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Ken:
Today we’re going to ask you how was your commute today? Quick run downtown on the Red Line? Gliding into the Loop from Arlington Heights or Bolingbrook on the Metra. Maybe a Pace bus from Skokie across town CTA bus, maybe paratransit. Oh, you drove in and you parked. You’re one of the cool kids who started work early on your iPad Pro in the backseat of your Uber. Well here’s one thing that we all have in common, even people who ride their bikes to work. In some way or another the policies and the practices of the Regional Transportation Authority had a direct impact on how you got to work or to school today. The RTA has been around for a while now, created back in 1974, I know, before you were born, to try to quell some of the regional rivalries like suburban versus city, big commuter railroads versus L trains, Republicans versus Democrats. Impose some kind of coordination on all the competing agencies in the transit business at the time. 

And it has had some successes, but hey you know, it’s public transit, and in the public transit business so few politicians are willing are willing to spend tax dollars to replace imploding track beds, decrepit stations, so progress is a little bit slower than we would like it to be. And in fact, in the most recent RTA assessment that I saw may need $1.6-billion a year for the next ten years just to keep up with normal replacement of vehicles and tracks and buildings. But they already have about a $20-billion backlog in projects that never got funded. So the State, well they pretty much run away from transit funding altogether in my humble opinion, and in the last few years we’ve seen – well let’s not even get into the Trump administration, because we’ve talked a lot on our program about how they are wiping out federal support for transit in this infrastructure plan of theirs. 
So today, we’ve invited the guy who runs the RTA to come here, sit at the table with us and answer the question why would anybody want this job? Kirk Dillard, it is a pleasure to have you here. Thank you.

Kirk:
Thank you Ken. We’re going to make you a spokesman for the Regional Transportation Authority. That was a great intro. 
Ken:
There is a lot to be talked about here today. I guess before we even begin with this I want to talk a little bit about you, because you are kind of a very interesting mix of a transit guy and politician. You almost became Governor of Illinois, I mean let’s get right to it, right? Twice you ran for Governor. You’ve been a State Senator. The last time you almost got the nomination as the Republican, but you got beat out by some guy named Rauner I think it was.
Kirk:
Yeah. I look forward, I don’t look backward, but in 2010 I lost the race to my colleague Senator Bill Brady from Bloomington and he eventually was the Republican nominee against Pat Quinn when I lost by 193 votes. One-10-thousandths of a percent, but who is counting? And then Governor Rauner who I consider a friend, I spoke to him last night, it was a close race. It was about a vote per precinct, so as we approach the political season if you think your vote doesn’t matter, 193 votes, my guess is I might have beaten Governor Quinn, but one vote a precinct is all that Governor Rauner beat me by, so every vote counts.
Ken:
I was reviewing some of this this morning and yesterday and it’s really a very interesting thing, because I would say you are a rock rib Republican. You’re from Hinsdale. You’ve got all the credentials. But yet AFSCME endorsed you, all the newspapers endorsed you, so you’re a guy who knows how to reach around and get people on your side.
Kirk:
I've been fortunate. I had some great mentors. I was Governor Thompson’s Legislative Director for seven years, but even probably more formative than that was I was Governor Edgar’s Chief of Staff. Two gentlemen, moderate Republicans who knew how to work with the Mayor of Chicago and downstate legislators to get things done. I wish we had more of that cooperation.
Ken:
Don’t we all.
Kirk:
I always tell people at least in the administration, the Edgar administration, we had a billion and a half dollars in the bank when he left as Governor. The credit rating of the State of Illinois went up for the first time in history. Our unemployment rate very importantly was below the national average. And then last but not least we paid our bills, our State’s bills in 17 days. Speaking of the RTA, now the State of Illinois owes us probably as we sit here today at this table nearly half a billion dollars, aside from the fact that we haven’t had a capital plan, infrastructure plan or money in almost a decade. Our operating budget, the little pittances we get from the State of Illinois, they owe us half a billion dollars which requires us to short-term borrow, which costs us a couple of million because the State doesn’t pay us on time.

00:05:17 
Ken:
What percentage of that half a billion of what they actually give you?


