
SE AT T L E’S N E W D OW N TOW N WAT E R F R O N T—a 
combination of projects so monumental in their 
collective scope that it’s hard to think of them as a 
single program—is fi nally coming into view. Squint 
just a little as you look up from Alaskan Way toward 

Pike Place Market’s glass-walled MarketFront development—
opened in June 2017—and you can almost see what will be the 
grand, terraced Overlook Walk swooping gracefully toward a 
waterfront that will fi nally be reconnected to downtown after 
the demolition of the hulking Alaskan Way Viaduct.

Along the central waterfront, just below the new walkway, 
will be an audacious expansion of the Seattle Aquarium, 
complete with a 350,000-gallon shark tank that will be visible 
to people walking through the plaza below. To the south: a 
reconstructed Washington State Ferries terminal and an actual 
beach, where people can walk right up to the water. And all 
along the 26-block length of the project will be a protected 
bike lane, a landscaped pedestrian promenade and public 
spaces hosting year-round events, from ice skating in winter 
to the return of public concerts (which ended in 2005) at a 
reconstructed Pier 62. 

“For the fi rst time, we will really connect Pioneer Square, the 
historic piers, Pike Place Market and the aquarium—they will 
all be basically part of one parks system,” says Marshall Foster, 
director of the city’s Offi  ce of the Waterfront. “� at is some-
thing that doesn’t exist today, and it will thread those neighbor-
hoods together,” making the waterfront a single, unifi ed down-
town district, rather than a series of disconnected destinations. 

Other elements of the project are less visible, but no less am-
bitious. A new, seismically stable seawall, fi nished in 2017 and 

expected to last at least 75 years, includes salmon-friendly “hab-
itat benches” and translucent sidewalk segments cantilevered 
over the water, which, planners say, have already shown some 
success at nudging the threatened fi sh to use the waterfront 
as a migratory corridor (see sidebar). A full-service restroom, 
supplemented by two Portland Loo public toilets with security 
features that discourage drug use and loitering, will be staff ed 
24 hours a day. A new green stormwater system will manage 
runoff  from the entire length of the downtown waterfront. And 
of course, the Alaskan Way Viaduct replacement project will 
permanently bury State Route 99 underground, fundamentally 
changing the look, and sound, of the waterfront.

Cary Moon, a onetime mayoral candidate, a longtime 
waterfront resident and cofounder of the People’s Waterfront 
Coalition, was an early skeptic of the city’s plans to tear down 
the Viaduct and divert its traffi  c through a tunnel. Although 
Moon still thinks the city should have spent its money on 
transit, rather than the $3.3 billion tunnel project, she says 
she’s “100 percent psyched” about what’s happening on the 
waterfront. “I’m really proud of the city,” Moon says. “� is 
plan is really big and ambitious and bold, and the city has 
stuck with it.”

Foster notes that once the Viaduct comes down, people who 
come downtown will no longer have to cross a physical and 
psychological barrier to walk down to the water. “It’s going to 
change the mental map of the city,” he says. For businesses on 
the waterfront that have endured years of closures and disrup-
tion from construction and traffi  c detours, this will be the calm 
after the storm—a welcome boost in accessibility that could 
improve their long-term viability.
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After more than 65 years 
of being cut off from 

downtown Seattle, a new 
waterfront is set to unfurl, 
dramatically changing the 

city’s landscape

Seatt le 
Waterfront 
Milestones

2001
February: 

Nisqually Earth-
quake occurs 
and damages 

the State Route 
99 Alaskan Way 

Viaduct

2009
January: City, county and state 

governments agree to replace the 
Alaskan Way Viaduct with a tunnel

December: City forms 
Central Waterfront 

Partnerships Committee

2010
September: James 

Corner Field Operations 
(JCFO) selected to 

design Seattle’s 
waterfront park

2011
January: Seattle City 

Council creates Central 
Waterfront Committee 
(CWC); public outreach 

begins
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W I D E  O P E N
A rendering of the waterfront reveals an 
accessible and easy-to-navigate urban 

shoreline with recreational, entertainment 
and dining options galore 
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TH E P R OJ E C T to rebuild the water-
front arguably began almost two 
decades ago, back in 2001, when 

the Nisqually Earthquake forced the city, 
region and state to come up with a plan 
to replace the damaged, seismically vul-
nerable Viaduct. Years of debate over how 
(and whether) to replace it ended in 2008, 
when then Governor Christine Gregoire, 
Mayor Greg Nickels and King County 
Executive Ron Sims decided to bury the 
road in a deep-bore tunnel, opening up 
acres of new waterfront land for parks, a 
new roadway and private redevelopment. 

Years of additional debate ensued. In 
2010, after an international competi-
tion, the city chose New York City–based 
James Corner Field Operations to design 
the waterfront park. When local archi-
tects and others criticized Corner’s initial 
proposal as too grandiose, Corner scaled 
back, and then back again—eliminating 
hot tubs, gondolas and fl oating swimming 
pools—to a plan with a more modest, 
but still grand walkway; fl exible spaces 
for outdoor activities, such as a winter ice 
skating rink and a mini soccer fi eld; and 
a wide waterfront pathway fl anked by 
hundreds of trees. 

