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MEMORANDUM 

June 11, 2012 
 
To:  Patrick Hoey 
  Senior Transportation Planner 

 BTD 
 

Through: Keri Pyke, P.E., PTOE 
  Howard/Stein-Hudson 
  Project Manager 
 
From:  Nathaniel Curtis 
  Howard/Stein-Hudson 
  Public Involvement Specialist 
 
 
RE: Fourth Community Meeting1 
 Meeting Notes of May 30, 2012 
 

Executive Summary 
On May 30, 2012, the Boston Transportation Department (BTD) team for the Melnea Cass Boulevard Design 
Project held the fourth in a series of community meetings associated with the project.  The meeting was 
attended by approximately 60 people and included residents, activists, stakeholders, members of 
government agencies including BTD, BRA, MBTA and BHA, consultants, and representatives of the offices of 
Senator Chang-Diaz, Representative Fox, and Councilor Arroyo.   
 
The meeting began with a presentation that addressed key themes of the input provided by community 
members at the previous meeting and then provided an overview of the two conceptual options for the 
redesign of Melnea Cass Boulevard.  Option 1, “Tree-Lined Center Medians” defines the center Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT) lanes with a tree-lined median on each side separating the BRT lanes from general traffic lanes.  
Option 2, “Minimal Median Treatment” defines the BRT lanes with narrow medians only and shifts the 
resulting additional space to the edges of the corridor.2  Under Option 2, all plantings are at the outer edges 
of the corridor.  Members of the community were shown renderings of the four segments of the Melnea Cass 
Boulevard Corridor as they would appear under both Option 1 and Option 2.  The current planning effort 
takes place against a backdrop of increased development interest in the now mostly-vacant parcels along 
Melnea Cass Boulevard and represents an opportunity for the neighborhood to prepare transportation 
infrastructure and set the tone for this development.  The consultant team under contract to BTD is headed 
by Howard/Stein-Hudson and includes Crosby | Schlessinger | Smallridge, LLC, Toole Design Group, Inc., 
GLC Development Resources, Charles River Watershed Association, and A-Plus Construction Services. 
 
The meeting also included a group brainstorming exercise.  Breakout groups were asked to address which 
option they preferred and the positive and negative aspects associated with both.  It is possible that based 
on engineering needs and community input, some hybrid version of Option 1 and Option 2 may emerge 
from this process.   
 
Generally speaking, audience members favored Option 1, known as “Tree-Lined Center Medians.”  Reasons 
given included visually breaking up the pavement in the corridor, softening the “highway feeling” of the 

                                                  
1 Copies of the flipcharts taken at the meeting are listed in Appendix 1.  Emails received following the meeting are 
listed in Appendix 2.   
2 At the meeting summarized herein, only center BRT was presented as community feedback from the previous 
meeting had indicated that this is the preferred approach.   
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roadway, giving pedestrians a refuge in the center of the corridor,
3

 providing more overall trees and 

eventually an enlarged tree canopy and creating vertical elements which will cue drivers to slow down.  Two 

concerns about Option 1 were voiced: that if the trees were too densely planted, that they would eventually 

grow into a “tree tunnel” that would block out street lighting and that over time, new trees could obscure 

shop signs for the new retail establishments at Parcels 9 and 10.  It was noted by several groups that the 

community should play an active role in the selection of new trees for whichever option is selected.  Several 

audience members spoke in favor of Option 2 noting that few trees would mean better visibility, a lower 

maintenance burden, and allow the inclusion of the bicycle path on the south side of the corridor.  Whether 

a bicycle path is needed on both sides of the corridor was a topic of some conversation among audience 

members.  Some felt that putting a bicycle path on the north side of the corridor only would be inadequate 

and that it should be augmented with either a south side path, on-street bicycle lanes, or allowing bicycles to 

use the BRT lanes as they do on Washington Street.  Others felt that a north side only configuration would be 

adequate provided the path were well-maintained and clearly marked.  Parallel parking along the corridor 

was also discussed.  While several audience members noted that parking is needed to allow planned retail 

to thrive, others commented that traffic on the Boulevard moves too quickly to make parallel parking safe or 

easy. 

 

The meeting summarized herein had an audience comprised of both people familiar with the process from 

the previous several meetings as well as many new faces.  These new participants echoed and underscored 

many of the key themes of the public involvement process to date including: 

 Developing an early action plan to quickly address elements such as litter clean-up, signage, and 

street-lighting along the corridor. 

