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Introduction
Downtown Seattle is the heart of the Puget 
Sound’s regional economy and a center of Pacific 
Northwest culture. Workers and residents, shop-
pers and tourists, freight and services make their 
way into and out of Seattle’s center every day. Al-
ready the largest and densest employment center 
in the State, the Seattle Central Business District 
is expected to add approximately 30,000 jobs by 
2030. During the same period, the downtown 
residential population is expected to more than 
double.

Figure 1 Seattle CBD Growth Forecasts

Year

Employment Population

Total

Growth 
(from 
2000)

Change 
(%) Total

Growth 
(from 
2000)

Change 
(%)

2000 137,038 - - 11,269 - -
2010 149,776 12,738 9% 16,078 4,809 43%
2020 164,680 27,642 20% 18,561 7,292 65%
2030 176,903 39,865 29% 23,242 11,973 106%
2040 185,262 48,224 35% 29,851 18,582 165%

Data Source: Puget Sound Regional Council, “2006 Sub-County (Small Area) Fore-
casts of Population and Employment, Central Puget Sound Region (Released Oct 
26th, 2006).” PSRC. http://psrc.org/data/forecasts/index.htm (accessed November 18, 
2007)

As it continues to grow, this thriving downtown 
and adjacent Center City neighborhoods will face 
unique transportation challenges and opportu-
nities due to distinctive internal geometry and 
surrounding geography. Careful planning will 
be necessary for Seattle to support this level of 
growth by moving people and goods in and out of 
downtown and the Center City.

What are the Center City’s geographic constraints?
Seattle’s center resembles an hourglass in both 
shape and function. People and goods funnel 
through heavily-trafficked north-south corridors 
into a narrow downtown core. Bounded on the 
west and east by Puget Sound and Lake Washing-
ton, and further tapered by I-5 to the east, down-
town Seattle has no room for horizontal spread 

New construction heralds growth in the CBD and creates chal-
lenges for surface street users
Source: Nelson\Nygaard

 Many modes share downtown streets.
Source: Center City Circulation Report

and little opportunity to expand road or parking 
capacity. Abrupt bluffs and steep slopes, man-
made railroad and highway structures, and wa-
ter bodies such as the Ship Canal and Duwamish 
River erect additional barriers in all directions 
between downtown and surrounding neighbor-
hoods. Within this narrow north-south dominated 
structure, pedestrians, cyclists, drivers, transit rid-
ers, and freight must all share existing rights of 
way.
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Seattle’s downtown streets offer a relatively good 
level of service for traffic. Though traffic colli-
sions, weather delays, or sporting events can sud-
denly gridlock the core, cars, transit, and trucks 
consistently flow at steady rates downtown even 
during major long-term capacity changes such as 
the 2005-2007 Transit Tunnel closure. Indeed, the 
Center City Circulation Report finds that bottle-
necks surrounding the downtown core efficiently 
meter vehicle entry, causing congestion on entry 
roadways, but allowing downtown streets to flow 
more freely. The worst congestion within down-
town is caused by entry and exit ramps to the two 
north-south highways – I-5 and the Alaskan Way 
Viaduct (SR 99).

The above-mentioned water bodies bounding 
downtown create the outer ring of bottlenecks. 
Freight, transit vehicles, general purpose vehicles, 
pedestrians and cyclists must cross and enter the 
center at limited bridge and ferry terminal access 
points. The second, inner ring stems from the in-
terface between the regional highway system and 
the downtown streets. SR 99 and I-5 are the ma-
jor regional routes into Seattle, with SR 520 and 
I-90 providing links eastward from I-5. Slowdowns 
arise when vehicles abruptly change setting and 
speed where freeway ramps join city streets. Ad-
ditionally within downtown, separate street grids 
collide at awkward angles at Denny, Olive Way/
Stewart Street, and Yesler Way. The resulting in-
terchanges combined with freeway ramp choke 
points limit vehicle entry to downtown, which 
maintains a comparatively steady flow on down-
town surface streets.1

How does downtown Seattle  
currently support different modes?
Physical barriers present unique challenges but 
also suggest creative solutions for future transpor-
tation excellence in Seattle. In order to accommo-
date additional trips on a grid that has little room 
to expand, Seattle policies and projects must sup-
port a rich mix of high-capacity modes. Bus transit 
will continue to be crucial to keep Seattle mov-
ing and meet the city’s economic, social justice, 
and environmental quality goals. Today Seattle is 
one of the largest major cities in the nation with a 
primarily bus-based transit system. Close to 650 
buses per hour travel through downtown at rush 

�	 	City of Seattle, 2003, “Center City Circulation Report” 

Signage provides transit customers with directions on how to 
access the system.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard

Highway ramps slow traffic and pedstrians alike.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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hour; this includes in-service and out-of-service 
transit vehicles operating on downtown surface 
streets and transit facilities. Keeping this number 
of buses moving reliably requires significant dedi-
cated rights-of-way. Accommodating all the tran-
sit vehicles traveling through downtown creates a 
physical challenge and the sheer number of bus 
routes can make it difficult for customers to eas-
ily understand the system. Current and develop-
ing infrastructure, including the upgraded Transit 
Tunnel, transit-priority 3rd Avenue, Link Light Rail, 
streetcars, and expanded express bus service will 
all help to enhance transportation choices and 
make transit a viable option for growing numbers 
of residents.

Cyclists and pedestrians confront steep hills and 
man-made barriers entering downtown from 
many directions, whether crossing water, cliffs, 
highways, or railroads. However, access from 
some neighborhoods to the north and south is 
mostly flat, offering opportunities to increase 
non-motorized travel. The new Seattle Bicycle 
Master Plan and upcoming Seattle Pedestrian 
Master Plan seek to fill gaps in the non-motorized 
transportation network. As more people and jobs 
move downtown, biking and walking will become 
increasingly important for travel to and within the 

Center City. Still, large distances, steep slopes, 
and weather will limit these modes’ capacity to 
absorb trips. 

Travelers crossing Seattle’s water bodies face 
lengthening ferry queues, difficult terminal-to-
downtown connections, and congested bridges. 
Freight and general traffic compete for road ca-
pacity especially near port terminals and along 
regional highways. Restructuring Colman Dock, 
revamping ferry service, and deciding the best fu-
ture for the Alaskan Way Viaduct all offer great 
opportunity for improvement. Expanded passen-
ger-only ferry service also offers an opportunity to 
move people into downtown Seattle from around 
the region without introducing additional vehicu-
lar traffic on downtown streets.

The following sections in “Transportation in the 
City Center Today” will cover in more depth the 
current Center City experience for transit riders, 
cyclists, pedestrians, freight, and general-purpose 
vehicle traffic. Seattle faces difficult challenges in 
maintaining mobility to and through downtown 
and must proactively work to integrate plans, 
projects and services to achieve its goals. 

Travel in the City Center Today
Thousands of people flow in and out of Seattle’s 
Center City each day, commuting from nearby Se-
attle neighborhoods, traveling through the region, 
and arriving from other parts of the nation and 
the world. Though the vast number and variety 
of these trips make exact quantification difficult, 
this section begins to answer broad questions re-
garding who comes to the Center City, how they 
travel, and what are common trip origins and  
destinations.

What is the total weekday  
daily travel in and out of the CBD?
Demand for travel has a direct correlation with 
economic health. In a strong economy, employees 
must travel to work, the goods and services they 
produce require delivery, and travel for recreation 
and shopping increases. On an average weekday, 
approximately 240,000 vehicles and 85,000 transit 
passengers enter downtown Seattle; additionally, 
up to 2,500 bicyclists and thousands of pedestri-
ans travel into and around downtown each day. 

Seattle’s topography creates challenges for pedestrians and 
cyclists.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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Figure 2 shows the number of vehicles entering 
downtown each weekday from three landside ap-
proaches based on 2005 data. Some trips crossing 
into downtown travel through to adjacent Center 
City neighborhoods, such as First Hill, Capitol Hill, 
South Lake Union, Uptown and South Downtown. 
The screenline tallies in Figure 2 include all vehi-
cles and transit passengers entering downtown 
surface streets and transit facilities.2  Vehicles by-
passing downtown on SR 99 are not counted in 
the screenline totals.

Approximately 7% of the vehicles and 21% of tran-
sit passengers entering downtown on weekdays 
do so during a single hour during the morning 
peak (Figure 3). Totaling all visitors to downtown 
over the course of a day, 27% arrive on transit. By 
comparison, during this peak morning hour, 51% 
of those entering downtown are transit passen-
gers. This suggests a stronger reliance on transit 
to make fixed commute trips; it is also reflective 
of the higher level of transit service available at 
this time.

What are the weekday traffic volumes on downtown 
streets and highways?
Weekday vehicle volumes in downtown Seattle 
vary from street to street. Multiple factors affect a 
street’s vehicle-carrying capacity, including:

Number of lanes

Lane width

On-street parking

Access control

Signal progression

Heavy vehicles, such as trucks and buses 

Crossing pedestrians 

Driveways 

The Seattle Department of Transportation (SDOT) 
uses automatic devices placed throughout the city 
to systematically count vehicles. Figure 4 docu-
ments the average weekday traffic volumes re-
corded by SDOT counters in 2006. 

I-5 weekday traffic volumes range between 
235,000 and 241,000 vehicles per day, includ-
ing traffic on the reversible express lanes.

�	 	Screenline	is	a	generic	term	for	an	imaginary	line	that	bisects	one	or	
more	roadways	or	transit	facilities	allowing	planners	to	quantify	differ-
ent	aspects	(temporal,	mode,	etc.)	of	travel.
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The segment of the Alaskan Way Viaduct 
(AWV) north of Seneca carries 92,500 vehicles 
per day.

Aurora Avenue (SR 99) north of Denny Way, 
and the AWV south of the First Avenue ramps, 
each carry under 90,000 vehicles per day.

Excluding 3rd Avenue, each of the city’s north-
south avenues from First to Sixth carries about 
15,000 to 20,000 vehicles per day in the down-
town core.

North-south streets in the Denny Regrade area 
carry traffic volumes roughly half of those 
seen in the core. 

West of the I-5 ramps, Mercer Street carries 
about 39,000 eastbound vehicles per day, and 
westbound Valley Street carries about 36,000 
vehicles. Here, Mercer and Valley act as a one-
way couplet, though Valley Street is two-way.

Denny Street is a 4/5 lane arterial and carries 
between 30,000 and 35,000 vehicles per day 
between Elliott Avenue and I-5.

What is the total north-south  
vehicle demand on downtown streets?
Downtown Seattle is characterized by steep to-
pography on east-west streets and very limited to-
tal right-of-way on its avenues, which are aligned 
north-south. The downtown road and signal sys-
tems are designed to facilitate travel on north-
south roadways where demand is highest and 
grades and geometric challenges are least severe. 
Figure 5 illustrates daily volumes of vehicles and 
persons crossing a Madison Street screenline on 
each north-south street and through underground 
transit facilities. 

The height of the pink bars represents vehicle vol-
umes, including the total number of both single 
occupant (SOV) and high occupancy (HOV) ve-
hicles crossing Madison. The combined height 
of the blue bars illustrates how many people the 
facility moves in a day, totaling all passengers in 
SOV, HOV, and transit vehicles.

While each surface street individually carries a 
far lower volume of vehicles and persons com-
pared to the AWV and I-5, the north-south surface 
streets combined carry significant volumes of traf-
fic (Figure 6). Together, all north-south streets car-
ry slightly fewer daily vehicles than the AWV but 
transport far more people. This is because more 
of the vehicles on city streets are transit buses 
rather than private cars.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Figure 2 2005 Daily Inbound Vehicles and Transit Riders Entering Downtown Surface Streets
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Figure 3 2005 AM Peak Hour Inbound Vehicles and Transit Riders Entering Downtown Surface Streets
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Figure 4 2006 Average Weekday Traffic Volumes
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Figure 5 2005 Total Daily Vehicles and Persons Crossing Madison Street Screenline 

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 6 2005 Total Daily Vehicles and Persons Crossing Madison Street Screenline (Surface Streets Combined)

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 7 2005 PM Peak Hour Vehicles and Persons Crossing Madison Street Screenline (Surface Streets Combined)

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Comparing the number of persons moved over 
an entire day on downtown streets (Figure 6) to 
the number of persons moved solely during peak 
hours (Figure 7) further emphasizes the greater 
efficiency of moving people via high occupancy 
modes, such as transit. During peak times, gen-
eral-purpose auto movement is limited and curb 
parking is restricted on certain downtown surface 
streets to ensure more buses can move reliably 
through the CBD. As a result of the increased 
transit movement, surface streets carry a sub-
stantially higher proportion of the total people 
moving through downtown during peak periods 
compared to throughout the day. During one hour 
in the PM peak, north-south surface streets carry 
approximately 40,000 persons; three-quarters of 
these are transit riders. 

How many vehicles traveling on the AWV, downtown 
streets, and I-5 bypass downtown Seattle?
Figures 8 and 9 show the percent of vehicle trips 
crossing screenlines north and south of down-
town during AM and PM peak hours that have a 
final destination in downtown. This calculation is 
done separately for SR 99, all downtown surface 
streets combined, and I-5. Data is from the City of 
Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005).

The vast majority of AM peak hour trips (80%) that 
cross King Street on I-5 are not going to destina-
tions in downtown, South Lake Union or Uptown. 
About 70% of I-5 southbound traffic crossing Den-
ny Way in the AM peak hour bypasses downtown 
and SoDo. Approximately 35% of southbound ve-
hicle trips on SR 99 at a point north of Denny Way 
exit to a destination in the CBD or South Down-
town (this includes vehicles exiting at the Aurora/
Denny ramps to enter downtown). In the north-
bound direction, about 45% of SR 99 traffic cross-
ing a King Street screenline exits the freeway for 
destinations in downtown, uptown or South Lake 
Union. Vehicles entering on surface streets are 
more likely to be destined for downtown or near 
downtown neighborhoods. However, depending 
on the time of day and direction, 20% to 45% of ve-
hicles crossing the screenlines on surface streets 
are bound for destinations outside downtown and 
the other near downtown neighborhoods included 
in this analysis. Some of these trips may be cross-
ing screenlines bound for highway on-ramps or 
traveling to neighborhoods just east of I-5.

How do people travel to downtown ?
Figures 10 and 11 show the  modes of travel used by 
people coming to downtown from various parts of the 
city and region. The data is based on 2005 travel pat-
tern estimates from the Seattle Travel Demand Mod-
el. This model was calibrated against other sources 
such as the U.S. Census and the Puget Sound Re-
gional Council’s Household Travel Survey.

Figure 10 illustrates that a large number of residents 
in neighborhoods within one-half mile of downtown 
walk or bike to jobs. In most Seattle neighborhoods 
more than a mile from downtown there is a relative 
balance of people that drive and use transit to reach 
jobs downtown. Figure 11 shows clearly that transit 
is a less attractive option for non-work trips, as the 
number of people using transit to reach downtown 
drops dramatically in most zones when all trips are 
accounted for rather than just work trips. Combined 
transit and non-motorized mode share is lowest for 
people traveling from east of Lake Washington, Sno-
homish County and South King County.

In the version of the Seattle Travel Demand Model 
used to produce this data, carpool trips are exagger-
ated due to model calibration issues (this is being cor-
rected for future evaluation).

Mode share from Kitsap County is not illustrated in 
Figures 10 and 11 because the Seattle travel demand 
model has not been calibrated for projecting cross-
sound travel.  The 2000 U.S. Census home to work 
data shows the following mode share from Kitsap 
County to downtown Seattle:

Single occupant driving: 23%

Carpools and vanpools: 8%

Transit: 10%

Walk/Bike: 59%

This data is based on a U.S. Census question that 
asks respondent to indicate their primary mode of 
travel to work. People who drive onto the ferry can 
choose either mode (SOV or ferry). Those who indi-
cate they drive are counted as SOV or carpool trips 
and those who say they use the ferry are counted as 
transit trips. People who indicated that they walk or 
bicycle clearly use the ferry system to cross the Puget 
Sound. Due to this reporting, it is difficult to assess 
the actual share of access modes to the ferry sys-
tem and how many drive trips use Washington State 
ferries versus driving around the Sound. Section 3C 
provides more specific data about ferry access at Col-
man Dock in Seattle.

•

•

•

•
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Figure 8 Percent of Trips on SR 99, City Streets, and I-5 Traveling to CBD and SoDo (2005) at Screenline North of Denny Way
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Figure 9 Percent of Trips on AWV, City Streets, and I-5 Traveling to CBD and South Lake Union/Uptown (2005)  
at Screenline South of King Street

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 10 Mode Share for Work Trips to Seattle CBD (Daily, 2005)

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 11 Mode Share for All Trips to Seattle CBD (Daily, 2005)

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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How has mode share changed over time?

