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December 3, 2018 
 
To:        Planning, Land Use and Zoning Committee  
 Rob Johnson, Chairman 
 
From:  Escala  
 
Re: CB 119398 and related documents 
 
Proposed Transportation Level of Service Standard (LOS) Fails to Establish Concurrency 
 
Transportation concurrency. Transportation concurrency means that transportation facilities must 
be available to carry the traffic of a proposed development at County level of service standards, 
or else the proposed development cannot be approved. Oct 27, 2017 
 
Transportation concurrency - King County 
https://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/permitting-environmental.../transportation.aspx 
 
 
Greetings, 
 
City staff and this Committee are right to revise Seattle’s current Transportation Concurrency 
Level of Service (LOS) measurements, particularly in downtown where traffic volumes regularly 
exceed arterial capacity.  But the proposed revision is dangerously incomplete and replaces 
quantifiable standards with a goal for lower volumes supported only by wishful thinking. It won’t 
measure the impact of new development on surrounding streets.   
 
The legislation completely separates the impact of new towers from the cause and effect equation 
of traffic at downtown intersections. Instead of measuring arterial-specific traffic volumes and 
sources, this legislation calls simply for a percentage reduction in Single Occupancy Vehicles 
(SOVs) across a broad sector of downtown, Lake Union and west Capitol Hill.   
 
Without supporting evidence, the legislation assumes new urban core towers will automatically 
result in fewer SOVs simply by their proximity to multimodal transportation options. The legislation 
allows new urban mega towers to build without any transportation mitigation and automatically 
assigns them a SEPA Threshold Determination of Non-Significance. 
 
The only gauge of this proposal’s effectiveness would come at two-year intervals from data 
supplied by a household travel survey conducted by the Puget Sound Regional Council. It’s a 
broad stroke, imprecise measure that dissolves accountability and green lights massive towers 
without mitigation just at the moment Seattle’s faces a prolonged traffic nightmare. 
 
Tying LOS just to the percentage use of Single Occupancy Vehicles (SOV) falls short because it 
only reflects usage by people who need or prefer to drive their vehicles in the core. In truth the 
city's own research shows the causes of congestion are multiple and complex. This legislation 
fails to consider: 
 

• the findings of the Final 50' and the doubling of package deliveries in the core,  
• the surging volume of Uber and Lyft vehicles--Transportation Network Companies 

(TNCs) and delivery services for food, beverages and prepared meals 
• the decrease or flat line in bike commuters and the seasonal nature of these volumes 
• the uncertain future of multi-modal improvements for bike lanes and the Street Car 

Connector as well as adequate budget and street capacity for transit to move more 
people 



• the added congestion potential of large capacity delivery 'tri-peds' or industrial tricycles 
that will navigate on both sidewalks and streets  

• the large number of parking stalls planned for the majority of downtown towers whose 
residents may not be motivated to use non-SOV options 

• the thousands of move-ins/move-outs created by new downtown apartments and condos. 
• the frequent exemptions for massive residential towers to provide adequate internal 

loading/garbage space to contain their delivery vehicles and waste containers. Without 
this necessary functional infrastructure, trucks block right of ways and create back-ups on 
surrounding arterials.  

 
 
Employ infrastructure solut ions to help meet concurrency 
 
The proposal readily dismisses physically improving the city's Right-of-Way (ROW) capacity in 
writing "It is impractical and environmentally unsustainable to further expand Seattle's street 
system."  Yet at the same time the City has designated 16-18' alleys to serve as each tower’s 
sole egress for thousands of new vehicle trips a day, putting even more burden on these 
constrained ROWs. 
 
Seattle can't widen its streets but it could require new developments to widen their portion of 
alleys beyond the requisite 2 ft.  This would allow trucks to access and fit internal loading berths 
and for projects located at corners to create wider alley openings to allow common 30’ trucks to 
turn directly into alleys rather than blocking three lanes of traffic to back in.    
 
Recognize towers’ residents’ needs, habits and cumulative impacts  
 
The legislation is based on a weak premise that a tower’s urban location is the only mitigation 
needed to establish its concurrency doesn’t consider cumulative impacts.  Each mixed-use tower 
generates an average of 1,000 vehicle trips a day with the most activity at peak hours. Under this 
legislation a project outside the core generating more than 30 trips at peak PM hours would be 
required to take mitigation measures.  Downtown mixed towers will surpass this. 
 
