
 

 

April 26, 2012 

 
Thomas F. Broderick, P.E., Chief Engineer 
MassDOT - Highway Division 
10 Park Plaza, Boston, MA 02116-3973 
Attn: Project Management 
 

Delivery by Adobe PDF via email to Thomas.F.Broderick@dot.state.ma.us 

 
Subject: Commonwealth Avenue Improvement Project – Phase 2A, Boston, MA 
(Project No. 606284) 

 

Dear Mr. Broderick: 

 

We would like to take this opportunity to provide some comments and suggestions 

regarding the design of the Commonwealth Avenue Improvement Project, Phase 2A 

in Boston (Project No. 606284). 

 

We are excited about the opportunity for MassDOT and the City of Boston to 

transform this key route through the City, particularly since the Phase 1 was such a 

successful project at beautifying the corridor and improving the accessibility and 

mobility of all modes of transportation. 

 

The current design for Phase 2A largely replicates the design of Phase 1, with wide 

tree-lined sidewalks, on-street parking, bike lanes, two travel lanes in each direction 

with turn pockets where needed, a widened MBTA reservation with additional trees, 

and wider platforms at the T stops. We think this is a great start, but that there are 

many additional opportunities for further improvement. 

 

Pedestrians 

 

In general, pedestrian facilities in the current plan are good. However, there are some 

key details that need attention in order to make the street truly usable by pedestrians: 

 

 Please ensure all crosswalks and curb ramps are directly in the line of 

pedestrian travel and are wide enough to accommodate the high 

volumes of pedestrians. As designed, many of the curb ramps do not line up 

with the desire line of pedestrians walking along Comm Ave or its cross 

streets. (For example, at Naples Rd and Winslow Rd, the crosswalks require 

pedestrians walking along Comm Ave to jog to the left or right, cross closer to 
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the corner, and then jog back to continue.) Instead, the curb ramps and crosswalks should be 

located such that pedestrians walking along a street can continue walking in a straight line when 

they reach a cross street. In addition, the curb ramps and crosswalks should be as wide as the 

clear “walking zone”, so that they properly accommodate the volumes of pedestrians using 

them. 

 Please ensure that signal timing is optimized for pedestrians. All signals should be 

concurrently timed, preferably with a 3 to 5 second leading pedestrian interval. Signals 

should also be automatic at all times (pedestrian pushbuttons should not be included.) 

Walk signals should be long enough for pedestrians to fully cross Comm Ave in one 

cycle. This is particularly important at the intersection of Commonwealth Ave with Harry 

Agganis Way and Pleasant St. This intersection currently forces pedestrians to wait a significant 

period of time and then gives a very short walk signal which just barely allows a fast walker to 

get across Comm Ave. This intersection sees very high volumes of pedestrians when there are 

events at Agganis Arena, and therefore must properly accommodate this. Furthermore, 

pedestrians are present throughout the project area at almost all times of the day or night. 

Therefore, it is not unreasonable for pedestrian signals to be automatic at all times as well. 

Forcing pedestrians to push a button at some times but not others is not only unnecessary, but 

confusing and inconvenient as well. 

 Please install raised crosswalks at unsignalized cross streets. Raised crosswalks across 

Alcorn St, Naples Rd, Winslow Rd, and Crowninshield Rd would help to increase safety for 

pedestrians and would allow for crosswalks to be more clearly aligned with the pedestrian 

desire line (especially since the buildings make it difficult to put curb ramps in optimal locations 

here). 

 Please install an additional crosswalk across Comm Ave at the east edge of Packard’s 

Corner. We realize that the beginning of this project is to the east of Packard’s Corner. 

However, there is a strong desire for pedestrians to cross Comm Ave at the eastern edge of 

Packard’s Corner, where there currently is no crosswalk. The existing crosswalks force 

pedestrians to take a lengthy and circuitous path across both Comm Ave and Brighton Ave. 

Since there is currently a break in the MBTA fence across from Shaw’s supermarket, many 

pedestrians currently cross here rather than travel to the lengthy crossing at Packard’s Corner. 

Especially since that unofficial crossing is being removed through this project, adding a 

crosswalk (and pedestrian signals) at the eastern edge of the intersection would allow for a 

shorter and much easier path across Comm Ave. 
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Bicycles 

 

We hope that you received our letter on April 7 that we cosigned with BU Bikes and Allston-Brighton 

Bikes regarding bicycle accommodation in this project. (We have also included a copy of that letter with 

this letter.) To summarize that letter, we are very glad that continuous bike lanes are included, and we 

encourage you to improve them even further by creating wider, buffered bike lanes that further 

protect bicyclists from moving traffic and parked cars, or traffic separated cycle tracks between the 

parking lane and sidewalk. Either of these improvements would dramatically increase the safety and 

appeal of Comm Ave for bicyclists of all ages and abilities. Furthermore, we recommend: 

 

 Install bike boxes along Comm at key locations to help facilitate left turns for bicyclists, 

for example at Babcock St, Harry Agganis Way, and St. Paul St/Buick St. 

