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A Brief Project History 
Alabama Street was constructed as a 4-lane arterial in the late-1960's (see historic photo next 
page).  Since then, significant land use development has occurred along the corridor, which has 
created a high number of access points to Alabama from side streets and alleyways.  Today, 
Alabama Street is one of nine streets that cross Interstate 5 through Bellingham and is the 
busiest secondary arterial in the City of Bellingham, carrying over 19,000 vehicles per day 
between James and Woburn.   
 
As land use and transportation activity has increased over time, so has the number of turning 
movement conflicts and vehicle collisions along the corridor.  Public Works expects that this 
collision trend will continue as urban infill and redevelopment occurs and traffic volumes 
increase, unless actions are taken to eliminate or reduce the cause of the collisions.  The root of 
the problem is that vehicles stop in the travel lane to make left-turns, or turn from side streets or 
alleys across two moving lanes of vehicle traffic, both of which have led to a very high number 
of side-impact, rear-end, and side-swipe collisions.   
 
From 2006-2011, there were 262 total vehicle collisions, including 93 injury-related collisions.  
Recently received WSDOT collision data for the years 2012 and 2013 reveals that there have 
been an additional 52 vehicle collisions, including 19 injury-related collisions, on Alabama Street 
between Cornwall Avenue and St. Claire Street at the base of the Alabama hill.  This brings the 
total to 314 vehicle collisions, including 112 injury-related collisions, during this 8-year time 
period (2006-2013).   
 
In October 2011, the City submitted a grant application to WSDOT for federal Highway Safety 
Improvement Program (HSIP) funds to:  

1.) Study a range of alternatives to reduce the high number of vehicle collisions on Alabama; 
2.) Document which alternatives would provide the greatest safety improvement without 

negatively affecting existing and long-term vehicle and transit operations on Alabama, and; 
3.) Construct the most beneficial safety improvements to reduce collisions on Alabama 

Street.   
 
In May 2012 Bellingham was awarded $1,461,824 to conduct a feasibility study, make 
recommendations, and then construct safety improvements designed to reduce vehicle 
collisions as well as improve safety for pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit riders on Alabama by 
September 30, 2015.  
 

Agenda Topic: Multi-Agency Recommendation for Safety Improvements to 
Alabama Street.  

 

For:     June 9, 2014 City Council work session  
    
Staff Contact:   Chris Comeau, AICP, Transportation Planner 
   (360) 778-7946 or ccomeau@cob.org 
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Alabama Street reconstructed to 4-lanes in 1969 looking east from Cornwall to Alabama hill.  Note 
fresh concrete sidewalks and large parcels of undeveloped land in the Roosevelt Neighborhood. 

 
The Public Process 
Between August and December 2012, Public Works staff attended Neighborhood Association 
meetings in the Roosevelt, Sunnyland, Lettered Streets, Alabama Hill, and Silver Beach 
neighborhoods to explain the purpose of the feasibility study and the alternatives being 
considered, including the possibility of a "road diet" (4-to-3-lane conversion) as well as "raised c-
curb median" to restrict left-turns.   
 
A public Open House was held on February 12, 2013 with all study alternatives illustrated for 
the public to see and provide feedback to staff. After more than a year of technical study by a 
multi-agency team (City Public Works, Fire, Police; WTA; WCOG; and Fehr & Peers 
transportation consultants), a second public Open House was held on March 5, 2014 and 
recommendations for safety improvements to reduce vehicle collisions were presented to the 
public.   



The multi-agency recommendations for safety improvements were presented to the Bellingham 
Transportation Commission on March 11, 2014 and a public hearing was held before the 
Bellingham City Council on April 7, 2014 with a follow-up work session on April 21, 2014. 
 
The recommended safety improvements for Alabama Street represent the most direct methods 
to reduce vehicle collisions and improve safety for pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit riders and 
are consistent with the Transportation Element of the Bellingham Comprehensive Plan, the 
Bellingham Pedestrian Master Plan, and the Draft Bellingham Bicycle Master Plan.  These 
recommendations have been endorsed by the Bellingham Transportation Commission, 
Whatcom Transportation Authority, Whatcom Council of Governments (See below), and 
Bellingham Police, Fire, and Public Works Departments.   
 
Roosevelt Neighborhood Objections 
Raised c-curb median already exists to prevent left-turns between James Street and King 
Street, but the recommendation for raised c-curb median to prevent left-turns on the central 
portion of Alabama Street, between Interstate 5 and Yew Street is not supported by the 
Roosevelt Neighborhood and in particular, residents whose access from Alabama Street would 
be negatively affected by left-turn restrictions.  At the direction of City Council, Public Works 
held a public meeting on May 14, 2014 to discuss the possibility of constructing East North 
Street as a local access alleyway with Roosevelt Neighborhood residents as one possible 
method to mitigate the access restrictions that would be imposed by raised c-curb median.   
 