Kirk:
You know, it’s a small percentage, but the interest cost on a half a billion, you know it’s a million and a half, $2-million a year, and it just adds insult to injury. Our budget is essentially 40% of the monies come from the riders themselves. Another 40% comes from the sales tax, which has been impacted by all of us buying products online. We don’t get quite the sales tax revenue that we probably think we should, and then another 20% is really supposed to come from the federal government, and the State though has been really almost a deadbeat with respect to funding the Regional Transportation System in Illinois. 
Ken:
Well, I didn’t bring you here to have a political discussion, but all of this stuff is so interconnected because the Transit policy and politics are basically the same thing. But you say Governor Rauner is a buddy of yours, what does he tell you when you call him and you say, “Hey, where’s my half a billion? What’s going on?” What does he tell you?
Kirk:
I think in the budget which just ended he vetoed I believe that budget. That budget cut us pretty deeply, but for the first time in the history of the State, and it’s not only the RTA, it affects municipalities, the State is taking 2% of all the sales taxes that are raised in the metropolitan six-county area which the RTA is under, and takes 2% from the Mayor of Bolingbrook, which you mentioned earlier. But the State now takes 2% of all the sales taxes, ships it off to Springfield or the bureaucrats in Springfield to administer, so that’s a huge cut. Over a couple of year period that’s $40-million to the ridership of Metra, Pace in the CTA. 
00:07:19
Ken:
I'll get off of this, but if I had a chance to talk with Governor Rauner I would say to him, “Are you anti-transit? Do you just not believe that transit is as important as other things?” 


Kirk:
Oh I think Governor Rauner understands transit is important. Mayor Emanuel clearly knows that transit is important, but the Governor, a businessman ought to know, and I think he does know that. Every other State the Governor loves to point to Texas and he looks to Indiana a lot, and Indiana recently in a conference from the Mayor’s office of Indianapolis, it was stated that to keep millennial generation, and that’s about half our workforce or going to be half our workforce, to keep millennial workers in your City without mass transit is like trying to sell them a phone without a camera. 
Ken:
[Laughs] That’s a good line. I like that, yeah.
Kirk:
So every other State gets it. Indianapolis’ buildings, [00:08:25 three] cars, I can go on and on. And then nationally there were about 40-some referendums on increasing funding for mass transit. 70% of those passed. I would love to have Los Angeles as my… Los Angeles has passed a couple of referendums where the people of Los Angeles understand the importance of transit. 
Ken:
And that’s happened in our lifetime. That has turned around so much in the last couple of decades in Los Angeles.
Kirk:
Absolutely. But all our economic competitors are investing massive amounts of money in mass transit. Mayor Emanuel wants to and I fully support his vision to have an express train from the Loop out to O’Hare. Dallas now has service from their airport, the big Dallas Ft. Worth International Airport on their new train system right into the heart of the business district of Dallas. So all our other states are investing heavily in improving mass transit. Mass transit is more important than ever, especially to the millennial generation that is out there. 

Amazon and their quest for a second headquarters, which we are very much players in in Chicago, and it’s one place that Governor Rauner and Mayor Emanuel have worked together well, it’s very clear that in the top list of the couple of things Amazon is looking for is adjacent access to mass transit. I have sent a letter to Jeff Bezos, the Chairman of Amazon or Mr. Amazon, and said look, we have a lot in common. You are the best that there’s ever been in moving packages at the lowest cost possible. Well the CTA and RTA region of Chicago, we have the lowest operating cost of any mass transit system in America Ken. The lowest operating cost per mile. And I always tell the Amazon folks look, you’re the best at moving packages safely and inexpensively. We’re the best that there is. I believe we have the best transit system but it’s in peril in Chicagoland, but we are the best at moving people and we do it at the lowest operating cost per mile. And regardless of what people believe, because I ride the system every day, not only Metra, but I ride the CTA, we have the fewest mechanical breakdowns over the last four or five years of any other system in America. And I know the problems and I don’t wish ill because they are our partners in our quest for federal monies and bringing transit to the forefront. But Washington, DC has had major operational problems.
Ken:
Hold on. Why is that? Because of the massive disinvestment in their system.
Kirk:
Let it decline, absolutely.


Ken:
And it’s a new system relatively speaking.
00:11:15
00:11:15
Kirk:
It was built when I was in high school. I remember them building the Metra system in Washington, DC.

Ken:
And it’s a crime to see that it’s deteriorating so quickly.

Kirk:
That’s our nation’s capital and it moves millions of people like we do. Boston actually shut down for a month. Can you imagine if we just shut down the transit system in Chicago? If you didn’t have Metra, that’s Metra, not the CTA, you need 27 more lanes of highway to handle what Metra moves every day in terms of passengers on the Edens and Kennedy and we don’t have the room for it, nor do we have the money to do that. We have our grandparents, my parents’ generation has built what I believe is the best mass transit system in America, and we shouldn’t be the first generation that just lets it slide. And again, Chicago regardless of what the Tribune editorial part might have you believe, Chicago has led the nation in corporate relocations over the last several years. We were just chosen the #1 place for corporate relocation by Site Selection Magazine within the last 48 hours as we tape this interview. Mass transit is a major reason that companies are coming and relocating to Chicago. 

