
Powder House Boulevard Traffic Safety Plan Updates & Discussion 
City of Somerville, Massachusetts 

 
Wednesday May 22, 2019 

6:30 PM to 8:30 PM 
West Somerville Neighborhood School, Somerville, MA 

 
Meeting Summary 

 
The City of Somerville hosted a community meeting with updates and discussion on the Powder 
House Boulevard Traffic Safety Plan and bike safety options, from 6:30 to 8:30pm on May 22, 
2019, at the West Somerville Neighborhood School. The meeting agenda is included below as 
an Appendix. The purposes of the meeting were twofold: 

 To hear the most current information on pedestrian safety work  

 To hear about and share feedback on several bike safety options for Powder House 
Boulevard. 

 
Welcome, Introductions and Agenda Review  
 
Katjana Ballantyne, City Councilor for Ward 7 and Council President, offered a welcome on 
behalf of the City. She reviewed the history of efforts to address traffic safety issues on Powder 
House Boulevard, which included a parents’ petition asking the City to address speeding issues, 
infrastructure upgrades to the road over the past two years, and the tragic death of a 
pedestrian in February 2019, which further spurred residents to action. The City is currently 
collecting information on the effectiveness of various measures before it decides on a final 
solution.  
 
Ona Ferguson, facilitator from the Consensus Building Institute (CBI), reviewed the meeting 
agenda, purposes, and ground rules. She invited participants to share their thinking on the 
issues at hand and try to problem-solve together. 
 
Pedestrian Safety Project Update  
 
Adam Polinski, Transportation Analyst at the Somerville Office of Strategic Planning and 
Community Development, presented on pedestrian safety activities planned and underway on 
Powder House Boulevard. He noted that the City has already invested $5.6 million in work on 
the Boulevard, which has included a gas main replacement and a water main and valve 
rehabilitation/replacement. Remaining work includes sidewalk reconstruction and roadway 
repaving. A number of community meetings and other forms of outreach have taken place 
since May 2017. 
 
The traffic safety plan for the Boulevard includes upgraded enforcement and signage, 
installation of rubber speed tables, a 4-way stop pilot at Curtis Street, and potential 
improvements at the school including a HAWK signal at Hardan Road, permanent speed tables 
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between North Street and Curtis Street, and/or a raised intersection at Hardan Road. Further 
plan details can be found in Mr. Polinski’s slides, available online at: 
www.somervillema.gov/sites/default/files/PHB_Community_Meeting_5_22_19_Final.pdf. 
 
Questions and comments 
 
Community members offered the following questions and comments, paraphrased and 
organized by theme. Responses from City staff and officials are in italics. 
 

4-way stop  

 The removal of the stop light and installation of a 4-way stop at Curtis Street will worsen 
traffic and speeding issues. The 4-way stop is a pilot. The City will monitor its 
effectiveness over the next 60 to 90 days. 

 What are the pros and cons of a 4-way stop versus a traffic light? A 4-way stop makes it 
easier for pedestrians to cross and eliminates the incentive for drivers to speed up at a 
yellow light. 

 
HAWK signal and raised table 

 When will the HAWK signal or the raised table be implemented? These more permanent 
interventions would require an engineering survey, spot adjustments, and contracting, 
among other efforts, and are unlikely to happen this year. 

 Why will the HAWK signal include a yellow flashing light instead of flashing red to tell 
people to stop? The HAWK first flashes yellow then turns red, so drivers know what to 
expect.  

 Did the City reverse its plans to have a single raised table in front of the school? The City 
said it was going to look into that option, but opted for a different approach for the pilot 
in order to slow traffic down before it reaches the crosswalk. If the current plan is not 
effective, the City will revisit that option. The goal is to avoid installing permanent 
interventions that do not actually work. 

 
Pilot details 

 What criteria will guide the City’s evaluation of the pilot? Criteria include pedestrian 
comfort and safety, traffic backups and queuing, crashes, and resident feedback. 

 How will the pilot account for the fact that students are gone during this period, so the 
results may not be representative? The developer team has data from traffic 
consultations at various times of year, and feels that the data from the pilot period will 
be sufficient to make a good recommendation.  

