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CHAPTER 2: PROPOSED PURPOSE AND NEED

2-1  INTRODUCTION

This chapter discusses the transportation deficiencies and limitations of the Interstate 787 (I-
787) corridor that have led to the Reimagine |-787 PEL study and will inform potential future
projects (i.e., the "needs” for a project). These needs are the basis of the proposed purpose and
objectives that would guide development of potential future projects. The Planning and
Environment Linkages (PEL) process allows practitioners to develop a statement of purpose and
need for a project during planning that can be used in the future environmental review process,
as long as it meets National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements. The lead Federal
agency or agencies preparing the NEPA document are responsible for defining a project’s
purpose and need and will decide, once in NEPA, whether they will use the purpose and need
proposed during planning.

NYSDOT shared the preliminary identification of the needs, purpose, and objectives with agencies
and the public in spring 2024 at both agency and public meetings. NYSDOT has considered the
feedback it has received to date and refined this proposed statement of needs, purpose, and
objectives accordingly. Agencies and the public will have further opportunity to review the needs,
purpose, and objectives and provide input as part of their review of this study and during the
NEPA phase of any future transportation project(s).

2-2 TRANSPORTATION NEEDS IN THE PEL STUDY AREA

I-787 is a key transportation feature in the Capital Region.” Built in the 1960s, it extends northward
from Interchange 23 of Interstate 87 (New York State Thruway) in the City of Albany through the
Town of Colonie, Village of Menands, City of Watervliet, and the Village of Green Island, ending
at NY Route 7. Most of the highway is parallel to the Hudson River waterfront. As discussed in
Chapter 1, Overview and Background, this PEL study encompasses [-787 from Interchange 2
(NY Route 32/South Pearl Street) at the Port of Albany in Albany to Interchange 9 (NY Route 7) in
Green lIsland (the “I-787 corridor”) (see Figure 1-1). These limits were informed by the /-
787/Hudson Waterfront Corridor Study conducted by the Capital District Transportation
Committee (now the Capital Regional Transportation Council, or CRTC) in 2018.

' Flanked by the Hudson River on the east and the Adirondack Mountains to the north and west, the Capital District
includes Albany, Schenectady, and Troy, collectively known as the Tri-City Area, and extends to Saratoga Springs.
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[-787 is vital to the efficient movement of people and goods in and around the Capital Region.
Within the Capital Region, the roadway serves as a major north-south transportation route for
commuters, travelers, and commercial vehicles, providing direct access to downtown Albany and
to many of the region’s destinations and employment centers, including the State Capitol and the
Empire State Plaza government complex, the business and entertainment districts, the Port of
Albany, and Watervliet Arsenal.

[-787's aging infrastructure has been an area of concern because of its continual need for repairs
and maintenance, ongoing operational and safety issues, and proximity to the Albany waterfront.
The highway was overbuilt, with infrastructure provided for several anticipated connections that
were not built, resulting in extensive and unneeded infrastructure. While 1-787 is maintained in a
state of good repair and is safe for the traveling public, its continued deterioration and complexity
have resulted in increased maintenance costs and, without substantial investment in rehabilitation,
reconstruction, or replacement, could lead to weight and speed restrictions on bridges, and
potentially, eventual closure of bridges.

In addition, 1-787's adjacency to the Hudson River hinders access to the waterfront and
considerably influences the character and economic vitality of the municipalities in the PEL study
area and the region as a whole.

The limitations and deficiencies of the transportation infrastructure, as well as the PEL study’s
relevance to long-term planning visions, are discussed in the sections below.

2-2-1 NEED TO IMPROVE CONNECTIVITY TO THE WATERFRONT AND BETWEEN
NEIGHBORHOODS, INCLUDING TO AND FROM KEY DESTINATIONS

WATERFRONT CONNECTIVITY

[-787 follows the western shore of the Hudson River north of the Port of Albany. It is generally
only 500 feet or less from the shoreline, although short sections at the highway’s northern and
southern ends are more than 500 feet away from the waterfront. In Albany, south of Clinton
Avenue, freight rail tracks owned by Canadian Pacific Kansas City (CPKC) are adjacent to the
highway. The presence of the highway, its related infrastructure, and the CPKC tracks restrict east-
west access for vehicles, pedestrians, and bicyclists. The approximately 7.5-mile section of the
highway that parallels the river within and near the PEL study area has nine access points to the
waterfront, as presented in Table 2-1, although not all of them are multimodal (providing
vehicular, bicycle, and pedestrian access) (see Figure 2-1).
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Table 2-1
Existing Vehicular, Bicycle, and Pedestrian Access
to the Hudson River Waterfront in the PEL Study Area

Street/Crossing

Vehicle Access

Bicycle Facilities

Pedestrian Facilities

Church Street

Yes, two-way traffic

None

None

Broadway at John Street

Yes, two-way traffic

bicycle path on the north side

Shared use path on south side; no sidewalk or dedicated

NY Route 5/Broadway

Yes, two-way traffic

bicycle path on the north side

Shared use path on south side; no sidewalk or dedicated

Hudson River Way No Shared use path
Albany Skyway No Shared use path
Quay Street Yes, two-way traffic Two-way cycle track and sidewalk on the north side; no

sidewalk or dedicated bicycle route on the south side

Ronald H. Miller Bike Trail

No

Shared use path

4th Street

Yes, two-way traffic
(single-lane road)

