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DVARP remarks on SEPTA Silverliner V mechanical defects 
and their effect on SEPTA passengers 

Prepared testimony for House Democratic Policy Committee hearing 
Philadelphia: July 19, 2016 

Good morning.  My name is Matthew Mitchell; I’m vice president of DVARP: the Delaware 
Valley Association of Rail Passengers.  DVARP is an independent, non-profit, member-
supported organization representing the rail and transit riders of the greater Philadelphia area.   
DVARP was established in 1974.  We scrutinize the budgets of SEPTA and other area rail and 
transit operators.  We meet regularly with officials from SEPTA, Amtrak, PATCO, and NJ 
Transit to discuss quality of service.  We review and comment on plans for service expansions.  
We speak out in the community about the benefits of passenger rail for the economic health and 
quality of life in our region.  And we publish a highly-acclaimed newsletter to keep our members 
and elected officials informed about passenger rail issues.  Among our recent accomplishments 
are getting quiet cars on SEPTA, PATCO, and NJ Transit, stopping a coffee ban on the SEPTA 
commuter rail system, and securing a partial fare rollback that saved SEPTA riders two million 
dollars.   
On Saturday afternoon, July second, we got a call from Kim Heinle, chief of customer service 
and constituent relations at SEPTA.  He informed us that earlier in the day, SEPTA had removed 
all of its Silverliner V cars from service because cracks had been discovered in the truck 
equalizer beams of some of those cars. 
On Sunday, July third, SEPTA announced that the cars would remain out of service for an 
indefinite time, and that this would leave the authority far short of the number of cars it needs to 
operate its normal weekday service.  A temporary schedule based on the pre-arranged severe 
weather schedule would be operated beginning Tuesday morning.  Fortunately, the July Fourth 
holiday gave SEPTA an extra day to plan for the interim service and a week where ridership 
would be slightly lower than the usual weekday norm.   

