
 

 

 

 

May 7, 2009 

 
Secretary Ian A. Bowles 
Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs 
Attn: MEPA Office, EOEA #14384 
Anne Canaday, MEPA Analyst 
100 Cambridge Street, Suite 900 
Boston, MA  02114 
 

Delivery by Adobe PDF via email to Anne.Canaday@state.ma.us 

 
Subject: Longfellow Bridge Rehabilitation Project, 
     Environmental Notification Form: Comments 
 

Dear Ms. Canaday: 

 

We appreciate this opportunity to submit these comments and ask questions 

at your April 30, 2009 public meeting. We also want to thank Michael OôDowd 

and Jessica Kenney of MassHighway for their generosity with their time 

recently, both in the office and out in the field, to discuss this important project. 

  

Summary 

 

As you know, the Longfellow rehabilitation project is a critically important 

undertaking, for both current and future users, whom over its ensuing 75-year 

useful life may wish to commute on mass transit, drive, bicycle, walk, or 

otherwise enjoy this most distinguished and graceful bridge.  

 

We acknowledge that the primary goals of this project are to repair and 

replace deteriorated parts of the bridge structure, and to redesign its surface 

features to improve functionality for all users, including bicyclists and 

pedestrians. Relative to those accommodations, our comments can be 

summarized in two points: 
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1. MassHighway has met its existing design challenges. By widening the bridgeôs ñpinch pointò 

area on the Boston side, MassHighway deserves acknowledgment for its plans to construct 

the bicycle and pedestrian accommodations required by state law.  

 

2. MassHighway should enhance bicycle accommodations by slight adjustments to proposed 

lane widths on the bridge. Motor vehicle speeds on the bridge have long been problematic, 

given the Longfellowôs nearly İ mile straightaway alignment. The bridgeôs crown also 

exacerbates speeding on the downhill routes. We propose that MassHighway  slightly 

reduce the lane widths, for both proposed motor vehicle lanes, in order to discourage 

speeding and provide a 2ô wide diagonally-hatched buffer zone between the outside motor 

vehicle lane and bicycle lane. 

 

Final Design Comments and Suggestions 

 

1. MassHighway has met its existing design challenges, and deserves acknowledgment for its 

readiness to construct the minimum bicycle and pedestrian accommodations required by 

state law by widening the ñpinch pointò area on the Boston side.  

 

The Massachusetts Pedestrian and Bicycle Accommodations Law, M.G.L. 90E, §2A, 

requires that MassHighway undertake ñall reasonable bicycle and pedestrian 

accommodationsò in its work. When MassHighwayôs Design Manual was rewritten in 2006, 

it clearly addressed this requirement. Presently, the Longfellow Bridgeôs Outbound and 

Inbound routes lack, to put it kindly, adequate bicycle and pedestrian access on the Boston 

side. The ENF goes to great lengths to evaluate options to improve these inadequacies, 

and MassHighwayôs preferred option to widen the ñpinch pointò area on the Boston side will 

move historic retaining walls on Outbound and Inbound sides of the bridge in order to 

provide minimum acceptable bicycle and pedestrian accommodations. That MassHighway 

desires to relocate these walls, despite increases in design effort, permitting requirements, 

and construction costs, clearly demonstrates their institutional commitment to do the 

minimum required by law for bicyclists and pedestrians. We request that the Executive 

Office of Energy and Environment Affairs (EOEEA) acknowledge MassHighway for this 

exemplary effort.  

 

2. MassHighway should enhance bicycle accommodations by making slight adjustments to 

proposed lane striping on the bridge. Motor vehicle speeds on the bridge have long been 

problematic, given its nearly ½ mile straightaway alignment. Similar excessive speeds are 

found on the nearby Harvard (Massachusetts Avenue) Bridge, where, absent any buffer 

between the outside motor vehicle and bicycle lane, many bicyclists experience great 

discomfort and choose instead to use the sidewalk. On the Longfellow Bridge, we propose 

that MassHighway slightly reduce the lane width for both motor vehicle lanes, and the 
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inside travel shoulder, in order to discourage speeding and gain cross-sectional space for a 

2ô wide diagonally-hatched buffer zone between the outside motor vehicle lane and bicycle 

lane. Our specific recommendations are provided in Table 1. 

