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Introduction

Plan creation, with its myriad interests, broad reach, and profound impacts, is difficult to do, and
incredibly difficult to do well. Planners must identify challenges for today and anticipate those of
tomorrow; they must understand the sources of these challenges and determine potential strategies for
mitigation. Often, there are obstacles that further complicate the process. Considering Portland’s 2012
North/Northeast Quadrant Plan, it is clear that interagency politics, funding availability, and existing
momentum all made impacts on the outcome. This critique intends to assess this outcome, by examining
both the process of developing the plan and the foundation of the implementation strategy, freeway

improvements.

Critique of the Planning Process

Lyles and Stevens suggest a combination of two metrics to assess the strengths of a planning process. The
first is to perform a content analysis to ascertain whether the plan meets criteria that were established by
the planning team at the beginning of the process. The second metric assesses the plan based on its
external quality, that is, how well the strategies and scope of the plan cover the values of all stakeholders
(Lyles & Stevens, 2014). These metrics, along with evaluating the complexity of joint action, expose the
strengths and weaknesses of the N/NE Quadrant planning process. Joint action across multiple
governmental agencies is complex and sometimes divisive in nature. The N/NE planning process was
successful at including local agencies, especially when placed in the context of state-dominated
transportation planning history. However, State interests ultimately overshadowed local interests,

resulting in a planning process with weaknesses that outweigh its strengths.

Strengths - Interagency Collaboration and Community Inclusion
Interagency communication between State and City transportation departments built a stable foundation
for the planning process. Historically, transportation planning in the United States has frequently involved

State departments dominating agendas, and at times, overriding valid local concerns surrounding equity
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and the environment (Sciara, 2017). In the N/NE Quadrant, past plans have focused on expanding
freeway capacity without regard to local systems. The N/NE Quadrant planning process, with constant
communication between the Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) and Portland Bureau of
Transportation (PBOT), was a huge step in shifting towards state and local collaboration. Although
dialogue was limited to a few select staff and management, the agencies maintained transparency and

respect in their communication throughout the project.

The involvement of multiple government agencies brought a broad range of community interests into the
planning process. The Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC) was comprised of 30 members
representing a wide variety of private and public interests at state, regional, city, and neighborhood levels.
Importantly, the SAC included representatives of communities of color. These communities had been
disproportionately harmed by past planning processes, such as the construction of I-5 which displaced
neighborhoods in lower Albina. The agencies’ cooperation led to government accountability; PBOT’s
systematic approach to transportation and land use planning encouraged ODOT to involve communities
that had a negative perception towards freeway planning. The communities’ input led the Portland Bureau
of Planning and Sustainability to compile a historic building inventory, strengthening the Plan by

ensuring no historic building would be touched.

Critique - Framing the Problem

A major weakness of the N/NE Quadrant planning process is the project team’s narrow definition of the
problem. Despite the diverse representatives on the SAC, the technical improvements to achieve the goal
reflect the interests of only a few members, ignoring concerns of neighborhood and active transportation
organizations. From the outset of the planning process, participants were tasked with working towards the
common objectives outlined in the Project Charter Sponsoring Document. This agreement, written by the
directors of PBOT, BPS, and ODOT, contains a section that defines the joint ODOT and City of Portland

purposes. Of the six shared purposes, five specifically call out the “freeway” or “I-5” by name and the
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sixth refers more generally to the interface of transportation and land use. The freeway is certainly a large
component of the transportation system in the Quadrant. However, by framing the objectives of the plan
this way, the team limited itself to freeway-centric strategies. The framework precluded consideration of

other, higher level alternatives to accomplish the goals.

The focus on objectives that are centered on the freeway indicate a more pragmatic approach to the
Quadrant planning process. The process was initiated when the PBOT reached out to ODOT, likely
because the planning team realized that the best opportunity for funding would be through the cooperation

of the State with a major transportation initiative.

