Rebukes Prompt Taxi Inspector To Resign Post

Montgomery Considered Tactics Too Aggressive
By Tim Craig

Washington Post Staff Writer
Monday, June 13, 2005; Page B01 

John Hoffman had been assaulted, run over, kidnapped and dragged by fleeing cabs since becoming Montgomery County's first taxicab inspector in 2000.

Nicknamed by some the "Dirty Harry of Taxicab Inspectors," Hoffman went undercover as a clueless tourist, set up sting operations and investigated problems ranging from sexual assaults to cabbies who didn't show up on time.









Ex-taxi inspector John Hoffman says he never received "the assistance, the coordination or the backing of the police." (By Lois Raimondo -- The Washington Post) 
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But Hoffman resigned in protest two weeks ago following repeated clashes with county leaders over his tactics for ferreting out unscrupulous and illegal taxi drivers, many of whom had come to fear him.

"It was getting more and more difficult to do my job," said Hoffman, 62, a retired police officer. "My feeling is they were trying to obstruct me in doing my job. . . . You either stand up for what you believe in or you quit."

Hoffman's departure, which comes as Montgomery is trying to beef up its inspection and enforcement of its 580 licensed taxis, stems from a broad dispute over how best to enforce the taxi code.

While police departments in many Virginia counties are charged with inspecting taxis, in Montgomery the job falls to a civilian. Hoffman, however, was never quite able to give up his old policing habits, and county officials all but branded him a renegade inspector.

"Mr. Hoffman's heart was in the right place, but he often crossed the line in the execution of his duties, putting himself and others at risk," county spokeswoman Esther Bowring said.

Over the years, Hoffman employed a number of controversial approaches to ensure that county laws governing taxis and their drivers were adhered to.

In 2000, Hoffman asked a pilot friend to fly over the headquarters of the county's dominant taxicab provider, Barwood Inc., to photograph its parking lot and gather evidence for a case.

In December 2004, his superiors were surprised to learn that Hoffman had started an investigation into allegations of Medicaid fraud dealing with taxi service, a probe officials say is far outside the realm of a taxi inspector's normal duties.

Last year, a limousine hit Hoffman after he refused to move from its path while he was writing the driver a citation. It was the second time he had been struck while standing in front of a cab or limousine to prevent it from moving.

The incident caused superiors to order him to "cease and desist in certain types of aggressive enforcement," according to personnel records supplied by Hoffman.


Hoffman, who was Chevy Chase Village's assistant police chief from 1990 until 1997, got into trouble again last month after he received a tip that a driver was selling drugs from his cab.

On May 14, unbeknownst to police or other county officials, Hoffman confronted the driver, who he said tried to flee on foot. Hoffman said he searched the cab and found "numerous plastic bags and packs of cigars he was loading up for blunts."








Ex-taxi inspector John Hoffman says he never received "the assistance, the coordination or the backing of the police." (By Lois Raimondo -- The Washington Post) 
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His actions didn't sit too well with his superiors, who said he should have left the matter to the police. He was reassigned to a desk job May 27 for violating the earlier order to avoid certain enforcement actions, according to the personnel documents.

Hoffman, who has been an outspoken critic of what he sees as a cozy relationship between county leaders and Barwood Inc. owner Lee Barnes, said he was doing what any good investigator would do.

"The cab code says you can't have drugs in their cabs, and I enforce the cab code," he said.

Hoffman's direct supervisor, Nancy Kutz, said she is not allowed to discuss personnel matters. But the taxi inspector "is not supposed to be a police officer," she said.

Rules and regulations are outlined in Montgomery's taxi code, such as the licensing of drivers and the requirement that all drivers maintain manifests, or passenger logs. Because of lax enforcement, the county hired Hoffman in 2000. The inspector can issue civil citations of up to $500 to drivers as well as recommend license revocations.

In the past three years, Hoffman wrote about 1,200 citations. This year, County Executive Douglas M. Duncan (D) sent him a letter praising his work ethic.

Hoffman resigned May 31, four days after being ordered to take a desk job, because he said the county wasn't committing the resources he needed to do his job.

After he was run over in 2000, Hoffman requested a radio that would allow him to communicate with police. He said the request was not granted.

In 2003, Hoffman instead relied on his cell phone to call police after he said he was kidnapped while trying to issue a citation to a driver in Montgomery who was licensed in the District. Instead of stopping the cab, Hoffman said, the driver raced at speeds reaching 68 mph toward the District, where the inspector would not have power.

Hoffman said he had pleaded unsuccessfully with officials to allow county police officers to assist him in enforcement and undercover operations. "They kept sending me out to do a job but never gave me the assistance, the coordination or the backing of the police," he said.

Last fall, the County Council and Duncan agreed to amend the county's taxicab regulations to increase competition and improve service. The changes included adding funds to hire a second taxicab inspector. Today, the county will begin soliciting applications for both positions.

Hoffman said he has been told that the county won't be hiring any more former police officers as taxi inspectors.

Former Taxi Inspector Blasts Ex-Bosses
Washington Post Staff Writer
Thursday, June 16, 2005; GZ02
Montgomery County's former taxi inspector isn't going away quietly.

After resigning his post on May 31, John Hoffmann said in a recent interview that County Executive Douglas M. Duncan 's administration hasn't done enough to improve taxi service in the county.

Hoffmann said Duncan (D) has been far too timid in dealing with the county's dominant taxi provider, Barwood Inc., and its owner, Lee Barnes , a former member of the Taxicab Services Advisory Committee.

