Town of

AMHERST Massachusetts
October 8, 2010

Article 5, Capital Program – Bond Authorization for Road Improvements
The Joint Capital Planning Committee (JCPC) recommends that Town Meeting authorize borrowing
$4.5 million for road improvements. The vote to recommend was unanimous, following discussions at
meetings in September and October.
BACKGROUND: Due to increasing costs of materials, annual appropriations of about $500,000 in state Chap.
90 road repair funds have not been enough to fix the town’s deteriorating roadways. JCPC noted this problem
in written reports to Annual Town Meeting for the last three years. In a December 2008 memo to the Select
Board, the Public Works Committee estimated the backlog of the most urgent projects to be more than $4.8
million, with a total road repair backlog estimated at $14 million. Today, that backlog has grown to an
estimated $19.5 million.
PROPOSAL: Town Manager John Musante has recommended a comprehensive plan for road improvements
for the 2011 and 2012 construction seasons. The Department of Public Works has developed a procedure to
prioritize road repairs. Those which are in worst condition and most heavily used would be done first. The
Pavement Improvement Plan for Fiscal Year 11 requires $4.5 million in borrowing, in addition to the annual
Chap. 90 appropriation plus some federal and state grants that will have to be applied for. (See Sept. 30, 2010,
memo from Guilford Mooring, Superintendent of Public Works, and FY11 Pavement Improvement Plan.) The
$4.5 million would be paid back over 10 years, with estimated annual debt service of about $500,000. This
would be paid for from the existing allocation of funds from the tax levy devoted to the capital plan funded
annually by Town Meeting.
WHY WE SHOULD DO THIS NOW:

Interest rates are extremely low. If the project is postponed, the cost of borrowing
will rise along with interest rates.
Postponing it means more extensive and expensive repairs will be needed in the
future. Unless deteriorating roads are fixed, they’ll decay further due to the
inevitable freeze-thaw cycle of New England weather.
Once roadways are repaired, they can be kept in good condition longer with low-cost
maintenance such as sealing any cracks that develop.
An infusion of money to repair the most-heavily travelled roads means future annual
Chapter 90 appropriations will be available to begin fixing deteriorating roads in
neighborhoods.
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Memo from the Public Works Committee to the Amherst Select Board
Re: Urgently-needed street repairs
December 10, 2008

In the past year it has become clear to the members of the Public Works Committee that
the roadways in Amherst have reached a critical point of deterioration. For the past 6 months a
sub-committee has worked closely with DPW Superintendent Guilford Mooring to take a hard
look at the existing situation with respect to roadway condition and to generate a set of
recommendations based on their work. The full PWC committee, having considered and revised
these recommendations, now formally presents them to the Select Board in this memo.

A pressing need
Like most towns in Massachusetts, Amherst pays for most road repairs (crack sealing,
overlays, milling/repaving, and reclaiming/repaving) via the annual state Chapter 90 distribution.
This has averaged roughly $500,000 in the past decade. Unfortunately, this amount has proved
to be insufficient to keep up with the wear and tear on the 105 miles of town-owned roadways.
The predictable result has been a slow but steady deterioration in the roadways to the point, now,
that many are hazardous to drivers, pedestrians, or both.
Crumbling roadways degrade the quality of life and negatively impact the town and its
residents many ways:
Potholes and rough/uneven surfaces damage vehicle frames and tires from direct
impact, and vehicle windows from exposed stones and rocks.
Emergency vehicles are adversely affected by poor road conditions—particularly
ambulances which must slow considerably if they are transporting patients with
any kind of cervical or spinal fracture.
Potholes or crumbling roadway edges encourage drivers to swerve over the
median line, increasing the risks of collisions

Deteriorating road surfaces are a special hazard to bicyclists, both directly through
physical impacts and indirectly by forcing riders to swerve into traffic
The terrible condition of many roadways reflects very poorly on the town’s ability
to maintain its infrastructure.
Because roadways are so visible, their state of repair is obvious to the tens of
thousands of visitors who drive here every year and may adversely impact the
recruiting efforts of local colleges and universities.
Letting roadways deteriorate shortens their lifespan because low-cost maintenance
activities such as crack sealing are useless once a roadway has degraded
significantly.

Scope of the problem
The DPW maintains an inspection program of town roadways and generates an Overall
Condition Index number that indicates the ―health‖ of the road, ranging from 100 (perfect health)
to 0 –virtually impassable. Roadways with an OCI index below 70 are generally considered to
require significant repair, either with an overlay (a short-term, sub-optimal solution) or some
degree of milling/reclaiming and resurfacing (preferable). As of July, 2008, 64 street segments
met this criterion for repair, which represents roughly 48% of our streets and roads and roughly
50 miles of roadway to repair.

An intelligent solution
At the request of the sub-committee, Mr. Mooring and his staff have created a draft
Paving Report which details exactly how much of each of these streets needs attention, and to
what level of repair. This kind of detail allows for some significant cost savings, since it takes a
―surgical‖ approach to each street in need of repair. Many streets with low OCI scores have only
portions in rough shape and other portions which can be adequately maintained with, for
example, crack sealing. This is a very intelligent way to approach our challenge and we
commend Mr. Mooring and his staff for doing the extra work involved in preparing the report.
Included in the report are cost estimates, which are based on a price of $91/ton paving
cost (realistic, but, of course, dependent on overall oil prices and other variables). A summary of

these costs is presented here, with roadways grouped by average traffic volume (i.e. ―arterials‖
―collectors‖ and ―local roads‖).
Special projects (FY ’09 Chapter 90):

$446,460

Major arterials:

$279,783

Minor arterial:

$892,198

Major collector:

$467,397

Minor collector:

$652,668

Major local:

$1,414,515

Minor local:

$686,371

Total:

$4,839,393

This total includes ―special projects‖ which are a set of streets previously approved by the
committee for repair and which will be paid for via Chapter 90 funds. Not included in this
estimate, however, are any repairs to existing sidewalks, creation of new sidewalks, or the
creation of bus pull-offs. These are desirable improvements and the director of Public Works
estimates that inclusion of sidewalk repairs and bus pull-offs can be expected to add an
additional 20%-30% to any particular street repair cost. But in the current fiscal climate, the
Committee recommends that decisions about these additional features be separated from
decisions about funding the primary objective of repairing the worst of the town’s roadways.
(The Committee has already created prioritized lists of sidewalk repairs, which can be provided
to Select Board members at their request.)
The Public Works Committee is not charged with determining how this amount of road
repair should be funded. The Committee is aware, however, that for matters of bonding, road
repairs fall into two classes. Minor repairs such as milling and repaving, overlays, and crack
sealing are not considered substantial and, therefore, can not be funded with bonds of more than
a 5-year term. Repairs that reclaim all or most of the roadway bed, however, can be paid for
with 10-year-term bonds. Mr. Mooring’s report identifies the type of repairs each of the most in-

need streets requires, which will help guide the decisions by other town bodies who are
considering funding options for these pressing needs.

Recommendation for action
In summary, the Public Works Committee strongly recommends the funding and
completion of the roadway repairs detailed in the Paving Report that accompanies this memo.
Doing so will allow the town to ―catch up‖ on long-deferred street repairs. With this work
completed, we can expect to maintain our roadways in adequate condition for at least the coming
decade using only the annual Chapter 90 funds. The plan to affect these repairs is reasonable, it
is based on a solid and recent assessment of roadway conditions, and it is as fiscally conservative
as possible. By adopting this plan and ensuring its funding, the Town will greatly improve
public safety and the overall quality of life in Amherst.

