A History of the Bikes on the T Campaign by Doug Mink

originally written for the Internet bikecommute mailing list 27 August 1991

updated in 1998 and 2005 to name names and bring the history to the present

We have a bikes on trains program with the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA or T for short) in Boston. A history of the establishment of this program demonstrates the patience required, at least in Boston, in getting something going, and the importance of small steps. As you will see, we didn't get a commuter rail program started for several years after we got bikes on rapid transit. As I have only been involved in the last 24 years of the effort, I cannot give a complete history, but it goes something like this:

1977 
Trial allowing bikes on two trains a day on weekends to and from Boston to Cape Ann (Manchester, Gloucester, and Rockport on the North Shore)

1979 
Legislation filed to require the MBTA to takes bikes on all of its facilities failed to pass. [H. 4282 see below] 


(By Mr. Barrett of Reading, petition (accompanied by bill, House No. 4282} of the Boston Area Bicycle Coalition, Michael J. Barrett, John A. Businger, Andrew H. Card, Jr., and Robert A. Cerasoli that the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authxity be required to allow passengers to take bicycles on facilities of said authority. In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Seventy-Nine

AN ACT ALLOWING PASSENGERS ON THE MASSACHUSETTS BAY TRANSPORTATION

AUTHORITY TO TAKE BICYCLES ON ITS FACILITIES.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives in General Court assembled, and by the authority of the same, as follows:

SECTION 1. Section 5 of chapter l6lA of the general laws is hereby amended by adding at the end thereof the following new clause:

     (n) The authority shall allow its passengers to take bicycles

on its facilities including but not limited to subways, trolleys,

buses and commuter rail.)

1981 
Cape Ann Transportation Authority (which runs buses) calls Boston Area Bicycle Coalition (Doug Mink) inquiring about getting bikes on trains on a more permanent basis. They are responding to a request by the local tourism people. The MBTA is unresponsive. Doug Mink resigns as president of the BABC in favor of Sarah Heartt, who plans to fight hard for a "Bikes on the T" program. He takes over the organization's newsletter.

1982 
Legislation filed to require the MBTA to study the possibility of carrying bikes on "its facilities" in off-peak hours. This legislation passed in early 1983. [H. 2044 see below]

(HOUSE . . . . . . . No.2044 By Mr. Barrett of Reading, petition of Michael J. Barrett, George Bachrach and Mary Jane Gibson that the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority be directed to make an investigation and study relative to allowing passengers to take bicycles on the facilities of said authority during certain hours. Transportation. 

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Eighty-Two. 

RESOLVE PROVIDING FOR AN INVESTIGATION AND STUDY BY THE MASSACHUSETTS BAY TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY RELATIVE TO ALLOWING PASSENGERS ON THE MASSACHUSETTS BAY TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY TO TAKE BICYCLES ON ITS FACILITIES DURING OFF PEAK HOURS. 

	1 Resolved. That the board of directors of the Massachusetts Bay 
2 Transportation Authority is hereby authorized and directed to 
3 make an investigation and study relative to allowing passengers of 
4 the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority to take bicycles 
5 on its facilities during off peak hours. Said directors or their 
6 designees shall in the course of their investigation confer with 
7 members of the bicycle riding public and their organizations, such <-br> 8 as the Boston Area Bicycle Coalition. 
9 Said board shall report to the General Court the results of its 
10 investigation and study, and its recommendations, if any, by filing 
11 the same with the clerk of the House of Representatives on or 
12 before February first, nineteen hundred and eighty-three. 


)

1983 
New BABC members Charles Hyde-Wright and Lenny Gervais decide that getting bikes on the T is important and start working on the MBTA again. After a Bike to Work rally on Boston Common, several people, led by Max Strahan of the environmental organization Greenworld, try to take their bikes on a Red Line train at Park Street and get to the platform before being ejected. The Boston Globe gets a picture before their photographer is asked to leave (No flashes in the tunnel) and it appears in the paper the following day. Forced by state law to study the issue, the MBTA meets with cyclists, at their High St. offices, but they already have decided that bicycles are unsafe on trains, and refuse access.

