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July 2, 2015 
 
Scott Kubly 
Director 
Seattle Department of Transportation 
PO Box 34996 
Seattle, WA  98124-4996 

Kathleen O’Toole 
Chief of Police 
Seattle Police Department 
PO Box 34986 
Seattle, WA  98124-4986

 
Re: Seattle Traffic Incident Management 
 
Dear Director Kubly and Chief O’Toole: 
 
We thank you for the opportunity to assist with Seattle’s Traffic Incident Management (TIM) 
program.  The attached report and presentation reflect two plus months of interviews, research 
on best practices nationwide and the invaluable input of the National Operations Center of 
Excellence, which provided a peer review by traffic, police and systems experts in TIM from 
California, Arizona, Ohio, Virginia, Houston and the Federal Highway Administration.  They 
complemented our backgrounds in traffic and enforcement in the State of Washington and New 
York City.   
 
Quite often it takes a major incident such as the overturned fish truck to spark a jurisdiction to 
fully adopt the principles of TIM.  Seattle wasted no time in starting the process; already there’s 
been reported progress in response and clearance times.  We were impressed with the 
unfettered access we had to interview personnel, visit sites and assess the state of TIM in the 
city. A lot of people in Seattle are working hard every day to keep the city moving.  Nonetheless, 
the state of the art has progressed to the point where more can be gained through advanced 
technologies, better training, increased knowledge of the capabilities and tools of various 
agencies and setting goals on response and clearance times.  For the most part these steps are 
low- to medium-cost and don’t require long lead times.  What is needed is commitment at the 
highest levels of government. 
 
We are confident after meeting with both of you that you will provide the direction needed to 
bring Seattle’s TIM program on par with the best in the nation. 
 
Again, we were delighted to be of assistance to Seattle.  
 
Very truly yours, 

     
Annette M. Sandberg, Esq. 
Chief Executive Officer 
TransSafe Consulting, LLC 

Samuel I. Schwartz, P.E. 
Chief Executive Officer 
Sam Schwartz Engineering, DPC 
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Section A: Executive Summary 
 
Sam Schwartz Engineering and TransSafe (the “consulting team”) were engaged by the 
City of Seattle in May 2015 to review national best practices in Traffic Incident 
Management (TIM), evaluate the state of TIM in the City, and make recommendations 
for improvements to Seattle’s TIM procedures. The project’s genesis was an incident 
during which slow clearance of an overturned tractor trailer rendered the Alaskan Way 
Viaduct (SR-99) closed to traffic for nine hours in March 2015. A lack of coordination 
among agencies in Seattle – including but not limited to the Seattle Police Department 
(“SPD”) and the Seattle Department of Transportation (“SDOT”) – was immediately 
identified as a recurring problem in Seattle’s TIM response. A major focus of this 
project, as a result, was examining how multi-agency responses to major traffic 
incidents could be improved in Seattle through stronger preparation, training, and 
agency cooperation.  
 
Seattle’s typical TIM protocols are naturally constrained by the City’s geography—
because of a limited number of vehicular crossings over the City’s numerous 
waterways, any major traffic incident will inevitably exacerbate resulting congestion in 
the road network. These constraints also can slow response times from City agencies 
and towing vehicles, and provide few options for detour routes when incidents occur on 
bridges, highways, or major arterials. And because the City’s “hourglass” shape 
features the highest job and population densities in and around its narrowest point 
(Downtown and neighborhoods surrounding it), the challenge to implement effective 
TIM becomes even greater. All of these constraints require the City to seriously address 
any internal gaps in its TIM framework and consistently aim to achieve quicker response 
and clearance times through coordinated efforts by all relevant stakeholders.    
 
This project consisted of three distinct parts, described below, and which are included 
as sections B, C, and D of this report. A copy of the presentation given to Seattle Mayor 
Ed Murray on June 29, 2015 and a summary infographic on tiered incident response 
expectations for SPD and SDOT are included as appendices to this report. 