 Will the City be monitoring whether these interventions cause more traffic on 
neighboring side streets? No, the traffic monitoring is for Powder House Boulevard, but 
if you see these kinds of issues when pilot is ongoing, please let City staff know.  

 
 
 

https://www.somervillema.gov/sites/default/files/PHB_Community_Meeting_5_22_19_Final.pdf
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Additional issues 

 The speed tables should be striped so they are easier for drivers to identify. The City will 
likely be putting up additional signage to address this issue. 

 The sign at the end of Raymond Avenue prohibiting turning during specified hours 
should not include an exception for police. The police cars create chaos when parents 
are dropping off their children at school.   

 How will the City address the issue of cars speeding between Packard Avenue and 
Powder House Square? The City is looking at installing movable speed limit signs that 
show drivers’ speeds, as well as markings under crosswalks and narrower travel lanes. 

 Does the plan include extra crossing guards for school children? Not at present, but this 
is something for the City to consider.  

 Is it true the City plans to reduce Alewife Brook Parkway into two lanes where it 
intersects with Powder House Boulevard in order to install bike lanes? The City is not yet 
prepared to offer detailed plans for that location. The goal is to turn the location into 
more of an intersection and less of a rotary in order to slow traffic entering Powder 
House Boulevard. The plan maintains existing lanes on Alewife Brook Parkway, and the 
design of bike lanes has not yet been decided. 

 
Bicycle Safety Measures Update & Discussion  
 
Mr. Polinski provided an update on bicycle safety measures the City is considering for Powder 
House Boulevard. He noted that the City is considering a number of factors in deciding on its 
approach, including the City’s goals as articulated in planning documents like Somervision2040, 
Vision Zero Somerville, and the Somerville Forward Climate Change Plan, as well as community 
input. Mr. Polinski then articulated four discrete street design and restriping options for 
participants to consider: 

 Option A: The status quo, with no bike lanes and no removal of parking 

 Option B: A single bike lane in one direction, with narrower driving lanes and no removal 
of parking 

 Option C: A two-way bike lane on one side of the street, with narrower driving lanes and 
removal of parking on one side of the street 

 Option D:  Two one-way bike lanes on opposite sides of the street, with narrower 
driving lanes and removal of parking on one side of the street 

 
The City is considering various parking mitigation strategies in the event a parking lane is 
removed. More details on these design options and mitigation strategies are included in Mr. 
Polinski’s slides, available online at the URL noted above. 
 
Clarifying questions 
 
Participants asked the following clarifying questions, paraphrased and organized by theme. 
Responses from City staff and officials are in italics. 
 



 4 

 Clarifying the options 

 What are the widths of the various lanes in the different options? In all options, the 
parking lanes are 7 feet. Option A includes a 13-foot travel lane. Options B, C and D 
include 10-foot travel lanes. Option B includes one 6-foot bike lane. Options C and D 
include two 5-foot bike lanes and a 3-foot buffer.  

 What is the purpose of putting in a bike lane? There is a lot more interest in biking in a 
number of places in the City, and an interest in providing safer routes for people opting 
to bicycle. On Powder House Boulevard, the bike lanes would also result in narrower 
driving lanes, which would help slow traffic. 

 What are the costs associated with the different options? All of the options would cost 
between $50,000 and $100,000. The contract is for $3 million, so cost is not a factor. 

 Will these plans eliminate parking for some people who currently park on Powder House 
Boulevard? Options C and D would remove parking on one side of the Boulevard. 

 Why does the bike lane switch from one side of the street to the other in Option B? The 
bike lane is always on the side of the street traveling uphill, and switches sides at the top 
of the hill. This is safer because more cars pass bikes when they are traveling uphill. 

 
Option C 

 How did you choose which side of the road to put the bike lanes in Option C? It is the 
side with fewer driveways.  

 What is the logic of having the bike lane next to the parking lane in Option C? Parked 
cars help to protect the bike lane, making travel safer for cyclists. 

 What is it like for drivers backing out of driveways into a bike lane and parking lane, 
under Option C? Visibility would be similar to how it is today. Drivers would need to 
check to make sure there are no bikes approaching. 

 Option C seems to create more danger for children getting out of parked cars next to 
the bike lane. Have the different options been analyzed for their pedestrian impacts? 
Yes, pedestrian impacts are among the factors to be considered. The bike lane is 10-feet 
wide under Option C, allowing bikes to maneuver around pedestrians. It is also unlikely 
there will be a continuous flow of bikes. 

