
 

   
 

 
 

 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Alaskan Way Viaduct and Seawall Replacement Program 
North Portal Working Group – June 2, 2011 
Meeting Summary 

Working Group Attendees 
• Glenn Avery, Queen Anne Community Council 
• John Coney, Uptown Alliance 
• Stephen DeForest, Magnolia Community Club 
• Max Hepp-Buchanan, Cascade Bicycle Club 
• Jason McKinney, South Lake Union 
• Robert Nellams, Seattle Center 
• Lee Newgent, Seattle/King County Building and Construction Trades Council 
• Vince O’Halloran, Puget Sound Ports Council and Sailors Union of the Pacific 
• Bob Viggers, Charlie’s Produce 
• Eugene Wasserman, North Seattle Industrial Association 

Working Group Members Not in Attendance 
• Rachel Ben-Shmuel, Vulcan  
• David Brown, Pacific Northwest Ballet 
• David Delfs, Magnolia/Queen Anne/South Lake Union Design Review Board 
• Tom English, Plymouth Housing Group 
• Tom Graff, Belltown Business Association 
• Bob Grossman, South Lake Union Community Council 
• Ron Hildebrandt, Trident Seafoods 
• Kevin Hughes, Pacific Science Center 
• John Kane, Ballard Interbay Northend Manufacturing and Industrial Center 
• Bree Moore, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
• Kim Suelzle, CityIce Cold Storage 
• Marko Tubic, Fremont Chamber of Commerce 
• Elaine Wine, Ballard  

Agencies and Staff in Attendance 
• Ron Paananen, Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) 
• Linea Laird, WSDOT  
• Matt Preedy, WSDOT 
• Bob Chandler, Seattle Department of Transportation (SDOT) 
• Mike Johnson, SDOT 
• Eric Tweit, SDOT 
• Ron Posthuma, King County Department of Transportation (KCDOT) 
• Mike Merritt, Port of Seattle 

Agenda Item #1 – Welcome and Introductions 
Ron Paananen, WSDOT Program Administrator, welcomed the working group members and the 
public to the meeting.  
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The meeting’s focus was to provide updates on south end viaduct replacement construction, 
proposed bored tunnel milestones and construction timeline, and the environmental review 
process. The City of Seattle provided an update on the Mercer West Project.  

Agenda Item #2 – General Program Updates 
Ron Paananen provided general program updates and Bob Chandler, SDOT Project Manager, 
provided updates on the Elliott Bay Seawall and Waterfront Seattle projects. Mike Merritt, Port 
of Seattle Manager of Local Government Relations, provided an update on the East Marginal 
Way Grade Separation Project.   

Major Public Project Construction Variance 
WSDOT has applied through the City of Seattle Department of Planning and Development 
(DPD) for a major public project construction variance. In February we provided working group 
members with information about construction-related noise and mitigation measures. DPD will 
hold a public meeting on the noise variance application on June 8.   

Tolling Advisory Committee 
The State and City of Seattle signed three agreements earlier this year that describe how the two 
will work together as we move forward with the bored tunnel alternative. Within these 
agreements was a provision for establishing a tolling advisory committee that would be jointly 
staffed by the City and WSDOT, with participation from King County and the Port of Seattle. 
The tolling advisory committee would help to assess and make recommendations to mitigate for 
traffic changes caused by tolling. We will let you know the committee makeup and schedule 
once they have been determined. 

Automated Viaduct Closure Gates Project 
The automated gates are installed and activated, and are undergoing final testing. We anticipate 
that the project will be complete by mid-June. 

Third Avenue S. Street Repairs 
WSDOT has examined potential detour routes where traffic may increase as a result of south end 
viaduct construction activity. One route is Third Avenue S. A short section of this street near S. 
Atlantic Street is in poor condition. WSDOT is working with the City of Seattle to improve this 
section of Third Avenue S. as traffic shifts to this area.   

South Spokane Street Project 
The South Spokane Street Project is nearing 60 percent completion. Most of the foundation work 
is complete. SDOT anticipates opening the Spokane Street Viaduct’s First Avenue S. on- and 
off-ramps in the fourth quarter of this year. 

