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CHAPTER 8 
CIRCULATION & TRAFFIC 

Harvard’s transportation system supports safe and efficient movement of people and goods 
locally and throughout the region. The local road network has a crucial role to play in addressing 
Harvard’s Master Plan goals, especially for the Town Center, the C District on Ayer Road, and 
Devens. It is a challenge for Harvard’s roads to meet the competing demands placed on them. 
Scenic roadsides abound in Harvard and they are an indelible part of the Town’s rural 
appearance. Harvard has an impressive network of conservation trails, too. However, traffic 
growth and the absence of sidewalks or walking paths have created an increasingly unsafe 
environment for local drivers, walkers, and bicyclists. 

The most significant circulation and traffic issue related to the possibility of resuming jurisdiction 
of Devens is the lack of a direct road connection. While roads once ran between Fort Devens and 
what is now Residential Harvard, their permanent closure by the U.S. Army during Fort Devens’ 
active period effectively sealed the Harvard portion of the Fort’s boundary from vehicular traffic. 
No roads were specified for re-establishment as part of the 1994 Reuse Plan (which opted instead 
for a Gateway approach, using Jackson and Verbeck Gates) and as a result, no roads have been 
re-established during Devens’ redevelopment. 

Roadway re-establishment would have some benefits to the Town. Among these would be 
shorter travel time and distance and fostering of a “one Harvard” community identity. As part of 
any road re-establishment efforts, provisions could also be included for expansion/connection of 
public utilities along identified route(s). Such “co-locating” could potentially assist in minimizing 
costs and impacts of utility expansion/connection in the future. 

1. ROAD NETWORK 

Overview 

Regional Highways: Two major highways, Route 2 and Interstate 495, serve Harvard and connect it 
with the surrounding regional road network. As shown in Map 8.1, Route 2 runs in an east-west 
direction across the entire northern section of town and provides interchange access (No. 38) at Routes 
110/111 (Ayer Road). A second interchange (No. 37) on the western edge of town connects with the 
main access road (Jackson Road) into Devens. Route 2 is a four-lane, limited access, divided highway 
with cloverleaf interchanges controlled by stop signs. It provides a major connection for Harvard to 
the west toward the Leominster-Fitchburg area and to the east toward I-495/Route 128 and the 
Greater Boston area. East of the Ayer Road interchange, Route 2 carries approximately 49,000 vehicles 
per day (2014). Interchange 38 has a high crash rate due to substandard acceleration and deceleration 
lanes and traffic merges with exiting Route 2 traffic onto Ayer Road. MassDOT plans a major upgrade 
of Interchange 38, which includes changes to the cloverleaf to lengthen ramps for safer access. 

I-495 crosses Harvard’s southeastern corner and is a less prominent highway within Harvard 
compared with Route 2. Although there are no I-495 interchanges inside Harvard, there is one 
along Route 111 just east of the Town line in Boxborough. I-495 supplies regional access to all 
points in eastern Massachusetts and the Massachusetts Turnpike. In the vicinity of the Route 111 
interchange, I-495 carries an average of 88,000 vehicles per day (2014). Approximately 13,000 
vehicles per day travel on Mass. Ave. east of the I-495/Rt. 111 interchange in Boxborough, and 
approximately 4,800 vehicles travel westerly of the interchange in Harvard (2014).  
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Map 8.1 
Transportation System 
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Major Roads: Three major roadways carry most of the local and through traffic in Harvard and 
provide connections to the region’s highway network. They include Route 110 from Bolton north 
into Harvard Center, Route 111 east from Harvard Center out to I-495, and Routes 110-111 north 
from Harvard Center to the Route 2 rotary in Ayer. These roads are about twenty-six to thirty feet 
wide, with appropriate pavement striping that includes double yellow centerlines and edge lines, 
and are generally less steep than many of Harvard’s rural roads. 

Harvard Town Center is clearly the focal point of local traffic flows, as shown in Map 8.1. Several 
routes converge at or near the center of town, including (clockwise from the north) Ayer Road, 
Littleton Road, Old Littleton Road, Oak Hill Road, Fairbank Street, Massachusetts Avenue, Stow 
Road, Bolton Road, Pond Road/Warren Avenue/West Bare Hill Road, Still River Road, and  

Depot Road. However, Ayer Road is by far the busiest road in Harvard. It carries more vehicles 
on the segment between Route 2 and the Ayer town line (approximately 13,000) than south of 
Route 2 (approximately 6,200). Traffic volumes on other major roads are shown in Table 8.1. 

Other Roads: A number of minor roads provide connections through portions of Harvard, 
including Prospect Hill Road/Old Shirley Road, Oak Hill/Woodchuck Hill Road, West Bare Hill 
Road, Bolton Road, and Littleton County Road. Many of these roads have intermittent pavement 
markings and limited signage. Most carry daily traffic volumes of less than 1,000 vehicles per 
day, and some less than 500 vehicles per day. They channel traffic that is primarily local, i.e., from 
points within Harvard and by people who live along them. As a group, these roads do not 
provide a cut-through route for longer distance trips through town. Roads with traffic volumes 
over 1,000 are shown in Table 8.1 and the change in traffic volumes on state numbered routes is 
shown on Map 8.2. 