We sent an e-mail alert to our members explaining the situation and giving them tips on how 
best to cope with the situation: try and adjust your work schedule so you can travel before or 
after the peak of the rush hour; use alternate transit options like the Norristown High-Speed 
Line, the Market-Frankford El, and the Broad Street Subway; board at stations further up the 
line so you would be assured of getting a seat; and show extra courtesy to your fellow riders and 
to SEPTA employees as we all try and get through this together.  We also advised riders who use 
the inner-zone stations of SEPTA’s longest and busiest routes that trains would be overcrowded, 
and that they should be ready to find alternate transportation if trains were not able to pick up 
passengers at their station. 
The first few days under the reduced schedule were pretty tough on the passengers and on 
SEPTA.  As predicted, many trains were overcrowded and had to pass by stations without 
making their scheduled stops.  Passengers who were passed-up often waited an hour or more for 
a train that could pick them up.  We experienced these conditions even though thousands of 
passengers did find alternate transportation or changed their travel times.   
Both riders and SEPTA adapted to the conditions, and each changed their plans in response to 
the other.  Riders left earlier to make sure they would get to work on time.  Dispatchers directed 
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trains and crews that were through with their assigned trips to make extra trips to pick up 
stranded passengers.  And managers monitored the situation and adjusted train consists 
(number and type of cars) to get more seats to lines where they were needed.   
Where we stand now is that the biggest challenge, the morning rush hour, is pretty much 
worked out.  Week 2 schedule revisions solved most of the week 1 problems on the inner parts of 
the Paoli, Trenton, and Norristown Lines, thanks to the leased equipment and additional “clean-
up” trains added to the schedules.  The service isn’t as frequent as people would like and there 
are fewer express trains, but the number of passengers who are being passed up because trains 
are overcrowded is a lot fewer, and those passengers usually are not having to wait as long for 
the following train. 
With just about every available car scheduled to run during the rush hour, there is almost no 
margin for unexpected events like a train breakdown or a fallen tree blocking the tracks.  As a 
result, we can expect that there will be times when parts of the service end up being a lot worse 
than they are now.  We ask our fellow riders to have patience, and be prepared for the occasional 
long wait or overcrowded train. 
We also know that the defective parts cannot be safely repaired, and that new parts will have to 
be designed, fabricated, and installed before the Silverliner Vs can be safely restored to 
passenger service.  We are going to have to suffer through this disruption to service for at least 
the rest of the summer and possibly into September.   
There still are some minor problems during the morning rush, particularly on the Lansdale/ 
Doylestown line.  We have made suggestions to SEPTA for improving that service, and SEPTA 
Rail Operations is continuing to look for solutions.  Schedules were again adjusted this week to 
try and mitigate some of the problems observed last week.  SEPTA also added more early 
morning service, which will be especially valuable for shift workers and reverse commuters 
(riders who live in Philadelphia and work in the suburbs).   
The next task for SEPTA and its schedule planners is to improve the afternoon and evening 
schedules.  The biggest problem there is that the weekday passenger load is a lot greater than the 
load on weekends, which the schedule was designed for.  It takes longer to board and detrain 
passengers, so trains typically get to their destinations 10 to 20 minutes late.  Late arrival means 
late turnaround and departure on the return trip, and the delays keep adding up until evening, 
when some trains are as much as 30 to 40 minutes late.   
We have asked SEPTA to address this issue as soon as possible, but we’ve been told it will take 
several weeks.  SEPTA wants to set up fixed assignments for the train crews that would go into 
effect with the next full round of schedule changes, and getting those schedules planned and to 
the crews for their “pick” will take time.  The scheduling of a commuter rail operation, especially 
one like SEPTA’s with many lines intersecting with each other, is a system with many moving 
parts.   
We do not presume to speak for the train crews and other workers on the railroad, but we know 
this is a stressful situation for them.  Right now many trains are operating with fewer crew 
members than the number of passengers and number of train cars would dictate, and most 
crews are off their normal work schedules.  They deserve our thanks for the sacrifices they’ve 
made to help keep the system running 
We have several minor disagreements with SEPTA over their response to this situation, 
particularly in regard to keeping riders aware of which trains are cancelled or overcrowded, but 
the General Manager, the Deputy General Manager, the Chief of Operations, and all the other 
SEPTA personnel who have responded to this unprecedented challenge deserve recognition for 
their efforts.  Top SEPTA personnel have been in regular communication with us: informing us 
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of the details of the problem and what actions were being taken, using us as a conduit for 
communicating with the riders, and asking for our comments and suggestions.   
SEPTA has had the right priorities in the first weeks of this crisis.  The first priority is safety.  As 
soon as it was discovered that the cracks were more than an isolated problem, SEPTA withdrew 
the Silverliner Vs from service.  The next priority has been to provide enough service to 
accommodate the thousands of people who rely on the system to get to work and to make other 
essential trips.  SEPTA scoured the nation for available equipment to lease, and the added 
capacity has made the difference between just crowded trains and trains that are so 
overcrowded that they have to pass up scheduled stops and suffer lengthy delays boarding and 
detraining passengers. SEPTA also cancelled or rescheduled planned infrastructure and vehicle 
maintenance projects such as the trolley tunnel “blitz” so that all the necessary resources could 
be put into making sure alternate transportation was available to affected riders.   
Once temporary schedules were in place and the task of communicating the changes in service 
to riders was complete, SEPTA turned to customer service issues.  Without prompting from us, 
they established a very reasonable refund/fare credit policy.  Riders who found the reduced 
service unsatisfactory were given the opportunity to turn in their passes for a full refund with no 
questions asked, even though the month had already started.  Riders who are continuing to take 
the train but are suffering through standing-room-only conditions and reduced service levels 
will be given a credit towards purchase of their next monthly pass.  We are pleased that SEPTA 
has prioritized customer service over squeezing every last nickel out of the riders.   

Now is not the time to try and assign blame for the defect.  It’s a distraction from the more 
important task of improving the temporary service and we need to have all the facts before 
coming to any conclusions about why the trucks are defective.   

