 

----- Original Message ----- 

From: Morrison Bonpasse 

To: David Nichols ; Tom Woodin ; Tom Eichler ; Ross Edwards ; Norma Dreyfus ; Lee Straw ; Jo Cameron ; Jaimie Logan ; Doug Baston ; Don Jones ; Don Hudson ; Don Gerrish ; Dick Thomas ; David King ; David Bertran ; Bob Faunce ; Bill Curtis ; Barry Johnston ; Amanda Russell ; Pat Hudson 

Cc: David Trahan, State Senator ; Les Fossel, State Representative ; Natural Resources Council of Maine ; Jane West, Conservation Law Foundation ; Chris Closs, Maine Preservation ; Andy Abello ; Beth McPherson ; Ed Hanscom ; Gerry Audibert, Maine Dept. of Transportation ; Jay Clement, Army Corps of Engineers ; Jeffrey Hinderliter, Town Planner, Wiscasset ; Kat Beaudoin, Maine Dept. of Transportation ; Kat Fuller, Chief Planner, Maine Dept of Transportation ; Mary Ellen Barnes, Lincoln County Economic Development ; Peter Kleskovic ; Stacy Benjamin, Gateway 1 Project Coordinator ; Lincoln County Commissioners, c/o Administrator 

Sent: Monday, December 13, 2010 10:04 PM

Subject: "Improving the Current Route 1" which IS the most cost-effective and "LEDPA" way to reduce Wiscasset traffic congestion

To Members of the Wiscasset Route 1 Task Force:

Please VOTE against any By-pass proposal at your meeting on Wednesday, 15 December, and VOTE instead for two outcomes:

    1. To support the "Improvement of the Current Route One" as THE best, cost-effective, and LEDPA way to reduce
        Wiscasset's seasonal traffic congestion, and

    2. To support the creation of a standing or permanent Wiscasset Congestion Committee, led by the MaineDOT, to 
        continue to work for "Improvements in the Current Route One."

Whatever the benefits and costs perceived in the past for a By-pass around downtown Wiscasset, the costs of any By-pass now far outweigh the benefits, and the benefits of "Improving the Current Route One" far outweigh the costs.

Over the past few years, some since the Task Force began its work, there have been developments and "learnings" which should affect how you now look at the Wiscasset congestion.

1. The traffic across the Davey bridge has actually DECLINED since 2000, according to the MaineDOT's own numbers.  See the attached graph. Recently, the data from the MaineDOT permanent traffic counter on Route 1 in Nobleboro from 1989 to 2009, was discovered, and it shows that traffic peaked in 2004 at 10,610 vehicles per day.  Thus the "growth forever" assumption that has guided the MaineDOT recommendations for a By-pass are no longer correct. The MaineDOT should stop justifying its By-pass options with incorrect traffic assumptions and should stop using those assumptions to make invalid cost projections.  Of course, the decline will not continue forever, either, but we need to develop solutions based on facts, and not assumptions. 

2. It was recently learned that there are highway capacity studies which show that the peak carrying capacity of a single lane of highway peaks at around 2,000 cars an hour at speeds around 25-35 miles per hour. (See the attached references.)  R.O.A.D. has asked MaineDOT for more information about such studies, and also asked MaineDOT what is stated about highway capacity in whatever volume of the nationally recognized "Highway Capacity Manual (HCM) the MaineDOT is using.  If these studies are close to being correct, then a central assumption of a By-pass that is twice as long as the segment being by-passed, is incorrect. That central assumption has been that faster roads have an increased capacity.  If the maximum capacity of a lane of highway peaks at 25-35 mph, then that maximum can be maintained through downtown Wiscasset just as it is for the rest of Route 1 in the two-lane Gateway 1 area.  That leaves the pedestrian and vehicle crossings in lower downtown Wiscasset as the primary causes of congestion.

3.  The "Third Augusta Bridge" opened in 2004, and it now carries some of the traffic which formerly moved Downeast through Wiscasset.

4.  The ban on heavy trucks on the Interstate was lifted temporarily in 2010, so that some of those trucks are no longer using Route 1 through Wiscasset. If this ban is permanently lifted, MaineDOT should revise its truck traffic volume projections through Wiscasset.