Connectivity to Devens: No roads have been re-established during Devens’ redevelopment since 
1994. The result is a necessity to pass through either Ayer or Lancaster to travel between Harvard 
and Devens, which is at least undesirable from a community connectivity standpoint. Re-
establishing any former through-roads would present challenges. Among these are potential 
environmental impacts, environmental permitting, cost, land rights (if former roads have 
reverted to private ownership), and impacts to landowners and/or neighborhoods within both 
Devens and Residential Harvard. A feasibility and traffic simulation study would be needed to 
properly explore any road re-establishment options. 
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Table 8.1 – Average Daily Traffic on Highways and Major Roads 

Road  Vehicles  Location  Year  

Interstate 495   
88,000 

South of Route 111 (Boxborough)  
2014 

Route 2   
49,000 

Littleton town line  
2014 

Ayer Road (Routes 110/111)   
6,700 

South of Route 2  
2014 

Ayer Road (Routes 110/111)   
13,650 

North of Route 2  
2014 

Massachusetts Avenue (Route 111)   
2,800 

East of Bolton Road  
2014 

Still River Road (Route 110) 2,500 Bolton town line 2012 

Bolton Road   
1,650 

South of Route 111  
2014 

Littleton County Road 1,000 North of Route 111 2012 

Poor Farm Road 1,200 East of Ayer Road  
2014 

Source: MassDOT Highway Division 

 

Functional Classification 

Transportation planners group roads and highways into classes or types that reflect a road’s 
intended service. The key characteristic defining roadway classification is the degree to which a 
roadway emphasizes movement through an area versus local access. The five major 
classifications of roads are Freeway/Expressway, Principal Arterial, Minor Arterial, Collector, 
and Local. These classifications can be subdivided further to acknowledge the varying degrees 
that a road facilitates travel mobility or local access. For example, local roads provide a greater 
proportion of direct access to property, while collectors and arterials provide a greater proportion 
of travel mobility. 
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Map 8.2 
Traffic Volumes 
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Table 8.2 – Roadway Miles by Functional Classification 

Roadway Classification  Miles 

Interstate 2.9 

Arterial – Principal  13.5  

Arterial – Minor  5.9  

Collector – Major  2.4  

Collector – Minor  9.3  

Local  63.8  

Source: Mass. Department of Transportation. 

 

Map 8.1 shows the functional classification of roads and highways in Harvard according to data 
from MassDOT, while Table 8.2 summarizes the total number of road (centerline) miles in 
Harvard by DOT’s classification system. The specific classification of the arterials and significant 
collectors in Harvard can be found in Table 8.3 below. Several roads in Harvard fall under state 
jurisdiction (MassDOT), including Route 2 and its ramps, Route 111 (Massachusetts Avenue) 
from the Boxborough town line to Still River Road/Old Littleton Road, and Littleton Road from 
Route 2. 

The primary function of each type of road in Harvard is as follows: 

 Arterial (Principal and Minor): The arterial street functions primarily to carry large 
volumes of traffic through the community. These facilities provide access between the 
interstate and other highways, and residential and commercial areas in the community 
via connections to local collector roads. There are 13.5 miles of streets classified as 
principal arterials (including Route 2 and Ayer Road north of Rt. 2, and 5.9 miles of streets 
classified as rural minor arterials in Harvard (including Ayer Road south of Route 2 and 
Still River Road). 

 Collector (Major and Minor): The collector street functions primarily to carry traffic from 
local residential roads to arterial roads. Collector streets pass through residential areas 
both collecting and distributing traffic from local streets. There are approximately 2.4 
miles of streets classified as rural major collectors (Massachusetts Avenue) and 9.3 miles 
of streets classified as rural minor collectors in Harvard (Littleton Road, Bolton Road, and 
Stow Road). (Note: The terms ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ refer to how the Census Bureau defines 
an area based on density and not to its roadway characteristics.) 