“We have really learned a lot, and we’ve 
gone through a healthy set of iterations 
and steps to hone in on the right scale to 
make a really gracious connection and be 
as effi  cient and cost eff ective as it can be,” 
Foster says. Signifi cantly, the park’s plan 
includes ongoing maintenance, which 
will cost more than $6 million a year 
(about $4.8 million from the city; and $1 

million‒$2 million from the nonprofi t 
Friends of Waterfront Seattle, created in 
2012 to help fund and operate the park). 

Homelessness is an issue that has 
come up again and again in discussions, 
particularly as waterfront property owners 
debated a special taxing district, known 
as a local improvement district, that will 
raise their taxes to refl ect the increase in 
their property values gained from proxim-
ity to the park. Former Seattle mayor and 
waterfront resident Charles Royer, who 
supports more aggressive enforcement 
of the city’s anti-camping laws on the 
waterfront, says people worried that “the 
waterfront could open and the fi rst tents 
could go up the next day.” 

Friends of Waterfront Seattle director 
Heidi Hughes says she’s well aware of the 
concerns. Hughes says her organization’s 
plan to operate and program the park (in 
partnership with the city) strikes a balance 
between enforcement and deterrence, 

using programming and outreach to 
supplement security. Hughes says Friends 
will provide its own “ambassadors”—simi-
lar to the Downtown Seattle Association’s 
Downtown Ambassadors—who will walk 
through the park, talking to visitors and 
providing outreach to homeless residents.

Perhaps more important to the safety 
and security of the park, Hughes says, will 
be making sure every space is occupied 
and used year-round, a strategy that has 
already proved successful in Westlake and 
Occidental parks downtown. “Rather 
than thinking about the central water-
front as a fallow space where events pop 
up, there will be all sizes of programming 
of various scopes and scales,” including 
yoga and tai chi classes, and festivals and 
concerts that draw thousands of people. 
Last summer, Hughes says, the Friends 
group implemented a small-scale version 
of this approach and saw arrests and cita-
tions drop signifi cantly.

ULT I M AT E LY , the success of 
the waterfront will depend on 
whether people show up—not 

just for events and concerts, but to live, 
dine, shop and walk along the new 
waterfront beach and promenade. Ivar’s 
CEO Bob Donegan, whose own fl agship 
restaurant at Pier 54 had to shut down 
for nearly a year during seawall construc-
tion, says he’s bullish about the water-
front’s future.  

“One of the things I’ve looked at in 
the past, to see if a public project is suc-
cessful, is whether the private sector is 
investing alongside it,” Donegan says. “If 
you look from Alaskan Way up to First 
Avenue, from the stadiums to Pike Place 

Market, there 
has been more 
than $1 billion 
in private in-
vestments over 
the last four 
years.” � ese 
investments 
include the 
newly devel-
oped, 16-story 

Cyrene Apartments, currently appraised 
at $98 million; Beacon Capital Partners’ 
$13 million purchase, and subsequent 
$186 million sale, of the Maritime 
Building at Alaskan Way and Marion 
Street; and developer Martin Selig’s 2018 
purchase of a small offi  ce building and 
parking lot on Western Avenue and Co-
lumbia Street for a record $44 million. 
Even with the tunnel under construc-
tion, Donegan says, “people are coming 
back.”

By 2023, if all goes according to 
plan, those buildings will look out on a 
revamped waterfront full of people and 
things to do—one that’s equally accessible 
to waterfront property owners and anyone 
who happens to wander down on their 
lunch break to take a look at the view.  S

O n  t h e  Wa te r f ro n t O n  t h e  Wa te r f ro n t

2012
August: Seattle City Council 
adopts JCFO concept design 

and CWC strategic plan 

Summer: Friends of Water-
front Seattle is incorporated

November: Voters approve 
bond for new seawall

2013
November: Seawall 
construction begins

July: Tunnel-boring machine 
“Bertha” begins work on the 
Viaduct replacement tunnel

December: Bertha stalls

2014
February: The city’s O� ice 
of the Waterfront is formed

August: Voters approve 
metropolitan park district 

to create sustainable 
funding source for Seattle 

parks

2015
March: City Council authorizes Pike Place 

Market MarketFront expansion

June: MarketFront expansion breaks ground

August: City Council and mayor approve 
master plan for aquarium expansion 

December: Bertha resumes tunnel-boring work

2017
April: Bertha finishes tunnel-boring work

June: MarketFront opens

August: City Council releases local improvement district (LID) feasibility study

September: City Council adopts a resolution a� irming the LID funding approach 
for the waterfront

