spendlng on Roads

By Douglas Rooks

ecessionary pressures have cut

deeply into both state and munic-
ipal budgets, but a few Maine towns
are going ahead with major road
projects. In the view of their town
managers, they are choosing o invest
in the future despite an unfavorable
financial climate, knowing that the
needs aren’t going away.

In some cases, towns are simply
trying to get a handle on road bud-
gets that haven’t kept up in recent
years. In other cases, municipalities
are taking into their own hands re-
construction of smaller state-owned
roads where the state and towns have
traditionally shared maintenance re-
sponsibilities.

In Mexico, inadequate funding
for road projects led selectmen to
propose a $2.9 million bond issue that
went on the ballot last November. By
a surprising margin, voters approved
the measure, 605-485, with B7percent
saying “yes.”

While the amount of spending
may scem large, Town Manager John
Madigan said borrowing will likely
take place over five years. Each year,
the town will borrow only enough to
fund the current year’s projects, com-
bined with money from annual appro-
priations and capital reserve.

Engineering for the first two proj-
ects has already been completed, Ma-
digan said. In all, the bond will permit
the paving or reconstruction of 10 lo-
cal roads and streets, allowing Mexico
to make up for past neglect.

The longer-term focus has allowed
a more deliberate approach to plan-
ning as well, he said. “We sat down
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with the water district board and the
sewer district to find out what they
planned to do,” said Madigan.

Of the five road projects now on
tap, the water and sewer districts were
planning line replacements on four
of the five roads, with both water and
sewer line work slated on two of them.
Only the most rural of the roads, the
descriptively named Back Kingdom
Road, wasn't due for other improve-
ments. As a result of the joint plan-
ning and communication, the town
will be able to dig up pavement just
once, rather than multiple times.

TARGETING THE WORK

While paving can still be done for
$100,000 a mile, Madigan said the
town is targeting certain areas for
more intensive work.

“A lot of these roads were never
built properly. They really need to be
reconstructed, so we can get them on
a 20-25 year cycle for paving,” he said.
“We’ve never had the money to do
that before.” The town is hoping to
defray costs with Community Devel-
opment Block Grants and other state
support.

When voters approved the bond,
Madigan surveyed other municipali-
ties to discover how they financed
road projects. He found that smaller
towns tend to budget only through
current appropriations, which are
often reduced during the budget pro-
cess. Larger communities, by contrast,
tend to have capital budgets that they
fund through a combination of bor-
rowing and reserve appropriations.
That latter is the approach he'd like
Mexico to take in the future. “That
way you have some wiggle room when
times are hard,” he said.

REBUILDING ROUTE 88

Along-anticipated project in Cum-
berland to rebuild Route 88 (Foreside
Road), one of the town’s major thor-
oughfares, became a political issue
when opponents succeeding in gath-
ering signatures for a referendum af-
ter the town council in December had
unanimously approved a $4.5 million
plan to rebuild 2.9 miles.

Omn March 2, voters approved the
bond issue by a 941-915 margin. Town
Manager Bill Shane called the turn-
out “unprecedented” for a municipal
special election, with one-third of the
electorate casting ballots. He credited
opponents, organized as the Cumber-
land Taxpayers Association, with stir-
ring widespread interest. But Shane
also faulted them for what he said
were exaggerated estimates of the
effect on taxes. The opposition cam-
paign featured not only the tradition-
al signs and leaflets, but “robocalls” to
every number in the 829 Cumberland
exchange, he said.

The project also had vocal sup-
porters, including those who had
been meeting for more than two years
as the Route 88 Pedestrian Access
Advisory Committee. The committee
chair, Mike Lebel, was particularly vo-
cal on the need for improvements; his
wife had once been hit by a car while
riding her bicycle along a narrow sec-
tion of Route 88,

Shane said a lot more was involved
in the Foreside Road project than just
vehicle traffic. “The clam flats along
that part of the coast have been closed
for two years now,” he said. "We're
hoping that controlling the runoff
will allow them to reopen.” Included
in the project are 120 catch basins
and storm drains. Pedestrian and
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bicycle safety will be improved, with
five-foot paved shoulders throughout
the 2.9-mile length.

