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INTRODUCTION
THE CITIZENS LEAGUE -- WHO ARE WE?
The Delaware Valley Citizens League was
organized in October 1979 as an independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit educational corporation dedicated to improving government and to providing leadership in solving the complex problems of
managing our eleven-county region.
We are an open-membership organization
seeking to provide a permanent regional
voice on civic issues that cut across
city, county and state lines. Each
year, our members select for study the
problems of regional management which
they deem most urgent; public transportation was overwhelmingly selected as
the subject for our first League study.
Our transportation study committee included people of wide-ranging interests
and backgrounds: writers, economists,
business people, transit consultants,
housewives, civic activists, planners,
educators, and retired civil service
employees, among others, resident in
both city and suburbs. We held 24
meetings between January and October
1981, including interviews with management, labor, local and state legislators, consultants, and SEPTA board
members.
While the committee chose to focus its
study on the Southeastern Pennsylvania
Transportation Authority (SEPTA) as the
largest provider of public transportation in the Delaware Valley, we hope
that finding solutions to SEPTA's problems might encourage better coordination with other public transportation
systems, including New Jersey Transit,
Delaware DART, and the PATCO Lindenwold
high-speed line.

The Citizens League believes strongly
that regional public transportation
must be maintained and strengthened,
for all the reasons delineated in
Article III of the Pa. Urban Mass
Transportation Law, Act 101 of 1980
(see next page). Our region possesses
the framework, or infrastructure, of
one of the finest transit networks
in the country; we cannot afford to
lose it.
WHY STUDY SEPTA -- AGAIN?
SEPTA was established as a public
transportation authority in 1968,
taking over financially-ailing private
transit companies serving the area, and
it has been the target of public and
private criticism ever since. The
structure of its governing board was a
political compromise between the City
of Philadelphia and the four suburban
counties of Bucks, Chester, Delaware
and Montgomery, which has never worked
well. Funding for the authority has
been on an annual appropriations basis
from seven different governments - an
unreliable process once described by
the head of the federal Urban Mass
Transportation Administration as "a
Gothic approach that jeopardizes the
ability of SEPTA to function."
During the past ten years, numerous
studies have been done, and millions of
dollars spent, analyzing SEPTA's problems and recommending solutions. Technical consultants have been hired to
produce a comprehensive plan, which has
never been adopted, and a management
study, which has been only partially
implemented. The state legislature has
studied SEPTA twice, in 1976 and 1979;

the latter investigation resulted in
some much-needed reforms, implemented
in Act 101 of 1980, with some items,
notably board structure, still pending.
Local elected officials have made policy recommendations, and many groups,
including two statewide task forces,
the Pa. Economy League, and the regional League of Women Voters, have advocated a predictable funding base for
transit similar to the funding now
provid~d for highways.
If the technical experts have not been
able to move the SEPTA board and its
management to provide the "safe, comfortable and convenient service" mandated by law, how can a group like the
Citizens League hope to have any influence in improving the situation? Our
strength lies in the fact that we are
concerned citizens: we are the voters
to whom elected officials are accountable; we are the riders to whom manage-

ment is responsible; we are the public
for whom the transportation system is
supposed to be operated.
In this report, we share with the
public our findings on the current
state of the transit system, together
with our evaluation of the situation
and our highest priorities for action.
We recommend several major changes in
structure and operating procedures
which we believe are necessary to bring
about improvements in service to the
public. While we had several technical
experts as members of our study committee, we have tried to keep our
descriptions and discussion on a nontechnical level which the layman can
understand. We hope that after reading
our report, you will join with us as
fellow-citizens to secure the changes
needed to maintain and improve our
essential publ ic transportation system.

PENNSYLVANIA URBAN MASS TRANSPORTATION LAW - ACT NO. 101 OF 1980
ARTICLE II I - Section 301. (a) It is hereby determined and declared as a matter
of legislative finding:
(1) That there exists in the urban and suburban communities in metropolitan
areas, traffic congestion and serious mass transportation problems because of
underdeveloped, uncoordinated mass transportation facil ities resulting in
inadequate or overcrowded high cost conditions on our highways and existing
mass transportation facil ities.
(2) That such conditions or a combination of some or all of them have made
and will continue to result in making such communities economic and social
1 iabil ities, harmful to the social and economic well-being of the entire area,
depreciating values therein, reducing the tax revenues, making the metropol itan
areas and their constituent communities less desirable areas in which to live
and work and thereby depreciating further the general community-wide values.
(3) That the foregoing conditions cannot be effectively dealt with by private enterprise under existing law without the additional aids herein granted
and are beyond remedy or control by governmental regulatory processes •••
(5) That the well-being and economic health of the counties and other
communities in the metropol itan areas require integrated systems of mass
passenger transportation.
(6) That it is desirable that the public transportation systems in the
metropol itan areas be combined, improved, extended and supplemented by the
creat ion of author ities as here in prov ided•••
(b) Therefore, it is hereby declared to be the policy of the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania to promote the safety and welfare of the inhabitants thereof by
authorizing the creation of a body •••for each metropol itan area, to be known as
the transportation authority of such area, which shall exist and operate for
the purposes contained in this article. Such purposes are hereby declared to be
publ ic uses for wh ich publ ic money may be spent •••
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MAJOR

POINTS

IN THE REPORT

**PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITIES
EXIST FOR THE PURPOSE OF PROVIDING
SAFE, CONVENIENT AND RELIABLE SERVICE
TO THE RIDING PUBLIC; THEY MUST BE
STRUCTURED AND OPERATED TO DELIVER THIS
SERVICE EFFICIENTLY AND EFFECTIVELY.

The failings of SEPTA most often complained about, 1 ike safety, cleanliness, and reliability, are all symptoms
of deeper trouble, which cannot be
permanently improved without basic
changes in the structure and operation
of the system and - equally important a change in attitude by both transit
employees and the riding (and nonriding) publ ic. Therefore, our highest
priorities for action are in three
basic areas:

In an urbanized area such as the
Delaware Valley, public transportation
is recognized as a service which must
be provided for a variety of social,
economic and environmental reasons.
Because of the operating and capital
costs involved, transit has become a
public, rather than a private responsibil ity. Too often, however, the
governing board charged with running a
transit system like SEPTA is unable to
overcome political differences and run
the system efficiently for the benefit
of the riders.