The United States Census “Journey-to-Work” data 
offer a source of commute mode share information. 
Figure 12 provides a summary of this data for Cen-
sus years 1980, 1990 and 2000 for downtown Seattle 
(CBD) and the Denny Regrade. The percent of overall 
work trips to the CBD made by transit dropped by over 
8% between 1980 and 1990. The percent increased 
slightly between 1990 and 2000. Correspondingly, 
drive alone commuting increased 10% between 1980 
and 1990 and dropped 5% in the next decade. Over-
all, a higher percentage of commuters were driving in 
2000 than in 1980. During the same period, Denny 
Regrade, a neighborhood abutting downtown, saw 
the opposite trend: its transit commute mode share 
increased by 5%, with a similar drop in drive alone 
work trips to the area. The number of walk and bike 
commute trips rose significantly in both the CBD and 
Denny Regrade.Relatively stagnant downtown mode 
shares for transit do not mean absolute transit rider-
ship is not growing. Rather, transit system enhance-
ments are simply keeping up with regional population 
growth.

Figure 12 Work Trip Travel Mode Shares (from Home to 
Seattle CBD and Denny Regrade Areas) 

Home to Seattle CBD for Work 

 
Drive 
Alone Carpool Transit

Bike/
Walk Ferry Other

1980 35.7% 16.6% 43.7% 3.2% N/A 0.8%

1990 45.5% 13.7% 34.3% 3.7% 1.9% 0.9%
2000 40.9% 13.3% 36.9% 4.9% 3.1% 0.9%

Home to Denny Regrade for Work

1980 55.6% 19.1% 20.0% 3.6% N/A 1.7%

1990 56.2% 15.6% 20.5% 5.1% 1.0% 1.6%

2000 50.4% 14.1% 24.8% 6.8% 2.1% 1.8%

Source:  Puget Sound Regional Council, Puget Sound Tends, No. T22, March 2004.

How do Seattle’s commute mode  
shares compare to peer cities?
Figure 13 provides a comparison of Journey-to-Work 
mode share to the Central Business District in Seattle 
and five U.S. peer cities: Portland, San Francisco, 
Denver, Minneapolis and Boston. Peer comparisons 
are a common way to benchmark transportation sys-
tem performance, but must be used cautiously as 
no two urban areas have directly comparable condi-
tions.

A greater percentage of journey-to-work trips are 
made in non-SOV modes in Seattle than in Portland, 
Seattle’s most comparable northwest peer. Seattle 
also has a higher non-SOV commute mode split than 
Denver or Minneapolis, which have similar population 
levels. Among the five peer cities, only San Francisco 
and Boston have higher downtown parking prices 
than Seattle and comparable levels of highway con-
gestion. Seattle’s transit mode share is relatively high, 
given it is the only peer city with no all-day rail service. 
Cities such as San Francisco and Boston have multi-
ple rail systems, including light rail or subway service 
in urban neighborhoods and heavy rail serving more 
distant commuter markets. Seattle has the highest 
transit mode share of any U.S. city that does not have 
a heavy rail subway (New York, Chicago, San Fran-
cisco, Boston, Washington D.C. and Philadelphia all 
have higher transit mode shares than Seattle). 

Intersection in Westlake Center, Seattle’s downtown shopping 
district.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard



FACT SHEET: Transportation in the Center City Today

3A-17January 2008

Figure 13 Journey to Work Mode Share (CBD) in Seattle and Peer Cities
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Why are people traveling to the Center City?
Figure 14 shows trip purpose, simplified to work or 
non-work trips, for all daily trips from throughout the 
region to the city of Seattle (including internal trips) 
and all trips to downtown Seattle (including internal 
trips). Data is from the Seattle travel demand mod-
el for 2005. The large majority of trips made on city 
streets are for non-work purposes.

What is the quality of travel in the Center City?
All travelers have favorite transportation routes 
and modes. In Seattle, these might include catch-
ing a view of Elliott Bay from the Viaduct, reading 
a book on a Sound Transit Express Bus, or en-
joying mountain vistas from a Washington State 
Ferry. Transportation analyses focus most often 
on measures of mobility that include travel time, 
intersection and roadway delay, and available 
capacity. These are important metrics, but they 
neglect travel quality in terms of both personal 
experience and the ability to access specific desti-
nations or types of destinations. However, quan-
titative data do illuminate certain aspects of the 
system user’s experience. This section discusses 
arterial roadway Level of Service and subsequent 
sections discuss measures of transit user and non-
motorized traveler quality of service. 

Level of service (LOS) is an indicator of the quality 
or comfort of travel. For vehicular traffic on arte-
rial streets, it is associated with the average delay 
per vehicle at an intersection. This measure does 
not place any value on the number of people in a 
vehicle, and thus counts the aggregate delay that 
30 passengers on a transit vehicle experience the 
same as the delay to a single occupant vehicle 
waiting at the same traffic light. Figure 15 shows 
the simple A to F grading system based on sec-
onds of delay that traffic engineers use to calcu-
late LOS.

Figure 15 Level of Service Definitions

LOS
Signalized Control Delay per Vehicle 

(sec/veh)
A 0-10
B >10-20
C >20-35
D >35-55
E >55-80
F >80

Source: Highway Capacity Manual (HCM 2000, Transportation Research Board)

Figures 16 shows the average in-direction3 LOS 
for key travel corridors in downtown and adjacent 
Center City neighborhoods during the PM peak 
hour. Figures 17 and 18 show the average AM and 
PM peak hour LOS for key intersections (all move-
ments) in the Center City in 2006. Most downtown 
streets experience relatively minimal levels of in-
tersection delay for a major urban CBD. Increas-
ingly, thriving urban centers around the United 
States are relaxing LOS standards, realizing that 
congested urban arterials are the reality in any 
city with a healthy economy, and that building 
more travel lanes to lessen delay simply attracts 
more vehicles. Drivers traveling on downtown Se-
attle surface streets experience relatively little de-
lay compared to many large U.S. cities, because 
highway ramps, intersecting street grids, natural 
grades, and water features meter traffic flow onto 
downtown streets.

�	 	 Intersection	 LOS	 commonly	 measures	 all	 through	 movements	 at	 an	
intersection.	 In	this	case,	Figure	�6	only	shows	the	delay	 in	the	main	
travel	direction	on	the	illustrated	corridor.	This	provides	a	more	accu-
rate	representation	of	quality	of	travel	for	vehicles	traveling	along	the	
identified corridor.

Figure 14 2005 Daily Person Trips to Seattle and Downtown by Trip Purpose
Work Trips Non-Work Trips Total Trips

To City of Seattle 798,500 (31%) 1,795,100 (69%) 2,593,600 (100%)

To Downtown Seattle 215,100 (45%) 267,300 (55%) 482,400 (100%)

Source: Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 16 PM Peak Hour Average Intersection Delay for Movements in Corridor Direction Only (2006)
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Figure 17 AM Peak Hour Intersection Levels of Service (2006)
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Figure 18 PM Peak Hour Intersection Levels of Service (2006)
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State Route 99 and Interstate-5
What is the history of  
Seattle’s downtown freeways?
Originally part of the national highway system, US 
99 was routed through downtown Seattle streets. 
When the Alaskan Way Viaduct (AWV) was com-
pleted on April 4, 1953, the routing was transferred 
to this new limited access highway (State Route 
99) that runs along the Elliott Bay waterfront in Se-
attle’s Industrial District and downtown. The AWV 
follows previously existing railroad lines, running 
above the Alaskan Way surface street from the en-
trance of Belltown’s Battery Street Tunnel in the 
north to S. Nevada Street in the south. North of 
the Battery Street Tunnel, the SR 99 route contin-
ues on Aurora Avenue, a limited access surface 
street.

SR 99 is the smaller of the two major north-south 
traffic corridors traveling through Seattle Center 
City. I-5 is the primary north-south highway serv-
ing the West Coast of the United States, stretching 
from San Diego to the Canadian border with Brit-
ish Columbia. The central segment of Interstate-5 
in Seattle was developed in the alignment of the 
planned Eastside Expressway – a project con-
ceived in the 1950s to be funded by road tolls. It 
is notable that the alignment was developed with 
the idea that all users of the road would use it to 
reach downtown. Road planners cut the route 
through heavily populated areas and downtown 
in order to ensure tolls would be sufficient to sup-
port the project. Today I-5 in Seattle is a complex 
series of roadways and ramps, including a main-
line highway, a collector distributor (CD) roadway 
that connects on- and off-ramps in the Center City 
to the mainline and a reversible direction express 
lane system that allows traffic flowing to and from 
the north to bypass congestion caused by on- and 
off-ramps on the mainline and CD roadways. 

Do the central sections of  
I-5 and SR 99 serve the same function?
The Alaskan Way Viaduct (SR 99) was constructed 
largely as a downtown bypass roadway. A limited 
number of ramps serve the downtown between 
the Battery Street Tunnel and Royal Brougham. 
While it provides excellent direct access to down-
town for a few neighborhoods, such as West Se-

attle, the AWV is perhaps valued most by people 
making relatively short-distance trips bypassing 
downtown. Access to downtown from the AWV 
was not optimized at the time it was built. For ex-
ample, southbound vehicles exiting the Battery 
Street Tunnel onto the Viaduct must travel com-
pletely past the downtown business core before 
exiting the highway. In contrast, I-5 is designed 
to provide regional access to the Center City and 
has numerous ramps that feed the downtown 
business core, retail district, and neighborhoods 
just north and south of downtown. This explains 
in part why congestion on I-5 is much more se-
vere and long lasting, since many vehicles use the 
facility to travel through the region, and a large 
amount of local access traffic exits and merges 
onto the facility from downtown ramps.

How has traffic on the Alaskan Way Viaduct  
segment of SR 99 changed over time?
Figure 19 shows historic traffic volumes on SR 99 at 
a point south of Columbia Street. Traffic volumes 
increased steadily on the Alaskan Way Viaduct 
from the time of the first counts in 1961 through 
the mid-1990s. The period following the opening 
of I-5 was an exception to this trend. Since 1995, 
traffic volumes have been very stable, rising or 
falling only a few percent each year. In 2001, lane 
closures on the Alaskan Way Viaduct due to the 
Nisqually Earthquake caused a temporary drop in 
SR 99 traffic to and through downtown. 

How does this compare to traffic growth on I-5?
Similar to trends on SR 99, traffic growth on I-5 in-
creased steadily from the 1970s through the mid-
1990s. I-5 traffic volumes have stabilized between 
280,000 and 290,000 average weekday daily ve-
hicles (South of Columbia Street). Figure 20 com-
pares 30 years of growth on I-5 and SR 99, show-
ing the mid-1990s peaks on both roadways.
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Figure 19 Historic Weekday Traffic Volumes on the Alaskan Way Viaduct South (South of Columbia Street)

Figure 20 Historic Weekday Traffic Volumes on Interstate-5 and Alaskan Way Viaduct (South of Columbia Street)
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How do traffic volumes fluctuate over the course  
of the day on SR 99 and I-5?
Figures 21 and 22 show the traffic volumes on 
SR 99 at Holgate Street by hour over the course 
of a typical weekday in both directions. Traffic 
volumes on SR 99 peak at traditional commute 
peak times, between 7:00 AM and 8:00 AM and 
between 4:30 PM and 5:30 PM. In both the north-
bound and southbound directions, hourly traffic 
volumes during the midday (between 10:00 AM 
and 2:30 PM) are less than half those of the peak 
hour.

Figures 23 and 24 show similar data for I-5 at Mar-
ion Street. Unlike SR 99, volumes on I-5 north-
bound peak in the AM (7:00 AM) and remain rela-
tive high in both directions until the end of the PM 
peak hour (5:30 PM). On I-5 southbound volumes 
hit a morning high, drop slightly in the late morn-
ing, then climb steadily from noon to the end of 
the PM peak period.

Figure 25 shows traffic volumes by hour for the I-5 
express lanes at Marion Street. The express lanes 
switch direction midday (southbound in AM, 
northbound in PM) and are closed between mid-
night and 4:00 AM. The express lane system of I-5 
has a more traditional peaking pattern with high 
volumes at the peak hours dropping off quickly 
toward the midday and into the evening.

The trend lines for SR 99 and I-5 hourly traffic 
volumes illustrate that the much better level of 
downtown access provided by I-5 combined with 
its importance as a regional through facility cre-
ates much stronger demand throughout the day.

Aerial view of I-5.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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Figure 21 SR 99 Northbound Hourly Volumes for a Typical Weekday at Holgate Street (2007)
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Figure 22 SR 99 Southbound Hourly Volumes for a Typical Weekday at Holgate Street (2007)
SR 99 Southbound Hourly Volumes for a Typical Weekday @ Holgate Street
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Figure 23 Interstate-5 Northbound Mainline/Collector Distributor Roadway Hourly Volumes  
for a Typical Weekday at Madison Street (2007)I-5 Hourly Northbound Volumes for a Typical Weekday @ Madison Street
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Figure 24 Interstate-5 Southbound Mainline/Collector Distributor Roadway Hourly Volumes  
for a Typical Weekday at Madison Street (2007)

I-5 Hourly Southbound Volumes for a Typical Weekday @ Madison Street
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Figure 25 Interstate-5 Express Lanes (Reversible) Hourly Volumes for a Typical Weekday at Madison Street (2007)I-5 Reversible Lane Hourly Volumes for a Typical Weekday @ Madison Street
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What are the origin and destination points for 
vehicles traveling on SR 99 and I-5 in Center City?
No detailed survey of SR 99 or I-5 travelers in Se-
attle Center City has been completed in recent 
years, making it difficult to pinpoint specifically 
who is using each facility and where they are go-
ing. The graphics in this section use data from the 
Seattle travel demand model (2005) to illustrate 
the origins and destinations of vehicles using 
Center City segments of the two highways during 
the AM and PM peak hours. This analysis does not 
connect specific origins and destinations, but uses 
model outputs to evaluate the percent of total ve-
hicle trips at a point or on an identified segment of 
the highway that starts or ends in a specific neigh-
borhood or area outside Seattle.

Figures 26 through 29 show origins and destina-
tions (by percent) of all vehicles traveling on the 
Alaskan Way Viaduct (SR 99) at its peak volume 
point between the Columbia Street and the First 
Avenue South ramps. This is the peak load point 
for the AWV and captures all vehicles traveling 
north on the Central Viaduct (first northbound 
off-ramp is at Seneca) and most of the vehicles 
that enter the Battery Street Tunnel. This data is 
shown separately for the AM three-hour and the 
PM three-hour peak periods. Each graphic shows 
origins and destinations for vehicles traveling in 
a single direction (either northbound or south-
bound). All data is generated by the Seattle travel 
demand model and is for the year 2005. 

Figures 30 through 33 show origins and desti-
nations (by percent) of vehicles traveling on the 
segment of I-5 between a point south of the I-90 
interchange to a point north of the Mercer ramps, 
during the AM three-hour or PM three-hour peak 
period. Due to the number of I-5 ramps in the Cen-
ter City, it is difficult to accurately portray vehicle 
origins and destinations at a select point in the 
roadway. Each graphic shows origins and desti-
nations for vehicles traveling in a single direction 
(either northbound or southbound). The graphics 
also show the total number of vehicles that enter 
the identified segment of I-5 (from the mainline, 
express lanes and all ramps) during that peak 
hour. All data is generated by the Seattle travel 
demand model and is for year 2005.

How many vehicles use SR 99 and I-5  
on- and off-ramps in the Center City?

A separate analysis completed as part of the Alas-
kan Way Viaduct and Seawall Replacement Proj-
ect (AWVSRP) Draft Environmental Impact State-
ment (DEIS) analyzed weekday afternoon peak 
hour traffic volumes on the AWV and Center City 
ramps. The graphic from Exhibit 4-9 of the DEIS 
Appendix C, March 2004 is reproduced here as 
Figure 34. This figure is based on somewhat-dat-
ed 2002 data but trend information indicates that 
travel patterns on the Viaduct have changed little 
in recent years.

Graphics similar to Figure 34 (SR 99) were devel-
oped for I-5 as part of this study using data provid-
ed by the Washington State Department of Trans-
portation. Due to the complexity of I-5 roadways 
and ramps, three separate graphics were devel-
oped. Figure 35 shows the mainline and collector 
distributor ramp volumes. Figure 36 shows the 
express lane ramp volumes.
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Figure 26 PM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Northbound Vehicles on SR 99  
(2005, Between Columbia and First Ave South Ramps)

Source: City of Seattle Travel Demand Model (2005)
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Figure 27 PM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Southbound Vehicles on SR 99  
(2005, Between Columbia and First Ave South Ramps)
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Figure 28 AM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Northbound Vehicles on SR 99  
(2005, Between Columbia and First Ave South Ramps)
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Figure 29 AM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Southbound Vehicles on SR 99  
(2005, Between Columbia and First Ave South Ramps)
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Figure 30 PM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Northbound Vehicles on Interstate-5  
(2005, south of I-90 interchange to north of Mercer ramps)
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The total vehicle trips 
on this segment of 
Northbound I-5 is 
45,200, including trips 
that travel the entire 
segment or only part of 
the segment between 
Mercer Street and I-90.
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Figure 31 PM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Southbound Vehicles on  Interstate-5  
(2005, north of Mercer ramps to south of I-90 interchange)
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The total vehicle trips 
on this segment of 
Southbound I-5 is 
37,300, including trips 
that travel the entire 
segment or only part of 
the segment between 
Mercer Street and I-90.
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Figure 32 AM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Northbound Vehicles on  Interstate-5  
(2005, south of I-90 interchange to north of Mercer ramps)
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The total vehicle trips 
on this segment of 
Northbound I-5 is 
34,600, including trips 
that travel the entire 
segment or only part of 
the segment between 
Mercer Street and I-90.
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Figure 33 AM Peak Period (3 Hour) Origins and Destinations for Southbound Vehicles on  Interstate-5  
(2005, north of Mercer ramps to south of I-90 interchange)
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Figure 35 Weekday PM Peak Hour Traffic Volumes on Interstate-5 Mainline Roadways and Ramps (2006)
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Figure 36 Weekday PM Peak Hour Traffic Volumes on Interstate-5 Reversable Express Lanes and Collector/Distributor Lanes (2006)
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How important is SR 99 for transit?
A number of King County Metro transit routes use 
the Alaskan Way Viaduct segments of SR 99 to ac-
cess downtown from the south. The AWV serves 
as key route for services entering downtown from 
West Seattle, Burien, White Center and points 
south. These include both express service and lo-
cal buses that operate as express into downtown 
via the Viaduct, such as routes 21 Express, 37 Ex-
press, 54, 55, 56 Express, 113, 120, and 125. These 
routes are bound for downtown and operate on 
surface streets within the downtown core; there-
fore, they benefit only from the limited access 
segments of SR 99 south of downtown. No transit 
routes use the AWV to bypass downtown Seattle. 
All transit routes that enter SR 99 north of Denny 
do so via the Denny ramps or streets in the South 
Lake Union/Uptown area.

