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Massachusetts Department of Transportation 
Secretary’s Report 

Meeting of the Massachusetts Department of Transportation Board of 
Directors 

Board Room, 10 Park Plaza, Boston, Massachusetts 
Wednesday, February 11, 2015 

 
MassDOT Personnel, Organization and Budget 
 
I am delighted to be here for my first meeting of the Board of Directors of 
the Massachusetts Department of Transportation and am looking forward 
to discussing important topics other than snow and winter weather, a 
subject which has dominated my first two weeks as Secretary.   
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the staff of the T and the DOT 
for being so welcoming and helpful since being named Secretary and CEO 
of MassDOT on January 29.  I am honored and I appreciate the faith and 
confidence that Governor Baker and Lieutenant Governor Polito have 
placed in me and I look forward to embarking on a search for new and 
better ways to meet the Commonwealth’s transportation needs, improve 
our customer service, foster economic growth, and to find more sustainable 
ways to carry out our mission.   
 
I know most folks already know, but I also want to recognize Frank 
DePaola, who is serving in a dual capacity as Highway Administrator and 
as MassDOT’s first-ever Chief Operating Officer.  As we prepare 
MassDOT’s budget for fiscal year 2016, Frank and I and the entire senior 
staff team are working closely to continue and improve upon the process of 
creating shared service departments used by both MassDOT and the 
MBTA and to streamline the operations of the previously disparate 
transportation entities into one MassDOT.  We are also focusing on 
identifying specific performance goals and metrics and on improving critical 
aspects of MassDOT operations including asset management, capital 
budgeting and procurement and contract oversight.  Some of these efforts 
will be reflected in the proposed MassDOT budget for fiscal year 2016, on 
which I will be able to report more at the March Board meeting. 
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The Challenges of the Past Three Weeks 
 
The succession of snowstorms and bitter weather that has marked the start 
of my time as Secretary has  given me a unique opportunity to meet a 
cross-section of the amazing men and women of MassDOT and the MBTA, 
at the MEMA bunker, the Highway Operations Center in South Boston, the 
Transit Operations Center in Boston and in this building.  All of us owe a 
debt of gratitude to these men and women who have worked countless 
hours around the clock, working to ensure that the Commonwealth’s 
network of roads, bridges and transit services are safe and to speed 
recovery from each new storm as rapidly as possible.   
 
While those attempts have not been without significant challenges, I want 
to note that the effort in those attempts have been nothing short of 
herculean.  Indeed, we should not lose sight of the fact that, despite the 
very real frustration that everyone is experiencing with this endless series 
of enormous winter storms, there have been no serious accidents or loss of 
life associated with the transportation system – a blessing that is due in no 
small part to the relentless focus on putting public safety first at both 
MassDOT and the MBTA. 
 
As many have noted, the weather that we have had since the blizzard 
known as “Juno” arrived on January 26 has been unique and extraordinary.  
That blizzard lasted for 52 hours, brought 24 inches of snow, and resulted 
in a statewide ban on driving on roadways, and a shutdown of our transit 
system.  Both measures were done in the interest of public safety and also 
provided a secondary benefit of accelerating storm recovery. 
 
Fast forward to our most recent major event – the storm known as “Marcus” 
– which brought another 23 inches of snow with it.  As it stands now, the 
Boston area has received approximately 77 inches of snow, a record 
breaking total, the bulk of which came within the last 18 days.  To put this in 
context, on average, Boston gets 43 inches of snow during the winter 
season, according to the National Weather Service.   
 
It is also important to remember that extreme cold is just as disruptive to 
the transportation infrastructure and travel as snow and we have had our 
share of that as well.  Indeed, the National Weather Service is forecasting 
that frigid air, likely the coldest so far this season, will move toward the end 
of the week and temperatures could reach double digits below zero on 
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Friday night into Saturday, with wind chills reaching between 5 and 15 
below zero. 
 
Responding to and recovering from these storms has put unprecedented 
strains on our transportation infrastructure, on the people who have had too 
little rest before tackling the next challenge and on our budgets.  On our 
highways, the storms required the use of more than 3,000 pieces of 
equipment for both those storms working around the clock.  Also, to date, 
we have used well over 250,000 tons of salt, and more than 700,000 
gallons of liquid de-icer.   
 
The relentless winter is also impacting expenditures.  As of yesterday, 
MassDOT has spent over $91 million on snow and ice on non-toll state 
roadways, against a budget of $98.6 million.  For context, the average 
annual spend during the past five years has been $85 million.  The $91 
million spent so far includes authorized deficit spending of $35.4 million, 
and we are on track to use all of the $50 million in authorized deficit 
spending for snow and ice.  Unless the rest of the season's storms cost no 
more than $7.6 million, we will be challenged to accommodate all of the 
resources that combat snow and ice.  We are now working on a plan to find 
other ways to pay those vendors and pay them promptly once the budget is 
completely expended. 
 
