
Runaway costs from T neglect

By Joseph Giglio and Charles Chieppo  |   Wednesday, January 18, 2012 
Closing its latest $161 million budget shortfall will require the MBTA to choose between a huge fare increase and a more moderate increase combined with significant service cuts. This lousy predicament is just the latest fallout from state government’s habitual treatment of maintenance and replacement as afterthoughts too easily sacrificed in favor of the political appeal of new construction.

In 2010, the T identified more than $3 billion in needed maintenance projects. Only $203 million worth, or 6 percent, were funded. That same year, 82 percent of commuter rail coaches and locomotives were at least 22 years old. And we wonder why the service doesn’t always measure up.

Regular maintenance and replacement improve the performance of infrastructure assets, extend their useful life and are the best insurance against tragic accidents. Delayed or poorly executed maintenance can add billions of dollars to the private and public costs of transportation infrastructure.

The MBTA is a case study in the high cost of inadequate maintenance. Unfortunately, it’s just one of many.

The Longfellow Bridge, which spans the Charles River connecting Boston and Cambridge, is another symbol of Massachusetts’ chronic disregard for maintaining its assets. After years of neglect, it may cost more than $200 million to repair the bridge, which supports subway as well as vehicular traffic. A 2007 Pioneer Institute study found that taxpayers would have saved more than $80 million if the commonwealth had instead performed regular, routine maintenance during the century since the bridge was built.

Chronically deferred maintenance carries other costs as well. It reduces the useful life of transportation assets by years if not decades. Over time, that unnecessarily drives up replacement costs.

And the costs aren’t just public. Reduced or compromised transportation capacity makes it harder to move goods to market, which exacts a price on businesses and the overall economy.

Few would dispute these facts, yet maintenance and replacement continue to lose the funding battle to sexier options like new commuter rail lines.

One way to address the problem would be to budget based on an asset’s life-cycle costs rather than just the construction price. That way, the public would understand that the true cost of that new commuter line includes operating subsidies and maintenance expenses, not just what it would cost to build.

Another approach would be to require a percentage of construction costs for each new project to be set aside for its maintenance.

Finally, we should tie MBTA fare increases to the cost of living or another appropriate index. Regular, modest fare hikes would be far easier for customers to absorb and would provide another source of revenue for critical maintenance needs.

Everyone can see a new transportation asset. Maintenance, on the other hand, is invisible. The MBTA’s fiscal problems demonstrate what happens when maintenance and replacement are sacrificed at the altar of those shiny new projects.
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