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West Olympia Access Study 

Background Reports 
 

 

Introduction  
 

The West Olympia Access Study (WOAS) is a joint project between the Washington State 

Department of Transportation Olympic Region (WSDOT) and the City of Olympia.  The State 

and the City contracted with Thurston Regional Planning Council (TRPC) to facilitate the public 

involvement process and provide other project support.   

 

The purpose of the West Olympia Access Study is to evaluate current and future mobility 

concerns on Olympiaôs west side and to identify a strategy to maintain safe and acceptable 

access and circulation.  The study will consist of outreach activities, conducting and 

documenting transportation needs and options analyses, and recommending improvements and 

strategies.  

 

The West Olympia Access Study is needed because: 

 

 There is growing concern about congestion on both local and state roads.  Mounting 

congestion raises questions about the best ways to accommodate growth while 

maintaining safe and acceptable levels of mobility. 

 

 The 2025 Regional Transportation Plan indicates that even with efficiency measures, the 

Cooper Point Road/Black Lake Boulevard intersection will fail within the next 20 years.  

This would cause undesirable delays and would also adversely impact nearby roads and 

intersections, including US 101 interchange operations. 

 

 The current street and highway network hampers the ability to meet West Olympiaôs 

needs for emergency services, efficient transit service, better pedestrian and bicycle 

access, and more even distribution of local traffic. 

 

The WOAS study area boundaries are shown on Figure 1.  The study area includes 5.6 square 

miles within the cities of Olympia, Tumwater, and Thurston County, Washington.  Within this 

area are 4.6 miles of the US Highway 101 corridor and approximately one mile of Interstate 5. 

 

The study area boundaries of the West Olympia Access Study generally extend east from Eld 

Inlet to Budd Inlet and Capitol Lake.  The northern boundary of the WOAS study area is about 

0.1 mile north of Harrison Avenue and Mud Bay Road.  The southern boundary generally 

parallels US Highway 101, but varies in distance from 0.1 mile south of the highway corridor 

near Eld Inlet and Capitol Lake to about 0.7 mile south along Black Lake Boulevard, 

encompassing the Ken Lake neighborhood. 
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The WOAS study area also extends both east and west to include the interchanges of US 

Highway 101 at Mud Bay Road (2
nd

 Avenue) and Interstate 5 at Henderson Boulevard.  In these 

areas the boundary parallels the corridor being about 0.1 mile north and south of the roadways. 

 

West Olympia can generally be described as that portion of Olympia west of Capitol Lake and 

Budd Inlet.  This area is currently home to almost 24,000 people and 17,000 jobs.  

Comprehensive Plans adopted by the cities of Olympia, Tumwater, and Thurston County call for 

increases in commercial and residential development in this area in accordance with the 

Washington State Growth Management Act.  

 

A series of background reports have been developed regarding general characteristics of the 

study area.  These reports are: 

  

Report #1 ï  Significant Transportation and Land Use Events 

Report #2 ï Transportation Characteristics 

Report #3 ï Land Use and Environment Characteristics 

Report #4 ï Social and Economic Characteristics 

 

Taken together, these four background reports provide an overview of baseline conditions within 

the West Olympia Access Study area. 

Figure 1 ï Study Area Boundary - West Olympia Access Study 
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Background Report #2: 

Transportation Characteristics 

 

 
Overview  
 

This paper describes characteristics of the existing transportation system serving the study area 

for the West Olympia Access Study (WOAS).  The study area includes many different kinds of 

transportation facilities functioning together as part of an integrated system.  The West Olympia 

Access Study will include detailed operational characteristics of the transportation system as an 

integral part of its analyses.  This paper describes the most relevant baseline characteristics of 

that system. 

 

 

Transportation Context 
 

Transportation, as it is used in the WOAS context, refers to all modes of travel.  In terms of West 

Olympia, this includes travel by car and truck, public transportation, and the non-motorized 

means of bike and foot travel.  In most cases, the intent is for the transportation system to support 

most or all of these modes concurrently.  This is what is referred to as a ñmultimodalò 

transportation system.  This is done in different ways depending on the land use to be served.  

The transportation system that supports these modes of travel includes streets, highways, bike 

lanes, sidewalks, and transit services.  A ñcomplete streetò does this in a way that accommodates 

all appropriate modes of transport safely and efficiently. 

 

For purposes of this paper, characteristics of the transportation system are broken out by local 

and state systems.  The characteristics and functions of those two systems are very different.  

