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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

“They dump diapers, diapers with stuff in them, garbage on the corners… It’s 
really unfair… I’ve got summonses over the years [for the trash] and had to pay 
them.” 

—Anna Parathyras, whose family has lived next to the Long Island Rail 
Road (LIRR) tracks in Woodside, Queens since 1950, on the growing 
problem of dumping along the tracks. 

 
“It is a constant mess, and they [the Metropolitan Transportation Authority] don’t 
clean, they don’t take any responsibility for it. … We gave up. … It’s more energy 
to fight them than to spend the money to have it cleaned.” 

—Dart Westphal, 52, President of the Mosholu Preservation Corporation, 
on the conditions by Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) 
properties on Webster and Jerome Avenues in the Bronx. 

 
“The underpasses and surrounding turf of the LIRR is deplorable. … I am in 
constant battle with the LIRR, because every time we meet with [them] it’s a tug of 
war, and they’re always telling me how [the Department of Transportation] is 
responsible. … Nothing seems to be their responsibility.” 

—Sally Martino-Fisher, 60, District Manager for Community Board 13 in 
Queens, on trying to get the MTA to clean up LIRR properties in eastern 
Queens. 

 

The MTA carries 2.4 billion people a year over its network.1  It provides and maintains 

the critical public transportation infrastructure that supports the greater New York 

metropolitan area.  Yet for people whose homes neighbor the MTA tracks and stations, 

the MTA is more simply and immediately a bad neighbor, with poorly maintained and 

rarely cleaned properties that become targets for such neighborhood blight as illegal 

dumping, graffiti, littering and rodents.   

 

An investigation by the New York City Council Committee on Oversight and 

Investigations finds that if the MTA were a private property owner, it would likely be 

punished with fines and violations for the conditions allowed to persist along its 

tracks and around its stations.2  Indeed, most of the property surveyed adjacent to or 

                                                 
1 Metropolitan Transportation Authority (hereinafter MTA),  “The MTA Network.”  
http://www.mta.nyc.ny.us/mta/network.htm. (Last accessed Jan. 23, 2006). 
2 For example, §16-118 of the New York City Administrative Code states that “every owner, lessee, 
tenant, occupant, or person in charge of any building or premise shall…[keep]…said sidewalks, 
flagging, curbstones, and air shafts, areaways, backways, courts and alleys free from garbage, refuse, 
rubbish, litter, debris and other offensive material.” 
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underneath aboveground subway, Metro-North, or Long Island Rail Road tracks and 

stations was found to be poorly maintained and unclean. 

 

Key Findings 

• 16 of the 24 areas surveyed (66.6%) were rated as dirty and/or poorly 

maintained. 

• 18 of the 24 areas surveyed (75%) had moderate to heavy dumping on, 

adjacent to or under MTA property. 

• 13 of the 24 areas examined (54.2%) contained graffiti on trestles, retaining 

walls and/or fencing. 

• On a 1-to-4 scale, the dirtiest areas surveyed were in Brooklyn: Borough Park 

(3.048); and Queens: Rockaway Park (2.900).  

• Large items such as couches, car seats and other assorted household items are 

being dumped next to MTA properties.  The photo below shows dumping 

underneath a LIRR overpass in Jamaica, Queens.  If this were private property, 

the owner would be fined for not properly disposing of the furniture and litter 

on the sidewalk. 
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During the summer of 2005, investigators from the staff of New York City Council 

Committee on Oversight and Investigations randomly sampled and visited 24 of the 

94 New York City neighborhoods (as delineated by ZIP code boundaries) where the 

MTA maintains aboveground or elevated subway lines, MetroNorth tracks and/or 

Long Island Rail Road tracks.  Field teams of two investigators each walked alongside 

the tracks and around the stations at these locations, noting property conditions.  

Investigators used a rating system that employs a 1-to-4 scale for various 

characteristics and physical features—like graffiti, litter, the condition of retaining 

walls, etc.—with lower numbers representing better scores.  Each neighborhood’s 

overall ranking was calculated as the average score for all component features. 

 

In order to address the undesirable conditions found, the Council recommends the 

following: 

• The MTA should immediately inspect, clean and repair all problem areas. 

• The MTA should install better lighting around tracks and stations to deter 

would-be perpetrators of dumping and graffiti. 

• The MTA should install security cameras in problem areas, with signs to 

alert the public of 24-hour surveillance. 

• The Governor should institute TransitStat, a publicly accessible online 

system to track various performance indicators for the MTA, including 

cleanliness and maintenance around MTA properties. 

 

While the MTA has made recent improvements to its infrastructure, including track 

repairs and station renovations, it has failed to address those conditions that allow 

dumping, littering and graffiti to persist around many of its properties.   Litter and 

other refuse that is not collected in a timely way permits the perception of 

abandonment.  A lack of lighting gives criminals the cover of darkness.  In addition, 

tracks create dead-end streets, magnets for litterers, dumpers and graffiti vandals. 

 

These conditions exist at MTA properties throughout the five boroughs.  The table on 

the next page lists the five cleanest and best maintained, as well as the five dirtiest and 
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worst maintained MTA properties in neighborhoods surveyed.  Note that on the one-

to-four scale used, low scores correspond to better conditions. 

Five Cleanest/Best Maintained and Five Dirtiest/Worst Maintained MTA 
Properties in Neighborhoods Surveyed 

# Neighborhood Zip Borough Rating 
1. New Utrecht 11204 Brooklyn 1.250 
 New Utrecht 11228 Brooklyn 1.250 
3. Bushwick 11237 Brooklyn 1.500 
4. East Harlem 10029 Manhattan 1.521 
5. Morris Heights 10453 Bronx 1.550 

20. Weeksville 11233 Brooklyn 2.547 
21. Melrose 10455 Bronx 2.729 
22. Pelham 10461 Bronx 2.880 
23. Rockaway Park 11694 Queens 2.900 
24. Borough Park 11219 Brooklyn 3.048 

 

This report marks the first attempt to rate the cleanliness and maintenance of outdoor 

areas surrounding MTA property.  In June of 2005, the New York City Council 

released a report entitled “On Track: Ensuring Clean Subways Citywide,” which rated 

the cleanliness of subway station interiors.  Similar reports evaluating MTA cleanliness 

inside the subway and commuter rail system include the New York Public Interest 

Research Group’s (NYPIRG’s) “Subway Shmutz” report, as well as the Long Island Rail 

Road Report Card produced by the Long Island Rail Road Citizens Committee.  None 

have examined the conditions of areas surrounding outdoor MTA properties.     
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