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THE PROMISES OF THE WORCESTER/FRAMINGHAM 

LINE follows The Research Bureauõs previous work from 

June 2025, Express for Whom? Ridership, Recovery, and the 

Importance of the Worcester/Framingham Line. 

Underscoring the possibilities of this regional rail line that 

runs between Worcester and Boston dozens of times a 

day, this report looks at the need and the vision of what 

that service could look like. This report explains the 

ongoing and future work along the line that could unlock 

its promise. 

This report begins by examining the need: understanding 

the possibilities existing in those who could ride but do 

not, bringing to attention the promises of turning 

residents from could-be-rider to actual-rider.  

Pages 3-6 examine òvehicle miles traveledó among the 38 

municipalities identified as Worcester Line communities, 

finding that in general the communities with the most 

transit access and the densest populations drive the least.  

Pages 6-8 describe traffic and commuting. There are an 

estimated 869,804 workers living in the communities 

above with primary jobs in Massachusetts; of those, 

659,919 workers stay within them. Most, however, do not 

commute by rail. 

Pages 8-12 look at household vehicle access and mobility 

connections in the communities with direct Worcester 

Line stops, including bus stops, sidewalk connections, and 

residential and non-residential parcels within a half mile 

of all of the stops.  

Page 12 begins the vision ð the ongoing and future 

infrastructure projects that could transform the 

Worcester/Framingham Line. The major projects 

discussed include the Allston Multimodal Project and 

Compass Rail (which includes West-East Rail Service); this 

section also discusses the MBTAõs 2026-2030 Capital 

Improvement Plan at length, and considers far-off 

infrastructure improvements that could transform the 

line.  

Pages 14-19 begin with the Allston Multimodal Project. 

This is a long-planned reconstruction of an aging viaduct 

on the MassPike between Boston University and the 

Charles River that has major implications for commuter 

rail ð as the Worcester Line also passes through this area. 

First, construction-related traffic delays might encourage 

more ridership on the Worcester Line, so it is crucial that 

the line is ready to support new riders and keep them 

after construction is ended. Second, the project includes 

construction of òWest Station,ó that in the short term 

would provide easy access to riders to and from Allston 

and in the long term potentially connecting rail service to 

Cambridge. Finally, the project will likely include layover 

rail yards in òBeacon Park Yardó that the MBTA has said it 

intends to use to support increased frequencies across 

the Worcester Line.  

Pages 20-23 discuss Compass Rail. Compass Rail will 

connect the Worcester/Framingham Line to points west 

of Worcester, with several daily round trips (separate from 

existing commuter rail services) between Pittsfield and 

Boston, and enabling connections North and South at 

Springfield (i.e., to all the points on the compass). Work is 

underway on the track between Worcester and 

Springfield to begin those processes, which will unlock 

new intra-state tourism and economic opportunities.  

Pages 24-29 focus on the 2026-2030 MBTA Capital 

Improvement Plan and far-off infrastructure 

improvements, explaining signals, at-grade rail crossing 

improvements, and the important updates to Natick 

Center and Newtonville Stations. It ends with a discussion 

of the promises of electrification, and the transformative 

effect it would have on the experience of every rider. 

The Promises of the Worcester/Framingham Line ends with 

several key conclusions and recommendations: 

1. Every community along the line must work 

together for improved and more frequent service 

now, before any Allston Construction begins ð and 

after it does so, to  ensure minimal disruptions to 

commuter service (p. 14-19) 

2. These communities must work together to ensure 

that the bridge to Grand Junction does not 

become inaccessible to MBTA commuter rail 

trains ð as this bridge is the shortest link to key 

maintenance facilities used by all MBTA trains. (p. 19) 

3. The third track project may currently be unfunded 

and considered unnecessary for future MBTA service 

ð but it should not be forgotten as potentially 

necessary for full Compass Rail service in the 

future. (p. 26-27) 

4. Communities themselves must prioritize state 

infrastructure projects on the line, including 

improvements to at-grade crossings (where tracks 

cross roads) to reduce friction between cars and 

trains, and to ensure that every other municipality can 

continue to access the line. (p. 25; at-grade, p. 28) 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

https://www.wrrb.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WRRB-Report-Express-for-Whom-6.12.25.12.25.pdf
https://www.wrrb.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WRRB-Report-Express-for-Whom-6.12.25.12.25.pdf
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We know from Express for Whom? that ridership on the 

Worcester/Framingham Line is strong. But understanding 

the òpromisesó means looking beyond current riders to 

those who would or could ride, but donõt. Examining the 

38 communities along and adjacent to the corridor ð both 

those with stations and those just next door ð helps reveal 

where this untapped ridership sits, especially through 

commuting patterns. Not every driver in these 

communities is headed to Greater Boston, but many travel 

patterns point to real opportunities for shifting trips from 

car to rail. In short, this is where the line can turn a could-

ride into a do-ride.  

VEHICLE MILES TRAVELED (VMT) 

Getting a sense of how much people drive in these 

communities can clarify just what the need might be. One 

way to do this is through òVehicle Miles Traveledó (VMT), 

or, the number of miles put onto vehicles registered in 

these communities. Massachusetts provides this 

information in the òMassachusetts Vehicle Census,ó a 

repository of data from the Registry of Motor Vehicles, 

that keeps broad track of odometer level readings from 

inspections and car registrations stretching back to 2020. 

The data here represents VMT for all vehicles registered in 

a community, not simply private passenger vehicles. 