At King Street, approximately 16% of the total per-
son trips on SR 99 during the PM peak hour were 
on transit vehicles in 2005. Looking at SR 99 just 
north of Denny Way, roughly 21% of northbound 
peak hour person travel on SR 99 was on transit.

SR 99 creates an important benefit to transit by 
carrying traffic that might otherwise cause con-
gestion on the downtown street grid, where most 
buses operate. Today, over 650 buses uses Seat-
tle Center City surface streets and transit facilities 
at the PM peak hour; this includes both in-service 
and out-of-service vehicles. Growth and mode 
shift will create ever-increasing transit demand 
that will require more vehicles and lane capacity 
allocation to ensure that speed and reliability are 
maintained into the future.

Section 3B on “Transit Service, Characteristics 
and Use” in this Briefing Book provides more in-
formation on transit services, ridership and vehi-
cle volumes.

How much freight and delivery traffic uses SR 99?
SR 99 is an important route for local and some 
regional freight traffic. While it does not carry as 
many large, multi-axle trucks as I-5, SR 99 is an 
important route for local freight movement, deliv-
ery trucks and construction vehicles. Counts con-
ducted in 2007 at Holgate show that about 4,200 
trucks per day use SR 99: 2,200 in the northbound 
direction and 2,000 in the southbound direction. 
Of these, about 65% were light trucks with two ax-
les, 13% were medium-sized trucks with three to 
four axles, and 23% were heavy trucks with five or 
more axles. 

Section 3E on “Freight Routes and Volumes” in 
this Briefing Book provides more information 
on freight segmentation, volumes, and vehicle 
types.

Sources
City of Seattle, 2003, “Center City Circulation Report,” 
SDOT, http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/transportation/
ppmpcentercity.htm (accessed November 14, 2007)

Puget Sound Regional Council, 2006, “2006 Sub-Coun-
ty (Small Area) Forecasts of Population and Employ-
ment, Central Puget Sound Region (Released Oct 26th, 
2006),” PSRC. http://psrc.org/data/forecasts/index.htm 
(accessed November 18, 2007)

HistoryLink.org, “First part of Seattle Freeway (Interstate 
5) route receives federal funding on October 1, 1957” 
HistoryLink.org Essay 4166, http://www.historylink.org/
essays/output.cfm?file_id=4166 (accessed December 
27, 2007)
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Fact Sheet
Transit Service, Characteristics and Use 

Overview of Existing Transit Service
Seattle is one of the nation’s largest cities that 
operates an almost entirely bus-based transit 
system. New rail services will come on line in the 
next few years, but the bus will continue to be the 
workhorse of the local and regional transit system 
for years to come. Figure 1 compares total annual 
passenger trips in the Seattle region to other re-
gions in North America.

Several transit operators use downtown Seattle 
streets and transit facilities to deliver, circulate 
and collect passengers.

King County Department of Transportation
King County Metro Transit (KCM) is a division 
of King County Department of Transportation 
and operates one of the largest bus systems in 
the U.S. King County Metro Transit routes in the 
City of Seattle are numbered from 1 to 79 and are 
supplemented by special late-night “Owl” routes. 
Figure 2 shows King County Metro’s map of fre-
quent service transit routes that serve downtown 
Seattle. This map also shows bus routes that op-
erate in the Downtown Seattle Transit Tunnel.

Many of KCM’s core transit routes (those services 
that operate higher frequency with long service 
spans throughout the day) use trolley bus tech-
nology. Trolley buses climb well on steep hills, 
are quiet and are environmentally friendly. This is 
important given the number of buses that operate 

on downtown Seattle streets. A map of these key 
routes is shown in Figure 6. KCM also operates a 
number of routes that connect other King County 
cities to Seattle Center City. These are not detailed 
due to the large number.

Within downtown, KCM offers a “Ride Free Zone” 
where all trips are free between 6 AM and 7 PM. 
The ride free zone extends from Jackson Street 
on the south, Battery Street to the north, and from 
the waterfront to Sixth Avenue. Passengers travel-
ing within downtown using services in the Down-
town Seattle Bus Tunnel are also eligible for free 
rides. In addition to encouraging short local trips 
in downtown, the Ride Free Zone reduces board-
ing time, which improves transit operating speeds 
in downtown and allows transit to operate more 
efficiently on downtown streets.

Figure 1 Annual Passenger Trips

City Agency/Agencies Service Area 
Population Bus Ridership Rail Ridership Total Annual 

Ridership
% Rail 

Transit
Vancouver Translink 2,100,000 205,832,000 69,457,000 275,289,000 25.2%
Portland Tri-Met; C-Tran 1,657,002 68,336,018 34,000,000 102,336,018 33.2%

Minneapolis Metro Transit; Regional 
Opt-Out Services 1,707,328 67,419,065 7,901,668 75,320,733 10.5%

Denver RTD 2,619,000 67,721,307 11,277,855 78,999,162 14.3%

Seattle

King County Metro; 
Sound Transit; Com-

munity Transit; Pierce 
Transit

2,600,000 141,897,423 3,585,000 145,482,423 2.5%

Source: Nelson\Nygaard

King County Metro articulated trolley bus in operation 
downtown.
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Figure 2 King County Metro Frequent Service Routes in Downtown Seattle

Source: King County Metro http://transit.metrokc.gov/tops/bus/area_images/CBDMap_907.pdf
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Sound Transit
Sound Transit, formally known as the Central 
Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority, provides 
regional transit connections between cities in 
King, Pierce, and Snohomish Counties. While the 
majority of Sound Transit’s service is on the ex-
press bus system, they also operate the Sounder 
Commuter Rail lines between Everett and Seattle, 
and between Tacoma and Seattle. Sound Transit 
funds the one-mile Tacoma Link Light Rail line and 
is constructing Central Link Light Rail between Se-
attle and SeaTac Airport due to open in 2009. 

Sound Transit offers 24 regional express routes 
connecting commuters to destinations through-
out the Puget Sound region. Rather than being 
operated directly by Sound Transit, the agency 
contracts out to the local transit authorities in the 
region. One of Sound Transit’s most important 
roles in the region is the development of transit 
infrastructure, including major park-and-ride fa-
cilities that are used by several agencies to col-
lect and deliver passengers to Seattle’s Center 
City. Sound Transit’s ability to fund these facilities 
provides more leeway for agencies such as King 
County Metro Transit to spend valuable tax rev-
enue on service provision.

Figure 3 presents the Sound Transit routes that op-
erate in downtown Seattle. The table also shows 
the primary streets the route operates on through 

downtown, as well as the major entry/exit streets. 
It should be noted that all Sound Transit services 
are operated by the three major transit providers 
in the region: King County Metro (KCM), Commu-
nity Transit (CT) or Pierce Transit (PT).

Sounder Commuter Rail
Sound Transit operates two commuter rail (heavy 
rail) lines that provide passenger service to King 
Street Station in downtown Seattle. The north 
line begins operation at Everett Station in Everett, 
Washington, and makes just one stop at Edmonds 
Station inbound to Seattle’s King Street Station. 
A second interim stop is planned for Mukilteo. 
This line operates three peak trips each week-
day. Sound Transit expects to initiate a forth run 
by 2010. The south line runs between Tacoma’s 
Freighthouse Square Station and King Street Sta-
tion in Seattle. The line makes stops in Puyallup, 
Auburn, Sumner, Kent, and Tukwila. In 2007 two 
additional peak trips were added to the south line, 
bringing the service level to six peak period trips 
each weekday. Sound Transit expects to have a 
total of nine trains operating on the south line by 
the end of 2008. 

As measured in the third quarter of 2007, Sounder 
carries approximately 8,300 passengers per day. 
Planned expansions to both lines will allow for 

Figure 3 Sound Transit Routes Serving Downtown Seattle

Route Route Description Operator
Weekday Frequency 

(Peak/Midday/Evening)

Core Street 
through 

Downtown
Entry/Exit Street into 

Downtown
510 Everett – Seattle CT 15-30/30/60 4th/5th Howell / Olive / Stewart
511 Lynwood – Seattle CT 30/30/60 4th/5th Howell / Olive / Stewart
513 Everett – Seattle CT 4 trips 4th/5th Howell / Olive / Stewart
522 Woodinville – Seattle KCM 15-30/30/30-60 2nd/3rd Pike / Union
545 Redmond – Seattle KCM 8-10/15/30-60 4th/5th Howell / Olive / Stewart
550 Bellevue – Seattle KCM 6/15/30 Transit Tunnel I-90 Express Lanes
554 Issaquah – Seattle KCM 30/15/30-60 2nd/4th 5th Ave S
577 Federal Way – Seattle KCM 15-30 peak 2nd/4th Seneca (AM), 4th Ave S (PM)
590 Tacoma – Seattle PT 6 min peak 2nd/4th E-3 Busway
591 Lakewood – Tacoma Dome – Seattle PT 9 AM trips, 10 PM trips 2nd/4th E-3 Busway
592 DuPont – Lakewood – Seattle PT 10-20 peak 2nd/4th E-3 Busway

594 Lakewood – Tacoma –  
Tacoma Dome – Seattle PT 30/30/30 2nd/4th E-3 Busway

595 Purdy – Gig Harbor –  
West Tacoma – Seattle PT 5 AM trips, 4 PM trips 2nd/4th E-3 Busway

Source: Sound Transit
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Sound Transit to carry more passengers. These 
extensions are dependent on track and signal 
upgrades that BNSF is contractually obligated to 
complete.

Community Transit

Community Transit provides local transit service 
in Snohomish County, with commute service to 
downtown Seattle, the University District, and oth-
er King County communities (Bellevue and Red-
mond). Commute service to downtown Seattle is 
provided on 20 routes, most of which are focused 
on service during peak periods only. Community 
Transit also operates three Sound Transit Express 
Bus routes (510, 511 and 513), as described in 
Figure 3.

South Lake Union Streetcar
Officially opened on December 12, 2007, the Se-
attle Streetcar route operates from the Westlake 
hub (Westlake and Olive) to Fairview and Campus 
Drive with five interim stops. The route operates 
every 15 minutes from 6:00 AM to 9:00 PM, Mon-
day through Thursday, 6:00 AM to 11:00 PM on 
Friday and Saturday, and from 10:00 AM to 7:00 
PM on Sunday. Fares on the streetcar are $1.50, 
with a reduced fare of $0.50 for seniors and youth. 
The PugetPass, Metro passes and Metro transfers 
are also honored on the streetcar.

Figure 4 Community Transit Routes Serving Downtown Seattle

Route Route Description
Weekday Frequency 

(Peak/Midday/Evening)

Core 
Street  

through  
Downtown

Entry/Exit Street into 
Downtown

401 / 402 Lynnwood to Downtown Seattle 6 min peak 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
404 / 405 Edmonds to Downtown Seattle 6 trips AM; 10 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell

406 Seaview to Downtown Seattle 5 trips AM; 6 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry
408 Mountlake Terrace to Downtown Seattle 9 trips AM; 7 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell

410 / 411 Mariner District To Downtown Seattle 12 trips AM; 14 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
412 Silver Firs to Downtown Seattle 10 trips AM; 9 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry

413 Swamp Creek P&R and Ash Way P&R to 
Downtown Seattle 9 trips AM; 10 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry

414 McCollum Park Park & Ride to Downtown Seattle 30/60/60 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
415 Lincoln Way & Admiralty Way to Downtown Seattle 7 trips AM; 7 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
416 Edmonds to Downtown Seattle 8 trips AM; 8 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry
417 Mulkilteo to Downtown Seattle 5 trips AM; 7 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
421 Marysville to Downtown Seattle 8 trips AM; 9 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry
422 Stanwood to Downtown Seattle 3 trips AM; 3 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
424 Snohomish P&R to Downtown Seattle 3 trips AM; 4 trips PM 2nd/4th Stewart / Olive / Howell
425 Lake Stevens to Downtown Seattle 4 trips AM; 5 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry
435 Mays Pond to Downtown Seattle 7 trips AM; 7 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry
477 Brier to Downtown Seattle 7 trips AM; 7 trips PM 2nd/4th/5th Cherry

Source: Community Transit

Source: Nelson\Nygaard

Community Transit bus entering downtown during the 
morning commute.
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George Benson Waterfront Streetcar Line
The George Benson Streetcar line operates from 
Broad and Alaskan Way to Eighth and Jackson in 
the International District. The streetcar line is tem-
porarily being operated by a bus, Metro Route 99, 
due to the removal of the historic maintenance fa-
cility to make way for the Olympic Sculpture Park. 
Rail service is not likely to reopen until after the 
replacement of the Central Waterfront segment 
of the Alaskan Way Viaduct is complete. Cur-
rently, bus service is provided approximately ev-
ery 20 minutes from 6:30 AM to 7:15 PM, Monday 
through Friday, and from 10:30 AM to 7:00 PM on 
the weekends. Service is free on the Waterfront 
Streetcar alignment. 

Elliott Bay Water Taxi
The Elliott Bay Water Taxi (also known as the 
West Seattle Water Taxi) is a passenger-only ferry 
that crosses Elliott Bay from Pier 55 on the Seattle 
waterfront to the Seacrest dock in West Seattle. 
The water taxi operates seven days a week from 
late April to mid-September each year. The ferry’s 
crossing time is approximately twelve minutes 
and adults pay $3.00 per crossing. The water taxi 
attracts both commuters as well as a number of 
tourists who use the service to visit Seacrest Park, 
Alki Beach and other attractions in West Seattle.

In November 2007, a newly formed King County 
Ferry District passed a property tax measure that 
will allow it to take over operation of the West 
Seattle Water Taxi. Tax revenues will allow King 
County to operate the water taxi year round start-
ing by 2010. The King County Ferry District is also 
developing a business plan for a demonstration 
passenger-only ferry to begin operating between 
Kirkland and the University of Washington by 
2009 and also plans to pursue several other po-
tential passenger-only ferry demonstration routes 
on Lake Washington and Puget Sound.

Transit Pathways
Transit operations use a north-south linear spine 
to serve downtown Seattle. With few exceptions, 
downtown bound transit services use one or more 
of the following corridors:

Third Avenue: Most north-south transit is 
pulled together in the center of downtown 
along a Third Avenue Transit Spine, on which 
auto traffic is restricted during the AM and PM 
peaks. This street is the primary organizing el-
ement of the system. Third Avenue is within a 
quarter-mile walk of almost all of downtown 
and it is roughly at downtown’s median el-
evation. Third Avenue between S Washing-
ton Street and Stewart Street is restricted to 
general traffic Monday through Friday from 
6 to 9 AM and from 3 to 6:30 PM. Non-tran-
sit vehicles may turn onto Third Avenue from 
east/west streets, but they must turn right at 
the next block.

Downtown Seattle Transit Tunnel: This 2.3 
mile dual mode tunnel connects the E3 Bus-
way with I-5 and surface streets north of the 
CBD. The tunnel starts at the International Dis-
trict/Chinatown Station on the south end of 
downtown and ends at the Convention Place 
Station. The five-station tunnel runs roughly 
under Third Avenue and Pine Street. In 2009 
the Tunnel will begin to carry light rail trains; 
however, the 18 routes that now operate in the 
tunnel will remain. Metro has an agreement to 
continue to operate up to 60 buses per hour in 
tandem with Central Link light rail. 

Second and Fourth Avenues: The two Av-
enues parallel to Third operate as a couplet, 
with Second traveling south and Fourth north-
bound. These streets have peak hour bus-only 
facilities and carry a large number of buses, 
particularly regional service that cannot be 

•

•

•

Source: Nelson\Nygaard

The Seattle Transit Tunnel carries buses today and will carry 
light rail trains beginning in 2009.
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accommodated on Third Avenue during peak 
hours.