 Ensuring that the Melnea Cass Boulevard Corridor becomes more pedestrian and transit friendly 

while continuing to move calmed traffic effectively. 

 Ensuring that under the future conditions for the Boulevard, all parcels are owned and maintained. 

 

 

Breakout Session Reporting: 

 

 Group 1 stated its preference for Option 1 with some reservations.  While the tree-lined center 

medians were seen positively, concern was expressed that the trees not get large enough or be 

planted so closely together as to make a “tree tunnel” that would interfere with effective street 

lighting.  The group also underscored the need to ensure that street crossings are pedestrian-friendly 

and do not strand walkers in the roadway’s median.  Concern was also expressed that steps be 

taken to ensure that pedestrians cross the corridor at the appropriate locations only; an ornamental 

fence was suggested as one possible solution. 

 

Group 1 also touched on many of the key themes of the process to-date including:  

o Concerns over speeding and the need to enforce speed limits more effectively. 

o The desire for a cleaner, better maintained Melnea Cass Boulevard where are parcels are 

clearly owned.  Also noted was a concern over litter and a request that “Big Belly” solar-

powered compacting trash cans be installed in the corridor. 

o Signage should be improved to remind motorists that they are in a residential and school 

area. 

o Street lighting should be improved for pedestrian safety. 

o Bicycle and pedestrian pathways should be improved and clearly marked. 

o Public art celebrating Melnea Cass and her work should be installed in the corridor. 

 

 Group 2 indicated that it had debated Option 1 and Option 2 and had found positive elements 

about both.  Option 1 would provide an attractive center median where pedestrians would feel 

comfortable stopping.  The trees would reduce the current “highway feeling” of the Boulevard and 

                                                   

3

 Signals will be timed to allow pedestrians to cross the corridor in one movement.   
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provide a buffer from traffic while helping to slow vehicle speeds.  The tree-lined streets of Option 1 

are seen as consistent and would make the Boulevard feel all of a piece. Option 2 was praised for 

offering a decreased maintenance burden and providing better visibility.   

 

The group noted several questions and ideas that were common to both Option 1 and 2, including 

the following: 

o BRT lanes should be available to emergency vehicles when required.   

o Will bicycles be able to use the BRT lanes as they can on Washington Street? 

o How is street lighting incorporated into the two options? 

o Would taking MBTA buses out of general traffic lead to increased automobile speeds? 

o Which option would best reduce the traffic volume on Melnea Cass Boulevard? 

o How long will it take new trees to mature? 

o Are there differences between the types of BRT stations possible with each option? 

o How are plans for United Neighbors of Lower Roxbury (UNLR) integrated into the thinking for 

the Melnea Cass Boulevard project? 

o What are the environmental impacts of this project? 

o What is the involvement of state and federal government in the project? 

o What steps will be taken to ease the burden of construction on the neighborhood. 

 

Group 2 also touched on some of the common themes of the process thus far including: 

o The desire to maintain as many of the current trees as possible. 

o Concern over the allergens generated by trees given the area’s high incidence of asthma 

and a request that new trees be native, low-pollen species.   

o New trees should have narrow trunks for good visibility, but broad canopies for improved 

shade. 

o All new crosswalks should be safe and well-marked. 

o Pedestrian/vehicle conflicts should be minimized to the greatest extent possible. 

o A desire for public art. 

o The idea that while traffic should be calmed, it must move effectively, particularly to bring 

business to the new development parcels. 

 

 Group 3 primarily discussed elements which could be applied to both Option 1 and 2.  A desire was 

expressed to see the traffic study associated with the two options and provide a long-term 

maintenance plan for the new corridor.  The group noted its widely-shared preference for saving as 

many mature trees as possible, through relocation if necessary.  For Option 2, this group suggested 

varying the plantings in the median for greater visual interest.   

 

The group also asked about solar-powered street lighting and wanted to know where the new BRT 

stations would be located.  With regard to solar-powered lighting, that has yet to be decided, 

however, the City of Boston will definitely use LED street lights which last much longer and use far 

less electricity than conventional lights.  The project team currently believes that BRT stations will be 

situated in the median at Kerr Way/Melnea Cass Boulevard and at Washington Street/Melnea Cass 

Boulevard.  All new stations will be installed at the time of the larger construction project. 

