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The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) proposes to implement Phase III of its Silver Line bus rapid transit (BRT) system in downtown Boston.  The Phase III project consists of a tunnel segment, a tunnel portal, contra-flow surface bus lanes and new platforms at two existing underground rapid transit stations. The 0.8-mile core tunnel segment lies between the existing South Station (which connects to the Silver Line Phase II service that opened in December 2004) and Boylston Station, under Essex and Boylston Streets. This core segment includes new passenger platforms to interface with existing subway lines at the Chinatown (Orange Line) and Boylston (Green Line) stations. The 0.4-mile portal segment extends under South Charles Street to a portal at Tremont Street between Jefferson and Church Streets. From Tremont Street, the Phase III project runs east-west on surface bus contra-flow lanes on Marginal Road and Herald Street, parallel to the Massachusetts Turnpike, with a dedicated bus lane on the Tremont Street Bridge.  The project links with Silver Line Phase I service on Washington Street. Forty-nine dual-mode BRT buses would also be procured for the project.  Once Phase III is implemented, the completed Silver Line would feature seven BRT routes operating at three to ten minute peak-period headways.

The Silver Line Phase III project has been in preliminary engineering off and on since 2002. No new information has been submitted to FTA since 2008.  The project has encountered significant schedule delays and a capital cost increase of approximately 80 percent. The amount of New Starts funding proposed for the project has increased 80 percent as well, and exceeds $1 billion, which is of concern to FTA.  The project’s financial plan depends heavily on MBTA borrowing that would result in net debt service coverage of less than 1.0 and insufficient cash to cover future operating needs let alone capacity to support additional capital bonds.  Further, FTA is aware of other major capital projects being considered in the local area that appear to be higher priority than this project.  Thus, MBTA must submit updated information to FTA on or before September 2010 addressing the concerns identified by FTA last year, or the project will be removed from the New Starts program.
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