Budget and ridership impacts 
At this time, SEPTA has not given a public estimate of the cost of the Silverliner V withdrawal, 
other than the cost of leasing equipment from other railroads.  We expect the cost will be 
substantial.  There will be added overtime costs for train crews and maintenance personnel, 
administrative costs for developing and implementing the new schedules, above and beyond the 
direct cost of diagnosing the problem and repairing the cars.  Rescheduling previously-planned 
infrastructure projects will result in increased costs too.  The revenue side of the budget will be 
affected too: SEPTA will lose millions of dollars because riders are using alternate 
transportation or telecommuting while the Silverliner Vs are out of service.   
The good news is that the loss shouldn’t be permanent.  While some riders will not return to the 
system when normal service resumes, the normal turnover of ridership as people move to new 
homes and take new jobs will make up for that.  The experience from transit strikes, the 1993-94 
SEPTA partial shutdowns, and other such disruptions teaches us that it will be about three years 
before ridership fully recovers.   
The Silverliner Vs remain under warranty.  Rotem has acknowledged so, and we expect that they 
will bear the full cost of restoring the fleet to safe running condition.  There is also a fleet defect 
clause in the contract providing compensation to SEPTA in the event of a defect such as this 
causing cars to have to be removed from service.  That will help with the budgetary impact of 
this situation, but we expect that the fixed compensation will not make SEPTA whole.  The 
bottom-line impact will probably be millions of dollars. 
Fortunately, as we reported in our budget testimony, SEPTA’s basic financial position is strong, 
thanks to the passage of Act 89 and a history of conservative budget and policy decisions by 
SEPTA’s Board and top managers.  We believe SEPTA will be able to weather the storm.  They 
may need to tap the Service Stabilization Fund to balance the current fiscal year’s budget, and a 
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one-time appropriation from the Commonwealth would be very helpful, but riders should not 
have to pay more to close any budget gap caused by this situation.  That said, SEPTA has already 
informed the public that a routine fare increase will be proposed in next year’s budget.  As 
always, we will scrutinize the budget and oppose an excessive or inequitable fare increase. 

DVARP’s advice to riders 
Here is a summary of our current recommendations. 
1—Know your alternative routes.  Many SEPTA stations have nearby bus or trolley stops with 
service that will connect to the subway and elevated lines to Center City.  For those of you on the 
Paoli Line, the Norristown High-Speed Line will be an excellent alternative: use it!  
2—Get the SEPTA app for your iPhone or other mobile device.  The Next to Arrive feature of the 
SEPTA app will give you up to the minute information, direct from the Control Center, on where 
the trains are and when they will be at your station.  And TransitView will show you where all 
the buses and trolleys are, so you can find your best alternate route.  Check the status of your 
train before you leave for the station: SEPTA is using TrainView and social media to inform 
riders of trains that have to skip scheduled stops, trains that are cancelled, and trains that are 
significantly delayed.   
3—Allow extra time for your trip 10 to 20 minutes inbound, depending on which line you ride, 
and 10 to 30 minutes outbound.   
4—Try and adjust your travel plans so you can ride before or after the peak of the rush hour.  
Trains will be less crowded then and less likely to be delayed.  Ask your employer about flex-
time or telecommuting so you can stay out of the worst of the crowds.   
5—Use an alternative station for your trip home in the afternoon to maximize your chances of 
getting on board and getting a seat.  If you ride a Pennsy-side line, board at Jefferson Station 
(Market East).  If you ride a Reading-side line, board at 30th Street or Suburban Station. 
6—Be courteous.  Put backpacks and other items in the luggage racks instead of the seat next to 
yours: every seat will be needed during the rush hour.  Offer your seat to older or disabled 
persons.  And look out for opportunities to help your fellow riders by letting them know when 
the next train will arrive or where to find alternate transportation.  
7—Be our eyes and ears in the field.  If there are problems at your station, if you have 
suggestions for where to place signs pointing towards alternate service, or if you have ideas for 
improving passenger service during this crisis, call or e-mail us, and we’ll forward your ideas to 
the right people at SEPTA.  They really appreciate the on-the-spot information that DVARP 
members are in a position to provide.  

Correcting misunderstandings and addressing complaints 
As we’ve spoken to the media, our members, and the riders at large, one of our priorities has 
been to try and correct mistaken assumptions people have about SEPTA and about how a major 
commuter railroad works.  In this part of our statement, we’ll respond to some of the more 
common misunderstandings we’ve heard. 
The defective parts were not made in Korea 
While the Silverliner Vs were manufactured by a South Korean company: Hyundai Rotem, and 
the stainless steel bodyshells were made in Korea, many of the other components were made in 
America.  The trucks, and in particular the truck equalizer beams that failed, were made in 
America.  They were not made in Korea or China.   
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At this time, nobody knows for sure what caused the cracks.  It could have been a faulty design; 
it could have been substandard material; it could have been improper manufacturing; it could 
have been the result of the finished cars weighing several tons more than the specified weight; it 
could have been improper maintenance by SEPTA; ot could have been an unexpected track-train 
dynamic; or it could have been a combination of several of these causes.  Metallurgical and other 
engineering tests are being done on sample parts to try and ascertain the cause, and until those 
tests are completed, it would be inappropriate to speculate on a cause or lay blame for the 
problem. 
Passenger railroads do not keep large quantities of spare cars 
Members of the public have asked why SEPTA doesn’t have a reserve fleet of railcars ready to 
put into service when something like this happens.  A more informed variation of this question 
asks why SEPTA didn’t keep the Silverliner II and Silverliner III cars in reserve after they were 
retired from service.  First: SEPTA doesn’t have enough storage space for a hundred spare cars.  
Second, those cars would require ongoing inspection and maintenance, even if they were not in 
regular operation.  It would be hard to justify spending millions of dollars on that maintenance 
just as an insurance policy against an unexpected and rare issue that would sideline the entire 
fleet.  Passenger rail operators do normally maintain about a 10 percent spare ratio to allow for 
cars to be shopped for heavy repairs or overhaul and to fill in when a train has a mechanical 
failure.  No railroad in the country would be able to withstand the sudden loss of 30 percent of 
its fleet without serious adverse effects on service.   