 
1. Review of national best practices in TIM (Section B). The consulting team 

reviewed a wide variety of national documents that outline common approaches 
to TIM. Supporting documents from states and cities (including Washington 
State; Portland, Oregon; California; and New York, New York) supplemented 
national materials. Many of the documents reviewed from local jurisdictions 
(state and city) contained language mirroring federal guidelines. This 
consistency is a positive sign that shows a general consensus on TIM 
procedures nationwide, and Seattle would benefit from formally adopting its own 
TIM guidelines and implementing similar processes.  
 
The best practice review looked at how a strong TIM program addresses all 
stages of TIM, including:  
 

a. Incident detection, verification, and notification;  
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b. Incident response, site management, and clearance;  
c. Traffic management at and around incident sites;  
d. Dissemination of information to the travelling public;  
e. Communication among City agencies; 
f. After-action reviews, TIM evaluation, and consistent TIM training.   

 
2. Interviews with City personnel and a workshop with national experts to 

identify gaps in Seattle’s TIM process (Section C). The consulting team 
interviewed numerous staff members from SPD and SDOT to gain a sense of 
the state of Seattle’s current TIM procedures. In mid-June, a workshop was held 
in Seattle to further identify gaps in TIM via an interactive session with national 
experts in TIM. Through a partnership with the National Operations Center of 
Excellence (“NOCoE”), seven experts from diverse backgrounds and 
geographies convened in Seattle for a roundtable discussion with participants 
from SPD, SDOT, the Seattle Fire Department (“SFD”), Seattle’s Department of 
Finance and Administrative Services (“FAS”), Seattle’s Office of Emergency 
Management (“OEM”), and the Port of Seattle (“Port”). The consulting team led a 
full-day discussion that touched on all aspects of TIM in Seattle and the NOCoE 
experts provided feedback on potential improvements.   
 
Key findings from this evaluation that form the basis of the recommendations for 
TIM improvements include: 
 

a. Seattle lacks comprehensive plans and policies for TIMs. 
b. TIM training is lacking or non-existent in all agencies. 
c. SPD needs a better understanding of why “quick clearance” matters and 

how to make it happen. 
d. SDOT needs to better coordinate with SPD before, during, and following 

incidents. 
e. The current towing contract may be too restrictive and harm effective TIM. 
f. The City lacks clarity on ordinances that are necessary for quick 

clearance and full enforcement against commercial vehicles. 
g. A greater sense of urgency is needed at all levels when incidents occur. 

 
3. Recommendations for improvements to TIM in Seattle (Section D). The 

consulting team used its research on best practices, its interviews with local 
officials, and the findings of the TIM workshop to inform a set of 
recommendations for Seattle to implement that would holistically improve its 
responses to future traffic incidents. These recommendations have been vetted 
and discussed with SPD and SDOT and the agencies are mutually in agreement 
of the need to implement them based on priority levels and timelines defined in 
this report.   
 
Immediate next steps include: 

a. The City of Seattle will move forward in implementing high-priority 
recommendations. 
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b. SPD, SDOT, Finance and Administrative Services (“FAS”), and the 
Seattle Fire Department (“SFD”) will form an interdepartmental team that 
meets monthly to develop an implementation plan for the 
recommendations. 

c. The interdepartmental team will report back to the Mayor on its progress 
in January 2016. 

 
A summary of the consulting team’s recommendations is as follows. More detailed 
recommendations can be found in Section D of this report: 

 
a. Teamwork and Creating a Citywide Culture for Improved TIM: Changes to TIM must 

start at the top. SDOT and SPD personnel need constant reinforcement on the 
importance of communication on TIM. 

i. Develop messages from leadership and from the executive level 
ii. Share equipment among agencies 
iii. Partner with private sector on information sharing 
iv. Brand the TIM effort to the public 

 
b. Establishing a Citywide TIM Program: Seattle lacks a comprehensive, citywide 

approach to TIM and must establish a formal TIM program. 
i. Start with an MOU among involved agencies: SPD, SDOT, SFD, OEM, and 

FAS  
ii. Develop a mission statement for TIM in Seattle  
iii. Develop a policy manual after best practices in TIM (federal and Washington 

State materials) 
 

c. Creating a Comprehensive TIM Training Program: Training is critical for effective 
response during incidents. Training in TIM is lacking across all levels in Seattle. 

i. Train SPD Traffic Division officers and appropriate personnel at SDOT – with 
deadlines for completion 

ii. Develop TIM “champions” at SPD and SDOT to ensure training occurs with 
the right people 

iii. Conduct periodic multi-agency trainings and monthly multi-agency TIM 
meetings 

 
d. Leveraging Expertise from the State: Washington State has a model TIM program 

but Seattle does not participate in any activities. The City should take advantage of 
these resources. 

i. Use Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) and WA TIM 
Coalition certified trainers 

ii. Partner with regional players for coordination on TIM 
iii. Seattle should join Washington State’s “TIM Network” 

 
e. Improving On-Scene Response and Formalizing SPD’s Role: SPD is usually first on-

scene and controls much of the TIM process on the ground, including clearance 
times and implementing detours.  
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i. Develop new policies for SPD responders on clearance priorities 
ii. Team with SDOT personnel on major incidents 
iii. Review the need for a city “Hold Harmless” ordinance and educate SPD on 

the law  
iv. Stage locations for response vehicles 
v. Develop  agreement between city agencies on the appropriate deployment of 

Parking Enforcement Officers during a traffic incident 
 

f. Improving Transportation Operations Outcomes and Formalizing SDOT’s Role: 
Through the Transportation Operations Center (TOC), SDOT has the ability to 
support SPD and limit the impact of incidents. 

i. Provide “gridlock alerts” following major incidents that severely impact the 
road network  

ii. Provide SDOT with access to SPD’s Computer-Aided Dispatch (CAD) logs to 
better respond and track data on incidents 

iii. Create plans for re-routing after incidents on major arterials and bridges 
iv. Modernize TOC to identify incidents more quickly and staff with a full-time 

SPD presence  
 

g. Evaluating Towing Contract and Operations: The City’s towing contract with one 
company may restrict its ability to clear incidents quickly. Towing must be 
incorporated into City efforts for effective TIM. 

i. Enforce terms of towing contract and consider creating incentives for quick 
response by tow company 

ii. Incorporate tow companies in City TIM training 
iii. Establish a “free tow” program to remove disabled vehicles immediately from 

SR-99, major arterials, and bridges 
iv. Explore how new tow contracts and amendments can better serve clearance 

needs 
 

h. Creating Successful Commercial Vehicle Enforcement: Freight traffic causes the 
most severe incidents and a lack of commercial vehicle enforcement (CVE) hurts 
Seattle. 

i. Establish an MOU with the Port of Seattle (“Port”) and set regular meetings 
on TIM and CVE 

ii. Team up with Port to improve CVE, since a high percentage of freight comes 
in and out of the Port  

iii. Review which City agency should lead CVE 
iv. Pass a City ordinance that mirrors federal and state regulations on CVE. 

Train City personnel to enforce. 
v. Consider technology upgrades that can make CVE more realistic on a day-to-

day basis 
 

i. Evaluating TIM through Data Collection: A robust TIM program must have 
performance measures in order to keep the focus on improvements in clearance 
times. It can also help with public awareness of efforts being made. 
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i. Provide consistent media outreach and public information during incidents 
ii. SDOT to continue to expand its data collection, but needs technology 

upgrades and cooperation from SPD 
iii. Re-evaluate Seattle’s TIM program in 6 months to 1 year following input of 

recommendations 
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Appendix 2:  
Traffic Incident Management  
Tiered Response Framework  

for SPD and SDOT 
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