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The Montachusett Regional Transit Authority (MART) of the Fitchburg/Leominster, Massachusetts, metropolitan area, in conjunction with the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA), has proposed to modernize an existing commuter rail line to provide improved service and reliability for riders at 18 urban and suburban stations over a 50-mile corridor extending from Fitchburg to Boston’s North Station.  Owned by the MBTA and operated under contract by the Massachusetts Bay Commuter Rail (MBCR) Company, improvements to the Fitchburg Line will include installation of approximately 8.5-miles of double track from Ayer to South Acton, and through Waltham Station, resulting in double track operations throughout the entirety of the line; upgrade of horizontal and vertical track alignment to achieve a maximum 80 mph operation compared with the current 60 mph maximum speed; construction of three stations with high-level platforms to replace three mini-high platforms displaced by double tracking; replacement of an outdated wayside signal control system with in-cab signal control; improvement of four highway grade crossings; installation of fiber-optic cable along the route; installation of additional storage track at the Willows Freight Rail Yard, and other improvements.   
Currently, corridor residents have few options for commuting to and from Boston.  Ridership on the Fitchburg Line is constrained by poor service reliability and excessive travel time of up to 90 minutes—the longest running time of MBTA’s 13 commuter rail lines.  State Route 2 is the only alternative regional route to Boston in this corridor, but is not limited access throughout its length (six signalized intersections and 26 at-grade intersections).  The proposed Fitchburg Commuter Rail Improvements will provide a more attractive – and reliable – alternative to travel along Route 2.  While the current project scope will not result in increased service, existing rolling stock can be used to provide additional trips, and coaches can be added to run longer train sets, as demand increases. 
	Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Commuter Rail Improvements

	 
	49.5 Miles 

3 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$149.98 Million (Includes $0.2 million in finance charges)

	Section 5309 Small Starts Share ($YOE):
	$74.99 Million (50.0%)

	Annual Operating Cost ($YOE): 
	$14,000 Annual Operating Cost Savings

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast  (2012):
	10,800 Average Weekday Boardings 

	 
	700 Daily New Riders

	FY 2009 Local Financial Commitment Rating:
	High

	FY 2009 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2009 Overall Project Rating:
	Medium-High


Project Development History and Current Status 
MBTA initiated an analysis of potential Fitchburg Line improvements with three public meetings in 2001. The Massachusetts Legislature established a “Fitchburg MBTA Line Corridor Advisory Committee” in 2002 to recommend improvements for the Fitchburg Line.  MART, the transit agency responsible for the Fitchburg/Leominster area northwest of Boston, initiated the Fitchburg Commuter Rail Improvements alternatives analysis in March 2006.  The study included the participation of the Massachusetts Executive Office of Transportation and Public Works (EOTPW) and the MBTA.  The alternatives analysis examined various packages of low and moderate-cost strategies to improve reliability and travel time in the Fitchburg corridor.  MART identified a locally preferred alternative (LPA) in August 2007.  An Environmental Assessment on the LPA was initiated shortly thereafter.  On November 14, 2007, EOTPW delegated responsibility to MBTA, as owner and operator of the line, to advance the Fitchburg Commuter Rail Improvements project into design and construction.  FTA notified Congress of its intent to approve the project into Small Starts project development in November 2007, and expects to take the formal approval action in December 2007.  

The current project proposal lacks details regarding the scope and priority of certain project elements and the cost estimate carries low contingencies.  The project schedule does not include sufficient information to determine if the time frame for completion is realistic.  EOTPW, MBTA and MART are entering into an Interagency Services Agreement and other appropriate contractual agreements to resolve these issues and to advance the project through design and construction.
Project Justification Rating:  Medium
The project is rated Medium based on a Medium rating for cost effectiveness and a Medium rating for transit-supportive land use.  The rating for the project’s Making the Case document was not factored into the project justification rating for FY 2009.
Making the Case Rating: Medium-High
The Fitchburg Commuter Rail Improvements project would upgrade tracks, signals, and systems on a commuter rail line to Boston that currently carries 10,600 daily riders in a corridor with long commutes, substantial traffic congestion, and modest rates of population growth.  The “case” for the project rests on the resulting improvements in travel times and reliability, and the modest project cost.  The project would reduce average travel times for current riders by 10 minutes.  These time savings alone are sufficient to demonstrate that the project is reasonably cost-effective.  Additional benefits include improvements in on-time reliability from current performance that is the worst in the MBTA commuter rail system.  MART’s documented “case” for the project adequately explains the purpose of the project, its impacts on transit service, and the nature and magnitude of benefits of the project, although it suffers from the inclusion of extraneous information which detracts from the project’s merit.

Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium
The Medium rating is based on the level of travel-time benefits (1,480 average weekday hours) relative to the project’s annualized costs.  
	Cost Effectiveness MERGEFIELD CostEff 

	Cost per Hour of Transportation System User Benefit 

Incremental Cost per Incremental Trip
	New Start vs. Baseline

$ 23.75*
$51.75


* Indicates that measure is a component of Cost Effectiveness rating.

Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD LandUse 
The Medium rating is based upon the average of the ratings assigned to the subfactors below, each of which contribute one-third to the land use rating.  

Existing Land Use: Medium

· The Fitchburg corridor includes urban, suburban, and low-density “west end” towns with varying degrees of population, employment, and density.  Most of the urban stations are spaced closely to one another and are located in higher density mixed-use neighborhoods. 

· Average station area population density is 5,000 persons per square mile. Employment in project station areas is 71,400.  Total employment in the entire CBD is more than 389,000 and is expected to increase by 10 percent by opening year (to more than 426,000).  

· Many of the station areas have limited parking.  Parking costs in the downtown and the Porter Square station area are substantial.  Parking is free near some station areas (e.g., Concord, Hastings, and Shirley); at least one privately owned lot in Littleton charges $50 per month for parking adjacent to the station area.  Parking at Leominster (140-vehicle capacity at 100 percent occupancy) and at Fitchburg (400-vehicle capacity at 50 percent occupancy) is available for $2.00 per day or $35.00 per month.  Total parking on the Fitchburg Line is available for approximately 1,500 cars.
Transit-Supportive Plans and Policies: Medium
· Specific conceptual plans for station areas were not provided to FTA.  However, significant infill development has occurred and is in progress in several communities served by the Fitchburg Line, including North Station, Ayer, Leominster, Concord, and most notably, Fitchburg. A relevant consideration is that the project consists largely of corridor-wide improvements, rather than development or improvements of station facilities.  

· Massachusetts’ Smart Growth Zoning Law encourages the creation of mixed-use zoning districts around transit stations and corridors.  The City of Fitchburg is a notable example of the application of these districts. All of the communities situated along the Fitchburg Line qualify under the law’s Smart Growth criteria. Proposed development projects near the stations would all be eligible for Smart Growth funding that is made available by the state to promote this initiative.

Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium

· The City of Fitchburg has actively pursued station area development, notably with the construction of a major intermodal transportation center in downtown.  

· Existing transit-oriented development in the North Station area includes pedestrian upgrades (sidewalks and lighting) between North Station and Haymarket Station, improved pedestrian access to activity centers such as Boston’s North End and the TD BankNorth Garden (an entertainment/sporting event venue).

· Mixed-use development and renovation of existing structures has occurred in several of the station areas, including Ayer, Fitchburg, Waltham, and Concord.  Other improvements in some station areas include modernized lighting, enhanced crosswalks, public art, and amenities for non-motorized transportation.
Local Financial Commitment Rating: High 
The project is rated High for local financial commitment, based upon the excellent bond rating of MBTA and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts; a reasonable plan for funding the non-Small Starts share of capital costs from state transportation bond proceeds; evidence that the operations and maintenance cost of the project is less than five percent of the agency’s operating budget; and the Small Starts share is 50 percent or less of total project costs.

	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

	Source of Funds
	Total Funds ($million)
	Percent of Total

	Federal: 

Section 5309 Small Starts
	$74.99


	50.0%



	State:
Transportation Bond Proceeds

	$74.99
	50.0%

	Total:  
	$149.98
	100.0%


NOTE:  The financial plan reflected in this table has been developed by the project sponsor and does not reflect a commitment by DOT or FTA.  The sum of figures may differ from total as listed due to rounding.  
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