1. STRUCTURE of the transit system
and its governing boards.
We recommend establishing both regional
and local (county) systems, with interacting policy boards and advisory committees on finance and transit planning. Policy would be made by elected
officials to increase accountabil ity.

**PRESERVATION OF THE EXISTING REGIONAL
MULTI-MODAL TRANSIT NETWORK SHOULD BE
OUR NUMBER ONE TRANSPORTATION PRIORITY,
WITH ADDITIONAL FLEXIBILITY BUILT INTO
THE SYSTEM TO BETTER SERVE OUTLYING
AREAS.

2. STANDARDS for efficiency and productivity, in both operations and
capital projects. We recommend that
objective standards be establ ished to
select both service routes and capital
improvements, and that all adopted
routes be periodically revie~d to
assure continued patronage. The process for construction or purchase of
capital projects must be expedited, and
supervision improved to insure quality
products and timely del ivery.

The SEPTA system is one of the most
comprehensive transit networks in the
country, providing bus, trolley, subway, elevated and rail service to some
half a million daily passengers.
In
order to strengthen this regional
system and make it serve the public
more effectively, a number of changes
and economies are required to stream1 ine operations ann increase productivity of both labor and capital.

3. STABLE FINANCING for both regional
and local transit systems. We recommend that subsidy formulas be changed
to provide an incentive to increase
productivity in the system, and that
funds which are allocated are guaranteed for payment. We advocate a 0.2%
increment on the state income tax in
the five-county area, to be returned to
the counties to fund both SEPTA and
local transit systems.

,'o"THETRANSPORTATI ON SYSTEM CAN ONLY BE
IMPROVED BY TREATING THE BASIC CAUSES
OF PROBLEMS, NOT JUST THE VISIBLE
SYMPTOMS.
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Citizen

Action

disappear.
In making a general recommendation that the system must be
streamlined and made more efficient, we
have not addressed the problem of which
routes or types of service should be
kept and which cut back, because these
are largely technical and cost decisions. However, we do feel that if
costs can be brought under control, the
electrified commuter rail system, with
its speed, capacity, and separate
right-of-way, should be maintained, and
efforts made to increase ridership by
providing feeder service to the rail
1 ines.

**WE MUST DEVELOP AN EFFECTIVE, ORGANIZED CONSTITUENCY IN SUPPORT OF PUBLIC
TRANSPORTATION IN THE DELAWARE VALLEY,
OR WE WILL HAVE NO SYSTEM LEFT TO
SUPPORT.
The public must decide Where it wants
and will support transit service, and
the type and level of service desired.
This requires an.articulate transit
constituency throughout the region; if
people do not organize and let their
elected officials know that they want
and will support publ ic transportation,
then service will be curtailed and even

ISSUES

Essential

FOR FUTURE

STUDY

provide Transpasses; improving labormanagement relations to lessen strikes;
and restructuring the operating
divisions to provide better integrated
service.

In this first report, the Citizens
League has chosen to limit our recommendations for improving the regional
transportation system to major structural and operational changes at SEPTA.
We believe that, until these basic
changes are made, and the financing
stabil ized, SEPTA is in danger of going
out of business.

SEPTA, of course, provides only part of
the public transportation service in
the Delav.are Valley. A third phase of
the Citizens League public transportation study will look at other service
in the region, provided by New Jersey
Transit, PATCO's Lindenwold line, and
Delaware DART, and how they can be
linked together to provide truly
regional service. We will also look at
para-transit and non-publ ic services in
this final survey report.

The second phase of our report on
SEPTA, which we hope to publish soon,
will deal with a number of service and
management topics, .inoluding:
strengthening of the citizen advisory
process; establ ishment of an ombudsman
or publ ic advocate; improving marketing
and publ ic information; automating fare
collection and encouraging employers to
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GENERAL

FINDINGS

While there are certain local and regional differences in the scope and
scale of problems facing urban public transportation systems, the major
transit authorities in the U.S. are all failing for certain basic reasons:

=

political and policy decisions which downgrade the image and
reduce the viability of public transit;

=

inadequate funding and inefficient use of available operating
and capital funds;
management and operational
service delivery.

problems which hamper effective

The Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (SEPTA), which
carries half a million passengers daily and is the third-largest publ ic
transportation system in the country, suffers from all of these general
problems, plus a number of others which are unique to SEPTA. We find that
the major problems facing the transit system can, with some overlapping,
be broadly grouped into three categories: politics, finance and operations.

A. Politics

and Policies

1. THERE IS NOW NO EFFECTIVE, ORGANIZED
CONSTITUENCY SUPPORTING AN INTEGRATED
PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM IN THE
DELAWARE VALLEY.

3. THE PUBLIC HAS NOT BEEN FULLY AWARE
OF THE TRUE COSTS OF THE AUTO, EITHER
IN TERMS OF VEHICLE AND HIGHWAY MAINTENANCE OR THE SOCIAL COSTS OF CONGESTION, AIR POLLUTION, AND TIME DELAYS.

2. THE POLITICAL DECISION TO SPEND BILLIONS OF DOLLARS ON HIGHWAY CONSTRUCTION ENCOURAGED A SUBURBAN SPRAWL PATTERN OF GROWTH WHICH INCREASED USE OF
THE AUTO AND DECREASED USE OF MASS
TRANS IT•

Subsidization of highways and controlled gasoline prices have kept the cost
of operating an automobile artificially
low. Only recently, with the shortages
and increased cost of gasol ine and the
drastic curtailment of highway maintenance due to lack of funds, have the
true costs of auto dependence become
apparent. Because transit systems have
been starved while auto usage was being
subsidized, public transportation
facilities have shrunk to the point
that they cannot accomodate additional
riders in times of auto crises 1 ike a
gasol ine shortage or bad weather.

This policy of decentralizing the
cities has resulted in loss of the
population and employment density required to support a good transit system. In addition to encouraging use of
the automobile, sprawl growth has
forced establ ishment of school bus service for the young and paratransit for
the elderly and infirm as alternative
systems. This tends to undermine the
viability of the main transit network.
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facilities was delayed from April 1975
until 1977 because of a political dispute over a favored contractor. This
situation has improved over the last
t vo years, with appointment of new
board members and passage of Act 101.