Ken:
Every one of those studies, whenever you see one of those studies where they compare cities to another, the thing that always stands out about Chicago is its transit system.

Kirk:
No doubt.

Ken:
And it has probably since 1880.

Kirk:
And Ken I'm like you, I mean I live and breathe this stuff. I'm a transit junkie. My grandparents, you mentioned I live in the suburbs now, but I grew up right in Wrigleyville.

Ken:
Oh did you?

Kirk:
I used to take with my grandmother the CTA to the grocery store, to my dentist as a little child, and I didn’t want to get on that bus when we were going to the dentist. But I've ridden the CTA since I was a child. It started with my grandparents, my parents. When I went to law school at DePaul I lived on the CTA. It’s the lifeblood of our university system as well. We’re in the shadow, your great studio here is in the shadow of the University of Illinois in Chicago. But just think Loyola, DePaul, the University of Chicago, at IIT or Chicago Tech as its called now the L runs right through the gut of their campus. And I always tell my downstate former colleagues in the legislature we’re used to the yellow school bus in downstate in suburbia. Well the yellow school bus in Chicago was the CTA, whether you go to St. Ignatius right down the road from the studio or you go to St. Pat’s or you go to Chicago public schools, Chicago students and college students take the CTA and it’s crucial for our students, let alone our business travelers and people trying to get to the doctor and dentists that we have this system.

00:14:15

Ken:
So, talk to me as a politician. You’re a good one. How do we reach your party mate in the White House who apparently just has no regard whatsoever for anything to do with public transportation? I will just riff here for a second and you can cut me down if you want to, but the infrastructure plan that he proposed the other day is a joke. It’s a complete and total, it’s just an abomination. 


Kirk:
Mayor Emanuel called it fairy dust.

Ken:
It’s nothing but fairy dust, and it only is $200-billion and he thinks he’s going to leverage 1.2 – 1.5-trillion, but the 200-billion, the real problem here is not just that he only is putting 200-billion in it, but he’s getting that money out of transit. He’s taking money out of the new Starts program. Any number of other transit initiatives are going to get gutted. Look at Amtrak for example. This is not logical. This is insane. 

Kirk:
The President has essentially flipflopped the traditional role of mass transit. It used to be an 80/20 split where we would have a 20% effort locally and the federal government will do 80. He’s flipped it upside down. If the President were sitting here where you are Ken I would say, “President Trump, how do you think for your properties in New York City or Trump Tower in Chicago, how do you think most of your employees at your places in Chicago and New York get to work? Whether it’s the custodians or the concierge, or your bellmen, or your maid service, they take the CTA…”

Ken:
All the construction people who build.

Kirk:
And they take our counterpart in New York. A strong man’s transit system would improve, and it improves whether you take that system or not in Chicago your property values if you live near mass transit are greatly enhanced. When we redeveloped and rebuilt the brown line every piece of property within a mile of either side of the brown line essentially went up 40% in value. The before and after pictures of private economic development – restaurants, drycleaners, you name it, I can show you before and after pictures. I use Southport Avenue as a great example, but whether it’s Governor Rauner or President Trump they need to understand that where transit goes the economy grows. It’s been proven time and time again, and governors of other states clearly understand it because they are putting substantial amounts of money, especially as we have millennials and the generation of, I still have a 16-year-old and 14-year-old at home, the younger people in concert with Uber and Lyft and the divvy bicycles, it’s a different way that they travel. I might have been when I was a kid sort of in abberation because I took transit as a kid, but I call them kids respectively, but they are our major workforce, and they do believe in mass transit in conjunction with other new transportation methods that are coming into vogue.

00:17:48
Ken:
When I was 13 or 14 years old and lived in Logan Square I would jump on the northwest L, take the subway downtown and on a Saturday afternoon go down and watch them build the First National Bank building, just because I loved to be downtown. But anyway, that’s neither here nor there. The politics of this is very sharp and it is really regrettable. I feel like we’re in a very dark period right now.

Kirk:
One of the things I want to tell the members of Congress, and actually our congressional delegation I think gets it. They are pretty good with respect to mass transit, and that would include a couple of downstate congressmen, Congressman Cheri Bustos from the Quad Cities, a Democrat, Rodney Davis, Republican, Conservative from Champaign Urbana, a key member for us in Congress. He has the University of Illinois in Urbana Champaign in his district, I think he understands the importance of mass transit. Our congressional delegation, and I don’t want to single anyone out, but Congressman Lipinski and Congressman Quigley really understand the importance of mass transit to the City of Chicago and have been greatly helpful with all the members, and Senator Durbin has been tremendous on transit as well.