The only section of road in Cum-
berland that won't be rebuilt is the
northern end. Shane hopes the town
can do the last 1,500 feet in a joint
project with Yarmouth, which wants to
rebuild an adjacent half- mile section.
Falmouth, where the rest of Route 88
lies, is paving a section this year but is
not planning to reconstruct.

“A lot of this is about connectivity
and a safe place for a lot of different
users,” Shane said. The section of
Interstate 295 that runs parallel to
Route 88 {(and Route 1} effectively
isolates part of town, with only one
bridge connecting to the west. A total
of 458 homes are located along the
2.9-mile section.

Shane said the project, which had
been talked about for a decade, was
necessitated by the realization that
the state, which owns the road, was
many years away from rebuilding the
old, concrete-based highway.

Route 88 is among 2,200 miles of
“minor collectors” the state owns and
for which it shares maintenance with
municipalities. Under URIP {Urban-
Rural Initiative Program), the state
provides two-thirds funding for recon-
struction, with towns picking up the
rest. But progress on rebuilding these
largely “unbuilt” roads has been slow.
There’s no longer even a target date
for bringing them up to standard.

A further incentive came when the
PACTS board (Portland Area Com-
prehensive Transportation System),
which includes Cumberland, voted to
concentrate funding on 80 miles of
the 200 miles of state-aid roads in the
region. Route 88 is not on that list.

Some supporters of the road proj-
ect fele the state should chip in, but
Shane said the state and regional de-
cisions made it clear that, if anything
were to get done, the town would have
to do it

He thinks the results will be worth
it. “We originally estimated that the
work would cost $5.5 to $6 million,”
he said. The low bid came in at $4.3
million from a local firm, Storey
Brothers.

SCARCE STATE RESOURCES

At the Maine Department of
Transportation, Pete Coughlan, direc-
tor of the Local Roads Center, said
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he sympathizes with those who would
like to have the state do more, but the
money isn’t there.

At least road assistance isn’t suf-
fering the precipitous cuts munici-
palities are enduring with revenue
sharing and General Purpose Aid to
education. Under the supplemental
budget approved by the Legislaiure,
road assistance will see a slight up-
tick in funding next year, Fiscal 2011
— though the amount is still below
what was distributed in Fiscal 2008. It
remains about 8 percent of Highway
Fund revenue. (See chart on next
page).

The state’s priority is to focus
funding on arterials and major col-
lector highways which carry the most
traffic, Coughlan said. Many of those
roads carry more than 10,000 vehicles
a day, some as much as 40,000. By
contrast, the section of Route 88 in
Cumberland carries 2,400 vehicles a
day, though the reoad’s nerthern end,
in Yarmouth, carries 7,000.

Spreading the money around to
include minor collectors in the state
funding stream isn’t an efficient use

of limited dollars, from Maine DOT’s
perspective.

Coughlan said DOT encourages
towns to take the lead on minor col-
lector roads when they can. They can
often do the work more cheaply and
the state is willing to be flexible on
design standards as long as safety is
maintained.

For the longer term, DOT is now
meeting with municipal representa-
tives on a potential plan for minor
collectors. What the state has on the
table is a swap, where it would fix up
minor collectors and then turn them
over to municipalities, while assuming
winter maintenance responsibilities
on rural major collector roads, which
are now carried out by municipal
CIrews,

EXPERIENCE IN HERMON

One of the members of the state-
municipal study group is Hermon
Town Manager Clint Deschene, who
has personal experience with the mi-
nor collector issue,
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Unlike the situation in Cumber-
land, the town council’s vote to pursue
— : local funding was not controversial.
State Revenue and Municipal Road Aid “Given its imporiance to the town,
people decided it was too important
. . " o not to fix it up,” Deschene said.
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Interstate 95, Route 2 and Unicen
Road. Nearly 10 years ago, the state
rebuilt 1.5 miles of Billings Road,
which serves the school, town office
and many businesses. “We were get-
ting tired of waiting for them to do
the rest,” Deschene said. “Our town
roads are in a lot better shape now
than this one. It really stood out.”
The project, which will be com-
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1.5 miles at a cost of $1.2 million,
of which $900,000 will be borrowed.
The only section of Billings Road not
included is the approach to the Route
2 intersection.

“That’s a state arterial and we're
not looking to get involved with that,”
Deschene said. Prospects are better
for state action on that section than
it was for the rest of the road, he said.
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