VMT is higher in communities with greater populations. 

After all, if each person drives 1,000 miles a year, the 

community with 10,000 residents will have twice the VMT 

of that with 5,000. The 38 communities along the corridor 

include Massachusettsõ two largest cities, along with 

communities with fewer than 10,000 residents. To 

compare them, we can normalize this data using VMT per 

capita. For the most part, in this dataset as population 

increases, VMT per capita decreases.  The largest 

communities have lower VMT per person than the 

smallest! 

Of these communities, Sutton has the most VMT per 

capita, while Cambridge has the lowest. Sutton, is, 

however, the 33
rd
 largest community in the data set, and 

Cambridge is 3
rd
! Interestingly, while most of these 38 

communities fit neatly on a trendline, there are some 

The Worcester/Framingham regional rail line ð running from Worcester to Boston and back again ð is not only a vital link 

for the communities upon it, but for all their neighbors, and, soon, for many communities to the west. The line represents 

a vital economic and cultural link, keeping Boston connected to the majority of the state to the west, and even will, 

someday, connect communities to the north and south through Springfield as well.  

This report is a follow-up to The Research Bureauõs June 2025 report, Express for Whom? Ridership, Recovery, and the 

Importance of the Worcester/Framingham Line. Diving into more than ridership, this report will look towards the òfuture,ó 

explaining what the Bureau believes the òpromiseó of the Worcester/Framingham Line to be, and how both òthe needsó 

and òthe visionó align. What are those promises? In short they are: 

 That anyone can get anywhere they need to go, whether east or west, in a more timely and efficient 

manner, further knitting together our communities from Pittsfield to Boston and beyond.  

 That the line should better connect riders to their myriad destinations. 

 That it should become seen as a viable daily alternative to driving, with a potential pool of riders ready to 

use it as they see improvement.  

 That it should be easy to get to and from a station, connecting roads, sidewalks, bike paths, and bus lines 

to the stations so that riders can use the rail easily. 

These are big promises, and many of the necessary improvements to reach them are well underway. In undertaking this 

report, The Research Bureau seeks to bring to a wider audience an understanding of the affected communities, the 

projects that are underway, and the types of infrastructure that are necessary to ultimately bring unimpeded, reliable, 

frequent, and fast service that solidifies the vital economic and cultural links from Boston to Worcester, Springfield, 

Pittsfield, and well-beyond.  

THE NEED 

INTRODUCTION 

https://www.wrrb.org/reports/2025/06/express-for-whom-worcester-framingham-line/
https://www.wrrb.org/reports/2025/06/express-for-whom-worcester-framingham-line/
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standouts. Framingham, Worcester, and Boston, for 

example, have slightly higher VMT than expected, and 

Brookline and Cambridge have a lower amount.   

One standout in these tables is Marlborough. While the 

rest of the top 10 communities in VMT per capita have the 

smallest populations, Marlboroughõs ranks 10
th
 ð above 

even Watertown and Wellesley, which are in the bottom 

10 communities in VMT per capita. Southborough has a 

stop on the Worcester/Framingham Line but has the third 

highest VMT per capita in this dataset. While many of the 

residents of these communities would have to drive to 

access the Worcester Line in the first place, if there are 

some who are currently driving to a community served by 

it, rather than actively using it, mode switch might lower 

these VMT (so long as they are going to Boston anyway). 

Even outside of the commuter rail, these are communities 

worth looking at for expanded bus service, and new 

pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure. 

Map 1, on the next page, shows 2024 VMT per capita in 

Worcester/Framingham Line communities. The darker the 

blue on the map, the higher VMT per capita was compared 

to other municipalities on the map.  

While Boston has by far the largest population on the 

map, it does not have smallest VMT per capita. That 

distinction belongs to Cambridge, at 2,937 vehicle miles 

traveled per person 

What does VMT, in these communities, tell us? Although 

we do not know, for example, the origins and destinations 

of any of the miles traveled by any of the vehicles in the 

dataset, we can tease out a few important conclusions. For 

example, at first glance, communities with more transit 

access have lower VMT per capita. Community density 

might mean that workers and residents need to drive less 

to get to where theyõre going. Driving dozens of miles 

daily on a commute will also add to a communityõs overall 

VMT. Multiplied across hundreds or thousands of 

commuters, this quickly adds up. More riders on 

commuter rail across the Worcester/Framingham Line, 

then, could decrease VMT in these communities. 

Decreased VMT could in turn see less congestion on roads 

and highways, and even better air quality, across many of 

these communities.  

Why might Somerville, Brookline, and Cambridge have the 

smallest VMT per capita on the map? After all, they each 

have a higher population than almost all the communities 

listed. Moreover, if one were to look at a trendline of VMT 

compared to overall population, each of these 

communities is below the trendline, i.e., less VMT than 

expected! One cursory explanation is that there is a lot 

more access to public transit in these communities, such 

as light and heavy rail (i.e., different forms of what we 

might call the subway) than in Framingham. Another 

possible explanation is that higher population density may 

reduce overall VMT, as residents may need to travel less to 

get to where other residents, employers, and activities 

Figure 1: 2024 VMT Per Capita, 38 Selected Worcester/

Framingham Line Communities (Worcester in orange) 

Source: Massachusetts Vehicle Census; 2024 U.S. Census Bureau 
Population Estimates 

Source: Massachusetts Vehicle Census; 2024 U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates 

Table 1: Top and Bottom 10 Communities in VMT per Capita, 38 Selected Worcester/Framingham Line Communities 

