
 
Date: December 18, 2025, updated January 8, 2026 

To: City of Seattle Landmarks Preservation Board 

CC: Erin Doherty, Landmarks Preservation Program Staff 

From: David Graves, AICP, Strategic Advisor 

Subject: Gas Works Park Cracking Towers – Pedestrian Appurtenance Removal Certificate of 
Approval Application 

Certificate of Approval Request 

Seattle Parks and Recreation is requesting a Certificate of Approval from the City of Seattle’s 
Landmarks Preservation Board to: Remove all pedestrian appurtenances (ladders, catwalks and 
stairways, and associated supports) from the cracking towers and also remove one elevated pipe 
that extends beyond the existing fence that connects the north and south cracking towers. Seatle 
Parks and Recreation (SPR) objectives at Gas Works Park are  to (1) reduce the attractiveness of the 
site to trespassers, (2) reduce the risk that trespassers will be injured by making the towers less 
climbable, and (3) reduce the risk that additional metal could fall on SPR staff when working around 
the towers for maintenance purposes. 

Background 

Gas Works Park, including the Cracking Towers and other industrial remnant elements, is a City of 
Seattle Landmark and is also listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The park is the site 
of a former manufactured gas plant. Due to the known contamination at the site, it is managed by 
the Washington State Department of Ecology under the State’s Model Toxics Control Act (MTCA), 
under a deferral agreement with the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The upland area 
including the fenced area containing the cracking towers is the subject of a Consent Decree. The 
City and Puget Sound Energy are actively working on a remedy to address the existing 
contamination along the shoreline, in the groundwater and in the sediments offshore. The current 
target for implementation of the sediment remedy is 2029 with an estimated cost of $80 Million. 
 
The fence around the Cracking Towers is considered Institutional Control as part of the Consent 
Decree for the upland cleanup work and maintenance and improvement of the fence, if necessary,  
is required. The fence is designed to keep people out of the area around the towers and there are 
No Trespassing signs on the fence and inside the fenced area. Pursuant to the Consent Decree, SPR 
staff inspect the soil cover and fence on a regular basis (approximately weekly), needed repairs are 
typically handled through SPR’s work order system, minor work that can be done by the grounds 
crew in the regular course of their activities at the park may not generate a work order. In addition, 
the Northeast District maintenance staff are at the park on a daily basis and also call-in work orders 
if they see issues with the fence or gates. A fence has been in place around the towers since 1975. 
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Timeline (approximate - updated) 

SPR has been working to address unpermitted access to the cracking towers since 2015. The 
following is an approximate timeline of SPR’s actions: 

June 26, 2015 – SPR briefed the Architectural Review Committee (ARC) of the Landmarks 
Preservation Board (LPB) –to discuss removing some or all of the stairs and landings/platforms to 
deter climbing of Towers 1 & 2, the south towers. ARC suggested starting with more focused 
removals of obvious access points. 

2016 - SPR hires PSM Consulting Engineers to undertake a Climbing and Safety Evaluation of 
Towers 1 & 2 (southerly large towers). 

August 7, 2019 –SPR applies for a Certificate of Approval (CoA) to perform selective removal of 
climbable features and undertake limited alterations to Towers 1 & 2, the south towers, to deter 
climbing. LPB approves the Certificate of Approval (CoA). 

2019-2023 – SPR Metal Shop Crew undertakes approved work on Towers 1 & 2. Ongoing repairs 
were also being made to the fence and gates intermittently, as it was cut or otherwise 
manipulated/vandalized, ostensibly to gain access into the restricted area. 

2023 – SPR hired All City Fence to do a complete restoration of the chain-link fence, restore the 
barbed wire on top of the fence, add steel mesh panels over the chain-link and reconstruct the 
gates with the steel mesh to resist cutting and strengthen the gates, which occurred in 2023. SPR 
received a Certificate of Approval for the fence work, dated April 25, 2023.  

2023 – SPR hired a landscape contractor to remove all vegetation and trees that were growing 
around and amongst the towers to make the area more open and remove potential access point(s) 
to the towers. Note that SPR crews have been and continue to remove blackberries and mow the 
lawn areas around the towers within the Cracking Tower fenced area. They generally avoid working 
directly under the towers due to safety concerns/potential falling metal. 

2024 – A leaning support element within the Cracking Tower area, between the North and South 
Towers, was removed with a Certificate of Approval from LPB issued on June 26, 2024. The Approval 
included removal of an access ladder and platform. 

