Speed Management and Emergency Response — A Synthesis
A project for MassDOT done by UMass Amherst & Northeastern University

Neighborhood Traffic Circles on Pearl St -
Somerville, MA

Site and Treatment Description

Since 2020, Somerville has applied at least 19 traffic
calming treatments in the neighborhood bounded by

McGrath Highway, Broadway, the city line, and e
Washington Street, with the primary motivation being e
Safe Routes to School. Among the treatments are three .

neighborhood traffic circles installed in 2023 at Pearl St

@ Glen St, Pearl St @ Myrtle St, and Oliver St @ Glen St.

This treatment was chosen to reinforce the existing all-

way Stops at these intersections and thus make it safer oo
for children to cross.

Pearlis classified as a collector street (ADT = 2250) while Glen (ADT = 1550) and Myrtle (ADT =
2350) are locals. The neighborhood traffic circles are small circles (diameter = 12 ft) with concrete
curbs between 5 and 7.5inches high. Two have plantings in the middle, while the third cannot have
plantings because it has a manhole cover. They are not roundabouts or mini-roundabouts, nor are
they signed as a “traffic circle” or “rotary.” This means that larger vehicles turning left such as
school buses are allowed to turn left in front of the circle (tracking almost the same as they would if
there were no circle). All approaches have Stop signs (as they did before).

Neighborhood Traffic Circle at the Intersection of Glen Street and Oliver Street, Somerville


https://www.google.com/maps/@42.3850495,-71.0861277,3a,75y,25.7h,73.59t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sNN9lqDOnl7igddnU9SD6ZQ!2e0!7i16384!8i8192?coh=205409&entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/@42.3850495,-71.0861277,3a,75y,25.7h,73.59t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sNN9lqDOnl7igddnU9SD6ZQ!2e0!7i16384!8i8192?coh=205409&entry=ttu

Before-after Speed Results

Because there were Stop signs on every approach before as well as after, the circles were not
intended to reduce general traffic speed, but as a proactive measure to improve pedestrian safety
and comfort by preventing violations from driving through the Stop sign at speed, and thus making
crossing pedestrians (especially children) certain that approaching vehicles will be stopping or at
least slowing to pedestrian speed.

Design Specs and Cost

Tetra Tech, a consultant, designed the neighborhood traffic circles. Detailed construction design
plans are provided in Appendix A. The diameter of the outer apron of the traffic circles is 12 ft, with
aninner raised circle with 6 ft diameter. The outer apronis 1.5 inches high (one inch beveled curb
reveal, and paved with cobble a half-inch higher) and is mountable. The inner circle has a curb that
is 16 inches above street level.

Before construction, City staff marked off each circle with cones and paint and had the fire
department test it to ensure they could pass. After construction, while the design had provided
more than the 12 ft clearance between the corner curbs and inner circle curb requested by the
DPW, the DPW realized they actually needed 17 ft between curbs to accommodate their larger
snowplows. The contractor rebuilt the inner circle’s curbs accordingly, shifting their center so that
the inner circle is no longer centered in the apron. This experience has informed the spec which the
City intends to apply in the future.

Construction cost per traffic circle was roughly $6,000.

Support Story

From the mayor and City Council, there is a strong commitment to Vision Zero and to Safe Routes
to School. While emergency response and DPW staff were skeptical at first, they worked
cooperatively with the City’s Department of Transportation and Infrastructure to find a design that
would meet the project objectives while still providing adequate space for fire and snow-clearance
vehicles.

There was some citizen opposition and negative press, but most of the public has been supportive,
as well as the mayor and City Council. The Department of Transportation and Infrastructure
doesn’t take public support for granted, but works hard to earn it by providing information to
residents and by being transparent with traffic calming project plans and evaluations through their
web site. In recent City Council elections, candidates supporting Safe Streets policies outpolled
those against the policies by a margin of4to 1.

Maintenance Tips

Additional investigations should be conducted to ensure that largest road users, including fire
vehicles, can move around the traffic circle. Greenery implementation in the center of islands
should not overlap with any major utility construction. Additionally, reflective signage on the island
is highly recommended.



Other Lessons

Working cooperatively with fire and DPW was critical. At the same time, it was equally vital for fire
and DPW to embrace the City’s traffic calming goals, so that it was not a question of IF the City
would install speed management devices, but HOW.

Projects that involve contractors working with concrete, granite, and asphalt require more staff
capacity than the City had up to 2019; before that, speed management projects were limited to
“signs and lines.” The City hired new staff that can manage projects and contractors, and its
capacity has scaled up to a pace of about 50 devices (speed humps, curb extensions, crossing
islands, and so forth) per year.

Somerville’s Department of Transportation and Infrastructure has an analytics team in house that,
among other things, prioritizes streets for speed management and evaluates projects. myrThey
make an annual report on policy development; annual reports will be coming out in the next 2-3
months.

Future Plans

The City plans to install more neighborhood traffic circles as well as other speed management
devices.
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