Top 10 Communities for VMT Per Capita Bottom 10 Communities for VMT Per Capita 

  VMT Per Capita Population Rank   VMT Per Capita Population Rank 

Sutton (1) 12,134 33 Waltham (29) 6,770 8 

Auburn (2) 11,401 24 Worcester (30) 6,599 2 

Southborough (3) 11,358 32 Watertown (31) 6,163 13 

Upton (4) 10,598 34 Quincy (32) 5,971 4 

Leicester (5) 10,332 31 Wellesley (33) 5,812 15 

Millbury (6) 10,303 28 Newton (34) 5,514 5 

Marlborough (7) 10,257 10 Boston (35) 4,626 1 

Northborough (8) 10,142 26 Somerville (36) 4,481 6 

Northbridge (9) 10,020 25 Brookline (37) 3,204 9 

West Boylston (10) 9,974 35 Cambridge (38) 2,937 3 
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might be.
1
 These three communities also have far fewer 

cars per capita than nearly all the others under study ð 

Cambridge and Brookline have the fewest, Somerville has 

slightly more than Boston, and Worcester is in fifth place. 

A final explanation, especially in the case of Cambridge, 

Somerville, and Brookline, is that some vehicles commonly 

found on their streets may be registered elsewhere. For 

example, buses may be registered in Boston but used in 

these three communities, contributing to Bostonõs count, 

but not the others.   

Although Worcester isnõt the only Worcester/Framingham 

Line community, using it as a comparison point can be 

helpful in really understanding what weõre looking at. The 

following table does just that comparing population data, 

total VMT, VMT per capita, and vehicles per capita of each 

of these communities to Worcester. 

Map 1: 2024 Vehicle Miles Traveled Per Capita, 38 Selected Worcester/Framingham Line Communities 

Figure 2: Proportional Comparisons to Worcester (Worcester is 1) 

Source: Massachusetts Vehicle Census; 2024 U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates. Dotted line indicates Worcester as baseline. 
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For example, Boston has 3.18 times the population and 

2.23 times the VMT of Worcester but only has 0.7 times 

the amount of VMT per capita. Indeed, while nearly all the 

communities on this list have smaller populations and 

VMT than Worcester, only eight also have less VMT per 

capita.  

The communities with less VMT per capita as a proportion 

of Worcesterõs are also, almost exclusively, those 

communities with access to robust public transit options, 

and which are closer, overall, to the job centers in the 

Greater Boston area. In the next section, we will look at 

commuting patterns, access to public transportation, and 

more to help understand this. 

TRAFFIC AND COMMUTING 

In Express for Whom? The Research Bureau noted that in 

Worcester there were only about 5.79 riders per 1,000 

workers (16 and over) indicating that they were using 

commuter rail primarily to get to work in the 2023 5-YR 

American Community Survey, while there were 774.38 

drivers per 1,000 workers. Put differently, Worcester has 

roughly 134 drivers for every one commuter rail rider. 

Looking at just those with long commutes (45 minutes or 

more), the number of riders per 1,000 workers grows to 

38.46, but the number of drivers grows to 870.66, still 

more than 22 drivers for every one rider! While many 

workers tend to work in their community of residence, 

there are still, again, even just from Worcester, potentially 

thousands of commuters who could use the Worcester/

Framingham Line but, for one reason or another, choose 

to drive instead.  

Across the 38 communities that weõve identified as 

Worcester/Framingham Line communities, the 2022 

Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics dataset (a 

Census Bureau program that provides general data about 

where people work) gives us information for 869,804 

workers with workplaces in Massachusetts (working 

primary jobs only ð i.e., not counting òsecondó jobs).  Of 

those, 659,919 (or 75.9%) work in one of the 38 

communities.  

Table 2 shows the number and percentage of workers 

going to selected communities from among the 38 

communities. For example, there are 298,150 workers 

from these communities who report going to work in 

Boston ð thatõs 34.28% of all workers going to work 

anywhere in Massachusetts from one of these 

communities, or 45.18% of all workers reporting going 

to work in one of the 38 communities on the line. The 

rest of the table shows the top six destinations for workers 

from these communities. In the top six Worcester Line 

(home) to Worcester Line (work) flows, only Worcester and 

Boston report having more workers staying within their 

community to work than going elsewhere ð almost 55% 

of Worcester Line residents working in either 

Worcester or Boston also live in that community 

(shown in Table 3).  

All told, hundreds of thousands of residents living in these 

communities commute to one of the other communities 

accessible, or potentially accessible from the line. The 

potential for transformative change, if drivers feel that the 

commuter rail is worthwhile, is enormous. Still, many 

residents might only commute to communities that have 

direct access to commuter rail stations. So what does that 

look like? 

Table 4, on the next page, results when selecting only 

residents from communities with a Worcester line stop 

going to other communities with Worcester Line stops. 