 

Table 1:  Recommended Alternative Lane Striping 

to Create Bicycle Lane Safety Buffer 

(both Outbound and Inbound) 

 

Item 

MassHighway 

 Proposed Design 

Recommended 

Alternative 

Inside shoulder 2.0ô 1.0ô 

Travel lane 11.0ô   10.5ô 

Travel lane 11.0ô   10.5ô 

Safety buffer (striped) --- 2.0ô 

Bicycle lane 5.0ô 5.0ô 

Safety curb/railing 1.5ô 1.5ô 

Sidewalk 8.5ô 8.5ô 

   

Total 39.0ô 39.0ô 

 

 

3. Charles Circle Bicycle and Pedestrian Improvements. As discussed in the ENF and at your 

April 30, 2009 public meeting, many pedestrian and bicycle deficiencies, to say it kindly, 

exist in the Charles Circle transition to/from the Longfellow Bridge. Given the scale (nearly 

$300 million in construction costs),extent (3 to 4 year construction period), and ñgatewayò 

nature of this project, we request EOEEA require MassHighway to work with the 

Department of Conservation and Recreation and City of Boston so that all reasonable 

pedestrian and bicycle accommodations on the Boston side be included as part of this 

reconstruction project. See Attachment A for a pictorial list of our recommended 

accommodations. 

 

4. MassHighway should create an ADA-accessible connection between the inbound sidewalk 

and pedestrian bridge to the Charles River Esplanade.  The present connection from the 

inbound sidewalk and the pedestrian bridge can only be used by pedestrians on foot.  It is 

not accessible to people in wheelchairs, with strollers, bicyclists, etc.  These users must 

detour down to Charles Circle and up the pedestrian bridge, traveling hundreds of feet out 

of their way.  We realize creating an accessible connection is a bit of a design challenge, 

but we feel that it is something that can and should be built as part of the reconstruction 

project. 
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5. This reconstructed bridge will have a useful-life of some 75 years, and EOEEA should 

require that MassHighway study the feasibility of repurposing the cross-sectional space 

allocated to one (we believe, surplus) motor vehicle lane, in order to create more space and 

enhance the Longfellow experience for non-motorized users. An oft-cited example would 

be to create a pedestrian promenade in each travel direction on the bridge. This 

architectural icon on our skyline can be much more than a simple transportation link 

between Boston and Cambridge. We trust that both EOEEA and MassHighway share our 

keen awareness that the Longfellow Bridge as rebuilt now will likely be the same physical 

design utilized by people who voyage and enjoy this bridge in the years 2025, 2050, 2075, 

and beyond.  

 

During this period, our world will go beyond the era of cheap gasoline. Very soon, weôll also 

likely enter a period in which solving climate change reaches deep into everyoneôs daily life. 

As a society, weôll drive less (certainly so in single-occupant automobiles), rely more on 

mass transit , and weôll bicycle and walk more. From an economic and environmental 

perspective, the Longfellow should be rebuilt not merely to repair its structural deficiencies, 

but to be a public facility with GREATLY enhanced walking and bicycling accommodations 

ï activities  which would be healthful to the economy, the planet and ourselves. It should be 

rebuilt as a facility that promotes a sustainable future. 

 

Given the 75-year useful life of this rebuilt bridge, and the environmental need to promote a 

more sustainable transportation system, we request that EOEEA require MassHighway to 

study repurposing the proposed outside travel lane to a more robust (and safe) on-street 

bicycle lane and a greatly enhanced pedestrian promenade space.  

 

Existing peak-hour motor vehicle traffic counts (960 Outbound; 1390 Inbound) on the 

bridge suggest it is highly feasible to reduce from two to one the number of motor vehicle 

travel lanes on both the Outbound and Inbound sides of the bridge (with the possible 

exception of the approach to Charles Circle). Twenty-four hour Average Daily Traffic (ADT) 

volumes on the Longfellow have been trending downward since 2000. See Attachment B 

for a graph that shows these decreases. 

 

In performing this travel lane repurposing feasibility study, we request EOEEA require that 

MassHighway question conventional traffic forecasting assumptions that  seem outdated, 

including: (a) that presumed motor vehicle volumes will grow at 1% compounded annually 

indefinitely; and (b) that bicycle and pedestrian users are subservient to motor vehicle 

drivers. We believe, at the typical bridge cross-section, that the proposed design can be 

modifiedðto depict just one of several alternative scenariosðon both travel directions of 

the bridge as shown in Table 2.  
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Also, see Attachment C for a sketch of this suggested alternative design. 

