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Madam Chairman, Ranking Member Bond, and members of the Committee, 
thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today.  I am Richard Sarles, General 
Manager of the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, known as WMATA or 
Metro. 

 
I began my service as Metro’s General Manager over one month ago.  My 

career in rail and public transportation has spanned 40 years, during which time I 
worked with the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, Amtrak, and most 
recently, New Jersey Transit.  I have used the Metro system many times, and have 
always been impressed by Metro’s services and how well they are delivered.  But 
Metro is no longer new.  We have requested an appropriation of $150 million in federal 
fiscal year 2011 to help us address some of the challenges associated with our aging 
system.  As you consider that request, I want to let you know what Metro is doing to 
move forward on improving our system’s safety, reliability, and financial stability. 
 
Safety 
 
 As the Subcommittee is aware, this region experienced an unprecedented 
tragedy on June 22 of last year, when two Metrorail trains collided on the Red Line 
north of the Fort Totten station.  Nine people lost their lives and dozens of others were 
injured in an accident that has had ripple effects throughout the transit industry.  The 
National Transportation Safety Board’s (NTSB) investigation of the accident has 
focused on technological issues, not human error, as the key factor leading to the 
collision, and as a result, transit and rail providers across the country have been re-
examining their track signaling systems for signs of the same potential failure that 
caused the June 22 accident.  
 
 The NTSB’s final report on the accident has not yet been issued, but Metro has 
already taken steps to improve safety on the rail system.  We have been operating 
trains in manual mode since the accident, and we will continue to do so until the NTSB 
report is issued and any necessary modifications are completed.  We have increased 
the frequency of computerized testing of track circuits, and we are holding the 
performance of those circuits to a higher standard than previously required.  In 
addition, as recommended by the NTSB, we are working with a contractor to develop a 
real-time monitoring system which will provide an alert should a track circuit fail. 

 
In addition to the June 22 accident, Metro has experienced a number of other 

incidents over the past year that require us to re-assess the way that we go about 
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ensuring the safety of our customers and employees.  Our internal assessments and 
findings regarding safety have been supplemented by external agencies’ reports, such 
as the March 2010 audit of Metro’s safety program by the Federal Transit 
Administration, requested by Senator Mikulski.  These external reports have been and 
will be critically important in helping Metro identify where we need to improve with 
regard to safety.  We have learned even from those incidents which were not 
hazardous in nature, such as the May 5th emergency braking near the Wheaton 
station.  Although there were no hazardous conditions present, we have taken action 
to improve reporting of such incidents to our operations control center and our 
oversight agencies. 

 
The following section describes a number of other actions that we have taken in 

recent months to address both internal and external findings in the areas of staffing, 
communications, track worker protection, and rail operations.   
 
Staffing 

 
The FTA audit and other assessments have identified lack of sufficient safety 

staff and expertise as an issue at Metro.  To address that issue, Metro has hired a new 
Chief Safety Officer, James Dougherty, who began his duties on April 19.  Mr. 
Dougherty brings 25 years of experience in transit safety, occupational safety and 
health, industrial hygiene and environmental protection, and he will report directly to 
me.  In addition, we have filled six of 12 new positions in the safety department, and 
we expect to fill the remaining vacancies within 60 days.  These new positions will help 
us to effectively investigate incidents/accidents, review and document safety policies 
and procedures, ensure safety protocols are in place and implemented, and analyze 
safety trends.  We have also arranged for needed training for our safety personnel with 
the Transportation Safety Institute, an arm of the U.S. Department of Transportation, 
with seven courses scheduled through September. 
 
Communications 

 
 Lack of communications across and within departments has also been cited in 

various reports as a problem at Metro.  We have recently begun several new 
communications initiatives.   For example, to improve communication between the 
Safety Department and operational personnel, we now have safety officers assigned 
to each bus and rail division.  These safety officers participate in regular meetings of 
the front-line staff in their division, as well as interacting on a daily basis with 
operations employees on safety-related matters.   
 

In addition, my predecessor held six “Safety Action Report Out” meetings with 
60 front-line superintendants to increase their awareness and accountability regarding 
safety.  I intend to continue those meetings on a regular basis.  We have also 
established a cross-departmental Safety Action Team tasked with finding ways to 
create a safer organization.  The Team’s first initiative is designed to further improve 
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communications with front-line employees to ensure that safety-related information, as 
well as other messages, reaches all employees regardless of their work location. 
 
Track Worker Protection 
  

Employees who work on and around our track areas are exposed to dangerous 
situations each day they come to work.  Protection of these workers must be robust 
and effective.  Metro is committed to improving our current practices and has 
established a cross-departmental Roadway Worker Protection Work Group which 
includes representatives from several Metro departments, union representatives, and 
representatives from FTA and TOC.  This group has drafted a new roadway worker 
protection manual which has been submitted to the TOC for review.  The group is also 
in the process of developing a new roadway worker training plan, and will also test and 
evaluate new technologies and processes for use in the Metro system; these activities 
are expected to be complete by the Fall of 2010.   
 