 Local: Local roads comprise the remainder of streets in Harvard. Local roads primarily 
provide direct access to property. The local roads also serve to carry traffic to and from 
the collectors and arterials. There are approximately 63.8 miles of streets classified as local 
in Harvard. 
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Table 8.3 – MassDOT Functional Classification of Roadways 

Road  MassDOT Classification  Jurisdiction 

Interstate 495 Interstate MassDOT 

Route 2 and ramps Principal Arterial MassDOT 

Ayer Road (Routes 110/111) – north of Route 2 Principal Arterial Town 

Ayer Road (Routes 110/111) – south of Route 2 Rural Minor Arterial Town 

Still River Road (Route 110) Rural Minor Arterial Town 

Massachusetts Avenue (Route 111) Rural Major Collector MassDOT 

Littleton Road Rural Minor Collector Town1 

Stow Road Rural Minor Collector Town 

Source: MassDOT Highway Division 

1. A small stretch of Littleton Road is under MassDOT jurisdiction. 

 

Funding Considerations 

Some roads are eligible for federal funding for reconstruction projects, based on the road’s 
designation under either the National Highway System (NHS) or Surface Transportation 
Program (STP). In Harvard, Route 2 and Ayer Road (Route 110) north of Route 2 are part of the 
NHS. All rural arterials and rural major collectors not on the NHS are eligible for STP funding, 
which applies to Ayer Road south of Route 2, Still River Road, and Massachusetts Avenue. Rural 
minor collectors (Littleton Road and Stow Road) are eligible for limited STP funding (capped at 
15 percent). MassDOT distributes federal highway funding that it receives between “regional 
target funding” allocated by the metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) for regional 
priority projects that are eligible for federal aid, and funding that is allocated by MassDOT for 
application to the state-owned transportation system.68 

Scenic Roads 

In Harvard, roads play an integral part in shaping and reinforcing the Town’s visual character. 
With an eye toward preventing the gradual suburbanization of Harvard’s roadsides, the Town 
has placed nearly all of its local streets under the protective cover of the Massachusetts Scenic 
Roads Act. The high scenic value of these roads reflects the Town’s historic past, and they still 
retain a winding, rural character. Most roads in Harvard are relatively narrow, lined with trees, 
stonewalls, farm fences, open fields, and increasingly, with homes. As these rural byways form 
corridors through the countryside, they generally conform to the contours of the land and provide 
access to important view sheds that residents seek to preserve. However, while near-universal 
application of the Scenic Road designation may help to preserve the character of Harvard’s roads, 

                                                   

68 Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT. Office of Transportation Planning, 
www.massdot.state.ma.us/planning 
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it can make it very difficult to implement safety and capacity improvements. Residents are 
generally content with this trade-off, preferring narrower roads with slower speeds over wider 
roads with higher capacity. 

Harvard’s Scenic Roads By-law, Chapter 90 of the Town code, covers the cutting or removal of 
trees, and the tearing down, destruction, or alteration of stone walls or portions of stone walls 
within the right-of-way of designated scenic roads. Written consent from the Planning Board, 
following a public hearing, is required for any such actions. The Planning Board considers, among 
other things, public safety, scenic views, preservation of historic and regional characteristics, and 
preservation and enhancement of natural and aesthetic qualities of the environment. As part of 
the Scenic Road Consent application, the applicant must identify any compensatory action or 
mitigation measures to the proposed cutting or trimming of trees or the tearing down or 
destruction of stone walls. The Planning Board will typically grant consent only when stone wall 
removal is beneficial and with the approval of the Tree Warden. (See Chapter 6 for additional 
information about scenic roads.) To insure compliance with the process, the Town should 
consider an enforcement mechanism that will discourage disregard of the regulations. 

Truck Routes 

Along with Interstate 495 and Route 2, Massachusetts Avenue (Route 111), Ayer Road (Routes 
110, 111) and Littleton Road are designated truck routes, but Still River Road (Route 110) is not. 
This means that large trucks as defined by the Surface Transportation Assistance Act (STAA) are 
allowed to operate on them. This includes truck and semi-trailer combinations, sometimes 
referred to as 18-wheelers, with semi-trailer length up to 53 feet. Massachusetts Avenue is narrow 
and steep in parts, and is difficult for trucks to navigate in winter conditions. There are no existing 
truck exclusions on roads in Harvard. To help mitigate negative impacts of trucks while ensuring 
the continued delivery of goods and services, the Town should explore establishing bans on truck 
traffic on selected local residential streets, with permission from the MassDOT Highway Division. 

Devens, with a high concentration of manufacturing and research operations, is a significant 
generator of truck traffic. MassDevelopment has instituted a policy that designates Jackson Gate at 
the Route 2 interchange as the preferred route for truck traffic oriented to Devens. Nevertheless, 
not all drivers adhere to the policy and anecdotal reports from residents indicate large trucks use 
Ayer Road as a short cut to Interchange 38 at Route 2. Ayer Road is a designated truck route, and, 
truckers cannot be prohibited from using it. MassDevelopment’s cooperation, on-road signage of 
the policy, and local police presence can all contribute to managing the problem. 

Travel Patterns 

Outside of Harvard Center, traffic is not concentrated along any single corridor except Ayer Road 
through the C District north of Route 2. Here, Ayer Road absorbs a high volume of non-local trips 
associated with local businesses and traffic oriented toward Route 2A and the eastern portion of 
Devens. While the easterly part of Route 111 generally parallels Route 2 and Route 117, it carries 
a significantly lower volume of traffic even during commuting periods. 

