
This is a critical moment for Road Safety and Environmental

Justice in East Somerville

MAY 7, 2021

The urgently-needed pedestrian and bike safety improvements at the intersection of Rt.

28/38 appear to have been delayed, even as a yet-to-be announced I-93 viaduct preservation

project is now rapidly moving forward.

The pending interstate viaduct project will divert evening interstate tra�c onto local roads, and

it also lacks necessary mitigation for longterm air and noise pollution impacts that are linked to

higher incidence of asthma, cardiovascular disease, and COVID-19.

Read on for more details and to learn about how you can make your voice heard in the struggle for

transportation and environmental justice in our community!

 

 

BACKGROUND:

For decades, Somerville residents have paid the price for everyone else's transportation convenience.

In the early 1970s, when Governor Frank Sargent cancelled new highway projects in and around Boston, the Northern Expressway (I-93) in
Somerville was the exception. Since then, automobile traf�c on Interstate 93 has caused serious air and noise pollution impacts in our community
while forming a barrier between East Somerville, Winter Hill, and the Mystics public housing to the south and Assembly Row, Ten Hills, and the
Mystic River to the north.

Meanwhile, the six-lane McGrath Highway (a.k.a. Route 28) further divides our community — walling off East Somerville from the rest of the city and
creating treacherous conditions for pedestrians and cyclists trying to get to Foss Park, Stop & Shop, or other nearby locations. These highways are
like scars on the local landscape, concrete manifestations of the racist, auto-centric policies of "urban renewal." In addition, Mystic Avenue (Route
38) runs parallel to I-93 in an area that's been deemed "Somerville's most deadly intersection (https://mass.streetsblog.org/2020/01/30/somerville-
seeks-feedback-for-citys-�rst-vision-zero-action-plan/)" and one of the "top crash sites" in the state.

I started getting involved in the effort for transportation justice in Somerville about nine years ago. I attended LivableStreets events and learned
about the vision for Grounding McGrath and even organized a demonstration
(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620373564/Rep._Connolly_at_McGrath_2012.jpg?
1620373564) to highlight safety concerns along the McGrath Highway back in 2012.

https://mass.streetsblog.org/2020/01/30/somerville-seeks-feedback-for-citys-first-vision-zero-action-plan/
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620373564/Rep._Connolly_at_McGrath_2012.jpg?1620373564


After I was sworn-in to of�ce in 2017, one of my �rst acts as State Representative was to organize a tour of the East Somerville neighborhood with
MassDOT and city of�cials. I wanted MassDOT to see and feel what East Somerville residents in particular were facing, and I was grateful that
Mayor Joe Curtatone, Councilor Matt McLaughlin, and several community leaders from groups like the Somerville Transportation Equity
Partnership and the Welcome Project joined us to make their voices heard.

Over the past four years, I'm proud to say we've made some real progress on these issues. Working with Sen. Jehlen, Rep. Barber and my colleagues
in the Somerville legislative delegation, I was able to pass amendments in several state budgets to support noise pollution monitoring along along I-
93 and to help fund the Kensington Connector project to provide a better pathway between East Somerville and Assembly Square.

More recently, we successfully advocated to MassDOT for a series of major improvements to the McGrath Highway, including a "road diet" (i.e.
removal of two automobile lanes), protected bike lanes, new lighting and �xtures, and improved sidewalks. Construction on this $13 million project
is set to begin later this year and was recently featured in the Boston Globe (https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/04/23/metro/bikes-mcgrath-
highway-state-prepares-redesign-urban-artery/). The "McGrath Resurfacing" project covers the area of Rt. 28 from Broadway in Somerville down
to the Cambridge line.

Our letter to MassDOT making requests for the McGrath Resurfacing project
(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620383317/McGrath_Highway_Resurfacing_dele
10-21.pdf?1620383317)

MassDOT's letter back to us, agreeing to most of what we asked for
(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620383404/Letter_to_Rep._Connolly_re_McGrath
1620383404)

In addition, we secured a commitment to advance the planning process for Grounding McGrath — another key step forward. These are just a few of
the examples of the kind of work our Somerville legislative delegation has been doing in partnership with city of�cials and local advocates in recent
years. And to be fair, MassDOT has been evolving in real time. Working together, we've won numerous commitments for protected bike lanes and a
more progressive approach to roadway projects in Somerville, Cambridge, and beyond. And we are grateful for every inch of progress that's been
made or has recently been approved.

