Natick Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Committee (NBPAC)

Annual Report 2006

History and Mission

The NBPAC was founded in 1997, recognized by the Natick Selectmen in 1998, and reconfirmed in 2001 with seven voting members (plus non-voting associate members).

The purpose of the committee is to make Natick more bicycle and pedestrian friendly and to work with Town and regional agencies and local organizations to those ends. The committee serves as a facilitator of State and Federal funded improvements for alternate transportation, for recreational trails, and for street crossings and sidewalks in Natick.

The committee also sponsors public talks, promotes the Cochituate Rail Trail (along with the new Natick Cochituate Rail Trail Task Force, Framingham CRT Committee, Framingham BPAC, and Cochituate State Park Advisory Committee), a trail along the Sudbury Aqueduct, two trails from Natick Center to South Natick, and other Town and regional trails (along with Natick Conservation Commission, Natick Open Space Committee, Natick Walks, etc.). It leads easy walks and bicycle rides to feature local routes and recreational areas, channels public safety suggestions to appropriate agencies, and generally informs and acts in these interests.

2006 Accomplishments

In 2006, the NBPAC offered our own events including bicycle trips during Bike Week (in May), ran publicity events of our own and in cooperation with other Town groups, and our members attended numerous meetings and training sessions within the region. Our projects were featured in news articles, on Natick Pegasus (cable TV) programs, and, of course, on our own online Calendar of Events.

The Cochituate Rail Trail, our central project since 1997, made major progress in Natick and Framingham. As we'd long predicted and others discovered, freight traffic ended late in 2005. 2006 was the year in which CSX began its railroad abandonment process, and Natick then filed for the "rail-banking" process under which it negotiates to acquire the right-of-way. The NBPAC encouraged the creation of the new Natick Cochituate Rail Trail Task Force, which continues to find broad-based support as it takes its first steps toward this previously NBPAC-led great trail.  At the State level, several significant changes resulted in increased support for this already-prioritized project, with more help anticipated in 2007. The Natick 360 workshops, Town Meeting, and other gatherings indicate that Natick citizens appreciate and want the CRT – subject, of course, to good design and funding. In December 2006, a Natick Special Town Meeting approved the early expenditure of funds for professional environmental assessment, title search and appraisal help – necessary next steps. Neighborhood and public informational meetings are expected early next year.

Natick's main travel corridors can benefit from improvements or alternate routes. In 2007, MassHighway should complete its major reconstruction of Route 135, from Wellesley to Framingham, and also reconstruction of the Route 9 “Willow Bridge” over Lake Cochituate. Thanks to a record-breaking warm end to this year, the reconstruction projects continued through December. NBPAC design recommendations have resulted in promise of the erection of the decade-old "Share The Road" signs – instead of the improved version that we had requested. Natick has also ruled out "Sharrows" (road-surface markings showing the preferred bike route through confusing intersections) despite NBPAC's recommendation; however, their use will be reconsidered as they are in the new Mass. Guidelines. Better reporting and cooperation with Mass. DPW and Natick DPW and Police resulted in crossing improvements, storm-grate realignments, and prompt removal of potholes from roads and poison ivy from sidewalks. Some utility poles have encroached on sidewalks for years; finally, NSTAR has begun to coordinate their removal.

Natick also needs more secure bicycle parking at important trip destinations. In cooperation with the MBTA and with Natick's Director of Community Planning, Patrick Reffett, we intend to reapply for a Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) grant in 2007. If successful, it will fund the design and installation of a good bicycle-parking shelter at the Natick Center train station, so more commuters can leave their cars at home.

The NBPAC again co-sponsored, with the Natick Police Department, the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition (MassBike) and the League of American a third year of Bicycling Skills Classes including “Intro to Bicycle Safety” and “Bicycling 101 – Basic Road Riding”. Natick Police officers, NBPAC members and others from Natick and beyond benefited from professional instruction in the rules and practical skills for handling bicycles safely and confidently in traffic situations. The value of this training is immense. The NBPAC looks forward to a continuation and expansion of Bicycling Skills Classes in 2007.

The NBPAC co-sponsored, with the Natick Morse Institute Library, a public meeting entitled, “Looking Ahead on the Cochituate Rail Trail” with Craig Della Penna and others. It has been aired on Natick community television. We co-sponsored, with the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition (MassBike), a talk and video presentation, “Route 66 by Bicycle, Pedaling the Mother Road” (from Los Angeles to Chicago!) by Lynette Chiang.

We continue to participate in seminars and conferences, notably the annual Moving Together conference, and to support other groups such as the Bike Club at Natick High School. We believe that we must help our youth to undo the current epidemic of overweight youths and adults and the related increase in sickness and reduction in life expectancy. (The rate of obesity of Massachusetts adults increased by a staggering 81 percent between 1990 and 2000. Over half of our state's adults are overweight.) Simple daily walking or bicycling is a best response. Many communities address this problem by limiting school-bus use and by initiating a Safe Routes To Schools (SR2S) program. The NBPAC will encourage other Natick boards and departments to utilize Federal and State SR2S programs and funding.

NBPAC member A. Richard Miller serves on the Massachusetts Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Board (MABPAB). This strengthens our already strong ties to similar groups, to regional and State agency officials, and to aid for our local projects.

Current Challenges

Many local car trips are unnecessary. They cost money, create problems with traffic, parking and pollution, and remove the opportunity for minor exercise that extends lifespans by years. But the alternatives often require too much effort, inconvenience or additional real or perceived risk. The NBPAC works to identify and reduce these obstacles, and has a world of parallel effort from which to learn. Linking the NBPAC to other Natick groups is central to this learning and design process. We've made progress, but are not yet represented on, for example, the Natick Safety Committee.

Proposed priorities for 2007

· Continue to guide the Cochituate Rail Trail project and to identify related opportunities.

· Continue to monitor the Route 135 Highway and Route 9 Willow Bridge reconstruction to assure that traffic design enhancements are implemented properly.

· Work to prioritize reconstruction of Route 27 with improvements for bicycles and pedestrians.

· Partner to offer more and more advanced Bicycling Skills Classes.

· Encourage and work with other local and regional organizations to share ideas, plan events, and generally increase safe and enjoyable walking and bicycling in Natick.

Long Range

Create a comprehensive survey of all roads and sidewalks in Natick, rating them for walkability and bikability, to better prioritize repairs and enhancements.

Membership

2006 saw no changes in NBPAC membership. Some past members continue to help as associate members.

Conclusion

We thank the many individuals and groups that help our projects for better sidewalks and trails for pedestrians, for better traffic solutions for bicyclists, and more.  We invite you, and all who want to join in, to help us in the year to come.

Monthly meetings: Normally in Natick Police Conference Room on first Mondays, 7-9pm.

See NBPAC information and related events online at:

http://www.millermicro.com/crt.html#NBPAC
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