Wakefield/Lynnfield RTT Project Background Information
Committees within the towns of Wakefield and Lynnfield are pursuing a joint project involving the former Newburyport Railroad right-of-way which extends from Wakefield into Lynnfield and beyond, up to the town of Newburyport. The Transportation Bond Bill passed by the House and Senate prior to their summer break in July of 2008 contains funding for the Design and Engineering Phase of this project. We are currently awaiting the Governor's release of those funds. We have also been in touch with Congressman Tierney's office for their assistance with any possible federal funding.
The plan is to convert our 4.4 miles of the rail bed into a multi-use pathway for pedestrians and bicyclists. The cost-effectiveness of a rail trail in its ability to improve the safety and quality of life in our towns is amazing. We are effectively gaining the use of the 4.4 mile right-of-way through a 99-year lease. The towns along the northern section of this now-abandoned rail bed have been working together for several years to develop the Border to Boston rail trail. They had received federal funding some time ago and have been working with the National Parks Service to achieve their goal.
Wakefield is actually the southern terminus of the old railway and our Rail Trail Committee, working with our Lynnfield counterparts, has obtained the abandonment of the line from the freight rights holder allowing our Town Counsel to now negotiate with the MBTA on the terms of the 99-year lease. Our path has the potential of connecting with the Border to Boston path to become one of the nation's premier Rail Trails, beginning in Wakefield and ending 42 miles north at the New Hampshire border.
The Wakefield Rail-to-Trail Committee has been in existence since we were appointed by our Board of Selectmen in 2004. Working with our Massachusetts State legislators, we were successful in getting environmental liability insurance legislation passed through the State House, allowing towns within the commonwealth who are developing rail trails a lesser burden if environmental contamination is uncovered during construction of their trail.
Now we come to the issue of funding: Our towns' budgets are stretched to the limit and now that we have successfully completed our feasibility study which was funded through a state grant of $30,000, we are looking into state or federal funding for our design and engineering phase. The cost is $500,000. Once we obtain this design and engineering funding, the Rail Trail Committee and the Lynnfield Recreation Path Committee plan to utilize a 501 (c)3 organization to assist with the on-going future maintenance of the trail. The formation of that entity has been completed and we are in the initial planning stage for our introduction to the public as the Reedy Meadow Rail Trail Alliance.
The benefits of developing this stretch of trail are many. Providing safe routes to school is one of the paramount benefits. Wakefield has two schools in close proximity to the proposed route and Lynnfield has three. Add to that providing a safe, relaxing place for people of all ages to walk, bicycle, travel in their wheelchair, or rollerblade. It will also make public transportation centers more accessible for bicyclists and pedestrians. Economically, both towns will be opened up to new customers for their businesses. With the price of fuel and the pollution given off by motorized vehicles such a concern, a project like this is an environmental and health-conscious move that will benefit many. Our pathway will also open up a currently inaccessible hidden treasure in the Reedy Meadow area—a "natural place" twice the size of Wakefield's Lake Quannapowitt, that is home to plants, birds and other species. This remarkable location will be unveiled for public use.
This is a project that will meet both transportation and environmental criteria. The funding for the design and engineering phase of this path will facilitate the establishment of a multi-community transportation corridor that embraces health, recreation, transportation, safety and conservation benefits for all.
Visit bur website: www.wakefieldrailtotrail.org
