Meeting Notes

Blackstone River Bikeway Task Force

DATE:
Tuesday August 26, 2008



10:30 AM – 12:00 PM

PLACE:
Massachusetts Highway Department District 3 Office



First Floor Conference Room



403 Belmont Street



Worcester, MA 01604

ATTENDEES: List Attached
1.
Welcome and Introductions

Kimberley Sloan, Massachusetts Highway Department’s (MHD) Project Manager, opened the meeting and introductions were made.  Handouts provided included:

· agenda

· letter dated May 8, 2008 MHD to Town of Millville regarding Blackstone River Bikeway (BRBW) Section 2

· letter dated August 7, 2008, MHD to Town of Blackstone regarding funding for design of BRBW Section 1 (with attachments).

· BRBW alignment on aerial photo (11”x17”)

· alternate comparison tables (11”x17”)

· maps and photos to accompany the tables   

2.
Project Update – Segments 1 and 2

Sections 1 and 2 – Kimberley Sloan stated that, in order to expedite the design of Section 1, MHD is working with DCR and the Town of Blackstone to transfer $850,000 from MHD to DCR to design Segment 1.  She also stated that, in response to a request by Margaret Carroll, Millville Historical Commission, 0.8 mile of Section 1 will be included and advanced with Section 2.

3.
Project Update – Sections 1, 3, 4, 5 and 7
Progress/meetings to date – Frank Vitale, Parsons Project Manager, stated that the study team has analyzed and is recommending preferred alternates at key project locations that will be presented in the meeting.  He reminded the group that the project purpose and need includes: creation of a multi-use recreational trail, use of off-road alignments where possible, connecting to river and canal-related natural and historic components, and creating a link that is part of a larger proposed East Coast Greenway.  
He listed the progress since the last Task Force meeting:

· aerial photography is completed and mapping is nearly complete 

· historic resources inventory is nearly complete 

· agency coordination meeting held May 8th, and agency field review held July 1st 

· coordination meetings with DCR to investigate potential alternate routes through Heritage State Park

· consultation with Senator Moore 

· meeting and field review with National Grid 

· meetings with several community liaisons 

· initial contact with RIDOT with intent to set up meeting regarding location of the BRBW southern terminus to coordinate with RIDOT  plans for their northern bikeway terminus.  

He introduced the alternate evaluation tables, and asked that comments on the alternative recommendations be submitted after the presentation, as well as comments could be e-mailed to Frank and/or Kimberley by September 15.  
Review of Alignment and Possible Alternate Locations - David Patnaude and Peter Donohue, Parsons, presented the preferred alignments and the other alignments considered.  They explained the rationale for selecting the preferred alternate.  (Refer to the attached draft tables; the preferred alignments are hi-lighted in green, and key points made in the presentation are hi-lighted in yellow.)    

Preparation of EIR/EA – Steve Cronkite, Parsons, discussed that a single alignment, based on today’s meeting and subsequent comments, will be advanced into the Single EIR/EA.  The comparison tables will be incorporated into the Single EIR/EA document, as part of technical memos and technical reports within an Appendix.  The study team has been collecting existing data (GIS & field), attended P&W railroad safety training, developed graphics, and evaluated alternate alignments.  Parsons will continue to meet with communities regarding impacts and mitigation opportunities (e.g. wetland and floodplain impacts) so there will be no ‘surprises’ in the draft.  The schedule is to complete the draft EIR/EA for MHD review by December 31, 2008 and publish the Single EIR/EA in early 2009.  The study team will meet with MEPA to review alignment prior to completion of draft.

4.
Other Business/ Questions
Beckley Gaudette (Blackstone River Bikeway Association) asked when the designers would start to identify public access points.  Dave Patnaude responded that the team has already begun to look at parking lot locations and access points.
John Pelczarski, DCR, requested that MHD acquire certain adjacent parcels on Depot Street in Sutton, and elsewhere, as part of the bikeway project.  Peter Donohue indicated the land could not be acquired as part of the bikeway project and MHD would need to decide whether to pursue those acquisitions.  