First and Fifth Avenues: These two streets also 
carry bus transit. First is a local service rout-
ing and Fifth primarily carries regional express 
service.

Service into and out of downtown Seattle oper-
ates on several major corridors. Figure 5 provides 
the primary entry and exit streets to neighbor-
hoods throughout Seattle and to other areas in 
the region. 

To better understand how people travel to and 
from downtown Seattle as a whole, Figure 7 
shows transit person trips and total person trips 
crossing three “screenlines” surrounding down-
town Seattle during the peak hour of the AM com-
mute period. Based on this data from the Seattle 
Travel Demand Model (2005), the overall transit 
mode share to downtown Seattle is about 38% 
during the morning commute. The transit mode 
share from the south (43%) is slightly higher than 
from the north (40%). The transit mode split from 
the east is somewhat lower than from the north 
or south (28%) primarily because of higher mode 
splits for walking and biking.

•

Seattle’s Current  
Transit Policy Direction
The Urban Village Transit Network
Seattle Connections, the city’s transit plan and 
the accompanying Urban Village Transit Network 
(UVTN) provide Seattle’s vision for a network of 
high quality, reliable transit corridors that support 
and connect Seattle’s urban villages, as set forth 
in the Seattle Comprehensive Plan. The UVTN net-
work represents the backbone of transit service in 
Seattle today and as the system expands in the 
future. The goal for the UVTN is service at least 
every 15 minutes (in both directions), 18 hours a 
day, seven days a week. In order to ensure service 
quality is meeting expectations, the existing seg-
ments of the UVTN network are monitored annual-
ly using five independent quality-of-service (QOS) 
measures: frequency, service span, speed, reli-
ability and loading. Minimum goals for each qual-
ity of service measure have been established and 
are described from the passenger’s perspective. A 
map of the most recent UVTN network is shown in 
Figure 8, which illustrates transit travel speeds on 
the UVTN network as a percent of posted speed 
limit. Transit travel speed is an important quality-
of-service measure, as transit’s competitiveness 
with driving is judged in part on the comparative 
door-to-door travel time. The minimum standard 
established for travel speed on the UVTN network 
is 30% of speed limit. Transit travel speeds less 
than 30% of the posted speed limit are generally 
considered too slow to adequately compete with 
driving as a mode of travel.

For more information on the UVTN project, refer 
to the Seattle Transit Plan (http://www.seattle.
gov/transportation/transitnetwork.htm).

Figure 5 Key Entry/Exit Transit Streets
Primary Entry/Exit Street(s) To/From Neighborhood or Corridor
Western Ave or Mercer St Ballard / Magnolia
Fifth Ave or Aurora Ave North Seattle
Virginia Ave, Eastlake Ave, Fairview Ave Northeast Seattle
Stewart St, Howell St, Fifth Avenue SR 520 or I-5 North
Pike St/Pine St, Madison St/Marion St Capital Hill and First Hill
Jackson St Rainier Valley
Dearborn St I-90 West
Seneca, E-3 Busway to Spokane I-5 South
Fourth Ave S South King County (Burien, Des Moines, Kent, Auburn, etc)
First Ave S, Fourth Ave S to E-3 Busway West Seattle
Columbia and Seneca St. AWV ramps West Seattle Express

This table provides a general summary of primary route paths from key corridors.  Many areas are 
served by multiple routes, which may operate on different pathways entering downtown.



Rainier Ave S

1st Ave S

Airport Way S

Aurora Ave N

35th Ave SW

Eas
t M

arg
ina

l W
ay 

S

Martin L King Jr Way S

Delridge Way SW

Lak
e C

ity 
Way 

NE

Roosevelt Way NE

4th Ave S

1st
 Av

e

3rd
 Av

e

15th Ave NW

6th Ave

25th Ave NE

Eastlake Ave E

NE
 45

th
 S

t

NE
 14

5t
h S

t

N 
85

th
 S

t

Boren Ave

23rd Ave

Westlake Ave NN 
145

th
 S

t

N 
13

0t
h S

t

De
nn

y W
ay

Broa
d S

t

West Marginal Way SW

Greenwood Ave N

SW
 R

ox
bu

ry
 S

t

15th Ave W

NE
 12

5t
h S

t

NW
 M

ar
ke

t S
t

23rd Ave S

Me
rc

er
 S

t

Ellio
tt A

ve W

Ala
ska

n W
ay

E-3 Busway

24th Ave E

11th Ave NE

Myers Way S

NE
 75

th
 S

t

16th Ave SW

N 
34

th
 S

t

12th Ave NE

Sand
 Po

int 
Way 

NE

E M
ad

iso
n S

t

Pik
e S

t

S 
Ja

ck
so

n S
t

Fauntleroy Way SW

NW
 8

5t
h S

t

Ma
dis

on
 St

Pin
e S

t

Ho
lm

an
 Rd

 NW

Stew
art

 St

NE
 N

or
th

ga
te

 W
ay 15th Ave NE NE

 5
0t

h S
t

Ro
y S

t

SW
 S

po
ka

ne
 S

t

Leary W
ay NW

SW
 A

dm
ira

l W
ay

Ja
mes

 St

S 
Cl

ov
er

da
le 

St

Montlake Blvd NE

N 
50

th
 S

t

W 
Nic

ke
rs

on
 St

S 
Sp

ok
an

e S
t

23rd Ave E

1st Ave N

S 
De

ar
bo

rn
 S

t

5th Ave N

N 
10

5t
h S

t

SW
 M

or
ga

n S
t

N 
46

th
 S

t
Ellis Ave S

Alaskan Way S

S A
lbr

o P
l

S M
ich

iga
n S

t

S C
olu

mb
ian

 W
ay

Sylvan Way SW

Se
ne

ca
 St

14th Ave S

N Pacific
 St

Olson
 Pl SW

Co
lum

bia
 St

NE
 Pa

cif
ic S

t

E O
liv

e W
ay

Ballard Brg

Fai
rvie

w Ave 
N

Ravenna Ave NE

Nic
ker

so
n S

t

S 
My

rtl
e S

t

15th Ave S

N 
36

th
 St

Swift A
ve S

Banner W
ay N

E

24th Ave NE

NW
 Le

ar
y W

ay

S 
Ro

ya
l B

ro
ug

ha
m 

Wa
y

16th Ave S

SW
 H

old
en

 S
t

S 
He

nd
er

so
n S

t

W Em
ers

on 
Pl

Pine
hur

st W
ay 

NE

Va
lle

y S
t

W 
Dr

av
us

 S
t

NE
 13

0t
h S

t

S 
Ala

sk
a S

t

Bore
n A

ve 
S

S 
Ot

he
llo

 S
t

University Brg
NE

 42
nd

 S
t

Montlake Blvd E

8th Ave NE

17th Ave NE

Sw
ift 

Ave
 S

15th Ave NE

SW
 S

po
ka

ne
 S

t

Air
por

t W
ay 

S

Aurora Ave N

10th Ave W

Ellio
tt A

ve W

Queen Anne Ave N

Thorndyke Ave W

5th Ave N Taylor Ave N

Ma
gn

oli
a B

r

6th Ave W

W 
Mc

gr
aw

 S
t

W 
Ra

ye
 S

t

2nd Ave W

E M
adi

son
 St

15th Ave E

19th Ave E

12th Ave E

Bellevue Ave E

Broadway E

E G
ale

r S
t

S 
Ja

ck
so

n S
t

E U
nio

n S
t

E C
he

rr
y S

t

14th Ave

Broadway

E Y
es

ler
 W

ay

34th Ave

M L King Jr Way

31st Ave S

15th Ave S14th Ave S
12th Ave S

S 
Sp

ok
an

e S
t

S 
Mc

cle
lla

n S
t

M L King Jr Way S

Beacon Ave S

Rent
on 

Ave
 S

62nd Ave S

Wate
rs A

ve 
S

N 
45

th
 S

t

N 
40

th
 S

t

N 
65

th
 S

t

N 
92

nd
 S

t

Lake City Way NE

Aurora Ave N

Aurora Ave N

24th Ave NW

Di
sc

ov
er

y
Pa

rk

In
te

rb
ay

Go
lf

Ce
nt

er

Ga
s 

W
or

ks
Pa

rk

W
oo

dl
an

d
Pa

rk

Go
ld

en
Ga

rd
en

s
Pa

rk

Ca
rk

ee
k

Pa
rk

Ra
ve

nn
a

Pa
rk

W
ar

re
n 

G
M

ag
nu

so
n

Pa
rk

Ja
ck

so
n

Pa
rk

Go
lf 

Co
ur

se

In
te

rlo
ck

en
Pa

rk

Vo
lu

nt
ee

r
Pa

rk

W
as

hi
ng

to
n

Pa
rk

Se
w

ar
d

Pa
rk

W
es

tc
re

st
Pa

rk

Je
ff

er
so

n
Pa

rk
Go

lf 
Co

ur
se

W
es

t S
ea

tt
le

Go
lf 

Co
ur

se
Pu

ge
t

Pa
rk

Sc
hm

itz
Pa

rk Lin
co

ln
Pa

rk

Ri
ve

rv
iew

Pl
ay

fie
ld

La
ke

U
ni

on

E
ll

io
tt

B
ay

L
ak

e
W

as
hi

ng
to

n

U
ni

on
Ba

y

G
re

en
La

ke

Po
rt

ag
e

Ba
y

Sa
lm

on
Ba

y

P
ug

et
 S

ou
nd

S h i p
 C

h a n n e l

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 o

f
W

as
hi

ng
to

n

Qw
es

t
Fi

el
d

Se
at

tle
Ce

nt
er

Sa
fe

co
Fi

el
d

Se
at

tle
Un

iv
.

Bo
ei

ng
 F

ie
ld

 /
Ki

ng
 C

o
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l

Ai
rp

or
t

Co
lm

an
Do

ck

5

99

5

99

5

52
0

5

99

50
9

59
9

90

52
2

G
IS

 D
at

a 
S

ou
rc

e:
 S

ea
ttl

e 
D

O
T

0
1

2 M
ile

s

Tr
ol

le
y 

Bu
s 

Sy
st

em

Fig
ur

e 6
 K

ing
 C

ou
nt

y M
et

ro
 Tr

oll
ey

 B
us

 R
ou

te
s

3B
-7



Fig
ur

e 7
 I

nb
ou

nd
 A

M 
Pe

ak
 H

ou
r T

ra
ns

it 
Tr

ips
 an

d 
Tr

an
sit

 V
eh

icl
e V

olu
m

es
 at

 K
ey

 S
cr

ee
nli

ne
s

To
 J

ac
ks

on

To
 E

llio
tt

99

5

5

99

L
ak

e
U

n
io

n

E
ll

io
tt

B
ay

De
nn

y 
Pa

rk

Fr
ee

w
ay

Pa
rk

W
at

er
fro

nt
Pa

rk

Ko
be

Te
rra

ce

So
ut

h 
La

ke
Un

io
n 

Pa
rk

Pi
er

s 
62

An
d 

63

De
nn

y
Pl

ay
fie

ld

Oc
cid

en
ta

l
Sq

ua
re

Pl
ym

ou
th

Pi
lla

rs
 P

ar
k

Re
gr

ad
e

Pa
rk

Pi
on

ee
r

Sq
ua

re

Ho
riu

ch
i

Pa
rk

Fi
rs

t H
ill

Pa
rk

Vi
ct

or
St

ein
br

ue
ck

Pa
rk

Ci
ty

 H
al

l
Pa

rk

Ca
sc

ad
e

Pl
ay

gr
ou

nd

W
es

tla
ke

Pa
rk

Be
llt

ow
n

Co
tt

ag
e 

Pa
rk

Se
at

tle
Aq

ua
riu

m

1st Ave

4th Ave

5th Ave

3rd Ave

2nd Ave

6th Ave

I5 E
xpr

ess

8th Ave

12th Ave

Boren Ave

Me
rce

r S
t

Western Ave

Th
om

as
 St

Br
oa

d S
t

Alaskan Way Viaduct

Broadway E F
ir 

St
S K

ing
 St

Alaskan Way

Pin
e S

t

8th Ave

Pik
e S

t

Dexter Ave N

Sp
rin

g S
t

Se
ne

ca
 S

t

9th Ave

Aurora Ave N

Westlake Ave N

Ha
rri

so
n S

t

Be
ll S

t

I5 Nb Collector

E P
ike

 St

Ma
dis

on
 S

t

Jo
hn

 St

Terry Ave

St
ew

ar
t S

t

E P
ine

 St

Ja
me

s S
t

Elliott Ave

Ch
er

ry
 S

t

Alaskan Way S

Le
no

ra
 St Vir

gin
ia 

St

Minor Ave

E S
pr

uc
e S

t

Vin
e S

t Wa
ll S

t

Ol
ive

 W
ay

Ye
sle

r W
ay

Fairvie
w Ave N

9th Ave N

Queen Anne Ave N

Terry 
Ave N

E J
eff

ers
on

 St

Cla
y S

t

Summit Ave

Ma
rio

n S
t

Ba
tte

ry
 St

Boren Ave N

Bla
nc

ha
rd

 St

Yale Ave N

Va
lle

y S
t

Ce
da

r S
t

Un
ive

rs
ity

 S
t

Alaskan E Rdwy Way

6th Ave N

Minor Ave N

Ho
we

ll S
t

Hu
bbe

ll P
l

Westlake Ave

Bellevue Ave

Maynard Ave S

Pike Pl

Belmont Ave

Melrose Ave

Crawford Pl

Co
lum

bia
 S

t

2nd Av Et S

Occidental Ave S

Ald
er

 S
t

Un
ion

 S
t Boren Ave S

2nd Ave S

Je
ffe

rs
on

 S
t

E A
lde

r S
t

Post Ave

Battery S
t Tu

nnel

Cherry St On Rp

Alaskan E Rdwy Way S

Railroad Way S

E T
err

ac
e S

t

Ea
gle

 St

Olive
 Wy O

ff R
p

Nob Hill A
ve N

Re
pu

bli
ca

n S
t

Yale Ave

I5 
Exp

res
s R

p

Ma
rio

n S
t V

i

Te
rr

ac
e S

t

10th Ave

6th Av On Rp

Ba
y S

t

E J
am

es
 W

ay

Au
ro

ra
 Av

 Sb
 O

ff 
Rp

Western Av Off Rp

Con
ven

tio
n P

l

De
nn

y W
ay

Warren Ave N

Pontius Ave N

Fairvie
w Ave

James St Off Rp

Spring St On Rp

Le
no

ra
 St

 Pe
d B

r

Dexter Ave

Occidental Ave S

5th Ave N

S K
ing

 St

Post Ave

4th Ave N

Re
pu

bli
ca

n S
t

Jo
hn

 St

3rd Ave S

2nd Ave N

Minor Ave

Ro
y S

tVa
lle

y S
t

6th Ave SJe
ffe

rs
on

 S
t

10th Ave

E J
oh

n S
t

Post Al

Boylston Ave

S M
ain

 St

Co
lum

bia
 S

t

8th Ave S

I5 Exp
res

s R
p

8th Ave

Pontius Ave N

Terry Ave

S W
as

hin
gto

n S
t

10th Ave

Ma
rio

n S
t

Un
ive

rs
ity

 S
t

8th Ave

9th Ave

Jo
hn

 St

Un
ion

 S
t

8th Ave N

1st Ave N

3rd Ave N

5th Ave S

7th Ave

5th Ave
6th Ave

2nd Ave

3rd Ave

4th Ave

1st Ave

1st Ave

Western Ave

1st Ave

Western Ave

6th Ave

3rd Ave

2nd Ave

Ma
dis

on
 S

t

Ja
me

s S
t

Ye
sle

r W
ay

S J
ac

kso
n S

t

S M
ain

 St

S J
ac

kso
n S

t

S W
as

hin
gto

n S
t

Sp
rin

g S
t

Se
ne

ca
 S

t

Ch
er

ry
 S

t

Me
rce

r S
t

Aurora Ave N

De
nn

y W
ay

1st Ave

3rd Ave

5th Ave

St
ew

ar
t S

t

Vir
gin

ia 
St

Le
no

ra
 St

Qw
es

t
Fi

el
d

Co
lm

an
Do

ck

Se
at

tle
Ce

nt
er

G
IS

 D
at

a 
S

ou
rc

e:
 S

ea
ttl

e 
D

O
T

0
0.

25
0.

