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The Courtland Place South Beautification Project
Introduction

The City of Seattle has 471 centerline-miles of arterial streets and 1220 centerline-miles of residential streets. After the City initially incorporated in 1869, outlying areas to the north and the south were annexed in several stages.  Although the City of Seattle required the construction of curbs, sidewalks, and gutters with new developments, it inherited many unimproved streets with successive annexations.  Many of these do not have sidewalks and lack concrete curbs, gutters, and accompanying drainage improvements.  Some residents appreciate the rural character of these streets and the wide shoulder, which accommodates parking off of the paved roadway.  Others find the lack of a formal street edge contributes to the appearance of lack of care and they desire street edge improvements for beautification purposes as well as traffic calming benefits.  

In an environment of limited funding and competing priorities, Seattle Transportation (SeaTran) sought to create a model that provided for both hardscape and greening infrastructure improvements.  The Alternative Curb concept was first developed by Pete Lagerwey Supervisor of SeaTran’s Bike/Pedestrian Program.  This demonstration project was designed by Liz Ellis from SeaTran’s Landscape Services section and was a partnership between City departments and an organized neighborhood group, the Courtland Action Team (CAT), to create a formal “planting strip” and street edge utilizing precast concrete wheelstops outside of treated lumber landscaped beds. 

Project Development

In February, 2000, Mayor Schell was invited to take a neighborhood walking tour to view a new P-Patch garden and discuss recent successes in the neighborhood's fight against crime and blight.  Residents expressed concerns about the lack of curbs on local streets, and the resulting problems of excessive traffic speeds and threats to pedestrian safety.

In response, the mayor suggested that the community work with the City’s Department of Neighborhoods and Seattle Transportation to design and implement a new kind of street edge that would better separate pedestrians from vehicles, help reduce traffic speeds and provide an opportunity for attractive landscaping and street trees along the street.

At the time of the mayor's tour, the paved street width for both Courtland Pl. S and 36th Ave. S were 22' in width in a 50-foot right-of-way.  Courtland had concrete walkways on both sides of the street with unpaved shoulders where people parked.  Parking on the shoulder degraded the soil and grass and created a "jagged" street edge.

Also at this time SEATRAN was looking for a site to experiment with an alternative sidewalk design involving the use of concrete wheel stops that would act as a curb (see Photo: 13).  This was a response to the Mayor and SEATRAN’s interest in funding lower cost sidewalk treatments and also addressed compliance concerns with the Environmental Species Act requirements.  The latter imposes drainage facilities for projects that add at least 2000 square feet of impervious surface.   

On Courtland the wheel stops defined the street edge and reserved space for pedestrians without affecting drainage.  Also, this Courtland treatment allowed for the right-of-way to include a landscape strip and new sidewalk or asphalt walkway.  In the case of the Courtland Pl. neighborhood, concrete walkways already existed; therefore, only the wheel stops and planter boxes were needed.  Some residents may need to modify their parking patterns since placement of the wheel stops limits parking on the shoulder to a few areas between planter boxes.  We can expect that most drivers will either park adjacent to or on the asphalt roadway along side the new wheel stop curbing.  With the installation of the planter boxes and wheel stops in the shoulder, the travel portion of the street remained 25' wide (an acceptable City standard for local streets in single family residential areas) which allows for parking on both sides.

SEATRAN, DON and the community (represented by the Courtland Action Team) met several times to determine how best to achieve the twin goals of street beautification and enhanced traffic safety.  The design represented a departure from previously recommended street edge treatments and required an internal review to gain the support of the Pedestrian Program and Street Use.  The Action Team applied for a Neighborhood Matching Fund grant to fund the installation of the tree pits.  Free trees were obtained through the DON Fall Tree Fund program and planted by the community as part of their required grant match.  SEATRAN's Pedestrian Program paid for the installation of the wheel stops.  The contractor was the Seattle Conservation Corps.

Before submitting the grant the Action Team reached out to each household on Courtland Pl. S to determine their interest in the project, and their willingness to support it by helping to plant and maintain the new trees.  The Team also discussed the parking changes needed to make the project work.  As households became involved the extent of the project took shape.  By the time the grant application was submitted, the plan called for 13 planting beds (ranging from 12' to 48' long), 284 linear feet in total, fronting 12 homes and including 16 trees.

The project began on Monday, September 11.  The tree planting and dedication were on Saturday, October 28.

Project Monitoring

Seatran will monitor the results of the Courtland project over time. This will include community opinion, maintenance, and safety of operation.

Project Challenges & Successes

The first challenge for the Courtland Action Team was to get the support of neighbors along a street where there are many absentee landlords, language differences and a diversity of cultures. There had also been a history of lots of criminal activity, including several homicides.  Of 22 parcels, including 5 that were vacant, the Action Team was able to get written support from 14 of the property owners.  Planter boxes were located in front of some of these parcels. The sizes varied depending upon the location of underground utilities, property access, and input from the property owner.

One of the benefits of using wheel stops for the curbing was that they would be installed with gaps between them to allow the flow of stormwater into the beds for helping to minimize the amount of storm water entering the piped drainage system.  However, without a lining of some type to prevent the soil from eroding, the soil would rapidly contribute to siltation in the Cities’ storm drains.  Recycled plastic lumber was considered because of its durability and in support of utilizing recycled materials. Unfortunately the cost of this material is prohibitive because it very dense and because it weighs so much more than wooden lumber, the shipping becomes prohibitive on top of its premium material price.

