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The watering down of state transportation reform legislation demonstrates that shepherding meaningful change through the legislative process requires the leadership of professional managers. The prognosis isn't good: Transportation reform is in trouble in Massachusetts.

Few doubt that the commonwealth's transportation network needs more revenue. But with the economy in a tailspin, unemployment on the rise and stories of business as usual on Beacon Hill making headlines, state residents are in no mood to sink more money into a dysfunctional system.

At its core, reform means re-engineering to reduce costs and using the savings to improve customer service by moving people and goods efficiently across the commonwealth's entire portfolio of transportation assets. It's the only way to create more customers and build the credibility that is vital if residents are to agree to provide additional revenue.

Understanding how to produce savings and pass the benefits on to customers is the province of professional managers. But rather than providing that expertise, state Transportation Secretary James Aloisi has undermined reform efforts with a series of intemperate actions and statements. Instead of working to develop consensus around tough changes, he has alienated legislators and made himself the issue.

The Legislature responded by failing to make many of the hard decisions that could save money and begin the process of enhancing the value proposition for the commonwealth's transportation customers.

MBTA labor practices have long been the poster child for a transportation system that costs state taxpayers far more than it should, but the Legislature hasn't done enough to curb those abuses.

Current employees would still be allowed to retire after 23 years — often while in their 40s — and immediately begin collecting a generous pension and receiving heavily subsidized health insurance. Reforms that would force T employees to live by the same rules as state employees apply only to new hires, meaning it would be years before their impact is felt.

Pension contributions for current employees would continue to be subject to collective bargaining — unlike state employee contributions, which are set in statute. As a result, MBTA employees pay about 4 percent of their salary toward pensions; most state employees contribute around 10 percent.

The state Senate's final bill includes only mushy language about conducting an actuarial study to determine whether moving T employees to the state plan would save money.

The Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation estimates that MBTA health insurance costs are one-third higher than those of workers enrolled in the state health plan.

A provision that would have restored MBTA management's freedom from strict seniority rules in handing out work assignments was also removed during Senate debate, and the issue went unaddressed in the House. Seniority rules are yet another reason why the T faces a $160 million budget deficit and potentially drastic service cuts.

The need for reform extends beyond labor practices to how we fund, build and operate transportation assets. Even a cursory look at how other states and nations are confronting similar funding shortfalls makes it clear that attempting to close the gap using only public dollars is pure folly.

But language that would have encouraged public-private partnerships was struck and the tortuous provisions of the commonwealth's anti-privatization law — the only one of its kind in the nation — were restored during Senate debate.

The status quo was perhaps made even worse by the inclusion of language that requires private companies working on transportation infrastructure projects to develop and implement plans for "labor harmony." Contract termination is among the sanctions for failing to do so. The bill that emerged from the House has language encouraging public-private partnerships, but the labor harmony provision is also included.

At this late date, putting transportation reform back on track — not to mention implementing it successfully — will take real leadership and seasoned, experienced management. To find people with those qualities, state officials must look beyond candidates whose primary credentials are political.

Massachusetts' transportation network is a cornerstone of the state economy. When it comes to reform, the evidence is clear and the hour is late. With the House and Senate preparing to hammer out their differences and send a bill to Gov. Deval Patrick's desk, the time for leadership is now.
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