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SEATTLE’S NEW WATERFRONT: 

CITY-MAKING 

IN ACTION

PEOPLE’S WATERFRONT COALITION
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STATE ALASKAN WAY VIADUCT REPLACEMENT
2001 Nisqually Quake: Highway Shall Be Replaced.

WSDOT offers 2 bigger waterfront highway options.
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PEOPLE’S WATERFRONT COALITION -- 2005

This is the worst possible place for a highway. 

Why would Seattle add car capacity in the 21st Century?

This should be the civic heart for Seattle.
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PWC ADVOCACY

Reframe the challenge: broader set of urbanistic goals.

Show positive vision. Invite everyone in.

Win Win Win: great waterfront, better access, low cost.



ADVOCACY IN PRE-DESIGN PHASE

Explain how it works – diagrams, data, case studies.

Visualize what it could feel like to be there.

Build expectation / principles / scope for professionals.



BENEFITS FOR SEATTLE

 Remove blight: unleash development around edges.

 Great waterfront: 22 acre civic space for Seattle.

 Improve street connectivity, freight access, and choice.
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LONGER VIEW: SUSTAINABLE CITY

 Transit + great places make compact growth reality.

 Future is access, multi-modal choice, low carbon emissions.

 Every decision should invest toward vision. Start NOW.
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WE WON* - THEN LOST - TRANSPORT SOLUTION.

 Venue of decision: local activism outmuscled at state level.

 Doubting public: highway removal counter-intuitive.  

 “Just DO something” fatigue and frustration.
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BUT WE WON THE HIGHWAY FREE WATERFRONT.

 Scope is 22 acres of integrated city-building ---

Ecology + economy + access + history + public life + fun.

 Propose. Debate. Refine. Repeat. (For 8 years.)

 Relentlessly civic, local, and authentic.

 City leadership, civic partnership, terrific design process….
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ACTIVE INGREDIENTS 

 Can’t back away from the boldness this demands.

 Express Seattle creativity and innovation in civic places.

 “Invent” green urbanism: complex, messy, fertile, alive.

 Growing wealth + young city = legacy desire.



PLACE-MAKING BY GRASSROOTS DEMOCRACY

 Citizens, design professionals, activists, artists together      build public desire for robust 
urban ecology.

 By struggling together we exercise our citizenship muscles.

 By situating debate in populist arena, we privilege the most democratic of modes and 
means – and outcomes.
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“The right to remake ourselves by creating a qualitatively 
different kind of urban sociality is one of the most precious 
of all human rights.” 

- David Harvey
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