The first column shows the workplace destination. The 

Table 2: 2022 Workers (with Primary Jobs) from Worcester 

Line Communities 

  
Total 

Percent 

(A) 

Percent 

(B) 

Workers with Primary Jobs in 

Massachusetts (A) 
869,804 - - 

Worcester Line Workers 

Working Within 38 Line 

Communities (B) 

659,919 75.87% - 

 

Worcester 

Line Workers 

Working in 

Selected 

Communities 

(Top Six Des-

tinations) 

Boston 298,150 34.28% 45.18% 

Cambridge 73,109 8.41% 11.08% 

Worcester 52,428 6.03% 7.94% 

Waltham 27,068 3.11% 4.10% 

Newton 24,692 2.84% 3.74% 

Framingham 20,276 2.33% 3.07% 

Table 3: 2022 Workers (with Primary Jobs) coming from 

Worcester Line Communities, but Do Not Live in Listed 

Communities (Top Six Destinations) 
Commuting to: From Outside Percent 
Boston 135,089 45.31% 
Cambridge 56,595 77.41% 
Worcester 23,177 44.21% 
Waltham 21,738 80.31% 
Newton 20,177 81.71% 

Framingham 15,566 76.77% 
Source: Tables 2 and 3 from U.S. Census Bureau, Longitudinal 
Employer-Household Dynamics Program, 2022 Data 
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second column shows those residents from any of the 

communities listed going to that workplace, EXCEPT it 

does not include workers from that community (so the 

Ashland number does not include Ashland). The third 

column is the number of workers going to that community 

from any of the 38 communities, except for workers from 

that community. The final column is the second as a 

percent of the third. In the cases of Ashland, Framingham, 

Natick, Newton, Wellesley, and Westborough, more than 

50% of workers along the Worcester Line are coming from 

one of the other communities with direct access to the 

line.  

In Express for Whom? The Research Bureau used the MBTA 

and MassINC Pollingõs 2024 station boarding data to 

determine how many people were taking trains in- and 

out-bound on a typical day. The report noted that an 

estimated 7,325 people took the train inbound (towards 

Boston), while 7,613 reported alightings going outbound 

(away from Boston). Even if every single one of the people 

taking the train in and out were going to work (never mind 

going home after work), lived in a community with a direct 

stop on the line, and worked in a community with a stop, 

those riders would only account for 21% of workers 

making that same commute. If we made the same 

assumptions but expanded it to workers going from any of 

the 38 communities to those communities with direct 

stops, those riders would still only account for 6.6% of 

workers making the same commute. But of course, those 

are perfect hypotheticals ð in reality, as Express for Whom? 

showed ð in the 2023 MBTA Passenger Survey itõs known 

that only about half the surveyed Worcester Line riders 

took commuter rail to work. That means that there is an 

even smaller percentage of total workers using the 

commuter rail for commuting purposes from one of these 

communities to another. Moreover, it is not only residents 

of direct stop or adjacent communities that are using the 

rail ð there is certainly some percentage of riders from 

outside that catchment area. In other words, this 

demonstrates that there is enormous potential to capture 

riders EVEN JUST in communities that have direct stops. 

And thatõs just workers ð not even the other half of riders 

who take the train for many other purposes!
2
 

One more metric might help drive this point home, and 

that is traffic counts along I-90 (the Massachusetts 

Turnpike, or òMassPikeó). Different communities might 

have different means of reaching their destinations, but  

I-90 is a major access point that generally follows a parallel 

path to the Worcester/Framingham Line. Using data from 

MassDOT from gantries along the MassPike between 

Worcester and Boston can give a good idea of how much 

vehicle traffic there is daily (see Map 2 on the following 

page). 

Of course, the following data includes not just workers 

from Worcester Line communities, but travelers of all kinds 

(including commercial traffic), at all times of day, moving 

for any purpose. Moreover, many of the drivers on the 

MassPike may come from communities further West, since 

the Pike crosses the entirety of the Commonwealth. Still, 

the following map was constructed using annual average 

daily traffic (AADT) data collected at the eight gantries 

between Worcester and the Ted Williams Tunnel. AADT 

measures annual traffic counts divided by 365 to get an 

average estimate for each day ð which in this case includes 

weekends. The majority of these gantries averaged more 

than 100,000 vehicles a day!  

While not every trip taken on the MassPike could feasibly 

be replaced by rail, even a small percentage of mode shift 

could be transformative. Letõs take the Weston numbers as 

an example. The AADT through the Weston gantry was 

128,552 vehicles in 2024. In 2024, also, there were an 

estimated 14,394 boardings each weekday on the 

Worcester/Framingham Line. While some percentage of 

these gantry numbers consist of vehicles carrying more 

Table 4: Workers Going to These Communities from Other Communities with Direct Stops on Worcester Line 

Workplace Workers from Other Communities 

with Stops (A) 
Workers from any Worcester Line 

Community (B) (A) as a Percent of (B) 
Ashland 855 1,647 51.91% 
Boston 31,879 135,089 23.60% 

Framingham 7,786 15,566 50.02% 
Grafton 803 1,730 46.42% 
Natick 5,166 9,074 56.93% 
Newton 10,890 20,177 53.97% 

Southborough 1,599 3,384 47.25% 
Wellesley 4,101 7,428 55.21% 
Westborough 4,583 9,127 50.21% 
Worcester 5,051 23,177 21.79% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics Program, 2022 Data 
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than one occupant, and some of these vehicles are not 

passenger vehicles, if we imagine that all 128,552 vehicles 

were single occupancy passenger cars, a shift of two 

percent from car to rail would mean at least 2,500 more 

riders a day. This mode shift would be small for the total 

number of cars going through Weston, but would 

constitute nearly an 18% increase in the number of daily 

riders. While mode shift is extraordinarily difficult (and it is 

difficult to overcome driver inertia and preference for 

driving), what this shows is that even small shifts from one 

mode to another would materially affect ridership on the 

Worcester Line.  Capturing even a small portion of these 

drivers daily would substantially boost the Worcester 

Lineõs ridership and cut down on highway traffic.
3
 Fast, 

reliable, and unimpeded service is key to grabbing those 

drivers. Moreover, this also makes plain the importance 

of maintaining steady Worcester Line service through 

the Allston Multimodal Project (described later) as some 

drivers may opt to take the train instead of driving 

through construction in Allston ð especially as 

construction may cause significant delays and 

headaches to drivers.   

