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Image source: http://bettercities.net/news-opinion/blogs/scott-doyon/21544/better-streets-whats-

priority  

This then begs the question of what cities like Waterville, should do about wide streets. 

There are two approaches that one could take. Excess roadway width can be dedicated to other 

users, such as on-street parking or bicycle lanes. Many roadways are wide enough to 

accomplish at least one of these and in some cases both goals can be achieved. The second 

option is to consider a roadway width reduction during a reconstruction effort. Roadway 

reconstruction projects are infrequent, but when they occur are ideal times to reduce roadway 

widths and build safer facilities. There is a practical consideration in Maine for what to do with all 

the snow during winter months on a roadway that has been narrowed. However, by reducing 

roadway width, there is ample space for snow storage in the esplanade that is left behind.  
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Street Trees 

 

The role of street trees in in fostering a safe and attractive urban environment is well 

documented. At one time, Waterville was dubbed the City of Elms with its neighborhood and 

downtown streets flanked by the graceful vase shape of the elm tree, arching above our 

streets. Historic imagery shows us what once the norm in Waterville was. After the blight 

that obliterated a large percentage of the elm trees across North America, many cities failed 

to replace their street trees and return our cities to their former enduring charm, and also 

their former safety.  

Conventional engineering dogma has been to reduce obstructions along roadways in 

an effort to make places safer for motorists. Applied in the context of an Interstate Highway 

or other high speed rural highway context, this may be true. However, these standards were 

applied to our urban areas with disastrous results. Efforts to widen avenues and remove 

fixed objects such as trees, have made the roadways in urban places more dangerous. 

Research by Eric Dumbaugh of Texas A & M University looked at accident records and 

concluded that “wide, unobstructed roadways” had statistically significant increases in 

vehicles crashes versus roadways with trees or other fixed immovable objects which 

showed lower crash rates. Recent efforts have led many municipalities and State DOT’s to 

reconsider their positions, but progress has been slow (Dunbaugh, 2005).  
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For pedestrians, street trees increase safety in a number of ways. By creating an 

overhead canopy and their trunks forming a vertical wall, a sense of enclosure is given to 

the street, making the driver feel as if he is on a smaller roadway. This in turn, alters driver 

behavior, resulting in a 3-15% reduction in speed along tree lined streets. Additionally street 

trees directly benefit pedestrians by creating a physical barrier between the roadway and 

sidewalk when carefully considered (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2003).  

Treed urban places have other benefits aside from that involving traffic safety. 

Where trees are present they absorb approximately 

30% of precipitation through their leaves. Root 

systems loosen soil allowing for further groundwater 

infiltration. Both of these result in reducing the 

amount of water burdening municipal storm water 

systems. Other environmental benefits of street 

trees include their ability to absorb tailpipe emissions 

from automobile and truck traffic, as well as their role 

in the carbon cycle, converting carbon dioxide to 

oxygen (Burden, 2006). 

Further, street trees positively impact 

business viability in shopping districts. In a report 

published by the State of Michigan, Urban Designer 

Dan Burden, makes the claim that street trees lead 

to a 12% increase in income streams for businesses, 

compared to streets without trees (Burden, 2006). Tree lined streets arguably make for 

more attractive places to shop, dine and walk. 
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Infrastructure Improvement Plan 

 

“Remember, when asked to prove that #bikelanes would be well used, it's hard to justify 

a bridge by the # of people swimming across a river.”  

– Brent Toderian, Vancouver Planner via Twitter. 

Emphasis on the Network 

While any bicycle or pedestrian infrastructure improvements would be heralded as a 

step in the right direction, a sidewalk or bike lane that ends abruptly or hasn’t been fully 

developed will be frustrating to many users. It will be especially discouraging to users who 

are attempting to try something new, such as cycling or walking to work, only to find that it is 

more trouble than it is worth. The emphasis then should focus on the development of a 

functional network that achieves transportation goals for system users.  

Pedestrian Infrastructure 

Waterville has a well-established pedestrian infrastructure network. Established 

neighborhoods and downtown Waterville have 

sidewalks that are connected and allow for easy 

access to most places within the City. This reflects 

a decades-long investment in developing and 

maintaining a network to ensure walkability. The 

existing network serves a broad swath of the 

population, evidenced by the number of people 

commuting to work on foot, and anecdotally by the 

number of people who can be seen walking in 

Waterville.  

However, there are many places for 

improvement. Certain areas of town have very 

poor or even non-existent connectivity for 

pedestrians, with some areas being unreachable 

without traveling over private property, or on 

higher speed arterials such as Upper Kennedy Memorial Drive or Upper Main Street. There are 

also a substantial number of improvements to the network that would result in increased 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/bikelanes?src=hash
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pedestrian safety. These include intersection improvements through the installation of adequate 

signage and signals, decreasing intersection lane widths, and improvements to the overall 

roadway network.  

Some of the key projects in Waterville that would either improve the pedestrian 

experience (from either a safety or an efficiency standpoint) identified by the combined Sustain 

Mid-Maine Transportation Committee and the Waterville Active Community Environment Team 

are listed below. 

