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November 18, 2015 
 
Tom Hauger       via electronic mail 
Kristian Kofoed 
Department of Planning & Development 
tom.hauger@seattle.gov 
kristian.kofoed@seattle.gov 
700 5th Avenue 
Suite 2000 
Seattle, WA 
98124-4019 
 
RE:  Seattle Comprehensive Plan Update 
 
Dear Mr. Hauger and Mr. Kofoed, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the update to Seattle's Comprehensive Plan. 
 
This year the Growth Management Act celebrates its 25th anniversary.  There is much to celebrate.  Seattle has led 
the way in helping to protect rural and resource lands.  The public has been engaged in the planning process. We 
have seen tremendous investment in the city for commercial and residential uses.   Many neighborhoods have been 
reenergized with progress being made in many more. 
 
What's troubling, however, is while we have directed growth away from the rural area, we have not adequately 
accommodated growth in the urban area.  Unmet housing demand in the urban area has spiked housing prices and 
condemned too many workers to long commutes. This impacts the very quality of life for families that the GMA 
pledges to preserve. 
  
Job growth drives housing growth.  A home is where each job goes at night.  When we fail to zone for an adequate 
supply of housing relative to demand (as driven by jobs), housing prices rise and people travel farther from their job to 
find a place to live which they can afford. 
 
Most home buyers in Seattle are struggling.  Homes are selling for $500,000, prices are rising, and those that sell for 
median or less have multiple offers.  According to the Northwest MLS, the October 2015 median sales price in Seattle 
for single family homes was $555,000 and $493,000 for single family homes and condominiums combined.  A 
$500,000 mortgage demands an income well in excess of the area median income.  Many buyers continue to rent in 
Seattle or drive away from Seattle until they qualify.    
 
There are at least four problems with this: 

1. Long commutes reduce an individual’s quality of life. 
2. Long commutes create sprawl. 
3. Long commutes can cause dislocation of existing residents. 
4. Regardless of transportation mode, long commutes are costly to the commuter, the government and the 

environment. 
 
The mismatch between what the median income can afford and what the median priced home costs is a problem that 
spills into other cities --- and other counties.  When Enumclaw or Marysville serve as affordable housing for Seattle ---
- it becomes a regional issue and the whole region suffers. 
 
Seattle needs a housing strategy that recognizes the housing market is a continuum.  It is interrelated.   Greater 
housing options in one segment help the pricing equation in other segments.   Fewer housing options hurt 
affordability everywhere.  When the demand for housing outstrips supply, the market begins to behave like a game of 
musical chairs.  Those with the financial wherewithal get a chair.   Others do not.  The way to change this dynamic is 
to first add more chairs --- or in this case more housing units. 



Specific to the Seattle Comprehensive Plan Update, we need to commit to zoning for housing to meet actual 
demand for housing.  

 
Realtors believe the HALA/Grand Bargain recommendations that address opportunities to add housing to all zones, 
including single family, will help resolve the severe shortage of housing supply relative to demand; an imbalance we 
see growing in the future if bold steps are not taken now.  Proposals include the following: 
 
Grow the urban villages 
We have many low density areas in which a greater intensity of use could improve housing options and improve 
community character and quality.  The following measures should be implemented: 
 

More ADUs 
Encourage more accessory dwelling units and backyard cottages. Existing regulations are relatively 
restrictive.  Explore removing the owner-occupancy requirement. 
 
Thoughtful urban village transition 
At the edges of urban villages, encourage a transition in scale, height and bulk of buildings between higher-
intensity and single-family areas. The transition area would allow low-rise housing types (duplexes, triplexes, 
cottage housing). 
 
Simpler code 
Remove duplicative single-family rezone criteria.  Including rezone criteria in both the Land Use Code and in 
the Comprehensive Plan is unnecessary. It creates a longer, more expensive, two-step process to consider 
rezoning single-family parcels. 

 
Encourage multifamily housing 
To protect Seattle’s legacy single family neighborhoods, it will be necessary to accommodate the vast majority of new 
growth in multifamily housing.  To do so effectively demands a number of measures. 
 

Increase the land available to multifamily housing. 
HALA recommendation: New multifamily zoned land should be prioritized near green belts, open space and 
parks; near schools and community centers; and within walking distance of the frequent transit network.  
 
Increase building heights in multifamily zones. 
HALA recommendation:  Modify height limits and codes to maximize economical wood frame construction 
 
Change 65’ zoning code height limits to 75’ or 85’.   This change would allow buildings to maximize cost 
efficiencies in “Five over Two” construction and would allow another story of housing on some sites without 
dramatically changing the scale of development. An 85’ height limit could also be explored in conjunction 
with other adjustments to the building code to allow a sixth story of wood frame construction.  

 
Consider increasing 30’ and 40’ zones: Upzones within this increment would significantly lower the per 
square foot cost of building new housing. The same or similar investments in construction of a base story 
and infrastructure could support five stories of housing instead of two or three with this change.  

 
Consider building and fire code modifications to allow six stories of wood frame construction: Distinct from 
the proposals above, the City should review the possibility of stretching economical wood frame construction 
even further. This could take the form of building code changes to increase the height limit or allowed 
number of wood frame stories. This action needs careful vetting to ensure fire and life safety protection.  
 
Increase flexibility on multifamily type 
Remove code barriers to small flats or apartments in some multifamily zones.  In some of the Lowrise 
multifamily zones, townhouse or rowhouse forms of development are favored by the code over stacked flats 
(apartments or condominiums located on different levels in a building). This can limit production of 
potentially greater numbers of housing units, or limit the housing product to ownership units instead of rental 
units. The City should change the code to allow more stacked flats in all Lowrise zones. 

 
Remove recently created barriers to the creation of congregate micro-housing 

 
  



Increase Zoned Capacity in Light Rail Station Areas 
Seattle has underzoned its station areas.  Greater intensity is needed to support ridership and leverage the 
major, long-term investment in light rail. Increase zoned capacity in these areas provides a golden 
opportunity for the city to promote more affordable housing units.  As a matter of policy, station area density 
should be zoned for 50-year growth or more, rather than the 20-year GMA planning horizon. 
 
Public property 
HALA recommendation: Where feasible, make City owned property available for housing. 
 
Simpler regulation, smoother process 
For too many projects, design review adds costs and creates project delays with no added benefit for the 
project proponent or the public.  In many instances, constraints placed on projects by design review make it 
difficult to meet the zoned density.    The design review process should be revised to meet the aesthetic 
objectives of the program without adding undue costs or restrictions to the project. 

 
Realtors place a high value on the goals of the Growth Management Act.  The promise of a state made up of 
communities with a balanced set of attributes that make for a high quality of life and are growing in ways that are 
sustainable and equitable for all is as important now as it was 25 years ago.  As a leader in the implementation of 
GMA, Seattle bears the responsibility of keeping the region livable.  Housing is critical to the success of the act.  We 
must take bold steps to plan for growth in a manner that is true and relevant to what's happening on the ground.  If we 
do not, market-rate housing will remain less accessible to middle income earners and out of reach to lower-income 
earners.   
 
Sincerely,       

        
  
Tyler McKenzie, President     Patti Hill, President-Elect 
Seattle King County REALTORS®    Seattle King County REALTORS® 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