None

Narrow walkway on north
side

23rd Street

Yes, two-way traffic

bicycle path on the north side

Shared use path on south side; no sidewalk or dedicated

Along the 1.5-mile waterfront section in central Albany, there are six points of access, described
below from south to north. One of these crossings only accommodates vehicles, and two allow
only pedestrians and bicycles; thus, only three of these access points are multimodal.

e Church Street, with one vehicular lane in each direction, passes beneath the highway and

connects to Island Creek Park. This crossing does not have a dedicated bicycle route or
sidewalks. See Figure 2-2.

Broadway passes beneath the highway at John Street and connects to Quay Street, which
travels along the waterfront past the U.S.S. Slater (a historic ship that is now a museum) and
Albany Corning Preserve. The Empire State Trail runs along this section of Quay Street as a
two-way separated cycle track; there is also a sidewalk on the east side of Quay Street. The
Broadway crossing has three vehicular travel lanes and a shared use path on the south side of
the roadway. The north side of the street lacks dedicated bicycle and pedestrian
accommodations. See Figure 2-3.

NY Route 5, which in this location functions as a spur of Broadway, passes beneath 1-787
between Pruyn and Division Streets and connects to Quay Street and the Empire State Trail
just south of Albany Corning Preserve. This crossing has three vehicular travel lanes, sidewalks
on both sides, and a grade-separated two-way cycle track on the south side of the roadway.
The north side of the street lacks dedicated bicycle accommodations. See Figure 2-4.

Hudson River Way, a pedestrian bridge over [-787 at Maiden Lane, connects Broadway to the
southern portion of Albany Corning Preserve and Jennings Landing. Pedestrians must climb a
long staircase to reach the bridge. This can be difficult for those with mobility issues or pushing
strollers. Pedestrians and bicyclists can also access this facility using the elevator at its western
end. See Figure 2-5.
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Church Street and Island Creek Park
looking east from Green Street
REIMAGINE |-787 PEL STUDY Figure 2-2
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Pedestrian Facilities on Broadway facing

U.S.S. Slater
Figure 2-3
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NY Route 5 looking east from Broadway
Figure 2-4
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Stairs to the Hudson River Walkway
looking east along Maiden Lane
REIMAGINE |-787 PEL STUDY Figure 2-5
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e The Albany Skyway, accessible from Broadway and Clinton Avenue in downtown Albany,
passes beneath |-787 and connects to the northern portion of the Albany Corning Preserve.
Formerly the 1-787 Clinton Avenue ramp, the half-mile Skyway is no longer used for vehicles
but provides a path that accommodates both pedestrians and bicyclists. See Figure 2-6.

e Quay Street passes beneath the highway near its northern terminus at Colonie Street and
connects to the northern portion of the Albany Corning Preserve and to an off-road section
of the Empire State Trail that extends north to Watervliet. This crossing has two vehicular travel
lanes, with a sidewalk and two-way cycle track on the north side of the street. The south side
of the street lacks dedicated bicycle and pedestrian accommodations. See Figure 2-7.

Between Quay Street in Albany and 4th Street in Watervliet, a distance of about 4.3 miles, there is
only one public connection to the Hudson River waterfront:

e The Ronald H. Miller Bike Trail connects Broadway and NY Route 32 in Menands to the
Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike Trail, an 11-mile section of the Empire State Trail in this area. The
Empire State Trail can also be accessed from Quay Street in Albany or 4th Street in Watervliet.
The Ronald H. Miller Bike Trail crossing only serves bicyclists and pedestrians; there is no
vehicular access to the waterfront in this section. See Figure 2-8.

In Watervliet and Green Island, there are two points of access (one primarily for vehicles and one
multimodal) south of where the highway turns inland:

e At 4th Street, a single-lane underpass connects to a parking lot and the Empire State Trail.
There is no designated bicycle route, but there is a narrow sidewalk along the north side of
the roadway. This tunnel is not lighted. See Figure 2-9.

e 23rd Street passes beneath I-787 and connects to Hudson Shores Park. This crossing has four
lanes of vehicular traffic plus a turning lane, with a shared use (bicycle and pedestrian) path
on the south side of the roadway. The north side of the street lacks dedicated bicycle and
pedestrian accommodations.