Dan Driscoll, DCR, noted that property owners typically object to strip takings from back yards even more than from front yards.  It was noted that at the location under discussion, the bikeway would be located over 200 feet behind the residences.
Beckley Gaudette asked whether an unpaved path, as proposed for the Goat Hill section in the State Park, would be disruptive since the rest of the bikeway would be paved.  Dan Driscoll stated that unpaved (stabilized gravel) multi-use trails have been used successfully by DCR elsewhere (e.g., Charles River) and that it is ADA compliant and usable by baby carriages and wheelchairs. Bikers often prefer it because it discourages skateboarding and rollerblading.  John Pelczarski noted that the Goat Hill trail is in poor condition and the bikeway would improve and upgrade the trail.  

Diane Keith, National Park Service, urged the study team to maintain a dialogue with the towns as the project moves forward, so the Towns’ comments can be discussed.  Peter Donohue stated that there will be additional meetings with the Towns prior to the next (January 27, 2009) Task Force meeting.   

Diane Keith stated that connecting to town centers is an important goal that the alignments should accommodate, and the study team should consult with the Town Planners to achieve that objective. 
 The question was raised, when will the project start a dialogue with private property owners.  Laurie Connors, Town of Millbury, mentioned one property in Millbury where the bikeway would run between two buildings that are part of the same business, and it would constrict the business’s operations. Kimberley Sloane and Peter Donohue responded that this is typically done after 25% design, but key property owners can be consulted earlier if there is a reason to believe there is an issue.  
Dan Driscoll suggested adding two columns to the alternate comparison tables: one for impacts to non-regulated natural resources like loss of mature trees & geological features, and another to highlight public safety issues such as traffic/bikeway interaction. Frank Vitale responded that this level of detail would be addressed in EIR/EA and that the comparison tables were for screening purposes only.
Laurie Connors asked when Section 6 will be transferred from MHD to DCR.  The lack of maintenance is hurting the public’s perception of the whole bikeway project.  Dan Driscoll stated that the last two ‘punch list’ items requested by DCR (removal of old irrigation system and offsetting the fence away from the bikeway) will be resolved soon, and then the transfer can take place.  There was consensus that the landscaping installed on Section 6 was excellent, but perhaps too elaborate to be maintained within current MHD or DCR budgets.  Peter Donohue indicated the Bikeway landscaping for Sections 3, 4 and 5 will be designed with maintainability in mind.  

There was a general discussion of the need to identify funding sources for project design, construction, and maintenance.  Beckley Gaudette indicated that volunteers can be used to help with maintenance, but there has to be a baseline level provided, such as mowing & structural maintenance.  It was estimated that the entire bikeway would require about 6 full-time staff.  

Josh Grzeyorzewski, FHWA, noted that the project needs to be listed on the Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) in order for FHWA to approve the EIR/EA.  Rosemary Scrivens, Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC), confirmed that the project is listed on the RTP. To be funded by MHD, the project must also be on the Central Massachusetts Metropolitan Planning Organization’s (CCMPO) Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) and Kimberley Sloan asked for the Towns’ help to encourage the CMMPO to include the Bikeway in its TIP.  

Beckley Gaudette suggested the CMMPO should be more involved in the project.  Arthur Frost, MHD, noted that the CMMPO has a budget of $13 million for 40 communities, so there is not much money to go around.  CCMPO is working on a bikeway ‘roadmap’ to steer its priorities for funding bikeways.  

Rosemary Scrivens, CMRPC & CMMPO, stated that project funding would require high-priority earmarks.  Dan Driscoll agreed, but added that legislation and adequate DCR staffing will be critical to undertake right-of-way acquisition for this project.  

Margareth Carroll (Town of Millville) thanked Kimberley Sloan and other MHD decision-makers for agreeing to Millville’s request to move the Section 1/ Section 2 limits an additional 0.8 miles.    
Kimberley Sloane asked that Parsons post the handouts on the project’s website.  

5.
Next Meeting Date


Tuesday, January 27, 2009


10:30 AM


MHD District 3