"Everything is driven by Barwood in this county," said Hoffmann, who stepped down after he was reprimanded for what county officials say were overly aggressive enforcement tactics.

Hoffmann, who was hired in 2000 to ensure that cab drivers were adhering to the county's taxi code, said his superiors often intervened in his investigations to try to protect Barwood's interests. He pinned much of the blame on his direct boss, Nancy Kutz , the county's manager of special transportation and taxicab regulation.

"She would tell me to go easy on Barwood," Hoffmann said. "When we started enforcement [in 2000], it was always that 'Barwood never did this before. We have to go easy on them.' "

Kutz declined to comment. But county spokeswoman Esther Bowring denied Hoffmann's claims.

"I think the county is aggressively working to ensure cab companies are doing what they should be doing," Bowring said. "The new legislation is going to give us the new tools to aggressively enforce against companies and drivers who are not doing what they should be doing."

In early 2004, Duncan submitted a plan to increase the number of cabs doing business in the county to try to break the near-monopoly Barwood had on the market.

Duncan's interest in the issue followed a 2003 Washington Post report that documented how the administration was allowing Barnes, a Duncan campaign contributor, to exert extensive influence over the regulation of the industry.

Barnes served on the Taxicab Services Advisory Committee for 15 years, even though county law allows no member to serve more than two three-year terms. He left the position earlier this year after Duncan declined to reappoint him to a sixth term.

The Post reported that committee minutes showed that Barnes, while on the committee, had used the post to gain a direct hand in shaping the working draft of the taxicab code, writing a provision that will toughen restrictions on airport shuttles and limousines, his chief competitors.

But during the past decade, customer complaints about rude Barwood drivers, late pickups and excessive fares have skyrocketed.

"All these [taxi committee] meetings, it was always like there was a big elephant in the room with Barnes being there. We would never pinpoint Barwood when statistical information was saying it was Barwood," Hoffmann said. "But I don't blame Barwood anymore. I blame the county for refusing to recognize the problem and then not taking action."

The County Council ultimately scaled back Duncan's proposal for reforming taxi service, but the final legislation stiffens standards for response times and opens up the market to additional taxi providers.

Hoffmann says he doesn't have much hope that the new law will improve customer service or increase competition.

"The new law is not doing anything to stop these cabs from not showing up," Hoffmann said.

He said the county is also "dragging its feet" when it comes to enforcing the law.

As part of the legislation, money was allocated to hire a second taxi inspector this year. But Hoffman said a second inspector has yet to be hired. County officials say they plan to begin advertising both the new position, and the job Hoffmann held, this week.

"We are focused on implementing the toughest standards for taxicab cabs in the nation," Bowring said.

"We are committed to increase customer service."

Wild Ride Finally Ends For Taxi Commissioner

By Lori Montgomery

Washington Post Staff Writer
Thursday, May 19, 2005; Page DZ02 

The history of D.C. government is littered with examples of official mismanagement. But it's rare that someone is publicly fired for it. So when Mayor Anthony A. Williams gave the boot last week to Taxicab Commission Chairman Lee E. Williams , we had to ask: How bad was he?

So bad, according to commissioner Sandra Seegars , that she said she had to take him to court "four or five times" to force him to implement commission-adopted taxicab rules.
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So bad, Seegars said, that he halted the city's taxi driver licensing test rather than deal with rampant cheating.

So bad that he ignored the case of a D.C. cabbie who illegally picked up a fare in Montgomery County, then wouldn't pull over when the rider identified himself as a county taxi inspector.

That last tidbit comes from the inspector in question, John Hoffman , who insists to this day that Lee Williams tacitly condoned his kidnapping.

"Lee Williams refused to take any action -- meaning it was acceptable behavior to kidnap Maryland Enforcement Officers," Hoffman wrote in an e-mail.

According to Hoffman, the story goes like this: While on patrol in Bethesda during the 2002 Christmas season, Hoffman hailed a cab and asked for a ride to Baltimore-Washington International Airport. When Hoffman got in the car, he noticed that the driver, Amir Jassem , was licensed to drive in D.C. but not in Montgomery County.

"I immediately identified myself verbally and by badge and ID Card, while ordering Mr. Jassem to pull to the curb," Hoffman wrote. "Instead, Mr. Jassem took me on a wild, 30-block ride at speeds reaching 68 MPH, while illegally passing stopped traffic, disobeying red electric signals, and crossing the state line until he was stopped by the police in the 5100 block of Wisconsin Avenue NW.

"Basically, I had been kidnapped by a D.C. cabdriver who put my life and the lives of others at great risk both in Maryland and in Washington, D.C."

Jassem was convicted of five violations in Maryland, and Hoffman filed a written complaint in D.C. Nearly a year later, at a transportation regulators conference in Alaska, he ran into Lee Williams and asked about the case. Williams said he knew nothing about it. Another phone call and two written requests later, the D.C. Taxicab Commission still had taken no action.

Finally, Hoffman wrote to the mayor: "Is it the position of the DC Taxi Commission that it is acceptable behavior for drivers it licenses and regulates to use cabs it licenses and regulates to kidnap enforcement officers and drive in a grossly reckless manner without any actions taken by the Commission?" With Williams's firing, the mayor seemed to signal that his answer is no. It's hard to say whether Lee Williams agrees. He has not returned messages.