This is due to the different roles and responsibilities of local and state agencies and the need to 

maintain an appropriate balance between transportation mobility and land use access.   

 

When looking at transportation, the land uses served by the transportation system must be 

considered.  Transportation itself is a means, not an end.  The end is access and access relates 

directly to land use.  The City of Olympia and the Washington State Department of 

Transportation (WSDOT) work to achieve and maintain balance between transportation mobility 

and land use access.  The transportation system must be compatible with existing and planned 

land uses in order for either transportation or land use to function efficiently.  A separate WOAS 

study area background report (Report #3 ï Land Use and Environment Characteristics) details 

current land use characteristics of the study area.   

 

Special challenges arise where the local and state transportation systems intersect.  The intent of 

the state highway system is to maximize vehicle mobility whereas the local system must be 

responsive to the need for land access and mobility for all modes of transport.  Conflicts can 
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arise in the area of transition between the two systems, typically in the vicinity of interchanges. 

The juncture of these local ï state issues is complex.  Characteristics described in this 

background report provide some context for these challenges that the West Olympia Access 

Study will explore and address.   
 
 

Historical Context 
 

It is often said that transportation and land use are like the chicken and the egg.  Does 

transportation drive land use or does land use drive transportation?  The answer is, yes.  This is 

illustrated neatly with a quick look at how the westside transportation system evolved over the 

last one hundred years. 
 

A map of the WOAS study area indicates a dissimilar pattern of streets.  Figure 2 reveals a 

tightly-gridded street network in close proximity to Capitol Lake.  This is an area of older 

residential neighborhoods established in the early 1900s.  The era in which those neighborhoods 

were established coincided with the advent of private vehicles, but cars were not yet the 

dominant mode of transport.  In those days few households had access to a car.  People were as 

likely to travel on foot, by bike, or by trolley.  This is reflected in the way neighborhoods and 

supporting street systems were laid out.  Commercial activities were concentrated along Harrison 

Avenue.  That primary east-west corridor was served by a trolley system in the early 1900s, and 

was bounded by relatively high-density residential neighborhoods on either side within 

convenient walking distance of the corridor. 
 

Figure 2  Map of WOAS Study Area 
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A primary characteristic of that older residential area is the street grid.  Older residential and 

commercial areas were built along short city blocks served by an interconnected street grid.  

These provided short, redundant access routes throughout the neighborhood and were convenient 

to walk or bike as well as to drive.  That land use pattern and its supporting street system 

provided multiple routes that served all modes of transport well.   

 

Contrast that with the street system to the center and left of the map.  This part of the study area 

was developed primarily after construction of Interstate 5 and U.S. 101 in the late 1950s. The 

system is characterized by a few wide, sweeping thoroughfares.  Intersections are much farther 

apart. Instead of a street grid, local streets were often built as cul-de-sacs and other patterns 

serving a limited area and providing few connections to the overall system.  Traffic was funneled 

onto a few major arterials serving large volumes of cars.  This pattern of streets was thought to 

be most efficient for moving cars, which had become the dominant mode of personal transport in 

suburban communities like Olympia by the 1960s.  

 

The Interstate Highway Era 

 
The significance of Interstate 5 and US 101 in shaping Olympiaôs west side should not be 

underestimated.  Prior to the construction of I-5, travelers heading west from Olympia went by 

way of Harrison Avenue / Mud Bay Road.  This was the eastern terminus of the Old Olympic 

Highway.  The primary north-south route was Capitol Way / Capitol Boulevard / Old Highway 

99, which then was part of the Old Pacific Highway that connected Seattle to California.   
 

Decisions in the 1950s to build an interstate highway system, and then to locate what would 

become I-5 and US 101 where it is located today, had a profound influence on west Olympiaôs 

transportation and land use.  Figure 3 is a WSDOT archive photograph of I-5 construction over 

Capitol Lake. Had decision makers routed I-5 along the Old Pacific Highway or Log Cabin 

Road, or had the intersection of I-5 and US 101 been in the vicinity of todayôs Trosper Road 

interchange, conditions on Olympiaôs westside would be different today.  Those were all options 

that were considered but rejected in 

favor of the alignment that today 

influences the issues and 

opportunities the West Olympia 

Access Study will evaluate. 

 

For more detail on the history of the 

transportation system in the study 

area, please refer to the separate 

Background Report #1 ï Significant 

Transportation and Land Use 

Events. 

