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INtrodUctIoN
In June 2012 the City of Portland announced that 
parts of Moody Avenue in the South Waterfront 
neighborhood had been rebuilt, widened, and raised 
by 14 feet. According to the press releases, the 
reconstruction will improve travel options, allow for 
more development, and accommodate the Portland-
Milwaukie light rail line. The total cost for the 
project at that point was roughly $52 million.

Although the retrofit was impressive from an 
engineering standpoint, it is not obvious why it was 
necessary. Cyclists and pedestrians now have a wide 
corridor on which to travel, but only for about half 
a mile. The streetcar, which used to have exclusive 
right-of-way to the west of Moody, now shares street 
space with automobiles, degrading traffic flow. The 
Milwaukie light rail line has its own enormous right-
of-way on the west side of Moody and simply crosses 
over the street to go over the new Willamette River 
transit bridge. And adjacent property owners to 
the east now have the challenge of building next 
to a road that towers above the first floor of their 
projects.

This paper explores the reasoning behind the project 
and analyzes the benefits claimed by city planners.

background 

The South Waterfront neighborhood is part of the 
North Macadam Urban Renewal District. The entire 
Urban Renewal District includes 402 acres; the South 
Waterfront covers 140 acres. South Waterfront is 
bounded by the Willamette River to the east, the 
Marquam Bridge to the north, I-5 on the west, and 
SW Hamilton Street to the south.

The South Waterfront district has been touted 
by Portland planners as the city’s next great 
neighborhood and as a model for mixed-use, transit-
oriented development. Over the last decade more 
than $1 billion in public money has been funneled 
into the district in an effort to revitalize the previous 
industrial area. 

The South Waterfront district is bounded by the Marquam 
Bridge to the north and I-5 to the west. The Cirque du Soleil, 
seen here at the north end, no longer visits the district as that 
particular site is being developed by OHSU and its partners. 
The old Moody Avenue can be seen just to the west of the circus 
tents. Photo courtesy of Randy L. Rasmussen/The Oregonian.

SW Moody Avenue is the only north-south access 
street into the South Waterfront neighborhood. 
It can be reached via SW Harrison or SW River 
Parkway on the north side, or by SW Sheridan, 
an obscure street that is almost entirely hidden 
under the multiple on/off ramps at the west end 
of the Marquam Bridge. There is no south portal 
to the South Waterfront neighborhood, despite a 
commitment made years ago by the city to provide 
one. With no access to the neighborhood from the 
east and only pedestrian/bicycle access from the 
south, the most pressing issue for the district is 
transportation infrastructure. 

The district historically has been auto reliant, but 
the City Council has a goal of making the district an 
international model for “sustainable development” 
based on non-auto travel. Towards that end, the 
city has been collaborating with major developers 
to dramatically redo parts of the street grid to 
encourage more travel by walking, biking, the aerial 
tram, and the streetcar. The redesign has been 
accompanied by the construction of the $1.5 billion 
Portland-Milwaukie light rail (PMLR) line, which will 
run through the heart of the South Waterfront and 
across the Willamette River. Incorporating light rail 
into the district’s transportation system is one of the 
most important tasks for South Waterfront planners.
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why was Moody avenue raised?

The Moody Avenue Project became critical to 
planners once the route for the Portland-Milwaukie 
light rail project was agreed upon in 2008. Earlier 
documents included maps showing light rail crossing 
the Hawthorne Bridge, but the final plan approved 
by Metro and submitted to the Federal Transit 
Administration for funding had it originating at 
Portland State University, traveling east down SW 
Lincoln Street and over SW Naito Parkway, south 
under the Marquam Bridge adjacent to SW Moody 
Avenue, then crossing Moody at-grade for a station 
stop next to the planned OHSU office complex. Then 
it would cross the Willamette River on a new transit 
bridge, landing near OMSI.

SW Moody Avenue before reconstruction, looking north from 
the Ross Island Bridge. The streetcar had a single track (to the 
west) which served both southbound and northbound trains. 
The elevated land on the east side of Moody is where the new 
MAX station will be, at the entrance to the new light rail bridge 
currently under construction. Photo credit: City of Portland.

This design necessitated that SW Moody Avenue 
be raised by 14 feet in order for light rail to cross 
Moody at-grade,1 making the retrofit an integral part 
of the PMLR project. However, it was not funded 
through the formal PMLR budget. TriMet needed 
to reduce costs when the FTA announced that 
PMLR would only be eligible for a 50% construction 
subsidy from the federal government, not the 60% 
that TriMet had been counting on. Thus, when the 
federal government presented an opportunity for 
local governments to compete for grants through 
a “stimulus” program called Transportation 

1 SW Naito Parkway also had to be raised at Lincoln Street for the same 
reason, though this project was much less grandiose and did not result 
in a massive bikeway on Naito.

