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HOUSING SUPPLY AND AFFORDABILITY

Reform condominium construction laws including liability and insurance 
The central Puget Sound region has been experiencing unprecedented population and economic 
growth. Housing has not kept pace, and the result is we don’t have enough housing for everyone who 
needs a place to live. 

As the demand for housing grows, with limited housing options, prices for housing have increased at 
the fastest percentage rate in the nation for the last 17 months straight. We have apartments, and we 
have single-family homes. But the critically important “Missing Middle” in the housing options is 
condominiums.

Condominium development could provide an affordable option for new housing in urban areas. At 
present, condominiums are not being built in sufficient numbers to meet demand, and those that are 
being built are being sold at luxury prices that are well beyond the means of median income 
individuals. Reasons for this dynamic include out-of-balance legal liability, exorbitant per-unit 
construction insurance costs associated with such liability, and to some degree financing and capital 
markets for condominium developers. 

For the market to be incentivized to build more affordable condominiums without public subsidy, 
economic opportunity for builders must offset the greater perceived risks and inefficiencies of 
smaller scale building through lower costs. Insurance costs and the risk of litigation are important 
factors, that, if mitigated, can contribute to tipping the scale toward the delivery of more affordable 
condominium ownership product.

Increase density inside “Urban Growth Areas”
In 2017, the Legislature passed SB 5254, broadly-supported legislation modifying the Growth 
Management Act’s Buildable Lands process. However, immediate action is needed to address the 
shortage of housing and rapidly increasing housing costs within urban growth areas, especially since 
SB 5254 appears unlikely to begin making an important difference until at least 2022, six years from 
now. Our housing crisis will not wait six years. 

Minimum density standards should be included with municipal comprehensive plans to help meet the 
housing needs of cities planning under the GMA. REALTORS® support modifying the GMA to require 
minimum built-densities of six dwelling units per acre in urban growth areas. If we fail to meet the 
demand of housing, housing costs will continue to increase and will force families farther away from 
job centers to find affordable housing. This will strain our already congested roadways and 
increase our carbon footprint. 
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Create tax and regulatory incentives for new and existing housing
Economic reality dictates that we will get more of what we incentivize (via tax and regulatory 
incentives) and less of what we disfavor (via tax and regulatory disincentives). Housing 
construction (single-family homes, apartments, condominiums, tiny homes, Apodments, 
townhomes, cottage housing, etc.) are each and all subject to taxation, and to regulatory 
requirements.

Taxes include: property taxes, Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) on the sale of vacant and re- 
developable land, sales tax on construction materials, state and local B&O tax, etc. Regulatory 
requirements include permit application costs, permit review costs, inspection costs, impact fees, 
and sometimes bonded improvement costs related to landscaping. In addition, land division costs 
to accommodate small-lot “Town Home” construction with common walls on individually-owned 
parcels (in order to avoid the necessity to “condominiumize” the development) also include 
regulatory costs.

Jurisdictions need to identify the mix and location of the housing development they want, and 
then look at the tax and regulatory exactions to identify trade-offs they are willing to make to 
incentivize the construction of quantities of new housing that will be sufficient to allow the city’s 
children to be able to have access to ownership housing options at prices they can afford within 
six years of graduating from high school.

Clarify state vesting laws
Washington’s “Vested Rights Doctrine” gives property owners and developers the right to develop 
properties according to the land use laws and ordinances in place when they submit a complete 
permit application. Vesting ensures certainty, stability, and fairness in the development process. 
Homebuilders depend on vested rights to successfully plan new communities on time and within 
budget, two factors crucial to housing affordability,  availability and access to construction 
financing. 

However, several court rulings in recent years have reached inconsistent conclusions and severely 
limited Washington’s common law “Vested Rights Doctrine.” REALTORS® seek legislative support 
for language either codifying the existence and legitimacy of the common law “Vested Rights 
Doctrine,” or to codify that vesting on specific land development permits takes place at the time of 
complete permit application.

RURAL HOUSING

Allow Accessory Dwelling Units in rural areas
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) or accessory apartments provide an affordable housing option. 
REALTORS® support the development and placement of accessory apartments (attached to, 
detached from and inside the primary residence) in areas zoned for single-family residential use 
within or outside urban growth areas. Such units should be consistent with the bulk and scale of 
the primary units, and any requirements for parking area should take into account functional 
access to transit.

Establish Homeowner-Friendly Septic Legislation
Properly functioning on-site sewage systems are an important component of the state’s 
wastewater treatment infrastructure and are economically accessible to a wide sector of the state’s 
population. REALTORS® support legislation that gives first priority to allow property owners to 
repair septic systems so long as the repairs will restore the system to good working order, and 
second priority to allow replacement of an existing on-site sewage system. Also, any inspection 
of an on-site sewage system must be coordinated with the owner of the on-site system prior to 
accessing the on-site sewage system and prohibit agencies from requiring easements for on-site 
sewage systems as a condition of permit issuance.