Referendum and Initiative Update 
A referendum was submitted to put the three State-City bored tunnel agreements to a public vote. 
The City Attorney and the State Attorney General’s office challenged the referendum on the 
grounds that the agreements were administrative and should not go to the voters for 
consideration. A judge ruled that one provision in the agreements can go to voters. The vote on 
this section will be held on Aug. 16.  
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An initiative was also submitted to bar the use of City right of way for the bored tunnel 
alternative. The City Attorney, with support from the State Attorney General’s office, filed a 
motion in Superior Court to prevent it from going to the ballot.  

East Marginal Way Grade Separation Project 
In order to complete tie-ins between the surface streets and the new overpass, the project team 
will close the intersection of lower S. Spokane Street and East Marginal Way S. from June 3 
through June 12. This closure may impact freight and general purpose traffic. The Port of Seattle 
plans to finish construction on this project in September. 

SR 99 Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) 
The ITS signs on SR 99 north and south of the city have been activated. We recently used them 
to alert drivers about Mercer Street ramp closures and an Alaskan Way Viaduct closure. The ITS 
signs on city streets are controlled from the City’s traffic management center, whereas the State 
controls the ITS signs on the highway system.  

First Avenue S. Work 
Seattle City Light is constructing concrete utility ducts under First Avenue S. for power lines that 
are currently on the viaduct. First Avenue S. will be closed through mid-June between Cherry 
Street and Yesler Way, and S. Washington Street and S. Main Street. The work is expected to be 
complete in mid- to late June. 

Construction Coordination 
Information on construction coordination between the program’s partner agencies was provided 
and an online tool that is used to keep track of construction coordination was presented. The tool 
is used to monitor short-term and long-term construction activities from the agencies, as well as 
private construction work throughout downtown Seattle and south of downtown. The agencies 
also coordinate through a Maintenance of Traffic Team that meets regularly to discuss 
construction issues. 

Waterfront Seattle 
More than 900 people attended the project’s second public design presentation on May 19. At the 
meeting James Corner and the project team presented some very early design ideas for the new 
waterfront. The presentation is posted at www.waterfrontseattle.org. We encourage working 
group members to pay attention to this project, especially in the fall when James Corner will 
come back with more detailed design concepts. 

Elliott Bay Seawall Project 
There are currently two “book-end” seawall replacement alternatives. The first alternative 
maintains the seawall in the same general location that it is at today. This alternative would look 
similar to the user, but the seawall may actually move inland by a few feet. The other alternative 
sets the seawall inland up to 50 to 70 feet near Pier 62 and 63. The goal is to begin construction 
while bored tunnel construction is underway. We anticipate construction of the new seawall 
would begin in approximately 2013. 
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Eugene Wasserman: Have you decided to appeal the court decision on the referendum? 
Answer: The State has until June 20 to appeal the judge’s ruling. The State Attorney General’s 
office is reviewing the judge’s ruling and weighing whether to recommend an appeal. 

Eugene Wasserman: Can you provide an updated program schedule each time we hold north 
portal working group meetings?  
Answer: Yes, we can send an email to members and provide a program schedule. We will try to 
send it to you in a format that is easy for you to distribute to your members. 

Eugene Wasserman: Can the seawall replacement and central waterfront project be part of our 
regular updates during future north portal working group meetings? 
Answer: Yes, we can provide an update at least every two to three months. 

Eugene Wasserman: When will the seawall design go to the voters?  
Answer: We cannot answer that yet. 

Eugene Wasserman: If you have not decided on the design of the seawall by the time it is time to 
build the roadway along the waterfront, can the new roadway be constructed without a decision 
on the seawall? 
Answer: We will have decided on the seawall design by then. The roadway is likely to be a fair 
distance away from the seawall. 

Eugene Wasserman: When will the seawall replacement construction need to be complete in 
order for you to construct the new roadway? 
Answer: The goal is to have the seawall complete by the start of viaduct demolition, which would 
be sometime in 2016. Once the viaduct is removed, we aim to start building the new roadway. 