Investment Generating Economic Recovery (TIGER), 
Portland submitted a grant proposal in summer 
2009. The Portland Innovation Quadrant, an arm 
of the Portland Bureau of Transportation, was the 
organization which actually designed and presented 
the Moody Project. The city received $23 million from 
the TIGER program.

The SW Moody Project called for rebuilding 3,200 
linear feet of Moody Avenue between the Marquam 
and Ross Island Bridges. The old road, which ran at 
ground level, consisted of two traffic lanes with a 
single streetcar track running parallel to the west 
of the roadway, and a sidewalk on the east side of 
the street. The new road was raised 14 feet, and the 
overall right-of-way (ROW) was widened to 75 feet 
to accommodate two traffic lanes with streetcar 
tracks (plus a third south-bound lane that runs 
only part of the distance), pedestrian walkways 
on either side, a two-way bicycle track, storm 
water treatment planters, and relocated utilities 
underneath the roadway. 

When the location for the PMLR Willamette River 
Crossing was selected, Mayor Adams formed the 
North District Partnership (NDP), which met 
five times between November 2008 and April 
2009. The purpose of the NDP was to resolve 
issues surrounding current, or future, master 
planning efforts and the Willamette River Crossing 
Partnership’s (WCRP) recommendations. The NDP 
helped produce an updated version of the South 
Waterfront Street Plan, which contained the 
reconfigured and elevated Moody Avenue. 

According to Geraldene Moyle of Portland 
Development Commission (PDC), “The NDP 
stakeholders, OHSU, ZRZ [Zidell Realty, the largest 
private landowner in the district] and the then-
owner of the 3030 building, were supportive of the 
TIGER grant and the Moody project but not a lot of 
discussion on Moody occurred in that partnership. 
I’d say that OHSU’s Schnitzer Campus Master Plan, 
which was completed around the same time, the 
Portland-Milwaukie LRT line, and the initiation of 
discussions with ZRZ on the future development of 
their properties, as outlined in the Moody grant, were 
the driving forces behind decisions made for Moody.”

In the July 2008 PMLR “Locally Preferred Alternative 
Report,” there was no specific mention of needing 
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to elevate SW Moody. The report stated that issues 
of amount, extent, timing, and light rail project 
cost burden for an elevated alignment in the South 
Waterfront area still needed to be addressed. It 
appears that sometime later, the SW Moody Project 
was designed as the answer to the Portland-
Milwaukie Light Rail Project’s need to have an 
elevated alignment. The WRCP needed such an 
alignment in order to ensure the new Willamette 
River bridge would not be too steep for streetcars, 
bicyclists, or pedestrians.

Moody Avenue reconstruction in its early stages. The 
streetcar track had to be moved temporarily to the west, 
then moved again when it was incorporated as a two-track 
system within the Moody Avenue right-of-way. 

Funding for the Moody project came from a diverse 
group of mostly governmental entities. The main 
source of funding was the $23 million TIGER grant 
which was awarded to the project by the federal 
government. Other sources included $12 million from 
the Oregon Transportation Investment Act (a state 
funding program), local system development charges 
through which OHSU paid close to $3 million dollars, 
and City of Portland general fund dollars.

In addition to these sources, individual bureaus and 
agencies paid for portions of the project specific 
to their involvement. The Portland Water Bureau 
projected an actual cost of $2,780,213 in its 2010-2011 
annual report dedicated to relocating and upgrading 
its utilities. The Portland Bureau of Environmental 
Services also was said to have shared in the cost for 
its sewer and storm water facilities, but records are 
not available of how much. 

As of the 2012-2013 City of Portland adopted budget, 
the total expenditures for the Moody Project were 
$25,191,091. TriMet and PDC also paid for specific 
portions of the projects which involved improving, 
installing, or replacing their facilities. TriMet spent 
an estimated $1.4 million on the SW Moody Project, 
but also gave OHSU $10 million through the PMLR 
project to subsidize the high-rise buildings necessary 
to utilize the new elevated road.

Management of the Moody Project is not closed 
at this time, so no exact budgeting figures are 
available. Even without exact records, the project was 
reportedly under budget upon completion. Therefore, 
in July 2012 Mayor Adams decided to reallocate 
$200,000 from the Moody Project to pay TriMet for 
not discontinuing the youth pass for Portland Public 
Schools students, erasing savings which the project 
otherwise would have provided.