 
Parking mitigation options 

 If the City implements time-limited parking, does it expect grieving families using the 
funeral home to move their cars? No, the City does not ticket during wakes and funerals 
and will not change that practice. 

 The City should consider that there are soccer events in the spring and fall that require 
parking.  

 Who would receive permits to park on Powder House Boulevard if local resident 
permitting is used as a mitigation option? Only residents of Powder House Boulevard 
would receive permits. 
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Planning considerations and decision-making 

 Flooding has gotten worse since the road was redone, which has impacted parking. Has 
the City taken flooding into consideration in its plans? Yes, the City is aware of the 
flooding issue and has been working with the Water and Sewer Department to 
determine the causes and identify ways to improve the situation.  

 Have city staff already decided which of these options they are proceeding with? No. 
We hope to see people come together around some of these ideas. We will collect 
feedback and then likely come back for another meeting to share our thinking. The City 
will decide at some point after we hear everyone’s ideas. 

 
Comments, concerns and small group conversations 
 
Participants shared their perspectives on the various options presented. A number of 
participants expressed significant concerns around the addition of bike lanes and elimination of 
parking. Key concerns included: the potential for parking to overflow onto side streets, ensuring 
sufficient parking for visiting family members, ensuring sufficient parking for tenants, filling 
rental units if tenant parking is limited, the impact of bike lanes on traffic, and the impact of 
additional traffic on emergency response times.1 Participants noted that the City has already 
created bike lanes on many other streets, and it is not clear that many cyclists are currently 
using the Boulevard. 
 
Other participants emphasized the importance of dedicated bike lanes for improving bike 
safety. Participants noted the dangers of traffic and parked cars for cyclists and the potential for 
protected bike lanes to make driving less stressful, and suggested it should be possible to come 
up with a better distribution of parking for the neighborhood as a whole. 
 
Additional comments highlighted the following points: 

 Tufts is unlikely to give the City additional parking. 

 It would be better if Ward 7 residents could vote for their preferred option. 

 Given the width of the sidewalks on Powder House Boulevard, it might be possible to 
narrow the sidewalk and have more bike lanes without eliminating parking. 

 
In the final portion of the meeting, participants met in small groups to discuss their 
perspectives on the issues and think creatively about how to move forward. Following these 
small group conversations, participants filled out and submitted a handout detailing their 
preferences and comments on the various bike safety options. A summary of responses to the 
handout is included in the Appendix. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
1 A City official commented that the Somerville Fire Department has provided data indicating that its 
response times have not been delayed as more bike lanes have been introduced. 
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Next Steps  
 
Finally, Mr. Polinski specified next steps: 

 The City will review feedback from handouts and gather input from for those that 
couldn’t attend the meeting through an online survey. 

 The City will conduct additional field work to better understand current conditions, and 
continue to have conversations with neighborhood institutions regarding their needs.  

 The City will reach back out to the community when another meeting date has been set. 
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APPENDICES 

 
 
 

Powder House Boulevard Traffic Safety Plan Updates & Discussion 
City of Somerville, Massachusetts 

 
Meeting Agenda  

Wednesday May 22, 2019 
6:30 PM to 8:30 PM 

West Somerville Neighborhood School, cafeteria 
177 Powder House Boulevard, Somerville, MA 

 
Meeting Purpose: Participants will 

 Hear the most current information on pedestrian safety improvements 

 Hear about and share feedback on several bike safety options for Powder House 
Boulevard and tradeoffs associated with on-street parking. 