1984 
Four cyclists (Doug Mink, Charles Hyde-Wright, and Jeff Axelbank from the BABC and Jon Dabrowski from the Broadway Bicycle School) start an ad hoc organization called "Bikes on the T", print T-shirts, talk to the MBTA, and have a rally at Columbus Park on the Boston waterfront called the "Boston T Party", where commuters toss their MBTA passes into the harbor (we retrieve them with a canoe so as not to litter). A race across the harbor followed. Canoes with folding bikes, paddled by Doug Mink, his brother Steve Mink (who had just arrived in Boston after bicycling across the country), Mark Spain, and Martha Morrison, crossed the harbor to the East Boston Piers. They beat a group of rapid transit riders who carried folding bikes and bicycle-shaped pieces of wood left over from Bike Day 1980 (which were legal and showed the absurdity of the regulations) who beat the bicyclists who had to go around the inner harbor through Charlestown, Everett, and Chelsea. While no more than fifty people attend the rally, the press was there and we got pictures in suburban "Tab" weeklies and a pro-bike editorial in the Quincy Patriot-Ledger. "Bikes on the T" puts out a newsletter with pictures of the event and a new song, "Sally on the MBTA", about the travails of a bicyclist who can't get her bike on the T. 
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	Bikes on the 'T'
Bikes on the 'T' is a group of Boston area cyclists who have organized to focus support for bicycle access to the MBTA subway and commuter rail lines. 

Proposed Bicycle Access Program
Drawing on successful programs in other cities, including San Francisco, Washington D.C., New York, Atlanta, and Montreal, we propose a trial program based on the following points: (1) access to all Red, Blue, and Orange line trains, except 
	during commuter rush hours; (2) bicycles allowed on the last car of the trains only; (3) individual permits required for bicycle access to the 'T'. 

Interactions with the
MBTA 
Bikes on the 'T' is a project of the Boston Area Bicycle Coalition (BABC) which has struggled for many years to penetrate the MBTA's indifference to bicyclists. On October 17th, Jeff Axelbank and Charles Hyde-Wright met with members of the Safety and Training Division of the MBTA. T management's concerns about bicycle access 
	focused on safety, crowding, and enforcement. We responded by describing in detail how these concerns have been addressed in existing bicycle access programs. 

The most interesting outcome of this meeting was the assertion by the MBTA representatives that they have already launched a new in- house study of the feasibility of bicycle access. We will be keeping track of the MBTA's internal discussions as best we can. Our primary concern and demand is that the 'T' seriously consider the existing programs in the cities mentioned, and determine in detail the degree to which this experience can be applied to Boston's MBTA. 
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	Boston 'T' Party Rally and Race 
	
	What You Can Do 

	Over 60 cyclists came to Waterfront Park on Saturday, October 20, 1984 to have a Boston 'T' party, race, sing and generally champion the cause of Bikes on the 'T'. 
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Sally on the 'T' 
(sung to the tune of "Charlie on the MTA") 
Let me tell you the story of a gal named Sally 
On a sad day of infamy. 
With her bicycle she tried to get to East Boston, 
But poor Sally got stopped by the 'T'. 
Chorus: 
Did the 'T' save the day? 
No the 'T' said, "No way!" 
Is there nothing more to say? 
There's so much we need to make a better Boston, 
Bikes and 'T', together, okay! 
Sally wants to take her bike to Malden and Braintree, 
Or someday to Riverside. 
With so many hours that the trains run half-empty, 
It's no hassle for Sally to ride. 
Chorus 
Npw if Sally lived in San Francisco or Atlanta, 
New York, D.C., or Montreal 
Almost anywhere but Boston bikes can go on mass transit 
And Sally'd have no problem at all. 
Chorus 
Now you citizens of Boston, you who love your city, 
It's your 'T', it belongs to you!! 
Help poor Sally out, work for better transit! 
There's so much that we all can do! 
	There were speeches and a spirited sing-along of a new version of "Charlie on the MTA," called "Sally on the 'T'." We re-enacted the first tea party by throwing 'T'-bags ('T' passes in ziplock bags) into the harbor to protest the unresponsiveness of 'T' management. We also held a three-way race across Boston Harbor to determine the fastest way to get to East Boston. Bikes in canoes competed against cyclists riding the circuitous route through Chelsea, Everett, and Charlestown, while a third group took a folding bike, wooden bike, and bike in a bag on the Blue Line. 

