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September 7th, 2018

Seattle Members - Sound Transit Elected Leadership Group
Seattle City Hall
600 4th Ave
Seattle, WA 98104

Subject: ST3 WSTBE Level 2 preliminary recommendations

The Seattle Design Commission (SDC) has evaluated Sound Transit’s 
(ST) Level 2 alternatives developed as part of their process to establish 
a preferred alternative for stations and guideways in the West Seattle 
to Ballard light rail link extension (ST3). The SDC submits the following 
recommendations to the Seattle Elected Leadership Group (ELG) in 
advance of your October 5, 2018 meeting, where ST staff will present 
recommendations on which station and guideway alternatives should 
proceed to Level 3 review prior to selection of a preferred alternative. 

Our recommendations focus on urban design, placemaking, environmental, 
and equity outcomes. We have only generally considered questions of cost 
and technical constraints, as this is not within our area of expertise. We 
understand that costs and constraints will be evaluated by City experts and 
will be weighed alongside social and environmental outcomes by elected 
when deciding which alternatives to move forward for further study.

To develop these recommendations, SDC received detailed briefings from 
ST and City of Seattle staff on the various station and alignment options. 
The input of ST and City staff, as always, has been essential to our 
understanding of the supporting information about the various alignment 
and station options under review.

The SDC also engaged a variety of City Boards and Commissions to 
better understand the urban design implications of the various station 
and alignment alternatives under this phase of review. The SDC held six 
work sessions that were attended by representatives of the City of Seattle 
Planning Commission, Transit Advisory Board, Bicycle Advisory Board, 
Pedestrian Advisory Board, Renters Commission, Community Involvement 
Commission, and the LGBTQ Commission. The SDC found their perspectives 
invaluable and appreciate their time and interest in helping the SDC develop 
these recommendations. 

In addition to our six work sessions, SDC members participated in two of 
the six station-specific all-day design charrettes hosted by Sound Transit for 
community stakeholders. These sessions also provided SDC members with 
valuable insight concerning community perspectives on the various station 
and guideway options.  
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Since 1999, when the City of Seattle first established a Light Rail Review Panel (LRRP), led by SDC staff, 
the SDC and its members have been tireless advocates for embedding urban design values into transit 
investments arising from the various ST segments. With ST3, there is a unique opportunity between the 
City and ST to embed urban design values into the proposed 14 stations, nearly 12 miles of alignment, 
and two new water crossings. The City and ST have the potential for creating both a transportation system 
that reaches into neighborhoods that have been underserved by fixed rail, and a system that elevates 
opportunities for placemaking, innovative development partnerships, and equitable development.

The following is a summary of SDC key issues and concerns about the Level 2 station and alignment 
options. This summary is supported by a series of recommendations for each station, water crossing, and 
various alignment segments.  The recommendations are included as an attachment to this letter, based on 
the various segments established by ST in their Level 2 review, including:

• West Seattle/Duwamish
• SODO and Chinatown ID
• Downtown
• Interbay/Ballard

This effort has given the SDC a deeper understanding of the scope and implications of ST3 within 
Seattle. We hope these observations help in your work towards developing a transportation system that 
effectively balances moving people in our region, while creating places that enhance Seattle and its many 
neighborhoods.

Key observations

1. Stations
Station Tiers – Each station type requires different partnerships and planning efforts to maximize ridership 
and to appropriately integrate these stations into their respective neighborhoods.  We have grouped 
the Seattle stations into three tiers, ordered below from what the SDC sees as the most impactful to 
our transportation network and vibrancy of our city, to the least impactful.  The higher tier stations will 
require more robust planning and coordination to effectively integrate stations, while all stations require 
interagency coordination for successful multi-modal integration. 

• Urban Catalyst Stations (Chinatown-ID, Westlake, Seattle Center) – stations that are not only criti-
cal transit hubs, but civic and cultural hubs with effects stretching beyond the property line.  These 
stations require planning at and beyond the stations.

• Neighborhood Catalyst Stations (Delridge, Ballard, West Seattle Junction) – stations that will be 
embedded into vibrant and established neighborhoods where context is critical. Planning and devel-
opment of these stations and the areas around them holds the potential to strengthen communities 
while transforming the built environment.

• Emerging Neighborhood Stations (SODO, Stadium, Dravus, Interbay, South Lake Union, Denny, Mad-
ison/Midtown, Avalon) – the remaining stations still have many placemaking opportunities and are in 
areas experiencing substantial changes and growth, requiring contextual station locations to best fit 
the growing neighborhoods’ needs.

