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When my wife and I bought a home five years ago, proximity to commuter rail was a priority, in part so we could have easy weekend access to the city with our kids. Last Saturday marked the end of weekend commuter rail service on the Needham Line, but it isn’t the MBTA’s fault.

As Big Dig plans were being finalized more than two decades ago, the Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) filed a lawsuit claiming mitigation was needed to address the environmental impact of additional traffic the project would support. They sued despite internal research showing that the result of vehicles moving rather than sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic would likely be cleaner air.

CLF demanded the construction of new transit projects. If the goal is to improve air quality, new transit lines are the most expensive way to get there. As a former Rappaport Institute executive director wrote, air quality could have been improved just as much if the commonwealth took 200 dirty cars off the road and replaced them with hybrids.

But the so-called transit mitigation requirements weren’t about clean air; they were about dictating how people should live. The Dukakis administration was more than happy to go along with a consent decree that mandated the building of an astonishing 14 new transit projects.

Of course no one ever talked about how to pay for it. Now 21 years later, most of the projects have been built, and the MBTA lies in ruins. It is $8.6 billion in debt and has a $3 billion maintenance backlog. Deferred maintenance compromises service, making it harder to attract riders.

The result is a fiscal death cycle. Even with the fare hike that went into effect Sunday, the T pays nearly as much in debt service as it collects in fares. By my calculation, building, operating and maintaining the mitigation requirements account for nearly half the T’s debt. Those 200 hybrids would have been a whole lot cheaper.

Clearly, this was the worst Massachusetts transportation decision of the last half of the 20th century.

But the point is not to blame CLF or long-ago Dukakis transportation and environmental officials. What is important is to avoid repeating our mistakes.

Today, the MBTA is essentially bankrupt. Yet the Patrick administration and others continue to push for commuter rail service between Boston and Fall River and New Bedford. South Coast Rail would likely cost another $2 billion to build and over $20 million annually to operate. The project stands as testament to the fact that most elected officials act as though time began when they first took the oath of office.

My family’s loss of access to weekend commuter rail service is the least of the problems caused by an MBTA that has been devastated by self-styled “transit advocates.” The T is a cornerstone of the regional economy and a lifeline for countless people who lack other transportation options. The only way to avoid putting the final nails into its coffin is to learn from the mistakes that got us here.
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