
Reform run off the road
Under gov, bad business as usual


By Charles Chieppo  |   Monday, November 23, 2009  |  http://www.bostonherald.com   

When sweeping transportation reform legislation was enacted earlier this year, Gov. Deval Patrick called it a fundamental change in the way the state does business.

Since then, a local union leader and member of the now-defunct MBTA Board of Directors, who strongly backed the administration’s plan to build three resort casinos, did the governor’s bidding by calling for the ouster of former T General Manager Dan Grabauskas.

When the leader rallied union workers after Hyatt Hotels laid off 100 area housekeepers, the governor quickly embraced her cause, threatening a state boycott of the Hyatt chain.

Last month, Patrick appointed hotel workers union head Janice Loux to the newly created board of the Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT), the mega-agency that oversees state road, bridge, air and rail divisions.

Does that sound like fundamental change in the way the state does business?

Patrick has read from this script before. Last spring, after construction unions complained because they weren’t getting a monopoly on projects funded by the state’s $1 billion biotech initiative, he surprised members of the Massachusetts Biotechnology Council by arriving to deliver the keynote address at the group’s annual meeting flanked by a dozen union leaders. He then scolded his audience for not giving the building trades a fair shake.

The drafters of transportation reform went to great lengths to ensure that the legislation would change the commonwealth’s ways. The law specifies that the five-person board - which controls billions of dollars worth of land and private contracts and thousands of employees - include two experts in transportation finance, two with practical experience in transportation planning and policy, and one civil engineer with at least 10 years experience.

It’s hard to figure out how Loux qualifies. Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation President Michael Widmer said the board appointments potentially represent a serious setback for transportation reform. Senate Transportation Chair Steven Baddour was more specific, saying that Loux is only interested in union and employee issues and never offered support for reform.

Arguably the new law’s most important reform is stripping away costly special privileges like MBTA employees’ ability to retire while in their 40s and receive free health care for life.

Given that merging thousands of employees from different agencies is perhaps MassDOT’s greatest immediate challenge, it’s even more problematic that Loux was elected the board’s vice chair and head of its compensation and labor subcommittee. It’s hard to imagine her pushing back against MBTA unions that have sued to have their perks reinstated.

The governor’s appointments also include Ferdinand Alvaro, another former member of the MBTA Board of Directors. The panel will be chaired by John Jenkins, who served on the Massachusetts Turnpike Board. So much for fundamental change.

Patrick’s announcement of the appointments on a Friday afternoon - a technique the administration uses to bury unpopular stories - shows he knew the selections wouldn’t be well received. But he clearly thought the political benefits of currying favor with his union base would outweigh the bad stories.

In most years, he’d be right. But with the governor’s job ratings deep into Bush territory and the mood of Massachusetts voters growing increasingly foul, it’s becoming more and more likely that 2010 won’t be like most years.
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