Even where access across the corridor is available, 1-787 (and, in downtown Albany, the CPKC
railroad) form a physical and visual barrier between the City and the waterfront. At many access
points, individuals traveling to and from the waterfront on foot or bicycle must negotiate highway
underpasses up to several hundred feet in length. For example, at Broadway and the spur road
(NY Route 5) between Broadway and Quay Street, multiple interchange ramps are located on
separate structures offset from the highway main line, and the CPKC rail line is located between
the northbound and southbound 1-787 mainline roadways. These underpasses are designed
primarily for vehicular traffic and do not always include sidewalks or bicycle facilities, making them
uncomfortable for some multimodal users. While some of these crossings (the Albany Skyway and
Hudson River Way) include lighting, accessibility accommodations, wayfinding, and safety
features, such features are absent or inconsistently provided and need improvement at the other
crossings.
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Albany Skyway
Figure 2-6
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Cycle Track at Erie Street and Colonie Street that

connects with Quay Street
Figure 2-7
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Ronald H. Miller Bike Trail
Figure 2-8
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Figure 2-9
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Between these crossings, I-787 and portions of the railroad block community access to the waterfront.
In Albany and Watervliet, the highway interrupts dense neighborhood street networks, and most local
streets that would lead to the waterfront instead dead-end at the highway. A good portion of the land
along the shoreline south of the Hudson Shores Park in Watervliet is steep, graded terrain created by
the construction of [-787; as such, the land is inaccessible and unable to be developed. In the Village
of Menands, there is a single waterfront connection to adjacent areas serving only bicyclists and
pedestrians; there is no vehicular access to the waterfront.

Throughout the PEL study area, the Hudson River waterfront is an underused scenic, recreational,
and economic asset. In Albany, where existing recreational facilities have successfully drawn
people and activity to the waterfront, there exists considerable potential for improvement, as
referenced in several planning documents (discussed further below). The Hudson River waterfront
has the potential to become an important economic driver. Increasing connections between the
surrounding communities and the river is essential for the development of water-dependent,
water-enhanced, and tourism-related economic activity along the shore.

Improving waterfront connectivity is key to attracting and retaining residents in existing residential
areas near the waterfront. This is noted in the City of Albany’'s Comprehensive Plan, Albany 2030
(2012), which expresses that neighborhood desirability is directly impacted by connectivity to key
features including the waterfront. Similarly, the Watervliet Bicycle Master Plan (2013) notes that
communities with access to quality recreational opportunities attract new residents and positively
impact quality of life.

In Rensselaer, waterfront access is limited, and most of the city’s waterfront consists of large
industrial facilities, an Amtrak railyard, and vacant, wooded parcels. Freight and passenger rail
tracks that run parallel to the waterfront form an additional barrier to access. The city's
comprehensive plan and Local Waterfront Revitalization Program (LWRP) include plans to develop
a waterfront walkway along most of the city’s Hudson River shoreline, but only a small segment
(the Rensselaer Waterfront Esplanade) at the Delaet’s Landing development has been built out.
The planned Rensselaer Riverfront Multi-Use Trail will extend north from the Esplanade along the
Hudson River to the existing Forbes Avenue boat launch, to be completed in coordination with
the ongoing Livingston Avenue Bridge replacement.

Rensselaer’s largest waterfront open space, Riverfront Park, is located directly beneath the eastern
end of the Dunn Memorial Bridge, and the ramps that connect the bridge to the local street
network pass through the park and divide it into disparate sections. This creates poor wayfinding
conditions and park visitors must take long, roundabout routes between adjacent sections of the
park, which are separated by the bridge ramps. These conditions, combined with gaps in the
security fencing along the bridge ramps, could encourage park-goers to cross the ramps as a
shortcut between park sections, leading to unsafe conditions for both pedestrians and motorists.
Pedestrians accessing the park via Broadway must navigate long crossings at the on- and off-
ramps to the bridge, creating additional conflict points between pedestrians accessing the
waterfront and motorists using the bridge.
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NYSDOT is currently constructing a new railroad bridge (the Livingston Avenue Bridge) across the
Hudson River between Albany and Rensselaer. The new bridge will carry a shared use path along
its south side, as well as scenic overlooks at each end where pedestrians and bicyclists can wait
when the bridge, a movable span, is opening or closing. On the east side of the river, the shared
use path will connect to the planned Rensselaer Riverfront Multi-Use Trail; on the west side of the
river, it will connect to the Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike Trail and the Albany Skyway.

Numerous long-range planning documents reference improving access to the Hudson River
waterfront from adjacent areas to enhance recreation and waterfront revitalization, improve
quality of life, and support economic development:

e The Capital District Transportation Committee’s (CDTC's) (now the Capital Region
Transportation Council, or CRTC) /-787/Hudson Waterfront Corridor Study (2018) includes the
goals that transportation projects should improve access to the Hudson River and support
waterfront revitalization and economic development opportunities.?

e The Albany County Economic Development Strategy (2020) notes the importance of waterfront
development for attracting and retaining businesses.?

e Albany 2030 (2012), the city's comprehensive plan, cites the need to improve connections
between downtown Albany and the riverfront.*

e Inspring 2024, Albany released draft nomination studies for two Brownfield Opportunity Areas
(BOA), the Albany South Waterfront District BOA and the Albany North Warehouse District BOA.
Both BOAs propose improving access between the waterfront and adjacent neighborhoods,
creating new open spaces along the Hudson River, and leveraging the waterfront as an
economic generator for the city.” The Albany North Warehouse District BOA also proposes
the creation of a new economic center in a former warehouse district on the upland side of I-
787, which would rely on enhanced connections to the waterfront as a key amenity of the new
district.

e In January 2024 the City of Rensselaer released Rensselaer Rising: Existing Conditions and
Analysis, the first part of the city’s BOA study.® This document identifies potential brownfield
sites within the defined study area, which includes Rensselaer's downtown, Amtrak Station,
and waterfront including the Dunn Memorial Bridge.

