inspector, fingerprinting, and a complete physical including blood, skin and vision tests.  Mr. Regan asked about limousine services, and Mr. McCormick said that they are not regulated by the taxi ordinance.  A taxi has to be available at all times, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, at certain rates.  Limousine services are private and therefore available when they want to be, and can charge whatever price they want.

Mr. Dover told the Committee members that the average cost for an ART trip is $7.00 and since most trips are usually round trips, the cost is $14.00.  The taxi drivers do not charge their ART program fares for waiting time, nor do they charge for extra services such as carrying groceries or baggage for their passengers, even though they are allowed to charge for these services.  The residents they serve appreciate the high level of service they receive.  There is little turnover among the drivers and they get to know and understand their customers.  Customers appreciate this attention; however, the taxi companies will not be able to keep drivers if they cannot afford to pay them.
Mr. Dawson explained the two-tiered level of service in the ART program.  Tier I was established by the City Council as a service for its citizens before the federally-mandated bus service was established.  The City pays half the cost of each trip under Tier I and the customer pays the other half.  If a $2.00 surcharge was added, the City would pay $1.00 of it.  Tier II service was mandated by the federal government under the Americans With Disabilities Act.  Under Tier II, the cost for each trip cannot exceed double the cost of the City’s bus trip rate the person would pay if s/he was physically able to ride the bus.  For example, for the $7.00 trip referenced by Mr. Dover, the City pays $5.50 and the customer pays $1.50.  Tier II is the larger of the two tiers; more people have begun to take advantage of the ART program, so the City’s costs have increased.  There are very few differences between the two tiers, except that Tier II is only available inside the normal service areas for transit routes as if the rider was of normal physical capabilities, while Tier I is available throughout the City.  A mobility specialist from the Public Works department staff interviews ART program applicants to make sure they reside in the Tier II area and meet the criteria for Tier II.
Chairman Isley asked Mr. Dover how he arrived at the $2.00 surcharge figure.  Mr. Dover said he called several cities to see what they allowed as a surcharge, and also checked oil futures.  He tried to determine an amount that was fair to both the taxi companies and their customers.  He has been in the business a long time, he said, and felt that $2.00 was fair.  Many taxi companies have been operating “in the red” for several months, and the $2.00 surcharge was to help them recoup their losses.
The Committee agreed with the concept of a taxi rate surcharge through December 31, 2005 but decided to recommend that the City Council refer that item to the Budget and Economic Development Committee to determine the amount and the potential budgetary impact on the ART program, and that the concept of a taxi rate increase be tabled for consideration in January 2006. 
ADJOURNMENT
There being no further business before the Committee, Chairman Isley announced the meeting adjourned at 4:55 p.m.
Leslie H. Eldredge

Deputy City Clerk
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