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The Story

Our story begins in the heart of downtown Seattle
along a 4-mile stretch of SR 99.
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Why worry about how we write?

Many of the documents agencies write “are 
much too cumbersome for either the public or 
decision-makers to identify relevant issues.”
— AASHTO/ACEC 2004 Joint Survey

“ NEPA documents today are largely written 
(in unreadable language) for two constituencies:
federal district court judges and federal agency
permit-writers.”
— Doug MacDonald, WSDOT Secretary of Transportation, 9/23/02
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Guiding Lights

Clear Writing
– Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, by Joseph M. Williams
– Planning in Plain English, by Natalie Macris

Robust Graphic Design
– Show Me the Numbers: Designing Tables and Graphs to 

Enlighten, by Stephen Few
– Visual Explanations, by Edward R. Tufte
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How do you develop reader-friendly documents?

Tell a story

Engage the reader

Make it brief

Make it visual
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Tell a Story:
How do you tell a story?

Write clearly, use simple language

Create an outline

Organize the document to tell a story

Explain the problem and why people should
care—make the reader a character in the story
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Tell a Story:
Create an outline

Annotate your outline for 
text AND graphics
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Writing is a process, not a 
one-time event.

Be flexible—your outline 
will change
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Tell a Story:
Organization

1. Alternative Description
– Structures
– Design Standards
– Illumination
– Pedestrian and Bicycle 

Facilities
– Construction

2. Impacts and Mitigation
– Noise
– Visual Quality
– Land Use
– Transportation

1. What is the alternative?
2. How would it be built?
3. How would it change access?
4. How would it affect travel times 

and traffic flow?
5. How would pedestrian and 

bicycles be affected?
6. What would it look like?
7. How would noise levels change?
8. How would it change the character 

and land use in the project area?

Reader-Focused OrganizationTypical Organization
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Tell a Story:
Make the reader a character in the story

What are congested and highly congested 
intersections?

Congested intersections are intersections that 
cause drivers considerable delay.  A driver might 
wait between one and two minutes to get through 
a traffic signal at a congested intersection.  At a 
highly congested intersection, a driver might wait 
two minutes or more to get through the traffic 
signal.

Intersections that are projected to operate with 
especially long delays or overcapacity during 
the PM peak hour are identified as “congested 
intersections”.  These intersections are those 
that operate under LOS F conditions (average 
vehicle delay of greater than 80 seconds) or 
ICU greater than 100 percent.  Congested 
intersections are further identified as “highly 
congested” if they exceed 110 seconds of 
average vehicle delay and have an ICU of 
great than 110 percent.

This paragraph explains how congested 
intersections affect drivers.

This paragraph talks about LOS, PM 
Peak, and ICU—meaningless terms 
to most readers.

Typical Writing Reader-Focused Writing
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Engage the Reader:
How do you engage readers?

Use question and answer headings. 

Define terms and spell out acronyms.

Use easy to read layouts to keep the 
reader from being overwhelmed.
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Engage the Reader:
Use Question and Answer Headings

Purpose and Need

Project Termini and why 
they are logical

Social and Community 
Impacts

Why do we need the Project?

Where is the project located?

How would the alternative affect 
neighborhoods and the people 
who live there?

Reader-Focused OrganizationTypical Organization
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Engage the Reader:
Define terms often

Sidebars can be 
used to explain 
technical terms 
and concepts

9.  Where are the people using the AWV Corridor coming from 
and going to? 
The corridor primarily serves short regional trips and trips within the city 
of Seattle. Examples of regional trips served by SR 99 include trips from 
northwest Seattle neighborhoods to the Sea‐Tac International Airport or 
trips from downtown to the cities of Shoreline or Burien. It provides 
access to West Seattle, South Park, downtown, Belltown, South Lake 
Union, Queen Anne, Magnolia, Ballard, and Fremont.  

SR 99 parallels I‐5, the most heavily used highway in the Pacific 
Northwest. I‐5 is congested for many hours a day through downtown 
Seattle, and SR 99 is an important alternative route to, from, and through 
downtown. It is a major freight corridor providing access for businesses 
in the SODO and Duwamish industrial areas to northwest Seattle 
neighborhoods. The corridor is an important route for freight in the 
Ballard/Interbay manufacturing and industrial area. WSDOT classifies 
this section of SR 99 as a freight corridor carrying more than 10 million 
tons per year—the highest classification made. Also, SR 99 is an 
important link to Safeco Field, Seahawks Stadium, and Seattle Center.  
Where are access points provided to and from SR 99? 

Between S. Spokane Street and the Battery Street Tunnel, all access to 
SR 99 is provided via ramps. North of the Battery Street Tunnel, access is 
mostly provided by surface street connections. Exhibit 3‐10 shows SR 99 
access and ramp locations and the number of vehicles using these 
connections daily. The table below describes the connections. 

10.  What are typical travel times and traffic flow? 
What are typical travel times and flows on SR 99? 

For many trips, the afternoon commute is the busiest, so it is used to 
evaluate travel conditions. In most cases, conditions are better at other 
times of day. The Final EIS  will also describe conditions during the 
morning commute. Typical travel times for key trips using the viaduct 
during the peak afternoon travel hour (4:00 to 5:00 p.m.) are shown below 
in Exhibit 3‐12. 

In general, traffic flows well during the typical afternoon commute, with 
less than an hour of congestion. Average speeds during the PM  Peak are 
typically within 10 miles per hour of the posted speed limit, as shown in 
Exhibit 3‐13. At times, northbound SR 99 traffic is slowed by traffic that 
backs up near the off‐ramps to Seneca Street and Western Avenue.  