 

5. It's become widely known in recent years, and especially in the past month, that the State of Maine has been underfunding road and bridge maintenance for years, and hundreds of millions of dollars in necessary work remains unscheduled.  Vehicle miles driven in the USA as a whole peaked in 2007, with the result that the Highway Trust Fund is 
broke and is funded by emergency appropriations. Federal dollars are not "free."
 

6. A new Maine Governor was elected in November, and he will govern with the support the new majority party in the Legislature, and they all have promised to reduce spending, AND to spend all taxpayer dollars wisely, i.e. with the highest benefit/cost ratios.

7. Wiscasset businesses have agreed to form a Chamber of Commerce, which will be launched early in 2011.  During all the years of By-pass debate, there has never been a strong voice from the downtown business community.  While it will never be unaminous, there can be no doubt that the Wiscasset downtown business community benefits from its location on the Current Route One, and that it would be substantially damaged by a By-pass.  

8. The idea has been proposed to MaineDOT to use time-lapse videos to determine and then demonstrate to the community the causes of traffic congestion in Wiscasset Village. Such videos should be taken for full days during the four seasons of the year, and especially on a number of days in the summer.  (With one photo every two seconds, a full 12-hour day can be compressed into a 15  minute video.)  What percentage of the congestion is caused by pedestrian crossings, and what percentage is caused by vehicles turning, etc?  Despite the years of discussion, there has never been a clear understanding within the local community of what actually causes the congestion.  Various quantitative measures have been used by MaineDOT in the DEIS (LOS, v/c ratio, VMT, VHT, etc); however, these measures are more readily understood by traffic engineers than by citizens of the Wiscasset area. Time lapse videos would communicate ideas to the general public more effectively. If, for some reason, MaineDOT chooses not to conduct such a time-lapse study, some other group, such as the standing Wiscasset Congestion committee proposed below, or R.O.A.D., should do so.
 
9. Last week, MaineDOT gave a new quantitative measurement to the Wiscasset congestion, which counts the hours that traffic moves at 25 mph or less.  In the "Economic Impacts to Highway Users," of the FACT Sheet, it was stated that for 110 hours in 2009 and again in 2010, northbound traffic traveled at 25 mph or less for 110 hours past Birch Point Road in Wiscasset and for 90 hours southbound past the Route 27/Route 1 interchange in Edgecomb.  While it's ironic that 25 mph is the speed limit in downtown Wiscasset, let's continue with this measurement from year to year forward. Let's average it as "100 hours of congestion per year."  R.O.A.D. argues that those 100 hours are not enough to justify spending $100 million for a By-Pass, but they are significant and that congestion must be reduced to a realistic goal. 

 

10. While the issue of the post By-pass future of Davey Bridge has not been publicly explored in writing, it has been stated orally that MaineDOT will not maintain two Sheepscot River bridges forever.  Thus, the Davey Bridge would eventually be closed to vehicular traffic. As it's a well-constructed bridge, that end-of-life might be in 50 or 60 or more years, but it is a future contingency that more people have become aware of in 2010, as an inevitable consequence of building a By-pass.  Does Wiscasset want its downtown to be at the end of a dead-end road?  

"IMPROVE THE CURRENT ROUTE ONE"
 

Although the Task Force did consider some measures to improve the downtown traffic flow, they were never pulled together into a comprehensive and funded package, and they were presented only as "interim" measures, and not as long term measures which would be an alternative to a By-pass.  Despite the R.O.A.D. request to the MaineDOT, there has never been a $10 million plan to Improve the Current Route One. or a $30 million plan or $50, or $70 or a $90 million plan. 
 

The Maine Sensible Transportation Act requires "that the full range of reasonable transportation alternatives be evaluated      for all significant highway construction or reconstruction projects and give preference to transportation system management options, demand management strategies, improvements to the existing system, and other transportation modes before increasing highway capacity through road building activities...."  (Emphasis added here.)
Such a "preference" requires full consideration of "Improving the Current Route One."
 

As MaineDOT has never proposed an "Improve the Current Route One" plan, the Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) did not consider such a plan in its LEDPA calculations this past spring.  Intead, it picked the LEDPA only among the submitted By-pass plans.  If MaineDOT chooses again to submit a By-pass Plan to the ACOE, it should also pair it with an "Improve the Current Route Plan" at one or more dollar levels.  (In this email, R.O.A.D. presents for the first time its request that the phrase or label, "Improve the Current Route One," be substituted for "No Build," in future MaineDOT planning and recommendations.  Labeling a plan with a negative, i.e. "No Build," makes it a non-starter. 
 