While the Roosevelt Neighborhood is supportive of the recommended pedestrian signals at 
Moore, Undine, and Michigan, the neighborhood is not in favor of the raised c-curb median or 
the construction of East North Street as a local access street for currently dead-end streets.  
These pedestrian-activated crossing improvements are expected to have a speed reducing 
effect on the Alabama corridor, which may lessen the severity of injuries sustained in vehicle 
collisions, but the new crossings do not address the root of the problem (vehicles stopped in the 
travel lane to turn left) and may not reduce the number vehicle collisions. 
 
The 4-way traffic signal and left-turn lanes recommended at St. Paul were methods to mitigate 
some of the negative effect of turn restrictions from the raised c-curb median, by breaking up 
the turn restriction and allowing residents to use the traffic signal to divert one block south and 
then turn west-bound on Alabama to enter dead-end streets.  This 4-way traffic signal is not 
needed without the raised c-curb median.  
 
Alternative Improvements 
Public Works recognizes that while the raised c-curb median is the most direct method of 
reducing the high number of vehicle collisions on the central portion of the Alabama corridor, it 
is not the most ideal because it restricts access to homes and negatively affects neighborhood 
residents on the north side of Alabama.  While there may be methods to mitigate this negative 
impact, it does not appear that an acceptable method to mitigate these impacts is possible at 
this time.  Therefore, Public Works proposes an alternative set of safety improvements in the 
central portion of the Alabama corridor, as follows: 
 

• Retain the recommendation for extending the existing c-curb median from King Street to 
the I-5 bridge because homes on King Street are accessible from East North Street via 
the James Street traffic signal. 
 

• Retain the recommendation for the installation of c-curb median from I-5 to Pacific Street 
because homes on Moore and Nevada Streets are currently connected to Texas Street 



and East North Street parallel to Alabama and can therefore be easily accessed from the 
existing traffic signals and left-turn lanes at Orleans and Pacific. 

 
• Do not install the recommended c-curb median between Pacific Street and Undine 

Street as there is currently no identified method that is acceptable to the community to 
mitigate the access restrictions to residents living on Queen, Racine, Toledo, and 
Undine Streets.   
 

• Change the recommendation for left-turn lanes and 4-way traffic signal at St. Paul to 
installation of a pedestrian-activated HAWK signal to support the bicycle boulevard 
recommendation in the Draft Bicycle Master Plan.  Move the existing yellow-flashing 
crosswalk at St. Paul to Ellis to support the bicycle boulevard recommendation in the 
Draft Bicycle Master Plan. 
 

• Retain the recommendation to widen Alabama from Woburn to the alley between Undine 
and Verona to extend the left-turn lane for vehicles and WTA busses turning north from 
Alabama to Woburn and add a center left-turn lane for Valencia and Verona Streets. 
 

• Retain the recommendation for the installation of c-curb median from Woburn to 
Superior Street because homes on Xenia, Yew, and Superior Streets are currently 
connected to Texas Street and East Connecticut Street parallel to Alabama and can be 
easily accessed from the existing traffic signals and left-turn lanes at Woburn and Yew. 
 

• Continue to annually monitor the vehicle collision history on the central portion of 
Alabama, as reported by WSDOT, to determine if vehicle collisions have been indirectly 
reduced as a result of installing the pedestrian-activated signalized crossings at Moore, 
St. Paul, Undine, and Michigan.  
 

• In conjunction with the Bellingham Comprehensive Plan update in 2015-2016, work with 
neighborhood residents to update the Roosevelt Neighborhood Plan and identify future 
transportation needs and possible improvements on Alabama and Woburn Streets. 
 

 
The $1,461,824 federal funding, awarded in May 2012, requires that Phase 2 Alabama Street 
Multimodal Safety Improvements (ES-466) must be completed by September 30, 2015.  After 
Council approval of the project, there are several additional steps that must be completed 
before the recommended safety improvements can be constructed on Alabama Street.  Public 
Works anticipates the following project schedule moving forward to complete the project: 
 

• City Council approval of project scope   June 2014 
• Federal NEPA requirements completed    September 2014 
• Project design and engineering completed    December 2014 
• Obligation of construction funds     January 2015 
• Advertisement and bids     February 2015 
• Contract awarded      March 2015 
• Construction Begins      June 2015 
• Construction complete     September 30, 2015 
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