MOBILITY CONNECTIONS 

While the Worcester/Framingham Line is a big asset to all 

the communities that might use it, how do people access 

it? Many riders are likely driving to stations and parking 

nearby, as most of the stations have daily parking lots. 

However, some might choose to access the trains in a 

different way ð walking, biking, or through public transit. 

Additionally, once someone gets off the train, they need 

some way to get to where theyõre going. So what do those 

connections look like?  

First, letõs consider the access households might have to 

vehicles in the communities with direct access to the line. 

For the most part, the American Community Survey 

indicates that the majority of occupied households in 

communities with direct access have at least one vehicle 

available to them. Studies have shown that there is a 

relationship between transit use and private vehicle 

ownership; in other words, transit users, for one reason or 

another, tend to have less access to private vehicles: òIn 

most of the US, public transportation is used 

disproportionately by people who have limited access to 

cars ê transit, for this group, is a mobility safety net: a 

public option for moving through landscapes planned 

around private vehiclesó (Manville et al., 2023, p. 304).  

The charts on page 10 (Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6) show 

household vehicle access in communities with direct 

access to the commuter rail line. In other words, 

communities with stations. These are the communities 

where lack of access to a car might not preclude someone 

from taking the rail. 

Boston is the only community among these ten that has 

more households with no vehicles than those with two or 

more. Worcester has the second highest proportion of 

households without vehicles, and, like Boston, is the only 

community where a plurality of households have one 

vehicle. Of the 38 communities with direct access to the 

line (or touching one that does), those with higher 

Map 2: 2024 Average Annual Daily Traffic, MassPike Toll Gantries East of Worcester 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Transportation, Traffic Volume and Classification Data 
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population densities have fewer households with two or 

more vehicles; while communities with higher household 

median incomes have more households with two or more 

vehicles (see the appendix for scatterplots of this 

behavior).   

Communities with more fixed route bus stops also have 

fewer households that report having two or more vehicles 

(this is true even without Worcester and Boston in the 

dataset, which have over 1,000 and 2,000 bus stops 

respectively). In other words, communities with the most 

transit access ð i.e., the most mobility options ð are also 

those with more households with one or fewer cars.
4
 

All this is to say that there is a sizable percentage of 

households in these communities with one or fewer 

vehicles available to them. Access to something like the 

commuter rail (and not to mention buses or other forms of 

transit) is crucial to many of them. And, there are a sizable 

percent of households that have workers but an 

incongruous number of vehicles (i.e., households with one 

or more workers and zero vehicles, or two or more 

workers with zero to one vehicle). Part of that might be 

due to hybrid or remote work, but it is still an important 

factor worth noting.  

Since private vehicles can be expensive to purchase and 

maintain, access to them can depend on income. Indeed, 

òtransit riders are significantly more likely than the general 

population to be poor ê in 2016, just over 20% of riders 

came from households with incomes under $15,000, which 

is almost twice the share of US households that have 

incomes below that thresholdó (Manville et al., 2023, p. 

306). On the other hand, affluent transit riders also make 

up a large share of riders: òjust over 20% of transit riders, 

meanwhile, came from households with incomes over 

$100,000; 26% of US households overall fall in this 

groupó (306). If we look at the share of public transit users 

by worker income in the communities with access to 

commuter rails, we will find that the largest shares of 

riders using public transit to get to work are in the top 

income bracket; however, they make up a very small 

portion of total users at those brackets. (And, it should be 

noted, Manville et al., posit that affluent riders may be 

found in areas where built conditions make vehicle 

ownership difficult). Moreover, wealthier riders in the 

communities closest to Boston that are taking public 

transit to work could be commuter rail riders anyway, 

using transit to access Boston most of all. 

In terms of what is near the stations themselves and given 

the lack of vehicles in some of these communities, it could 

be useful to think about sidewalk access. MassDOT has a 

map of pedestrian facilities online, which includes 

sidewalks. Their maps were constructed using aerial 

photography. Map 3, òSidewalk Networks within a Mile of 

Worcester/Framingham Line Stations,ó is on page 11 and  

shows an estimate of sidewalks existing anywhere within a 

one-mile radius of these train stations.
5
 Many riders, 

especially from communities without stops, may use their 

vehicles to access the train station. But sidewalks play a 

crucial role in getting other riders to and from stations. 

While Map 3 shows dense sidewalk networks in the most 

urbanized communities (Worcester, Newton, and Boston, 

as well as to a lesser extent Framingham and Natick), there 

is a lack of sidewalks near Grafton, Westborough, 

Southborough, and Ashland stations. Stations in these four 

communities are not centrally located or in particularly 

dense locations, as they were designed originally as òpark 

and rideó stations, built in the late 1990s after service from 

Worcester began on the line in 1994. On the other hand, 

besides the large population differences, Worcester and 

Framinghamõs stations are located directly downtown. 

Despite the relative lack of sidewalk access in the 

communities directly between Worcester and 

Framingham, there are still a large number of riders 

boarding there, indicating that there is strong usage of the 

parking lots abutting these stations (there are 386 spaces 

in Grafton, 448 in Westborough, 372 in Southborough, 

and 678 in Ashland). 