 

Table 2: Design Alternative: Create Pedestrian Promenade 

(both Outbound and Inbound) 

 

Item 

MassHighway 

Proposed Design 

 

Design Alternative 

Inside shoulder 2.0ô 1.0ô 

Travel lane 11.0ô 10.5ô 

Travel lane 11.0ô             --- 

Safety buffer (striped) --- 2.0ô 

Bicycle lane 5.0ô 6.0ô 

Safety curb/railing 1.5ô 1.5ô 

Sidewalk/Promenade 8.5ô 

 (sidewalk) 

18.0ô 

(promenade) 

   

Total 39.0ô 39.0ô 

 

Please note that Table 2 portrays just one of several alternatives that can be envisioned. The 

intent of this request is that EOEEA require MassHighway to: (a) Assess whether a surplus 

motor vehicle travel lane exists in either the Outbound or Inbound direction; and (b) Explore 

design options which enable non-motorized users to make better use of any such potential 

surplus lane(s). 

 

 

Construction Period Comments 

 

1. Bicycle traffic should be maintained on the bridge in both directions throughout the 

construction period. The ENFôs construction traffic plan text currently says that bicycle 

users will follow the (motorized vehicle) traffic detours. Under both construction-staging 

Options 1 & 2, we request the EOEEA require MassHighway take all reasonable steps to 

accommodate bicycle users in both travel directions throughout the construction period. For 

example, under either Option 1 or Option 2, we believe that EOEEA should require 

MassHighway provide a barrier-to-barrier minimum roadway width (See #2 immediately 

below) of 16 feet, and that such width have a designated, striped bicycle lane of 5ô feet. 

That bicycle lane can be used as a motor vehicle bypass zone in case of a vehicular 

breakdown on the bridge. Under Option 1, the single travel and bicycle lane would be 

provided in the Inbound direction only.  
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Additionally, to accommodate bicycles in the Outbound direction under Option 1, we 

request that EOEEA require MassHighway to provide a significant financial bonus 

(incentive) payment in the bid documents to encourage the winning contractor, at its option, 

to safely accommodate Outbound bicycles on the bridge within the contractorôs means and 

methods submittal process. 

 

2. The single Inbound motor vehicle lane under Option 1 should be a minimum of 16ô (or as 

needed) wide curb-to-curb. The preponderance of ambulance and other public safety 

vehicles that travel this bridge require that the single Inbound lane be sufficiently wide (16ô 

or as needed) such that another vehicle can physically bypass a disabled vehicle within the 

single travel lane area.  As you may know, we posed this question to MassHighway at your 

recent April 30, 2009 public meeting. MassHighwayôs response that it will provide vehicle 

detection technology at the Charles Circle traffic signals may be a good idea, but does not 

apply to our concern that an unacceptably narrow travel lane could become a seriously 

public safety hazard were a vehicle breakdown to occur on the bridge itself.  

 

As stated above, we believe this width should be a minimum of 16ô, and would thus allow a 

5ô striped bicycle lane to be designated on the roadway surface. This bicycle lane could be 

used by motor vehicles to bypass a disabled vehicle when necessary. 

 

In closing, we wish to again commend MassHighway for its exemplary effort to meet existing 

design challenges for bicycles and pedestrians by widening the ñpinch pointò area on the 

Boston side of the bridge. We hope that we may work together to continue to think creatively 

about making the Longfellow Bridge the best public space it can be for next 75 years.  

 

If you have any questions on the above comments and suggestions, please  

contact Charlie Denison, Board Member & Advocacy Director, LivableStreets Alliance, who 

may be reached at 617.852.6125 and charlie@livablestreets.info. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Charlie Denison, 

Board Member & Advocacy Director 
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cc: w/attachments 

 

Michael OôDowd, MassHighway 

 Jessica Kenny, MassHighway 

 Wendy Landman, WalkBoston 

 David Watson, MassBike 

Chris Porter, MassBike Metro Boston Chapter 

Christopher Hart, Institute for Human Centered Design 

 Glen Berkowitz, LivableStreets Longfellow Team 

 Jacqueline Douglas, LivableStreets Longfellow Team 

 Marius Navazo, LivableStreets Longfellow Team 

 Larry Slotnick, LivableStreets Longfellow Team 
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Attachment A: 

Recommended Bicycle and Pedestrian Improvements 

Charles Circle Area 
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Attachment B: 

Graph: Longfellow Traffic Volumes are Decreasing 

 

 

 


