Institutional Insanity  
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Eyes Right

Washington, DC – There appear to be few limits on the propensity of publically funded organizations to spend other people’s money.  One of the more egregious examples of such an out of control agency is the Metro system which provides public transportation here in the Washington, DC region.
Metro runs the subway and bus system which transports millions of commuters each week to and from the suburbs of Maryland and Virginia into our nation’s capital. The bulk of the system is in Washington, but there are spur lines reaching out to Fairfax County in Virginia and to Montgomery and Prince Georges Counties in Maryland.

Metro has had a rash of highly publicized accidents during the past several years, some of which have killed commuters and Metro workers.  It is also chronically in funding trouble, seeking more and more cash from local governments and the federal government. Its Board of Directors consists of politicians from the local governments it serves, so you may begin to sense the source of the problems.
Just this week, three news items concerning Metro appeared on the same day.  The first concerned a decision by the Metro Board to spend $250,000 on a suicide prevention program “to train 20 Metro employees to teach other Metro personnel how to spot suicidal people and stop them from taking their lives” although they would not be allowed to in any way restrain the person.  The next phase would be a program to “educate riders about the risk of suicide on the system.”   Naturally a contractor will be hired to carry out this boondoggle.  Ironically, just contemplating the colossal waste of $250,000 for this nonsense makes most of us suicidal.

The second Metro news item concerned a recent decision by the Board to lower the cost of passengers purchasing a plastic reusable fare card from $5.00 to $2.50.  Because Metro allows passengers whose plastic fare cards have run out of money to exit the system without paying, many clever citizens have been buying the cards for $2.50, then riding the subway or bus where the fare is greater than $2.50 and simply walking away without any payment.  To add further nonsense to this Metro plan, the Board recently learned that their initial understanding that the cards cost the system $2.50 each, was incorrect.  The real cost, it appears is $3.40, so that they are losing money twice – once when a customer buys the card, and then when the same customer walks off without paying because they have only a small amount left on the card and Metro has no way to collect  Apparently this lost revenue adds up to over $1 million per month.  Oh, one more tidbit on this fare card flap:  Metro management just learned that the vendor who supplies the cards (which are selling like hotcakes, for the obvious reasons above) is discontinuing them.  I loved one of the Board member’s comment about this situation, “I think we’re in a pickle.”
But my favorite Metro story this week was buried in a very small 3 paragraph news item on page B4 of the Washington Post, “Metro gets funds for bus-yard security.” It seems that our Department of Homeland Security has deemed it to be an excellent use of taxpayer money to give an $18.6 million grant to Metro “to help it prevent unauthorized people from driving off its buses and to improve security at its yards.”  The impetus for this insanity took place just two months ago when a 19-year old man entered one of the Metro bus parking lots and drove off with a bus.  He eventually crashed it into a tree.  

Can anyone possibly explain why citizens of this country should hand this absolutely inept agency nearly $20 million because they apparently leave keys in their buses and do not lock the gates???   Metro is the same agency which finds it impossible to have its subway drivers speak intelligibly when announcing which station the train is approaching.  Of course, those making decisions for giving Metro money, and those making decisions on how to spend that money, are all doing so with other people’s money.  There is one silver lining to all of this:  we have finally found an outfit that makes the DMV and the Postal System look good in comparison.

I thought you might like to know.
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