Eugene Wasserman: What construction coordination site do you recommend, WSDOT or 
SDOT? 
Answer: This depends on where you are traveling. If you are traveling from Ballard to 
Duwamish, as you often do, I recommend the City of Seattle coordination website. 

Agenda Item #3 – S. Holgate Street to S. King Street Viaduct Replacement Construction 
Update 
Matt Preedy, WSDOT Director of South End Construction, provided an update on the south end 
viaduct replacement and south end construction staging. Mike Johnson, SDOT Project Manager, 
provided information on the Alaskan Way S. closure.  

SR 99 On- and Off- Ramps in SODO 
In February WSDOT relocated the SR 99 on- and off- ramps from First Avenue S. near the 
stadiums to S. Royal Brougham Way. Eventually, the relocated ramps will be part of the SR 99 
mainline detour route. WSDOT’s goal in relocating the northbound on-ramp was to have the 
ramp constructed within six weeks, and the contractor achieved that goal within three weeks. The 
project’s contractor, Skanska Civil USA, is moving to bring the project in ahead of schedule. 
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East Frontage Road S. 
East Frontage Road S. is now open to traffic. The new road serves as a north-south alternate 
route to First Avenue S. and also acts as a bypass route for the northbound Alaskan Way S. 
detour. It will act as a bypass route until the viaduct is removed in this area and the new S. 
Atlantic Street railroad bypass bridge is built, around the end of 2013. 

New Southbound SR 99 Roadway 
For the last four months WSDOT has been working on the SR 99 mainline bridge replacement.  
Foundations that extend 280 feet into the ground have been installed. Crews have completed 
approximately two-thirds of the pier caps for the new southbound bridge and have set four spans 
of girders. This area has the largest pre-stressed super girders that the state has ever set. The new 
SR 99 roadway is expected to be complete by the end of 2013. South end construction stages can 
be viewed in an interactive simulation found at wsdot.wa.gov/projects/viaduct/simulations/.We 
have committed to create similar construction staging tools for the bored tunnel portal areas.  

Reduced Capacity on SR 99 
The SR 99 corridor is now reduced from three to two lanes in each direction between the West 
Seattle Bridge and Seattle’s sports stadiums in order to make room for construction of the new 
southbound bridge. From June 10 through June 12 crews will close the viaduct to finish 
construction of temporary supports and remove an existing column that supports the northbound 
deck. 

Alaskan Way S. Closure 
Alaskan Way S. between S. Atlantic Street and S. Royal Brougham Way is closed. In this area 

crews are relocating the railroad track to the western side of Alaskan Way S. Crews are also 

building a multi-use bike/pedestrian trail along the western side of Alaskan Way S. Information 

on detours can be found on the program website. 


Ron Paananen also noted that WSDOT examined the current configuration on Alaskan Way and 

determined that one more northbound lane between Yesler Way and Spring Street, near the ferry 

terminal, may be added. WSDOT developed a design for this change, and it is included in the 

Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). The additional northbound lane would be added in 

the summer of 2012.  


Eugene Wasserman: Could someone send me an email with the details on the additional 

northbound Alaskan Way lane? 

Answer: Yes. 


Eugene Wasserman: Does the railroad track extend north into the central waterfront viaduct 

replacement project area? 

Answer: No, it stops at S. King Street. 

Eugene Wasserman: The S. Atlantic Street overpass means traffic doesn’t have to deal with the 
railroad track? 
Answer: Correct, the bridge will pass over the track. You will also be able to travel southbound 
from the central waterfront and over the railroad track without blockages.  
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Eugene Wasserman: When does the southern mile of the viaduct come down? 
Answer: The contractor is ahead of schedule and we are working with the contractor on an 
accelerated schedule. It will come down sooner than 2012, and the governor will make an 
announcement about this on June 3. When the demolition occurs, we will close the viaduct for 
nine days to allow implementation of the detour. 