The rally was a success in many ways. We introduced our position to the public. The press and local politicians have commented that our proposals are reasonable and well thought out. And on top of that, everyone had a great time while we showed how committed this coalition is to winning the right to take our bikes on the 'T'. 
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AND THE WINNER IS...cyclist Doug Mink puts his folding bike into a canoe. A group riding the 'T' got to East Boston well before the cyclists who rode the circuitous route around the Harbor. But, in a surprising upset, Mink paddled to victory, beating both groups! Maybe we should be working for bikes on canoes instead??!! 
	We need help in many ways: 

  Buy a Bikes on the 'T'-shirt. They both help get the word out about Bikes on the T and help us pay for this campaign. These 100% cotton shirts come in white on blue, red on gold, and orange on tan. You can order yours by sending a check payable to "BABC" for $6.00 plus $1.00 postage to the address below. 
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Write a letter. It is important to keep the pressure on politicians and the 'T'. Letters to your state senators, state representative, and James O'Leary (the 'T' general manager) are all helpful. Phone calls are even better. 

  Join the BABC. The Boston Area Bicycle Coalition is funding this campaign. They also work for better education, roads, bike paths, and legislation for cyclists. Call 491-RIDE for more info on the BABC. 

  Get signatures on our petition. The 'T' must be shown that (1) cyclists want to bring bikes on the 'T' and, (2) 'T' riders will not be disturbed by such a program. To get a copy of our petition write to the address below. 

  Get more into or help plan the campaign. Call 491-RIDE or write to Bikes on the 'T' at 48 Bay State Ave., Somerville, MA 02144. 


1985 
We get a on one-year trial for bikes on rapid transit lines on Sundays only. This is due as much to the presence of a new, sympathetic person at the MBTA, Ellen Reisner, who is assigned to deal with us, as to our efforts, but we were ready with a program for her to implement.

1986 
The Sunday bike program is extended for two more years in a ceremony at Charles Station (one of the least bicycle accessible stations in the system). The Boston Globe covers it with a page 2 story. The T is still not responding to our need for expansion of the program.

1987 
The BABC draws up a list of over 20 ways to extend the "Bikes on the T" program--the MBTA took over our campaign name for their program with our permission. This included expanding the program to commuter rail. At a meeting with the T's internal bicycle committee, Doug Mink had to convince them that these were not "demands" but "possibilities". We get one minor concession-- access to rapid transit on Saturday mornings before 8:30 am so that cyclists could get to the Braintree end of the Red Line to catch the train to Cape Cod. The MBTA also commits to including bike parking in all new stations.

1988 
Commuter rail on Sundays.

1990 
Commuter rail off-peak and Saturdays. Rapid transit nights and part of Saturday morning. This is almost all we asked for in our list of "possibilities". There are still a few problems such as the fact that our MBTA contact got transferred and her replacement didn't return our calls, but our main worries were the difficulty of getting passes (one location open only during business hours, but closed for lunch) and the wording of the disclaimer we have to sign which apparently forfeits our right to sue if we are hit by an MBTA bus while walking or cycling.

1990s 
The Massachusetts  Bicycle Coalition, successor to the Boston Area Bicycle Coalition helped the MBTA put out a pamphlet describing the "Bikes on the T" program, which both organizations distributed.

1996 
As part of Bike Week in Boston, announcements were made of several expansions of cyclists' access to transit. Permits, which had been available at only one station during somewhat restricted hours, will soon be available at more stations. Rapid transit and commuter rail access now includes daytime non-rush hours (10-2 on rapid transit) as well as all day on weekends. There is no limit on the number of bikes per commuter rail train (except conductor's discretion), but there are evening bans when there are major events at specific downtown venues and on St. Patrick's Day, Patriot's Day (the day of the Boston Marathon), and July 4. There are other rules, but cyclists' needs are gradually being met.

1998 
Negotiations begin to try to abolish the pass requirement. The Boston Herald writes a page 2 story about bikes on the T.
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	ROADS SCHOLAR 
by 
Robin Washington 
Boston Herald 
October 15, 1998 

When Anne McKinnon wants to bring her bike with her on the T, she has to show a permit, wait until rush hour is over and forget about trying to get on the Green Line or the bus. But she can carry a refrigerator with her any time she wants. "I've taken a refrigerator on the bus. You don't need a permit for it," said the Jamaica Plain architectural planner. "It was a little cube refrigerator that I got at a yard sale. I took it on a Sunday evening. I wouldn't have dreamed of doing it in rush hour." 

She does think about what it would be like to bring her bike at peak travel times, a scenario imaginable to many cyclists who would like to commute by combining bike and T travel. 

