


A DIFFERENT RESPONSE
MBTA officials insist they are doing everything by the
book, but the agency doesn’t appear to be dealing with
the issue in the same way as other systems that have grap-
pled with the same problem. While other public rail
agencies have ordered trains to slow down while going
over defective concrete ties and even closed some lines
down for repairs, the T is insisting that the problem is not
widespread, that commuters are safe, and that repairs can
be made without service interruptions.

But T officials are also warding off inquiries into the
problem. A public records request for information on the
original contract, warranty information from Rocla, the
extent of the problem, and the cost to replace the faulty
ties was met with a bill for $1,500 for the records, includ-
ing a charge of $65 per hour for 23 hours—the equiva-
lent of $135,200 in annual salary—for an unidentified T
employee to compile and copy the public documents.
That is being appealed.

Not only has MBTA chief Grabauskas fended off ques-
tions, including at a recent graduation ceremony at South
Station for new locomotive engineers, officials at Massa-
chusetts Bay Commuter Rail, the for-profit company that
operates the commuter lines, have not returned calls for
comment. T spokesman Pesaturo said there’s been no need
to make the public aware of the problem. “Our customers
haven’t asked about it,” he says.

But a lawsuit filed in federal court in 2006 by New
York’s Metro-North Commuter Railroad and Long Island
Railroad says that strikingly similar and unexpected fail-
ure of the ties on their lines placed their operations and
their passengers in danger.

“[T]he railroads have observed that a significant num-
ber of the Rocla ties are undergoing varying rates of fail-
ure, ranging from hairline cracks to extensive ‘mapped’
cracking to severe deterioration, where the tie is actually
falling to pieces,” according to the since-settled lawsuit.
“The condition of the ties in general has been found to be
progressive, in that apparently normal ties are seen to
develop cracking, and ties already evidencing cracking
have subsequently failed. The defective ties are creating
major safety and operational concerns for the railroads.”

The New York and New Jersey railroads shut down
lines temporarily and instituted schedule changes in order
to speed up replacement. Anders, the Metro-North spokes-
woman, said part of the reason for shutting down sec-
tions of the rail to replace the ties is economic—that is,
to be able to use a tie-laying machine for long stretches at
a time, to have workers fixing the rails during regular
business hours on straight time rather than on overtime
for nights and weekends, and to avoid having to slow
down trains riding over rough areas.

“It’s not efficient to spot replace them,” Anders says.
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“By hand would be three times as expensive.”
But that may be what the MBTA is forced to do. Unlike

the other rail lines, most of the T’s commuter lines are
single track, which means there are no alternative routes
if they have to shut down the tracks. The T also does not
own a tie-laying machine. So far, all the concrete tie repair
work on the T’s rails has been done late at night and on
weekends.

Winter, of the Maintenance of Way Employees union,
said his members have been “busy all the time, changing
on overtime over the weekend.” He added: “It’s usually
half a dozen ties at a time.”

It costs about $660,000 a mile to install concrete ties,
compared with about $308,000 per mile for wooden ties,
according to industry figures. With 150,000 potentially
defective ties, that’s nearly 60 miles of track, with an esti-
mated cost of nearly $40 million. Add in the cost of remov-
ing the broken ties, as well as Anders’ estimate of the cost
increasing by three times to do it by hand, and the price
tag for the T, its customers, and the state’s taxpayers could
exceed $100 million.

Another consequence of riding over broken rails is the
potential effect on the train’s speed, and in, turn, com-
muters’ willingness to take the train. Federal regulations
require “slow orders”—which would reduce an Old
Colony train’s speed from the maximum 70 miles per hour
to 45 miles per hour—to be put in place when, depending
on the track classification, a certain number of consecu-
tive ties show deterioration; wide gauge measurements
begin to appear; or a number of other unsafe conditions
are apparent to inspectors. In some cases, tracks have to
be shut down in order to replace defective sections.

But T officials said they have had to issue few slow
orders regarding the concrete ties. “There have been a few
isolated speed restrictions in the past to maintain com-
pliance with MBTA maintenance standards while crews
addressed any tie issues,” Pesaturo wrote in an email after
initially denying that there were any slow orders on
MBTA lines due to defective railroad ties. “These restric-
tions were removed as soon as the tie conditions were
addressed.”

Some engineers may be implementing their own slow
orders. One engineer on the commuter rail’s southern
runs, who asked not to be identified, said he throttles
back through some of the rougher stretches. “I do that, I
do that a lot,” he says, “but the goal is to be on time.”

Engineers who are at the throttles say they see the con-
crete tie problems increasing on Old Colony every day.
“The ride is not as smooth as it should be,” says George
Newman, an engineer on the Kingston to Boston line and
an official with the engineers’ union. “There’s definitely a
need for tie replacement, but I don’t think it’s unsafe.”

After a pause, he adds,“But I don’t have the details.”
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