00:19:10


Ken:
I have a little list here. It’s actually a long list. I think we kind of glossed over this in the introduction here, but what is the number? In your 2014 report you said there’s about 33.4-billion in need for RTA, and then in 2016 you’re saying more like 38-billion. It’s hovering right around that area all the time. This is a combination of a number of things, right. It’s like the need you have each year plus this kind of big old bucket of need that has just never been addressed.

00:19:53
Kirk:
We call it in the transit industry a state of good repair and we are probably pushing in combination and the CTA would be a large chunk also, a huge piece. We have an overall capital backlog of probably $20-billion, and you’re talking about the President’s plan. He’s talking…

Ken:
Now this is not just wish list stuff, right? This is not like building new lines?

Kirk:
It is not. It is keeping just what we have in a state of good repair. Just to give you something to gauge the size or lack of size of the President’s plan, the President wants to have a $200-billion of federal money program. Our state of good repair needs just in Chicago is $20-billion, so we could eat up one-tenth of the President’s infrastructure plan all by ourselves.

Ken:
And read the stories about New York sometime and what they are doing.

Kirk:
111-billion. That’s more than half of the Trump infrastructure plan is the need of Dorval Carter who does a great job as the president of the CTA. His counterpart needs 100-billion in New York City.

Ken:
They practically need to replace the subway system.

Kirk:
One-third of all of our assets in this area are essentially beyond their useful life, and our mechanics do a great job. Our system is safe. We don’t do anything that compromises safety. But the older our system gets the more expensive it is to maintain. I ride in a car, and I can’t make this stuff up Ken, I ride in in a car on the Burlington Northern Sante Fe Metra line that was delivered when Dwight Eisenhower was President. They look nice because they are shiny and our mechanics do a great job, but the car was delivered when Dwight Eisenhower was President.

00:21:42
00:21:42
Kirk:
North of the Ogilvie, the A1 interlock of the Ogilvie Station is a switch. It’s the lifeblood of one of the UP lines of our system was delivered when Herbert Hoover was President. I can’t make this stuff up on how old some of this equipment is. Union Station built in 1922, we’re supposed to be the transportation capital of the Midwest and we are, but Union Station clearly needs a lot of improvement. 

Ken:
It doesn’t speak capital of the Midwest.

Kirk:
It does not speak and the Mayor has a plan to revamp O’Hare Airport $1.8-billion. It’s great, but your major station, which is a showpiece for Chicago and visitors that come in there, and more people go through Union Station every day than go through Midway Airport. Think about that. It is in need of about a billion dollars of renovation. Amtrak owns Union Station, we’re just a tenant as Metra, but if we were to redo Union Station, bring it up to speed and modernize that beautiful iconic building, there are studies that show it would produce 4 to $7-billion of private economic activity on the near west side. And if you couple it with hopefully what will be a great transformation of the old post office, the two sort of go hand in glove, you could have 10-$20-billion worth of private. So Donald Trump and Bruce Rauner, businesspeople ought to understand that leverage of investment that public transportation brings. 

Ken:
Just imagine what it would do if you could finally build a real solid link between the Station and the CTA. I mean it’s not that far away. It’s two blocks away. Some kind of really attractive underground pedway or something that pulls the two together. These are all things that they’ve been talking about since I was a kid.

Kirk:
Now we started, and I will tell you because I go oftentimes off my Metra train under a very nice passage underneath Jackson Boulevard to a new really nice bus depot that the CTA has and the Mayor have provided. It’s nice. It’s world-class. I don’t get wet. I'm underground and I come up and there’s these beautiful new 21st Century-looking places where I just get on my bus. But that’s part of our plan, but there’s so much we need to do and it does take money and we should not be the first generation that allows a system that causes and brings economic development to Chicagoland to deteriorate. 

00:24:29
Ken:
Now we just recently had a CTA fare hike and that was blamed on the lack of funding from the State, right. So I mean it wasn’t… I'm a firm believer that you need to raise fares all the time just a little bit so that you don’t have a huge sudden step-up.

Kirk:
So there’s not sticker shock.

Ken:
But regardless of that, this was not a fare hike to just maintain the CTA. This was a fare hike to go back and try to fill in holes that the State had delivered. 

