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Washington, D.C. – In a recent news article The Washington Post chose to label those who do not pay fares to ride the local transit system as “scofflaws.”  My dictionary defines scofflaw as “a person who flouts the law, especially by failing to comply with a law that is difficult to enforce effectively.”  It turns out that enforcement is not the primary issue in terms of those who intentionally choose to not pay the fare to ride the Metro system because offenders are frequently caught by Metro police. The problem is the political will on the District of Columbia City Council to enforce the law.
Although it is estimated that fare evasion costs the Metro system over $25 million each year, D.C. politicians recently voted 11-2 to decriminalize fare evasion in the District due to “disproportionate enforcement against African Americans.”  This rationale was based on a study by an advocacy group which asserted that 91% of Metro police citations and summons for fare evasion over a two year period were issued to African Americans. There are, apparently, no data on the racial breakdown of those who actually evade the fares, so we have no way of knowing whether the 91% figure has any validity.  For example, if 96% of the evaders are black, but only 91 % of the citations are issued to African Americans, there would appear to be a bias in favor of the black population in D.C. What is certain is that, according to The Post, arrests, citations and warnings rose dramatically from 4000 in 2013 to 15,000 in 2017 – nearly a 400% increase.  So, rather than confront this increasing theft of public funds, the D.C. Council is opting to essentially give free rides on the subway and busses to anyone who does not feel like paying.  Of course, they do not say this; their legislation replaces current penalties with a $50 “civil infraction” (a.k.a., a ticket) with, I might add, absolutely no procedures in place to collect those fines.  An offender can just tear up the ticket in front of the policeman who gives it with absolutely no repercussion. 
If you do not think that racial politics are not paramount in essentially every decision by the D.C. Council, one of the members, Robert C. White (who is black), argued that to keep enforcement of the current fare evader laws would “condone a pattern with an overwhelming number of black people being arrested unnecessarily” [my italics].  To his credit, one of the two Council members (both white) who voted against the new law argued (futilely) that “by decriminalizing fare evasion we are only encouraging people not to pay their fare.”   A black member of the Council, Brianne K. Nadeau, disagreed, saying that the new law “creates some justice in a place where it doesn’t currently exist” [again, my italics].
I am a frequent user of the rail portion of the Metro system.  On several occasions I have witnessed black youths either jumping over the fare turnstile or simply crawling under to avoid paying.  I have also seen some families (African American) push their children through the fare gates without paying.  To summarize my Metro experience, I have never seen a person other than an African American evade fares.  I report this, not to label every fare evader as black, but to question where the 9% of non-blacks who were arrested came from.  I have never seen one.
The Metro system, as the name implies, consists of far more than the District of Columbia, but also the surrounding local jurisdictions in Virginia and Maryland.  In fact, there are more stations in these regions than in the District.  Because much of the financial support for Metro comes from taxpayers outside of D.C., the Board which oversees Metro (consisting of representatives from all three regions) vigorously opposed the decision of the D.C. Council and asked exactly how the Council proposed offsetting the lost revenue without residents outside D.C. essentially subsidizing freeloaders in the District.  Not surprisingly, there was no reply to this question.
If the D.C. Council wants to provide free public transportation on the Metro system to its citizens, I have no problem if they are willing to issue special Metro passes which, when used, the fares are paid by the D.C. government.  Even if this non-starter were to occur, I am certain that millions of dollars would still be lost every year by fare jumpers too lazy to use the free cards.
Once a government encourages criminal activity, even on this scale of maybe $2-5 an occurrence, society will inevitably slide toward further lawlessness.  These are not “scofflaws” - they are criminals.  I do not see cause for optimism 
I thought that you might like to know.
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