Several other roadways or combinations thereof provide links within Harvard and between 
Harvard and adjacent towns. Their rural character and the low-density land uses that surround 
them argue for standards of shoulder maintenance, signage, and striping that differ from what is 
appropriate for the Town’s more traveled roadways. Though wide enough to accommodate 
pedestrians, bicyclists, and equestrians, many of the roads that intersect or converge with the 
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more prominent “spokes of the wheel” lack sidewalks or bike paths, and in many places their 
shoulders are constrained. Posted travel speeds along these secondary roads are low due to their 
narrow, curvy routes, and slower speeds are advisable due to frequent chance encounters with 
bicyclists, who enjoy cycling on Harvard’s scenic roads. Nevertheless, many of Harvard’s 
roadways experience speeds that are much higher than the posted limits. Traffic calming 
measures may be necessary to provide cues to drivers to slow down for safety of pedestrians, 
bicyclists, and vehicles exiting local driveways. 

A noteworthy feature of the secondary roads between Harvard and adjacent towns is that in most 
cases, there are no distinctly different or contrasting land uses at the Town line. The transition 
between Harvard and Boxborough, dominated by a highway interchange and corporate parks, is 
an obvious exception. 

Table 8.4 shows the modes of travel to work for Harvard residents and changes that have 
occurred since the 2000 Census. The proportion of workers who drove alone has decreased but 
still accounts for the vast majority of commute trips. Meanwhile, the proportion of residents who 
work at home increased to about 14 percent of all workers. This is fairly common among affluent 
communities with a labor force of professionals whose occupations have benefited from the rapid 
evolution of information technology. For those who commute to work, residents are dependent 
upon automobiles as the lack of public transit service and low employment base make alternative 
modes of travel impractical for most. 

Table 8.4 – Commute to Work (2000-2012) 

 Total Percent Change from 2000 

Workers 16 years or older 2,503 100% -9.0% 

Drove alone 1,932 77.2% -6.9% 

Carpooled 103 4.1% 0.0% 

Public transportation 41 1.6% -1.6% 

Walked 37 1.5% +0.3% 

Other means 34 1.4% +0.2% 

Worked at home 356 14.2% +7.9% 

Mean travel time to work 32 minutes n/a no change 

Source: U.S. 2000 Census and American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
(2008-2012). Note: data reported here include residents of Harvard and Devens. 

 

Except for a brief subdivision boom in the post WW II era, the lack of conventional subdivisions 
is a distinguishing feature of Harvard’s road system. Unlike many neighboring towns, Harvard 
does not have large subdivisions with interconnecting street grids or multiple access points along 
one street. The Town’s development history, the physical constraints of soil, wetlands and water 
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features, and the regulations of the local boards help to explain the limited number of conven-
tional subdivisions and the neighborhood street patterns they produce. Rather, it seems that most 
residents of Harvard live along through-roads. As a result, virtually every street in town serves 
at least two purposes: through streets for vehicles, and pedestrian/bicycle routes for local 
residents. However, the streets are not really designed for multi-modal use, and conflicts between 
vehicles and pedestrians/bicyclists are not uncommon. 

Traffic Operations 

Harvard residents perceive speeding as the primary traffic safety issue in their community. 
However, speed studies conducted by the Police Department generally confirm that most 
motorists obey posted speed limits. Speed limits are set based upon the 85th percentile of observed 
speeds determined by a traffic engineering study. Counter-intuitively, speed limits may need to 
be increased if the study shows the 85th percentile speed is actually higher than the posted speed 
limit. One contributing factor to the perception of excessive speeding is linked to the inadequate 
shoulder widths on rural roads, which creates uneasiness for pedestrians and bicyclists when 
passed by vehicles. 

Road widening to expand travel lanes and add shoulders, while helpful to pedestrians and 
bicyclists, will not slow traffic since drivers typically increase speed when impediments 
disappear. One appropriate alternative is traffic calming. New research has documented the 
lowering of travel speeds when carefully designed measures are put in place that provide visual 
and physical cues to drivers that they are entering an area where slower speeds are advisable. 
Traffic calming involves geometric changes in street alignment and other physical measures to 
slow down traffic in the interests of safety and livability Such measures can be implemented in 
school zones and village areas like Still River, where Route 110 suddenly enters an area of higher 
density, pedestrian activity, and houses near the road. Examples of traffic calming include: 

 Curb extensions/bump outs/neck-downs; 

 Narrowed travel lanes and widened shoulders with potential for bike-accommodating 
shoulders or lanes; 

 Raised crosswalks/ speed humps/ raised intersections; 

 Adding street trees and other vertical elements that appear to narrow the road; and 

 Mini-roundabouts. 

Where traffic calming may be a solution to speeding traffic, it is important to reach out to the 
affected neighborhood to discuss options, listen to concerns, and obtain support for specific 
measures. Public safety officials should also weigh-in to assure emergency vehicles can navigate 
the roadway without losing valuable response time. Each location requires an analysis of possible 
techniques, careful design to standards, and roadway signage for pedestrian safety. 

