June 26, 2013
Thomas F. Broderick, P.E.
Chief Engineer, MassDOT Highway Division
10 Park Plaza, Suite 4160
Boston, MA 02116
Project File No. 606376
RE:
Bridge Project Management
Dear Mr. Broderick:
We are a group of Allston-Brighton residents and concerned community organizations
writing to offer comments to the proposed design for reconstruction of the Cambridge
Street Overpass.
First, we would like to thank MassDOT for moving forward with the long-overdue
reconstruction of this bridge. In addition to making structural and safety improvements,
this project is an important opportunity to improve the design and functioning of the
corridor. Allston-Brighton was cut in half decades ago when the Turnpike was extended
into downtown Boston, and Cambridge Street reinforces that division. This bridge
reconstruction is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to begin repairing that damage by
treating Cambridge Street not as a highway but as a neighborhood street that is used by
people of all ages and abilities; on foot, on bike, on a bus, or in a car.
The proposed design takes a number of important steps toward making Cambridge Street
a neighborhood street that accommodates all users. We applaud MassDOT for reducing
the number of lanes, widening the sidewalks, and adding buffered bicycle lanes. However,
there remain several concerning aspects of the design:
1. A safe pedest rian crossing must be provided at Linden St reet.
The Franklin St pedestrian bridge and Mansfield St stairs/ramp are heavily trafficked
access points for pedestrians and bicyclists. Installing a fence in the median so that
pedestrians and cyclists may only cross at Harvard Ave or Lincoln St will perpetuate an
unsafe situation, and will further divide the neighborhood. Pedestrians and cyclists
currently cross from Franklin and Mansfield streets to the MBTA bus stop and other
destinations beyond Linden St by scurrying across five lanes of traffic. People at the
Franklin St bridge lifting bicycles or even strollers over the jersey barriers into active
traffic lanes are not an uncommon sight. A crossing at this location is such a strongly
desired link that people consistently cross despite the safety risks, and they will
continue to do so even if no safe crossing is provided.
We propose a signalized crosswalk from the bus stop at the corner of Linden St, with
lights timed in conjunction with the Harvard Ave intersection. This has added benefits
of calming traffic on Cambridge St, where speeding is a chronic issue, and will improve
level of service for vehicles turning onto Cambridge St from Linden. “Red light ahead”
signals/signage can be provided on the westbound approach to improve visibility.

2. The aesthetic aspects of the project must be improved.
Cambridge St is a gateway to the neighborhoods and to the Allston Village Main
Streets business district, yet today it is a crumbling eyesore. We look forward to
aesthetic improvements such as the attractive, human-scale lighting included in the
proposal. However, the aesthetics of the fencing and landscaping should also be
considered. Fencing for the Cambridge St and Franklin St bridges should meet
technical and safety requirements but also beautify the corridor. Examples of attractive
highway fencing exist from elsewhere in Massachusetts and around the country, while
ugly fencing, such as the chain-link fence and jersey barriers that currently demarcate
the northern sidewalk, invites graffiti and vandalism. Fencing should be minimized to
the greatest extent allowed by safety regulations, and eliminated in approaches to the
bridge. Planters should be used in the median instead of fencing; Boylston Street in
the Back Bay is an example of this treatment (photo below).
In addition, the plans require removing two large trees along the northern sidewalk
between Harvard Ave and the Franklin St Bridge. These trees should be replaced, and
additional trees should be added, in any location where there is sufficient space, such
as eastern end of the project scope.
3. Make improvements to the proposed bike facilities.
As proposed, the buffered bike lane traveling eastbound begins at Linden St. Instead,
bicycle facilities should begin at Harvard Ave as either a continuous buffered bike lane
or a dedicated bus/bike lane. The westbound-buffered bike lane should also be
continued to the Harvard Ave intersection at street level. Directing cyclists to mount
the curb and merge with pedestrian traffic and bicycles traveling both directions to and
from the Franklin St Bridge would cause frequent bike-ped and bike-bike conflicts.
Many cyclists will choose to stay at street level and mix with traffic despite the lack of a
designated route, since most are turning left or continuing straight. There is a strip of
grass along this proposed shared-use path that currently serves no usable purpose.
MassDOT is taking a temporary easement of this area for construction; it could be
taken permanently in order to create more space in the right of way between Harvard
Ave and the Franklin St Bridge.
A vertical barrier should be provided in the buffered bike lane. Experience elsewhere in
Boston has shown that where bike lanes have no vertical barrier, cars routinely drive or
park in them. Rather than relying on police enforcement, vertical barriers such as
planters (see photo below) or bollards are extremely effective in keeping cars out of
the bike lane. Vertical elements also provide a greater feeling of safety to cyclists using
the bike lane, making it more likely that families and other risk-averse cyclists will use
them.
Heavy volumes of bike traffic turn left at both Harvard Ave and Lincoln St. Safe
accommodations must be made for these turns, with bike boxes, signals, or
signage/markings directing cyclists to make a two-stage turn.

4. Safe pedest rian access during const ruction.
During certain phases of the construction there will be no sidewalk on the north side of
Cambridge St, and yet there will be no way for pedestrians to safely cross in order to
access the sidewalk on the south side.
The current plans rely on the stairs and ramp at Mansfield St as an alternative access
point during the phase of the project where the Franklin St bridge is reconstructed.
Repair of the stairs, which are currently crumbling, should be included in the scope of
this project.
During construction pedestrians will be directed to cross Cambridge St at Lincoln St,
where no signal phase exists for pedestrians to cross without conflicts with turning
vehicles. A pedestrian-activated exclusive walk phase and an ADA accessible
crosswalk should be installed on the western side of the intersection.
For many years Cambridge Street has served as a barrier in the Allston-Brighton
community, an ugly and dangerous obstacle separating the two halves of the
neighborhood from each other and from accessing other destinations in the region.
This project represents a crucial opportunity to begin transforming Cambridge St back
into a neighborhood connection, linking Allston Village to the Honan Library and the
Gardner School, the river, Harvard University, Cambridge and points north, and linking
North Allston residents to the many businesses, jobs and services in Allston Village
and beyond.
The need to prioritize pedestrians, cyclists and transit users will only grow in the years to
come. Census data show that nearly half of households in the vicinity of Cambridge St do
not own a car. The current design for the overpass takes several crucial steps away from
treating Cambridge St as a highway, and toward treating it as a neighborhood street, but it
does not go far enough. The measures proposed in this letter would add to that progress,
and make the street safer and more inviting for everyone.
Thank you for considering these comments.
Sincerely,

Median planters instead of fence:

Bike lane buffered with planters:

