
Traffic among life’s big frustrations

http://www.nwguardian.com/2010/08/13/v-print/8312/traffic-among-lifes-big-frustrations.html[8/23/2010 9:27:18 AM]

Traffic among life’s big frustrations
Installation and regional growth have contributed to traffic headaches both on,
off of JBLM
Don Kramer/Northwest Guardian
Published: 11:20AM August 13th, 2010

Ingrid Barrentine
Traffic crawls toward Exit 122 on Interstate 5 last month.

Waiting in traffic ranks among life’s biggest frustrations.

It might be small consolation to those stuck in congestion on I-5 or waiting in line at Joint Base Lewis-McChord
gates during high-demand times, but the installation is working closely with local, state and federal agencies to
find relief for the area’s traffic woes, on- and off-base.

Traffic has become an important quality of life issue and affects installation operations to the extent that it delays
official local travel from place to place. Even Under Secretary of the Army Joseph Westphal noted the importance
of solving congestion issues during an early August visit to JBLM.

“It’s a big issue,” Westphal said. “I think we need to take that more seriously, both within the installation and the
communities. We need to do better planning. We need to work closely with the state and local governments.”

“At the end of the day, the ones who suffer are the Soldiers and their families, who have to get in and out of post,”
he added. “So we need to get more serious about these issues.”

Military growth

On the installation, traffic congestion is mostly fueled by the extraordinary growth at the installation since 2003.
The number of Soldiers assigned to JBLM reached 32,000 in 2009. Combined with Airmen and civilian employees,
the installation provides a daily workplace for more than 50,000 people. Add family members and nearby retirees,
and the total growth for JBLM is about 36,000 people since 2003.

The increasing numbers put inevitable pressures on infrastructure. A transportation study completed two years ago
by a private contractor evaluated 38 key intersections on then-Fort Lewis and graded 19 with levels of service “F.”

“The worst you can have,” said Steve Perrenot, JBLM director of public works.

Military construction funds and Sustainment, Restoration, Modernization funds have been used to improve
installation intersections and smooth traffic flows. Future projects will widen a number of streets on the installation
to incorporate third, left-turn lanes, which will unclog traffic in unit areas such as 2nd Infantry Division Road.

Perrenot said three more years of SRM money will pay for the remainder of the intersection upgrades. The same
money will soon fund another lane through the D Street Gate. Projects are planned through Fiscal Year 2017
using Military Construction dollars, to widen additional two-lane major arteries and improve side roads.

Another major project-in-planning will be a road to connect Lewis Main with McChord Field — a four-lane joint
base connector. The road will not only make travel between the two communities safer, more reliable and more
convenient, but will also take considerable pressure off I-5 by eliminating the need to drive off the installation to
travel between the two.

“The (Army) Corps of Engineers is about to award a design for the entire route from Jackson Avenue all the way
to McChord Field,” Perrenot said. “We still have two more phases and are unfunded as of this point.”

The long-range plan is to construct a four-lane road from East Gate to 41st Division Road. This boulevard will
hook past Gray Army Airfield to go through the main gate all the way through Lewis North, which will complement
the generally east-west joint base connector.

Bigger plans will require more funding to take care of the larger challenges, including traffic congestion on I-5. A
regional traffic study mostly funded by the Defense Department’s Office of Economic Adjustment was recently
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completed, led by the city of Lakewood and the Washington Department of Transportation. JBLM has been a full
partner in the study, which focused on the I-5 corridor between Mounts Road and Bridgeport Way

The Military Surface Deployment and Distribution Command Transportation Engineer Agency also finished a
comprehensive gate study for JBLM in June 2010.

The study recommendations focused on JBLM ingress and egress issues. It proposed building 20 more lanes to
augment the 34 current ones that traverse the gates. The systemic solution, however, called for reconstruction of
the major interchanges from I-5 into the gates at DuPont, Liberty, Madigan Army Medical Center and Thorne Road
into the Logistics Center.