There are currently one dozen towers in the pipeline on blocks bordering Virginia St. between 2nd 
and 5th Avenues.  All will rely on Virginia Street access from unregulated alley intersections 
particularly at peak evening hours as people head out of downtown. In addition to traffic from 
existing towers and businesses this threatens to turn Virginia St. into a parking strip.  
 
The legislation also relies on an assumption unsupported by building designs and trends. It 
justifies exempting downtown towers from transportation mitigation because their retail will 
provide on-site goods and services to meet residents’ demands and reduce their use of SOVs. 
 
Real life evidence proves otherwise.  Space dedicated to retail in new towers is often marginal 
and mostly non-essential to housekeeping. The past few years have seen a major downsizing 
and exodus of home and office retailers in the core including Macy’s, Bed, Bath and Beyond, 
Office Depot, Aaron Brothers and half a dozen independent service providers who lost their 
leases or have been priced out of downtown. With commercial rents and capital start-up costs so 
high, new towers struggle to find anchor tenants and their ground floors remain empty well past 
opening. This lack of sufficient retail will boost SOV trips originating from the core. 
 
Create a standard based on multiple measures and mandatory mitigation  
 
The most valuable LOS standard would measure current traffic flow and offer methods to adjust 
it. Traffic back ups occur for many reasons and the most valid standard would include indicators 
such as: 



 
1) Measuring the number of SOVs and offering incentives to reduce them. The legislation 

already proposes this for smaller projects but it should be mandatory for all towers. 
2) Counting the number of cars able to pass through key project intersections in one light 

signal at peak hours. This data would be compared to Transportation Impact Analysis 
(TIA) trip generation data that should be required for all towers surrounding core 
intersections. 

3) Requiring a mandatory survey of the public and private loading and waste storage 
facilities on project blocks to determine infrastructure solutions to minimize new tower 
impacts and prevent blocking of ROWs.  
 

By focusing on the existing situations of project blocks and key intersections the City can deploy a 
range of strategies, incentives and infrastructure requirements to meet traffic concurrency goals. 
Tower approval should only be awarded to new projects based on their ability to contain their 
transportation impacts.  
 
Reducing SOV traffic is a good and important goal. But making it the only LOS measure 
abdicates the City’s responsibility to address a traffic crisis that threatens Seattle’s safety, 
livability and economic footing. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Megan Kruse  
On behalf of Escala 
 
Appendix follows  



Appendix:  Excerpts from the proposed legislation supporting documents. 
 
By exempting towers from volume/capacity LOS measurements Seattle is waiving its 
responsibility and limiting its ability to identify and mitigate a growing traffic crisis. This will hinder 
how the city functions for generations to come and place an undue burden on the public. 
However, plan authors write that if the new reduced LOS standard doesn't work out, it won't hurt 
to have tried: 
 
"It might be arguable that outcomes of the proposed concurrency review system might not 
be as successful as conceptually estimated, with less progress toward a mode share 
reduction target and thus fewer overall beneficial effects on street system congestion 
levels than might be projected as an ideal outcome. While this is noted as one possible 
worst-case scenario, if it is accurate it would merely represent a tempering of the positive 
impacts that could be influenced by the proposed policy and its effects on future 
development."  
 
Another issue with this legislation is its lack of supporting research, documentation, 
implementation and monitoring procedures and absence of clear standards for measuring tower 
impacts. Supporting statements are intuitive and expressed in hedging phrases like: 
 
". . . are likely to drive reductions in automobile ownership over time through lesser 
prevalence of parking supply"    
 
and, 
 
"Over the long-term and as a net probably impact in any given subarea of the city, the 
most likely result would be outcomes that are positive in terms of contributing toward 
enhanced, or maintained, overall street system functioning through gains in overall space 
efficiency on roads brought about by more use of more efficient modes of travel on a per-
capita basis." 
 
and, 
 
"The nature of the proposed system would recognize and perhaps incentivize to a slight 
degree the direction of developments' locational choices to more often favor Urban 
Centers and Hub Urban Villages."   
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