2|-787_Final_Report_CDTC_12_2018.pdf (capitalmpo.org)

3 AACA_StrategicPlan.pdf (advancealbanycounty.com)

4 Albany-2030-Comprehensive-Plan-wAppendices (albanyny.gov)
> City of Albany WAVES (albanynywaves.com)

6 Rensselaer Rising: Existing Conditions and Analysis (rensselaerplanning.com)
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e The Village of Menands Comprehensive Plan (2020) encourages establishing a park near the
riverfront, which would require creating a point of access between Menands and the
waterfront.”

e The Watervliet Comprehensive Plan (2011, amended 2022) notes that access to its riverfront is
limited by I-787 and proposes evaluating ways to improve access to the waterfront, including
development of a pedestrian tunnel beneath the highway.® The document proposes creating
a riverfront trail in the currently inaccessible section of waterfront between 4th Street and
Hudson Shores Park.

e The Watervliet Local Waterfront Revitalization Program (LWRP) (2006) notes that the
construction of I-787 isolated the city from the Hudson River and proposes improving existing
pedestrian access at 23rd Street, developing new pedestrian access across the highway, and
creating an off-road extension of the Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike Trail at 4th Street to connect
with the Hudson Shores Park Trail at 15th Street.® The LWRP also proposes encouraging
tourism along the waterfront in proximity to Hudson Shores Park by creating new restaurants
and retail stores in a redeveloped district near the park. In addition, recent conversations with
Watervliet have indicated renewed interest in development within Hudson Shores Park.

Therefore, there is a need to enhance waterfront access along the PEL study area, both by
providing new access points and improving existing access points with upgraded lighting,
accessibility accommodations, wayfinding, and safety features to fully support multimodal access
at these locations. These new and enhanced connections are needed to support existing and
proposed recreational facilities and enhance quality of life and economic redevelopment along
the Hudson River.

NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTIVITY

The South Mall Expressway, which runs east-west from the Empire State Plaza to the Dunn
Memorial Bridge, forms a physical and visual barrier between downtown Albany, the economic
center of the City, and environmental justice and disadvantaged communities', including the
Pastures, Mansion, and South End neighborhoods (see Figure 1-7 in Chapter 1, Overview and
Background and Chapter 4, Social, Economic, and Environmental Considerations). Several
local surface streets pass beneath the South Mall Expressway—Broadway, Green Street, South
Pearl Street, and Grand Street—and Eagle Street passes below the roadway in a trench. Each of
these streets features sidewalks, but bicycle accommodations are not provided. Several other local

7 Menands Comp Plan.indd (menandsny.gov)

8 Watervliet Comprehensive Plan 1.13.2011 ; Watervliet_CompPlanAmendment2022_draft-1.pdf

9 Watervliet LWRP.pdf (ny.gov)

9£0 14096 Revitalizing our Nation's Commitment to Environmental Justice, defines environmental justice as the just
treatment and meaningful involvement of all people, regardless of income, race, color, national origin, Tribal

affiliation, or disability, in agency decision-making and other federal activities that affect human health and the
environment.
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streets dead-end at the highway. The roadway forms a roughly block-wide gap in the
neighborhood fabric and is surrounded by large surface parking lots. East of South Pearl Street,
the transportation footprint widens further as multiple interchange ramps branch off on a series
of separate structures to connect to I-787. Additional swaths of surface parking lots on both sides
of the highway also act as a barrier between neighborhoods.

In addition to forming a barrier between the neighborhoods that are adjacent to the highway
itself, the South Mall Expressway also creates a barrier to north-south access to and from key
destinations in Albany, including the government and commercial uses in Downtown Albany, the
Port of Albany, and the Albany Med Health System, a complex of medical facilities including
hospitals, offices, and universities, west of Downtown. The expressway is identified as the cause
of economic decline and recovery of once active business districts of Downtown Albany."

Therefore, there is a need to improve connectivity between the neighborhoods and destinations
on both sides of the South Mall Expressway. Furthermore, addressing transportation infrastructure
that has severed neighborhoods and improving connectivity and walkability between
neighborhoods are consistent with both recent federal initiatives and local plans. Recognizing the
effect of highway infrastructure on neighborhoods nationwide, the Biden Administration’s
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (2021) established the Reconnecting Communities Pilot (RCP)
Program “to reconnect communities by removing, retrofitting, or mitigating transportation
facilities, like highways or rail lines, that create barriers to community connectivity, mobility, access,
or economic development. The program funds planning and capital construction to address
infrastructure barriers, reconnect communities, and improve peoples’ lives.” Furthermore, the
Inflation Reduction Act (2022) established funding for the Neighborhood Access and Equity (NAE)
program “to provide funds for projects that improve walkability, safety, and affordable
transportation access through context-sensitive strategies and address existing transportation
facilities that create barriers to community connectivity or negative impacts on the human or
natural environment, especially in disadvantaged or underserved communities.”