4. THE PUBLIC PERCEIVES PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION AS UNSAFE, UNRELIABLE AND
UNATTRACTIVEo
Part of this image is valid, and part
results from negative reporting by the
media.
Inadequate efforts are being
made to market transit service and to
improve both the perception and the
reality of safe, clean and reliable
service. Routing and scheduling
information is often either lacking or
erroneous, and difficult to obtain.

7. LABOR DISPUTES ARE SOMETIMES SETTLED
FOR POLITICAL REASONS, RATHER THAN ON
SUBSTANTIVE GROUNDS.
Political settlement of labor contracts
such as Governor Thornburgh's recent
intervention to end the TWU strike
against SEPTA's City Transit Division,
not only undermines management's
authority, but may also damage staff
morale and cause funding problems in
financing the settlement.

5. THE PUBLIC HAS BEEN FRUSTRATED BY
LACK OF OPPORTUNITIES FOR PARTICIPATING IN POLICY DECISIONS WHICH AFFECT
SERVICE.
Mandated public hearings are sometimes held after service changes have
already been made, or so late that the
results cannot influence board decisions. A recent example is the adoption by the SEPTA board of an operaating budget for 1982 Which included
rail service reductions on which public
hearings were still being held. There
is no provision for a Publ ic Advocate
versed in the technical aspects of
transit to represent users of the system at public hearings, and hearing
examiners often lack the technical
expertise to make sound judgments on
the merits of proposed service and fare
changes.

8. CONGRESS AND THE STATE LEGISLATURE
HAVE SHOWN RELUCTANCE TO PROVIDE OPERATING SUBSIDIES AT PREVIOUSLY AUTHORIZED LEVELS.
A major reason for this reluctance to
raise subsidy payments is that they
tend to reward inefficiency by making
up the "unfunded deficit" betv..een
projected revenues and expenditures.
The state legislature refused to raise
SEPTA's operating subsidies for four
years, to show their displeasure at
lack of improvements in the transit
system. In particular, legislators are
loath to raise subsidies if they
believe the money will be used
primarily to fund labor contracts.

6. POLITICAL MANEUVERING OFTEN INTERFERES WITH GOOD MANAGEMENT, EFFICIENT
SERVICE DELIVERY, AND AWARDING OF CONTRACTS.

9. LEGISLATION GOVERNING TRANSPORTATION
AUTHORITIES HAS FAILED TO ESTABLISH
CLEAR LINES OF RESPONSIBILITY FOR
EITHER FUNDING OR RUNNING THE SYSTEM.

Several recent studies, most notably
the report of the House Select Committee to Investigate SEPTA, have
concluded that pol itical interference
by both elected officials and their
representatives on the SEPTA board has
hampered smooth running of the system.
For example, letting of a contract for
upg rad ing commuter stat ions and park ing

With a policy board appointed by six
different political bodies (four
counties, the city and the state) and
subsidies provided by seven (the
above plus the federal government),
SEPTA's accountability is unclear.
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lO.REPRESENTATION ON THE SEPTA BOARD IS
INEQUITABLE BOTH IN TERMS OF POPULATION
AND RIDERSHIP, AND FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF
THE SYSTEMo

the SEPTA board. Ph i1ade 1ph ia ha s on 1y
two votes; however, under a provision
that representatives of one- third of
the population (Philadelphia represents
one-half) can veto board action, the
city does exercise some negative power
over the board. Board structure is
currently under review by member
governments and the state legislature, and revisions are expected.

The four suburban counties of Bucks,
Chester, Delaware and Montgomery have
half of the SEPTA region's population,
25% of its ridership, and furnish only
15% of the local financial aid; yet
they have eight of the eleven votes on

B. Money

Problems
funding is not guaranteed for actual
payment; for example, although Act 101
passed by the Pa , Legislature last year
should guarantee SEPTA a state subsidy
payment of $101 mill ion for the current
fiscal year, less than $97 million has
actually been appropriated.

1. INCOME FROM FARES AND OPERATING SUBSIDIES NO LONGER MEETS EXPENSES.
Continual and severe inflation in operating costs, particularly for fuel,
parts and labor, results in depletion
of budgeted operating funds before the
end of the fiscal yeai-. Faced with an
annual cash flow crisis, SEPTA has for
several years resorted to borrowing
from its capital Renewal and Replacement Fund for operating money to keep
the system running, while much-needed
ma intenance and purcha se of new equ ipment \'I8S delayed or el iminated.

3. SUBSIDY FORMULAS ARE BASED SOLELY ON
POPULATION, NOT RIDERSHIP OR VEHICLE
MILES.
Since 1974, the federal Urban Mass
Transportation Administration (UMTA)
has provided operating subsidies based
on the populat ion of a tran sit system's
service area. In 1978, the formula \'I8S
amended to add a population density
factor, and additional funding for
fixed-rail service such as subways and
elevated lines. But the fact that
ridership and total vehicle miles are
not considered in the formula means
that increasing service in a given population area actually decreases the
percentage of expenses covered by the
subsidy. Using examples within Pennsylvania: in 1977, bus systems in
cities 1 ike Scranton, Reading and Altoona received 50% of their operating
deficit funds from UMTA, While Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, with large,
multi-modal systems, received only 15%
and 24% respectively, despite their
large populat ion bases.

2. OPERATING SUBSIDIES ARE NEITHER
PREDICTABLE NOR GUARANTEED.
Payment of federal, state and local
operating subsidies has never been
guaranteed; even when monies are
allocated by legislation, they are too
often not del ivered, or are delivered
so late that transit operators must
borrow short -rerm funds at high
interest to meet cash needs. Because
of matching provisions in funding
formulas, failure to deliver federal
funds results in loss of state and
local matching funds; failure at the
state level triggers loss of the
federal and local match, thus compounding the problem. Predictable
funding formulas are worthless if the
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4. FEDERAL OPERATING SUBSIDIES ARE NOW
SCHEDULED TO BE PHASED OUT BY 1985;
ALTERNATE FINANCING METHODS WILL BE
NEEDED TO REPLACE FEDERAL ASSISTANCE.

6. AVAILABLE FEDERAL CAPITAL FUNDS ARE
OFTEN LOST THROUGH FAILURE TO SECURE
REQUIRED LOCAL AND/OR STATE MATCHING
FUNDS.

State and local elected officials are
considering a number of proposals,
including a regional sales tax or a
dedicated portion of a state-wide tax,
to provide a new source of financial
aid for mass transportation.

