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Executive Summary
Purpose
To determine whether the MTA Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) (1) effectively managed service 
diversions due to scheduled track maintenance and capital projects and (2) adequately informed 
the riding public about service diversions. Our audit covered the period January 1, 2009 through 
August 16, 2011. 

Background
The LIRR is a constituent agency of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), and provides 
commuter rail service between New York City and the suburban counties of Nassau and Suffolk.  
A “service diversion” takes place when LIRR must close all or a part of a track line for capital 
projects or maintenance. When service diversions are underway, trains are diverted from their 
regular route so workers can safely access the tracks. Diversions should be scheduled in the most 
cost effective manner and to minimize the disruption on the riding public. Whenever commuters 
are expected to be affected by a planned diversion, Public Affairs is responsible for notifying the 
public in advance. 

Key Findings
• The annual Outage Plan for service diversions was reduced by 1,483 days (29 percent) in 2009 

and 1,655 (35 percent) in 2010. These revisions were not approved in writing by executive 
management.  Substantial changes such as these should be approved by executive management.  

• The number of days planned for specific aspects (elements) of service diversions was not always 
supported.  For example, nine of the 15 elements we sampled required 691 outage days, but 
there was no support for how this was determined.  In addition, the actual cost for each element 
was not tracked to determine whether work was completed within budget.  

• Train tracks were not always turned over to work crews in a timely manner to accomplish the 
work necessary for the service diversions. Our review showed several instances where tracks 
were turned over to crews 70 minutes late on average.

• The public is informed of large diversions, however, LIRR Public Affairs needs to do more to 
inform the public of other planned diversions.

Key Recommendations  
• Require executive management to review and approve significant changes in the Outage Plan.
• Track the actual costs of service diversion elements for comparison to budgeted costs. 
• Support the resource requirements of planned diversions with adequate documentation.
• Ensure tracks are made available for service diversion work in a timely manner.
• Adequately inform the ridership about all service diversions. 

Other Related Audits/Reports of Interest
Metropolitan Transportation Authority/New York City Transit: Subway Service Diversions for 
Maintenance and Capital Projects (2010-S-34)

http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093011/10s34.pdf
http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093011/10s34.pdf
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State of New York
Office of the State Comptroller

Division of State Government Accountability 

March 18, 2014

Mr. Thomas P. Prendergast
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority
347 Madison Avenue
New York, NY 10017

Dear Mr. Prendergast: 

The Office of the State Comptroller is committed to helping State agencies, public authorities 
and local government agencies manage government resources efficiently and effectively and, by 
so doing, providing accountability for tax dollars spent to support government operations. The 
Comptroller oversees the fiscal affairs of State agencies, public authorities and local government 
agencies, as well as their compliance with relevant statutes and their observance of good 
business practices. This fiscal oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify 
opportunities for improving operations. Audits can also identify strategies for reducing costs and 
strengthening controls that are intended to safeguard assets. 

Following is a report of our audit entitled Service Diversions for Maintenance and Capital Projects. 
This audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority under Article X, Section 5 
of the State Constitution and Section 2803 of the Public Authorities Law.

This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for you to use in effectively managing 
your operations and in meeting the expectations of taxpayers. If you have any questions about 
this report, please feel free to contact us.

Respectfully submitted,

Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
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State Government Accountability Contact Information:
Audit Director:  Carmen Maldonado
Phone: (212) 417-5200
Email: StateGovernmentAccountability@osc.state.ny.us
Address:

Office of the State Comptroller 
Division of State Government Accountability 
110 State Street, 11th Floor 
Albany, NY 12236

This report is also available on our website at: www.osc.state.ny.us 
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Background 
The Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) is a public benefit corporation providing 
transportation services in and around the New York City metropolitan area. The MTA is governed 
by a Board of Directors, whose 23 members are nominated by the Governor and confirmed by the 
State Senate. The MTA includes six constituent agencies, one of which is the Long Island Rail Road 
(LIRR), which provides commuter rail service between New York City and the suburban counties 
of Nassau and Suffolk. 

LIRR is responsible for completing capital projects and maintaining its tracks to ensure that trains 
run safely. To do this work, it is sometimes necessary to temporarily close down either all or a 
portion of a track (called a service diversion). When possible, LIRR diverts service to another track 
or uses shuttle buses to take the public from one station to another. To minimize the effect on 
customers, LIRR generally schedules diversion work for off-peak hours such as midday, night, and 
weekend hours. 

Several LIRR departments jointly develop an Annual Track Outage Plan (Outage Plan) to determine 
where and when diversions will be needed. Diversions for large capital projects and planned track 
maintenance have several “elements” that may each require separate track outages over the 
course of time. LIRR’s Service Planning Department factors diversions into its development of 
train timetables and, accordingly, issues revised timetables throughout the year.  The revisions 
may include adjustments to train departure/arrival times, partial or full cancellation of some 
trains, reduced service, or alternate transportation by bus.

Whenever commuters are expected to be affected by a planned diversion, LIRR’s Public Affairs is 
responsible for notifying the public, in advance. In addition, on an as-needed basis, LIRR deploys 
personnel to provide assistance to commuters at affected stations during diversions.  

