Commentary
Doug Eadie on Leadership

The Stakeholder-Savvy CEO:
Talking with SFMTA's Nathaniel Ford

ne of the most popular breakout group
exercises in the hundreds of board retreats
I've facilitated over the years is what I
call “stakeholder quid pro quo analysis.” First the
breakout group makes a list of the transportation
authority’s stakeholders; then the group identifies
the stakes involved in each relationship.

Going through this real-life exercise,
retreat participants invariably come to
recognize how important stakeholders
are to their authority’s long-term suc-
cess. Not only is effectively managing
stakeholder relations a critical leader-
ship function, experience has taught me
that the most effective transportation
CEOs play a large role in managing
stakeholder relations, indeed are truly
“stakeholder-savvy” leaders.

One of the most “stakeholder-savvy”
CEOs in the transportation business is
Nathaniel Ford, executive director/CEO
of the San Francisco Municipal Transpor-
tation Agency. Nat, who joined SFMTA
as its CEO in January 2006, brought
26 years of public transportation experi-
ence to this new leadership challenge.

Beginning his transportation career
as a train conductor at the New York
Metropolitan Transportation Authority,
Nat worked his way up the ranks, even-
tually serving as assistant chief transpor-
tation officer at the San Francisco Bay
Area Rapid Transit District and senior
vice president of operations and gen-
eral manager/CEO at the Metropolitan
Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority.

The seventh largest system in North
America, “Muni,” as the transit system is
popularly known, is a uniquely compre-
hensive transportation network encom-
passing historic streetcars, modern
light rail vehicles, buses, electric trolley
coaches, and the world-famous cable
cars. The greater SFMTA is also respon-
sible for bicycling, pedestrian planning
and accessibility, traffic engineering,
parking, and even taxicab regulation.

I recently spent a fascinating and
thoroughly enjoyable couple of hours
with Nat at SFMTA headquarters, dis-
cussing his involvement in stakeholder
relations.

Doug: Nat, who are the top-tier stake-
holders who regularly command the
lion’s share of your time and attention?

Nat: Doug, you need to know that
I take managing relationships with my
key stakeholders very seriously, and I'd
say I spend 45-50 percent of my time
on stakeholder relations. I learned early
in my career the importance of building
and nurturing relationships. Here in San
Francisco, I'd say I have six preeminent
stakeholders I devote a great deal of time
and attention to. Externally there’s the
public-at-large, our customers, the Mayor
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of San Francisco, and key constituency
groups who participate in what we call
the “Advocates Meeting”—advocates

for city planning and greening; bikes;
pedestrians and better streets. Internally,
there’s obviously my seven-person Board
of Directors and my staff.

Where the public-at-large is con-
cerned, wearing my “Diplomat-in-Chief”
hat, I regularly speak to groups all over
San Francisco, such as the Chamber of
Commerce, SPUR (San Francisco Planning
and Urban Research), and other civic-
based organizations. My diplomatic task
is to explain the Muni mission, how well
we're performing, and key initiatives

Experience has taught me
that the most effective
transportation CEOs play
a large role in managing
stakeholder relations.

we've got going, such as our Central Sub-
way Project, which will provide rail ser-
vice to the Moscone Convention Center,
Union Square and Chinatown, and our
Transit Effectiveness Project, the first sys-
tem-wide assessment we’ve conducted in
over 25 years. Keeping our relationship
with our direct customers—our Muni cus-
tomers, pedestrians, bicyclists, parkers—
is essentially a matter of providing high-
quality service that meets their needs.
Of course, that means we have to pay
attention to changing needs and demands,
and one of my key CEO responsibilities
is making sure we're listening to our cus-
tomers and stakeholders.

Doug: Tell me about your relation-
ship with the office of the Mayor.

Nat: Well, although we have a Board
of Directors that’s charged to provide me
with regular guidance, SEMTA is essentially
a department of the City and County of
San Francisco, and I report directly to the
Mayor, Gavin Newsom, who appoints the
seven members of my Board (they must
be confirmed by the Board of Supervisors)
and approves our budget request to the
Board of Supervisors. The City and
County of San Francisco, by the way,
contributes approximately 50 percent of
SEMTA'’s general fund budget, which
must be unique in the U.S.

Among the most passionately
“green” big city mayors in the U.S.,

Mayor Newsom has been a tremendous
proponent of the cause of public trans-
portation generally, and a steadfast sup-
porter of Muni. How do I approach this
key relationship? Well, it’s simple. First,
I communicate frequently and honestly
with the Mayor and his staff. I do not
place the Mayor in a situation where

he is caught off guard by an issue of
any kind. If there’s bad news to deliver,
I deliver it; the Mayor never hears it
second-hand. Second, I really do play

as a member of the Mayor’s executive
team. I attend the Mayor’s cabinet meet-
ings, and I treat other department heads
as close colleagues engaged in a com-
mon cause: serving the residents of San
Francisco. By the way, I know there’ll
be readers of your column who think
Muni’s being a unit of local government
is a hindrance, but my experience is that
it’s a tremendous asset.