SEPTA has a particularly poor record in
this area, largely because (as noted in
B-1) they have been forced to borrow
from their capital reserves to meet
operating expenses, leaving the Renewal
and Replacement Fund badly depleted.
SEPTA's new buses, on the street for a
year now, were only recently paid for,
because the state was late in providing
its matching share of the cost.

5. THERE IS NO EFFECTIVE BOTTOM LINE IN
BUDGETING EITHER CAPITAL OR OPERATING
EXPENSES.

7. LABOR COSTS HAVE GROWN DISPROPORTIONATELY TO OTHER COSTS, AND SOME WORK
RULES ARE ARCHAIC.

Public authorities too often have neither the discipl ine nor the incentive
to run a good business operation, and
this tendency has been reinforced in
the transit agencies by the availability of federal and state subsidies to
make up their "unfunded deficits." Too
often the attitude at SEPTA has been,
"If we don't meet our budget, someone
will bail us out." For the political
and policy aspects of this problem see
Section A-8; operational aspects are
covered in C-3.

This is particularly true in the commuter rail division, now run by Conrail
under a federal agreement which institutionalized labor practices dating
back to the days of steam railroads
(e.g. - a day's work defined as 100
miles; over-manning which requires
three crew members for a one-car
train). Labor costs on the non-rail
divisions of SEPTA have risen much faster than the cost of living as indicated by the Consumer Price Index, particularly in the area of fringe benefits.

C. Management

and Operations

1. PRODUCTIVITY OF CAPITAL AND LABOR IN
THE PUBLIC TRANSPORT INDUSTRY HAS DECLINED DRASTICALLY IN THE LAST 50
YEARS.

City Transit, Red Arrow, Frontier, and
Commuter Rail Divisions remain almost
as autonomous as they were when under
private ownership; they have never been
integrated into a unified system as
required by the state law which
established transportation authorities.
In addition, dual ownership of many
properties by the city and the transit
authority under a lease/leaseback
arrangement results in overlapping
authority and dupl ication of planning
and engineering services by SEPTA and
the city property department.

This has led to a reduction in the
quality and quantity of service, and to
increasing operating and capital
deficits.
2. THE OPERATING DIVISIONS OF SEPTA ARE
STILL RUN SEPARATELY AFTER 15 YEARS
OF PUBLIC OWNERSHIP.
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Low salaries, political interference
and public abuse have combined to
discourage all but the toughest from
entering the field of public transportation. A 1979 study done by the
University of Pennsylvania cited "the
quality of manpower" as the second
ranking problem facing local publ ic
transportation.
Many employees still
refer to City Transit as the PTC, and
the study found that they feel a "lack
of identity with SEPTA as an organization."

3. THE SEPTA SYSTEM LACKS OBJECTIVE
OPERATING STANDARDS.
"H istor ica I arrangements" carr i ed over
from previous private ownership often
preclude the development of objective
operating standards which are responsive to current needs. These include
both management and labor practices
dating back to the Philadelphia
Transportation Co. (PTC) which, along
with many of its employees, became the
City Transit Division in 1968. Routes
are often maintained without regard to
patronage levels, fare box return, or
alternative available service.

7. A CONSTANT, SEVERE ADVERSARY
RELATIONSHIP HAS DEVELOPED BETWEEN
MANAGEMENT AND LABOR, TO THE DETRIMENT
OF PUBLIC SERVICE.

4. LACK OF GOOD ACCOUNTING AND INVENTORY CONTROL HAMPERS EFFICIENCY IN
RUNNING THE SYSTEM.

Fault Iies with both parties. No
neutral party has been able to serve as
an effective mediator to avoid frequent
service interruptions, and to find
better solutions to mutual problems.

This is exacerbated by maintenance of
separate divisions with different
operating procedures. Also, much of
SEPTA's schedul ing, inventory control,
financial reporting and general information is still handled manually rather
than by computer, with many gaps and
delays in information retrieval. The
new management is, however, implementing an integrated information system
covering the entire transportation
network.

8. PLANNING, EXPEDITING AND COMPLETING
CAPITAL PROJECTS IS A CLOSED PROCESS
WHICH HAS TOO LITTLE PUBLIC INPUT AND
TOO MANY OVERLAPPING BUREAUCRATIC
AND POLITICAL JURISDICTIONS.
SEPTA projects are proposed by staff,
approved by the SEPTA board, reviewed
by the Regional Planning Commission,
which ranks them among other agencies'
projects, and then are reviewed by
state and/or federal agencies for
funding. Depending on funding sources
for the project, these planning and
review requirements are very timeconsuming, sometimes taking more than
two years to complete.
In SEPTA's
case, there are also overlapping requirements with the City of Philadelphia and, as noted in A-6, sometimes
pol itical interference with the final
letting of contracts.

5. DELIVERY OF SERVICE IS OFTEN UNRESPONSIVE TO PUBLIC DEMAND.
In some cases, service or lack of service is based more on political and
managerial expediency than on a logical
marketing basis. Several requests for
changes in service have been denied
even when they involved no additional
cost.
6. UNTIL RECENTLY, NO ATTEMPT HAS BEEN
MADE BY GOVERNING BOARDS TO ATTRACT
THE "BEST AND BRIGHTEST" INTO THE
TRANSIT INDUSTRY AT MANAGEMENT OR
OTHER LEVELS.
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9. EQUIPMENT AND MANPOWER NEEDED TO
ADEQUATELY SERVE RUSH HOUR PASSENGER
DEMAND ARE OFTEN UNUSED OR UNDERUSED AT
OTHER TIMES

ll.THE NUMBER OF EQUIPMENT AND PARTS
SUPPLIERS SERVING THE TRANSIT INDUSTRY
HAS DECLINED MARKEDLY, MAKING PURCHASES
D IFF ICULT.

This is a difficult problem to solve as
long as substantial morning and evening
peaks in ridership continue to exist;
these peaks now represent a higher
percentage of total ridership than was
formerly the case.