Fall: Groundbreaking for Pier 62 rebuild; seawall replacement project complete

2017–2018
City Council reaches 

out to property 
owners who would 

be a� ected by LID tax

2019
January: City Council considers LID 

legislation; Alaskan Way Viaduct is closed

February: The new State Route 99 
tunnel opens

Late winter and spring: Alaskan Way 
Viaduct is removed 

2016
July: City Council 
approves Pier 62 

rebuild

Some timeline data courtesy of Friends of Waterfront Seattle. For more details, visit friendsofwaterfrontseattle.org.
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Coast Guard
The new, eco-conscious seawall is the foundation 

of the waterfront’s future

A F T E R 70 Y E A R S O F P R OT E C T I N G  Seattle’s waterfront, the city’s original seawall, com-
pleted in 1934, left a lot of room for improvement. By early in this century, city leaders 
knew it needed to be replaced. The Elliott Bay tide infiltrated cracks in the wall, carry-
ing fill soil from underneath Alaskan Way back into the ocean and creating potential 
hazards, seismic and otherwise; and gribbles—tiny wood-boring marine creatures—ate 
away at the timbers that held up the wall. This alarming erosion prompted voters to 
pass a levy in 2012 for the construction of a new barrier.

The new seawall, finished in 2017, is billed as the foundation of Seattle’s future water-
front, and for good reason. It marks a new era of connection between land and sea. The 
wall was moved 10–15 feet eastward to accommodate Seattle’s bold vision for the wa-
terfront while improving the coastal ecosystem. According to Heidi Hughes, executive 
director of Friends of Waterfront Seattle, the original waterfront development damaged 
Elliott Bay’s intertidal habitat in a number of ways, including harming the salmon migra-
tion corridor. The new seawall aims to restore the ecosystem for aquatic life.

There are a number of ways the seawall project has addressed this goal. It incorpo-
rates light-penetrating surfaces to illuminate the waters below (important for young 
salmon), shallow habitat benches that provide hiding and foraging places for sea life, 
textured surfaces to promote growth of vegetation and invertebrates, and planted na-
tive riparian vegetation. 

The seawall is a microcosm of the vision for the larger waterfront project: new and 
improved while fusing innovative design with a respect for Seattle’s history and envi-
ronment. beau iverson

G E T T I N G  C O N N ECT E D
Via the Overlook Walk, pedestrians will be able to walk from the Pike Place Market’s new MarketFront 
expansion to the waterfront, traveling over a rebuilt Alaskan Way, with beautiful views along the way. 

At the western edge will be the Seattle Aquarium’s new Ocean Pavilion

MORE ONLINE
Read more about 
the art being cre-

ated  for the water-
front park and the 
artists behind it, at 
seattlemag.com/
waterfrontartists

U P  C LOS E
In the future, Friends 
of Waterfront Seattle 
plans to o� er public 
kayak tours of the 
seawall, pictured 

here

“THIS PLAN IS REALLY 
BIG AND AMBITIOUS 

AND BOLD, AND THE CITY 
HAS STUCK WITH IT.”
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UNION ST. 
ELEVATOR + 

STAIRS

OVERLOOK WALK

PIKE PLACE MARKET

VICTOR STEINBRUECK 
PARK

BELL HARBOR 
CONFERENCE CENTER

MARKETFRONT

COLMAN DOCK/
FERRIES

CENTURYLINK 
FIELD

BELL HARBOR 
MARINA

PIER 62

PIER 63

LENORA ST. 
PEDESTRIAN BRIDGE 

IMPROVEMENTS

BELL ST. PARK

BELL ST. PARK

PIKE ST. 
IMPROVEMENTS

PINE ST. 
IMPROVEMENTS

THE HABITAT BEACH NEAR PIONEER SQUARE 
WILL MAKE ELLIOTT BAY ACCESSIBLE. THE WIDE 

EXPANSE OF ALASKAN WAY IS IN THE FOREGROUND

A PORTION OF THE PROMENADE—
WHICH SPANS THE LENGTH OF THE 

FUTURE WATERFRONT PARK—
AS SEEN FROM PIER 58

CONCERTS WILL RETURN TO 
PIER 62, A FLEXIBLE ACTIVITY SPACE

BLUFF WALK SLIDES, 
PART OF THE OVERLOOK WALK 

BAY STEPS AT OVERLOOK WALK 
WHICH WILL CONNECT THE WATERFRONT 

AND PIKE PLACE MARKET 

The Waterfront Seattle plan calls for public spaces with room for activities such as soccer, ice skating 
and concerts; a roadway with a dedicated bike path; overlooks and other places to revel in spectacular 
mountain and water views; and improved corridors that connect the waterfront with the rest of the city. 
Some parts of the plan are well underway—the Pike Place MarketFront opened in 2017—while the entire 

26-block area isn’t expected to be completed until 2023.

Mapping the Future
O n  t h e  Wa te r f ro n t

A NEW TWO-WAY PROTECTED 
BIKE LANE WILL RUN FROM 
S KING STREET TO PIER 62

IMAGES/MAP BY JAMES CORNER FIELD OPERATIONS COURTESY OF THE CITY OF SEATTLE

MAKING WAY
Improvements to Pike and Pine streets, 

from First Avenue east, will make these east-west 
corridors more inviting to pedestrians
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