Gorham East-West Corridor Feasibility Study: An Overview

The Gorham East-West Corridor Study, launched in April 2009, is a major transportation and land use study of the corridor immediately west of Portland. It includes the core communities of Gorham, Westbrook, Scarborough and South Portland as well as all contiguous towns. This area has historically been the fastest-growing residential market in Maine and is the seat of some of the worst traffic congestion in the state. The four core communities were integral in obtaining a Legislative Resolve for the Study, which is funded by the Maine Turnpike Authority and the Maine Department of Transportation. 

The current crisis in transportation funding, along with rising energy and highway construction costs, makes it critical to fully evaluate the range of transportation and land use solutions available for this corridor. The study’s goal is to evaluate all options and - without adding excess transportation capacity - find the right combination of sustainable land use and transportation solutions that can be implemented between now and 2035 to protect area residents’ quality of life.

Significant Major Growth
Professor Charles Colgan, PhD of the University of Southern Maine, Muskie School of Public Service, has projected that by 2035, 64,500 new residents will live in the study area. This is because 70% of Maine’s growth during this time period will end up in Cumberland and York Counties. This translates to 35,000 new homes and 25,000 new jobs. This projection has created even more pressure to find solutions to manage traffic growth as well as develop transportation choice in this region. 

A Combined Solution

Study findings show conclusively that no single action can solve the growing traffic problems in this area. But the study has found that a combination of three kinds of solutions will make an enormously positive difference.

Change in Land Use Development: To reduce the growth of traffic congestion without adding new road capacity, the study analyzed the potential effect of changing land use development patterns from the current low-density trend to a more focused higher density pattern throughout the study area. Working with regional and municipal (Portland, South Portland, Gorham, Scarborough, Windham and Westbrook) planners, high growth areas were identified and assigned a customized, denser housing/jobs mix. Over the 25-year study period, this potential change proved to have a significant positive effect, not just in terms of traffic management, but on other stakeholder-defined measures such as preserving open space and creating jobs-to-housing proximity. 

Public Transit: The second part of the study, which tested the potential of adding a robust regional transit system over time, also showed effectiveness in reducing additional congestion and intersection-related problems. The addition of transit also enhances development potential in higher density areas.

Road Improvements: The final step in the study has been the evaluation of providing road improvements in key problem areas that remain after land use change and transit improvements are underway. The area of biggest concern is the region where South Portland, Scarborough and Gorham intersect. Two possible solutions have been identified, one that widens existing roads and one that would require constructing a new road. Both provide generally the same level of transportation benefits, but would have different environmental impacts and funding needs. 
Next Steps

This Draft Report for the Gorham East-West Corridor Study contains a set of interrelated recommendations for land use change, transit enhancement and road improvements. Together, they make a significant difference in maintaining mobility, rural character and economic opportunity in the study area. The report includes a proposed Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the transportation agencies (MaineDOT, MTA, PACTS) and invited municipalities that outlines the roles and responsibilities of each in Phase II of the study. The invited municipalities are the four core communities – Gorham, Westbrook, South Portland and Scarborough – along with Portland, Standish, Buxton, Hollis and Windham. The four core communities and at least two other communities must agree to sign the MOU in order for Phase II of the study to begin. In Phase II, the agencies and communities will work collaboratively to develop in more detail how to implement the related land use, transit and roadway improvements recommended in this study.