5 M
ile

s

Tr
an

si
t T

rip
s:

 6
,0

88
Co

m
m

ut
er

 R
ai

l T
rip

s:
 1

50
(T

ra
ns

it 
M

od
e 

Sh
ar

e:
 4

0%
)

Al
l P

er
so

n 
Tr

ip
s:

 1
5,

86
8

Bu
s 

Vo
lu

m
es

:  
65

Tr
an

si
t T

rip
s:

 2
,6

83
(T

ra
ns

it 
M

od
e 

Sh
ar

e:
 2

8%
)

Al
l P

er
so

n 
Tr

ip
s:

 9
,4

23

Bu
s 

Vo
lu

m
es

:  
49

Bu
s 

Tr
ip

s:
 5

,1
70

Co
m

m
ut

er
 R

ai
l T

rip
s:

 1
,2

24
(T

ra
ns

it 
M

od
e 

Sh
ar

e:
 4

3%
)

Al
l P

er
so

n 
Tr

ip
s:

 1
4,

93
2

Bu
s 

Vo
lu

m
es

:  
86

To
ta

l A
M

 P
ea

k 
Ho

ur
 

In
bo

un
d 

Tr
an

si
t T

rip
s:

 1
8,

21
5

(T
ra

ns
it 

M
od

e 
Sh

ar
e:

 4
1%

)

To
ta

l A
M

 P
ea

k 
Ho

ur
 

In
bo

un
d 

Pe
rs

on
 T

rip
s:

 4
4,

12
3

To
ta

l A
M

 P
ea

k 
Ho

ur
 

In
bo

un
d 

Bu
s 

Vo
lu

m
es

:  
20

0

NO
TE

S:
(1

) B
us

 v
ol

um
es

, t
ra

ns
it 

tri
ps

 a
nd

 
to

ta
l p

er
so

n 
tri

ps
 a

re
 d

er
ive

d 
fro

m
 

th
e 

20
05

 T
ra

ve
l D

em
an

d 
M

od
el 

an
d 

do
 n

ot
 in

clu
de

 d
ea

dh
ea

d 
tri

ps
.

(2
) E

ve
re

tt
-S

ea
tt

le 
Co

m
m

ut
er

 R
ai

l 
tra

ns
it 

tri
ps

 a
re

 e
st

im
at

ed
 fo

r t
he

 
AM

 p
ea

k 
ho

ur
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

20
06

 
an

nu
al

 ri
de

rs
hi

p.

(3
) F

er
ry

 v
ol

um
es

 a
re

 b
as

ed
 o

n
ac

tu
al

 2
00

6 
da

ta
 fr

om
 W

SF

Fe
rr

y 
Ri

de
rs

:
2,

90
0

(T
ra

ns
it 

M
od

e 
Sh

ar
e:

 7
4%

)

Al
l P

er
so

n 
Tr

ip
s:

3,
90

0

Bu
s 

Vo
lu

m
es

:
0

3B
-8



Fig
ur

e 8
: U

rb
an

 V
illa

ge
 Tr

an
sit

 N
et

wo
rk

 an
d 

20
06

 Tr
an

sit
 S

pe
ed

s

Di
sc

ov
er

y
Pa

rk

In
te

rb
ay

Go
lf

Ce
nt

er

Ga
s 

W
or

ks
Pa

rk

W
oo

dl
an

d
Pa

rk

Go
ld

en
Ga

rd
en

s
Pa

rk

Ca
rk

ee
k

Pa
rk

Ra
ve

nn
a

Pa
rk

W
ar

re
n 

G
M

ag
nu

so
n

Pa
rk

Ja
ck

so
n

Pa
rk

Go
lf 

Co
ur

se

In
te

rlo
ck

en
Pa

rk

Vo
lu

nt
ee

r
Pa

rk

W
as

hi
ng

to
n

Pa
rk

Se
w

ar
d

Pa
rk

W
es

tc
re

st
Pa

rk

Je
ff

er
so

n
Pa

rk
Go

lf 
Co

ur
se

W
es

t S
ea

tt
le

Go
lf 

Co
ur

se
Pu

ge
t

Pa
rk

Sc
hm

itz
Pa

rk Lin
co

ln
Pa

rk

Ri
ve

rv
iew

Pl
ay

fie
ld

La
ke

U
ni

on

E
ll

io
tt

B
ay

L
ak

e
W

as
hi

ng
to

n

U
ni

on
Ba

y

G
re

en
La

ke

Po
rt

ag
e

Ba
y

Sa
lm

on
Ba

y

P
ug

et
 S

ou
nd

S h i p
 C

h a n n e l

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 o

f
W

as
hi

ng
to

n

Qw
es

t
Fi

el
d

Se
at

tle
Ce

nt
er

Sa
fe

co
Fi

el
d

Se
at

tle
Un

iv
.

Bo
ei

ng
 F

ie
ld

 /
Ki

ng
 C

o
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l

Ai
rp

or
t

Co
lm

an
Do

ck

5

99

5

99

5

52
0

5

99

50
9

59
9

90

52
2

Rainier Ave S

1st Ave S

Airport Way S

Aurora Ave N

35th Ave SW

Eas
t M

arg
ina

l W
ay 

S

Martin L King Jr Way S

Delridge Way SW

Lak
e C

ity 
Way 

NE

Roosevelt Way NE

4th Ave S

1st
 Av

e

3rd
 Av

e

15th Ave NW

6th Ave

25th Ave NE

Eastlake Ave E

NE
 45

th
 S

t

NE
 14

5t
h S

t

N 
85

th
 S

t

Boren Ave

23rd Ave

Westlake Ave NN 
145

th
 S

t

N 
13

0t
h S

t

De
nn

y W
ay

Broa
d S

t

West Marginal Way SW

Greenwood Ave N

SW
 R

ox
bu

ry
 S

t

15th Ave W

NE
 12

5t
h S

t

NW
 M

ar
ke

t S
t

23rd Ave S

Me
rc

er
 S

t

Ellio
tt A

ve W

Ala
ska

n W
ay

E-3 Busway

24th Ave E

11th Ave NE

Myers Way S

NE
 75

th
 S

t

16th Ave SW

N 
34

th
 S

t

12th Ave NE

Sand
 Po

int 
Way 

NE

E M
ad

iso
n S

t

Pik
e S

t

S 
Ja

ck
so

n S
t

Fauntleroy Way SW

NW
 8

5t
h S

t

Ma
dis

on
 St

Pin
e S

t

Ho
lm

an
 Rd

 NW

Stew
art

 St

NE
 N

or
th

ga
te

 W
ay 15th Ave NE NE

 5
0t

h S
t

Ro
y S

t

SW
 S

po
ka

ne
 S

t

Leary W
ay NW

SW
 A

dm
ira

l W
ay

Ja
mes

 St

S 
Cl

ov
er

da
le 

St

Montlake Blvd NE

N 
50

th
 S

t

W 
Nic

ke
rs

on
 St

S 
Sp

ok
an

e S
t

23rd Ave E

1st Ave N

S 
De

ar
bo

rn
 S

t

5th Ave N

N 
10

5t
h S

t

SW
 M

or
ga

n S
t

N 
46

th
 S

t
Ellis Ave S

Alaskan Way S

S A
lbr

o P
l

S M
ich

iga
n S

t

S C
olu

mb
ian

 W
ay

Sylvan Way SW

Se
ne

ca
 St

14th Ave S

N Pacific
 St

Olson
 Pl SW

Co
lum

bia
 St

NE
 Pa

cif
ic S

t

E O
liv

e W
ay

Ballard Brg

Fai
rvie

w Ave 
N

Ravenna Ave NE

Nic
ker

so
n S

t

S 
My

rtl
e S

t

15th Ave S

N 
36

th
 St

Swift A
ve S

Banner W
ay N

E

24th Ave NE

NW
 Le

ar
y W

ay

S 
Ro

ya
l B

ro
ug

ha
m 

Wa
y

16th Ave S

SW
 H

old
en

 S
t

S 
He

nd
er

so
n S

t

W Em
ers

on 
Pl

Pine
hur

st W
ay 

NE

Va
lle

y S
t

W 
Dr

av
us

 S
t

NE
 13

0t
h S

t

S 
Ala

sk
a S

t

Bore
n A

ve 
S

S 
Ot

he
llo

 S
t

University Brg
NE

 42
nd

 S
t

Montlake Blvd E

8th Ave NE

17th Ave NE

Sw
ift 

Ave
 S

15th Ave NE

SW
 S

po
ka

ne
 S

t

Air
por

t W
ay 

S

Aurora Ave N

10th Ave W

Ellio
tt A

ve W

Queen Anne Ave N

Thorndyke Ave W

5th Ave N Taylor Ave N

Ma
gn

oli
a B

r

6th Ave W

W 
Mc

gr
aw

 S
t

W 
Ra

ye
 S

t

2nd Ave W

E M
adi

son
 St

15th Ave E

19th Ave E

12th Ave E

Bellevue Ave E

Broadway E

E G
ale

r S
t

S 
Ja

ck
so

n S
t

E U
nio

n S
t

E C
he

rr
y S

t

14th Ave

Broadway

E Y
es

ler
 W

ay

34th Ave

M L King Jr Way

31st Ave S

15th Ave S14th Ave S
12th Ave S

S 
Sp

ok
an

e S
t

S 
Mc

cle
lla

n S
t

M L King Jr Way S

Beacon Ave S

Rent
on 

Ave
 S

62nd Ave S

Wate
rs A

ve 
S

N 
45

th
 S

t

N 
40

th
 S

t

N 
65

th
 S

t

N 
92

nd
 S

t

Lake City Way NE

Aurora Ave N

Aurora Ave N

24th Ave NW

G
IS

 D
at

a 
S

ou
rc

e:
 S

ea
ttl

e 
D

O
T

0
1

2 M
ile

s

NO
TE

:
Tr

an
sit

 s
pe

ed
s 

on
 th

e 
UV

TN
 

ne
tw

or
k 

ar
e 

m
ea

su
re

s 
in

 re
la

tio
n 

to
 th

e 
po

st
ed

 s
pe

ed
 li

m
it,

 ra
th

er
 

th
an

 to
 ro

ad
w

ay
 tr

av
el 

sp
ee

ds
, 

w
hi

ch
 c

an
 d

eg
ra

de
 o

ve
r t

im
e.

 E
ac

h 
se

gm
en

t i
s 

m
ea

su
re

d 
as

 a
 v

al
ue

 
ra

ng
e,

 s
uc

h 
as

 “T
ra

ns
it 

se
rv

ice
s 

op
er

at
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

40
-5

0%
 o

f t
he

 
po

st
ed

 s
pe

ed
 li

m
it.

” T
he

 m
in

im
um

 
th

re
sh

ol
d 

as
 a

 p
er

ce
nt

 o
f p

os
te

d 
sp

ee
d 

lim
it 

is 
30

%
.

T
ra

n
s
it

 S
p

e
e

d
s

(a
s
 p

e
rc

e
n

t 
o

f 
p

o
s
te

d
 s

p
e

e
d

 l
im

it
s
)

0%
 -

 2
0%

21
%

 -
 3

0%

31
%

 -
 4

0%

O
ve

r 
40

%

3B
-9



 



Seattle Urban Mobility Plan

3C-1January 2008

Fact Sheet
Colman Dock & Ferries

Seattle’s development is directly influenced by 
its relationship to Elliott Bay and other surround-
ing bodies of water. Seattle’s waterfront is the 
region’s historic center of commerce and trade; it 
provided connections to other parts of the region 
and the world long before overland routes were 
available. The waterfront is also the oldest hub for 
intermodal transportation and has a long history 
and spectrum of ferry operations. For over 100 
years ferry vessels of all descriptions have pro-
vided services in and out of Seattle, particularly 
at the western edge of Center City. Even today, 
the Central Waterfront is one of the three ma-
jor multimodal hubs within the downtown area, 
Westlake and King Street being the other two. 
This distinction raises a number of issues and op-
portunities for Seattle. In general, ferry activity is 
located in one major and one minor location on 
the Central Waterfront. Colman Dock is the ter-
minus for Washington State Ferries and accounts 
for the vast majority of multimodal transit activity 
on the waterfront. Colman Dock and Washington 
State Ferry lines that serve it are part of the state 
highway system, which provides connections to 
communities on the west banks of Puget Sound. 
This implies that Colman Dock is not only a major 
transit hub, but also a generator of vehicle traf-
fic in the CBD. The Elliot Bay Water Taxi connects 
Seacrest Marina in West Seattle to Pier 55, located 
about ¼ mile north of Colman Dock.  Together, 
these two terminals serve as the Central Water-
front Multimodal Hub.

Colman Dock 
The Washington State Ferry (WSF) System is the 
largest system of its kind in the United States, and 
the Colman Dock ferry terminal in Seattle is the 
busiest ferry terminal with 9 million passengers 
and nearly 3 million vehicles annually entering 
Seattle through Colman Dock. Each weekday, the 
terminal accommodates passage of nearly 25,000 
people including walk-on passengers, car-drivers, 
car passengers, vanpool riders, bicycle riders and 
motorcyclists.

The terminal serves the Bainbridge Island and 
Bremerton passenger-vehicle ferry routes and 
the Vashon Island passenger-only ferry route (see 
Figure 1). In coming years, the number of daily 
commuters and visitors is expected to grow. The 
Seattle-Bainbridge and Seattle-Bremerton routes 
are part of Washington State highway system 
while the Seattle-Vashon passenger ferry makes a 
critical connection between the CBD and Vashon 
Island (note: July 2008 King County will assume 
financial responsibility for this route and in July 
2009 will take on full operating responsibility 
from Washington State Ferries). Ridership statis-
tics from the WSF Rider Segment Report for 2006 
are shown in Figure 2 (Note: technical difficulties 
in WSF’s reporting systems cause 2006 to be the 
most available information). 

Over the past five years, walk-on passenger vol-
umes at Colman Dock have been dropping steadi-
ly, while vehicle volumes have remained fairly 
constant and have begun to climb slightly in the 
past two years. Much of the drop in walk-on pas-
senger volume is directly attributable to WSF’s 
decision to de-emphasize passenger only opera-

Coman Dock is a major multimodal hub.
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tions. In 2002 (Figure 3), there was a passenger-
only operation between Seattle and Bremerton 
and the Vashon-Seattle passenger-only route op-
erated at a higher level of service. By 2006, the 
Bremerton passenger-only operation had been 
discontinued and the Vashon service reduced to 
about half of its former level.

Passenger Characteristics
Washington State Ferries conducts passenger sur-
veys to assess the travel behavior of Washington 
State Ferry system riders. Origin and destination 
surveys were conducted in 2006, 1999 and 1993. 
The most recent survey indicates that the relative 
percentage of work trips passing through Colman 

Dock bound for either side of Puget Sound has de-
clined steadily over the past 13 years. However, 
work trips remain the dominant trip purpose for 
ferry riders, comprising nearly 64% of all ferry 
trips.  The total number of employment-based trips  
through Colman Dock has declined while  trips for 
personal business, shopping and recreation have 
remained constant or grown slightly. Thus work 
trips now comprise a smaller percentage of the 
total trips than observed in previous surveys. It is 
postulated the reasons for the declining work trip 
market share are greater employment opportuni-
ties in the West Puget Sound region, a rise in tele-
commuting, and more people working full-time 
from their homes.

Figure 1 Seattle-Bainbridge, -Bremerton, and –Vashon Ferry Service Descriptions

Route Operating Hours
Daily Sailings 
(one direction)

Approx. Peak Hour  
Headways

Seattle – Bainbridge

Vehicle and passenger service
4:45 AM –1:35 AM  

Monday – Friday

5:20 AM – 2:10 AM 
Weekends and Holi-

days`

23 
(Monday –Friday)

22 
(Weekends and Holidays)

50 minutes

Seattle – Bremerton

Vehicle and passenger service
4:50 AM – 12:50 AM 

Daily 14 70 minutes

Seattle –Vashon

Passenger only service
7:00 AM – 6:10 PM 3 85 minutes

Source: www.wsdot.wa.gov/ferries

Figure 2 2006  Annual Ridership Statistics for Seattle-Bainbridge, -Bremerton, and –Vashon Ferries

Route Vehicles
Vehicle 

Passengers Foot Passengers Total Riders
Seattle –Bremerton 722,745 513,000 1,179,693 2,415,438

Seattle – Bainbridge 2,127,117 1,689,952 2,642,733 6,459,802

Seattle –Vashon (P-O) 129,839 129,839

Totals 2,849,862 2,202,952 3,952,265 9,005,079

Source: www.wsdot.wa.gov/ferries
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Mode of access to Washington State Ferries at 
Colman Dock varies by day of the week. On week-
days, more people access ferries in Seattle using 
non-motorized modes - 56% of trips are made 

Figure 3 Historical Trends in Colman Dock Traffic (2002 – 2006)Colman Dock Historical Traffic Trends

-
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Source: www.wsdot.wa.gov/ferries

without an auto. On weekends the market is con-
siderably different with just below 30% of trips ac-
cessing ferries without a car. The mode of access 
is displayed in Figure 4.