What is the AWV 
Corridor? 

The  AWV Corridor 
includes  SR 99, 
E. Marginal Way, and 
Alaskan Way from 
S. Spokane  Street up to 
Ward Street, north of the  
Battery Stree t Tunnel. 

What is the PM Peak 
hour and why is traffic 
data analyzed for the PM 
Peak? 

The  PM Peak hour is  the  
time  period when traffic is  
heaviest during the  late  
afternoon commute. For 
SR 99, the  PM Peak hour 
occurs  from 4:00 to 5:00 
p.m. For this  project, PM 
Peak data  was  evaluated 
because  overall traffic 
conditions  in and around 
the  project area are  the  
most congested during 
that time  of day. 

What are congested and 
highly congested 
intersections? 

Congested intersections  
are busy intersections  that 
cause drivers  delay. At a  
congested intersection, a  
driver might wait 80 
seconds  or more  to get 
through a  traffic  signal. At 
a  highly congested 
intersection, a  driver 
might wait 110 seconds  
(nearly 2 minutes) or more  
to get through a  traffic 
signal. 
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Engage the Reader:
Develop a consistent layout
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Engage the Reader:
Design for your reader



15

Make It Visual:
How do you make it visual?

Include graphs, charts, and illustrations rich with 
information.

Exclude tables unless they are truly helpful.

Good graphics take time, planning, and thought.
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Make It Visual:
How do you make it visual?

Typical table 
often used in 
reports
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Make It Visual:
Bar Charts

These bar charts show the same 
information as the tables, but it is
easier to show differences and 
similarities between alternatives.

Readers can draw their own conclusions.
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Make It Visual:
Illustrated Graphs
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Make It Visual:
Illustrations
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Make It Brief:
How do you make it brief?

“Impacts should be discussed in proportion to 
their significance.”

– CFR 1502.2 (b)

Be thoughtful where information shows up

Summarize information



21

Make It Brief:
Initial text describing Construction Sequencing
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Make It Brief:
Construction text summarized in a chart
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Contact Information

Kimberly Farley
(206) 267-3785
E-mail:  farleyk@wsdot.wa.gov

Carol Lee Roalkvam
(360) 705-7126
E-mail:  roalkvc@wsdot.wa.gov

Stan Suchan
(206) 440-4698 
E-mail:  suchans@wsdot.wa.gov

Washington State Department of Transportation
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Writing Exercise
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Using Subjects and Actions

It has been determined that 15 businesses must 
be relocated.

The project team determined…
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Early engineering studies determined that a tunnel 
could not be built because soils in the project area 
are poor.

Engineers determined…

Using Subjects and Actions
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The biological assessment must be submitted
before the Final EIS is approved.

You must submit a biological assessment 
before FHWA will approve…

Using Subjects and Actions
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Nominalizations

This alternative will result in a 35 percent reduction
in available parking.

This alternative reduces…
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Nominalizations

This alternative will benefit neighborhoods by 
improving connectivity with adjacent neighborhoods.

This alternative improves access between 
neighborhoods A, B, and C.
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The Build Alternatives will have an effect on 
project study area neighborhoods.

Noun Strings

The Build Alternatives will affect neighborhoods 
in the project study area.
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Noun Strings

The County does not have a current travel forecast 
model that is calibrated to the a.m. peak hour 
existing conditions. 

The County does not currently have a travel 
forecasting model calibrated to existing 
conditions during the a.m. peak hour.
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Today’s Exercises



33

Today’s Exercises

Evaluation of the alternatives will be completed using 
a screenline level of evaluation.

Exercise 1Exercise 1

The project team will evaluate the alternatives 
using information obtained from traffic screenlines.
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The development of alternatives was implemented 
to be more compatible with envisioned local 
connections. 

The agency developed alternatives that are more 
compatible with local connections.

Exercise 2Exercise 2

Today’s Exercises
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The engineers estimate that the project will cost 
approximately $5 million. Their estimate includes 
an amount that would cover events that cannot be 
anticipated.

The year of expenditure capital costs for the project 
is estimated to be approximately $5 million, including 
risk and contingencies. 

Exercise 3Exercise 3

Today’s Exercises
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Effective with the August Monthly Progress Report, 
the schedule exhibit in this report will revert to a 
modified version of the summary program schedule 
that relates directly to the CPMS milestones. 

We will modify the schedule associated with the 
August Monthly Progress Report to reflect the 
current program schedule. This schedule relates 
directly to the milestones found in CPMS.

Exercise 4Exercise 4

Today’s Exercises
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The Predefined Control Center Operator Response 
Plan Generation function presents to the operator a 
recommended incident response plan based on the 
type and geographic location of the incident.

The Operator Response Plan for the control center 
provides operators with predefined incident 
response plans based on the type and geographic 
location of the incident.

Exercise 5Exercise 5

Today’s Exercises
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Early in 2003, traffic operations analyses were 
conducted for the Main Street Corridor Study to 
determine traffic conditions in the years 2003 and 2030 
under “Build” and “No Build” conditions and to identify 
locations operating at overcapacity conditions.

In early 2003, the project team analyzed traffic 
operations for the Main Street Corridor Study to
(1) determine existing (2003) and future (2030) traffic 
conditions for the Build and No Build Alternatives, and 
(2) identify locations where traffic conditions exceed 
available roadway capacity.

Exercise 6Exercise 6

Today’s Exercises
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