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Overview: King County Metro Traffic Study - Columbia Street Analysis 

Background 

Currently, King County Metro buses traveling from West Seattle and Southwest King County use the Alaskan 
Way Viaduct and Columbia and Seneca ramps to travel to and from downtown Seattle.  This pathway carries 
23,000 transit riders on more than 500 bus trips daily (About 30 buses during one hour in the p.m. peak).  Once 
the State Route 99 (SR99) bored tunnel is complete and the Viaduct is no longer operational, these buses need a 
new permanent pathway to connect transit riders south of downtown to the Third Avenue Transit corridor.   

King County Metro and the City of Seattle evaluated more than a dozen pathways including surface streets, I-5, 
and SR99.  Pathways were eliminated due to competing street uses, impacts to reliability of transit service and 
other challenges that prevent delivery of high-quality transit service to the downtown Seattle core.  A two-way 
Columbia Street pathway was ultimately identified as the fastest, most reliable option of the pathways studied.  

Traffic Study and Options Evaluated 

In preparation for the traffic study, Metro, the City of Seattle and their consultants met with individual property 

owners along Columbia Street to understand street uses, potential bus stop locations, effects to local access and 

operational feasibility of bus operations on Columbia Street.  The information gathered was incorporated into 

the traffic study to evaluate access to driveway, alley and off-zone loading locations.  

The study area included all intersections on Columbia Street between Alaskan Way and 6th Avenue.  The study 

only evaluated options to convert Columbia Street to two-way operations from 1st to 3rd Avenue, as conversion 

is implied for the Alaskan Way to 1st Avenue section of Columbia Street in the City’s Central Waterfront Project.  

The study assumed operation of 40 buses per hour in the peak direction, into downtown Seattle in the morning 

and leaving downtown in the evening.  Attachment 1 provides an overview of the options studied and the 

proposed lane configurations as compared to existing conditions. In each option, one westbound general-

purpose lane is converted to an eastbound transit lane. In brief, the options evaluated are: 

 Option 1:  Maintains a three-lane configuration between 3rd Avenue and Alaskan Way. There is one 

general purpose lane for through movement and left turns. There are transit lanes in both directions. 

Right turns are allowed from the westbound transit lane. The eastbound transit lane allows local access 

for general purpose traffic between 1st and 2nd Avenues. This traffic would then be forced to turn right at 

2nd Avenue.  

 Option 2: Four-lane configuration with a transit lane in both directions, and two general-purpose lanes 

in the westbound direction.  From 2nd to 3rd Avenue, the two general purposes lanes allow for through 

movement of traffic and left turns to 2nd Avenue.  From 2nd to 1st Avenue, the two general-purpose lanes 

allow for a through/left turn movement onto 1st Avenue and a right turn only lane onto 1st Avenue.   

Right turns are allowed from the westbound transit lane.  The eastbound transit lane allows local access 

for general purpose traffic between 1st and 2nd Avenues. This traffic would then be forced to turn right at 

2nd Avenue.  

 Option 2B – Transit Only: Same as Option 2, but does not allow general purpose vehicles to use the 

eastbound transit lane for local access. 

Traffic Analysis Results 
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Table 1 below provides an overview on the traffic results related to each criterion listed with a summary of 

findings for each option.  There is little operational difference between Option 2 and Option 2B -Transit only, as 

illustrated in the table.  

Table 1:  Columbia Street Traffic Analysis Results 

Criteria  Option 1 Option 2  Option 2B- Transit Only 

Level of Service 
(Measure of 
Intersection Delay) 

All intersections: LOS D or 
better for AM and PM peaks 
with exception of 2nd 
Avenue and Columbia 
intersection, which operates 
at LOS F in this option. 

All intersections: LOS D 
or better for AM and PM 
peaks with exception of 
2nd Avenue and Columbia 
intersection, which 
operates at better level 
of service than Option 1 
(LOS E). 

