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Image: A look at I-5 being built in Seattle (looking south toward Mt. Rainier, from Northgate) 
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Presentation Notes
A look back – purpose of the highway system?

Origins in defense - National Interstate and Defense Highways Act of 1956

Eisenhower recognized the proposal would provide key ground transport routes for military supplies (GOODS) and troop deployments (PEOPLE) in case of an emergency or foreign invasion
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Interstate freeway chase
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Comments at a March 2016 
press conference from 
Houston Mayor Sylvester 
Turner  
 
"The Katy Freeway, or 
Interstate 10 west of Houston, 
is the widest freeway in the 
world, with up to 26 lanes 
including frontage road lanes." 
Turner went on to hammer 
that an expansion of I-10 that 
finished in 2008 still left drivers 
sitting in traffic during peak 
drive times, saying cities 
should consider other 
methods to control 
congestion beyond 
expansion.   
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At some point, the purpose of the highway system shifted from one based in defense/national security to one of mobility, primarily of people

Houston’s Katy Freeway – 26 lanes wide in some parts
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PHOENIX – a city of highways
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An interchange in LA – this one was featured in the movie Speed
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IMAGE: construction of the Pine Street-Boren Avenue overpass June 3, 1965

In many cities, went right through neighborhoods (construction of I-5 cleared 4,500 parcels of land), cutting off access to neighborhoods 

First cars went through Seattle on Jan. 31, 1967
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Some cities were successful at defeating highway plans through urban areas

IMAGE: proposed I-70S through DC, 14th and U (top of image is north)

Highly motivated activists joined a citywide coalition to stop all of the highways and build the Metro system

In the DC area, originally 450 miles of planned highway, with 38 miles going through DC.

Today, 10 miles of highway and 103 miles of Metro. 

http://www.slate.com/articles/life/transport/features/2010/unbuilt_highways/washington_dc_the_1956_freeway_plan.html
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Importance of walkability – then and now

LEFT: Many opposed I-5 in Seattle – First Hill residents protesting, citing it would cut off their walking access to downtown

RIGHT: Seattle Times survey on why people choose to live where they do, particularly in Central Seattle – walkability beats out affordability; being close to the highway is not nearly as important
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Looking ahead – 50 years out…

GIF from Jetsons
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GIF from 5th element
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Or likely even sooner.
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Will these become 
things of the past? 
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And what are the things we’re going to start seeing less of?

Parking garages and parking meters
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Truck stops
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taxis
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Total Recall video clip
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All joking aside though, as we continue to move to more automation and re-examine the purpose of the interstate, we see some cities tearing down freeways


Embarcadero, SF
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Some cities are starting to tear down freeways…

Seattle, Alaskan Way Viaduct

Upper images:
LEFT: during construction in the late 50s
RIGHT: demolition started in 2011

Lower images: 
LEFT: ‘current’ aerial
RIGHT: rendering, post viaduct Seattle
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End on a happy note – rendering of Seattle’s reimagined waterfront, post-viaduct



Questions? 

scott.kubly@seattle.gov | (206) 684-5000 

www.seattle.gov/transportation 
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