Technically, as the "Improve the Current Route One" plan does not involve any construction in the Sheepscot River, it may be that if the MDOT supports that plan, it would not need to secure ACOE approval at all.   However, if it submits a By-pass plan, the ACOE should consider non-Sheepscot River-crossing alternatives. 

Using the language of the LEDPA acronym, Least Environmentally Damaging Practical Alternative, it's obvious that "Improving the Current Route" would be the least Environmentally Damaging way to reduce Wiscasset traffic congestion, assuming that there actually is some reduction.  The challenge is to show that "Improve the Current Route" is a Practical Alternative and does reduce traffic congestion.

Below are several possible alternatives for "Improving the Current Route One."  Please note that for each of them, benefit/cost calculations should be prepared.  We know, for example, that the proposed By-passes would have achieved almost 100% congestion reduction for $100 million.  That's $1 million per percentage point reduction in congestion.  Let's look at the alternatives.  If, for example, a permanent, attractive, historically appropriate, and handicapped accessible
pedestrian bridge can be built for  $1 million, and that bridge reduces congestion by 40%, then that's $25,000 (twenty-five thousand dollars) per percentage point reduction in congestion.   If Red's Eats can be relocated (see below) for a public cost of $100,000 and the reduction in congestion is 10%, then that's $10,000 (ten thousand dollars) per percentage point reduction in congestion.   Each alternative is a better deal for the Maine and Federal taxpayers.  
 

The cost-effective goal should be congestion reduction and management, rather than 100% elimination  in the peak summer period.  Other summer destinations, such as Cape Cod, have effectively managed their seasonal congestion without aiming for the very expensive 100%.

A. Control pedestrian traffic across Route 1 with a trained traffic control officer.  The primary goal for this officer will be to improve the flow of traffic, and to control the flow of pedestrians with that goal in mind. In the past, traffic control officers were intermittently used, but they were not sufficiently trained or chartered, and the effects of their work were not measured.  While the approximate cost of $15,000 of such an officer, for approximately 20 hours per week for 13 weeks, would be annual and continuous, such an officer might already be an employee of the Town of Wiscasset or Lincoln County or the State Police. Also, such an annual cost is most easily compared to the potential annual $250,000 LOSS of tax revenue, to Wiscasset alone, if a By-pass were to be built.  Even after a pedestrian tunnel or bridge (see below) is constructed, it will still be valuable to have a traffic control officer on hand to ensure that pedestrians use that structure to cross the street.

B. Construct a pedestrian passageway over or under Route 1.  This passageway should be compatible with the Wiscasset Historic District should be constructed in a way that does not degrade the foundations of historic buildings in Wiscasset Village. It would also comply with laws providing for handicapped access.  In the past, inquiries have been made, but there has never been a dedicated effort. Why can't Wiscasset have the best, and even prettiest, pedestrian bridge or tunnel in Maine?  Could it be made of Maine's new miracle material, composites?    
 

C. Relocate Red's Eats in order to reduce pedestrian traffic and crowding at the critical Water Street/Route 1 intersection.
The building could be moved to the Northeast corner of its existing lot, or the possibility exists to merge with the Wiscasset Hardware lot and perhaps attach the existing Red's Eats structure to the wall of the hardware store.  Either relocation, and others, could be negotiated with Red's Eats with "Win-Win-Win" goals (for Red's Eats, Wiscasset and Maine), where traffic flow AND Red's Eats business could be improved.

D. Increase off-street parking in Wiscasset Village, thereby permitting some reduction in Route 1 parking if needed to facilitate traffic flow.  Such Main Street reductions would proceed only if at least two new spots were built for each reduction.
        1. Add (20) parking spaces to Railroad Avenue by going ahead with the Railroad Avenue Improvements - see the 
            attached Wright Pierce Proposal - aprox. cost $ 1MM.
        2. Consider a two level parking garage at the CEI lot on Water Street. This would add an additional 15-20 parking 
            spaces.

E.  Add a turning lane to Route 1 Southbound at Route 27 in Wiscasset. This is already planned and funded by MaineDOT for completion in 2011.