Since 1986, the T has sold permits to riders wishing to do just that. But for most of those years, travel was restricted to evenings after 8 p.m. and Sundays. 

The $5 permit, available at most locations that sell T passes, is only good for the Red, Blue and Orange Lines, as well as the commuter rail. There is also a limit of two bikes per train car. Three years ago, the hours were expanded to 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. weekdays, as well as after 7:30 p.m. and all day on weekends. Bikes are allowed on the commuter rail in trains going the opposite direction of rush hour traffic. 

Bike activists want more, of course. 

"All day long," said Conrad Willeman, executive director of MassBike. 

"Many places in the rest of the country are that way. In New York, you can take a bike on the subway at any time." 

The T doesn't completely disagree. 

"We encourage it, but unfortunately there has to be some restriction. Bikes take up room. Passenger safety and comfort come first," said T spokesman Brian Pedro. 

Yet cyclist Doug Mink suggests the space problem is due to the number of cars the T runs on trains. "The basic problem is the T tries to run trains so that they don't have extra space," said the Harvard astronomer who cycles to the Cambridge observatory daily from his Roslindale home. 
	Pedro denies that, and says the Green Line, on which bikes aren't allowed, is just too crowded. 

"It's one of the most heavily traveled trains in the country. There's a quarter million passengers per day on it," he said. 

Permit or no permit

Kerry Rose questions the whole idea of a permit in the first place. 

"Over the summer, my boyfriend was going to take the Orange Line from Sullivan Square to my house and then ride his bike 
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	home later that night. It was a Wednesday at around 11:00 and when we went to get our tokens, we were rudely told that bikes are not permitted on trains without a permit;" she writes. "The permit desk was at North Station and closed at 6p.m. There was hardly anyone riding the train and, secondly, why would it matter? Do you agree that the purchasing of a silly bike permit is just a money-making ploy?" 

A lot of people might. But not Pedro. 

"I don't think it's asking people to go out of their way to get a permit. It's $5 for three years, and that way we know people who get them know the rules," he said. 

Locked up

Cyclist and Lowell Line commuter Michael Hering suggests that bike lockers at commuter stations would help solve several transit ills. 

"Bicycle parking takes up much less space than car parking, and can often be located where car parking is not possible. If the T were to install secure, covered parking (such as bike lockers or covered racks), many people would be encouraged to make the short part of their commute by bike," he writes. 

"They're at the South Acton commuter rail station," said Pedro. 'Those are well- utilized and the rental fees range from $10/month to $100/year." 

He also noted an experiment with lockers at the Wollaston station from 1983 to 1987. "It suffered for lack of publicity," he said. 



Got a commuting gripe? Write the Roads Scholar at onyourside@bostonherald.com 


2000 
On September 5, MassBike took over the MBTA pass program, distributing them for free. On September 6, the MBTA announced that they would be putting bike racks on all 22 of the buses on the Crosstown routes which follow portions of the Urban Ring.

September 2000 Bikes on the T Changes
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State Representative Ann Paulsen (D. Belmont) praising the improvements in the Bikes on the T program 
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MBTA Deputy General Manager Mike Mulhern opens the bike rack on the front of a Crosstown bus 
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MassBike President-Elect Paul Schimek loads a second bike onto a bus rack 

MBTA Bikes on the T Update, September 2000

The following summary is by MassBike President-elect Paul Schimek, who attended the MBTA's September 6 press conference at the Sullivan Square Station in Charlestown. 

As of October 1, no special bike permits will be needed on subways and commuter rail. The same restrictions apply as before (not weekday peak hour peak direction on commuter rail, only 10 am to 2 pm and after 7:30 weekdays on the subways, not at all on the Green Line, etc.). They have printed up new "Bikes on the T" brochures. 
MBTA Bikes on the T Pamphlet, September 2000



[PDF version] 



[PDF version] 

MassBike will have a bunch of copies, and the T has promised to put them on racks throughout their system, as well as getting them to all line staff. 

Here is the MBTA's press release. 
MBTA & MassBike Coalition Introduce Easier Access For Cyclists

The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) is now offering bicyclists more access to its system than ever before. 

On October 1, 2000, the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) will no longer require a permit to bring a bicycle on the Blue, Red and Orange lines and the Commuter Rail system. 

