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COMPTROLLER STRINGER AUDIT FINDS WOEFULLY 
INADEQUATE CLEANING LEAVES SUBWAY TRACKS 
LITTERED WITH GARBAGE AND INFESTED BY RATS 

As ridership and delays increase, MTA slashes track cleaning workforce by nearly 50% 

(New York, NY) – The vast majority of New York City’s underground subway tracks—filled with rats 
and vermin, dirt, garbage and other debris--are cleaned sporadically, and the Metropolitan Transportation 
Authority’s (MTA) New York City Transit (NYCT) has ignored stations with peeling paint that 
desperately need attention, according to a new audit released today by New York City Comptroller Scott 
M. Stringer. 

Only three percent of the tracks in 276 underground stations were cleaned according to NYCT’s own 
standards--potentially exposing millions of commuters to track fires, train delays and rat infestation in 
hundreds of stations. 

“The MTA is constantly reminding riders to clean up after themselves, but they’re setting a poor example 
by letting piles of trash on the tracks fester for months on end,” Comptroller Stringer said. “Our auditors 
observed rats scurrying over the tracks and onto subway platforms, and it’s almost as if they were walking 
upright – waiting to take the train to their next meal. This is a daily, stomach-turning insult to millions of 
straphangers, and it’s unworthy of a world-class City.” 

The Comptroller’s audit checked to see if NYCT was meeting its own goals for cleaning tracks and 
painting stations from July 1, 2013 to June 2014. During this period, NYCT paid $240 million to 2,485 
employees to clean and maintain subway stations. While the agency’s operating revenue grew 34% 
between 2008 and 2013, the percentage of that revenue spent on cleaning stations fell from 6.3% to 5.4% 
and the agency also slashed the number of track cleaning employees by nearly 50%. 

According to the MTA’s standards, cleaning crews are expected to visit each underground station and 
clean track beds once every three weeks. Tracks are also to be cleaned every six months by one of the 
NYCT’s VAK-TRAK trains, which vacuum up trash from the tracks. In 2012, NYCT also launched 
“Fastrack,” in which segments of subway lines are shut down at night to perform maintenance, cleaning 
and repair, including full-scale station painting. 

The Comptroller’s audit revealed that none of NYCT’s goals for cleaning and painting were fully met: 

• Tracks aren’t cleaned properly, leaving garbage and rats: Auditors found that 269 of 276 
underground station tracks were cleaned less than once every three weeks, falling short of 
NYCT’s goals. Some 88% of stations were cleaned less than 8 times per year. At Atlantic 
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Avenue-Barclays Center station, two tracks weren’t cleaned at all for four months. When crews 
finally got around to cleaning them, they collected 122 bags of trash from the tracks. 

• Vacuum trains constantly break down and only clean 1/3 of each track, if they clean at all: 
NYCT owns two vacuum trains, one of which was out of service for most of the audit period. 
When it was operating, auditors found that it failed to pick up debris on the track 70 percent of 
the time. In total, 12% of the stations examined were not cleaned at all by a VAK-TRAK, instead 
of twice a year as is the standard. 

• Fastrack doesn’t prioritize painting stations in poor conditions: 31 of 39 stations scheduled 
for Fastrack work had extensive peeling paint, but only seven of those were scheduled for full- 
scale painting. During the first three months of this year, NYCT painted several stations that were 
not rated as having poor paint conditions by their own station condition survey. 

“Fares keep going up, but anyone who takes the trains can tell you that we haven’t seen a meaningful 
reduction in rats, garbage and peeling paint,” Stringer said. “New York City Transit management needs to 
get its priorities straight and start deploying its resources to help improve conditions underground.” 

 
Auditors made several recommendations to NYCT, virtually all of which the agency agreed with, 
including: 

 
• Allocating more funds and employees to improve maintenance and cleanliness; 

• Buying newer, more effective vacuum cars; 

• Developing a system to clean track beds to ensure they are cleaned frequently; and 

• Increasing staffing levels for painters and prioritizing poorly maintained stations for Fastrack 
repairs. 

To read the full audit, please click here. 
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