In 2010, the LIRR Capital Program was provided a budget of $165 million for capital projects, 
including service diversions. The 2010 budget for the Annual Track Program, which includes 
planned track rehabilitation and maintenance, was $62.4 million.  
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Audit Findings and Recommendations

Managing Diversions 

The 2009 and 2010 Outage Plans for LIRR included 160 “elements.”   As a result of our testing 
and examination of records pertaining to this diversion work, we noted several weaknesses and 
improvement opportunities including the following:

• We attempted to verify that 15 Plan “elements” which required track outages in 2009 
and 2010 had supporting documentation to account for the number of track outage 
days required to complete the “element” of work.  We found there was no supporting 
documentation to justify the need for 691 days of track outage time associated with nine 
of the “elements.”

• LIRR’s Outage Plan, which includes a list of scheduled diversions for a calendar year, is 
developed about one to two years in advance. The initial Outage Plan is circulated to 
executive management for approval. However, this is the only time executive management 
is required to review the Outage Plan, even though major projects can be removed from 
the Plan. For example, in 2009, the initial Outage Plan included 5,162 days where tracks 
would not be available, while the final Outage Plan had only 3,679 days (a 29 percent 
reduction). Similarly, the initial Outage Plan for 2010 included 4,733 days where tracks 
would not be available, which was reduced to 3,078 days (a 35 percent reduction).  We 
believe executive management needs to more closely review significant changes to the 
Outage Plan to ensure work removed from the Outage Plan was rescheduled and the 
workers released from the reduction in the Outage Plan are effectively redeployed. 

LIRR officials indicated that changes to the Outage Plan are approved by the Chief  
Program Officer and General Manager of Service Planning. They believe this is sufficient 
for all Plan changes. They also advised that staff summaries provided to authorize periodic 
timetable changes provide sufficient notice to executive management regarding upcoming  
projects to be completed within the effective period of the timetable. These staff summaries  
require the approval of the President of LIRR. However, we reviewed these staff summa-
ries and found they do not provide information regarding items removed or changed from 
the original Outage Plan.

• Whenever Plan “elements” of work are performed, LIRR employees are required to prepare 
a Daily Work Activity Report (Report) to show when each track is requested to be available 
for a diversion, when the track is actually made available for a diversion and the actual 
hours worked to complete the diversion. We reviewed 29 Reports pertaining to seven 
Plan “elements.”  We found that 15 of the 29 Reports showed tracks were on average 
made available for work 70 minutes late. Only two Reports supported that the track were 
made available on time. For nine Reports, there was no information to support whether 
track were made available for work on time. In addition, for these same 29 Reports, we 
observed that two showed tracks were returned to service on average 40 minutes late, 
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two show tracks were returned on average 86 minutes early, and nine reports show 
that tracks were returned to service on time.  When tracks are not made available for 
service on time or when tracks are not returned to service on time, the ridership is further 
inconvenienced.  In all instances, Reports should be supported with information showing 
whether or not tracks were made available on time for diversion work and were put back 
in service on time to serve the ridership.

• The time that the Plan schedules for service diversions may sometimes be excessive.  For 
example, we noted that one project was scheduled 83 days of track diversion time, but 
the work was completed in 29 days.  Another project allocated 81 days of track outage for 
a diversion project, but only 21 days was necessary to complete work.  

In responding to the observation, LIRR officials stated that the number of days scheduled 
for a project presented a “window” in which to accomplish the work and employees could 
complete the work anytime within that window of days. We do not believe that providing 
such a flexible time frame for work created an incentive to completing work in a timely 
manner. 

• For the nine months ended May 16, 2010, LIRR spent approximately $1.4 million on 
contracted bus and van services for alternative rider transportation while six of the 
sampled elements were in progress.  However, LIRR had no standard formula to determine 
how much alternative transportation was optimally needed for each element of a service 
diversion.  In addition, the LIRR did not retain logs or other documentation to verify that 
payments for contracted bus and van services corresponded to the availability of the 
required number of such vehicles.  Further, LIRR is not analyzing the actual usage of the 
alternative vehicles to assess whether, in fact, there is too much capacity being paid for.  
Tighter controls to address these observations are needed to ensure cost effectiveness.

In responding to these findings, LIRR officials stated that they examine ridership, the days 
of the week that service diversions affect, travel patterns and other factors to determine 
the number of alternative vehicles required. They also indicated that field staff are re-
quired to notify management if buses and vans are not furnished as required. They added 
that logs to account for alternative vehicle use will be retained in the future. 

• Sometimes two or more diversions can be scheduled at the same time (known as 
piggybacking) to ensure that the overall time for track diversions is minimized.  This is 
not only cost effective, but it also minimizes inconveniences to the ridership.  While 
LIRR project managers were sometimes able to identify when piggybacking was taking 
place and while LIRR officials assured us that this practice was incorporated to diversion 
scheduling, there was no documentation to demonstrate whether and to what extent the 
efficiency of piggybacking was being planned and attained. We believe that LIRR should 
maximize the use of this practice and the Outage Plan should document where it is to be 
applied. 

