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Emerging from the closed-door meeting at which he engineered the ouster of MBTA General Manager Dan Grabauskas, Secretary of Transportation James Aloisi cited the need for a fresh perspective on the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, saying, “It’s in the public’s interest to move away from the status quo.”

But Aloisi’s affinity for the status quo was on display just a day earlier in New Bedford, when he and Gov. Deval Patrick reaffirmed their commitment to build a South Coast commuter rail line. Once again, the commonwealth seems poised to expand MBTA service without any idea how to pay for it.

Patrick and Aloisi went to New Bedford and Fall River to tout a report finding that South Coast rail would create as many as 3,800 jobs. Even if we assume that the project’s $1.4 billion price tag won’t rise and accept the high end of the job creation estimate, the tab comes to more than $350,000 per job. That doesn’t include the cost of maintaining the line or its projected $21 million annual operating loss.

Aloisi boasted to the New Bedford Standard-Times that the project “is not just a vision anymore; it’s a plan . . . You can’t just retrench in a bad economic time.”

And you can’t buy everything you want when your pockets are empty. With no funding source identified for the project, the dubious options include borrowing against future tax receipts that are anticipated to increase as a result of the rail line’s operation.

Numerous factors make it impossible to manage the dysfunctional MBTA. But the 1991 consent decree that mandated construction of a raft of new projects under the guise of mitigating the Big Dig’s environmental impact tops the list. Costs associated with those projects account for about half the T’s monumental $8 billion debt.

As a result of the order, the T has expanded faster than any other major American transit agency during the past two decades. With no way to pay for any of it, the authority has fallen deeper and deeper in debt. So-called transit advocates say the commonwealth should have kicked in more, but you couldn’t print money fast enough to satisfy this beast.

Following Grabauskas’ resignation, Aloisi questioned why trains ran late, trolleys weren’t properly air conditioned and buses were often bunched up. The biggest reason, Mr. Secretary, is because spending on maintenance received progressively shorter shrift as MBTA finances buckled under the pressure of paying for new projects you supported.

Building new transit lines is not a bad thing; building them without a means of paying for their construction, operating and maintenance costs is a disaster. The administration’s proposed gas tax hike would have provided some additional funding, but not enough to make South Coast rail affordable.

Patrick has tapped former John Hancock chief David D’Allessandro to conduct the requisite top to bottom review of the T. But as CommonWealth writer Gabrielle Gurley pointed out on the magazine’s blog, that review is unlikely to find anything that wasn’t uncovered during the nearly three years the Transportation Finance Commission spent investigating state transportation agency finances.

Moving full speed ahead on South Coast rail without a way to pay for it is more of the status quo Aloisi himself says we need to change. That status quo is the reason neither Grabauskas nor anyone else can manage the MBTA. God help his successor.
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