2-2-2 NEED TO ADDRESS DEFICIENCIES AND IMPROVE CONNECTIVITY OF PEDESTRIAN AND
BICYCLE NETWORK

Observed conditions in the PEL study area indicate that additional improvements are needed to
improve the comprehensiveness, safety, comfort, and accessibility of pedestrian and bicycle
networks and meet demand for these travel modes in the region. In addition, the various
communities in the PEL study area have multiple recently completed, ongoing, and planned
initiatives to improve bicycle and pedestrian amenities and connectivity.

At many locations within the PEL study area, existing bicycle and pedestrian facilities do not meet
Public Right-of-Way Accessibility Guidelines (PROWAG). PROWAG ensures that new pedestrian

11 Shayla Colon. “Albany’s Pearl Street, a once-humming cityscape, struggles to thrive.” Times-Union. May 24, 2022.
https://www.timesunion.com/business/article/Pearl-Street-the-tale-of-two-cities-driven-by-16984779.php.
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facilities comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act and incorporate successful designs and
traffic control strategies to address the accessibility and safety of pedestrians using these facilities.
PROWAG includes specifications for grades, widths, materials, warning indicators, and traffic
control. NYSDOT follows PROWAG for the design of new facilities. Much of the pedestrian
infrastructure within the PEL study area predates the incorporation of PROWAG, and therefore
sidewalks, shared use paths, and other pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure do not meet current
design standards.

Figure 2-10 depicts existing and planned (by others) on-road and protected bicycle facilities
throughout the PEL study area. Some of these routes are part of local bicycle and pedestrian
initiatives, while others are part of larger regional routes, such as the Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike
Trail, Empire State Trail, and Albany County Helderberg-Hudson Rail Trail. The existing and
planned routes connect residential areas and employment centers of the region to each other and
to key destinations, including those discussed in the preceding section (government and
commercial uses in Downtown Albany, the Port of Albany, and the Albany Medical Complex), as
well as Empire State Plaza, the Albany-Rensselaer train station, Watervliet Arsenal, Hudson River
crossings, and regional parks and open spaces such as Washington Park in Albany and the
waterfront parks throughout the PEL study area.

According to the City of Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2021), most of Albany is not
served by dedicated bicycle infrastructure, lacking adequate bicycle connections to the downtown,
parks and recreational facilities, shopping destinations, and the Albany Corning Preserve bike trails
from other parts of the city. Throughout the PEL study area, many bicycle facilities are
“unprotected,” meaning that they are not separated or buffered from cars and trucks. The South
Waterfront District BOA Nomination Study (April 2024) also identified the need for physical
enhancements related to safety and comfort for pedestrians and bicyclists, including protected
bike lanes and pedestrian paths that allow users to bypass heavily trafficked roads. While there
are shared use (bicycle and pedestrian) lanes on Pine Street and Madison Avenue, the City lacks
protected east-west routes for those who wish to travel east-west in Downtown Albany. Even
where complete connections do exist, such as the continuous north-south route via the South End
Connector and Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike Trail/Empire State Trail, paths often take a circuitous,
meandering route that adds distance and time and may complicate wayfinding.

A study completed for the City of Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2021) found that the
condition of pedestrian facilities, including the absence of sidewalks, poorly maintained sidewalks,
lack of pedestrian infrastructure at intersections (i.e., crosswalks and pedestrian signals), and long
distances between protected street crossings, created a substantial barrier to walking as the
means to complete neighborhood trips within the City. In addition, the multitude of I-787 ramps
in the South Mall Expressway area act as a barrier for walkers and bicyclists in the City’s southern
neighborhoods. For example, to travel east beneath 1-787 at Broadway, a pedestrian must cross
under seven separate elevated structures that carry 12 lanes of traffic and a two-track railroad, in
a poorly lit underpass via an indirect route with limited pedestrian accommodations (i.e., no
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pedestrian accommodation on the north side of Broadway, and no separate sidewalk on the south
side—only a shared use path). At Green Street under the South Mall Expressway, pedestrians must
navigate through missing or inadequate crosswalks with limited visual connections due to the six
separate overhead structures, 10-foot-high chain link fences, and parking lots.

Similarly, as depicted in Figure 2-10, the City of Watervliet and Village of Menands have limited
accommodations available for bicyclists. The Village of Menands Comprehensive Plan (2020)
identifies the need for separated bike lanes and wider sidewalks to enhance the bicyclist and
pedestrian experience. In Watervliet, a fully separated, two-way cycle track was recently completed
along a section of Broadway and connects to off-road sections of the Mohawk-Hudson Bike Hike
Trail/Empire State Trail, but intracity connections remain limited (Congress Street Bridge Study,
2021).

