Bicycle advocates seek safety
changes in Commonwealth Avenue
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Evan Sullivan (center) of the LivableStreets Alliance gathered signatures in opposition to plans for
Commonwealth Ave.
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An aging stretch of Commonwealth Avenue is scheduled for a major overhaul, and
many bike and pedestrian advocates hope that the grim numbers of bicycle accidents on
the busy street in recent years justify sweeping changes to the layout.

At least 68 bicycle crashes occurred between Boston University Bridge and Packard’s
Corner in Brighton from 2010 through 2012, including 17 “doorings” and a “righthook”
collision with a truck that killed a bicyclist.
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But plans for the thoroughfare show additional lefthand turn lanes for cars, narrowed
sidewalks, and little improvement to bicycle infrastructure. The reason: federal
requirements to widen the swath of land for the Green Line, which cuts through the
middle of the street.
Officials in the Boston Transportation Department say the plans for Commonwealth
Avenue — which have been in the works for at least four years — aren’t set in stone, and
they are considering concessions to bicycling advocates and other community members.
But they also stress the need to move quickly to capitalize on federal funding that has
been earmarked to pay for most of the $16 million project only until fall 2015.
Transportation commissioner James Gillooly has asked activists to understand the
pressures the city faces, including the threat to funding, limited space on the street, and
a need to accommodate the buses that also traverse the thoroughfare.
“We have to make the hard calls, always with our paramount concerns being safety and
convenience for the public,” Gillooly said. “If we steal inches from one user to give to
another user, we have to be careful we’re not creating a safety problem.”
Few thoroughfares touch more nerves than Commonwealth Avenue, the site of some of
the city’s earliest bike lanes and one of the most heavily traveled roads in the city. It is
where BU graduate student Christopher Weigl was killed by a turning truck in 2012, one
of the more highprofile bike collisions in recent years.
The first goal for bicyclists is the addition of a protected cycle track — a bikeway
separated from vehicles by a barrier, preferably one that is placed between the sidewalk
and the row of parking spaces. They say a cycle track would be a significant
improvement over the bike lanes already on much of Commonwealth.
“The campus runs almost exclusively along the length of Comm. Ave.,” said Ben
Goodman, 21, a former president of the campus advocacy group Boston University
Bikes, who graduated last spring. “If you’re a BU student and you bike, you pretty much
know all about that street.”

“The bike lanes are helpful. I do think it’s better than nothing,” he continued. But some
kind of separation from cars would make it safer, he said, because “you have drivers
crossing over to park on the other side.”
Bike and pedestrian activists have taken to the streets to solicit petition signatures
calling for the city to make it easier and safer to bike and walk on Commonwealth. Even
as Boston has garnered recognition as one of the country’s most bikefriendly cities, and
plans are in the works to add bike lanes and separated bikeways to other parts of the
city, the activists view the plans for Commonwealth Avenue as a retrenchment.
“Full reconstruction only happens every 40 or 50 years,” said Pete Stidman, executive
director of the Boston Cyclists Union. “We see this as a last chance — really, in our
lifetime — to improve this street.”
Starting in 2016, about threequarters of a mile of Commonwealth Avenue will get a
new look, with a repaved surface, new curbs, and refurbished sidewalks. Federal
requirements to widen the reservation for the Green Line train tracks are meant to
improve safety for MBTA workers who perform maintenance on the tracks.
Advocates for pedestrians say they are also concerned about the plan to reduce space on
already crowded sidewalks.
“The city is moving backwards,” said Jamie Maier, campaign coordinator for
LivableStreets Alliance, a nonprofit aimed at improving walking and biking facilities.
“The proposed designs would make the street less enjoyable and less comfortable for
everyone using it by widening street lanes, which encourages speeding.”
But many of the advocates’ proposed changes, Gillooly said, are precluded by the fact
that the thoroughfare hosts heavy bus traffic — and that lanes need to be wide enough
to allow buses to pull over to pick up and let off passengers without blocking multiple
lanes of car traffic.
Gillooly said he is sympathetic to concerns of cyclists and pedestrians and is thinking of
narrowing the car lanes to 10.5 feet in some places, rather than the 11 feet currently in
the proposed plan.
“We’re talking small increments, but maybe the small increments, if we can cobble
together enough of them, might allow us to do something more,” Gillooly said.

But in order to receive federal funding, the project must be advertised to contractors by
the fall of 2015. Gillooly said there is not enough time to undergo a major alteration to
the current design plans. Anything more than modest adjustments would require
extensive changes to the engineering of utilities underneath the ground, as well as new
layouts for landscaping and a completely different proposal for traffic movement,
Gillooly said. It’s too much work to get done by next fall, he continued, when the city is
also busy with many other projects.
“There may not be a project, at least in the short term, if we start all over again,”
Gillooly said. “If we had a practical way to do it, we’d certainly consider it, but at this
point we don’t see a clear path to getting it done.”
Boston University seems to be siding with the city. In a letter earlier this month to the
LivableStreets Alliance, the university’s vice president of government and community
affairs, Robert Donahue, stressed the need to avoid eleventhhour reversals.

“The financing and feasibility of this project has been made possible through federal
earmarks which need to be used or are in danger of being lost,” Donahue wrote. “I
would urge both the city and state to be mindful of these facts before they contemplate a
major redesign . . . that would definitely jeopardize the delicate funding balance of this
project.”
The last official meeting about the street changes was held two years ago, and those in
attendance say few of their suggestions were accommodated. Now, Gillooly said there
will be another meeting, probably by September, to keep commuters, residents, and
business owners abreast of the plans.
But advocates maintain that the city is reneging on promises to use bigbudget
construction projects to improve the experiences for more sustainable forms of
transportation, such as walking and biking. The stretch of Commonwealth Avenue in
question was listed in the city’s 30year bike network plan to receive cycle tracks.
Gillooly said some of the cyclists’ safety concerns might be addressed by possible plans
to install bikespecific traffic lights along the thoroughfare, which would offer bike
riders priority to cross intersections first in some situations.
In a statement last fall, Andy Weigl, the father of Christopher Weigl, wrote that
Commonwealth Avenue needs improvements.
“The recent changes along Comm. Ave. — improved warning signs, pavement markings
and reflectors — are better than doing nothing,” Weigl wrote. But the city still needs to
employ more aggressive tactics such as “physical infrastructure investments, such as
dedicated bike lanes that are separated from vehicular traffic (cycle tracks), smart policy
changes, and an ongoing commitment to real culture change to go with them.”
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Officials in the Boston Transportation Department say the plans for Commonwealth Avenue — which
have been in the works for at least four years — aren’t set in stone, and they are considering
concessions to bicycling advocates and other community members.
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