We also take special notice of what we call the “Jackson Hub”, a unique location that consists of the 
existing and future Chinatown-ID Stations, Union Station, and King Street Station. The Jackson Hub is 
the only location in the ST system where all three light rail transit (LRT) lines will connect. The Jackson 
Hub also provides one of the only locations that allows for transfers between the ST light rail system 
and 1) various local and regional bus systems, 2) the Seattle Streetcar, and 3) Amtrak and ST Sounder 
systems. Currently, these individual stations provide important yet disjointed connections between 
various transportation modes at one of the key front doors to Seattle. By supporting the idea of a Jackson 
Hub, there is a unique opportunity to create a highly functional multi-modal transportation hub with 
strong cultural community place making.  Using community partnerships along with facilitating smooth, 
integrated transfers will help to re-activate Union and King Street Stations to their original intended use - 
people-focused transportation facilities.
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2. TOD and Land Use
• Proactively seek out opportunities and develop innovative strategies for joint development and public 

private partnerships to knit together stations and alignments into the fabric of neighborhoods. TOD 
and new growth capacity should be created in partnership with the neighboring communities and 
their goals. 

• Evaluate new governance approaches that would use existing public development authorities and 
perhaps create a more flexible public development corporation like the Portland Development Com-
mission.

• Realign the City’s modal plans and growth strategies to optimize the benefits of the ST3 infrastruc-
ture investments.

• Consider new land use typologies to maximize ridership, including industrial areas.
• Proactively integrate transit expansion with future land use by updating land use plans based on 

future station locations while also planning the system to serve desirable future and not current land 
use intensities.

• Focus TOD at stations with the greatest amount of transfers and where equity can be addressed in 
alignment with ST’s recently adopted Equitable Development Policy.

3. Provide a Robust and Inclusive Process
• Narrow the range of feasible alternatives considered in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), 

but do not select one preferred alternative until the Draft EIS is published and public comments have 
been accounted for in subsequent draft documents prior to the publication of a Final EIS. 

• Provide 3D visualizations of stations, guideways, bridges, and portals, including views from the pe-
destrian perspective.

• Share technical information and supporting analytics that are necessary for decision making. Provide 
clear information on the determining factors and drivers for ST preferred solutions. 

• Identify the City’s “Designated Representative” per the City/ST partnering agreement. Interdepart-
mental and interagency coordination is critical to producing integrated solutions that maximize the 
performance of transit and civic hubs, while minimizing piecemeal and sometimes competing out-
comes championed by the different agencies. This coordination effort needs a champion to initiate 
and sustain this shared vision throughout all phases.

• Native communities must be a key constituent in developing station and alignment options.
• Provide transparency of how input from marginalized communities is being brought to and affecting 

alternatives and decisions. Reporting on the participation process is meaningless if it is not clear how 
the project outcomes will be affected by engagement with these communities.

• Develop a framework for future review by a City oversight board like the role of the Light Rail Review 
Panel (LRRP). This should include tools to evaluate the urban design implications of the preferred 
station and guideway alternatives. This group could serve to ensure that inter-departmental and in-
teragency coordination is being adequately executed. 

4. Summary of alignment and station location recommendations
West Seattle/ Duwamish

The SDC strongly recommends the stations and alignment proposed in the Pigeon Ridge/West Seattle 
tunnel alternative.  The SDC believes the Pigeon Ridge/West Seattle tunnel alternative simplifies the 
overall route from SODO to Alaska Junction by reducing the number of turns to navigate around several 
ridgelines and reducing the overall height of the above grade guideway due to the proposed tunnels 
through Pigeon Point and west of Delridge.  This alignment will also reduce the height and distance 
spanning the Duwamish River, which will also reduce impacts on the Port of Seattle.
 
Locating the Alaska Junction Station below grade on 42nd Ave will avoid negative impacts to California 
Ave SW while serving major commercial and residential corridors/areas and north-south transit lines.  The 
north-south orientation of the station will help with future system expansion.  The proposed alignment 
between Alaska Junction and Avalon Station should be located below grade to reduce the negative impacts 
within an established neighborhood with an existing commercial core.  
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The proposed Avalon Station should span Fauntleroy Way SW, with station entrances on both sides of 
the right of way, to improve east/west pedestrian safety and connectivity across Fauntleroy Way SW. The 
SDC believes locating the Delridge Station above grade within the Right-of-Way (ROW) along SW Genesse 
St, near Delridge Way SW, will best serve the existing community and social services while minimizing 
potential negative impacts.  The proposed location will also serve as a transfer location for communities 
located south of the station area.  

SODO & Chinatown/International District
The SDC realizes that the proposed alignment along this section will significantly influence the station 
location and configuration. The SDC recommends ST continue to study alignments along the E-3 corridor 
and along Occidental Ave S/1st Ave S.  The E-3 corridor alignment will continue to serve as important 
transfer points for local and regional transit.  The SDC recognizes the SODO Station as the first transfer 
point between the future West Seattle LRT line and ST existing light rail alignment.  The proposed SODO 
Station should be located at grade with easy access to the existing SODO Station to limit negative impacts 
associated with transferring between segments.   Similarly, the proposed Stadium Station will serve as a 
transfer point between the future and existing light rail lines, local and regional transit, and national bus 
carriers like Bolt Bus and Greyhound. 