During this project, our wheel stops supplier was changing to a new form.  The initial dimensions we were given for the wheel stops had to be modified when we found out that the lengths were actually longer.  It wasn’t until we had received the delivery that we also found out there was a difference in height and width between the six foot and the two foot wheel stops.  The manufacturer also makes the concrete wheel stops to order and they need time to cure. Fortunately, the need to place our order 5-6 weeks in advance did not delay the project.

The Courtland wheel stop project was the first of its kind built by the City of Seattle.  Seattle Transportation was fortunate to work with the capable staff of the Seattle Conservation Corps to ensure that equipment and crews were scheduled and work accomplished in a timely manner.

This project was an excellent example of a partnership between the neighborhood and the City to produce a low cost streetscape improvement that provided for the planting of street trees and landscaping, slowing down cut through traffic and creating distinct areas along the shoulder where cars can park.  Building on the success of Courtland, the Action Team is now working with Seattle Transportation to study the next block to the west (36th South) for possible pedestrian improvements.

Timeline

February 12
The Mayor meets with the Courtland Action Team who raise questions of street beautification project. 

March 2
DON& SEATRAN staff meets with Action Team on-site to discuss concerns and options.

June 20
SEATRAN & DON meet with Action Team to discuss a matching grant proposal.

July 17
Neighborhood Matching Grant application submitted

Sept 11
SEATRAN meets on site with Karen Tredick of SCC, underground locates ordered earlier

Sept 13
Lineout beds

Sept 14 & 15 
Excavate 

Sept 18 & 19 
Haul out

Sept 20
Build boxes (5 days)

Sept 25 & 26 
Fill boxes with Soil 

Oct 10
Tree training talk

Oct 14
Community plants the boxes with shrubs and groundcover

Oct 16 
Wheel stops delivered 

Oct 17
Clean up

Oct 18
5/8” minus ledge rock delivered

Oct 19
Wheel stop installation begins

Oct 28
Tree planting and Community celebration

Materials for 14 planting beds (ranging from 12' to 48' long), 284 linear feet in total. Each bed is 5 feet wide.

Pressure treated 2 X 12, 2 X 6, 2 X 4

2 inch deck screws

Galvanized 16 penny nails

20 lengths of 6/8 inch (#6) rebar:   2 foot lengths to secure beds and 16 inch lengths to secure wheelstops 

Rebar hangers to secure the rebar to the wood.

3-way mix topsoil


Concrete wheel stops 2’ and 6’ lengths
(Fog Tite)

5 YDS 5/8 inch minus crushed ledge rock
(Glacier)

Woodchips for mulch

Funding

Department of Neighborhood’s Small and Simple Matching Fund Grant
 9,809

Seattle Transportation Bike/Ped Program



 5,000

Community Match, other



11,809











26,998

 (17 trees from the DON Fall Tree Fund)

Contractor

Seattle Conservation Corps:  Karen Tredick, Supervisor & Rich Poulton,  Crew lead

 Planter Box Construction
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Photo 1:  Each planting bed was lined out and underground utilities marked in preparation for excavating.
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Photo 2:  A track hoe dug out two feet of compacted ground. 
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Photo 3:  Rich Poulton of the Seattle Conservation Corps nails the board ends together with 2 sixteen

Penny nails and 1 deck screw. The boxes are made from pressure treated 2 X 12 with a 1 X 6

nailer  along the sidewalk. Where the grade change was minimal, only 1 X 6 were used.
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Photo 4:  The sidewalk edge was used as a nailer for attaching the beds.  Two 16 penny nails were splayed 

Into a ¼ inch hole bored into the concrete.  The Boxes should be at grade with the sidewalk and level.
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Photo 5:  Excavated pits need to be secured and filled as quickly as possible.
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Photo 6:  Beds longer than 16 feet required a splice. Two x fours were used for this purpose.
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Photo 7:  Detail showing One deck screw to fasten each corner along with two sixteen penny nails.
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Photo 8:  Rich Poulton from the Conservation Corps checks for level. The sidewalk edge of the box is installed at grade with the surface of the sidewalk.
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Photo 9:  Wheel stops come in 2-foot and six-foot lengths. They are 7 inches tall and 9 inches across the base.
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Photo 10:  Six-foot wheel stops.
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Photo 11:  Neighbors came up with a landscape plan using low growing shrubs and perennials and planted the

Beds.  The trees arrive in two weeks.  Typically, the trees are planted first, but adjustments to the original schedule needing to be made when the tree delivery was delayed.
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Photo 12:  Community match can be met in many ways. Assisting with the construction, planting, tools, and

training can help towards matching a Neighborhood Small and Simple Grant.

Planters with wheel stop curbing
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Photo 13:  Wheelstops set in place around the wooden planter box.
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Photo 14:  With this design, cars may park either between the planters or along the wheel stop curbing.
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Photo 15:  Tree planting day
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Photo 16:  Representatives from the City join the Courtland Action Team for a ribbon cutting. In the green hat is 

Liz Ellis from SeaTran, and with scissors are SEATRAN’s Tony Mazzella and Trang Tu of the Mayor’s Office.
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Figure 13:  SPU will add a load of crushed rock  to the Northeast street segment to help eliminate puddling.   
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