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Wiscasset Bypass Project
Jay Clement

District Engineer

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

675 Western Avenue #3

Manchester, ME 04351

Dear Jay:


The Route One Alternative Decisions organization (R.O.A.D.) responds here to the Army Corps of Engineers request for public comment on the Maine Dept. of Transportation (MDOT)  proposals to build a by-pass for Route 1 across the Sheepscot River.


Formally requested here is a public hearing to consider the issues raised in this letter.  As you know, consideration of bypassing the Wiscasset downtown area has been ongoing for more than 50 years, and one effect of that stretched-out consideration has been skepticism that anything will ever be done. A public hearing is needed to ensure that the public knows that something must be done about the Wiscasset downtown congestion, and that serious consideration is now being given to environmentally and fiscally irresponsible options, i.e. bypasse routes N2A, N2F and N8C, and to the "No Build" option, such as it is.

As you consider which of the proposed alternatives is the "least environmentally damaging practical alternative(LEDPA)," please consider the following:

1.
False Choice.  From the beginning of the recent MDOT activity leading to these bypass proposals, the focus of the MDOT has not been to solve the summer-weekend Wiscasset congestion, but to build a bypass.  The so-called "No-Build" option does not present a real solution to the downtown Wiscasset congestion. Instead, with the proposed construction of a Route 27/Route 1 interchange, it actually presents a "build" component to give the illusion of a solution, but in the wrong location.  Ironically, with such construction, it is no longer even a "No-Build" option.


What is needed are additions to the "No-Build" option which would actually REDUCE the Wiscasset congestion and thereby reduce the current environmental damage of slowmoving or stalled traffic over a few hours of a few days of a few summer months.

A. One or two pedestrian tunnels or bridges. The primary cause of the downtown congestion is pedestrian traffic, and any solution to that congestion must reduce the interference of pedestrians with highway traffic flow.  For approximately $100,000, a pedestrian bridge could be constructed over Route one in the vicinity of the railroad tracks and Water Street.  During the Wiscasset Bypass Task Force process in 2009-2009, there was superficial consideration of the impact of such a bridge on historic resources, or the need to comply with the requirements for handicapped access. Such consideration did not seem to move beyond the one-page memo or phone conversation stage.  Other cities and towns in Maine and in the U.S. and around the world have pedestrian bridges. Why not Wiscasset?  

It appears that the MDOT is more interested in highway construction than in the smart or efficient use of existing highways. 


The "No-Build" option should include one or two pedestrian bridges and/or tunnels, as they will dramatically decrease the pedestrian interference with Route 1 traffic and thereby reduce combustion emissions.
B. Remove visual distraction and traffic obstruction: Red's Eats.  Red's Eats is a well-known roadside stand, but its success is a direct cause of the Wiscasset congestion. The more customers who wait in line at Red's Eats, and clog the sidewalks, the greater the highway congestion.  In addition, Red's Eats is a visual distraction which slows traffic. Even when closed, the small building sits apparently in the Route 1 right-of-way, and line of sight, which is far wider south of Red's Eats.

In 2007 the Town of Wiscasset discovered that it owned the land underneath Red's Eats after years of property tax-free operation.  The MDOT was fully aware of the potential benefit that could come from using this land to reduce the Route 1 Traffic congestion.  First, the visual distraction would be removed. Second, the large source of pedestrian traffic would be elminated  at that location. Third, the land could be used for one of the above-mentioned bridges or tunnels. 


Instead of holding the land for the greater good of the public and using it to reduce the traffic congestion, the Town of Wiscasset chose to profit from the congestion-causing establishment and sell the land to Red's Eats.  In addition to the one-time sale price, the Town is now receiving tax payments from Red's Eats.  During this ownership determination and sale process, the MDOT did nothing to persuade or require the Town of Wiscasset to continue to hold title to its land, or even sell it to the MDOT or the State of Maine.  This land is crucial to solving the Route 1 congestion problem in downtown Wiscasset.
    It's as if the Town had decided to erect a toll-booth on Route 1 at Water Street and the MDOT had decided to do nothing.  Again, the municipal government of the Town of Wiscasset decided to profit from the congestion and the MDOT did nothing.  