Figure 4 WSF Access Mode

Taxi
1%

Car Driver
31%

Bicycle
3%

Walk
40%

Car Passenger
13%

Bus
12%

Bus
6%

Car Passenger
25%

Walk
20%

Bicycle
1%

Car Driver
46%

Taxi
2%Weekday Weekend

Source:  Washington State Ferries 2006 Origin Destination On Board Survey - Seattle Supplement
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The mode of access also varies depending on 
where people’s trips originate and their final des-
tination. Not surprisingly, distance from Colman 
Dock plays a significant role in how people access 

Figure 5 Colman Dock Mode of Access and Trip Origins

“Source:  WSF – 1999 Origin and Destination SurveySEATTLE FERRY TERMINAL PROJECT
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the ferries. A fully segmented analysis of the 1999 
WSF Origin and Destination Survey provides the 
following picture, see figure 5, of how mode of ac-
cess and trip origins in the PM peak correspond.
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During the PM peak, nearly half of the passengers 
heading to Colman Dock are coming from the adja-
cent CBD, and an additional 18% are coming from 
the nearby First Hill, Capitol Hill, Queen Anne and 
South Lake Union neighborhoods, see Figure 6. 
Only 15% of PM peak passengers are coming from 
outside of Seattle – accounting for 38% of total ve-
hicles. Of those coming from the CBD, only 9% are 
driving their own vehicle onto the dock – the same 
share who park and leave a car overnight near the 
waterfront. While these shares are low, the traffic 
implications are significant – assuming compa-

rable mode splits throughout the day, 18% drive-
share of the 25,000 daily trips oriented to the CBD 
results in 2,200 daily vehicle trips on Seattle’s con-
gested waterfront. Figure 7 displays the origins of 
other Center City trips which add about another 
800 daily vehicle trips, for a total of 3,000 short-
distance drives to and from Colman Dock each 
day. These trips should be highly susceptible to 
mode shift if better park-and-ride and transit op-
tions were available on the west side and if better 
pedestrian and transit connections were available 
in Center City Seattle.

Figure 6 PM Peak Trip Origins for Westbound trips through Colman Dock

Source:  WSF – 1999 Origin and Destination Survey

CBD Mode Choice (PM Peak - How Do People Get from CBD to Colman Dock?)
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Figure 7 PM Peak Drive-on Trip Origins for Westbound Trips Through Colman Dock
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Source:  WSF – 1999 Origin and Destination Survey

Multimodal Linkages
Walking and transit access are very important to 
Colman Dock, not just because of the high pas-
senger volume, but because of its location at the 
western edge of the CBD. The WSF 2006 Origin/
Destination survey indicates that about 55% of all 
trips into Seattle involve a walking segment with 
a median walk distance of six blocks. This implies 
that many passengers walk directly from ferries 
to their workplace, or they walk some distance to 
their bus connection. From Colman Dock, there is 
a steep incline to the Third Avenue Transit Spine 
and jobs cluster east of Third Avenue and on First 
Hill. The Marion Street pedestrian walkway is the 
primary pedestrian connection between Colman 
Dock, the CBD and other transit connections. At a 
typical peak, 1,500 pedestrians cross it in an eight 
minute period, well beyond its capacity.  In the 
off-peak, its design presents significant CPTED 
(Crime Prevention Through Environmental De-
sign) concerns, with entrapment points, a lack of 

Photos on this page and facing page document the walk from 
ferry to bus.
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general surveillance, high noise levels and other 
problems. 

Colman Dock, while accommodating pedestrians 
and bicycles, is designed and functions primarily 
as a facility to accommodate vehicles. This basic 
character does little to encourage patrons to walk 
or use non-auto modes.  Exacerbating this situ-
ation is the fact that there are two full blocks of 
auto-oriented highway infrastructure between the 
terminal and the city itself, particularly at street 
level.

Nearly 75% of ferry passengers who connect with 
land-based transit do so at locations on First, Sec-
ond and Third Avenues with 31%, 14% and 30%, 
respectively, for each street.  Just 23% of those 
making a transit connection board a bus on Alas-
kan Way. It is a full 0.6 miles from where passen-
gers disembark from the ferries to either Univer-
sity Street or Pioneer Square stations, the future 
connections to regional light rail, and a quarter 
mile from the nearest buses of any frequency, 
along First Avenue.

Just two routes stop alongside the terminal pro-
viding direct transit access: Metro bus route 16 
(service at 20 minute frequency to Third Avenue, 
Seattle Center and Wallingford) and Route 66 
(service at 30 minute frequency to Third Avenue, 
South Lake Union, Eastlake, University District and 
Northgate). These transit routes are generally not 
well timed to ferry arrivals or departures, nor are 
they dedicated to that purpose. This means that 
on the occasions that ferry arrivals are delayed, 
connections are missed for people who depend 
on transferring to transit on Alaskan Way. Buses 
arriving at Colman Dock can face significant de-
lays due to traffic queued to enter the dock, or 
surges of vehicles exiting the dock.

Various efforts are currently underway to rede-
sign and modernize Colman Dock, but no design 
alternative has yet emerged that will allow buses 
to connect directly to ferries, free of interference 
from queued and exiting vehicles, as has been ac-
complished at ferry terminals like Bremerton.  Ac-
commodating growth in Colman Dock passenger 
demand while reducing its vehicle congestion im-
pact on Seattle streets will require a stronger con-
nection between the ferries and buses. 
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The Waterfront Streetcar is currently being oper-
ated as a bus route (Route 99, with 20 minute peak 
and 30 minute off peak frequency) pending con-
struction of a new car barn (estimated in 2008). 
This historic streetcar line provides service along 
Seattle’s Central Waterfront, linking the Interna-
tional District with Broad Street via Alaskan Way. 
It provides access to Colman Dock with a station 
(currently bus stops) at Spring Street. The city is 
currently exploring options to extend and inte-
grate the Waterfront line with the balance of its 
emerging streetcar system.

Bicyclists comprise 3% of all trips into and out 
of Seattle, see Figure 4 – Mode of Access. Dur-
ing commuter hours as many as 50 bicyclists cur-
rently disembark from a single ferry arrival. There 
are no dedicated bicycle facilities in the vicinity 
of Colman Dock, though the city has noted that 
some streets such as Western and Alaskan Way 
are “commonly used by bicyclists,” and allows 
bicyclists on the pedestrian path running along 
the east side of Alaskan Way near the dock. Bicy-
clists must mix with auto traffic on all surround-
ing streets or share the narrow waterfront path 
with pedestrians. Bicycle routes to and from des-
tinations to the east, as well as access to Colman 
Dock, are not well marked. An inexperienced cy-
clist would have difficulty knowing if there is an 
intended or correct path to access Colman Dock 
or to make their way into the CBD. 

Vehicle Linkages
One of the most challenging issues created by 
Colman Dock is the management of vehicle surg-
es from the dock. Particularly in the morning, fer-
ries discharge over 200 cars in a period of just 5 
to 10 minutes into the downtown street system. 
Intersections within one-quarter mile of the termi-
nal quickly reach capacity with saturation traffic 
flow, then slowly return to normal. Fortunately, 
the primary inbound flow of vehicle traffic is in 
the morning commute when surface street traffic 
volume is not as high as the afternoon peak pe-
riod. Vessel off-loads in the PM peak tend to be 
between 100 and 150 cars and so the discharge 

Bicyclists leaving the ferry.

into city streets should have less impact. Howev-
er, during afternoon peak traffic conditions, due 
to the higher volumes of background traffic on the 
surface streets, traffic exiting the ferries will cause 
greater congestion than in the morning periods.

Vehicle destinations into Seattle are also varied, 
Figure 5 displays trip origins in Seattle for vehicles 
going to the ferries in the PM peak. Figure 8 below 
illustrates what general routes vehicle drivers use 
to access Colman Dock.

Car ferries create auto surges that can challenge the transpor-
tation system.
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Figure 8 General Access Routes to and From Colman Dock

Route

Percent of 
Vehicle drivers 
heading to/from 

Colman Dock

South along First Ave S or Alaskan Way S 38%

Marion/Madison through the CBD 21%

To and through Pioneer Square 17%

North Along Alaskan Way or Western 24%

Source:  WSF 2006 Origin Destination Survey Seattle 
Supplement

In the afternoon peak period problems are created 
by cars queuing to pass through tollgates onto the 
dock. The vehicular approach to Colman Dock is 
designed to be from the south, or northbound on 
Alaskan Way. Motorcycles and certified HOVs are 
permitted to approach from the north, as are non-
HOVs at times when all vehicles are able to be 
processed into the holding area. Whether to per-
mit non-HOVs a right turn into the toll plaza from 
southbound Alaskan Way is left to the judgment 
of Washington State Patrol traffic officers on duty 
at the dock. Frequently, even during commuting 
hours at off-peak times of year, single occupant 
autos are allowed to turn right into Colman Dock. 
A vehicle driver cannot know whether or not the 
right turn will be allowed on any given day during 
the PM peak. If the turn is not permitted, the driver 
must make a circuitous trip south on Alaskan Way 
and other local streets to get turned around for 
the permitted approach to the terminal. Even at 
moderate traffic periods, this movement causes 
additional congestion on city streets.

Colman Dock currently holds approximately 650 
vehicles. On a summer weekday evening or Satur-
day morning this capacity can be overtaxed, with 
vehicles queuing onto city streets. To an extent, 
the approaches to the terminal are designed and 
signed to accommodate this situation, with an ex-
tensive on-street storage and holding facility that 
stretches from Colman Dock in a single left hand 
turn lane in the center of Alaskan Way to its in-
tersection with South Dearborn, where the turn 
lane crosses the northbound traffic lane on Alas-
kan Way and is tucked underneath the Alaskan 
Way Viaduct for an additional four blocks to Royal 
Brougham. The capacity of this off-terminal queu-
ing lane is approximately 100 cars. Occasionally, 
this lane will overflow with arriving traffic leaving 

cars stacked on Royal Brougham Way. Another 
significant issue is the conflict between vehicles 
arriving and departing from Colman Dock. At peak 
traffic, congestion caused by various traffic move-
ments often results in vehicles not reaching the 
vehicle holding area in time for a particular ferry 
sailing. In these instances ferry vessels some-
times leave with less than a full load even though 
demand exists.

For people who do drive onto the vessels with 
more regional destinations (about a third of all 
drive-on ferry passengers) connections to major 
regional thoroughfares, I-5 and I-90, are not direct. 
Auto drivers with regional destinations are forced 
to travel on congested city streets to reach the ter-
minal, adding to the local congestion problem.

Taking advantage of the capacity of both ferries 
and terminals, it is most cost effective to combine 
walk-on and drive-on passengers in the same ser-
vices, with each boat filling its person and vehicle 
capacity on every run. Separating auto ferries 
from passenger-only ferries may result in higher 
fares and worse service for all users. Excess pas-
senger capacity on ferries at all times and excess 
vehicle queuing at peak represent both significant 
economic waste and inefficiency. As noted be-
low, WSF is currently exploring new operations 
to make its services more efficient. Both WSF and 
the City of Seattle are working together to enhance 
the role of the ferries in moving people and goods, 
while minimizing negative transportation and en-
vironmental impacts on Seattle’s waterfront. 

Cars waiting for a ferry loading.
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Future Plans for Colman Dock
In addition to the issues above, there is a need 
to replace aging portions of the dock. In spring 
2007, legislation was passed that requires analy-
sis of and changes to the way WSF plans, oper-
ates, funds, and delivers its programs. The ferry 
financing legislation (ESHB 2358) is intended to 
address the lack of long-term, sustainable fund-
ing for Washington State Ferries, and directs the 
ferry system to “maximize the ferry system’s cur-
rent capacity and make the most efficient use of 
citizens’ tax dollars.” 

As a result of the Legislature’s direction most 
work on WSF’s major preservation and improve-
ment projects will slow significantly over the next 
two years to allow further study and development 
of recommendations on how to carry out the leg-
islative intent. These actions will need to be in-
tegrated with the ferry system’s long range plan, 
policies and financing. This system-wide work will 
include: 

Conducting a market survey to gather data 
on ferry users 

Revisiting ridership demand forecasts

Developing terminal design standards that 
find the most efficient balance between 
capital and operating investments 

Evaluating operational and pricing strate-
gies, such as reservations or peak-period 
pricing to accommodate peak period de-
mand 

With these studies currently underway it is diffi-
cult to predict how Colman Dock will function in 
the future and to what extent decisions reached 
on traffic management in Center City will impact 
these functions. 

Pier 55 – Elliot Bay Water Taxi 
Pier 55 currently serves as the eastern terminus 
for the Elliott Bay Water Taxi. It is a King County 
funded passenger only ferry that crosses Elliott 
Bay from Seacrest Marina in West Seattle. The 
ferry’s crossing time is approximately 12 minutes, 
and the fare is $3 for adults. Historically, the wa-
ter taxi has operated seven days a week from late 
April to late September, attracting about 1,000 
daily riders. It has become popular with daily 
commuters and tourists, alike. In 2007 this popu-

•

•

•

•

larity caused the operating period to stretch into 
early November.

King County Ferry District 
In mid-November, 2007 the King County Council 
elected to create a passenger-only ferry district and 
passed an incremental property tax to fund capital 
and operations. The Ferry District is governed by 
its own Board of Directors, who are currently the 
same officials elected to the King County Council. 
The property tax is 5.5 cents per thousand of as-
sessed valuation and is projected to accumulate 
$18.3 million per year to fund ferry district capi-
tal and operating expenses. A top priority for the 
new ferry district is to establish the Elliot Bay Wa-
ter Taxi as a year-round operation. It is expected 
that the ferry will continue seasonal operation in 
2008 and 2009 and begin year around operations 
in spring 2010. First priority for the Ferry District 
is the assumption of Vashon to Seattle passen-
ger-only ferry operations from Washington State 
Ferries. Other possible routes that could serve the 
Central Waterfront in the future include service 
to Shilshole Marina and Des Moines Marina. The 
Ferry District Board of Directors has not estab-
lished any firm commitments to these potential 
routes. They are to be explored as experimental 
routes at some future date as funding is available 
and as other priorities are explored. 
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Other Ferry Operations
Several attempts have been made to provide pas-
senger-only ferry operations from the Kitsap Pen-
insula to downtown Seattle. Routes have been 
tried from Bremerton and Kingston and discussed 
for Port Orchard and Southworth. Presently, 
there are no firm plans, or funding, to begin any 
of these passenger ferry operations. The Puget 
Sound Regional Council is currently conducting a 
passenger-only ferry feasibility study which may 
shed more light on the future potential of these 
additional ferry connections.

Photo Sources
All photos from Nelson\Nygaard Colman Dock 
Study.
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Fact Sheet
Parking

Downtown Seattle is the densest concentration 
of jobs and retail business in the state of Wash-
ington. Customers and employees traveling 
downtown demand a balanced supply of automo-
bile parking and other modes. While the Seattle 
Comprehensive Plan calls for the reduction of car 
travel over time, it also recognizes that the city 
must “provide enough parking to sustain the eco-
nomic viability and vitality of commercial areas.” 
In short, city policies call for the provision of a rea-
sonable amount of short-term parking to support 
customer access while discouraging commuting 
by single-occupant vehicles. These policies relate 
both to the management of existing parking and 
the development of new supply. 

Off-Street Parking Management 
Off-street parking in Seattle is owned and man-
aged primarily by private companies and com-
mercial operators. In the CBD only a small frac-
tion of off-street parking stock that is open to the 
general public is publicly owned and/or managed.  
Many of the largest parking facilities in downtown 
serve building tenants, with additional spaces al-
located for short- or long-term use by the general 
public. Others sell their full supply to the general 
public, but are often priced to encourage com-
muter parking. While there is a significant supply 
of off-street parking available, access to parking 
can be confusing for visitors and occasional driv-
ers, rate signs can be deceptive and wayfinding is 
very limited. 

Due to the fact that the city of Seattle has very 
little control over the pricing and management 
of the downtown parking stock, the city encour-
ages neighborhood businesses and community 
organizations to collaborate in order to address 
emerging parking, mobility, and access issues 
affecting each neighborhood. The city of Seattle 
works closely with the Downtown Seattle Asso-
ciation (DSA) , the Building Owners and Managers 
Association of Seattle (BOMA) and other private 
business owners and building managers through-
out Center City to ensure customer parking needs 
are met.

Smart Park Portland
A number of downtowns in the northwest, in-
cluding Portland and Vancouver, WA, have 
developed a unifying brand or logo for visi-
tor parking facilities.  A parking brand such as 
SmartPark in Portland helps to establish a rec-
ognizable and attractive identifier at parking lo-
cations that can marketed and become the uni-
versal symbol for affordable customer parking. 
In addition to being affordable and conveniently 
located, the success of these systems can be at-
tributed to ubiquitous recognition by the public. 
The SmartPark logo tells customers they can 
expect a specific low hourly rate and high level 
of service. 

In Portland SmartPark facilities provide well-branded, low-
cost customer parking throughout the downtown.  Facilities 
are located on public transit infrastructure to provide a con-
venient “park-once” experience.

Surface parking such as this lot in 
South Lake Union is rapidly dis-
appearing in Center City.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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Off-Street Parking Supply and Use
Figure 1 (Off-street Parking Capacity) shows the num-
ber of off-street parking stalls located in Center City 
analysis zones along with the surveyed occupancy 
(2006). A total of 817 off-street parking facilities with 
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Figure 1 Off-street Parking Capacity

over 67,400 parking spaces exist in the mapped area, 
based on the 2006 PSRC Regional Parking Inven-
tory. These parking facilities operate at an average of 
67% occupancy rate.
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Figure 2 Observed Off-street Parking Daily Cost

Off-Street Parking  
Supply and Rates
Figure 2 (Observed Off-street Parking Daily Cost 
map) shows the daily cost of the off-street park-
ing facilities in 2006 based on a survey conduct-
ed by the Puget Sound Regional Council. Of the 
817 off-street parking facilities surveyed in the 
area shown on the map, daily parking cost data 
is available for only 294 parking 
facilities. The average parking 
cost for the 294 parking facilities 
is $12 a day, ranging from $3 to 
$39. There is a clear relationship 
between the intensity of land 
use and the price of parking. As 
shown in Figure 2, the most ex-
pensive parking is in the heart 
of the Central Business District, 
while daily off-street parking 
costs in neighborhoods with 
lower density land uses, such as 
South Lake Union, are lower.