Over the last several months, the MBTA has worked closely with the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition to review the MBTA's "Bikes-on-the-T" Program. 

The elimination of the permit is one of several initiatives that the MBTA is adopting to improve accessibility for bicyclists. Upon federal approval of funding, the MBTA will expand bicycle parking at its stations over the next several years. 

The MBTA is in the process of distributing a new "Bikes-on-the-T" brochure to address recent changes to its bike policy. This brochure will explain the rules of bicycles on the T, as well as, offer customers information on MBTA station locations that offer bicycle parking. 

"MassBike applauds the MBTA's commitment to providing increased access and facilities for bicycles throughout its system," said MassBike Executive Director Tim Baldwin. 

The MBTA recently introduced bicycle access to its Crosstown bus routes. This program involved equipping the Crosstown buses with front bicycle racks. This program will test the effectiveness of these racks within the MBTA bus fleet. 

"Our number one goal is customer service," said MBTA General Manager Robert H. Prince Jr. "We're confident that the removal of the permit requirement will allow cyclists improved access to our system while inviting new riders onto the system." 

The MBTA plans to continue working with the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition and other groups to promote these intermodal connections to transit service. 


For September 2000 only, passes will be available for free from MassBike (info@massbike.org or 617 542-BIKE). You only need one if you don't have a current pass and want to put your bike on the T this month. 

Bike racks for up to 2 bikes have been added to the 3 Crosstown bus routes. I tried them and they are easy to use. There is a “Rack and Roll" brochure”

MBTA Bike Racks on Buses Pamphlet September 2000




 on the buses which explains this. No pass necessary. You can use them right now. The CT2 route was extended from Kendall to Sullivan Square with an intermediate stop in Union Square in Somerville. 

The buses for the Crosstown routes have turquoise C logos on them, automatic stop announcements, and new bus stop signs, with information on routes, schedules, and fares (shocking! it's only a bus after all). The fare is the regular bus fare, but subway passes are also accepted, and if you don't have a subway pass you can buy a subway transfer for an extra $0.25 (this is the same policy used on the #39 bus 

Expect further progress from the MBTA Bikes and Transit Committee where MassBike continues to work with the T. 

[The racks are Sport Racks and hold two bikes each. I could operate the rack with one hand while holding the bike with the other, getting a lot of practice for various cameras. They hold small 26-inch tires and Paul's 27-inch (or 700C, I'm not sure which) quite firmly, but the 700x38C tires on my Specialized Crossroads barely fit. -Doug Mink] 

As of October 1, the pass system was abolished.

2001 
MassBike now works with the MBTA on the MBTA Bikes and Transit Committee which meets 4-6 times a year.

2004 
MassBike gets MBTA to expand hours during which bikes can be taken on trains and rapid transit.
MASSBIKE SCORES MAJOR VICTORY FOR MBTA RIDERS

Lauds T for Increased Bike Access on Subway
Boston, MA: The Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition (MassBike), the statewide advocacy group dedicated to making Massachusetts a better and safer place to bicycle, today praised the MBTA for its decision to increase bicycle access on the subway. 

"This is a major victory for the 750,000 bicyclists in the Commonwealth," said MassBike Executive Director Dorie Clark. "MassBike worked closely with the MBTA to develop this new policy, and we are extremely pleased that the T has taken this positive step forward. We look forward to continuing our work with the MBTA to improve conditions for Massachusetts cyclists." 

The T's new policy, which is effective immediately, will allow bikes on the Red, Orange, and Blue Lines at all times except for weekday morning rush hours (7:00-10:00 a.m.) and weekday evening rush hours (4:00-7:00 p.m.). Additionally, two bikes will now be allowed per subway car, as opposed to the previous policy only permitting two bikes on the entire train. The new policy has been implemented on a "trial basis" which the T has said they will evaluate after six months. The MBTA's previous bike regulations were among the most restrictive in the country with regard to weekday access, only permitting bikes between the hours of 10:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m., and after 7:30 p.m. 

MassBike has a history of winning important victories for cyclists who use the MBTA. In 1985, MassBike won the right for cyclists to bring their bikes on the T at certain times, which had not been previously permitted at all. In 2000, MassBike successfully encouraged the T to eliminate the "special pass" requirement in order to carry one's bike on the subway. MassBike has more than 1300 dues-paying members across the Commonwealth, and represents the 750,000 Bay State residents who bicycle regularly. 