It appeared that the MDOT was more interested in highway construction than in the smart or efficient use of existing highways.  The slower the traffic in Wiscasset moves, the better appears a bypass option. 

The sale of the land does not mean, of course, that the MDOT cannot "take" by eminent domain the property and use it to reduce, rather than increase, traffic congestion.  However, that's a difficult process and could easily have been avoided if the Town had simply kept title to its land, but begun charging Red's Eats rent until Red's Eats could be removed from that location.  


The choice for Red's Eats is not only between 1) going-out-of business and 2) remaining where it as as the major cause of Route 1 congestion.  The other choice is to relocate, just as many growing, successful businesses have done.  This organization has written to the family owning Red's Eats to ask that it consider relocating to the building now occupied by Wiscasset Hardware or to the vacant restaurant/medical building on Davis Island or to another suitable location.  Either relocation would permit further expansion and would serve the public interest by reducing Route 1 congestion. Surely, with State and Federal incentives and with Wiscasset returning its purchase money from the 2007 sale, a relocation could be financially viable for Red's Eats.  The family chose not to respond, but perhaps members are quietly reviewing the socially responsible options.    

C. Continued use of the Route 295 Congestion Alert system.  In 2008, the MDOT began to use an electronic sign on Route 295 in Brunswick to advise north-bound traffic, particularly on Friday evenings, that the traffic in Wiscasset was congested. The sign was installed so late in the summer in 2008, that the effects were not measurable.  The sign was used throughout the summer of 2009, but the report of the actual usage and its effects has not yet been released by the MDOT.  This sign, or a permanent replacement should be continued, as long as the Wiscasset congestion continues. Further, the alerts should appear when, or before, congestion is just beginning and not just when it has reached a significant level.  

The Army Corps of Engineers should insist on an MDOT report of the usage of the "alert" sign in 2009.  My guess is that the sign was not activated for more than 50 hours.  Is the Army Corps going to approve environmentally damaging bypass routes to solve a problem that causes an "alert" sign to be activated only 50 hours a year?
D. Vehicular tunnel for cross-town traffic.  The heavy traffic during a few hours of a few days in the Summer months makes it difficult for local traffic to move from one side of Route 1 to the other.  Making that effort makes the congestion worse, as cross-town traffic forces vehicles in both directions to stop.  What may be needed, if the above measures are not effective is a one-way vehicular tunnel underneath Route 1, where the direction would be managed by traffic lights. If it's constructed for cars only, the space requirements for the tunnel could be minimized.  Yes, this would change the appearance of downtown Wiscasset, but it would be far less costly and invasive than any of the current bypass proposals.

E. Minor straightening of the current route, at the Courthouse complex and speed limit increases.  The MDOT has stated that one justification for a bypass is that the existing route has an excessive curve at the courthouse.  There are two problems with this argument. First, there could be some straightening of the current route with minimal land taking. Such straightening would only make sense if the downtown speed limit was increased by 5 or more miles per hour. Otherwise, the existing curve is easily manageable at the currency speed limit.


The second problem with the argument is that each of the proposed bypass routes also has a sharp curve. As the bypasses are planned for faster speeds, the effect is the same as that of the curve on the current route. 

F. Accelerated development of non-single-passenger-car alternatives to transport people along the coast.  Recently, it's been announced that passenger rail service will be developed from Portland to Brunswick.  When bus routes are altered to take passengers further Downeast from the Brunswick terminal, another step will be taken to reduce the Wiscasset congestion.  
2. Flawed data.  In 2009, the MDOT installed three online webcam units with radar speed and counting devices at both ends of the Wiscasset congestion area.  It's not known how often potential travelers viewed the online webcam photos or radar information and altered their traveling plans as a result of that information.