After receiving the funds for the project, the total 
cost needed to be reduced. The originally estimated 
cost for the project of $66 million was reduced to $51 
million through various cost-cutting measures. These 
cuts amounted to roughly a $5 million reduction in 
construction costs and a $10 million savings in soft 
costs. Table 1 outlines more specifically where the 
cuts were made: 

table 1 
SW Moody Avenue Cost Estimate Summary

Original* Actual

Streetcar 
Construction

$10,518,636 $7,142,000

Utility Relocation $14,651,446 $11,999,080 

Roadway 
Construction

$10,313,118 $9,689,417

Anticipated Items $4,410,887 $5,914,000

Construction 
Contingency

$3,989,409 $3,772,391

Total 
Construction

$43,883,496 $38,516,889

Total Soft Costs $22,649,055 $12,761,320

Total Project 
Estimate 

$66,532,551 $51,278,209

  
*The original estimate was submitted with the TIGER 
application; the actual reflects a reduced budget based on the 
receipt of TIGER funds.
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The primary difference between the proposed Moody 
Avenue plan published in November 2009 (also in 
the TIGER grant proposal) and the finished project is 
the lack of on-street parking. In the original plan for 
reconstruction, there was supposed to be parking on 
the west side of the street. But in the final design, 
the right-of-way was 9’ narrower, reduced from 84’ 
to 75’, and the west side parking had been removed. 

According to the city’s project director, there were 
two reasons for the change. One was to shrink the 
project cost to fit the reduced budget; the second was 
to support the policy objective of reduced driving.2 
According to the North Macadam Transportation 
Development Strategy, which was approved by the 
City of Portland in April 2009, the district has modal 
goals of 30% of all trips and 40% of work trips via 
transit, pedestrians, and bicycles.

The removal of parking on SW Moody was opposed 
by both OHSU and Zidell. Parking ratios in the 
district are already extremely low, and property 
developers felt that the lack of on-street parking 
would negatively affect the financial viability of 
future projects.

The SW Moody Project required everything to be 
completely reconstructed from the previous road. 
The recently installed single streetcar track was one 
such casualty of the project. Completed in 2006, the 
Gibbs Extension ran from Riverplace south along SW 
Moody to Gibbs, right near the tram terminal. This 
project cost a total of $15.8 million, including the 
purchase of 3 streetcars from the Czech Republic. 
The cost per mile of the Gibbs extension was about 
$13 million, including the 3 streetcars. The life span 
of the Gibbs extension was just over five years: It 
opened in October 2006 and ran during the Moody 
Project until the newly constructed streetcar line 
was ready to open, in November 2011. 

The Moody project, which replaced and upgraded 
the Gibbs extension, cost 6.5 times as much per mile 
as its predecessor, at $84.5 million per mile, though 
this included more than just a streetcar line.

2 Chris Armes, Portland Bureau of Transportation, personal 
communication with Nathan Stecker, October 2012.

SW Moody Avenue after reconstruction in June 2012, looking 
north from the Ross Island Bridge. This promotional picture 
from the project’s off icial website depicts the desired image 
by Portland planners – a street with no motor vehicles. In fact, 
63% of all peak-hour passenger-trips on Moody take place in a 
private motor vehicle. Photo credit: City of Portland.

In the future the City of Portland plans to form a 
couplet using the reconstructed SW Moody Avenue and 
SW Bond Street (which currently exists only south of the 
Ross Island Bridge). Moody will serve the southbound 
traffic and hold both directions of streetcars, while Bond 
will handle northbound traffic. This plan will be put 
into action in response to the extensive development 
of the Zidell and OHSU properties – the two largest 
landowners in the district. The construction of this 
couplet also will necessitate the improvement of several 
connecting streets for efficient automotive circulation. 
When completed, southbound Moody will handle just 
two lanes of automotive traffic because the northbound 
streetcar/auto lane will remain in use as streetcar only. 

The Moody-Bond couplet will extend throughout 
the entirety of the South Waterfront district and 
will be the primary north-south access provider. The 
ostensible purpose of a one-way couplet is to enable 
the two streets to perform the function of a major 
arterial street with narrower right-of-ways. However, 
the combined right of way of these two streets will 
be up to 145 ft (75’ for Moody and 70’ for Bond) – 
nearly as wide as the Glenn L. Jackson bridge, which 
carries 8 lanes of automotive traffic with a dedicated 
pedestrian/bike lane in the middle. A 75’ right-of-way 
has the potential to accommodate 4 traffic lanes with 
dual streetcar tracks (4x11’), two standard bike lanes 
on either side of the street (2x6’), parking on one side 
of the street (7’), and two normal sidewalks (2x6’), if 
planners wanted to accommodate those uses. They do 
not want to in the South Waterfront, because it is city 
policy to discourage automobile travel.
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assertions Versus reality

The TIGER grant makes several claims about the results 
of the Moody Project, not all of which are legitimate. 
One such claim is that the Moody Project, by providing 
a dual streetcar track, will “allow headways to improve 
from 12 to just seven minutes, which will provide 
capacity to serve the growing district and improve 
efficiency and convenience for streetcar passengers.” 