This winter’s unique confluence of repeated, long duration winter storms, 
flash freezes and bitter cold has also strained the MBTA’s aging vehicle 
fleet and infrastructure, to the point where the MBTA leadership determined 
that it could not run service safely and shut down service earlier than 
scheduled on Monday and continued the shutdown of all rail services 
through yesterday.   
 
I do not mention these events to second-guess the very difficult decisions 
that the MBTA has been making about how to operate the system safely 
while providing as much reliable service as possible.  Instead, I raise this 
issue to ask my fellow Board members to join me in considering how to 
incorporate the lessons of these difficult weeks in the weeks and months to 
come, particularly as we consider the MBTA’s future operating and capital 
needs and budgets.   
 
For me, the MBTA’s inability to provide its normal service is not the 
problem but a symptom of what may prove to be a much larger problem.  
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Yes, the vehicle fleet – not just the Red and Orange Line vehicles but many 
Green Line vehicles and buses as well – is aging, as are many components 
of the power and switching systems.  But that should not come as a 
surprise to anyone familiar with the realities of the MBTA system. 
 
This aging infrastructure and vehicle fleet is an unfortunate reality.  The 
recent Notice to Proceed with the procurement of a new Orange Line fleet 
and new Red Line cars will not, by itself, provide a “silver bullet” to solve all 
of the system reliability issues, even after all of the vehicles are delivered in 
2022. And, more to the point at this moment in time, the events of the past 
weeks raise a fundamental question with which this Board must wrestle:  is 
the MBTA positioned to provide the reliable transit system that our 
customers and the Massachusetts economy need for the next 5-10 years, 
the extended interim period during which the system will largely have to 
operate with the fleet that it has.   
 
I believe that this Board, as well as the leadership of the MBTA, needs to 
honestly ask ourselves whether we did, and are doing, everything possible 
with respect to investing in preventive maintenance and asset preservation 
with respect to all aspects of the transit system including vehicles, tracks, 
power and signal systems.   
 
Normally at this time of the year you would be seeing an update to the five 
year capital plan.  Given the events of the past couple of weeks, we need 
to revisit these plans, to ensure that our plans appropriately address the 
challenges recently exposed in stark relief.  We need to ask ourselves 
whether there are changes that need to be made in the operating and 
capital budgets to prioritize both capital and human resources differently, in 
light of the reality that no additional amount of money can substantially 
change the composition of the vehicle fleet for at least five years.   
 
We also need to take a hard look at the performance of the commuter rail 
system under the contract with Keolis, not only during the past snowy 
weeks but since the contract was put in place.  We are spending one-
quarter of the operating budget of the MBTA (not counting debt service) on 
a commuter rail service which moves just under 10% of our passengers 
and we need to make sure that the MBTA and its passengers are getting 
the attention, professionalism, expertise and service quality that was 
promised. 
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We cannot, of course, lose sight of the longer terms needs and 
opportunities for the MBTA and those will be the subject of the planning 
process known as the Program for Mass Transportation, which will be 
launched later this year.  And the system’s day-to-day operation is of 
course the responsibility of the MBTA and its leadership team.  But I 
believe this Board needs to revisit the question of whether the plans and 
budgets in place sufficiently prioritize the near-term needs to upgrade 
critical infrastructure and account for the real costs of running the system 
that exists until such time as both the rolling stock and critical infrastructure 
can be upgraded. 
 
The events of the past two weeks have been frustrating for everyone who 
relies on the MBTA to get to work or school or a Bruins game and have 
shaken the confidence of MBTA passengers in the system.  They need to 
know that, once the post-storm recovery is complete, their bus or train will 
show up on schedule and in safe working condition.  Employers need to 
know that their workers who use the MBTA will be able to get to work.  
Businesses need to be able to count on the customers that largely 
disappeared yesterday, when the streets of Boston were eerily empty 
largely as a result of the MBTA shutdown.  And the taxpayers of 
Massachusetts – who fund more than half of the T budget through sales 
taxes, motor vehicle taxes and contract assistance from the General Fund 
– need to know that their resources are being well spent, not just to recover 
from this winter’s unprecedented effects on an aging system but to ensure 
that the MBTA will be able to provide reliable transit service even as we 
await the delivery of the much-needed new Red and Orange line vehicles. 
 
Thank you Mr. Chairman, that concludes my remarks.  
 