 



Harvard Master Plan 2016 

 

125 

  
Raised Intersection  Curb Extension 

2. AYER ROAD COMMERCIAL CORRIDOR 

In 2007, CDM Smith studied the Ayer Road commercial corridor and outlined three alternatives 
for improvements.69 All three alternatives included access management, traffic calming, and 
bicycle and pedestrian enhancements along the corridor, as follows: 

 Alternative 1 would slightly widen Ayer Road to provide one 11-foot travel lane with 4-
foot shoulders in each direction (30 feet of pavement). In addition, a 4-foot grass buffer 
and 6-foot footpath would be provided on either side. This alternative would 
accommodate pedestrians and bicyclists throughout the corridor and without requiring 
corridor-wide land takings. The installation of left-turn lanes at appropriate locations 
could be considered with this alternative, but they will require land takings. 

 Alternative 2 would widen Ayer Road to provide a two-way left turn lane throughout the 
corridor. The left-turn lane would be converted to an exclusive left-turn lane for both 
northbound and southbound approaches at intersections and potential future 
development locations (based upon individual traffic studies). Again, the alternative 
included a provision of a 4-foot shoulder, 3-foot grass buffer and 6-foot footpath on each 
side. While this alternative would provide equal access to all parcels and remove left-turn 
lanes from the traffic flow, it requires land takings in order to widen the layout of Ayer 
Road to 60 feet. 

 Alternative 3 would involve the installation of a median island throughout the corridor. 
This alternative also includes an 11-foot travel lane and 4-foot shoulder on either side with 
a 3-foot grass buffer and 6-foot footpath. While left-turn lanes may be provided at the 
intersections, this alternative would promote roundabouts at each of the intersections. 
Alternative 3 would also require land takings, as the proposed layout would be 60 feet 
along the corridor and larger widths to accommodate the roundabouts. 

The study recommended the Alternative 1 concept plan due to the extensive right-of-way takings 
that Alternatives 2 and 3 would require. Figures 8.1 and 8.2 compare the existing layout of Ayer 
Road with the recommended Alternative 1. The Plan calls for two 11-foot travel lanes and two 4- 

                                                   
69 Ayer Road Functional Design Report. CDM (May 2008). 
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Figure 8-.1 – Cross Section of Ayer Road – Existing70 

 
 
 
 

Figure 8.2 – Cross Section of Ayer Road – Recommended Alternative 1 
 

 
  

                                                   
70 Source: Ayer Road Functional Design Report, CDM, 2008 
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foot shoulders for a total of 30 feet of pavement. The shoulders will separate bicyclists from 
oncoming traffic and make riding safer and more enjoyable. Adjacent to the road a 4-foot grass 
buffer will provide space for trees and lawns to minimize the stark, paved appearance that exists 
today. Adjacent to the buffer a 6-foot wide sidewalk or path will encourage pedestrian use and 
promote connectivity among the various businesses in the corridor as well as providing links to 
neighborhoods and the local trail system. Harvard has taken no action on this Plan since its 
completion in 2008, but its analysis and recommendations remain valid today. 

As a first step, Harvard is investigating intersection alignment improvements in the vicinity of 
Poor Farm Road, Lancaster County Road, and Gebo Lane. Vehicles exiting Poor Farm Road in 
peak hours have difficulty finding breaks in Ayer Road traffic to safely enter the flow. A second 
major concern in this vicinity is the heavy turning movement by the Dunkin Donuts driveway, 
which is exacerbated by the close proximity to the Route 2 interchange and merging traffic from 
two lanes to one. Physical separation via raised medians, or perhaps a roundabout, may 
eventually be necessary to accommodate turning vehicles in both directions. 

As traffic growth continues to rise with commercial development in the corridor, other 
troublesome intersections will no doubt require attention. Harvard should strongly consider 
placing a corridor-long improvement project on the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP). 
The TIP is a multi-year list of improvements compiled by MRPC. (MRPC is the Metropolitan 
Planning Organization (MPO) for the Region.) The TIP is the principal mechanism for prioritizing 
transportation and transit projects throughout the Region in order to receive scarce state and 
federal transportation dollars. Ayer Road, as a principal arterial, is a federal-aid eligible road. The 
first step is to submit a Project Initiation Form (PIF), which broadly outlines the problem and 
documents community support. An initial review by MassDOT will indicate whether the project 
is suitable for inclusion on the TIP. If so, Harvard is responsible for completing the design in 
accordance with MassDOT criteria and acquiring land for any right-of-way expansion. State and 
federal funds pay for all construction costs. The process may take 8 – 10 years, but the ultimate 
reward is a functional, safe, and attractive road that will be conducive to fostering new economic 
growth. 