Kirk:
There is no doubt that there would not have been, so if you’re a CTA rider or you didn’t like the last Metra fare increase, those definitely fall at the footstep of Springfield. And it’s not just Governor Rauner, because again, I don’t think he signed the last budget. There’s equal blame to go around, but the CTA fare hike never would have happened if Springfield didn’t start to siphon 2% of all the sales taxes. Again, they lost half a billion dollars in operating money. That’s how delinquent they are in paying us. And also they cut essentially 10% of what is really the public transportation fund match. The State when we raise sales taxes they match a little bit of it. They cut that by 10%. And what always gets me is they cut monies for people with disabilities on Pace. One of the things people do not understand is how many millions of folks we move on Pace through the ADA, American with Disabilities Act Paratransit Program, I was in Washington recently and the Assistant Secretary of Transportation told me, he said, “I know that your state government wants to cut funding for paratransit funding, but that’s not a transportation issue Mr. Chairman of the RTA in Chicago. That is a civil rights issue and you are not allowed to cut that, whether the Governor cuts it or your legislature cuts it, you still must provide those services.” So I've got to find the money as does Dorval Carter at the CTA, Jim Derwinski who is the new head after Don Orseno at Metra, or TJ who runs the Pace system, they’ve got to find that money, so they’re not real cuts. 

00:26:55
Ken:
Where does the gasoline tax figure in in all of this?


Kirk:
I'm glad you asked that and it’s one of my big bugaboos. So the gasoline tax, we’re the transportation capital of America. Illinois is among the ten lowest states, so our gasoline tax we’re in the bottom ten states of what from our gas tax goes to infrastructure. Not just mass transit, but roads and bridges. So we contribute from our gas tax among the lowest ten in America. Much of our gas tax goes to the general fund of the State of Illinois for human services.

Ken:
I thought it was supposed to go by law to roads.

Kirk:
We’re one of only a few states that has two gas taxes. One is a sales tax on gasoline and it all goes to the State’s general fund. Not a penny of it, when you fill up your tank with gas it all ought to go to roads, bridges or mass transit. But what we give from our gas tax to infrastructure is among the ten lowest in the United States of America. Our gas tax has not been changed. I was Governor’s Edgar’s Chief of Staff, hasn’t been changed since about 1990. It’s not adjusted for inflation. It is just a gallonage tax, so the buying power of what the State of Illinois gas tax today is about half the 55% of what it was when it was last touched back in 1990. You know the same with the federal gas tax. Again, early 90s, it has not been changed since the early 1990s and it’s buying power is 60% of what it used to be.

00:28:40
Ken:
Just to interrupt, so gas tax money does come to the RTA? You get some of that?

Kirk:
We do. We do benefit from the gas tax. We love to point to the Tribune Editorial Board and Governor Rauner loved to point to Indiana. Eric Holcomb, the new Governor of Indiana following Mike Pence, who is now the Vice President of the United States, the very first thing he really did as the Governor of Indiana was he passed the 13-cent gas tax, so that his State, Indiana could improve mass transit and be ready to match whatever the federal government requires for a match. Iowa just increased its gas tax. Conservative Nebraska just increased its gas tax. And one of my biggest fears, I lie in bed at night worried that even though it may be paltry, when it’s time for our State to match what we need to match from Washington for important projects like the Red Line modernization, we’re not going to be ready to go.


I was on a panel in Washington recently with someone from the Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce and my counterpart from Phoenix who said, “We have our federal match all ready to go. You guys haven’t even in Illinois done an infrastructure bill in a decade. We can’t wait to take your Illinois taxpayers’ money to use for projects in Indianapolis or in Phoenix.” It’s political malfeasance to leave monies laying on the table, and these are yours and mine monies, Illinoisans’ monies that go to Washington and get redistributed. We at least ought to get our own federal tax dollars back to the State, but you’ve got to have the match out of Springfield to match it.

00:30:28
Ken:
Be specific with me Mr. Former Chief of Staff, who is to blame here? It’s not just the legislature. Let’s get specific, where is this being blocked?

00:30:28
Ken:
Be specific with me Mr. Former Chief of Staff, who is to blame here? It’s not just the legislature. Let’s get specific, where is this being blocked?

Kirk:
Springfield needs to understand that you’ve got to have a capital program and it’s a bipartisan lack of recognition as to what transit and roadbuilders and the infrastructure people need. And we have hundreds of bridges that are over 100 years old right in this neighborhood where we film this. But every 100 years you’ve got to replace a bridge. Again, I can’t harp enough that our grandparents and our parents built this system and we are the first generation that has just let it go to heck in a handbasket. And every other state, if you want to copy other states they are investing heavily in their infrastructure and mass transit, and I use Amazon. We may or may not get Amazon, but Amazon clearly says like all of the companies that have corporately relocated in Chicago recently mass transit is a critical component to our decision to be in your City.


00:31:54
Ken:
Is Mike Madigan a problem? Does he not see this? I mean everybody says he runs the legislature, so where is he?

