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NEWS THAT ridership on the South Shore’s three-year-old Greenbush commuter rail line is about half of what was projected again demonstrates the folly of an expansion fever that has left the MBTA teetering financially. And as the Patrick administration considers an even bigger project — a commuter rail line to Fall River and New Bedford — local skeptics aren’t the only ones raising alarms about overextended transit systems.
Strikingly, President Obama’s top transit official has been sending the same message. At a speech in Boston in the spring, Federal Transit Administration chief Peter M. Rogoff delivered the simple but compelling message that in order to deliver environmental and economic benefits, transit lines must attract and retain riders. Boosting ridership, he argued, requires investments in maintenance that yield clean stations and comfortable, reliable service.

Taking his argument a step further, Rogoff said making public transit all it should be will require “the guts to say ‘no’ when everyone . . . wants you to say ‘yes.’ ”

While he didn’t refer specifically to MBTA expansion plans, local transportation policy makers should heed his overall message. For over two decades, the Commonwealth’s inability to say “no” has left the MBTA in ruins. During that time, the T has been the nation’s fastest-expanding major transit system, even though Greater Boston has been among the slowest-growing metropolitan areas.

No expansion proposal deserved a thumbs-down more than Greenbush. As the rare transit line built without federal help, its entire $534 million price tag (before operating and maintenance costs) added to what is now an expansion-fueled MBTA debt of more than $8 billion.

Low ridership figures — Greenbush served a paltry 2,133 average weekday riders for one late-October week — are just the beginning of the bad news. Instead of, as projected, eight passengers being taken off highways for each one lured from the T’s South Shore commuter boat service, nearly half the current customers previously took the ferry. When those who rode other commuter rail lines are added in, more than 60 percent of Greenbush riders were already using public transit.

The T has other options besides building pricy rail lines. Rogoff has noted that bus rapid transit — a high-end bus line operating in a dedicated lane – is far less expensive than rail and “a fine fit for far more communities than are seriously considering it.”

In addition to linking the deterioration of existing lines to ridership losses, Rogoff also made it clear that diverting already insufficient resources to expansion only hastens the decline. “If you can’t operate the system you have,” he asked, “why does it make sense for us [the FTA] to partner in your expansion?”

The federal Department of Transportation has made investing in “state of good repair,” or fixing existing assets, one of its five strategic goals. In last year’s budget plan, the Obama administration put its money where its mouth is, proposing to increase state-of-good-repair spending more than any other federal transit program.

Nowhere is Rogoff’s advice more relevant than in Massachusetts. After a quarter-century transit expansion binge, the MBTA has a $3 billion maintenance backlog and pays more each year to service its debt than it collects in fares. After years of pushing scheduled payments off into the future, annual debt service will spike from last year’s $342 million to $525 million by 2014, according to the MBTA review conducted last year by former insurance executive David D’Alessandro. The chickens are coming home to roost.

Meanwhile, the proposed commuter rail service linking Boston with New Bedford and Fall River could cost $2 billion to build. Its projected $21 million annual operating deficit will be far higher if ridership once again fails to meet expectations.

Even so, the temptation will be to invest just enough in maintenance to avert disaster for another year. But we must resist the lure of ribbon cuttings and instead do the vital work of improving our existing system.
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