Eugene Wasserman: When the viaduct is demolished in the south end, people will really start to 
notice changes. 
Answer: The public is already seeing changes. We had our first mainline impact in May, when 
we reduced SR 99 from three to two lanes of traffic. Travel times heading southbound on SR 99 
have increased during the evening commute peak hours; northbound SR 99 travel times have 
increased in the morning peak hours. We have provided a bus-only lane to encourage those who 
can to travel by bus. We have invested $125 million in transit, alternative routes and traveler 
information to prepare for this work. 

Eugene Wasserman: Do you think traffic during the south end construction work is going well 
based on what you had anticipated? 
Answer: Yes, I would say we are experiencing the level of traffic impacts that we had expected.  

Feedback from Working Group Members 
Do you have any feedback regarding the way the traffic has been managed during construction? 
Vince O’Halloran: I think the feedback that I have heard has been pretty positive.  

Max-Hepp Buchanan: The feedback that I have received from our members in the Cascade 
Bicycle Club is that the bike detour signage is confusing. It pushes bicyclists out into traffic and 
feels dangerous to users. Have you heard the same feedback? 
Answer: Yes, and we are aware of the issues. We try to correct signage as best we can and 
discuss it weekly with our construction teams. We also talked to bicyclists at a Bike to Work Day 
outreach booth to receive feedback as well. 

Eugene Wasserman: From this experience with the south end viaduct replacement construction, 
it seems that building the elevated structure would be easier than originally believed? 
Answer: The benefit of the S. Holgate to S. King Street Viaduct Replacement Project is that it is a 
side-by-side roadway. If we were to continue that same design all the way up the central 
waterfront, I suppose it might have been as easy, but to build a new stacked highway would have 
been quite different. We are able to keep the viaduct open during construction, but we wouldn’t 
be able to do that if we created a new elevated structure. 

Agenda Item #4 – Mercer West Update 
Eric Tweit SDOT Project Manager, provided an update on the Mercer West Project and the 
analysis that was conducted for West Mercer Place improvements.  

Mercer West Project Update  
The Mercer West Project recently completed 30 percent design for the widened underpass under 
Aurora Avenue and the two-way Mercer Street and Roy Street conversions. The current budget 
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for the project is $100 million, which covers the Aurora Avenue underpass and the two-way 
conversion, but there currently is nothing in the budget for improvements to West Mercer Place. 
The adopted budget identifies about 65 percent of funds. SDOT continues to be on target with 
design for the Mercer West Project, and the goal is to start construction at the end of 2012. 

West Mercer Place Alternatives 
SDOT evaluated five alternatives for improvements to West Mercer Place and has been 
discussing these with community groups and the public. Specifically, we evaluated whether a 
second lane stretching up the hill on West Mercer Place, which connects Elliott Avenue W. to 
Mercer Street, is needed. In addition, SDOT examined bike/pedestrian connections in this area. 
The alternative that would extend the two left-turn lanes on Elliott Avenue W. appears to be a 
lower cost alternative that would result in substantial travel time savings. 

Input received through our public process supports completing the left-turn lane extension on 
Elliott Avenue W. sooner rather than later. SDOT has decided to move forward on this 
improvement, with construction starting on June 13. During construction we will temporarily 
close a few lanes; however, all lanes will be open during peak traffic periods such as rush hour. 

Eugene Wasserman: So you have $65 million of $100 million identified for the Mercer West 
Project? 
Answer: Yes, it is more like $67.5 million. 

John Coney: When I see the estimate of more than 800 vehicles turning left onto West Mercer 
Place during peak hours for 2016, this becomes a major issue for people that live along the 
Mercer corridor and West Mercer Place. We know that you added 200 vehicles to this estimate 
to make it a conservative number. There are two major factors that will affect traffic patterns in 
this area during 2016-2017. The first is regarding tolling patterns and whether there will be 
variable tolls. Have you done modeling on variable tolling patterns? Second, have you done 
modeling on the Mercer corridor relating to the degree the central waterfront will remain open to 
trucking and freight during viaduct demolition? 
Answer: The projections SDOT completed for West Mercer Place do not assume tolling. In 
examining Mercer Street itself, we found very little changes in volumes as a result of tolling. 