Metro’s track environment shares certain characteristics with other transit and 
rail systems, and we have reached out to our peers to learn from them and share best 
practices.  Metro conducted a workshop in January with peer transit agencies, FTA, 
TOC, and union representatives, and convened a roundtable discussion in April with 
the Federal Railroad Administration and inter-city rail operators.  The results of these 
discussions are reflected in the new draft manual and will be included in the training 
regimen being developed by the Roadway Worker Protection Work Group. 
 
Rail Operations 
 

In addition to the operational changes implemented in response to the June 22 
accident, discussed above, Metro is continuing to respond to earlier NTSB 
recommendations.  We expect to award a contract in the near future to begin building 
the cars to replace our oldest vehicles, the 1000 series cars, as the NTSB has 
recommended.  In addition, we are continuing to add rollback protection for rail cars 
operating in manual mode, another NTSB recommendation.  About half of our fleet 
currently has such protection, and we are working to install it on the remaining cars 
with completion anticipated by the end of calendar year 2012.           
 
Six-month Action Plan – Safety 
 
 While we have made progress with regard to safety, we still have work to do. 
We have established the following safety-related priorities: 
 
 Fill remaining safety department vacancies and increase training.  

Specifically, we must continue to have front-line safety briefings while we 
develop more effective right-of-way training and identify other needed training 
for front-line staff.  In addition, we have begun labor relations training for 
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supervisors of represented employees, re-emphasizing the supervisors’ role in 
safety; we intend to complete that training by the end of 2010. 
 

 Continue accelerated close-out of open safety-related audit findings.  With 
the approval of the TOC, Metro develops corrective action plans (CAPs) in 
response to findings from both external and internal audits and investigations.  
Metro has closed 190 CAPs since 2007, with the rate of closure increasing 
significantly in recent months.  Currently 85 CAPs remain open (including CAPs 
that were recently added in response to the TOC’s Roadway Worker Protection 
study and internal safety audits).  I have communicated to Metro staff that 
continuing to close CAPs promptly is a top priority.  I am particularly focused on 
responding to the recommendations in the FTA audit; we submitted a CAP for 
that audit to FTA on April 29.  (Please see attachment #1 for details.) 
 

 Develop incident tracking and safety management reporting system.  We 
are taking advantage of improvements in technology to develop a web-based 
tool to allow for communication of safety-related information and tracking across 
departments.  Development is expected to be complete by the end of August 
2010. 
 

 Encourage near-miss reporting, including anonymous hotline and 
strengthened whistleblower protection.  David Gunn’s report cited Metro for 
having a “shoot-the-messenger” culture.  I am taking steps to end that 
perception.  I have informed all employees of the existence of a safety hotline 
and safety email address through which they can report safety concerns, 
anonymously if desired.  In addition, we are updating Metro’s whistleblower 
protection policy to encourage employees to raise safety-related concerns. 
 

 Complete new right-of-way worker protection manual and revisions to 
Metrorail Safety Rules and Procedures Handbook (MSRPH).  When rules 
are outdated or unclear, they tend to be ignored.  By Fall 2010 we intend to 
complete work on a new set of rules for right-of-way workers as well as an 
updated MSRPH, with rules and procedures that are clear, up-to-date, and 
effective. 
 

 Complete self-assessment of safety-related internal controls and initiate 
thorough assessment of safety culture.  We intend to complete further self-
assessments in safety-related areas, the first of which is focused on internal 
controls.  In addition, we have contacted the U.S. Department of Transportation, 
the AFL-CIO, and the American Public Transportation Association to seek their 
assistance in assembling a team of experts not only to review Metro’s safety 
culture, but also to recommend specific measures to improve that culture and to 
provide assistance in implementing those recommendations.  We intend to 
initiate this review by Fall 2010, while recognizing that organizational culture 
change is a long-term process. 
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Service Reliability 
 
According to the Washington Post, “most riders give the [Metro] system high 

marks for comfort, reliability and generally the ability to take them where they want to 
go.” (“In Survey, Metro Still Gets High Marks after a Year of Low Points,” April 5, 
2010).  Still, we know that we need to do better.  The quality of our customers’ 
experience is the key to the continued success of our system.  We are taking steps to 
improve the on-time performance of all of our modes -- Metrorail, Metrobus, and 
MetroAccess – as well as the availability of our elevators and escalators which have a 
very direct impact on the quality of our customers’ trips. 