The incorporation of dual streetcar tracks has not 
decreased the headways in the South Waterfront, 
and double-tracking was not even necessary to 
reduce headways. According to the North Macadam 
Transportation Development Strategy, published in 
2008, “It should be noted that frequency of service 
is not limited by the single track on Moody Avenue, 
as that single track can handle approximately 1 car 
every 5 minutes.”

Currently, the streetcar is not running every seven 
minutes; it is running every 14-20 minutes, depending 
on the time of day. The opening of the Eastside 
streetcar segment severely strained the city’s ability 
to offer even the most basic level of service, let 
alone the improved headways promised in the TIGER 
grant contract. Thus, it likely will be years before 
headways on the streetcar fall below 14 minutes.

As part of the TIGER grant requirements, Portland 
must do pre- and post-construction monitoring for 
use by the various modes. The grant contract states, 
“Portland will measure the automobile, transit, bicycle 
and pedestrian usage in the area before construction 
and then track the changes in traffic congestion 
and transit usage for three years after the project is 
completed. With detailed post-construction data, DOT 
can examine how Portland’s new roads, streetcars 
and bicycle and pedestrian facilities change the 
way people move – a key outcome supporting the 
economic competitiveness, livability and sustainability 
benefits promised by the project – and determine how 
best to use future funds.”

PBOT refused to share any baseline measurement 
of pre-construction traffic, and the three-year post-
construction period will not expire until June 2015. 
Therefore, the only information available to the 
public on modal share is that provided by Cascade 
Policy Institute (Tables 2 - 4). The evidence shows 
that the “new and improved” Moody Avenue has not 

induced people to leave their cars behind. In fact, 
auto dependence has actually grown since monitoring 
began in 2010.

table 2

SW Moody Avenue 
Bi-directional Person-Trips, 8:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. 

Pre- and post-construction counts of people entering 
and leaving South Waterfront 

2010 2012
% change, 
2010-2012

Auto/truck 702 (58.9%) 1,200 (63.5%) +55.4%

Streetcar 373 (28.5%) 436 (23.1%) +16.9%

Bikes 122 (9.3%) 201 (10.6%) +64.8%

Pedestrians 43 (3.3%) 53 (2.8%) +23.2%

Total 
person-trips

1,310 1,890 +44.27%

Notes: 2010 data collected in May; 2012 data collected 
in October. Counts taken at the intersection of Moody 
and Sheridan. Totals do not include the 811 person-trips 
associated with TriMet’s #35 and #36 bus routes, which 
travel southbound on Moody, since most bus passengers are 
traveling through the district, not to it (or from it).

table 3

SW Moody Avenue 
Bi-directional Person-Trips, 3:00 p.m. – 6:00 p.m. 

Pre- and Post-construction counts of people 
entering/leaving South Waterfront

Mode 2010 2012
% change, 
2010-2012

Auto/truck 1,062 (54.8%) 1,656 (62.6%) +55.9%

Streetcar 480 (24.7%) 620 (23.4%) +29%

Bikes 296 (15.4%) 304 (11.5%) +2.7%

Pedestrians 97 (5%) 65 (2.5%) -32.9%

Total 
person-trips

1,937 (100%) 2,645 (100%) +36.5%

Observations show that trips by all modes increased 
in absolute terms. But in relative terms, auto use 
actually jumped in the morning peak from 55% 
of all passenger-trips to 63%, while other modes 
declined. In the afternoon peak, auto use went up 
from 59% to 64%, and the streetcar lost significant 
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market share, dropping from 29% to 23% of all 
passenger-trips.

In addition to doing pre- and post-construction 
monitoring on Moody itself, Cascade also did counts 
for the 3030 Building, an office building on the east 
side of Moody near the Gibbs Street stop for the 
streetcar. The results are below:

table 4

Modal Splits for the 3030 Building on Moody Avenue 
All passenger-trips entering and leaving

1/25/11
7:00 a.m. - 
8:15 a.m.

10/29/12 
7:30 a.m. - 
9:00 a.m.

% change, 
2011-2012

Auto/truck 39 (86.7%) 38 (90%) -2.6%

Streetcar 3 0 -100%

Bikes 0 0 n/a

Pedestrians 3 4 +33%

Total per-
son-trips

45 42 -6.7%

While this is a very small dataset, it reinforces 
the observations made for all of Moody Avenue 
itself. Auto use was dominant before the road was 
widened, and it was still dominant afterwards. 
Dedicating 39% of the right of way of the new 
Moody Avenue to pedestrian and bicycle traffic 
was unnecessary because there was already 
robust use of Moody by those modes before 
construction. Once the development projects 
currently underway and planned on SW Moody 
by OHSU and Zidell are completed, there will be 
thousands of additional daily auto trips on that 
road, and adequate capacity for automobiles will 
not exist. At that point it will be too late to change 
the street network.