2023-2025 – SPR facilities continues to monitor and address access points; 3 of the 4 gates have 
been welded shut; area(s) under the gates have been paved to strengthen the gates and limit the 
possibility of digging under a gate for trespassers to gain access to the towers. 

2025 – SPR submits a request for a Certificate of Approval for “[t]he proposed selective removal of 
maintenance access equipment, appurtenances, and associated supports at the former gas 
generating equipment in Gas Works Park, 1901-2101 N Northlake Way” which is denied by the 
Board; the oral decision was given on October 15 and the written decision is dated October 22, 
2025. 
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2025/2026 – SPR submits a new Certificate of Approval application in December 2025, providing 
new information in response to the Landmarks Board’s requests. 

 

Incidents 

The following is a list of reported incidents that have occurred at the Cracking Towers since 2008. 
This list is based on aid calls that Seattle Fire Department (SFD) responded to and it has been 
provided by SFD: 

Date and 
Time 

Victim Details Description Outcome 

10/11/2008 Male, age 22 Climbed fenced-off structure; 
catwalk gave way, fell onto 
another catwalk. 

Non-life-threatening 
(possible dislocated 
shoulder) 

0400 hours 
12/13/2009 Female Fell off structure. Life-threatening injuries; 

survived 0023 hours (age 25) 
5/25/2012 Male, age 19 Fell off towers. Was visiting 

Seattle from Massachusetts.  
Death 

0010 hours 
3/29/2013 Male Fell off structure; unconscious 

with liver and head injuries. 
Life-threatening injuries; 
survived 

0517 hours (age 19) 
7/19/2014 Female, 19 Fell 35 feet while writing graffiti. Multiple broken bones; 

survived 
0322 hours 
1/25/2015 Male Fell off structure. Life-threatening head 

and internal injuries; 
survived 0033 hours (age 21) 

2/1/2015 Male Fell off structure but remained 
conscious. 

Injuries; transported to 
HMC 2210 hours (age 19) 

12/11/2016 Male Fell off structure while intoxicated 
after he missed a hole in catwalk; 
rescued by SFD. 

Open femur fracture, 
possible pelvic fracture, 
etc.; survived 

2213 hours (age 23) 
1/1/2019 Male Climbed while intoxicated; fell. Significant injuries; 

survived 2213 hours (age 40) 
2/21/2022 Male Fell off structure; rescued by SFD. Broken leg, head 

laceration; survived 0117 hours (age 26) 
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Date and 
Time 

Victim Details Description Outcome 

9/17/2022 Female - Only 
known female 
victim.  

Fell through an opening in the 
walkway while climbing with 
friends on the south towers. They 
had all been drinking. 

Death 

0242 hours (age 20) 
11/23/2023 Male Fell off refinery; unconscious, no 

pulse. 
Survived with brain 
damage. 0030 hours (age 16) 

3/29/2024 Male Fell 60 feet; walking and talking. Injuries; treated at HMC 
2318 hours (age 19) 
7/10/2025 Male Fell off towers after a classical 

music concert in the park. 
Death 

2230 hours (age 15) 
 

Proposal 

Seattle Parks and Recreation is now proposing to: 

• Remove all “Pedestrian Appurtenances” that are designed to convey human beings 
vertically and horizontally along the towers, designed for the purposes of 
maintaining/servicing and operating the former gas works facility. The working assumption 
is that these appurtenances provide platforms and access for graffiti and have been 
accessed by trespassers to climb the towers, notwithstanding fencing and signage. Falls 
have occurred resulting in serious injury and death. Removing the appurtenances will 
eliminate them as a means of access, promoting public health and safety. SPR is also 
proposing to remove one elevated pipe that extends beyond the existing fence that 
connects the north and south cracking towers and is a likely means of access to the towers 
from outside the fence. The selective deconstruction plan is reflected in Osborne’s 8/7/25 
site plan. 

This application is different in several respects from the one recently denied by the Landmarks 
Preservation Board in October.  First, it goes further than the recent proposal.  Second, it addresses 
issues raised by the Landmarks Preservation Board regarding the most recent application.  Third, it 
is supported by extensive expert analyses of potential alternatives to selective deconstruction. That 
analysis submitted with this Application and discussed below supports the conclusion that the 
appurtenances are a target for trespassing climbers and there is no height at which the 
appurtenances could be removed where they would no longer be a target. 
 