Planning Process - Quality Evaluation

The planning team’s implementation-oriented approach resulted in a plan well-suited for funding
opportunities, a measure of success for plans that are evaluated through content-focused analysis. Not
only did the agencies engage each other, they also included community input so as to avoid political
pushback, thus removing obstacles to funding opportunities. However, this approach is not without
problems. The plan, having a narrow focus of planning objections, a byproduct of targeting State funding
sources, is of poor external quality. The planning process was unable to provide relevant strategies and
thorough consideration of the values of a// stakeholders. Perhaps due to the complexity of funding this
joint action, the plan fails to address options that deviate from the freeway-centric agenda of the State
agency, therefore neglecting the values of stakeholders that worked to promote strategies for other modes.
The planning team, having valued the quality of implementable content over broader, systematic
strategies, considered that actualizing some tangible improvements in the Quadrant was more important

than creating a plan with a truly inclusive planning process and outcome.
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Critique of Freeway Improvements

Many of the transportation elements of the N/NE Quadrant Plan refer to or depend on the implementation
of the I-5 Facility Plan. This Plan, included in Appendix C of the Quadrant Plan, adds an auxiliary lane to
each direction of I-5, modifies the interchanges in the Plan area, and replaces the bridges over the freeway
with broader “lids.” Because of the significant scope, in terms of both implementation cost and attention
in the document, the Facility Plan deserves a close inspection. It outlines the necessity of freeway
improvement based on the current condition of congestion and collisions, and the assumption of a net
benefit from freeway mobility. This critique looks at this recommended alternative as it relates to the goal
of a full multimodal transportation system that addresses present and future transportation access and

needs, both locally and on the freeway system.

Auxiliary Lanes — Strengths

Freeway Congestion & Safety

The section of I-5 between [-84 and 1-405 is one of the busiest in the state, including a high volume of
local and regional freight. A 2005-2009 study found that it also had the highest crash rate. Adding
auxiliary lanes to I-5 is intended to alleviate congestion by reducing weaving between interchanges.
Technical reports have shown auxiliary lanes to reduce congestion soon after implementation (Qi, Chen,
& Cheu, et al. 2014). Research also indicates auxiliary lanes reduce crashes in areas where interchanges

are particularly close together, as they are in the Plan area (Le & Porter, 2012).

Multi-Modal Benefits

Alleviating I-5’s current peak congestion may help meet the present needs of the local street system in
addition to the freeway system. Reducing freeway congestion will shorten commute times for passenger
vehicles and C-Tran transit buses. It will reduce wait times for freight. Redesigned interchanges prioritize

freight movement, improving local access. Better flowing freeway traffic may draw motor vehicles away
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from other routes, reducing surface street congestion. Fewer motor vehicles on the surface streets

improves Trimet mobility and creates a safer, more comfortable environment for pedestrians and cyclists.

Auxiliary Lanes — Weaknesses

Financial Burden

The most obvious critique with respect to a facility plan of this magnitude is the capital costs required to
fund the implementation. As discussed in the “Interagency Collaboration and Community Inclusion”
section of this critique, funding of highway projects such as this is historically directed from the Federal
Government to the State for oversight and implementation. Estimates place this investment at roughly
$500 million. A public project of this scale calls into question government accountability and the
opportunity cost of the expense: are other, less costly alternatives available that may be effective in

meeting the Plan’s transportation goals?

Latent and Induced Demand

The logic behind an I-5 investment for congestion relief is short-sighted. As mentioned above, the
benefits of auxiliary lanes for relieving current congestion are well-founded. However, there are two
widely accepted phenomena that will likely make this relief short-lived. The first is the latent demand that
exists for traveling in this direction. Currently, certain drivers are avoiding this stretch of freeway because
of the slow moving congestion. Faster flowing traffic will attract these travelers to the freeway, which is
described above as a benefit when it reduces surface street traffic. However, this behavior will quickly
increase freeway congestion after the improvements are made (O’Sullivan, 2012). The second
phenomenon is induced demand. If traffic on I-5 continues flowing well — even after absorbing the latent
demand — the faster moving freeway reduces time costs, encouraging longer trips. Over time, these trips
will bring the freeway back to capacity, with congestion concentrating either in the N/NE Quadrant or at a

nearby bottleneck like the Columbia River bridge or the interchanges in SE. This induced demand will
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also increase traffic on surface streets as more commuters use the highway to drive to and through the

Plan area (Cervero, 2003).