There have also been questions why SEPTA could only acquire three trains’ worth of equipment 
(now five) from other commuter and intercity railroads that have spare cars.  First, the number 
of spare cars at those systems is small too.  Because every car costs money to inspect and 
maintain, those systems only keep enough cars for their own needs.  Second, many of those cars 
are not compatible with SEPTA’s system.  Most of the commuter rail systems in the United 
States were created in the early 20th century by different private railroads, and there was little 
standardization beyond the gauge of the rails.  Most of the cars from New York work only at high 
platforms and would not work on SEPTA’s system.  Commuter lines in the Midwest and West 
use double-deck cars that are too tall to fit through the tunnels and bridges of the SEPTA 
system.  And only a small number of systems have electric locomotives; diesel trains cannot 
operate through SEPTA’s Center City tunnel except for maintenance-related movements.   
Other operational plans would worsen the overcrowding problems 
We have heard criticism of SEPTA’s interim schedule, where service runs just hourly on most 
routes, with half-hour service during the rush hour.  People have asked why SEPTA doesn’t run 
shorter trains more frequently.  Under normal circumstances, this indeed would be more 
convenient for passengers.  But the present circumstances are anything but normal.  Customers 
are being left behind at stations because the trains are too full, and the first priority must be to 
maximize the carrying capacity of the system.   
Other aspects of passenger rail scheduling have had to be turned on their heads because of the 
Silverliner V defects.  Normally, systems would run their trains to the far end of the line before 
trains to intermediate destinations: the Doylestown train would run ahead of the Lansdale train.  
But if we were to do that, all the passengers would get on the first train: leaving that one 
overcrowded while the second train is underutilized.  One could run the first train as an express 
to divide up the passenger load among the two trains, but that would cause the same problem as 
the shorter, more frequent trains: too much chance that one would be overcrowded. 
It would have been unwise for SEPTA to try and micromanage the Silverliner V contract 

We have also heard criticism of SEPTA for not stepping in when it became apparent that Rotem 
was having difficulty executing the contract.  SEPTA project managers were on site first in 



 