Representative examples of the types of deficient bicycle and pedestrian conditions, many of
which do not meet PROWAG, occurring in the PEL study area include those listed below (Section
2-2-1 provides additional examples of inadequate or incomplete pedestrian and bicycle
accommodations at crossings of I-787 and the South Mall Expressway):

e Along John Street at Dongan Avenue in Albany’s South End, pedestrian facilities are in poor
condition, with cracked, uneven pavement and discontinuous sections of sidewalk along the
north side of the street (Figure 2-11). The pedestrian crossing of Dongan Avenue features
uneven pavement, lacks crosswalk striping, and has access ramps that are not aligned with
each other (Figure 2-12). John Street provides access between upland areas and the
waterfront, making this an important connection for pedestrians and bicyclists.

e As referenced above, where Green Street passes beneath the South Mall Expressway,
pedestrian facilities are missing or inadequate. Figure 2-13 shows the western side of Green
Street, which lacks crosswalk striping, access ramps, and a sufficient pedestrian refuge island
at the median. A pedestrian refuge island (or crossing area) is a median with a wide area that
is intended to help protect pedestrians who are crossing a road.

e The permanent pedestrian connection between Quay Street and the shared use path on the
Dunn Memorial Bridge is currently closed (Figure 2-14) and its temporary replacement
connection (which touches down approximately 1,500 feet north of the entrance to the
permanent connection) is substantially narrower than the required width for two-way bicycle
and pedestrian traffic (Figure 2-15). The detour is also immediately adjacent to vehicular
traffic, separated by a concrete barrier. The replacement connection is an interim condition
that will remain in place until the construction of a full replacement of the Dunn Memorial
Bridge is implemented.

e Where Colonie Street meets Erie Boulevard/Centre Street in Albany (Figure 2-16), a cycle
track, painted green, abruptly ends. Additionally, a sign suggests that Erie Boulevard is a bike
route to the Warehouse District, yet no bicycle facility exists.
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e In Watervliet, 4th Street provides a one-lane, unlit connection to the waterfront beneath 1-787
(Figure 2-17). While signed as the Empire State Trail, there is no designated bicycle route
through the tunnel, but there is a narrow sidewalk along the north side of the roadway.

The City of Albany’s vision statement, outlined in the Albany 2030 Comprehensive Plan (2012),
notes the importance of walkable and bikeable streets from a safety and neighborhood quality of
life standpoint, from a public health and recreation perspective, and as part of a sustainable, multi-
modal transportation system. To achieve this vision, Albany 2030 recommends land use, urban
design, and architectural elements; transportation policy that prioritizes cyclists and pedestrians;
strategies to maintain and improve sidewalk connections; expanded greenways; implementation
of the City of Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2021); increased connections to regional
trails; and education of bicycle and automobile users.

The City of Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2021) cites approximately 2,000
bicycle/pedestrian crashes in the City of Albany between January 1, 2009 and December 31, 2018,
a number of which occurred within the PEL study area, as shown in Figure 19 of the plan.
Approximately 85 percent of the crashes throughout the City resulted in personal injury or
fatalities. The Capital Region Transportation Council (CRTC) similarly identifies safety as a top
priority for its upcoming In Motion: The Plan to 2050, the 25+ year Long Range Transportation
Plan for Albany, Rensselaer, Saratoga, and Schenectady Counties. The plan aims for a Vision Zero
framework to eliminate fatalities and serious injuries due to crashes between vehicles and
pedestrians. In addition to safety, the draft plan identifies goals related to mobility, access, equity,
livability, climate, and resilience.™

The City of Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2021) notes that promoting safe walking
and cycling would also promote equity, as low-income earners are almost twice as likely as more
affluent residents to commute by bike and are more likely to be people of color as well as
minimum-wage workers. According to the 2018-2022 5-Year American Community Survey (ACS),
about 24 percent of Albany households did not own a car, compared to 8 percent nationally. In
other municipalities along the |-787 corridor, households with no vehicle available were a smaller
percentage than in Albany but higher than the national rate, with 12 percent in Menands and
Watervliet, and 16 percent in Rensselaer. In addition to those who cannot afford a car, non-drivers
include children, young adults, the elderly, and those with disabilities that prevent them from
driving.

The Capital District Regional Planning Commission’s vision for transportation in its Capital Region
Indicators report (2016) is to work toward a multi-modal transportation network that allows for
all users to move safely and reliably throughout the region. The report found that walking and
taking public transportation to work increased in frequency between 2010 and 2014, highlighting
the importance of a high level of service for those without access to a car. Additionally, Rezone

12 https://www.inmotionplan.org/the-plan/. Accessed July 12, 2024.
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Albany—Unified Sustainable Development Ordinance (2017) identifies nodes of activity and
prescribes that development in these zones should promote walkable centers that have pedestrian
and bicycle circulation and nonvehicle access.

Other local plans documenting the need for bicycle and pedestrian improvements in the PEL study
area include the Albany Complete Streets Policy and Design Manual (2016); Transportation Access
and Land Use Improvement Study, Village of Menands, NY (2008); Route 32 Linkage Study (2011);
Albany Waterfront Connector Feasibility Study (2017); Rensselaer County Trail from the Livingston
Avenue Bridge to the Troy-Menands Bridge (2004); CDTC's (now CRTC) /-787/Hudson Waterfront
Corridor Study (2018); and Patroon Creek Greenway Feasibility Study (2022). In addition, the
Northern Warehouse District BOA Nomination Study (April 2024) highlights public support for
bicycle and pedestrian improvements in Albany. During two virtual open houses for this BOA
nomination study, respondents expressed a strong interest in expanding bike and pedestrian
infrastructure, walkability, bikeability, and connectivity upgrades between gaps in the existing
network. Furthermore, as summarized in Section 5, Agency Coordination and Public
Involvement, public input received throughout the public engagement conducted for this PEL
study advocated for improved pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure in the PEL study area.