While undertaking project design, the Town should consider public realm improvements similar 
to the Town Center Action Plan of 2005. These should include aesthetic improvements and multi-
modal aspects of accommodating pedestrians and bicyclist. In addition, placing overhead utility 
lines in underground conduits will yield a vast improvement in appearance. Holden, 
Massachusetts buried the utility lines along its commercial corridor, Route 122A, and the 
resulting improvement was striking indeed. 

Concerns with traffic along Ayer Road have at least some linkage to Devens, especially related to 
truck traffic. This issue is further aggravated by the lack of direct Harvard-Devens road 
connections, as discussed above. The 1994 Reuse Plan noted that “several measures [would] be 
considered to reduce potential truck impacts on local roadways and to downtown Ayer and 
Route 110/111 in Harvard. These include[d] encouraging truck traffic to use Route 2 by providing 
easy access through improvements to Barnum and Patton Roads.” Further, “monitoring [would] 
be performed to assess impacts of these trucks on local streets. Additional measures such as truck 
restrictions at Barnum Gate [would] be considered if truck impacts on local streets require further 
mitigation. All new users with significant truck use at Devens [would] be required to file truck 
routing plans and permits may be issued stipulating truck routes.” 
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Several studies have documented safety and congestion concerns related to truck traffic on Ayer 
Road. It would be helpful to prepare a summary document to identify potential strategies to 
discourage but not necessarily prohibit truck traffic on Ayer Road. The Selectmen could consider 
additional mitigation from MassDevelopment and/or MassDOT, particularly with regard to the 
current policy of routing truck traffic oriented to Devens to the Jackson Road interchange. 

3. SAFETY 

MassDOT provides crash statistics for all communities in the State. The Harvard reports show a 
range between 104 and 178 crashes per year town-wide. Spikes in annual accidents appear to 
coincide with extreme winters, when road conditions deteriorate. Two locations in Harvard 
appear on the MRPC list of “most dangerous intersections.” The intersection of Route 2 (Exit 38) 
and Ayer Road (Routes 110/111) ranks No. 2 on the list while the intersection of Ayer Road, Poor 
Farm Road, and Lancaster County Road ranks No. 89 (see Map 8.2). MRPC has designated both 
locations for further study to evaluate safety issues. While the Route 2 interchange is a MassDOT 
responsibility, the Poor Farm Road/Ayer Road/Lancaster County Road has become a greater 
congestion and safety problem in recent years. Harvard is exploring alternatives for this 
intersection, including constructing a roundabout or making other geometric improvements. 
Initial assessments indicate that sight lines for Ayer Road northbound may be impaired by a 
moderate rise in the roadway. There are no locations in Harvard on MassDOT’s list of Top 200 
Crash Locations, however. Map 8.3 displays crash locations in Harvard between 2007 and 2013 
where police reports provide specific coordinates. 

A contributing factor for many crashes in Harvard is driver impatience, e.g., when a driver takes 
unnecessary risk entering an intersection due to perceived delay caused by congestion. The Police 
Department periodically performs stop sign enforcement at selected locations. The Department 
of Public Works (DPW) and Police Department cooperate to ensure trees and brush are cleared 
from roadsides to ensure visibility and prevent encroachment of vegetation into the roadway. 
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Map 8.3 
Crash Locations, 2007 – 2013 
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4. PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION 

Harvard is one of twenty-two communities that participate in the Montachusett Regional Transit 
Authority (MART). There is no existing fixed-route transit service in Harvard. The residential 
density is too low and destinations within Harvard are generally too dispersed to support 
conventional fixed-route service. However, MART does provide Council-on-Aging (COA) 
paratransit service for elderly and disabled residents within Harvard. Scheduling is administered 
locally by Harvard’s COA office. 

Public transportation options exist just outside Harvard’s borders (see Map 8.1). The MBTA’s 
Fitchburg Commuter Rail Line runs through Littleton and Ayer along Harvard’s eastern and 
northern edges, with stations in Ayer’s town center and Littleton at Route 2 and Interstate 495. 
The Fitchburg Line provides service seven days/week between Fitchburg Station and Boston 
North Station (the Fitchburg Line also servers Porter Station in Cambridge, with a direct 
connection to the MBTA’s Red Line subway). As of spring 2014, the MBTA provides five weekday 
peak period trips in each direction (thirteen total trips per weekday in each direction). 

Ayer Station has limited free parking available (30 spaces). Littleton/495 Station has 194 total 
parking spaces for daily and monthly parkers. Parking rates as of spring 2014 are $4/day and 
$70/month. Because of the limited parking at these locations, Harvard should explore a shuttle 
service timed to the train schedule for residents who work in the metro area. It may be possible 
to find convenient parking at a business property in the C district, where commuters could leave 
their cars for their daily commute. MART can assist the Town in the planning and execution of 
such a system. The transit assessment Harvard currently pays can be applied to help offset the 
cost of the service. 

