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 Boston Region Metropolitan Planning Organization 
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Boston, MA 02116 

RE: Swampscott Rail Trail Project (#610666) 

Good day Mr. Mohler, 

       I’m writing today regarding the Swampscott project noted above to thank you, for your flagging-out that 

the rail trail project was starting to fall-behind in your transportation delivery timeline. I haven’t written to 

you in a long time and I wanted to get you up to speed on things from both an ’on-the-ground’ level and a 

‘high-altitude’ perspective.   

 I’ll just add in that the last four pages here are a nicely-done, stand-alone booklet produced by the 

Town of Sudbury’s Select Board about the coming Mass Central Rail Trail.  Yes Sudbury. Late last year, they 

sent me a series of questions to answer as  to how the town was going to change/evolve with the completion 

of the trail.  Here’s a link to the document.  greenwaysolutions.org/sudbury-selectboard. Share it with your 

staff as it will brighten their day.  

 But first, the “on-the-ground level”. I know you are going to be getting some beautiful and heart-

warming letters from a lot of people who have a direct, local, tie-in to the Swampscott Rail Trail and how im-

pactful the trail is going to be. I can’t wait to see them, but from my position, with my experience of how 

trails get built (or not get built) in lots of places and not just Mass, my first thought, when I saw the news of 

Swampscott in danger of “falling off the TIP,” was one of impending danger. Not just for Swampscott, but 

from a broader perspective. I see a bright red, flashing warning signal for the entire state. 

 Swampscott is not a frail and forlorn place. For them to be in danger of falling off the TIP is a warning 

of bigger failures ahead or a delayed completion of the MCRT which will be catastrophic to a host of commu-

nities in Central Mass. 

 I’m sure you remember when we did a report about the Mass Central Rail Trail a couple of years ago. 

(Link here. https://tinyurl.com/MCRT-Report) This was the first highly-credentialed report about the econom-

ic impact of a long rail trail in New England, but it also uncovered something never heard of before.  The idea 

of Gateway Towns.  Very frail and forlorn places but, not really on anyone’s radar screen.  

 Having Swampscott fall off the TIP is really scary because the final buildout of the MCRT or other plac-

es where gaps need to be filled is NOT going to be accomplished by the MassTrails grants to local land land 

trusts or other NGOs. If a robust place like Swampscott can’t easily navigate the TIP process, then we need to 

sound the alarm.  As the saying goes, Houston, we have a problem.   
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  I think we need to have DCR navigate the TIP for all the critical rail trails projects across the state. 

DCR has started to re-invest in the agency by hiring technically adept people. This has begun to facilitate their 

delivery of needed documents to bring projects to a ground breaking and ribbon-cuttings. They’ve brought 

on 21st century leadership who are both experienced and inspirational.  

 Lets do all the critical rail trails and the ones with major, complicated gaps, in-house where a different 

dynamic will take hold and accelerate things without angst or drama.  The densest network of dead steam RR 

corridor in North America is within 150 miles of my house here in MassDOT District  2. There is nothing else 

like this being developed anywhere in the U.S.   It will never ever get built out with towns having an outsized 

and important role.  Let’s treat it as the important and transformational task it is. 

 In fact, let’s treat it like the last time a big, transformative, transportation related,  task came before 

the state.  That was a little over 50 years when both the legislature and the executive branch came together 

and created both the 161-C and 40-54A regs that defend corridor by giving the state a role in any sale or con-

struction near former RR corridor.  

 And they also bought every mile of both live RR and dead RR owned by the B&M and New Haven RRs 

inside of I-495.   Almost 1,000 miles. All because a town did something the state level entities didn’t like.   

 We are at same level of catastrophic endangerment.  Ironically, I have a lecture coming up on this 

Wednesday the 18th at 6 p.m. at Aeronaut Brewing at 14 Tyler St Somerville, MA  02143.   I’ll be talking ex-

tensively about the 50 year journey to build out this network. Please come or at least have several of your 

key staff come. Let’s fix this.  

 And finally, thank you for all the years of service in a leadership role at MassDOT. It is very heart-

warming to see how your agency has transformed into the 21st century under your leadership.  

 

Best regards,  

Craig Della Penna, Principal 



 