There are about 51,000 off-street 
parking spaces in downtown Se-
attle between Denny Way and 
Jackson Street and I-5 and the 
Elliott Bay.
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On-Street Parking Supply and Cost 
On-street parking in most Center City 
neighborhoods is metered and man-
aged for short-term usages. Most on-
street metered parking spaces are re-
stricted to two-hour parking and are 
charged at a rate of $1.25 per hour. 
Some metered stalls in South Lake 
Union have 10-hour maximum time 
stays. These stalls are currently priced 
at $0.75 per hour and the City plans 
to adjust prices periodically to ensure 
that at least 15% of stalls in the area 
are available at all times. Over 8,000 
on-street parking spaces are available 
in the mapped area, which includes 
downtown, South Lake Union and 
Uptown.

Peak-hour restrictions are applied to 
some on-street parking to provide ad-
ditional lane capacity to transit vehi-
cles or to manage heavy traffic flows 
during peak-hour periods. Most on-
street parking in downtown operates 
all day, with fees charged from 8 AM to 
6 PM. However, parking in certain on-
street parking spaces is not allowed 
to provide additional lane capacity for 
transit. For example, vehicles are not 
allowed to park on 1st Avenue and 
2nd Avenue between Virginia Street 
and Yesler Way during AM and PM 
peak periods. Approximately 10% of 
downtown parking spaces have peak 
hour restrictions, and over 5,000 park-
ing spaces are paid parking. Figure 3 
provides a more detailed map of peak 
hour parking restrictions.
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Figure 3 Peak Hour Parking Restrictions on Center City Streets
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Parking Requirements for New Development
As of January 2007 the City of Seattle eliminat-
ed off-street minimum parking requirements for 
uses on lots in downtown zones.1 Seattle also has 
parking maximums for commercial uses in down-
town. Further, the city does not require off-street 
parking in commercial zones in urban centers 
and for some uses within pedestrian-designated 
zones. Outside of downtown, residential parking 
requirements can vary depending on location 
criteria, though the City of Seattle has not imple-
mented parking maximums for residential units 
in any neighborhoods. Multi-family units in com-
mercial zones are required to provide one space 
per unit; multi-family units in commercial zones 
within urban centers do not have minimum park-
ing requirements. 

�	 Exceptions	exist	for	uses	in	the	International	District	Mixed	and	Inter-
national	 District	 Residential	 zones,	 parking	 requirements	 for	 restau-
rants,	motion	picture	theaters,	and	other	entertainment	uses.

Paystations are now used on most downtown curbs 
to collect parking fees.
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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Fact Sheet
Freight Routes and Volumes

The Urban Mobility Plan focuses on a core area 
of Seattle from about South Spokane Street to N. 
85th Street and from Elliott Bay to First Hill. Truck 
movements to and through this core area can be 
divided into six market segments, each with its 
own characteristics and each resulting from the 
regional economy. 

Following the identification of truck markets, this 
section presents the volume of trucks in each mar-
ket segment, followed by charts that show charac-
teristics of truck movement by time of day. 

What are the major  
truck market segments? 
Six principal truck markets use roads and high-
ways in Seattle’s Center City:

Through trips on Interstate-5 – Most of the 
trucks on I-5 are longer-range regional trips. 
Some of these may originate or are destined 
to businesses inside Seattle.

Through trips on the Alaskan Way Viaduct – 
Many of these trucks trips originate or are 
destined to businesses located in Seattle, but 
outside the downtown core (for example, trips 
to or from the Ballard/Interbay Manufacturing 
and Industrial Center). Some trucks also use 
the Alaskan Way Viaduct (AWV) to reach loca-
tions further north on Aurora Avenue N (State 
Route 99). 

Port trips – These trips originate in or are des-
tined for the Port of Seattle’s container termi-
nals. There are two components to these trips: 
intermodal dray trips between the container 
terminals and the nearby rail yards, and local/
regional trips. 

Downtown deliveries – These trips are the local 
deliveries that serve downtown businesses. 
This also includes supply trips to the Port of 
Seattle’s cruise ship terminal at Pier 66.

Construction trips – These trips are associated 
with short-term construction in the downtown 
core and can include dump trucks used for ex-
cavation, concrete trucks, flatbed trucks with 
construction materials, and oversize trucks 
with crane parts and other materials. 

Over-dimension trucks – These trips move 
through Seattle with special permits. Those 
that use local streets (instead of I-5) are typi-
cally directed to surface Alaskan Way. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

Forklift loading containers on a freight truck.

Source: istockphoto.com
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 What is the relative volume  
in each market segment? 
Available truck count information was compiled to 
show the relative volume of trucks in each of these 
market segments. The truck volumes include light 
trucks (two axles), medium trucks (three to four 
axles), and tractor-trailer combination units (five 
or more axles). Truck volume data for each market 
segment are summarized in Figure 1. 

Figure 1  Truck Trips To and Through Seattle

Truck Market Count Location
Trucks per Day 

(Average Weekday) % of Daily Traffic
Through Trucks on I-5 I-5 at Olive Way a

I-5 at N 185th Street b 

15,800

12,700

7.2%

6.7%

Through Trucks on AWV AWV mainline south of Seneca Street c

Elliott Ave & Western Ave Ramps c

Battery Street Tunnel c

Columbia & Seneca Street Ramps c

5,200

2,600

1,900

700

5.0%

7.8%

3.2%

4.1%

Port Truck Trips

Total Port Trips

Dray Trips to Rail Yards

Trips to/from Region

Terminal trip estimates d

5,950

1,950

4,000

n/a

n/a

n/a

Deliveries to Downtown Busi-
nesses

Sample of downtown access points 

Stewart Street south of Denny Way e

4th Avenue north of James Street e

Seneca Street off-ramp from AWV e

Boren Avenue north of 12th Ave e

 
810

1,630

500

1,570

 
6.1%

11.1%

5.6%

13.6%

Construction Trucks Volume depends on location and quantity of con-
struction projects. 

Up to 170 trucks per 
day per downtown 
highrise site

n/a

Over-dimension Trucks Volume varies daily. The City issues annual per-
mits to some companies, and cannot track the 
number of times the permit may be used. 

a. Source: AM and PM peak period manual classification counts performed in September 2003 by Parametrix, Inc. 
The six hours of peak period data were expanded to a 24-hour volume using detailed count information on I-5 at 
NE 185th (see reference b.). 

b. Source: Truck classification counts performed by WSDOT Permanent Traffic Recording Station P-3 (I-5 at NE 
185th Street), October 2003. These counts were compiled for the “I-5 Pavement Reconstruction Projects Final Ex-
isting Transportation Conditions Technical Report,” Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) 
and Parametrix, March 2005. 

c. Source:  SR 99: Alaskan Way Viaduct & Seawall Replacement Project. “Memorandum: Updated SR 99 Truck 
Volumes, September 6, 2006.” Counts were performed in June 2006 using video and visual survey. Vans and 
“similarly sized small delivery trucks” are not included in the counts because it was unknown whether such 
vehicles were in commercial use. 

d. Source: “Port of Seattle Container Sustainable Growth Plan, Draft Transportation Analysis,” Heffron Transporta-
tion, Inc. May 17, 2006. The truck volumes reflect an annual average condition for 2002. 

e. Source: Truck Needs Assessment for City of Seattle, Truck Volume and Classification Data Base, Heffron Trans-
portation, Inc., September 20, 2007. All counts performed in May 2007.
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When do trucks travel? 
Through Trucks on I-5
Figure 2 displays average weekday truck volumes 
by time of day, and by direction, on I-5 at NE 185th 
Street. No daily data were available for the Olive 
Way count location. This figure shows that trucks 
are moving on I-5 primarily during regular busi-
ness hours, with approximately 75% of all truck 
movements occurring between 6:00 AM and 6:00 
PM. Truck volumes on I-5 begin to build around 
5:00 AM, peak between about 9:00 and 11:00 AM, 
and then gradually diminish over the rest of the 
day. Southbound truck traffic surges between 
5:00 and 7:00 AM, peaks between 10:00 and 11:00 
AM, and then decreases over the rest of the day. 
Northbound truck volumes increase and then pla-
teau between about 9:00 AM and 5:00 PM.

Figure 2  Trucks by Time of Day - I-5 at N 185th Street
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Figure 3 shows how all traffic fluctuates over the 
course of an average weekday on I-5 at NE 185th 
Street. The figure also shows the truck volumes 
and percentage of trucks compared to the total 
traffic volume. During the AM peak period (6:00 
to 9:00 AM), trucks account for 6 to 7% of the to-
tal traffic volume; during the PM peak period (3:00 
to 6:00 PM), trucks range from 4 to 6% of the to-
tal volume. During the middle of the day, trucks 
on the study area highways represent up to 10% 
of total traffic.   These trends are similar closer 
to Center City.  Counts taken on I-5 at Olive Way 
show higher through truck counts than the 185th 
location.

Figure 3 Trucks as a Percent of All Traffic - Interstate 5 at N 185th Street
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Truck Trips on Alaskan Way Viaduct
Figure 1 counts of “Through Trucks on the AWV” 
reflect a June 2006 visual survey conducted as 
part of the SR 99: AWV & Seawall Replacement 
Project. These 2006 data did not include vans or 
“similarly sized light trucks,” as the visual survey 
could not confirm whether these vehicles were be-
ing used commercially. In 2007, truck volumes on 
the Alaskan Way Viaduct (SR 99) were compiled 
from a permanent traffic recorder located near 
South Holgate Street. Average weekday counts 
for September 18 through 20, 2007 were compiled 
to show how truck volumes fluctuate by time of 
day and their relationship to other traffic on SR 

99. About 4,200 trucks per day were counted us-
ing SR 99: 2,200 in the northbound direction and 
2,000 in the southbound direction. Of these, about 
65% were light trucks with two axles, 13% were 
medium-sized trucks with three to four axles, and 
23% were heavy trucks with five or more axles. 
Figure 4 shows the trucks by time of day from 
September 2007. Northbound trucks peak in the 
morning at about 8:00 AM and southbound trucks 
peak at about 3:00 PM. The morning northbound 
peak is related to the concentration of industrial 
activities south of downtown, from which trucks 
are released in the morning to make deliveries to 
points north.

Figure 4 Trucks on SR 99 at S Holgate Street
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Figure 5 shows the percentage of trucks by hour 
of the day at this same count location. Overall, 
trucks at this location on SR 99 represent 4.8% of 
all traffic. 

Port Truck Trips
The typical truck gate at the Port of Seattle oper-
ates from 7:00 AM through 5:00 PM on weekdays. 
The larger terminals also operate occasional night 
or Saturday gates when needed to move inter-
modal traffic. Occasionally, trucks queue beyond 
the terminal gates onto city streets, which can 
interfere with general-purpose traffic. This is es-
pecially evident at Terminal 18 – the Port’s larg-
est container terminal, located off of S Spokane 
Street on Harbor Island – and Terminal 46, located 
off of Alaskan Way just south of the downtown 
core. The on-street truck queues occur most often 
early in the morning and at the end of the lunch 
break during which the terminal gates are closed 
to trucks. 

Figure 5 Truck Percentages on SR 99 at S Holgate Street
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Truck moves by time of day at a typical port ter-
minal were derived from existing data collected 
at Terminal 18 as part of a city-requested study of 
the Terminal 18 South Gate.1 This study compiled 
truck entry times at the gate for each day between 
Monday, October 10 and Friday, October 28, 2005. 
The data were compiled to show the total enter-
ing volumes by hour of the day (Figure 6). The 
hourly summary is provided for the average of 
the three-week period as well as for the peak day. 
This shows that terminal truck traffic peaks in the 
morning between 8:00 and 9:00 AM and again in 

�	 Terminal	 �8	 South	 Gate,	 Monitoring	 of	 Truck	 Volumes	 and	 Queues,	
DRAFT	(Heffron	Transportation,	Inc.,	December	�4,	�005.)

the afternoon between 1:00 and 2:00 PM. During 
the afternoon commuter peak period (between 
4:00 and 6:00 PM), the terminal generates very 
little traffic. The amount of time a truck spends 
inside the terminal ranges from 10 to 20 minutes. 
Therefore, trucks generally exit the terminal in 
the same hour that they enter it. The graph below 
shows that the temporal distribution of truck trips 
through the gate is similar on an average day and 
a peak day. These percentages would apply to the 
total volume of truck traffic at all of the Port’s ter-
minals. 
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vehicles over 30 feet in length in the Downtown 
Traffic Control Zone between the hours of 6:00 
AM and 7:00 PM, Monday through Friday, except 
with a special permit. Construction vehicles are 
one example of permitted vehicles. These per-
mits prohibit large trucks on city streets between 
6:00 and 9:00 AM and between 3:00 and 7:00 PM 
.On 4th Avenue alone, about 270 trucks per day 
were heavy vehicles with five or more axles. As 
described below, this volume is not unreasonable 
given the amount of building construction that is 
occurring in downtown Seattle. 

Deliveries to Downtown
Trucks entering the downtown core reflect a 
peaking trend that is similar to all traffic. Figure 7 
shows an hourly profile for trucks on 4th Avenue 
south of James Street. The profile is similar to the 
profile on Stewart Street and Boren Avenue. Dur-
ing the PM peak hour, trucks represented 9.8% of 
all traffic on this street. The counts would include 
delivery trips and construction trips. 

Construction Trucks
Research was conducted to investigate if there are 
factors relating the level of construction activity in 
an area with the number of construction related 
trucks trips. To date, such a methodology has not 
been found. However, individual projects provide 
an indicator of the volume of truck trips generated 
by a construction project. 

As shown in Figure 7 above, many of the trucks 
on 4th Avenue are heavy vehicles that are sup-
posed to be prohibited from the downtown core 
during daytime hours. A city ordinance restricts 

Figure 7 Trucks by Time of Day - 4th Avenue South of James Street
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When a downtown office highrise is under con-
struction, peak truck activity occurs first during 
excavation and then during concrete pours. Dur-
ing excavation, up to 1,500 cubic yards of mate-
rial could be removed from a single site each 
day. Each dump truck with a trailer can hold 
about 18 cubic yards of material, and each truck 
leaves full and returns empty. Therefore, each 
site could generate up about 170 truck trips per 
day. During a concrete pour, a site may require 
a continuous flow of 100 cubic yards of concrete 
each hour. This volume requires about 15 trucks 
cycling between a site and the batch plant, with 
about 12 loads being delivered in any one hour. 
During the course of the day, this could gener-
ate almost 150 truck trips for each building site. 
Large trucks are also used to deliver steel, clad-
ding, windows, fixtures, and other materials. 

Is there anywhere trucks don’t go? 
Trucks use every street in Seattle. The truck data 
in this memorandum reflect a sample of major lo-
cations. However, trucks use all streets to pick up 
garbage/recycling and make deliveries. 

 

Source: isourcephoto.com, #3813272
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Fact Sheet
Bicycle Routes and Volumes

What are the components  
of Seattle’s current bicycle network?
Seattle adopted its first Bicycle Master Plan in 
1972. Over the past thirty-five years the city has 
constructed approximately 39 miles of multi-use 
trails and 26 miles of striped bicycle lanes (see 
Figure 1).

Seattle’s current bicycle network is primarily made 
up of the following components:

Multi-Use Trails, such as the Burke-Gilman 
Trail, Elliott Bay Trail, I-90 Trail, Alki Trail, 
Duwamish Trail, Interurban Trail, and Chief 
Sealth Trail.

Bicycle lanes on streets such as NE Ravenna 
Boulevard, Dexter Avenue N, Fremont Avenue 
N, Martin Luther King, Jr. Way E, and S Jack-
son Street.

Non-arterial streets throughout the city with 
low traffic volumes and speeds.

Facilities complementing the existing bike-
ways include bicycle route signs, bicycle park-
ing racks and lockers, and bicycle racks on 
buses. 

•

•

•

•

The majority of Seattle’s available bikeways are 
located on non-arterial roads, generally in neigh-
borhood streets where traffic volumes and speeds 
are lower. The city anticipates developing 18 miles 
of “bike boulevards” with treatments to favor 
bicycle use on these heavily used routes. While 
bike routes on non-arterial roadways may allow 
for safer and more pleasant rides, these routes 
are problematic for traveling longer distances 
between neighborhoods, as many run into dead 
ends, go up steep hills or cross major arterial 
roadways without sufficient crossing facilities. 

Seattle has approximately 40 miles of multi-use 
trails. Approximately 1,800 bicyclists use the 
Burke-Gilman Trail on a typical weekday, and 
2,200 bicyclists use the trail on a typical Satur-
day.1 While the city has noted that these trails are 
heavily used, many are difficult to access due to a 
lack of connectors to the main trail. The intensity 
of their use varies widely in different parts of the 
city, based largely on the quality of access to the 
trail. 