However, one fortunate result of the installation of the three units is that the MDOT was able to gather accurate data about traffic flows and speed.  These data showed far less traffic than was predicted in the several studies and projections generated by the MDOT and used by the Wiscasset Bypass Task Force.  They even showed less traffic than in the actual-use study in the early 2000's.  


As part of its study of this Wiscasset Bypass Project, the Army Corps of Engineers should insist that accurate data is used for all traffic projections.  

Finally, the installation of these units served to offset the appearance of MDOT as being determined to build a bypass, and is to that state agency's credit.  Now, however, it must use the data it has collected in order to reduce and solve the Wiscasset congestion problem. The plan was announced to link the 295-Alert sign when the radar units detect a certain level of congestion. That plan should be implemented as soon as possible.
3. Increase in emissions with use of N2A, N2F and N8C.  From the beginning, the design of the proposed bypasses were counterintuitive. That is, MDOT didn't present a shorter route, according to the principle that a straight line is the shortest way between two points. Instead, for routes were proposed and chosen for their political acceptability.  The resulting choices are approximately 30-40% longer than the existing route Route 1.  If Elbridge Gerry had been a road designer instead of a designer of congressional districts in Massachusetts, he could have designed any of the propsed bypass routes.   The increased length of the bypass routes means that throughout the year, and not just during congestion season, vehicles using the Route 1 bypass will have to travel 30-40% more EVERY time they travel through Wiscasset.  That increased use will bring 30-40% more emmissions, which will probably outweigh the savings of emissions from the reduction in slow or stalled traffic during the Wiscasset congestion season of a few hours of a few days of a few summer months.  Further evaluation of the emissions savings and costs of the alternatives must reflect this addtional road surface.

Of course, the increase in emissions will occur during all the non-congestion months only when vehicles ignore the shorter existing route and take the longer route.  Thus, the way to minimize emissions, if a by-pass is built would be to discourage use of the bypass for about 300 days a year, which would lead to an absurd result like the Alaska "bridge to nowhere".  Wiscasset would have a Seasonal Bypass.

In conclusion, the "No-Build" is the Least Environmentally Damaging Alternative of those presented to you by the Maine Dept. of Transportion.  However, the "No-Build" is a flawed alternative as it does nearly nothing to reduce the original source of the seasonal problem of a few hours of a few days of a few summer months. If and when the MDOT modifies its "No-Build" ["No-Build-Plus"] project to include bridges/tunnels, Red's Eats removal and enhanced congestion-alert messaging, it will be FAR less environmentally damaging than any of the BUILD alternatives, N2A, N2F and N8C and less than the current "No-Build" option.

In addition, the "No-Build-Plus" alternative will cost far less in initial constructions costs, i.e. less than $1 million as compared to approximately $100 million for the proposed bypass alternatives.  The cost advantages will increase annually becuase the other three alternatives will necessarily remove from the tax rolls property which currently generates about $300,000 annually in Wiscasset and a lesser amount in Edgecomb. There would be minimal loss of annual tax revenue with the enhancements of the "No-Build-Plus" alternative.

In the last century, we saw several proposed advances in transportation that looked to some people, but which failed the reasonability test upon closer examination. One example was the SuperSonic Transport (SST) which seemed to offer what people wanted, faster travel. Also, jobs were expected to be created.  However, the environmental damage and costs were judged to far outweigh the benefits, and the project was forever scrapped.


Another example, closer to home, was the proposed Southwest Expressway in Boston.  It would have relieved some congestion, but the vast cost of construction and the loss of properties from the tax rolls convinced Governor Francis Sargent to scrap the project.  Instead, Boston continued to improve its mass transit systems.  Incidentally, Boston's roads continue to be heavily congested during morning and afternoon rush hours, but transporation has moved beyond the idea that building more roads will solve the problem.


A prohibitively expensive bypass that is substantially longer than the existing route, with vast destruction of property and the environment, is not the way to reduce traffic congestion in Wiscasset for a few hours of a few days of a few months each year. 
Sincerely yours,

Morrison 

Morrison Bonpasse

Co-Chair