Safety

The safety benefit of the auxiliary lanes is achieved by reducing the number of crashes on I-5. These
crashes stem from maneuvering in congested conditions and tend to be slow-moving fender benders with
minimal injuries. Increasing capacity could lead to higher speeds and more severe injuries. Also, there
have been far more injurious crashes on the surrounding surface streets. For example, East Broadway in
the Plan area had 124 reported collisions with serious injuries or death from 2006 through 2016, while I-5
had 30 (PBOT, 2017). The long term effects of induced demand encourage even more drivers into the

area, likely making the surface streets even more dangerous.

Broadway/Weidler Lids — Strengths

Street Connectivity

A major aspect of the I-5 Facility Plan is the freeway lids and their impact on surface street connectivity,
particularly active transportation modes. The auxiliary lanes have forced a realignment of the surface
over-crossings. Several need to be removed, moved, or remodeled to accommodate the new lanes, and
this presented planners with an opportunity to look at the multi-modal aspects of this transportation nexus
as a whole. Building active transportation infrastructure has been shown to increase its use (Dill, Carr,
2003). In line with the specific goal of this critique, planners sought to create improvements that
supported all modes of transportation, both for safety and connectivity. Broadway and Weidler are wide,
busy streets, and have been identified as barriers to overall connectivity. The Williams I-5 southbound on-
ramp will have significantly more storage capacity than currently on Winning Way, limiting highway
entrance traffic spillover onto neighborhood streets. The new barrier-separated section of Williams
between Broadway and Weidler provides for a simpler, quicker transition northward onto the Williams

corridor. This reduces conflict with active users and other vehicle traffic.
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Active Modes

One of the primary goals of the lid design is to focus on enhancing active transportation modes. Both
Broadway and Williams corridors have a lot of bicycle throughput, but there are difficult connections
throughout the plan area. Planners sought to streamline some of these inefficiencies and to add more
useful connection which are important to entice the “interested, but concerned” riders that want to ride but
are wary of busy streets (Geller, 2009). The barrier-separated section of Williams between Broadway and
Weidler is a significant addition, as it provides a dedicated, protected space for bicycle riders and
pedestrians. Vehicle use through this location is simplified and restricted in ways that are easier for other
users to predict. The automobile-free section of Williams south of Weidler allows for safer transit and

active mode connections to the Rose Quarter.

Broadway/Weidler Lids — Weaknesses

Freeway Dependence

One of the major weaknesses of the lid improvements is that they are contingent upon the auxiliary lanes.
They are physically unable to be built without impacting the freeway below and the chances of them
being funded without a freeway investment is exceedingly small. There are also powerful voices within
the Quadrant’s neighborhood associations, and elsewhere in the community, that oppose highway
improvements of any kind. The Eliot/Lower Albina community has been negatively impacted by highway
projects in the past, and there are those who obstinately oppose any changes (Warwick, 2010). They may

hinder implementation with persistent protests throughout the process.

Effectiveness
The lid improvements are important for improving the safety of existing riders, but the bicycle and
pedestrian infrastructure on the lids is limited and will likely do little to entice people out of their cars.

This plan does not go far enough. Broadway and Weidler are vital to Portland’s bicycle and pedestrian
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networks, connecting people to the Broadway Bridge, the Lloyd District, and points east. But these are
busy roads that feel uncomfortable and unsafe. In fact, PBOT has identified this as a High Crash Corridor.

Many more protections are needed if this plan is going to attract new “interested-but-wary” riders.

Conclusion

This investment in I-5 does not contribute significantly to modes beyond motor vehicles. Long term, the
auxiliary lanes are likely to increase surface street congestion, hampering movement of transit and
decreasing safety for people on foot and on bike. Increased driving will intensify pollution, a significant
burden for active users and a barrier for potential active users. The Plan anticipates that spillover benefits
of a motor vehicle-centric freeway investment will improve modes beyond personal vehicles and freight.
As a whole, the lids do address some surface connectivity issues and a few active transportation issues,
but these elements do not improve the area significantly. Directly addressing a true multi-modal system
would be more effective in achieving the stated goal of the plan, without implicitly encouraging residents

to drive more.
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