The spatial mismatch between observed roadway 
use and planner preference is even more 
pronounced when the vast ROW being used by 
light rail is factored in. The new Moody Avenue 
has 75’ of ROW, but directly adjacent to the west 
an additional 45’ of ROW (actual ROW varies 
slightly by location) has been provided for the 
PMLR project. Considering that Milwaukie light 
rail will only run 4-6 times per hour at the peak 
and carry relatively few passengers through South 
Waterfront, the combined ROW set aside for light 

rail and Moody Avenue is going to be one of the 
most wasteful uses of land anywhere in the city, 
in terms of total passenger throughput.

In addition to the 75’ ROW dedicated to the new Moody 
Avenue (on the right), the ROW being given to light rail on the 
west side of Moody is an additional 45’.

To get an idea of just how wasteful, consider 
the width of the Hawthorne Bridge and its 
productivity as a people-mover. The Hawthorne 
Bridge is only 72 feet wide (compared to the 120 
feet of SW Moody/PMLR), yet provides four traffic 
lanes plus two 10’ sidewalks. Every square inch 
of the bridge is productively used. The roadway 
provides ROW for eight TriMet buses, as well 
as private cars, trucks, and emergency service 
vehicles. The sidewalks are shared with thousands 
of cyclists and pedestrians. Peak-hour counts 
done in August 2012 showed that in just two 
hours, bi-directional passenger trips crossing the 
bridge totaled 9,294, while three-hour counts on 
the reconstructed SW Moody totaled only 1,890. 
Thus, the Hawthorne moves 4.9 times the number 
of people in a narrower ROW, in less time.
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table 5

Hawthorne Bridge Bi-directional Passenger Counts 
7:00 a.m. – 9:00 a.m., August 2012 

 

Cars/trucks Passengers
Avg.Pass./
vehicle

Bikes Pedestrians
Bus trips/
# of riders

Total 
PT*

7:00-7:30 893 123 1.14 287 97 23/574 1,974

7:31-8:00 997 154 1.15 392 92 31/941 2,576

8:01-8:30 1004 164 1.16 390 98 27/736 2,392

8:31-9:00 944 151 1.16 346 53 28/858 2,352

Total 3,838 592 1.15 1,415 340 109/3,109 9,294

Mode % 47.7% 15.2% 3.7% 33.5% 100%
 

*PT = passenger-trips. Each vehicle is one vehicle-trip. A vehicle moving three passengers represents three passenger-trips.

From a land-use standpoint, the Hawthorne Bridge 
is one of the most efficient pieces of transportation 
infrastructure in the city. Non-motorists are 
allocated 27.7% of the ROW and account for 19% of 
peak-hour passenger throughput. Motor vehicles 
claim 61% of road space and account for 81% of 
throughput. While there does not need to be a 
perfect 1:1 relationship between mode and space 
allocation – sidewalks are desirable even if few 
travelers use them – a rough proportionality helps 
to justify the funds spent for each mode. For the 
reconstructed Moody Avenue, motor vehicles will be 
the dominant users for the foreseeable future, yet 
will receive only a small amount of ROW on a facility 
that is wider than an interstate highway.

Portland’s Hawthorne Bridge moves many more passengers in 
less space than the expensive Moody Avenue project does. 

According to observations of the SW Moody cycle track, 
the peak morning commute traffic of cyclists is about 
100 trips per hour. The recommended width of a two-
way cycle track with this traffic level is 10’ and such a 
cycle track has the capacity to handle 150 cyclists per 
hour, according to the CROW Design Manual for Bicycle 
Traffic. Dedicating 13’ plus a 4’ divider between the lanes 
for the cycle track was unnecessary.

Moreover, the signage on the cycle track is poor, and 
there is constant confusion about where pedestrians and 
cyclists are supposed to be. Many cyclists ride on the 
east-side walkway, which is supposed to be used only 
by pedestrians. On the west-side cycle track, traffic flow 
by the two modes is not intuitive, so there are constant 
near-collisions between cyclists and pedestrians.

The west-side cycle track on Moody Avenue.