The pedestrian appurtenances were designed to accommodate gas plant workers access to the 
cracking towers for maintenance and operations of the facility. These appurtenances were 
constructed long before the creation of OSHA in 1970 and they do not meet current OSHA 
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standards, much less standards for access by the general public. While Parks intermittently paints 
the structures to cover graffiti, no additional maintenance work has been planned or built into the 
capital facilities planning because these structures are not intended to be used by the public. As a 
structure exposed to the elements, over time the structure will fail. SPR has not planned or 
budgeted other maintenance work for these structures to extend their expected life. SPR’s budget is 
dedicated to providing parks, programs and services to the public at facilities where public access 
is allowed; no public access is allowed to the cracking towers and/or the area around the towers.  
 
These appurtenances have become a target for unpermitted access. Without removal of the 
pedestrian appurtenances, this target will continue to exist. See Report by Drs. Reed and Suderman 
(discussed in more detail below under Expert analysis).  
 
SPR is supportive of the vision of Richard Haag, the original designer, to preserve the towers as a 
reflection of Seattle’s industrial past. The pedestrian appurtenances and pipe can be removed and 
the actual gas works retained in honor of that vision.  While removal of portions of the historic 
material are now proposed, this intervention is not sought lightly and is necessary given the ongoing 
safety issues that continue despite the steps taken by SPR to limit climbing of the towers and in 
light of the Seattle Structural and GEAR reports. 
 
Included below are excerpts from the Landmarks and National Register nominations, the original 
Myrtle Edwards, now Gas Works Park Master Plan documents and Rich Haag’s original design 
drawings for the park. SPR’s view is that taken together, all of the references and plans show Rich 
Haag’s intention to retain the towers and piping associated with the towers (“the gas works”), given 
their visibility and monolithic nature. The National Register nomination notes that the “[g]as 
processing towers were always the distinguishing features of the gas works….” There is no reference 
to the pedestrian appurtenances, and they are not shown on the plans. Note also Rich Haag’s 
statement in the Master Plan that “[a]ll structures will be modified, etc. to meet applicable safety 
codes.” 
 
SPR specifically points out that: 

• The design intent, as conveyed in the following drawing excerpts and document citations, 
was to allow the volumes of the towers/tanks to remain.  This did not necessarily include all 
the attachments/ pedestrian appurtenances. The Master Plan specifically references the 
monolithic nature of the towers which is what SPR is trying to maintain by preserving the 
towers and proposing to remove only the pedestrian related appurtenances. 

• This facility is not structurally sound which is one critical reason why public access is 
precluded and the area fenced in addition to the contamination.  There is no long-term 
management/conservation plan for the towers and no identified budget to maintain the 
structural integrity of the structures. 
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• While in 2002, the Friends of Gas Works Park funded an analysis of the south towers which 
found that the Towers themselves were sound, the information noted issues and potential 
safety hazards associated with the ladders, catwalks and piping (Mayes report). That 
analysis is now almost twenty-five years old. The structures and particularly their 
appurtenances are likely beyond repair. A structural analysis would require a visual 
inspection/site verification of each element, assessment of any associated footings and 
there is no reliable information on any of the appurtenances. This analysis would be 
extremely expensive and cost prohibitive. 

From the Landmarks nomination (p.6): 

 

From the National Register Nomination: 

 

From Rich Haag’s Myrtle Edwards (now Gas Works) Park Master Plan: 
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Haag’s vision for the cracking towers was that they would be accessible to the public. If that were to 
ever happen in the future, all of the pedestrian appurtenances would have to be removed, similar to 
what was done to the towers that exist in the park that are accessible to the public. 
Portion of Rich Haag’s 1975 Site Plan showing the Towers and surrounding area: 

 

Landmarks Nomination package; Rich Haag’s drawing showing structures to be preserved: 
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Landmarks Nomination package; Rich Haag’s drawing showing preserved structures: 

 

 

Expert Analysis 

As part of SPR’s last application to the Landmarks Board, the Board requested expertise from 
outside the City for assessment of security, structural testing and engineering.  The City hired 
several experts to assess the towers and provide recommendations based on their expertise. 
Howard Burton, a Structural Engineer and owner of Seattle Structural, provided the following 
structural condition assessment based on a site visit and his firm’s review and analysis of past 
structural reports, photographs, plans and SPR’s current proposal: 

“[T]he catwalks and ladders, which have small-dimensioned elements, and small welded 
and bolted connections, may eventually fail completely, even with efforts to apply paint and 
repairs. The 2025 Selective Deconstruction plans seem to properly address the fragility of 
the catwalks and ladders through removal.” 