John Coney: So you found tolling impacts minimal, given the knowledge you have on the tolling 
patterns? 
Answer: Yes, there were some reductions of volumes on Mercer Street, but it wasn’t enough to 
justify more analysis. Tolling is an issue as it relates to the proposed bored tunnel, but as it 
relates to Mercer West it doesn’t affect it a great deal. 

John Coney: Will you keep the central waterfront open to trucks and other vehicles during 2016 - 
2017 (during viaduct demolition and waterfront construction)? 
Answer: We intend to keep Alaskan Way open during demolition of the viaduct and construction 
of Alaskan Way improvements, but there may be lane reductions. We are also planning to add a 
second northbound lane near the ferry terminal during construction, which would remain 
through the duration of the seawall replacement and central waterfront work.  
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John Coney: Was keeping the waterfront open to traffic during construction in SDOT’s analysis 
for the West Mercer Place project? 
Answer: Yes, our analysis assumed that Alaskan Way is open with some reductions in 2016. 

Eugene Wasserman: When do you need a funding decision to meet the 2012 start date for the 
Mercer West Project? 
Answer: Ideally, we would want it this fall with the adoption of our 2012 budget, so that we know 
what we have for the year. We are funded through design, and we need all of the funding in 
place before we begin construction in 2012. 

Eugene Wasserman: If the Mercer West project gets delayed, would that impact any other 
projects? 
Answer: The component that is critical to the proposed bored tunnel’s north portal is having 
Mercer Street function as two-way under Aurora Avenue, so Broad Street can be closed for north 
access construction. 

Glenn Avery: The Queen Anne Community Council endorsed the extension of the turn lanes 
onto West Mercer Place. We ask that you evaluate the turn lanes once they are in operation to 
see what benefits they have achieved, before any other improvements are explored on West 
Mercer Place. We haven’t made a decision on any other particular alternatives affecting West 
Mercer Place. We did endorse the wider underpass under Aurora Avenue N., and I see you are 
proceeding with that. Our concerns are that construction would be underway when the viaduct 
comes down. We are also parties of an agreement with the Port of Seattle. Under that agreement 
there will be a traffic study done this September on that area. We will look at the study and make 
some comparisons to the previous year’s study, which might be helpful to you and your 
considerations on what to do in that area. 

Robert Nellams: Having six lanes on Mercer Street under Aurora Avenue is very important to 
the Seattle Center. On the eastern part of the Mercer Street project, are there any changes to the 
original concepts or design that we should know about? One thing Seattle Center is very 
concerned about is once the two-way Mercer Street is complete, Fifth Avenue N. and Mercer 
Street could become somewhat of a collision point. Is there anything that SDOT has done that 
can give us any comfort on this issue as you move forward with the project? 
Answer: We have completed the preliminary transportation analysis that goes with the project’s 
environmental impact statement. Specifically, looking at the intersection of Fifth Avenue N. and 
Mercer Street, we have a design that works pretty well. One issue that we have looked at is the 
left turn from Mercer Street to Fifth Avenue N., leading to your future garage entrance. 
Providing a double left turn at this location is an important feature for the Seattle Center. 

Robert Nellams: When does this group plan to discuss details on the Mercer East Project? 
Answer: The City of Seattle is holding an open house on June 8 that will include information on 
the Mercer East Project. 

Stephen DeForest: I am confused about the six Mercer Street lanes under Aurora Avenue. Has 
that decision been made, subject to available funding? Is the six lanes a fixed design or is it still 
up in the air? 
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Answer: Yes, that is what we are designing. The project budget in the 2011 Capital Improvement 
Program is based on a six-lane underpass. 

Eugene Wasserman: Will the funding for the Mercer West Project be part of the 2012 budget? 
Answer: It would be nice if it was, but we cannot guarantee it yet.  