Therefore, with respect to bicycle and pedestrian connectivity and safety, NYSDOT has identified
the need to address the following in the PEL study area:
e Compliance with PROWAG;

e Incomplete or discontinuous routes, resulting in “gaps” in the network and discouraging
walking and bicycling as viable transportation options, including at the borders between
municipalities;

e A lack of connectivity between pedestrian and bicycle generators and their destinations;

e Indirect or meandering pedestrian and bicycle routings that complicated wayfinding and
increase trip time and distance;

e Missing or inadequate pedestrian crosswalks and other pedestrian infrastructure such as
sidewalks;

e Missing or inadequate pedestrian signals; and
e Inadequate lighting and pedestrian refuge locations.

In summary, there is a need to improve pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure in the PEL study area
by correcting existing deficiencies and enhancing connectivity between currently disjointed
elements of the pedestrian and bicycle networks.

2-2-3 NEED TO ADDRESS HIGHWAY AND ROADWAY NETWORK INEFFICIENCIES
[-787 was built as part of a larger plan to connect Albany's major destinations through an
integrated system of limited-access highways. As discussed in Chapter 1, Overview and

Background and shown on the maps in Figures 1-2 through 1-6, the I-787/Dunn Memorial Bridge
interchange was configured to accommodate an elevated arterial, part of a 1960s plan that would
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have connected the bridge to the east and west. Eastward, the planned arterial would have
connected directly to Interstate 90 in the vicinity of Exit 8 in North Greenbush (see Figures 1-2, 1-
3, and 1-5). To the west, the arterial would have connected to a planned underground tunnel
extending west from the Empire State Plaza to a planned interchange below Washington Park and
connecting to yet another planned north-south arterial in the City of Albany (see Figures 1-4).
Additionally, several other arterials and interchanges were planned around the Capital Region.
However, none of these connections were built.

Consequently, the 1-787/Dunn Memorial Bridge interchange is oversized for the traffic it serves.
This infrastructure is overly complex and inefficient. Each of the various ramps of the interchange
was designed to accommodate free flow vehicular traffic making a singular movement, resulting in a
complex web of structures. The multiple bridges that make up the 1-787/South Mall
Expressway/Dunn Memorial Bridge interchange add up to 1.12 million square feet of bridge deck,
representing 12 percent of the bridge deck area in NYSDOT's entire eight-county Capital District
Region.

Geometric design features of 1-787 pre-date or do not meet current design standards, which are
referred to as "nonstandard” or “non-conforming” features, and the presence of these features affects
the safe and efficient movement of trafficc. The American Association of State Highway and
Transportation Officials (AASHTO) has established interstate highway design standards to ensure
safety and conformity throughout the national highway system, which are implemented by FHWA and
NYSDOT. In many instances, 1-787's design features (such as shoulder widths, grades, distance
between entrances and exits, horizontal clearance, length of acceleration/deceleration segments, etc.)
pre-date current design standards and contribute to inefficient operations described below and the
need for safety improvements.

A preliminary safety screening on the |-787 corridor conducted for this PEL study identified a need for
safety improvements along southbound I-787 near Interchange 6 to Menands, as well as along the
westbound South Mall Expressway. Nonstandard shoulder widths contribute to congestion by
limiting space for disabled vehicles and emergency responders, potentially blocking lanes and
reducing capacity. This impedes traffic flow during incidents and limits the ability to use shoulders
as temporary lanes during peak times. Narrow shoulders also create safety concerns, causing
slower driving and more frequent stop-and-go traffic. Additionally, they hinder smooth merging
and weaving at ramps, exacerbating congestion in high-traffic areas. These geometric deficiencies
will be evaluated further in a future phase. See Appendix A for a list some of the non-conforming
and nonstandard issues within the PEL study area.

Inefficient traffic operations are also present in the PEL study area. The interchanges along I-787,
particularly at Interchange 1 and north of the interchange with I-90, become congested as vehicles
merge and diverge, leading to slowdowns and backups. This determination is based on traffic
congestion patterns identified through field investigations, google maps traffic data layer, and the
experience of local NYSDOT officials and engineers, as well as the consultant team familiar with
the area. These patterns have been corroborated by historical congestion data pulled from Google
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Maps' traffic layer. High traffic volumes, especially during peak commuter periods, exceed the
highway's capacity at times, causing congestion. Traffic volumes are based on data from the
NYSDOT traffic data viewer and a traffic count program prepared specifically for the study, which
was conducted in October 2023. For example, in the AM peak hour (7:30-8:30 AM), 1-787's
Interchange 4B (the southbound exit to Clinton Street) experiences congestion, based on field
observations of queues extending beyond the gore area into the freeway mainline segments. In
the PM peak hour (4:00-5:00 PM), recurring congestion at the southbound terminus of 1-787 at
US Route 9W results in queues that extend a distance of up to 2,900 feet, in some cases stacking
back to the freeway mainline. Additionally, the current highway design restricts alternative routes
for drivers. When congestion occurs, there are insufficient options for detours, exacerbating traffic
buildup. Crashes and breakdowns on |-787 quickly lead to traffic jams, as lanes are blocked and
traffic is forced to slow down or stop. The mixing of long-distance traffic with local traffic further
contributes to these disruptions.