Kirk:
No, I think the Speaker understands the importance of mass transit. I went to see the Speaker when I became the chairman, and the Speaker understands the importance, and he’s an interesting individual. I give him a lot of credit. He said, “Just don’t be downtown-centric with respect to transit.” Obviously, the Orange line runs right through the heart of his ward and his area and our busiest bus route is up and down either Ashland or Western Avenue. That’s not people who are in the financial district, but those are folks who have got to get to work along a corridor of Ashland or Western Avenue. But the Speaker said, “Look, there’s a lot of people that ride the system in the middle of the night who bake our bread, who print our newspapers which are here on this table, who clean our builders.” The Speaker always reminds me that the working people of Chicago take the CTA or Metra or Pace to get to and from work. As the Speaker I think put it to me, “Don’t be a downtown elitist. Remember there’s people in the neighborhoods.” And I remember there are people in the neighborhoods every day.


I tell our friends that the retail merchants, where do you think the employees who work at Yorktown Shopping Center or Woodfield, you wouldn’t have people to be able to staff retail if it were not for Pace primarily, but also Metra. But the suburban shopping centers and the magnificent mile, those retailers all like President Trump’s Tower most of those employees take mass transit to get to work. 

Ken:
So is it a Democrat Republican kind of thing? I don’t understand it. I really honestly, I'm not playing games with you, I just don’t understand it. I don’t understand why we can’t get a bill. 

Kirk:
I think that legislators will start to understand, and I just wrote an email to a gentleman this morning who complained about service from Naperville. And I said, “Look, you’ve got to talk to your local legislators. They essentially cut us $100-million.” And when you read about mechanical failures, when I just told you I was on a train that was delivered when Dwight Eisenhower was the President, I'll give you an example that #1 I give Metra credit for being innovative and trying to live within their means, but Metra just bought 20 or 25 used Amtrak engines from California, that #1 are more efficient than what they run today that pollute less and are more environmentally friendly, but we’re taking California scraps to run what is the lifeblood of bringing people in from Elmhurst and Arlington Heights and Park Ridge and Joliet into the City of Chicago. We’re buying old engines from California just to keep our system running and it’s shameful, especially if you want to be the transportation \hcub or capital of America.

Ken:
Especially if you understand that if this City is going to survive and compete in this very competitive world, this global economy, you better be able to be able to move people around quickly. This other thing that we talk about all the time, an eight-car Blue Line train on the Blue Line can handle 800 people almost, maybe even more. I've been on those trains where there’s more than 800 people on it. Imagine if you put all 800 people onto the Kennedy. Imagine if you took 800 people off the south branch of the Red Line and put them on the Dan Ryan. How many cars would that be? Why can’t we understand this?

Kirk:
As I told you just Metra would require 27 more lanes of highway, but that’s not the CTA. I will also tell your viewers even if you don’t ever get on one of the RTA system trains, you save if you drive $400 a year in gasoline costs because the extra 2-million riders a day are not on the roads. I know Chicago’s roads are congested, but you save…

Ken:
But think what they would be.

Kirk:
You save $400 a year and then last but not least, if you can dump the pump even if you’re a two-car family and you get rid of one of those cars you can save 11 or $12,000 a year, aside from just the wear and tear on you mentally of driving and being stuck in traffic. You can save nearly 11 or $12,000 a year if you dump the pump and take mass transit. You know, when people talk about the high cost of living in Chicagoland or our real estate taxes, if you take mass transit and can save 10 or 11 grand a year that helps mitigate the cost of living greatly in our region.

00:36:58
Ken:
Well Kirk Dillard, we’re running a little bit close to the end of the thing here and I haven’t even started my list of things I really wanted to talk to you about.

Kirk:
Have me back sometime.

Ken:
We’ve just been whining and I want to talk about these big pictures, so maybe we can do these kind of quickly. The Red Line extension 130th Street, I assume you’re in favor of that.

Kirk:
I am.

Ken:
Now there has been some argument amongst transit geeks about whether it makes sense to spend a billion or more to build that line all the way down there, or to just upgrade the Metra electric that runs almost parallel to it. There’s lots of arguments out there in the weeds. But what about that? What about just spending a lot less money and doing it in probably a quarter of the time and just increasing the frequency on that Metra electric line that ends up at 130th Street, the same place the Red Line is going to go. John Greenfield from StreetsBlog says the problem is that CTA and Metra just have never been able to play well together. Well that’s your problem.