Of course, for the more suburban lots with little sidewalk 

access, riders could be dropped off by others. Sometimes 

called òKiss and Ride,ó passenger drop off can be an 

attractive method of getting to a commuter rail station 

without access to an additional vehicle, or worrying about 

finding or paying for parking. There is unfortunately no 

data on how people get to the stations. Still, station 

design could encourage or allow for increased drop-offs 

(Schank, 2002). A more detailed study could examine 

station attributes to determine whether they are more or 

less friendly to drop offs. For example, a cursory look at 

Graftonõs Station might tell us that passenger drop off 

could be designed differently ð when one drives into the 

station lot, they are initially forced to drive around the 

parking lot to turn around, which might discourage drop 

offs. Perhaps a rotary at the beginning of the station could 

enable turn arounds more efficiently, but more work 

would need to be done to really see how different designs 

might affect this. 

It should be noted that Map 3 says nothing about 

sidewalk conditions. Noting that a sidewalk exists is 

different than whether it is accessible. Still, the presence of 

sidewalks also means that they can be improved if 

necessary.  
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Figure 3: Percent of Occupied Households Indicating the Availability of Zero or More Vehicles 

Sources: Figure 3 ð American Community Survey, 2023 5-YR Estimates, Table DP04 (òSelected Housing Characteristicsó).  
Figure 4 ð American Community Survey, 2023 5-YR Estimates, Table B08203 (òNumber of Workers in Households by Vehicles Availableó).  
Figures 5 and 6 ð American Community Survey, 2023 5-YR Estimates, Table B08119 (òMeans of Transportation to Work by Workersõ Earn-
ings in the Past 12 Months (in 2023 Inflation Adjusted Dollars)ó). Lines on bars indicate the estimated margin of error for each estimate. 
Larger communities tend to have smaller margins of error. If the line goes to zero, that may mean that the estimate is fairly unreliable, as 
the margin could potentially turn ònegative.ó 

Figure 4: Percent of Occupied Households with Number of Workers and Vehicles Available to Them 

Figure 5: Workers Using Public Transit to Get to Work, Separated by Worker Income (Compared Only to Each Other) 

Figure 6: Workers Using Public Transit to Get to Work, Separated by Worker Income (Compared to all Other Workers) 
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Sidewalk connections are good ð crucial for access. 

However, there are limits to how far people will walk to 

access public transit. Many planning guidelines òoften use 

one-quarter mile or 400 meters, or multiple such as one-

half mile or 800 meters, as key distances in networks and 

service planningó (Daniels & Mulley, 2013, p. 6). However, 

the true limit that people might be willing to walk may 

differ widely depending on a large number of factors, 

including ambience, aesthetics, the characteristics of the 

built environment, amenities, natural environment, and the 

types of transit being accessed (2013, p. 7). Indeed, òthere 

is little scientific evidence to support any standard 

catchment zone definitionó (Durand et al., 2016, p. 2). 

Some research has shown that people might be willing to 

walk from even further away (2016, 6), though one would 

need to do more in-depth research on individuals living 

close to stops to determine how far they would be willing 

to walk for transit access. Moreover, just as with the 

passenger drop-offs discussed above, studies of these 

stations could provide details on station design and access 

that might encourage different methods of access ð and 

may also show zoning and other difficulties for increasing 

sidewalk access. In any case, these next two maps will shed 

some light on whatõs near these sidewalks. 

First, map 4 shows the number of residential parcels within 

a mile of each of these train stations. Given that these are 

parcels, the number of housing units per-parcel has a 

relatively wide range. Results are as expected: there are 

more residential parcels closer to stations in dense urban 

areas.   

The map includes mixed-use parcels that are classified as 

primarily residential. There is some overlap in parcel 

counts if the mile-radii overlap, but that also tells us 

something important ð many residents along the eastern 

parts of the Worcester/Framingham Line have a lot more 

options for transit access than do those along the western 

sections. 

While parcel counts (of any particular type of parcel) near 

stations could be difficult to increase, these maps give us 

some insights into what might need to be done on a 

community-by-community basis to encourage ridership. In 

combination with the sidewalk maps, for example, we 

know that Grafton and Westborough have very few 

residential parcels and lack widespread sidewalk access 

near stations. We also know that these are communities 

with high numbers of households with two or more 

vehicles. If we want to encourage more riders to get on 

the commuter rail, these are communities where station 

Map 3: Sidewalk Networks within a Mile of Worcester/Framingham Line Stations 

Source: MassDOT Pedestrian Facilities; MassDOT Rail Inventory 

Map 4: Residential Parcel Counts within a Mile of Worcester/Framingham Line Stations 

Source: MassGIS Assessed Parcels Dataset; MassDOT Rail Inventory 
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design (such as distinct and easy-to-access passenger 

drop off) could tip the scales beyond what the parking lot 

allows for. Shrewsbury, Westborough, and Southborough 

has the WRTAõs VIA service, which can pick up riders and 

bring them to the MBTA station directly from their homes. 

Marlborough has a shuttle through the Marlborough 

Economic Development Corporation that goes to the 

Southborough station. The MetroWest Regional Transit 

Authority has commuter shuttles, such as the 495 

Connector, that bring residents in that region to commuter 

rail. Grafton, on the other hand, has fixed route service 

(WRTA Route B) that does stop at the Grafton Station, but 

many riders might still need to figure out how to access 

that service. Could a similar system to VIA, in communities 

with lower density, help boost ridership? It could be worth 

looking at these communities ð using these maps ð to 

make station design changes that could encourage 

ridership. 