The inclusion of storm water facilities on both sides 
of the street is a portion of the project which was 
not part of the South Waterfront Street Plan or 
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TIGER grant proposal but somehow found its way 
into the final design. This took up extra roadway 
width without improving transportation options. 

eFFectS oF raIl traNSIt oN 
Motor VehIcle traVel
Only one lane of SW Moody is now dedicated to 
automotive traffic (compared with two beforehand), 
because both other lanes are shared with the 
streetcar. That lane also ends just north of the aerial 
tram, so whatever capacity enhancements it briefly 
offers are lost. SW Moody, as designed and completed, 
gives automotive transport the smallest dedicated 
share of right of way compared with every other 
transportation mode (even occupying less width than 
that used for street lamps and trees). This is regardless 
of the fact that the majority of passenger-trips to and 
within the district take place on roads. 

Of the 75’ right of way, only a single 11’ lane allows 
nonstop automotive travel southbound into the 
district. This means that every 14-19 minutes (currently) 
auto traffic leaving the district has to share its lane 
with a streetcar. If streetcar headways decrease to 7 
minutes – which the federal TIGER grant application 
claims is one of the key reasons for rebuilding and 
double-tracking the streetcar alignment – automotive 
traffic will be further interrupted (especially in the 
constrained northbound lane), because the average 
streetcar travels only 7 mph.

Moreover, once PMLR opens in September 2015, light 
rail will be crossing Moody Avenue anywhere from 8-12 
times/hour, depending on the time of day. Each time a 
train crosses, gates will have to come down and stop 
all traffic. As OHSU and Zidell build out their properties, 
auto traffic on Moody will grow dramatically, making 
conflicts with light rail and the streetcar more severe.

The need for increased road capacity in the South 
Waterfront was known by city planners prior to 
reconstruction of Moody Avenue. For example, 
the Portland Bureau of Transportation’s 2009 
South Waterfront District Street Plan, Criteria 
and Standards, states, “The primary development 
constraint in the District is transportation access 
to and from regional highway and transit systems.” 
More specifically, the North Macadam Transportation 
Development Strategy states, “SW Moody Avenue 

could be the primary north-south access to the 
South Waterfront District for several years and will 
need to carry high volumes of two-way traffic.” 

Despite these assessments, the city chose to spend 
$52 million to reduce the motor vehicle capacity of 
Moody Avenue through reconstruction.

Moody Avenue has never been capable of handling high volumes 
of traff ic, as seen here after a performance of the Cirque du 
Soleil in 2008. Reconstruction made the problem worse.

The opening of the PMLR project in 2015 is supposed to 
be the big transportation improvement that the district 
has been waiting for. But the light rail line will have only 
one stop in the entire district and is a long walk from 
most of the residential developments, which are located 
south of the Ross Island Bridge. Realistically, light rail 
will be convenient only for those who are commuting to 
OHSU from outside the district and live along the light 
rail route – likely to be a small fraction of all trips to/
from the district. 
 

The dual-tracking streetcar system on Moody now interferes 
with traff ic flow, which it did not before reconstruction. 
This picture, taken at 3:00 p.m. on an August 2013 weekday, 
offers just a hint of future problems. Streetcar headways are 
currently 14-19 minutes. Should Portland ever reach the stated 
goal of 7-minute headways, traff ic back-ups at peak hours 
during normal business months will be much more severe.
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Even with this attempt to improve transit access via 
light rail, the greater issue of transportation access 
to and from the district is still unresolved because 
automobiles continue to dominate as the primary 
method of mobility, as demonstrated by the 2010-
11 field study of South Waterfront traffic patterns 
conducted by Cascade Policy Institute (Table 6).

table 6

Bi-directional Person-Trips to/from the South 
Waterfront District 

Average Weekday, all portals, 2010-11 
6:00 a.m. – 10:00 p.m.

All passenger-trips
Market share of 
trips by mode

Auto/truck 17,023 79%

Streetcar 1,832  9%

Bicycle 1,076  5%

Bus 926  4%

Pedestrian 642  3%

Note: Research was conducted on various good-weather 
weekdays during the months of May-January, 2010-2011. 
Excludes aerial tram ridership.

Between May 2010 and January 2011 Cascade placed 
observers at every portal to the South Waterfront 
district, which includes five connections to Macadam 
Avenue on the west, a footpath to the south used by 
pedestrians and cyclists, and Moody Avenue to the 
north (the Gibbs Street pedestrian walkway over I-5 
did not yet exist). The observers counted every trip by 
every mode of travel into and out of the district from 
6:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m. on a typical mid-weekday. 
The counters also recorded the number of passengers 
in private motor vehicles and the number of riders on 
every TriMet bus and streetcar.

These data reveal that the district can’t function 
without adequate roadway capacity, yet most of the 
public money that has been spent there (through the 
Urban Renewal process and other mechanisms) has 
gone to non-road projects. These expenditures include 
$60 million for the aerial tram, $8 million for the U.S. 
Congresswoman Darlene Hooley Pedestrian Bridge at 
Gibbs Street (which opened in July 2012 and connects 
South Waterfront to the Corbett-Terwilliger-Lair Hill 
neighborhood), $52 million for the Moody Avenue 
reconstruction, $1.5 billion (total) for the 7.3 mile PMLR 

project, and $15.8 million for the Gibbs Street extension 
of the Portland streetcar into South Waterfront.