• We also note that even though specific elements are listed on the Outage Plan, executive 
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management only tracks diversion costs relating to the overall project.  We believe that 
diversion costs should be tracked by element, since this is how the Outage Plan is designed 
and this would provide management with more precise information about costs and 
scheduling which may help to ensure that projects are completed on time and on budget. 

Recommendations

1. Require executive management approval of significant changes to the Outage Plan. 

2. Determine why tracks are not turned over for work in a timely manner and take corrective 
action. 

3. Require Daily Detail Work Activity Reports to be completed and review them periodically to 
ensure work is being done as stated. 

4. Ensure logs of buses requested and received are turned over to appropriate management for 
review. 

5. Promote and document the use of piggybacking to reduce diversion instances and diversion 
cost. 

6. Develop a method to track diversion costs relating to elements. 

Informing the Public

When trains are diverted, it is crucial that the riding public be given advance notification.  When 
there is less than adequate notice of diversions, the inconvenience to the public is exacerbated. 
LIRR’s Public Affairs Division is responsible for public notification about train changes due to 
planned diversions.  To meet its responsibility, the Public Affairs Division produces revised train 
timetables which provide the public with some useful information.  Public Affairs officials stated 
that they also develop production schedules listing the various communications and steps that 
will be used to alert the public to transit changes for those Plan “elements” that have impact 
on the largest numbers of riders.  They added that diversions impacting fewer riders did not 
require production lists and the ridership was informed though posters, on-seat flyers, and email 
alerts.  However, based on the following, there appears to be further improvement opportunity 
for informing the public about service diversions:

• We noted that 40 of the “elements” in the Outage Plan for 2009 and 2010 provided for 
the use of bus services as an alternative during the service diversion.  Yet, only five of 
the “elements” had an accompanying production schedule to cover necessary public 
information requirements.  There was no documentation indicating why the other 35 
“elements” that required bus services were not also supported with a production schedule.  
Since bus service is a significant transit change, we conclude that LIRR should provide a 
production schedule for each “element” that anticipates bus use.  At a minimum, there 
should be documentation stating why such instances do not require a production schedule 
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of necessary public notification steps. At the closing conference, LIRR officials advised us 
they will document actions taken to address planned service diversions. 

Recommendation

7. Develop a written strategy which includes procedures for preparing for and communicating with 
customers regarding all planned service diversions. This strategy should address the number of 
passengers affected, duration of diversion, alternative transportation arrangements (including 
busing requirements), advertisement/notification requirements, among other factors.

Audit Scope and Methodology
We audited the MTA Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) to determine whether it effectively managed 
service diversions due to scheduled track maintenance and capital projects and whether the 
riding public is adequately informed of service diversions.  Our audit covered the period January 
1, 2009 through August 16, 2011. 

We selected 15 of the 160 elements in LIRR’s 2009 and 2010 Track Outage Plans (both the initially-
approved plans and the July final plans) for our review. We interviewed Public Affairs, Service 
Planning, Project Management, Engineering and Transportation Services officials to obtain an 
understanding of their planning of scheduled track rehabilitation and capital work, as well as their 
efforts to minimize the effect of these diversions on customers. We also reviewed track access 
and notifications to customers about upcoming service diversions.

We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.  
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit 
objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  

In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other constitutionally and 
statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of New York State.  These include operating 
the State’s accounting system; preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State 
contracts, refunds, and other payments.  In addition, the Comptroller appoints members to 
certain boards, commissions and public authorities, some of whom have minority voting rights.  
These duties may be considered management functions for purposes of evaluating organizational 
independence under generally accepted government auditing standards.  In our opinion, these 
functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program performance.  

Authority
We performed this audit pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article X, 
Section 5 of the State Constitution and Section 2803 of Public Authorities Law. 
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Reporting Requirements
A draft copy of this report was provided to MTA officials for their review and comment. Their 
comments were considered in the preparation of this report and are included in their entirety 
at the end. The MTA generally agreed with our recommendations and has taken actions to 
implement most of them.

Within 90 days after final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the Executive 
Law, the Chairman and the Chief Executive Officer of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
shall report to the Governor, the State Comptroller, and the leaders of the Legislature and fiscal 
committees, advising what steps were taken to implement the recommendations contained 
herein, and where recommendations were not implemented, the reasons why.  
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Division of State Government Accountability

Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller
518-474-4593, asanfilippo@osc.state.ny.us

Tina Kim, Deputy Comptroller
518-473-3596, tkim@osc.state.ny.us

Brian Mason, Assistant Comptroller
518-473-0334, bmason@osc.state.ny.us

Vision

A team of accountability experts respected for providing information that decision makers value.

Mission

To improve government operations by conducting independent audits, reviews and evaluations 
of New York State and New York City taxpayer financed programs.

Contributors to This Report
Carmen Maldonado, Audit Director

Robert Mehrhoff, Audit Manager
Erica Zawrotniak, Audit Supervisor
Alina Mattie, Examiner-in-Charge
William Gomes, Staff Examiner

Carlitos Rodriguez, Staff Examiner
Slamon Sarwari, Staff Examiner
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Agency Comments
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