DVARP Remarks on Silverliner V Mechanical Defect 6 

Changwon and then in South Philadelphia to monitor progress; they reported a variety of 
problems from tense labor-management relations to shoddy workmanship and unrealistic 
promises as to when problems would be resolved.  While some demanded that SEPTA stop 
payment to Rotem and re-award the contract to another builder, we cautioned that that would 
expose SEPTA to millions of dollars in damages for breach of contract.  Similarly, when people 
demanded that SEPTA managers play an active part in straightening out the problems at the 
plant, we explained that while that would give some short-term relief, it would lead to a 
countersuit by Rotem when SEPTA sought to collect on the penalty clauses in the contract.  
There was much controversy when the Silverliner V contract was awarded to Rotem.  Four 
companies submitted bids when the initial request for proposals was issued.  Those bids were 
evaluated on both cost and a technical score.  Rotem bid the lowest price but also had the lowest 
technical score.  Kawasaki Heavy Industries was the second-low bidder and had the highest 
technical score.  When it was announced that SEPTA would award the contract to Rotem, 
Kawasaki threatened to sue.  Kawasaki had a very solid case that Rotem was not qualified to bid, 
because the contract terms required that companies have prior experience building stainless 
steel railcars meeting FRA requirements.  Rotem lacked that specific qualification.  But because 
the Rendell Administration and other state and city officials were keenly interested in Rotem’s 
promise to locate their assembly plant in Philadelphia, they prevailed on SEPTA to cancel the 
original bid process and re-start it without the prior experience requirement, thus making 
Rotem eligible.  Only Kawasaki and Rotem elected to submit bids the second time around.  
Again Rotem was the low bidder, and SEPTA subsequently awarded the contract to Rotem. 
DVARP was critical of SEPTA’s decisions: both the delay in acquisition of the new cars resulting 
from the decision to re-bid the contract and the selection of Rotem as the winning bidder.  We 
noted that while Rotem was the low bidder on the base contract, Kawasaki’s lower price for 
additional cars meant that the Kawasaki bid would actually be less if SEPTA exercised its option 
(which SEPTA eventually did).  While we disagreed with SEPTA’s decision, we did not find 
evidence of any improprieties on SEPTA’s part.   
The defect is not related to FRA requirements 
There have been some comments blaming Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) regulations 
for the Silverliner V defects.  However, the regulations in question do not relate to the trucks.  
They require that the body of the car be able to withstand 800,000 pounds of pressure end-to-
end.  The reason for this is crash protection.  There are two engineering approaches to keeping 
train passengers safe.  The approach followed in Europe and Asia is to focus efforts on crash 
avoidance.  The other approach is to make crashes more survivable by making train cars 
stronger.  US regulators chose the latter approach because there is much more sharing of track 
between passenger trains and freight trains in America and American freight trains are much 
heavier than their foreign counterparts.  Neither approach is wrong: it’s a difference of opinion 
between the professional engineers.  Our view is that excessive regulation of passenger rail is 
harmful to transportation safety; when the cost of building rail lines becomes prohibitive due to 
safety overkill, people will travel by car, which is much less safe than traveling by train. 
SEPTA should have found the defect sooner 
The cracks are located in a part of the truck that is hidden behind the sideframe.  They are not 
visible without a light pipe or other special viewing device.  Since the parts are hard to inspect 
and are designed to last the life of the car, they are not included in routine daily inspections.  
In the car where the equalizer beam completely sheared through, the two parts became tightly 
wedged together.  The lean of the affected car was only noticeable in comparison to the car it 
was coupled to.  It is highly unlikely that the crack would have caused a derailment or other 
calamity. 



 

DVARP Remarks on Silverliner V Mechanical Defect 7 

SEPTA tried to cover up the problem 
There is no evidence that SEPTA concealed this problem.  When the cracks were first 
discovered, SEPTA immediately ordered Silverliner V trains to travel at reduced speed.  And 
when it became apparent that the problem was widespread, SEPTA voluntarily withdrew the 
whole fleet from service.  The entire process took 36 hours or less.  SEPTA’s response was 
neither hasty nor dangerously slow; they addressed the issue with all deliberate speed. 
SEPTA is favoring the Paoli Line riders/SEPTA is favoring suburban riders/SEPTA is favoring 
city riders 
Just about everyone who’s been inconvenienced by this situation feels that riders on their line 
and their station is being treated unfairly.  Riders in the outer zones are suffering most from the 
delays and have less service, but they can count on getting a seat.  Riders in the inner zones have 
had to stand all the way to Center City sometimes, but SEPTA is adding service to try and help 
them.  City riders did not have much extra service added, but their trains have suffered the least 
overcrowding.  SEPTA does run a lot more service on the Paoli Line, but that’s because it has 
considerably more riders than all the other lines of the system.   
SEPTA should run express buses to Center City from affected train stations 
During the first few days of the crisis, SEPTA was considering alternate bus service to 
supplement the trains on lines where there would not be enough capacity.  This was always 
something of a last resort.  Bus service is a lot less efficient than rail, SEPTA has few spare buses 
and would have had to pull buses off of their regular routes, and buses would get stuck in rush 
hour traffic.  We think that even express buses would be a poor substitute for the train, and 
we’re glad that they were made unnecessary by SEPTA’s acquisition of leased trainsets.   
SEPTA should have stuck with the tried and true Silverliner IV design 
The Silverliner IVs are more than 40 years old.  A lot has changed since the 1970s when they 
were built: both the technology of the propulsion, braking, power, signal, and communications 
systems and also the amenities that passengers expect.  Buying new cars of a 40-year-old design 
would miss out on improvements like solid state control and AC motor technology that reduces 
power consumption. 