5. PEDESTRIAN NETWORK 

There are very limited sidewalks within Harvard, and roadway shoulders in many cases are 
constrained and not adequate for pedestrians. Due to the dispersed nature of development and 
inadequate pedestrian facilities, walking on roads in Harvard is difficult. However, the Phase I 
survey and a follow-up survey for Phase II revealed that there is a desire for a more walkable 
Harvard. When asked if Harvard should make pedestrian and bicycle safety improvements in 
the Town Center, 74 percent of respondents agreed compared with 15 percent that disagreed. 
(See question 43 in the survey appendix.) 

The Town Center, which features many Town public buildings, the Bromfield School, and the 
Elementary School, provides an opportunity to create a more walkable downtown. Currently the 
layout of these buildings and their parking generally impede pedestrian travel between 
buildings, since they are spaced too far apart to make walking realistic. The pedestrian paths are 
lacking, poorly defined, or otherwise uninviting. Ideally, parking areas could be somewhat 
centrally located and within reasonable walking distance of most destinations (five to ten minute 
walk or ¼ to ½-mile). The long distances and the lack of an adequate pedestrian environment, 
like safe walking surface, lighting, and wayfinding signage, impede pedestrian travel. In the 2014 
survey for this Master Plan, 48 percent of participants wanted the Town to create a comprehensive 
downtown parking and walking plan compared with 17 percent that disagreed. (See question 38 
in the survey appendix.) 
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In its rather large holdings of federal, state and local conservation land, numerous hiking trails 
provide opportunities for residents to enjoy Harvard’s outdoor resources. In 2013 MRPC created 
an inventory of trails in Harvard. Including Devens there are about 70 miles of trails in the 
inventory. There will undoubtedly be opportunities to acquire additional conservation lands over 
time, and one objective should be to develop new trails that will connect sites to create longer 
distance trails and provide links to villages and points of interest in town. It may eventually be 
possible to create a circumferential trail around Harvard with spokes radiating to popular 
destinations. 

In 2010 the School Department sponsored a “Safe Routes to School” study due to concern with 
the safety of students walking to and from schools and to destinations within the Town Center. 
This statewide program aims to promote the health and mobility of school-aged children while 
reducing congestion and air pollution from driving to school when near-by students could walk 
just as easily. The lack of sidewalks and off-road paths to the ballfields, Library and General Store 
often places students on street sides with little separation from on-coming traffic. Posted travel 
speed on Mass. Ave. north of the Elementary School is 20 mph, yet over 30% of vehicles exceeded 
25 mph during normal school hours. The report recommended a number of measures to improve 
student safety: 

1. Install and maintain sidewalks along all major routes. 

2. Install crosswalks and ramps for students to cross at all major intersections. 

3. Monitor and enforce speed limits. 

4. Place warning signs in the Town Center to alert drivers of high pedestrian activity. 

5. Continue to participate in the Safe Routes to School program, which qualifies the Town 
for engineering funds for physical improvements. 

Landscaping and other aesthetic improvements could further enhance the pedestrian 
environment and encourage people to walk between parking areas and their destinations. The 
Harvard Town Center Action Plan (2005) described residents’ concerns regarding pedestrian 
safety. The intersection of Ayer Road and Still River Road, the heart of the Town Center, has 
poorly defined curb edges, unclear stop lines, and poorly defined crosswalks. The existing four-
way flashing red light and Stop signs may not be adequate traffic control for vehicles and 
pedestrians. 

MRPC re-visited the Town Center traffic situation in 2015-2016 with an eye to developing a 
consensus circulation plan for the area. Important findings and recommendations of the study 
include: 

1. Emphasize pedestrian circulation over traffic improvements. It is more important to make the 
village pedestrian friendly than to make it easy for vehicles to traverse the Center. 

2. Add new sidewalks and paths to create a continuous network for pedestrian safety. Prioritize 
walking vectors used by school students to eliminate conflicts with automobiles. 

3. Re-configure the circulation system in the municipal campus of the Town Hall – Fire-Station 
– Hildreth House area to clarify travel routes, improve access to Ayer Road, and organize 
parking in a logical fashion. 
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4. Make parking improvements in the area to accommodate average day demand. It is not 
necessary to accommodate peak day needs for community festivals and events. Improve the 
North Parking Lot by Bromfield (scheduled for 2016). 

5. Calm traffic on Mass. Avenue by the schools. 

6. Improve the right-of-way at the center intersection by installing curbing where appropriate, 
re-configuring crosswalks, adding pedestrian safety measures at street crossings, and 
reducing pavement width where feasible. 

7. Improve the parking lot by the General Store (the lot is town property) and work with the 
Congregational Church on a traffic flow pattern that will reduce conflicts between through 
traffic and General Store parking traffic. 

