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As the weather grows colder, many in Greater Boston are beginning to wonder if we will see a replay of the MBTA woes that nearly brought the region to a standstill last winter.

There is reason for optimism, but there is also more that can be done to make the chances of a repeat more remote.

The state Legislature gave Massachusetts Gov. Charlie Baker many of the tools he needs to turn around the troubled transit agency. A Fiscal and Management Control Board is in place and combing through the authority’s finances and operations, and the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority has been given a three-year exemption from Massachusetts’ draconian anti-privatization law, which will allow discrete parts of the service to be privatized.

There has been a laser-like focus on addressing the parts of the MBTA’s more than $7 billion maintenance backlog that are most likely to translate into failures during snow and cold. Private contracts have been approved to repair tracks, signal systems and switch heaters.

But that’s just a start; the authority is broken from top to bottom. A longer-term fix will require governance, management, staffing and operational change. A recent Pioneer report called for an audit to determine if the MBTA has the right people in leadership roles.

The Fiscal and Management Control Board is bringing much-needed transparency to the MBTA. They have provided a better estimate of the T’s maintenance backlog, identified that expenses are increasing more than three times as fast as revenues and that the authority faces massive employee absentee problems.

Two steps can be taken immediately to save money that can be used to improve MBTA finances and free up money to take additional preventative measures as winter approaches.

The Ride provides paratransit services for those who can’t access the regular fixed-route service. In fiscal 2014, The Ride provided more than 2 million one-way trips at a cost of about $50 per trip. During the same period, the Executive Office of Health and Human Services’ Human Services Transportation (HST) Office provided about 3 million rides at $17.57 per trip.

The biggest reason for the huge cost difference is that HST contracts with area Regional Transit Authorities, which broker contracts with 364 transportation companies. The system allows each RTA to select a company that can provide appropriate service for the best price for each trip. The Ride, on the other hand, simply awards exclusive contracts to vendors in three large service areas.

Language in the MBTA contracts with its vendors allows the T to cancel the contracts without cause simply by providing 30 days notice. Doing so and switching to a broker system would save $50 million to $75 million annually.

Overstaffing is also a problem in some areas. When it comes to bus maintenance, the T has about 60 percent more employees per revenue mile than the average of the five U.S. transit authorities most similar to the MBTA. Not surprisingly, T employees also spend more labor hours per vehicle mile than any of its peer agencies. All of this, of course, translates to higher costs.

Given the overstaffing, excessive labor hours and high costs, bus maintenance would be a smart service to open to private competition. Simply bringing MBTA costs to the level of its peer agencies would save about $50 million annually.

Much more needs to be done to address problems like absenteeism, which are symptoms of a less-than-optimal culture. This won’t happen overnight, but the T is clearly in a better place than it was last year at this time.

Still, the MBTA’s biggest problem remains its broken finances. Two ways to make immediate progress on that front would be for the T to overhaul The Ride and put its bus maintenance operations out to bid.
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