Metro Madness
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Eyes Right

Washington, DC   -  My first experience at spending other people’s money took place nearly 50 years ago after I had been elected to a student government position at a small college in Kentucky.  During our monthly meetings, officers were given free meals from the cafeteria grill.  Because I did not have to pay with my own money, I always loaded up with a deluxe cheeseburger and fries and a milkshake.  My own financial situation was so precarious that I could never afford such luxury, but, hey, it was not my money.

Since those days of yesteryear, I have learned that I am not alone when it comes to grabbing the occasional “free lunch.”  Living here in the Washington, D.C. area, I now see masters who have progressed far beyond my meager cheeseburger.  Take our local public transit system, the Metro, for example.

Metro is a regionally funded and operated bus and subway system which serves the Metropolitan Washington, D.C. area.  It has subway lines and bus routes throughout northern Virginia, D.C. and two large adjacent counties in Maryland.  Representatives from each of the jurisdictions are appointed to the Board of Directors who oversee operations.  A General Manager and a large staff provide the day-to-day management.

I should, of course, have said “mis-management.”  In spite of hefty fares, significant funding from each of the local jurisdictions, and a considerable input from the U.S. Treasury, Metro continues to operate in a deficit.  The trains and busses do generally run on time, but there is an ingrained attitude among many of the Metro employees that the public be damned.  It is a rare day, for example, when riders can understand the station announcements as the subway train departs or arrives at a station.  What is usually heard is an unintelligible garble.  Considering the number of out-of-town visitors using Metro, this aspect of Metro non-performance is maddening, and inexcusable.
The laxity and devil-may-care attitude flows directly from the top leadership of Metro.  Just within the last week, the Metro Board voted to spend in excess of $1 million over the next five years to hire “mystery riders” to monitor the quality of service on the trains and busses.  I am not kidding!  These “mystery riders” will be paid to ride on Metro vehicles and to assess service from a customer’s perspective using a checklist to grade such items as cleanliness, on-time, driver behavior, etc.  Exactly why these “mystery riders” are required when the Metro is currently receiving over 3000 complaints each month from “real riders,” such as myself, is mind-boggling.  It would also appear that management might want to get off its collective bottoms and ride a few trains and busses to observe first-hand what the rest of us are experiencing.  The answer, of course, is that the Metro Board members are spending other people’s money.  For me, it was a cheeseburger, for them, a lucrative contract for someone’s friend to hire “mystery riders.”
Also within the past month, this same Metro system ran a series of ads on its website featuring a Pope Benedict bobble head figure riding Metro to the new Nationals baseball team stadium using an all-day fare card.  The Pope was scheduled to conduct Mass at the stadium later in the week and Metro decided to spend money on a bobble head campaign to encourage the faithful to take Metro to the stadium.  Again I am not kidding!

The ad campaign was terminated when the Archdiocese of Washington complained, but who knows how many thousands of dollars were wasted on this nonsense?  Again, when you are spending other people’s money, there is little incentive to think before throwing dollars down a rat hole.  When you are running a public monopoly, there simply is no fiscal discipline.  
Of course, what is frightening is the realization that the Metro excesses and waste constitute only bit players in the overall Washington, D.C. scheme of shame.  Everyone remembers the infamous $900 toilet seats, but those are only the tip of the waste iceberg which floats around our Nation’s Capitol.  It is the 90 % underwater that we cannot see which should be scaring the daylights out of us.

 I thought you might like to know.
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