Similarly, there are more non-residential parcels within a 

mile of urban train stations. The following map shows the 

count of all non-residential parcels (which includes 

commercial, industrial, and other types of parcels, as train 

riders take the train for reasons other than work as well). In 

this case, there are significantly more non-residential 

parcels in Worcester and Boston than in other 

communities on this map. Among other things, this 

indicates more varied land use for non-residential 

purposes and generally smaller parcels.  

There is plenty of potential on the Worcester/Framingham 

Line. Whether it is in the communities directly abutting 

stations, or the communities next to them, the demand 

exists. Providing more reliable, fast, and efficient service, to 

places riders want to go, is absolutely key to getting more 

of them onto the train. The next section details the òvisionó 

ð i.e., the ongoing infrastructure investments that can take 

these communities to where they want to be. Towards the 

end of òThe Vision,ó this report will touch on some 

theoretical and future investments that could really 

transform the Worcester/Framingham Line for all of its 

current and future riders. 

 

 

 

Map 5: Non-Residential Parcel Counts within a Mile of Worcester/Framingham Line Stations 

Source: MassGIS Assessed Parcels Dataset; MassDOT Rail Inventory 

THE VISION 
The Worcester/Framingham Line is at the center of multiple, 

years long projects meant to better knit together the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts. For that reason, an 

elevated appreciation of its importance in these projects is 

vital for truly understanding its promises. There are two 

main projects in which the Worcester/Framingham Line 

plays a role: (1) the Allston Multimodal reconstruction and 

(2) Compass Rail. Compass Rail is an all-encompassing term 

indicating rail radiating from all directions in Springfield 

and includes òWest-East Railó as a vital part of that vision 

(Disclosure: WRRB Executive Director and CEO Paul 

Matthews served on the East-West Rail study advisory 

committee)  

Maps 6, 7, and 8, on the following page, show the 

proposed West-East Rail line and the current extent of I-90, 

Compass Rail, and the Allston Multimodal Project.   

https://city.ridewithvia.com/via-wrta
https://marlboroughedc.com/commuter-shuttle/
https://marlboroughedc.com/commuter-shuttle/
https://mwrta.com/routes/commuter-shuttles
https://mwrta.com/routes/commuter-shuttles
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Map 6: West-East Rail and I-90, Including Existing and Proposed Stations 

Map 7: Compass Rail (showing rail going North-South, East-West through Springfield) 

Map 8: The Location of Allston Multi-Modal Project 



 

14 |  WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BURE AU  /  WRRB.ORG 

REPORT 26-03: The Promises of the Worcester/Framingham Line 

To help understand these projects and their impacts, 

Table 5 quickly summarizes them. More details follow in 

the text, throughout the next few sections. 

The Allston Multimodal Project could unlock new 

connections to Greater Boston. This report will discuss that 

project first. 

Table 5: Major Projects, What they Are, and Why They Matter 

Major Project What it Does Impacts on Riders Why it Matters 

Allston Project: Highway 

Reconstruction 

Straightens I-90; Brings it to 

grade level; Opens other 

Development Opportunities 

May impact train maintenance 

if access to Grand Junction 

(and the Boston Engine 

Terminal) is cut off temporarily 

Construction will disrupt and 

limit highway traffic while it is 

ongoing; Might encourage 

more riders on Worcester Line 

as a result 

Allston Project: West Station 

New train station and a bus 

concourse with connections to 

Cambridge and beyond; could 

allow for future rail 

connections  to North Station 

via Grand Junction 

Riders may have another 

station to stop at on 

Worcester Line, with bus 

connections elsewhere 

Riders working in Allston will 

have an easier time accessing 

jobs, and Allston residents will 

have an easier time accessing 

Worcester Line to go East or 

West 

Compass Rail 

New west-east train 

connections to Springfield 

enable existing north-south 

connections 

Riders from Pittsfield to 

Boston can take a train to 

Springfield and connect to 

north-south trains to go 

elsewhere in New England 

Knits together communities 

from across New England, 

creating new opportunities for 

residents and communities 

West-East Rail 

Connects Pittsfield to Boston 

on existing train tracks, 

through multiple daily 

roundtrips 

Riders east and west of 

Worcester who want to reach 

communities in the other 

directions will be able to do so 

Connects Massachusetts' three 

largest cities, creating 

opportunities for economies, 

travel, and education 

Various Infrastructure 

Improvements 

Maintains and improves 

existing infrastructure across 

Worcester Line 

Creates more reliability, faster 

boarding, and unlocks 

increased speeds across the 

line 

Infrastructure is a necessary 

component of rail. 

Improvements create better 

experiences for riders, 

enhancing reliability, speed, 

and accessibility 

THE ALLSTON MULTIMODAL PROJECT 

The Allston Multimodal Project (hereafter, òAllston I-90ó 

and òAllston Projectó) is primarily a large reconstruction of 

a section of I-90. It will bring an elevated section of the 

MassPike down to ground level, straighten I-90 from its 

current configuration, and reconnect neighborhoods in 

Allston to the Charles River. The elevated viaduct in the 

area is reaching the end of its viable lifespan and must be 

replaced.  

The MassPike follows the Worcester/Framingham Line 

closely here. Anyone travelling, whether by car or train, can 

see the other in action. While highway construction could 

impact service, it could also lead to more people taking 

the line more regularly. 