 Allow bicyclists to utilize the leading pedestrian intervals, possibly through the inclusion of 

bicycle signal heads that are coordinated accordingly. This will help to give bicyclists a head 

start over traffic and will reduce conflicts with right-turning cars. 

 

Transit 

 

We are glad to see improvements for the Green Line stations as part of this project including platform 

widening and new shelters. This corridor is very heavily used by transit riders, yet it suffers due to 

delays at intersections and heavy volumes of traffic at certain times. We therefore recommend the 

following: 

 

 Outfit the signals with transit signal priority for Green Line trains. The B Line is very 

heavily used and carries more people than the roadway itself. However, the B Line is also the 

slowest of all of the Green Line branches since trains often get delayed at intersections due to 

the signals. We recommend giving the Green Line priority over left-turning and cross traffic at 

intersections in order to help speed up service at all times (not just when the Green Line is 

running behind schedule). 

 Work with the MBTA to add pre-payment functionality at the Green Line stations. A large 

cause of delay (and fare-evasion through boarding at the side and rear doors) is that fact that T 

riders must board and pay via the front doors. To the extent possible, we suggest you work with 

the T to install pre-payment machines (such as on the D Line) or other technology to allow for 

passengers to pay before boarding. 

 Outfit the signals with transit signal priority for the MBTA Route 57 and BU buses. Route 

57 and BU buses suffer even more than the Green Line does when there are heavy traffic 

volumes along and across Comm Ave. The Route 57 bus is very heavily used and is the main 

route that serves Brighton. Signal priority would help to speed up service. 

 Bump out the sidewalks at bus stops. Instead of requiring MBTA and BU buses to pull out of 

traffic at bus stops, the bus stops themselves should be on sidewalk extensions. This would 
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allow for shelters and waiting passengers to be out of the way of pedestrians who are traveling 

on the sidewalk. More importantly, buses would not have to negotiate their way out of and back 

into traffic, which can cause significant delay. We recognize that this will have an impact on 

general motor vehicle traffic. However, as with faster B Line service, faster bus service will 

result in more people choosing transit over private automobiles. 

 

Motor Vehicles 

 

The project design also solves many of the current problems for motor vehicle travel in the area. In 

particular, the shortening of the left turn lanes so that they do not extend to the prior intersection will 

reduce confusion amongst motorists about which lane to be in. The addition of a new turning lane 

eastbound on Comm Ave at Harry Agganis Way will also help to reduce delay and conflicts from 

vehicles turning there today. We hope that in addition to these improvements, you will also do the 

following: 

 

 Use a design speed of 20 mph or less and time the signals accordingly. The City of Boston 

recently reconstructed Mass Ave through the South End with the signals timed and signed for 

30 mph. This is far too fast for an urban environment, and only encourages motorists to race to 

the next signal. Slower motor vehicle speeds are not only safer for pedestrians and bicyclists, 

but on a heavily used street such as Comm Ave can also result in smoother traffic flows that 

allow just as many vehicles to travel through the corridor as they would if the design speed were 

higher. 

 Ensure sufficient loading zones are included. There are currently many times when vehicles 

double park in the bike lane in order to unload and make deliveries for nearby businesses. This 

is particularly an issue along the restaurants and business going eastbound between Pleasant 

St. and Amory St. Please make sure loading zones are available for these times, and that the 

spaces are wide enough for trucks to park without infringing on the bicycle facilities. 

 Ensure sufficient band tour bus/truck parking in front of Paradise Rock Club. Currently, 

tour buses and trucks for visiting musical acts park in front of Paradise Rock Club. However, 

because of the 7’ parking lane there today, the buses tend to hang over much of the bike lane, 

even when parked flush against the curb. Please ensure a wide enough parking zone is 

provided and properly signed for these vehicles. 
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We hope you will take our suggestions into account as this project develops further. We also ask that 

you use similar principles for prioritizing improvements for pedestrians, bicycles, and transit along with 

safer accommodations for cars in Phase 2B of this project when it is designed. Phase 2B (which 

includes the very large intersection of Comm Ave and connecting streets to the BU Bridge) will pose 

many challenges in an effort to create safe, appealing connections for all modes of transportation, and 

we hope that we can play a role in making that design the best it can be as well. 

 

Thank you for taking our comments and suggestions into account project moves forward. If you have 

any questions, please contact Charlie Denison, Advocacy Director, LivableStreets Alliance, who 

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

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Charlie Denison 

Advocacy Director 

 

CC:  

Thomas Tinlin, Commissioner, Boston Transportation Department <Thomas.Tinlin@cityofboston.gov> 

Nicole Freedman, Director, Boston Bikes <Nicole.Freedman.bra@cityofboston.gov> 

Thomas DiPaolo, Assistant Chief Engineer, MassDOT <Thomas.DiPaolo@state.ma.us> 

Lou Rabito, Bicycle/Pedestrian Engineer, MassDOT <Luciano.Rabito@state.ma.us> 


