How the decision came about to replace the Alaskan Way Viaduct with a tunnel
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On Jan. 13, 2009, in Seattle, WA, Governor Chris Gregoire, King County Executive Ron Sims and Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels signed an agreement to demolish the earthquake-damaged Alaskan Way Viaduct and build a 16.5-m- (54-ft-) diameter, four-lane, two-level, deep bored tunnel under downtown Seattle to be open to traffic in 2015 - requiring accelerated environmental, design and construction. 

This reversed a decision exactly one month earlier for two alternates that did not incorporate any tunnels, primarily because the predicted tunnel cost exceeded available funds. A stakeholders group of all interested parties rejected that decision and requested that a tunnel option be considered. What followed was an immediate groundswell of strong support for a deep-bored bypass tunnel, mostly from downtown Seattle business leaders and the Cascadia Center. The Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) spent the next month intensely evaluating the deepbore option for the city, state and county leaders who agreed with the consensus of the stakeholders and overcame funding constraints. With this decision, the WSDOT selected the deep bored tunnel for environmental documentation, design and construction on Jan. 13. 

This announcement followed more than seven years of planning, debates, proposals, citizen votes, twists-and-turns and counter proposals in one of the most environmentally sensitive and politically active regions of North America. Considered were cut-and-cover tunnels and trenches and elevated replacements along the Puget Sound waterfront plus several alignments of bored tunnels under city streets. There were thousands of hours spent on planning, technical analysis, public meetings, letters and e-mails from the public, interest groups and local jurisdictions. 

Associated investments will include new buses and transit services and a new streetcar line. The total investments are $4.2 billion - $2.8 billion is associated with the tunnel, of which $2.4 billion has been voted by the legislature. Tolling is expected to provide the remaining $400 million. 

The 3.5-km (2.2-mile) doubledecker viaduct was built in the 1950s to accommodate 65,000 vehicles per day. Currently, about 110,000 vehicles use the viaduct on a daily basis. 

In 2001, a 6.8 earthquake damaged the viaduct. It was also determined that the sea wall that supports the viaduct needs to be replaced. 

So how did we finally get the decision on the tunnel, more than seven years after it was first outlined? 

The answer is that many dedicated people - citizens, governmental, political, planners, environmental, engineers, key stakeholders needed to be involved. All the right elements needed to be in place and they needed to all align at one point in time. The right point in time. Some of the factors include: 

* Political will/commitment (governor, mayor, county executive, city council members, legislature). 

* Pressure for a decision from the public and key stakeholders including a long-term concerted effort by the Cascadia Center favoring a tunnel option. 

* Key stakeholders in agreement and determination to move ahead. 

* Key proponents to push key issues at the right time (need not be all at the same time). For Seattle, proponents included the Chamber of Commerce, Stakeholder's Advisory Committee, Downtown Seattle Association, business interests, labor unions, the Cascadia Center and others. Groups that were passionate to find the right solution and commit to finding money to make it work. Groups that did not accept the alternatives proposed (an elevated replacement blocking the waterfront and an insufficient surface-only option). 

* A good reason to pick the tunnel solution and find the funding, considering long-term, life-cycle benefits. 

* Technical feasibility - successful technology that is suitable for the work. A 16.5-m- (54-ft-) diameter tunnel boring machine (TBM) is now feasible and success can be demonstrated from other applications - see the WSDOT Web site http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/projects/Viaduct/ and Legislative briefing materials. 

* Credible cost definition and a range of probable costs - other examples, WSDOT's CEVP. 

* Competent consultants - PB, Jacobs Engineering, HMM, ARUP, Shannon & Wilson and many others. 
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