 

 Group 4 noted an even blend of support for Option 1 and 2.  Option 1 it was noted would better 

help to calm traffic, but that if the trees are planted too closely together, it could develop a “tree-

tunnel” which would block out street lighting.  Group members expressed their desire to have street 

lighting improved as soon as possible.  It was also noted that trees should not block the signs of local 

merchants.  Concern was voiced that the bicycle path on the north side of the boulevard may not be 

adequate for commuter cyclists and it was suggested that these more confident riders be allowed to 

use the BRT lanes as they can on Washington Street.  The group also noted their dilemma with 

regard to parking: if merchants are going to thrive in the Melnea Cass Boulevard corridor, some 

parking must be available to them, but speeds in the corridor would need to drop for parallel 

parking to feel comfortable.  Both options were noted as problematic in that they would contribute to 
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a wider Boulevard, something the Roxbury Master Plan specifically looks to avoid.  Group 4 

concluded its report by complementing the project team on an “excellent presentation. 

 

 

Individual Group Reports: 

Report from Group 1 
Discussion of Option Preference: 

  [In response to a question asking about the placement of bicycle paths]  One advantage of Option 2 

is a bicycle path on both sides of the corridor.  In Option 1, there is only a path on the north side. 

 Placing a bicycle path on the north side of the corridor only might not be adequate.  If Option 1 is 

selected, the pathway should be supplemented with either on-street bicycle lanes or allowing 

bicycles to use the BRT lanes. 

 Option 1 offers more in the drivers’ cone of vision to slow them down.  Option 2 will keep the 

“highway feeling” and keep speeds up. 

 Option 1 may cause problems with street lighting; don’t make a “tree tunnel.” 

 Option 1 is better in terms of providing a pedestrian refuge.  Crossing times need to be adequate. 

 Option 1 will slow traffic down and help connect Dudley Square to the rest of the area.  Slower 

traffic and trees on the Boulevard will help turn Dudley Square into a real destination.  A bicycle path 

on one side is adequate provided it’s well maintained.  A continuous path is better than one with lots 

of segments and crossings. 

 Option 1 is good, but the loss of trees around Washington Street should be avoided if possible. 

 [In response to a question asking about whether new trees will block storefront signage]  The project 

hasn’t yet progressed to the point of selecting trees, but this is a good comment for future discussion. 

 

Additional Items 

 There is usually a bottleneck at Melnea Cass Boulevard/Tremont Street.  Consider how the BRT is 

supposed to cross this.  Remember, this is a Boulevard and should be able to move traffic effectively. 

 Parallel parking on the Boulevard would be difficult with current speeds.  Parcels 9 and 10 should be 

looked at to see if they can provide interior, off-street parking with driveway access to the Boulevard. 

 [In response to a question asking about the proposed width of the designs]  The right-of-way will be 

wider than today.  The traffic lanes will be very similar, but the BRT and parking lanes are new.  The 

median will grow more or less depending on the option chosen around the transit. 

 The Roxbury Master Plan states that the Boulevard shouldn’t get any wider.  You could eliminate the 

on-street parking and do parking lots in the new development parcels.  The idea of making the 

Boulevard into a gateway for Dudley Square is a good one. 

 Pedestrian and bicycle connections in the corridor are very important, along with smooth vehicle 

progression.  Cars should be slowed down, but kept moving. 

 Some on-street parking will be needed if merchants are going to succeed.  Cross-Town isn’t as 

successful as it could be because it doesn’t have on-street parking.  Parking to “just run into the store 

quickly,” is a necessity.   

 [In response to a comment about Area 4 still having a high-way feeling]  Softening the area closest 

to the Massachusetts Avenue Connector is a big challenge because its constrained.  It would be hard 

to plant more trees there.  It’s probably an area to think about new signage. 

 Use signage and lighting to create a sense of engagement 

 Davis Square is a good example of how to highlight crosswalks to motorists. 

 [In response to a comment that the spending on BRT is misguided and the money should go to 

affordable housing]  This is about planning for the future Urban Ring and it does benefit current bus 

service.  Having improved transit through the area is crucial to supporting planned development 

 Each block should have its own identity while looking like part of a coordinated whole. 
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Report from Group 2 
Discussion of Option Preference: 

 Option 2 seems to provide better visibility of the BRT stations. 