The South Waterfront does support a strong bicycling 
and pedestrian community, but this was already 
true before the expensive Moody Avenue Project. 
The presence of an impressive bike and pedestrian 
modal share before the street was re-built shows that 
extensive reserved right-of-way is not necessary for 
those modes of transport. 

effects of Parking restrictions

In order to reduce driving, the city has imposed 
severe parking restrictions in South Waterfront, but 
they are proving to be problematic. The 540-spot 
surface parking lot just south of the Marquam Bridge, 
which belongs to OHSU, was supposed to have been 
removed by January 1, 2013. The use of underground 
parking or parking structures was supposed to take 
its place, not only for OHSU but for the rest of the 
South Waterfront as well. In the longer term, all 
surface lots in South Waterfront will be prohibited.

However, in 2012 OHSU applied for and received a 
15-year extension for the parking lot. This means that 
the lot does not have to be removed, replaced, or 
redeveloped until 2028; and OHSU will not have to 
submit a plan for its removal until 2027. According to 
Brian Newman of OHSU, despite the goal of eventually 
developing the property, the parking lot is still very 
important. The demand for convenient parking by 
OHSU employees and visitors far outstrips the supply, 
and removing it simply to comply with a political goal 
would make it infeasible for OHSU to build out the site.

Parking restrictions are also affecting Zidell, the 
largest landowner in the district. In September 2013 
Zidell opened the Emery on the east side of SW Moody 
Avenue, just to the north of the Gibbs Streetcar stop. 
The Emery is a seven-story mixed-use project with 
ground-floor retail and apartments on top, specifically 
designed to support the overall vision of the district 
as a transit-oriented neighborhood. However, Zidell is 
finding it a challenge to lease the ground-floor space. 
Many retailers question whether businesses can exist 
solely on walk-by and cycling traffic.3 

3 Dennis Allen, Zidell Real Estate, personal communication with John A. 
Charles, Jr., June 2013.
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The Emery, a mixed-use residential project on the west side of 
Moody, under construction in August 2013. 

Portland planners eliminated on-street parking in the Moody 
Avenue reconstruction. The extra-wide sidewalk is proving 
to be the next-best thing for some motorists – a response 
planners may have overlooked.

other Problems caused by reconstruction

Raising Moody by 14 feet has also caused development 
challenges. Although promoted by light rail 
advocates as a “benefit” to adjacent land developers 
because it would allow tuck-under parking on 
high-rise projects, not all developers embraced the 
concept. Most of the Zidell property has yet to be 
redeveloped. Due to the Moody Avenue project, 
the option of utilizing at-grade space for office, 
residential, or retail uses is now foreclosed. The 
west end of the Zidell property near the future MAX 
station faces a 14-foot-high wall, which likely will 
increase the complexity (and cost) of development.

The new west edge of Zidell’s property is a 14-foot support 
structure for Moody Avenue.

Another problem caused by the reconstruction is the 
former Moody ROW. A remnant of the former road 
exists just to the north of the tram and is necessary 
to provide access to the headquarters of Zidell. The 
ROW is then stubbed just to the north, and the old 
Moody has been filled in with grass and wildflowers. 
This has posed two distinct problems for adjacent 
property owners.

First, the city has not vacated the ROW. It lies fallow 
in a neighborhood with some of the most expensive 
real estate in Oregon. In the past year Zidell has 
begun negotiations with the city to discuss vacating 
it for some other use, but no agreement has been 
reached.4

The ROW for what used to be Moody Avenue has been planted 
over with grass but is still owned by the city. 

In addition, the city makes no effort to cut back or 

4 Dennis Allen, Director of Planning and Development, Zidell Marine 
Corporation, personal communication with John A. Charles, Jr., June 2013.
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maintain the wild plants, grasses, and weeds growing in 
the ROW, apparently as part of the city’s “sustainability” 
ethic. (In most cities, property owners refusing to mow 
their lawns eventually would face a nuisance claim 
by the city with attendant fines, but one Portland 
bureaucracy is unlikely to file a nuisance claim against 
another in this case.) Since the vegetation grows rapidly, 
it blocks the vision of drivers exiting the Zidell parking 
lot, creating dangerous conditions for the many cyclists 
and pedestrians on Moody. Therefore, Zidell has the 
vegetation routinely cut back at its own expense.

