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Hardfire TV  

Today’s Topic: “What is to be Done with the NYC Subway?” 

DRAFT 

Show to be recorded on Zoom [Proposed recording time, Th, March 9, 2023, 5pm 
EST (?)] 

Producer, Host: Cameron Weber 

Director: Chelsea Long 

Guests: Matthew Morgan and Erik Frankel 

 

For subtitles and credits: 

Matthew: Candidate for NYC City Council in District 39, Chair of BLP, 
VoteMatthewMorgan.nyc  

Erik: Entrepreneur, proprietor of Frankel’s, Candidate for NYC City Council in 
District 38, ErikFrankel.com 

Cameron: Economist and historian, cameroneconomics.com 

Method: We record around 27 minutes of straight-to-digital conversation and 
meet on Zoom at showtime and director checks visuals and sound. Host and 
guests ensure correct identification for subtitles and credits. We agree after 
soundcheck to start recording by consensus. Director tracks time and gives 10 
minutes and one minute left.  

Producer will make the edited (opening / closing credits, soundtrack, subtitles) 
show available on YouTube soonest, and will provide to BRIC Arts Media for the 
April 2023 monthly program. Each monthly episode appears 6 times the third 
week of the month on Brooklyn Free Speech cable and synchronous streaming 
through BRIC Arts Media. (See  
http://cameroneconomics.com/hardfire%20renewal.png for broadcast info). 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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Hardfire TV 

Today’s Topic: “What is to be Done with the NYC Subway?” 

 

Introduction 

Host (Cameron):  

Welcome to another exciting edition of Hardfire TV on Brooklyn Free Speech 
Media.  My name is Cameron Weber, I am an economist and historian and the 
producer of Hardfire. Thank you for watching. 

This is our April 2023 show and today’s topic is “What is to be Done about the NY 
Subway?”.  To help discuss this topic I welcome to the show [host introduces 
guests]….   Thank you for joining us. 

 

Guests (Matthew and Erik): [Thank you and good to be here, or something like 
that] 

 

Cameron: First I would like to make the case that something must be done with 
the MTA and the subway. The MTA currently has $40 billion in debt and loses 
about $1 billion per year. This even after receiving $15 billion from the US 
government as covid ‘relief’.   

The MTA spends $20 billion a year loses at least $1b per year. This means it makes 
an annual return of around -5%. This unsustainable debt and unprofitability would 
mean bankruptcy for a private business. This problem is exacerbated today in that 
ridership on the subway is only 70% of what it was prior to the lockdowns. 

My question is this, is the subway supposed to be a business or a public good? 
The same way to ask this question, should the MTA be operating at a profit, or is 
the intent to subsidize the subway at a loss? 

 

Guests: [   discussion  ]  

 

Points to consider: 
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1) Yes the total subway system is down 30% since covid, however ridership for 
stations in lower income neighborhoods has increased. This means that de 
facto the subway acts as a transfer of resources from the rich, who are 
riding the subway less, to the poor who are riding the subway more. If 
redistribution is what government does, then we can say the subway is 
fulfilling its purpose?  
 

 
 

2) If the purpose is overt redistribution, then why not just make the subway 
free for everyone instead of offering discounts to some people for example 
if they have the MTA app or something? For example buses are free in DC, 
Boston, Olympia and KC. And some cities are considering make the subway 
free as well. 
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Guests: [   discussion  ]  

 

Cameron:  Now I want to turn to why the MTA and subway is so inefficient.  

It is well-known that NYC is a “union town” as the previous mayor said. Nolan 
Hicks of the NY Post reports that union rules for the MTA inflate labor costs by 
about $200m per year. For example the MTA subway trains have two conductors 
and assistant conductors per train, as opposed to the one each used elsewhere.  

 

 
 

MTA union jobs of course a great source of patronage, political campaign 
donations and votes. We can see this by the $15 billion the current US 
administration sent to the MTA prior to the 2022 midterm elections under the 
guise of ‘covid-relief’. Most of this bailout money has not even been spent yet 
eventhough the pandemic is over (has become endemic).  

Despite the federal bailout the current governor of NY wants to raise the MTA 
payroll tax by $800m. This is something (of course) we don’t want as NYC has 
some of the highest unemployment in the US and is seeing a mass exodus of 
entrepreneurs due to the high tax-high regulation environment in NY. (One of our 
most popular Hardfire shows is “Why People Want to Leave NY”) 
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Given our discussion so far, what if anything do you think can and should be done 
about the NYC subway? 

 

Guests: [   discussion  ]  

____________________________________________________________ 

10 minutes left 

Cameron: For the last part of our show today I would like to discuss the idea of 
the privatization of the subway. I first got interested in this idea in 2010 after the 
financial crisis, when NY finances were almost as in as bad shape as they are 
today, when the MTA debt was only $25b and not the $40b it is today. 
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(you can find this article on my website cameroneconomics.com) 

 

Most economists agree that there is a role for state intervention when there is a 
public good that the market cannot provide for. Public goods are when you can’t 
exclude people from consumption and you cannot divide up the good in question. 
The typical example here is “national defense.” Everybody gains from national 
defense whether they pay for it or not. You can’t exclude people from it. The 
subway is different. You can exclude people from it. So by definition it is not a 
public good (is a better category for the subway a “vital utility”?).  In fact it is as 
we have discussed become a purposeful redistribution of resources from ‘rich’ to 
‘poor’. 

Whether or not if it is a business or a vital utility, one way for people to get free of 
the wasteful union labor costs of a state-owned enterprise is to privatize it and 
allow the private owner free-reign to be efficient in how they provide the service, 
as long as they meet agreed-upon requirements such as frequency of trains and 
safety requirements.  

If the idea is to make the service available at below cost or free as an overtly 
redistributive enterprise then this transfer of resources can be made transparent 
and upfront in the contract agreement and government budgets. If the private 
business doesn’t perform to the requirements, the contract is voided. A long-term 
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contract would remove the uncertainty and politics surrounding the current state 
of finances for the MTA and subway.  

What do you think of this idea?  

 

Guests: [   discussion  ]  

 

Cameron: With this in mind there are many “social services” provided by the city 
which also are not public goods, meaning you can exclude people from using 
them. Why cannot we privatize them, with the same condition that if they are 
meant to be overtly redistributive then the city or state would provide a transfer 
to the private operator to make the goods available for free or below cost.  

The list of “social services” which could be privatized includes libraries, parks, 
schools and streets. This might also include police and janitorial services as we see 
with the many decentralized neighborhood improvement districts funded by local 
business owners. 

 

Guests: [   discussion  ]  

______________________________________________________________ 

1 minute left 

Cameron:  We have just one minute left. I would like to thank my guests Matthew 
and Erik for another excellent discussion on current events and political economy. 
I hope that we have given our viewers some new ideas about the challenges 
facing our NYC. 

Guests: (thank you and/or some last words.) 

Cameron: Thank you for watching Hardfire TV on Brooklyn Free Speech Media. 
We have more than 60 shows on our Youtube channel. Just search for “Hardfire 
and Brooklyn Free Speech.”  See you next time. 

 

Recording ends. 