Regional growth

But the role of the increased population of JBLM in regional traffic congestion, particularly the I-5 corridor through
the base, is somewhat overstated, said Perrenot. Growth of the number of service members is only one of three
major systemic issues.

Interstate 5 narrows from four to three lanes at the worst possible place for JBLM — along the three-mile stretch of
highway that connects four busy gates and provides a primary corridor for people who work on the installation.

“Geometry will tell you you’ll have a bottleneck when you go down (from four) to three (lanes),” Perrenot said.
“Those three lanes just happen to be located in front of Joint Base Lewis-McChord, and so people (assume the
traffic is) because of Joint Base Lewis-McChord.”

Another traffic contributor is the lack of queuing space on the off ramps near JBLM gates on I-5.

“DuPont Gate sits too close to the freeway,” said Larry Mickel, DPW transportation systems manager, “so you
have no queuing for folks getting off the highway.”

During morning drive times, the Exit 119 ramp sometimes fills up and backs up onto northbound I-5, causing
slowdowns on the highway. In the evenings, the condition reverses and traffic backs up from the traffic light
immediately west of the DuPont Gate, through the gate and well into the installation.

Perhaps the most significant contributor to congestion is the attractiveness of the area surrounding JBLM and
Western Washington in general, and growth in the local civilian communities. Physical beauty, temperate climate
and economic opportunities have attracted thousands to the region.

“We are a relatively small portion of the growth of Pierce and Thurston counties,” Perrenot said. “In this decade,
there has been a 160,000-person increase in the two counties. They have grown tremendously, during the period
in which we have added about 14,000 Soldiers.”

Though the area has not been immune to the nationwide recession of recent years, civilian jobs are more diverse
and plentiful in higher population centers to the North. Perrenot said a Thurston County official commented at a
conference last year that Olympia and Lacey had together “become somewhat of a bedroom community for the
area from Tacoma to Seattle.” As a result, the section of I-5 west and bending north of JBLM has become part of a
busy weekday commuter corridor from Tumwater through Seattle. Likewise, during summer weekends, I-5
provides a route for boaters and families heading south for recreation at parks and lakes south of Olympia and
west, all the way to the coast.

Add those numbers to the freight vehicles using I-5 as their primary north-south artery in the Pacific Northwest and
the result is heavy traffic volumes, independent of the military installation.

Joint base spokesman J.C. Mathews acknowledged that JBLM growth has played a role in local congestion, but
he said community members should know that the conventional wisdom — that growth of the base’s military
population is the sole cause of the local off post traffic congestion — falls short of reality.

“Like our neighbors, we contribute to traffic congestion in the region,” Mathews said. “Like our neighbors, we are
affected by the congestion. We are partnering with our neighbors to find solutions.”

Future design

The over-arching goal of all the base’s efforts, both internally and in cooperation with local officials, is to allow
military members and civilians to travel quickly and efficiently on the installation in all compass directions, the
DPW director said. By civilian transportation engineering standards, JBLM is moving toward its goals at a break-
neck pace.

“You talk to transportation folks off the installation and they normally have 20-year, 30-year, 40-year plans,” Mickel
said, “because things in transportation just take so long to plan and build. The installation is on the fast track.”

Progress also requires coordination among government agencies at all levels.

Cities, counties, the state and federal government have voices in the process. But despite the complex
management functions to perform and the sea of regulations to navigate, Mickel said JBLM can look forward to
more traffic lights, roundabouts, wider roads, easier transitions onto and off the installation and, eventually, new
roads to speed traffic between McChord Field and Lewis Main, and between Lewis North and Lewis Main. Those
upgrades should result in improvements for everyone in the area.

“We are proud to cooperate with our regional partners in improving traffic congestion and the quality of life for all
residents of the area,” Mathews said.

Don Kramer: don.kramer1@us.army.mil
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