September 15, 2004

Erin Doyle
1369 Coffee House
1369 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, MA 02139

Mara Loeber
Absolutely Fabulous
1309 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, MA 02139

Alan Nidle
Zeitgeist Gallery
1353 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, MA 02139

Peter Martin
Carr Lynch & Sandell Inc
1385 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, MA 02139

Quick Food Mart
1385 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, MA 02139

Re: 
Cambridge Street Reconstruction Project


Inman Square Improvements

This letter is in response to your letter dated August 6th regarding the Cambridge Street construction project.  The Cambridge Street project is a $9 million construction project from Lechmere Square to Inman Square.  Construction began in the summer of 2002 and is scheduled to be substantially complete by the end of this year.

Cambridge Street Background

The Cambridge Street Working Group began meeting in 1997.  This group worked with city staff and consultants to develop the plans for the Cambridge Street improvements.  The goals of the project are to make the street safer and more attractive for pedestrians, address accessibility issues, improve the condition of the roadway and sidewalks, improve the look and function of the street, and improve the open spaces along the corridor.   Essentially, the focus of the project is to make Cambridge Street work better for all of the users of the street.

Traffic Signalization Issues

We recognize and share your concerns vis-à-vis the traffic signalization at Inman Square.    Through the Cambridge Street Improvement Project, the traffic signal timing will be improved to work better for pedestrians and drivers.  We will increase the length of the all-red phase in an attempt to decrease the number of vehicles running red lights at this very large intersection.   

In addition, the overall cycle length will be decreased which will reduce the delay for pedestrians and reduce the length of the queue for drivers.  The signal phasing will also be adjusted to give pedestrians more opportunities to cross the street; the pedestrian push buttons will be removed; and the pedestrian signals will come up automatically.   We believe these changes will make the intersection work better for all users of the Square.

Benches

The benches on Cambridge Street are an integral part of the redesign of the street and were discussed extensively during the community process.  The goal is to encourage more pedestrians to walk along the street, take the opportunity to relax and enjoy the street.  The positioning and orientation of the benches are location specific.  That is why when the benches are first placed at a location we have not been bolting them down.  That gives us an opportunity to adjust their positioning and orientation at that location.  

The three benches in front of the Quick Food Mart are replacing the old wooden benches that were removed during construction.  This is a wide section of sidewalk that can comfortably accommodate several benches, providing a pleasant seating spot in the shade.  It is a convenient place for people to meet and to enjoy food and beverages they have purchased from local businesses.

While it is everyone’s intention and desire that the benches on Cambridge Street be used for positive activities, we do recognize that when benches are used for negative activities they become a problem for businesses and residents.  For this reason, Kathy Watkins from the Community Development Department spoke with Sergeant Murphy from the Cambridge Police Department’s Bicycle Patrol Unit and Lieutenant Sheehan from Cambridge Police Departments Community Relations Division regarding concerns about panhandlers and intoxicated individuals congregating in Inman Square.   The Police Department is sending patrols to Inman Square on a more regular basis and is also making sure to include Inman Square on the bicycle patrol’s route.  

The Police Department will continue to monitor the area, but encourage business owners or residents to notify them at 617-349-3300 immediately upon seeing a problem – open drinking, aggressive panhandling, etc.  If there is an incident, they can and will respond.  When police officers patrol the area as part of their normal route, they are not necessarily going to be there when a problem arises.  However, if you call the Police Department when you see a problem, they have a better chance of being able to address the situation.

In addition to the Police Department’s regular activities, the neighborhood sergeant for the Inman Square area, Paul Sagrue, is available to meet with business owners.  He could come to a future Inman Square Business Association meeting, if that would be helpful.

Construction Issues 

With regard to the cracks in the concrete sidewalks, expansion joints fitted with compressible fibreboard have been placed every 30 to 40 feet or so throughout the project. Additional contraction joints have been set about approximately 5 ft apart, so as to better address shrinkage cracks throughout the project area. Contraction joints are so placed so as to better control shrinkage cracks and to have them occur at these joints where the slab is thinnest. Unfortunately, concrete frequently cracks at other locations, regardless of what the cement finishers do. In any case these slabs will be replaced during punch list work.  
Bricks in the sidewalk are part of the whole sidewalk and are not meant to make the sidewalk narrower. Typically, sidewalk furniture is located within the third of the sidewalk’s width from the street curbs. The type of the bricks used on this project is called “City Hall Pavers” and are the same ones found elsewhere in the City. This type of brick is a molded brick with slight dimensional variations; giving it it’s traditional character. Pavers are installed to the finish grade with a tolerance of not greater than one-quarter of an inch.  However, they should provide a smooth, uniform surface, free of hazards to pedestrians. Any deviation from this character will be adjusted. Concrete covered manhole and handhole structures will be cleaned during the punch-list phase or sooner. In the Post Office area,  NSTAR Electric has recently removed the old street light.  The city will now coordinate with the Post Office as to the appropriate location of the mailboxes. Furthermore, the sanitation department will pick-up the trash accumulated in this area.  Finally, loam and mulch would be placed at all tree wells under this project. 

We are aware that some of the street light bases are sitting 2” – 3” above the sidewalk pavement. This is primarily due to the placement of foundation bases at higher elevations than anticipated, due to underground conflicts with existing utilities. We are presently looking at the placement of additional collars under the light bases or shaping and painting the bases. Both the Public Works and Electrical departments are working to resolve this issue. 

The orange spray paint of concern is part of the “dig-Safe” requirement. It’s the law. All underground utilities must be identified before any digging and/or drilling is allowed. The spray paint typically used for this purpose will eventually fade out with time and should not pose a big concern.  Finally, thank you for bringing the missing base on the traffic signal pole in front of the Quick Food Mart to our attention.  The base plate has since been replaced. 
If there are any other questions or concerns about this project, Tareq Chehab, the construction project manager at 617 349-4824 or Kathy Watkins, the design project manager at 617 349-4751 or Rebecca Fuentes the Community Relations Manager for DPW at 617 349-6948 should be contacted.

Sincerely,

Owen O’ Riordan

City Engineer
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