E-ZPass grows

despite its $1
monthly fee

BY JOE MALINCONICO

STAR-LEDGER STAFF
: In the first month after New Jersey
announced it would impose a new fee for
E-ZPass customers, about 1,000 motor-
ists reacted by dropping out-of the sys-
tem, officials said yesterday.

But state-Transportation Commis-
sioner Jamie Fox yesterday brushed

aside the cancellations, pointing -out
- that the growing number of new cus--

tomers far exceeded the losses for a pro-
gram that has enrolled more than 1 mil-
lion drivers. . o

The new $1 monthly charge, which
will generate about $12 million a year,
was oneé of the highlights of Gov. James
E. McGreevey's plan for closing the gap-
ing E-ZPass deficit, pmjected at $469
million by 2008.

The statebeg;a.nass&ssmgthefeein

Septembermdeleckmﬂctollot&omers.
have been-getting-

their-first-formal no-
tices of the new charge in the E-ZPass

account statements sent out werthe_

past two weeks. :

Attached meaccount statements
is a letter 'ox in which he acknowl-
edges the pfobli have .plagued
the E-ZPass system, as bogus vio-

lations and a. bankrupt contractor, Fox'

promises customers he will clear up the
mess and provide significant improve-
ments to the system, including the cre-
ation’ of special toll plazas on the Gar-
den State’ Parkway through which E-
ZPass users will be able to drive at high-
-way speeds.

“We be]ieve that by being honest.

with people about what it costs to oper-
ate the system, there’s added confidence
in what we're doing,” Fox said. “I think
people are willing to pay for a better
product.”

Not everyone is buying into the new
fee. - i

“Here we are helping the flow of traf-

fic and they're going fo charge us more
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money,” saidGamleLeuneofEdi- :

" trations of daily commuting on the
" state’s crowded toll roads. -

From July 15 — days after the
‘new fee was announced — until
Aug. 15, Fox said 1,800 people
closed their E-ZPass accounts.
Dtn'lngnwmcalmonﬂxthe:ea:e

800 cancellations, he sald.

Overthztsameﬁmepeﬂod,

pmgmm.“lhat'snottah'.”

“Now they're asking for a dollar,
but you watch; next year they're
going to-ask for more” Leone
added. “I have no intention of pay-
ing any more money to drive the
Parkway. Whether it's convenient
or not, I'll wait in line with everyone

" else”

Leone, like several other drivers
who said they would quit E-ZPass

accoun! oraboﬁimﬁorethan
an average month, officials said, -
More recently, the rate of
cancellations has fallen, according
to statistics provided by the state,
From Sept. 23, when the state
began sending out the notices
about’the new fee, through Oct. 1,
166 people quit E-ZPass, while
5,588 new customers signed up.
Many motorists say they are
willing to pay the extra dollar per

because of the fee, is retired and month so they can keep on zipping
does not have to endure the frus- through tollbooths, right past the

gshwmsmmmm
“T don't Hike the idea of them

charging any more, but it's so con--

venient I'll pay it without objecting
too much,” said Ed Toner of Brick.
“After all, what's a biick anymore.”

“The way I look at it, I save that
much in gas in a week not having
to sit in line at the tolls,” sald Cran-
_ston Van Bloem of Oceanport.

The $1 monthly fee is the first of
two incremental cost increases af-
fecting New Jersey's E-ZPass cus-
tomers this fall In November, the
Parkway plans to eliminate its E-
ZPass discount, which saved mo-
torists 2 cents on the 35-cent toll
dm'lnzpeakperiodsmdscents
‘off-peak. -

- Scrapping the Parkway dis-
count is supposed to produce
about $13 million a year in extra
- revenue, another component in the
’Governofsplanto:eso&vethesgs-
tem'’s deficit.

The program’s finaneial prob-
lems forced the New Jersey Tumn-"
pike Authority last week to funnel
an extra $30 milion into the E-

ZPass fund, which had run so low -
there was not enough money to
wthenewmnh'actortoonnthme
nxi.ngthesym '

‘The E-ZPass fund, which had_.
started with $300 million in 1998,
had dwindled to $15 million. The™

Soluﬁonstoﬂxtheemﬁpmentmal-"
functions in the tollbooths and to:
merge the program’s ‘customer
service and violations centers.- -
Some transportation experts
thought the new fee might prompt
an exodus of New Jersey residents
to the New York system, where
there is no surcharge. The trans-
pondersﬁumeitherpmmcan
be used on the region’s toll roads. ..
Butstaﬁsﬁuspmﬁded-byme
Port Authority of New York and,
New Jersey show no change in the_
number of New Jersey residents
siglﬂngmrNewYorkE-ZPassac-

_. Joeuaﬁmanimmrstrmspor
tation. He can be reached at jmalin- -

conico@starledger.com or (973)
3924230, -