But while we've been pushing to make progress — we've also witnessed a string of terrible tragedies. In July 2019, Somerville resident Cheryl
Richards (https://www.nbcboston.com/news/local/victim-and-suspect-identi�ed-in-fatal-somerville-hit-and-run/92804/) was struck and killed by a
hit and run driver at the Rt. 38 crosswalk by the Kensington Underpass. One month later, Kevin Demont
(https://www.boston.com/news/crime/2019/08/28/68-year-old-man-fatal-somerville-hit-and-run) was stuck and killed by a hit and run driver in the
crosswalk at the intersection of Rt. 38 and Shore Drive. Last month, Somerville resident Marshall Mac (https://www.wcvb.com/article/driver-
wanted-mcgrath-highway-hit-and-run-turns-themselves-in/36138786), a Vietnam War Veteran who spent six years as prisoner of war, was struck
by a hit and run driver on McGrath Highway at Blakeley Avenue and was hospitalized and in a coma.

ROUTE 28/38 INTERSECTION SAFETY IMPROVEMENTS

In the days immediately following the hit and run that killed Cheryl Richards, I had the opportunity to question Secretary of Transportation
Stephanie Pollack in a House oversight hearing (https://www.facebook.com/MikeConnollyMA/posts/2435625126457649), and I asked her to take
swift action to prevent a tragedy like that from happening again. The Secretary promised that an ongoing road safety audit
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(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620369336/Road_Safety_Audit_Somerville_McGrathHw
1620369336) would be expeditiously completed and used to generate actionable plans.

On February 12, 2020, MassDOT presented the McGrath Highway (Rt. 28) / Mystic Ave. (Rt. 38) Intersection Planning Study
(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620369510/200212_Meeting_Presentation_FINAL.pdf?
1620369510). After gathering feedback in a public meeting at the East Somerville Community School, MassDOT presented the next iteration of the
Rt. 28 / Rt. 38 plan (https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/repmikeconnolly/pages/344/attachments/original/1620369925/massdot-public-
information-meeting-slides-dec-2020-compressed.pdf?1620369925) at a virtual meeting on December 2, 2020.

In that December 2020 meeting, we were told that construction on the Rt. 28/38 Intersection Safety Improvements would start in Summer 2022,
and that a public hearing would be held to review the �nal design in April 2021.

However, MassDOT never scheduled the April public hearing to discuss these deadly intersections — and now, they are indicating that
construction work on these safety improvements won't be getting underway until 2023.

See this MassDOT Project Information page (https://hwy.massdot.state.ma.us/projectinfo/projectinfo.asp?num=608562) for the latest timeline.

If a one-year delay in the Rt. 28/38 Intersection Safety Improvements project was our only concern, it would be bad enough. But it gets worse.

THE I-93 VIADUCT PRESERVATION PROJECT

Last month, MassDOT of�cials called the Somerville legislative delegation to a meeting and informed us that a $37 million I-93 viaduct preservation
project is about to get underway in the very same area as the now-delayed Rt. 28/38 Intersection Safety Improvements project.

This came as a total shock to our legislative delegation. We were told the viaduct preservation project was at the 75% design stage, but this was the
�rst time MassDOT engaged with us about it. Typically, there's more engagement with the public and with local of�cials earlier on in the life of a
project with signi�cant neighborhood impacts.
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See this MassDOT Project Information page (https://hwy.massdot.state.ma.us/ProjectInfo/Main.asp?
ACTION=ViewProject&PROJECT_NO=606528) for the latest timeline. Interestingly, that MassDOT page says "100% Package Received (as of
04/15/2021)" — but our meeting with MassDOT occured the next day, on the afternoon of April 16th.