This situation soon may change. Zidell dug up the 
area to run a gas pipeline underneath it to service 
the Emery. The company is in negotiation with the 
city to replant the strip with shrubs and maintain it 
at the company’s expense, largely as a scenic amenity 
to renters at The Emery.5

Retrofitting the Retrofit

Surprisingly, in September 2013 the entire road was 
shut down for three weeks and much of the new 
work torn up so that the light rail tracks could 
cross at grade just west of the new Willamette River 
rail bridge. Since accommodating light rail was the 
primary purpose of raising Moody, it was surprising 
that the crossover occurred 15 months after the 
Moody Project was fully reconstructed. The streetcar 
tracks were ripped out for the third time in three 
years just to allow for light rail, at great cost and 
inconvenience to the public.

Moody Avenue being ripped up in September 2013 to 
accommodate the Milwaukie light rail project (on the left 
side) as it crosses over Moody at-grade.

When asked why the light rail work had not been 

5 Allen, personal communication with John A. Charles, Jr., September 
2013.

integrated with the Moody Avenue retrofit from 
the beginning, Chris Armes of PDOT referred us to 
TriMet. An engineer from TriMet stated in an email 
that the agency did not have the necessary permits 
or authorization to do the work during 2011-2012.6 This 
explanation lacks credibility since the Portland City 
Council has been fully supportive of PMLR for over 
a decade and specifically appropriated at least $40 
million for the project.

A follow-up public records request was submitted to 
TriMet asking what permits had been unavailable in 
2011 and what the additional cost was to taxpayers 
for tearing out finished work. TriMet’s formal 
response was that they do not have the information 
necessary to answer those questions.

Moody Avenue looking South from near the Marquam Bridge, 
September 2013. This was the third time the streetcar tracks 
had been torn up since 2010, just for this project.

Moody Avenue looking north from near 
the Ross Island Bridge, September 2013.

6 Dan Sosnovske, TriMet, personal communication with William Newell, 
Cascade Policy Institute, October 1, 2013.
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The Milwaukie light rail alignment in October 2013 as it 
curves east to cross the new Moody Avenue.

Tracks for Portland-Milwaukie light rail after crossing Moody 
Avenue. This will be the location for the one light rail station 
in the South Waterfront district.

coNclUSIoN
For more than 20 years, the South Waterfront 
district has been a laboratory for Portland urban 
planners who dreamed of the ultimate multi-modal 
community. Fueled by more than $1.8 billion in public 
funds and major investments by private landowners 
(including substantial donations of land for public 
amenities), the Utopian vision soon will be a reality. 
By October 2015, South Waterfront likely will be 
the only community in the world serviced by light 
rail, streetcar, dedicated cycle tracks, sidewalks, 
a 100’-wide river greenway, an entirely new river 
crossing (closed to motorists), an 800’ long elevated 
pedestrian overpass, and an aerial tram. Eventually, 
there also will be access from boats on the 
Willamette River.

The Moody Avenue project was aggressively 

promoted by Portland politicians as a visionary 
project, and both Secretary of Transportation Ray 
LaHood and Federal Transit Administrator Peter 
Rogoff flew to Portland for press conferences to 
praise the project as federal TIGER funds were 
being spent. Contractors who built it reveled in the 
technical challenges, and various awards were given 
by industry trade associations.7 Regular cyclists and 
walkers in the district doubtless enjoy the wide 
space now dedicated to their preferences.

However, transportation projects ultimately need 
to be functional. The new Moody Avenue, coupled 
with the vast ROW for light rail, will be an extremely 
inefficient use of land in one of the most land-
constrained neighborhoods in Portland. Moreover, 
once light rail opens, traffic will be delayed 8-12 
times per hour as trains cross the road. When 
combined with the cannibalization of road space by 
the double-tracked streetcar, and the planned-for 
expansion of streetcar service, north-south traffic 
flow on Moody necessarily will degrade over time. 

The success of the SW Moody Project ultimately 
will be determined by the transportation choices 
of those individuals who live or work in the South 
Waterfront. The implication of this is that the 
reconstruction of SW Moody Avenue must motivate 
people to behave in a different way. Planners have 
declared that wider sidewalks, a dedicated cycle 
track, additional streetcar service, and a new 
light rail line will change the hearts and minds of 
residents and commuters to abandon their cars. 
However, there is little reason to think this will 
happen; the modal share of motor vehicles on 
Moody has already gone up, not down, since the 
reconstruction was finished.

A post-project analysis is due to the Federal 
Government in 2015, at approximately the same 
time the light rail project will open. The analysis of 
transportation trends in that report will provide 
an illuminating report card on the extent to which 
retrofitting infrastructure can change the travel 
habits of users.

7 Honors included WTS International, Portland Chapter, Project of the 
Year (2011); ACEC National Engineering Excellence – Honor Award (2012); 
and DJC Top Projects (2012).


