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Let’s explore alternatives to bypass
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Thank you for the recent Times Record coverage of the seasonal Wiscasset traffic congestion problem (“Task force votes to keep alive Wiscasset bypass planning,” Dec. 16).  Unfortunately, people have focused for so long on one solution, a bypass, that they have lost sight of the causes of the problem, and stopped looking for other possible solutions.

The situation is analogous to a heart patient being told for several years that s/he may need a heart bypass operation in the future and subsequently focusing only on how that bypass might be surgically performed and paid for; and then getting a second opinion from another doctor who advises that the patient first try eliminating excess weight, eating properly, exercising regularly, and ending his/her smoking. First things first.   

Very simply, we need to address the causes of the seasonal Wiscasset traffic congestion, which are pedestrian and vehicle interference with Route 1 traffic within a 100-yard long section of Route 1, including the intersection at Water Street.  If that pedestrian and vehicle interference is reduced, the congestion will be reduced to an acceptable level. There is no need to build an environmentally damaging, property tax-revenue dropping, $100 million, four-mile long, 250-foot-wide, highway, with another bridge crossing the Sheepscot River, to solve a 100-yard problem.    

In the short term, a traffic control officer needs to be assigned about 20 hours a week for 13 summer weeks to manage pedestrian and vehicle crossings of Route 1. The same officer can also synchronize pedestrian crossings at Water Street with northbound vehicles turning left onto Water Street.

As soon as possible, a pedestrian bridge or tunnel should be constructed and a traffic control officer should encourage the use of that facility.  By reducing pedestrian interference with traffic, with an officer and a bridge, we can reduce Wiscasset traffic congestion by 40 percent for a cost of about $200,000, plus the annual cost of the officer's time.

If a tunnel is preferred, that would increase the cost to about $2 million, but even with a tunnel, managing pedestrian crossings of Route 1 will be a far more efficient use of taxpayer dollars than with building a bypass. Compare $2 million for a 40 percent reduction to $100 million for a 100 percent reduction. That’s $50,000 per percentage point reduction compared to $1 million per percentage point, which is a 20-fold more efficient use of taxpayer dollars.

To reduce the interference with Route 1 traffic caused by vehicles entering and exiting parking spaces, those parking spaces can be converted to parallel parking. To compensate for the lost parking spaces, off-Route 1 parking must be developed with a goal of creating two new off-Route 1 spaces for every lost Route 1 space.  Route 1 business employees and customers could be encouraged to park off-Route 1 with incentives, and with parking time limits for the Route 1 parallel spaces. 

To reduce the interference with Route 1 traffic caused by vehicles crossing town, a bridge over a cut-and-cover tunnel for Route 1 can be built, and it can be built to enhance the appearance of the historic area. 

With the implementation of these alternatives, the annual summer congestion could be reduced by another 40 percent.  The cost would be more, per percentage point reduction of congestion, but such an alternative would still have a better cost/benefit ratio that the construction of a bypass.

At the Wiscasset Route 1 Task Force meeting at the Eddy School in Edgecomb on Dec. 15, the Federal Highway Administration and the Army Corps of Engineers agreed that they would consider an “ICR” alternative, short for “Improving the Current Route,” as an alternative to whatever bypass is proposed by the Maine Department of Transportation.  MaineDOT should also prepare its own cost-benefit analyses for the “ICR” options and include them in its future proposals. 

These cost-benefit analyses should be based on the current MaineDOT travel demand model, which shows almost no growth in traffic volume.

It was stated at the Dec. 15 meeting the task force’s previous work did not consider the costs of proposals, and therefore the task force did not make the necessary cost/benefit comparisons. In this time of underfunded maintenance of existing roads and bridges in Maine, and the need to spend tax dollars wisely, it’s time to change that strategy and work together on cost-effective ways to reduce the causes of the seasonal Wiscasset traffic congestion.
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