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Feds OK the tunnel; final design begins

By JOURNAL STAFF
The Federal Highway Administration signed a record of decision yesterday that allows the Washington State Department of Transportation to begin final design and construction of the state Route 99 tunnel under downtown Seattle. 

The 57-foot-diameter, 1.7-mile-long bored tunnel will replace the Alaskan Way Viaduct along the waterfront. It will begin on Alaskan Way South near South King Street and end at Sixth Avenue North and Thomas Street. 

“After more than a decade, we are moving forward to replace the Alaskan Way Viaduct,” Gov. Chris Gregoire said. “Now that the tunnel has approval from the Federal Highway Administration, we can kick off the next phase of its design and construction.” 

The viaduct was damaged during the 2001 Nisqually earthquake, and remains seismically vulnerable. 

In addition to completing the environmental process, the decision outlines WSDOT's mitigation measures and commitments, such as monitoring buildings and utilities during the tunnel boring, replacing lost parking during construction, and keeping neighbors and the public informed throughout the project. 

WSDOT has directed the design-build contractor, Seattle Tunnel Partners, to begin work on the second phase of its $1.35 billion contract, which includes final design and construction of the tunnel. Initial construction activities, such as utility relocation, and final design and manufacturing of the tunnel boring machine, will begin this fall. 

Boring could begin in June of 2013, followed by opening of the tunnel in late 2015. Replacing the viaduct is expected to cost $3.1 billion. Additional work to replace the seawall and redevelop the waterfront could bring the total to $4.2 billion. 
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