A reduction in the number of equipment
orders from financially ailing transit
authorities, combined with overregulation by government and the setting of unrealistic equipment standards
(including access for the handicapped)
has combined to drive many suppliers
out of bus iness • In some cases, m isapplication of new technology developed
for the space agency has encouraged
"state of the art" equipment which is
expensive and overly complex, instead
of updating proven-Pfrformance vehicles. Complex new equipment often
breaks down or causes problems of
compatibility with existing track and
electrical systems.

o

lO.THE PHYSICAL PLANT OF THE TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM IS IN VERY BAD CONDITION.
Both the infrastructure, such as
tracks, stations, tunnels and electrical systems, and the rolling stock have
deteriorated faster than they have been
renewed and maintained, causing constant schedul ing, service and safety
problems. One consultant estimates
that 2/3 of the assets which SEPTA inherited from private owners have already been consumed through lack of
maintenance, and some $300 mill ion will
be required to replace these items.
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WHERE

DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Reading over the long list of problems
facing our regional public transportation system, one is inclined to wonder
if it can ever be made to run efficiently.
SEPTA is not alone in its
failures; transit systems in Boston and
Chicago have both faced shutdowns this
year, and New York's subways are on the
brink of collapse.
How did America's mass transit systems
get into such a mess?
At the end of
World War I I, bus, rail, subway and
trolley lines were profitably run by
private companies.
Many people had no
cars, and the urban areas were compact,
providing a ready market for transit
service.
The last 30 years have seen a marked
change in this situation.
Two popular
federal programs accelerated the migration of former city residents to the
ever-expanding
suburbs: subsidized
highway construction and subsidized
home mortgages.
The cities no longer
had the density to support a profitable
transit system, and the new suburbanite
was enjoying the independence of driving his own ca r •

Public

Influence

In this same 30 years, the transit
rider has faced an increase in commuting costs from 5-6% of his income in
1950 to 13-15% in 1980. The average
length of his commuting trip has increased from 3-4 miles on average to
10-12 miles.
The public transit
agency, which took over bankrupt private lines, has had to face declining
productivity, continual cash-flow
crises, deferred maintenance of equipment resulting in increased operating
costs, and increasing reluctance on the
part of funding agencies to finance the
system.
The SEPTA board has always taken the
position that with adequate funding,
they could run a first-class system.
We believe that money alone is not the
answer; in 14 years of operation,
SEPTA's board and management have not
always used their available funds
wisely, as indicated in our findings.
Significant reforms in structure and
operations are needed before SEPTA can
expect to receive public and political
support for additional funding.
In evaluating our general findings on
the current conditions under which the
SEPTA system operates, we have come to
the following conclusions:

on Political

Major shifts in attitude are required
of pol icy makers, management and the
publ ic, if public transportation
systems such as SEPTA are to survive
and improve to acceptable levels of
performance.
We see an urgent need to
develop an articulate constituency for
publ ic transportation
-- people who
will demand that pol iticians and tran-

Decisions

sit operators deliver safe, clean and
reliable service without resorting to
pol itical maneuvering,
favoritism or
expediency.
We believe that the public
needs to have much greater access into
both the planning and hearing processes, and that legislators and other public officials should insist that legal
provisions for public access are met.
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In return for having a greater voice in
determining the type and level of transit service provided in the region, we
bel ieve that the publ ic must be willing
to accept streamlining of the system,
including elimination of dupl icate services, in order to improve overall service del ivery. The primary aim of
SEPTA should be to provide a firstclass basic system for a proven market.
A major public relations effort is
needed to convince the commuters of the
Delaware Valley that publ ic transportation is far more economical and convenient than driving an auto for the daily
commute into Philadelphia from the suburbs.
For a rough cost estimate of

Solving

auto vs. rail commuting costs, see the
Appendix; these figures show that the
rail commuter can save from $1800-$2000
a year compared to single commuting by
auto.
'
In addition to the financial advantages
of commuting by rail, consider the
effect which a loss of commuter rail
service would have on the Delaware Valley, if present rail passengers were
forced to drive. Currently some 50,000
people use the trains daily; if they
carpooled at three persons per car,
there would be 17,000 additional cars
coming into center city, creating additional burdens of congestion, air pollution, and a shortage of parking
spaces.

The Money

The transit system suffers frequent
cash crises which add to its image as a
poorly-run enterprise.
These crises
are caused by the unstable and totally
unpredictable
nature of subsidy payments from various levels of government, and by the inability of SEPTA's
accounting and statistical services to
produce complete, timely data on the
current status of services, capital
assets, and cash position.
Too much management time has to be
spent in trying to cover funding gaps
by seeking more money from Washington,
Harrisburg or county offices.
While
most people agree that predictable
funding is needed, few legislators at
any level seem willing to vote for it.
The voters of the Delaware Valley must
become advocates for mass transit, and
persuade their representatives
to establish adequate permanent funding in
return for better service.

Crunch

Lack of performance standards as criteria for payment has been the major
drawback of existing federal subsidy
formulas; reimbursement of deficit
costs has actually rewarded inefficiency, and provides no incentive to
increase productivity
in the system.
We believe that adoption and application of objective operating standards
and criteria for capital projects
should be a prerequisite to publ ic
subsidization of the public transportation system.
Once adequate operating funds can be
assured from a combination of fares and
subsidies, the policy board, management
and the public should be able to concentrate on improving the capital planning and procurement process, and
speeding up the restoration and modernization of the infrastructure and
vehicles.
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Form

Should

Follow

Ever since it was created in 1968,
SEPTA has been plagued by intense rivalries between city and suburbs. This
rivalry has carried over into the operating divisions, causing personnel
problems; there is no identity with the
transit system as a whole. Under a
general manager who had no experience
in transportation, the operating
structure and practices of the previous separately-owned companies which
were merged to form SEPTA were continued virtually intact, resulting in
both dupl ication and gaps in service.
We believe that the entire structure of
the organization should be overhauled;
the system should either be unified, as
was specified in the state legislation
establ ishing transit authorities, or
else it should be regrouped according
to modes of operation: bus, light-rail
(subway, streetcar, elevated) and rail.
Because of the different population
densities and level of ridership in the
city and suburban counties, some argument can be made for breaking off service in outlying areas from SEPTA as
separate but 1 inked transit operations.
This would lose some of the economies
of scale, but would improve local control and presumably, will ingness to
finance the service. Access to a
central, integrated computer information system would help greatly in
analyzing the economies of various
alternatives, and evaluating the pros

Priorities

Function

and cons of either centralizing or
breaking up the system.
The problems of scheduling the personnel and equipment needed to service
rush hour demand require some creative
solutions which involve both efforts to
spread the ridership more evenly
through the day and better use of
vehicles during off-peak hours. The
Delaware Valley Regional Planning
Commission is already working with
employers to encourage staggered
working hours and flexible hours for
employees. One way that underused
vehicles
might be employed is by
establishing local freight and package
delivery service, much as the airlines
do during their off-demand hours.
In perpetuating an adversary rather
than a cooperative relationship, we
believe that both management and labor
are missing a unique opportunity to
pool their knowledge and experience to
gain what both say they want to accomplish: a better transit system.
SEPTA's operating personnel should be
used to help develop better service,
since they are on the street, serving
the public, and are in a position to
see how routes and schedules operate.
We feel that the labor force should
also be encouraged to find ways to cut
costs and overhead, and to develop
simpler procedures which will improve
productivity.