“Catwalks, ladders and appurtenances can in general be removed, as outlined in the 2025 
Selective Deconstruction plan, without jeopardizing the stability of the main structural 
elements. In those cases where catwalk framing elements support main structural 
elements, these should be examined on a case-by-case basis, with the removal of 
unsupported main elements, or the addition of new supports so that these elements can be 
maintained.” 
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The complete structural report is included as part of this request for a Certificate of Approval as is 
the Mayes Report of 2002.  

The City also hired Drs. Reed and Suderman, human factors and biomechanical experts to review 
both the access to the pedestrian appurtenances, their attractiveness and effectiveness of 
potential deterrent measures. Their report provided the following conclusions: 

1. The existing appurtenances are an attractive target for trespassers, and trespassers have 
been able to access those appurtenances despite prior efforts to limit access. 

2. Any appurtenances left on the towers would continue to be an attractive target to motivated 
trespassers. 

3. The site has a history of trespassers using assisted climbing methods to reach the 
appurtenances. 

4. Additional fencing, video surveillance, lighting, signs and/or an alarm system are unlikely to 
deter all trespassers. 

5. Although 99 percent of the general population would have a vertical grip reach height of less 
than 8 feet and a jump-reach height of 11 feet, trespassers would be able to use assisted 
climbing methods to reach appurtenances higher than that 

6. Given the nature of the towers, there will continue to be protruding structures and 
horizontal bars on the tower structures that [are] potential handholds that could be used for 
climbing, including to reach any remaining appurtenances in the future.   

7. While the signs posted on the perimeter fence of the Gas Works Park structure are 
reasonable and appropriate at alerting the public that access to the structure is prohibited, 
these signs do not deter individuals who are motivated to penetrate the fence barricade 
and/or access the structure. 

8. While the perimeter fence around the Gas Works Park structure is appropriate and 
efficacious in limiting public access to the structure, the fence is not an effective barricade 
for individuals who are motivated to penetrate the fence. 

9. As a public park, future visitors to Gas Works Park will include individuals who possess 
inherent risk factors to disregard signs and barricades, and/or engage in risk-taking 
behaviors; due to the presence of climbing affordances on the structure, these factors will 
increase the likelihood that a future climbing incident will occur. 

While the report notes that people will continue to climb the towers, removing the pedestrian 
appurtenances that are the potential targets will likely limit the number and type of individuals who 
can climb the towers to those more skilled in climbing. It should also eliminate the risk of people 
falling through gaps in the current appurtenances.  The towers outside the fence that have no 
appurtenances are climbed by more skilled individuals and there are no documented serious 
injuries or fatalities associated with those towers. The complete report is included as part of this 
request for a Certificate of Approval. 
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Other alternatives  

SPR has evaluated other alternatives available to achieve its objectives at Gas Works Parks 
(GWP).  As noted above, SPR’s objectives at GWP are to (1) reduce the attractiveness of the site to 
trespassers, (2) reduce the risk that trespassers will be injured by making the towers less climbable, 
and (3) reduce the risk that additional metal could fall on SPR staff when working around the towers 
for maintenance purposes.    
 
The Landmarks Board previously asked SPR to evaluate alternatives including focusing on lower-
level elements first, suggested other less physically impactful strategies like introduction of new 
lighting, increased patrols at night, further fortifying or enlarging the fence, or possibly removing the 
fence, suggested repairing elements rather than removing them. These are addressed in turn below. 
 
Other alternatives considered include:  
 
Removing only lower-level elements first.  SPR did seek a Certificate of Approval to remove 
pedestrian appurtenances on the towers approximately ten feet and lower in 2016, which the Board 
approved.  However, additional injuries and deaths have occurred since that time. As reflected in 
the Reed/Suderman Report, the presence of climbing affordances on the structure and the 
availability of assisted climbing mean that trespassers could still reach any remaining 
appurtenances. This alternative also does not reduce risk for SPR staff. 
  
Less physically impactful strategies such as adding additional fencing, fortifying existing fencing, 
video surveillance, lighting, signs and/or an alarm system. As noted in the Reed/Suderman Report, 
all of these suggestions are not likely to deter all trespassers and as noted in the Seattle Structural 
Report, these suggestions will not reduce risk for SPR staff; therefore these alternatives do not 
meet any of SPR’s objectives. 
  