 
For Metrorail, we have evaluated ways of improving service reliability through 

schedule adjustments and are preparing to implement the first adjustment on the Red 
Line.  We have also implemented revised 30-, 60-, and 90-day training performance 
reviews for newly certified train operators to ensure that they are meeting our 
standards for safe operations and customer service and to provide us with an on-going 
source of review regarding the effectiveness of our training programs. 

 
For Metrobus, we are in the process of replacing 148 older buses, with 

deliveries between March and September 2010.   With newer vehicles we expect 
fewer equipment failures, leading to improved service delivery.  We have also 
reorganized our bus transportation division, retrained operators and supervisors, and 
increased supervision of street operations to better monitor and address service 
reliability issues.  We have implemented NextBus, which provides customers with real-
time bus arrival information by phone or online, and have created a new online service 
disruption notification for bus customers.  For MetroAccess drivers, we have 
developed a new training program and installed Drive-Cam in MetroAccess vehicles to 
record incidents for investigation and training purposes. 

 
With regard to elevators and escalators, we are consolidating our command 

and maintenance centers to eliminate reporting layers and improve accountability, a 
process which we expect to have fully implemented by the end of June 2010.  Also by 
June, we intend to have restructured our technicians’ shifts to create rapid response 
teams with responsibility for maintenance and repair in defined geographic areas. 
 
Six-month Action Plan – Service Reliability 

 
I have established the following priorities regarding service reliability: 
 

 Increase training for front-line employees and supervisors.  Specifically, we 
intend to provide additional training to all station managers with a renewed 
emphasis on customer service, as well as complete training that we have 
already begun related to the reorganization of our bus department, designed to 
improve management of operators, reduce accidents, and improve service. 
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 Create transparent performance tracking & reporting systems.  New 
performance measurement tools are currently under development, including 
web-based dashboards, a monthly vital signs report of key performance 
indicators, and an annual performance report to assess what is working well, 
what is not, and why.  By the end of June 2010 we expect to release many of 
these new tools publicly to foster increased accountability and transparency. 
 

 Revise inspection and maintenance procedures to accommodate changes 
in operations.  As in the area of safety, our rules and procedures for 
inspections and maintenance need to be clear and relevant for our current 
operating environment.  With changes in place related to manual operation and 
restricted speeds, our new vertical transportation command center, etc., we 
must start revising our related procedures accordingly. 
 

 Pilot Metrorail schedule adjustment on Red Line.  As I mentioned earlier, we 
intend to adjust schedules on the Red Line to improve service reliability and the 
quality of the customers’ experience.  The new schedules will reflect reality and 
allow for more time for customers to board and alight the trains at our busiest 
stations, and will involve more 8-car trains running to the ends of the line, which 
will maintain our passenger throughput capacity for the Red Line as a whole.  
 

 Initiate external assessment of elevator/escalator maintenance and repair 
programs.  We intend to contract with outside experts to conduct a review of 
these programs in order to assess their efficiency and effectiveness and make 
recommendations for additional improvements. 
 

 Continually re-emphasize safety and state of good repair as top priorities.  
Maintenance of vehicles, track, structures, signals, and other infrastructure in a 
state of good repair has a direct impact on the safety and reliability of the Metro 
system, as it does for every transit agency in the country.  If the condition of the 
Metro system is allowed to degenerate further, issues related to service 
reliability will continue to increase.  The most effective action we can take to 
improve reliability is to improve the physical condition of our system.   
 

Financial Stability 
  

Now let me turn to a topic which is integrally related to our ability to improve 
service reliability – Metro’s budget and current funding constraints.  Metro’s proposed 
fiscal year 2011 budget totals $2.1 billion. That total is composed of Metro’s operating 
budget, which supports the daily delivery of transit service (including personnel costs, 
fuel and propulsion costs, etc.), and the capital budget, which funds investments in the 
vehicles, equipment, facilities, and infrastructure of the transit system.  Sources of 
funding for those needs include state and local funds; federal funds (primarily for 
capital costs); passenger fares and parking revenues, and other sources (such as 
advertising and fiber optic revenue).  Passenger fares cover about half of the cost of 
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Metro’s operations; broken out by mode, they cover more than 70% of Metrorail 
operations, about 30% of Metrobus operations, and 5% of MetroAccess operations. 
 
OPERATING BUDGET 
 

Fiscal year 2011 is likely the most difficult year, financially speaking, that Metro 
has ever had to face.  The economic slowdown is having a continued impact on Metro, 
as it is across the country.  For the transit industry as a whole, the economic slowdown 
has meant that ridership and revenue are down, while costs continue to go up.    
 

