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An arbitrator’s decision that will increase health-care co-pays for the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority’s largest union and for the first time require future MBTA retirees to pay for a portion of their health insurance is a step in the right direction. But it may be too little too late for an agency whose finances are quickly approaching the end of the line.

Retiring members of the Carmen’s Union will pay 10 percent of the cost of health insurance. Current employees who pay $3 or $4 per prescription will see their cost rise to between $5 and $20; a doctor visit will jump from $5 to $20.

But MBTA employees can retire after 23 years - regardless of age - and immediately receive health benefits and collect a pension. State retirees can’t get health insurance or collect a pension until age 55 - still not a bad deal.

T pensions are arguably the nation’s most generous public sector pension benefits and undoubtedly the best in the transit industry. They’re a major reason MBTA fringe benefit costs are projected to consume 94 percent of estimated fare revenue by 2026.

The arbitrator’s decision gives the union a 13 percent raise over four years, retroactive to 2006. MBTA bus drivers are already the highest paid in the nation and other members of the Carmen’s Union are among the highest paid in the industry.

The raises will cost about $150 million over the life of the contract. Having already planned to draw $20 million from its $55 million rainy day fund to balance this year’s budget, T officials concede they don’t know how they’ll pay for them.

The authority has delayed another $50 million in debt service payments and has little wiggle room left to restructure the massive $8 billion debt that results in the MBTA paying about as much in interest each year as it collects in fares. Even the availability of funds to support day-to-day operating needs is in doubt.

The dire financial situation has for years forced the T to skimp on maintenance, causing the delays with which we who ride it are all too familiar. A $2.7 billion maintenance backlog compromises service quality and limits the MBTA’s ability to attract new riders.

With its employees belonging to 28 different unions, the MBTA’s labor situation is straight out of “Alice in Wonderland.” Among the T’s wins in the arbitration decision were eliminating stranger-than-fiction provisions that allowed employees to leave early on Thursdays to cash their checks and to request advance pay prior to going on vacation.

When a financial meltdown forced the T to shut down for a day in 1980, the Legislature stepped in to address the problem. The time is long overdue for Beacon Hill to do the same.

MBTA retiree and employee contributions to health insurance and pensions are so low because - unlike for state workers - they are subject to collective bargaining. Policy makers should tie them to state employee rates and also restore to T management basic rights that were taken away during the 1990s. A lack of control over employee work assignments results in higher costs and the need for more part-time employees.

Cost savings alone won’t fill the multibillion dollar shortfall the MBTA faces over the next 20 years. But we owe it to riders and taxpayers to at least eliminate sweetheart labor deals and other wasteful spending before asking them to fund a bigger portion of the T’s budget. With the authority’s finances reaching the breaking point just as gas prices force residents to seek alternatives to driving, the time to act is now.
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