For Action

While all of the areas discussed here
are important, we believe that the
highest priorities for action to
improve SEPTA are in three major areas
1. STRUCTURE of the transit system
and its governing board(s);
2. STANDARDS for efficiency and
productivity, in both operations
and capital projects;

13

3. STABLE FINANCING for both regional
and local transit systems.
We therefore recommend that the following actions be taken by state
legislators, by local elected officials, and by the transit authority's
pol icy board and management, as
appropriate.

RECOMMENDED

ACTIONS
3. Independent auxiliary services
beyond the regional network, such as
service from Chester County to Wilmington, intra-city and intra-county local
routes. These routes would be run by
local transit agencies within the
counties, either directly or by contract with private operators.

t.Strearnhne the System
A. PROBLEM: The SEPTA system is an
agglomeration of former privately-owned
transit companies which were taken over
by the publ ic authority, and the four
operating divisions (City Transit, Red
Arrow, Frontier and Commuter Rail) remain almost as autonomous as they were
under private ownership. They have
never been integrated into a unified
regional system. SEPTA receives
financial support from Philadelphia and
the four suburban counties but doesn't
serve many areas adequately. Some
counties are now threatening to either
secede from the system or withhold
their financial support.

C. ANALYSIS: This two-level structure
allows for recognition and servicing of
both regional and local transit needs.
The core regional system would be designed by applying the objective criteria listed in III-B below, which
would be analyzed periodically to allow
for additions and subtractions based on
the current demand for service. The
same standards would be used to determine when and/or whether county operated feeder services should be added to
and financed under the core system.

B. RECOMMENDATION: To improve delivery
of service in response to demand,
public transportation in the Delaware
Valley should be reorganized to strengthen the basic regional transit network, and to provide needed local service within the city and suburban
areas. The reorganized structure should
include three basic components:

2. Reorganize the Board
A. PROBLEM: The present SEPTA board is
composed of two appointees from the
city and each of the counties, plus one
state representative. While Philadelphia has only two of eleven votes on
the board, under a provision that representatives of one-third of the population (the city represents one-half)
can veto board action, the city does
exercise some negative control. The
current board structure badly lacks
accountability; members are political
appointees, often unfamiliar with
transportation problems, who serve for
fixed terms. They are not paid, and
therefore cannot spend adequate time
and effort to do the required job. Individual county problems are difficult
to deal with except negatively, by
veto.

1. A regional core system, composed
of the major electrified high-speed
lines (commuter rail, subway, elevated
and surface), plus additional radial
and circumferential routes which serve
the region as a whole. These routes
would be run by SEPTA.
2. Feeder routes to the core system,
such as shuttle buses to the rail stations, or links from one major radial
route to another. These would either
be run by SEPTA or by local transit
operators, depending on their value to
the reg ion. (SEE III-B)
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Regional Policy Board would oversee selection and operation of the regional
core system (SEPTA), plus the regional
feeder routes operated by SEPTA.

B. RECOMMENDATION:
Two levels of governing boards should be established:
regional and county/city,
corresponding
to the regional/local
structure recommended under I. These governing boards
would set policy, adopt capital and
operating budgets, administer funds,
and hire top management, as specified
in Act 101. Board members would serve
by virtue of the positions they hold in
local government, for as long as they
hold those positions.
Chairmen of the
local transit boards in the city and
four counties would convene as the regional pol icy board, with the addition
of a full-time, paid chairman. In addition, financial and planning advisory
committees should be established.
The
recommended structure is as follows:

County/city Transit Boards would admininister the feeder and independent service outside SEPTA.
Counties could
either run the service themselves or
contract with private operators.
Finance Advisory Committee would work
with the policy board and SEPTA
management to prepare operating and
capital budgets, and advise on sources
of revenue.
Planning Advisory Committee would work
with management to determine service
demand within the region, recommend
capital priorities, and serve as the
technical advisory committee for the
regional system.

COUNTY AND CITY TRANSIT BOARDSeach:
1 elected commissioner/council
member
in counties; city mayor or cabinetlevel deputy.
Chairman of the
board
1 financial officer of the local
government
1 chief public transportation
planner
of the local government

3 members

REGIONAL

TRANSIT

(SEPTA) POLICY

C. ANALYSIS: Since county/city boards
would be designated by virtue of the
positions they hold in local government, and not randomly appointed, they
should have more technical expertise
and accountability
than current incumbents.
The SEPTA policy board would
consist of elected officials who could
make decisions more directly than the
present board.
All board members would
be paid by their local governments,
since service on the transit boards
would be considered part of their jobs.

BOARD -

6 members:

5 chairmen of county and city boards,
plus a full-time, paid chairman, appointed by the governor and confirmed
by the senate.
To give Philadelphia
greater equity on the board, the chairman would be required to be a resident
of the city, and would be appointed
from a I ist of nominees submitted by
the mayor. Board actions would be by
simple majority vote with no veto.

The Citizens League is proposing this
fundamentally-new
two-tier board structure as one way to achieve the level of
accountability
we feel is essential for
effective and unified direction of the
transit system.
We would support any
comparable alternative solution which
provides sufficient expertise and accountability,
both of which are sorely
lacking in the present structure.
Ultimately, we would recommend a directly-elected policy board; we do not believe this is now politically feasible,
and so our recommendation
is intended
as an acceptable
interim solution.