Same as Option 2 

Number of 
unserved vehicles 
in AM and PM 

peak hour1 

AM: More than 1,600 
vehicles 
PM:  More than 800 vehicles 

AM:  130 vehicles 
 
PM:  70 vehicles 

Same as Option 2  

Travel Times  
General Purpose 
(6th Avenue to 
Alaskan Way) 
 
Transit (Third 
Avenue to First 
Avenue) 

 General Purpose: AM 
Peak: 13 minutes 
PM Peak: 11 minutes 

 

 Transit:  1 minute 
westbound and 4 
minutes eastbound in 
the AM Peak and PM 
Peaks 

 General Purpose:   
AM Peak: 4 minutes  
PM Peak: 6 minutes  

 

 Transit:  1 minute 
westbound and 4 
minutes eastbound 
in the AM Peak and 
PM Peaks 

 General Purpose: 
Same as Option 2 

 
 

 Transit: 
 Same as Option 2  

On-Street Parking 
and Loading  

All options require removal of seven parking spaces, and relocation one 3-minute 
passenger load zone and three 30-minute loading zones on the south side of 
Columbia Street.   

Driveway and 
Alley Operations 

Delays are worse  in Option 1 for most driveways compared to Option 2 and 2B- 
Transit Only, but all options increase delay compared to current conditions.   

1
Unserved vehicles are the number of vehicles unable to enter the study area due to vehicle back-ups in the study area.  

Queue lengths are similar in all options evaluated. Therefore, to measure the difference in the options, the number of 
underserved vehicles was evaluated.  
*Note: Results assume 40 buses per hour in one direction during the peak hour* 

Summary and Recommendation 

 Option 1 provides a shared through/left turn lane at 2nd Avenue, causing left turning vehicles to block 

through traveling vehicle and increase general purpose traffic delays, queues and travel times.  Option 1 

could provide wider sidewalks (4-5 feet wider on each side) between 1st Avenue and 3rd Avenue given 

that the option is three lanes compared with four lanes in Option 2.  

 Option 2 allows for an exclusive left turn lane at 2nd Avenue, resulting in faster travel times, less delay 

and less vehicle queuing for general-purpose traffic compared to Option 1. Option 2 does not provide 

for wider sidewalks from 1st to 3rd Avenues with a four lane configuration.  
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 Given the impacts to general purpose traffic in Option 1, Option 2 is the recommended lane 

configuration for a two-way Columbia Street.  While Option 2B-Transit only, provides exclusive priority 

for transit, Option 2 allows for local access eastbound from 1st to 2nd Avenue for general purpose traffic.  
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ATTACHMENT 1:  

Existing Lane Configuration 

  
 

 

 

Option 1 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Option 2 and 2B (Transit Only) 

 
  

Option 1 - Changes from current conditions: 

 One westbound general purpose lane is converted to an eastbound transit lane.  The 

eastbound transit lane allows local access for general purpose traffic between 1st 

and 2nd Avenues. This traffic would then be forced to turn right at 2nd Avenue. 

 Between 2nd and 3rd Avenue, there is a westbound transit lane and a left turn/ 

through lane for general-purpose traffic.  This three –lane configuration provides 

wider sidewalk from 1st Avenue to 3rd Avenue along Columbia Street. 

 Alley and Driveway Access:   

o Northside Columbia Street: Access is from the westbound right 

only/through lane and left turns from driveways or alleys are not permitted. 

o Southside Columbia Street: Westbound vehicles would cross the eastbound 

transit lane to enter driveways. General purpose vehicles would be able to 

use eastbound transit lane between 1st and 2nd Avenue for local circulation, 

but would be required to turn right at 2nd Avenue.  

 Existing loading zones will need to be relocated and parking removed.  

 

Option 2- Changes from current conditions: 

 One westbound general-purpose lane is converted to an eastbound transit lane.  The 

eastbound transit lane allows local access for general purpose traffic between 1st and 

2nd Avenues. This traffic would then be forced to turn right at 2nd Avenue.  

 Between 2nd and 3rd Avenue, there is a westbound transit lane, one lane for general-

purpose traffic through travel and a left turn only lane for turns onto 2nd Avenue.   

 Alley and Driveway Access:  Similar to Option 1 

 Differences between Option 2 and 2B (Transit only):  Local access and right turns are 

not permitted in Option 2B.  

 Existing loading zones will need to be relocated and parking removed in both options.  

 

Current Conditions 

 There are four travel lanes between 1st Avenue and 3rd Avenue, with an 

exclusive left turn lane provided at 2nd and 1st Avenues and a transit lane 

between 3rd Avenue and the SR99 Viaduct on-ramp. Right turns are allowed 

from the westbound transit lane.  

 On-Street parking and loading zones are on both sides of the street. 