The SDC recognizes the Chinatown/International District station as a major regional transit and civic hub 
and strongly recommends locating the station beneath 4th Ave, adjacent to Union Station, with direct 
connections to Union Station and the existing light rail station on 5th Ave S.  The SDC also recommends 
developing Union Station as a major civic space for both the surrounding community and greater region. 
 
Downtown

The SDC recognizes the proposed station locations along this segment will influence the alignment.  
The SDC recommends locating the Midtown and Westlake Stations, as well as the alignment between 
Chinatown/International District Station and Westlake Station, along 5th Ave.  This will allow for better 
transfer to the proposed Madison Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) line.  

The SDC also recognizes the Westlake Station as major regional transit and civic hub.  The location of the 
proposed station beneath 5th Ave will allow for easier transfer to the existing light rail station, Streetcar, 
and bus lines along 3rd Ave, 4th Ave, and 5th Ave.  

The proposed Denny Station should be located east of Westlake Ave N near the intersection of Boren Ave 
and John St.  This will provide an opportunity to serve both the existing Cascade Neighborhood as well as 
the Denny Triangle/SLU area.  To address topographical issues, it is recommended the station include an 
upper entrance along Boren Ave as well as a lower entrance along Terry Ave.  The SDC also recommends 
the South Lake Union Station be located beneath Harrison St. on the west side of SR 99 tunnel.  This 
location will provide direct transfer connections to existing and future transit, including a potential transit 
hub as imagined in the neighborhood’s mobility and urban framework plans. 

The SDC recognizes the Seattle Center Station as an important civic hub as it is located near a regional 
cultural destination.  The SDC recommends locating the proposed station below Republican St. and 1st 
Ave N intersection.  The proposed station should span 1st Ave N with station entrances on both sides of 
the street.  

Interbay/ Ballard
The SDC recognizes the proposed alignment will be influenced by several factors such as station location, 
tunnel portal location, ability to acquire ROW as well as the specification of above grade guideway, bridge, 
and tunnel options.  

The SDC recommends locating the proposed Smith Cove Station at grade along Alaskan Way N near W 
Galer St.  This location will increase access to the existing port and cruise terminals as well as future 
commercial uses.  The SDC strongly recommends utilizing area adjacent to the BNSF ROW for an at grade 
alignment between the proposed Smith Cove Station and Interbay Station.  This will reduce physical and 
visual impacts in the surrounding area and provides a less expensive alternative to building an elevated 
guideway through the corridor.  The SDC also recommends locating the Interbay Station beneath the 
Dravus St. Bridge, which will increase access to east west transit modes. 
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The SDC recognizes the various alternative alignment proposals between the Interbay and Ballard 
station will have significant visual and physical impacts on the surrounding area.  The SDC recommends 
providing a tunnel from the Interbay Station at Dravus St. to the Ballard Station. If a fixed bridge option 
is considered, the SDC strongly recommends that the proposed bridge include multi-modal transit options.  
The SDC recommends locating the proposed Ballard Station below grade along 15th Ave NW with station 
entrances on both sides.  The location would reduce negative impacts on the surrounding area and would 
provide the best opportunity for future system expansion.

Next steps

This project will not only improve transportation for residents and those who work, study, and play 
here, it will also have the potential to improve equity and create vibrant places throughout the city.  As 
you prepare to recommend alternatives to be studied further, we ask that you carefully weigh issues 
addressing urban design, placemaking, environmental, and equity outcomes along with costs and technical 
constraints. 

We thank you for your time and interest in the work of the Seattle Design Commission. We look forward to 
continuing in our role as advisors on urban design implications of major civic investments like ST3.

Sincerely,

John Savo, Chair
Seattle Design Commission

CC:  Cathal Ridge, ST Central Corridor Director
 Samuel Assefa, OPCD Director
 Linea Laird, SDOT Interim Director
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•

•

•
transparency is essential to address “detail about project risks and opportunities” (p. 10) and the “common goal of early and rable consensus” (p.9).

•

• The City should immediately identify the “Designated Representative” as agreed on p. 3 of the partnering agreement. 

•

•

•
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•

•

• Where transit “interchanges” (transfer stations, transfer between rail corridors or modes, etc.) occur, prioritize wayfinding

•
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• The City and ST should develop strategies that support more intensive land uses near stations, in support of the City’s compr nsive plan AND Sound Transit’s TOD 

•

•

•
•
• Explore innovative governance models (PDA’s, CDC’s, etc.) to support infill development opportunities. 

•

•

•

•
use scenarios with higher growth targets than what are currently in the City’s comprehensive plan.  

•

•
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5th Ave near Madison St 
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•
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Study (in order of preference):
1. 5th Ave location
2. 6th Ave location
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