REGIONAL ADVISORY COMMITTEES 6 members each:
Finance Committee: 5 finance officers
from local governments,
plus one state
appointee. Advisory to SEPTA policy
board.
Planning Committee: 5 chief transit
planners from local governments,
plus
one state appointee.
Advisory to SEPTA
policy board.
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ductivity and efficiency within the regional core system.
County/city
transit boards would also apply the same
standards to determine the feasibility
of establishing
and running their own
systems.

3. Set Operating Standards
Ao PROBLEM:
Many routes within the
SEPTA system are now operated for histor ica 1 and/or po lit ica I reasons.
Insufficient analysis
is done to see
whether current and potential usage require any changes.
The fact that state
and federal subsidies are paid as reimbursements for SEPTA's unfunded deficits leads to inefficiencies
in operations; the greater the deficit, the
larger the subsidy payment.
Under this
formula, there is no incentive
to
improve the productivity
of either
labor or capital.

4. Set Capital Standards
A. PROBLEM: The current method of
choosing capital improvements
is too
political and too slow to respond to
changed circumstances,
because of the
lengthy process involved in planning
and financing projects.
There is also
insufficient
supervision
by SEPTA to
insure timely del ivery of specified
qual ity equipment.

B. RECOMMENDATION:
The pol icy board,
together with management,
should
establish objective standards for determining and operating service routes,
and for deciding which routes belong in
the regional core system.
Among the
criteria which should be included are:
passenger miles; vehicle miles; revenue
stops; income from fares; potential
ridership in the route corridor;
interfaces with other routes; distance from
parallel routes; and average speed of
vehicles.
All adopted routes should be
periodically
reviewed to assure continued compl iance with standards.
The
first four listed criteria should be
used to qual ify for incentive subsidy
payments under state Act 101.

B. RECOMMENDATION:
Transit management
and the Planning Advisory Committee
should annually I ist the regional
priorities for capital projects, using
the following criteria: 1. return on
investment; 2. cost-benefit
ratio; and
3. operational desirability. The priority list should include a fiscallyconstrained
plan for the first year,
plus a 6-year long range plan. The
approval process through the regional
planning commission and state and
federal funding agencies should be
expedited, as should the writing of
specifications
and the bidding and
letting of contracts.

C. ANALYSIS: Objective standards would
improve service delivery by giving the
publ ic the amount and location of service where it is needed.
Changing residential, employment and social patterns require adjustments
in the transit system for greatest efficiency.
Using these standards, poorly patronized
routes would be pinpointed and either
changed or removed.
Requiring a high
rate of return would also increase pro-

C. ANALYSIS: Capital projects, both
equipment purchase and construction
of
new facilities,
have been so lengthy
that they are often obsolete before
delivery/completion.
There is an
urgent need for: 1. sound analysis of
problems to be solved through capital
investment; 2. rank-ordering
of projects on an objective basis; 3. an
accurate and timely specification
and
bidding process; and 4. supervision and
inspection to insure timely delivery
and satisfactory
quality performance.
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5. Guarantee Operating Funds
Ao PROBLEM: The current formula for
payment of state operating
subsidies
encourages inefficient operations,
since it is based on the unfunded
deficit remaining between expenses and
the revenues raised from fares and
other subsidies.
Federal and state
subsidy payments have been totally
unpredictble,
and the federal operating
subsidy will be phased out by 1985,
necessitating
replacement from local
sources.
B. RECOMMENDATION:
The state operating
subsidy should continue to be paid
under Act 101, but using a revised
formula based on the size and scope of
the transit system, not deficit reimbursement.
This Act 101 subsidy would
all go to fund the core regional SEPTA
system.
In addition, we recommend that
the state legislature pass enabling
legislation allowing an increment of
about 0.2% on the state income tax to
be collected in the 5-county SEPTA
area, designated exclusively for public
transportation
uses. This money would
be returned to the county from which it
was collected; part of this transit
fund would go to the regional system
(determined by the amount of regional
service provided in each county) replacing the current general fund contributions based on property taxes, and
the remainder would be used within the
counties to finance their local transit
needs.

C. ANALYSIS: The state subsidy money
paid under Act 101 would be guaranteed.
The income tax increment would also be
guaranteed, and the amount is highly
predictable.
Therefore, funding for
both regional and local systems would
be stable.
The counties and the city
would have the flexibil ity to institute
whatever independent service their residents require, and would also have the
financial resources to support their
share of the regional system.
Since
all of the state subsidy would be paid
to SEPTA, there would be a strong
incentive for the local governments to
support the regional system, so they
would not have to finance this service
out of their own funds.

6. Guarantee Capita I Funds
A. PROBLEM: Current capital matching
formulas require that all parts federal, state and local - be in place
before a project is begun.
However,
sometimes the required funds are either
not available, or are promised and not
del ivered.
B. RECOMMENDATION:
The present formula
should be kept, but with a guarantee
that once funds have been appropriated,
they are obligated for delivery.
Costs
of both equipment and capital improvements are now so large that continuation of federal capital subsidies is
necessary.
C. ANALYSIS: With more accountable
procedures for choosing and expediting capital projects, funding agencies
should be more willing to carry through
with the financing.
State and federal
agencies have long demanded better
performance standards, as covered in
IV-B above.
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APPENDIX
SEPTA: CURRENT SOURCES OF OPERATING REVENUE
FY 82 Operating Budget = $384 million
Federal operating subsidy
State operating subsidy
County operating subsidies
TOTAL SUBSIDIES
Fares & other revenue

$47
$97
$37
$181
$203

mi 11 ion
million
mill ion
mi 11 ion
mi 11 ion

12.1%
25.3%
9.6%
47.0%
53.0%

SEPTA: PROPOSED SOURCES OF NEW OPERATING REVENUE
During the next two fiscal years, the federal operating subsidy is
scheduled to be reduced; in FY 85 it will be eliminated entirely. Unless
fares are raised significantly, or costs reduced, additional sources of
funding will be required to replace this subsidy. The Philadelphia Mayor's
Office has proposed collection of a 1% sales tax in the 5-county SEPTA
area, with one-half of the funds going to SEPTA, and the other half being
distributed on a per-capita basis to the five county/city governments as
unrestricted general funds. For FY 83, the yield of a 1% sales tax is
estimated to be $111.4 million; $55.7 million would go to SEPTA, and $55.7
million would be distributed as follows:
Ifz."
1"
Bucks County
Chester County
Delaware County
Montgomery County
Philadelphia