F. Improve the interchange of Route 1 and 27 in Edgecomb. To date, this project has been named "Phase 2" of the By-pass, and it should continue to be built.  In addition to reducing congestion, southbound on Route 27, it will reduce accidents at that interchange.
 

G. Install a permanent traffic counter on the Davey Bridge and provide accurate traffic volume reports and statistics about traffic volume through Wiscasset Village. The WTIS provides real-time traffic volume information (cars per hour) but does not provide historical data re: peak congestion periods. This information is required in order to 1. accurately measure the effect of various alternatives described below, and 2. provide guidance to travelers as to when peak congestion is likely to occur.
H.  Improve the utility of the Wiscasset Traveler Information System (WTIS) by determining and then posting transit time - how many minutes will it take me to get through Wiscasset?.  The technology to do this is commercially available and is used in other states.
 

I.  Improve traveler access to the WTIS by integrating WTIS into the statewide 511 system. The 511 system is accessible by telephone as well as by internet. The 511 web page uses color coding to show traffic speed.

 

J. Review all High Crash Locations on Route 1 within Wiscasset Village, including Davey Bridge southbound. From Appendix 
F of Wiscasset Route 1 Corridor Study Phase II Alternatives Analysis Supplement (Sep09): "(1) Reviews of all High Crash Locations (HCLs) along Rte. 1 within the Study Area will be evaluated once a final decision is made on the bypass, as a bypass itself would affect these. (2) A Benefit-to-Cost ratio will be assessed. (3) Boothbay Road is addressed in all of the Alternatives under consideration."

K. Develop programs to quickly clear crashes and broken-down vehicles on Route 1 within Wiscasset, especially on Davey Bridge.  The multi-vehicle crash on 22 Jul 2009 caused  $47,000 in damages and sent three people to local hospitals, in addition to halting traffic on the Davey Bridge for four hours. See attached accident report and photo.

L. Consider a cut-and-cover tunnel for Route 1 traffic underneath Federal Street, or closer to the Courthouse curves.  Such a tunnel would permit easy cross-town vehicle and pedestrian traffic and could add some green space in front of the Nickels-Sortwell house.  In the past, the Task Force and othes have looked at tunnels, but they were all far too long and too expensive. 
 

M. Improve the I-295 "Congestion" sign in Brunswick which tells motorists of "Wiscasset Congestion."  MaineDOT has agreed to the R.O.A.D. recommendation to turn the sign on earlier in the congestion cycle.  In addition, the sign can be improved by recommending, "Consider alternate route."  The motorists who will take such alternate routes are those who were not going to shop in Wiscasset, as their destinations would be further north.  In the past, such a message has been allowed to be vetoed by the secret voices of a few.  We must look at the larger good, instead of narrow self-interest.

 

N. In addition to improving the current route through Wiscasset, improve traffic management on key corridors accessing the Mid-Coast Region, such as Routes 3, 27, and 32.


IN CONCLUSION

1.  For the reasons above, please VOTE to urge MaineDOT to support "Improving the Current Route One" instead of a By-pass.  If the Task Force and/or MaineDOT choose(s) to continue to press for a By-pass, then please urge the MaineDOT to also submit a funded "Improve the Current Route" plan to the Army Corps of Engineers together with that proposal. 

2.  In addition, please VOTE to ask that MaineDOT convene a permanent working group to review and develop ways of "Improving the Current Route."  This group would include members of the future Wiscasset Area Chamber of Commerce, and this group would continue the work of the Task Force. See Appendix F of Wiscasset Route 1 Corridor Study Phase II Alternatives Analysis Supplement (September 2009) at the MaineDOT web site for a list of items under consideration by the Task Force as of December, 2008, as well as the alternatives proposed in this email.

Thank you for your work on the Task Force and for your consideration of the proposals in this email.


Also attached to this email are R.O.A.D.'s 6 October 2010 and 2 December letters to MaineDOT Commissioner David Cole and Gerry Audibert's 9 November response to the 6 October R.O.A.D. letter. These letters present more details about R.O.A.D. proposals and the MaineDOT partially positive response to date. 


Very sincerely,

Morrison Bonpasse, Co-Chair
Frank Risell, Co-Chair
Dan Sortwell, Treasurer

R.O.A.D. (Route One Alternative Decisions)
www.wiscasset-road.org 
