
ANC040720001.DOC 1- 1

SECTION 1

Description and Background of Study Area

1.1  Introduction
This preliminary engineering report was prepared for the Alaska Department of
Transportation and Public Facilities (ADOT&PF). It is part of the planning, engineering, and
environmental analyses of current and future transportation needs in the New Seward
Highway (NSH) corridor from Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue in Anchorage, Alaska.
The study area is shown in Figures 1-1 and 1-2.

The NSH is the primary north-south traffic carrier for the Anchorage Bowl. The current
configuration of the NSH corridor is a result of continued upgrades to the facility during the
last 25 years. As a link in the Anchorage transportation system, the NSH is important to
Southcentral Alaska residents, commercial goods movement, and visitors. In recognition of
that importance, Anchorage Metropolitan Area Transportation Solutions (AMATS), the
metropolitan planning organization for Anchorage, determined that a major investment
study (MIS), a comprehensive alternatives analysis, was warranted to assess options and
needs. Completed in 2002, the MIS examined the transportation demand and system
performance of the NSH corridor from Rabbit Creek to 36th Avenue and developed
solutions to resolve existing and future mobility, congestion, and safety problems along the
corridor (CH2M HILL, 2002).

The proposed improvements in the study area would be designed in the near future to
adequately provide for the purposes and needs through the year 2035, which is designated
as the design year. To provide details about conditions anticipated in 2035, the Institute of
Social and Economic Research (ISER) of the University of Alaska Anchorage developed
economic projections (ISER, 2003). A travel forecast scenario was generated based on data
collected for the Anchorage 2020:Anchorage Bowl Comprehensive Plan (2020 Plan) (Municipality
of Anchorage [MOA], 2001b). The resulting 2035 economic and travel forecasts provided the
foundation for further refinement of alternatives and the preliminary engineering analyses.

Following adoption of the MIS recommendations by the AMATS Policy Committee in
October 2002, preliminary engineering efforts were conducted to further advance screening
of alternatives for NSH improvements in the study corridor. This preliminary engineering
report documents the findings from additional data collection and the examination and
analysis of engineering solutions. The findings were used to identify alternatives that meet
the defined purpose and need (discussed in Section 2) and that will be advanced for further
study in an environmental impact statement (EIS).

1.2  Corridor History and Current Characteristics
The original Seward Highway was constructed in 1952 as a major arterial access route from
Seward to what is now downtown Anchorage. As development and the population in



DESCRIPTION AND BACKGROUND OF STUDY AREA

1-2 ANC040720001.DOC

Anchorage expanded to the south, the need for a new north-south transportation corridor
arose.

Construction of the NSH, a four-lane divided highway with at-grade intersections that
incorporated a new alignment between 30th Avenue (in Midtown) and Potter Marsh began
in 1967 and was completed in 1971. The bypassed section of roadway was named the Old
Seward Highway (OSH) and functions as the commercial frontage road of the NSH. Largely
paralleling the NSH south from 30th Avenue, the OSH joins the original Seward Highway
alignment at Rabbit Creek Road.

With the additions of interchanges on the NSH constructed at Tudor Road, Dowling Road,
Dimond Boulevard, O’Malley Road, Huffman Road, DeArmoun Road, and Rabbit Creek
Road/OSH, the NSH is now a controlled-access facility from Rabbit Creek Road to the 36th
Avenue at-grade intersection. This 7.1-mile portion of the NSH has diamond interchanges at
spacing of 1 to 1.5 miles. Potter Marsh is the southern terminus of the divided-highway,
controlled-access facility. From 36th Avenue north, the development density surrounding
the NSH corridor changes. Road access includes commercial driveways as well as
intersections with east-west roads.

A recent improvement to the NSH corridor between Rabbit Creek Road and 36th Avenue
was the 2002 addition of a loop ramp at the Dimond Boulevard interchange, serving
eastbound to northbound traffic. This upgrade allows free-flow traffic movements and
eliminated a dual left-turn pocket with capacity limitations. At Dowling Road, tear-shaped
roundabouts are under construction at the intersections with the frontage roads.

As the only roadway out of Anchorage to the south, the NSH between Rabbit Creek Road
and 36th Avenue—a portion of the National Highway System—becomes congested with
tourist and recreational traffic during the summer months. The central and southern
portions of the Anchorage Bowl have experienced significant growth in recent years and
corresponding increases in traffic volumes along the corridor. During the morning commute
period, traffic volume increases, travel speed reduces, and traffic often spills over to
frontage roads as travelers make their way to midtown and downtown Anchorage
employment centers. During evening peak hours, the traffic exiting at the Dowling Road
and other ramps often backs up onto the freeway, creating potentially unsafe conditions.
The constant stop-and-start congested traffic flow common during the peak periods is a
situation that jeopardizes the safety of travelers.

The NSH is a freeway, as defined in the MOA Official Streets and Highways Plan (1996b), and
its efficient operation has a significant effect on transportation capacity and traffic flow. This
four-lane, controlled-access freeway has an average daily traffic (ADT) count ranging from
20,000 to 60,000 vehicles. For funding purposes, the entire Seward Highway, including the
study area, is designated as an interstate highway by the Federal Highway Administration
(FHWA).

The NSH corridor history is discussed in greater detail in the New Seward Highway, Rabbit
Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Background and Overview Document (CH2M HILL, 2001).
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1.2.1  Roadway Designations
The entire 127-mile Seward Highway, which includes the NSH corridor between Rabbit
Creek Road and 36th Avenue, has received three official designations recognizing its scenic,
natural, historical, and recreational values:

• The Scenic Byway designation of the U.S. Forest Service, received in September 1989

• The Alaska State Scenic Byway designation of the ADOT&PF, received in January 1993

• The All-American Road designation of the FHWA National Scenic Byways Program,
received in June 2000

1.3  Related Studies
The list below identifies several documents that provide information about characteristics of
the NSH corridor and proposed improvements:

• Campbell Creek Trail Connection to Tudor Crossing Design Study Report, prepared by CRW
Engineering Group in 1999

• Freight Mobility Study, prepared by MOA Traffic Department and AMATS in 2001

• New Seward Highway Pathway and Pedestrian Facilities, prepared by Land Design North
and CH2M HILL in 2003

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Background and Overview
Document, prepared by CH2M HILL in March 2001

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Design Designation Report,
prepared by CH2M HILL, January 2004

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Preliminary Engineering Structures
Report, prepared by CH2M HILL in November 2003

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Scoping Summary Report, prepared
by CH2M HILL in 2002

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Preliminary Geotechnical Site
Evaluation, prepared by CH2M HILL in August 2003

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Traffic Analysis of Alternatives,
prepared by CH2M HILL in December 2003

• New Seward Highway, Rabbit Creek Road to 36th Avenue, Utility Report, prepared by CH2M
HILL in December 2003

• Public Transportation Development Plan 2000-2004, prepared by MOA, Public
Transportation Department in 2000

• Reconnaissance Study Report for Seward Highway Huffman Road to 20th Avenue, prepared by
ADOT&PF in 1999
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• Summary Report, Appraisal Assignment for the New Seward Highway Alignment Survey,
prepared by Black-Smith and Richards in 2004

• Technical Memorandum No 3: Description of Potential Travel Demand Strategies to
Reduce Traffic Demand in the New Seward Corridor, prepared by CH2M HILL in 2003

• Technical Memorandum No 4: Evaluation of the Effects of Bus Transit Service
Improvements in the New Seward Corridor, prepared by CH2M HILL in 2003

In addition, a conceptual drainage study is included as Appendix A.




