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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT
 (
Brian Murphy
Assistant
City Manager for Community Development
)
To:	Richard C. Rossi, City Manager

From: 	Brian Murphy, Assistant City Manager for Community Development Department; 

Date:	May 6, 2014

Re:	Council Order O-11 dated April 7, 2014 regarding the proposed Grand Junction Community Path 


The Grand Junction Community Path will run alongside the existing tracks in the Grand Junction corridor from the Boston University Bridge connecting to the planned extension of the Somerville Community Path being constructed as part of the Green line Extension. We believe the path can be created while maintaining current rail operations and accommodating a “bus rapid transit” alignment using a portion of the corridor. It will provide a continuous pathway for residents, schoolchildren, workers and visitors to stroll, jog, or bike along a linear park connecting several neighborhoods with each other, with commercial areas, and with regional resources such as the Charles River.

At the northern end the path will provide access, via the Community Path extension through North Point, to the Charles River pathways, Downtown Boston, and Charlestown to the east, and to Davis Square, Alewife, and the Minuteman Path to the west which serves Arlington, Lexington, and Bedford. At the southern end, connections to the Charles River Pathways and the BU Bridge serve Back Bay and the Longwood Medical and Academic Area, and provide regional access to Brighton, Watertown, Newton and Waltham.

The  Grand  Junction  was  one  of  the  first  north-south  rail  links  in  the  Boston  metropolitan  area. Opened in 1855 by the Grand Junction & Depot Company, the line followed a serpentine alignment weaving through the newly industrialized areas of Cambridgeport, East Cambridge, Charlestown, Everett, and Chelsea, ending at the piers of East Boston. The closing of industrial and manufacturing uses along the corridor in the twentieth century reduced the importance of the line for freight. Presently, two to four trains a day run on the Grand Junction through Cambridge, as this corridor remains the only north-south rail connection east of Framingham and Worcester.

The use of the Grand Junction corridor as a multi-use path was first formally envisioned by the 2000 Cambridge Green Ribbon Open Space Committee in its study of possible new parks and open space in the city and was identified as a top priority. The 2001 Eastern Cambridge Planning Study (ECAPS) also recommended the creation of the path along the Grand Junction corridor as an infrastructure project to enhance non-auto mobility. In August 2001, the Cambridge Bicycle Committee completed a concept proposal for the path. In October 2006, the city completed a feasibility study of the corridor. A 2013 report by the Boston Green Routes Initiative, currently spearheaded by LivableStreets Alliance, has the Grand Junction Path as part of the vision for an interconnected network of paths in the Boston region.

The Metropolitan District Commission (now the Department of Conservation and Recreation) 1997 Charles River Basin Master Plan recommended that the Grand Junction Railroad Bridge, a double-barreled crossing with active tracks on one side and an abandoned roadbed on the other, be used to connect bicycle/pedestrian paths on both sides of the river.

Interest in the Grand Junction Community Path project was reinvigorated in 2010 when MassDOT proposed introducing commuter rail service from Worcester to North Station with about 20 trains per day along the corridor, a project that was cancelled after further analysis.  Additionally, the 2013 MassDOT Healthy Transportation Policy Order clarified the state’s willingness to accommodate shared-use paths along railroad rights-of-way. 

MassDOT’s 2014 Capital Investment Plan introduced the idea of using European-style Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU) trains on the Grand Junction corridor. This would provide urban rail service from a proposed new “West Station” at Beacon Yards near the Allston-Brighton I-90 interchange along the Grand Junction corridor to North Station with a stop in Cambridge near Kendall Square. It is unclear whether both this rail service and a community path can both utilize the corridor.

As part of MIT’s Letter of Agreement with the City related to Kendall Square PUD-5 re-zoning in 2013, MIT committed to conduct a more detailed feasibility analysis of the segment of the proposed path through MIT property between Main Street and Memorial Drive. MIT has formed an advisory committee for the feasibility study, composed of a representative of the Community Development Department, a representative of the Charles River Transportation Management Association, the President of the Friends of the Grand Junction Community Path, a representative from MIT Facilities, two MIT faculty members, and the Executive Director of the Cambridge Redevelopment Authority (CRA). In April 2014, MIT awarded a consulting contract for a study of the feasibility of the multi-use path on the section of the Grand Junction owned by MIT. The study is to be completed by October 2014. 

In addition, as part of MIT’s Letter of Agreement, MIT has agreed to provide $500,000 in construction funds to the Cambridge Redevelopment Authority for construction of a segment of the path between Binney and Main Street. The CRA has committed over $60,000 to developing construction documents for this segment, and hopes to put the construction project out to bid later this year. The Community Development Department and Department of Public Works are closely coordinating with the CRA on the design.

Starting in 2013, the Community Development Department has allocated staff time to accelerate the planning process for the Grand Junction Community path project, with monthly internal planning meetings and regular coordination with stakeholders, including the newly-formed Friends of the Grand Junction Community Path organization. Connectivity to the Grand Junction Path and its role as a connector in the public space network will also be an important element of the upcoming Eastern Cambridge Kendall Square Open Space Planning Competition.

In addition, CDD has engaged the Civil Engineering department at Northeastern University to obtain assistance from a graduate student in conducting preliminary evaluations of various design options to connect the Grand Junction path to the planned Somerville Community Path extension. 
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	COUNCILLOR MCGOVERN 

	COUNCILLOR TOOMEY 

	COUNCILLOR MAZEN 

	COUNCILLOR CARLONE 
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		WHEREAS:
	The Grand Junction Path presents a tremendous opportunity to offer additional green space for Cambridge residents; and

	 
	  

	WHEREAS:
	Many departments have been working hard over the last several years to make the Grand Junction Path a reality; now therefore be it 

	 
	   

	ORDERED:
	That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to report back to the City Council on the status of the Grand Junction Path project.  
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