Therefore, there is a need to address network inefficiencies, including removal of unnecessary
infrastructure, to better accommodate the needs of existing and future travel demand.

2-2-4 NEED TO ADDRESS STRUCTURAL DEFICIENCIES

[-787 extends through downtown Albany on elevated structures, as does much of the South Mall
Expressway. In addition, as described in the previous section, the 1-787/South Mall
Expressway/Dunn Memorial Bridge interchange comprises a complex array of elevated structures
and ramps to facilitate free flow vehicle movements between these roadways. Most of these
structures were constructed in the 1960s and have experienced varying levels of deterioration
from exposure to weather, de-icing salts, and heavy vehicle use. Bridges are particularly
susceptible to wear and tear because many of the structural elements are directly exposed to
weather conditions. While NYSDOT maintains these structures to remain safe for the traveling
public, as time goes on, maintenance will become increasingly costly and more frequent.

FHWA has established a National Bridge Inventory (NBI) condition rating system that classifies
“structurally deficient” bridges. Similarly, NYSDOT uses a bridge inspection program to classify
"deficient” bridges. Condition ratings that are deficient do not necessarily indicate unsafe traveling
conditions in the near term but are used to prioritize areas of repair and maintenance and identify
areas that may need more extensive measures to address future deterioration. NYSDOT conducts
regular inspections of bridge structures to identify and address areas that need repairs. Appendix
A summarizes the results of the most recent inspections of bridge structures in the PEL study area.
As shown in the appendix, numerous structures are rated as Fair or less (i.e., Fair -, Fair - Poor, or
Poor). A rating of Fair indicates minor deficiencies that signify a progression of the deterioration
process, whereas Poor indicates more advanced deterioration. Fair - poor indicates that a structure
is progressing toward a Poor condition and requires more costly measures to maintain a state of
good repair.
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The Dunn Memorial Bridge and its interchange with 1-787 in particular have required extensive
maintenance to address deterioration of structural components due to aging and weather
exposure. Recently, steel supports have been installed to shore up piers where shears and cracks
have been identified, and several other piers will need replacement in the near term due to their
deterioration. The overall structure configuration and design, including long, curved structures,
have perpetual maintenance issues. In the last 20 years or so, NYSDOT has undertaken the
replacement of high rocker bearings in the interchange, which began when one span of the bridge
carrying northbound 1-787 to westbound South Mall Expressway fell off an over-extended tall
rocker girder support and caused a partial collapse in 2005. Constant maintenance and repairs,
such as the recently installed steel supports, will extend the near-term service life of the bridge
and interchange, but more long-term solutions will be needed.

The Dunn Memorial Bridge is a continuous steel, multi-girder bridge constructed in 1969.
Therefore, it contains old-style design features that are more susceptible to deterioration than
those in more modern bridges. These include welded connections that have the lowest class of
fatigue-resistance material, pin-and-hanger details, excessively tall rocker bearings, and
constrained lateral bracing connections. The 2022 inspection report for the bridge recorded a
number of cracks caused by fatigue and other factors. NYSDOT issues “flags” for structural
conditions that require attention. In addition, cracking and spalling have been observed on
substructure elements, which has led to the installation of permanent shoring towers at Piers 1
and 2. Ongoing corrosion of the steel superstructure is a known and observed condition, with new
flags issued due to areas of up to 50 percent corrosion and holes at critical locations. As existing
flags are addressed and cleared by implementing repairs, new flags are recorded on a regular
basis. NYSDOT is successfully managing the inspection program and necessary rehabilitative and
mitigative measures, though the effort will likely increase in magnitude and complexity as the
structure continues to age beyond its intended service life.

In summary, there is a need to address structural deterioration and deficiencies of the structures
that constitute 1-787, the South Mall Expressway, their respective ramps, and other deficient
structures in the PEL study area.

2-3  PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES
2-3-1 PURPOSE OF POTENTIAL FUTURE PROJECTS

The proposed purpose of potential future transportation projects within the Reimagine 1-787
study area is to improve vehicular, bicycle, and pedestrian access and connectivity, including to
the waterfront, while addressing identified highway operational and structural deficiencies and
considering long-range transportation planning efforts.

2-3-2 OBJECTIVES

Based on the above needs and proposed purpose, the following objectives have been developed
to guide potential future transportation projects in the PEL study area:
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Enhance waterfront access for vehicles, bicyclists, and pedestrians
Enhance connectivity and accessibility between neighborhoods and key destinations

Provide pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure that improves connectivity, addresses
deficiencies, and meets current design standards (i.e, Public Right-of-Way Accessibility
Guidelines)

Ensure that highways and roadways in the PEL study area are sized to meet current and future
demand

Provide acceptable traffic operations

Address structural deficiencies and achieve and maintain a state of good repair of I-787, South
Mall Expressway, Dunn Memorial Bridge, and related transportation infrastructure, particularly
associated with aging bridge structures and nonstandard/non-conforming design features
within the PEL study area.
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