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CAMDEN — A memo from the manager of the Ben Franklin Bridge instructing Delaware River Port Authority employees how to avoid paying tolls on their way to work has shed new light on a perk that had already been discontinued by both the bistate board and the authority's top executive.

CEO John J. Matheussen ended the 100 free bridge crossings or 100 free PATCO rides to most eligible employees in early August after it was disclosed the authority's public safety director had abused the system. DRPA fired Michael Joyce of Pennsauken for providing his daughter with a free E-ZPass transponder that belonged to another employee.

That disclosure set off a flurry of investigations into the operations of the authority. In response, the board voted unanimously Aug. 18 to end the free rides.

But neither Matheussen nor the board addressed the fact that the 100 bonus rides were in addition to toll-free trips for many of the authority's 900 employees on their daily commute. For a typical DRPA employee, that translates into an additional estimated 225 free rides per year.

Valerie Bradford's memo of Aug. 30 instructed employees to use the outside bridge lanes, which are not staffed. She also reminded employees the perk is strictly limited to times when they are traveling to or from work or when they are required to cross a bridge for a work assignment.

"There has been some confusion over this because the history of this issue does not speak to commuting," said Matheussen, who declined to say who authorized Bradford to send the memo.

"This got past me, but it's over now. It's ludicrous to think anybody was trying to pull anything over on anybody. As of today, there is no room for interpretation," added Matheussen.

He promised to issue a directive as of late Wednesday ending the perk for commuting but continuing it for work-related transit costs.

Nearly 80 percent of DRPA's work force -- which includes the PATCO Hi-Speedline -- lives in South Jersey and doesn't need to cross a bridge to get to work. Five of the authority's six facilities also are in New Jersey, so the actual volume of free bridge traffic by employees is far less than imagined, Matheussen said.

Vice Chairman Jeffrey Nash said Wednesday he was unaware of the commuting perk on top of the 100-ride bonus.

"This practice has been eliminated," Nash said in an e-mail.

A spokesman for Gov. Chris Christie said the governor was "shocked" by the duplicity, intentional or otherwise.

"This speaks further to the fact that there are very serious problems at DRPA and the clock is ticking," said spokesman Kevin Roberts.

William Vigrass, who retired in 1988 as PATCO's assistant general manager, wrote to both governors asking them to return free transit to PATCO workers.

"The free pass is a universal benefit for all members of the American Public Transportation Association, as well as the International Union of Urban Transportation," the Cherry Hill resident's letter said. "PATCO is now unique in the entire world in not having an employee's pass.

"If your purpose was to further degrade morale of PATCO employees, you chose an effective way to do so. You would do the employees and the riding public a public service if you would rescind your order."

Employees should not be punished for the actions of the authority's board, which spent $400 million in bridge tolls and train fares on economic development projects in the past decade, Vigrass said.

"Using the 80/20 formula of the Federal Transit Administration's capital grant program in force during the 1990s, it (the $400 million) could have generated $1.6 billion in federal funds," Vigrass said, "enough to have built a PATCO line to Glassboro" and create "200 to 300 permanent well-paying jobs."
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