 Option 1 will have a greater maintenance burden with the trees in the middle. 

 Option 1 would be better for providing more total trees in the corridor. 

 Option 1 would provide better traffic calming and buffer the neighborhoods from the noise of 

general traffic and emergency vehicles. 

 Option 1 would provide a pedestrian refuge. 

 

Additional Items: 

 Keep as many mature trees as possible and ensure that new trees are native, low-pollen species. 

 Trees should have thinner trunks with broader canopies for improved air quality with better visibility. 

 Trees should be protected from vehicle impacts; maybe with a wall. 

 What would happen to the transit lanes during nights and weekends when there is generally less 

frequent transit service? 

 Minimize conflict between buses and pedestrians. 

 How is lighting incorporated into the two schemes? 

 Could bicycles use the BRT lanes like they do on Washington Street? 

 Drivers may try to use the median lanes.  Traffic during peak hours with the new developments will 

be a concern.  Could drivers use the BRT lanes during peak hours? 

 Will bus priority signals slow down traffic? 

 Could taking buses out of general traffic speed up the flow of cars? 

 What are the construction management plans? 

 Use public art as a way to deter littering. 

 Ensure bicycle parking at the new developments. 

 Provide cues for drivers to slow down as they enter the corridor from the highway. 

 How does this project reduce Vehicle Miles Traveled? 

 Do the stations differ between options? 

 How long will it take for new trees to reach maturity and create a shade canopy? 

 [In response to a question about whether UNLR is part of the Melnea Cass Project]  The Melnea Cass 

Boulevard project is separate from UNLR.  The funding is not connected. 

 [In response to a question about state and federal involvement] The federal and state governments 

are involved through the environmental review process. 

 Does the connection to a federal highway I-93 impact federal involvement? 

Report from Group 3 
Discussion of Option Preference 

 Option 2 would maintain bicycle paths on both sides of Melnea Cass Boulevard. 

 Option 1 would break up the scale of the roadway.  If Option 1 is selected, median treatments 

should be varied to create unique spaces along the corridor. 

 

Additional Items: 

 [In response to a question regarding the comparative cost of the two options]  Since both Option 1 

and 2 would create roughly the same amount of paved area, the cost between them is 

approximately the same. 

 Please provide traffic volumes for the corridor. 

 Look at funding long-term maintenance as a line item from future developments. 

 Preserve as many mature trees as possible; explore relocation of trees. 

 Involve the community in the selection of new trees. 

 Incorporate local public art and historical materials, particularly focused on Melnea Cass herself, at 

the gateways to the corridor and at the BRT stations.   
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Report from Group 4 
Discussion of Option Preference 

 The trees in the median of Option 1 seem more attractive. 

 

Additional Items: 

 Consider the idea of pedestrian overpasses or vehicle underpasses like at Massachusetts 

Avenue/Huntington Avenue. 

 Improve traffic enforcement with cameras to catch speeders and drivers who disobey red lights.
4

 

 Post more speed limit signs. 

 Improve pavement quality and trash pick-up as early action steps to the project. 

 A fence in the median may be needed to channel pedestrians to appropriate crossings. 

 Ensure that all parts of the corridor are improved.  Simply adding many more trees is not adequate. 

 Don’t create a “tree tunnel” that blocks out street lighting/ 

 Save the apple trees on the Madison Park housing side of the roadway. 

 Clean up the berm and clarify its ownership. 

 Implement extra safety measures at crossings, such as audible signals. 

 Add signage stressing the residential nature of the corridor. 

 Add public art that recognizes Melnea Cass and her contributions. 

 Clearly distinguish between bicycle and pedestrian pathways. 

 

Next Steps 
While the next community meeting date has yet to be set, BTD will hold this meeting in mid-summer or early 

fall of 2012.  In the interim, the presentation given at the meeting summarized herein, a copy of these 

minutes, and a copy of the next meeting’s presentation, when it is completed, will be posted to the project 

website.  Where possible, answers to questions asked by community members in these meeting minutes will 

be provided prior to the next meeting. 

 

                                                   

4

 At present, red light and speed cameras are not legal in Massachusetts. 
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Appendix 1: Meeting Flip-Charts 

 

See following page 
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Appendix 2: Received Emails 

 

See following page 

 