$7.2
$4.8
$8.4
$9.7
$25.6

million
mill ion
mi 11 ion
million
mi 11 ion

The Governor's Tax Commission and the Delaware Valley Citizens League have
proposed that an increment of about 0.2% be added to the state income tax
collected in the SEPTA area, restricted to use for public transportation.
The latest available income statistics are for 1979 (Source: Pa. Dept. of
Commerce, Bureau of Statistics), making a direct comparison with the
estimates for 1983 sales tax projections difficult. Based on 1979 taxable
income, the yield of a 0.2% income tax would be as follows:
County
Bucks
Chester
Delaware
Montgomery
Phi 1ade1phia
TOTALS

1979 taxable income
$3,343,093,156
2,251,179,969
3,902,356,078
5,862,121,040
7,560,768,036
$22,919,518,279

0.2% yield
$6.7
$4.5
$7.8
$11.7
$15.1
$45.8

m
m
m
m
m
m

11 ion
11 ion
11 ion
11ion
11 ion
11 ion

If one assumes a 5% annual growth in taxable income, by 1983 the total
taxable income in the region would be $26.8 million, and the 0.2% tax would
yield $53.6 million. Under the Citizen's League proposal, this money would
be returned to the counties for transit purposes, as outlined on page 17.
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gasol ine consumption, assume z~ mpg ana ~,.):>

f-It::1yellv".

Based on these assumed auto costs, we have compared the cost of commuting
to center city by auto and by rail, for one-way trips of 5, 10, 15, 20 and
25 miles, corresponding to rail fare zones 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6, as follows:
ZONE

2

3

4

5

6

Round trip miles

10

20

30

40

50

Weekly mi les

50

100

150

200

250

2500

5000

7500

10000

12500

100

200

300

400

500

$135

$270

$405

$540

$675

Fixed cost - auto

$2517

$2517

$2517

$2517

$2517

Total cost- auto

$2652

$2787

$2922

$3057

$3192

SEPTA cost- ra il

$648

$816

$984

$1188

$1356

Annual savings ra ilover auto

$2004

$1971

$1938

$1869

$1836

4+

3+

3+

Yearly miles(50 wks)
Yearly gas/gallons
Gasol ine cost

No. of riders to
break even on cost

County

2.5

3

SEPTA COMMUTER RAIL RIDERSHIP COUNT - MAY 1981
\?Ot.onfP' .
Tota 1 Population
Total Riders
% Riders/Population
A

Bucks

480,000

3,700

0.8

Chester

316,000

4,300

1.4

Delaware

555,000

15,000

2.7

Montgomery

643,000

17,000

2.6

1,900,000

10,000

0.5

Phi ladelphia
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COMMITTEE

ACTIVITY

Public transportation
was unanimously
selected as the first topic for study
by the Citizens League board of
directors
in its early program discussions. The first formal committee
meeting was held on December 5, 1980.

The committee was privileged to havethe advice and candid opinions of a
number of experts working in the field
of public transportation,
as well as
board members and public officials.
Those who met and talked with the
committee, and responded to questions,
were:

Following a wide-ranging
discussion of
the transportation
problems facing the
Delaware Valley, the committee decided
to focus its attention first on the
problems of SEPTA, as the region's
largest public transit authority.

DAVID L. GUNN, Chief Operations
of SEPTA.

Officer

JOHN A. BAILEY, Transit Consultant,
Louis T. Klauder Associates.

The committee adopted the following
scope for the first phase of study:
"We advocate adequate funding for
mass transit, with special attention
to bringing about efficiencies
in the
system and the effective use of
funds.
Components to be considered
include unifying the system, el iminating duplications
of service, establ ishing honest costs, and setting
funding incentives."

JOHN W. MACMURRAY, Past Chairman,
Board of Directors.

SEPTA

EARL M. BAKER, Commissioner,
Chester
County; Past Chairman of SEPTA Member
Government Policy Committee.
ROBERT J. THOMPSON, Commission
Chairman, Chester County; SEPTA Board
member and Chairman, Rail Committee.

The committee held 24 meetings between
January and October 1981, averaging two
hours each.
Interim reports were presented to the Citizens League board at
its monthly meetings, and the final
report was adopted by the board on
October 23, 1981.

HON. M. JOSEPH ROCKS, Representative,
Pa. General Assembly; Chairman, House
Sub-Committee
on Publ ic Transportation.
THOMAS MURGITROYDE,
Public Relations
Officer, Local 234, Transportation
Workers Union.
In addition to interviews, committee
members also read and reviewed a number of previous study reports on SEPTA
and on publ ic transportation
in general. Several members attended SEPTA
board meetings and public hearings on
service changes which occurred during
the period of the study.
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Approximately 40 persons received all
the minutes of committee meetings, and
most of these attended at least one
committee meeting. The active committee members who participated in compiling and editing this final report are:
Alison B. Graham, Ardmore - Chairman
Dianne S. Ames, Philadelphia
Dr. Thomas F. Burns, Philadelphia
Richard Byler, Oreland
Lettie Gay Carson, Newtown
Tressa J. Cathcart, Philadelphia
Elaine Cohen, Upper Darby
Dr. Ernest Cohen, Upper Darby
Errett M. Conway, Moylan
Roberta S. Ehrenberg, Haverford
Robert C. Folwell, Philadelphia
Dr. Marion B. Fox, Elkins Park
Joan Gluckman, Norristown
Dr. Dow R. Groenveld, Doylestown
Lill ian Kohn, Bala Cynwyd
Maurice Laub, Elkins Park
Gene H. Martenson, Swarthmore
Thomas S. Michener, Jr., Newtown
Dr. Robert B. Mitchell, Philadelphia
Jennifer Nash, Philadelphia
John R. Pawson, Willow Grove
Robert Philipson, Swarthmore
Judith Simpson, Ambler
Arlene z. Sternfeld, Wallingford
John Henry Strock, Glenside
Dr. Anthony R. Tomazinis, Philadelphia
Marcile E. Woodworth, Meadowbrook
Staff assistance for the committee was
provided initially by Dianne Ames, and
later by Dr. Thomas Burns and Edith
Brown. The committee is also indebted
to the staff of the Delaware Valley
Regional Planning Commission for allowing us to meet in the Commission's
publ ic conference room.
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