Intersection of Main St., Front St., Water St., Spring St. and Bridge St.  

It is well documented that people are happy to walk longer distances. However they will 

only do so when walking in a place with a contiguous built environment and/or surroundings that 

make them feel 

comfortable walking. 

People will avoid walking 

in places that offer little to 

enjoy between point A 

and B (Speck, 2012). 

They will also not be 

comfortable walking in 

places with large 

expanses of asphalt and 

motorists zooming by.  

The intersection of 

Front, Main, Bridge, 

Spring and Water Streets, 

that pedestrians are likely 

to avoid has been 

affectionately dubbed, “The Hydra” (see figure above). As it currently stands the intersection is 

excessively large for the volume of traffic it sees. Lane widths are excessive by even Interstate 

Highway standards and slip lanes (arced large radius turn lanes) allow for motor vehicles to 

corner at high rates of speed; much higher than what is safe for a downtown intersection. The 

intersection and adjacent streets are much wider than need be, and unsafe places to walk; they 

are certainly not enjoyable. Considering the importance of the further development of the 

Marden’s and CMP buildings and reconnecting the South End Neighborhood to Downtown in a 
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meaningful manner, the redevelopment of this intersection is extremely important to making 

Waterville a more walking friendly city.  

The City of Waterville is currently engaged in a planning effort to slay the ‘hydra’ by 

investigating options for the repair of this intersection and to do so in a manner that allows for 

Waterville’s one way streets to be converted back to two-way streets in the future. The City of 

Waterville made a promise to rebuild the intersection in conjunction with the private 

redevelopment of the Hathaway, Mardens and CMP buildings by a forward-thinking local 

developer who sees the value in close knit downtown development. He wishes for his properties 

to be connected to the downtown in a more meaningful manner.  

Sidewalks to the Upper Main Street Commercial Area 

The sidewalk heading north on Upper Main Street comes to an abrupt halt at the 

southernmost entrance to Elm Plaza Shopping Center. There is no sidewalk on the East side of 

the Upper Main Street/Route 104 north of High Street, yet there is considerable commercial 

development on both sides of the street. To the south are two neighborhoods that generate 

considerable traffic, and one is an economically depressed neighborhood that may rely on 

walking more for access to economic opportunity. 

 

This plan proposes that the city complete the sidewalk to the Upper Main Street 

commercial area on both sides of Upper Main Street. Upper Main Street is an important 

economic area in Waterville, flanked on both sides by many well established businesses. These 

businesses provide for both employment and retail opportunities with close proximity to 

established neighborhoods in both the North End Neighborhood and the neighborhood bounded 

by Eustis Parkway and North Street. 

Traffic on this route flows freely from the signaled intersection at Armory Road and Elm 

Plaza down to the signalized intersection of Eustis Parkway. Additionally locations for a mid-
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block flashing beacon 

crosswalk should be 

identified to allow for 

pedestrians to safely 

cross, especially 

considering hotel 

guests on the west 

side of Main Street, 

and eateries on the 

east side of the street. 

The crosswalk 

location should 

ensure that sight lines 

are considered due to 

the topography of the 

roadway. Another opportunity for safety and ensuring an efficient pedestrian network include the 

inclusion of a crosswalk button on all four corners of the Armory Road/Upper Main Street 

intersection. 

A project of this magnitude could be conducted outside the scope of a roadway 

reconstruction effort, but that is unlikely that funding could be obtained without a grant or other 

opportunity. The likeliest scenario is that sidewalks could be implemented during the next 

reconstruction or paving effort. Practical considerations should include intersection 

improvements at ingress/egress points into commercial properties to ensure crossing safety as 

well as the mid-block crosswalk with flashing beacons to ensure adequate pedestrian safety 

where people often cross to reach other amenities. There is also a need to connect the small 

neighborhoods north of Interstate 95 which could be a consideration for this project. 

Complete the Sidewalk to Upper Kennedy Memorial Drive 

Develop a sidewalk along the north side of Upper Kennedy Memorial Drive (KMD) 

linking the existing sidewalk along KMD East of First Rangeway and the sidewalk on First 

Rangeway. As with Upper Main Street, Upper KMD was developed in the latter half of twentieth 

century and with that, pedestrian access wasn’t an initial consideration along the arterial strip. 

Much of the land wasn’t developed at the time, and the sidewalk wouldn’t have linked to 

productive places. Today however, the land use consists of commercial properties, including 

grocery and drug stores, a movie theater and several professional buildings with medical 
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services being provided. 

The close proximity 

between a substantial 

Waterville neighborhood 

area and the Shaw’s 

Plaza with its eateries, 

grocery store, and Movie 

Theater are ideal venues 

for many, especially 

teenagers who may be 

independent enough to 

enjoy these venues 

without supervision, yet 

require a ride to get there.  

A consideration for 

this project is to develop 

the project as a separated 

multi-use pathway that 

can be accessible to both 

pedestrians and cyclists. The nature of upper KMD is a higher speed roadway. Although it has a 

posted speed limit of 35 mph, the current design of this roadway and its extensive clear zones, 

often results in motorists speeds much greater. Similar to the proposed sidewalk project on 

Upper Main Street, this too has a substantial development that has now slipped past the 

artificial (and apparently porous) boundary created by the Interstate. Extending the sidewalk or 

multi-use path to that development would be useful. 

