
 

RALLIERS SIGNAL T PRIVATIZATION COULD SPILL 
INTO SENATE BUDGET DEBATE [+MEDIA] 

By Andy Metzger 
STATE HOUSE NEWS SERVICE 

STATE HOUSE, BOSTON, MAY 17, 2017....Fired-up union activists want to use 
the Senate budget next week to halt the ongoing privatization of MBTA services 
that lawmakers enabled in the state budget two years ago, but the MBTA's top 
manager emphasized his commitment to efficiency. 

Standing in the hot sun on the front steps of the State House on Wednesday, union 
officials and Democratic lawmakers decried the Baker administration's 
privatization of T jobs and called for management to sit down at the negotiating 
table with bus mechanics instead of outsourcing that work. 

Around 20 Democrats from the House and Senate joined the rally, where speakers 
harkened to Gov. Charlie Baker's May 2015 claim before the Transportation 
Committee: "I do not want to privatize the T. I do not want to slash services." 
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Several Democratic lawmakers and labor leaders, including Sen. Linda Dorcena Forry 

(center), protested on the State House steps Wednesday against a potential privitization of 
MBTA maintenance facilities. [ Photo Gallery: Sam Doran/SHNS] 

MBTA Chief Administrator Brian Shortsleeve has said the system could save 
significant money by turning to the private sector to handle some of the $132 million 
spent annually to keep the bus fleet in working order. The T is developing a bid 
package for privatizing bus maintenance, and the T's roughly $2 billion fiscal 2018 
budget calls for $8 million in savings from bus repair. 

Michael Vartabedian, the area director for District 15 of the International 
Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers, said he would be willing to 
open the mechanics contract and find savings for the transit system to avoid 
outsourcing work at repair garages. 
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"I'd drop this mic right now and sit down with the governor and Brian Shortsleeve 
and work out a deal at this moment if he was willing to do so," Vartabedian told the 
crowd. Vartabedian asked the ralliers to urge senators to support a Senate budget 
that he said could save machinists' jobs. 

Shortsleeve told the News Service he has had "an excellent dialogue" with the 
machinists union, meeting with representatives of the group recently. He said, "We 
owe it to our riders to run the T in the most efficient way." 

Vartabedian told the News Service the specific amendment language is still being 
worked on but the amendment would essentially require negotiation with bus 
mechanics before services are privatized. He also said it is yet to be determined 
which senator would sponsor the amendment. 

Speakers at the rally called the MBTA bus mechanic corps the best in the country, 
and used sometimes salty language to describe the T's current direction. 

Sen. Michael Brady, a Brockton Democrat, expressed a desire to "solve this bunch 
of bull----." 

Massachusetts AFL-CIO President Steven Tolman said, "This bull---- has to stop." 

Sen. John Keenan of Quincy likened privatization of bus repair to his own attempt 
to save money by changing out a faucet by himself, which wound up flooding his 
bathroom. 

The Quincy Democrat said the incident reminded him of words his father, a union 
member, tried to instill in him: "If you want to get a job done right, you hire 
somebody who knows what they're doing; you pay them a fair wage; you make 
sure they get the right tools and you get the hell out of the way." 

Listen: Michael Vartabedian | Steven Tolman | Full Rally Audio 

Rep. Marjorie Decker, a Cambridge Democrat, admonished the Republican 
governor who was not at the event and was scheduled to be at a ribbon-cutting for 
a new, privately-financed, commuter rail station in Brighton. 

"This is not about savings, governor. Speak in facts. You are the governor of 
Massachusetts. Know the values of the people in Massachusetts. It's about 
investing in our public infrastructure, investing in our people, and you the 
machinists - you are our people," Decker said. 
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The Boston Carmen's Union, which represents bus and subway drivers and 
subway car mechanics, came to agreement with MBTA management in December 
after contentious disputes over the privatization of cash handling. 

Boston Carmen's Union President James O'Brien, who was arrested at a protest 
outside the T's Charlestown money room in October, said Wednesday that months 
of back-and-forth led up to three days of intense negotiation resulting in a new 
contract in December. T officials said the resulting deal, which protects most of the 
union jobs from outsourcing, would save the agency $22 million annually on 
average over the next decade. 

Vartabedian, whose district includes the nearly 500 MBTA machinists represented 
by IAM Local 264, is asking for a similar agreement but has been frustrated so far 
by management. 

"We would be willing to structure things similar to the carmen's agreement," 
Vartabedian told the News Service. He said, "We are willing to do concessions." 

Shortsleeve said the agreement with the carmen's union provides "a very good 
framework," saying that it included concessions from the union on pay rates, work 
rules, and allows for specific areas of privatization. While the T aims to save $8 
million on bus maintenance in fiscal 2018, the agency is shooting for annualized 
savings of $21 million on bus maintenance. 

The MBTA is looking to privatize four garages - in Quincy, Lynn, Jamaica Plain 
and Medford - where about 150 Local 264 members work, according to 
Vartabedian. An MBTA management presentation said those four garages have 
structural deficiencies or other problems but "could be platforms for innovation, 
expansion service, and new facilities." 

Vartabedian touted the performance of MBTA bus mechanics, despite what he 
said was years of neglect on needed capital repairs to their facilities. Noting that 
buses continued to run during catastrophic snows that halted subway service in 
2015, Vartabedian said T buses travel on average 13,000 miles before breaking 
down - the best record in the country. The next best service, New Jersey Transit, 
averages around 7,000 miles between breakdowns, he said. 

At Monday's MBTA Fiscal and Management Control Board meeting, Shortsleeve 
praised the MBTA's in-house bus mechanics, giving them "a big congratulations" 
for their performance in the American Public Transit Association's Bus Roadeo. 



The T maintenance team finished eighth overall - out of 38 maintenance teams - 
and finished first in a door troubleshooting event, Shortsleeve said. The team 
includes Matthew DiCecca, Phillip Skotniczny and Paul Gensheimer. 

The control board was created in the fiscal 2016 budget passed by the Democrat-
controlled Legislature. Lawmakers gave the T a three-year window to privatize 
services without first receiving certification from the state auditor that the 
outsourcing would save money and not reduce service. 



 
National Association of Government Employees assistant political director Jim Redmond 
and Mike Angotti of NAGE Local 207 distributed flyers at a protest Wednesday in front of 

the State House. [Photo: Sam Doran/SHNS] 
  