Another less physically impactful strategy suggested was adding private security or police 
monitoring of the Park. Adding private security or police staff for continuous surveying indefinitely is 
not economically feasible for SPR. 
    
SPR has determined that it would not be practical to address all remaining potential handholds on 
the cracking towers once appurtenances are removed.  Generally, the appurtenances appear to be 
the cause of most injuries at the site, and modification or removal of all potential hand and 
footholds is impractical given the nature of the site. 
 
The Reed/Suderman report made reference to anti-climbing devices. SPR is not pursuing the 
installation of anti-climbing device(s) at this time given the nature of the site, which has multiple 
structures with vast targets and potential handholds which are too many to surround with 
anticlimbing devices. SPR has determined that this is not a practical solution and would not 
address assisted climbing to access the tower appurtenances as outlined in the report from 
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Guidance Engineering. It would also not eliminate current climbing targets for those likely to engage 
in risky behavior, as noted in the Guidance Engineering report.     
 
Removing the fence: Removing the fence would remove a visual cue to the public that these towers 
are not safe to be climbed.  These towers were not built for public access and are not intended for 
that purpose. At this time SPR does not have a long-term plan or any City Council-appropriated 
funds for removal of the Cracking Tower fence and any associated soil remediation or other 
activities that would be necessary before the public could be allowed to access the area around the 
towers. The cost of such work is beyond typical City-wide maintenance fund allocation and would 
require capital investment approved by City Council. The near-term plan of the City for GWP 
through SPU and SPR is the design and future construction of the sediment clean-up at and off 
shore of Gas Works Park and the adjacent Waterways 19 and 20 and the Harbor Patrol facility.   
 
Repairing all pedestrian appurtenances: As reflected in the Seattle Structural report, much of the 
pedestrian appurtenances are deteriorated, have small-dimensioned elements, and small welded 
and bolted connections, which may eventually fail completely, even with efforts to apply paint and 
repairs.  This structure is in a high moisture environment with increased risk of corrosion.  Wind and 
snow loads may exceed the reduced load bearing capacity of the aged structure. Repair will not meet 
SPR’s objectives of making the site less attractive to trespassers.  
 
Examine other industrial ruins located in parks/public spaces for alternatives: Parks like 
Landschaftspark Duisburg-Nord are great examples of the reuse of industrial sites, and so is Gas 
Works Park. Not every area of Larkschaftpark is accessible to the public – the Landschaftspark 
informational materials note that “[c]limbing over railings and entering sealed and fenced off areas 
is prohibited as this would pose a danger to life, and this is especially true of parkour.” There are 
also two parks in Alabama that contain industrial remnants, both are old ironworks. Brierfield 
Ironworks and Tannehill Ironworks are public parks set in much more rural environments with 
camping facilities, forests and trails, and remnants of the original ironworks. Both are much 
different than Gas Works Park; the historic ironworks facilities are not climbable (and never were), 
the ironworks are now part of fee-generating museums, and they are not located in the middle of 
urban parks. The bulk of Richard Haag’s vision for Gas Works Park has been implemented. Once 
the shoreline/sediment remedy has been implemented, that work will complete the park and afford 
the public the significant element that has been lacking at the park – access to the water and Lake 
Union. The towers are easily viewable from all areas of the park and Kite Hill provides that 
promontory view of the Seattle skyline and down into the towers. A complete overhaul of the towers 
with viewing platform(s) would duplicate a view that is already available at the park and does not 
meet SPR’s objectives for the park of providing access to the land and water at the park, clean and 
safe restroom facilities, a children’s play area and unprogrammed open space. Similar to other 
alternatives already discussed, building a viewing platform would not deter all trespassers and 
therefore this alternative does not meet SPR’s objectives at Gas Work Park. 
  



 

12 | P a g e  

 

Complete demolition: Another alternative to eliminate any risk of falls would be to seek complete 
demolition of the towers within the fenced area. This alternative would remove all of the monolithic 
features that were part of Richard Haag’s vision, rather than removing some of the attachments to 
the towers, which would leave them in a similar condition to those located outside of the fence. 
 
 
Conclusion 

SPR’s plan to remove the pedestrian appurtenances, and the one pipe that extends beyond the 
fence, is in keeping with Richard Haag’s vision to preserve the towers as the monolithic 
representation of the historic gas works. Removing the appurtenances also reduces the risks to SPR 
staff who maintain the park. Finally, SPR’s proposal is supported by the expert analysis outlined 
above and attached as part of this request for a Certificate of Approval. 


