COTTAGE FARM NEIGHBORHOOD ALERT!

TRAFFIC TRIFECTA: TRAFFIC ROULETTE OR PERFECT STORM?

The Cottage Farm Neighborhood is not a gated community with its proximity to the Commonwealth Avenue/BU Bridge area that provides commuter access to Cambridge, Memorial Drive and the MA Turnpike Extension via the BU Bridge and to Storrow Drive east via University Road, as well as points east and west via Commonwealth Avenue; Mountfort Street accommodates such access, as well providing access to Park Drive and the various points it serves in the LMA/Fenway area.  Such access is not reserved to residents of Cottage Farm, as Cottage Farm’s streets are significant morning and evening commuter routes for residents of other Brookline neighborhoods and communities.   Carlton, Amory, Worthington Road, Dummer, Essex and Mountfort Streets bear the bulk of such commuter traffic.  Over the years, traffic patterns in the Cottage Farm Neighborhood had undergone change, although the patterns have become settled for some time.  Not all residents in Cottage Farm are pleased with these patterns but as earlier noted, Cottage Farm is not, and cannot be, a gated community.  (There are other neighborhoods in Brookline with comparable traffic issues.)

THE TRAFFIC TRIFECTA of the title of this alert consists of:

1. The proposed closure of the turn from Mountfort Street to Lenox Street.

2. The redesign of the BU Bridge, with the deletion of a motor vehicle lane and the addition of one or more bike lanes.

3. The New England Hebrew Academy parking/traffic issues on Essex Street resulting from the dropping off/picking up of students and pre-school children in childcare primarily during the morning commute between 8:00 and 9:00 AM.

Items 1 and 2 are to be addressed at the Brookline Transportation Board meeting on the evening of March 5, 2009.  Item 3 apparently is not formally on the agenda.  But all three situations are intertwined as they all impact traffic patterns in Cottage Farm.  Item 1 has been addressed on behalf of some in Cottage Farm by means of a memo submitted to the attention of the Town, including the Transportation Board, and will not be repeated here.

Item 2 involves a situation that is not subject to the jurisdiction of Brookline as the BU Bridge spans the Charles River from Boston to Cambridge and is under the auspices of the MA Division of Conservation & Recreation (DCR), formerly the Metropolitan District Commission.  Contracts for the redesign of the BU Bridge have issued and the work has been underway for a number of weeks.  So it seems unusual that the Transportation Board is to address this matter at this time rather than in the planning of the redesign so that Brookline could provide its inputs with respect to the potential impacts upon Brookline, with perhaps residents of Cottage Farm and other Brookline neighborhoods and residents interested in having an opportunity to be heard, to raise questions and offer comments.  Does this suggest that perhaps the Town did not know of the DCR’s redesign efforts that include one or two bike lanes on the BU Bridge?

Hardly.  Consider certain work done through the Town’s DPW for the consideration of bike lanes from Commonwealth Avenue through the Cottage Farm Neighborhood.  Plans for such dated 11/18/08 prepared by Kurt A. Fraizier and approved by the DPW’s Peter W. Ditto are posted on the Internet: http://www.brooklinema.gov/index.php?option=com_docman&task=cat_view&gid=504&Itemid=651
 It is not clear if this is a “done deal” or a first step that will then have to be considered by the Town, presumably by the Transportation Board.  Maybe this will be explained at the upcoming Transportation Board meeting.

At the present time, Essex Street is one-way in a northerly direction for the short stretch from Lenox Street to Dummer Street.  Vehicular traffic from the BU Bridge and Commonwealth Avenue onto Essex Street south cannot continue on Essex Street beyond Dummer Street.  There are two large “DO NOT ENTER” signs.  Such Essex Street traffic can turn easterly onto Mountfort Street (prior to Dummer Street) or westerly on Dummer Street.  Bike riders, however, currently ignore the “DO NOT ENTER” signs and continue southerly on Essex Street to Ivy Street and points beyond.  The plans approved by Mr. Ditto would seem to provide a bike lane that would in effect be a continuation of the BU Bridge bike lane through the Cottage Farm Neighborhood.  Presumably bikers would not be proscribed from entering the one-way portion of Essex Street at Dummer Street.  While many bikers do this presently, once the BU Bridge redesign is completed many more bikers may be attracted to the area.

Motorists on Lenox Street, a one-way from Carlton Street to Essex Street, have the option to turn on Essex either north or south.  They will not only have to watch out for vehicles heading north on Essex Street as part of the morning commute but also to watch out for the bikers taking advantage of the bike lane, wherever it is to be located on Essex Street.

Here in Brookline with the Beacon Street improvements, we have become more aware of bike lanes, which to be safe and effective are to be dedicated for bike use.  So where on Essex Street would such dedicated bike lanes be provided?  Essex Street is quite narrow.  No parking at any time is allowed on the easterly side.  On the westerly side of Essex Street, there is no parking prior to 10:00 AM with the exception of 15 minute parking between 8:00 and 9:00 AM to drop-off children at the Essex Street entrance of the Hebrew Academy.

Here’s where Item 3 of the Trifecta comes into play.  Much of the drop-off parking between 8:00 and 9:00 AM actually takes place on the easterly side of Essex Street, where no parking is allowed at any time, with such parking being partially on the sidewalk.  This all results in narrowing travel lanes on Essex Street between Lenox and Mason Streets, seriously impacting at that time the heavy morning commuter traffic through Cottage Farm streets, creating danger not only for the children being dropped off but pedestrians, neighbors and commuter traffic that currently includes some bikers.  Add to this the bike lane on the plans approved by DPW’s Ditto and the word that comes to mind is danger.  Emergency vehicles would have difficulty maneuvering through the area.  Traffic could come to a crawl, creating back up during commuter trip times in the Commonwealth Avenue/BU Bridge area.

The plans approved by DPW’s Ditto for bike lanes on other Cottage Farm streets will also create traffic problems.  For example, Ivy Street is one-way easterly from Essex Street to Carlton Street.  A bike lane on the southerly side of Ivy Street might eliminate street parking.  A bike lane on the northerly side of Ivy Street would go against the one-way traffic, unless the plan is to change that stretch of Ivy Street to two-way traffic.

Will this TRAFFIC TRIFECTA result in TRAFFIC ROULETTE or a PERFECT STORM?  Attend the Transportation Board meeting on the evening of March 5th and find out what’s in store.
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