
 

 

 

 

 

 

Those who are ignorant of the past are condemned to repeat it 

 What’s this all about?  It’s about the misguided policies that influence SEPTA 

operations.  In a recently published statement, the Authority declared that: “SEPTA is a 

Business, which speaks to the way we believe our organization should function.”   

The problem with the statement is that SEPTA is not a business, but a public service. 

SEPTA does not exist to maximize profits or to placate shareholders; it exists to provide transit 

services to the riding public.  SEPTA cannot survive by the sale of its product (rides); it can 

only survive by securing funds from federal, state, and local governments.  

At one time, transit services in Philadelphia and other cities were provided by private 

companies, such as the Philadelphia Transportation Company.  However, by the early 1960s, 

the PTC and other transit companies around the country were on the verge of bankruptcy, 

because revenues from the fare box could not keep pace with the cost of capital (vehicles, 

facilities and equipment), along with the cost of labor.  To prevent the complete collapse of 

transit services, the federal government stepped in to provide funding and promote the 

transition from a private to a public service.  

During the 2021 round of negotiations, Local 234 got a taste of the foolishness of the 

“SEPTA is a business” philosophy.  SEPTA’s Labor Relations managers organized a session 

with the Authority’s financial experts to convince us that the pandemic was having a disastrous 

impact on SEPTA’s budget and, as a result, the Authority could not agree to wage and other 

economic improvements in a new contract.   

The financial experts explained that SEPTA receives approximately one-third of its 

annual funding from the fare box and two-thirds from government subsidies.  During the 

pandemic, fare box revenues declined from 37% to about 30% of SEPTA’s annual funding 

requirements.  While SEPTA’s “experts” emphasized the decline in fare box revenues, they 

had nothing to say about government subsidies.   

In fact, when asked whether SEPTA had representatives in Washington, D.C. lobbying 

for an increase in federal funding, the head of Labor Relations confessed that SEPTA had no 

lobbyists in Washington advocating for increased transit funding.  Think about that.  Just when 

the U.S. Congress was considering a massive infusion of funds to make up for the effects of 

the pandemic, SEPTA wanted to recover its losses at our expense rather than seeking out higher 

levels of funding from government.  This is what happens when an employer is ignorant of the 

past, it is condemned to repeat it.   

Lucky for us, the TWU International and other transit advocates were able to secure a 

major infusion of federal money during the pandemic.  The key for the future, however, is to 

grow SEPTA’s funding at all levels of government once the pandemic is over---acting as if 

“SEPTA is a business” is a recipe for disaster, just as it was when mass transit was a business.    
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Hazard pay for reporting to work in the face of a pandemic    

In 2021, Local 234 negotiated pandemic hazard pay for all hours employees worked on 

the job from March 15, 2020 to March 15, 2021, with the addition of vacation time not sold 

back and time lost due to a COVID related quarantine.  If an employee’s time was split between 

the workplace and working from home, they would only receive hazard pay for the time spent 

at the workplace.  

For the most part, SEPTA implemented the agreement as intended.  However, of the 

5,000+ Local 234 members covered by the hazard pay agreement, some weak-kneed managers 

over at Red Arrow caved to pressure from Labor Relations---by deciding to rip off one Local 

234 member whose time was split between the job and working from home, although the 

affected employee spent the vast majority of her time, 1,574 hours, at the workplace.  

The decision to pocket hazard pay from one employee means that the Union will have 

to grieve and arbitrate the dispute in order to recover the $1,574 needed to make the employee 

whole, a sum less than what the Authority will have to pay its outside attorneys to arbitrate the 

case.  Is this any way to run a business?  

Office of Inspector General throws due process protections out the window  

 For years, Local 234 and SEPTA have been at loggerheads over a number of issues 

relating to the role of the IG in the discipline of union members.  The disputes involve 

interrogations of union members, IG investigations that circumvent the grievance process, and 

the disclosure of information used by the Authority to discipline an employee.   

  

 In 2017, and again in 2020, SEPTA discharged union members based on a criminal 

records check conducted by the IG.  In both cases, the Authority refused to turn over the 

criminal records being used to support management’s discharge decision.  Both cases went to 

arbitration.  Both cases resulted in the reinstatement of the discharged members.     

 

In the 2020 case, the Union argued that the criminal records relied upon, but not 

disclosed, involved five different people with the same name, but different middle initials, 

making it look like the discharged member was an unreconstructed criminal.  At the arbitrator’s 

request, the employee signed a form to enable the Union to access his criminal records, even 

though SEPTA had a contractual and a legal obligation to turn the information over to the 

Union.  The Union obtained the employee’s records from the State Police.  The records 

supported the Union’s position in the case and failed to support the unsubstantiated claims 

made by the IG.   

 

Still, SEPTA wanted to proceed with the case and be able to use the documents it 

refused to disclose.  However, as the Union continued to press the point that SEPTA had to 

disclose the information it was relying upon to impose discipline, SEPTA finally relented and 

reinstated the grievant with full back pay, but refused to accept its obligation to turn over such 

documents in the future.  This is what we call a rogue employer.   

 

We Must and We Will 