Despite the encouraging ridership numbers that Metro has experienced in the 
last few weeks, Metrorail ridership for fiscal year 2011 is projected to be just 2% above 
the FY 2009 levels, and on Metrobus, ridership growth over 2009 levels is only 
projected to be 1.5%.  These projections are primarily due to continued high 
unemployment in the region combined with reduced spending by consumers.  Lower 
Metrorail ridership has resulted in less revenue coming in from Metro parking facilities 
as well.  Major cost drivers in the FY2011 operating budget include the rise in health 
care cost (which is in line with national trends), market losses in pension values, the 
increasing demand for MetroAccess service, and liability insurance and claims 
associated with the June 22 accident.   

 
The imbalance between projected revenues and expenses created a $189 

million gap in our fiscal year 2011 operating budget, if jurisdictional subsidies (which 
cover about half of our operating costs) were held constant at FY2010 levels.  In order 
to close that gap, I have proposed a budget that includes further layoffs, fare 
increases, some service reductions, and an increase in jurisdictional subsidies.  
Metro’s Board is currently considering that proposed budget.  Without knowing what 
they will decide, it is fair to say that balancing Metro’s FY2011 budget will require hard 
choices.  When we raise fares or reduce service, we have a direct impact on the 
people we serve every day, on their ability to get to jobs, school, medical services, and 
recreational opportunities.  The economic downturn has affected everyone in this 
nation, and unfortunately Metro is not immune. 
 
CAPITAL PROGRAM 
 

Over the last six years, Metro has funded its capital program through a multi-
year agreement with our jurisdictional partners, known as Metro Matters, which expires 
June 30, 2010.  The stable funding stream provided by Metro Matters allowed us to, 
among other things, purchase 667 new Metrobuses to reduce the age of our fleet from 
over 10 years to under 8 years; and purchase 122 Metrorail cars, expand rail yard 
maintenance and storage facilities, and upgrade power systems to run 8-car trains. 

 
Board Chairman Peter Benjamin’s testimony addresses our capital needs, and I 

simply want to reiterate his point that the funding Metro has requested from this 
Subcommittee in federal fiscal year 2011 is urgently needed to allow us to maintain the 
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Metro system in a state of good repair.  (Please see attached spending plan.)  
However, due in part to national economic conditions and in part to declining revenues 
in the federal Highway Trust Fund, both federal and state/local sources of funding for 
capital projects are severely constrained.  Even with the new federal funding 
authorization and the associated state/local match, these constraints have required 
Metro to limit our capital investment for the next six years to only the most critical, 
“must-do” safety and system maintenance projects.   “Must-do” projects include, for 
example, replacement of the 1000 series rail cars; replacement of our oldest buses; 
rehabilitation of the oldest segment of our rail line, and replacement and/or 
rehabilitation of decades-old bus facilities.  “Must do” projects do not include other 
investments that should be made, such as investments to address crowding (more 
frequent bus service; more 8-car trains); more elevators/escalators in core stations; 
and system and fleet expansion to accommodate projected growth in demand over the 
next several decades. 
 
Six-month Action Plan – Budget 

 
By Fall 2010, we intend to accomplish the following objectives related to Metro’s 

budget: 
 

 Implement Board-approved FY2011 budget.  As I have discussed, the 
budget will include job cuts and likely some combination of fare increases and 
service reductions in order to fill the $189M projected gap.  Successful 
implementation of such changes will require timely and effective customer 
communication as well as operational changes such as reprogramming of 
farecard readers. 
 

 Manage transition from Metro Matters capital funding agreement to next 
capital funding agreement, currently being negotiated.  I want to note that 
the National Transportation Safety Board is expected to issue its final report on 
the June 22, 2009 Red Line collision shortly before or during fiscal year 2011, 
and that report may contain recommendations that will have a cost associated 
with their implementation.  Metro is committed to responding to those 
recommendations and that response may affect our ability to undertake some of 
the projects that have been planned for the next six years, absent additional 
funding. 
 

 Initiate a discussion with regional and federal stakeholders on Metro’s 
long-term fiscal outlook to identify both challenges and solutions.  The 
basic challenge is this:  the Metro system must be brought into a state of good 
repair.  Unless there is a renewed commitment to this goal, the system will 
continue to degrade.   
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Conclusion 
 
Madam Chairman, in the Fall of this year, I intend to deliver to Metro’s Board of 

Directors an interim performance assessment, along with recommendations for further 
improvement, in each of the areas I addressed above: safety, service reliability, and 
budget.  But you do not have to wait until then to track our progress.  Metro is 
developing products that will allow the public to see how we are doing on a more 
frequent basis.  We expect to launch shortly a monthly “Vital Signs” report, which will 
initially track operational performance and identify trends, with the goal of expanding 
the range of performance metrics to other areas in the future.  We also plan to issue 
an annual performance report, beginning this September.  Metro is committed to 
improving transparency and communication with our customers and other 
stakeholders, including Congress. 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.  I greatly appreciate your 
leadership on these issues, and I hope that you will favorably consider our FY2011 
appropriations request.  I would be happy to respond to any questions. 
 