Besides the potential for driver mode shift, the Allston 

Project will create new connections to Greater Boston. The 

project will not impact the line simply by being built 

around it. Instead, as planned, it is likely to see: 

1) A brand-new train station, òWest Station,ó and 

attendant connections 

2) Layover railyards  

3) Potential, though not guaranteed, closure of the  

Grand Junction bridge during construction, which 

could impact maintenance 

After a short background on the overall project, this report 

will briefly discuss each of these project aspects. 
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SHORT BACKGROUND 

The Allston Project has been in the works for more than a 

decade. The project partially encompasses a viaduct, and 

concerns an area built between Boston University and the 

Charles River, across former CSX railyards and navigates a 

maze of on and off ramps where toll booths were once 

located. The MassPike viaduct requires significant 

maintenance work to remain in service and is reaching end 

of life. The project would not be possible without the 

2012 relocation of CSX intermodal operations to 

Worcester, nor without the switch to electronic tolling 

gantries across the MassPike (Saia, 2012).  

The Allston Project will be incredibly expensive. In 2024, 

Streetsblog Mass reported that MassDOT estimated a $2 

billion price tag in a 2022 federal grant filing (MilNeil, 

2024a). That number has surely grown, as construction 

costs have seen significant inflation in recent years: 

between Q1 2022 and Q1 2025, the National Highway 

Construction Cost Index (NHCCI) increased by 38.6%.
6
 The 

project has faced some recent funding hiccups: in July 

2025 the Federal Highway Administration rescinded a 

$327 million Neighborhood Access and Equity Program 

grant  (Paiewonsky, 2025). Still, that grant represents only 

a small piece of the total price it will cost to complete the 

overall project. 

Moreover, Streetsblog has reported that some of the $2 

billion has been accounted for: $470 million in new state 

debt, $450 million from the Fair Share Amendment, $200 

million from Turnpike tolls, $200 million from Boston, $90 

million from Harvard University (who owns much of the 

land that will be under construction), and $10 million from 

Boston University (2024). While the $327 million is a blow, 

MassDOT has also indicated that it is working with 

consultants to determine a way forward and cost savings 

(MassDOT, 2025b). 

 

THE TRAIN PROJECTS 

While the highway work is significant, the Worcester/

Framingham Line is the focus of this report and will be 

impacted by the new construction. 

(1) West Station 

West Station would be an entirely new station on the 

Worcester/Framingham Line, halfway between Boston 

Landing and Lansdowne Stations. West Station would 

provide additional transit options for Allston residents and 

the areaõs many students, and would, crucially, open 

opportunities for future connections beyond the 

Worcester Line, including to new and existing MBTA bus 

lines through the area.  

West Stationõs design has gone through several iterations.  

The current draft design, pictured in Map 9, shows 

separate Worcester/Framingham Line, West Station, and 

Grand Junction trackage. That design allows express trains 

to bypass West Station (without having to pass through it), 

others to stop at West Station and then rejoin the main 

line, and for potential future service to use Grand Junction.  

It gives Worcester/Framingham Line riders future travel 

options: they can bypass West Station on express, stop 

and make Allston connections, or someday make 

connections to Cambridge via the Grand Junction railroad.  

The design also includes layover tracks for MBTA 

operations. According to the MBTAõs rail operations 

presentation at the 12/11/2025 meeting of the Allston 

Task Force, òacross all [modeling] scenarios, Worcester line 

service performed best with two Worcester Mainline 

Tracks and two separate West Station tracks. [These tracks] 

minimized average train delay during service disruptions 

and led to a higher average on-time 

performanceó (MassDOT, 2025c, p. 41). 

Map 9: Future Potential Design of West Station Track Layout, as Presented to Allston Task Force in June 2025 

Source: MassDOT Presentation on June 17, 2025 to Allston Task Force with draft project area. West Station siding tracks rejoin the 
Worcester Main Line just east of this map. 
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West Station could open transformative public transit 

connections from the West that have not been possible 

otherwise.  

West Stationõs impact would be felt by commuters from 

the west coming to Allston-Brighton.  Many employees, 

students, visitors, and more go to both Harvard and 

Boston Universities, each of which has a major presence 

within a mile of the station. Using the 2022 longitudinal 

employer household dynamics origin-destination dataset, 

we can estimate the number of workers traveling to 

Census Blocks within a half-mile and a mile of the 

proposed West Station.  Communities included on the 

maps below are those without major MBTA rapid transit or 

bus routes, so the Worcester/Framingham Line is one of 

few options available for getting to this particular location 

if not driving. 

Harvard and Boston Universities feature heavily in the 

Census Blocks counted here. There may be undercounting 

of the true number of workers in those blocks, as their 

work address in the Census data might be somewhere else 

on campus. These estimates do not reflect any changes in 

employment, buildings, new projects, or more that may 

have occurred since 2022, and may also include pandemic 

related effects. Because the maps include only 

communities without other MBTA access, they do not 

include the thousands of workers in the area from Boston 

or any of the hundreds of other communities that have 

employees commuting here.  Indeed, within a mile of 

the station, there are an estimated more than 39,000 

primary jobs held by Massachusetts residents. An 

estimated 2,499 of those residents are from the mapped 

communities.  

Map 10: Number of Residents Reporting a Primary Job within a Half-Mile of Proposed West Station (as of 2022) 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 Longitudinal Employer Household Dynamics Program. Communities without other bus or rapid transit 
options from the MBTA 
