Stephen DeForest: The Magnolia Community Club is skeptical with respect to your West Mercer 
Place traffic analysis. We remain very skeptical about the notion that a doubling of traffic in the 
peak hours will not significantly add congestion to that area. 

John Coney: The Uptown Alliance’s major concern is that throughout the Mercer West Project, 
and particularly in the heart of the Uptown area, there should be significant design improvements 
for bike and pedestrian safety, particularly on Roy Street. We are looking forward to seeing some 
detail on that and hope to see it soon. 

Agenda Item #5 – Bored Tunnel Alternative Update 
Linea Laird, WSDOT Director of Central and North End Projects, provided an update on the 
bored tunnel alternative environmental process and proposed construction timeline. 

Environmental Process 
WSDOT expects to publish the Final EIS in July. The Final EIS includes responses to all 
comments submitted for the 2004, 2006 and 2010 draft EIS documents. It includes analysis for 
the previous cut-and-cover tunnel and elevated structure alternatives, as well as the bored tunnel 
alternative. After the Final EIS is published, the Federal Highway Administration will prepare a 
Record of Decision, a public document that describes the project’s course of action and 
mitigation commitments. We expect the Record of Decision will be issued 30 days after the Final 
EIS is published. The Record of Decision means the environmental review process is complete. 
We will then issue a second notice to proceed and direct Seattle Tunnel Partners to begin final 
design and construction. 

Proposed Construction Timeline 
Some of the initial work that would take place is settlement mitigation, which would include 
compensation grouting for a few buildings and installation of micropile walls. Design and 
procurement of the tunnel boring machine would also be a critical step and can take up to 1.5 
years to complete. North end utility relocation would start in January 2012 and be completed in 
May 2012. Construction of tunnel operations buildings at both the north and south portals would 
start in 2013. Tunnel boring would start in mid-2013 and would take approximately 1.5 years, 
including assembly and disassembly of the machine. 

Eugene Wasserman: When would the north portal open, including on- and off- ramps? 
Answer: It would open at the same time that the tunnel would open, which is expected to be 
December 2015. At that point we could start demolition of the viaduct and decommission the 
Battery Street Tunnel. Additional surface street improvements and landscaping would occur 
after the tunnel is open to traffic. 
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Eugene Wasserman: Do you have the north portal cut-and-cover design yet? Can we have a 
presentation of that in the fall or whenever it is ready? 
Answer: The north portal cut-and-cover section is in preliminary design only. We would have 
final design when the second notice to proceed is issued. We can provide you that information at 
that time. 

Eugene Wasserman: If someone appeals the Record of Decision, to whom do they appeal? 
Would an appeal delay the project? 
Answer: They would appeal to the Federal Highway Administration. There is a six-month period 
to appeal a Record of Decision. There is some risk of an appeal. The project would only halt if 
the appeal included an injunction. 

Eugene Wasserman: Do you need a lawyer to appeal the Record of Decision and bring it in front 
of a judge? 
Answer: Yes. You can do many types of appeals, but the appeal process would be to a judge. 

Feedback from Working Group Members 
Do you have any unresolved questions about the environmental process or construction 
schedule? 
No feedback on this item. 

Agenda Item #6 – Action Items and Adjourn 
Bob Chandler thanked everyone for coming and reviewed the action items from the meeting. 

Actions Items: 
•	 Provide a schedule update regularly and in a format that working group members can 

distribute to community group members. 
•	 Provide Waterfront Seattle and Elliott Bay Seawall Replacement Project updates 


regularly at future north portal working group meetings. 

•	 Provide information on the bike/pedestrian amenities along Mercer Street in the Uptown 

neighborhood. 
•	 Send information to Eugene Wasserman regarding the proposed additional northbound 

lane on Alaskan Way between Yesler Way and Spring Street (near the ferry terminal). 

Eugene Wasserman: I suggest that you open up the north portal working group meetings to other 

community groups. I think you can invite Ballard District Council, Fremont and Wallingford 

neighborhoods, etc. 

Answer: We will consider that suggestion.
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