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MEMORANDUM

To:		Richard C. Rossi, City Manager 

From:		Joseph E. Barr, Director

Date:		August 5, 2015

Re:	Awaiting Report 14-145 – Harvard Square Crosswalks


[bookmark: _GoBack]This memo is in response to Order 12 from the December 8, 2014 City Council Meeting (Awaiting Report 14-145), on potential changes to crosswalks in Harvard Square, including the so-called “super crosswalk” adjacent to the MBTA Red Line entrance and the crosswalk at Church Street adjacent to the entrance to Harvard Yard.

Brattle Street and JFK Street

In 2007 the crosswalk at the intersection of Brattle Street and JFK Street in Harvard Square was expanded to the north. Today the crosswalk is close to 200 feet long, earning it the moniker “super crosswalk,” and it is now the longest city-owned intersection in Cambridge.

While the expanded crosswalk achieved the goal of including an underserved pedestrian desire line between the front door of Out of Town News and the Harvard Coop, large intersections like this do create certain challenges. Most notably, at times vehicles can get stuck inside the intersection if a group of pedestrians step into the far side of the intersection before the last vehicle can pass all the way through. The intersection is so large that this can happen even when the vehicle enters legally during the yellow interval. It can even happen when an especially slow-travelling vehicle crosses the stop bar before the end of the green interval.

Usually a traffic engineer will address this type of problem by extending the all-red interval, or the time between the end of the yellow and the beginning of the next movement (in this case the WALK interval). However this remedy is not effective in this application because pedestrians are often comfortable stepping into the crosswalk during the yellow interval, particularly when traffic is moving slowly. In other words, it doesn’t matter how long the all-red interval is set for, given the large volume of pedestrians and how they behave at this location. In any case, the all-red interval is currently set at six seconds, the longest allowed by engineering standards.
[image: ]The “Super Crosswalk” is 188 feet wide. It may be the widest crosswalk in the country.


Another problem with this intersection is that most pedestrians cannot see the vehicle signals. When the crosswalk was expanded, the vehicle signals facing north at the end of JFK Street were moved farther north to be closer to the relocated stop line at Out of Town News. Many pedestrians like to be able to see if the light is red, yellow, or green, but these signal indications are no longer visible from the edges of the crosswalk. To address this problem, Traffic, Parking, and Transportation has been asked to install additional traffic signal heads on more than once occasion. However, our assessment is that this will make the problem of stuck vehicles worse. Although there is no stop line inside the intersection, the presence of a second set of traffic signals will indicate to some drivers that there is a second stop bar, and will by instinct stop inside the intersection, further encouraging blocking of the crosswalk and exacerbating safety concerns.

Additionally, pedestrian traffic signals are designed to be seen only when viewed perpendicular to the street, to eliminate the possibility of seeing conflicting messages from two different signals. At typical intersections where walking paths are perpendicular to the curb, this generally works well. But because the super crosswalk is so wide, pedestrians walk in diagonal paths. There are dozens of such possible paths through the super crosswalk and for a few of them, none of the pedestrian signals are oriented to be visible along those paths.

In a 2009 study, our engineering staff found that at least one of the eight pedestrian signal heads is reasonably visible from nearly all of the 408-foot perimeter of the super crosswalk. Further, installing more pedestrian signal poles at new locations would be challenging because the roof of the MBTA Red Line subway tunnel is shallow and directly underneath the super crosswalk, and these additional signal poles would further obstruct and congest this busy pedestrian location.

Based on these observations and analyses, we believe that while there are challenges associated with the current layout and design of the super crosswalk, the opportunities to make improvements to the operation of this intersection are limited, and present potential downsides that would not outweigh the benefits.

Massachusetts Avenue at Church Street

In 2007 a traffic signal was also installed on Massachusetts Avenue at Johnston Gate opposite Church Street. The new intersection provided a new bicycle connection to the recently-opened bike facility at Flagstaff Park. As shown in the image below, a “jughandle” was carved into the sidewalk on the east side of Massachusetts Avenue. From there, cyclists wait for the WALK signal and cross with pedestrians.


[image: ]

Then, from the left side of the northbound lanes, cyclists can either turn right (after yielding to pedestrians) and continue on to access the multiuse path at Flagstaff Park or continue west towards Church Street via a cut in the median. However, the bike facility ends at that point and provides no access to Church Street. In contract to the northbound lanes, the southbound lanes are not controlled by a traffic signal. The western crosswalk is a simple yield condition and there are no markings for bicycles.

In general, using two different forms of traffic control on two halves of the same roadway is not common and can lead to confusion. Pedestrians crossing the from the east side of the intersection, after crossing half of the road with the aid of the WALK signal, may reasonably expect the same protection on the west side. Similarly, pedestrians starting from the west side may be less inclined to wait for the WALK signal to cross the eastern half of the intersection, since they may not expect that half to be controlled by a signal. With a high number of tourists in Harvard Square who may be crossing at this location for the first time, this can create concerns regarding clarity and safety.

Based on this concern, we will explore adding traffic control to the western half of this intersection. Aside from providing uniform traffic control for the entire intersection, it would also complete the bicycle connection from Massachusetts Avenue northbound to Church Street. We will file a more detailed report on this issue after completing a feasibility study.
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