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The Professional Staff Con-
gress and faculty at Bronx 
Community College are con-
cerned that the City Univer-
sity of New York isn’t doing 
enough to address mold that 
emerged after dozens of pipes 
burst at the school.

On Jan. 21, four days be-
fore students were set to 
return from winter break, 
almost 40 pipes burst in the 
Bronx campus’s Colston Hall, 
according to staff. Because of 
cold temperatures, ventilator 
coils—which were 15 years 
past their lifespan, accord-
ing to one source—ruptured, 
causing the leaks. The build-
ing was closed for repairs, and 
about 500 classes were moved 
to other locations.

Urge Disposal of Walls

On Feb. 26, the union 
brought in experts from 
Microecologies, which was 
founded by the author of a 
mold clean-up guide that was 
adopted by the World Health 
Organization and the U.S. 
Department of Housing and 
Urban Development who also 
helped with mold-damage ef-
forts after Hurricane Sandy.

They were able to inspect 
a sample of rooms, and found 
that the “minor levels of vis-
ible mold growth and visible 
discoloration suggesting mold 
growth…may suggest the po-
tential for there being more 
significant levels of mold 
growth on lower sections of 
the paper covering on the 
wall-cavity-sides of the sheet-
rock west perimeter walls 
and westernmost sections of 
adjacent sheetrock walls.”

“We therefore recommend 
that in the rooms where the 
coil ruptures occurred…and 
in the rooms directly beneath, 
the lower 12 inches of these 
sheetrock walls be removed 
and disposed of,” they said.

But staff say CUNY admin-
istrators did not listen to this 
advice, and instead removed 
only the mold. CUNY did not 

respond to a query regarding 
how the mold was eliminated.

In a letter to faculty, Bronx 
Community College Presi-
dent Thomas A. Isekenegbe 
wrote that the administration 
reviewed Microecologies’s rec-
ommendations, but the col-
lege’s Environmental Health 
and Safety Officer found “no 
health and safety issue that 
would preclude re-occupancy,” 
nor were any problems de-
tected that would require any 
sheetrock to be removed.

The building was reopened 
for faculty March 1 and for 
students March 4, though two 
floors remained closed for as-
bestos abatement.

Preordained Reaction?

The PSC chapter chair for 
BCC, Sharon Utakis, called 
CUNY’s response “really 
problematic.”

“They basically decided 
what they were going to do 
before the experts even made 
any recommendations,” she 
said.

Faculty members are 
concerned about the health 
conditions in the 50-year-old 
building, especially those who 
have offices or classes on the 
floors being treated for asbes-
tos, she added.

“We’re disappointed in the 
administration’s choice not to 
listen to the experts. It seems 
like they’re not operating in 

good faith,” Ms. Utakis said.
The union was focused on 

spreading the word about the 
problem, as well as pushing 
CUNY to make the proper 
repairs.

A spokesman for CUNY 
said that it “takes the safety 
of its students and staff very 
seriously…BCC will continue 
to monitor the specific loca-
tions and will address any 
future concerns to ensure 
the health and safety of the 
college community and the 
occupants of the building.”

Jean Grassman, an Asso-
ciate Professor of Environ-
mental, Occupational, and 
Geospatial Health Sciences 
at the Graduate Center who 
coordinates health and safety 
for the union, said that she 
was concerned that CUNY 
blasted the heat throughout 
the building to dry the walls 
instead of following guidance 
to use dehumidifiers.

Added Health Hazard

“In terms of mold, that’s 
not really what you want to 
do,” she said, noting that any 
presence of the fungus could 
trigger allergens.

Because the leak affected 
only some rooms on the west 
side of the seven-story build-
ing, she believed not much 
sheetrock would have to be 

T H E  C H I E F - L E A D E R ,  F R I DAY,  M A R C H  1 5 ,  2 0 1 9 THREE

Mayor de Blasio kicked 
off his campaign for an ex-
tension for mayoral control 
over the city’s public school 
system at a March 7 press 
conference—but his chorus of 
education unions was notably 
absent.

“If we’re going to achieve 
our goal of being the fairest 
big city in America, nothing’s 
more important than making 
our schools the best they can 
be. And with mayoral control 
that can be a reality,” Mr. de 
Blasio said at City Hall.

Cites Progress Under It

He credited mayoral con-
trol, which was granted by 
the state 17 years ago, as the 
reason graduation rates and 
Advanced Placement class 
participation had increased. 
The Mayor noted that State 
Senator and former City 
Council Member Robert Jack-
son referred to it as “mayoral 
accountability.”

“To me, there is nothing 
more humbling than being 
responsible for 1.1 million 

children and their future,” he 
said.

In 2017, state lawmakers 
failed to renew mayoral con-
trol by the end of the legisla-
tive session, then reached a 
two-year deal in exchange for 
excluding “zombie charters” 
from the state cap on charter 
schools. In January, Governor 
Cuomo proposed a three-year 
extension of mayoral control, 
which the Mayor said was 
“fair.”

But he also hoped there 
would be a day when the 
state would end the need for 
a song-and-dance routine to 
get an extension.

‘How Much Proof’s Needed?’

“Every year we see im-
provement. At a certain point 
I think we have to say, you 
know, how much proof do you 
need before you recognize 
that something is working 
and should be made perma-
nent?” Mr. de Blasio asked.

Schools Chancellor Rich-
ard Carranza joined the 
crusade, noting that other 
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School-Control Extension
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MAYOR DE BLASIO: ‘Control 
assures accountability.’