To date, MassDOT has yet to make any announcement to the general public about the project. We've spent the past few weeks conferring with local
leaders about how best to respond, and earlier this week, I spoke out about this situation for the �rst time in this Somerville Journal article
(https://www.wickedlocal.com/story/somerville-journal/2021/05/04/ma-house-approves-funding-somerville-air-noise-pollution-
study/4928433001/).

The goal of this project, our legislative delegation was told, is to "preserve the life of the steel" on the I-93 viaduct. For my part, I immediately
responded that any project that preserves the life of the highway steel must also take action to preserve the lives of our constituents. We need
immediate road safety improvements and a commitment to mitigate the longterm impacts of air and noise pollution from I-93 via sound walls and
other measures. Here's a slide from the MassDOT presentation to our delegation:

 

I took some additional screen shots of the presentation materials during our meeting with MassDOT. I've posted these screenshots to this Google
folder (https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dZa4__00gcw8d_IQ-iMPliUoKpOKc0ZJ?usp=sharing). It should be noted this was an internal
presentation and it's subject to change.

THE NEED TO MITIGATE I-93 AIR & NOISE POLLUTION

Perhaps what I �nd most egregious about this situation is the fact that this viaduct preservation project is being fast-tracked without any plans for
mitigating the longterm impacts of air and noise pollution along I-93.

For years, academic researchers and local advocates such as the Somerville Transportation Equity Partnership (STEP) have painstakingly
documented how the ultra-�ne particulate matter that is caused by automobile traf�c on I-93 results in documented increases in asthma and
cardiovascular disease in the East Somerville neighborhood.

And more recently, we can see how this pollution has correlated with higher incidence of COVID-19 in the neighborhood as well
(https://amp.wickedlocal.com/amp/114719708).

I-93 cuts through a part of the city that has traditionally been home to immigrants, people of color, and working class families, so that makes this a
critical Environmental Justice issue (http://w3.salemstate.edu/~mluna/EJ_Criteria_Analysis/environmental-justice-alternative-policy-j-minority40-
or-minority25-and-muniincome150.html).
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There are several streets in East Somerville where I-93 literally abuts densely-packed triple deckers at-grade. A great deal of work has been done to
make the case for sound walls in this area — and for years, MassDOT told us that we could qualify for the "Type II Sound Wall program" when and if
there was a construction project on the interstate. Our legislative delegation now has a meeting planned with the Highway Administrator for the
week of May 17 where we will continue to make our case.

Earlier this year, Sen. Jehlen and I were successful in getting a $2 million authorization for sound walls to mitigate pollution from I-93 in East
Somerville as part of the state's Transportation Bond Bill (https://malegislature.gov/Bills/191/H5248). I'm now calling on the MassDOT Board to
support this authorization by recommending it be included in the state's pending Capital Investment Plan.

In addition, last week the House engrossed our version of the FY22 state budget, and I'm pleased to report my amendment
(https://patch.com/massachusetts/somerville/i-93-sound-barriers-gain-traction-somerville) to fund a design study for sound walls was adopted.
These are just some of the budgetary and bonding items our legislative delegation has secured in recent years — we hope MassDOT will look to
make use of these funding opportunities to get moving on I-93 pollution mitigation and immediate safety improvements to the Rt. 28/38
intersection project area.

JOIN US FOR A RALLY WITH CONGRESSWOMAN AYANNA PRESSLEY ON MAY 26

There is a lot more I could say about this situation. For now, my colleagues and I are working with advocates and impacted residents to help craft a
set of demands and to prepare to �ght for the justice our community deserves.

Please make plans to join the Somerville Alliance for Safe Streets (SASS), Congresswoman Ayanna Pressley, Mayor Joe Curtatone, the Somerville
state legislative delegation, City Councilors Matt McLaughlin and Jesse Clingan, impacted residents, S.T.E.P., and other local leaders for a rally for
"Highway Justice" at 6 pm on Wednesday, May 26th.

See this Facebook event page (https://www.facebook.com/events/1147011825805862) for more details.
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