00:38:03
Kirk:
A couple of things, #1 I've got to take care of first what we have, so I've got to take care of a system that has a $20-billion backlog. If I've done one thing as chairman with the RTA and our new executive director, Leeanne Redden who does a great job and she’s on the phone every day with the three service boards, there has never been better cooperation in the history of the CTA RTA Metra and Pace than there is right now. So we are constantly talking and we’re obviously looking at different studies on the Metra electric. But I leave it up to the Mayor and the elected officials to decide whether they really want to go to 130th Street, but right now I'm in support of that. But I've got to take care of what I have today, and I will tell you with the Mayor’s office and with Metra and the CTA we’re crunching and running numbers like crazy on the Metra electric and trying to figure out how to best to operate that system.


Ken:
So are you actually studying the possibility of running like 15 minute service along that line?

Kirk:
Yes. We are looking at and trying to be as innovative and efficient in the use of monies, and again, we have the lowest operating cost per mile of any big system in America. A lot of great stuff going on. I was just at the Wilson Avenue…

Ken:
Beautiful.

Kirk:
My wife used to live at Magnolia and Wilson. I rode that station when I thought I might fall through the floor.

Ken:
Yeah, the wooden…yeah.

Kirk:
But magnificent things are going on, 95th Street.

Ken:
95th Street is beautiful.

Kirk:
Just a major artery, essentially our busiest stop serving the south side, and a total transformation of that. There’s so many good things going on and the RTA and especially the CTA is much better than it was several years ago. But again, you’ve got to call your local legislators and members of Congress and say, “Look, you’ve got to invest in transit for just our quality of life and our economic development.”

00:40:24
Ken:
As we’re speaking today they are just about to start demolition on the flyover at Belmont, and that of course was highly controversial. We spent a lot of time at this table debating that, and I'm for it. I was from the beginning even when it wasn’t popular to be for it, but I think it’s a good idea and I'm glad to see that that’s going. Now is that in any jeopardy or do we have the money for all of that?


Kirk:
We have the money for that. That will save so much time for riders for three of our major CTA lines. We’re always looking to shave time off of peoples’ commutes, not only for their benefit, but it puts more riders on there. You know we’re trying to be innovative. On some of our major bus routes both in the suburbs with Pace as well as the CTA, we’re trying to do some things to have traffic lights coordinated so our buses move up and down faster. 

We haven’t talked about Uber or Lyft which adds to a lot of different thought processes on mass transit. Inasmuch as, and I use Uber and I use Lyft, they are partners and they are partners with Metra on the last mile, but they also cause some issues like plugging up Michigan Avenue so that the 151 and other bus routes can’t move up and down as fast. So we’re constantly at the RTA, it’s one of the reasons aside from the fact that I owe a civic duty to try to make my City and my region work better for the citizens, as well as employers. Because employers in the business community and the Chambers of Commerce have a huge stake in having mass transit work. 


I'll give you one more example, Caterpillar just moved its world international headquarters from Peoria to Deerfield. And in their press release announcing that move they said one of the reasons they chose that Deerfield site was because it has an adjacent Metra station. So employers, whether you are big ones like CAT or you’re a mom and pop operation or a family-owned business like Ann Sather’s, again, your employees come to work by the CTA. We just need to again just refocus our efforts in making sure that transit is a priority in whatever we do budgetarily in Washington and Springfield.

00:43:05

00:43:05

Ken:
Now I'm just throwing things at you here. Positive train control on Metra, $385-million needed for that and you don’t have it, right?


Kirk:
Correct.

Ken:
So that’s a major kind of a safety thing that would be really great to have but we don’t have it.

Kirk:
It’s always safety first and we’re doing positive train control at Metra, and I ride it. I'm safety-phobic. I'm a former product liability lawyer. Our safety record knock on wood is phenomenal on the CTA, Metra and Pace. It’s always safety first with us. We are doing positive train control, but it is a $400-million unfunded mandate. When people are going why are Metra’s fares going up? Because Washington said you have to do this. It’s $400-million a year that we didn’t have in our budget, but more importantly Ken, not only are we spending $400-million to get it up and running, it’s going to cost tens of millions additionally each year just to keep the system working. It’s one thing to buy a computer…

Ken:
The positive train control.

Kirk:
The positive train control will cost us millions a year just to operate, and again, unfunded. Great stuff. I'm all for it, but you know there’s…

Ken:
It’s more than just installing some equipment on the locomotives.

Kirk:
 
Ken:
Wow. Where do we stand on replacement of the CTA L cars, the Blue Line trains and all those? Those are older. Those are like 30-35-year-old cars.