Bicycle lanes are the predominant treatment for 
improving biking conditions on Seattle’s arterial 
roads. Arterial bike lanes provide continuous con-
nections between neighborhoods and are often 
the most direct and least hilly routes available. 
While paint lines and bike lane markings provide 
a place for cyclists to ride out of traffic, many 
more timid bikers prefer not to travel on arterial 
streets where travel speeds are higher and traf-
fic volumes are heavy. Today only 2% of Seattle’s 
arterial roadways feature bike lanes.

The recently updated and adopted Bicycle Mas-
ter Plan 2007 is designed to complete the many 
gaps in the current network, expand the network 
into signage of routes, and address critical bicycle 
facility issues and current route barriers such as 
roadway and bridge crossings. The plan is de-
signed with specific targets to triple the amount 
of bicycling and reduce the rate of bicycle crashes 
by one-third in Seattle between 2007 and 2017.

�	 	City	of	Seattle	(�007),	Bicycle	Master	Plan.	

Figure 1 Seattle Bicycle Network

Seattle’s current bicycle network inventory Miles

Bicycle lanes 25.5

Shared lane pavement markings 0.3

Bicycle boulevards 0.0

Other on-road bicycle facilities 2.2

Multi-use trails 39.4

Other off-road facilities 0.2

Total Network 67.6

Total miles of arterial roads 1,524

% of arterial roads with bike lanes 2%

% of Metro buses with bike racks 100%

Number of park-and-ride bike lockers 126

Bicycle racks on public sidewalks 2,300
Source: City of Seattle, Bicycle Information; City of Seattle (2007), Bicycle Master 
Plan; City of Seattle, SDOT Transportation Infrastructure Inventory.
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What is the quality of bike access  
to downtown Seattle?
Figure 3 from the 2007 Seattle Bicycle Master Plan 
(Draft) provides a conceptual illustration of the 
quality of bike connections to downtown. The plan 
calls for improvements to downtown bike routes 
including the addition of many new lane miles of 
bicycle climbing lanes, bus/bike lanes and shared 
pavement markings. 

What is the current volume  
of cyclists using the network? 
The City of Seattle estimates that there are approx-
imately 4,000 to 8,000 cyclists commuting each 
day, depending on the time of year and weather 
conditions.2 In September, the city counted 2,273 
cyclists commuting into the downtown precinct.3 
This represents a 31% increase in cycling trips 
since 2000 and an increase of over 100% since 
1992. Seattle has seen a corresponding popula-
tion increase of 13%4 and employment growth of 
25%5 during this time (see Figure 2). The US Cen-
sus does not capture trips made for recreational, 
social, or shopping purposes or trips made by chil-
dren under the age of 16 and as such undercounts 
the number of trips being made in local neighbor-
hood centers. Bike and walking trips are particu-
larly under counted since they have much higher 
mode shares for short, locally-focused trips.

�	 City	of	Seattle,	Bicycle	Program.	
� City of Seattle (2007), Bike Counts 2007 data file, 19 September.
� US Census 2000, Population Finder Seattle City, WA: Population figures 

for 1990-2006. Accessed online at: http://www.census.gov/
5	 Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	Employment	at	a	Glance:	Seattle-Bellview-

Everette, WA: Employment 1990-2006. Accessed online at http://www.
bls.gov/eag/eag.wa_seattle_md.htm

Where are the highest levels  
of bike commuting today? 
The 2000 Census reported that 1.9% of Seattle res-
idents indicated cycling was their primary mode 
for traveling to and from work. Some Seattle 
neighborhoods have significantly higher percent-
ages of bicycle commute trips. University District, 
Wallingford, Fremont, Ballard, and Capitol Hill all 
have over five percent of residents who commute 
by bike.

Bicycle counts conducted by the city of Seattle in 
2007 show where the most cyclists enter down-
town. Those entry points to the city with the high-
est number of cyclists were Dexter Avenue (7th 
Avenue) at Bell Street, the Seattle Ferry Terminal, 
and the multi-use trails along the waterfront (the 
Elliot Bay Bike Path from the north and the Alki 
and Duwamish Trails from West Seattle via the 
Alaskan Way at Royal Brougham Way). Figure 5 
illustrates bicycle volumes at key Center City in-
tersections during the AM peak period at several 
years between 1992 and 2007. The 2007 counts 
are also displayed on a map in Figure 7.

Figure 2 Bicycle Counts

1992 1995 2000 2007
Total Bicycle Counts 1,104 1,406 1,737 2,273
% increase since 1992 27% 57% 106%
% annual increase 27% 24% 31%

Source: The City of Seattle has conducted bike counts at 29 locations along the pe-
riphery of the downtown area since 1992. The 2007 Downtown Bicycle Counts took 
place on Wednesday, 19 September 2007 between 6:30 to 9:00 AM at the 29 locations 
surrounding downtown. City of Seattle (2007), Bike Counts 2007 data file 19 Septem-
ber. 
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Figure 3 Conceptual Map of Major Bicycle Destinations and Key Bicycle Corridors

Seattle Bicycle Master Plan - 14 -

Chapter 3. Bicycle Facility Network

document the reason for this decision.  The burden is on the city to explain why it is not 
implementing a recommendation in the Plan. 

Figure 1. Conceptual Map of Major Bicycle Destinations and Key Bicycle Corridors

Source: Seattle Bicycle Master Plan
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Figure 4 Seattle Bicycle Commuting (2000)

Seattle Bicycle Master Plan - 74 -

Appendix A

Figure A-2. Seattle Bicycle Commuting 
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Who is cycling in Seattle?
Like most U.S. cities, Seattle’s cyclists are largely 
male. The 2007 downtown counts indicate that 
only 21% of cycling commuters are women6. This 
is lower than the U.S. overall average of 24%. The 
percentage of women cycling in a region is often a 
good indicator of the level of perceived safety. As 
such it is not surprising that in the Puget Sound 
Household Transportation Survey, nearly 60 per-
cent of respondents felt that the region and/or 
their community was not as pedestrian- and bi-
cycle-friendly as it should be.7

When are Seattle residents cycling? 
The majority of cyclists travelling downtown enter 
the city at 7:30-7:45 AM followed by a second peak 
at 8:15-8:30 AM.8 (See Figure 6) 

6	 	City	of	Seattle	(�007),	�007	Bicycle	Counts.
7	 	Cascade	Bicycle	Club	(�005),	Left	By	the	Side	of	the	Road.	
8	 	City	of	Seattle	(�007),	�007	Bicycle	Counts.

Figure 6 Time of Travel for Downtown Seattle Bicycle Commute Trips
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How does transit support cycling?
King County Metro has a reputation as one of the 
most bicycle friendly transit providers in the na-
tion. King County Metro was on of the first agen-
cies to equip its vehicles with front-loading bike 
racks and today has a rack on every bus. It is cur-
rently upgrading to racks that hold three bikes to 
prevent overcrowding of racks on high demand 
routes. In the peak biking season, as many as 
60,000 bicycles are loaded on King County Metro 
buses each month. Sound Transit has also adopt-
ed policies that will support long-haul commuters 
carrying bicycles on board LINK light rail trains.
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Fact Sheet
Pedestrians in Downtown

Seattle residents and elected officials have shown 
significant and growing support for programs 
that encourage walking and pedestrian safety. 
The Bridging the Gap levy, passed by voters in 
November 2006, promises 18% of its funding to 
pedestrian and cycling infrastructure. In 2005, 
the Mayor issued a 10 Point Plan for Pedestrian 
Safety, and the City Council named pedestrian 
safety its top issue in 2007. The Pedestrian Mas-
ter Plan – also funded by Bridging the Gap – will 
include safety education and enforcement along 
with built projects aimed to increase the number 
of people walking in the city.1 With all of this at-
tention, what does Seattle – and especially down-
town Seattle – look like for pedestrians today?

What are the volumes of pedestrians  
on downtown Seattle streets?
Increasing numbers of jobs, residents, and desti-
nations in downtown Seattle will ensure that the 
number of pedestrians continues to grow. Land 
use greatly affects walking behavior, and areas 

�	 City	of	Seattle,	“Pedestrian	Master	Plan,”	Seattle	Department	of	Trans-
portation, http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/ped_masterplan.htm 
(accessed	November	�4,	�007)

like Center City that offer a rich mix of uses, includ-
ing housing, employment, services, and retail, al-
low residents and visitors to reach a wide number 
of daily destinations within distances comfortable 
for walking. Exact pedestrian volumes are difficult 
to model and estimate, as pedestrians can enter a 
street system at infinite points and travel in spo-
radic, unpredictable patterns. Unlike drivers, tran-
sit riders, or even cyclists, people on foot need 
not take any particular route, follow a continuous 
line, or cross single entry points. Individual inter-
section counts are the most common means for 
surveying pedestrian presence.

Two groups have recently completed counts at 
selected Seattle intersections. Sustainable Seattle 
counted pedestrians for a cumulative four-hour 
period at 10 intersections from October 2005 to 
February 2006. Surveyors observed 3,761 pedes-
trians over the four hours at Maynard Avenue and 
S. King Street in the International District, and 
6,510 during these four sample weekday hours at 
1st Avenue North and Mercer Street in Uptown/
Queen Anne.2

In a longer-term study over the course of a year, 
the Downtown Seattle Association observed pe-
destrians crossing at 10 downtown intersections 
during the morning, lunch, and evening rush pe-
riods. Counts varied slightly across seasons and 
at different intersections, and ranged from 1,500 
pedestrians over four and a half hours at 9th Av-
enue and Westlake to 7,700 at 6th Avenue and 
Pine Street. Evening counts were generally high-
est, reaching over 3,500 pedestrians in a single 
hour-and-a-half period at the most heavily-walked 
sites.3 

2 Sustainable Seattle, “Pedestrian Counts,” Sustainable Seattle, http://
www.sustainableseattle.org/Programs/SUNI/researchingconditions/
Streetlevelresearch/pedestriancounts/ (accessed November 1�, 2007)

�	 Downtown	 Seattle	 Association,	 “Economic	 information:	 Pedestrian	
counts,”	Downtown	Seattle	Association,	http://www.downtownseattle.
com/content/businesses/PedCount.cfm	(accessed	November	�4,	�007)

Awnings like those shown above on Western Avenue provide 
shade from the sun, shelter from the rain, and frame a human-
scaled space for pedestrians
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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How many people cross into  
downtown on foot each day?
U.S. Census questions eliciting “Journey-to-
Work” behavior reveal that an increasing number 
of Seattle-area residents choose walking as their 
primary commute mode. A Puget Sound Regional 
Council analysis of Census data indicates that, 
among employees who work in the Seattle Cen-
tral Business District, the percentage who walk to 
work increased from 2.9% to 3.9% between 1990 
and 2000.4 Considering commute trip origins rath-
er than employment destinations, workers who 
live in Central Seattle – including downtown and 
Capitol Hill – are commuting on foot in far greater 
proportions than those living elsewhere in the 
city. The higher walking commute percentages in 
these areas are due to the proximity of these com-
muters’ homes to downtown employment desti-
nations.

Figure 1. Journey to work by trip origin, 2000

Home address Total workers
% walking or 

biking to work
Central Seattle 86,434 15.6
North Seattle 135,420 7.3
South Seattle 87,025 3.1

Note: North Seattle: north of the Ship Canal. Central 
Seattle: south of the Ship Canal, north of Yesler Way, 
including downtown, Capitol Hill, Madison Park, and 
Magnolia. South Seattle: south of Yesler Way, includ-
ing Beacon Hill and West Seattle. 

Data source: Puget Sound Regional Council, “Cen-
sus 2000 data illustrate diverse commute modes,” 
PSRC, http://www.psrc.org/publications/pubs/trends/
t21nov03.pdf (accessed November 14, 2007) 

This of course only captures commute behavior 
and does not reflect other visitors or non-work 
trips. Once in the Center City’s mixed-use neigh-
borhoods and downtown core, the dense array 
of land uses means that employees, residents, 
and visitors are within walking distance of many 
types of destinations. None of these trips are gen-
erally captured by household transportation sur-
veys that describe trips originating and ending at 
home. Also, Census data only reflect individuals 
who walk or bike “for the greatest part” of the 
commute. The journey to work bike/walk num-
bers cannot capture walking trips made from bus 

4	 Puget	Sound	Regional	Council,	“Commuting	to	the	Region’s	Downtown	
Areas,” PSRC, http://www.psrc.org/publications/pubs/trends/t22mar0�.
pdf	(accessed	November	�4,	�007)

to office building or between destinations. Indeed, 
drivers as well as transit riders become pedestri-
ans upon arrival in downtown. 

Other land use, economic, and demographic fac-
tors will continue to spur greater proportions of 
walking trips in downtown Seattle. As stated in the 
city’s Transportation Strategic Plan 2005 update, 
“Generally, in Seattle, the number of vehicles 
available per household decreases as residential 
density, access to transit, parking restrictions, and/
or proximity to downtown Seattle all increase.”5 
As centralized locations become more populated, 
individuals who do not need to own cars or who 
find it inconvenient or fiscally imprudent to oper-
ate vehicles downtown will become increasingly 
prevalent. Seattle’s comprehensive plan targets 
high numbers of new residents and jobs for Seat-
tle’s Center City, and newcomers to these mixed-
use neighborhoods will have ample destinations 
within walking distance of their front doors at 
home and at work. With gas prices, parking costs, 
and downtown population on the rise, more pe-
destrians are likely to appear on city streets for 
work and leisure purposes. 

5	 City	of	Seattle,	“Transportation	Strategic	Plan	–	Adopted	October	��,	
2005,” SDOT, http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/tsphome. htm (ac-
cessed	November	�4,	�007)

Highway structures are imposing physical and mental barriers 
to people on foot
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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What challenges do people  
walking into downtown face? 
Seattle’s Center City Circulation Report docu-
ments hurdles for those who enter downtown on 
foot. Downtown Seattle is water-bound on the 
west and north by Puget Sound and the Ship Ca-
nal. Pedestrian access from ferry terminals is im-
peded by steep hills into the downtown core, and 
poor pedestrian conditions paralleling the water-
front. Natural bluffs and ridges separate many 
surrounding neighborhoods from downtown, and 
railway and highway structures along the perim-
eter present imposing barriers. I-5 is the major 
hurdle for anyone approaching downtown from 
the east, and Aurora impedes walking connec-
tions between Queen Anne and South Lake Union 
at the north of Center City.6

What is the quality of the  
downtown pedestrian environment?
Seattle has over 2,000 miles of sidewalks, 4,700 
crosswalks, 479 stairways, 24,000 curb ramps and 
30,000 city-owned street trees.7 Downtown enjoys 
a largely high-quality pedestrian environment, 
offering a network of wide sidewalks and signal-
controlled crossings. Though elevators and esca-
lators are located inside buildings and are not vis-
ible from the outside, these various hill-climbing 
assists are publicly accessible in many locations 

6 City of Seattle, 200�, “Center City Circulation Report,” SDOT, http://
www.ci.seattle.wa.us/transportation/ppmpcentercity. htm (accessed 
November	�4,	�007)

7	 City	of	Seattle,	“Transportation	Strategic	Plan	–	Adopted	October	��,	
�005”

for steep east-west connections, to those who are 
aware of their presence. This network links abun-
dant pedestrian-attractive destinations including 
a rich mix of uses, plazas, and parks.

Seattle’s Center City main internal pedestrian 
challenges are the steep hills and confusing inter-
sections where two street grids intersect, such as 
at Olive Way and Stewart Avenue and along Den-
ny Way. In a few locations in Center City, certain 
major streets such as Mercer still lack sidewalks 
on one side or have other maintenance needs. 
Though fully accessible curb cuts and grade sep-
arations are less of a problem in Center City as 
compared to Seattle at large, some spot improve-
ments can still be made. Freeway ramps, bridg-
es, and hills combine to create traffic bottlenecks 
that confuse vehicle flow and threaten pedestri-
ans. Special attention must be given to locations 
where highway traffic enters the city street grid at 
high speeds where people cross on foot.8 

Continuous improvements are being made 
throughout Seattle. Downtown, accessibility fea-
tures, countdown crossing timers, and repainted 
stop lines and crosswalks are positive additions. 
Existing sidewalk buffers including planters, bol-
lards, and on-street parking separate sidewalks 
from moving traffic and reassure pedestrians. The 
Seattle Department of Transportation’s Pedestrian 
Program focuses on four core programs through-
out the city: sidewalks, crossing improvements, 

8	 City	of	Seattle,	�00�,	“Center	City	Circulation	Report”

Planters along the sidewalk provide a buffer between pedestri-
ans and moving vehicles
Source: Nelson\Nygaard

Countdown timers help pedestrians gauge crossing decisions
Source: Nelson\Nygaard
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curb ramps, and school safety. Sidewalk projects 
are prioritized that will most impact safety, enable 
more people to walk, improve network connectiv-
ity, and link to schools, transit, or other major pe-
destrian generators. 

With increasing residential development, down-
town Seattle is becoming another neighborhood, 
with many of the same short distance trips that 
are commonly made on foot in other mixed-use 
neighborhoods throughout the city. During the 
work day, residents and employees in Center City 
walk to lunch, to meetings and to run errands. As 
downtown diversifies, pedestrian volumes can be 
expected to increase significantly.
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