FINAL REPORT

Pilot Project to Alert Travelers of

Traffic Congestion along U.S. Route 1 in the Town of Wiscasset


Purpose of the Pilot Project
U.S. Route 1 in the Town of Wiscasset has experienced extended travel delays during summer months for many years. While MaineDOT continues to work with the Town and other adjacent communities on long-term solutions such as constructing a bypass, it is also considering low-cost short-term solutions to reduce travel delays, including installation of a travel delay advisory system. In 2008, MaineDOT assembled a team consisting of local and regional law enforcement and communications agencies to conduct a trial pilot project to determine if such a system would be feasible and publicly acceptable. 

Results, Conclusions and Recommendations

Under the pilot project, local law enforcement notified the Lincoln County Communications Center, who in turn notified the MaineDOT Radio Room when northbound Route 1 traffic was backed up to Birch Point Road, located about 1.0 mile south of Rte. 27 in Wiscasset. The Radio Room operator then posted the following message to http://511.maine.gov site, the MaineDOT travel advisory web site, and to an electronic changeable message sign (CMS) located on Interstate 295 near the Brunswick-Bath exit: Wiscasset-Travel-Delay. Law enforcement officials again called the MaineDOT Radio Room when northbound traffic congestion had eased back to Holbrook Pond, located about 0.5 miles south of Route 27 in Wiscasset, at which point the Radio Room operator deactivated the postings. MaineDOT issued kept its partners informed as the project developed and was implemented, issued a media release upon project start-up and also established a web site to explain the pilot project and to accept comments. Only one comment was received, relating to a long delay for southbound traffic in Edgecomb (not being monitored under the pilot project). The delay was found to have been caused by a five-vehicle collision.
Over the course of the limited pilot project between August 28 and October 15, the system was activated three times:

· August 28 – about 2 hours, due to paving operations at the intersection of Rte. 27 and Rte. 1

· August 39 – 3.15 hours

· September 16 – 1.67 hours

Based on the lack of complaints received, it is believed that businesses and the public in general support MaineDOT’s approach to provide travel delay information. This type of system would also be useful for emergency situations. MaineDOT believes that by providing consistently reliable real- or near real-time information, travelers will be less likely to become frustrated with long waits, will delay their trip until conditions improve, or will seek alternate routes on their own. MaineDOT will not post alternate routes or redirect traffic to avoid congested areas however, as this is something best left to individual travelers to determine.
Based on the results of this pilot project, MaineDOT has committed the resources needed to establish a continuous and long-term traveler information system for the midcoast area regarding travel delays on Route 1 in Wiscasset and Edgecomb. Installation of the monitoring devices has already begun and the system is expected to be fully operational by the Spring of 2009. Details regarding the permanent system are provided later in this report.

History

MaineDOT, the Town of Wiscasset and other midcoast area communities have struggled for years to determine if and where a bypass to U.S Route 1 would be constructed. In October of 2007, MaineDOT issued the Wiscasset Route 1 Corridor Study Draft Environmental Impact Statement and Draft Section 4(f) Evaluation (DEIS). The DEIS culminated years of complaints and studies regarding congestion along U.S. Route 1 in the midcoast area, particularly during the peak summer tourist season. The DEIS recommended construction of a bypass and identified 5 potential alignments for further consideration, but many people commenting to the DEIS asked for immediate approaches to address congestion via travel demand management and traffic systems management (TDM/TSM). MaineDOT proposed in the late 1990’s to install an electronic changeable message sign (CMS) to achieve this purpose. Businesses from Brunswick to Camden expressed such strong concerns about the messages driving customers away that the project was cancelled.
Approach

In 2008, MaineDOT began to address comments received on the DEIS. MaineDOT identified several interim solutions that could potentially provide limited congestion relief. One of the proposals that was developed was a pilot project whereby the occurrence of traffic delays could be provided to travelers, thereby giving them “real-time” information so they could make decisions based on the information provided (e.g., delay taking the trip or stop along the way and then continue after traffic conditions improve, seek alternate routes or perhaps alternative modes of travel). MaineDOT contacted and established three working committees to develop and implement the pilot project:

· MaineDOT Internal Technical Working Group, charged with developing the pilot project

· Communications and Project Implementation Committee, consisting of

· MaineDOT

· Midcoast Bypass Task Force
· Wiscasset Town Manager
· Wiscasset Selectmen
· Wiscasset Transportation Committee
· Wiscasset Police Department
· Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office
· Lincoln County Communications Center

· Lincoln County Commissioners
· Area Chambers of Commerce Committee, to address potential business concerns:

· MaineDOT
· Damariscotta Region Chamber of Commerce
· Boothbay Harbor Region Chamber of Commerce

· Southern Midcoast Maine Chamber of Commerce

The MaineDOT Internal Technical Working Group helped to develop a technically feasible approach including communications and operational protocols. The Communications and Project Implementation Committee was essential in defining operational and communications criteria, including development of a three-party Memorandum of Understanding defining the roles and responsibilities of each and the communications protocol to be used. The Area Chambers of Commerce Committee helped to identify and address regional business concerns and communicated with their members to inform them of what to expect and in particular to inform them that MaineDOT would not redirect traffic or otherwise make travel decisions for the traveling public.
Next Steps

Based on the success of this limited-time pilot project, MaineDOT has committed the necessary funding and personnel to develop a full-time permanent travel delay information system. Refer to the attached map for locations of the installations described below.
Each of the two web camera installations will have the ability to monitor average vehicle speeds in one direction and will also be equipped with two unidirectional cameras for remote viewing capabilities. One web cam installation will be placed at the intersection of Birch Point Road and Rte. 1 in Wiscasset, about one mile south of the intersection of Rte. 1 and Rte. 27 in Wiscasset to monitor Rte. 1 northbound traffic speeds. The second web cam unit will be placed at the intersection of Rte. 27 and Rte. 1 in Edgecomb to monitor southbound Rte. 1 traffic speeds.

The two web camera installations will operate as follows:

1. When a radar unit determines that the average vehicle speed is reduced to a pre-determined (and adjustable) speed, the unit will call the MaineDOT Radio Room operator.
2. The Radio Room operator will then view the area through the web cams to determine if the reduction in speed is temporary (e.g., due to turning traffic) or is due to significant travel delays caused by congestion, a serious collision or other significant event.
3. If the delay is considered to be significant, the Radio Room operator will post the following message to the http://511.maine.gov internet site.
4. If the delay is for northbound Rte. 1 traffic, a message will be posted to the Changeable Message Sign located at the I-295 Brunswick exit. 
A third installation web cam installation will be placed in Edgecomb as part of a safety project. This unit will be self-contained and will flash an electronic message sign located about one-half mile north of the Rte. 27 intersection when a vehicle remains within the web cam viewing “window” for more than 1.25 seconds, indicative of stopped traffic.
A permanent traffic counting system is to be installed on Rte. 1 in Wiscasset adjacent to the northern boundary of Wiscasset Ford and located about 1.5 miles south of Rte. 27. The permanent traffic counter will have the ability to count traffic in both directions, number of vehicles by vehicle classification and up to fifteen different speed ranges. The information will be summarized in fifteen minute increments and will be remotely accessible.

MaineDOT will continue to work with three committees described earlier in this report to ensure that all involved are fully aware of the proposed project and have ample opportunity to provide input, report back to their peers and continue to stay involved in the event the systems need to be adjusted over time.
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