Kirk:
The CTA is in better shape than Metra with respect to replacement. A third of our assets are beyond their useful life. The Mayor and the Chinese Rail Corporation, and I give the Mayor tremendous credit. He’s got great vision and he’s focused on transit. I was down in the old Pullman site, so where we used to build Pullman railroad cars, we’re going to build a plant in public private partnership to replace essentially most of the CTA railcars over a period of time. I know the Mayor wants that factory on the south side to produce cars for Virginia and New York City and any place else it can. But the CTA has a very good replacement program. Metra again wants to replace lots of it equipment, but Metra is really dependent upon getting an infrastructure built and it’s hard to believe the State hasn’t invested anything in infrastructure in essentially a decade. But Metra to replace its fleet really needs a Springfield capital build. 

Ken:
Electric buses, any hope for electric buses?

Kirk:
Doing electric buses, we’re looking at it. I know the CTA is constantly looking to improve its modes of transportation, not only to save costs, but for the environment, doing a lot of compressed natural gas on Pace. Including we just have a good compressed natural gas station that we’re redoing for Pace in the suburbs, but we are always looking for the most innovative and cost-efficient, and we are conscious of the green environment as well on all our systems.

00:46:35

Ken:
My last question, I mean it’s not really my last question, but probably will have to be the last question is what’s the future of running a bunch of railroads and buses when autonomous vehicles they are telling us are going to just replace absolutely everything anyway, so we’re going to probably in 20 years be tearing all these rails out anyway so that we can build more lanes for autonomous Ubers. No one will own a car. You just call one up and it comes out.

Kirk:
I'm going to go to a Metropolitan Plan Commission who has been a great partner with us and they’ve called for an increase in funding and an increase in the gasoline tax. I will believe it when I see it when all these autonomous cars are there, but we operate every day in a new environment with Lyft and with Uber and with divvy bikes. We will deal with autonomous cars, and maybe they are a solution to get us to the last mile. But you will always move quicker, fastest, and have the best safety on public transportation. Autonomous cars I will believe it when I see it. I know they’re coming and we will react to it as we always do, but they are never going to be able to go at 70 miles an hour in from the western suburbs into downtown Chicago, and your best route is still always going to continue to be the CTA, Metra or Pace for your quicker and safer commutes.

Ken:
That’s kind of been my sense of this too is that I could imagine large kind of depots at the end, even on CTA rail at Jefferson Park or 95th Street or something, where there are scores, maybe hundreds of these autonomous cars that are just kind of cycling through and they are taking you off the rail and taking you home and bringing you back or whatever. 

Kirk:
There’s a company I just met with in Burr Ridge called the Nova and they are going to be a driverless car operation. They basically said in these small four-seater cars. They will come and get you at your home or they will take you to your home and they will just come and park at the Downer’s Grove train station or the Naperville train station. It’s sort of like the Jetson’s. We will be there, and we will be there as part of our whole overall transportation plan in the metropolitan Chicago area. But I guarantee you 20 years from now CTA, Metra and Pace will continue to be the primary mode of the safest and fastest transportation in a population like we have. We move 2-million people a day. One-sixth of Illinois takes the RTA system every day. That’s an amazing number.

Ken:
You’re not allocating any money to rip out the Red Line any time soon?

Kirk:
No. You just told me we should go down 130th Street. [Laughs] 

Ken:
So, you mentioned this thing about the O’Hare express train. I'm actually a little surprised to see that you are enthusiastic about it. It won’t be an RTA operation.

Kirk:
You know, I'm a Republican. I believe in public private partnership. You know it’s something, if we’re going to be a world-class city, I travel Dallas, I think I mentioned in this program early, Dallas now has real good fast service from its international airport. It’s clearly something that needs to be looked at. It’s going to have to be private money. It’s not going to be publicly-funded, but we ought to be looking at all options that are out there. And then last but not least, people go what about private public partnerships? All our bus stations or stands, waiting stations are really a public private partnership we have with a company JC Deceaux, and then the largest public private partnership I can give anybody an example of is Metra. The Burlington Northern Union Pacific, the multiple railroads that we operate on are privately-owned. They control the movements of these trains. We work with the private sector all the time in our mass transit in the Chicagoland region.  

Ken:
Oh there’s so much more I want to talk to you about. Will you come back again sometime?

Kirk:
I will. We have the best mass transit system in America, but we’ve got to work to make sure that we keep it that way.

Ken:
That’s for sure. Kirk Dillard, Chairman of the RTA and I'm pleased as punch to have you here today.

Kirk:
I appreciate your interest in transportation, really needed.

Ken:
You made a couple of videos. We will play one here. Which one do you want?

Kirk:
We had a couple of great ones. 

Ken:
Which one you want? Halloween? Susan says play Halloween. We will play that and we will be gone. Next week we’re going to have Dick Simpson in talking about his book about his life and maybe he will give us a few observations about the upcoming election too. 

00:51:45
End
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