Sherwin Street Intersection in the South End Neighborhood 

The South End Neighborhood Association indicates that the Water and Sherwin Street 

intersection is one of the most dangerous in the neighborhood. The wide turning radii allows for 

turning movements to be made without the need to slow down to a safe rate of speed. While 

this intersection was likely developed for a vastly different economy, today the corner is 

overbuilt and unsafe for vulnerable roadway users. Recommendations are to tighten the radius 

and the width resulting in restricted speeds at which vehicles corner at this intersection. 
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There is often the concern that by reducing lane widths, emergency vehicles will have a 

slower response time to emergencies. The National Association of City Transportation Officials 

state that: 

“Large emergency vehicles, such as fire trucks, have certain ideal dimensions for operation often tied to 

response times. Assume that emergency vehicles are permitted full use of the right-of-way in both 

directions, especially where tight curb radii may necessitate use of the opposite lane during a turn.” 

Engineering a curb that tapers to street level at a corner is an option to allow for occasional 

roadway departures as long as the curb returns to normal height outside the corner area 

(National Organization of City Transportation Officials, 2015). 

 

 

As noted in the recommended treatments section, street trees do a tremendous 

service to our urban places in their role as traffic calming devices. Not only do mature street 

trees provide a physical barrier to protect pedestrians, but have been shown to reduce 

speed when holding all other variables the same. Additionally street trees improve property 

values and the impacts would be widely felt in the South End Neighborhood. The South End 

Neighborhood Association indicates a strong desire to ensure that a tree is planted on this 

corner (among others) to ensure that the corner is aesthetically pleasing as well as safe for 

pedestrians.  
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Downtown Waterville Pedestrian Improvements 

The continuation of Downtown Waterville intersection improvements is vitally important 

to the ongoing improvements to the local business district. Downtown Waterville is defined by its 

two main thoroughfares which are a set of one-way couplers on Front and Maine Street (State 

Route 201). Not only are multi-lane one way routes dangerous for pedestrians, but they have a 

tendency to be a detriment to business development and viability (Speck, 2012). From a 

pedestrian safety standpoint, one way streets by their nature allow for smoother and therefore 

faster traffic flow. A two-way street creates “friction” which results in slower traffic speeds.  

In lieu of the engineering and subsequent signalization and striping necessary to change 

these streets to two-way 

traffic, an initial improvement 

that offers short term gain 

would be to put the pedestrian 

in more control of their fate at 

more of the downtown 

intersections. The recent 

installation of the Rectangular 

Rapid Flashing Beacon at the 

intersection of Appleton and 

Main Streets is a significant 

improvement to walkability for 

that one intersection. 

Intersections without other 

traffic controls that encounter 

significant pedestrian traffic 

can benefit from these types 

of installations. 

Other candidates for the installation of rapid flashing beacons include: 

- The intersection of Front and Temple Street allowing for safe pedestrian access from the Two Cent Bridge, 

as well as the underutilized park and a key parking asset in the Head of Falls area.   

- The Main Street Silver Street Intersection is also unsignaled at this point and would allow for safer access to 

businesses, workplaces as well as Downtown Waterville’s great eateries along Silver Street. 

There are other significant opportunities for improvement, but evaluation should occur in a 

phased approach after these primary improvements are completed. 
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Pedestrian Improvements Silver Street and Carter Memorial Drive 
 Summer in Waterville wouldn’t be complete for many without an ice cream from one of 

Waterville’s fine purveyors of frozen dairy products. However, getting across the street to 

Gifford’s Ice Cream on Silver Street is quite a challenge for pedestrians. The southeast side of 

the street has no sidewalk and traffic is transitioning from a wide multilane approach, to a two 

lane minor arterial street in a mixed use transitional neighborhood that serves as a gateway 

street to downtown.  

 

 This area is problematic for a number of reasons. The first and most obvious, is that 

there is a destination that attracts a number of people from surrounding neighborhoods and 

many of them walk or ride their bikes in a location with inadequate infrastructure to support their 

safety. Roadway traffic along this street heading into downtown, experiences a funnel effect that 

often results in a race condition as automobiles merge into one lane. Because the transition to 

the two lane roadway is exaggerated in length, much of the traffic heading into downtown hasn’t 

slowed sufficiently reflects the smaller roadway. 

 Immediate improvements to the area should include the installation of a crosswalk from 

the western side of the road to the eastern side. Because the traffic on the street can be fast 

due to the transition from Kennedy Memorial Drive to Silver Street, additional safety 

improvements can be made by installing rectangular rapid flashing beacons at the intersection. 

Additional safety improvements to the intersection would involve reducing lane widths on Silver 

Street after the intersection with Carter Memorial Drive and to funnel traffic heading into 

downtown at the Carter Memorial Drive intersection, not after the intersection. Additionally, 
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Silver Street would benefit from having the sidewalk completed on the southeast side of the 

street. 

  