 
6:30 Welcome, Introductions and Agenda Review  
 
6:45  Pedestrian Safety Project Update  

 Presentation on pedestrian safety activities planned and underway – Adam 
Polinski, Transportation Analyst 

 Clarifying questions and discussion 
 
7:15 Bicycle Safety Measures Discussion  

 Presentation on bike safety measures planned and underway focused on a 
key decision related to biking, safety, parking – Adam Polinski, Transportation 
Analyst  

 Small group discussion 

 Open discussion 
 
8:20  Next Steps  
 
8:00  Adjourn 
 
Online survey link: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/9JSRTZD 
  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/9JSRTZD
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Summary of Handout Responses 
 

After the small group conversations portion of the community meeting, attendees filled out and 
submitted a handout detailing their preferences and comments on the options for restriping 
Powder House Boulevard. The handout explained in detail the four possible restriping options 
and included information on the cross section lane widths, the impacts on parking, the impacts 
on bicycle facilities, and the expected effects on vehicle speeds. The handout then asked 
attendees to 1) rank options A through D, 2) explain the reasoning for their ranking, 3) draw on 
a map the sections of Powder House Boulevard that most concerned them, and 4) provide 
opened ended comments on the city’s efforts to enhance safety and mobility for residents of 
Somerville. The handout also asked attendees to check off their preferences between eight 
parking mitigation strategies that could potentially be implemented if some on-street parking 
was removed. In total, 142 surveys were completed by attendees of the meeting. Please note 
that percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding and the fact that not every response 
ranked every cross section option or completed every question on the handout. 
 
No consensus emerged from the question concerning the preferred final cross section of 
Powder House Boulevard. In fact, rankings were relatively evenly split between options that 
would remove a lane of parking/install separated bike facilities and those that would not. 
Approximately 43% of responses ranked Option A as their first choice, which would keep the 
street as it was before the project began, while 42% of responses ranked Options C or D as their 
first choice, which would remove a lane of parking in favor of separated bicycle facilities. Option 
B, which would install uphill bicycle lanes on only one side of the street in different sections was 
ranked as the first choice by only 16% of responses, with the majority of that subset of 
responses preferring no change to the street design (Option A) over the options that included 
parking removal (Options C and D). Option B was also the most popular second choice rank 
(40%) and third choice rank (49%), with the vast majority of second choice ranks for Option B 
preferring Option A first, and the vast majority of third choice ranks for Option B preferring 
Options C or D first. 
 
Parking mitigation options were detailed on the handout, and attendees were asked to indicate 
which strategies they would like the City to consider implementing. In total, 372 votes were 
tallied for eight different parking mitigation strategies. The strategy selected by the most 
people (41% of responses) was to paint parking ‘T’s on the street that clearly outline each space 
and encourage more efficient parking. This was closely followed by: working with Tufts to gain 
access to off-street parking for snow emergencies and large events (39%), encouraging people 
to use their driveways when they have access to one (36%), piloting any of the strategies listed 
to see how they work before committing to anything (35%), and creating time-limited parking 
for users of the church and funeral home (35%). Less preferred parking mitigation strategies 
included: adjusting the street sweeping schedule so that some key streets could operate with 
parking on both sides (29%), incentivizing more tenants to come without bringing a car (25%), 
and not issuing more parking permits than there are parking spaces on the street by using a 
waiting list (20%).   
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City staff also categorized and coded responses to the open ended questions on why 
respondents ranked the options as they did and the city’s efforts to enhance safety and 
mobility for residents of Somerville in general. In total, 268 votes were tallied among 19 coded 
comment categories. Since many comments were unique, this does not cover the specifics of 
every single comment submitted, but offers a general sense of the nature and magnitude of 
comments among a number of common themes. Approximately 30% of the comments were 
aimed at asking the city to preserve, address and/or mitigate parking concerns. Approximately 
39% of the comments asked the city to install protected bicycles lanes in order to prioritize 
bicycling over vehicle storage, sustainability, bicycle safety, or safe routes to school. 
Implementing traffic calming measures were mentioned by 10% of comments, which was the 
most common comment that did not focus specifically on separated bicycle lanes or parking 
concerns. This was followed closely by comments calling on the city not to install bicycle 
facilities of any type (7%). All other comment categories represented 3% or less of comments, 
with the most common among those being pedestrian concerns about bicycles or narrow 
travel/parking lanes, or calls to provide safe bicycle connections to other Somerville 
destinations and to develop a comprehensive bicycle network plan. A small number of 
comments included inflammatory language directed at either city staff or people who bike. In 
summary, the open ended comments largely echoed the rankings of the different restriping 
options. 
 
The main takeaway from the responses to the handout is that the community members who 
attended the meeting have very strong opinions and are more or less evenly divided about 
whether to sacrifice a parking lane to provide a separated bicycle facility.  

 


