
1

Alaskan Way Viaduct
Stakeholder Advisory Committee

Open Space Evaluation
December 4, 2008



2

Enhance Seattle’s waterfront, 
downtown and adjacent 

neighborhoods as a place for people.

Guiding Principle 4, Measure 1:
Evaluate open space opportunities.
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Parks, Cultural and Recreational Facilities
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Alaskan Way Viaduct
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Existing Conditions – 180 foot right-of-way
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General Findings
• All scenarios result in a greater amount of open space within the Midtown 

Waterfront.

• Waterfront promenade would increase from an average of 
20 feet to between 40 and 106 feet in width. 

• In all scenarios a 12 to 20 foot sidewalk would be provided on the cityside where 
one does not currently exist.

• In all scenarios, negative leftover spaces would be reduced.

• Those scenarios without an elevated structure would open up the waterfront to 
improved views, visibility and sunlight.
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Enhance Waterfront, Downtown and 
Neighborhoods as Places for People

• Which, if any, of the scenarios live up to the potential of the waterfront and 
would create the kind of environment that Seattle deserves at the threshold 
to the city?

• Which would contribute to an interconnected system of open spaces?
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Amount of Open Space 
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The Waterfront Promenade

Optimal Promenade Section:

• 20’ “staying activity zone”

• 20-30’ linear recreation zone

• 14’ for streetcar (if included)

• 10’ sidewalk/loading zone 

• Any additional space accommodates 
kiosks, gardens, art, play areas, etc.

Findings:  
Scenarios A, B, C, F, G and H provide 
sufficient width to meet optimal 
promenade dimensions. 

Scenario D meets recommendation –
but 15’ is shaded.  

Scenario E does not meet 
recommendation.
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Scenario A and G: Surface Blvd and 
Cut/Cover Tunnel
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Scenario H: Lidded Trench
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Scenario B: Surface Boulevard
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Scenario C and F:  One-Way Couplets, 
Surface Blvd and Bored Tunnel
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Scenario D:  Elevated
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Scenario E:  Integrated Elevated



16

Trade-Offs Identified:
The One-Way Couplet in C and F: Has the most at grade open space and the 

shorter pedestrian crossing distances, making it easier to link activities on 
both sides of the street. 
But: improves the waterfront at expense of shifting significant traffic to 
Western Avenue and provides less access to the waterfront and emphasizes 
through movement over local access.

The Surface Boulevard in A and B: Creates a widened promenade.
But: devotes a larger proportion of the corridor to vehicular movement.

The Below Grade Alternatives in G and H: Create a widened promenade 
along the waterfront, and place traffic and noise below ground.
But: Scenario H introduces ventilation openings above grade and would limit 
crossings and accessibility south of Washington Street and its portals have 
negative impacts on open space at Pike Street and to access to the 
waterfront south of Washington Street.
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Scenario E: Integrated Elevated
• Poses some interesting possibilities but distinct challenges.

• The upper deck would provide panoramic views of the city skyline and 
Elliott Bay. 

• It would join other celebrated conversions of transportation structures into 
promenades, but it is not comparable in terms of scale and context.

• These converted facilities have eliminated all vehicular transportation 
functions.
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Scale Comparison
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More Specific Challenges - Scenario E:  At Grade
• Eliminates the waterfront roadway, which is a significant element to the 

openness of the waterfront, its identity and its accessibility.

• Narrow 40 foot promenade interrupted by stair and elevator towers. 

• No room for the Waterfront Streetcar.

• Inserts a structure that is nearly twice the width of the current viaduct between 
the historic city front and the historic piers, further separating the waterfront 
from downtown, crowding the corridor and creating impacts on views, visibility 
and solar access.

• Pedestrian mall quality to waterfront – more commercially oriented and tourist 
oriented and less public in nature.

• High noise levels on promenade at street ends where highway is not enclosed.

• Delivery and loading functions as well as emergency access compromise 
public use of promenade.

• Converts the east side of the Alaskan Way into a service corridor that is narrow 
and unattractive.
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More Specific Challenges –
Scenario E: Elevated Deck

• Promenade height above grade creates a disconnection from the 
surrounding city.

• Roof deck would be difficult to access, requiring using elevators, stairs or 
long ramps, except at Steinbrueck Park.

• With the exception of Steinbrueck Park, is not connected with or integrated 
as a part of other public spaces.

• Roof has average of six inches of soil - 50% paved, 50% grass or green 
roof, no trees or shrubs unless in pots.

• Public safety issues, difficult to police. 

• Emergency vehicle access and emergency exiting difficult.
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Adjacent Areas
Pioneer Square:

• All of the scenarios except D and E contribute to the visual open space 
qualities of the area and strengthen the relationship to the waterfront. The 
best way to improve the open space potential of the area would be to convert 
Pier 48 to recreational use.

Pike Place Market:

• In Scenarios A, B, C and F, the Alaskan Way surface street is extended to 
Elliott and Western, linking the waterfront to Belltown. 

• Scenarios G and E provide landscaped lids connecting to Steinbrueck Park.
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Conclusions
• Scenarios C, F and G minimize the amount of surface or elevated traffic on the 

waterfront as compared to other alternatives, which results in greater value for 

recreation and open space and significantly expands the amount of usable open 

space along the waterfront.

• Scenarios A, B and H have wider streets and more traffic, but still provide over 70 

feet of public space next to the water and the opportunity to develop a successful 

public space. 

• Scenario D is a modest improvement over the existing Viaduct, but the amount of 

unshaded open space is smaller than surface and tunnel options and noise is 

higher.
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Conclusions - Continued
• Scenario E is the least desirable option from an urban design and open space 

standpoint and, in some respects, is worse than the existing Viaduct. While E has 
the most open space overall, it provides a lower quality of public space and 
compromises the historic identity of the waterfront and access to it from the 
downtown. 

• The amount of open space that is created at grade along the waterfront in 
Scenarios B, C and F is comparable to that which would be created on the lid of 
Scenario E, but would be much more usable and contribute more positively to the 
urban waterfront. 

• One of the most important open space opportunities on the waterfront is the 
triangular parcel at Pine Street, approximately one acre in size. The quality of this 
open space and its connection to the water would be compromised by the large 
surface roadway in Scenarios G and H. The reroute of Alaskan Way would open 
it up to direct waterfront access in Scenario E.