Doug: What's this “Advocates Meeting”
you mentioned?

Nat: For nearly three years I've been
meeting with the representatives of key
constituency groups that have a stake in
what we do, like the Senior Action Net-
work, San Francisco Planning and Urban
Research, the San Francisco Bicycle
Coalition, and Walk SF, in free-wheeling
monthly sessions. I listen to their con-
cerns and discuss SFMTA initiatives. My
philosophy is reach out—and then reach
out some more; bring potential and actual
critics into the family and listen to what
they have to say. Taking the time to meet
with these community activists has paid
off handsomely for the agency. For exam-
ple, they played a key role in getting
Proposition A passed in November 2007,
giving SFMTA more authority and fund-
ing. One of my most important external
roles is turning potential critics into allies
and advocates, and the Advocates Meet-
ing is an example.

Doug: What about the Board and staff?
Nat: My strategy for maintaining a
close partnership with the Board includes

three key elements: I make sure Board
members are always in the know and
never caught by surprise; I meet one-on-
one with every Board member at least
monthly for an hour or more, listening
to their concerns; and we hold a quar-
terly all-day retreat involving all Board
members, myself, and my executive team,
getting into complex issues (like the
Central Subway Project and our adding
taxicab regulation to the SFMTA portfolio).
On the staff front, I'm passionate about
breaking down the “silos,” like rail and
parking, and building a cohesive team that
buys into the concept of a truly “holistic”
transportation agency for San Francisco.
I'm the pre-eminent cheerleader for one,
unified transportation team.

Doug Eadie is president & CEO of Doug
Eadie & Company. You can reach Doug at
Doug@DougEadie.com.

PASSENGER
Transpor

ISSN 0364-345X

The Source for Public Transportation News and Analysis
VOLUME 67, NUMBER 14

ESTABLISHED 1943

Published bi-weekly by the American Public
Transportation Association, 1666 K St.,
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20006; (202) 496-4800;
Fax (202) 496-4321; www.apta.com

It is the mission of Passenger Transport to
communicate news and information about
public transportation and to serve as the
voice of the public transportation industry.

Rosemary Sheridan, Publisher
rsheridan@apta.com
Kathy Golden, Editor
kgolden@apta.com
Susan R. Paisner, Senior Managing Editor
spaisner@apta.com
Susan Berlin, Senior Editor
sberlin@apta.com
John Bell, Program Manager-Communications
jbell@apta.com
Jack Gonzalez, Director-Marketing and Sales
jgonzalez@apta.com
Mitchell Wood, Graphic Designer
mwood@apta.com

News & Commentary: Passenger Transport welcomes
articles, announcements, commentary, and letters to the
editor. Submitted photographs become the property of
APTA and may be used for other association purposes.
Send submissions to sberlin@apta.com.

Subscriptions: Individual subscriptions within North
America & U.S. possessions, $75 per year; $125 for two
years. First-class subscriptions, $113 per year; $201 for
two years.

Subscriptions outside North America, $87 per year;
Airmail service outside North America, $147 per year.
Quantity discounts available to APTA members, when
billed to one address:
11-20 copies
21 and above

$65 each copy
$60 each copy

Advertising Sales: The appearance of advertisements
and new product or service information in Passenger
Transport does not constitute an endorsement of such
products or services by APTA.

Fox Associates, Inc.
adinfo.psg@foxrep.com

New York
(212) 725-2106

Chicago

(312) 644-3888
Atlanta

(800) 699-5475

Detroit
(248) 626-0511

Los Angeles
(213) 228-1250

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to: Passenger
Transport, 1666 K St., N.W., Washington, D.C. 20006.
Periodicals Postage paid at Washington, D.C. and
additional mailing offices.

APTA Officers
Beverly A. Scott, Ph.D., Chair
Mattie P. Carter, First Vice Chair
Michael J. Scanlon, Secretary-Treasurer
Michael S. Townes, Immediate Past Chair

Vice Chairs
Richard J. Bacigalupo, Management & Finance
J. Barry Barker, Government Affairs
Doran J. Barnes, Human Resources
Linda Bohlinger, Research & Technology
Flora M. Castillo, Transit Board Members
Thomas J. Costello, Marketing & Communications
Joyce Eleanor, Bus & Paratransit Operations
Sharon Greene, Business Members
Delon Hampton, Business Member-at-Large
Loren “Ben” Herr, State Affairs
Angela Iannuzziello, Canadian Members
Hugh Mose, Small Operations
David Solow, Commuter & Intercity Rail
Gary C. Thomas, Rail Transit

President
William Millar

Department Vice Presidents

Pamela L. Boswell, Program Management and
Educational Services

Arthur Guzzetti, Policy

Robert Healy, Government Affairs

C. Samuel Kerns, Finance and Administration

James LaRusch, Chief Counsel and Corporate Affairs
Petra Mollet, Strategy

Rosemary Sheridan, Communications and Marketing
Kathryn D. Waters, Member Services

\‘\‘A"-
=APTIA=
—

"

Printed on recycled paper.