 

Figure 3 - 1954-56 Construction of I-5 Over Capitol Lake 
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Changes in Land Use 

 

As the street system changed in the era of auto-mobility, land use patterns also changed.  The 

scale of commercial development increased commensurate with highway access.  Figure 4 is a 

1990 aerial photo of commercial development on Cooper Point Road between the Crosby 

Boulevard and Black Lake Boulevard interchanges at US 101.  Highway access dramatically 

increased the size of the service area from which any one business could draw.  The scale and 

character of future commercial development changed accordingly. 

 

Not only did the streets and highways need to accommodate more cars, commercial development 

sites had to be large enough to provide sufficient parking space for cars.  Vast expanses of 

parking lots characterized the highway-oriented retail pattern that began to emerge in west 

Olympia in the seventies.   

 

The proximity of the two 

established transportation 

systems and their 

associated land uses ï the 

compact residential and 

small-scale commercial 

areas of the pre-World 

War II era and the 

sweeping, auto-oriented 

commercial and suburban 

residential patterns of 

post-World War II ï 

contribute to the 

complexity of the West 

Olympia Access Study 

objectives.  Plans and 

policies in place today are 

slowly modifying those 

established patterns, 

taking the best that both 

have to offer while 

avoiding or retrofitting less beneficial characteristics.  Historically speaking, West Olympiaôs 

transportation system and the land use patterns it serves are still evolving.  Many patterns are 

already in place but others are ready to emerge.  A workable strategy for future mobility will 

draw from lessons learned in the past. 

 

Figure 4 - Capitol Auto Mall ï 1990 
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Local Transportation System 
 

The West Olympia Access Study is an area-wide, system-wide evaluation of mobility and 

circulation.  From this macroscopic vantage point the transportation network reveals itself as a 

series of interconnected corridors functioning in varying degrees of effectiveness as an integrated 

transportation system.  This section looks at the characteristics of the local system, starting with 

physical elements of the transport system and then at operating characteristics of that system. 

 

 

Physical Elements 

 

Streets, Sidewalks, and Bike Lanes 
 

The transportation system to be evaluated by WOAS serves all modes of travel.  One way of 

describing basic characteristics is to break that network out into its individual components ï 

streets, sidewalks, bike lanes, and so forth.  This has the advantage of focusing on each 

individual mode of travel and the facilities to serve that travel, but it does not speak to the way in 

which the multi-modal system functions as a whole.  A more comprehensive approach ï 

consistent with City and regional philosophies about an integrated transportation system 

compatible with current and planned land uses ï is to describe the local network based on the 

functions it serves.  This is referred to as the functional classification of the street system. 

 

Functional classification reflects the relationship between transportation and land use.  For 

WOAS this framework effectively underscores the dynamic and evolving relationship between 

transportation and land use on Olympiaôs westside.  It accounts for all of the transportation 

system within the Cityôs right-of-way.  It also supports the macroscopic view of corridors and 

circulation that WOAS will undertake. For these reasons, this background report assesses 

relevant baseline characteristics of the local transportation system in terms of functional 

classification. 

 

An integrated multi-modal view of the Cityôs transportation system delineates the West Olympia 

system into arterials, collectors, and local access facilities.  Collectors are further distinguished 

by major collectors and neighborhood collectors, depending on the function they serve.  These 

arterials, collectors, and local access streets function as distinct elements of an integrated local 

transportation system.  Most trips typically rely on all three types of facilities, regardless of 

whether the trip is made by car, bus, bike, walking or some combination of modes.  Following is 

a general description of the facilities and the Cityôs adopted street standards as defined in the 

Cityôs Engineering Design and Development Standards.
1
 

                                            
1
 These descriptions apply to City of Olympia street standards.  Thurston County shares the same standards within the Urban 

Growth Area.  Tumwaterôs standards are similar.  Standards change somewhat outside the Urban Growth Area, where shared-use 
shoulders replace separate bike lanes and sidewalks, and where posted travel speeds are typically higher. 
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Arterials are usually the largest local facilities and are intended to move the most traffic.  

Arterials connect major centers of commercial activity or connect highway interchanges to those 

areas of activity.  Intended to carry upwards of 40,000 motor vehicles a day, arterials typically 

serve regional or city-wide travel needs.  At least 85% of arterial traffic originates more than a 

mile away.  Posted speed limits are generally between 30 ï 35 miles per hour.  The number of 

lanes on an arterial is dependent on current and projected traffic volumes. 