RICHARD CARRANZA: ‘Talk- 
ing about city’s future.’ Continued on Page 5

City Council Speaker Co-
rey Johnson unveiled a plan 
to bring subways and buses 
under municipal control at 
his first State of the City 
address March 5 that drew 
a tepid response from elect-
ed officials and one transit 
advocate.

He illustrated his vision to 
transform the beleaguered 
Metropolitan Transporta-
tion Authority into a new 
entity that would be under 
the Mayor’s authority, ten-
tatively dubbed “Big Apple 
Transit.”

‘City’s Lifeblood in Crisis’

“Transit is the lifeblood 
of New York City, and it’s 
in crisis,” Mr. Johnson said 
at LaGuardia Community 
College, flanked by a prop 
train-station entrance. “To-
day, New Yorkers are aban-
doning the system and get-
ting into Ubers and Lyfts. 
Tomorrow, it’s U-Hauls.”

He pointed to MTA figures 
that showed subway rider-
ship declined 5 percent from 
2015 to 2018, while bus rid-
ership fell 15 percent from 
2012 to last year.

“State control is not work-
ing,” Mr. Johnson said. “It 
will never be in the best in-
terest of any Governor to put 
the needs of the city above 
the needs of the rest of the 
state. But it will always be in 
the best interest of any May-
or to protect the city.”

The Council Speaker em-
phasized that the makeup 
of the MTA (which consists 
of 17 board members, four 
of whom are appointed by 
the Mayor) was designed to 
be convoluted so that rid-
ers “wouldn’t know who to 
blame.”

Blaming Wrong People

“You know who they want 
you to blame? The women 
and men who run our sub-
ways and buses, clean our 
stations, and keep us safe,” 
he said. “Let’s be serious. 
They are not the reason your 
commute is awful.”

Bringing mass transit 
under the city’s control, Mr. 
Johnson noted, would add 
accountability to delayed 
and over-budget construc-
tion projects like East Side 
Access. Making the subway 
stations more accessible for 
disabled riders and adding 
bike lanes were among the 
proposed reforms detailed in 
his 104-page report.

The MTA is facing $262 
million in operating budget 
gaps in 2020, which will 
increase to $634 million by 
2022. The Council Speak-
er stressed that a conges-
tion-pricing plan would 
be necessary to increase 
revenue.

“Today I am here to say 
that if Albany doesn’t pass 
congestion pricing this ses-
sion, the City Council will,” 
Mr. Johnson said.

Not mentioned in his 
speech was a recommenda-
tion in his report to reduce 
labor costs, which ballooned 
from $7.3 billion in 2007 to 
$11.2 billion a decade later.
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Council Speaker: Time for City To 
Take Control of Its Transit System

Argues It’s Shortchanged by State

‘STATE CONTROL IS NOT WORKING’: In making the argument at the heart of his State of 
the City address for bringing subways and buses under city control, City Council Speaker 
Corey Johnson said, ‘It will never be in the best interest of any Governor to put the needs 
of the city above the needs of the state. But it will always be in the best interest of any 
Mayor to protect the city.’ It is widely expected he will be among those running in 2021 
to succeed Bill de Blasio.
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One strategy Mr. Johnson 
proposed to achieve this goal 
was to replicate the 2014 
deal between the city and its 
unions through the Munic-
ipal Labor Committee that 
resulted in $3.4 billion in 
health-care savings over four 
fiscal years.

Governor Unimpressed

Though the rousing speech 
stirred the crowd, Gover-
nor Cuomo was far less 
impressed, and he quickly 
pointed out that there were 
financial incentives to keep 
mass transit under state 
control.

“Why hasn’t a Mayor tak-
en it over? There are about 
10 billion reasons,” he said. 
“That’s the $10 billion the 
state gives to the MTA, pri-
marily New York City Tran-
sit Authority, between oper-
ating and capital.”

Eric Phillips, a spokesman 
for Mayor de Blasio, called 
a city takeover of buses 
and subways “a best-case 

scenario that would take 
years to achieve.”

“While he appreciates the 
Speaker’s transit vision and 
contribution, the Mayor is fo-
cused on immediate actions 
to fix the broken subway sys-
tem,” Mr. Phillips said. “Our 
subways are in the middle of 
a crisis that needs an imme-
diate solution.”

Giving Cuomo Cover?

Danny Pearlstein, policy 
director at advocate group 
Riders Alliance, questioned 
the timing of the plan to 
bring the transit system un-
der the Mayor’s control when 
budget talks in Albany were 
ongoing.

“We’ve worked for years 
to demonstrate to everyone 
that it is Cuomo’s MTA, that 
the MTA is in fact run by the 
state and controlled by the 
Governor,” he told Politico. 
“We’re at the point now where 
that’s been acknowledged. 
Now the challenge is to get 
funding out of the state.”

A QUICK FIX IS NO FIX: After experts assessed minor levels of mold when doz-
ens of pipes burst at Bronx Community College’s Colston Hall, the Profession-
al Staff Congress is pushing the City University of New York to make the recom-
mended repairs, including removing sheetrock. PSC chapter chair Sharon Utakis 
said that the union and faculty members were ‘disappointed in the administration’s 
choice not to listen to the experts. It seems like they’re not operating in good faith.’

BCC Hall of Shame Facebook

THOMAS A. ISEKENEGBE:  De-
fends decision to re-occupy.

By CRYSTAL LEWIS

Burst Pipes at Bronx Community 
College Engulf Building in Mold

PSC Calls CUNY’s Response ‘Problematic’

SHARON UTAKIS: CUNY 
‘not listening to experts.’
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