Another area in need of pedestrian improvements is the Commercial district along Ayer Road. 
Sidewalks are non-existent in most locations, and few visitors are willing to risk the hazard of 
walking along the highway with high traffic volumes and fast speeds. Harvard is re-thinking its 
approach to development in the district. Rather than stand-alone buildings on separate lots, each 
isolated from neighboring properties, new development guidelines call for connecting properties 
via paths and sidewalks to make the area more pedestrian-friendly. Connecting paths to pedestrian 
destinations, such as Dunkin Donuts and McCurdy Track, should alleviate safety concerns of 
walkers and bicyclists, especially children. Also as discussed above, public realm improvements in 
Ayer Road itself call for sidewalks separated from travel lanes with intervening green belts to make 
pedestrians feel protected from passing vehicles. The Planning Board can encourage pedestrian 
connectivity by working with developers when reviewing permit applications. 

6. BICYCLE NETWORK 

As is the case for pedestrian facilities, most of Harvard’s rural 
roads do not adequately accommodate bicyclists due to 
constrained shoulder widths. Harvard’s scenic and hilly roads 
are a destination for enthusiastic bicyclists from Harvard and 
the surrounding area. There is no existing signage for bicycle 
routes or for bicycle safety, but the sign graphic to the right can 
alert motorists to the possible presence of pedestrians and 
bicyclists on narrow country roads. While there is limited local 
demand for off-road bicycle facilities, opportunities to more 
safely accommodate visiting bicyclists on existing roads could 
be explored. The roadway shoulder is the preferred position to 
accommodate bicyclists on rural roads (bike lanes and other 
alternative treatments are more appropriate for urban and 
suburban contexts where there is typically more traffic). On the 
lowest volume roads, shoulders are not needed. As traffic speeds and volumes increase, the value 
of shoulders increases, too. Benefits of shoulders include: 

 Allowing for driver error and providing space to make evasive maneuvers 

 Increasing sight distance for vehicles, especially for those entering the roadway 

 Providing structural support for pavement at the edge of the roadway 

Figure 8.3: Combined Bicycle/ 
Pedestrian sign appropriate 

for shoulders on rural roads 
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 Providing additional space for snow storage, maintenance operations, and signage 

Shoulders intended to accommodate bicyclists should be a minimum of five feet wide, if possible. 
It is not advisable to mark road shoulders as bike lanes. However, widening roads to 
accommodate five-foot wide shoulders is inconsistent with retaining rural character. It may only 
be necessary when increasing traffic volumes on local roads imperil pedestrians and bicyclists. 

While certainly not a substitute for direct vehicular roadway connection, the viability of a 
bikeway between Harvard and Devens should be investigated, regardless of Devens’ disposition. 
This concept has been mentioned to various extents in several Town and Devens planning 
documents and should be further explored. Such multi-modal transportation opportunities can 
provide both recreational and commuting functions for at least a portion of the communities, and 
state and federal funding is frequently available for such projects. 

7. TRANSPORTATION IMPROVEMENTS 

Table 8.5 identifies the significant transportation projects confronting Harvard in the next ten 
years. Given the long time horizon for planning, engineering, and construction, it is important to 
begin the process of raising local support and working with state and regional transportation 
planners to get projects on the drawing boards as quickly as possible. 
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Table 8.5 – Transportation Projects 

Facility Relative Cost Time Frame 

Establish a Trails and Traffic Committee to shepherd projects 
through conceptual, engineering, and construction phases 

- - - 2016 

Make low cost sidewalk improvements in the Town Center 
in conformance with Town Center Circulation Plan 

$ 1-3 Years 

Refine the Safe Routes to School recommendations and 
work with the School Dept. and DPW on implementation 

$ 1-3 Years 

Reconfigure the traffic pattern and parking layout in the 
municipal campus of Town Hall, Fire Station 1, and 
Hildreth House 

$$ 5-7 Years 

Improve parking and traffic pattern at the Elementary School $$ 3-5 Years 

Improve the North Parking Lot in the Town Center $$ 2016 

Prepare a bicycle guide of scenic routes and engage students 
to develop a mobile app for bicycle routes and hiking trails 

- - - 2016 

Complete trail from the Town Center to McCurdy Track $ 2-3 Years 

Prepare engineering plans for comprehensive circulation 
improvements for the Town Center 

$$ 3-5 years 

With TIP funding from MRPC/MassDOT, implement 
comprehensive circulation plan for the Town Center (State 
funds > $1.0 M.) 

$$ 5-7 Years 

Prepare and implement a traffic calming plan for Still River. $ 3-5 Years 

Develop plan and construct traffic solution for the Ayer 
Road/Poor Farm Road/Gebo Lane area 

$$ 2-3 Years 

Develop engineering plans for comprehensive traffic and 
pedestrian improvements for Ayer Road within the C 
District (100% Town funds required for design) 

$$ 3-5 Years 

With TIP funding from MRPC/MassDOT, implement 
comprehensive traffic and pedestrian improvements for 
Ayer Road within the C District (State funds > $1.0 M.) 

$ 8-10 Years 

Key: $: < $250,000; $$: $250,000 - $1,000,000; $$$: > $1,000,000 

  