 

Figure 6 ï Photo of Arterial with Mid-Block Pedestrian Crossing 

 
 

 

Figure 5 - City of Olympia Arterial Street Standards 
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Major collectors provide connections between arterials and concentrations of residential and 

commercial activities.  Major collectors typically carry between 3,000 and 14,000 motor vehicles 

a day and serve sub-regional travel needs.  As much as 70% of vehicular traffic originates more 

than a mile away.  Posted speed limits are usually between 25 ï 35 miles per hour.  The number 

of lanes on a major collector is dependent on current and projected traffic volumes. 

 

 

Figure 8 ï Photo of Major Collector 

 
 

Figure 7 - City of Olympia Major Collector Street Standards 
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Neighborhood collectors collect and distribute traffic between a residential neighborhood and an 

arterial or major collector.  Neighborhood collectors may carry 500 to 3,000 motor vehicles a 

day and serve sub-regional and local traffic needs.  In contrast to arterials and major collectors, 

no more than 30% of neighborhood collector traffic is generated more than a mile away.  The 

posted speed limit is 25 miles per hour.   Parking is typically required on one side of the street. 

 

Figure 9 - City of Olympia Neighborhood Collector Street Standards 

 

 

Figure 10 ï Photo of Neighborhood Collector 
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Local access streets carry local traffic within a neighborhood and may provide connections to 

collectors or arterials.  Local access streets typically carry no more than 500 motor vehicles a 

day.  Usually no more than 20% of traffic originates more than a mile away.  Speed limits are 

between 20 ï 25 miles per hour.  Parking is typically required on one side of the street.   

 

 

 
Figure 12 ï Photo of Local Access Street 

 

Figure 11 - City of Olympia Local Access Street Standards 
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Table 1 summarizes some primary characteristics by functional classification of local street types 

found within the WOAS study area.   

 
Table 1 ï Summary of Primary Street Characteristics Based on Functional Classification 

Characteristics Arterial 
Collector Local Access 

Street Major Neighborhood 
Average Daily Vehicles 14,000 ï 40,000 3,000 ï 14,000 500 ï 3,000 0 - 500 
Local Traffic  0% - 15% 0% - 30% 70% - 100% 80% - 100% 

Design Speed 30 ï 35 mph 25 ï 35 mph 25 mph 20 ï 25 mph 

Street Spacing 1 ï 2 miles 2 ï ¾ miles 1000ô ï 1500ô 350ô ï 500ô 

Drive-Way Access No 
No, except 

existing 
Yes Yes 

Maximum vehicle lanes 
2 each direction, 
optional center 

turn lane 

2 each direction, 
optional center 

turn lane 
1 each direction 1 travel lane 

Vehicle Lane Widths 
10ô travel lanes 
and 11ô center turn 

lane 

10ô travel lanes 
and 11ô center turn 

lane 

1 lane of 10ô and 
1 lane of 9ô 

1 lane of 12ô 

Sidewalks 8ô, both sides 6ô, both sides 5ô, both sides 5ô, both sides 

Bike lanes 5ô, both sides 5ô, both sides 
On designated 

streets only 
On designated 

streets only 

Planting strips 10ô, both sides 8ô, both sides 8ô, both sides 8ô, both sides 

Street Trees Yes, 40ô on center Yes, 40ô on center 
Yes, 40ô on 

center 
Yes, 40ô on 

center 

On-Street Parking No No 6ô, one side 6ô, one side 
Source:  City of Olympia Engineering Design and Development Standards, 1

st
 Edition. 

Note:  Local Traffic refers to those trips that have origins and destinations within a one mile radius of the street. 

 

Not all existing streets have all the multi-modal facilities described in the current adopted street 

standards.  That is usually because these streets were built before the current standards were put 

into place.  Bike lanes and planter strips are the two features most frequently missing from 

streets built before the mid-1990s.  When possible, missing features are added when streets 

undergo reconstruction or some other major renovation activity.  Most streets built or widened 

since adoption of the current standards will include all features. 

 

Olympiaôs street standards are reinforced by City and regional policies that restrict the width of 

arterials and major collectors in order to maintain an appropriate scale for this small urban city. 

 

Road Width and Community Scale:  Generally, a road should not be widened beyond two 

through lanes in each direction with auxiliary turn lanes as appropriate.  Roads with 

more than five lanes are perceived by the public as beyond the scale that is appropriate 

for this community.  (Resolution #11866, 12/21/98) 
Source:  Olympia Comprehensive Plan (Transportation Chapter, pages 13 and 14) 

 

 

Figure 13 describes the designated arterials, collectors, and local access streets within the WOAS 

study area. 
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Figure 13 ï Local Street Classification within the WOAS Study Area  

 


